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ABSTRACT 

This thesis researches the fictional portrayals of the conflicts, active and present in 

mother-daughter relationships, in the works of Indian women authors in English, within 

the last three decades. A brief socio-historical study of urban Indian women from the 

onset of the 20th century backgrounds the theoretical framework of the relevant 

discourses foregrounding the analysis of the fictional narratives. The critical tools of 

feminist psychoanalysis and postcolonial literary theory have been used to analyse the 

novels and delve into the underlying causes of the interpersonal conflicts and tensions 

between women. This study does not attempt to claim that fiction mirrors reality; but it 

does assert that the authors incorporate within the texts certain elements of the 

prevalent socio-cultural discourses as well as traces of past historical and present 

political evolutions. The research concludes that within the fictional context, generational 

and inter-familial tensions and conflicts between women could be resolved and reduced 

to a great extent, if the women are liberated from the constant pressure of having to 

function within the dictates of the Indian patriarchal traditions. 



INTRODUCTION 

The main purpose of my thesis is to elucidate and bring out the tensions present and 

active in the urban Indian mother-daughter relationships. By making a study of the fiction 

of the novels of selected Indian women authors writing between the years 1970 to 2000, 

I have tried to explore the uneasy yet close relationship very often shared between 

urban Indian women and their daughters. The uneasiness and tensions simmering just 

below the surface and frequently erupting in the open as seen in some of the novels is 

very relevant to the psycho-social discourses that have been evolving over the last three 

decades in urban Indian society. 

Theories relating to the conflicts and bonds inherent within the mother-daughter 

relationship were expounded by Western feminists in the 1970s. I have attempted to 

bring out the gradually increasing openness with which different aspects of this 

relationship have been explored by various women writers in the last thirty years. Earlier, 

stereotypical Indian social norms dictated that parents be venerated as ideal beings and 

there existed a general social pretence that no problems and strains of any kind existed 

within the parent-child relationship. The Indian 'mother' was always considered more of 

a maternal goddess rather than a normal human being. 

The novels analysed to formulate my theories on the mother-daughter relationship are: 

Tamarind Mem by Anita Rau Badami 

Fire on the Mountain by Anita Desai 

A Matter of Time by Shashi Deshpande 

First Light by Leena Dhingra 

Sister of my Heart by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 

The Thousand Faces of Night by Githa Hariharan 

Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur 

My research has been literary and theoretical and is not based on structured interviews, 

quantitative or statistical data analysis. To formulate the theoretical framework for my 

thesis, I have combined feminist literary criticism, feminist psychoanalysis and 

postcolonial theory. The socio-historical framework. of my study contains some 

background material concerning the socio-political history of urban Indian women from 



2 

the dawn of the twentieth century and biographical information on the selected authors. 

Such background serves to elucidate the changes regarding women's issues in the 

Indian socio-cultural, psycho-social and political discourses and practices. The socio

historical research has helped me further understand the psychoanalytic and 

postcolonial approaches used by the women writers and the theories they consciously 

and unconsciously expound. These theories help to construct as well as analyse urban 

Indian women during the past three decades, their growing awareness of all aspects of 

life and their changing and oft-complex relationships. 
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical and Social Background 

1.1: Major Changes in the Situation of Urban Indian Women: 
1900 to 2000: A Summary 

You can't kill the Spirit 
She is like a mountain 

Old and Strong 
She goes on and on. 

(Woman's Movement Song)1 

At the onset of the twentieth century, with the Indian Independence Movement gaining 

greater momentum, "Woman" was used as a symbol; especially in the guise of women 

as the "mothers of the nation". Many young nationalists took to fervent worship of the 

mother goddess believing it would facilitate the progress of the nationalist movement. 

Many of Tagore's devotional songs relating to a mother could also be taken to mean 

reverence of the motherland; Bankim Chandra's fiery, pro-nationalist novel Ananda 

Math2 was also a source of great inspiration to the young freedom fighters. Women in 

India had always, traditionally, had the word Debi; literally meaning 'goddess', attached 

to their names. It was a custom that carried on well into the 1960s and occasionally one 

can still come across examples even today3. The feminist research scholar and activist, 

Radha Kumar states: 

The first half of the twentiwth century saw a symbolic use of the mother as a rallying 
device, from feminist assertions of women's power as mother of the nation, to terro
rist invocations of the protective and ravening mother goddess, to the Gandhian lau
ding of the spirit of endurance and suffering embodied in the mother.(1993:2) 

During the first quarter of the twentieth century, many women respected in the spheres 

of literature, social work, arts, etc such as the Sarojini Naidu,4 Madam Cama,5 

1 Refer Liddle and Joshi,1986:5 
2 'Ananda Math' was first published in Bengali in 1882 
3 Especially in the rural areas, women are even today referred to as 'Debi'. During the rites of the Hindu 
marriage ceremony, the bride is addressed with the suffix 'Debi' to her first name. 
4 Born in a Bengali Brahmin family, she went to England after matriculation to study at King's College, 
London and Girton, Cambridge. Married a man from a different community and a lower caste. For her 
poems in English, she received much acclaim and was dubbed "the Nightingale of India." Worked with 
Gandhi, joined the Non Cooperation Movement in 1920. After Indian independence occupied very senior 
administrative posts within the new government. 
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Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay6 and many others had joined the freedom struggle. These 

women had received university education, some were fluent in English, articulate and 

committed to the cause for freedom. They spoke and wrote the dominant political 

discourse and were therefore able to be heard. 

In 1915, Gandhi returned from South Africa to infuse fresh and vigorous life into the 

freedom movement. Gandhi emphasised the innate nobility, patience, courage and 

endurance of women. However, he simultaneously tried to suppress the aggressive and 

dominant voices amongst women, which demanded their rights and equal status within 

home and society. With his constant emphasis on regulating and controlling of sexual 

needs, even amongst married couples, Gandhi appeared to be denying other 

possibilities for women except that of the noble asexual mother. Radha Kumar suggests 

that "Gandhi's emphasis on the ennobling qualities of motherhood sought explicitly to 

curb or subdue the most fearsome aspects of femininity, which lie in erotic or tactile 

domains. "(Ibid) 

However, study of related documents and Gandhi's autobiography1 as well the 

subsequent events clearly reveals that Gandhi, Nehru and other political leaders and 

even artists such as Tagore felt that women should curb their demands for equal status 

and franchise and focus on and blend their efforts into the freedom struggle. Gandhi did 

have a definite role to play in the uplift of Indian women in the pre-Independence years, 

but it is not very apt to label him (as is often done) the 'founder' of the women's 

movement in India. To an Indian woman researcher today, it is apparent that Gandhi 

was very much a Hindu male of his era in many of his views. Radha Kumar validly 

asserts: 

While not wishing to undervalue the importance of Gandhi's role in the women's 
movement, his most important contributions were to legitimize and expand 
women's public activities in certain ways, extending the latter so that it cut across 
class and cultural barriers. At the same time, his definition of women's nature and 
role was deeply rooted in Hindu patriarchy, and his inclinations were often to limit 
the women's movement rather than push it forward.(lbid:83) 

5 Madam Cama was involved in the Revolutionary Movement of the Indian freedom struggle. She had 
smuggled arms into India from the West. She had for a while run a newspaper as a mouthpiece for Indian 
independence. She was a nationalist with a cosmopolitan and international outlook. 
6 Born in 1903, a child widow, Kamaladevi married the brother of Sarojini Naidu. She joined politics and in 
1926 was the first woman to stand for elections in Mangalore. One of the founder members of All India 
Women's Conference in 1926. Represented AIWC in 1929 at Prague. Later became a full-time activist in 
the Civil Disobedience Movement. 
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Also, most of the nationalist women leaders seemed to operate within certain gender

based definitions of themselves and clung rigidly to social nomenclatures and norms. In 

their recruitment of young women to the nationalist struggle, they mostly applied their 

own peculiar yardsticks. According to the historian and researcher, Geraldine Forbes: 

Most women leaders were unable to get beyond their own sense of respectability 
when they sought recruits. An exception to this of course were the women who 
joined the revolutionary movement.They worked closely with men, wore disguises, 
traveled alone or in the company of strangers, and learned how to shoot, drive cars 
and make bombs.(1996:155) 

By the 1920's, "the Western woman" was becoming the focus of censure from 

nationalists all over India. This led women leaders in India to assert that in no way was 

the Indian women's movement a 'feminist' one and it was quite different from the 

Women's Movement in the West. 7 

It is interesting to note that until India attained independence the women's situation was 

always linked with the political situation and the Independence movement. But it was not 

just the women actively participating in the cause for Indian independence, who were the 

real patriots and independent thinkers. Many women of the times, ranging from 

grandmothers to housewives and students tried to support the freedom struggle in any 

way they could. Women sometimes defied traditional norms and went against the wishes 

of patriarchal authority in donating what little money and jewellery they could to advance 

the cause. But it was in a restricted atmosphere that these women performed their little 

acts of sacrifice and bravery; but the struggle against colonisation had a deep impact on 

the women, even the most traditional of them. As described by the feminist 

ethnographer, Kamala Visveswaran, the external struggle appears to have been 

internalised by certain young women like Subbalakshmi8; who probably identified with 

the idea of fighting against suppression of a country's rights and the voice of the people. 

At the domestic level, women like Subbalakshmi were constant victims of the oppression 

of the male-dominated power-structures. The women were colonised by the men in their 

homes and the foreign rulers outside. The hope of the nation's freedom echoed hopes of 

their own. Visveswaran gives a poignant description of Subbalakshmi based on the 

7It was Katherine Mayo's book, 'Mother India', published in 1927 which had outraged the nationalists and 
focused the rage against Western women. 
8See page 6 
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latter's own diary written in English in the years 1924-27. Very few traditional 

housewives, in those days could read or write so well, let alone in English. I have 

referred to Subbalakhsmi because she was a very exceptional woman in her own limited 

sphere. Visveswaran writes: 

Subbalakshmi's family remembers her as being unconventional. She was a woman 
who rarely offered kumkum9 to departing guests, and who wore khadi to the end of 
her days, even to weddings where silk saris were again the post-Independence norm 
among former nationalists[ ..... ]. Subbalakshmi was a woman who refused to 
address her husband by anything, but his initials, P.R.G. Still later again, she 
narrated.over and over to her young grandchildren the dream of an Indian woman in 
South Africa being beaten while on Satyagraha. One of her granddaughters felt that 
the recurring images of women fighting for their freedom must have been extremely 
potent ones for Subbalakshmi."(1994:146) 

By the early 20th century some women from the upper social strata such as Herabai 

Tata, Mithan Lam, Svarnakumari Ghoshal and others had already visited the West and 

had brought back to India the awareness of the Suffragette Movement. Though this 

awareness influenced the Indian women's movement; in essence these Indian women 

who had received greater exposure were very different from the suffragettes in the West 

Given the deep cultural differences between India and the Western world, it could not 

help but be so. Indian women in the first quarter of the twentieth century were battling for 

basic rights such as ban of child marriage for girls, raising the girls' age for marriage, 

right to basic education, right to some share in paternal property and property rights for 

widows. Unlike the Western women, they could not afford to seek a total individualistic 

voice because they had first to gain recognition beyond their near-total commodity 

status. But, in no way did they oppose the role of "mother" that was constantly foisted 

upon them. The women who had visited the West were also those to whom education 

was more easily accessible compared to the majority of Indian women. In the field of 

education too, some progress was noticeable by the early twentieth century. In 1883, 

emerged the first Indian women graduates of the British empire, namely Kadambini Basu 

and Chandramukhi Basu from Bethune College in Calcutta.1° Kadambini Ganguly was 

also the first woman to obtain a medical degree and later set up a thriving practice. 

However, women who opted for further education and who in particular pursued science 

faced an enormous amount of resistance and backlash from the traditionalists in 

9 Vermilion offered by one married woman to another as an auspicious sign. 
10 Forbes, G.1996:43 
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society.11 Even so, slowly some enlightened families in cities became convinced of the 

value of education for women and started sending their daughters to school. Shudha 

Mazumdar's autobiography reveals the life of a girl educated to some extent by her 

father, married at 11 and then going on to forge a niche for herself in the outside world 

with the help of an educated husband and supportive in-laws.12 But, such cases were 

few and far between. Most women lead very oppressed lives. Subbalakshmi's life rather 

than Shudha Mazumdar's was typical of the frustrations faced by urban Indian women 

with critical awareness regarding their situation living within the rigid patriarchal social 

structures. Using the idea of revivalism of Hindu culture as an excuse, a number of 

restrictions were further placed by patriarchal society on women's liberties and 

opportunities. For instance, education in the academic sense was denied to women as it 

was considered to be harmful to their marital value. According to the traditionalists, 

educated women avoided kitchen work and care of children. In India there was a major 

outcry against child marriage from the last years of the 19th century. The irony was that 

many influential leaders and thinkers such as Tagore, Tilak and others, in their 

nationalist bid to restore the ancient Hindu culture advocated child marriage and 

considered British efforts to raise the age of consent for marriage as an imperial effort to 

undermine Indian culture and Hinduism. Radha Kumar claims that "though in 1889 Tilak 

had signed a reformist pledge to educate his daughters, and not have them married till 

they were 11, by 1891 he led the agitation against the Age of Consent Act, which merely 

raised the age of consent from 10 to 12"(1993:27) 

It was as late as 1929, that the Sharda Act was passed raising the minimum age for 

marriage for women to 15. But social evils such as child marriage, Kulinism (a system 

allowing certain high caste brahmins to practise indiscriminate polygamy), oppression of 

widows, presence of too many child widows, lack of education and opportunities for 

women, financial dependence of women were very relevant conditions even in the 1920s 

and 30s. In the 1930s, there were sporadic attempts to improve women's status. 

Between 1937 and 1938 came the Hindu Women's Right to Property bill, further 

amendments to the Child Marriage Restraint Act, a bill to allow intercaste marriage, the 

11 Ibid, p.166-167. Forbes says Indian women doctors for instance had to function as good wives and 
mothers first and then give priority to their careers. They faced sexual harassment and also got lesser pay 
and lower positions as compared to the European doctors. Women in the field of teaching and law faced the 
same problem. 
12 Mazumdar,Shudha (ed. Forbes), 1989, 'Memoirs ofan Indian Woman' 
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Hindu Women's Right to Divorce Act, The Muslim Women's Right to Divorce Bill etc. 

Communal tensions in India also prevented the Women's Movement from being 

effective. 

In 1947, according to the Constitution of now independent India, women got the Right to 

Vote along with men. The Constitution proclaimed equality of the sexes. Women in 

urban India were placed in varying socio-cultural discourses. There were the tradition

bound wives and mothers, who preferred to passively accept the patriarchal dictates; 

some who wanted greater autonomy, but were willing to accept the male superiority 

within the socio-cultural hierarchy; also present were the academically well qualified 

ambitious women seeking a career and total autonomy. Another category of women 

such as Bina Das, Shanti Ghosh and Suniti Chaudhary were those who during the 

Independence struggle had been revolutionaries and participated in violent acts like 

bombing, attempted murder etc. But the majority of traditional nationalist leaders 

regarded them as 'unfeminine'. The ordinary women who tended the kitchen marched 

alongside Gandhi, faced the police batons, shouted slogans, but would never usually 

raise a voice against an abusive husband or a tyrannical mother-in-law 13. There were 

also the intellectual and political activists such as Aruna Asaf Ali, Renuka Rai, Capt 

Laxmi Sehgal, Kamla Nehru, Sarojini Naidu, Vijayalakshmi Pandit etc. After 1947 

however, with the advent of political sovereignty, the ordinary Indian woman was 

expected to revert to the time-honoured roles of 'wife' and 'mother'. The revolutionary 

women had never gained real favour with the leaders of the independence movement, 

who were now the political leaders of free India. Forbes documents the feelings of the 

male Indian leaders regarding the women revolutionaries. She says "even though they 

were valorized they were not regarded by all as "respectable" women. Gandhi called 

them "unsexed" and Rabindranath Tagore wrote a novel in which the sexual allure of the 

revolutionary heroine was used to recruit young men to the cause."(1996:155) 

For women, post-1947, things did change for the better but not in every sphere. 

Education now became widespread for urban women. All educational institutions were 

open to women. In the initial years after independence there were a very small number 

of women in senior political positions. Their numbers grew as the years went on and 

13 "Women were amazed to find political participation approved of by men who wanted their wives to 
behave in the home like the perfect wives in religious texts." (Forbes, G. 1996:121) 
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India became the second country in the world to have a woman Prime Minister14. In 

1956, The Hindu Marriage Act outlawed all forms of polygamy and bigamy. It secured 

the social and economic position of Hindu women to a great extent. 

With increasing urbanisation came an increase in dowry-related problems 15. In 1961 the 

Anti Dowry Bill was passed. Demanding and obtaining dowry became a crime 

punishable under law. Sad to say it hardly had any effect except on certain small 

educated sections of the populace. The dowry demands reached such horrendous levels 

in the late 1970s and early 1980s that the then Prime Minister Mrs. Indira Gandhi was 

forced to resort to extreme measures to deal with the matter. In 1983 cruelty to the wife 

was declared a non-bailable offence. Women's organisations demonstrated strongly in 

protest against dowry. The protests took the form of street plays, picketing, marches etc. 

The dowry deaths in Northern India in the early 1980's were shockingly high. New Delhi 

alone, in a single year 1982, had 537 cases of dowry deaths. Regarding the dowry 

issue, Forbes writes: 

Pramila Dandavate introduced a private member's bill in 1980 to amend the laws 
against dowry. Activists agreed that additional legislation was in order [ .... ] This 
legislation increased the punishment for accepting dowry and decreed that in cases 
where a woman died an unnatural death, her property would devolve on her 
children or be returned to her parents. The campaign was over, new legislation had 
been passed, but dowry deaths continue.(lbid:247) 

However, by the 1970s, Indian feminists, after facing years of discrimination, stated that 

equality between sexes as proclaimed in the Indian Constitution was a sham. The 

number of rapes, wife beating incidences, child marriages in Rajasthan and Bihar, 

female infanticide, dowry deaths, women forced into prostitution, the vast number of 

economically deprived women, women facing discrimination in political spheres belied 

the so-called 'equal' status of women. The feminist movement gathered momentum in all 

parts of India in 1970s and was effective via their forms of protest, to some extent, with 

regard to women's problems. 16 

14 Sirimavo Bandaranaike of Sri Lanka was the first woman prime minister in the world. 
15 Ancient Hindu civilization had the concept of 'Stridhan' (woman's wealth), which upon marriage was 
given to the girl and was hers alone. In modern India, this system has been distorted in a manner, whereby, 
the bride's father pays money, gold and other goods to the groom's family upon the marriage being 
arranged. A cruel trend of the last 30 years is the murder of many young women by the husband and inlaws 
due to the failure on part of her natal family to constantly meet the extortion demands from the groom's 
side. 
16"This meant breaking through the image of the ideal Indian woman as accomodating, self-sacrificing, and 
devoted to serving her family. It also necessitated an attack on the family. At the same time, newly vocal 
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But Indian socity still had a long way to go regarding improvement in women's situations. 

In 1987, in rural Rajasthan17, Roop Kanwar committed Sati18 and exposed the barbaric 

and medieval face of India. The Hindu fundamentalists rejoiced hailing Roop Kanwar as 

a virtuous woman and deifying her. The feminists and the most non-feminist Indians 

were outraged. Due to vested interests the government did not take all the appropriate 

steps to ensure the total prevention of further such horrifying events. Sati became a big 

industry for a while and Roop Kanwar's in-laws reaped huge benefits.19 Roop Kanwar 

was a village woman, but it was shocking to see the support for such barbaric acts from 

fundamentalist women in urban areas. Women from certain Hindu fundamentalist 

communities in India took out processions in support of the act. Ironically, these women 

were those who, themselves were hardly allowed under usual conditions to venture 

outside their homes. Their actions were politically manouevered by fundamentalist 

groups and the women lacked the basic awareness of the implications of their actions. 

The feminists took up the issue as a very serious one, but on the whole did not receive 

total governmental co-operation. 

The face of the urban family has greatly changed in India, especially over the last three 

decades. In most urban areas in India today the extended family structure is slowly 

vanishing; women definitely have a wider range of choices than they did at the dawn of 

the twentieth century and they are certainly acquiring a more strident voice than ever 

before. But the constraints and obstacles are still present. Hinduism stresses the ideal of 

sacrifice for women. Sita20 and Savitri21 are still role models, even in urban India. 

activist-scholars stepped up their criticism of the growing powers of the central state. The women 
committed to fomenting change were now critiquing the family, the government and the larger society." 
(Forbes, G. 1996:244) 
17 A state in north-western India 
18Sati was old Indian custom introduced in medieval times, whereby a woman committed suicide by 
jumping on the funeral pyre of her husband. It was originally done by women to avoid being raped by 
victorious enemy forces. But in 19th century India, it had become an accepted social practice and very 
young girls married to old men were also forced to die with their husbands. It was banned by the Governor
general Lord William Bentinck upon the urging of the Bengali social reformist Raja Ram Mohan Roy. 
Roop Kanwar a young Rajasthani village girl 'supposedly' committed Sati in 1987 and the nation 
responded in shock. But many fundamentalists tried to benefit from the issue. 
19 According to Radha Kumar a Trust set up by Roop Kanwar's in-laws in her name collected an 
approximate sum of Rs. 5 million in a space of three weeks by turning her cremation ground into a 
£ilgrimage spot. (Kumar, 1993: 17 5) 

0 The foremost of the 'Panchkanyas'(the five most ideal women in Hindu mythology). Wife of the God
king Ram. She epitomises the ideal wife, leaving the palace to follow her husband in his exile to the forests 
and going through purification by fire to prove her chastity. Even when her husband forsakes her she makes 
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India is proudly proclaimed as the land of Sita-Savitri, thus pinpointing the 
roles of Hindu women. Serials like Mahabharat22 and Ramayan were 
permitted to be telecast and got the highest rating. T,hrough these 
serials, idealization has been projected successfull/f, as the visual image 
is more powerful, its impact on the people more extensive and more 
enduring. (Mukherjee, Prabhati.1987: 144) 
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The social historians, Liddle and Joshi claim that "self-sacrifice is the form of response to 

oppression encouraged in the middle-class, since it characterises the ideal woman in a 

male-dominated society."(1986:225) India today has a large number of urban women 

who are very successful professionally, academically and in business. Many have 

satisfying marital relationships, strong family lives and fulfilling careers. There are at the 

same time numerous economically downtrodden and educationally deprived women; yet 

others who are professionally qualified' but subject to marital and familial abuse. What 

Joshi and Liddle have further to say also supports my own observations: 

Women do not passively accept exploitation and oppression. Where they are 
submissive, their submission is often enforced and coerced. Where they have the 
opportunity to live independently they resist oppression in many different ways 
engaging in negotiations to improve the conditions of their lives, or rejecting the 
constraints of a male-dominated marriage structure altogether. In order to do this 
successfully, they need both a material power base and an awareness of the power 
structure if they are to achieve changes in their position within the family 
individually, which is how most women have to negotiate issues within marriage. 
Women are exploited and oppressed, but they are also the instigators of radical 
change, fighting back, resisting oppression and striving for freedom.(lbid) 

In some cases, especially among the professionally qualified sections of society, the 

urban women's situation in India is, to a certain extent, similar to the women of the West. 

A large number of professionally successful Indian women do experience some guilt at 

neglecting the traditional roles and thus wear themselves out trying to be Superwoman -

a good wife, a great mother and a smart career woman. The difference is that a large 

number of men in the West tend to share the domestic tasks, whereas Indian men rarely 

do so. The interviews conducted by Liddle and Joshi for their studies support the above 

no demur though she is pregnant and accepts his decree. In the end, when her twin sons are reunited with 
their father and he asks for further proof of her chastity and innocence, she upon her own request is 
swallowed by 'mother' earth. 
21 Another of the 'Panchkanyas'. The daughter of a king, she marries the son of a blind exiled king 
knowing fully well that her husband is destined to di~ithie a year of their marriage. Her bravery and 
virtue lie in winning back her husband's life from Yam~(~od fDeath) by tricking him with her questions. 
Pleased with her wifely devotion, Yama grants her further boo s, restoring her father-in-law's kingdom and 
his sight. 
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statement. In general, it is culturally deemed unmanly for an Indian man to turn his hand 

to household tasks. Professionally too, Indian women face discrimination to a great 

extent because of their sex. Indian males still react with antagonism in many instances, if 

they have to accept professional subordination from a woman. Also since marriage is 

still de rigeur in most stratas of Indian society and childcare facilities are sadly 

inadequate, employers are apprehensive about employing young women, who, they feel 

might soon marry and leave the employment. Pressure from in-laws and husbands have 

often nipped promising careers in the bud. Speaking for the urban woman of India, 

Prabhati Mukherjee's view that "one may conclude by stating that the status of women in 

our country has altered to a great extent but not dramatically. Women are still at a 

disadvantage educationally, professionally, legally or otherwise"(1987:146) still holds. 

22 Mahabharat and Ramayana are the famous epic poems composed c.2S00B.C-1500B.C and forming very 
important components of the Indian sociocultural traditions. The Mahabharat is the longest epic poem in 
the world comprising of some 80,000 verses. These texts contain the ideals of Hindu life and relationships. 



1.2: The Urban Indian Mother: Changing Perspectives 
from 1900 to 2000 

The venerability of the mother is no secret of the social, 
family and religious life of lndia.(Dimock, Edward)23 

13 

At the dawn of the 20th century, the conditions faced by urban Indian women did not 

differ much from those faced by their mothers and grandmothers. Certain positive 

changes had, of course occurred. The custom of Sati24 was almost non-existent by 1900 

and a small percentage of women were able to acquire at least the basics of education. 

It could thus be said that urban Indian women's lot was in some ways better than their 

great-grandmothers. But, higher education25{sometimes elementary education), 

economic independence and other rights naturally obtained by the men were still 

seemingly impossible dreams. Women were still very much the inferior sex. The ancient 

Indian lawgiver Manu's dictums about the inferiority, fickleness and susceptibility of 

women still held sway within the dominant patriarchal discourse and suited the male

dominated requirements of the times. 

Amongst the upper castes in particular, daughters were zealously guarded at home and 

married off at a tender age (many, shockingly, while still infants) in order to prevent any 

taint besmirching the family name and prestige. Manu, in his famous work Manusmriti 

(produced c.1st century B.C), had decreed that due to woman's inferior mental and 

moral faculties and extreme susceptibility to corruptible desires, she should throughout 

her life span, be subordinate to the control of male authority in the form of father, 

husband and son depending on the stage in the woman's life. The custom of child 

marriage, had at one stage in history been limited to the upper castes; but with the 

passage of time was being emulated by the lower castes. Katherine Mayo26 in 1927, 

spoke in detail about the devastating and agonising consequences, both physical and 

mental, on those little girls, who were given in matrimony to often much older and 

23 In Foreword, 'Bengali Women', Roy, M. 1972 
24 Refer chp 1.1, Footnote 18 
25 In particular, I refer to university degrees, professional qualifications, etc. 
26American Journalist. In 1927, she released the controversial book, 'Mother India' outraging Indian 
nationalists. 
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sometimes married men with several wives.27 In the early years of the century, most 

women, even in urban India, became mothers when they were themselves little more 

than children. Many girls had their first pregnancy between the ages of 11 to 14 (my own 

great-grandmother born in 1898 was married in 1908 and had her first child at age 13. 

She was lucky for her times as she was the only wife of a very young man, who grew to 

love her very much.) 

Kamala Visveswaran, in her ethnographic study of the diary of a Subbhalakshmi28 ,a 

young Tamil Brahmin woman, writes about the insight this diary gives into the life of a 

brilliant young woman who "came of age during the nationalist movement; only to have 

the seeds of her political awakening crushed by the patriarchal authority of the 

household."(1994:56) Visveswaran discusses Subbhalakshmi's only surviving child, her 

daughter Pankajam (now an old woman) and comments that "with only a fourteen year 

difference in age, Pankajam and her mother must have been very close, sisterly even. 

Sometimes when Pankajam talked to me, I had difficulty in distinguishing which life was 

being narrated to me, hers or her mother's."(lbid:165) 

The emotional bonding highlighted by an intellectual empathy as shared by 

Subbhalakshmi and Pankajam were unusual for an era when lack of education and 

ignorance of the external world prevented such an empathising. From the diary (written 

in English), it is clear that given her social situation and familial restrictions, 

Subbalakshmi had an unusual and deep interest in philosophical, artistic, literary and 

political issues. She was a voracious reader who was well-read in English and Tamil and 

had even taught herself Bengal to read Tagore's poetry. Therefore as a mother 

Subbalakshmi could communicate on a number of issues with her daughter. What is 

usual and saddening is the similarity in their post-marital situations, where both never 

obtained real love affection and caring as individual subjects from their husbands. Both 

mother and daughter grew up in a society where the rigidity of the patriarchal norms did 

not relax their vigil in the least. 

Hinduism, the religion of the majority in India, has within its enormous pantheon of gods 

and goddesses, several popular and powerful mother goddesses; all manifestations of 

27! refer here to the system of 'Kulinism' especially in Bengal, whereby the high caste Kulin Brahm in men 
were allowed innumerable wives. The Hindu Marriage Act of 1956 banned bigamy and polygamy. 
28Visveswaran, K. 1994:143-165 



15 

the Female principle.29 Even today, the mother goddess (under different names, such as 
A 

Durga/, Kali, Uma, Gauri) is worshipped in all parts of India. On a symbolic level woman 
I 

in the image of 'mother' has always been traditionally revered; even though as a human 

being she has been denied the most basic of rights, in particular the right to be an 

individual. However, at a certain stage in life, the Indian woman as mother can exercise 

a certain amount of control over her own life as well as the lives of others in her family. 

On this aspect, Sudhir Kakar, the eminent Indian psychologist remarks: 

In daughterhood an Indian girl is a sojourner in her own family; and with marriage 
she becomes less a wife than a daughter-in-law. It is only with motherhood that 
she comes into her own as a woman, and can make a place for herself in the 
family, in the community and in the life cycle. This accounts for her unique sense of 
maternal obligation and her readiness for practically unlimited emotional investment 
in her children.(1981 :82) 

Kakar in his studies of the Indian mother - child relationship and its link to mythology, 

further comments that "this idealized image of the good mother is largely a male 

construction. Women do not sentimentalize their mothers in this way. For daughters, the 

mother is not an adoring figure on a pedestal; she is a more earthy presence, not always 

benign, but always there."(lbid:83) 

Stanley Kurtz points out a peculiar situation in Indian society. He observed that a mother 

does not express affection overtly for her child in the presence of her mother-in-law.30 It 

is a commonly understood fact that in traditional Indian culture, it is considered indecent 

for a husband, wife and their offspring to demonstrate excess feeling towards each other 

in the presence of elders of the family. With the currently expanding numbers of nuclear 

families in urban areas and the decrease in the size of families, such cultural nuances 

are also slowly altering. 

In India, a mother of sons has always been accorded higher status in comparison to a 

woman who is a mother of daughters. "May You be the Mother of a Hundred Sons," is 

the traditional Sanskrit blessing evoked for a new bride. It was so centuries ago and as 

the American journalist, Elisabeth Bumiller31 notes, it was so in the India of the nineties. 

29The worship of Mother goddesses, all over India stemmed from the ancient philosophy of the female 
principle of the 'Shakti' or cosmic energy, which was worshipped in female manifestations giving rise to 
the Shakti cults ofDurga, Kali, Uma, Annapurna and other mother goddesses. 
3°Kurtz, S. 1992:50-51 
31Bumiller, E. 1991:10 
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An interesting fact emerges from the autobiography of Jehan Sedat32 , wife of the late 

Anwar El-Sadat, nationalist and erstwhile president of Egypt. She writes that in her 

husband's native village in Egypt, she was always referred to as "Um Gamal" (mother of 

Gamal, ie- her son). Her position as a mother of three daughters was never taken into 

account. This cultural nuance is very similar to the Indian context. A woman is always 

the mother of so many males. It is the sons she bears which guarantees the woman's 

standing in her society. 

India's attainment of political sovereignty/ in 194 7, did not alter a woman's situation as 

mother in Indian society. She is still the nurturer and caregiver in chief of her children 

(the lineage is, of course, traced from the father. The matrilineal descent vanishes into 

obscurity. It validates lrigaray's theory of murder of the mother)33 Except in financial 

terms (in rural India, the mother provides the financial security too), the children remain 

the responsibility of mothers in urban India. In many cases, even in today's supposedly 

emancipated India, a woman who desires to carve a niche in life for herself, apart from 

the roles of wife and mother is covertly dubbed a 'bad mother' (I use the word 'covertly' 

instead of 'overtly' because urban Indians, nowadays, are rather conscious of not 

wishing to appear discriminatory towards women and therefore most forms of 

harassment or pressure on women adopt a muted, but insistent tone invested with the 

centuries old sanction of the patriarchal social structures and ideologies). The social 

anthropologist Manisha Roy presenting a picture of the idealised mother in Bengal 

remarks that "she not only remains a mother (Ma) to her children, daughters - in- law 

[ .... ) she also becomes Ginni-Ma , the matron-mother, a status that indicates the climax 

of a woman's life. Now she is important in her own standing."(1972:126) Roy further 

outlines the desired physical appearance of this ideal mother saying that "she is between 

45 and 55 years of age, somewhat plump [ ... ], she wears a white sari with a red border 

and vermilion on her forehead and the parting of her hair."(lbid) 

It is the vermilion that is of the utmost importance. It indicates the 'Soubhagyavati' or 

auspicious mother; she who has a living husband. A widowed mother may wield 

authority by force of personality or acumen, but a mother supported by a husband's 

presence has indisputable power. Roy's work was published in 1972.The Indian cultural 

32Sadat, J. 1987:69 
33Refer chp3.1 :49 
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-
and social traditions and mindsets have not greatly altered even with a passage of 

almost three decades. The vermilion of Bengal, the green bangles of Maharashtra, the 

Mangalsutra of the North and the Thali34 of South India, all denote the good fortune and 

status of a woman, who is a wife not a widow and mostly a mother with her position 

assured within the family and society. 

Even in present day India, an older woman with a thriving career and clearly defined 

career ambitions of her own is eyed askance. This is not to imply that there are no 

career-oriented, ambitious and well educated mothers on the Indian family scene. I am 

merely stating from the perspective of an urban, middle-class Indian observer, that the 

image of the ideal mother outlined earlier is the one the Indian psyche, in particular the 

male psyche is most at ease with. 

Bumiller35 details the life and background of a Mrs. Rana, a typical middle-aged, urban, 

upper middle-class Indian housewife. Mrs. Rana's daily life is very evocative of the 

Indian situation. Bumiller points out that although Mrs. Rana leads a very quiet life 

without any career of her own, she does hold a Masters degree and her entire lifestyle 

and position was very different from that of her mother's, who had not acquired any 

education and gone through life conforming to a far larger gamut of patriarchal 

pressures. 

Very often nowadays, particularly in the Indian metropolises, the mother of growing 

children is facing the typical conflict of modern mothers the world over. If she is a 

working mother or pursuing further qualifications, she is torn between her own needs 

and those of her children. The present Indian economic conditions often decree the need 

for more than a single breadwinner for a family. The Indian social discourses still lag 

behind the economic necessities. Although in principle, Indian society is emancipated 

enough to accept the concept of a father as primary care-giver; in practice, he will 

usually be regarded as an object of derision. However, the situation for mothers in urban 

India is often quite different from the early years of the 20th century and even the fifties 

and sixties. Changes in economic conditions, gradual disappearance of the extended 

34Thali and Mangalsutra: Black beaded gold chains in slightly differing shapes worn by married women 
from northern and southern parts oflndia as a symbol denoting their marital status. 
35Bumiller, E. 1991:230-256 
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family system, proliferation of education, growing opportunities for women have all 

effected changes in traditional Indian motherhood and parenting systems; but in no way 

have they lessened the responsibility or eased the burden of the mother.36 Within the 

Indian socio-cultural discourse, the mother is still the primary caregiver for a child whose 

main legal guardian is always the father. 

36 Refer chpl.l for changes in the urban women's conditions in India. 



1.3:Traditional Dynamics Between Mothers and 
Daughters in Urban Indian Society:1900 to 2000 
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The task of preparing pan37 was usually performed by the women only, and 
with the other little girls I was often called to lend a hand in the work. I 
always tried to evade this task, for the one thing that I detested in those 
days was sitting quietly. I underwent a good deal of upbraiding over this: 
"What a tomboy!" Mother solded,"Sorrow is in store for you, my girl, at 
your father-in-law's house." 

(Mazumdar, Shudha, 1989:29, Memoirs of an Indian Woman) 

In the year 1900, the time-honoured patriarchal values and their related discourses held 

almost total sway over the lives of urban Indians as well as all the other sections of 

society. A pregnant woman of the times would be instructed to recite the following prayer 

after her daily bath: "Into this house give a son, 0 God, the birth of a daughter grant 

elsewhere."38 Very rarely was the birth of a daughter a joyous event. Some enlightened 

families (a miniscule percentage) might have rejoiced at a daughter's birth, but it was the 

son who was of utmost importance to perpetuate the family name. 

A mother in the early years of this century; from the moment her daughter was old 

enough to understand, would start emphasising the concept that for the daughter, the 

father's home was a temporary abode. Her true home lay with her husband and in-laws. 

A mother also made a daughter aware that it was not just the husband she would be 

marrying, but his entire family would have to be assimilated into her life. The virtues of a 

good wife and daughter-in-law were constantly being reiterated for her benefit and the 

girl learnt from an early age the tales of the ideal wives like Sita and Savitri. The mother 

educated her daughter in the art of never displeasing the in-laws, even if it meant total 

sacrifice of personal feelings and happiness. A daughter's failure to perform the above 

duties would bring ill fame to her upbringing and the fault would be laid at the mother's 

door. Shudha'.Mazumdar'elaborates on this issue: 

The vocation of every girl was to be a wife and mother, and the ideal held up for 
her future life was 'seva', service to others[ ..... ] It was the pride and privilege of a 
bride to serve, but if she failed, her parents were blamed for her shortcomings, 

and the mother bore the slur of having failed in her duty towards her 
daughter.( 1989: 17) 

37 Mazumdar,S.1989 :29 --- 'an edible,heart-shaped leaf,large and luscious,having a sharp sweet taste.' 
38 Traditional prayer from the Hindu scriptures,usually recited by Hindu women during the entire period of 
pregnancy. Not very common in urban areas,nowadays. 



20 

Mazumdar, born in 1899, recounts how her mother ensured that prior to marriage, the 

young girl was trained in most of the household arts. The atmosphere of the times is 

expressively illustrated by Mazumdar as she recounts, how her mother's old Brahmin 

cookwoman39 through rhymes instructed her in the adding of different spices to different 

dishes and subtly in the art of being a good housewife as well. One such rhyme went: 

Where the housewife is an able cook 
And can finely pare her vegetables, 
It has been heard spoken, 
That home is never broken. 
She who lacks the sense of income and expenditure, 
Is angry at good words, 
Makes sharp retort and causes pain, 
The husband of such a one can never home remain.(Mazumdar, S. 1989:34) 

The above rhyme encompasses most of what a mother would like her daughter to 

understand prior to marriage (It was so in 1911 and it is so in many cases even today). A 

mother trained her daughter in all household tasks, religious rituals, taking care of the 

family's needs,etc. How much emotional closeness there was between such mothers 

and daughters is diifficult to gauge. The mothers were usually responsible for large 

extended families and would hardly have much time to spare for individual children and 

therefore forging of real emotional bonds was not easy. Daughters as children were 

tended as part of the mother's household duties. 

The situation regarding daughters and sons has not altered hugely even at the end of 

the twentieth century, except in some cases where the parents are greatly enlightened 

and can cast aside the pressures of the patriarchal tradition. In 1972 Manisha Roy wrote 

that "unlike rural and lower-class families, upper-class and upper middle-class families 

do not consider a girl's birth to be a sad affair."(17} But in the same book, Roy further 

clarifies the relationship between the Indian mother and her offspring of the two 

genders.40 In Chap 2 of her book Roy describes the jealousy experienced by a woman in 

an extended family situation towards the close relationship usually shared between her 

39 The task of cooks was mostly done by Brahmins as their high caste supposedly kept the food pure and 
free of pollution . 
40 Roy also describes the extreme closeness between a Bengali mother and her son and the continuation of 
this closeness later in life; even after the son's marriage. 
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husband and the unmarried daughter.41 According to Roy, it is because in an extended 

family setting, a wife hardly ever sees her husband except at night. Roy claims: 

Her relationship with her daughters is one of authority and covert affection. If she 
still has young unmarried daughters, it is also tinted with tension because of the 
close father-daughter contact. She knows all about it because she has been a 
daughter once herself. But the knowledge is somewhat slanted now, the angle has 
changed.(lbid:132) 

Regarding the mother-son bond, Roy explains: 

Though the decline of a son's need for motherly love is imminent, the mother does 
not know how to tolerate this. Or rather, she does not allow herself to see the reality. 
In this society a mother is not made to realize this. She knows that her achievement 

as a woman is in having a son and all the social customs and beliefs reinforce the 
fact that this is the source of ultimate happiness and value.(lbid: 133) 

A mother's identity rested in her sons. A woman without sons was considered 

unfortunate. A son was an economic asset whose wife brought in dowry and the son 

looked after the mother in old age. A daughter was a liability who took away a portion of 

the family's wealth upon marriage. The daughter was secluded from male society except 

that of immediate kith and kin. A mother's duty lay in explaining to the daughter the 

latter's duty towards upholding the family honour and prestige. A daughter who formed a 

romantic attachment was to be severely chastised and punished. Also she had to be 

immediately married off. Mothers were mostly in favour of marrying girls off at an early 

age to prevent mishaps such as love affairs from occuring. Mothers then and now state, 

that it is better to be barren than have a disobedient and thankless child. Education for 

girls was mostly frowned upon as mothers felt it was futile. The girl would ultimately 

follow in the wake of her mother and grandmother, get married, raise a family and attend 

to children and elders. Mothers tended to concur with the patriarchal discourse that an 

excess of education may transform a pliable young girl into an unwieldy wife (that is a 

wife capable of logical argument). Thus, in the early years of the century, a well-qualified 

girl was certainly not considered a viable prospect as a daughter-in-law. 

Therefore in decades between 1900 to the 1940s (approximately), a mother did not 

figure as prominently in a daughter's life as she came to, later in the century. As mere 

41Here it is to be noted that Roy is writing about the extended in an urban Indian social setup and the 
restrictions t it imposes on women f Such restrictions on interactions between sexes, even husbands and 
wives leads to a man's daughter ultimately being closer to him than his wife. Such a situation creates 
further conflicts within the mother-daughter relationship as the mother feels that her daughter is sharing 
much more of her husband's life than she herself can due to the pressure of the social sanctions. 
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children, girls left their natal homes and the visits later were prescribed and regulated. 

Forging of a deep mother-daughter bond was often not possible. Many women in those 

days, frustrated by the narrow circumstances of their secluded life might wish their 

daughters a better life, but would not encourage the development of a reformatory spirit 

in their daughters. A daughter with strong views would be a bad wife and a mother who 

reared such a daughter would be heavily censured. Few women wanted to risk the 

wrath of an extended family in those days. The above mentioned conditions in one form 

or the other prevailed well into the 1970s and have not really disappeared from Indian 

society today. 

In the rigid social structures of the early 1900s, dominated entirely by the patriarchal 

discourse, some women did try to better the lot of their daughters by sending them for 

further education and resisting child marriages. But even in urban Indian society such 

women were a real minority. The fear of daughters later facing social rejection was an 

ever present and very real possibility. In many instances, whereby fathers desired to 

educate the daughters in a Western mode, the women of the family, in particular 

mothers and grandmothers strongly objected. Shudha Mazumdar's was one such case. 

Mazumdar recounts the conflict that arose between her parents over the question of her 

going to a convent boarding school. lnspite of her father's preparations, her mother 

prevented her from attending the school. Mazumdar relates her mother's views on the 

matter: 

She pointed out the complications that would be certain to arise from my being led 
away from the normal life of a Bengali girl of the times. People would look askance 
at a girl brought up in a firingi42 boarding school, and marriage which was then the 
only vocation would be denied to me as no one in our society would be willing to 
welcome me into their family. What, then, would happen to me? To prevent me from 
becoming a permanent liability on the family, dependent on my brothers in my old 
age, she recommended that to ensure my economic independence it was of 
paramount importance to execute a deed beforehand in my favour, granting the rights 
of a substantial portion of father's estate. She was ever a realist and father was 
not.(1989:44) 

The Partition of India in 1947 led to some changes in the thought processes, especially 

in those families who had faced violent upheavals during that period. Those influenced 

by Gandhi, the freedom struggle and Western liberal thinking had, in urban India in the 

42 A Bengali term meaning 'alien' or' foreign'. Pre-1947,it usually referred to the white-skinned peoples 
i.e. mainly the British in India. 
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1920s to the 1940s, educated their daughters to some extent. Liddle and Joshi give 

certain examples of such situations in their writings: 

Promilla Khanna was only three in 1947, but the experience of Independence and 
Partition (when India and Pakistan were separated) changed her parents' lives, 
and their outlook. This they passed on to their children by bringing them up to 
continue the struggle against sexual inequality."(1986:171) 

The above mentioned Promilla Khanna goes on to describe how her mother stated as 

they were growing up that in her house, girls and boys were equally treated. But again 

such mothers were few and far between. There was a small section of women who 

belonged to the upper social strata and had actively participated in the freedom 

movement; who wanted their daughters to be free of a stifling domestic life. They felt life 

had more to it than marriage and servitude to in-laws, husbands and children. But most 

of Indian society and womanhood were still rooted in 'the age old systems and ideals. 

From 1947 onwards with Independence and the equal franchise for women, there were 

some changes in the interpersonal dynamics of the urban Indian family. Child marriages 

in the urban areas were already on the way out. Education became a requisite for a girl's 

life to the extent it was needed to transform her into a marriageable commodity. In effect, 

a girl spent a considerably larger portion of her life in her natal home, compared to the 

early 1900s. As described by Roy (and mentioned in an earlier paragraph by me) she 

developed an especially close relationship with her father as she grew older and this 

gave rise to jealousy on the mother's part. The girl in turn grew more aware and was 

resentful of the special relationship the mother shared with the father. Sometimes the 

girl's educational aspirations were supported by the father incurring the mother's wrath. 

In most families, the grandmothers and mothers, still considered marriage the 

paramount vocation and ultimate destination in a woman's life. In most cases the 

younger generations of women too were influenced by such social discourses and 

considered the future husband an entity next to God and marriage as the inevitable 

destiny. The social discourse was not so very different from that of 1910 or 1925 with 

regard to a woman's future. Manisha Roy explains that "however from the very first day 

of her birth the fact that she is born to be married and to bring honor and peace to her 

family is clear in everybody's mind and is heightened off and on through such43 

43 " Such comments" often in urban Indian families, the halfjoking,halfserious references to a daughter's 
marriage. 
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comments."(1972:17) So the training at home was mainly imparted with the intention of 

transforming a girl into a good wife. Some aspects, of course, had changed. In earlier 

times a girl's mother used to inform her that men were polygamous by nature. By the 

1940s and 50s no mother expounded such theories. But if an academically qualified 

girl's marriage failed, the mother was quick to blame it on the higher education. 

In the 1950s and 60s more and more girls in urban India went from schools to colleges. 

There arose a greater awareness of rights and the knowledge that all maternal teachings 

need not be regarded as gospel. There were some conflicts at home, but the weight of 

tradition had a sanctity beyond mere academic knowledge and such rebellious girls 

could usually be subdued with the threat of stopping further education and immediate 

marriage. This led to further tensions at home. In certain families, girls were encouraged 

to acquire high academic qualifications, but most were discouraged from entering a 

profession or pursuing a career. Academic achievements were permissible, but 

economic independence for women lowered the status of the natal and marital families. 

Liddle and Joshi44 cite the instance of Kiran Singha!, a woman born in the early 1930s 

who was encouraged by her parents to qualify as a medico, not rush into marriage and 

then after having attained her qualification was ironically asked to do voluntary work by 

her father as having an earning daughter would harm his social prestige. 

By the 1960s there were a number of working women but the best jobs still belonged to 

the men. Mothers were still making heroic and determined efforts to turn out daughters 

in their own image, that is as models of ideal Indian Womanhood ------- docile, obedient, 

eyes downcast, firmly expostulating male superiority, slavishly tending to in-laws, 

husband and children, adept at household chores; in brief closely adhering to the 

traditionally followed guidelines laid out by the Hindu lawgiver Manu in the 1st century 

B.C. Education still remained a very secondary option in comparison with matrimony. 

The tensions between mothers and daughters, originated in the fact that a small 

percentage of daughters were now seriously questioning the systems. 

The comfort to mothers was that the majority were not. Mothers had always taken great 

care to inform daughters of the emotional, moral and financial liability they were to their 

families. The mother in Indian families usually practised (and does so even today) a form 

44 Liddle & Joshi , 1986: 171 
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of internalised sexism and racism. A fair complexioned daughter was always given 

preference to a dusky one and the latter's complexion as a negative attribute was (and 

is) very often harped on, often leading to a stunting in the self-confidence of a growing 

adolescent. 

The 1990s, were simultaneously, very similar and very different. In the Indian 

metropolises, a large number of girls are now obtaining very advanced and professiohal 

degrees and in many cases going to foreign academic institutions in the West to further 

their education. These girls, then, go on to build full time professional careers. The 

dichotomy exists in the fact that inspite of all educational facilities afforded to them, in 

case of marriage they may be expected to follow the traditional path of arranged 

marriages and often might end up with a spouse from a family having diametrically 

opposite values regarding liberty and opportunity for women. Some girls still follow the 

timeworn path of nominal academics and ultimately marriage. In all these situations, the 

mother is usually in favour of her daughter being married off, no matter what the cost to 

the daughter's career and ambitions. Girls also tend to face more opposition from 

mothers, if they insist on delaying the marriage or venturing to acquire foreign 

qualifications. Bumiller upon studying the system of arranged marriages in urban India in 

the 1980s wrote: 

Most teenagers are still not allowed to date, so parents think their children will have 
no experience on which to make an intelligent decision about a lifelong mate. One 
of a mother's greatest fears is that her carefully penned-in daughter will make a 
getaway one day and fall for the first rogue who comes along.(1991 :32) 

Bumiller also recounts the attitude of the young, qualified urban women whose 

marriages had been arranged by family. She writes that "women routinely told me that 

they had decided to marry a man half-an-hour after the first meeting because they felt it 

was " meant" to be." 'It's the biggest gamble of one's life, "said Ritu Nanda [ ...... ] "So 

why not just leave it to destiny?'" (lbid:33) 

Bumiller is writing of interviews she conducted in the late 1980s. But even at the end of 

the twentieth century, things are not so very different. The attitudes, often fatalistic, have 

been passed on to the next generation of women by their mothers. Some exceptions to 

the rule are certainly present. There is a miniscule percentage of women urging their 

daughters to find subjecthood and carve their own niches in society, but the typical 

urban Indian mother would rather see her daughter dutifully (blissfully or not is a 
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secondary matter to be left to the girl's fate) wedded to a well-qualified, financially stable 

son-in-law (the kind who can be proudly presented to all relatives and friends) and 

producing the required number of grandchildren. If the daughter has a job, the mother 

might sometimes help by looking after the children, taking on extra chores for her 

daughter; the mother might even be very proud to observe her daughter's economic 

independence; but all the factors take second place to pride in having a married and 

child-bearing daughter. It is ironic and tragic to see the Indian mothers who have instilled 

the values of service to in-laws in their daughters, taking to the street in protest marches, 

when these same daughters become victims of dowry deaths at the hands of the 

husband and in-laws they had faithfully set out to serve. 

Traditional Dynamics Between Mothers-in-law and 
Daughters-in-law in Urban Indian Society: 1900 to 2000 

"In the Puranic45code, great stress is laid upon the duty of the 
wife to he_r mother-in-law. Upon this foundation rests a tremen
dous factor in every woman's life." 

(Mayo,Katherine, 1927:76, Mother India) 

A girl who was married circa 1909 would definitely spend a larger portion of her life with 

her mother-in-law than her mother. In those days, extended families were the norm. The 

girl did not just acquire a husband, on the contrary she was acquired by an entire family. 

The conditioning of a young child of being of service to her in-laws was often deeply 

ingrained in the psyche of the child. Due to this conditioning, generation after generation 

of women clung on to their positions as upholders of family traditions, even defying the 

rules created by husbands in order to adhere to the older and thus more sanctified rules 

taught by the mother-in-law. To illustrate this point, I quote from Shudha Mazumdar's 

memoirs whereby she recounts the instance of her father telling her mother to flout 

45 Puranas---Sanskrit writings about primordial times,part of sacred Hindu literature.Tradition attributes 
puranas to the semi legendary sage Vyas. However, scholars consider that they were compiled by a number -1 
of people between 4th and 16th centuries A.O. There aref18 Puranas and they are written in verse, having / 
the form of a dialogue between an interpreter and an enquirer.They vary in length from 10,000 to 81,000 
couplets. Each Purana deals with one God or the other of the Hindu 'Holy Trinity'( Brahma, Vishnu and 
Shiva), each also discusses other Gods from the Hindu pantheon . 
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certain old customs and adopt new ideas. 46 Mazumdar's mother's reply to her husband 

was: "At a very early age I was brought to this house by your mother to keep the 

traditions. So long as I am here I must be true to the things into which I have been 

initiated. ( ..... ] Here I am not only your wife, but the daughter-in-law of the 

house."(1989:10) 

In her natal home, a young girl, often a child, was constantly rebuked for her childish 

aberrations with threats of dire consequences to follow in her future marital home and 

was informed of the sternness of the mother-in-law, her ability to confer immediate 

punishments and the great need to keep the afore-mentioned personage constantly 

appeased. It usually resulted in the young child fearing the advent of the mother-in-law in 

her life, who loomed much larger on the horizon of the girl than the bridegroom-to-be. 

The husband's mother in those days did not make things much easier. She herself, after 

marriage would have undergone a traumatic period of adjusting, enduring and accepting 

and would very rarely have considered that her daughter-in-law need not be baptised by 

the same fire. T.N Madan, an Indian sociologist writes that "the domination of a young 

woman by her mother-in-law, and their fighting in later years, is a theme that recurs quite 

frequently in biographical literature."(Nanda, B.R (ed.), 1976:78) 

In the same essay, Madan quotes from the the autobiographical writings of Nirad C. 

Chaudhari,47 the nonagenarian Indian litterateur. The quote as given below is written by 

Chaudhari in 1951. Thus the events described by Chaudhari hark back to the first two 

decades of the twentieth century and his pronouncements reflect the ideological male 

bias to women's problems during that tim -period. These narrow-minded male biases 

are extant even today and show the inability of the Indian male to understand the 

conflicts in the relational dynamics between their wives and mothers as well as the male 

lack of awareness that these tensions have arisen due to the centuries old patriarchal 

oppression of women leading them to turn upon their own sex as the nearest possible 

victims. To the contemporary woman, Chaudhari's description of such conflicts is highly 

pathetic and exhibits the typical insensitive male ideology of those times. Chaudhari 

writes: 

Here I touch upon one of the fundamental aberrations of Indian life--the mother-in-

46 This incident dates back circa 1908-1909. 
47 Indian litterateur,born 1897. Self professed Anglophile. At 57 first went to Englan¢ .J)Ie has written 
'Autobiography of an uJ!known Indian ' ,' Passage to England' etc. Later migrated to E1igland. Taught at 
Oxford and settled ther,e . Wrote his last book " Three Horsemen and the Apocalypse" at age 99 . 



law-daughter-in-law relationship. Our young women, otherwise so demure and 
ready to efface themselves, gloat in unsubdued pride of flesh and pride of life on 
their power to snatch the son from the mother; and the dessicated old women, 
knowing and feeling in every fibre of their being what the inevitable turn of the 
wheel will bring, wave back defiant and derisive curses on their callow rivals. Some 
of the mothers speak out, others send up their secret thoughts to God, the unfailing 
Dispenser of Justice. And those accursed homes in which the mothers-in-law and 
daughters-in-law live together, only heaven knows why, they are always 
smouldering from the fire of lovers' kisses and mothers' sighs.(1951 :164) 
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In contradistinction, there were women who, in those long past days were willing to 

exercise kindness and show love and understanding to a very young girl, who had newly 

become a member of their family as can be deduced from Shudha Mazumdar's 

memoirs. She writes of her mother-in-law's kind and loving attitude, even when her 

father-in-law's death occurred within a year of Shudha's marriage. The lines quoted 

below are self-explanatory: 

I overheard someone say to Mother that my husband's people would be prone to 
think that the death of my father-in-law was because, I, the new bride brought ill
luck to the family. This had made me feel guilty, fearful and ashamed, but to my 
intense relief, it was just the reverse. I was made to understand that since my 
father in law had chosen and brought me to the house, I was of special 
favour. (1989: 102) 

Mazumdar's situation is of special interest because customarily if any unfortunate 

incident occured soon after the new bride moved into her in-laws's home, the family 

members led by the mother-in-law immediately labelled her inauspicious. In this respect 

the cultural discourse prevails even today. The difference is that in the so-called 'modern 

era' in urban Indian society, such oppressive practices function in a more subtle manner. 

After the passing of the Sharda Act of 1929 raising the age of marriage for girls, in urban 

areas girls were in their teens when they were married. In most cases the tension in the 

relationship with the husband's mother escalated as the girls were old enough to 

understand certain aspects of married life in comparison with the child brides of 

yesteryears who were totally unaware of the meaning and symbolism of marriage as an 

institution. 

By the 1950s and 60s, it was usual in urban India to wait till the girl was nearly 20 and in 

many instances over 20 before she was wed. The situation of the girl vis-a-vis her 

mother-in-law was similar yet rather different from the early decades of the century. The 

younger women were very often educated in contrast to their usually untutored mothers

in-law. They often rebelled against the minutely detailed adherence to customs and 
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rituals (which they occasionally considered meaningless) and which was usually insisted 

upon by the older generation of women. The tension in their relations with their mothers

in-law was directly proportional to the closeness between mother and son. In India, even 

today, an excessive closeness in the relations between a mother and an adult son is not 

considered emotionally damaging. Sudhir Kakkar, the Indian psychoanalyst states that 

"the figure of the mother is indeed omnipresent in the psyche of Indian men"(1981 :93) 

I have earlier, in this particular sub-chapter, mentioned the importance of a son to a 

married woman, in comparison to the daughter, citing from Manisha Roy's work. I shall 

again revert to Roy to further explain myself because her writings are not rooted in a 

rigid time-frame. Her observations are very relevant even in the contemporary period. 

Roy, in Chapter 3 of her book details the interaction between new brides and their 

mothers-in-law in urban Bengali families. She writes: "When her husband comes to the 

kitchen all ready to go to work, it is usually his mother[ ... ] who looks after his needs[ .... ] 

The new bride may be summoned to serve the dishes while the mother-in-law keeps a 

keen eye on her ways."(1972:95) 

In India, a mother beams with pride when people remark that her son is very emotionally 

attached to her. She makes sure after marriage that the son does not get emotionally too 

close to his wife. In the extended families of the past (and in many contemporary 

extended families), the mother would supervise her son's food, other comforts etc. If he 

happens to be the favourite son, the wife's situation becomes rather pitiable unless she 

takes an emphatic stand and asserts her position and rights; whereby a conflict of wills 

usually commences between the two women. The Indian cultural discourse being what it 

is, traditionally, a large number of mothers-in-law have tried to train their son's wives to 

look after the sons by constant criticism and advice. The consequences have been that 

the husband's mother has been silently (and sometimes vociferously) resented by the 

younger generation of women. A minority were more fortunate, in that they were aided 

and guided by mothers-in-law and given support with childcare rather than treated as 

apprentice cooks and maids. 

Even in the 1970s (when India was considered as being a nation adopting modern 

systems), in extended families, the mother in law usually had a very dominating position, 

her word was law. The new bride could not spend any extra time with her husband. T.N 

Madan explains further writes that "the relationship of a Hindu wife with her husband is 
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shaped by traditional values, which equate him with God, and by her personal 

experience of living under the control of her mother-in-law, who usually turns out to be 

true to stereotype." (Nanda, B.R (ed.), 1976:78) Liddle and Joshi commenting on the 

domestic conditions of the married urban Indian women living in joint families in the 

1980s write:"The primary relationship of a man is with his father, and of a married 

woman, her mother-in-law, not her husband. As Kalpana Kunnur48 points out, 'You don't 

just marry the man, you marry the family'."(1986:143) 

She was clearly made to understand that sex was for procreation only and she should 

remain absorbed in her children. In many families, even in the 1990s, a woman who 

bears sons was given preference over those who had daughters. Sometimes, as was 

customary in the past, a first born girl may lead to the young mother being looked upon 

disapprovingly by the mother-in-law. According to T.N. Madan "besides the mother-in

law, there is the husband's sister, who makes her own contribution to the hardships a 

woman must suffer in her husband's home." (Nanda, 8.R (ed.), 1976:78) 

Speaking as a female member of urban Indian society, I can state that it always has 

been and still is usual for a newly married young girl to hear innumerable snide remarks 

regarding her natal family and her own self. Tradition forbids any retorts. In the recent 

times, the young brides in urban areas have not always tamely submitted to the constant 

verbal hectoring. I need to say that the Indian cultural discourse in many spheres, 

especially in inter-familial dynamics seems to consider constant verbal and mental 

harassment as a necessary inculcation process; especially in case of a woman entering 

a family as a young bride. Here again, I am relying on personal observations and 

experience. 

I have discussed earlier in this sub-chapter, the passing of the Anti-Dowry Bill in 1961. 

But with increasing urbanisation, in the 1970s and 80s, dowry demands escalated and 

oppression of daughters-in-law took on the new and appalling shape of bride-burning. In 

the 1970s, a number of young wives died in so called "stove accidents" (as explained by 

husbands and their families, the kitchen stoves exploded accidentally, killing the wives 

working in the kitchen). Elisabeth Bumiller, who has researched some of these appalling 

incidents claims that "in 1975, almost one a day in New Delhi alone. [ ... ] By 1983, the 

48 One of the women interviewed during the studies made by Liddle and Joshi ( 1986:71 ) 
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number of deaths in New Delhi had nearly doubled to 690 catching the attention of the 

Western news media." (1991 :48) 

By the late 1980s, the number of dowry deaths went over 2000 per year. The war 

between women of two generations in a family had been transformed from a social 

problem into a criminal one. In all cases the mother-in-law is always blamed, in many 

she is guilty; but there are times when the economic and other motives behind the killing 

are those of the men in the family. It validates Cixous's49 theory that it is men who for 

their own personal gains make women resort to antagonism and wage war against their 

own sex: 

There is something of the mother in every woman. Unhappy the wom~n "woman" 
who has let herself be shut up in the role of a single dgree of kinship/! Unhappy she 
whom old History constrains to let herself be recruited into unjust-wars, the ones 
that anguish and lack of love foment endlessly between mothers[, daughters, 
daughters-in-lawf, sisters~ These wars come from men and are profitable to them. 
Unhappy the daughter who learns from her "mother" to hate the mother! 
(1977/1991 :50-1) 

In the 1990s, as I referred earlier, India has undergone a good many changes regarding 

women's educational, economic, social and cultural conditions. These changes are most 

seen in the vast Indian metropolises. The older generation of women have, in some 

families made great efforts to move with the times. In some instances, the mother-in

law's presence is considered a boon by a working daughter-in-law, especially if there are 

young children at home. Sometimes the same presence can just become even more of a 

burden as seen in many of the statements made by the women interviewed by Liddle 

and Joshi in the course of their studies. 

The mother-in-law of yesteryears had faced familial oppression under the traditional 

patriarchal system and she in turn, very rarely, let her victim off very lightly. The conflict 

continued into the post-independence India and well into the 1980s and 90s. In no way 

is it over, although the next millenium has arrived. Some women have seen the futility of 

resisting social, economic and cultural changes; and both generations have declared a 

truce. For the majority the fight continues unabated. The husband is usually the desired 

prize with the mother and wife arrayed on either side of the battle lines. The latest trend 

in urban India is that the wife carries away the booty. She has youth, qualifications and 

very often, nowadays, cultural and legal sanction on her side. 



CHAPTER TWO:Literary Background 

2.1: A Brief Summary of the Novels 

1. Fire on the Mountain (1977) by Anita Desai: 
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This novel tells the story of Nanda Kaul, an old woman, who considers she has fulfilled 

all social and familial duties and now has earned her solitary and reclusive life in the hills 

of northern India. She treasures her solitude and is very disturbed when her peace is 

disrupted with the advent of her great-grandchild Raka. But Raka too is a strange, 

isolated child haunted by her parents' unhappy marriage which has provided her with an 

unstable childhood. Raka desires solitude as much as her great-grandmother. Raka's 

coming threatens not only Nanda's inner peace but also her external security as Raka 

sets fire to the mountain. Tied in with the tale of Nanda and Raka is the story of Ila Das, 

Nanda's school friend, whose pathetic and irritating personality makes Nanda, 

simultaneously pity and despise her. Ila's death by rape and strangulation invokes 

further feelings of guilt and despair in Nanda as she feels she could have saved the 

destitute Ila's life had she offered the latter a home with herself. 

2. First Light (1988) by Leena Dhingra: 

Dhingra's debut novel deals with the return of the expatriate Meera to her mother's natal 

home ruled by the benevolent matriarchal figure of Bibiji, her mother's aunt. Meera's 

visit home after years of living in England and being married to an Englishman releases 

a variety of emotions within her. Meera is bewildered and frustrated by the 'Indian' way 

of doing the simplest things in the most complicated manner. Simultaneously, she also 

feels the great love, comfort and security emanating from the family members; in 

particular Bibiji, who keeps at bay, the inquisitiveness of the other family members 

regarding Meera's personal life. Linked with the comfort are Meera's happy childhood 

49 Feminist Writer and theorist 
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memories and the loss of her parents whom she dearly loved. Meera appears as a child 

to her protective old aunts and finds herself as an expatriate, no match for the unusual 

sophistication of the Indian urbanites. She longs to stay back forever, but at the same 

time cannot really forsake her life in England. Her dilemma and its resolution with the 

help of Bibiji and Aunt Daya form the core of the novel. 

3. The Thousand Faces of Night (1992) by Githa Hariharan: 

The novel recounts the stories of three women, separate yet linked by a common thread 

of suffering. Devi returns after completing university in America to live with her widowed 

mother, Sitha. To please her mother, Devi enters a traditional marriage which her 

dominating mother arranges for her. Devi does not find emotional fulfilment with her 

husband and seeks instead the company of her gentle and !iterarJ father-in-law who 

reminds her of her own father. She learns from the old family retainer Mayamma, the 

story of her mother-in-law, who left home in her search of identity and truth. From 

Mayamma too, Devi learns the secret of marriage which lies in the ability to endure. 

Through the stories of Devi, Sitha and Mayamma, the lives of Indian women are brought 

into focus with their litany of frustrated dreams and the constant struggle to survive 

against patriarchal oppression. 

4. Tamarind Mem (1996) by Anita Rau Badami: 

'Tamarind Mem', Badami's debut novel is an evocative tale about the ties of love and 

resentment binding mothers and daughters. Kamini, the narrator of the first half of the 

book, has recently moved to Canada. Her communication with her widowed mother 

Saroja, back home in India, is fraught with tension as seen in the acrimonious telephone 

conversations they have with each other as well as the odd postcards Saroja sends her 

daughter. Kamini relives the past trying to make sense of her eccentric family. From her 

now distant perspective she attempts to find answers as to why her mother has always 

been so embittered? Where did her mother disappear for hours when her father was 

away on his railway tour duties? The second half is narrated by Saroja now an old 

woman as she embarks on her solitary railway tour of India. She details the reasons for 

her being nicknamed the 'tamarind mem'. Saroja also narrates the story of her frustrated 

ambitions to become a doctor and her marriage to a much older man, who considered 
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her a machine to ensure the smooth functioning of his household. Saroja is seen having 

compromised somewhere between following her dreams and also remaining the officer's 

perfect wife. Her repressive life has left its mark on both her daughters. 

5. A Matter of Time(1996) by Shashi Deshpande: 

Sumi's husband Gopal walks out on their marriage for reasons he cannot even 

articulate. Sumi moves back to her parent's home with her three daughters. Sumi's 

parents, Shripati and Kalyani live in what is called the 'Big House' in a strangely 

oppressive silence. They have not spoken to each other in over three decades. The 

reasons are later revealed and Kalyani is shattered by Sumi's broken marriage as she 

feels Sumi's life is a repetition of her own. Also important is Aru, Sumi's eldest daughter 

trying to understand her father's desertion and what she considers her mother's 

'indifference' to the ~hole issue. The novel explores the different relationships between 

women and the new bonds that are forged amongst them. Also important is the portrayal 

of an unusual marriage based on real understanding and friendship between Sumi and 

Gopal and their realisation of the eternal truths of life. 

6. Difficult Daughters (1998) by Manju Kapur: 

The novel is set around the time of Indian independence from British rule and the 

Partition. The narrator is Ida, daughter of Virmati, the main protagonist. Virmati, a young 

woman born into a high-minded, austere Punjabi household in Amritsar, falls in love with 

a neighbour--the Professor. He is a married man, but falls in love with Virmati and 

ultimately marries her. Virmati under her lover's influence acquires academic degrees, 

but realises that ultimately a woman's lot is always compromise and sacrifice. Virmati's 

adulterous love affair and later marriage with the Professor drives a wedge in her 

relationship with her parents and family, especially her mother, who is scandalised and 

blames Virmati for tainting the family name. Virmati's difficult relationship with her 

mother, Kasturi, is echoed in her relationship with her daughter Ida. In the backdrop is 

seen the drama and pain of the partitioning of the country and it is reflected in Virmati's 

bid for independence, which leads to her own personal pains and partitions within 

personal relationships. 
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7. Sister of my Heart (1999) by Chitra Baneriee-Divakaruni: 

Sudha and Anju, the two cousins, are both born together on a stormy tragic night when 

their fathers mysteriously disappear. Closer than most sisters, they share everything with 

each other, including their innermost thoughts. They are mothered by the three women 

in the matriarchal Chatterjee household cocooned in their love and security. But from 

Abha Pishi, the paternal aunt, Sudha learns the terrible secret of her father being 

responsible for the death of Anju's father. As both girls are about to finish school, Anju's 

mother's illness and Sudha's mother's insistence forces them to abandon their plans for 

university and their marriages are arranged. So the inseparable twins are torn apart and 

also a rift develops as Anju realises that her husband, Sunil has fallen in love with the 

beautiful Sudha. Sudha moves to rural Bengal and Anju to America. But their bonds 

remain strong. As Sudha leaves her husband when her mother-in-law seeks to abort her 

female child, it is Anju who tries to help her rebuild her life by telling Sudha to come to 

America. Anju loses her baby boy, but Sudha comes to America with her daughter 

Dayita, whose birth spells rejuvenation in the lives of the three mothers as well as a 

brighter future for Anju and Sudha. 



2.2: The Authors: A Biographical Summary 

"Nudgers and shovers 
lnspite of ourselves, 
Our kind multiplies: 
We shall by morning 

Inherit the earth. 
Our foot's in the door." 
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(Plath, Sylvia, Mushrooms)50 

Meena Shirwadkar, the Indian literary critic states that the extent to which an Indian 

woman's status in life and society have changed can be assessed by referring to the 

changing image of women in literature. 51 In order to substantiate my theory regarding the 

change in mother-daughter relationships in India as seen through the change in fictional 

discourses, I have selected for analysis, specific texts by some Indian authors. I shall, in 

this sub-chapter attempt to provide a biographical sketch of the authors. I consider it 

necessary to provide some biographical background concerning the selected authors 

because each author incorporates a little of herself and her life and background within 

these narratives. Also it is seen that all the women writers belong to the Indian urban, 

middle-class social strata. They have located their novels within a milieu with which they 

are highly familiar and possess a great deal of awareness of the condition of urban lndin 
,.,_ f"'1-

women. But they are creative writers and have in no way written autobiographies. They 
r---...._,..~--........ 

have at the most incorporated some of the socio-cultural and psycho-social ideologies 

influencing their lives as urban Indian women, within their fiction. Each writer has done 

so in her individual way. 

Anita Rau Badami 

50 Plath,Sylvia,"Mushrooms" The Collected Poems (Ed.Ted Hughes), 1981: 139 

51 Shirwadkar,M. 1979:xii 
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Anita Rau Badami is a relatively new voice in the field of Indian -English writing. Badami, 

a former journalist in her mid-thirties, has lived in Canada since 1991. She was born in 

the eastern Indian state of Orissa in the city of Rourkela. Her father was a mechanical 

engineer with the railways. His transferable job entailed the family moving to a new 

location every two or three years. This style of life served as a model for her debut novel, 

Tamarind Mem. 

Badami sold her first story at age 18 for a sum of seventy-five rupees. She has a 

Bachelor's degree in English from Madras University and has also studied Journalism at 

Sophia College, Bombay. Till she turned to writing as a full time career, Badami held 

several jobs. She was a copywriter for advertising agencies and also wrote for various 

newspapers and magazines. She married in 1984 and had a son in 1987. In 1991, her 

family moved to Calgary, Canada. Today they live in Vancouver. Badami is working on a 

follow up to Tamarind Mem. 

The novel contains many aspects which bear a marked similarity to the author's own life. 

But, she claims, it is not an autobiography. She says, she simply started on the novel 

with the help of past memories and it moulded itself into a fictional tale. The title of the 

novel comes from the sour fruit of the tamarind tree. In Indian folklore, references are 

found to this tree as the tree which travellers seeking shelter try to avoid, as it is 

supposed to house spirits which kill anything sheltering under it. In this book Badami, 

explores the tensions existing in the mother-daughter relationship due to the generation 

gap in a fast-changing world. 

In an interview with Angela Kozminuk, Badami replies to the many accusations of being 

a feminist: 

Well, it depends what you mean by 'feminist'. If you mean that being a feminist is 
that somebody expects both sexes to be equal, so long as you both have equal 
opportunities and the chance to make a decision about where your life is going and 
the opportunity to work that decision through, the fair chance to do so, then yes, I am 
a feminist. 52 

Anita Desai 

52 Available online:http://www.peak.sfu.ca/the-peak/96-3/issue6/anita.html Last update June 1996 
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Anita Desai was born Anita Mazumdar on June 24, 1937, of a Bengali father and a 

German mother. During her childhood in India, Desai could see the anxiety her German 

mother was experiencing as World War II raged on. Desai's mother never returned to 

Germany, after the war ended as she realised the Germany she had known was gone 

forever. 

Desai published her first novel, Cry, the Peacock, in 1963. She followed it up with 

Voices in the City in 1965. Apart from 9 novels, her published works include short 

stories and children's books. Two of her novels, Clear Light of Day (1980) and In 

Custody (1984) were shortlisted for the Booker Prize. 

Desai has been visiting fellow at Girton College, Cambridge, in England, and has taught 

writing at Smith College and has been Purington Professor of English at Mount Holyoke 

College in the United States. Desai at present, has joined the Program in Writing and 

Humanistic Studies In MIT's53 first professorial appointment primarily in fiction writing in 

more than 20 years. She is married with four children. Her daughter Kiran Desai, 

published her first novel, Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard in 1998. 

One of the recurring themes in her works is the struggle of women to assert their 

independence in a restrictive Indian society. In Baumgartner's Bombay (1988) and In 

Custody (1984), Desai has also explored the themes of foreignness and dividedness. 

According to Desai, the works of Indian women authors writing on woman-related issues 

has a very small audience in India. 

Desai in 1989 on being questioned about her perception of the social role of a writer 

replied: 

I think you can be a social critic quite unconsciously. You have to be chiefly true to 
yourself, to your own vision. If you are that, if you are uncompromisingly telling the 
truth about your characters and about society, then you become willy-nilly a social 
critic. But I don't think a writer can set out to be a social critic.(Libert, F. 1990:51) 

ShashiDeshpande 

53 Massachussetts Institute ofTechnology,USA 
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Shashi Desnpande was born in 1938, at Dharwad, in the south Indian state of 

Karnataka. She is the daughter of the renowned Indian dramatist and Sanskrit scholar 

Adya Rangacharya (Shriranga). At age 15, Deshpande moved to Bombay, where she 

graduated from Elphinstone College in Economics and then went on to complete a 

postgraduate qualification in Law. Deshpande then settled down to marriage and a life of 

quiet domesticity with her pathologist husband and two sons. Sometime later she did a 

course in journalism and worked on a magazine. She began her writing career in 1970 

with short stories and eventually had her first collection The Legacy published by the 

Writers' Workshop in 1972. 

As she wrote her first two novels, The Dark Holds No Terrors (1980) and Roots and 

Shadows (1983), simultaneously, she also published three children's adventures loosely 

based on Enid Blyton's style. She also published a similar book set during the Indian 

freedom struggle called The Narayanpur Incident and two crime novels, If I Die Today 

and Come Up and Be Dead. 

Roots and Shadows went on to win a prize for the best Indian novel of 1982-83. Her 

third novel, That Long Silence, published by the feminist British publishing house, 

Virago, won her international acclaim as well as the Sahitya Akademi award. She has 

published further collections of short stories as well as novels. Her latest novel A Matter 

of Time was published by Penguin in India in 1996. 

In a interview with Romita Chaudhuri in 1995, Deshpande has described her writing as 

"a patchwork quilt." She also says: "I have all these bits and pieces and I have to fit them 

together. "(1995: 19) 

In a recent interwiew with M.D Riti, Deshpande has expressed dissatisfaction at being 

typed as a feminist author: 

I never set out to be a feminist writer. In fact, I am very bitter about being labeled as 
one because it has caused me to be marginalised. Nobody mentions my name when 
they talk about the famous writers of India. They only remember me when they come 
down to women writers. 54 

54 Online at http://www.rediff.eo.in/cgi-bin/n ... ent.d2W/report?frame=22shashi.htm Last update July 1999 
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Leena Dllingra 

Leena Dhingra was born in northern India. Her parents migrated to Europe following the 

partition of India in 1947, taking her with them as a small child. She has lived in France, 

England, Belgium and India. She has worked in the theatre, as a film technician, as a 

publicity officer and as a teacher. 

Dhingra has contributed to the anthology Watchers and Seekers (The Women's Press, 

1987), and has had stories published in India and in Britain. First Light is her debut 

novel. In the novel, Dhingra explores the various interfamilial cultural discourses, as 

seen through the eyes of an expatriate Indian woman, on a short holiday to her mother's 

natal home. 

Dhingra is one of the growing band of expatriate Indian women writers steadily 

producing meaningful and vibrant work. Dhingra lives in London with her daughter. 

Chitra Baneriee Divakaruni 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, the award winning author and poet was born in West 

Bengal, India in 1956 and lived in Calcutta till she came to study in the United States in 

1976. She continued her qualifications in the field of English and received a Master's 

Degree from Wright State University in Dayton, Ohio and later a Ph.D from the 

University of California at Berkeley. To finance her education Divakaruni, in the early 

stages, turned her hand to many odd jobs including babysitting and selling merchandise 

in an Indian boutique. 

Before settling in Sunnyvale, California in 1979, Divakaruni, lived for short periods in 

Chicago and Ohio. She currently resides in Sunnyvale, with her husband and two sons. 

and teaches creative writing at Foothill College at Los Altos Hills. Since 1991, Divakaruni 

has been President of MAITRI, a helpline for South Asian women. MAITRI helps women 

victims, particularly of domestic violence and other abusive situations. Speaking recently 

to Arthur J. Pais, the author said: 

.... when I co-founded Maitri, a support group for women, I was also aware that while 



heiping battered and helpless women become self-sufficient and strong, and boosting 
their esteem, I was in a way reliving the extended family notion we so strongly share 
in lndia.55 
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Her first book, Arranged Marriage, a collection of short stories was published in 1995 

and won a National award as well as the Bay Area Book Reviewers and PEN Oakland 

Awards for fiction. Divakaruni, then wrote Mistress of Spices, a lyrical novel containing 

elements of magic and fantasy, which went on to become a national bestseller in 

America. Her latest book, Sister of My Heart, has received critical acclaim as well. Her 

poetry collections include Black Candle and Leaving Yuba City. 

Divakaruni considers that her writing reflects her poetry as she is always conscious of 

rhythms. An Indian spiritual discourse underscores her main themes, which deal with 

relationships between women. Divakaruni constantly stresses the importance of woman 

to woman relationships often marginalised by the sexist Indian society. She comments 

on female relationships: 

But ultimately we can be ourselves with each other. Ourselves with all our 
imperfections. Ourselves uncomplicated by all the emotions that complicate our 
other relationships: duty, lust, romance, the need to imferess or control. We can be 
women and know that, as women, we are understood. 6 

Githa Hariharan 

Githa Hariharan, a south Indian woman writer in her mid-thirties, has had her stories 

published in several anthologies and magazines in India and elsewhere. Her first novel, 

The Thousand Faces of Night, published in 1992 won the Commonwealth Writers' 

Prize for the Best First Book. She has published another novel, The Ghosts of Vasu 

Master in 1994 and edited A Southern Harvest, a volume of stories in English 

translation from four major south Indian languages. In early 1999, she published her 

fourth novel, When Dreams Travel. Hariharan's first novel deals with the mother

daughter relationship with all its aspects of love, frustration and oppression as dictated 

by the Indian patriarchal power-structures. 

55 Online at http://www.rediff.eo.in/cgi-bin/n .... ent.d2W/report?frame=3103chit.htm Last update May 1998 
56 Online at http://www.boldtype.com/0199/divakaruni/essay.html Last update August 1999 
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in early ·1996, Hariharan came into the limelight as she, supported by her husband Dr. 

Mohan Rao, took on the Indian Reserve Bank in a successful legal battle. The issue 

began when Hariharan upon going to the Reserve Bank to buy savings bonds on behalf 

of her 11 year old son was informed that the bonds needed to be signed by her husband 

as under Indian law the father is the real guardian of the child. The fact that her husband 

was willing to have her as the child's guardian made no difference. She took her case to 

court against the discriminatory law. The Indian Supreme Court amended the specific 

offending provision, so that the mother can also be the legal guardian of the child. 

Hariharan considers her victory as incomplete because the concerned section Hindu 

Law statute still remains unamended though the Supreme Court has interpreted it to 

include the mother as a natural guradian. She considers that there was no way of her 

acquiescing to an absurd Indian legal situation vis-a-vis guardianship of the children: 

There was no question of accepting this. Having been brought up to believe that you 
must get married, and then that you are incomplete as a woman without any children, 
I found the whole idea that women cannot be the natural guardian of their children 
ridiculous. 57 

Hariharan lives in New Delhi with her two sons and husband, Mohan Rao, who teaches 

Community Health at Jawaharlal Nehru University at New Delhi. 

Maniu Kapur 

Manju Kapur's debut novel Difficult Daughters won the coveted Commonwealth 

Regional Writers Prize in 1999, for the best first book in Eurasia. Kapur, a married 

woman in her fifties teaches English Literature at 'Miranda House', a prestigious Delhi 

College. 

The book charting the events leading to India's freedom and partition has as its main 

theme the illicit relationship between the main protagonist Virmati, a young Punjabi 

woman and her married neighbour, a professor of English. The relationship which 

angers both families culminates in Virmati becoming the professor's second wife and 

having a daughter. The daughter Ida, sets out to seek answers to the happenings 

culminating in her own conception. Underlying the main theme is the difficult and often 

strained relationship that existed between different generations of mothers and 

57 Online at:http://www.rediff.com/news/l999/mar/13githa.htm Last update March 1999 
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daughters in the family and hov,1 they were shaped by the patriarchal discourse of the 

changing times. 

According to Kapur, the book is not really a biography. She claims there are biographical 

elements, which transformed themselves into a compelling tale of fiction. Her book is 

based on real happenings, but the details are her own creation. The book's cover carries 

the sepia photograph of a vibrant and beautiful young woman, which interestingly 

enough is a photograph of Kapur's mother, on whom the main protagonist, Virmati is 

modelled. Kapur's reply upon being questioned about her mother's reaction to the book 

illustrates the growing understanding between different generations of women in India: 

Oh, my mother has always said: 'whatever you think is right is OK by me.' She has 
been very positive all along. If she hadn't been, I don't think this book would have 
been written[ .... ] it was she who put me in touch with people, her contemporaries 
from whom I learned a lot. She also told me where to go look for papers, libraries, 
etc. 58 

Kapur's children too have appreciated her work. 

All the authors discussed above write in English inspite of being of Indian origin. English 

as a legacy of the colonial age has now transformed itself into a very different sort of 

language linking diverse linguistic groups in postcolonial India and proving to be a very 

effective literary tool. The effectiveness of English stems from India's linguistic diversity. 

There are too many people in India speaking too many different languages. English 

provides a common forum for expounding ideas and writing fiction which reaches a vast 

number of people who live similar urban lives and differ only in the different vernaculars 

they use as mother-tongues. 

58Online at http://www.rediff co. in/cgi-bin/n ... ent. d2 W /report?frame=0208.man i.htm Last update 
September 1999 



44 

CHAPTER THREE: Theoretical Insights 

To formulate the basis of my theories regarding mother-daughter relationships within the 

Indian fictional discourse, I have found feminist psychoanalytic theories and postcolonial 

literary theory the most useful theoretical tools. These fictional constructs are about 

women by women and the happenings are most importantly within the women rather 

than in the external world. Without the firm base offered by feminist psychoanalytic 

criticism and postcolonial literary criticism, I feel it is not easy to penetrate the theories 

underlying] the dynamics in the interpersonal relationships between the female 

protagonists in these novels. The women authors and the fictional world created by them 

are contemporary and I consider that some knowledge of feminist psychoanalysis and 

postcolonial concepts has provided me a deeper insight into the motivation underlying 

(at times maybe unconsciously) the discourse of the Indian women writers. 

3.1 Feminist Psychoanalytic Theory 

In analysing the novels, I mainly plan to use certain theoretical insights drawn from the 

works of Nancy Chodorow, Jessica Benjamin and Luce lrigaray. I shall, when required, 

draw insights from the theories of other critics in this field, but the theories of those 

mentioned above shall provide the basis for the analysis of fictional texts from a feminist 

psychoanalytic perspective in my thesis. I shall discuss certain theoretical insights 

relevant to my study. Though the feminist framework employed to analyze these works 

is conceptually Western, it has been adapted to the requirements of the Indian socio

cultural milieu in order to analyze the fiction of the Indian women writers. 

Both Benjamin and Chodorow tend to follow the 'Object-Relations Theory', a branch of 

psychoanalysis that originated in Britain in the post-Freudian period. "Object-relations 

theory assumes that from birth, the infant engages in formative relations with 'objects'-

entities perceived as separate from the self, either whole persons or parts of the body, 

either existing in the external world or internalized as mental representations."(Wright, E. 
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1992:284) This theory, therefore, offers feminists an alternative to Freud's concept of the 

'Oedipus Complex'59 and the primary stressing on the phallus60 as a primary signifier, the 

idea of 'female castration'61 and 'penis envy62' in a female. Benjamin has explored the 

problem of male domination and female submission in the field of psychoanalytic 

feminism. "Benjamin asserts that only an account of identification with the power of the 

father can explain the experience of desire in the psychic development of girls and 

boys." (lbid:21) For Benjamin the phallus functions as a symbol of the father's ability to 

denote separation from the mother. According to Wright, Chodorow "is most commonly 

identified with her account of how women's universal responsibility for mothering creates 

asymmetrical relational capacities in girls and boys."(lbid:46) 

Luce lrigaray is a qualified psychoanalyst as well an outspoken feminist and critic of 

psychoanalysis. With regard to !rigaray, Elizabeth Wright comments: 

What is interesting about lrigaray's critique is that it is a critique from within 
psychoanalysis. She uses psychoanalytic theory against itself to put forward a 
coherent explanation for theoretical bias in terms of unconscious, fantasy, splitting, 
resistance and defenses in the discourse of psychoanalysis.(lbid:178) 

Luce lrigaray's critiquing seems to venture beyond the phallologocentric realm of 

psychoanalysis. 

59"The Oedipus complex is traditionally seen as the central or 'nuclear' complex around which Freudian 
theory revolves. It is supposed to account for the infant's negotiation of incestuous desires for its parents, 
which includes both erotic and destructive components, as well as concomitant guilt and fear ofreprisal." 
W,right, E. 1992:290) 

0 "In Classical antiquity, the phallus was a representation of the erect male organ and a symbol of 
sovereign power. In Lacanian psychoanalysis, the term 'phallus' is used to emphasise the symbolic 
significance taken on by the penis in intersubjectivity and in the process of accession to the SYMBOLIC. 
In this sense, the phallus is said to be an abstract signifier which is not to be confused with biological 
organ"(Wright, 1992:381). Wright further says, " As the imaginary or detachable penis, the mother once 
had but lost, the phallus is an object that distinguishes the sexes and marks their oppositional status. The 
presence or absence of the phallus designates the position of men and women respectively."(Ibid:321) 
61 According to Freud, "the girl who may feel that she has been robbed of her penis through her mother in 
turn experiences her lack as a disadvantage which she must deny, compensate or seek to repair. The crucial 
difference is that while for the boy, bodily castration is a fantasy and in accepting it, he symbolically defers 
to the father, for the girl castration is a real and irrevocable situation. For her, accepting castration means 
acknowledging her lack of phallus (that is her lack of social power) as well as abandoning the inferior 
clitoris as a source of sexual satisfaction"(Wright, 1992:342) 
62 "This concept of penis envy (penisneid) occupied an extremely important place in Freud's account of the 
development of FEMININITY. Most importantly, it was used by him to explain what he believed was the 
little girl's relinquishment of her PRE-OED IP AL attachment to the mother together with her renunciation 
of the clitoris as an erotogenic zone in preference for the arguably more passive vagina (this entails the 
cessation of masturbatory activity), and the replacement of her infantile NARCISSISM with a lasting 
feeling of inferiority." (Wright, 1992:303-4) 
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I sha!! discuss the theories of these writers as weil as appiy other theoretical insights 

relevant to the Indian psychological constructs as seen in the fictional works. The Indian 

authors have created the fictional narratives situated within their own particular social, 

cultural and psychological discourses and that is to be understood while focusing on the 

importance of these psychoanalytical theories. 

Benjamin claims: "We have only just begun to think about the mother as a subject in her 

own right."(1988:23) She further goes on to say that a woman being reduced to a "mere 

extension"(lbid:24) of an infant can have depressing effects on a woman's mental 

condition. This, she says is a distorted view of women held by Western society. She 

stresses the phrase "our culture"(lbid), but, I feel, this is a view that explains very aptly 

the· Indian social conditions where a woman achieves subject63 status to a certain extent 

only when she becomes a mother and this status mostly entails means donning the 

persona of 'mother and only mother'. The Indian women authors focus on this concept to 

a great extent. For instance, in Kapur's Difficult Daughters, Kasturi hardly seems much 

of a person in her own right, she is just the mother of eleven offspring, a number of them 

sons and on that rests her status within the family. Only in the last two decades does 

Indian society seem really aware that the woman can be an individual and not just the 

bearer of the label MOTHER. But Indian society till date is distinctly patriarchal in 

tradition, even in the urban context. Girls are not the most valued of offspring and they 

become aware of that fact at a very young age. A young married woman in India in her 

husband's home is hardly in a superior position or on sure ground. According to the 

Indian psychoanalyst Sudhir Kakar:"ln the social hierarchy of her new family, the bride 

usually occupies one of the lowest rungs."(1981:73) Therefore such a woman will hardly 

be brimming with self confidence and may if treated harshly lose inner tranquillity. Such 

a woman will thus not be in a position to pass on messages of self-esteem and strength 

to a child she bears and in particular a female child. Therefore, Benjamin claims that it is 

wrong to assume "that a mother will be able to give her child faith in tackling the world 

even if she can no longer muster it for herself."(1988:24) 

63All references to the term 'subject' have the following connotations as derived from Wright's 
explanation:"lrigaray [ .... ] analyses the possibilities of the sexually specific subject, the possibilities for the 
articulation of a female subjectivity, thus far submerged under the universality or 'humanity' of masculine 
models. Her project involves providing a conceptual linguistic and erotic space in which feminine 
subjectivity may begin to articulate itself."(1992:415) N.B: Wright's definition is based upon Irigaray's 
work, "The Sex Which is Not One", translated by Catherine Porter, 1988, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, 
New York. 
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The Indian writers have a similar concept underscoring their works. Divakaruni (Sister of 

my Heart) portrays in Nalini, a woman who having felt herself to be rootless and having 

no real home, can hardly in rearing Sudha (her daughter) imbue the latter with great self

confidence. It is this lack of confidence (combined with the knowledge of her father's 

supposed betrayal of Anju's father) that always makes Sudha feel that she will forever be 

under a debt to Gourima and Anju and this feeling in turn leads to give up the struggle 

for her own identity and she enters into a disastrous marriage. 

Benjamin suggests that the mother cannot be a mere mirror, reflecting what the child 

asserts, 64 but in the Indian context, it is interesting to note the study of this situation in 

reverse. Hariharan's fictional construct of the way in which Sitha tries to rear Devi into an 

image of the ideal person, she feels Devi should be lies at the root of all their conflict. It 

is as if Devi should become a mirror in which Sitha should see the image she has striven 

to maintain and create for her own self too. Therefore, daughters such as Kamini and 

Tara are displeasing to their mothers because they too, do not reflect the ideal self

images sought by their mothers. The Indian fictional works show the older women 

protagonists floundering when the rationale for the persona they have created for 

themselves is lost and they have to confront the underlying falsity. 

Since an Indian woman achieves an identity of sorts with the advent of motherhood, she 

may be reluctant to grant recognition to her child for the individual that it is. Luce lrigaray 

claims that "to women, [ ... ], motherhood represents the only remedy for the 

abandonment or for the fall inflicted in love by male instincts, as well as a way for them 

to renew their ties to their mothers and other women."(1994:99) Though written in the 

Western context lrigaray's comment is applicable to the Indian socio-cultural situation in 

which a woman struggles to establish some kind of an identity. The fictional constructs 

situated as they are within the author's particular social and psychological discourse 

reflect this tension in the mother- child dynamics. For instance, if Sitha (The Thousand 

Faces of Night) granted recognition to Devi as a distinct and separate subject with her 

own individuated needs, she would probably lose her reason for existence and being 

64 Ibid." The mother cannot (and should not) be a mirror; she must not merely reflect back what the child 
asserts; she must embody something of the not me; she must be an independent other who responds in her 
different way." 
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and recognition of Sumi's situation is avoided by Kalyani as she perceives it as reflecting 

her own marital situation and not as that of a distinct and independent 'other.'65 Benjamin 

sheds light on this situation by pointing out the interesting paradox originating in the 

earliest stages of an individual's life. She states "that the child needs not only to achieve 

independence,but he must be recognised as independent-- by the very people on whom 

he has been most dependent."(1988:52) 

Though Benjamin's specific reference in her work, is to the growing infant these 

dynamics are seen operating in the adult/adolescent characters in the fictional narratives 

of the Indian women writers. Benjamin goes on to state: "Domination is the 

consequence"(lbid:53), when true independence is not achieved by assertion of the self 

and recognition of the other. In Hariharan's novel, Sitha as a mother creates a situation 

of one dimensional domination in her relationship with her daughter. Only at the end of 

the narrative does she appear to have achieved true understanding of herself and her 

relationship with her daughter because she seems to have granted recognition not only 

to Devi, but to herself, going beyond her identity as merely her daughter's mother. Even 

with regard to her own life, she had moulded herself into the tightly controlled image that 

she outwardly wanted to present. Chodorow's view that mothers' relationships with 

daughters are narcissistic66 seems to further validate Benjamin's idea. 

The over-involvement of mothers in the lives of their children is an important aspect of 

the mother-daughter relationships in the novels. In the case of Nanda Kaul (Fire on the 

Mountain), excessive involvement in the lives of her children appears to have been 

foisted upon her and she sought escape from it in her home in the hills, but finds it 

difficult sustain. Certain protagonists such as Sumi (A Matter of Time) and Gourima 

(Sister of my Heart) are created as women having distinct identities and meaningful 

lives. Most of the mother-figures in the fictional works however, are women having no 

particular milieus of their own within which to independently function. Chodorow rightly 

observes that "in a society where women do meaningful productive work, have ongoing 

adult companionship while they are parenting and have satisfying emotional 

relationships with other adults, they are less likely to overinvest in children."(1978:195) 

65 Wright, E. 1992:296: "[ ... ] designates the relation to the specular other who resembles the self, an 
imaginary relation which originates in what Lacan in 1936 called ' The Mirror Stage' and which describes 
the relation of the child to the image." 
66 Chodorow, Nancy, 1978:195 
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Chodorow further observes that a mother-daughter relationship in which the mother 

lacks outside interest of her own and other support systems brings about inability to 

separate between mother and daughter leading to a distortion in the relationship. 67 

These observations coincide with those of Signe Hammer who claims: 

... overidentifying with a daughter can go much further than wearing the same 
clothes. Overinvestment in her achievements and living vicariously through her 
experiences are more subtle ways of trying to take over, of not being able to let go. 
Again this can lead to the point where the daughter feels she doesn't have a life she 
can call her own. (1975:110) 

Benjamin is of the opinion that: "The view of mother as object68 resounds. throughout 

our69 culture."(1988:25) Keeping in mind the fact that the Indian (Hindu) culture 

venerates the mother goddess as the source of all cosmic energy and worships her in 

various forms, the Indian mother may very well end up losing her subjectivity in the 

family and being revered as a 'divine object' whereby it will not be considered seemly for 

her to experience desire in any form. From the status of 'divine object' will ultimately 

stem the role of the self-abrogating mother who lives through and for her children. 

Divakaruni's (Sister of my Heart) creation of Gourima seems to portray this condition of 

Indian womanhood. Any desire within Gouri appears to have been suspended and put in 

abeyance for all time. She throws all of herself into the rearing of Anju and Sudha and 

maintaining the family business. Only after the birth of Dayita, do the three mothers 

(Nalini, Gouri and Abha pishi) appear to emerge as subjects. Also visible in the novel is 

the consistent male refusal to grant subjectivity to the women. 

lrigaray asserts that western culture is founded upon matricide. She says that "we must 

not once more kill the mother who was sacrificed to the origins of our culture."(1991 :42) 

She further stresses the importance of keeping from annihilation the mother's desire by 

the law of the father. She says that "we must give her (the mother) the right to pleasure, 

to jouissance, to passion, restore her right to speech and sometimes to cries and 

anger."(lbid) This stifling of the woman's voice results in the total silencing of them as 

individuals within the patriarchal socio-cultural tradition. lrigaray suggests that "mothers, 

and the woman within them, have been trapped in the role of she who satisfies need but 

67 Chodorow, N.1978:.213 
68 "In a general feminist context, the word 'object' may readily be associated with the expression 'sex 
object'. Here the word takes on an everyday pejorative sense to connote the reduction of a person to the 
status of a thing."(Wright, E. 1992:279) 
69 Benjamin is referring to Western culture. 



50 

has no access to desire."(Whitford, M.(ed.), 1991 :51) With regard to the Indian cultural 

and literary context, Doreen D'Cruz, the Indian literary critic suggests that "the silence 

merely adumbrates the long silence of women which has not protested their excision 

from kinship systems, or their required acquiescence to their husband's will, or their 

relegation to the baby lisp of Prakrit7° in Sanskrit drama."(1993:466) lrigaray's claim 

demanding the right of speech for women subverts the role assigned to women as being 

the silent objects of patriarchal worship. Also relevant is Toril Mei's observation that: 

Woman is not only the Other, as Simone de Beauvoir discovered, but is quite 
specifically man's Other: his negative or mirror-mirage. This is why lrigaray 
claims that patriarchal discourse situates woman outside representation:she 
is absence,negativity, the dark continent, or at best a lesser man.(1985:134) 

Deifying the mother as 'Goddess' is a common Indian cultural phenomenon. In my view, 

the matricide occurs in the Indian cultural context when the woman as subject is 

strangled within the mother and the outward 'divine image' is fostered upon her 

regardless of her own desire. According to Chodorow and Contratto:"The fantasy of the 

perfect mother has led to the cultural oppression of women in the interest of a child 

whose needs are also fantasised."(1989:chp.4:96) They further claim: "We magnify the 

impact of one individual, the mother, and when the child in us suffers the inevitable 

frustrations of living we blame our mothers."(lbid:91) They also observe that feminists 

mostly tend to blame the mother and this fits into a typical cultural patterning.(lbid:89) 

These theorists define their ideas in terms of Western culture and feminism. Applying 

their concepts to the Indian cultural discourse leads to an interesting reflection that 

ironically in a patriarchal societal set-up where all children are identified by the name of 

the father (the mother's line disappears into obscurity), any displeasing traits and habits 

observed in a child are usually attributed to the mother's 'faulty' genealogy. In the 

novels, it is observed that, the older women protagonists appear to exhibit conditions of 

panic and hysteria when their daughters perform any action that upsets the patriarchal 

order. lrigaray advocates the strategy of "attempting to displace the father's central 

place in the Oedipal triangle."(Grosz, E. 1989: 123) It is "her call to establish an 

impossible yet necessary genealogy of women, a history that has thus far been rendered 

invisible by the burial of women under the patronym and the patrilocation."(lbid) 

70 In Indian Classical literary tradition, women were not supposed to speak Sanskrit, the official court and 
literary language given their lower status in the social hierarchy of the times. They were supposed to speak 
in Prakrit, a dialect reserved for the lower castes and women. 
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Not only is mere rejection of the maternal genealogy, but for women their female bodies 

inherit a legacy of inferiority. The sense of shame and negation a mother feels towards 

her own body which she considers to have somehow betrayed her, by trapping her 

through motherhood, is transmitted to her daughter. The male-dominated psycho-sexual 

concepts predominantly situate women within the position of 'possessor of a mutilated 

and shameful body.' lrigaray claims: 

The womb, unthought in its place of the first sojourn in which we become bodies, is 
fantasised by many men to be a devouring mouth, a cloaca or anal and urethral 
outfall, a phallic threat, at best reproductive. And in the absence of valid 
representations of female sexuality, this womb merges with woman's sex as a 
whole. There are no words to talk about it, except filthy, mutilating words. The 
corresponding effects will be therefore anxiety, phobia, disgust, a haunting fear of 
castration. How can one not feel them on returning to what has always been denied, 
disavowed, sacrificed to build an exclusively masculine symbolic world?(Whitford, 
M. (ed.), 1991 :41) 

In the Indian cultural discourse woman is revered as mother but negated as daughter 

and wife.71 This ongoing .negation of the woman as woman and her subordinate status in 

the sexual hierarchy leads to her passive acceptance of a subordinate status as 'object' 

in a world dominated by male 'subjects'. The reverence for the maternal aspect of the 

woman's body often results in the woman being considered and considering herself as 'a 

womb'. The novels explore the excessive importance attached to woman's maternity in 

order to perpetuate the genealogy of the father. Sudha (Sister of My Heart) undergoes 

numerous humiliations in medical and religious terms in order to conceive so that she 

may justify her status as wife, daughter-in-law and daughter. In the Indian socio-cultural 

context, women as wives are first inculcated by their mothers into being the objects of 

men's desire and in the next stage are supposed to do their duty by proving their fertility. 

The psychoanalyst Jane Flax's following observation is highly relevant from the Indian 

cultural perspective; she claims that mothers often participate in turning their daughters 

into objects of desire for men, not for themselves and not for women or their 

children."(1993:65) 

The younger generation of women (daughters) portrayed by the Indian writers do not at 

all seem to show much understanding of the circumstances which made their mothers 

into the women they are. Devi (The Thousand Faces of Night) is eager to move out of 

the circle of Sitha's domination and Kamini (Tamarind Mem) seeks the escape route of 

71 Atrey & Kirpal, 1998:71 



52 

university sludies in Canada. The daughters appear to experience a sense of 

individuation upon separating from their mother. Benjamin's claim that the essence of 

individuation lies in seeking independence from the mother as an object rather than 

granting her recognition as a subject, seems to be applicable in the construction of 

mother-daughter dynamics within the novels. 

In the fictional works, many of their older women characters function as allies of the 

patriarchal system of female subjugation. These women seem to passively accept the 

inferior status designated for them and attempt to compel the younger towards a similar 

acceptance. Atrey and Kirpal commenting on the Indian familial structure remark: 

In the family, the woman acquires respect and status generally with the onset of 
motherhood. However, it is only with age that she begins to command respect 
equal to that given to the patriarch. [ ... ] Sometimes she may even become the 
head, the 'patriarch' of the household. In such a situation, she often turns 
oppressive towards the other women in the family.(1998:70) 

In the Indian fictional context, 'female patriarchs' such as Mrs.Sanyal (Sister of My 

Heart)and Sitha(The Thousand faces of Night) attempt to force the younger women to 

submit blindly to the dictates of patriarchal tradition which they embody, inspite of having 

faced suffering at the hands of patriarchal authority in their younger days. Jessica 

Benjamin observes that women concur in the male refusal to recognize their subjectivity 

because the women are willing "to offer recognition without expecting it in 

return."(1988:78) Helene Cixous, whose view is that women are dragged into conflict 

even with each other due to the pressures and suffering created by male discourses. 

This insight explains the fact that the suffering meted out by Mrs. Sanyal to her 

daughter-in-law Sudha actually stem from the effects of the past injustices perpetrated 

upon Mrs.Sanyal by the patriarchal authority and it is disheartening to observe her, upon 

becoming the 'patriarch' of the household, dispensing cruelty not justice; therefore 

functioning as an ally of the exploitative patriarchal traditions. Supporting the above 

theories is Jessica Benjamin's assertion that "the fact of women's mothering not only 

explains masculine sadism, but also reveals a 'fault line' in female development that 

leads to masochism."(lbid) 

The reluctance on the part of the older women to assert their independence and 

individuality and attempting to compel their daughters to do the same is emphasised by 

the Indian writers. These authors also portray the varying repercussions faced by those 
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Indian wom'en who attempt to break out of the patrilineally designated social roles. I 

have undertaken to study fictional texts mostly situated within a contemporary time 

frame. An interesting exception is Kapur's saga Difficult Daughters which stretches 

from pre-Partition India to the present day. Virmati, the main female protagonist feels 

that her university education has earned her the ability and right to make what she 

considers her own choices. Kapur, ironically depicts Virmati being exploited through the 

pressures of her lover's (the Professor) inherently patriarchal attitudes and views and 

pulled into a quagmire of complicated relationships; whereby it is the women (Virmati, 

Ganga and their mother-in-law) who suffer and the man undergoes the minimum of 

discomfort. Virmati pays in emotional and physical terms for her 'choice' in life through 

her humiliating marital status as second wife to painful abortions and miscarriages. Luce 

lrigaray's critique of Western social mores seems to echo the Indian novels. She says: 

"Their (men) discourses, their values, their dreams and their desires have the force of 

law, everywhere and in all things. Everywhere and in all things, they define women's 

function and social role, and the sexual identity they are and are not to have."(1991 :35) 

Taking into account the social pressures (I refer mostly to the Indian context), I find 

Benjamin's contention valid that conditioning towards masochism might lead a woman to 

experience "the exercise of independence as dangerous. "(1988:79) In the traditional 

Indian social setting it is this masochism which at times leads the older generation of 

women to exercise ~ toward the younger females. Sitha's (The Thousand Faces 

of Night) total disregard for Devi's wishes portrays a particular aspect of this sadism. 

Also Deshpande's (A Matter of Time) skilful depiction, through interpersed comments in 

the narrative, of Manorama's harsh treatment towards Kalyani, in retaliation for the fears 

and insecurities harping on Manorama's mind due to the social and traditional pressures 

of failing to bear a son to secure the family line, shows yet another aspect of this sadism. 

The traits exhibited by these mother figures validate Benjamin's assertion that a 

woman's power may include control over others but not over her own destiny.72 The 

Indian authors appear to be rewriting the Freudian myth73 to a certain extent. The 

72 Benjamin, J. 1988:88 
73The Freudian theory of the daughter rejecting the mother out of hostility for her castrated status, her lack 
of the phallus. Refer Sigmund Freud, 'Femininity, in New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis', trans. 
James Strachey(Penguin Books, 1973) 
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daughters in-most novels appear castrated74 by their mother's complicity with the male

dominated discourses which uproot them from their place of origin. The daughters' 

subsequent actions can be analysed as compensations from the exile from the point of 

origin. 75 Regarding the exile of the daughter from the mother, Elizabeth Grosz (in her 

analysis of lrigaray's writings) suggests that: 

Maternity under patriarchy curtails the mother's ability to act as a woman. It also 
implies an 'exile' for the daughter, for she is cut-off from access to the woman-mother; 
and thus from her own potential as a woman. She has no woman with whom to 
identify. (1989:122) 

With regard to the growing female child, Jessica Benjamin theorises that:"the girl's sense 

of self is shaped by the realization that her mother's source of power resides in her self

sacrifice. "(1988:79) Most of the Indian narratives, particularly those by Deshpande, 

Divakaruni, Hariharan, Dhingra and Badami are sprinkled with myths, family tales, 

legends, folktales, etc 1Nhich advocate greater and continuous sacrifice on part of 

women. The women writers have not failed to focus on the irony of woman's constant 

sacrifice. After all, India's renowned epics, the RAMAYAN and the MAHABHARAT 

involve feats of personal sacrifice by women (men mostly play dice, fight various long 

wars, abduct other men's wives, ask women for proof of chastity and pass ridiculous 

judgements). Such indoctrination by the mother-figures and constant oppression results 

in the girl "being unable to distinguish what she wants from what her mother wants."(lbid) 

These effects are woven into the novels as seen in the relationships between Sitha (The 

Thousand Faces of Night) and Devi and Kalyani (A Matter of Time)and her mother 

Manorama. Another aspect of maternal domination and submission to the patriarchal 

tradition is the ownership of women by those in patriarchal authority and the socio

cultural rationale to women being dispossessed of their independence in marriage 

prevents the rampant commodification of women. So she ends up as one man's sole 

commodity rather than general commodity. 

The Indian writers overt yet subtle portrayal of oppressions (in the name of tradition) is 

skilfully executed through a variety of strongly etched female characters. The familial 

and social situations portrayed in their works seem to echo Benjamin's critique that 

"Woman is to accept the abrogation of her own will."((lbid:89) But intensely heartening 

simultaneously is to read Benjamin's idea that there exists a mother "who is sought" and 

74 Meaning of Castration in this case conforms with Irigaray's reading in ' Speculum of the Other Woman' 
,1985:33 
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from whom escape is not desired; that is the "holding mother who can support 

excitement and outside exploration, who can contain the child's anger and frustration 

and survive the storms of assertion and separation." (lbid:121) 

Meera's (First Light) great-aunt Bibiji and Sumi (A Matter of Time) seem to embody 

some of the aspects of the 'holding mother' within them. Through their portrayal of 

mother-daughter relations which start in conflict and very often end in rejuvenation; 

these Indian writers seem to be expressing the desire and hope that rationality and 

understanding through discarding of repressive patriarchal norms will be the firm base 

for really supportive bonding between women of different generations. According to Luce 

lrigaray this kind of rejuvenation is also possible at a stage when to the daughters, the 

mothers become persons rather than mothers and both in their own place achieve 

subjecthood. lrigaray further goes on to say that this transformation in mother-daughter 

relations may lead to their joint ability to resist patriarchal pressures which reduce 

women to object status. 76 Relevant in this context is an observation by Marianne Hirsch 

which though referring to a different culture is apt for certain aspects of contemporary 

Indian women's fiction. Hirsch says: 

Whereas in the nineteenth century novel, mothers had to be eliminated or 
disempowered so that heroines could have access to a plot, in the texts of 
the 1970's, the elimination of fathers has become either a precondition or 
an important preoccupation of female plots.The liminal discourse of female 
modernism, embedded in shifting affiliations, gives way to a more passion
ate embrace of female allegiance as the basis both of female plotting and 
of female subject formation.(1989:129) 

It is women, the writers are mainly concerned with and the creation of women's 

situations within fictional reality. The novels explore different fathering patterns in the 

urban Indian socio-cultural context. Kamini (Tamarind Mem)and Devi (The Thousand 

Faces of Night) as daughters are loved, pampered even by fathers but appear to 

function as avenues of escape for the fathers, from the discordant marital relationships 

the latter share with their wives. Fathers such as Shripathi (A Matter of Time) and 

Saroja's father (Tamarind Mem), who are the older generation of males appear to deny 

subject status to daughters as well as wives. They seem to function within the traditional 

Indian socio-cultural ideal of being remote fathers. But in most of the novels, daughters 

seem to give preference to fathers over the always available mothers who are mostly 

75 D'Cruz D, 1993:456 
76 Grosz,E.,1991:124 
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housewives. Meera is one of the exceptions who appears to have had a close, loving 

and inspiring relationship with both parents. Benjamin discussing psycho-social aspects 

of parent-child interaction states that "often too, we find the parental constellation 

reveals a split between the missing father of excitement and the present but devalued 

mother.(1988:117) 

This statement can be linked to Chodorow's idea that "for children of both genders, 

mothers represent regression and lack of autonomy."(1978:181) The novels deal with 

the obstacles in the Indian women's quest for autonomy. In some of the narratives, one 

of the main conflicts within the mother-daughter interactions arises due to the father 

playing the part of the disruptive phallus in the mother-daughter dyad. The exception 

appears to be Gopal (A Matter of Time), Sumi's husband who supports his daughter 

Aru in her search for her right to self-determination and linguistic autonomy. The father

daughter interactions not only give clues to the origin of the tension inherent in mother

daughter relations; but the fathers sometimes appears to function in the roles of 'safety 

valves' within the narratives which might otherwise burst with the oppressive weight of 

the mother-daughter conflicts. 

An interesting observation made by Chodorow and Contratto is that, most feminist 

writings seem to be implying that if the patriarchal constraints were to be removed, 

mothering would be perfect because it seems to be the evil inherent in the patriarchal 

discourse that leads to creation of bad mothers.77 With reference to the Indian fictional 

as well as social discourses I venture to observe that to a greater extent the patriarchal 

authority in most sections of Indian society still shapes every aspect of women's lives, 

even the lives of those women who possess professional qualifications and careers of 

their own. Such psycho-social conditions which affect the lives of the urban Indian 

women have been explored and incorporated in the Indian fictional discourse to some 

extent. What the situation with regard to mothers and daughters would be without the 

pressure from the patriarchal traditions in Indian society is yet to be seen and when seen 

will find its place in fiction. 

The creation of characters such as Abha pishi(Sister of My Heart)and Chinna 

(Tamarind Mem) show clearly the plight of Indian women in difficult circumstances 

77 Chodorow, N. 1989, chp.4:52 
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dependent on the mercy of their male relatives and the latters' households. But women 

as wives, mothers and daughters also appear within the narratives in the quite common 

situation of dependency upon males. This dependence on part of the women influences 

the dynamics of their relationships with others of their own sex. Chodorow's concept that 

a woman's mothering is "informed by her relationship to her husband, her experience of 

financial dependence, her expectations of marital inequality and her expectations about 

gender roles"(1978:85) is relevant and clarifying in this regard. Signe Hammer's 

following statement supports Chodorow's theory: 

Our culture has encouraged women to define themselves in terms of their 
relationships with men rather than in terms of themselves and their relationships 
with each other. Conventional marriage works out against a women 's expression of 
a strong sense of personal and sexual identity because it demands that she identity 
more strongly with her husband's identity than her own.(1975:136) 

Though written from a Western perspective in the 1970s, this statement was and is 

applicable to traditional Indian marital situtations. 

Chodorow suggests that though a girl may develop a dread of her mother, this will not 

lead to a generalisable experience for all women and nor will this experience have much 

normative and cultural impact in a male dominated society. 78 From the Indian cultural 

perspective it is generally observed that the process of subjugation started by a girl's 

mother culminates in a grand finale at the hands of her mother-in-law. Girls in most 

stratas of Indian society are traditionally reared generation wise with the image of a 

dreaded and all powerful mother-in-law looming large in the future. A mother-in-law 

comprises an important component of an Indian girl's marriage and her life as a mother 

in her own right. 79 A mother-in-law's presence usually acts as a deterrent to the young 

mother's overt expressions of love towards her offspring. The social anthropologist and 

psychoanalyst Stanley Kurtz80 in his study of approaches to child rearing among Indian 

Hindus has observed and commented upon this phenomenon. The importance of the 

mother-in-law in the lives of Indian women have not been ignored in the fiction nor has 

the fact that the relationship between mother and daughter affects the relationship 

between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. The emotional exploitation that Nalini 

(Sister of My Heartferpetrates upon Sudha conditions the latter towards accepting the 

domination and exploitative manouevres of her mother-in-law. It is only the threat posed 

78 Chodorow, N. 1978:183 
79 Refer Chp 1.3 
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to her unborn daughter that awakens in Sudha the ability to resist the pressures of her 

mother-in-law and face the lack of support offered by her own mother in a time of crisis. 

Sudha appears transformed into a 'holding mother' ready to protect her daughter against 

such 'devouring mothers.' 

Chodorow advocates dual parenting81 for the emotional and psychological well-being of 

the children whereas lrigaray questions the division of labour. lrigaray suggests that for 

women "it is a matter of urgency not to submit to a desubjectivized social role, that of a 

mother governed by an order subordinated to a division of labour---man 

produces/woman reproduces--which confines us to a mere function."(1991 :42-3) 

The Indian writers through their narratives appear to be questioning the same socio

cultural premises. Writers like Divakaruni by creating characters such as Anju and 

Sudha (Sister of My Heart) seem to be attempting a breakthrough to the problem of 

women having their desires repressed and their functions strictly dictated by patriarchal 

norms. They are clearly stating within the Indian socio-cultural context that women 

cannot constantly be expected to make their domestic and reproductive functions the 

centrifugal point of their lives. Such restrictive delineations of roles leads to women 

losing the ability to value and appreciate themselves as independent individuals. lrigaray 

defines the image of the 'typical mother'. She says: "So what is a mother? Someone who 

makes the stereotypical gestures she Is told to make, who has no personal language 

and who has no identity." (lbid:53) 

According to lrigaray, under such conditions it is difficult for daughters to form strong and 

meaningful relationships with their mothers.82 Her theory is relevant in any cultural 

context, however, in the Indian fictional narratives inspite of external constraints, 

daughters and mothers seem to be conflicting and yet bonding in their own different 

ways. Women in any social strata in India occupy within most households a 'community 

of their own' which operates within certain principles and norms. Atrey and Kirpal assert 

that "in the Indian patriarchal family, there exists an independent community of women 

which evolves as a result of the social norms and strictures, which discourage interaction 

between the sexes beyond certain limits." (1998:70) 

8° Kurtz, Stanley, 1992:50-1 
81 Chodorow, N. 1978:217 
82 Irigaray, L. 1991:53 
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Therefore it is this emphasis upon gender-based communication that leads the mothers 

and daughters to have stronger bonds, inspite of tensions within their relationship. In a 

more liberal social situation both women would have had greater freedom to seek 

emotional sustenance outside the circle of family and women within the family. 

In certain novels, the traces of the 'phallic mother' are clearly observed. Wright's 

definition states that "the pre-oedipal, phallic or archaic mother must be understood as a 

fantasy---the child's fantasy of an omnipotent and absolutely powerfu1,1sexually neutral 

figure."(1992:314) In a woman such as Sitha (The Thousand Faces of Night) the quest 

for phallic appropriation is handled in a subtle manner overtly maintaining the image of 

the demure Indian woman. Sitha seems to attempt the appropriation of the phallus for 

herself through the negation of her husband within the domestic context so that to her 

daughter the father appears as a loving but rather insubstantial figure and the daughter, 

herself, sporadically seeks to flee the phallic mother. lrigaray insists that: "The daughter, 

however, must abandon not the woman-in-mother but a phallic mother." (Grosz, E. 

1989: 119) Mrs. Sanyal (Sister of my Heart) and Sitha are both not old women when 

they are widowed, but given the Indian socio-cultural situation widowhood confers on 

them the status of sexually neutral figures, which has the effect of increasing their 

potency in functioning as 'phallic mothers.' According to lrigaray for the rejuvenation of 

the relationship the daughter must abandon the phallic mother, stop regarding the 

mother as a refuge or haven; recognize the individuation of the mother and her own self 

and thus forge lasting ties.83 Grosz claims that "lrigaray advocates the two women taking 

on an active subject-to-subject relation. It is for this reason that she suggests the mother 

give the daughter more than food to nourish her, she may also give her words with which 

to speak and hear. The gift of language in place of the suffocation and silence imposed 

by food."(lbid: 124) 

The Indian authors appear to have initiated a dialogue through their fictional discourse 

for the search to answers and means for strengthening the mother-daughter bonds and 

the ties and understanding between women in general. In the process they seem to be 

trying to eradicate the myth of the perfect mother and the cruel mother-in-law. Maternity 

and feminism are not mutually exclusive of each other. The mother-daughter relations 

83 Grosz. E. 1989:124 



60 

cannot be banished to the deepest recesses of the mind to lie forgotten there. It must be 

dredged from the quagmire into which the patriarchal order has thrust it time and again 

and be explored from all possible perspectives. It is necessary to do so in order to 

ensure a lessening of pain and complications in most relationships in human life. 

Observing the feminist slant in these novels, it is heartening to feel that these works by, 

for and about women are heralding an era in Indian womanhood where female 

relationships are being closely analysed and appreciated. The frankness progressively 

being seen over the years in literary fiction may hopefully, at some stage in human 

history influence reality to a certain extent. 
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3.2. POSTCOLONIAL LITERARY THEORY 

With regard to postcolonial literary theory, I intend to use a number of insights derived 

from the work of the Indian postcolonial critic, Ania Loomba as well as various 

observations put forward by other theorists in the field. I am dealing with the works of 

certain women writers who have used English as the medium to formulate their fictional 

narratives. They have their own specific styles84 of writing, but the socio-historical and 

cultural backgrounds within which the fictional narratives are located are Indian. Indian 

English literature (born during the colonial era) is clearly here to stay and grow and 

change as the world changes. M.K. Naik, the Indian literary critic, claims that: 

Indian English literature is not a Hesperian hybrid nurtured in a Hindustani hothouse. 
The fact that it uses English as its medium of expression does not make it an · 
occidental offshoot of British literature. It is actually a slender twig of that giant 
Banyan tree called Indian literature, which is many branched ..... (1987:158) 

I find Naik's definition quite illuminating because given the rich literary past of India 

(going back four to five thousand years), Indian English literature cannot merely be 

termed 'Third-world or Postcolonial literature', it is a literature that stands on its own 

without needing to be classified as merely a consequence of the British imperial 

domination of India. In this context, I refer to the Indian literary theorist, Makarand 

Paranjape who states: 

The cultural richness and variety of India, not to speak of its population and size, is 
so large that any notion of postcoloniality is insufficient to come to terms with it. 
India's population alone would easily exceed that of the rest of the postcolonial 
world put together. If all the literary production in India's various recognised, not to 
mention unrecognised, languages were to be allowed entry into postcolonial 
discourse, the whole edifice would come crashing down. (1998:14) 

At the inception, I want to clarify my stand with the help of a statement made by Ania 

Loomba. She claims one of the results "of the boom in postcolonial studies has been 

84 By styles, I simply mean the different manner in which the authors actually narrate the story and the 
manner in which they represent certain issues .. For instance, Shashi Deshpande has an abrupt and plain 
style whereas Divakaruni is rather lyrical and uses effusive language. Sometimes the style appears to vary 
because the author incorporates her own particular regional and linguistic background within the fictional 
discourse. 
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that essays lJy a handful of brnnd-name critics have become more important than the 

field itself-students feel the need to 'do' Edward Said, Gayatri Spivak or Homi Bhabha or 

to read only the very latest article." (1998:lntroduction:xv) Therefore, I have not focused 

only on brand-names in the field of postcolonial theory, but I have utilised those insights, 

which I consider of great value to my particular work, from studying the ideas of a 

number of theoristsJ,Ania Loomba also observes that "colonialism did not inscribe itself 

on a clean slate, and it cannot therefore account for everything that exists in postcolonial 

societies."(lbid:19) The Indian literary critic, G.N Devy has made a comment which if 

read alongside Loomba's statement not only clarifies Loomba's idea but further 

strengthens it. Devi asserts: 

A serious misconception of the colonial influence lies behind the view that the British 
period is a watershed in Indian cultural history.[ .... ] The colonial rule is believed to 
have ushered in a golden (modern) age, or to have ended an already existing golden 
(traditional) age in Indian history. Either way, undue importance is attached to the 
colonial rule.(Devy, G.N 1992:37-8) 

The fiction of the Indian women writers (discussed in my thesis}, seems to hardly attach 

much importance to the colonial rule by itself. Regarding the "immediate postcolonial 

generation"(1993:470) of Indian women writers in English, the postcolonial theorist, 

Doreen D'Cruz claims that it "seems to have altered its orientation. It is no longer 

preoccupied by Whitehall and its machinations or the legitimations derived from 

empire."(lbid) To validate her argument D'Cruz cites Dieter Riemenschneider's85 idea 

regarding the Indian women authors: 

The younger generation of Indian women writers almost without exception belong 
to the middle class, a social group whose coherence rests in a Western type of 
education, anglicised views, job security and occupations in the administrative, 
professional, educational or managerial branches of either the public or the private 
sector. This generation, born in the late 1930s and 1940s, has not had any direct 
experience of the struggle for independence, but has grown up in a country where 
the great literary themes of colonialism and nationalism, of the cultural clash bet
ween East and West or the confrontation of tradition and modernity have lost 
their relevance. (Ibid) 

The fictional discourse of the authors under study i~socio-historically located in the 

recent decades of Indian history (1970 till date), a period, wherein the colonial past as 

well as its consequences were taken for granted and in a way relegated to a place 

85 Ibid, pp 469-470. Dieter Riemenschneider, "Indian Women in Writing in English: The Short Story", 
World Literature Written in English,25.2(1985): 312-318. 
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where they aid not have much impact on present day life, except in indirect ways. Only 

in Kapur's Difficult Daughters is the situation somewhat different. This novel covers a 

span of years from pre-Partition86 India to the present day. The conditions prevalent then 

and now are comparable through the fictional situations depicted; of course keeping in 

mind that it is very much a fictional reality created consciously by the writer. The writer, 

though does base her fictional narrative on some element of historical reality with regard 

to the colonial past and the Independence Movement. Certain social discourses 

prevalent in the colonial era consciously wend their way in Kapur' s work. Harish, the 

main male protagonist (later mostly referred to as " the Professor") has studied at Oxford 

and he had been married at a very young age in India, prior to his departure for Oxford. 

The narration subtly reveals that while at Oxford, Harish and other male Indian friends 

(presumably married to women back in India), had been involved sexually with white 

women. This was a common occurrence in those days and the dominant patriarchal 

discourse in Indian society did not really frown too much upon it. After all, sex was 

permissible as long as it did not lead to marriage with the foreigner, the symbolic 'other' 

in the colonial political discourse. 

Loomba observes that "under colonial rule, the image of nation or culture as woman 

(often conjured up via images of goddesses as primary life-givers or manifestations of 

female energy) worked to evoke both female power and female 

helplessness. "(1998:218) The concept of woman as mother was used most 

advantageously by the Indian nationalist leader Mahatma Gandhi, in order to achieve his 

ends and keep women fixed within a maternal persona while at the same time making 

them active participants in the nationalist struggle. The pressures faced by the women 

writers of that era (the 1920s and 1930s) were very different from the situation of today's 

Indian women authors who definitely shape their fictional discourses with greater 

freedom and autonomy. Regarding the use of the image of women as mothers in the 

early years of the century, Meena Alexander, the Indian author and critic comments: 

In fact there was nothing simple or straightforward about the use of the maternal 
image for purposes of decolonization. The complexities of human sexuality had 

to be faced, and a price paid for the meanings construed by the culture. Women 
writers, often mothers in fact and not merely symbol, had to struggle through the 
cultural validations of their estate, into an imaginative sense that restored some
times painful intimacy with their own selves. It was a world in which murdering 

86 In 1947, British India was partitioned into the independent countries oflndia and Pakistan. 
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the mother could sometimes seem necessary to the daughter's growth.(1989:25) 

It is ironic that once the colonisers were uprooted, the patriarchal discourse decreed 

women return to home and hearth. Also the other rights to be given to women were all 

shelved, except for the right to vote which was became a constitutional decree in the 

newly formed state of Independent India. Geraldine Forbes in her work, Women in 

Modern India (1996)87 gives a clear picture of the frustration experienced by the Indian 

women activists, as they realised that putting aside their demands to join the men in the 

freedom struggle had not given them their rights (the male leaders had requested them 

to appreciate the great importance of the freedom fight and temporarily set aside their 

demands for equal rights until the abolition of the colonial rule and ultimately the women 

emerged as losers from the whole situation). Loomba claims that "although, men on both 

sides of the colonial divide engaged in bitter strife, they also collaborated when it came 

to the domination of women."(1989:169) Harking back to Indian women's non-fictional 

writings in the pre-Independence years, Loomba further observes that, the strengthening 

the shackles of patriarchy within the family became a way for the colonised males to 

assert ~heir otherwise eroded power.(lbid) 

The fictional reality created by the women writers often consciously incorporates certain 

features evident in Indian society. The characters and their responses stem from the 

author's imagination, but the discourses of the society they are situated within are seen 

seeping in and it is this infiltration of the existing discourses which bind together these 

different works of the authors in a specific manner. The authors, in their various ways 

make it clear that it is women who will always be the transmitters of traditions and 

culture. It is the women such as Abha Pishi (Sister of my Heart), Devi's paternal 

grandmother, Mayamma, the old servant (The Thousand Faces of Night), who hand on 

to younger women in the guise of myths and folktales the subtle yet harsh truths of 

existing in a man's world and covertly discuss the injustice meted out to them. These 

writers are women of India and everything in India has an old legend or folktale attached 

to it. This is the cultural discourse within which the authors have situated their fictional 

discourse. 

The authors discussed, seem to going beyond the social traditions and class hierarchies 

set in place during the colonial period and though they have situated their works on 
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urban lndia,-they have not ignored or marginalised the poorer sections of women who 

come from rural India; to do so would have been to situate their fictional discourse in a 

realm of implausibility. Women in upper and middle class India at one level or another 

cannot help but be aware of the situation of those of their own sex who are economically 

and socially disadvantaged. In the form of servants and home-helps, the lives of the 

women from the poorer sections of Indian society interact with that of their richer 

counterparts. For instance, the mistress-maid relation and interaction seen between 

Saroja and Linda Ayah (Tamarind Mem) is a fictional construct, but in no way 

unbelievable and in a similar context, the warm feelings experienced by Meera (First 

Light) towards Mai (her great-aunt's old woman servant) and the little servant girl Minoo 

and their inquisitiveness regarding Meera's life in the West are facets of the Indian 

postcolonial cultural discourse skilfully blended by the writers into the fictional discourse. 

Many of the female protagonists portrayed in these works appear to have stepped 

beyond the boundaries for women, which were so rigidly demarcated in pre

Independence India and in the years immediately following the partition and attainment 

of freedom. Regarding the socio-cultural discourse of those times, Loomba writes: 

The construction of an ideal bhadramahila (or gentlewoman), educated yet ladylike 
entailed the isolation of upper and middle-class from their lower-class sisters, who 
were not only servants but also repositories of folk or popular music and tales, 
dramas and wit. As a result, many 'indigenous' forms of popular women's culture 
were suppressed and marginalised.(1998:220) 

The women authors, I am discussing, have definitely not marginalised the so-called 

lower classes in the creation of their narratives. To cite an example, the dynamics of the 

interaction between Mayamma and Devi (The Thousand Faces of Night) are portrayed 

in a manner which shows them interacting as women of different generations rather than 

as mistress and maid. 

The authors situate themselves predominantly in an urban discourse and their 

characters are speaking mainly in the voices of India's urban, middle and upper-middle 

class. India is a caste bound society and also to a great extent a class bound one. I 

speak with the knowledge of one who belongs to a caste of Brahmins and to the middle 

class section of urbanites. The authors too, are women from a certain segment of India's 

classes and it is the upper and middle classes to which they belong and their narratives 

are consciously and deliberately set within the discourse of that class and they are using 

87 Refer chp 1. l 
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this discourses for backgrounding their fiction. Given India's policy of the last five 

decades of constantly marginalising the upper castes and classes and the constant 

emphasis on the upliftment of those that were and are deemed marginalised and 

oppressed, a phase seems to have arrived when the 'real' India appears to be 

predominantly rural. But it is an indisputable fact that India has huge metropolises and 

the people and situations there are as real as in the villages. Therefore, it is not a 

fantasy world away from all of real India that these writers have created. It is a world that 

exists and with reference to this outer reality, the authors have created their fictional 

reality, but neither are these works merely simple reflections of outer reality. They are 

conscious creations and these authors are very much situated within their own particular 

discourses. Ashcroft et.al. define the problems faced by critics dealing with Indian writing 

in English: 

The problem for critics of Indian writing in English has been that much of their 
energy has had to go into defending and justifying the decisions of these authors to 
write in English at all, when, it is suggested, they had a more 'authentic' choice of 
their vernacular language available. Alongwith this goes an attack on the subject 
matter of these novelists, especially the more recent ones, as being too urban, or too 
concerned with the experience of an Indian elite whose concerns are removed from 
the 'essential' India of the rural village.(1989:122-3) 

At the very beginning of sub-chapter 3.2, I had cited Naik's comment asserting that 

Indian English literature is not a mere offshoot of British literature. The English used for 

narrating these works of fiction is an Indian outgrowth. These women writers have used 

English as a matter of fact. In the India of today, it will be read as a matter of course. But 

it will be read by a small audience as noted by Anita Desai in her interview with Florence 

Libert.88 The Indian writers and readers are descendants of races who have withstood 

not only physical, but cultural invasions and have subtly resisted all these invasions by 

the simple method of assimilation. The British introduced education in English in order to 

create a race of educated clerks for their benefit and use. The English have long 

departed from India, but even today, the language flourishes and exists as a very 

essential part of Indian life and is adapted by Indians from all regions according to their 

individual needs. Ashcroft et.al.:. comment: 

Strategies of appropriation, then, seize the language, replace it in a specific cultural 
location, and yet maintain the integrity of that Otherness, which historically has 
been employed to keep the postcolonial at the margins of power, of 'authenticity', 

and even of reality itself. These strategies of writing have increasingly been allied to 

88 Libert, Florence, " An Interview With Anita Desai l August 1989. Cambridge. England." , WL WE Vol 
30, No.2, Autumn 1990, ppl-7 
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But as the writers themselves are aware, not only do they have a small audience 

comprising a certain gendered and socio-economic section of society, there is also 

present a feeling that Indian writing in English does not speak for all sections of Indians. 

Shashi Deshpande expands on this point saying that "the hostility English often seems 

to attract has less to do with the fact that it is the language of our ex-rulers and 

colonisers than that it is the language of a certain class of Indians, that is, the privileged, 

the elite, the ambitious." (1997:65) Regarding her use of English as a writing tool, 

Deshpande also goes on to say: 

I was born in this country (India), educated here, I have lived all my life here, I know 
no other life, my writing comes out of this life, out of a deep involvement with the 
society I am part of. Why then am I different from a writer who writes, say, in Hindi? 
Obviously, it is the language that sets me apart from the Hindi writer. (lbid:66) 

The women writers have each adapted the English language to their own requirement. 

The English used for formulating these fictional works is in mode and style quite different 

from hat introduced by the imperial colonisers. Divakaruni (Sister of My HeartYuses the 

word Bangla while clarifying the cultural and linguistic discourse in her work. The British 

had designated the language as Bengali. But in Indian cultural and literary discourse, 

Bangla sounds more real than Bengali because that is how it is referred to in everyday 

terms in the social discourse. None of these women authors adhere to the old styles of 

writing (a legacy of colonial times), when Indian terms were translated into lengthy, 

explanatory English ones. In today's multicultural and cosmopolitan cultural discourse, it 

is assumed that the reader will possess some multicultural knowledge. Divakaruni, for 

example, also uses the term 'rutees' instead of bread and nowhere is it described as 

flat, unleavened Indian bread. The term is not just Indian, it is a specific Bengali word for 

referring to it and the characters in the novel are situated in a particular and very Bengali 

setting, not merely an Indian setting. 

When I read aloud the works of these women writers, in particular Deshpande, Badami, 

Kapur and Divakaruni, I notice the audio effect is that of Indian women narrating the 

stories. Perhaps it is my ear attuned for years to the differing vernacular languages 

spoken by these writers, which made me react in a specific manner. But, I would like to 

suggest that these women in their writings show clearly the influence of India's oral 

literary traditions. India's rich storehouse of folktales is skilfully incorporated by writers 
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such as Divakaruni, Deshpande and Hariharan to emphasise thei; fictional constructs. 

The stories narrated by Abha Pishi to Sudha and Anju (Sister of my Heart) always carry 

a sting in the tail. As a reader of the same cultural background, I can state that they are 

taken from 'Thakurmar Jhooli'89(Iiterally translated as Grandmother's Bag of Stories). 

The author has in her fictional narrative consciously included a feature of the 

predominant discourse of Bengali culture. Most Bengali mothers and grandmothers 

(including mine) read these stories aloud to their children. I refer to Ashcroft et. al.,_ to 

further illustrate the point: 

Postcolonial literatures, spanning considerably diverse cultural traditions, have 
revealed with unequivocal clarity that value, like meaning, is not an intrinsic qua
lity but a relation between the object and certain criteria brought to bear upon 
it. For instance, it is apparent that those people who have a strong link with an 
oral tradition judge literature quite differently from those who continue a 
written tradition. (1989: 187-88) 

Devy ciaims that: 

The worst part of the colonial impact was that it snatched away India's living cultural 
heritage and replaced it with a fantasy of the past. This amnesia (Devy is referring to 
Freud's concept of cultural amnesia. According to Freud, cultural amnesia is an 
inevitable consequence of colonialism. It is caused when a dominated culture, or it's 
constituent features, are branded as inferior by a dominating culture. If this amnesia 
destroys the native perception of the immediate past, it also helps as a strategy to 
preserve the self-respect of the dominated culture as well as to win approval from 
the dominating culture), which has affected our awareness of native traditions which 
are still alive, is perhaps the central factor of the crisis in Indian criticism.(1992:55) 

Devy is criticising the styles of the Indian literary critics who tend to judge Indian works 

by the standards of Western literary criticism. But, I venture to disagree with Devy on the 

point of the colonial rule snatching away India's cultural legacy. As I have suggested 

earlier, I feel that Indian literature deals with all foreign onslaughts by assimilating and 

conquering. I revert to the instances of the women writers, I am dealing with. Their works 

are situated within a very Indian literary discourse (though written in a so called 'foreign' 

language) and these writers seem to be well aware of their origins and their works are 

rooted within a particular discourse and this discourse too is a very Indian discourse and 

many times a very regional discourse. Therefore, through their works these women 

writers have created a language and discourse of their own. The fictional discourse 

analysed in this thesis gives voice to certain aspects of the urban Indian woman's life. 

89 'Thakurmar Jhooli', a collection of Bengali Folk tales traditionally recited by the older women of the 
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Although these women writers come from different vernacular backgrounds, a common 

ethno-cultural and conscious lndianness can be discerned underlying their fictional 

discourses. The writers are Indian and their use of English is a reflection of the cultural 

and social discourses within which they have located their fictional characters. M.K. Naik 

explaining the motivation behind this ethno-cultural lndianess, its link to the diverse 

mother-tongues of authors and its presence in the fictional discourse observes that: 

The psychology of Indian- English is rooted in the Indian metabolism. Most Indians 
who speak or write English, even when they have been to Oxford or Cambridge or 
London, tend naturally to bring the hangover of the mother-tongue, spoken in early 
childhood into their expression. As a people we talk quickly, walk quickly and make a 
little go a long way. (!973:72)90 

Loomba commenting on colonialism claims that "One of the most striking contradictions 

about colonialism is that it both needs to 'civilise its others' and to fix them into perpetual 

otherness."(1998: 173) In a politically sovereign India, inspite of lot of hyperbole 

regarding women's status, the dominant male discourse seems intent on keeping 

women deeply embedded in the status of eternal other. Ashcroft et.al. appear to have a 

similar opinion as they observe: 

They (women) share with colonized races and peoples an intimate experience of the 
politics of oppression and repression, and like them they have been forced to 
articulate their experiences in the language of their oppressors. Women, like post
colonial peoples have had to construct a language of their own when their only 
available tools are those of the coloniser. ( 1989: 17 4-5) 

Kapur's Difficult Daughters located in India in the days of the Indian freedom struggle 

details the situation of the young woman Virmati, who inspite of education and maybe 

even because of education is caught in a romantic entanglement with the Professor who 

is already married. Kapur's depiction of their relationship is not without intentional irony. 

It is interesting to observe how Virmati is trapped into taking steps which suit her lover's 

patriarchal ideas and he remains emotionally the most secure while all the women (his 

mother and two wives) in his household suffer in their own private hells. Kapur is not 

making a sociological study. She has cleverly situated her characters within a fictional 

discourse that has its roots within the predominant social discourse of those times. After 

all, the book is set in pre-Partition India, where bigamy was not illegal. Kapur would 

family to the children and each containing a moral. 
90 Naik, M.K, 1973, "Mulk Raj Anand" , Sterling, New Delhi, p.164 
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never be abie to give touches of piausibiiity to her tale if she had portrayed a marriage 

between Virmati and the Professor in a post-1956 setting.91 

To portray a situation of women's marginalization within a fictional reality, Kapur uses the 

tools of the coloniser, that is the English language and within that language created a 

very Punjabi ambience of the sort that existed five or six decades ago and also provides 

glimpses of the contemporary social discourses through the character of Virmati's 

daughter Ida, the narrator of the tale, who though the times have progressed is still 

trapped in a conflicting relationship with her dead mother. 

According to Loomba,"black women suffer from both racial and gendered forms of 

oppression simultaneously."(1998:163) The concern of the Indian women writers 

appears to lie with the oppression of women in homes and those homes that on the 

surface are peopled by supposedly enlightened, educated professionals with a 

reasonably comfortable financial position. The characters function within a social 

discourse whereby the oppression and suffocation of their needs takes place in a subtle 

yet pointed manner. The dominant patriarchal discourse and practices seem to lie at the 

root of the oppression of women, but then the women of the earlier generations seem to 

ally themselves with the dominating discourses to perpetuate this oppression and 

silence the voices of the younger generation of women.92 These writers seem to be 

emphasising that oppression need not always manifest itself overtly and with physical 

brutality. Mahashweta Devi's Douloti (The Bountiful) is a woman oppressed and 

exploited in a manner (and in a rural setting) that leaves no room for doubt with regard to 

the dynamics of the exploitation and oppression. But, within the fictional discourse of the 

Indian women writers, the portrayal of the lives of socially and financially well placed 

older women, as well as their younger counterparts follows a pattern of narration that 

illuminates and expresses how oppression can exist in situations that on the surface 

appear quite harmonious. This constant throttling of the desires and needs of the older 

generation seems in these narratives to breed a system of oppression whereby the older 

generation of females in the end vent the aggression resulting from their frustrations 

upon the nearest available victims, the daughter figures. The authors seem to be 

foregrounding oppression as practised by the patriarchal order in the name of tradition 

by using one generation of suffering women as weapons agai~st the next. 

91 Under The Hindu Marriage Act of 1956 bigamy was declared as a criminal offence 
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Women as mothers became an ever occuring topos within the fiction of certain male 

authors in the first half of the twentieth century and also the identification of the nat_ion. 

Women regarded as mothers appears a successful method of keeping the reins of 

social, political, cultural and ultimately financial control in the hands of men. Even the 

sanctioning of education for women was rooted in very specific vested interests of men. 

Loomba rightly asserts: 

As mothers to the nation, women are granted limited agency. Arguments for women's 
education in metropolitan as well as colonial contexts rely on the logic that educated 
women will make better wives and mothers. At the same time, educated women have 
to be taught not to overstep their bounds and usurp authority from men.(lbid:218) 

The fictional figures created by the Indian women authors, appear at times to overstep 

male-designated boundary lines. The authors also seem interested in exploring the 

varying consequences for those that do venture beyond the safely demarcated domains. 

Virmati (Difficult Daughters) is a woman who hovers on the brink of truly moulding her 

own life, but the author cleverly inserts patriarchal control in the guise of romantic love 

which drags her into a quagmire of unhealthy relationships and the educated Virmati as 

well as the semi-literate, tradition-bound women of her husband's family suffer. Also 

noteworthy is the description of a modern marriage of the nineteen nineties, such as that 

between Sunil and Anju (Sister of My Heart) which is shown by the author to function 

along patterns defined by the dominant discourse. 

lnspite of the common features of 'lndianness', these works of fiction are very different in 

their portrayal of relationships and in their devices. The characters are not cliches but 

individualised figures. As women the writers seem to be bringing to the fore, what had in 

the earlier years been relegated to a very subordinate level, namely the voices of women 

telling stories of and about women and not attaching a moral to the tale. The dominant 

literary discourse earlier did not address issues at all with regard to the everyday life of 

the urban Indian woman and her inward musings on the real significance of the ordinary 

events of life. 

Devy discusses the marginalization of bhasa or vernacular literatures in India by the 

dominant discourse of critics who measure all literature by a Western yardstick.93 A few 

92 Refer chp 3.1 :55-6 
93 Devy, G.N. 1992:38 
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decades age women's literature was considered unimportant and it is only the recent 

years that at least in fiction women are making an effort to penetrate through the veils in 

which they and their voices were muffled. In my perspective, keeping in view the 

women's situation in India, Devy's comment is of value. Devy observes: 

There is then, a conscious activity of repressing images from the culture's collective 
unconscious, and banishing them to the deepest recesses of the unconscious. That 
is how the greatest poets of India's bhasa literature make their appearance in the 
unguarded segments of the social discourse reserved for 'folk, women, children, 
idiots, the ' irrational' ones. In the intellectually institutionalized bhadraloka94 

discourse they are not fashionable.(1992:43) 

Gayatri Spivak, the noted postcolonial and Marxist critic considers that it is not possible 

to discover the voice of the oppressed subject or Subaltern (as she terms it). She 

comments on the extremely repressive power of colonialism and the way it is historically 

intersected with patriarchy. So Spivak has inserted the brown woman as a category that 

is oppressed by both the colonisers as well as the colonised patriarchal order. According 

to her, elite native men may have found a forum for speech through their writings, but 

such privilege and rights were not accorded to the native women. 95 Keeping Spivak's 

criticisms in mind, it can be observed that pre-1947 and even in the years immediately 

following Independence and Partition, in India it was the male writers who were more 

prolific. Also, it was ironic that women's situations and problems (whether in fiction or 

non-fiction) were being portrayed from the male perspective. As women writers 

increased in number (due to the spread of education), the women's viewpoint began to 

be seen, but it was a discourse that was essentially rooted in the traditional patriarchal 

discourse. But, only from the late 1960's and early 1970's onwards ( coinciding with the 

second wave of the feminist movement in the West), did women writers start portraying, 

mainly in fiction the delicate, yet tense dynamics of the parent-child relationship and 

ultimately the conflicts present in a mother-daughter relationship. The women writers I 

am examining in this thesis belong to a new generation. Through their fictional reality 

they challenge the audience to consciously ponder upon aspects of those relationships 

that because they have always existed are often taken for granted. It has to be 

remembered that women who earlier broke the codes of silence dictated by the 

patriarchal discourse encountered extreme hostility and in many instances were 

effectively silenced by this hostility. Loomba observes: 

94 Bhadraloka: As Devy uses it means the gentleman's, ie -the discourse of patriarchy 
95 Harasym, Sarah (ed), 1990," Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak: The Postcolonial Critic: 
Interviews,Strategies,Dialogues'' 
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The more feminist research uncovers either the hidden and erased voices of 
women's colonial history, or reinterprets events from a new perspective, the clearer it 
becomes that the precursors of today's feminists, as individuals and as a potential 
collectivity, constituted a threat and were thus at least partially the target of earlier 
patriarchal rewritings of 'tradition'.(1998:223) 

These Indian women writers have all portrayed the dynamics within the mother-daughter 

relationship in their different ways. No two works of fiction are inter-changeable. Each 

work is a specific narration of the fictional reality presented in an individualised style. 

None of the writers have attempted to create a single symbolic and stereotypical figure 

of the upper-middle class, urban Indian woman or a stereotypical mother-daughter 

interaction based on regional similarities or any other such social discourses. Hariharan, 

Badami and Deshpande have located their female protagonists within a south Indian 

socio-cultural discourse. They have created these fictional female characters from the 

same regional background, but, have imbued them with very individualised and unique 

mindsets and features, whereby, in the different works of fiction, the older female 

protagonists share remarkably different relational dynamics with their daughters. This 

skill and dexterity displayed within the fictional discourse stems from the fact that these 

authors are themselves cosmopolitan Indians and yet deeply rooted within their own 

varied regional, caste and cultural loyalties and traditions as well as their mother

tongues. To an outsider, southern India appears mainly as one whole geographic region, 

but to an Indian, it is four very distinct states with distinctly different languages and 

histories of their own. In this context, it is interesting to note that the postcolonial critic, 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty has accused Western feminist scholarship of constructing a 

monolithic third world woman as a symbol and object of knowledge. 96 Also noteworthy 

is Spivak's comment that, "India is not a place. It's really a sort of political construct."97 

According to Spivak, colonised women suffer the burden of double subjection. Silence is 

enforced on them in their situation as women and as natives. Therefore Spivak feels that 

"there is no space from where the subaltern (sexed) subject can speak."98 But the fiction 

96 Mohanty, Chandra Talpade, 1987, "Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses"p.178 ( Mongia, Padmini ( ed, 1996, " Contemporary Postcolonial Theory, A Reader" 

Chp.10, pp.172-197) 
97 Spivak, G.C, 1990, "Postmarked Calcutta" p.87 ( Harasym, Sarah(ed), 1990, "Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak: The Postcolonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues" ) 
98 Spivak, G.C," Can The Subaltern Speak?Speculations on Widow Sacrifice", Wedge 7/8 
(Winter/Spring), p.122 



74 

of the indian- women authors such as Desai, Kapur and others seem to show that the 

presently sovereign Indian woman can have a space to speak from, though the speech 

might be in the form of a fictional reality. But it is to be observed that the voice within the 

fictional discourse is that of the middle-class urban Indian women. The privileges 

accorded to this social class by the indigeneous social order are to a great extent 

undermined by their status as gendered subjects. However, the urban social discourse 

within which they are located provides them with a certain amount of opportunity to 

introspect and also with some awareness of rights and individuality. Their problems and 

conflicts are very much linked with their social location as urban middle-class and upper 

middle-class women in India. With regard to Oesai's Fire on the Mountain, the 

postcolonial theorist, Carmen Wickramagamage states that "if Nanda's story takes on 

tragic overtones, it is because she fails to understand the heterogeneous discourses of 

culture that inform her subjectivity and claim her allegiance in the post-colonial space of 

lndia."(1994:23) 

Nonetheless, from a positive perspective, within the Indian fictional discourse, the urban 

Indian woman as an autonomous individual, seems to be venturing out and carving her 

own space from where she can be heard. The Indian woman in fiction seems to be in the 

process of demolishing mythical male canons and replacing them with a rational 

approach towards forming a social structure where the rights of one group are not 

constantly under threat from the assumptions of another. Ashcroft et.al observe that "the 

history and concerns of feminist theory have strong parallels with postcolonial theory. 

Feminist and postcolonial discourses both seek to reinstate the marginalised in the face 

of the dominant [ ... ]."(1989:174-74) They further observe that "like postcolonial criticism, 

feminist criticism has now turned [ .... ], to the unmasking the assumptions upon which 

such canonical constructions (male-dominated canons) are founded, moving first to 

make their cryptic bases visible and then to destabilise them."(lbid) 

The fact that these women writers with their different vernacular backgrounds are using 

in common, English as the language for their works is in a way a testimony to the impact 

of the colonial rule and also a statement of the Indian art of adaptability. I can perhaps 

best explain myself by quoting Ashcroft et.al. who claim: 

Once writing in English is established as a regular social practice, it begins to adapt 
itself to the traditional ways of formulating the imaginative. The received forms do not 

remain the authentic centre of this complex of practices, but, in time, become one 
series of forms of many. Inevitably the sensibilities of individual writers will be 
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the use of the local tradition will be quite conscious and deliberate; for example the 
use of traditions derived from oral performance art and religious epic in the 
Indian novel ... (Ibid: 182) 
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Though I have made extensive use of the theories of Ashcroft et.al.in this sub-chapter as 

well as in chapter 4 for the analysis of the actual fictional works, I would like to clearly 

state my allegiance with the Indian postcolonial literary critics who take issue with the 

title The Empire Writes Back, which Ashcroft and his co-authors have given their 

critical work. Earlier in this particular sub-chapter, I have referred to Makarand 

Paranjape's idea that India with its literature is too vast to be merely inserted into the 

'postcolonial slot'. To further validate my arguments, I cite Arun Mukherjee, the 

postcolonial theorist who remarks: 

.... the theory insists that the subjectivity of the postcolonial cultures is inextricably 
tied to their erstwhile occupiers. It claims that we do nothing but search for or mourn 
the loss of our authentic pre-colonial identities or continuously resist the 

encroachments of the colonisers in our cultural space. It claims that " the empire 
writes back to the centre[ ... ], implying that we do not write out of our own needs but 
rather out of our obsession with an absent other. [ ..... ] 
I would like to respond that our cultural productions are created in response to our 
own needs and we have many more needs than constantly to "parody" the 

imperialists. I agree with Aijaz Ahmad that our (I am thinking of Indian literatures 
here) literatures are about' our class structures, our familial ideologies, our 
management of bodies and sexualities, our ideologies, our silences.'99 [ .... ]the 
Indian literatures[ ... ] are not in conversation with a distant outsider but with those at 
home.(1990:5) 

Doreen D'Cruz is also justified when claiming that with regard to Indian women's fictional 

writings that "clearly, not only has the Empire dissolved, but its erstwhile colony is not 

writing back."(1993:471) 

In my thesis, I study the dynamics within the mother-daughter relationships as it is 

presented in the works of selected Indian authors. The works I am using for my study 

have all been written post 1970. To obtain a clear idea from a feminist perspective 

regarding the mother-daughter relational dynamics as shown by these women authors, I 

consider the insights offered by postcolonial theory extremely valuable because total 

dependence upon a feminist psychoanalytic approach will not clarify all the aspects of 

99 Ahmad,Aijaz, "Jameson's Rhetoric of Otherness and the' National Allegory.'", Social Textl7(1987), 
p.21, as referred by Arun Mukherjee in "Whose Postcolonialism and Whose Post-Modernism?" (Refer 
Bibliography) 

.. 
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the narratio-R. Women as mothers or daughters enter into relationships with certain 

individual yet common features. The society they are situated within and the discourses 

operating within that society also affect the relationships to a very great extent. The 

dominant discourses are responsible for shaping the individuals. The authors of these 

works have themselves been shaped by certain important discourses. They, while 

creating a work of fiction have incorporated the discourses inherent in Indian society to 

lend plausibility to their works. India as a former British colony, till date uses English as 

an official language and as a medium of instruction, communication and creativity. An 

awareness regarding the postcolonial theory facilitates in understanding more 

comprehensively India as the location of the fictional discourse and furthers to a great 

extent the understanding of that unique and rapidly growing branch of literature termed 

Indian-English literature. Finally and most vitally, it provides an insight into the issues 

and links between women's writings especially in the developing nations as well as the 

links such writings have with literature produced by-women in the first world countries. 



Chapter Four: Discursive Fields Foregrounding the 
Analysis of the Texts. 
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In this chapter, I am going to analyse the discursive fields foregrounding the mother

daughter relationships within the fictional discourse of the Indian women writers. The 

critical theories discussed in chapters 3.1 and 3.2 have been used to analyse and 

understand the dynamics of the mother-daughter interactions as seen in the works of 

fiction discussed in this thesis. I have predominantly made use of psychoanalytic 

feminist criticism and occasionally of postcolonial criticism to analyse the mother

daughter relationship as created by the writers. The sub-chapters with their particular 

titles contain the analysis that reveal the diverse angles of this relationship within the 

fiction. 

4.1: Education and Family 

In the novels discussed in the thesis, there are wide differences and similarities between 

the social and educational backgrounds of the main protagonists. There are many 

diverse aspects to Indian society with its large variety of caste, communities, religions 

etc. The novelists themselves are from different regions of India. But in the specific 
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novels discussed, the society within which the fictional discourse is located is modern, 

middle-class, urban India. The main female protagonists mostly possess some 

educational100 qualifications. The conflicting dynamics between the older and younger 

generation of women are often explored through the differing levels of education they 

have been exposed to, as well as the value placed on education by the discourse 

dominant within the particular family they belong to. 

When Virmati (Difficult Daughters) fails her intermediate exams at the first attempt, she 

tries explaining to her mother the need for more time to study. Kapur brings in the 

conflicting ideologies operating within the mother-daughter relationship by way of the 

attitude adopted by Kasturi that family duties take precedence over the need to acquire 

education: "Kasturi found the fuss making Virmati about failing, unreasonable. It hardly 

made a difference to the real business of her life which was getting married and looking 

after her own home" (Kapur, M. 1998:19) Kapur's work is situated in the final years of 

the Indian Nationalist struggle. Virmati belongs to a family of wealthy traders who are 

Arya Samajis101 and thus place a certain amount of value on women's education but of 

course such notions have their limits. The postcolonial critic Ania Loomba rightly suggest 

that "arguments for women's education in metropolitan as well as colonial context rely on 

the logic that educated women will make better wives and mothers." (1998:218) 

Within the framework of such an ideology, Kapur's presentation of the mother-daughter 

dynamics with regard to education appears validated. For Virmati, education seems to 

represent independence from the confining attitudes of family expectations and duties as 

the eldest daughter as well as the means to attain the status of a subject. 102 Education 

also serves as a creative stimulus for Virmati's receptive mind and imagination. 

Education 103 causes a greater rift within the mother-daughter relations as all the steps 

Virmati later takes including acquiring further qualifications and choosing her partner in 

life are all displeasing to Kasturi and she blames the education acquired by Virmati as 

the root of Virmati's flouting of patriarchal and familial conventions. 

100 The term 'educational' in this context refers to academic qualifications. The levels of such education 
achieved by the different women protagonists vary from high school to university degrees depending upon 
their age and the inter-familial social structure. 
101Followers of a Sect founded by Swami Dayanand Saraswathi stressing on the impotance of the ancient 
Hindu scriptures-the Vedas 
102 Refer chp.3.1 :46 
103 The reference here is to Virmati's education at college/university level on liberal Western patterns. 
Kasturi has been educated till age twelve according to traditional Arya Samaji systems in all the household 
arts and some reading and writing. 
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Desai's (Fire on the Mountain) Nanda Kaul (presumably a woman in her eighties) 

appears as a character for: "whom the interaction between the colonisers and colonised 

had been beneficial."(1994:23) She has been educated to an extent whereby she has 

acquired all the 'right' social graces 104. She has been reared in a different, more 

'Westernised' style as compared with the other older protagonists such as Kasturi or 

Kalyani. But the main focus of her education is similar to theirs because her training too 

has been to function ultimately as a good wife and mother. She is a Hindu widow hailing 

from an upper middle-class, educated background that allows her to escape the more 

oppressive aspects of widowhood such as lack of income, dependence on children and 

a degraded status in society. She does possess her own home and income. 105 However 

"her simultaneous inscription as a gendered subject in the indigenous social order 

undermines the privileges she might gain as a class subject." (Ibid) 

Desai constructs the character of Ila Das as a foil to Nanda Kaul, it seems slightly 

incredible to imagine the cool and poised Nanda Kaul and the ridiculous and awkward Ila 

Das as childhood friends. But as Wickramagamage suggets, like Ila Das, Nanda Kaul's 

education too is typical of certain Westernised middle-class families of her times 

whereby women acquired skills which did not qualify them to obtain any sort of outside 

employment. 106 

The unhappiness observed in the marital life of Tara (Nanda Kaul's grand-daughter) is 

very much a consequence of the tradition of educational restrictions imposed upon the 

women of the family which positions them at a static level within the patriarchal power 

structures and leaves no space for the woman to assert herself and "attempt to restore 

her right to speech and sometimes to cries and anger"107 when the male dominated 

traditions turn tyrannical and oppressive. The women with such 'education' turn into 

objects108 of others' will or desire. The 'objects' they become nevertheless earn their 

104 The right social graces are those pleasing to the patriarchal traditions. It is the kind of training which has 
enabled Nanda to make a good impression as a hostess for her husband, deal with her children's homework 
and function efficiently as manager for her husband's household, but did not enable her to obtain outside 
employment and earn money other than what her husband gave her. 
105 This home and income are some sort of 'retirement benefits' as the long term employee of her husband. 
They have been left her after years of stifling service to the male dominated power structures. They have 
not been earned by her in a sphere outside her husband's home and inspite of the money, the independence 
she enjoys would have been limited had she not been a widow. 
106Wickramagamage, 1994:27 
107 Refer chp.3.1 :49 
108lbid 
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keep by working for the masters, in the form of the husband and his family. An example 

is Tara, who with her lack of confidence and acute nervousness has been reduced to 

something like 'wet jelly"09 (in the eyes of her daughter Raka) by an abusive husband as 

she has failed to perform the expected job satisfactorily. Nanda's 'least loved'110 

daughter, Asha (Tara's mother) appears to have proved satisfactory at her job within the 

marriage with the aid of a superficial gloss and the ability to skim life surfaces. Therefore 

frustration with an unsatisfactory life spans four generations of women in the family 

starting with Nanda Kaul and culminating in the destructive tendencies of her reclusive 

great grand-daughter Raka. Part of their tragedy seems to originate from the specific 

kind of education which the patriarchal socio-cultural traditions had considered suitable 

for women. 

The emphasis on education as an acquired quality for enhancing marital prospects is 

situated within Githa Hariharan's fictional discourse. Sitha (The Thousand Faces of 

Night) does not permit Devi to do a Masters from the USA so that she may build an 

independent career and forge her own life. Her aim is rather to increase Devi's 

'commodity-value' in the Indian marriage market and validate her decisions in front of the 

relatives, who had cautioned her against educating a daughter in the Western world. 

Devi realises why her mother had sought her return to India and her illusions about her 

mother needing her presence slowly disappear. She says, "Amma proved to them that 

she had not made a mistake in sending a young unmarried girl to America."(Hariharan, 

1992:14) The novels explore particular aspects of the urban Indian socio-cultural 

discourse within which protagonists such as Devi (The Thousand Faces of Night) and 

Kamini (Tamarind Mem) are required to acquire academic qualifications patterned on 

Western models as well as fluency in English since the mothers like Sitha and Saroja 

appear to consider that these accomplishments reflect access to a culture111 that 

'Brahminism'112 alone is insufficient to unlock. 

109Desai,A., 1977:72 
110Hariharan,G.1992: 14 
111 Merely being a Brahmin would not be sufficient to increase a girl's value in the matrimonial market. 
Professionally qualified and well-placed Brahmin grooms would require wives fluent in English and other 
social accomplishments to further their career. In Saroja's case, she wants Kamini to have access to an 
independent career and a standard of life away from the burdens of a male -dominated tradition and thus 
see her own ambitions fulfilled through Kamini. Paradoxically, she simultaneously wants Kamini to also 
marry in a socially conforming pattern. 
112 Both Hariharan and Badami have drawn their protagonists from the Brahmins, the highest placed in the 
caste hierarchy in India. 
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Hariharan's fiction located within the boundaries of the urban Indian social discourse 

underlines the dynamics in the relations between a young woman and her parents. 

Acquiring of education is in no way a permit to exercise independence in the face of 

parental opinion. Children at all stages of life are expected to obey parental dictates if 

they do not want to risk losing parental approval. The novels present the social 

expectations wherein daughters are often expected to function as idealised reflections of 

the mothers self-image. 113 As with Kasturi (Difficult Daughters) and Virmati, Sitha too is 

willing to accept Devi as long as the daughter does not deviate from the rules laid down 

by the mother in keeping with the patriarchal traditions. Chodorow observes that, 

mothers are less likely to over-invest in daughters if they themselves are engaged in 

meaningful and productive work.ll4 The protagonists as mothers have in most cases 

been prevented from carving their own niche in life by the oppressive dictates of the 

patriarchal social traditions. The pressures levied on them by the male-dominated 

ideologies are handled by protagonists in their different ways depending upon their 

psycho-social position within the family and their own attitudes towards life. 

Deshpande's protagonist Sumi (A Matter of Time) emerges as an exception in her 

functioning within the Indian social and ideological structures. She not only possesses 

formal academic qualifications which enable her to earn her living when Gopal leaves 

home, she also possesses inner reserves of strength which enable her to stand in her 

own right. Even as a married woman she has never forsaken her liberty. lnspite of 

witnessing the unhappy marital relationship between her parents, she has retained a 

strong, positive and independent outlook. When her husband Gopal leaves home, she 

without recriminations pulls herself together and does her utmost to find her own place in 

life and she does she not seek excessive emotional support from her daughters. Her 

three teenage daughters battle inwardly and outwardly with the trauma of their parents 

separation; but in all these girls who are in the process of acquiring academic 

qualifications, there is present a capacity, similar to their mother's, to focus outwards and 

seek answers. It is a quality which Kalyani, their grandmother does not appear to 

possess. For Sumi and her daughters, education has been a means by which they are 

able to critique the social structures they are posited in and deal with its restrictions. It is 

not a tool that is available to Kalyani who has been totally absorbed in the patriarchal 

discourse due to the upbringing she received and later in marital life. 

113Refer chp3.1 :47 
114Refer chp3.l:48 
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The narration in most of the novels uses the 'stream of consciousness' technique as a 

means to seeking answers and solutions to life, their own selves and in their search for 

identities as Indian women. A picture emerges of middle and upper middle class India 

within the fictional reality. The female protagonists are drawn from the well-to-do who do 

not have to concern themselves with the unavailability of the basic requirements of life. 

Therefore in an Indian context, they can allow themselves the luxury of thinking and also 

reflecting on their socio-historical surroundings and situations in life. Most are 

marginalised by their gender, not their financial status. Amongst such protagonists the 

novels portray women such as Sumi, Meera, Kamini etc. who appear less suffocated 

by the rigidity of the male dominated discourses and social practices than their older 

counterparts such as Kalyani, Kasturi, Nanda Kaul etc. The oppressiveness and burden 

of the patriarchal power-structures appears to lessen with the passing of time and the 

acquiring of higher levels of academic qualifications but resurfaces again and again in 

myriad aspects in the lives of Indian women. 

Sometimes daughters seem to utilise higher education (in particular university 

education) as a means of escape from the oppressiveness of maternal domination. 

Kamini opts for postgraduate studies in Canada in order to escape from the strained life 

she was leading with her widowed mother. Virmati (Difficult Daughters) placed within a 

different socio-historical framework in the novel also attempts to use education as an 

excuse to thwart her mother's matrimonial planning for her. In these works, the tensions 

observed within the dynamics between mothers and daughters appears to validate 

Benjamin's claim that children seem to seek independence from the mother as an object 

in order to achieve individuation. They do not attempt to make efforts to recognise her as 

a subject in her own right. 115 Saroja (Tamarind Mem) is irritated by the constant intrusion 

of her daughters in to her life and plans through their weekly telephone calls from abroad 

demanding explanations for all the steps she takes with regard to her own life. 

Most fictional works discussed in this study reveal a common feature of the Indian social 

discourse that has been incorporated within the fiction. Education might be valued but it 

is marriage that is considered the most important and ultimate destination in woman's 

life. When Meera (First Light) visits India for a short stay, she constantly gets to hear of 

all the different marriages taking place within the family. Meera herself has been raised 

in the West and has married a foreigner, a white man, therefore it is partly with an 

115Refer chp3.l:51-2 
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outsider's eye she observes the socio-cuiturai ideoiogies dominant within the family. As 

she is part of the family, she too is not totally immune to the dictates of those ideologies 

that relate to the position of the women within the family. She hardly appears to face any 

questions regarding her career, but it is her marriage that comes under the greatest 

scrutiny as she has flouted social conventions to a certain extent by visiting her relatives 

leaving behind her husband and daughter. 

The hopes that mothers seem to have for daughters do not appear to include great 

educational or professional achievements. lnspite of their own often unhappy marital 

experiences, the mothers seem to have false expectations of marital happiness for their 

daughters. Also the social and cultural traditions exert a force that is undeniable as is 

seen in most of the novels. The novels illuminate the Indian social structure which 

decrees that marriage is a mandatory aspect of all women's lives. The conflicts are seen 

occurring as the hopes of the mothers clash with the expectations of the daughters some 

of whom appear to equate academic achievements with individuation. Anju, (Sister of 

My Heart} one of the younger protagonists, daydreams of education as a liberating force 

containing within it the elixir of eternal happiness and personal glory. Her thoughts 

regarding Virginia Woolf reveal the extent of her hope and also her youthful naivete: 

Woolf has been a favourite of mine, since the time I stumbled upon one of her books at 
the store. It was a beautiful, old leather bound volume, printed in England with an 
intriguing title: A Room of One's Own. When I put my nose to the thick pages, they 
smelled totally unlike our Indian books with their sweet, rice glue binding. I thought of it 
as the smell of distance, of new thinking. The smell stayed with me a long time. It 
stood for something I wanted, but didn't know a name for.(Divakaruni, C. 1999:126) 

Anju's dreams of further education are shattered when her ailing mother insists on her 

marriage. Anju's love for books and education is manipulated by Sunil in an effort to woo 

her for marriage. Sunil helps her to continue studying after she goes to America with him 

but unvoiced yet insistent appears the notion within their marital relationship that Anju 

should be grateful for the opportunities afforded to her by Sunil. As she is a woman, 

within the patriarchal tradition, academic achievements are not her right. Marriage and 

motherhood in the Indian context have always been considered the most important 

aspects of a woman's life. And education was a right denied to Indian women for a very 

long time. 116 The tendency of educated women to question the gender inequality within 

the dominant discourses and practices and the search for their own identity was not 

116Refer Chpl.2 
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considered desirable (the muted overtones of this traditions are visible even today). As 

an urban middle-class Indian woman in her late twenties, I still bear witness to the fact 

that the path to academic and professional achievements is not easy for women either 

before or after marriage. My own desire to possess a doctoral degree has met with 

support from the existing socio-cultural discourses, but prior to that I have fulfilled the 

social requirements of being not only married, but the mother of a child ( a male child at 

that!). Like Divakaruni's protagonist Anju, I too, am a Bengali Brahmin and an only 

daughter. I have also all my life dreamt of studying in what is technically the "Western 

world'. The Bengali socio-cultural environment being more liberal than many other 

regions of India, my struggle has been minimal. But within the Indian psycho-social 

tradition, my gender has compelled me into certain compromises before I embarked on 

the path of my choice. 

"Traditionally a woman has identity only as hei father's daughter, her husband's wife or 

her son's mother [ ] she finds it difficult to define her real self because so far she has 

been defining herself differently with different people. She has no individuality."(Atrey & 

Kirpal, 1998:29) As a woman acquires education she gets motivated to start her inward 

quest for her own identity. The novels explore the phenomenon of the older generation 

of female protagonists being victims of patriarchal repressions in the event of their 

expressing a desire to study further. Badami (Tamarind Mem) refers to Saroja's 

ambitions for medical studies being thwarted by her grandfather. The author also refers 

to the support extended to Saroja's grandfather by her own mother. Saroja's mother, 

though victimised by the male-dominated power structures has survived by passive 

acceptance. Jessica Benjamin considers that the conditioning towards masochism 

seems to have led women to consider the exercise of independence as dangerous. 117 

The Indian women authors explore the mother-daughter relational dynamics within their 

narratives in a manner whereby the mothers seem to consider the reaching out for 

independence by daughters as a step fraught with danger as it might be construed as 

failure within the dominant social structures. An element of jealousy also seems to be 

operational in these dynamics and the inter-personal relationships appear to face friction 

at the intellectual as well as the emotional level. The narratives show the daughters 

using education sometimes as a shield and at other times as a weapon against the 

mother figures. But the empowering and liberating qualities of academic and 

professional qualifications is also seen in the course charted by the younger generation 

117 Refer Chp3. l :53 



85 

of woman protagonists. Anju can take certain steps to help Sudha because Anju herself 

has been able to study in the US, work and earn a certain amount of money. The family 

background is always intertwined with education. The writers have focused in their fiction 

on upper middle-class Hindu families for whom higher education is an important 

component of life. But the acquiring of education by the women of such families does not 

automatically lead to removal of gender marginalisation or ensure greater autonomy for 

women. 
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4.2: Childhood and Adolescence 

The pattern of the dynamics governing the mother-daughter relationship of the main 

protagonists appear to have been laid in their childhoods. This sub-chapter attempts to 

trace the relevant patterns. The novels locate the women protagonists within urban 

India, a very gender-specific society. The writers have therefore portrayed the mother as 

the primary caregiver to lend plausibility to their fictional constructs. With the mother as 

primary caregiver, it is her attitudes and actions that affect th.e girl-child's life in the most 

decisive manner. In this context it is relevant to point out that according to Chodorow, 

the mother-daughter pre-oedipal118 relationship is characterised by what she terms 

"prolonged symbiosis" and "narcissistic over-identification".(Tong, R.P. 1998:146) It is 

this pre-oedipal mother-daughter relationship that sets the pattern for future female 

friendships. "The original mother-daughter symbiosis is never totally severed."(lbid) The 

concepts referred to in the above sentences are usefui in anaiysing the noveis with 

regard to the mother-daughter interaction from its early stages. 

In their narratives, some of the writers have addressed a vital aspect in the life of an 

Indian upper middle and middle class women. Most of the mothers portrayed within the 

fictional reality do not appear to have enjoyed economic independence at most stages of 

life. The patriarchal social structures appear to have constantly marginalised and 

oppressed them. The lack of economic independence119 combined with the gendered 

status seems to have damaged the self-esteem of the older generation of women. This 

pattern within the novels, validates Jessica Benjamin's claim that it is a false assumption 

that mothers who have lost faith in their own abilities will be able to transmit messages of 

self confidence and strength to their children.120 In the light of Benjamin's critique, one 

notices that in portraying the relationship between Devi (The Thousand Faces of Night) 

and Sitha, the author Githa Hariharan explores the pressures faced by Sitha as a wife 

and daughter-in-law. These press-ures, in turn, deeply affect the dynamics of Sitha's 

relationship with her daughter Devi. 

118"As a term this may refer to (a) the period ofpsychosexual development preceding the Oedipus complex 
in which the attachment to the mother is predominant or (b) an unconscious psycho-sexual structure in 
which the attachment to and fantasies about the mother are predominant."(Wright, E. 1992:345) 
119 The women protagonists have not been deprived of the basic requirements in life given their socio
economic familial position. But these privileges are outweighed by their gendered status. They might have 
access to money, but not total control over money. The independence and control of money as per their 
desires is denied them by the male dominated ideologies. The financial decisive power is never totally 
theirs, except in some cases where the female protagonists have been widowed. 
120Refer Chp 3.1:46 
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Desai's Nanda Kaul (Fire on the Mountain) seeks detachment as an escape from her 

frustrations and bitterness with an essentially lonely life, a life of exploitation by husband, 

in-laws and family in general. The Indian literary critic, Usha Sande remarks that "Nanda 

cripples her capacity to fight, to demand her rights, to be self-assertive. In this 'shrinking 

process', "she loses even a normal self-esteem."(1988:93) Nanda's loss of self esteem 

causes damage through the next generations of females in Nanda's family. Sande 

claims: 

The novel does not expound the behaviour of her other children but Asha's case 
suggests that Nanda Kaul has failed in her human relationships and has generated 
difficulties by her compulsive drives. Asha is the 'least loved' daughter, as Nanda 
recollects. She has been: "the most exasperating of her daughters"121 , who 
compensates for the lack of love in her life by dedicating her entire life time to 
beautifying herself. Later when she is a mother, she neglects Tara, her daughter who 
grows up a weakling. Tara is ill-treated by her husband, and is totally incapable of 
fending for herself. Tara's daughter, Raka, pays for the sins of her parents -- father's 
brutaiity, mother's nervous breakdown. The graph is clear: Nanda's compulsive 

drives and her inability to pattern her life, affect three generations."(lbid:94-5) 

Shashi Deshpande, through the character of Kalyani (A Matter of Time) explores facets 

of the Indian patriarchal power-structure (embodied mainly within the persons of her 

mother and husband that she in turn considers it right to silence her two daughters to 

spare them suffering at the hands of the male dominated social structures. Kalyani's 

daughter, Sumi recalls her mother's hand "clamped tightly over their mouths, Premi's 

and hers, silencing their cries."(Deshpande, S. 1996:200) Even as an adult Sumi 

associates her mother with darkness as does her sister Premi. Sumi and Premi as girls 

have witnessed what lrigaray terms "the annihilation of the mother's desire by the law of 

the father."122 Kalyani's "right to speech"123 and "sometimes to cries and anger"124 appear 

to have been denied her. They are only restored to her upon the death of Shripati (her 

husband) and Sumi. It is relevant to understand that the pattern of suppression of the 

self commenced in Kalyani's life from her own childhood as she had never managed to 

gain maternal approval, no matter how hard she tried and was constantly belittled by her 

mother Manorama. But unlike Nanda Kaul's female descendants, Kalyani's daughters' 

and grand-daughters' are seen emerging with individual voices. Honesty and 

understanding are elements underlining the relations between Sumi and her three teen

aged daughters and it is these elements that help them grow as individuals in their own 

121Desai, 1977: 14 
122Refer chp3. l :49 
123Ibid 
124Ibid 
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right. Upon Charu's questioning her about whether she would accept Gopal if he 

returned home to them, Sumi's reply reveals the intrinsic honesty underscoring the 

relationship between mother and daughter; she says, "But even if he (Gopal) comes 

back, things can never be the way they were, you know that don't you?lbid: 194)" 

For Sumi, the social status of a 'married woman' within society is irrelevant. She is 

strong enough, unlike other protagonists, to survive as an individual without a husband 

as prop. From the psycho-social aspect, she is unusual. To Sumi, it is individuals who 

matter and the bonds within marital relationship itself. She is too honest to settle for less. 

Sumi does not consider it mandatory for a married couple to stay together, for even the 

sake of the children, if the couple feels it is meaningless to do so. Sumi possesses the 

courage to be the lone voice dismantling the masks and myths of convention and 

mistaken convenience. Sumi's retaining of her self-esteem and awareness of herself as 

a subject appear to reveal in her traces of what Jessica Benjamin defines as "the holding 

mother who can support excitement and outside exploration, who can contain the child's 

anger and frustrations and survive the storms of assertion and separation."125 

The Indian feminist critics, Atrey and Kirpal in their critique of the Indian culture suggest: 

... in a patriarchal culture, it is the 'masculinist definition of ideals and images of 
women' that prevails ( Ghadially,21)126. A women internalises these patriarchal 
ideals and images and learns to accept her conditions passively. In turn she also 
works to inculcate the same ideal in every girl child in the family.(1998:71) 

The women writers through their fictional narratives explore the various aspects of this 

particular socio-cultural phenomenon in Indian society. 

In the portraying the growing years of the main protagonists of different generations the 

novels deal with the concept of indoctrination and acceptance towards a gendered 

status in society at the hands of female patriarchs.127 This socio-cultural indoctrination is 

visible within the different time spans in the Indian socio-historical discourse within which 

the writers have located their fictional constructs. The Indian women appear seeped 

within their marginalised status as they have been conditioned to accepting it from the 

time they recognised that they were different to their male counter-parts. The fictional 

discourse of certain authors explore the idea that such an upbringing appears to produce 

125Refer Chp3. l :54-5 
126Ghadially,R.,1988:21,'as cited by Atrey & Kirpal, 1988:71 
127Refer chp.3.1 :53 
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in daughters a desire to compiy with parental wishes in order to earn approval (which in 

the Indian context appears very hard to come by). Devi in musing on her relationship 

with her mother refers to "that accursed desire to please which I learnt so well in 

girlhood."(Hariharan, G. 1992:69) 

Most of the writers incorporate within the fiction a vast number of myths and legends 

recited to young children they make explicit the functioning of those cultural features 

instilling in the children the values which are considered to be of importance in 

maintaining the desired social order. These myths and legends function as devices by 

which the older generation of female protagonists to mould the thinking of the younger 

members of their sex in keeping with the requirements of patriarchy. Devi remembers 

her paternal grand-mother always in the context of the stories related by the old woman: 

"My grandmother's stories were no ordinary bed-time stories. She chose each for a 

particular occasion, a story in reply to each of my childish questions. She had an answer 

for every question. But her answers were not simple; they had to be decoded. "(lbid:27) 

The novels also explore the positive aspects of the culture of story-telling. It is these 

stories that act as a means of communication for the younger protagonist like Sudha 

(Sister of my Heart) and Anju. As little girls, they hear stories from Abha Pishi (their 

widowed paternal aunt) and also tell each other stories. It is a communicative device 

they carry on as adults and stories become a link, a source of support as they reach out 

to each other as women even across the continent separating them. A story is also the 

means for Sudha to quiet the fretting of her baby daughter as she begins her sojourn in 

the aircraft towards a new life with Anju in the West. 128 

The authors in their narratives exhibit strong links with India's ancient, oral literary 

traditions. In India cultural transmission since time immemorial has been in the guise of 

stories, myths and legends. It is this tradition that the writers have blended within their 

fictional discourse. The women in India have been the tellers of tales, which have been 

fashioned in accordance with the male dominated discourses. The Indian women writers 

are now telling stories within their own narratives; stories expressing the oppressive 

conditions of the women's life within a patriarchal power structure. 

I have earlier discussed Jessica Benjamin's theory wherein she suggests that a girl's 

128Divakaruni, 1999:320. 
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sense of self is shaped by the realisation that her mother's source of power resides in 

her self-sacrifice. 129 With reference to the Indian novels, I suggest that this awareness on 

part of the daughter leads to an emulation of the self-sacrificing ideal. The narratives 

make it apparent that family stories are also perpetrating such ideals. Sudha sacrifices 

her love for Ashok so that her cousin Anju's marriage with Sunil may proceed without 

any social obstacles brought about by Sudha's planned elopement with Ashok. Sudha's 

sacrifice originates in the tales she hears from Pishi of her father's exploitation of Anju's 

family. Another influencing factor is Sudha's idealisation of Gourima (Anju's mother), the 

widowed head of the family, who has sacrificed her health and happiness in order to 

make the family function along the lines desired by her long deceased husband. In their 

idealisation of the older generation of women, very rarely do the younger women realise 

that the ideals of sacrifice have not been consciously chosen by their mothers, it is 

forced upon them by the dictates of the male dominated traditions. 

The novels also explore the frustrations that stem from the thwarted efforts of the young 

girls to obtain demonstrations of affection and support from their mothers. These early 

rejections consequently lead to inward manifestations of aggressions towards the self 

and then towards the next generation, i.e. the daughters. Saroja recalls her unfulfilled 

youthful ambitions to study further and her mother's lack of support for her dreams: 

After high school my world stretches out to include the Sriram College of the 
outskirts of town. How much I argue with Appa 130 to study there. I beg my mother for 
support and receive nothing but a non-committal silence. [ .... ] when she finally 
speaks, it is to agree with my father. (Badami, 1996: 158) 

Saroja grows into a woman with a caustic tongue dubbed the 'Tamarind Mem' and 

unable to ever build a very close and loving relationship with either of her daughters. 

Kapur's novel reveals similar traces as Virmati's attempts to spin webs of love around 

her mother too meets with lack of understanding and rebuffs as do her requests to be 

allowed to spend more time studying. Also both Kapur and Badami show the mothers 

trying to inculcate in their eldest daughters an extraordinary responsibility invested in 

primogeniture. Kasturi tells the adolescent Virmati that it is her responsibility and duty to 

attend to all the needs of her younger siblings.131 In a similar vein, Saroja tells her older 

daughter Kamini to look after her younger sister: 132 As a consequence, the emotional 

129 Refer chp.3.1:54 
13°In Kannada (one of the Indian languages) the term means father. 
131 Kapur, M.1998:6 
132 Badami, 1996:84 



91 

needs of the eldest daughter are often neglected and as in Kamini's case the eldest girl 

may end up being manipulated by the younger one who realises that she is more 

privileged than her older sister. 

The fictional works often reveal the inability of and refusal of the mother to grant 

recognition and independence to the daughter even when the daughter crosses the 

threshold of adolescence. This denial might be reflected in the Indian cultural discourse 

wherein a women achieves the status of a subject to some extent upon becoming a 

mother.133 In the child rests the mother's right to being a subject and this often leads to 

her unwillingness to give up control of the child's life. This aspect of motherhood is 

further elucidated by the postcolonial critic, Ania Loomba who suggests that "the 

identification of women as national mothers stems from a wider association of nation 

with the family. The nation is cast as home, its leaders and icons assume parental 

roles."(1998: 178) 

The novels explore the growing chasms in the relational dynamics of those mothers and 

daughters who each refuse to grant recognition to the other. They also reveal a common 

factor in the lives of most of the women protagonists. It is constantly reiterated by 

mothers, grandmothers, aunts etc. that they (the daughters) must marry and daughters 

have no real place in the natal home. The situation of the women as mothers and 

daughters as seen in these works appears to validate Spivak's assertion: 

Women in many societies have been relegated to the position of 'other', 
marginalised and in a metaphorical sense colonised, forced to pursue guerrilla 
warfare against imperial domination from positions deeply imbedded in, 
yet fundamentally alienated from, that imperium.134 

133Refer Chp 3.l :46-8 
134Spivak,G.C., 1987, In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics. 
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In this section, I shall deal with the overt interactional tensions within the mother

daughter relationship. Different authors have expressed the dynamics of the tension in 

their individual fictional constructs; but certain common aspects to the tensions tend to 

emerge as they are generally shown to have their origins in the pressures of the 

oppressive dominant discourses. 

In her debut novel, Tamarind Mem, Badami vividly portrays the ongoing conflict 

between the two main protagonists, Saroja and her older daughter, Kamini. lnspite of the 

availability of material comforts, daily life tends to be rough and unpredictable for the 

sensitive Kamini (her younger sister Roopa tends to take a placid view of all happenings 

and to stay out of the range of her mother's sarcasm). The lack of peace and stability in 

Kamini's life stems from the constant bickering between her parents, her mother's 

oscillating moods which vary according to the presence and absence of Dadda, Kamini's 

father. Kamini remembers "when he left, Ma changed. She swept through the house 

smiling and smiling, not even a shout when I spilt a whole bottle of milk ."(Badami, 

1996:45) 

Kamini in striving to please both her caustic mother and often absent father fares far 

worse than Roopa in her frequent confrontations with her mother. Saroja is never really 

able to penetrate the barrier of imperturbability surrounding Roopa, but finds it easy to 

get beneath Kamini's far more sensitive skin with her barbs. This appears to stem from 

the fact that Roopa does not strive to earn maternal approval, which Kamani constantly 

desires. Saroja inspires in Kamini, the same yearning for maternal love and approval 

and escape from the mother, which Sitha seems to inspire in her daughter Devi. The 

respective authors have created the characters of Sitha and Saroja with different 

characteristics and traits, but their daughters seem to react in a similar manner towards 

two mothers whose demonstrations of love and tenderness are not very forthcoming and 

who send out signals that the love from the parent has to be earned with effort and will 

not be given freely. Their modes of interaction with the daughters differ greatly, Sitha 

manages to dominate in a subtle manner by sheer will and efficiency, whereas Saroja 

rules by force of her acidic tongue, which has earned her the nickname of 'Tamarind 
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Mem'. A slap or rebuke are Saroja's usual methods of obtaining obedience; she never 

attempts to coax or persuade. But Sitha (The Thousand Faces of Night) and Saroja 

show similar traces of the mother who has over-invested in her daughter due to lack of 

meaningful and productive work in her life. 135 Saroja, an ambitious and able pupil had 

been denied the chance to study further by her tyrannical grandfather. Her own mother 

to whom she turns for support denies her, following the pattern of a female patriarch for 

whom assimilation within the patriarchal discourse is of utmost importance. Saroja 

analysing her mother's behaviour concludes:"Amma's reputation for being a strict mother 

was at stake." (lbid:170) 

In contradistinction, Saroja's excessive academic ambitions for her daughters are seen 

the traces of her own thwarted ambitions. She constantly exhorts them to excel:"You 

have to be one step ahead of the rest of the world better than the best. Don't let anybody 

be ahead of you".(lbid:119) Kamini hears only the rebuke in her mother's voice and feels 

the pressure to perform, what she does not glimpse is the fear within Saroja that her 

daughters may be stifled by the patriarchal social structures without having an 

opportunity to establish their own identities in life. Badami's novel concerning mother

daughter relations appears to lend validity to Jessica Benjamin's theory that children 

very rarely consider the mother as a subject in her own right, she appears to be merely 

an extension of themselves.136 For women such as Sitha and Saroja, the daughters too 

appear to function as 'objects' which they attempt to mould according to their desire as 

they do not appear to have other outlets for their abundant energies. Very often the 

mothers do not attempt to create any such outlets even within the limits of the dominant 

social structures. Chodorow and Contratto rightly remark, that it is wrong to imagine that 

the perfect mother will simply emerge upon the total disappearance or suppression of 

the patriarchal systems.137 

Badami, with the creation of Saroja brings to light a mother who seems to 'offload' her 

own childhood and the frustrations of her marriage into her daily interactions with her 

daughters. The cruelty of the maternal presence is something Saroja herself has been a 

victim to and she internalizes her aggression turning upon the nearest available victims, 

her daughters. Saroja remembers, later in life, the incidents of her mother punishing her 

by feeding her a hated preparation of bittergourd saying: 

135Refer chp3. I :48 
136Ibid, p.49 
137 Ibid:56 
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"If you vomit,[ ..... ], I'll make you eat it off the floor."(lbid:190) 

Saroja's victimisation of her daughters does not cease with time. The daughters seek 

different routes to escape the mother and achieve individuation. 138 Kamini chooses 

university studies in Canada and Roopa, marriage with a man in USA Badami through 

the characters of ~aroja and her mother demythologises the concept of mother as the 

nurturing goddess ~~e--h1d-ian---e1::1ltuml-discour.se 139 The fictional discourse 

presents a new insight into the dynamics operating within a cultural discourse that gives 

rise to angry, oppressed and frustrated human beings who do not find it easy to be 

"holding mothers" as they themselves have not in the fullest sense been "well-parented". 

Chodorow and Contratto validly remark that: "The fantasy of the perfect mother has led 

to the cultural oppression of woman in the interest of a child whose needs are also 

fantasised. "140 

Kapur's novel, Difficult Daughters portrays another mother-daughter relationship 

between Kasturi and Virmati who too are individuals trapped in daily conflicts originating 

from their different perceptions of the pressures of the patriarchal social structure. Like 

Sitha and Saroja, Kasturi too is unable to overtly express her love for her children. "At 

times, Virmati yearned for affection, for some sign that she was special."(Kapur, 1998:6) 

But Virmati's affectionate overtures to her mother are usually rejected and she is 

instructed instead to attend to her younger siblings. Kasturi, herself, weary of years of 

relentless childbearing appears to have stopped regarding Virmati as the child she is. 

On the contrary she has become the co-bearer of her mother's burden. In the novel, 

Kapur situates Kasturi in the typical condition of a married woman from an urban, 

financially comfortable family in pre-1947 India where knowledge of contraception and 

women's health matters did not proliferate much, as such ideas upset the time-worn 

concepts of traditional values. Atrey and Kirpal remark that "the Indian woman finds 

herself a victim of oppression at all such levels. She does not have any control over her 

body. Her subordination is total at almost all stages of her life."(1998:97) 

Virmati's daily interactions with her mother in her childhood and adolescence usually 

follow the pattern of receiving and obeying instructions. Her occasional need to have her 

mother to herself is never fulfilled nor is her request for further time to study during 

138Refer cbp3. l :51-2 
139 Refer cbp 3.2: 63 
14°Refer cbp3.l:55-6 



95 

exams. With regard to her studies, she is met with her mother's response that family 

duties take precedence over education. 141 To Virmati as well as to other protagonists 

such as Kalyani and Saroja, the message is conveyed loud and clear by their mothers 

that being women their ultimate destination in life is marriage. Kasturi like Saroja's 

mother and other women like Kalyani appear to have internalised the patriarchal ideal 

and accepted their gendered status passively and like the other mothers who have 

worked '/o inculcate the same ideals in every girl child in the family."(Atrey & Kirpal, 

1998:71) Atrey and Kirpal's statement seems to reflect Jessica Benjamin's assertion that 

women's mothering reveals a 'fault line' in female development that leads to 

masochism. 142 Kasturi's functioning as a patriarchal ally is further seen in her vehement 

opposition to Virmati's desire to qualify further. Virmati's assertions of her own needs 

appears to Kasturi as embodiments of some inadequacy in her mothering. Kapur's 

narrative locates Kasturi within a socio-cultural discourse in India's history where women 

had practically no voice on any issue. Kasturi concurs in the male refusal to recognise 

her subjecthood because she was willing, like most women of her era to: "offer 

recognition without expecting it in return."143 Virmati, inspite of all her university 

education in the liberal Western mode, too has been conditioned to fall into a similar 

entrapment (it is apparent when Harish gets her to acquiesce to accepting the position of 

a co-wife after having persuaded her into an adulterous affair for a period of five years). 

lnspite of their disappointment in their marriages, Sitha (The Thousand Faces of Night) 

and Nalini (Sister of my Heart) too are mothers who interact with their daughters within 

the boundaries of the gendered social structure. Sitha's interactions with Devi reveal the 

conflict between two very different personalities. Sitha in her actions seems to personify 

the 'Phallic mother'144 looming larger than life in her daughter's thoughts. Unlike Saroja, 

Sitha uses silence and gentle persuasion in her attempts to bend Devi to her will. 

"Domination is the consequence" 145 because Sitha steadfastly refuses to recognise Devi 

as a distinct "other". For Sitha even the presence of friends in Devi's life invites a 

questioning of her own power and hold over Devi. As Devi remembers:"! never really 

had any friends, at least not till I went to college. If I brought anyone home, Amma was 

always there, a figure in the background her back straight with disapproval. Later the 

inquisition would begin."(Hariharan, 1992:84) Devi does not achieve real independence 

141 Kapur,M.,1998:45 
142Refer chp 3.1 :52 
143Ibid,p52-3 
144Ibid,p.59 
145Ibid,p.50 
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nor does she assert herseif ( except in her elopement with her lover Gopal after 

marriage). Sitha's interactions with Devi reflects the image of the guppy who eats her 

new born fish destroying them before anyone else.146 Her daily interactions with Devi 

repeat the pattern of evasion and assertion. These interactions form the base for Devi's 

search for individuation which result in her seeking independence from Sitha who 

personifies for Devi the'devouring mother' .147 

In the novels of the different authors domineering mother figures like Sitha, Nalini and 

Saroja lose their daughters in some way or other because they have failed to grant 

recognition to the children as individuals and they have also failed to provide the 

daughters with, " .... the impossible yet necessary genealogy of women."148 Even in the 

daily interactions between mothers and daughters, " ... the burial of women under the 

patronym and patrilocation"149 is noticed. With the character of Gouri (Sister of my 

Heart) Divakaruni presents a woman capable of great !eve, warmth and understanding, 

who also succumbs to the patriarchal desires voiced by a long dead husband. The 

consequence is that all Anju's and Sudha's pleas for normal lives as teenagers (as 

permissible within the prevalent Indian cultural discourse) are denied. These restrictions 

on two young girls and the stifling of their desires are the legacy of the expectations of 

the male dominated power-structures as voiced by Anju's father before her birth. His 

wife considers it her bounden duty to fulfil the expectations of a dead man at the cost of 

her daughter's happiness. Sudha feels that:"had our fathers been alive, the mothers 

might have been more lenient with us but Gourima's promise to her dead husband 

seemed to have frozen our entire household like the magic spell which, in Pishi's stories, 

shrouded palaces in timeless sleep."(Divakaruni, 1999:57) It is the men, who even in 

death, influence the relationships between mothers and daughters within Divakaruni's 

narrative. Both Anju and Sudha as children and teenagers experience in their lives the 

sheer burden of mother love and maternal expectations. Gouri is a gentle and kind 

mother; but the rigid standards of social and academic achievements, she demarcates 

for Anju makes the child feel that she sometimes hates her mother " ... because she 

believes so much in me, her certainty that I am special. That I will make something 

beautiful and brilliant out of my life and be a fitting daughter of the illustrious 

Chatterjees. "(Ibid: 12) 

146Hariharan, 1992: 87 
147Refer chp3.l :59 
148Ibid, p.59-60 
149Ibid 
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As her mother Nalini places further and further restrictions on the small freedoms on 

Sudha's life and education, Sudha feels she is in "a dark twisting channel that pressed in 

on me. It took me a moment to recognise it; the birth channel, narrow and suffocating. 

Only I was receding up it, going back to the womb where my mother would keep me 

forever and completely engulfed."(lbid:76) This image seems to echo Hariharan's 

symbolic depiction of Devi finding the mother guppy devouring the baby fish. Within 

these novels, the mothers emerge as "devouring" not "holding" mothers in the daily 

interactions. The daughters be it Kamini, Devi, Sudha, Virmati etc, they are most of them 

aware that their mothers have made sacrifices for their sake and are also aware that 

many actions of their mothers are motivated by a love that is claustrophobic in essence. 

The daughters all seem to feel ensnared in this mixture of love and the desire to escape. 

Sudha echoes these feelings: "A bird may escape a cage built of hate, of the desire for 

power, but a cage built of need? of iove's darkness."(lbid:77) The mothers appear as 

oppressors to the daughters as they transfer the silences and constraints imposed upon 

them by a male dominated social structure onto the lives of their daughters. 

In contrast, Sumi (A Matter of Time) emerges as a different yet recognisable "mother" 

within the fictional discourse. In her interactions with her own mother Kalyani, Sumi 

faces the oppressive weight of maternal expectations along with the silencing that goes 

into rearing a daughter satisfactory to the patriarchal expectations. But Sumi as a mother 

appears to have granted recognition to her daughters as distinct "others" from their 

childhood. Sumi emerges as a mother who while deeply loving her daughters does not 

perceive them as extensions of her own self. When Sumi is informed by her relative 

Devaki about Aru's participation in a public demonstration for a woman's cause, she 

replies: "In a way I am glad Aru is moving outwards away from herself and her 

family.(Deshpande, 1996:200) Even after her estrangement with her husband, Sumi 

does not allow the pressures of the dominant discourse to embitter her or perceive 

herself as a victim and thus victimise her daughters. Aru desires Sumi to see a lawyer 

and somehow punish Gopal for his desertion: "He is getting off scot-free," says Aru. But 

Sumi's response is, " Do you want to punish him, Aru. [ .... ] I am not interested. I just 

want to get on with my life."(lbid:60-1) 

It is Aru who considers Gopal an adversary but not Sumi. Sumi's ability to handle her 

daughters well, deal with their daily explorations, their angers and frustrations (whether it 

be exam pressure, onset of menstruation, anger against their father or sorrow at the loss 
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of the family structure) originates from her clear perception of them as individual subjects 

and this understanding enables her to function as a "holding mother". 

But the majority of mother-daughter relationships explored in the novels by the various 

authors appear fraught with strain and conflict within the daily interactions. For mothers 

and daughters as women within the Indian cultural discourse the observation still seems 

to hold true that their entire existence is shaped by their position as persons "of minimal 

consequence to society"(Atrey & Kirpal, 1998:97) In the majority of the novels discussed, 

the gender marginalisation and lack of subjecthood experienced by women appears to 

haunt the relations and interactions between mothers and daughters for most of their 

lives. 
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- 4.4:Communication and Related Problems 

In the earlier subchapter 4.3, I looked at the dynamics of the mother-daughter 

relationship as seen through their face to face interaction and verbal communication. In 

this particular section, I will explore the tensions and bonds within the mother-daughter 

relationship as seen reflected in their communications through the medium of letters and 

telephone conversations. 

In my reading the communication related problems are those that are specific to the 

economic and social strata within which the fictional realities have been located and the 

characters situated. As observed above, the novels deal with an upper-middle and 

middle class Hindu society. The interactions between the upper social strata of women 

and the lower social strata of the same gender take place mostly in the relationships of 

maids and mistresses. Most of the authors tend to sketch a character of a servant. The 

plausibility of the fiction would be called into question if an upper-middle class Hindu 

woman is seen attending to each and every household chore by herself. Therefore 

servants such as Mayamma (The Thousand Faces of Night), the servants in Bibiji's 

house (First Light), etc. are introduced into the text; but most except in Mayamma's 

case, do not have too important a role to play. The postcolonial critics, Ashcroft 

et.al150state that the subject matter of recent Indian novelists are criticised as being too 

urban or too concerned with matters related to experiences of the Indian elite and the 

'essential' India of the rural village. My purpose is to explore mother-daughter 

relationships within the fictional discourses of certain authors and I would not desire to 

get into controversies regarding the essentiality and non-essentialities of the different 

social stratas in India. "There are many lndias" and no one India is less real than the 

other; consequently, any fictional discourse and its related issues are important in 

themselves. 

With regard to the fictional discourse of the Indian women writers under study, 

correspondence and phone communication between mothers and daughters generally 

appears fraught with tensions and conflicts. When Nanda Kaul (Fire on the Mountain) 

receives a letter from Asha, "the least loved" and "most exasperating of her daughters"151 

it spells disruption in the sparse and neat life, she has fashioned with such care for 

150Refer 3.2:66-7 
151Desai,A, 1977:14 
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heiself. Asha's "iarge and sprawiy"152 handwriting further irritates her. The manner of the 

correspondence and the reaction it invokes, is used by Desai to deconstruct aspects of 

the Indian cultural discourse 153• That very little empathy exists between Nanda and her 

daughter is denoted by Desai's narrative style which is very effective. Upon Asha's 

grand-daughter Raka's having arrived at her home, Nanda sends a very brief letter to 

Asha informing her about Raka reaching safely to Carignano.154 Further communication 

occurs between mother and daughter, when Tara, Asha's daughter has a nervous 

breakdown and Asha flies to Geneva to be with her. This communication produces 

further disruption in Nanda's solitary life as Raka will be there at Carignano for an 

unspecified length of time. 155 In no way do the letters between mother and daughter 

reveal any bonding or empathy with each other. Indian cultural discourse glorifies the 

mother,156but Desai seems to explore the darker aspects of motherhood and 

deconstructs the religious aura surrounding this biological function of a woman. Nanda 

Kaul is seen remembering her various confinements with distaste: 

... she thought of her sons and daughters, of her confinements, some in great 
discomfort at home and others at the filthy missionary-run hospital in the bazaar, and 
the different nurses and doctors who had wanted to help her but never could and the 
slovenly neurotic ayahs she had to have because there was such a deal of washing 
and ironing to do ... (Desai:65) 

In their own different ways, both Nanda and her daughter Asha are both products and 

victims of the patriarchal discourse157• The novel explores the idea that the male

dominated power-structures have effectively widened the emotional chasm between 

women of different generations rendering communication amongst women ineffective 

through most channels. Even amongst the primary mother-daughter relationship, the 

communication and correspondence appears dictated by the traditions of patriarchy and 

follows patterns pleasing to such ideology. There seems to exist a fear within the 

communication that too many relevant issues and thoughts should never be revealed 

and discussed amongst women lest the functioning of the male-biased traditions are 

disturbed. The Indian women authors portray the different women in their works in a 

manner that seems to justify Spivak's question: "From where can the subaltern (sexed) 

152Ibid. 
153The Indian cultural discourse on the surface insists on devotion and reverence towards parents and 
excess love and affection towards one's offspring. 
154Desai,A, 1977:65 
155Ibid,p.l 03 
156 Refer chp3.2:63,71 
157 Refer chp.4.1 :79-80 
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subject speak?"158 

In Badami's,Tamarind Mem, Saroja and her daughters, Kamini and Roopa do not 

appear to be at ease in communicating with each other. Saroja's long-distance 

communication with Kamini is interlaced with a great deal of animosity and sarcasm. In 

their letters and telephone talks, it is seen how two women perceive a shared past from 

completely different perspectives. The novel opens with Kamini reflecting on her tense 

communications with her mother: 

I called my mother every Sunday from the silence of my basement apartment, 
reluctant to tell her how I yearned to get away from this freezing cold city where even 
the traffic sounds were muffled by the snow 

Well, who asked you to go? Ma would have demanded.(Badami, 1996:2) 

Even with regard to the same events, their memories differ and agreement on any issue 

never forms a part of the dynamics between mother and daughter: 

We never went up the Western Ghats, Ma. You are talking about the Eastern Ghats. 

Don't tell me what I am talking about", snapped Ma[ ... ] Kamini, what tribals? You are 
making up stories. 

Why do you always believe that I am making up stories? 

There you go again", said Ma, triumphant. 

I sighed and changed the subject. Ma still wanted to win every argument, she would 
never-ever change.(lbid:3) 

The tense communication between the adult Kamini and her mother has its origins in 

Kamini's childhood, wherein she had allied herself with her frequently 'absent' father and 

resented the acrimonious tone adopted by her mother towards her father. Within 

Badami's fiction, the mother-daughter relational dynamics contain elements of what 

Jessica Benjamin terms "the missing father of excitement and the present but devalued 

mother."159 Kamini and her sister Roopa both seem intent on viewing Saroja as their 

mother rather than a woman. The concept of the mother as an independent subject is 

more or less invisible in the dynamics of their interaction with their mother. 16° From 

Saroja's perspective, it appears that it is the daughters who seem unwilling to let go of 

their hold on their mother who seeks the liberty and subjecthood she has never 

158 Refer chp.3.2:73 
159 Refer chp.3.1:56 
160Refer chp.3.1 :51-2 
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achieved. Saroja resents their stranglehold on her liberty and lifestyle and their constant 

questioning on the telephone. She feels: "I leave them alone, but they cling to me like 

leeches, sucking up my energy with their constant nagging."(lbid:262) In this case too, is 

apparent a weariness and irritation similar to Nanda Kaul's.(Fire on the Mountain) The 

women appear tired of functioning within the role of 'mother', whereby they are 

answerable to their offspring for every independent decision, they attempt to execute. 

Simone de Beauvoir161 claims that "masochistic devotion" as a maternal attitude is very 

harmful to a child.162 The mother assumes the role of victim and her sufferings are 

sadistically used as a weapon against her child in order to dominate and induce guilt 

feelings in her child if the latter deviates from the will of the mother.163 Beauvoir's idea in 

a different form seems reflected in Jessica Benjamin's theory that a girl's sense of self is 

shaped by the realization that her mother's source of power lies in her self-sacrifice. 164 

Beauvoir's theorising on mother-daughter dynamics states that real conflicts arise when 

the girl grows older [ ..... ] she wishes establish her independence from her mother. This 

seems to the mother a mark of hateful ingratitude."(De Beauvoir, 1953:541) 

In Chapter 3.1, I have discussed the reluctance experienced by Indian mothers in 

regarding their children, especially daughters as independent subjects 165, as the mothers 

themselves have achieved a limited subjecthood only upon becoming mothers. Githa 

Hariharan appears to present a similar ideology within her fiction. Sitha as a mother 

refuses to grant recognition to her daughter Devi as a distinct 'other'. 166 Sith a sending 

Devi to the US constitutes an act which may overtly be perceived as permitting the 

daughter to achieve independence. But Sitha's intentions are very different as seen in 

"her letters, not too long, not too frequent" which "flew across the seas like a magnetic 

charm to bring her daughter back to her." (Hariharan, 1992:106) The letters have been 

161 'The Second Sex', first published in 1949 is a text central to Feminism. As Elizabeth Wright says: "[ .... ] 
it encapsulates clearly the contradictions and problems within feminism. In it, the main issue of the 
relationship of biology to the human personality is both claimed and denied." Wright also says Beauvoir:"[ 
.... ] especially concerned to deny the positive rewards of Motherhood and Maternity." Beauvoir claims that 
the: "[ .... ] woman who has a personality and a history, becomes through motherhood nothing but the 
general cipher ofthe'mother'. According to Wright: "Beauvoir rejected psychoanalysis and this in part led 
to her rigid view of the human development." (1992:100-1). It is relevant to note that as a psychoanalytic 
critic Luce Irigaray refers to Beauvoir as her mother, while formulating her theories on mother-daughter 
relations. 
162De Beauvoir (trans.Jonathan Cape)l953.541 
t63Ibid 
16'Xefer chp3.l:54 
165Refer chp3.1:48 
t66Ibid 



103 

used by Sitha to play on her daughter's sentiments. Devi surrenders to what she 

perceives as her mother's need of her: 

Why did I come back? I am not sure [ ... ].But Amma's letters brought with them an 
unspoken message of loneliness, poignant in its quiet dignity. She has always been a 
strong self-willed woman;[ ... ] That she might need me, my hesitant self-doubting 
presence was intoxicating.(lbid:16) 

Sitha attempts to orchestrate Devi's life as a married woman as she had always done 

and again using letters as a medium. She writes inviting Devi to share confidences about 

her future as wife and mother.167 The mother appears to be staking claim on all aspects 

of the daughter's life. A pattern seems to emerge in the novel, whereby, the daughter is 

perceived as a mirror reflecting the mother's assertions in order to obtain maternal 

approval. I had earlier discussed this concept as an inversion of Jessica Benjamin's 

theory of the mother being a mere mirror reflecting the assertions of her child. 168 

The Indian mother figures created in the above discussed works do not seem to function 

in the role of friends to the daughters. They are very aware of their position as parents 

and elders. The socio-cultural discourse of the Indian middle-classes is embodied within 

the communication patterns between mothers and daughters. The letters and phonecalls 

exchanged between Anju and the three mothers 169 are filled with love, but there are no 

frank exchanges possible amongst parent and offspring whose relationship is status and 

gender controlled. Anju finds her phone calls home frustrating as she talks, but does not 

manage to communicate: 

The phone call home is a major disappointment. I should have known. It is always 
like this. [ ... ] For sure this time I think we'll communicate. I'll get them to hear what 
I'm saying and why it is so important.[ ... ] After we've spoken our I-love-yous and 
hundred-blessings-to-you-baths and hung up, I wonder in frustration, if we were even 
speaking the same language." (Divakaruni, 1999:213) 

Sudha's telephone communications with the three mothers too is unsatisfying as she too 

is restricted in her speech due to the presence of her mother-in-law and her desire not to 

agitate the mothers, now old women and not keeping good health. 

The oppressive weight of the patriarchal values and social practices manifests itself in 

167Hariharan, G. 1992:86. 
168Refer chp.3.1 :47 
169The Three Mothers are Gourima, Aunt Nalini and Abha Pishi. They are referred to in the novel as 'the 
mother', by both Anju and Sudha, the main protagonists. 
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literature by silencing the voices of women throughout the generations. The fictional 

discourse exploring the communication patterns between mothers and daughters 

exposes the stress placed on the relationship due to the presence of the suffocating 

patriarchal ideology dictating the terms of the mother-daughter relations and interactions. 

In the process, the Indian women writers subvert the myth of beautiful motherhood and 

the ideal mother. 



4.5: THE MARRIED DAUGHTER:INTERACTIONS 
WITH MOTHER AND MOTHER-IN .. LAW 

105 

Within the Indian cultural discourse, a woman's position is consolidated upon marriage 

and she attains subjecthood only as a mother. In the fictional works, the authors 

construct their fictional realities locating them plausibly within a particular Indian milieu. 

Within these fictional realities daughters grow up as gendered social constructs, 

whereby the female child is reared with the knowledge that her final destination in life is 

marriage and she owes total allegiance to her husband. She is taught to negate her 

identity since a woman seeking an independent status as an individual is condemned by 

the dominant male discourses. As a married woman, even after several years, Saroja 

(Tamarind Mem) finds herself recalling and questioning her mother's premarital advice: 

"Your husband is your1(Badami, 1996:224) 

The writers explore the subjugation to the patronymic voice that is inculcated within a 

woman in her natal home and further strengthened and practised within the marital 

home. Divakaruni's constructs Anju and Sudha (Sister of My Heart) experiencing 

primary parenting by three mothers and in Sudha's case, domination from her own 

mother. After Sudha's marriage her mother Nalini who had forced Sudha into submitting 

to her dictates, tells her how she, Sudha "should be down on her knees, forehead to the 

floor giving thanks that her in-laws are so caring."(Divakaruni, 1999:238) 

Sudha's mother- in -law (who decrees that Sudha's first child be aborted since the foetus 

is female) has the typical attitude of a 'female patriarch'170 who has turned her 

aggression and its expression towards her daughter-in-law, who is even weaker in the 

social hierarchy. Mrs. Sanyal as a mother and mother-in-law is both the product and the 

victim of the oppressive patriarchal social structures and ideologies. The domination and 

injustice meted out to Sudha by both her mother and mother-in-law and her mother's 

reluctance to support Sudha in her time of crisis reveals, the deeply ingrained sexist 

beliefs within the Indian cultural discourse. An Indian woman at all stages of life faces 

gender marginalisation and very often from her own sex. According to Atrey and Kirpal: 

"She is seen as a commodity useful for sex and for bearing children to be discarded 

once her utility comes to an end.(1998:73) 

170 Refer chp 3.1:53 
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Upon Sudha's arrival at her marital home, Mrs. Sanyai hands her the household keys 

(keeping for herself the key to the money and jewellery cupboard) and proffers the 

traditonal blessing that may she bear numerous male offspring; but the blessings turned 

to vengeful emotions when Sudha fails to get pregnant and then conceives a girl child. It 

is motherhood that an Indian woman ascends in status within the Indian familial and 

social hierarchy; but with age and given the absence of a husband, as in Mrs. Sanyal's 

case she may even embrace the role of the patriarch of the home.171 Mrs. Sanyal has in 

such a situation turned into an oppressor specially towards Sudha the most available 

victim. 

In Divakaruni's creation of Mrs. Sanyal, traces of the 'Phallic Mother'172 are prevalent. 

Sudha in breaking away from the figure of the 'phallic mother', achieves what lrigaray 

terms a rejuvenation 173 of her relationship with the three mothers of her upbringing. In 

recognising the individuated status of the mothers as well as of herself, Sudha appears 

to become a 'holding mother'174 inste~d of a devouring mother. The irony in Divakaruni's 

fictional discourse lies in the fact that it is Sudha's own mother Nalini, who tries to 

discourage her from taking decisive steps to free herself from a meaningless marriage 

and remove the threat to her child's safety. Nalini is socialised within the patriarchal 

discourse to"such an extent that she unquestioningly accepts the rigorous norms and 

taboos as guidelines for life."(Atrey & Kirpal, 1998:70) 

In the characters of Anju and her mother-in-law and the interactions between them 

Divakaruni draws a contrast to Mrs. Sanyal and Sudha. Anju's mother-in-law is so 

subdued and silenced by her oppressively dominating husband that she meekly accepts 

having food hurled at her.175 Her mother-in-law's abject and apologetic demeanour 

offends the quick tempered and spirited Anju. The friendly and amiable interactions 

between Anju and her mother-in-law demythologise the concepts of the tyrannical 

mother-in-law and the meekly submissive daughter-in-law. Mrs. Sanyal has retaliated 

against social and familial oppression by turning into an oppressor herself; but Anju's 

mother-in-law has adopted the stance of resignation and abject acceptance. 

171Atrey & Kirpal, 1998:71 
172Refer chp.3.1:59 
173 Ibid 
174Ibid, p.54-5 
175Divakaruni, 1999: I 02 
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Githa Hariharan's 176 fiction also appears to contain elements of the "Phallic Mother" in 

the character of Sitha (The Thousand Faces of Night) as seen in her interactions with 

her daughter Devi. Even after Devi's marriage and move to another city, Sitha refuses to 

let up her "overinvestment" in her daughter177; whether it is by sending her the 

appropriate sari for a party or advisory letters about motherhood. Becoming a mother 

herself, comprises a very important part of a girl's relationship with her own mother. 

Sitha appears to see Devi as a mirror reflecting her own self as well as considering Devi 

a means to satisfying the ideals of traditional Indian womanhood which Sitha had 

aspired to.178 Though Sitha seems to have been defeated in her attempt to wrest an 

individually fulfilling life from social circumstances, she does not try to restore to Devi 

what she herself has lost as a woman. Devi, even as a child appears to occupy the 

position of a pawn in her mother's manipulative attempts to somehow obtain an upper 

hand in a patrilocal structure. Sitha does her best to exercise total control over the lives 

of her husband and daughter. The emotional and mental elusiveness they exhibit in their 

interactions with her occasionally frustrate her controlling attempts. Devi, even upon 

marriage is not given recognition as an independent subject by the person on whom she 

has been most dependent. 179 Only towards the end of the narrative, as Sitha sits playing 

her long discarded Veena 180 and "waiting for Devi to come to her"181 does a hope of 

rejuvenation 182of the relationship arise. But Hariharan leaves the narrative open-ended. 

It is possible to interpret Sitha's waiting for Devi's return as a renewal of the old pattern 

of dominance and acceptance which mother and daughter had practised for so long. 

Another facet of woman as 'mother' is seen in the character of Devi's mother -in-law, 

Parvathi; who appears within the narrative as a part of the other people's memories of 

her and is seen through her photograph. Parvati's final abandonment of home, husband 

and children in order to seek her own identity and 'space' in life, fascinates Devi. Devi 

makes repeated attempts to learn more about Parvathi from Mahesh, her husband; but 

he appears reluctant to discuss his mother. It is Mayamma, an old servant who gives her 

a real insight into Parvathi as a person. The narrative subtly clarifies that Parvathi has 

left her husband and children in order to terminate a marital life that was obviously 

unfulfilling. In her retreat, she appears to be seeking her own voice. Her departure 

176 Hariharan,G.,1992 
177Chp3.l:48-9 
178Ibid.p. 47 
179Ibid, p.48 
180Veena: long wooden Indian musical instrument with strings. 
181Hariharan,G., 1992: 139 
182Refer chp3. l: 59 
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seems to influence Devi's later leaving of the marital home with her lover Gopal. 

Kasturi and Virmati (Difficult Daughters) as mother and daughter exhibit the disparities 

in thought processes between two women, one of whom has been totally absorbed 

within the traditional discourse of patriarchy183 and another who has come in contact with 

liberal western education and values. Kasturi having submitted to the self-abrogating 

womanly ideal extolled by the cultural discourse seems to consider the exercise of 

independence as dangerous184 to the extent of leading to masochism. Virmati, who to a 

limited extent has exercised her will in the selection of a spouse is considered by Kasturi 

to have brought shame to her family 185 as Virmati has dared to breach the boundaries 

laid down for a woman within the patriarchal structures of the times.186 She had gone 

beyond the caste and community rules. But the masochism inculcated within Virmati as 

a gendered subject from childhood does not disappear with the attaining of university 

qualifications. It reappears in her acceptance of the selfishly patriarchal dictates laid 

down by her educated and intellectual husband. 

Kapur's novel makes one aware of the cultural discourses in urban India in the socio

historical period within which she locates the narrative. Only when Virmati is pregnant 

(after marriage for the second time) is she allowed into her mother's home. The social 

traditions decree that as an expectant mother Virmati is less to be condemned. Prior to 

that Kasturi exhibits extreme cruelty in her treatment of Virmati going to the extent of 

holding Virmati responsible for the death of her (Virmati's) father, who was killed in the 

riots tearing through pre- Partition 187 India. Animosity towards daughters who are victims 

like the mothers themselves, appears to be used within the fiction and highlights the 

strains within the mother-daughter relationship functioning within the boundaries of male 

dominated discourses. Jessica Benjamin asserts that a woman may be able to exercise 

control in the lives of others but she is powerless with regard to her own destiny.188 The 

fictional discourse exploring the conditions governing the lives of women such as Mrs. 

Sanyal, Sitha, Kalyani and Manorama, show the relational dynamics as described by 

183 Patriarchy---"The most general definition is that it is a term ----either descriptive or explanatory --
which refers to the hierarchical organisation of the relations between the sexes" (Wright,E.1992:300) 
184Refcr chp3.1 :53 
185Kapur, 1998:204 
186The times in Kapur's novel refers to the period before 1947 when India was a British colony. The 
fictional discourse incorporated within itself the cultural discourse of the times which was far more rigid 
ref.arding women's position in Indian society than it is today. 
18 British India in 194 7 was partitioned into the sovereign states oflndia and Pakistan in August 194 7. 
188Refer chp 3.1:50-2 
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Jessica Benjamin. Manorama (A Matter of Time), an extremely able yet frustrated 

woman expresses hostility and cruelty towards her daughter Kalyani whom she regards 

as a personification of all her disappointments. Kalyani also embodies Manorama's 

failure to bear a male child and thus secure her mother's position in society. lrigaray's 

critique of Western social mores applies to the Indian cultural discourse within the works 

of fiction. She says that "their (men) discourses, their values, their dreams and their 

desires have the force of law, everywhere in all things. [ .... ] , they define women's 

function and social role they are and are not to have. "189 

Kalyani (A Matter of Time) is seeped in the traditional ideologies and subjugated to a 

life of emotional abandonment doled out to her by her mother Manorama identifies with 

her daughter's separation from her husband as a parallel of her own marital life based 

on emotional deprivation. Kalyani, who has been denied voice cannot begin to conceive 

of a marital relationship such as the one shared by Sumi and Gopal, where inspite of 

physical estrangement , elements of liking , respect and admiration are mutually present 

between the partners. Kalyani's thought processes and perceptions are the 

consequence of the burden of constant subjection that she has endured. I have earlier 

referred to Indian women being doubly subjected as natives and as gendered 

subjects.190 The double bind on women is reflected in Sumi as a woman who has gone 

beyond the pressures of the patriarchal restrains to a great extent. In postcolonial Indian 

society, Sumi suffers no oppression as a native. She, like most of the female 

protagonists in the various works of fiction discussed in this thesis belongs to a Hindu 

Brahmin background. On that basis she will suffer very little social marginalisation as will 

Kalyani. But unlike Sumi who inspite of her problems in life is left with certain choices, 

Kalyani has had all choices and rights taken away from her and has been doubly 

subjected as daughter and wife. The problem here is a generational problem. Her 

subjection as a human being, the lack of individuation and the fear of male power and 

authority that she internalises comes into play as she goes to plead with her son-in-law, 

Gopal to end his estrangement with Sumi not comprehending that the relationship 

between Sumi and Gopal goes beyond the typical marriages. Kalyani's constant self

flagellation is seen as she speaks. She as a girl and woman has been denied her right to 

speech, anger and jouissance.191 and so does not possess the self esteem that will 

189Refer chp.3.1: 50-1 
190 Refer chp 3.2:70 
191Jouissance: French tenn for extreme pleasure that has no adequate equivalent in English, current in 
Anglo-American psychoanalytic discourse with respect to the ' other' and 'woman'[ ..... ) . It also denotes 
the bliss of sexual orgasm. 
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... I know she was careless, she says. I know she didn't bother too much about her 
home, but Gopala, and now she hesitates, how could she have known what being a 
good wife means when she never saw her mother being one? I taught her nothing, 
it is all my fault, Gopala forgive me and don't punish her for it.(Deshpande, S. 
1996:47) 

Kalyani's humiliation of herself and her daughter is her desperate bid to be obtain social 

acceptance for herself and her daughters. Kalyani is over-identifying with Sumi who has 

achieved subjecthood as a woman and not just as mother and wife. Sumi recognises 

herself as a distinct individual and it is this knowledge that keeps her relationship with 

h~r husband and daughters from becoming unhealthy, bitter and suffocating. Sumi's final 

. meeting with Gopal reveals her individuality and rationality as she poignantly states: 

"Our life together was complete."192 This realisation and understanding of life and 

relationships achieved by Sumi is denied to Kalyani. Kalyani um,vittingly seems 

transformed into the vicarious mother193 trying to live through her daughter and 

identifying their different situations as similar. 

Within the fictional discourse, the relations between mothers and daughters affect the life 

of the female protagonist in a number of aspects. Some like Sumi go beyond their 

mother's ideology in attaining a degree of subjecthood and independence and some like 

Devi seek to flee the mother only to return. But the uneasiness and conflict is present in 

most of the mother-daughter relations; sometimes as in the case of Sudha and Anju, 

burdened with the bondages of love. All relationships between the women are finally 

dominated by the demands of the traditional male discourse. 

192Ibid:224 
193Refer chp3.l: 48 
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4.6:Wife and Mother 

As argued before, the Indian women authors construct the dynamics of the mother

daughter relationship in a narrative rooted within the Indian socio-cultural discourse. The 

Indian mothers interactions with their daughters, in the fictional works, are seen to be 

greatly influenced and controlled by their relationships with their husbands and their 

positions within society prevalent at different stages of time. Different authors construct 

differing fictional realities to explore women functioning in the dual and inter-dependent 

roles of wife and mother. 

The lack of emotional fulfillment within their marital relationships appear to be one of the 

main factors motivating the "overinvestment"194 in their offspring and the vicarious over

identification with the lives of the daughters. The women writers seem to focus on 

exposing the biased ideological discourses: "by which a woman is trained to play her 

subservient role in society."(Atrey & Kirpal, 1998:15) In the novels, the women as 

mothers cope with the pressures of the patronymic order in their various ways. Sitha 

(The Thousand Faces of Night) for instance, turns her undoubted talent for music to 

orchestrating her husband's rise in the corporate ladder as well as strengthening her 

household position. But the constraints ofthe traditionalist discourse within which she 

has to function to fulfill her ambitions through her rather ineffectual husband often leave 

her stressed and frustrated as seen in Hariharan's narration: 

Then it was Ambition. This was a harder raga to master; here she could only be an 
accompanist to her husband's solo performance. And his was a concert that seemed 
doomed to ramble, bluster about and fizzle into a mediocre, amateurish ending. The 
budding maestro in Sitha kept up the appearances, and the reticent accompanist 
eased gently, painlessly into the role of conductor, the imitative disciple's brilliance on 
stage.(Hariharan, 1992: 102-3) 

Equality as a feature of the marital relationship appears to exist merely on the surface in 

the novels. Even those husbands who appear to believe in an equal voice for the woman 

within the home, also function to a great extent according to gendered role expectations. 

Shashi Deshpande (A Matter of Time) in creating the character of Sumi's husband 

Gopal attempts to portray a male figure functioning outside a patrilocal system and the 

difference Gopal's ideology lends to making their marriage a non-oppressive liberal 

relationship. Speech had been free within their relationship. Gopal and Sumi's marriage 

194Refer Chp 3.1:48 
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had never been undermined by a deceitful web of superficial and conventional 

utterances. Sumi commenting on the upbringing of her daughters remarks:"Gopal 

believed in democracy within the home and I went along with him"(Deshpande, 

1996:200) It is this "democracy" that highlights the development of the characters of 

Gopal and Sumi as individuals and parents throughout the novel. Even when Gopal 

walks away from his home and marriage, he does so with the knowledge that Sumi was 

the only person who had ever understood why the time had come for him to leave home 

and family. 195 There is no acrimony in the relationship. Sumi, unlike the other female 

protagonists, appears as a fully matured individual able to assimilate and comprehend 

another's perspective. Her level of maturity is seen as she realises during her last 

encounter with Gopal that their "life together was complete."(lbid:85) But Gopal, in 

deciding to leave the status of householder seems to automatically assume that Sumi is 

willing to assume sole responsibility for the emotional well-being of their teenage 

daughters, who are at different stages of their academic life. It is this presumption on 

Gopal's part that reveals the fact that he too, is not free of the ideologies of gender 

differences. But Sumi takes charge of her life and manages to forge ahead because as 

an individual she had never really surrendered her subjecthood. Deshpande shows Sumi 

as a woman going beyond the restrictive role delineations of 'wife' and 'mother'. 

The fictional discourses of the other authors focus on women's entrapment within the 

gender mould. Most of the female protagonists function as mothers and not as women. 

lrigaray's concept that a mother is: " ... someone who makes the stereotypical gestures 

she is told to make, who has no personal language and who has no identity"196 provides 

a perceptive insight when applied to the situation of women within fiction. Protagonists 

such as Kasturi, Kalyani, Saroja have had their identities wrested from them as 

daughters and wives.· As mothers, they are then reduced to a mere function and "under 

such conditions it is difficult for daughters to form strong and meaningful relationships 

with their mothers."197 It is relevant that the fictional constructs of the different authors 

reveal that be it Kasturi, Kalyani, or Nanda, the older generation of women protagonists 

are all located by the respective authors within a socio-historical time frame in India, 

where the patriarchal rules governing the lives of women were far more rigid in 

comparison with a somewhat relaxed social discourse within which the younger 

generation of fictional characters are situated. The rigidity of the dominant ideology is 

195Deshpande, s. 1996:85 
196Refer chp3.1 :58 
197Ibid 
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shown within the fictional realities to be mellowing with the times, but the basic self

centredness of male dominated interests does not alter much from the times of Nanda 

Kaul's (Fire on the Mountain) marriage in what must have been the early quarter of the 

twentieth century to Anju's (Sister of my Heart) marriage in the last decades of the 

twentieth century. The progress in the urban Indian woman's situation is revealed in the 

different means adopted by the younger generations to cope with the exploitative 

tendencies by the male dominant ideologies and social practices with regard to the 

different pressures within the different fictional realities. 

Most of the married women within the fictional discourse (with the exceptions of a few 

such as Meera and later Sumi) are portrayed as being financially dependent on their 

husbands and drawing their identity with reference to their married status and the 

identity of their husbands. Their status as wives affect the manner in which they function 

as mothers. Chodorow's theory that a woman's mothering "is informed by her 

relationship to her husband, her experience of financial dependence, her expectations of 

marital inequality and her expectations about gender roles"198 , appears validated within 

the Indian novels analysed. The mothers are usually financially dependent women 

whose lack of equal status within their marriages compels them to transmit similar 

messages of self-effacing dependence and gender-based identity to their daughters. 

Daughters like Saroja (Tamarind Mem) and Virmati (Difficult Daughters) with their 

assertive tendencies of questioning the validity of the male-dominant ideologies face 

maternal reproaches as the mothers function at times as female patriarchs lending 

further weight and validity to the dictates of the patriarchal order. The mother-daughter 

conflicts consequently increase in intensity. 

However, the conditioning towards subjugation to the dominant discourse is assimilated 

even by the assertive protagonists to certain extents. The novels reveal that the 

dominant ideology regards culture and society from a single-dimensional male-biased 

viewpoint. Even women, such as Gouri (Sister of my Heart) and Sitha (The Thousand 

Faces of Night), who have been granted financial independence due to their status as 

widows observe the requirements of the patronymic order in the upbringing of their 

daughters. Gouri raises her daughter in a manner which would have met the 

expectations of her deceased husband, often giving priority to the dictates of a dead 

man over the happiness and wishes of a growing, young girl. Sitha also does appear to 

198Refer chp3.1 :57-8 
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desire greater liberty and a marriage with greater potential for her daughter Devi. lnspite 

of the stifling of needs, she herself, has experienced within marriage she still considers it 

fit that Devi should go through a socially proper marriage regardless of Devi's hopes and 

dreams. Virmati (Difficult Daughters) and Saroja (Tamarind Mem), two women who as 

daughters have initially protested against the traditional dictates hampering their 

educational aspirations, attempt to use the same suppressive modes of control while 

rearing their own daughters. The novels reveal the presence of a fear that exists within 

the minds of women generationally, that any deviation from the traditional order might 

spell personal and social disaster of unimaginable proportions. Virmati and Saroja use 

differing techniques in their attempt to control their respective daughters lives and the 

consequences are different, but not satisfactory in either case. Virmati's constant 

stressing of Ida's inadequacies leads Ida into a failed marriage with an academic (like 

her father) in order to earn the long-sought maternal approval. Kamini (Saroja's 

daughter), on the other hand, opts for academic pursuits abroad in an effort to escape 

her mother's stinging tongue and constant attempts to control her life. 

The unhappiness and frustrations experienced by the women within their marital 

situations, the subjugated .status accorded to them in order to satisfy the requirements of 

the patriarchal society is reflected within the fictional reality, mainly in the women's 

mothering of their daughters. Kasturi's constant childbearing, Saroja's inability to 

communicate with an often-absent and then withdrawn husband, Sitha's frustrations with 

an ineffectual husband, Kalyani's lifelong silencing by a rigid husband blaming her for 

the loss of their retarded son, Gouri's widowhood, Nalini's lost dreams of a happy 

married life; all such situations seem to deprive most of the mothers of emotionally 

tangible ways to support their daughters and to form a lasting and easy bond with their 

growing daughters. Nanda Kaul, is portrayed by Desai as having suffered so much 

within a superficially glossy marriage with an unfaithful husband, that she has resigned 

from life altogether and her suffering appears to have been passed down like a 

hereditary disease within four generations of women in her family .199 

Unhappiness and frustration seems to be a chronic affliction of the married women in 

these novels; whether it is Putti Ajji (Tamarind Mem) or Nanda Kaul (Fire on the 

Mountain) struggling in their individual ways to cope with faithless husbands or Virmati 

constantly striving to meet the emotional, intellectual and physical demands of an 

199Refer chp 4.5 
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-
inteliectuai husband, whose liberal philosophies do not prohibit him from having two 

wives. The Indian cultural context appears to stress on the deification of woman as 

mother2°0 and murder of the woman as woman. None of the women except Sumi (A 

Matter of Time) appear to have been given the right to desire. It is woman as procreator 

who appears to hold pride of place within the fictional realities created by the authors. 

The mother-daughter conflicts also contain a hidden element of jealousy and resentment 

on part of the mother towards the close relationship shared by their husbands with the 

daughters. Saroja (Tamarind Mem) feels "all his words were reserved for his children"201 

Sitha (The Thousand Faces of Night) too feels a similar resentment and irritation when 

she observes Mahadevan's affection and bonding with Devi. The Indian cultural context 

within which such emotions and relational dynamics operate have been discussed in 

chapter 1.3.The fictional works appear to draw upon certain nuances of prevalent Indian 

psycho-social discourses. 

The mother-daughter relationships in the works appear stifled by the constant demands 

of patriarchal conditions. Sumi (A Matter of Time) is the only exception who manages 

to build the required bridges with her daughters prior to her death. She does so by giving 

precedence to her daughters' and her own emotional needs over the dictates of the 

dominant order. Also_ the happiness and liberties experienced by the three mothers in 

Divakaruni's novel, in the latter part of their lives is possible as they become financially 

comfortable(upon the sale of the old family mansion) widows who manage to set aside 

the rules of the patriarchal social system in order to extend support to the divorced 

Sudha to rebuild her life and that of her newborn daughter. 

2~efer chp 3.2:63 
201Badami,A,l 996:224 
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4.7:lnteraction Between Generations: 
Grandmother, Mother and Daughter 

In this final section of chapter four, my focus will be the interactions between the different 

generations of women in the same family. The dynamics between the women seem to 

be less interlaced with tension and conflict and possess greater elements of warmth and 

understanding when a generation gap exists between them. In most of the works, the 

authors appear to be conscious that within Indian culture (similar to cultures worldwide) 

the relationship that women share with grand-daughters is usually easier, containing less 

of expectations and more of unadulterated affection in comparison with the relationship 

that they have with their own daughters which often contain unresolved conflicts. 

In the narratives, grandmothers are often seen as repositories of stories --- usually tales 

of Indian myth and legend. In their way, they are seen handing down the cultural 

traditions contained within these hoary old tales to the younger generation. For Devi's 

grandmother (The Thousand Faces of Night) the stories are not just simple modes of 

entertainment, they are also moral injunctions to a young girl and contain within them 

various rules and methods for surviving as a woman in a society functioning within a 

rigid patriarchal discourse with all its practices. To Sitha her mother-in-law appears as a 

'senile fabulist'202 whom she blames as much as her husband for filling Devi's head with 

stories and indulging her tendency to fantasise203 and day dream. But to Devi her 

grandmother is a much loved figure from whom she gets the required physical affection 

and warmth denied her by her mother with her unbending lifestyle. Sitha, a woman from 

urban upper middle class India seems to hardly have any contact with the economically 

marginalised classes. The latter function in her life as servants to obey her instructions . 

Her mother in law residing in her native village (filling the house with needy relative) 

appears much more connected with the traditional Indian society. Sitha seems to 

embody the values of post-colonial India, internalised by urban Indians in the post 

imperial era which fashions rigid decrees in order to obtain the right spouse, the right 

job, the right qualifications etc. involving people for a lifetime in their race to achieve 

more material goals. Hariharan illustrates the above in portraying the lives and 

relationships of different generations of women. The closeness and understanding that 

develops between Devi and the old servant Mayamma, after Devi's marriage appears to 

be a replay at a different level of Devi's relationship with her grandmother. Mayamma's 

202 ' Hariharan,G. 1992:104 
203Ibid:45 
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presence offers great solace to Devi in her lonely married life. As she learns of 

Mayamma's life of extreme suffering at the hands of her husband and mother-in-law, 

Devi realises that suffering and exploitation is a part of a woman's life; depending on the 

socio-economic strata she hails from, the methods of exploitation and cruelty differ. 

From her grandmother Devi had learnt of her mother, Sitha's great musical talent and 

how she abandoned the gift in order to satisfy the patriarchal ideals of being a good wife, 

daughter-in-law and mother. Similarly from Mayamma, Devi learns of her mother-in-law, 

Parvathi who abandoned home and hearth in search of identity and the eternal truth. 

Shashi Deshpande (A Matter of Time) subtly explores the relationship between Aru and 

her grandmother Kalyani showing the gradual developing of ties between them with the 

passage of time and ultimately the forging of really deep bonds especially upon the 

death of Shripati (Kalyani's husband) and Sumi (Aru's mother), when Aru vehemently 

asserts to the grieving Kalyani: "I am your son,204Amma."(Deshpande, S. 1996:245) After 

Shripati's death Kalyani wakes up screaming in the night calling for him by name, 

something she had never done when he was alive. Kalyani who had been denied "her 

right to speech and anger"205 within the patriarchal culture embodied first by her mother 

and then her husband seeks to resolve her inner conflicts by reverting to her childhood 

name for her husband, who originally had been her maternal uncle.206 Kalyani's daughter 

Sumi associates her mother with something dark; this association stems from Sumi's 

childhood memories of the uneasy relationship between her parents and her memory of 

her mother clamping her hand over the mouths of Sumi and her sister Premi so that the 

noise does not disturb their father, Shripathi.207 Elizabeth Grosz discussing lrigaray's 

theories regarding mother-daughter relations claims that "the restoration of women to a 

phallocentrically constrained maternity is crippling to both mother and daughter." 

."(Grosz, E. 1989::121)2°8 Grosz further goes on to say: "Maternity under patriarchy 

curtails the mother's ability to act as a woman. It also implies an ' exile' for the daughter 

for she is cut off from access to the woman ---mother."(lbid:122-3) 

In the light of the above theory, it is possible to analyse Kalyani as a victim of a rigid 

204 Kalyani had lost her son in his childhood. But in this statement Aru appears to be challenging the 
patriarchal tradition which decrees that only a son has the right to look after a mother since a daughter has 
no place in the natal home. 
205Refer chp.3.1: 49 
206Certain social groups and castes, particularly in South-western India, permit marriage with the mother's 
brother, but not the father's brother. 
207Deshpande, S.1996:200. 
208Grosz, E.1989:121 
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-
patriarchal structures which have exiled her from close communication with her own 

daughters to such an extent that even when they are grown woman, mothers and 

daughters cannot bridge the distance that has developed between them. So it is with 

Aru, her eldest grand-daughter, that she develops a close bond:"lt has suddenly become 

evident to all of them that Aru and Kalyani have at some time without their having 

noticed it forged a partnership."(Deshpande, S. 1996: 197) Upon Sumi's death the bond 

that is forged strengthens further. Gopal, Aru's father coming to say farewell is struck by 

the partnership of the two women: "As he is leaving, Gopal looks back and sees them 

standing side by side, two women, the two faces, one old and the other so ypung, linked 

by a curious resemblance."(lbid:246) 

Through her relationship with Aru, Kalyani appears to have resolved the conflicts with 

her own dead mother Manorama. Presenting Aru with Manorama's diamond earrings, 

Kalyani says:"Now when I look at you my three grand-daughters I think -- I am luckier 

than my mother. She is the unlucky one who didn't know how to enjoy her children and 

grand-children."(lbid:226-7) The fictional discourse shows the togetherness and 

sisterhood of women flourishing between Kalyani and Aru inspite of the turbulence in 

their individual lives and the pressures of the traditional societal structures. 

Leena Dhingra in her novel, 'First Light' creates the character of Meera, an expatriate 

coming to visit India from the West to meet her great-aunt (almost a grand-mother) and 

aunts, even though her parents are long dead. The affection and pampering she 

receives from her great Aunt Bibiji and Aunt Daya are very important elements of Indian 

culture. Here too, stories form an intrinsic tie between generations. Meera tells her aunt 

Daya:"! know there is a story Aunty [ ... ] In India, they are like Ram 209 •.. everywhere." 

(Dhingra, 1988:78) The aunts and also Bibiji, the matriarch exhibit oft expressed 

nostalgia for the past. The nostalgia is most evident in the manner in which stories of the 

past commence:"Well darling, " she starts, " in the old days, in Lahore, in old 

Lahore. "(lbid:79) 

The past appears to have been a time of perfection and Meera too gets enveloped in its 

mystique and romance. The love her great-aunt demonstrates towards her seems in 

some ways to comprise a legacy of the past and a link with her dead and much loved 

parents. The past seems to contain a lot of undefined yet vivid nuances that are a part of 

209Ram : name of an impmtant God in the Hindu pantheon. In the novel it is used to denote the presence of 
the almighty and omnipresent God . 
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the Indian cultural and social discourses. Bibiji recalls the days before the Partition of 

India as a golden time unsullied by any of the present problems besetting India. It is 

these ideas that unconsciously influence Meera and lead to a further dilemma on her 

part of whether or not to abandon her expatriate status. It is important in this context to 

consider the theory of the Indian literary critic, G.N. Devy, which provides a penetrating 

insight into the Indian situation with regard to the postcolonial discourse: 

A serious misconception of the colonial influence lies behind the view that the British 
period is a watershed in Indian cultural history[ ... ]. The colonial rule is believed to 
have ushered in a golden (modern) age, or to have ended an already existing golden 
(traditional) age in Indian history. Either way, undue importance is attached to the 
colonial rule.(1992:37-8) 

Devy's theory illuminates a vital aspect of the Indian socio-cultural situation. In urban 

India (where the interaction between the British colonisers and the Indian colonised was 

maximum), there are till today a large number of old people, who insist that the 'Raj' was 

a wonderful period. Such people exist within my own family. My grandmother, a 

landowner's daughter from erstwhile East Pakistan (today's Bangladesh) as well as my 

mother-in-law both regret the passing of British Rule in India. These people, victims of 

the Partition have been traumatised by the loss of their ancestral homes, possessions 

and way of life. Their sense of dislocation and search for geographic identity and roots 

makes them indulge in nostalgia, in which the past appears as having a perfection and 

symmetry which can never again be restored. 

The warmth and acceptance Meera receives from Bibiji who as her mother's aunt fills 

the position of an absent grandmother, is another factor that induces in Meera the desire 

to stay within the folds of family. Bibiji is portrayed as an unusual woman for her 

generation as she exhibits none of the typical inquisitiveness associated with the Indian 

familial structure. She belongs to that rare breed--of Indian woman who is not married 

and is a self-confident and assertive individual. All her interpersonal relationships are 

handled on her own terms and she appears to exercise authority and control over the 

large family network by subtle force of personality. In no way does she perpetuate 

conflicts or create tensions, on the contrary she is a diffuser of conflicts. In creating the 

character of Bibiji, the author has created features in the character that correspond to 

Jessica Benjamin's concept of the "holding mother." She can support and encourage the 

aspirations and explorations of the younger generations. She empathises with Meera's 

frustrations, prevents the family members prying into Meera's personal affairs, especially 

her marital situation and does everything to ensure that Meera's visit to India is as 
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comfortable -as possible. Bibiji's has survived as a subject in her own right because she 

has asserted herself and not succumbed to all the dictates of the patriarchal idelogy, 

which insists that "marriage is the destiny of the woman; to remain unmarried is 

suggestive of unnaturalness. It brings shame to the woman's family."(Atrey & Kirpal, 

1998:101) 

The process of assertion is facilitated for Bibiji because, she too, like Desai's Nanda 

Kaul (Fire on the Mountain), comes from a financially stable, urban Indian background 

where education for women was not totally ignored and so she is aware of her rights to a 

great extent. The resemblance with Nanda Kaul ends with the background because in 

lieu of Bibiji's positive assertion Nanda Kaul has adopted the negative pose of passive 

resignation to deal with the oppressiveness of her situation. Bibiji enjoys the role of 

honorary grandmother, whereas Nanda Kaul "believes her current social inscriptions as 

a great-grand mother and a widow -gendered inscriptions -- legitimate her right to 

privacy." (Wickramagamage, C. 1994:23) 

When the presence of Raka, her great granddaughter is forced upon her, Nanda is 

unable to relate to the child or show affection or acceptance. But Raka herself is a 

product of the oppression perpetrated by traditional power-structures, a mute witness to 

a failing marriage between an abusive father and a weak and terrified mother. According 

to the Indian literary critic, Usha Sande: 

Both Nanda Kaul and Raka offer the pattern of self -alienation of the severe kind, 
leading them towards neuroses. Metaphysically, they point to the futility of human 
existence, the inevitability of human suffering. Raka and Nanda suggest a sickness 
of soul which is imposed upon them from inside.(1988:91) 

Nanda unlike Bibiji has been self effacing, not assertive and ultimately she has resigned 

herself to life's loneliness altogether. The arrival of Raka initially upsets Nanda, but old 

habits of mothering soon re-surface and she tries to mother Raka by taking care of the 

latter in a conventional manner. But all her attempts are rebuffed: "If Nanda Kaul was a 

recluse out of vengeance for a long life of duty and obligation,her great grand-daughter 

was a recluse by nature, by instinct. She had not arrived at this condition by a long route 

of rejectiOfl and sacrifice -- she was born to it, simply."(Desai, A. 1977:48) No real 

affection takes root between them but Nanda is fascinated and shocked by Raka's ability 

to reject all human contact and desires to win the latter's attention and confidence."The 

need to reclaim Raka 's love indicates Nanda's unconscious longing to feel 

loved."(Bande, 1988:99) 
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In order to win Raka's affection, Nanda creates a world of fantasy, she spins fabulous 

tales for Raka deriving inspiration from 'The Travels of Marco Polo' and weaves into 

them the background of her own maiden home. She later admits to herself the deeper 

psychological effects of the stories: "All those graces and glories with which she had 

tried to captivate Raka [ ... ], they helped her to sleep at night, they were tranquilizers, 

pills."(Desai, A. 1977:145) 

The news of the death of her childhood friend Ila Das (by rape and strangulation) brings 

a sort of silent self annihilation for Nanda who feels she could have saved Ila, had she 

offered the destitute Ila (a social worker by necessity, not choice) a home with her. This 

annihilation appears mirrored in a violent and destructive manner by Raka setting fire to 

the mountain. Raka's coming seems to have thrown into turmoil Nanda Kaul's internal 

stability and now with the fire, Nanda's external stability, the existence of her very home 

is threatened. 

Ania Loomba, comments upon the striking contradictions inherent within colonialism; its 

need to civilise others210 and fix them in perpetual otherness. In the post-colonial 

discourse the Indian woman too is a perpetual other. So the Indian woman is never 

really a part of the dominant socio-cultural discourses. They function in the capacity of 

appendages to the men, who are the fulcrum of society in all its aspects. This concept 

operates through the generations of women. The fictional discourse explores the idea 

that even in so-called well to do urban families, the women are given rights and liberties 

uptill a limit, which is far below that of the men and what has been given can be taken 

away upon a man's whim. Desai's fictional construct of an oppressive marriage shows 

Tara, Raka's mother being reduced to: "wet jelly [ ... ] squelching and quivering" (lbid:72) 

by her abusive husband as she does not live upto his image of the perfect wife . 

Badami's (Tamarind Mem) portrayal of the grandmother and granddaughter relation 

explores another dimension of the Indian socio-cultural discourse. Saroja's daughter 

Kamini recalls her maternal grandmother as a person who made her conscious of the 

fact that a-t:laughter's daughter is always less valued than a son's daughter.211 Saroja on 

the other hand, recalls her maternal grand mother as an assertive individual who had 

defeated the patriarchal values in her own fashion. Putti Ajji as she is called, obliges her 

unfaithful husband (who maintains a low caste mistress) to pay for every meal he has at 

210Refer chp.3.2:69 
211Badami, 1996:8 
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her house as he being a Brahmin cannot partake of food at the house of his mistress. 

Saroja expresses admiration for her grandmother who openly boasts of the humiliation 

of her husband and sneers at his decadent habits. Saroja's mother disapproves of her 

daughter's liking for her grandmother as she fears that Saroja might at some point in 

future emulate Putti Ajji and call upon herself the wrath of the patriarchal traditions. 

Saroja's mother has made her peace with the male-dominant social structures in a very 

different way from her own mother. She has resigned herself to 'object' status regarding 

the exercise of independence as dangerous. 212 

In the novels analysed, leaving aside some exceptions, the fictional discourse shows the 

Indian woman accepting her lack of subjecthood as part of her life. She does so because 

as Atrey and Kirpal suggest, "she has been nurtured on the mythological characters of 

Sita, Gandhari and Draupadi and taught to emulate their devotion to their husband." 213 

Even Kalyani tells her much loved granddaughter Aru that as a girl she has no real home 

with her natal family because: "Daughters don't belong."(Deshpande, S. 1996:198) 

In most of the novels, the interactions between grandmothers and granddaughters 

reveal a warmth and understanding often lacking in the mother-daughter relationships. 

The positive, inter-familial bonding between women appears to have resurfaced after 

bypassing one generation. The older generation of women handle their granddaughters 

without the rancour they exhibit in their interactions with their own daughters and 

daughetrs-in-law. In most of the narratives, the women appear to have vented most of 

the frustrations evolving from their thwarted desires, upon their daughters. They seem 

more mellowed while interacting with the third generation. The daughters too, show 

more gentleness and less of a desire to condemn towards their grandmothers in 

comparison to their attitude to their own mothers. 

212Refer chp 3.2:53 
213Atrey & Kirpal, 1998: 70 
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CONCLUSION 

"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 ... persons spiked with guilt. 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 all of her. 
She was all these and so much more." 

(Deshpande, Shashi, 1980:220, The Dark Holds No Terrors) 

In this study I have attempted to show the discord present within the mother-daughter 

relationship in urban Indian society as seen in the fictional narratives of selected women 

writers over the last three decades. I do not claim that only the works studied in this 

particular thesis illustrate the conflicts between mothers and daughters. Due to 

limitations, I have had to omit certain important authors. In the course of my research, I 

have made certain observations and noted certain similarities and differences in the 

novels analysed. I shall, in this final section of the thesis attempt to summarise my 

findings so far. 

The novels written by different authors vary in the narrative and stylistic techniques. But 

certain common features are present within the novels selected for my study. They 

portray urban Indian familial situations and are located within a Hindu upper and middle

class discourse. Most of them also contain elements of the Hindu Brahmin cultural 

traditions. The women protagonists are seen usually functioning within the patriarchal 

power-structures and struggling to survive against the oppressive norms. The male

dominated ideologies appear to transform women of different generations into 

antagonists and with such dexterity that women never realise the ease with which they 

have been exploited in emotional, psychological and physical terms. 

The Indian_ women authors, within their own fictional constructs, have incorporated 

several specific cultural and social discourses in a way which deepens the readers' 

understanding of Indian society. The changing face of urban Indian society is the 

background of the fictional narratives. The differences and similarities in the lives of 

urban Indian women over the last few decades are also visible. The narratives are 
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located within the relevant socio-cultural traditions, so that they remain plausible stories 

and do not turn into fantasies. 

The changes wrought by the passage of time in the lives of urban Indian women are 

seen in some ways in the interactions between mothers and daughters. But the similarity 

exists in the constant pressure to submit to the patriarchal traditions. In the novels, it is 

observed that the psycho-social conditions still appear to regard women as commodities 

for male gratification and use. The female body is perceived from the masculine 

viewpoint. The folktales and myths incorporated within the novels highlight the fact that 

the indoctrination of women into the male-biased cultural norms occurs with the 

compliance of the older generation of women in the families functioning as allies of the 

traditional systems. 

In chapter four, I have analysed the novels from various aspects with the support of 

feminist critical theories. The novels by the different authors show certain similar 

patterns. The mother-daughter conflicts originate from the burden of the traditional social 

structures borne and accepted with passivity by the older generation of women. Retreat 

into silence is adopted by the mother figures as a measure to survive the pains inflicted 

on them by restrictive ideologies and social structures. 

Within the novels the marital relationships exhibit certain common features. The 

arranged marriages still prevalent within the Indian culture are usually portrayed as 

social and familial compromises; in which the voice of the women is always stifled and 

parental decrees and social requirements are given priority over personal happiness and 

individual rights and desires. The female protagonists of different authors are observed 

handling the dynamics within marital relationships in their individual ways. The exception 

appears to be Deshpande's protagonist Sumi, whose marriage with Gopal, inspite of 

their estrangement comes closest to an ideal understanding between two friends who 

respect and care for each other as individual subjects; rather than a compromise 

reached for social purposes or in the name of romantic love. 

The lines of communication between mothers and daughters are seen faltering within 

the fictional narratives, because the language used in their interaction is bound within 

the rigid dictates of the patriarchal ideologies. But as the mother is subordinate to the 
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father, her existence feeds vicariously on the presence of her children.214 Chodorow and 

Dinnerstein assert that the oppression of women originates in the female monopoly of 

mothering.215 Within the Indian socio-cultural conditions, as observed in the novels, this 

assertion is validated because in the sexist Indian society, it is seen that the mother is 

always the primary caregiver. The fathers are often absent, but seem to be the main 

recipients of filial devotion. The Indian cultural norms in earlier years hardly attached 

much importance to mother-daughter relationship as a woman's identity rested upon that 

of her husband and son. Nowadays, the changing face of urban conditions and 

ideologies are incorporated within the fiction of women authors. The fact that a girl's 

primary relationship is with her mother and this relationship affects all aspects of her life 

even after she is an adult; is considered to be important within the fictional discourse. 

The women authors, especially in the last three decades have created female figures 

who question the legitimacy of the male-dominated discourses and show the oppressive 

silence enforced upon women. But the limitations of the women characters are also 

explored and it is seen that sometimes women aid and abet their own domination by 

viewing themselves and their bodies from the male perspective due to the internalization 

of the patriarchal power-structures. 

Inda-English fiction in the early days of the 20th century did not focus in any way on 

. female sexuality or attribute any importance to the female body. Women were viewed as 

romantic or asexula. The women authors in the last thirty years have not only discussed 

women's physical and biological needs, but have also expressed the sense of 

ebtrapment which women experience because of their biological bodily functions. But 

the wruters have not ignored that aspect of the socio-cultural tradition which still 

commodities women as sexual objects for men and values them only for their fecundity. 

Kapur's Difficult Daughters set in the years preceding Partition shows kasturi being 

subjected to relentless childbearing, which according to her old father-in-law, creates 

'raunaq', ie- brightness or merriment within the house;216regardless of the fact that 

Kasturi, still a young woman is losing hair, has bleeding gums and loose teeeth and her 

vital bodily resources are also ebbing away. Hariharan's novel located within a 

contemporary socio-cultural discourse reveals a similar attitude of women towards the 

214 Loomba, A. 1998:220 
215 Tong, R. 1998:147 
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female body:- Devi's husband Mahesh decides to make her pregnant and upon his return 

from each official tour inquires whether she hs conceived yet or not.217 From his 

perspective, Devi appears to function as a mere receptacle for carrying his offspring. 

Most of the novels analysed, reveal the bias of the mother-figures towards the 

patriarchal power-structures and their desire that their daughters follow the traditional 

social norms regardless of personal cost. The younger generation of women appear, 

within the fictional realities, as questioners of the male-dominated discourses. 

The main cause for the generational conflicts between women in indian fiction apperas 

to be the desire and need on part of the academically qualified and somewhat 'liberated' 

daughters to have their own sense of self and an 'identity of sorts'. In most of the novels, 

the mother-figures seem to want the daughters and daughters-in-law to function as 

idealised images of themselves; in order to preserve the psycho-social and socio-cultural 

traditions of the society. The conflict in the mother-daughter relationship is skilfully 

expressed in the final lines of Kapur's novel, as the narrator Ida completes the saga of 

her mother's life saying:"this book weaves a connection between my mother and me, 

each word a brick in the mansion I made with my head and my heart. Now live in it, 

Mama, and leave me be. Do not haunt me anymore."(1998:259) 

The literary critic, Shoshana Landow's analysis of South Asian women writers is highly 

relevant in understanding the fiction of Indian women authors writing in English: 

From women who endure namelessly fulfilling the ideal of the devoted wife-goddess, 
South Asian fiction by women has progressed to a conflicted yet liberating naming of 
one's own experience and that of other women. Although Easterners and Westerners 
can debate South Asia's traditional valuation of suffering, both must value the latest 
developments in South Asian women's writing. These women authors incorporate 
their experience in both worlds in an attempt to make new, empowering images for 
women. As Anees Jung218 points out: 'Where two experiences meet lies a revelation 
and a story.' Recent writers' stories realize both the diversity of women and the 
diversity within each woman. Rather than limiting the lives of women to one ideal, they 
push the ideal towards the full expression of each woman's potential.219 

The narrative styles of the Indian authors and the manner in which English is used by 

them is simultaneously Indian and cosmopolitan. There are no traces of any apology in 

216 Kapur, M. 1998:22 
217 Hariharan, G. 1992:86 
218 Indian woman journalist and well-known columnist for several journals in India and abroad. 
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the English Usage of these authors nor is there a constant striving to convert Indian 

words and phrases into typically English ones. English is unselfconsciously used by the 

writers as a linguistic tool to bring their stories to their audience. It is very much a 

language of the urban Indian discourse, not the tool given only by the colonizer, who left 

more than half a century ago. 

By studying the fictional narratives I have attempted to explore through the fictional and 

other interlinked discourses, the various ways in which Indian women, through 

generations shape the lives of others of their sex, to a greater extent, than in most other 

countries, particularly in the West. The bonds between women form a very important 

foundation of the social structure. To create an Indian social system, that is more rational 

and progressive in its views and perspectives towards women; I feel there is a great 

need to have more positive bonding rather than conflict between women and especially 

between women of different generations within the same family. These bonds should 

have the strength to overcome all conflicts and strains based on the disparities 

experienced by different generations in educational and professional opportunities and 

the basic liberties in life. It is the "holding mother"220 , who is needed by the younger 

women in India, not the "devouring mother". The mother should function as an 

independent subject and not as a "paragon of self-abnegation" if she desires to keep her 

sense of self intact in her own eyes and that of others, especially her offspring. Amongst 

the fictional narratives studied in this thesis, the novels by Leena Dhingra and Shashi 

Deshpande embody the happiest and warmest aspects of woman to woman 

interactions, notwithstanding generational gaps. 

In this final section of the thesis, I have written not so much as an academic researcher; 

but as a young Indian, urban, middle-class, Hindu, Brahmin woman. It is these 

adjectives which comprise a large part of my identity and also provide the key to my 

attempt to obtain scholastic merit. I probably empathise greatly with the women 

protagonists of the narratives because it is sometimes impossible not to confuse 

different parts of the different stories with the different sections of my own life, thoughts 

and experiences. The novels are by women, about women and their circumscribed life 

219 Available online: http://www.stg.brown.edu.80/projec ... rtext/landow/post/india/sml3.html Last update 
May 1995 
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within the Indian social conditions and I, as an Indian woman have tried to analyse 

certain aspects of these works to the best of my ability. I deeply appreciate the feminist 

literary, psychoanalytic and postcolonial critics, whose theories have helped me 

articulate my earlier unvoiced opinions and observations about Indian women as seen 

in the fictional discourse. The importance of feminist theories to build better 

understanding between individuals cannot be underestimated. Jessica Benjamin's words 

sum up exactly, what I wish to express: 

Feminism, though many think the contrary, has opened up a new possibility of mutual 
recognition between men and women. It has allowed men and women to begin 

confronting the difficulties of recognizing an other, and to expose the painful longing 
for what lies on the other side of these difficulties [ .... ] It means to see that the 
personal and the social are interconnected, and to understand that if we suffocate our 
personal longings for recognition, we will suffocate our hope for social transformation 
as well.(1988:224) 

i would finally like to say that, although, it would be utopian on my part to assume that 

fiction will be translated in to reality. I venture to hope that the lives of urban Indian 

women may be bettered to some small extent through further awareness created 

amongst certain sections of society, due to ideas expounded through literary fiction; over 

a considerable period of time. 

220 Refer chp3.l :54-5 
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