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CHAPTER- 1 

GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

A BRIEF BACKGROUND OF INDIAN ENGLISH NOVEL 

The art of fictional narrative attained a high degree of success in ancient India, 

which is evident from the popularity of epics like The Ramayana and The Mahabharata, 

and fictional narratives like Kathasaritsagar, Panch Tantra, Hitopdesha, Kadambari and 

the Jataka Tales in Sanskrit. For this phenomenal achievement by Indian authors Mulk 

Raj Anand says that India "is perhaps one of the two early homes of fictional narrative."' 

But the novel in English, as a form, came to the scene rather late in India. It is believed 

that it was the British who introduced the Indians to the novel as a form of literature. The 

Indian novel in English emerged in 1920s and established itself as a popular form in the 

next thirty years. 

English education was introduced in India in the early nineteenth century. The 

stage for fiction was set by sketches and memoirs and short narratives. Dean Mohamed 

(1795-1851) has lately been discovered to have the greatest claim of being the first Indian 

writer in English with his travelogue as the first published Indian English text. But the 

first Indian prose writer in English is Raja Rammohan Roy (1772-1833), a well-known 

social reformer. M.K Naik terms Roy's essay A Defence of Hindu Theism (1817) as the 

"first original publication of significance in Indian English Literature."2 
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Later, writers like Krishna Mohan Banerjee, Ramgopal Ghose, Kylash Chunder 

Dutt, Henry Derozio and many more appeared on the scene. 3  

The first Indian novel Rajmohan's Wife was written by Bankim Chandra 

Chatterji, the famous Bengali novelist. This novel was serialized as Wife in the Calcutta 

Weekly The Indian Field in 1864 and was published in the book form only in the 1930s. 

Rajmohan's Wife is about the effects of bad marriage on women. The suffering of a 

middle class housewife Matangini caused by her husband Rajmohan forms the subject of 

the novel. This was the time of social reform and it must be noted that the first Indian 

novel is not a historical romance but a social novel. 4  

Ever since the appearance of Bankim Chandra Chatterji's novel Rajmohan's Wife 

in 1864, Indian English fiction has grown considerably in bulk, variety and maturity. Its 

development can be traced from the imitative and the experimental to the realistic and 

later to the psychological stage. 5  The second Indian English novel is written by Lal Bihari 

Day. His novel Govinda Samanta, or, the History of a Bengal Raivat (1874) is a family 

saga in which we see the trials and vicissitudes of the protagonist Govinda Samanta. 

Toru Dutt (1856-77) better known as a poet might be the first Indian woman 

novelist. Her unfinished English novel Bianca or The Young Spanish Maiden was 

published in Calcutta in 1878. She could not finish this novel as she died a premature 

death at the age of twenty-one. It was a romantic love story set in England. 

The novel Anand Math (1882) by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee was not concerned 

about the contemporary situation of the Indian woman, but with a desire to create and 

provoke a national consciousness. As for the image of 'woman' as a source of power, the 

`shakti', he turned not to the Western sources, but to his own rich heritage coming down 
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to him from ancient times. In Anand Math, for example, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee 

created the symbol of the motherland, and `Vandemataram' was on the lips of all patriots 

throughout the freedom struggle. The ancient Indian 'mother' image was taken up, 

transfused and given to the collective consciousness of the country. •R.W Frazer says, "the 

novels themselves owe their form to Western influences, but the subject matter and spirit 

are essentially native." 6  

Krupabai Satthianandhan (1862-1894) was one of the earliest medical students 

but unfortunately her health did not permit her to complete her education. Her two novels 

Kamala: A Story of Hindu Life (1894), and Saguna: A Story of Native Christian Life 

(1895) are autobiographical in nature. Saguna is about the transformation of a Hindu 

Brahmin family into a Christian household and Kamala is about a woman's sorrows and 

confl icts. 7  

Shevantibai Nikambe, a social reformer and educationist, wrote Ratnabai: A 

Sketch of a Bombay High Caste Hindu Wife (1895). This short novel holds forth the ideal 

of companionate marriage. A young married woman whose husband is away in England 

is sent to school against all opposition by her father. She suffers much due to the attitude 

of her in-laws but when her husband returns he finds a wife with whom he can converse 

with and eventually everything ends happily. This was part of a larger discourse of 

reform and the treatment of women in Hindu society. Rajalakshmi Debi whose novel, 

The Hindoo Wife or The Enchanted Fruit (1876), is in the verse form. 8  

When we turn to the novelists of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth 

century, we find that many wrote historical romances. But, Shoshee Chunder Dutt wrote 

Shunkur: A Tale of Indian Mutiny (1857) and The Young Zamindar (1883) both of which 
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depict the greatness of the cultural heritage of the country and aim at raising the 

consciousness of the readers to fight for political freedom. Some of the historical 

romances written around that time are - Chakravarti Khetrapal's Sarala and Hingana 

(1895), S. M. Mitra's Hindupore: a Peep Behind the Indian Unrest - An Anglo-Indian 

Romance (1909), and Balakrishna's The love of Kusuma: An Eastern Love Story (1910). 

A Madhvian wrote quite a few novels in English - Clarinda (1915), Nanda: The Pariah 

Who Overcame Caste (1923) and Lt Panju - A Modern Indian (1924). Clarinda is a 

historical romance about a woman who was converted to Christianity in Tanjore. 9  

Indian writers found historical romances suited to their purpose of obliquely 

expressing their patriotic, religious and cultural views without much political risk and 

idealized women in their novels. 'Woman' was just an appendage-a symbol of beauty, 

sweetness, purity and faithful love which was best exemplified in the early novels like 

Padmini (1909) by T. Ramakrishna, The Prince of Destiny (1909) by S. K. Ghosh, 

Hindupur (1909) by S. K. Mitra, The Slave Girl of Agra (1909) by R. C. Dutt, Nur fehan 

(1909) by Sir Jogindra Singh The Unveiled court (1933) by U. Bahadur. These novels 

revolve around ancient glamour and glory and give an idealized image of an Indian 

woman culled from history and legend. 

With the changing social conditions, the image of Indian woman also changed 

considerably. Western rationalism and humanitarianism and the spirit of social reform 

prodded by patriotism turned the minds of the reformers and writers to the problems of 

the widows. Rohini in Bankim's novel, Binodini in Tagore's and Abhaya and Kiranmayi 

in Sarat Chandra's are all widows, but in spite of having bold approach to depict the 

widow as a normal human being they could not be bold enough to grant the right of 
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remarriage to them. Romesh Chander Dutt's The Lake of Palms (trans.1933) deals with 

the predicament of a Hindu widow. He also offers a solution put forth by the great Indian 

social reformers that for a child widow 'the scriptures distinctly sanction remarriage. 10  

Sarat Kumar Ghosh wrote a fantasy, 1001 Indian Nights: The Trials of Narayan 

Lal (1906), and The Prince of Destiny: The new Krishna (1909). Ghosh's second novel is 

perhaps one of the earliest to explore the East-West encounter, a popular theme in Indian 

English novel. But often, novelists portray two heroines in the novels, symbolizing the 

Indian and the Western conceptions. The Indian girl is charming and capable of deep and 

silent love and sacrifice. The other girl is educated with Western values but paler in 

comparison. Subsequently, the East-West encounter became a popular theme of the 

nove1. 11  

Most of the writers named so far are from Eastern India. All of the early writers in 

English came from areas that had the greatest British influence, namely the Bengal 

region, the Western coast and the south. The impact of colonialism could be seen not 

only in the use of new language but also in concerns of the writers for reform and 

construction of a new India, to the depiction and sometimes celebration of conversion to 

Christianity. 12  

Indo-Anglian fiction was the inevitable outcome of the Indian exposure to 

Western culture and art forms like the novel. In the early Indo-Anglian novels women 

were distant from reality, crude, moralized or sentimentalized. The authors went on 

giving the romanticized images of women, and in general, were unable to grapple with 

reality. The reasons for the inability of Indo-Anglian fiction to reflect reality might be 

traced to the difficulties the writers had to face as they were writing in an acquired 
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language. The double difficulty in giving expressions and transmuting the experience in 

English is recognized by Dr Meenakshi Mukherjee who has called the Indo-Anglian 

novel 'the Twice Born Fiction'. I3  The experience of the writer had to go through the 

pains of two births to see the light of the day. The problem would be even more difficult 

when they tried to deal with the uneducated women. 

When Gandhian phenomenon struck India, many things changed including the 

novel. The intensification of the sense of nationalism and the attempts to use all means to 

construct the idea of a modern India have found place in the novels. K.S.Venkataramani 

(1891-1951) has to his credit two novels - Murugan, the Tiller (1927) and Kandan, the 

Patriot: A Novel of New India in the Making (1932). Murugan contrasts the life of two 

friends, Kedari and Ramu, the former a materialist and the latter a Gandhian. A Gandhian 

colony is established at the end of the novel and the two friends settle down there. 

Kandan is a story about and ICS officer who resigns from government service and joins 

the freedom movement only to be killed at the end. The trinity of Mull< Raj Anand, R. K. 

Narayan and Raja Rao began writing soon after the Civil Disobedience Movement of 

early 1930s and Indian English writing emerges in its glory by the writings of 'The Big 

Three' (a term coined by William Walsh). They carried the Indo-Anglian novel to great 

heights for more than six decades. All of them have really shown 'stamina and stern 

consistency of purpose' 14  and have managed to hold on to the chosen course in spite of 

all odds, and each has now to his credit a corpus of creative fiction. They also challenge a 

comparative study of their aims, methods and achievements. When distinctions are made 

they fall into neat categories of Anand being a humanist, progressive or committed 

writer; Narayan - the comic genius or writer pure and simple; and Raja Rao the religious 
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or philosophical novelist. Roughly contemporaneous, Anand (1905-2004) hails from 

Peshawar (now in Pakistan) and Narayan (1907-2001) from Madras and Raja Rao (1908-

2006) from Mysore. These three authors have in their distinctive capacities enriched the 

novel's natural idiom with a distinct Indian sensibility. They established Indian English 

novel in the gamut of Indian and World literatures. 

The issues they tackled about were all relevant issues of the time, issues that had 

to be depicted and debated in the quest to construct an ideal nation. Issues of caste and 

the upliftment of the downtrodden, modernity and religion, the effects of colonialism, the 

question of gender roles - mainly the place of woman in society, all find place in the 

Indian English novel as influenced by the trinity. 

MULK RAJ ANAND, R.K.NARAYAN AND RAJA RAO: LIFE AND 

WORKS 

Mulk Raj Anand occupies probably the topmost position in Indo-Anglian 

literature. He is indeed a high ranking novelist who won acclaim not only from critics in 

India but also from abroad. He is a household name as a novelist in India. He has written 

more than a dozen novels and almost every novel has won praise from readers and critics. 

He is undoubtedly one of the charismatic literary figures of modern India. 

Mulk Raj Anand (1905-2004) was born in a Hindu family of kshatriyas in 

Peshawar. His father was a coppersmith who was in army and retired as a Subedaar. He 

was a worldly man, highly ambitious of his son's education and economic status. He had 
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five sons and Anand was the fourth one. His mother, Ishwar Kaur, was a religious 

woman who had a great faith in orthodox values. She had a vast knowledge of folk tales, 

having heard them in her childhood from her own mother, as also of legends, fables, 

myths and other narratives of gods, men, birds and beasts. "So sure was my mother's gift 

for story-telling ," says Anand, "that sometimes I found myself rapt in her tales with an 

intensity of wonder." 15  

The first twenty years of Anand's life were spent in the Punjab area. After passing 

his matriculation in 1920, he entered Khalsa College, Amritsar. He joined freedom 

struggle against the British government and courted arrest. He was also given seven 

lashes of cane during Jalianwala Bagh incident for breaking the curfew, and was also 

imprisoned for a day during civil disobedience campaign in 1921. This made him hate 

imperialism and his hatred of imperialism also later on bound up with his disgust for the 

cruelty and hypocrisy of Indian feudal life, with its castes, creeds, dead habits and 

customs, and its restrictive religious rites and practices. 

In 1925, he graduated from Punjab University with Honours in English. He 

received scholarship and went to England for research in philosophy under Professor 

Dawes Hicks. He completed his dissertation on the thoughts of great philosophers: John 

Locke, George Berkley, David Hume and Bertrand Russell. He was awarded Ph. D by the 

London University in 1928. 

Anand's life and career can conveniently be divided into three phases: the early 

years in India until his departure for England (1905-25); the years abroad (1925-45) and; 

the later years in India (from 1946 till death). This division is not based on his principal 

periods of residence, but corresponds with the different stages of his literary career. The 
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first period reveals the various strands and influences that shaped his mind and later came 

to bear upon his writing. The second period is concerned with Anand's hard struggle to 

become a novelist and the eventual success that he got. The third period reveals his 

achievements in the social and cultural life of India. I6  

In 1930s and 1940s he divided his time between literary London and Gandhi's 

India, joining the struggle for freedom. In 1939, Anand married the actress Kathleen Van 

Gelder in London. They had a daughter. But this marriage could not last long and he got 

divorced in 1948. He married again with Shirin Vajibdar, a distinguished dancer. 

Anand with a wonderful academic attainment started his career as a writer during 

1930's. The genesis of Anand's agnosticism might be traced to his shock, at the age of 

eleven, over the death of his nine year old cousin, Kaushalya. This provoked him into 

writing a letter to God asking 'why he had taken Kaushalya away'. This letter was 

presumably his first piece of writing and in it he found his voice as an agnostic. 

His first text Untouchable was born as a reaction to the trauma of the suicide of 

an aunt, who had been excommunicated from the society for mingling with the Muslims. 

His first literary effort was to chronicle the lives of the under-privileged - whether it was 

Untouchable (1935), Coolie (1936), Two Leaves and a Bud (1937) or his trilogy The 

Village (1939), Across the Black Waters (1941) and The Sword and the Sickle (1942). He 

wrote The Big Heart (1945) which deals with the virtue of the machine and modernity. 

He wrote all these novels while staying in England. Some of his early poetry stemmed 

from feelings of an unrequited love for a Muslim girl. 

Anand's first three novels Untouchable, Coolie and Two Leaves and a Bud were 

like many packets of dynamite. Two Leaves and a Bud had to be withdrawn from 
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circulation in England. All these three were also banned by the Government of India. He 

was suspected a 'Bolshevik' during his visit to India. ►  

In 1945, Anand returned to India for good as a committed socialist but he did not 

write for sometime because of a nervous breakdown. He was deserted by a hill woman 

and he depicted his agony in the novel Private Life of an Indian Prince (1953). Then he 

wrote series of novels like Seven Summers (1951), The Old Woman and the Cow (1960), 

The Road (1961), Death of a Hero (1963), Morning Face (1970) and Confession of a 

Lover (1976). 

Besides novels, he wrote more than seventy short stories which had been 

published in various collections entitled The Lost Child and Other Stories (1934), The 

Barber's Trade Union and Other Stories (1944), Corn Goddess and Other Stories (1947), 

Lajwanti and Other Stories (1966), Between Tears and Laughter (1973) and many more. 

He had also rewritten old Indian tales in two collections: Indian Fairy Tales (1946) and 

More Indian Fairy Tales (1961). 

In 1952, Anand was awarded the International Peace Prize of the World Peace 

Council for promoting peace among the nations through his literary works. In 1967 he 

was awarded Padma Bhushan by the President of India for the distinguished service in art 

and literature. In 1970, he won the Sahitya Academy award of the year for the novel 

Morning Face. In 1978, he won the E.M. Forster Award for his novel Confession of a 

Lover. He was also the founder editor of the art magazine, Marg. He spent the later years 

of his life in Khandala and died in 2004. 

R.K.Narayan, one of the foremost Indian, writers of fiction in English, is widely 

acclaimed as the best novelist that India has produced and probably the most entertaining 
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and distinguished of contemporary writers anywhere. His portrayal of life is realistic in 

physical detail and at the same time suggestive of depths beneath. The main strength of 

Narayan lies in his comic vision while the creation of Malgudi authenticates his creative 

genius. 

Born on 10th  October 1906 in a South Indian Brahmin family, Narayan was the 

second child of his parents. He was educated in Lutheran Mission School at Mysore. He 

had his entire education in South India, not in the redbrick universities of England or 

America. He learnt English mostly from Indian teachers. He spoke Tamil at home, 

Kannada in the streets and English with a South-Indian accent in educated circles. He 

passed examinations at school and college without distinguishing himself. He once failed 

in English and took one year off to study it. His private reading developed his own 

distinct style and helped him to be a great author. 

Narayan's wife, Rajam, was less than twenty when she was married but she 

managed the household expertly and earned Narayan's mother's praise. Within six 

months, she proved herself adept at house-keeping and was left in complete charge of the 

household. She had another great quality of an Indian wife. She could adjust herself well 

in the family of her husband. She got on very well with Narayan's brothers. But she was 

not to live for long. She departed from this world within three years of her marriage 

leaving behind a girl child to be looked after. Narayan received a great shock at the sad 

demise of his young wife who died at the age of twenty-six. Widowed at the age of thirty-

two he did not re-marry. He engrossed himself in writing and bringing up his daughter. 

All these incidents are reflected in his autobiographical novel The English Teacher. 



12 

After some hand to mouth journalism for a few years, Narayan published his first 

novel Swami and Friends in 1935. After this he never looked back and produced many 

novels that regaled the Indian reader and also readers from other countries. He wrote 

steadily ever since. He wrote chiefly about the Indian middle class because he was a part 

of it and understood it best. 

Before Independence Narayan's novels were not centred on the theme of 

nationalism and its related problems but he could not bypass portraying these issues 

completely. His first novel Swami and Friends (1935) is a delightful tale of an escapade 

of a schoolboy. Whereas The Bachelor of Arts (1936) is about the life of a bachelor who 

rebels against arranged marriage but eventually accepts it. The Dark Room (1938) is a 

poignant tale of a housewife and The English Teacher (1945) is about his relationship 

with his wife Rajam. Narayan achieved greater fame and fortune after independence. Mr 

Sampath (1949), The Financial Expert (1952), Waiting for the Mahatma (1955), The 

Guide (1958), The Man-Eater of Malgudi (1962), The Vendor of Sweets (1967), The 

Painter of Signs (1976), A Tiger for Malgudi (1983), The Talkative Man (1986), The 

World of Nagraj (1990) and The Grandmother's Tale (1993) are his major novels. He 

produced a sizeable body of work — which makes him one of the most respected writers 

in the British Commonwealth. 

As a nominated M.P, one major issue he took up was about the weight of 

children's schoolbags; otherwise he was apolitical. "Anand at least has, it would appear, 

some political axes to grind, though these do not offensively intrude into his creative 

writing. But Narayan has no axes of any kind: he is that rare thing in India today, a man 



13 

of letters pure and simple." I8  He lived a long full life up to the age of ninety-six. He spent 

his later years in Mysore and died in 2001. 

Raja Rao is also one of the greatest Indian novelists in English; though a close 

contemporary of Anand and Narayan, he is entirely different from them in his art as a 

novelist, and his enchanting prose style. Although his works are scanty he definitely 

matches up with Anand and Rao in the profoundness of his creation. 

Raja Rao (1908-2006) came from a very old South Indian Brahmin family. He 

was born in the village of Hasan, in Mysore. His father was a professor of Canarese in 

Hyderabad. After having matriculated from Hyderabad, he went over to Aligarh for 

higher education. There he was lucky enough to come in contact with Prof. Eric 

Dickinson, a poet and painter. He inspired him to study French language and literature. 

He took his B.A. degree in English and History from Nizam College, Hyderabad. He was 

awarded government scholarship by the Hyderabad University, and on this scholarship, 

he went to France in 1929 to continue his study of French literature there. First, he 

studied at the University of Montpellier and then worked for the Doctorate degree at the 

University of Sorbonne under the supervision of an eminent scholar Prof. Cazamian. 

Shortly afterwards in 1931 he married a French school-teacher, Camille Mouly. 

She had a role in Raja Rao's development as a writer since she advised him to explore the 

possibilities of writing in his own mother tongue and on Indian ethos. She also translated 

some of his short stories. He complied by writing a long poem and a few short stories in 

Kannada, but the work that made people take note of him was his first novel in English 

Kanthapura (1938) which is about the Gandhian movement in a South Indian village. 
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Meanwhile, his French marriage failed as it was regarded as an act of rebellion by 

his orthodox Hindu family. Following the outbreak of Second World War and 

disintegration of his marriage he returned to India. Back in India, he visited a number of 

spiritual Ashrams including those of Ramana Maharishi and Sri Aurobindo. In 1941, he 

spent sometime with Mahatma Gandhi at Sevagram. 

After a long silence of twenty-two years during which he studied philosophy, he 

wrote his second novel The Serpent and the Rope (1960) and then The Cat and 

Shakespeare in (1965) and Comrade Kirilov in (1976). His last novel was The 

Chessmaster and His Moves (1988). He was invited to teach Indian philosophy at a 

university in U.S.A. In 1965 he married Katherine Jones, an American stage actress. But 

his second marriage also broke up, and he married for the third time to another American 

woman, Susan Vaught, in 1986. 

Raja Rao is not a prolific writer. The quantum of his literary output is rather 

meagre. This is because he wants to achieve perfection, and consequently writes slowly 

and revises frequently. Moreover, his philosophical and religious concerns leave him 

with little time for literature. He won the Sahitya Academy Award for his novel The 

Serpent and the Rope in 1966. His name was also actively considered many times for the 

Nobel Prize for literature. He was awarded the Padma Bhushan, in 1967 by the 

Government of India. He spent his final years in America teaching in an American 

college. 
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INFLUENCES AND VIEWS 

A writer's views and attitudes which condition his work are the result of a number 

of influences that operate upon him from childhood onwards, and Mulk Raj Anand, 

R.K.Narayan and Raja Rao are no exception to this. Their heredity, their social milieu, 

their education, the books they read, the people they met and of course, the contemporary 

scenes of the world around them all conditioned their art, and went into the making of 

Anand, Narayan and Rao, the novelists. 

The first profound influence over Anand was created by the older British 

Universities where he had gone for higher studies and stayed there from 1924 to 1945. In 

London, Anand came under numerous literary, political and social influences and it is in 

them that the sources of his synthesis of Marxist and humanist thought can be seen. He 

was deeply influenced by Marx. He himself said: 

[a] whole new world was open to me. All the threads of my past 

reading, which had got tied up in knots, seemed suddenly to 

straighten out, and I began to see not history of India but the whole 

history of human society in some sort of inter- connection. The fact 

that Marxian dialectic had developed out of Hegel, whom I had read, 

added to the zest of my preoccupation with it. 19  

He became an overt nationalist and championed the socialist cause in his fiction 

in step with many European and American writers of the day. He felt the complete 



16 

erosion of human values in his time and became the champion of humanism by writing 

for the underdogs. 

Another event that had profound influence on Anand was the General Strike of 

1926 in Great Britain. It made peopleconscious of the class war between haves and have-

nots in modern civilization. Anand had admired Britain for her achievements in science 

and technology. Living through the strike, this illusion of his was shattered with a bang 

when he discovered that industry was controlled by a small group of individuals who had 

an absolute say in matters of domestic and foreign policy. The object of the General 

Strike was to attain specific rights for the mine workers. Anand and a group of his 

colleagues sided with the workers but were dismayed at the failure of the strike. He felt 

"that the people of Britain, no less than the people of India, had yet to win their liberty." 20  

After the destruction wrought by the First World War, European society had 

plunged anew into the shadows of economic depression and cynical mood. The economic 

depression caused disastrous effects; it gave rise to unemployment that brought in its fold 

unending distress and appalling misery. There was a complete erosion of human values. 

The peculiar conditions during the early decades of the century in Europe and elsewhere 

greatly moved Anand to sympathize with the social cause. 

The rise of Fascism in Italy under Mussolini and the Nazi power in Germany in 

1933 under Hitler reflected the paralysis of the Western democracies. The Japanese 

aggression on Manchuria in 1931, the Italian conquest of Ethiopia in 1935, the extinction 

of Spanish Republic at the hands of Germany and Italy in 1936-37, all in succession 

tolled the death knell of the League of Nations. Such a disintegrating world disillusioned 

the intellectuals of the day. Anand strove for a commitment that would restore order and 
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save his world from the existing chaos. He was not only absorbing the atmosphere as a 

participant but also seemed readily inclined to reflect it in his writing. 2I  

Alarmed at the situation the intellectuals of the West prominently led by Maxim 

Gorky of Russia, Romain Rolland of France, Thomas Mann of Germany, and E. M. 

Forster of England assembled in Paris in 1935. They could read the premonition of a 

threatening situation, caused by the aggressive imperialism of the day. This psychology 

working in the background was the moving force that propelled the writers to use their 

talents against fascism and write for the working classes. Anand was profoundly 

influenced by this Progressive Movement. 22  

In England, the Progressive Movement began with the publication of Michael 

Robert's anthologies New Signatures and New Country grouped Auden, Spender, Day 

Lewis, Isherwood and Edward upward together for the first time. These writers were 

responsible for making social realism and tendentious literature of revolt fashionable in 

both Europe and America. Inspired by these ideas Anand and some other Indians also 

formed Progressive Writers Association. One of the notable consequences of this 

movement was the growing rejection of the aesthetic theory of "art for art's sake". Anand 

was profoundly influenced by this Progressive Movement and believed that the purpose 

of the novel is to change society and through society, mankind. 23  

At home, 1930s was the seeding time for a modern independent India. It was the 

most tumultuous year in Indian history. It was the decade when Indian struggle for 

independence was at its peak: 
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"[t]he Gandhian Salt Satyagraha movements of 1930 and 1932, the 

three round table conferences, the passing of the Government of India 

Act of 1935, the introduction of the Provincial Autonomy in 1937, the 

Gandhian movements for Harijan uplift and basic education, the 

organization of Marxist parties of diverse hues (the Congress Socialist, 

the Royalists, the Communists), the involvement in the Second World 

War in 1939, the schism in the Congress leading to the expulsion of 

Subhash Chandra Bose and his eventual escape to the Germany and 

Japan- it was a packed decade indeed." 24  

The national movement led by Gandhi released the energies of men and women 

slumbering for centuries. The Thirties movement proved to be a watershed in the literary 

sensibility in India. That anyone could have put pen to paper in this era withOut reflecting 

upon the consciousness of the age is simply inconceivable. Although normally residing in 

England, Anand also could not remain uninfluenced by these Movements. He says, "Of 

course, I am of my time and the atmosphere of the thirties." 25  The spirit of the time 

shaped his sensibility. He began to question everything in the background, to look away 

from the big houses and to feel the misery of the inert, disease-ridden, underfed, and 

illiterate people. He was aware that great many of our people suffered from poverty and 

squalor. No one in India had yet written the epic of this suffering humanity because the 

realities were too crude to be written. It became Anand's aim as a novelist to focus 

attention on this suffering, and thus to write what may fittingly be called 'epics of 

misery'. Charles Dickens wrote about the "Hungry Forties" and 'London Poor' of the 
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nineteenth century England, Anand wrote about the 'Turbulent Thirties' and the 'Hungry 

Folk' of twentieth century India26 . 

The early fiction of Anand was truly representative of this shift in writing. His 

fictional world depicted not the feudal splendors, and mysticism of traditional Indian 

literature, but the hard and suffering lives of millions of his countrymen. Anand thus 

ushered in the humanist realistic fiction. 

In April 1929, he went to see Mahatma Gandhi in the Sabarmati Ashram in 

Gujarat. Gandhi told him to write a straightforward pamphlet about Harijans. He was 

allowed to stay in the Ashram for three months after he promised not to drink, not to 

think of his girlfriend and cleaned latrines once a week. That whole course rejuvenated 

Anand and the austerities that he practiced there awakened his conscience and converted 

him to a life of sincerity, simplicity and truth. And thus he wrote his first novel 

Untouchable. 

The Thirties movement defined in specific terms the position of Anand and the 

functions of his art. Anand, like Gorky and Eric Gill believes that the work of a genuine 

creative writer is inspired by a mission. He is strongly committed to his creed and in his 

opinion "any writer who said that he was not interested in condition humane was either 

posing or yielding to a fanatical love of isolationism- a perverse and clever defense of the 

adolescent desire to be different." 27  

A critic H. H. Anniah Gowda posits, "Among the Indo Anglian novelists, Mulk 

Raj Anand was the most conspicuously committed writer... perhaps the best word for it 

is the plainest: it is propaganda writing." 28  The propaganda novel in its true sense is one 

so dominated by its author's ulterior purpose that the propaganda cannot be ignored, and 
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normally one who dislikes that line of propaganda would find it unreadable. He opines 

that such a novel cannot rank among the great works of literature. In a similar vein, 

Chetan Karnani, another critic, complains of the extra-literary intentions of the novelist: 

"The trouble with Anand is that he is not able to hide his proletarian sympathies." 29  These 

critics charge him of having used the artistic medium of the novel for pure propaganda. 

Indoctrination, they hold, does not go with the creative process and aesthetic experience. 

Anand is not deterred by such criticism: "I do not in the least mind criticism, even 

adverse probably because the suffering from which my novels have been written has 

already been rewarded by the fact that they have gone into so many languages of the 

world in spite of their truthfulness and exposure of many shams, hypocrisies and 

orthodoxies of India." 3°  

Anand is a great pioneer in the domain of Indo-Anglian fiction who contributed to 

it a new technique, bold matter, fresh approach, and uncomplicated style. He interprets 

Indian material in terms of new universalism. Anand infuses a note of high seriousness 

into Indo-Anglian fiction. He makes the common man a hero and inaugurates the 

literature of the oppressed. He believes that man is the master of his destiny and rejects 

fatalism. That is the reason why he condemns all obstacles that come in the way of man's 

happiness and comfort such as fascism, feudalism, imperialism, caste and creed, 

exploitation and poverty. He says that all people must have liberty and equality. Despite 

his affiliation with the Bloomsbury Group, he tries to remain true to his roots. He 

declares, "Literature of any significance, whether local or universal, has to come from the 

breath of the people. One cannot grow harvest in the air."31 
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Narayan was influenced and moulded by the men and women he had seen, the 

incidents and accidents that he had encountered and the periodicals, magazines and the 

books he had studied. All of these together shaped the theme and structure of his novels. 

He confesses in his My Days that he had started writing under the influence of events 

occurring around him. 32  

Narayan started writing in 1930s, this was the time when the resurgent India 

received fresh impetus during the Gandhian age (1920-1947) which witnessed a 

tremendous upheaval in the political, social and economic spheres. The freedom struggle 

reached its peak and there was an unprecedented awakening among all sections of 

society, the women, the youth and the down-trodden — who had long suffered under the 

weight of traditional authority. 

Narayan remarked that during the period of nationalist agitation the subject matter 

of fiction became "inescapably political...the mood of comedy, the sensitivity to 

atmosphere, the probing of psychological factors, the crisis in the individual soul and its 

resolution and above all the detached observation which constitute the stuff of a fiction 

were forced into the background." 33  Narayan proves that the quintessence of Gandhi's 

philosophy was part and parcel of India's daily life. To Gandhi, art had to fulfil some 

kind of useful purpose and contribute to the general education of the people. Narayan 

penetrated the heart of Gandhi's teaching. He separated the obviously ephemeral 

implications of his philosophy from what was eternal in it and he gave literary existence 

to the latter. 

In his autobiography My Days he mentioned three important political events that 

had great influence on his thought processes as well as on his writings. The first was the 
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agitation against the Rowlatt Committee Report and the Rowlatt Bill before the 

Parliament. Gandhi called it the 'Black Bill' and it was received with the deepest dismay 

by every section of the public and was condemned by the Congress as a measure of 

renewed repression and unwarranted restrictions, for the bill would give sweeping powers 

of preventive detention or enforced residence as regards all suspected political agitators. 

The First World War brought a great change in the thought of Narayan. He 

witnessed bombardment and chaos during that period. The Second World War also had 

its repercussions in Narayan's career. He witnessed black outs, food rationing, alarms and 

excursion. 34  

Narayan read Arthur Conan Doyle, P.G. Woodhouse, W. W. Jacobs, Arnold 

Bennet, Sir Henry Rider, Marie Corelli, Palgraves Golden Treasury, Keats, Shelley, 

Byron, Browning, Shakespeare, and Sir Walter Scott. Narayan says: 

I read the Bride of Lammermoor and six others novels by Sir 

Walter and realized the strong doses of love and hate that agated 

the highland clans. I admired Scott so much that I searched for his 

portrait and found one in a second-hand bookshop - a copper 

engraving as a frontispiece to a double column edition in a 

microscopic type containing three novels in one volume, with 

many illustrations. 35  

Narayan also read The Ramayana written by Kamban. He spent full three years in 

going through the ten thousand five hundred stanzas of the book. T. P's Weekly afforded 

him plenty of literary material about publishers and writers. The Spectator, The Times 
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Literary Supplement and the Manchester Guardian slowly made him familiar with the 

critics who mattered and their judgement. 36  

Himself a product of the Hindu middle class, sharing the beliefs, superstitions and 

perhaps the prejudices of his class in a small town and viewing its going ons with 

sympathy but also with a keen eye for the comic in the life around him, he qualified 

himself as a writer of his own class and the provincial town. He claimed that his purpose 

in art was to convey unambiguously the thoughts and acts of a set of personalities who 

flourished in a small town named Malgudi located in a corner of South India. 

An innate sense of irony, humor and complete absence of pomposity and 

pretence is what makes Narayan the writer he is. Narayan's good-humored irony as a 

firm ally of serious moral concern creates thoughtful fiction which has its centre in 

Malgudi but has a circumference embracing the entire human condition. William Walsh 

sums up Narayan's art as "exact realism, poetic myth, sadness, perception and gaiety....it 

is kind but unsentimental, mocking but uncynical, profoundly Indian but distinctively 

individual. It fascinates by reason of the authenticity and attractiveness of its Indian 

setting, and engages because of the substantial human nature which it implies and 

embodies."37  

Regarding Raja Rao, C. D. Narsimhaiah has claimed that the depth and range of 

Indian national identity in the novels of Rao is derived from Sanskrit and Kannada 

traditions. 38  Rao himself acknowledges that: "[h]is sense of Identity is conditioned by his 

rigid Brahminism." 39  

Raja Rao's writings, be it his short stories or his novels, have philosophical 

content, and this is part of his literary art. He believes man to be 'a metaphysical entity'. 
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He is the only novelist who has given the genuine expression to his philosophical spirit 

which permeates his work. To the Western educated mind, India represents spirituality, 

and Raja Rao supports this outlook and asserts the superiority of Indian philosophy over 

the Western thought. 

Raja Rao is greatly influenced by the classical epics, the Ramayana and the 

Mahabharata, the Buddhist texts in English translation, medieval Kannada poetry, the 

autobiography of Mahatma Gandhi, and the philosophy of Ananda Coomaraswamy. 

Among the Western influences on him, Raja Rao himself mentions these intellectuals: 

Plato, Shakespeare, Dostoevsky, Malaraux, Kafka, Rilke and Andre Gide. He is also 

greatly influenced by the Bible. 

On his return to India in 1940 he went to Benaras in order to get first hand 

knowledge of the spiritual traditions of India. In Benaras, he actively considered for 

sometime renouncing the world and turning a sanyasi. He was saved from this disastrous 

course through his meeting with Swami Atmananda, the great Vedantic scholar, whom 

the novelist accepted as his 'Guru', guide and mentor. Hence, he attaches such great 

importance to the role of a 'Guru' and, the quest for a 'Guru' is ever recurring theme of 

his novels. He also spent sometime in deep meditation at Mahakali Temple in Ujjain. In 

1942 he spent a few months in Gandhi's Ashram. 

It was in 1950 that Raja Rao visited America for the first time, and was fascinated 

by American culture and way of life. No doubt, lie found Americans materialistic but also 

energetic and enterprising and capable of doing much towards transforming life on this 

planet. He studied avidly the works of Ralpho Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau 

and Walt Whitman. He was greatly admired by the Americans and he also expounded 
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Hindu philosophy to them, particularly Vedantic philosophy. A seeker of truth, Raja Rao 

appears to have discovered the mantra of truth in the classical literature of ancient India. 

Raja Rao's Indian background does not provide him with a model for his fiction. 

Literary models that he seems to follow are all European and not British or American. 

His life-long struggle to come to grips with a foreign medium and literary form inevitably 

restricts him to his European - mainly French-background. The quest for identity that 

runs through his works is, in fact, a quest for form. This is what he writes about himself 

in the Preface to the Policeman and the Rose: "A South Indian Brahmin, nineteen, spoon-

fed on English, with just little, with an indiscreet education in Kannada, the French scene 

overpowered me." 4°  

According to Raja Rao, the key to man's existence as a social being lies in the 

soul, not in the body. The characters in his fiction live both at the physical and spiritual 

planes. They are moved by a code of conduct which preaches that the only commitment 

that one should have in the world is to oneself. The quest of the real self is the object of 

the heroes of Raja Rao. "For me literature is Sadhna -not a profession but a vocation." 41  It 

is a severe discipline, painful and exhausting, not an intellectual adventure as it is for a 

Western writer. Therefore, he would like an Indian writer in English to discover and 

identify himself as an Indian first, and then commence to write. His mind is firmly rooted 

in the Hindu culture and philosophy. For him "India is culture" 42  and "For me India is 

the Guru of the world, or She is not India."43 
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Critical Studies on Anand, Narayan and Rao 

Most existing critical materials on Anand, Narayan and Rao's works do not 

attempt to come to grips with the feminist perspectives. A few exceptions 

notwithstanding, the bulk of criticism remains descriptive and formalistic in nature when 

it comes to the interpretation of novels from feminist point of view. 

K.R.S.Srinivasa Iyengar in his work Indian Writing in English discusses the 

different aspects of Anand, Narayan and Rao's writing but there the analysis of female 

characters is lacking. Female depiction by these authors - minor or major - is not 

discussed by him in detail. 

K. C. Bhatnagar in his book Realism in Major Indo-Anglian Fiction discusses the 

elements of reality in Anand's novels. In The Swan and the Eagle C. D. Narsimhaiah 

concentrates upon Anand's humanitarian aspects in his novels and Narayan's comic 

genius as a mode of maturity and Rao's metaphysical preoccupations. 

P. P. Mehta in his work Indo Anglian Fiction: An Assessment critically assesses 

the novels by Anand. Margarett Berry in Mulk Raj Anand: The Man and the Novelist 

brings forth the different perspectives of Anand as a man and Anand as a writer. Chetan 

Karnani in Mulk Raj Anand: The Novelist as a Socialist Chronicler emphasizes the 

socialist elements in Anand's novels. 

Saros Cowasjee in So Many Freedoms: A Study of the Major Fiction of Mulk Raj 

Anand goes for general study of his novels and its different dimensions. Kai Nicholson in 
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A Presentation of Social Problems in the Indo-Anglian and the Anglo-Indian Novels deals 

with the depiction of social reality and the related problems of the society. 

Chandra Pal in his book Tradition and Unconventionality in the Novels of R. K. 

Narayan (1987) provides the traditional and unconventional elements in Narayan's 

novels. 

Image of Woman in the Indo-Anglian Novel by Meena Shirwadkar deals with the 

female characters of Narayan but it bypasses their analysis. Williams Walsh in his work 

R. K Narayan: A Critical Appreciation (1983) discusses all the aspects of his novels in 

general. A. N. Kaul adds insights on the East-West theme in his book R. K. Narayan and 

the East-West Theme. 

R. M. Verma in Some Aspects in Indo-English Fiction discusses some of the 

issues related to Indian ethos, sources of the novels of Narayan and the settings and 

themes of his novels. R. K. Narayan : An Anthology of Recent Criticism edited by C. N. 

Srinath focuses its attention on Narayan as a Gandhian novelist, his Indianness as a mode 

of perception, and his identity as an Indian writer. 

M. K. Nayak in The Ironic Vision foregrounds irony in Narayan's novels. 

Margaret Berry in Lila and Literature concentrates upon Narayan's concepts of Lila and 

literature. Iton Shepherd in The Sublime and the Ridiculous: Allegory and Irony in R. K. 

Narayan's Fiction successfully delineates the ironical and allegorical elements of 

Narayan's novels. In Quest for Identity in Indian English Writing edited by R. S. Pathak, 

only the character of Raju is portrayed and it is compared to Billy. 

P. Dayal in Raja Rao: A Study of His Novels presents the general theme and 

structure of Rao's novels. Anu Celly in Women in Raja Rao's Novel applies Western 
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feminist theories to her reading of Rao's work. This work remains more or less 

descriptive than analytical. C. D. Narsimhaiah in his work National Identity in Literature 

and Language: Its Range and Depth in the Novels of Raja Rao discusses about the Indian 

identity and culture. 

In An Anthology of Recent Criticism edited by Ragini Ramachandran, many 

writers deal with different aspects of Rao's work such as his language, myth and ritual 

mainly based on a study of The Serpent and the Rope. But in none of these articles we 

come across the discussion on the issue of gender in Rao's novels. 

Many published essays on Rao's work focus only on one specific aspect of Rao's 

work; they are not full-length studies. For instance Uma Chakravarthy writes about the 

Siva and Shakti in Rao's novels. C. D Narsamhiah in The Swan and the Eagle finds out 

the metaphysical elements in Rao's novel The Serpent and the Rope. In Quest for Identity 

in Indian English Writing, edited by R.S Pathak, an essay by Ashok Kumar Jha deals 

with the issues related to the identity. 

As this survey reveals, there are no full length-studies of Anand, Narayan and 

Rao's works which foreground gender issues. The present study is a modest attempt to 

study these eminent novelists from a feminist perspective. Though portrayal of female 

characters and criticism on the status of women in the literature are not new concerns, 

what is strikingly different is the new perspective with which the women's portrayal is 

being looked at. In this thesis, an attempt has been made to analyze Anand, Narayan and 

Rao's literary discourse to unearth the hidden ideologies that construct the notion of 

womanhood in Indian society, keeping its culture, philosophy and values in perspective. 
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PLAN 

Mulk Raj Anand, R.K.Narayan and Raja Rao have established Indian English 

Novel in the gamut of Indian and world literatures and carried Indo-Anglian novel to 

great heights for more than six decades. Anand has been branded as a humanist, 

progressive and committed writer; Narayan is hailed as a writer, pure and simple and 

Raja Rao is considered a religious or philosophical novelist. Their fiction, however, is 

rarely discussed in terms of gender. Therefore, in this thesis an attempt is being made to 

examine how far Anand's humanist zeal, Narayan's happy notes and Raja Rao's religious 

fervour have succeeded in coming to grips with woman's existential reality. 

The principal objective of this study is to foreground as well as analyse issues 

related to gender, female sexuality, power and family relationships in the fiction of 

Anand, Narayan and Rao. It also aims to examine whether with changing times, the 

evolution of India as a Nation, spread of education and achievement of independence, the 

mental make-up of traditional Indian woman evolves or becomes stagnant in their novels. 

This study aims at tracing the change that has taken place in the authors' attitudes as well 

as the attitudes of their female characters. A close look of their fiction reveals certain 

intentions of the novelists and therefore, an attempt is being made to define the social and 

moral principles for locating the positions of women in their contemporary world. A 

predominant feminist perspective has been adopted in the critical analysis of women 

characters as delineated in the novels of these three authors. 
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Owing to the vast range of fiction by these three authors, this study restricts itself 

to the novels written by Mulk Raj Anand, R.K.Narayan and Raja Rao from roughly 

around 1935 to 1976. Rather than conducting an exhaustive survey of all the novels 

written by them in the six decades, nineteen novels have been earmarked for case-studies. 

Some relatively less popular novels have been included while some landmark novels 

have been left out, because of a due consideration of space. On the whole, novels chosen 

for analysis are believed to be representative of the topic under investigation. 

The thesis is divided into six chapters. The first chapter presents an overview of 

Indo-Anglian fiction and the representation of women till the arrival of these three 

authors on the scene and thus contextualizes Anand, Narayan and Rao. As the chapter 

conceptualizes the main hypothetical questions it draws a methodological framework in 

order to study Anand, Narayan and Rao's ideological positions as well as the positions of 

their female characters. 

The second chapter describes in brief how gender, female sexuality, power and 

family relationships are the salient factors for defining woman's position in the society 

and discusses some of the feminist theories. It points out how the term feminism is one of 

the most frequently used but most problematic categories in the field of literary discourse. 

It examines the relationship among feminist theories in literature. With a brief 

introduction of Indian feminism, it analyses the position of women in ancient India, the 

contributions of the social reformers in uplifting the condition of women in the nineteenth 

century society and also discusses how in the later nineteenth and the first half of the 

twentieth century women's movement comes to be linked with nationalist movement. 
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The next three chapters deal with the study of women portrayed in the novels by 

Anand, Narayan and Rao and attempt to place their notion of womanhood, as depicted in 

the images of their women characters in the novels. 

The concluding chapter apart from bringing all the loose threads together, also 

brings up the findings about the various ideological positions of Anand, Narayan and 

Rao. 
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CHAPTER- 2 

GENDER DISCOURSE: A STUDY OF THE STATUS OF 

WOMEN THROUGH THE LOOKING GLASS OF FEMINISM 

REVISITING WOMEN'S SPHERE 

`Gender' is one of the busiest, most restless terms in English language. Gender 

has to do not with how females and males really are, but with the way that a given culture 

or subculture sees them and therefore the primary issue is to examine how they are 

`culturally constructed'. Gender is not a natural process that emanates from the body; it is 

a socially structuring activity. Social division is based on gender. Gender refers to the 

cultural categories of femininity/masculinity based upon the biological division. We can 

also identify a person's gender identity and gender role. Gender identity refers to a 

person's self-concept: that is, one's own sense of whether one is female or male. By 

contrast, gender-role refers to a role that society expects according to one's gender; it 

thus involves the acceptance that particular kinds of behaviour (feminine versus 

masculine) are appropriate for each gender. 

Sex is about anatomical difference but when it becomes culturally intelligible, it 

becomes gender. Gender is also an inscription of the past. "Many people regard this 

opposition as 'natural', a word which can be used to mean 'biological', or 'God given', or 

`morally correct', or all three. Yet the research published in sociology, social 
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anthropology, literature and psychology suggests that most of the things we associate 

with being male or female are cultural: that is, they are socially determined, and highly 

changeable throughout history and across the world." ►  

The gender discourse starts at the time of birth and a complex process of labelling 

begins. The first process is naming a child. The names given to children tell us quite a lot 

about them, including fixing them into a context by region, religion and ethnic group. 

Then children's dressing (tracksuit for boys and frilly frocks for girl), the colour of their 

dress (pink for girls and blue for boys), manners (boys aggressive while girls fragile) and 

many more traits are attributed to the children. The woman's speech is hesitant and less 

definite than man's. 

The social construction of gender takes place through the working of ideology. 

According to Althusser, ideology is that system of beliefs and assumptions - unconscious, 

unexamined, invisible - which represents: "the imaginary relationships of individuals to 

their real conditions of existence." 2  But it is alsa system of practices that reflects 

different aspects of our daily routine, like the way we talk, the words we use, the clothes 

we wear, the machines we use, the pictures we paint etc. The social position and rights of 

the various sections of society are determined by various ideas, beliefs, norms, values, 

attitudes and customs of people living in that society. Several anthropological, 

psychological sociological, historical and literary factors are involved in determining the 

place of woman and man in society. By constant internalization of performance assigned 

by the culture we become gendered bodies. 

All women are made to participate in a male-centric universe irrespective of 

historical, cultural, class or racial differences. Inequalities result from tradition, custom 
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and prejudice. Prejudice results from the traditional and stereotyped attitude towards 

women which is both held by men and women, often unconsciously. Thus inequalities 

against men and women are the products of cumulative acts of discrimination. This 

discrimination against women_generates resentment, and the corollary of this resentment 

is the outcome of feminist movement. 

Feminism has focused right from the beginning on gender because a thorough 

revision of gender roles seems the most effective way of changing the power relations 

between men and women. Feminism has politicized gender by showing its constructed 

nature. After its initial focus on the gendered representation of women and men, it has 

very effectively widened the issue and shown how often seemingly neutral references, 

descriptions and definitions are in fact gendered. 

Feminism is a global and revolutionary ideology. This ideology is political 

because it is concerned with the issues related to power and its operations in all spheres 

of human engagement including family. In the words of Gayle Greene and Coppelia 

Kahn: "ffleminist scholarship undertakes a dual task of deconstructing predominantly 

male-cultural paradigms and reconstructing a female perspective and experience in an 

effort to change the tradition that has silenced and marginalized us." 3  Feminism as a 

concept has originated in the West; its universal significance and relevance remains intact 

nonetheless. The vast scope of feminism has provided women writers across the world 

with the vocabulary and framework to articulate their experiences of female oppression 

and female longings. 

Feminism is relatively a recent word first coined in France in the 1880s as 

femini.sme. It spread through European countries in the 1890s and to North and South 
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America by 1910s. The term combines the French word for woman, femme, and —isme, 

which refers to a social movement or political ideology. Estelle. B. Freedman defines 

feminism as a belief that: "women and men are inherently of equal worth. Because most 

societies privilege men as a group, social movements are necessary to achieve equality 

between women and men, with the understanding that gender always intersects with other 

social hierarchies."4  She further clarifies: 

[e]ach of the four components of this working definition-equal 

worth, male privilege, social movements, and intersecting 

hierarchies-require some clarification. I use "equal worth" rather 

than equality because the latter term often assumes that men's 

historical experience-whether economic, political and sexual - is 

the standards to which women should aspire. The concept of equal 

worth values traditional female tasks, such as child-bearing and 

child-care, as highly as other kinds of work historically performed 

by men..... The term privilege can refer to formal political rights 

such as suffrage or the right to hold office, but privilege can also 

include more personal entitlements, such as the greater social value 

placed on the male children....While women may participate in 

variety of social movements - civil rights, ecology, socialism, even 

fundamentalism - those movements cannot be feminist unless they 

explicitly address justice for women as a primary concern. Thus 

human rights or nationalist movements that insist on women's 
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human rights and women's full citizenship may be feminist, while 

those that overlook or affirm patriarchal authority cannot. 5  

Sexuality is an important area of preoccupation among modern feminists. 

According to Jeffery Weeks," 'sexuality' is an historical construction which brings 

together a host of different biological and mental possibilities, gender identity, bodily 

differences, reproductive capacities, needs, desires and fantasies which need not be linked 

together." 6  

Liberal humanists accept subjection of women as biologically determined. 

According to Gerda Lerner, "traditionalists, whether working within a religious or a 

`scientific' framework have regarded women's subordination as universal, God given, or 

natural, hence, immutable...what has survived, survived because it was best; it follows 

that it should stay that way." 7  She summarizes that all known societies subscribe to such 

a "division of labour" which has been based on primary biological difference between the 

sexes: because their biological functions are distinct, they must "naturally" have different 

social roles and tasks. And because these differences are natural, no one can be blamed 

for sexual inequality or male dominance. In view of the fact that women produce 

children, their chief goal in life is to become mothers, and their chief task, child-bearing 

and child-rearing. 

Aristotle considered males active and females passive. For him female was 

"mutilated male" someone who does not have a soul. He said, "the courage of man is 

shown in commanding, of a woman in obeying.' ,8 French writer Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

in his book Emile (1762) states that: "[w]omen's place was to oblige us, to do us service, 
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to gain our love and esteem, these are the duties of the sex at all times, and what they 

ought to learn from their infancy. Woman is framed particularly for the delight and 

pleasure of man." 9  

Modern psychology has also perpetuated similar views. It claims that women's 

biology determines their psychology and therefore, their abilities and roles. Feminists 

define 'biological determinism' as a theory which claims that physical and physiological 

characteristics and roles can be explained in terms of biological factors, and more 

specifically in terms of the reproductive differences between males and females. 

Women's subjugation is located in power relations. According to Foucault, "the 

term power designates relationships between partners." I°  To him: "[plower is mode of 

action which does not act directly and immediately on others. Instead it acts on their 

actions." Foucault does not deny the existence of negative or repressive relations of 

power, but he de-emphasizes them, saying that our obsession with power negatively 

conceals the real working of power. In its negative form, power is understood as that 

which limits, controls, forbids, masks, withdraws, punishes, excludes and subjugates. He 

maintains that power is primarily positive rather than negative, productive rather than 

repressive, exercised rather than possessed, omnipresent rather than localized. According 

to him, power relation is a matter of degree rather than a zero point. No one has absolute 

autonomy in a power relation, nor is one completely determined by it. 

But Feminists argue that women as a social group are dominated by men as a 

social group and this domination of women by men occurs within a set of 

institutionalized relationships called patriarchy. Kate Millet defines patriarchy as a 

society in which power resides in male hands. She talks about 'internal colonization' and 
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argues that domination takes place not only in the public world but also internally, in 

people's minds. She says that the sexual domination 'as a fundamental concept of power' 

gives new meaning to terms like 'power' and 'politics'. According to her: "[t]he term 

`politics' shall refer to power-structured relationships, arrangements whereby one group 

of persons is controlled by another." I2She further states that sexual domination is: "the 

most pervasive ideology of our culture and provides its most fundamental concepts of 

power" 13  

Gender is constructed in patriarchy. Patriarchy - institutionalized male supremacy 

- probably arose in Mesopotamia in the fourth millennium BC and gradually spread all 

over the world. Two influential theories of the emergence of the patriarchy help explain 

this process. It appeared in an 1884 essay, On the Origin of the Family and Private 

Property and the State, by Friedrich Engels. Engels argued that the subjugation of 

women began only when economic surpluses accumulated; thus private property, which 

leads to class hierarchy and the formation of the states, is the source of women's 

oppression. When individual families replaced larger clan and communal living groups, 

women lost their reciprocal roles. In short, Engels argues that private property was the 

source of "the world historical defeat of the female sex." 14  

In a recent work entitled The Creation of Patriarchy (1986) Gerda Lerner says 

that women were first slaves, and all other forms of enslavement were built upon female 

reproductive slavery. She argues that: le]conomic oppression and exploitation are based 

as much on the commodification of female sexuality and the appropriation by men of 

women's labour power and her reproductive power as on the direct economic acquisition 
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of resources and persons." 15  Patriarchy, an elaborate system of male-domination which 

pervades all aspects of culture and social life, is seen as trans-historical. 

The power relations existing between the two partners in a marriage determine the 

supremacy of one partner over another. Although the book Elementary Structure of 

Kinship (1969), a monumental work by Claude Levi-Strauss is not a critique of the sex-

gender system, feminists are interested in his analysis of the dichotomy between nature 

and culture. In his analysis of kinship, Levi-Strauss proposes that social order is always 

based on kinship system. Marriage is to create social link between two groups which 

gives rise to social organization. Women are the gifts which men exchange with each 

other. Women are gifts not givers; they have no significant power over the system, which 

is controlled by men and works to their benefit. 

In words of Gayle Rubin, a sociologist, "kinship systems do not merely exchange 

women. They exchange sexual access, genealogical statuses, lineage, names and 

ancestors, rights and people, men, women, and children- in concrete system of social 

relationships." 16  Kate Millet emphasizes the importance of the family as the cornerstone 

of patriarchy. She argues: 

[p]atriarchy's chief institution is family. It is both a mirror of and a 

connection with larger society; a patriarchal unit within a 

patriarchal whole. Mediating between the individual and the social 

structure, the family effect control and conformity where political 

and other authorities are insufficient. As the fundamental 

instrument and the foundation unit of patriarchal society the family 

and its roles are prototypical. Serving as an agent of the larger 
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society, the family not only encourages its members to adjust and 

conform, but acts as a unit in the government of the patriarchal 

state which rules its citizens through its family heads. Even in 

patriarchal societies where they are granted legal citizenship, 

women tend to be ruled through the family alone and have little 

and no formal relation to the state. I7  

In fact, the word family itself comes from the original Latin Tamulus' which 

means household slave, and 'familia' the totality of slaves belonging to one man. The 

family system is the fundamental institution of class society that determines and 

maintains the specific character of subjugation of the female sex. The family is the only 

place most people can turn to satisfy some basic human needs such as love and 

companionship. Providing affection and companionship is not the only function of 

family, it is an economic and social institution whose responsibility is to maintain the 

social hierarchy. It moulds the behaviour and character structure of children from infancy 

through adolescence. It trains, disciplines and polices them teaching submission to the 

established authority. It curbs rebellious and non-conformist impulses. 

Capitalism intensified the growth of markets, the specialization of labour and the 

belief in separate male and female spheres. It encouraged a new economic division 

between men and women by separating wage labour from the household. Early 

capitalism narrows women's opportunities for work outside the home. By the 1500s, only 

one professional role remained for women, that of midwife. As wage labour spread, the 
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value of women's traditional work at home diminished. Confined to domestic sphere, 

women had less access to wages and thus became more dependent on men in the family. 

During the 1800s, the ideology of separate sexual spheres intensified. "Man for 

the field and woman for hearth....Man to command and woman to obey; all else 

confusion," I8  thus, Alfred Lord Tennyson defines the place of woman in his poem in 

1849. 

In the nineteenth century new scientific theory was formulated by Charles Darwin 

in support of women's dependence on men. According to his evolutionary theory of 

sexual selection, reproductive strategies produced different male and female natures, his 

much stronger than hers. He wrote, " Man is more courageous, pugnacious and energetic 

than woman, and has a more inventive genius." Man thus attained "a higher eminence, in 

whatever he takes up than woman can attain." I9 .Herbert Spencer in England and G. 

Stanley Hall in the United States warned that using their brains made women unfit for 

motherhood because it would "enfeeble their bodies." 20  

Feminists question the traditional separation of the society into the 'private' and 

`public' spheres with its relegation of the women to the family, to a domestic realm 

which is conceived as a refuge from the world of work and competition of men in 

market-place and empire. Feminists demonstrate that the 'private' and 'public' are 

interdependent — that the 'personal is political'. Another influential theory of sex-gender 

system builds on an opposition between nature and culture. Sherry. B. Ortner propounds, 

"The secondary status of woman in society is one of the true universals, a pan-cultural 

fact."2I  She states that women are seen as being closer to nature for three reasons. First, 

woman's body space and life cycle are more taken up with the natural processes of 
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reproduction than is man's body, which leaves him freer to hunt and make war. Second, 

her social role as bearer and especially the nurturer of infants who are 'barely human and 

unsocialized', and her close association to the domestic unit. Ortner holds that women 

tend to experience things, feelings and people as concrete rather than abstract, 

subjectively and interpersonally rather than objectively. She further says that a woman 

holds intermediate position. Her mothering role aligns her closely to nature but it also 

ambiguously places her closer to culture by converting children into civilized human 

beings. 

Social scientists and women activists both accept the main postulate that woman 

is not biologically inferior and her lower social status to that of man is man-made. 

However, their approach to the cause of women's liberation differs. These approaches 

have resulted in the formulation of different theories to explain how woman's position 

was relegated to a lower status in the course of the development of civilization. Broadly 

speaking there are three theories: (I) Liberal Feminism or Moderate or Women's Rights 

Feminism (2) Socialist and Marxist Feminism (3) Radical Feminism. 

LIBERAL FEMINISM 

The Liberal feminists launched movement for equal legal and political rights for 

women. They burst on to the political stage with demands for education, property rights 

and suffrage. By 1670s, European women had begun to demand access to formal 
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education. Sor Juana Ines De La Cruz, a seventeenth century Mexican nun, presented one 

of the first defenses of women's education based on the equality of women's souls. She 

wrote in 1691: "[Nave they (women) not a rational soul as men do? Well then, why 

cannot a woman profit by the privilege of enlightenment if they do? "22  

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, the world witnessed two major 

revolutions - the American Revolution against British colonial rule in 1776 and the 

French Revolution against aristocratic rule in 1789. With the advent of these revolutions, 

the common order collapsed and common people, both male and female, insisted on their 

rights to political representation. Shelly asked, "Can man be free, if woman be a slave?" 23 

 The call for liberty, equality and fraternity echoed throughout Europe. In 1791 the French 

playwright Olympe de Gouges issued The Declaration of the Rights of Woman and the 

Female Citizen in which she called on women to 'discover their rights'. But their goal 

would not be achieved until 1944. 

In England, Mary Wollstonecraft, Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill laid the 

groundwork not only for education but also for property rights and voting rights for 

women. In her book A Vindication of the Rights of Women (1792), Mary Wollstonecraft 

said, "I do not wish them to have power over men, but over themselves." 24  She stresses 

that women should learn skills rather than rely on beauty or emotional influence to 

survive. Harriet Taylor published the essay "Enfranchisement of Women" in 1851. She 

compared women to slaves and called for their emancipation through education and legal 

reforms. 

John Stuart Mill is the celebrated author of Subjection of Women (1861). Mill 

believed that "Enlightenment of Womanhood" was badly needed. He believed that men 
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and women have their peculiar abilities. These abilities are not superior or inferior but 

they are "reciprocal". In 1832 he wrote to Harriet, his wife, that: "the great occupation of 

woman should be to beautify life: to cultivate, for her own sake and that of those who 

surround her, all her faculties of mind, soul and b -ody; all her powers of enjoyment; to 

diffuse beauty, elegance, grace everywhere." 25  Like other liberals, he believed that 

equality between the two sexes could be brought about by moral reforms, education and 

legal measures. 

Moderate feminists believed that sex discrimination kept half the population 

unproductive. Males were not benefited by this measure. Therefore, women should be 

brought out from the four walls of the house. In The Feminine Mystique (1963), Betty 

Friedman analyzed the cost of maintaining the traditional male-female division of labour. 

She argued that women spent most of their time in unproductive housework and did not 

face challenges of life and they had been taught that true self- fulfilment lies in being 

wife and mother. She opined that as long as women are relegated to being mothers and 

mothers only: "motherhood is a bane and a curse." 26 .By the 1880s British women were 

given ownership rights over their property through the Married Women's Property Act 

(1870) and gained access to university education laying the groundwork for the militant 

suffrage movement of the early twentieth century. 

MARXISM AND SOCIALIST FEMINISM 

Marxist feminism provided an adequate explanation for the subordination and 

exploitation of women in capitalist societies. Marxist feminists questioned as to why 
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women were excluded from the public sphere and were reduced to the level of unpaid 

workers within the domestic sphere. They said that women did not become subordinated 

under capitalism but were already subordinated and that the overthrow of the capitalist 

mode would not result in the emancipation of women. Saint Simonians stated that, "with 

the emancipation of the woman will come the emancipation of the worker." 27  

Marxism failed to resolve the dilemma of women's dual labours. The views of 

Marx appeared to be neutral, but they were in fact sex-blind; he failed to recognize that 

women were subject to special form of oppression within capitalist societies and did not 

analyze gender differences and gender ideologies. Although he used the term 'labour 

power' he assumed male labour force. He also adopted the naturalistic approach to the 

family maintaining that home was the best place for women. The paid labour of women 

and children was seen by Marx as a threat to male workers. Their labour was responsible 

to produce only cheap products. He did not challenge the practice of paying women less 

than men. 

Nonetheless, Marxist philosophy inspired feminist movement throughout the 

world. Across the globe women started foregrounding issues both in terms of class and 

gender. Throughout twentieth century, the socialist critique inspired women novelists, 

theorists and scholars. Writers with socialist background reignited women's question 

after 1940s. Simone de Beauvoir in France, Doris Lessing in England and liberal feminist 

Betty Friedan all had strong roots in Communist or leftist movements. Beauvoir 

explained in her work The Second Sex (1949): "We must fight for an improvement in 

woman's actual situation before achieving the socialism we hope for."28 
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RADICAL FEMINISM 

Radical feminism places its main emphasis upon the power relationships by 

which men dominate women institutionalized within patriarchy. According to radical 

feminists, patriarchy preceded private property. They believe that the original and basic 

contradiction is between the sexes and not between economic classes. Unlike the 

traditionalists or liberal feminists they do not believe that patriarchy is natural. According 

to their analysis gender difference can be explained in terms of the biological or 

psychological differences between men and women. 

Shulamith Firestone, one of the precursors of radical feminism, says women are 

oppressed because of their reproductive capabilities. In her book The Dialectic of Sex 

(1974), she argues that the division between men and women had a biological base. She 

believes that the basis of women's oppression does lie in women's reproductive capacity 

as this has been controlled by men. 

Some radical feminists state that there are two systems of social classes: "(1) the 

economic class system which is based on relations of production and (2) the sex class 

system which is based on relations of reproduction." 29  It is the second system that is 

responsible for the subordination of women. But the feminists also say that 'it is not 

women's biology itself, but the value men place on it and the power they derive from 

their control over it that are 'oppressive'. 

French radical feminists reject the biological explanation for the subjection of 

women. Christine Delphy and Monique Wittig argue that to give birth is not a biological 
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process, a natural given, but a social/historical construction of 'forced production'. They 

argue that it is birth that is planned and women are socially programmed to give birth. 

Women are forced to behave in ways that are seen as natural, and this has resulted in the 

creation of two discrete biological sexes. Biological theories of sex differences are social 

constructs, which serve the interests of socially dominant group. They argue that male 

power is exercised and reinforced in all spheres of life, including 'personal' relationships 

such as child-rearing, housework, and marriage and in all kinds of sexual practices 

including rape, prostitution and sexual harassment. 

They have also been concerned to uncover herstory', to recover for women their 

history and their cultural heritage and to reveal the ways in which women's knowledge 

has been devalued historically. They ask questions about the quality of their daily lives, 

their role in the family, their class and relations to other women, their perceptions of their 

place in the world and their relation to wars and revolutions. Women present a special 

case to historians: neither class nor caste, they are more closely allied to the men in their 

lives than they are to women of other classes or castes. Kelly states, "although women 

exist within social classes, they do not themselves constitute a class." 30  

Feminism emerged as an important force in the Western world in the 1960s. 

Charlotte Brunch (1981) has pointed out that feminism is not about adding in women's 

rights but about transforming society, so that feminism may be called "transformational 

politics". Because everything affects women, every issue is women's issue, and there is a 

feminist perspective on every subject. 
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FEMINISM AND LITERATURE 

Historically speaking, literature being an extension of socio-cultural milieu has 

mediated vital issues related to gender, surreptitiously strengthening as well as 

perpetuating myths surrounding the patriarchal ideology without being overtly vocal. 

Literature does more than transmit ideology: it actually creates it - it is "a mediating, 

moulding force in society". 3I  It is through fiction that the individual perceptions of the 

real world be they literary, psychological, anthropological, social, biological, political or 

familial start to merge. 

Therefore, it could be said that literature as a medium of imagination has the 

power to shift the boundaries. This implies nothing less than the possibility that the 

creation of fictional reality could have a high impact on reader's perception of his or her 

own life-world. Seen from this perspective, the act of inventing and creating spaces for 

women's social and political boundaries by fashioning new and re-evaluated spaces has 

become the work of feminists. As Gayle Greene and Koppelia Kahn put it: 

Feminist literary criticism is one branch of interdisciplinary 

enquiry which takes gender as a fundamental organizing category 

of experience. This enquiry holds two related premises about 

gender. One is that the inequality of the sexes is neither a 

biological given nor a divine mandate, but a cultural construct, 

therefore a proper subject of study for any humanistic discipline. 
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The second is that a male perspective, assumed to be 'universal' 

has dominated fields of knowledge, shaping their paradigms and 

methods. Feminist scholarship then, has two concerns: it revises 

concepts previously thought universal but now as originating in 

particular cultures and serving particular purposes; and it restores a 

female perspective by extending knowledge about women's 

experience and contributions to culture. 32  

A feminist interpretation of literature involves decoding many of the systems of 

signification with which social scientists are concerned. Gayle Greene and Coppelia 

Kahn argue that: "Feminist literary critics attend to the collusion between literature and 

ideology, focusing on the ways ideology is inscribed within literary forms, styles, 

conventions, genres, and the institutions of literary production ." 3 3  

Feminist literary criticism has manifested itself in two distinct schools of thought: 

the Anglo-American and the French. 

The Anglo-American feminist literary critic Kate Millet's book Sexual Politics 

(1969) is the precursor of all later works of feminist criticism in the Anglo-American 

tradition and feminists of the 1970s and 1980s acknowledged its debt. In this book, Millet 

discusses the power relationships between the sexes. Then she deals with the fate of 

feminist struggle and its opponents in the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries. Finally 

she shows how the sexual power-politics is enacted in the works of D. H. Lawrence, 

Henry Miller, Norman Mailer and Jean Genet. 
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Mary Ellman's Thinking About Women (1968) deals with the political and 

historical aspects of patriarchy independently of literary analysis. She states that Western 

culture employs ridiculous sexual mode of thought and classifies almost all experience by 

means of sexual analogy. This affects our perception of the world. She exposes the 

ludicrous and illogical nature of this sexual thought. She uses irony in understanding this 

kind of reading. 

These books of Millet and Ellman constitute the basic source of inspiration for the 

criticism of 'Images of Women', the search for female stereotypes in the works of male-

writers. The first phase of feminist writing focuses attention on women as readers. 

Writers, male or female, create 'unreal' female characters. Feminist readings have no 

pretensions of being value-free, dispassionate and universal. But there is a conviction that 

they are necessary and important as one way of reading a text, which is also fully 

conscious of its leanings and limitations. This phase is marked by a preoccupation with 

exposing the stereotyped images of women in literary works and the dichotomous 

presentation of female character in literature. They are either presented as virgins or as 

whores. The connections between the social and literary mistreatment of women are 

drawn and the exclusion of women from the literary history and criticism is challenged. 

The other branch of feminist literary criticism deals with the writings of women. 

In A Literature of Their Own (1977), Elaine Showalter sets out to: "describe the female 

literary tradition in the English novel from the generation of the Brontes to the present 

day, and to show how the development of this tradition is similar to the development of 

any literary subculture." 34  She calls women's writing a subculture. She traces three major 

stages of historical development claimed to be common to all literary subcultures: First, 
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there is a phase of imitation of the dominant tradition, and internalization of art and its 

views on social roles. Second, there is a phase of protest against these standards and 

values and advocacy of minority rights and values, including a demand for autonomy. 

Finally, there is a phase of self-discovery, a search for identity. An appropriate 

terminology for women writers is to call these stages, Feminine, Feminist and Female. 

In her article Towards a Feminist Poetics (1979), Showalter distinguishes 

between two forms of feminist criticism. The first type is concerned with woman as 

reader, which she labels 'feminist critique'. The second type deals with woman as writer, 

and she calls this `gynocritics'. 'Feminist critique' deals with works by male authors and 

she says that this form of criticism is a "historically grounded enquiry, which probes the 

ideological assumptions of literary phenomenon." 35  Among the primary concerns of 

'gynocritics' we find the "history, themes, genres and structures of literature by women" 

as well as " the psychodynamics of female creativity" and " studies of particular writers 

and works" 36  

Critics like Gilbert, Gubar, Cheri Register are also of the view that since woman's 

consciousness and world-view are different from that of man's, their expression ought to 

be studied not in comparison with that of the man but by its own standards. 

The most famous name in French feminist theorist is Simone de Beauvoir. Her 

book The Second Sex (1949) is a landmark in the history of feminism. This book is based 

on Jean Paul Sartre's existentialist philosophy. In this epochal work she states that 

throughout history women have been reduced to objects for men; woman has been 

constructed, as man's other, denied the right to her own subjectivity and to responsibility 

for her own actions. She shows how these fundamental assumptions dominate all aspects 
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of social, political and cultural life, and more importantly, how women themselves 

internalize this objectified vision. To quote her famous statement: "[o]ne is not born but 

rather becomes a woman....it is civilization as a whole that produces this creature." 37  

Helene Cixous, one of the most prolific writers involved in French thinking about 

the feminine, maps out the binary oppositions that structure the phallocentric system as 

follows: Cixous begins with a question: "Where is She?" and lists up binary oppositions: 

Activity/Passivity, Sun/Moon, Culture/Nature, Day/Night, Father/Mother, 

Head/Emotions, Intelligible/Sensitive, Logos/Pathos and so on. In the end 'active' wins 

precipitating death for the 'passive'. Cixous' concept of Ecriture Feminine, or female 

writing is crucially related to Derrida's analysis of writing as difference. For her, 

feminine texts are texts that 'work on the difference'. She states: 

In spite of vicissitudes that the concept undergoes in her texts, 

writing for her is always in some sense a libidinal object or act. By 

enabling feminist criticism to escape from a disabling author-

centred empiricism, this linking of sexuality and textuality opens 

up a whole new field of feminist investigation of the articulations 

of desire in language, not only in texts written by women, but also 

in texts by men. 38  

Julia Kristeva is primarily not a feminist and her approach is also not consistently 

political. Her work has been marked by psychoanalytic probe: which focuses on the 

problems of sexuality, femininity and love. She questions motherhood. In La Revolution 
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du Langage Poetique, she argues that woman is not repressed in patriarchal society, but 

motherhood. The problem is not women's jouissance alone, as Lacan has it in Encore, 

but the necessary relationship between reproduction and jouissance. 

All psychoanalytic criticism starts with Freud's theories. Psychoanalysis purports 

to tell us what gender means - that is, how persons become psychologically 'masculine' 

or 'feminine'. Freud's three interrelated categories are crucial: the unconscious; the 

sexual origin of human motivation in repressed infantile incestuous desires; and the 

symbolic manifestation of the unconscious wishes in dreams, jokes, errors and art. 

Feminist psychoanalytic critics usually accept Freud's morphology of mental functioning. 

They solve feminist literary problems like roles of gendered body play in texts, readers' 

responses and the latent structure of the literary text, with the help of Freud's concepts of 

unconscious, sexuality and fantasies. Feminist critics analyse how psychoanalysis 

explains themes and portrayal of characters in an author's work with reference to his 

biography. They question structure, language, character and plot in a literary work. 

There are other feminist critics like Luce lrigaray and Monique Wittig. They have 

also contributed greatly to French criticism. French feminists employ Derrida's method 

of deconstruction and Lacan's theory of psychoanalysis to add a new dimension to 

feminism. They primarily attack language and allege that the very structure of language is 

phallocentric. 

Feminist literary critics deconstruct the existing paradigms of patriarchal ideology 

manifest in language and literature and help to reconstitute a canon of works by women 

which were until recently neglected by mainstream literature. Women have the right to 

assert their own values, to explore their own consciousness, and to develop new forms of 
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expression corresponding to their values and consciousness. There are various strands in 

feminist criticism. In the words of Abrams: "since 1969, there has been an explosion of 

feminist writings without close parallel in the history of previous critical innovations." 39  

FEMINISM IN INDIA: STATUS OF WOMEN IN VEDIC PERIOD 

In view of the fact that Anand, Narayan and Rao belonged to India and also wrote 

about Indian scenes and sensibilities, it is necessary that the study of the position of 

women in the Indian context be undertaken. It also becomes imperative to assess the 

dimensions of the socio-cultural milieu their female characters spring from. 

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

also been subject to differentiations according to caste, religion and ethnicity. The general 

situation however, was one of suppression and domination within the bounds of a 

patriarchal system. Whether the woman in question belonged to a peasant family working 

in the field or belonged to upper caste family living a life of leisure, she was a victim of a 

set of values that demanded implicit obedience to male domination, and of many other 

social practices that circumscribed her life. 

However, in ancient India women enjoyed considerable freedom and privileges in 

the spheres of family, religion and public life. The position of women was fairly 

satisfactory in the Vedic age. Vedic age was the golden period of Indian womanhood. 

"During the early Vedic period women in India enjoyed almost an equal status with men 
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in different spheres of life." 40  In the pre-Aryan society according to D.D.Kosambi, 

agriculture was the monopoly of women. Woman was the first potter and weaver.'" 

Girls were no doubt less welcome than boys but they were treated 

compassionately and they had their shares in the family and public life. Girls were 

educated like boys and they had to pass through a period of 'Brahmacharya'. Radha 

Kumud Mookerjee opines that: "Nile Rigveda shows abundant evidence pointing to the 

fact that women were fully the equals of men as regards access to and capacity for the 

highest knowledge, even the knowledge of the absolute Brahma." 42  Women philosophers 

were called Brahmavadini (i.e. learned women). Gargi, Vachaknavi and Maitreyi were 

well known philosophers of the Vedic period. 43  

Marriage used to take place at an advanced age of sixteen or seventeen. They 

were educated and therefore, they had naturally an effective voice in the selection of their 

partners in life. There were love marriages, which were later blessed by parents. Marriage 

was a compulsory act for both the sexes and the position of a wife was an honoured one 

in the family and she was the joint-owner of the household with her husband. Polygamy 

was common in the ruling elite, but monogamy was the rule. The `sati' custom was 

nowhere. If the wife had the misfortune to be widowed, she could, if she liked, marry 

again. 

There were no social restrictions on their movement. In social and religious 

gatherings they occupied a prominent position. They were equal in religious matters; they 

could perform sacrifices independently and were not regarded impediments in religious 

pursuits. 
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During the period of Brahamanas and Upanishads a perceptible change in the 

condition of women occurred. There was gradual decline in the female education as the 

period advanced. Their movement was curbed and tendency to curtail women's religious 

rights arose. Still, in Panini's grammar (500 B.C) several passages show that women had 

other careers open to them apart from a mere literary one." It is found from Patanjali's 

Mahabhashya (150 B.C.) and Kautilya's Arthshashtra (about 300 B.C.) that females 

were also soldiers armed with bows and arrows. 45  

However, in the age of Epics and the early Smirtis the condition of women started 

deteriorating drastically. By that time Aryans firmed their feet in India and started 

marrying non-Aryan princesses. This alliance was the key to the general deterioration of 

the women. The non-Aryan wife, with her ignorance of Sanskrit language and Hindu 

religion could not enjoy the same religious privileges as the Aryan consort. The well-

known dictum of Manu reveals that a woman should be kept under control. "In childhood 

a woman must be subject to her father, in youth to her husband, when her lord (her 

husband) is dead, to her sons. A woman must never be independent." 46  

Society had begun to discourage widow remarriage; specifically childless widow. 

It began to be argued that world was a mirage, and its pleasures were mere snares. Vedas 

declared that a son was necessary for securing heaven. Since childless widow had no 

issue she was expected to aim at higher ideal of salvation by leading a pure and chaste 

life. 

Evidence of the beginning of dowry system is found after 200 A.D. "The 

Brahinapurana therefore mentions how Sursena presented his daughter with cows, gold, 
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clothes, horses and ornaments at the time of her marriage; also when Samba was married 

to the daughter of king Duryodhana, she was given much wealth." 47  

In the age of later Smritis, woman continued to lose all along the line. Woman 

was regarded as of the same status as the `sudra'. The age of marriage got reduced to 

eight years and no education worth the name was possible before the age of ten. Woman 

was, thus, automatically denied of education. She also, naturally, had no voice in the 

settlement of her marriage; she also failed to become a proper companion to her husband 

owing to her immense intellectual inferiority. 

A greater calamity that took place in this period was the revival of sati tradition, 

though it was restricted only to the warrior class. Women preferred sati to the tiresome 

life of the widow and voluntarily ascended their husbands' pyre. Some were forced to do 

so because relatives feared that they would bring disgrace to the family. Earlier it was 

restricted to warrior class only but later so much honour had been associated with it that 

the Brahman women also started this custom in order to compete with the warrior class 

women. Brahma Purana recommends that it was the highest duty of a woman "to 

immolate herself after her husband"" 

The position of the women worsened further during the medieval period. With 

the advent of the foreigners, veil system came into existence. Emphasis on chastity 

increased and it was expected that they should remain chaste not only in her conduct but 

also in her thoughts. 

Widow re-marriage was completely prohibited. "By medieval times the restriction 

on widow remarriage was so strictly observed in the upper classes that it included even 

girls widowed in childhood, whose marriages had not been consummated." 49  Widows 
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were considered inauspicious to every one. "Always watched by the parents and relatives 

of her lord, least she broke her vows and imperiled the dead man's spiritual welfare, 

shunned as unlucky even by the servants, her life must often had been miserable in the 

extreme." 50  Mental atrocities on widows were so much that they preferred to die with her 

husband on the very funeral pyre. As for property, says Nivedita Menon: 

women not only did not own property, they were considered to be 

property, the bride, for example, being gifted to the groom along 

with the other goods. Women were excluded from participating in 

a variety of material transactions, from giving and receiving 

Dakhshinas on ritual occasions, to giving and receiving tribute 

taxes. Women had a certain limited recognition only as wives and 

mothers in a patriarchal kinship structure. 5I  

Further in the words of Bhattacharji: 

Women has been a chattel in India ever since the later Vedic times 

when she was included in the list of `dakhshina' along with items 

like cattle, horses, chariots, etc. Such gifts were given to priests. 

Evidently they were enjoyed and sold as slaves and 

prostitutes...Heroes are said to be rewarded with hosts of beautiful 

women in heaven; undoubtedly this is a reflection of earthly prizes 

given to heroes and eminent men.52 
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Hence, the emergence of `devdasi' and 'prostitute' took place. Women had very 

little initiative or choice about their destiny. They were pawned, lost or gained in battles, 

given as gifts, were relegated to the position of slaves and chattels. 

Marriage, in this age, was regarded as a religious bond, normally indissoluble in 

this life. It aimed to ensure the full growth and development of husband and to preserve 

family and society by the procreation of children and their proper upbringing. Family was 

patriarchal and the husband attained greater power by marrying. Sons were indispensable 

as they alone could offer monthly oblutions to ancestors residing in heaven. Motherhood, 

therefore, represented the cherished goal of a Hindu woman. The birth of a son 

heightened her status in family and society. 

Scriptures for marital duties had no ambiguity for women. Women had to perform 

conjugal duties with devotion. The Tharamshashtras' as well as 'epics' laid down 

`pativratam' as a supreme duty of married woman. They had to perceive everything in 

this world in the eyes of their male-counterpart and define their self in their relationships 

with their fathers, husbands and sons. They were supposed to close their eyes and numb 

their minds in spite of the awareness of all that was happening around them. As pointed 

out by Sudhir Kakar: "[i]n addition to the 'virtues' of self-effacement and self-sacrifice, 

the feminine role in India also crystallizes a women's connection to others, her embedded 

ness in a multitude of familial relationships." 53  As a custodian of Indian culture, woman 

is supposed to be an embodiment of the qualities of endurance and adjustment and is 

extolled for her stoic suffering and forbearance. Woman is deified in the Vedas as being 

`shakti', the centrifugal source of energy for the creation of the world. The literary 



64 

traditions become a determining factor for moulding her rights and duties. In one of the 

epics, the Ramayana, the character of Sita is depicted who is the quintessence of wifely 

devotion and the epitome of womanhood. 

The other figure is Savithri, who is the ideal of chaste and virtual wifely devotion 

who saves her husband from the mouth of death by the sheer tenacity and dutifulness. 

Subbama says, " our culture is bound hand and foot by our literary tradition which makes 

our scriptures the determining factors for moulding a woman's life." 54  Indian texts 

essentialized women as devoted and self-sacrificing, yet occasionally rebellious and 

dangerous. Different texts carried different pronouncements for men. In contrast, 

women's differences were overshadowed by their biological characteristics and the 

subordinate, supportive roles they were destined to play. 

FEMINISM IN COLONIAL INDIA 

Feminism started during colonial period by male reformers in nineteenth-century 

India. Patriarchal system in India was so firmly rooted that it was only men who could 

decide that it was time for change. The British were responsible in sparking this change. 

Indian traditions were dismissed contemptuously as 'effeminate' by the British. For 

reformers, change was essential but not through reliance on Western guidance. They 

believed in a glorious pre-colonial, pre-Muslim past where women were worshipped. The 
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reformist movements were intended to cleanse Hinduism of certain corrupt and decadent 

practices and to counteract the missionary propaganda by presenting the Hindu religion 

as one that was compatible with progress and change. 

According to Nivedita Menon, "There was no uniform movement for social 

reform, but different campaigns on locally specific issues which were taken up at 

different times. By and large, these movements as well as the resistance to such reform 

were decisively shaped by the colonial encounter. Prominent section of the bourgeoisie 

were intent on reforming what colonial discourse presented as primitive and barbaric 

aspects of Hindu society, while resistance came from revivalist nationalists who 

challenged the colonial interventions into 'Indian tradition'." 55  

On the other hand Geraldine Forbes, an eminent sociologist, states that: "[r]eform, 

actually a return to the past according to most social reformers, was in harmony with both 

natural law and the dictates of reason. 'Evil' customs, such as child marriage, and 

polygamy, were not in harmony with nature.....According to reformers these customs 

were perverted, twisted, distorted practices born of ignorance and fear and followed 

without recourse to common sense. The first generation of Western-educated young men 

had evoked reason as the touchstone for both ideas and action. These later advocates of 

social reform combined rationalism with their appeal to revive the golden age." 56  

Indian social reformers were anxious to redeem the reputation of their society. As 

far as the position of woman was concerned, the sanction for change was sought and 

obtained from ancient India. Thus Ranade states that, "the nineteenth century reform 

movement was in the great Hindu tradition of reform- reform which always sought out 

the ancient principles in order to restate them." 57  The presumption was that the basic 
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structures of society, e.g., family, caste system, etc. were not to be challenged as they 

were functioning properly in ancient times and that the present degeneration was due to 

some later developments. 58  

The ideology that emerged to redefine gender relations was an amalgamation of 

new foreign ideas, indigenous concepts and the response of Indian men and women to the 

foreign presence in their midst. Social reformers rediscovered the past and engaged in 

new intellectual activity. Concerning this Rajat. K. Ray argues that: "[t]hey digested and 

borrowed and inherited elements in such a way that the new culture could not be said to 

be a pale imitation but was a genuinely indigenous product." 59  

SOCIAL REFORMERS IN INDIA 

Across India, there is a long list of reformers who undertook major efforts on 

woman's behalf. The pioneer in the agitation for women's rights in India was Raja 

Rammohan Roy, a Bengali Brahmin. He reshaped the foreign ideas that came to him 

through his association with Mary Wollstonecraft and James Mill, and institutions to fit 

the social and cultural milieu. 

In 1828, Roy and other enlightened Bengalis formed Brahmo Samaj. The 

Brahmos challenged all forms of obscurantism, as well as female oppression. He 

championed women's rights on four issues: sati, polygamy, women's education and 
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women's property rights. He argued forcefully that Hindu scriptures did not prescribe sati 

and consequently in 1829 William Bentinck abolished sati and declared it as a crime. 60  

Roy also advocated the right to property for the women as it had been stated in the 

rules of Dayabhanga. In his pamphlet Modern Encroachment on the Ancient Rights of 

Female, he pleaded for a change in Hindu law of inheritance so as to improve the status 

of the Hindu widows. He advocated property rights only for widows because it was 

according to the rules of Shashtras and, denial of property rights to women was justified 

as: "the principle is to keep the mother function free of all anxieties and pecuniary 

cares. "561 

However, this approach meant that the basic patriarchal structure needed to be 

protected. In 1894, the Right to Property Act gave a widow a life interest in her 

husband's share of property and a share equal to that of a son. However the act did not 

give her the right to own or dispose of property and the daughters continue to be excluded 

from the property. 

Ishwarchand Vidyasagar championed female education and led the campaign to 

legalize widow remarriage. Despite his efforts, widow remarriage never received the 

approval of society, polygamy was not abolished, and the battle for female education had 

only begun. "Widow celibacy was lauded by the elite as a hallmark of respectability." 62  

Swami Dayananda Saraswati, the founder of the Arya Samaj, encouraged female 

education and protested against marriages between partners of unequal ages, dowry and 

polygamy. He advocated education for women in order to get participation in religious 

rituals. He said, "If the master of the house be educated and his wife uneducated or vice- 

versa, there will everyday be a war between gods and devils in the house.' 563 The main 
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aim of education was to produce good mothers and wives. He and most of the other 

reformers believed that man and woman had different roles to play so different types of 

education should be given to them. Indian reformers thought that the 'dreadful social 

practices' could be eliminated only by perpetuating education. But, for women, the 

education was given only to equip them as good wives and good mothers. 

Ramakrishna Paramhamsa, a Hindu philosopher, popularized the concept of a 

`Supreme Mother' and her worship in the form of Goddess Kali. His renowned disciple 

Vivekananda, however, a radical on many issues, believed that a woman should not be 

educated in the modern sciences but should be trained to achieve fulfilment within the 

family. This ideology had a clear effect of legitimizing sex segregation that characterized 

family life, limited women's sphere to home and glorified their role in serving the male 

population. 

In Himani Banerji's words, "what is of greater importance to us is the fact that 

there is a general direction through which this educational ideological venture moves. It 

keeps a balance, and a fine tension between speaking as and for a `gendered' class, as 

well as women." 64  She further states: 

In this interpellated ideological form neither patriarchy nor gender 

division of labour is discarded, but is redefined and displaced in such 

ways as to mediate the emerging new social relations and to form 

new ideological cluster. Their (women's) domain, however, is social 

reproduction rather than social production and they help to 

crystallize on ideology of 'home', womanhood and a type of 
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motherhood, all of which serve as complex social and emotional 

signifiers, working with desire and practical needs It is this cultural 

symbolic cluster to which even to this day and especially now, 

domestic capital and consumer advertising cater to in a promise to 

make a dream come true. 65  

By the end of the nineteenth century women social reformers also came to the 

fore-front. Although they had to face huge resistance from the society, they continued to 

work for the emancipation of Indian women. Pandita Ramabai and Ramabai Ranade were 

most prominent social reformers of the day. Pandita Ramabai, a Sanskrit scholar, 

campaigned for women's education and medical training for women and attacked the 

traditional practices in the light of Hindu scriptures. 

Ramabai Ranade was active in social work. She held free classes for women in 

sewing and first aid, visited hospitals and prisons and distributed food during famine. 

The social reform movement was started basically by men from urban areas, most 

of whom had benefited from the British education system and were influenced by 

Western liberal ideas. This male leadership of the movement affected the way women's 

issues were taken up. "What issues should be taken up, how they should be taken up, to 

what extent any reform was to go, what were to be the purposes of educating women, 

what should be the women's role in public life, etc., were questions which were decided 

by this leadership with its own limited understanding of women's problems."66 
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GANDHI'S VIEWS ON WOMEN 

Gandhi believed in `Sarvodaya', welfare for all. Gandhi was opposed to gender 

discrimination. He was the first to raise the issue of personal dignity of women. He 

described discrimination against women as an anachronism. He once stated, "to call 

women the weaker sex is libel; it is man's injustice to woman. If by strength is meant 

brute strength then indeed woman is less brute than man. If by strength meant moral 

power, then woman is immeasurably man's superior. Has she not great intuition, is she 

not more self-sacrificing, has she not great power of endurance, has she not greater 

courage? Without her man couldn't be. If non-violence is law of our'being, the future is 

with woman." 67  

He further states: "I fail to see any reason for jubilation over the birth of a son and 

for mourning over that of a daughter. Both are God's gifts. They have an equal right to 

live and are equally necessary to keep the world going." 68  

Gandhi also spoke against the double standards of men and women. He was also 

against purdah system but emphasized on chastity. He believed that the real strength of 

woman was her chastity. He said: "[c]hastity is not a hothouse growth. It cannot be 

superimposed. It cannot be protected by the surrounding wall of purdah. It must grow 

from within, and to be worth anything it must be capable of withstanding every unsought 

temptation. It must be as defiant as Sita's." 69  About the education of women Gandhi 

stated: 
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In framing any scheme of women's education this cardinal truth must 

be kept in mind. Man is supreme in the outward activities of a 

married couple, and therefore it is in the fitness of things that he 

should-have a greater knowledge thereof. On the other hand, home 

life is entirely sphere of women, and therefore in domestic affairs, in 

the upbringing and the education of the children, women ought to 

have more knowledge. 7°  

Gandhi profoundly said: 

woman is the incarnation of ahimsa: Ahimsa means infinite love, 

which again means infinite capacity for suffering. Who but woman, 

the mother of man, shows this capacity in the largest 

measure? And she will occupy her proud position by the side of 

man as his mother, maker and silent leader. It is given to her to trade 

the art of peace to the warring world thirsting for the nectar. She can 

become the leader in Satyagraha which does require the stout heart 

that comes from suffering and faith. 71  

Gandhi's utilization of religious symbols though enabled women to participate in 

public life, also strengthened the religious values which became hurdle in women's 

progress. 
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However, despite his liberal intentions Gandhi's view of women's equality could 

be located within the patriarchal system. Sadhna Arya argues that: "While he advocated a 

new role for women which was radically different from her traditional roles, this new role 

was not a departure from the ideology of division of labour between sexes which has 

been historically an important tool for the oppression and exploitation of women." 72  

In the similar vein, Gandhi saw an important role for women not in political 

decision-making but in those parts of movement, which addressed themselves to the task 

of transforming people's ideas and lives; for instance, participants in demonstrations, 

Satyagrahis, boycott organizers and picketers. This was in tune with Gandhi's idealizing 

the image of women as the embodiment of sacrifice and extolling the strength that come 

from suffering which helps to strengthen the prevailing oppressive stereotype of women 

as selfless companions and contributors to a social cause defined by men. 73  

Gandhi never encouraged women to organize themselves as a political force in 

their own right around their own issues. They were to seek their liberation by serving the 

national cause, in the tradition of selfless social workers. 74  For his ideology he was 

criticized by several feminists. Ketu Katrak argues: "Like other Indian social reformers, 

Gandhi reinforced British liberal and imperial policies since he didn't challenge women's 

subordinate position in patriarchal family structure." 75  

• 
THE NATIONAL MOVEMENT AND WOMEN 

The issue of women's emancipation in India under British colonial rule was 

closely linked with two important movements: one, a political movement of challenge 
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and resistance to imperialism, and the other, a social movement to reform traditional 

structures. The inclusion of women in the national freedom was actually a resistance of 

the colonialists to the imperialist rather than an issue related to woman's status. The 

reformers intended to prove that they were different from the imperialist or as civilized as 

them. Partha Chatterji states: 

`Women's Question' was the central issue in the debates over 

social reform in nineteenth century Bengal, the issue disappeared 

from the agenda of public debate by the end of the century. The 

reason for this, according to him, is the refusal of nationalism to 

make the women's question an issue of political negotiation with 

the colonial state. In other words, the bourgeois leadership of the 

national movement chose to contest imperialist domination by 

simultaneously defining the public (`outer') sphere of the citizen as 

that where 'we' are the same or the equal to the imperialist 

masters, and the private (`inner') domain as that where 'we' are 

different, thus justifying the practice which were discriminatory to 

women. In his words, 'Nationalism...located its own subjected its 

own subjectivity in the spiritual domain of culture, where it 

considered itself superior to the West and hence undominated and 

sovereign.' The nationalist position was based on the premise the 

reform of the lives of women was an area where the nation was 

acting on its own, outside the guidance of the colonial state. Thus 

the 'new patriarchy' which the nationalist set up as a hegemonic 
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construct distinguished itself not only from the West but from the 

mass of its own people, for its argument about preserving the 

`difference' in the 'inner' realm was relevant only to the sections 

of the middle classes. For the non-Hindu middle classes and other 

sections of Indian society which felt excluded from the idea of the 

nation produced by the nationalist leadership, the 'resolution' of 

the women's question was necessarily problematic. 76  

The beginning of the women's movement could be found in the formation of the 

All India Women's Conference in 1927. Radha Kumar argues that: "Originally, it was set 

up to discuss the issue of female education, but it soon found this question could not be 

addressed without looking at other issues such as purdah and child-marriage. From here 

came the realization that these could not be separated from India's political subjection. 

Thus, the AIWC came to a point where it stressed the political goal of national self-

government as a means to achieve women's aspirations." 77  

Sarojini Naidu, a feminist and a true Satyagrahi, was the leader of AIWC, and the 

first woman president of the Congress. She campaigned for women's rights (including 

franchise, education and divorce) but her views were conservative. She had the traditional 

view of the ideal woman. She laid emphasis on harmony and amicable cooperation 

between man and woman in the common struggle for freedom. Her campaign against 

discrimination against women was more preoccupied with the nationalist political 

struggle, bypassing the issues of women's subordination within the family and in the 
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public life. Sarojini Naidu was severely criticized for linking social feminism with 

nationalism. 

Another prominent woman national leader who was a radical feminist was 

Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay. She was the first woman in India to run for the Legislative 

Council, but was defeated. Many foreign thinkers and activists also participated in the 

nationalist and women's movements, the foremost being Annie Besant, feminist and 

former Fabian socialist who worked zealously for the Indian cause. Margaret Cousins, an 

Irish feminist also arrived in India and took part in many of the social and political reform 

movements. 

Religion is considered to be an important tool for the subjugation of women. In 

India the religious plurality hampered the feminist's way in strengthening the position of 

women. Many feminist scholars argued that the caste and the religious community are 

more powerful in women's lives than gender. 

These reformers viewed woman to be an amalgamation of the modern and the 

traditional at the same time. That implies that women should be educated, should be 

brought out in society, should know social graces, should involve themselves in national 

struggle and should be free from dreadful practices like, sati and child marriage. They 

should not be backward in any sphere: home and public life. 

Of the several elements that nationalism adopted from tradition as marks of its 

native cultural identity, the image of the 'mother' was the most powerful one proposed to 

Indian women. 'Revival' of worship of mother goddesses like Kali, Chandi, Durga etc, 

eulogisation of motherhood in Vedic and Arya Samaj literature, symbolic representation 

of India as mother as well as mother goddess (as the presiding deity Shakti) - all were in 
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tune with nationalist glorification of the motherhood, which was seen as the ultimate 

destiny of women. 78  

The question has been raised by scholars and feminists as to how far women in 

the national movement were 'feminist' as opposed to being 'nationalist'. Certainly the 

women's movement did not call itself feminist, because that would imply priority to 

women's liberation, so it stressed rather, the joint struggle for national and gender 

equality. At this time it was imperialism rather than family that was focused upon as the 

root of inequality, but nevertheless, as is clear for the demand for female suffrage and 

guarantees of sexual equality in the constitution, there was a clear feminist agenda as 

wel1. 79  

Women's emancipation was sought without changing the traditional power 

hierarchy that prevailed in most families. It failed to touch the problems of masses of 

Indian women. The reform only touched the upper and the middle classes of society. It 

meant little to women belonging to poor class. The concept of the 'perfect wife' was 

redefined. "First, there were modifications in the appropriate activities for a female at 

different stages of her life. Second, the appropriate arena for female action was expanded. 

And third, there was a new and growing approval of individualism." 80  

This reform, in a way, further strengthened the patriarchal hold on women. Uma 

Chakravarty has argued that for contemporary women this perception of the past "has led 

to a narrow and limiting circle in which the image of Indian womanhood has become 

both a shackle and a rhetorical device that nevertheless functions as a historical truth." 81 

 This new patriarchy valorized women's positions as wives and mothers. It also paved the 

way for the ascendancy of an urban middle-class prototype of woman. This growing 
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ideology was interested in the feminine merely as existing in relation to the masculine. 

The sole purpose was to produce wives and mothers who would be better companions for 

the young, English-educated men of the rising middle class. 

Nevertheless, the efforts taken by the Indian social reformers helped women in 

improving their status. Their attempts helped Indian women to gain equal rights in the 

Indian Constitution. The institution of marriage and family still holds supreme in India 

and woman's primary role as a wife, mother and daughter is reinforced, which makes 

Indian feminists different from Western feminists. They protest against social injustice 

and oppression rather than fight for freedom from the institution of marriage and family. 

While the basic underlying principles of feminism in the West and the East are to 

a great extent similar in terms of their objectives and goals the difference in the two 

historical and social contexts necessitates a socio-cultural specific feminist approach to 

writings in India. 

There is no doubt that literature creates its own reliable reality: it offers the 

possibility to create and represent an open space of possible life-worlds. Literature 

thereby points to existing restrictions set by society and offers a different concept of what 

reality could be. And, though it approaches reality in great detail, fiction always 

represents a sphere very different, and therefore separate from reality. Fiction has the 

ability to function on different planes at the same time. It often combines elements of 

fictional narrative with socio-political motifs as it is in Anand, Narayan and Rao's fiction. 

Their fiction combines plot-line that addresses gender issues with political messages, 

creating a fictitious world that challenges the established concepts dividing fact and 

fiction, authenticity and reality. The tension between traditionally organized gender 
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perspectives and queer individualization processes is often reflected in the novels of 

Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao. Their fictional world accommodates 

vicissitudes of problematic range of Indian reality. 

-Anand, Narayan and Rao initially dealt with the issues and problems of colonial 

India. With the evolution of India into an increasingly diverse society in the post-colonial 

era, and the heightened awareness of the need to preserve and promote this mainstream 

culture, these authors contributed to the cultural mosaic that was closely associated with 

the multiple Indian identities. Within their ethnic communities, many of the old patterns 

and rituals that had formerly dominated the lives of women got reinforced in a different 

way. 

By the end of the 60s, however, awareness of the need for the women's identity 

had emerged. Anand, Narayan and Rao have also taken tentative steps to change the 

trends of the time which merits close scrutiny. 
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CHAPTER-3 

HUMANISM REVISITED: AN OVERVIEW OF MULK RAJ 

ANAND'S FICTION 

Mulk Raj Anand's name brings to mind an image of a man who is at heart a 

humanist. He is a humanist in Indo-Anglian literature if ever there was one. Humanism is 

regarded as Anand's very religion. Humanism means love of Man, Man with all his 

weaknesses, instincts and impulses. A humanist is a champion of the rights of human 

beings, endeavouring for the eradication of all evils that destroy human happiness and 

retard the progress of individuals and of mankind at large. 

At the time when Anand started writing women were actively fighting for equal 

status all around the world and eventually won the voting rights in 1920 in America and 

in 1928 in England and in 1935 in British India. It was the same year when Anand wrote 

his first masterpiece Untouchable on the advice of Mahatma Gandhi in which Gandhi's 

views on untouchability have briefly been incorporated. It is through the humanism of 

men like Gandhi and Anand that the untouchables have not only become touchables but 

also, in some ways, risen above the caste Hindus. This novel has been translated in more 

than thirty languages and is immensely popular even today. 

Anand depicted a wide variety of female characters from all classes, from 

Maharani to maid and from a society lady to a village belle. But his fiction is rarely 
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discussed in terms of gender due to the fact that he has primarily been considered a writer 

of social tragedy. It is also a fact that women do appear to be victims of an oppressive 

system in Anand's works. Therefore, it becomes imperative to take a close look at the 

delineation of his female characters. This chapter is a brief attempt to examine whether 

his sympathies for the marginalized would enable him to transcend the traditional 

patriarchal mindset. 

This study restricts itself to the seven novels written by Anand - Untouchable 

(1935), Coolie (1936), Two Leaves and a Bud (1937), Lament on the Death of a Master 

of Arts (1938), The Old Woman and the Cow (1960), The Road (1961), and Death of a 

Hero (1963). 

Anand's first novel Untouchable' (1935) brought him immense eminence and 

prestige. It narrates realistically a day in the life of Bakha, a sweeper, the son of Lakha. 

Bakha is a child of twentieth century and the impact of new influences causes stirrings 

within him. He has a sister named Sohini who is molested by Pundit Kalinath. This novel 

is about a series of abuses, humiliations and indignity inflicted upon the untouchables by 

the people of the upper-castes. It is a forceful indictment of the evils of a perverted and 

decadent orthodoxy. 

The following year Anand published his second novel Coolie2  (1936). It is another 

great epic of misery. Its central figure Munoo, a fifteen-year old boy, is ill treated by her 

Uncle Dayaram and Aunt Gujri. He is sent to Babu Nathoo Ram and Bibi Uttam Kaur's 

house as a domestic servant. A crisis develops there and he escapes and reaches Seth 

Prabha Dayal and Parbati's house in Daulatpur. Unfortunately, Seth becomes bankrupt 

and Munoo moves to Mumbai where he sees the ugly side of life. In Mumbai he is helped 
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by Hari, Lakshmi and Rattan. A car knocks him down and the owner of the car Mrs 

Mainwaring takes him to Simla. He works as a coolie in Simla and dies a premature 

death. 

The period roughly from 1914 to 1968 was marked by extensive industrialization. 

Private (home) and public (industrial work) spheres became more sharply defined, and 

age, sex, and class more prominent divisions in the economy. Women's entry into and 

continuous participation in the paid labour force came to be affected by a variety of 

forces that acted to push women out of, and pull women into the paid work force at 

different times. Women became a 'reserve army of labour'. Two Leaves and a Bud 3  

(1937) appeared on the era when women entered the labour force in large numbers. This 

novel deals with the problems and miseries of the labourers of the tea garden working in 

Assam. Anand presents a pathetic picture of the condition of labourers who are exploited, 

tortured and humiliated by the managers and the assistant managers. The story revolves 

around a labourer Gangu, who has come to Assam with his wife Sajani, daughter Leila 

and son Buddhu. The injustice of the British Raj, the exploitation of the colonialists and 

misery and suffering of Indian masses are all exposed. Anand states that he feels a sense 

of urgency to write this novel because he has witnessed inhumanity and barbarism 

prevalent in tea-state during his stay in Assam and Ceylon. This novel is the outcome of 

his hatred towards colonialists. 

Lament on the Death of a Master of Arts 4  (1938) exposes the frustration and 

indignation of an M.A pass man, Nur, who fails in his career and life. He remembers his 

past as a charred heap of broken ambitions and frustration. He is burdened with an 

arranged marriage to a simple-looking wife, lqbal, and then with a daughter. There is 
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nothing for him to look forward to, except death. For months he suffers from physical as 

well as mental agony and eventually dies. 

In the fifties and the early sixties of the twentieth century, the content—loaded, 

society oriented literature in all its forms had become almost stagnant and was 

clamouring for a change. Slowly and steadily it started changing for newer themes which 

were not only society conscious but also were oriented towards the exposition of the 

inner consciousness. Writers tried to explore inner realities of the protagonist and the 

psyche of the human mind. They started writing about the personal problems of the 

human being with the problems of society. Anand also depicts inner as well as social 

conflicts of his protagonists in his later novels The Old Woman and the Cow (1960), The 

Road (1961) and Death of a Hero (1963). 

The Old Woman and the Cow s  (1960) is influenced by Russiari poet, Nicholai 

Nekrasov's epic poem The Peasant Woman. However, the story is derived from Indian 

epic The Ramayana in which Sita is banished by her husband Lord Rama when common 

people had begun to doubt her purity. The woman in this novel is given the name of 

Gauri who symbolizes Sita. She suffers at the hands of her mother, Lakshmi, mother-in-

law Kesari and her husband Panchi. She is even sold by her mother and the very title of 

the novel is taken from this event. A city doctor Colonel Mahindra rescues Gauri. She 

returns to the village but her chastity is doubted and she is asked to prove her chastity by 

her husband. She rises up in revolt against her oppression and goes to the city to have an 

independent existence. 

The Road 6  (1961) is a story about a young outcaste Bhikhu who is an active rebel 

and campaigner. Bhikhu is a dynamic youngman who enlists the co-operation of his 
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fellows in building a road to connect their village with the town. However, the road here 

has a symbolic signification also: it is essentially the way of salvation. Female characters 

Mala, Rukmani, Sapti and Bhagwanti are seen in the traditional ideal Indian form. This 

novel shows the inner as well as the social conflict between those wanting to build the 

road and those opposing it. 

Death of a Hero7  (1963) deals with the problems of the inhabitants of Kashmir. 

The protagonist of this novel is a Kashmiri by the name of Maqbool Sherwani. He is a 

patriot-cum-poet who is in search of his identity. His mother and his sister Noor help him 

in pursuing his ambition. After many vicissitudes and tribulations, he is shot at by his 

enemies and killed. 

Anand basically deals with the lower-class people and the down-trodden. 

Therefore, his female characters are mostly from the lower class. In contrast to the lower-

class Indian women he presents the upper-class English women in most of his early 

novels. His novels introduce the three distinct spaces for female participation: the family, 

the society and the colonizer. In his later novels, he stresses the importance of gender and 

sexuality for identity formation and, racism is mainly represented as colonial leftover. 

Filial sentimentality is an Indian tradition and Anand also follows this tradition 

with firm belief. He glorifies and idealizes mother-figure in his novels Untouchable, 

Coolie and Lament on the Death of a Master of Arts. Bakha, the protagonist of the novel 

Untouchable remembers how his mother, "used to give him a brass tankard full of a 

boiling hot mixture of water, tea leaves and milk from the steaming earthen saucepan" 

(p.16). When his mother dies he has no one to ask for this luxury: 
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[h]e often thought of his mother, the small, dark figure, swathed 

simply in a tunic, a pair of baggy trousers and an apron, crouching as 

she went about cooking and cleaning the home, a bit too old-fashioned 

for his then already growing modern tastes, Indian to the core and 

sometimes uncomfortably so (as she did not like his affecting 

European clothes), but so loving, so good, and withal generous, giving, 

always giving, mother, giver of life, Mahalakshmi (p.16). 

Nur, in Lament on the Death of a Master of Arts, after losing his mother sees her 

in his dreams and cries for her even after many years of her death. "Oh, mother, oh, 

mother, where are you now" (p.13)? He recalls his mother's love for him: 

[i]n the name of the merciful and the compassionate God, she used to 

say, and gather him into her arms if he woke up in the night, gather 

him with the surging agony of warmth, answered only by his cries, 

and still patient when his father heaped all the curses, all the abuse, 

all the complaints of the mortal wrongs he had suffered to be 

awakened by the row (p.13). 

He imagines his mother standing with tears in her eyes imploring angel Gabriel to 

help her son. At the time of his death he recalls his mother and dies. 

Leila in Two Leaves and a Bud laments the death of her mother Sajani. She cries 

for days as each little thing she does in the house, which her mother had done before, 
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reminds her of the fact that her mother is no more. Motherhood has been hailed as the 

final fulfilment of woman. A mother does exclusive duty for the children throughout the 

life single-mindedly and without any excuse. She gets the fruit of her lifelong work when 

children remember their mother after her death. In Coolie, Lakshmi, Hari's wife, carries 

her eight-year-old daughter on her lap so as not to disturb her sleep. "I will pick them up, 

don't disturb their sleep,' said Lakshmi, leaning to protect them against her husband" 

(p.193). Even Mrs Mainwaring in Coolie, who is rather a villainous character, shows her 

motherly instinct towards Munoo: 

Mrs Mainwaring was very concerned. She was a mother, and felt 

towards this boy as she had felt towards Ralph when he had been ill. 

She had him removed upstairs and put him into bed where 'baby' 

slept, in spite of Munoo's protestations that lie was only a servant and 

could not sleep upstairs. And she called a doctor, no less a person than 

Major Merchant, the Health Officer of Simla, who stayed near 

Annandale (p.299). 

Being childless, Parbati, wife of Prabha Dayal in Coolie, becomes docile and 

meek as if she had lost her existence. She works at home uncomplainingly and satisfies 

everyone's needs with utter responsibility. Indian cultural ideology reinforces the social 

construction of womanhood that defines a woman by her childbearing and child-rearing 

role. The image of the 'loving mother' is so powerful that women are unable to 

deconstruct that image. 
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Anand tries to say that if a woman is not a mother she becomes wicked and loses 

her goodness, affection and human characteristics. The novel Coolie starts with the 

shouting of Munoo's aunt Gujri, who is childless. She calls Munoo 'evil star', 'ominous 

orphan' and wants him to go to the city and earn money. Gujri always abuses Munoo and 

beats him more than he beats his cattle. She is a childless woman and Munoo reminds her 

of being a barren. Out of frustration she thrashes and abuses Munoo, an orphan boy of 

fifteen. Munoo's father dies leaving his mother penniless to support a young brother-in-

law and a child in arms. His mother brings him and his uncle up by grinding grains and 

also dies a premature death. 

At the same time children without mother are worse than animals. Having lost 

their mothers, Anand's heroes are maltreated and abused by their mentors- Bakha by his 

father, Munoo by his Uncle and Aunt Gujri and Nur by his father. For Sohini and Leila, 

death of their mother means not only losing comforts in life but also losing freedom of all 

kinds because after the departure of their mother they carry the household drudgery with 

utter responsibility. 

In the absence of a mother, grandmother is always there to take care of 

grandchildren. It is her prime duty to work as a slave for her progeny till death. In Lament 

on the Death of a Master of Arts Nur's grandmother is seventy years old and she takes 

good care of her sick grandson Nur. "His grandmother had no sense of time and did not 

start cooking his meal until she had said her prayers and swept the rooms of the house 

from the top storey to the ground floor" (p.15). She also tells him stories and prays for 

him. She works as a connecting wire between Nur and his father by convincing Nur that 

his father is temperamental and repents every-time he misbehaves with him. Luce 
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Irigaray remarks in this context: "[t]he maternal function underpins the social order of 

desire, but it is always kept in a dimension of need. Where desire is concerned, especially 

in its religious dimension, the role of maternal-feminine power is often nullified in the 

satisfying of individual and collective needs." 8  

Anand tries to convey that motherhood is not always a boon it can also be a bane. 

In Two Leaves and a Bud, coolie women want to flee from motherhood because they 

have no time to attend to their babies: 

[for she had not the time to look after the children and often wished 

she had known some way of preventing them from coming to the 

world. Some of them, of course, died a natural death. But now, though 

she hoped her husband would not come to her one of these nights and 

give her another, she was somewhat concerned about her progeny, 

because they would soon learn plucking and be a useful help to the 

family...A whole gang of suckling humanity lay there under the torrid 

sun upon the mother earth (p.1 76). 

Children are not always a boon for poor women. For them, children are born to 

die or plague their mothers. In Two Leaves and a Bud women sometimes find their 

children lying face downwards in a drain, sometimes dead. When they try to feed their 

babies their payment is reduced to half. Children are not always a source of happiness for 

poor women. 

Poverty makes even mother inhuman. Anand shows that even mother can be a 

victimizer. Laxmi, mother of Gauri, in the novel The Old Woman and the Cow is known 
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to be a terror. When pregnant Gauri comes home, she does not welcome her and sells her 

to Sheth Jai Ram Das, a banker of Hoshiarpur, in lieu of cash and wiping out the 

mortgage on their two houses as well as the cow, Chandari. The title of the novel The Old 

Woman and the Cow is itself taken from this event of the novel. It is a story of a mother 

who sells her daughter to save her cow. Dr Mahindra, one of the characters in this novel 

reminds Laxmi of her sin by saying: "[y]ou should not have sold your daughter for 

money... if you were prepared to sell Gauri rather than the cow, I understand that you did 

it for the cursed money you needed against the scarcity...So there is nothing irreparable 

in your action. Only you love money more than your daughter" (p.244). She finally 

accepts: "I am not ashamed of having gone to bed with men, but I am ashamed that I had 

to sell my daughter" (p.226). Anand tries to spread the message that even an animal like a 

cow is better than a girl child in this diseased society. 

In the novel The Road the mother seems entrusted and empowered by society to 

translate the rules of patriarchy into action. Bhagwanti rebukes her daughter Rukmani for 

failing to keep her head apron from falling in front of the untouchable boys. She strictly 

forbids her to keep distance from the untouchables. Rukmani performs all the household 

duties while her brother Sajnu loafs around and when comes home gets special attention 

from all. Bhagwanti always talks about Rukmani's marriage and makes her realize about 

her futile existence: "[c]ome to your senses!' the mother shouted. 'You are only a mite in 

this house, but you are causing trouble to your father and brother" (p.36). She reminds 

her: "A girl is only a guest in the house" (p.94). 

Laxmi, an untouchable, mother of Bhikhu, in the novel The Road is another 

example of a mother who internalizes patriarchal values with religious intensity. She is 
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not allowed to enter the temple. When her son Bhikhu tries to fight for his right she 

forbids him and tells him to love everyone even when he is not loved by all, only then 

through good deeds they would rise from their low caste and be born into a higher one. 

She teaches her son the lesson of love and wants to take anger out of him: "[Nave I not 

suffered all my life?...First your drunken father and then widowhood. And is my love 

growing less?...God's love is welling up in my heart" (p.2). She is docile and asks 

forgiveness from her son's friends and promises them that she will not mount the temple 

stairs. 

The mother internalizes the values conferred upon her; she finds it 'natural' and 

`obvious' not to enter into any conflict with those values, as plain common sense. 

Mehtab, Beghum of Nawab Jilani, in the novel Death of a Hero, preaches Maqbool about 

the realities of life and gives clarification of her blind support for her husband and son: 

[I]ife is cruel', the begurn began philosophically. 'As a woman I have 

known this truth. We have to accept, because, in the eyes of Allah, we 

deserve the punishment. The only way, son, in which this cruelty can 

be offset is by obedience to destiny. What is written in one's fate will 

be....I was born a woman. So it was no use my protesting against fate. 

I had to accept, but acceptance brought contentment. I must admit that, 

when I came, as a young woman, to the house of Sardar Jilani, I was 

afraid. I decided to obey him. I couldn't do certain things, and yet 

everything was really in my hands. He ruled me, but I ruled the 

household...Now these new rulers demand obedience. But perhaps, if 
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we accept their rule, we will be free to do what we like in our own 

households (p.57). 

She further hides their cowardice in the garb of responsibility and says: "[Nut you 

will understand that my husband and I, and our son, have bigger responsibilities than 

most people" (p.57). She helps Maqbool to reach his home because somehow, she is 

aware of the fact that Maqbool is on the right track but being a mother, being a wife of a 

landlord and also in order to preserve her comfort and property she takes the side of her 

husband and son. She has to favour her son and husband because it is the only option 

available to her. 

Maqbool's mother takes special pride in Maqbool while his father is against the 

manner in which Maqbool is trying to establish his identity, His mother stops his father 

from rebuking him and observes that her son, "has reduced himself to a skeleton rushing 

about. He neglects to eat or drink-and he has become impatient. I would like to feed him 

on good food for at least a month when all this is over" (p.65). She is proud of being a 

mother of a son who sacrifices his life for the sake of 'mother-land'. 

Anand's women do not challenge patriarclial values and their position in society. 

They are born to serve people as mothers, wives, sisters and daughters. They never bother 

to think about themselves. After the death of Bakha's mother, the whole responsibility of 

the household falls on the little shoulder of his sister Sohini. She performs her duty with 

great love and care. "She had felt like a mother as she issued from home to fetch water, a 

mother going out to fetch food and drink for her loved ones at home" (p.2'7). Even after 

being humiliated at the well by Gulabo, a washerwoman, she thinks of nothing but her 

brother waiting for her at home thirsty after the morning's toil aching for a cup of tea. 
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Sohini is a girl who is portrayed as weak, shy, timid and insecure. She is a character who 

does not have much to say or perceive but is rather perceived and judged by others: 

Sohini was a bit frightened at first and grew pale, but she kept 

intensely still and, avoiding the shock, subsided into a listless apathy. 

As she looked away, and cast her eyes up to the blue heavens 

overhead, she felt a sort of dreariness which, though she accepted it 

resignedly, brought a hurtfulness with it. Sad and wistful, she heaved a 

soft sigh and felt something in her heart asking for mercy (p.29). 

Leila, daughter of Gangu and Sajani, is a typical Indian girl with all the salient 

traits of goodness. She is of sacrificial nature: 

[t]he timid, shy bird that had fluttered so eagerly in her heart at the 

mere sight of all those desirable things went cold and numb from the 

realization of her father's suffering. She recalled the expression on his 

face as he had stood in the doorway of their but and asked her mother 

how much money they had. And she knew they could ill afford to 

spend any money on things which after all were not necessary. Had 

not they come so far away from their village because they were poor 

(p.67). 

She serves her sick father and mother day and night. Leila and Sajani keep awake 

the whole night serving Gangu. The next day Leila serves her mother frantically while 

her brother Buddhu shows no concern over anything that happens around him. After the 
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death of Sajani the burden of household duty falls on the fragile shoulder of Leila. "She 

was shy like the dawn on some hill of mystery. And she had so much to do since her 

mother died; plucking and cooking and sweeping and dusting and fetching water" 

(p.136). Gangu thinks: 

[t]here is something of the water about a woman. Flowing, always 

flowing, one way or another, and restless like the waves, sometimes 

overwhelmingly moody, fickle and capricious as a river in storm, 

sometimes bright and smiling, sometimes soft and sad, but always 

tender and kind. But may she live long, my little Leila. She is a 

blessing. She is Sajani's gift to me, to tend me in my old age (p.136-

137). 

Leila is an epitome of an ideal Indian woman. When Sajani dies Gangu says: 

"[t]he owner of my house died"(104). Sajani is not the owner but a slave of the house and 

after her death Leila takes the charge of this post. A male child is essential for the 

continuation of the lineage; the female child is seen as a burden who takes away money 

and other assets into another family in the form of dowry. Gangu wishes, "that Buddhu 

were older and could be his comrade, his right-hand man, who could share the burden of 

responsibility which lay so heavily on his aged shoulders" (p.102). Whatever Leila does 

hold no importance; she can not be her father's right hand. It is rightly stated by Shoma 

A. Chatterji that men always forget that, "[d]evelopment has actually taken place at the 

expense of women." 9 
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Nur's wife Iqbal is also a woman who has nothing to say. While treading the lines 

of mythical ideal Indian woman, she serves her husband who is weak, unemployed and a 

failure in material as well as spiritual aspects. She treats him as if he is her God and 

always craves for her husband's attention for she believes one day her husband would 

shower sympathy and love on her. Virginia Woolf justly remarks in this regard: 

"[w]omen have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and 

delicious power of reflecting the figure of man twice its natural size." I°  

Bibiji in Coolie is so much preoccupied with the duty of taking care of children 

and the household drudgery that she does not have time for herself. She reflects: "I 

thought there was going to be some rest for me when this servant came. Instead I have to 

slave exactly as before. What is the use of an ignorant boy like this in the house? He is 

more of a trouble than a help" (p.30). Munoo is brought as a servant in order to help her 

in performing household work but she thinks that he will be another nuisance to look 

after. She murmurs, "God! When will I get some rest? I slog; slog all day! I can't even 

get time to dress. Or to sit down with the neighbours for a chat. Or go to the shops. Last 

night I went to bed at two o'clock, washing and cleaning up" (p.32). Gujri also performs 

her celestial household duties. Parbati does household duties with great patience and 

happiness. Lakshmi, even after working in the factory for long hours, comes home and 

does the same for her family. 

On the very first page of the novel Two Leaves and a Bud Anand gives an 

impression that Gangu's wife Sajani is indifferent to Gangu's misery and leaves 

everything to Gangu considering herself unrelated to the problems. Gangu complains 

about his wife: 
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[s]he seemed distant, absorbing in something far away from him. What 

was she thinking? He wondered. Why was she not connected with 

him? How could she forget the deep intimacy that had subsisted 

between them since their youth? How could she leave him alone to 

face the responsibility of thinking out what life held in store for them 

in the new home? Why couldn't she talk to him and give him faith, 

strengthen his hope rather than merely depend on him (p.1). 

Women are considered dependents because others depend on their dependency. It 

is neither biology nor domestic obligation alone that gives rise to the dependency of these 

poor women; it is the lack of education and health care - the major cause of their 

suffering. Sajani, is an uneducated woman and does not even know how to count up to 

hundred. Gangu expects from his illiterate wife to be sensible, touchy and share the 

responsibilities of all kinds. But Sajani can not even understand the meaning of such 

heavily loaded terminologies like `faith'and 'strengthen of hope'. She is a woman who is 

a burden forGangu and he has to bear her because she is his wedded wife. Although she 

also works as a labourer at the tea-farm, she is dependent totally on Gangu- emotionally, 

physically and financially. Her dependency is heightened not by her ignorance and 

disinterestedness towards the problems of the household but towards herself and thus she 

becomes a foolish and ignorant character. Gangu also confirms it, "[b]eing more gullible 

like most women, she had been completely taken in by his promises" (p.7). Sajani lives in 

conditions of near bondage, squalor and exploitation, both at the work place and at home. 

Her misery deepens with her husband's neglecting attitude. 
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When a woman gets married she becomes a possession, voiceless and often 

rightless in her husband's family. She is not given ample space to think and care about 

herself. "Gauri is like a cow, very gentle and very good" (p.6). She is a devoted and 

obedient wife. She has all the qualities of good wife. Even when she is turned out of the 

house she does not say anything against her husband and tries to understand the cause of 

his anger. She simply hides her husband's evildoing in such a way: "Mother, "they" lost 

their temper because "they" was pressed from every side" (p.111). When her mother says 

that he is not the only husband, she becomes poignant and angry at her mother's 

statement and reminds her mother that she is a married woman: 

[h]ow could he have sent her away after all that? She could understand 

the beatings, the rages and the sulks, but not this rejection. Specially as 

she was with child by him and needed, not this throwing aside but love 

words and endearments with which to bear the responsibility in her 

stomach...She felt, belatedly, that she should have turned on him and 

hit him with both her hands, and all her strength, to make him realize 

the cry of the innocent thing in her womb which he was frightened to 

hear (p.116). 

However, she does not live entirely according to the acceptable patterns of 

female behaviour and this places her outside the traditional symbolics of gender in her 

group. She is a sensible girl. It is in her instinct that she has guts to refuse certain taboos 

and tradition. Gauri is a woman who does not follow the tradition of not going to the 
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kitchen during periods. After the fight with Kesari, Panchi's aunt, she tells Panchi to 

move into a separate house. She sulks in the dark chamber when Panchi beats her and 

does not eat until he comes and consoles her to eat. She also calls her husband by his 

name. She is bold and can be defensive. When required, she reacts as per her conscience 

rather than waiting for her husband to react. She abuses Kesari Chachi when she tries to 

convince her husband that Gauri is inauspicious and a woman of loose-character. Having 

listened to this conversation she loses her temper and holds Kesari Chachi by the bun of 

her hair and drags her out saying: 

[g]et out of my house, witch! Get Out! You oppressed me enough 

when I came as a bride. Until you and your husband turn us out. Now 

don't come interfering in our lives. If you have no husband, go to 

someone else, but do not lay hands on my husband!... Go, get 

out!...Evil woman! You want two husbands! Your own for beating you 

and mine for loving you. Acha, I won't give my husband! So go (p.96-

97). 

A woman's voice is too loud or too soft, too aggressive or too passive, she is too 

good or too bad. A woman lives in a bifurcated world of 'good' and 'bad' that is the root 

cause of all infliction on woman. Bad mouthed or loud-tongued woman is a salient 

feature of Anand's novels. Anand creates stereotypical women of wicked qualities and 

dominating personalities. Bibiji and Gujri do not perform their household duties 

uncomplainingly, untiringly and quietly but noisily and for that reason they become 

villains. They use abusive language as a means to assert their place in the home as well as 
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in the family. Women who are wicked-tongued are the most insecure women in society. 

They release their frustration and assert themselves by this means. Gujri is barren and 

always feels threatened and often been shamed by people for her barrenness. This gives a 

reason to Gujri to hate Munoo and she releases her frustration by abusing him. Parvati is 

also a barren woman. Ganpat, her husband's business partner, mocks at her but she finds 

consolation in helping others and by being meek and docile, rather than irritable and 

abusive. 

Anand gives an impression that Nathoo Ram, a bank manager, is hen-pecked 

husband. Bibi Uttam Kaur, his wife, is the true representation of such real life shrewish 

woman who maltreats her servants as well as members of the family and screams all the 

time and seldom allows her tongue to have some rest. Her appearance helps to create a 

peculiar image for her; her first appearance in the novel is tinged with caricature: 

[s]he had a dark face, mobile and without any set form, except that 

which the tired smile on the corners of her thin lips gave it, and a sharp 

nose over which her brown eyes concentrated in a squint, and her 

forehead inclined with wrinkles. Her stern, flat-chested body was 

swathed in a muslin sari. He had seen none of the hill women drape it 

in that way, except Jai Singh's mother, the wife of the landlord, who 

had originally come from town and who, the village women said, was 

not a woman but a collection of blandishments (p.22-23). 
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Bibi Uttam Kaur is a portrait of a shrewd and cunning woman whose sharp 

abusive tongue and frequent desire to slap her dependents is indicative of her callousness. 

But in reality Bibiji is strictly subject to men in the disposition of her life and talent. 

Bibiji is not an autonomous human being with lots of freedom. She is a slave of 

circumstances. She tells Munoo that his place is in the kitchen but ironically her 

permanent place is in the kitchen. She is the permanent slave while Munoo is a slave for 

her for some days. She is also vaguely aware of this fact. "Here is the cream and the 

butter,' called Bibiji. 'Give it to them, so that they may eat and fatten while I slave" 

(p.37). She screams, shouts, yells, abuses and even sometimes slaps her daughters and 

servants for not helping her in the household work but no body comes to her help. Her 

husband never helps her in performing household duties and her brother-in-law also 

never cares for her worry. They sit and order things. She speaks in a language that is 

incomprehensible to others. She seems to be mad and inaudible but she is the real victim 

of the patriarchal pattern of the society. Wollstonecraft rightly remarks in such context: 

"[w]omen are, in fact, so much degraded by mistaken notions of female excellence, that I 

do not mean to add paradox when I assert, that this artificial weakness produces a 

propensity to tyrannize, and gives birth to cunning, the natural opponent of strength." 

On the other hand, virtuous emotions like compassion, tenderness and pity abound in 

all the female characters of Anand. When Munoo is hit by Verma Bibiji takes him to her 

brother-in-law, a doctor, for treatment. Again when Babu Nathooram beats Munoo for 

biting his daughter Sheila's cheek he is rescued by none other than Bibiji. Gujri often 

takes Munoo in her arms and kisses him and makes him sleep while embracing him. 

Parbati nurses Munoo tenderly when he has fever: "[s]he would sit by his bed by pressing 
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it with her hands with a constant, soft, firm movement. She would press his body which 

was swollen and weighted with the heat in his blood" (p.113). She also nurses her 

husband Seth Prabha Dayal. Lakshmi presses her husband's legs reverently. Sajani and 

Leila serve Gangu with great affection when he falls ill. Sohini takes very good care of 

her father and two brothers. Bhikhu's mother teaches lessons of love to her son even after 

being insulted by his friends. Gauri loves her husband and cares for him despite being 

thrown out of the house by him. 

Nevertheless, Anand's women are not free from frivolity. In Untouchable Anand 

portrays a scene of women fighting near the well, which shows that women do not have 

enviable relations with one-another. Gulabo, Sohini, Waziro and many other women 

sitting near the well fight, abuse and create innumerable scenes that confirm their petty 

nature. They fight for nothing. Their conversation has no meaning. They only know how 

to pass comments and teach others to behave properly. "A flutter of excitement seized the 

little group; exclamations, shouts and cries of 'Hai, Hai', and strange looks of disgust, 

indignation and disapproval were exchanged" (p.29). They even involve in physical fight. 

Gulabo raises her hand to hit Sohini but Waziro stops her from doing this. Again, when 

Pundit comes and wants to give water to them, they become agitated at the question of 

who comes first. 

Gulabo is a fair-complexioned, middle-aged woman. She feels superior to every 

other outcaste, firstly because she claims a high place in the hierarchy of the castes 

among the low castes, secondly because a well-known Hindu gentleman in the town who 

had been her lover in her youth is still kind to her in her middle age. Sohini is a threat to 

her position although she is of her daughter's age. She is a potential rival for her though 
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she does not confess it. She greets Sohini with mockery and light-hearted abuse. She is a 

wicked-tongued woman and always finds fine ways to show her false superiority. She 

blames Sohini of being immodest. "This sweeper-girl goes about without an apron over 

her head all day in town and in the cantonment"(p.28). 

Bibiji is a real hypocrite. When Munoo relieves at the doorstep of the kitchen she 

thinks: "[w]hat will the sahibs think who pass by our doors every morning and afternoon! 

The Babuji has his prestige to keep up with the sahibs" (p.28). Further when Babu 

Nathoo Ram, her husband, asks her why she does not tell Munoo where the lavatory is, 

she replies: "[ah], do you think I should let him use our lavatory" (p.29). She curses 

Munoo by saying that he is a stupid village folk although she is herself from rural family. 

When Prem Chand, her brother-in-law, reminds her about her own background she 

replies: "[Oh] please don't tease,' said Bibiji. 'We must keep up our prestige. We must 

keep up appearances, at least before a stranger in the house" (p.30). Bibiji is very 

particular about the cleanliness, creates lots of fuss about such things. But she boils eggs 

in the same water in which she prepares tea. Munoo is confused to see this and thinks that 

even in the village this is considered bad. Her false superiority never allows her children 

to play with Munoo. Although the men of the family hold all the powers and she is a 

mere subordinate to them, she is also most aware of the use of the false power she is 

equipped with. 

Anand shows no inhibitions at all about his descriptions of the female form and its 

sex appeal. Anand fetishizes female body parts and follows Freud who theorized gaze as 

a phallic activity 12
. He reduces his female characters to mere sexual objects. All the men 

swoon over Sohini and crave strongly to have her in their arms. Either it is Pundit Kali 
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Nath or Lakshman or her own brother Bakha. Anand does not even spare a brother to 

visualize his sister as an object of desire. For Anand, it seems, as it is presented in his 

novels, women are nothing but a territory to explore. Bakha observes his sister Sohini not 

as a brother but as a man. He observes her minutely: 

[s]he had a sylph-like form, not thin but full-bodied within the limits 

of the graceful frame, well-rounded on the hips, with an arched narrow 

waist from which descended the folds of her salwars, and above which 

were her full, round, globular breasts, jerking slightly for the lack of 

bodice, under her transparent muslin shirt. Bakha observed her as she 

walked along swaying. She was beautiful. He was proud of her with a 

pride not altogether that of a brother for a sister (p.26). 

Bakha harbours an incestuous desire for his sister and broods again: 

[s]o frail she looked and so beautiful. Bakha was conscious of the 

charm of his sister. Her slim, pale brown figure, soft and warm and 

glowing, shot through with a luster that set off her ornaments, the rings 

inn her ears, the bangles on her arms, to a ravishing effect, was so 

silent and subtly modest and full of a strange tenderness and light. He 

could not think of her being brutalized by anyone, even by her 

husband married to her according to the rites of religion. He looked at 
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her and somehow a picture of her future life seemed to come before 

him. She had a husband- a man who had her, possessed her. He 

loathed the ghost of her would-be husband that he conjured up. He 

could see the stranger holding her full breasts and she responding with 

a modest acquiescence. He hated the thought of that man touching her. 

He felt he would be losing something. He dared not think what he 

would be losing (p.72-73). 

In an Indian tradition sister-brother relationship is considered to be one of the 

most sacred relationships. A sister looks up to her brother while a brother in turn is 

supposed to protect his sister's honour. But Anand seems to convey that language of the 

body or the body appeal makes a more concrete relationship than conventional family 

values. 

Another sensuous description of Sohini's body by Anand is depicted through 

Pundit Kalinath's eyes as, "the fresh, young form whose full breasts with their dark beads 

of nipples stood out so conspicuously under her muslin shirt, whose innocent look of 

wonder seemed to stir the only soft chord in his person, hardened by the congenital 

weakness of his body" (p.33). Pundit fights against the waves of amorousness that begins 

to flow in his blood and watches her going: "[s]he shyly nodded and went her way, her 

left hand on her waist, her right on the pitcher and a balance in her steps like the rhythm 

of a song" (p.34). Lachman, a Brahmin water-carrier, a young man about twenty- six, is 

obsessed about her: "[I - ]e too had noticed her before and felt a stirring in his blood, the 

warm impulse of love, the strange desire of the soul to reach out to something beyond, at 
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first in fear, then in hope and then with all the concentrated fury of mental and physical 

obsession" (p.35). 

For woman, body plays a significant role in defining her relation with others. Her 

body is.not a body but a territory - a territory which man always wants to conquer. Anand 

shows women's body as a root cause of evil in the society and at the same time he 

cleverly adds to the interest of the novel with such sensuous descriptions. Bakha 

fantasizes about his friend Ram Charan's sister: 

He had pictured her quite naked as he had seen his mother quite often 

when he was a child, and his sister, and other little children. An 

impulse had arisen like a sudden tremor to his brain, and darkened his 

thoughts. He had felt that as if he could forcibly gather the girl in his 

embrace and ravish her. Then he had put his hand across his eyes and 

shuddered in horror at the thought. He had cursed himself for such a 

vision. His reputation as a docile, good, respectable boy seemed at 

stake (p.98-99). 

Anand emphasizes again and again in most of his novels that a woman can only 

be an instrument of sexual pleasure no matter what her age, caste, and class and how she 

is related to others. Relationship between a man and a woman can only be described by 

the attraction and attachment. He seems to be the perfect follower of Freud's theory of 

`anatomy is destiny' 13 . Munoo is only a fifteen years old boy but wherever he goes and 

meets other women he only feels strange attraction towards them, which is rather erotic. 

He does not see the age or the gravity of the relationships. All he can see is that the 
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person is from opposite sex- whether it is Sheila, Parvati, Lakshami or Mrs Mainwaring. 

Sheila is only seven-year old girl but whenever Munoo looks at her he thinks: "[h]e had 

been told in his childhood to regard woman as a mother or sister. He called the apparition 

of Sheila in his mind 'sister'. But as it recurred again and again and made him want to 

play with her he forgot to label it 'sister'. Only he bent his head with shame every time he 

saw her, either really or in imagination"(p.68). Parvati tends Munoo like his mother when 

he falls ill but in Munoo's wild imagination something else runs: "[s]he would lie down 

by him and take him into her arms while he was tossing from side to side, restless and 

weak, and he would fall sound asleep, drugged into a stupor by the warmth that radiated 

from her comfortable body, intoxicated by the tenderness that was in the smell of her 

body"(p.113). Again: 

And this was another unforgettable memory which remained ever 

fresh in him. A memory different from the recollection of his mother's 

embrace, yet like it, but with an extra element of reaching out to the 

unknown. A memory which stretched from the innocent joy of a 

child's love, learning from one woman the need to know another, a 

memory of love traveling from faith and trust and care, along the 

curves of desire, into the wild freedom of a love which is natural, 

which acknowledges the urges of the heart, which seeks fulfilment, 

like the animals, and which mocks at the subterfuges of religion and 

the limitations of morality (p.113-114). 

When Lakshmi comes near Munoo he again forgets everything: 
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...Lakshmi was bending over him with a trembling, wild light in her 

eyes, and a warm flush on her cheeks. He shook his head and bent it 

low so as to escape the contact which his instincts wanted. She raised 

his chin with a gentle, gentle brush of her hand and, with all the 

pathos, all the tenderness of her mother's intuitive understanding of his 

need, kissed his fore-head, murmuring in the faintest of his whispers, 

like an incantation! 'We belong to suffering! We belong to suffering! 

My love!' And she lay down by his side and took him in her arms, 

pressing him to her bosom with her silent warmth which made him 

ache with the hurt of her physical nearness, which tortured him, 

harassed him, making him writhe with all the pent-up fury of his 

adolescent passion, till in the magic hours of dawn it found an escape 

in death, in the temporary death of his body in hers (p. 246-247). 

Lakshmi does this because she is grateful to Munoo who once saved her child's 

life, on the other hand Munoo feels attracted towards Lakshmi because she is young and 

beautiful. Nur does not love his wife lqbal, but when it comes to the question of having a 

physical relationship he is helpless. He hardly possesses any positive feelings for his wife 

still he goes to bed with her: 

Nur looked at her, she seemed so helpless and shy that he felt sick to 

think he had ever hated her, she seemed so touching in her stupidity 

that he wished he could hold her in his arms now and make a contact 

which he had refused to establish between himself and her ever since 
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they had been married, except in the moments of lust when she had 

docilely opened her legs to him, and he had bathed her in the perfume 

of his soul, filled the vessel of her personality, and created the illusion 

that he was loved by his wife, his other self (p.48). 

Again in Two Leaves and a Bud Anand uses his women characters only to make 

the novel spicy by their anatomy. He gives everything related to women a sexual 

dimension. While tending her sick father at one point of time Leila feels that "she did not 

feel his pain in herself and half-embarrassed that she should be in such close contact with 

her father's body" (p.75). 

Barbara, daughter of Charles and Margaret, a secondary school passed girl, plays 

mischief with her mother in the presence of the guests. In a general assessment it would 

be called impertinence but Anand has described her playfulness in these terms: "Barbara, 

excited into childishness and mischief, because she felt aware of the presence of the men 

around her and was naturally impelled to make a butt of the only other woman, even 

though the woman was her mother" (p.20). Anand shows the relationship between the 

two women is fragile. When it comes to the question of a man, a woman goes up to any 

extent to get his favour. 

Sheila remembers her childhood friend Jaswant with whom she is forbidden by 

her mother to play. She recalls: "[s]he had wished he were her brother, her real brother, 

though, when they played hide-and-seek, he always waited for the opportunity to catch 

hold of her and squeeze her till her bones cracked. And he was such a tease, always 

disarranging her apron, taking her unawares and closing her eyes and asking her to guess 
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who it was" (p.62-3). Dr John de la Havre feels the impact of Barbara on him, "the 

intoxication of his senses by the reckless mischief in her eyes, and the sensuous curves of 

her swelling breasts, the curves of her whole form, from the arched lips to the shapely 

legs" (p.96). 

Further, in The Old Woman and the Cow Anand objectifies woman's body by 

implying that it is forever seductive, tempting, and irresistible to men. The way everyone 

is after Sohini in Untouchable, everyone in this novel is after Gauri. Her husband has 

strong physical craving for her: "[I - ]e noticed more often the curves of Gauri's body, the 

hard compact breasts, the thin waist, the heavy hips and shapely legs and the bloom of 

youth which glowed on her face. He felt the longing to go to her and catch her" (p.75). 

Her Uncle Amru tells about his lustful desire for her: "1 must tell you that the bigger 

crime I have committed is not this; to sell .you to Seth Jai Ram Das, but to sacrifice 

you...1 have been fond of you ever since you became a mature girl. I know that you will 

be mauled by others when I wanted to hug you to myself....1 am twice cursed, though my 

pride did not allow me to say so" (p.136). Pandit Bhola Nath tries to seduce her. Seth also 

intends for the same and sanctifies rape with holy verses showing deep devotion in 

religion. Seth tries to coax her with valuable presents such as Benarsi saree, jewellery and 

also reminds her that she should be grateful to him because he pays money to her mother. 

He restrains himself but when he thinks that, "this girl was young and her breasts were 

bursting out of her tunic" (p.152). His desire becomes uncontrollable and he thrust his 

body upon Gauri and gets kicked by her. Sex here raises the spectre of salacious 

voyeurism. 
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Major Ratan Chand Batra, a doctor, shows special interest in her and tries to 

seduce her. Nurse Young blames Gauri for Dr Batra's lechery. She asks Gauri to leave 

the hospital: "[t]he sinful soul of Batra is heading straight for hell. And that hell is you! 

Tomorrow, I am sure, his wife will leave for her mother's home, and he will be around. 

My advice to you is to go away from here and return to your mother's home" (p.169-70). 

Batra's wife Savitri leaves the house and goes to her mother's home. Gauri's sexuality is 

held responsible for the collapse of Batra's personal life although she does not flirt with 

him. On the contrary, she tries hard to save herself from Batra's advancement. But 

Gauri's 'beautiful and sin-provoking body' is held responsible for the whole mess. Batra 

says unashamedly justifying his act: "1 am telling you I am not a saint!'...1 .  am probably 

a very bad man as you know. But I can't bear prying eyes around me! And she makes me 

more vile than I am. I felt quite nicely towards this girl, but by her censorious glances she 

made me beastly towards her. There is nothing criminal in wanting a young girl, Doctor" 

(p.183). 

Dr Mahindra, a senior doctor of the hospital, understands Dr Batra and justifies 

his act as it is a normal instinct: "Dr Batra is comparatively a young man and I do not 

think he is very happy with his wife. You are a woman and you know that, at a certain 

age, sex is the be-all and end-all of life. And if it is unfulfilled, it makes people vulgar" 

(p.187). Dr Mahindra condones Dr Batra as if his attempt to seduce Gauri is forgivable 

act on the part of the man and also gives reason that Dr Batra is not satisfied with his wife 

so it becomes natural for him to cherish such feelings for her. Dr Mahindra also has 

hidden sexual desire for Gauri though he does not avowedly accept this. He "envied her 

husband and could comprehend the passion which Major Batra had suddenly formed for 
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her. Who wouldn't want to loot the tender bloom of innocence of this young 

hillwoman"(p.191)? Here Anand shows how sexuality becomes threatening to the social 

order. 

Anand, on the one hand projects woman as symbol of sex and emphasizes the 

sanctity of chastity and virginity by woman on the other. Virginity is so much stressed in 

the society, as Gilbert and Gubar say that, it becomes recognition for a woman. 14  Sohini 

is molested by Pundit Kali Nath. Although Sohini checks pundit's advancement she feels 

terribly frightened. Bakha, who is a victim of society and who faces humiliation 

throughout the novel, suddenly becomes protector of his sister's honour. He feels an urge 

to kill Pundit. He keeps on asking Sohini to tell him what exactly the Pundit has done to 

her although he is well aware of the fact that he also cherishes such feelings for his sister. 

"He was being tormented with the anxiety to know what had really happened.... 'Tell me 

Sohini,' he said, turning fiercely at his sister, 'how far did he go" (p.71)? On being asked 

several times by her brother Sohini tells in his ear that pundit had held her by her breasts. 

Bakha reacts fiercely and shouts that he will kill Pundit but Sohini drags him away and 

tells him to go. Bakha is so much worried about his sister's honour that he starts thinking 

as to why she is born as a girl to bring disgrace to his family, and why she is not ugly. He 

wonders why Sohini does not allow him to beat Pundit Kali Nath as he wanted to 

sacrifice his life for his sister. While Sohini feels "ashamed and crestfallen, with a stain 

upon her honour she thought it was to have been the object of a scene" (p.74). Sohini is 

not only an object of that particular scene but throughout the novel she is used as a sexual 

object. 



117 

Gauri's husband Panchi twice throws her out of the house, both the times on the 

suspicion regarding her chastity. Chastity is the most important characteristic for an 

Indian woman. Men consider woman as an object of desire but expect her to be shy. They 

derive transgressive pleasure by gazing female body parts but such pleasure is denied to 

the woman. In the whole process, a woman is projected as someone who possesses 

magical power. But this supposed magical power never helps her in uplifting her status. 

On the contrary, it gives a feeling that woman is powerful so she must be conditioned and 

controlled. 

Therefore, Mina Loy in Feminist Manifesto writes: 

The fictitious value of woman as identified with her physical purity 

is too easy a standby. It renders her lethargic in the acquisition of 

intrinsic merits of character by which she could obtain a concrete 

value. Therefore, the first self-enforced law for the female sex, as 

protection against the manmade bogey of virtue (which is the 

principal instrument of her subjugation) is the unconditional surgical 

destruction of virginity throughout the female population at 

puberty. 15  

Gauri perfectly fits into this framework of male paradigm. She is resigned to the 

fate after being sold to Seth Jai Ram Das but she is not ready to surrender her honor to 

Seth. She also resists strongly the advances made by Dr Batra and eventually succeeds. 

For that reason Batra says that her desire to save her honor is stronger than his desire to 
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seduce her. She drives everyone outwits and it seems in due course she is quite a 

powerful woman who can make anybody dance to her tunes. 

Bhagwanti teaches Rukmani: "A woman has a precious gift to give, and it might 

be preserved for the man to whom she is given, in religion. Not like the virtue of the city 

women, which is cast away on the river of evil that runs in the bazaars (p.16)! Why 

should the women's honor represent the honor of the group as a whole? Perhaps it is 

because of the fact as Scheneider argues, women are, "contested resources much like 

pastures and water." 16  

Violence is an instrument of power in family relationships. Women especially are 

subject to verbal, psychological and physical abuse rendering them timid and unsure of 

themselves. Man's domination appears to have been used to keep the woman feeling 

powerless, fearful, and always on the edge. The control over women's lives takes diverse 

forms. Nur's wife Iqbal is a simple looking housewife. Nur never likes his wife and sends 

her back to her mother's home with the baby and only realizes his sin when he is about to 

die. Nur recalls: 

... he had cruelly and deliberately detached himself from her, because 

she was restrained by the conventions, because she wasn't a 

fashionable woman who could put on saree and walk out with him so 

that he could proudly show her off to the world as his wife, and he was 

full of remorse....she had followed him about tenderly, pathetically, 

fetching him cool drinks, and fanning him, pressing his head, rubbing 

his feet, soothing him...she had yielded to him the perplexing 

knowledge of her pregnancy. And even then she had followed him 
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about, like a devoted dog, worshipping him with her eyes, while he, in 

the panic of the fear of fatherhood that hung like an extra load on his 

already heavy-laden head, had frowned on her, refused to talk to her, 

and ignored her utterly, only charging her now and then with a 

deliberate, violent, hard thrusts of a diabolical passion, as if he wanted 

to revenge himself against her, leaving her high and dry in the writhing 

of dissatisfaction, without a word or a gesture of consolation (p.48-9). 

Iqbal is so traumatized by Nur's neglect that she never realizes what she wants; 

why she is dying to have her husband's favour. Even when Nur is ill she does not dare go 

near him. Nur only realizes his crime on the deathbed. He thinks: "[ft was my perverse 

pride that denied lqbal's feelings....and sent her away to her father's house...even the 

playful smile on the face of Rashida, whom my sperm had made, did not move me" 

(p. 55 ). 

The novel The Old Woman and the Cow opens with a scene of marriage of Panchi 

who while on his way to marry Gauri thinks: "[for there was the prospect of the prize of 

a girl-a girl whom he could fold in his arms at night and kick during the day, who would 

adorn his house and help him with the work on the land" (p.5). The beginning of the 

novel itself shows the pathetic plight of the Indian woman living in a world of change. 

Panchi claims that only after his marriage all his troubles have begun: 

" Your love, oh my Hire, has dragged me 

Through the mirk of the world!..." (p.28) 



120 

Panchi beats Gauri thinking it is his birthright. He calls her `childling' and 

`betrayer of my salt'. He steals mangoes for her and when he is caught he blames Gauri 

that it is because of her he is humiliated. He is an irresponsible man and like a traditional 

Indian man easily blames his wife for every mess caused by him. He suspects Gauri of 

having a relationship with Rajguru, one of his friends, and turns her out of the house. 

When people start pointing fingers at Gauri's character once again for working as a nurse 

in a city hospital, Panchi tries to be strong and patient but succumbs to the people's 

sarcasm, loses his temper and beats her. The most brutalizing aspect of familial 

ideologies in close-knit communities is that such ideologies can obscure the forms of 

violence women are subjected to. 

Lambardar Dhooli Singh's wife, Sapti, is another victim of male violence. Dhooli 

Singh favours the untouchables and that means his being lost to his faith. Therefore, Sapti 

prays for him and in order to make him realize about his sin she leaves home and takes 

shelter in a temple. But this helps Sapti in no way. On the contrary, she is punished for 

her act of leaving the house. "Then, from the darkness of her soul, there arose an 

anguished cry, the mourning sound for the lost clothes, the lost religion, the lost husband, 

the lost son, and the lost daughter"(p.62). Sapti fails in her attempt to mend the ways of 

her husband. She takes the support of religion in justifying her act but even the religious 

implication does not hold importance before the firm decision of her husband. 

Rape symbolizes power of man over woman. Rape of the poor women signifies 

the rape of the entire community, the entire class and the entire gender that the woman 

belongs to. Reggie Hunt, an assistant planter, is an epitome of the patriarchal and the 
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colonial brutality. Reggie Hunt tries to establish his identity by showing his power to the 

coolie women because he is from a broken family where his father has his own sweet-

heart and the mother has her own lover. Throughout the novel he is after coolie women 

and rapes them openly and shamelessly thinking that it is his right. He has no 

consideration for anyone's mother or sister. He openly lives forcibly with three coolie 

women. The coolie women shuffle like hens at the arrival of the much dreaded man, 

Reggie Hunt. They become fearful and try to hide themselves from him while he feels 

elated at their plight. Anand gives an elegant and a vivid description of Reggie Hunt: 

Ordinarily he was full of the pride of the white man engaged in 

pioneering. The white heat of the strange bodily passion would well up 

in him as he rode about, a strange, inexplicable glow of pure physical 

health, in his biceps, in his triceps, in his rump, in his thighs and in his 

gaitered shines. He would feel strong and then he wanted to be noticed 

and admired. He was involved in an ecstasy of sheer power (p.41). 

He is compared with Napolean, a tyrant, but he is also glorified being a man. The 

symbolic significance of Reggie's surname itself reveals his true character. 'Hunt' means 

to catch or kill wild animals or birds for food, sport or to make money. As his name 

suggests he hunts innocent, helpless and hapless coolie women. Narayan, a fellow coolie 

says to Gangu, "Nobody's mother or sister is safe in this place" (p.39). Hunt yells at the 

coolie women for cheating and says: "[a]nd not only here, too, the deceitful bitches. They 

try the same game in bed, leaving you high and dry at the critical moment" (p.53). Once a 

coolie refuses to procure his wife to him and for that he faces dire consequences. He is 
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sent to jail and his wife is taken away by Reggie Hunt. He keeps her for months and gives 

her jewellery and land and then throws her out to have another woman. 

Hunt also justifies his act by thinking: "[h]ow many of them didn't have coolie 

women? 'Hitchcock and Ralph did exactly what he had done, only they are bloody 

hypocrites and went about their business in an underhand, slimy way. And old Mac and 

Croft-Cooke had done the same before their marriage, in their younger days" (p.249). He 

wants to restore his dignity by marrying a decent girl. He thinks that, "perhaps the best 

thing would be for him to go home and get married and then comeback and be thoroughly 

respectable. That would rehabilitate his position, he said to himself'(p.249). Hunt's crime 

is understood by Anand — a crime perpetrated by a colonizer against the colonized rather 

than a crime perpetrated by a human being against another human being. Anand implies 

that it is not the rape of women which is so distressful but it is rape of an Indian by a 

foreigner and it is also rape of poor by rich. It is not only distressful but also shameful on 

part of those men who are incapable of saving their women. Sehjo Singh, a sociologist, 

aptly postulates, "[i]n a rape, the aggressor is a man, the rapist. The aggrieved party is 

also a man, the father or the husband, and the woman is only the damaged property." I7  

Anand draws another dimension of the predicament of Indian coolie working for 

tea-planters in Assam, which is financial depravity. Poverty makes woman morally 

vulnerable. Women are exploited, tortured and raped by the managers but it is a 

disgusting irony that women and men instead of hating perpetrators hate fellow victims. 

Narayan, a coolie is cynical not about Hunt's act but about the prosperity of Ranbir's 

wife who is raped and given gifts in the form of land, money and jewellery. Neogi and 

his wife are also taunted by the fellow coolies because she is now Reggie Hunt's latest 
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keep: "[y]es, some there be who give their wives away to the sahibs for money and then 

preen themselves on their power before us,' said Chambeli brazenly, aloud so that Neogi 

and everyone might hear that" (p.176). She further says cynically, "But does the illegal 

son of a shameless mother think that I don't know how much money and land he got by 

selling his wife? And she, the sluttish whore to a thousand lovers, stands there quiet as a 

thief, that bitch who has become loaded with jewellery overnight when she hadn't a ring 

on her fingers for years" (p.177-78). Chambeli is so jealous of Neogi's wife that she fails 

to recognize the agony of her and so she pounces upon her and involves in a physical 

fight. The fight between the two women results in the death of one coolie and leaves 

several injured. Neogi's wife, a victim of rape, becomes complicit in promoting male 

desires. Dirty jokes, comments and anecdotes become integral side effects of this rape. 

Kathleen Barry in her book Female Sexual Slavery has justly pointed out the implicit 

female guilt in all sexual contacts outside marriage, never mind whether it is through 

coercion or through self-will. 18  

Being an Indian woman in colonial era meant enslavement and physically 

laceration against resistance. Indian female body became the site of a series of visible 

markings, mutilations, distortions and violations during the period of slavery. Abuse, rape 

and other societal ' inscriptions marked them physically. These markings become 

signifiers for captivity at many levels: first by the husband, second by the society, and 

third by the colonizer. Neogi's wife epitomizes of these multiple bodily markings: 

[s]he yielded to him, her body limp and contorted into a silent despair, 

her eyes agaze at the wild sensual heat in his face, her heart turned 

inwards at the cold virginity that seemed to freeze her at the contact 
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with him. He made a sudden upcharge, as if he were dealing a death-

blow to himself and to her and he swung her body hard, hard, harder, 

tearing the flesh of her breasts, biting her cheeks and striking her 

buttocks till she was red and purple like a mangled corpse, ossified 

into a complete obedience by the volcanic eruption of his lust. 

The gracious curve of her fair Himalayan face was the shame of 

roses as it lay encased in the tangles of her hair at the angle at which 

she had first known love after her marriage. Only the marks of Reggie 

Hunt's mutilations derided the bliss (p.173-74). 

Barbara Foley rightly states that, "[t]he so called artistic representation of naked 

bodily pain...contains, however remote, the potentiality of wringing pleasure out of 

it." I9  A logical connection has been established between sexuality and male 

violence, which acts as a resonant social critique of women's gender oppression in 

Indian society of the thirties. Sexuality thus, constructs the counter-erotics, a 

politics in-and-of the flesh, legitimizing pleasure, as well as pain, as an ethical 

effect of and response to such writing. 20  

Language plays an important role in the formation of characters. Anand 

peppers his fiction with abusive language which has sexual connotations and is offensive 

to women. It shows how society treats women in spite of considering woman the 

`honour' of the family and society. But the most interesting thing is that women 

themselves often use abusive language. Women are seen to speak from within the 

patriarchal discourse. Abuses like 'lover of your mother', 'illegally begotten', 'rape 
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sister', 'bitch', 'prostitute', 'wanton' and 'slut' are used to describe women. Edwin 

Ardener's observations are pertinent to quote in this context: 

Both muted and dominant groups generate beliefs of ordering ideas 

of social reality at the unconscious level, but dominant groups 

control the forms or structures in which consciousness can be 

articulated. Thus muted group must mediate their beliefs through the 

allowable forms of dominant structures. Another way of putting this 

would be to say that all language is the language of the dominant 

order, and women, if they speak at all, must speak through it. 2I  

Abusive epithet generally relates to power relations. When a man abuses he is 

considered to be strong, powerful and dominating but when a woman abuses it gives an 

impression that she is a figure of evil. Gujri abuses Munoo by calling him `Ohe Munooa', 

`Ominous orphan', 'evil star'. In contrast to Gujri we have a town woman Bibi Uttam 

Kaur. Having been tired after a long journey when Munoo tries to have some rest Bibi 

curses him saying: "[e]ater of your masters! Strange servant you are that you fall asleep 

before the sun sets! What is the use of a boy like you in the house if you are going to do 

that every day. Wake up! Wake up! Brute! Wake up and serve the Babuji his dinner. Or 

at least eat your food before you sleep, if sleep and die you must" (p.25). She not only 

abuses and slaps Munoo but also abuses her children and slaps them. The way these 

women treat Munoo, as well as others in the family, shows that Anand means them to be 

portraits of villainous characters whose sharp abusive tongue and frequent desire to slap 

their dependents is indicative of their callousness. In Untouchable Ram Charan abuses 
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his mother Gulabo by calling her bitch, for he has been hardened into an impudent, 

obstinate young rascal by the persistency of his mother's abuse. When a son abuses his 

mother it is not the son but his mother is held responsible for his misbehaviour but when 

a father abuses his children, it - is his right. Bakha, Rakha and Sohini suffer from their 

father's abuse but they never complain. Lakha, Sohini's father says, "I thought you were 

dead or something, daughter of a pig" (p.36)! The Father enjoys a position that Sherry. B. 

Ortner explains as, "fathers are accorded tremendous power and authority over the 

subordinates within their households, the women and the junior males; and finally fathers 

are highly fetishized within the symbolic order, as ancestors, gods, or God." 21  After the 

death of his first wife Nur's father marries again to a girl who is few years older to his 

son. He thrashes his son for every small reason. Nur fails to understand the reason behind 

his father's changed attitude towards him: " [h]is father had remained simple, cruel and 

stubbornly upright like God, both wanted and unwanted... Was it because of his mother's 

death that this difference had arisen between them" (p.63)? 

The British presence has always been perceived as a threat to the Indian culture. 

Indians fear the disappearance of 'India' from the face of the earth by becoming merged 

with the more powerful imperial presence which infiltrated all spheres of socio-cultural 

ambience. Anand being aware of this problem, reflects the agony of the Indian society 

through his Indian as well as Western female characters in his novels in the first three 

novels Untouchable, Coolie and Two Leaves and a Bud. 

At the time when these novels were published the social and political scene of 

India was turbulent. In the name of competing with the Westerners the Indians were also 

imitating them. Indian intellectuals feared that the exposure to the West might also 
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corrupt Indian women and make them admire and imitate their English counterparts. 

Partha Chatterjee opines that, "[t]he new politics of nationalism 'glorified India's past 

and tended to defend everything traditional;' all attempts to change customs and life-

styles began to be seen as the aping of Western manners and thereby regarded with 

suspicion."23  

In contrast to the sober and loving Indian woman Sohini, Anand presents a 

Western character Mary Hutchinson in the novel Untouchable. Mary Hutchinson, 

Colonel Hutchinson's wife, is rather an irreligious woman. She is a "round faced, big-

bellied, dark-haired, undersized, middle-aged woman, a cigarette in a long cigarette-

holder in her mouth, a gaily-coloured band on her Eton-cropped hair, pince-nez glasses 

on her rather small eyes, a low-necked printed cotton frock, that matched her painted and 

powdered face and reached barely down to her knees" (p.147). She was a barmaid in 

Cambridge. She discovers that her husband is too somber for her gay card-playing, 

drinking and love-making tastes. She has borne with him great many years, on the 

strength of whisky. Her shriek, hoarse and hysterical voice makes the colonel nervous: 

"[h]e was afraid of her. He was confused. He did not know whether to go into the mud-

house on the right, which was his bungalow, or to take Bakha in there, or to take him to 

the church. He stood hesitating" (p.146). She is nowhere different from an Indian woman 

in terms of her rustic nature. She, in fact, is worse than the Indian woman because Indian 

women are not the source of terror for people around them. 

Another contrast between Indian and Western female characters is seen in the 

novel Coolie where Anand presents the character of Mrs Mainwaring to Indian women - 

Bibiji, Gujri, Parvati and Lakshmi. Anand exposes layer-by-layer sham and hypocrisy of 
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the Westerners. Mrs Mainwaring feels ashamed of having a Moslem washerwoman as 

her grandmother. She never for once feels ashamed of having a promiscuous mother. Her 

mother left her and her father when she was one year old because she was expecting a 

child by someone else. She is a convent-educated woman who has inferiority complex 

about her origin. She harbours an ambition to become a 'pukka white' and desires to go 

to Europe to fulfil this ambition of her. She marries a German, Heinrich Ulmer, a 

photographer, because it is an easy way to legitimize her `pukkahood'. She saves Munoo 

for the fear that if someone sees her they will stone her to death and at the same time she 

also needs a servant. Anand seems to convey that if there is goodness in her character it is 

because she has Indian origin. "Her warmth, her ardour, her intense capacity for desire, 

must have been due to the blood of her pagan Indian grandmother in her" (p.287). 

Anand believes Indian women are subjected to their men's desire while Western 

women have their own desire to love men. Raja Rao in The Serpent and the Rope has 

expressed similar thought when one of his female characters Saroja tells her brother 

Rama that the Western women know how to love men. Anand has created a promiscuous 

Western female character Mrs Mainwaring. She is a woman for whom a man is an object 

of desire; an object to explore just as for an Indian man a woman is a territory to explore. 

For her Munoo is a utility object: 

[h]e was to her a young boy with lithe, supple body, with a small, 

delicate face, and with a pair of sensitive eyes.... For a boy of fifteen 

was just what she wanted. And however old Munoo felt inside him, 

she neither cared to know nor had the capacity to know. He was just 

the boy for her, just the right servant (p.285). 



Mrs Mainwaring thinks: 

She would love to have asked him to come and talk to her. But he was 

a mere servant. How could she think of such a thing? And yet she felt 

she was like Michael Arlen's Iris Storm, a much misunderstood 

woman. 'Why didn't the world understand,' she said, 'how a woman 

gives herself in love, in hate, in pity, in tenderness, in playfulness, and 

in a hundred different moods? What right had people to judge one? 

Why can't I give myself to this boy?' she asked. The regular curves of 

his young body, its quick sudden flashes of movement stirred the 

chords of her being in a strangely disturbing manner (p.293-94). 

Raking this thought in her mind she calls Munoo and clips his nails and says: 

Beautiful boy! Lovely boy! You only want a wife now!' Munoo 

smiled with the quivering ripples of affection that the contact of her 

hands had produced in him. He felt dizzy with the intoxicating warmth 

that her coquettish movements had aroused in him. He hung his head 

down to avoid the embarrassment which he felt, and yet unable to 

control the fire in his blood, he fell at her feet in an orgy of tears and 

kisses. She pushed him away suddenly, shouting: 'What impertinence! 

What cheek! Go to your work! Go and get your work done. Get the 

breakfast ready (p.295). 

129 
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In previous episodes Munoo feels an irresistible urge for women whether it is 

Sheila or Parbati or Lakshmi but here Mrs Mainwaring is after men. She marries Captain 

Aga Raza Ali Shah by divorcing her first husband but does not stop her flirtatious attitude 

and is beaten and kicked out by the Captain. She divorces him and marries Guy 

Mainwaring, a young man much younger to her, by telling a lie that she is going to be his 

child's mother. She also deceives him by having a relationship with the Health Officer, 

Mr Merchant. She yearns to have Munoo in her arms. In spite of this strong impulse Mrs 

Mainwaring resists this temptation for Munoo only to save her dignity for being involved 

with a mere servant. Her false superiority complex comes in the way of her pleasure. 

In spite of all her amour-propre Mrs Mainwaring is reduced to an object of desire 

for the rich people, both English and Indian. "She exerted her female charms on 

Education Minister of the Zalimpar State and got a job teaching in a children's school. To 

keep her job she had to please other men. Being a pretty woman and "one of the few 

emancipated women in the world where the female sex is veiled off from the sight of the 

male, she was the object of admiration of rich courtiers, high officials, eminent judges, 

both English and Indian"(p.287-88). Anand sarcastically defines the concept of 

emancipation of woman in this paragraph and tries to say that being a public property is 

all what it is meant to be . a 'free' and 'emancipated' woman. This way, Anand establishes 

Indian women's superiority over Western women because even villainous characters like 

Gujri and Bibiji are much better than Mrs Mainwaring. 

Nevertheless, Mrs Mainwaring is also punished for her free attitude and for her 

promiscuity. She pays the price for imitating man. Having been refused to the admission 
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of the Union Jack Club for her notoriety she faces sheer ignominy of shame. She has also 

been herded aside with the Indian crowd. 

In the novel Two Leaves and a Bud in contrast to an Indian woman Sajani, Anand 

presents a Western woman Margaret or Mrs Charles Croft-Cooke, wife of the manager of 

tea-state. Like Gangu, Charles Croft-Cooke also thinks of Margaret as an irresponsible 

and ignorant woman. He does not care for what she says and gives mechanical reply to 

everything she asks. There is no trace of sensitiveness between them. She is so ignorant 

that she never realizes her husband's indifference towards her and her brother-in-law 

reveals this to her. She passes her time between home and club and an occasional visit to 

Calcutta. She has profound longing for a son. She hardly exercises any power except 

criticizing servants and coolies. Anand also affirms the fact that being a woman always 

seems to define in relation to serving the male whether it is Indian or Western. 

Anand presents the character of Barbara in contrast to Leila. Barbara hates people 

of the club for putting on airs, talking pompously. She thinks she can laugh at them 

because she is open and frank and admires Havre, a doctor and her boyfriend, for being 

real, straightforward, blunt and honest who pursues truth relentlessly. She finds in him: 

"[w]hat a passionate fire he had! And how he spent and consumed himself! It was that 

spark of fire that had kindled her. He had woman's sensitiveness, fierce and gentle; a 

tiger's tenderness. That, she thought, was probably why she loved him" (p.1 13). She has 

been a virgin and she has given herself to him without the least little self-consciousness. 

She feels they are the perfect couple and nothing can separate them. She hates him for his 

righteous indignation and his references to her parents but also she loves him and 

worships him and always longs for his body. On being asked by Havre to kiss, Barbara 
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replies: "[o]f course, darling,' she cried, 'what did I come here for if not to be kissed" 

(p.121)? When Havre is in trouble Barbara leaves him unashamedly and says that she can 

not tolerate his zeal for social work anymore, which she once used to admire and felt 

proud of. All her desire to lead a luxurious life will come to an end if she marries Havre. 

Whereas, "she wanted a respectable marriage with a certain amount of income, and all 

the rest of the world could go to hell" (p.214). Barbara says to de la Havre, "How can I 

give up all my relations, all my friends?...But you wanted to,' he said, 'and 

can't live up to you,' she said. 'I can't be so intense all the time" (p.228). Havre could 

only say, "I was innocent and honest" (p.228). Anand seems to convey that woman's 

vision is myopic. Women are fine as long as they are supplied with money and material 

comfort. He also posits that the coolie women involve in physical relationships because 

they are forced to do so and in turn they get some money while Barbara is a girl who 

commits adultery just to satisfy her fancy and snaps the relationship when there is no 

hope to get money and comfort from the man. There is a deep chasm between the 

character of Leila and Barbara. Leila tries to save her honour at the expense of her life 

whereas Barbara offers it to get material happiness. 

Anand ridicules the idea of following Western manners. He himself posits in the 

Introduction of Two Leaves and a Bud: "As I got into the book, I was biased in favour of 

my Indian characters and tended to caricature the Englishmen and English women who 

play such a vital part in this bloom." 24  Finally, he confirms superiority of Indian ways of 

life by showing the shams and hypocrisies of the Westerners. One of the coolies 

observes: 



133 

Any Angrezi woman whose husband earns twelve hundred rupees a 

month will not leave cards at the house of a woman whose husband 

earns five hundred. And the woman whose husband earns five hundred 

looks down upon the woman whose husband earns three hundred. The 

rich don't really want to mix with each other. The women perspire in 

their furs and their underclothes get wet. And the men are 

uncomfortable in their tight trousers as they flirt with other men's 

wives (p.314). 

Further: 

...it has now become mere play and the love is not thought of, except 

that it warms up the cold natures of these people and they can go 

kissing and tittering in the corners and prepared to get married and to 

go to bed together. You don't need to dance about to go to bed with 

woman, you roughs. You are superior to all these colonels and 

generals and maharajahs. But still you go on driving the rickshaw 

(p.314). 

Youth is the season for love in both sexes, but in those days of thoughtless 

enjoyment men are able to control their thoughts and build their career while women let 

their thoughts go scot-free, craving for husbands and spoil their career and life fantasizing 

not about their future but their future husbands. Rukmani, a seventeen-year-old girl, likes 

Bhikhu but does not have the courage to tell this to anyone because he is from low caste. 
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She wants to deck herself up so that her beauty could charm him. She dreams, "the 

fleeting impression of someone forcing himself upon her in the night disturbed her, and 

she vowed in her heart never to wed at all" (p.15). She is having difficulty in getting 

married because her father has not sufficient dowry to give. It is decided that her brother 

should marry first although he is younger to her and the dowry he gets will be given to 

her. Instead of thinking how to improve her financial status she finds escape in dreaming. 

"And then she tried to beckon the features of Bhikhu before her silent steady gaze. 

Instinctively, her eyes closed and she felt a mysterious smile come over her lips. She was 

soft and heady as she advanced in a trance, like a peahen" (p.15-16). She cries after the 

loss of her bridegroom and blames her father and brother for everything. "She was 

choking with rage, against father and brother for bringing about the catastrophe, and thus 

forcing out "they" to his father. More than these two men, the image of "they", as "they" 

would caress her some day, had held her emotions secretly in thrall for months. Nothing 

had been sweeter in life than the prospect that, soon, soon, a man would take away from 

this house...She felt alone and helpless, bereft, a widow, even before she had been 

married" (p.74). 

In a similar vein, Mala dreams of Sajnu: 

"[s]he had been asking in this dream for water, even as she had 

asked for it as a child when she was thirsty. Mother was nowhere 

within sight. Only "they" was standing with open arms to embrace her. 

And she had stretched out her hands for the water. But "they" did not 

give the water and only asked for a kiss. And she nearly died of thirst, 
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even as she leaned on one side with her hand, cupped under the mouth 

to receive the water, while "they" came and tore her dupatta from her 

head. With an instinctive sense of shame, long after the dream was 

over, she again drew the curtain over her face and moved her head as 

though to say: No, no, no" (p.92)! 

On these two female characters Rukmani and Mala, Florence Nightingale's words 

aptly suits: "Women dream till they have no longer the strength to dream; those dreams 

against which they so struggle, so honestly, vigorously, and conscientiously, and so in 

vain, yet which are .their life, without which they could not have lived; those dreams go at 

last. All their plans and visions seem vanished, and they know not where; gone, and they 

cannot recall them." 25  

Anand states that the novel The Road shows the development of the attitude of the 

characters and awareness for their dignity and self-pride is found among lower caste. But 

in dealing with the problems of the lower caste people the issues related to women are 

lost somewhere. Women remain the same as they were. Anand certainly exposes the 

shams of the society but his female characters being vulnerable selves lack the strength of 

any ideological stance. Rukmani and Mala live in Alice's wonderland whereas Bhikhu 

tries hard to assert himself by ridiculing the age-old tradition of untouchablity. He wants 

to be at par with the upper caste people and tries to establish himself as a reputed human 

being. He even leaves the village at the end to improve his condition. 

A sense of identity means that one's life is meaningful, that, as fragile as one may 

be, one can still have an impact on one's limited surroundings. In Death of a Hero 
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Maqbool dies a death of martyr in order to establish his own identity but female 

characters are mere onlookers of the event happening at that time. They may have 

different ideology- the ideology that is based on the perceptions of their husbands' or 

brothers; they are nothing but spectators waiting for things to be done either by Almighty 

or by men. Upper-class women try to save their money and honour, middle-class women 

try to urge their men to go out for a fight and save their identity through active 

participation in nationalist movement and lower-class women wait for things to happen 

and are ready to accept this as their destiny. 

Noor, Maqbool's sister, is a good example of the 'new woman' emerging out of 

the social reform. Noor is educated and understands the feelings and dilemmas of men in 

a better way. Maqbool writes a letter to his sister Noor: 

[y]ou are the only person to whom I could have written these words. 

Because you are a young girl with dreams of your own and will soon 

understand what I am saying....And when you are married and have a 

child, I want you to remember this and let your offspring bear my 

name. I think your husband will permit this, because I am sure you 

will choose an enlightened man to be your companion in life...And 

your child will grow up and work for our lovely land, and through him 

or her, my spirit will be working for the new life in our country (p.93). 

Maqbool asks Noor to get married and have children so that her children could 

fulfil his longings and aspirations. He never asks Noor to fulfil his aspirations. Noor is 
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the perfect example of new woman who is educated and could understand the feelings 

and longings of educated men better. 

Meena Surjeet Singh observes about Gauri: 

On this dismal firmament of Indian womanhood shines Gauri, the 

brightest star on Anand's canvas, wit incipient temerity culminating in 

a flash of brilliance which explodes the Sita myth into a thousand 

fragments and redeems thereby, the female species through Gauri's 

symbolic emancipation on the road to Hoshiarpur. The leitmotif of The 

Old woman and the Cow, developed against the background of the 

claustrophobic social culture, is movement and each conclusive phase 

of movement corresponds with a progression in Gauri's journey to 

emancipation. 26  

However, Gauri is also not free from the shackles of society but is like any other 

woman who can not do without the help of a man. She is able to desert her husband 

only because she has the support of Dr Mahindra and without this alternative she might 

have decided to stay back with her husband regardless of the degree of humiliation 

inflicted on her. The character of Gauri is much on the pattern of Henrick Ibsen's Nora 

in the play The Doll's House but with a difference. In The Doll's House Nora walks out 

of her husband's house to an indefinite destination but Gauri leaves her husband's 

house to go to a definite destination where another man is waiting for her and is ready 

to accept her though it is depicted in a very subtle manner. Gauri goes back to Dr 

Mahindra because: "[s]he knew Dr Mahindra would be there, and this reassured her. 
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She would go to him and live under the shadow of his protection and work as a nurse 

until her child came" (p.284). Dr Mahindra is a widower, trustworthy and at the same 

time he possesses some feelings for Gauri which is evident in the statement: "[flake her 

away, or I might marry her myself,' he said as he puffed hard at his cigarette, and 

laughed.....while Gauri, who had got used to the frankness and the audacity of his 

manner, only demurely drew the dupatta on to her forehead" (p.245). In the entire novel 

there is not a single instance where we can find Dr Mahindra talking frankly and freely 

with other characters. He becomes familiar and close only to Gauri. 

It is also worth noting that Gauri dares to take such a bold step because she is 

from a family where she has no father and her mother is a liberal who ridicules this idea 

of one husband and one life. Therefore, she has no one to give account for her act. She 

has spent many nights out of the house due to which she is again harassed by her 

husband. He suspects her of having physical involvement with other men and this gives 

her enough reason to leave home. She heads towards a destination where the nuisance of 

the society can no longer perplex her. Gauri disappears from the village for another 

destination maintaining the myth that if women fail to prove their chastity they have to 

move out of the place willingly or unwillingly. Shoma A. Chatterji rightly states that, 

"women are conditioned to value their virginity before marriage and their chastity after, 

as though their very life depended on it!" 27  

Her act of leaving house can not be considered bold and radical. Gauri shifts her 

God from one man to another. By all means, she and her child will be safer in Dr 

Mahindra's hospital. Her shifting of space from village to city unambiguously shows 
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the locus of power relationships between a man and a woman. She goes to serve 

another man and in the whole process makes him her God. 

In his most revolutionary novels The Old Woman and the Cow, The Road and 

Death of a Hero Anand revisits and reiterates the same old paradigms for living in Indian 

society. He conveys the same banal thought that a woman who breaks the norms is forced 

out of the society be it a man or a woman. Gauri leaves her ancestral village and her 

husband's village in search of better life. Bhikhu, fed up of caste system, leaves his 

village hoping for a respected life. Magbool dies the death of a martyr. So, all the three 

protagonists of the novels, who possess revolutionary thought, are sent out of the village. 

From all these varied female types and their experiences in the seven novels by 

Anand discussed here, the picture that emerges is a dismal one. He, in spite of being an 

author who is known to be a man with a mission, hardly interrogates why women are 

condemned to submission. Anand felt the grief of the social victims to the very marrow 

of his bone reflecting his humanist concerns. However, his 'humanism' is deeply 

anchored in patriarchal ideology. 
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CHAPTER- 4 

ANGELS IN THE HOUSE: THE LANDSCAPE OF R. K. 
NARAYAN'S FICTION 

Women are the only exploited group in history who have been 
idealized into powerlessness. 

-- Erica Jong 

Mother is a sacred object. It is a commodity whose value we don't 
realize as long as it is with us. One must lose it to know what a 
precious possession it is ....As long as my mother lived, she said every 
minute 'Do this, Don't do that' And I remained a good son to her. The 
moment she died I changed. Its rare commodity, Sir, Its rare 
commodity. 

from The Bachelor of Arts 

Only once has my wife tried to interfere, and then I nearly broke her 
bones ... ... ...Women must be taught their place. 

from The Dark Room 

It is indeed ironical that a mother for her children is a commodity and a wife has 

to be shown her right place. Nevertheless, these are commonplace ideas having universal 

validity. Such ideas sustain the existence of male-oriented patriarchal social system. 

Such ideas also make in-roads into the citadel of literature. The dominant discourse on 

women in early Indian society has confined women within the household as daughter, 

wife, mother and in other roles. Women constitute practically undifferentiated grOup, 

with a fixed set of norms and duties they are supposed to adhere to. In a caste-ridden, 

tradition bound society like the Indian society with women as adjuncts, it is they alone 
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who seem to have been casualties of the upheavals in society. As adjuncts, women 

neither are active agents in societal process nor do they represent various profiles. 

The matrix out of which Narayan constructs Indian female identity largely stems 

from the glorious ancient cultural. past. However, he is definitely conscious of the 

presence of the colonial past that helps him to reformulate women's identity. Narayan is 

well aware of the agony of the marginalized group, which is manifested in his work My 

Days: 

I was somehow obsessed with a philosophy of woman as oppressed 

to man, her constant oppressor. This must have been an early 

treatment of the `Women's Lib' movement. Man assigned her a 

secondary place and kept her there with such subtlety and cunning 

that she herself began to lose all notion of her independence, her 

individuality, stature and strength. A wife is an orthodox milieu of 

Indian society was an ideal victim of such circumstances.' 

Not only in his thought but also in personal life he has great respect for women. 

His wife died only after three years of their marriage leaving a girl child behind to be 

looked after. He never remarried and spent his entire life in the memory of his wife and 

bringing up a girl child. But in his literary work his moral outlook is so subtly stated that 

it needs a searching for meaning to bring out the status of women. This chapter is an 

attempt to examine whether his sympathies for the marginalized would enable one to call 

him a feminist or whether there is too much of the traditional patriarchal mindset in him. 
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Owing to the vast range of his works this research is restricted to the following novels 

only: 

Swami and Friends (1935), The Bachelor of Arts (1936), The Dark Room (1938), 

The English Teacher (1945), Mr Sampath (1949), The Financial Expert (1952), Waiting 

for the Mahatma (1955), The Guide (1958) and The Painter of Signs (1976). 

His first novel Swami and Friends2  (1935) is a delightful tale of an escapade of a 

ten year old schoolboy Swami. Life for Swami consists mainly of having adventures with 

his friends, avoiding the misery of homework, and coping as best as he can with the 

teachers and other adults whom he encounters. He is taken care of by his granny and his 

mother. He is expelled in succession from two schools and when things go quite out of 

hand he is forced to run away from home. Narayan portrays in this novel the child's 

world as the child himself sees it. 

The Bachelor of Arts 3  (1936) is about the life of a bachelor Chandran who wants 

to marry Malathi with whom he has fallen in love. But Hindu customs come in his way of 

love-marriage. He rebels against arranged marriage and carries his frustration to the point 

of renouncing the world and becoming a wandering Sadhu. He finally returns home and 

marries Susila, a girl selected by his parents and lives happily. 

The Dark Room 4  (1938) is a poignant tale of a housewife Savitri who is tortured 

and humiliated by her husband Ramani. Ramani makes Savitri feel how completely 

dependent she is upon him and how meaningless her existence is. Savitri tries to assert 

herself by walking out of the house but she soon realizes that she must return to all that 

she has turned her back upon. She returns to her husband's house although a part of her is 

dead. 
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The English Teachers  (1945) is about a couple Krishna and Susila who enjoy a 

life of marital bliss, though it is very short-lived. Susila dies a premature death leaving a 

girl child behind. Krishna refuses to remarry and brings up his daughter on his own. He 

also finds a way out to communicate spiritually with his deceased wife. Narayan has 

written this novel in the loving memory of his beloved wife Rajam. It is an 

autobiographical novel. 

Mr Sampath6  (1949) deals with the life of Srinivasa, an editor and Mr Sampath, a 

printer. Unfortunately the glamorous life of cinema goes to Mr Sampath's head and chaos 

ensues. His liaison with the heroine Shanti creates unrest in the life of his wife. After 

many vicissitudes and tribulations everything returns to normalcy. 

The Financial Expert (1952) is a story about Margayya, a financial advisor; he 

grows rich and takes up to financial wizardry. At the end he returns to where he had 

started. Like a boomerang, the curve of Margayya's career comes full circle in the end. 

His prodigal and spoilt son Balu who is responsible for Margayya's downfall, returns 

with his wife Brinda to his father's house meekly. 

Waiting for the Mahatma 8  (1955) is the tale of a young man Sriram who is in 

love with Bharati, a social worker. His love for Bharati leads him into the entourage of 

Mahatma Gandhi. He fights for Mother India and finally marries Bharati. 

The Guide 9  (1958) won the Sahitya Academy Award. The principal character 

Raju is a romantic man. Trying to help Marco in his research, Raju involves himself in a 

relationship with his wife Rosie. Abandoned by Marco, Rosie realizes with Raju's help 

her ambition of becoming a dancer. She becomes a famous dancer with the help of Raju. 

But Raju's possessive instinct finally betrays him into a criminal action, and he is 
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charged and convicted of forgery. Coming out of jail he snaps all connections with the 

past and becomes a Swami. At the end of the novel he dies a martyr's death for the 

villagers. 

The Painter of Signs i°  (1976) is a bittersweet tale of love in modern India. This 

novel tells us the story of Raman, a young painter of signboards. A beautiful and 

attractive young woman Daisy enters in his life and commissions Raman to paint 

signboards on behalf of the population clinic. She advocates two-child norm and preaches 

birth control with religious zeal. Raman wanted to marry her and settle down in life by 

accepting all the conditions she puts before him. In spite of that Daisy realizes that she 

can not marry Raman and breaks the relationship abruptly and leaves Malgudi. 

Narayan gives expression to Indian life with all its vicissitudes. Sometimes 

humorous, sometimes ironic, but he always writes within the four walls of his culture. 

His novels are considered to have brought forth the changing images of women in the 

Indian scene in all their fascinating varieties. He seems to be a champion of women's 

cause. A close preview of female characters reveals the real intentions and motives of R. 

K. Narayan in portraying his female characters. His early novels are centered on male 

protagonists and their female counterparts work as adjuncts who embody the traditional 

Indian psyche with all its accompanying hopes and anxieties, born out of a deep-rooted 

belief in fatalism. This is certainly true in the context of his early novels like Swami and 

Friends, The Bachelor of Arts, The Dark Room, The English Teacher, Mr. Sampath and 

The Financial Expert. 

In these novels R. K. Narayan's orthodox intellectual and social background 

confines him to characterise women to certain established discourse roles — 
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grandmothers, mothers and wives - and discourse positions - marginal, passive and 

dependent. His woman remains more a symbol of relationships than a creature of flesh 

and blood. Very often many of his female characters have no names. They are addressed 

like, Swami's mother, Swami's Granny, Chandran's mother, Krishna's mother, 

Srinivasa's wife, Sampath's wife and Margayyas wife. They are also called by their pet 

names given to them by their husbands that objectify them. Ramani calls his wife Savitri 

`a pet' and Shanta Bai "fresh rose'. Krishna calls his wife 'jasmine'. These female 

characters of Narayan in his early novels are all examples of denial of individual identity 

to women. 

They all exist in traditional Indian domestic settings. They are simple, suffering, 

selfless and sincere women. In Gilbert and Gubar's words they are more like 'Angel in 

the House'. Gilbert and Gubar argues that, "Rio be selfless is not only to be noble, it is to 

be dead. A life that has not story, like the life of Goethe's Makarie, is really a life of 

death, a death in life."' I  

Therefore, these heroines are, if not dead, not alive either. They are typical 

devoted housewives, who are very particular about performing domestic duties that are 

repetitive, boring, tiring and above all unpaid, and bring no recognition, neither social nor 

personal. They do household work such as: serving, sweeping, cleaning, nurturing the 

children, preparing food and housekeeping. They are expected to know the needs of their 

husbands and get the things done beforehand. They do it with great pleasure without any 

complaint. For them housekeeping is the ultimate objective in life. May it be Savitri, 

Swami's mother, Krishna's mother and his wife Susila, Chandran's mother, Sampath's 

wife, Srinivasa's wife, Margayyaya's wife or Balu's wife. 
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"The family is the foundation of a country. And within the family, woman as 

mother was the foundation." I2  For a mother bringing up the children and cooking the food 

is the foundation of her existence. In Swami and Friends Swami's mother performs all 

the household duties with honesty and remains all the time in the kitchen so much so that 

Swami misses her in the kitchen and feels uncomfortable without her attention when she 

is in bed for two days to have another child. "My mother was all the time in the kitchen. I 

couldn't get it Cie referred to lime pickles.)"(p.14). When Chandran in Bachelor of Arts 

returns home after eight months and does not find a single speck of dirt on his table asks 

his mother surprisingly the reason behind it. His mother replies innocently: "[w]hat better 

business did I have"(p.117)? Ramani scolds Savitri in The Dark Room: "[n]o lack of 

expenses, money for this and money for that. If the cook can't cook properly, do the work 

yourself. What have you to do better than that"(p.2)? Krishna talks about his mother in 

The English Teacher: "House-keeping was a grand affair for her. The essence of her 

existence consisted in the thrills and pangs and the satisfaction that she derived in running 

a well-ordered household. She was unsparing and violent where she met 

slovenliness"(p.29). He also tells about Susila, "My wife had picked up many sensible 

points in cooking and household economy, and her own parents were tremendously 

impressed with her attainments when she next visited them" (p.29). Susila is dexterous 

housewife and knows every skills of housewifery. Krishna lightly mocks at her: "[s]he 

went in and brought out a little more and pushed it on to my plate and I ate with relish 

just because she was so desperately eager to get me to appreciate her handiwork" (p.37). 

In Mr Sampath, Sampath's wife Kamala does all household work and rears up five 

children ranging from nine to three. When Srinivasa shows his sympathy towards her 
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Sampath plainly replies: "[s]he has got to do it in any case, sir. We've five children at 

home and they constantly nag her - so this is no extra bother. Please don't worry yourself 

on that score" (p.86). Srinivasa asks his wife if he should pay the rent to landlord's son-

in-law: "[c]ertainly", she said, "not liking to be interrupted in this job she liked so much. 

She would give her consent to anything at such a moment" (p.165). In The Financial 

Expert Margayya's wife and daughter-in-law also do their household duties with great 

responsibility. The fabulous thing about these women is that they themselves know that 

they do not have better work to do than doing this drudgery. They accept it with a sort of 

contentment and never try to inquire about their lot. Wollstonecraft rightly remarks: "I 

wish to persuade women to endeavor to acquire strength, both of mind and body, and to 

convince them that the soft phrase, susceptibility of heart, delicacy of sentiment, and 

refinement of taste, are almost synonymous with the epithets of weakness, and that those 

beings who are always objects of pity and that kind of love, which has been termed its 

sister, will soon become objects of contempt." I3  

Narayan's women are all alike having exactly the same job to do. They serve food 

to their husbands' in the same manner. A faint aroma comes from everyone's sarees and 

dishevelled look is the common look of all of them. Their husbands eat first and they are 

the last to eat in the family. Even when they are hungry, they wait. No matter if their 

husbands come at midnight or the next day. They cannot even think of having meal 

before their husbands. Ramani says to Savitri in The Dark Room, "What a dutiful wife! 

Would rather starve than precede her husband. You are really like some of the women in 

our ancient books" (p.14). Krishna's father writes a letter to his son complaining in the 

novel The English Teacher, "still keeping late hours for food-the last to eat in the house" 
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(p.19). Krishna's wife Susila serves him food and eats after him. In The Financial Expert 

Margayya's wife waits for Margayya till midnight and when Margayya tells her to eat 

before him she replies: "[h]ow could I without knowing what had happened? In future, if 

you are going to be late" (p.37). In Mr Sampath Srinivasa's wife waits for him late hours 

and when she is told by Srinivasa to have meal before him she simply says: "I can't do 

that" (p.38). These women put their husbands on high esteem. It could be because, they 

are very emotionally attached to their husbands; it could be because they love their 

husbands too much; it could be because of social fear; it could be because of some 

religious implications - whatever be the reasons the women of Malgudi show the 

essential feminine nature of traditional Indian women. 

Not only women, Narayan's men are also traditional. They are the embodiment of 

patriarchal mindset. Men are the masters of the house and their wives are mere 

subordinates. They want from their wives the absolute submission. They do not want any 

kind of opposition in the house. They construct the rules for their own vested interests 

and do not hesitate to break it again for their vested interests. They are educated, 

sensitive, independent and imaginative. Their early upbringing helps them to be ready for 

the task to rule the world around. Swami's father yells when his little son starts crying 

instead of taking him on his lap: "[h]ere, boy, as you go, for goodness' sake, remove the 

baby from the hall. I can't stand his idiotic cry...What is the matter with him?...Is your 

mother deaf or callous? The child may cry till he has fits, for aught she cares" (p.59). 

Chandran says to his mother: "I am speaking in a debate this evening. I am now going to 

my room to prepare. Nobody must knock on my door or shout near my window" (p.3). 
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Ramani tells his wife Savitri, "I will count sixty. You must dress and come out 

before that" (p.26). Instead of counting sixty he goes on talking: "[w]omen are 

exasperating. Only a fool would have anything to do with them" (p.26). Further, he 

comments to his wife while watching a movie: "[n]ote how patient she is, and how 

uncomplaining" (p.29). Ramani scolds his son Babu for playing with dolls because only 

girls can play with dolls. Since childhood, people are taught to be a gendered self. When 

Savitri fights with him for his adulterous relationship with Shanta Bai instead of being 

ashamed of himself he blames Savitri for behaving like a servant: 

[a] terrific indignation welled up in him: so she was trying to nose-

lead him with threats of leaving, like a damned servant! She could 

please herself, the ingrate. All the kindness and consideration 

wasted on her. When his bank balance was low he had somehow 

bought her the gold-laced saree and jumper because she desired it, 

and the diamond studs on her nose...the ingrate! (p.1 11) 

Ramani is a true disciple of Rousseau who recommended that a husband should 

occasionally, even unjustly blame and rebuke the wife to keep her in proper place. Both 

Ramani and Mr Sampath commit adultery and forgive themselves by saying that a man 

must have right to enjoy his life outside. On the other hand, it is an unforgivable sin for 

women. Savitri says to Ramani, "You are dirty, you are impure. Even if I burn my skin I 

can't cleanse myself of the impurity of your touch" (p.112). Savitri feels the impurity 
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indirectly but Ramani is undisturbed and raises his hand to hit Savitri and tells her to go 

away. After the departure of Savitri, Ramani reflects: 

they mustn't attempt to ape the Western women, all of whom, 

according to Ramani's belief, lived in a chaos of promiscuity and 

divorce. He held that India owed its spiritual eminence to the fact 

that the people here realized that a woman's primary duty (also a 

divine privilege) was being a wife and a mother, and what woman 

retained the right of being called a wife who disobeyed her 

husband? Didn't all the ancient epics and scriptures enjoin upon 

woman the strictest identification with her husband? He 

remembered all the heroines of the epics whose one dominant 

quality was a blind stubborn following of their husbands, like the 

shadow following the substance (p.141). 

Narayan has fears that Westernization of Indian culture would bring curse on the 

society and suggests that women should refrain from aping the Western culture. Ramani 

decides that he will not be worried about Savitri because she dares to cross the four walls 

of the house and so must be punished: 

[s]he had walked out of her own will; she would have to face the 

consequences, of course; old enough to know what she was doing. 

Firmness was everything in life; that was the secret of success with 



154 

women. If they found a man squeamish they would drive him 

about with a whip. He was certain she would return and apologized 

when her madness passed. This was only a different version of 

sulking in the dark room (p.142). 

The priest of the temple says to Mari, a locksmith, in the novel The Dark Room, 

"If she won't let you rest, thrash her; that is the way to keep woman sane. In these days 

you fellows are impotent mugs, and let your women ride you about" (p.167). In this 

context, Dorothy Allison justly opines that, "some people begin to believe that the 

security of their families and communities depends on the oppression of others, that for 

some to have good lives there must be some whose lives are truncated and brutal. It is the 

belief that dominates the culture." 14  

When Susila instructs her maid to serve food to her husband and goes off instead 

of serving food herself, Krishna thinks: "[d]oesn't even care to wait and see me served. 

She doesn't care. If she cared, would she sell my clock? I must teach her a lesson" (p.49). 

Women are satisfied, happy and careless about their existence and the nature of 

work they perform throughout their life. But a man like Srinivasa becomes irritated to 

bear domestic responsibilities. Srinivasa finds domestic duties an extra burden and 

reflects: "[t]his is going to leave me no time for attending to the paper"(p.36). He also 

does not react to what his wife says for: "[h]e knew that it must be the same set of causes 

over and over again: first and foremost his late-coming; secondly, his lack of interest in 

home management; thirdly, his apparent neglect of his child; fourthly, insufficient 

money; and so on and so on" (p.38). Although he feels for his wife and wonders how 
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lonely she is, he never acknowledges that woman is the slave without whose labour the 

whole structure of family collapses. Meenakshi's father and her son Balu both are typical 

traditional men. Balu reminds her of her father: 

[t]he more she saw him, the more she was reminded of her own 

father in his younger days; exactly the same features, the same 

gruffness, and the same severity. People had been afraid to speak 

to her father even when he was in the sweetest temper, for his face 

had a severity without any relation to his mood. She saw the same 

expression on the boy's face now. The boy's look was set and 

grim. His lips were black with cigarettes which she knew he 

smoked: he often smelt of them when he came home...But she 

kept this secret knowledge to herself since she didn't like to set up 

her husband against him. She understood that the best way to attain 

some peace of mind in life was to maintain silence....She did her 

best not to contradict him (her husband Margayya): she felt that he 

strained himself too much in his profession, and that she ought not 

add to his burden (p.137). 

Once or twice Meenakshi tells her son Balu to be more mindful of his father's wishes 

and orders, but she is told by him to keep her mouth shut, and she remains quiet for 

everything that happens in the house. She does not like her sister-in-law and for this 
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Margayya sighs and says: "Half the trouble in this world is due to women who cannot 

tolerate each other" (p.23). 

There is only one male character Krishna who does not fit in the framework of 

patriarchal society. Krishna is not a character in the novel, he is Narayan himself. 

Narayan states in My Days: "More than any other book, The English Teacher is 

autobiographical in content, very little part of it being fiction. The "English Teacher" of 

the novel, Krishna, is a fictional character in the fictional city of Malgudi; but he goes 

through the same experience I had gone through.... ,15  Krishna wants Susila to read books 

and spend her time in stitching, reading, gardening and so on: "[y]ou must spend some 

more time reading, stitching or singing. Man or woman is not born merely to cook and 

eat" (p.42). He insists her to engage a maidservant while she is for saving money and 

rejects the idea of engaging a maid. He promises his wife to have only one child though 

he is not very happy with her decision but respects his wife's desire. He serves his sick 

wife for months and rears up the small child happily. After the death of Susila, Krishna 

works tirelessly from office to home. While performing these duties he never for once 

thinks that it is a woman's task and a man should refrain from doing this. On the contrary 

he enjoys it: 

In three or four months I could give her a bath with expert hands, 

braid her hair passably, and wash and look after her clothes, and 

keep correct count of her jackets and skirts. I slipped in to my 

double role with great expertness. It kept me very much alive to 

play both father and a mother at the same time. My one aim in life 
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now was to see that she did not feel the absence of her mother 

(p. 97 ). 

Krishna's mother always implores him to marry again but he refuses this proposal 

sharply. When it comes to the question of re-marriage and bringing-up a child he breaks 

the old myth into a thousand fragments which his mother reiterates: "[m]en are spoilt if 

they are without a wife at home....A man must marry within fifteen days of losing his 

wife" (p.99). Krishna feels proud of his dual task of mother as well as father: "[i]t was a 

matter of fact my chief occupation in life. I cared for little else. I felt a thrill of pride 

whenever I had to work and look after the child. It seemed a noble and exciting 

occupation - the sole responsibility for a growing creature" (p.103). Narayan here 

presents an ideal relationship between a man and a woman. 

Not only men, women themselves carry patriarchal ideology and transfer it to the 

next generation through the institution called 'family'. The family system is the 

institution that determines and constructs the specific character of the female sex. Women 

are forced to accept the various traditions and taboos assigned to them by the society. If 

they refuse they have to face dire consequences. In The Bachelor of Arts we encounter 

Chandran's mother screaming and yelling: "[t]hey can't be all right, if they have kept the 

girl unmarried till sixteen. She must have attained puberty ages ago. They can't be all 

right. We have a face to keep in this town" (p.69-70). She calls Malathi a 'hefty, middle-

aged girl' and does not see any defect in her twenty-three year old son. Krishna's sister-

in-law does not like doing domestic work for this she is hated by her mother-in-law. Her 

mother-in-law comments, "I really don't mind doing it for everyone, but there are those 

who neither know nor learnt when taught, I feel like kicking them when I came across 
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that type" (p.29). The sociologist, Veena Das, describes such women as female 

"patriarchs", old women who often speak on behalf of men. She writes: "In fact, if 

women didn't internalize the voices of men and speak like patriarchs themselves, the 

social order could not be maintained. Coercion and force can never ensure the authority 

of the rule as an internal voice." I6  

When Savitri sulks in the dark corner of the room at her husband's rude behavior, 

Janamma, her friend, makes her understand the situation: 

[y]ou should either let your words out or feel that everything your 

husband does is right. As for me, I have never opposed my 

husband or argued with him at any time in my life. I might have 

occasionally suggested an alternative, but nothing more. What he 

does is right. It is wife's duty to feel so..... Men are impetuous. 

One moment they will be all temper and the next all kindness. Men 

have to bear many worries and burdens, and you must overlook it 

if they are sometimes unreasonable (p.59-60). 

She tells her many traditional and mythological stories about devoted wives in 

order to remind her that her behavior is not for an ideal woman. She recounts instances of 

the patience of wives: 

her own grandmother who slaved cheerfully for her husband who 

had three concubines at home; her aunt who was beaten everyday 
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by her husband and had never uttered a word of protest for fifty 

years; another friend of her mother's who was prepared to jump 

into the well if her husband so directed her; and so on, till Savitri 

gradually began to feel very foolish at the thought of her own 

resentment, which now seemed very insignificant (p.60). 

Nobody dare tell anything to Ramani because he is all powerful - economically, 

physically and emotionally. The subjugation of women is rooted in the socio-economic 

structure of the society, which is further made sacrosanct by religious ordinances. 

Women carry these ideologies smoothly to other generations. It is well said: "Of all the 

subjects that women might learn, housework is the most important...whatever knowledge 

she may acquire, she cannot claim any reputation unless she is proficient in 

housework." I7  Therefore, it is none other than women who mould and curb the behavior 

and character structure of women, and teach them to submit to the established authority. 

The women of Malgudi are not financially independent. Unpaid work by them in 

the home brings no money. Therefore, they have to ask money from their husbands. They 

wait for their husbands' approval for anything that has financial implication. Husbands 

give them money as if they give alms to beggars. Swami's mother does not have money 

to give to the tailor who has been asking money for four days. Her husband gives her 

money but with a comment: "I don't know how I am going to manage things for the rest 

of the month, he said, peering into the purse. He locked the bureau, and adjusted his 

turban before the mirror" (p.23). When Swami's Granny is asked money by Swami: 

"[s]he almost shed tears that she had no money, and held her wooden box upside down to 
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[s]he has written wonderful letters to me to-day, has addressed me 

as 'My own darling' for the first time; she has sent me twenty 

thousand kisses though I sent her only fifteen thousand in my last 

letter...." Or "She likes very much the silk pieces that I sent to 

her. She says that they are wonderful." ...."Poor girl! She writes 

asking me to take very great care of my health. Says that I ought 

not to get up so early every morning. She has inquired about the 

business and wishes me more subscribers. She wishes the Daily 

Messenger long life and health. She has a very great sense of 

humour (p.165). 

Susila's intelligence is nothing but a newly wed husband's fanciful observation of 

his wife. During crisis women of Malgudi either cry or sulk in the dark room. If they do 

not cry and sulk they prate and shout to get over the crisis. Margayya says, "Women can't 

hold their tongue" (p.53). They do not know any other way to enjoy life, release their 

anger and anxieties. They hardly know how to please themselves. Ramani observes that 

his wife: "never made an effort to conquer her moods; that was why, he felt, women must 

be educated; it made all the difference.... If Savitri had little more education, she might 

have been even better" (p.88-89). Meenakshi becomes sad when she discovers that her 

husband has brought a book instead of a saree. The book is on the sexual relationship 

between a man and a woman. She refuses to read it and when Margayya insists upon it, 

she listens to it both 'horrified and fascinated'. When Balu flees away from the house 

Meenakshi becomes hysterical while Margayya thinks that he is now a rich man and it is 
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the time for celebration. He loathes Meenakshi for spoiling the atmosphere of the house 

by crying and sulking in the dark room. 

Krishna's mother-in-law is superstitious and believes that: "the Evil Eye had 

befallen on her daughter and that at the new house a malignant spirit had attacked her" 

(p.83). Susila blindly follows what her husband says of the affairs outside home. For this 

trait of Susila, Krishna muses: "[s]he took sides with me in all my discussions and 

partisanships, and hated everyone I hated and respected everyone I respected. She told 

me a great deal about my neighbours, their hopes and fears, and promises and qualities" 

(p.37). She uses her intelligence in discovering the cheating done by the shopkeeper. 

"She was very proud of her list. It was precise. Every quantity was conceived with the 

correct idea as to how long it should last. There were over two dozen different articles to 

be indented and she listed them with foresight and calculation. She was immensely proud 

of this ability" (p.40). 

Srinivasa's wife is shy and inarticulate in the presence of a stranger. She follows 

every tradition blindly without giving a thought to it. When Srinivasa comes to know that 

she has not eaten anything for two days during travel, he cries: "[w]hat foolish nonsense 

is this? ...He stood looking at her for a moment as if she were an embodiment of knotty 

problems. He knew what it was: rigorous upbringing, fear of pollution of touch by 

another caste, orthodox idiocies- all the rigorous compartmenting of human beings" 

(p.35). She reads novels and journals but she always tells her husband to write something 

to interest women in his publication. 

Socially, after her marriage, woman has no independent social or economic status 

of her own. Her social status is directly determined by and is dependent on her husband's 
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status, though it is subject to and is strongly qualified by her husband's wish to give her 

that status. He can, if he wishes, deny her that status though she is his lawfully wedded 

wife. I9  Srinivasa leaves his wife in the village and neglects his son and wife keeping 

himself busy with his job. After a long time when he sees his wife and son in rags he 

realizes how he has neglected them. Ramani scolds Savitri for wearing rags at home. He 

says: 

Why can't they put on some decent clothes and look presentable at 

home instead of starting their make-up just when you are in hurry 

to be off? Stacks of costly sarees, all folded and kept inside, to be 

worn only when going out. Only silly-looking rags to gladden our 

sight at home. Our business stops with paying the bill. It is only the 

outsider who has the privilege of seeing a pretty dress (p.26). 

Krishna always tells his wife to wrap herself in beautiful sarees. Margayya looks 

at his wife and thinks: "how plebian she looked, with her faded jacket, her patched, 

discoloured saree and her anaemic eyes. "How can anyone treat me respectfully when my 

wife is so indifferent-looking"(p.20)? 

Women are under social fear from the cradle to the funeral pyre. Narayan's 

women of the early novels are no exceptions. Women are expected to behave and lead 

life in a very restricted manner. A woman should be gentle, soft-spoken, shy, tolerant, 

submissive, compassionate and pure even to those who may doubt her motives and be 

harsh and unjust to her. A woman is expected to be perfect in all aspects rather than a 
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simple human being with virtues and vices or precisely, she should be an 'Angel' or 

'Devi.' Women fear to transgress the limit of the decency level. They suffer and tolerate 

every heap of insult with patience and fortitude for the fear of getting socially isolated; 

they do not expect help froni -their partners in bringing up the children or managing the 

household for the fear that if they do so, they will be branded as selfish or bad mother. 

Chandran blames Malathi for not responding to his love and curses her: "[1]ittle 

sign did she show of caring for a fellow; she couldn't say that she had no chance. She had 

plenty of opportunities to show that she noticed him. Where there was a will there was a 

way. She had only been playing with him, the devil. Women are like that, they enjoyed 

torturing people" (p.112). He loves Malathi and tries hard to marry her but never asks her 

directly. Her father rejects the proposal on the ground of mismatching of horoscope. She 

is ignorant and completely at the receiving end. For all her innocence, ignorance and 

powerlessness she is charged of being a devil. Therefore, justly it is said by Rajendra Lal 

Mitra: "[i]n it [Hindu marriage] there is no selection, no self-choice, no consent on the 

part of the bride. She is an article of gift, she is given away even as a cow or any other 

chattel" 18  

Savitri dare not ask her husband about his love affair and prefers to suffer in 

silence. She even conceals her husband's affair for she fears that this would bring 

disgrace to her family. Ramani continues his shameful act without any fear because he 

knows well that his wife will never confide it to anyone. Margayya's daughter-in-law, 

Brinda, does not dare to tell her husband's vices to her father-in-law. She hides it till 

Margayya comes to know about this from others. Srinivasa's wife tells him, "When you 

have a house, why should you go out for coffee? What will people say if they find master 
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of the house going out for coffee" (p.37). She also does not raise her voice for the fear of 

the neighbor who will think of her as a bad-tempered woman. While her husband 

Srinivasa thinks just contrary to what she thinks: 

[h]e felt, with an extravagant seriousness, that the whole 

civilization has come to an abrupt stalemate because its men had 

no better basis of living than public opinion. He raved against their 

upbringing....A child's life was reduced to a mere approved 

behaviour in the midst of father, mother, grandmothers and uncles; 

and later in life parents-in-law, husband, and so on and on 

endlessly till one had no opportunity to think of one's own view on 

any matter (p.37). 

Every woman is scared of something or the other. This scary temperament 

weakens them from taking any bold decision and forces them to sacrifice even their own 

selves. Even when calamity falls on them they seek help from others rather than doing 

anything positive to get the things solved. They only pray and make several promises to 

God. When Swami disappears his mother cries and prays to God. When Chandran's 

mother comes to know that flower-thief is a Sanyasi she allows him to go because she 

dare not punish a Sanyasi: "[a]h, leave him alone, let him go. She was seized with fear 

now. The curse of the holy man might fall on the family. 'You can go sir,' she said 

respectfully" (p.43). 
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Narayan seems to convey that a woman has to live within the boundaries of 

patriarchal framework, that there is no escape for her. If she tries to break the social 

norms she would herself disintegrate and that is the only stark reality of life. In The Dark 

Room Shanta Bai, a divorcee at the age of eighteen, is a master of her own will. She is a 

graduate and can say no when she feels so. She is a woman who thinks that being a 

housewife and bearing all the atrocities inflicted by husband is sheer foolishness. She 

dismisses films like The Ramayana as sheer mythological nonsense. She flirts with 

Ramani to promote her own personal interests. She combines her feminine independence 

with a shrewd opportunism that characteristically belongs to the new civilization. She 

believes in having a life of adventure and looks down upon the traditional housewives. 

She herself admits: "[o]h, I love unconventional things ...Otherwise I shouldn't be here, 

but nursing children and cooking for husband" (p.79). But she forgets that she lives in a 

society which has stored epithets for her - slut, slattern, concubine, hooker, harlot, keep, 

prostitute, whore etc. In order to lead a free life she loses respect from the society, which 

every single human being craves for. She pretends that she is least bothered about the 

social norms but she could not make herself entirely free from the shackles of social 

tradition. She sometimes becomes restless and seeks permanent peace that is lost in the 

course of becoming an emancipated woman. She asks Ramani to move from one place to 

another hysterically at midnight but she does not get peace. She admits to Ramani that 

she is rather mad tonight and, "I can't sleep tonight" (p.91). Juliet Mitchell posits that, 

"[h]ysteria is the woman's simultaneous acceptance and refusal of the organization of 

sexuality under patriarchal capitalism. It is simultaneously what a woman can do both to 

be feminine and to refuse femininity, within patriarchal discourse."2° 
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In Mr Sampath Shanti, a widow, is a beautiful young actress having arched 

eyebrows, rosy-complexion, almond-shaped eyes and perfect figure. She is very 

enchanting who keeps a handbag made of cobra-hood which signifies danger. Srinivasa is 

surprised to see her bag made of cobra-hood: "[Nut I was struck by her bag because it 

seemed such a symbolic appendage for a beautiful woman and for us men to see and 

learn" (p.155). Shanti is a brave and adventurous woman. But soon she realizes that her 

beauty will bring no good to her except ruffians. She goes back to her son to lead a 

normal life leaving Sampath at the station who is going to make her his second wife. Like 

Shanta Bai, she is also free from the traditional shackles but these women are mere 

victims of society - victims who fly off for a better life but return to their roots humiliated 

and frustrated because there is no escape from this worldly trap. 

Chandran's idea about marriage: "people married because their sexual appetite 

had to be satisfied and there must be somebody to manage the house. There was nothing 

deeper than that in any man and woman relationship" (p.123). This statement is 

somewhat true in the early representation of Narayan's female and male characters. Most 

of the marriages are not based on mutual trust and companionship. The wives can not 

discuss their problems freely and confidently. A wife throughout her life shows 

obedience and submission while husband shows dominance and supremacy. There is no 

intimacy between Swami's mother and father. Chandran's parents indulge in bickering 

and seem to be always apprehensive about their sons' future. For Savitri marriage has 

become a source from where she can fulfil hers as well as her children's needs. 

The only exception in this relation is Krishna and Susila. Though they are placed 

in the patriarchal set-up of the society, the bond between the two is subtle and strong. 
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They love and share their happiness and grief. Krishna sets an example. When his wife 

falls ill he serves his wife and child and manages household with great pleasure: "[Nut I 

liked it immensely. It kept me so close to my wife that it produced an immense 

satisfaction -in my mind. Throughout I acted as a nurse. This sickness seemed to bind us 

together more strongly than ever"(p.81). Krishna contacts his wife after her death 

spiritually and talks to his wife Susila for hours and feels happy and contented. He feels 

happy more than any other couple whose wife is alive. He says, "The boundaries of our 

personalities suddenly dissolved. It was a moment of rare, immutable joy - a moment for 

which one feels grateful to Life and Death" (p.184). 

Margayya's relationship with his wife revives after reading books on sex but soon 

it dissolves in the air as the issue of their son's education comes in between them. 

Srinivasa has sympathy for his wife and accepts that she leads a lonely life. "I have 

neglected her lately. It seems ages since I touched her, for when all is said and done a 

husband- wife relationship is peculiar to itself, being the most tactile of all human 

relationships"(p.48). He somehow admits his fault, "Family duties come before any other 

duty. Is it an absolute law? What if 1 don't accept that position? I am sure, if I stick to my 

deeper conviction, other things like this will adjust themselves" (p.33). But Sampath is an 

incorrigible rascal. For him marriage means: 

Some people say that every sane man needs two wives - a perfect 

one for the house and a perfect one outside for social life...1 have 

the one. Why not the other? I have confidence that I will keep both 

of them happy and if necessary in separate houses. Is a man's heart 
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so narrow that it cannot accommodate more than one? I have 

married according to Vedic rites: let me have one according to the 

civil marriage law (p.179). 

He plans to remarry with Shanti and when his lawfully wedded wife objects he 

thinks that it is in woman's instinct to create a scene but she will be all right; she must get 

used to it. He further says that: 

Here goes my solemn declaration that my wife and children shall 

lack nothing in life, either in affection or comfort. Will this satisfy 

you? If I buy Shanti a car my wife shall have another; if 1 give her 

a house I will give the other also a house, it will really be little 

expensive duplicating everything this way, but I won't mind it. 

Later on, when they see how much it is costing me, I'm sure they 

will bury the hatchet and become friends again (p.180). 

Narayan's women are too unrealistic in their assessment of the world and their 

place in it. In almost all of his early novels, there is always a role for the grandmother and 

the mother. But grandmothers and mothers, in spite of being senior members of the 

family have no power in taking decisions in the family affairs. Grandmother's role is 

confined only to telling stories to their grandchildren. Swami's Granny is old and 

experienced but the most ignorant person in the house. One full chapter is written on her 
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ignorance titled 'Granny shows her ignorance'. She is never obeyed by either Swami or 

her son. Instead of giving orders to her son, she says to him: "[y]ou are not in the habit of 

explaining things to me.....you all are big men" (p.130). Similarly, Swami's mother has 

no power to stop her son from going out to play in the sun. She tells her husband to stop 

him. 

Ramani tells Savitri: "[g]o and do any work you like in the kitchen, but leave the 

training of a grown up boy to me. It is none of woman's business" (p.1). Srinivasa's wife 

says: "[t]his little fellow, Ramu, he was like an elder. I never knew he could take charge 

of me so well" (p.33). Meenakshi has also no authority over her child, Balu. Margayya 

blames her: "[Ole has completely spoilt him, beyond remedy; I must take him out of her 

hands and put him to school. That is the only way; otherwise he will be a terrible 

scoundrel" (p.53). Women feel proud of their status as mothers but children are beyond 

their control. Mothers are assigned to bring up children and train them but all the powers 

are in the hands of fathers. 

Through Savitri, we learn about the anguish of wifehood in 1930s, when women 

began to ask for something better than what conservative Hindu marriage could offer 

them. Savitri, an upper middle-class woman is different from other housewives though 

she possesses characteristics of traditional Indian wife. Unlike most of the female 

characters of Narayan, Savitri is a sensitive character who has female friends in whom 

she can confide. One of them is Gangu and the other friend is Janamma. Narayan gives 

description of Gangu in this way: 
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She prepared for her film career by attending two Tamil pictures a 

week and picking up several screen songs, in addition to wearing 

flimsy crepe sarees and wearing her hair and flowers in an 

eccentric manner. She talked irresponsibly and enjoyed being 

unpopular in elderly society in South Extension. She left home 

When she pleased and went where she liked, moved about without 

an escort, stared back at people, and talked loudly. Her husband 

never interfered with her but let her go her own way, and believed 

himself to be a champion of women's freedom; he believed he was 

serving the women's cause by constantly talking about votes and 

divorce. Gangu was tolerated in the Extension: she was interesting; 

with all her talk, she was very religious, visiting the temple 

regularly, and she was not immoral (p.19). 

Narayan emphasizes Gangu's religious nature and morality and thus she secures 

her position to be a friend of a good woman like Savitri. Janamma is a rich woman who 

walks on the lines of an ideal Indian woman. Savitri has great regard for her and consults 

her whenever crisis befalls on her. Savitri is on good terms with both of them and enjoys 

their company. There is another woman Ponny, who helps Savitri out in her bad days. 

Ponny, a lower class woman, leads a free life. She gives advice to Savitri, "Keep the men 

under the rod, and they will be all right" (p.136). 

Savitri has a growing awareness of her own powerlessness. She longs for the life 

of liberty; she likes to be respected and exercise some power within or outside the four 
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walls of the house; she is the woman who is quite realistic in her approach to life, she 

does not live in imagination. No doubt she is humiliated more than any other character, 

but she is the one who realizes things as they really are. She has become inure to her 

husband's running commentary but always longs for freedom and power: "[h]ow 

impotent she was, she thought; she had not the slightest power to do anything at home, 

and that after fifteen years of married life" (p.7). She speaks philosophically before 

leaving her husband: "Nhings? I don't possess anything in this world. What possession 

can a woman call her own except her body? Everything else that she has is her father's, 

her husband's, or her son's" (p.113). She wants to take the children with her but her 

husband refuses to give them to her. Out of sheer anger she walks out of the house like 

Ibsen's Nora in the play The Doll's House. In Ibsen's drama we do not know what had 

happened later but here in The Dark Room Savitri has to face the repercussions for 

deserting her house, husband and children. She realizes under the open blue sky that there 

is one definite thing in her life - Fear: 

Fear from the cradle to the funeral pyre, and even beyond that, fear 

of torture in the other world. Afraid of a husband's displeasures, 

and of the discomforts that might be caused to him, morning to 

night and all night too. How many have I slept on the bed on one 

side, growing numb by the unchanged position, afraid lest any 

slight movement should disturb his sleep and cause him discomfort 

(p.116). 
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Sulking in the dark room gives Savitri a dark vision but when she is exposed to 

the whole world she faces realities of life and becomes clear and more practical in her 

approach. She earns rice for her work in the temple and feels proud of herself, "This is 

my own rice, my very own; and I am not obliged to anyone for this. This is nobody's 

charity to me" (p.184). But soon she realizes that she is going to live on other's charity 

wherever she goes. Therefore, she returns home and decides to live on the mercy of one 

man rather than many. She accepts this stark truth although a part of her body is dead. 

That is the reason why she does not call Mari to her house and reflects, "Why should I 

call him here? What have I"(p.210)? A. N. Kaul, a critic, argues: "[t]he point here, 

however, is not that, unlike Ibsen's heroine, Narayan doesn't bang the door but has it 

banged on her and that in the end, her dream of feminine independence and dignity over, 

she returns submissively to the house never again to stray in thought and deed." 21  

However, in the open blue sky Savitri comes to know the purpose of her life and 

her future course of action. Her love for Ramani is lost somewhere in her three days of 

excursion where she meets Life. Ramani tries hard not to be a loser but he actually is one. 

Although, apparently Savitri looks foolish and humiliated coming back to Ramani's 

house, but Savitri is now transformed to a practical and clear-headed woman who knows 

her position and her destination well. Ramani leaves her to face the miseries of life but 

this becomes a blessing in disguise for her. She stops worrying unnecessarily for her 

husband and starts working for her daughters Sumati and Kamala's future because now 

she wants her daughters to be independent and free. Savitri realizes: 

If 1 had gone to a college and studied, I might have become a 

teacher or something. It was very foolish of me not to have gone 
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on with my education. Sumati and Kamala must study up to the 

B.A. and not depend for their salvation on marriage. What is the 

difference between a prostitute and a married woman? - the 

prostitute changes her men, but a married woman doesn't; that's 

all, but both earn their food and shelter in the same manner. Yes, 

Kamala and Sumati must take their University course and become 

independent (p.120). 

She locates herself in the struggle for social transformation. Every act she 

performs is embedded in an incredibly intricate network of pressures, constraints and 

necessary compromises. Despite all these obstacles and impediments blocking her way to 

happiness, she still manages to have her say about her inner desire not for herself but for 

her daughters' self-fulfilment, self-nourishment, self-enhancement and self-

empowerment. 

In course of history the role-ideal expected or the actual one does not remain 

static in any society. It changes from time to time depending upon the economic 

conditions and political structure of the society. Social values of the people change with 

the change in economic structure and ideology. Therefore, historical location of the novel 

Waiting for the Mahatma is significant because it is set at the time when Gandhiji 

directed the nation's spiritual and moral strength to the non-violent struggle for freedom; 

there was also a far-reaching change in women's position in the family and the society. It 

was a time of political social and cultural turmoil, and though woman still remained in 
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the family, she was part of the stirring movement. The character of Bharati reflects the 

contemporary situation of Indian woman during the 40s and the 50s. 

According to Simone- de- Beauvoir, the central project for both men and women 

is to transcend the natural limits of being human. But they have different relationships to 

it and this sexual dichotomy is evident right from the beginning in Waiting for the 

Mahatma. The novel starts with the sentence: "[Nis mother who died delivering him and 

his father who was killed in Mesopotamia, might have been figures in a legend as far as 

Srirama was concerned" (p.5). Delivering a child is a natural aspect, and is compared to 

fighting in battlefield, which is a valued aspect. So, two different spheres for two 

different sexes and through the sexual identity the humans are expected to find 

themselves and their places in the world. 

Narayan has created the character of Bharati, a character relatively independent 

and autonomous, as Dr D.V. Rajyalakshmi notes: 

[s]he is cast in Gandhian concept and mould of Indian 

womanhood, standing for her ideals of non-violence, personal, 

integrity, social consciousness, and the responsibility and the 

amelioration of the status of woman and love and compassion for 

the downtrodden and socially disadvantaged sections of 

humanity. Bharati is an image of an ideal women leader of 

Malgudi, who finally masters and achieves a dynamic balance 

between the claims of private individuality and those of public 

responsibi I ity.22 
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However, in reality she is as traditional and ideal as any other housewife. She is cast 

on the lines of typical gendering of the society. She is restricted from enacting her 

independence because of the sexual dichotomy. In spite of being in a public role as an 

active freedom fighter, she is expected to be an ideal traditional Indian woman because 

construction of female identity depends on her roles as wife, daughter, mother, and sister 

and not on her mission or goal. 

Bharati is an orphan who is brought up in an ashram. She is born at a time when 

the freedom movement is at its peak and everybody is contributing for Mother India's 

liberation. She becomes a freedom fighter not by choice but by chance. She speaks 

Tamil, English, Hindi, Urdu and many more languages but again it is a gift of the 

environment in which she is brought up because command of the language is not a matter 

of knowledge, it is a matter of practice as it is postulated by famous linguist Bloomfield. 

Bharati's movement is restricted and controlled by Thalak'. She has to seek 

permission from Thalale to step out or to see visitors at odd hours. She tells Sriram: 

I am practicing kindness, otherwise I should not be speaking to 

you at all. If I didn't want to be kind to you I wouldn't have gone 

in and taken my Chalak's permission and come right away here. 

We must have permission to talk to people at this hour. There is 

such a thing as discipline in every camp. Don't imagine that it is 

Mahatmaji's camp it is without any discipline (p.57). 
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She herself acknowledges: "I do whatever I am asked to do by the Sevak Sangh. 

Sometimes they ask me to go and teach people spinning and tell them about Mahatmaji's 

idea. Sometimes they send me to villages and poor quarters. I meet them and talk to them 

and do a few things" (p.59). 

Not only her movement her communication power is also restricted. She is a 

speaker of truth and can talk on any subject but she shies away when it comes to the talk 

of love, sex and marriage, because in Indian context this is considered an indecent talk. 

She finds Sriram's company delightful but she hides it from everyone while Sriram 

avowedly tells everyone about his love. He does not hesitate to tell this even to Gandhi. 

He confesses before Gandhi: "I like to be where Bharati is" (p.70). Bharati grows angry 

at his boldness and reacts sharply: "[i]f you can, of course, but if you can't then the best 

thing is to do is to maintain silence....This is enough to irritate even the Mahatma. Now 

what will he think of me if he realizes I am encouraging a fellow like you to hang about 

the place, a fellow whom I have not known even for a full day yet" (p.71-2). Bharati is 

smarter than Sriram. She can talk to Gandhi and all the visitors with ease and in different 

languages but she has limitations. When Gandhiji asks her about her consent to marry 

Sriram, she bows her head and fidgets. Gandhiji says, "Ah, that is the sign of dutiful 

bride" (p.252). 

Bharati's task as a freedom fighter is nothing but a mere extension of her familial 

duty. There is no spirit of autonomy in the character of Bharati. She talks a great deal 

about Gandhiji and India but when asked from where she has learnt all these, she simply 

replies- from wise men. She collects money, takes care of Gandhiji's needs. She herself 

admits, "I attend to Mahatmaji's needs" (p.59). She teaches people spinning and makes 
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an attempt to spread Gandhian ideology. She is a master spinner and wins prize in a khadi 

competition. She carries messages and attends to visitors. She also takes good care of 

orphan children: 

She was always attending on children, changing one's dress, 

combing another's hair, engaging another group in dance or play, 

and continuously talking to them; besides this she had a great deal 

to say to a lot of miscellaneous men and women who came in 

search for her. Hers was a full time occupation. She gave the 

children a wash, fed them, put them to sleep on mats in various 

sheds, drew their blankets over them, said something to each one 

of them, and finally came back to her own room, sat down on her 

cot and stretched her arms (p.241). 

For this Gandhi crowns her with the name 'mother', which is a traditional 

certification of Indian womanhood. In the words of Swami Vivekananda: "[t]he ideal of 

womanhood in India is motherhood - the marvelous, unselfish, all suffering, ever-

forgiving mother." 23  Gandhiji says: "I hope your children are flourishing. You are a 

mother of thirty already. What a blessing"(p.250). 

In The Second Sex Simone de Beauvoir argues that economic liberation is the 

sine-quanon of every other form of liberation. Her uncompromising message is clear - 

motherhood and marriage can not alone make a woman happy, paid work alone secures 

her independence. Bharati is a social worker and she is not paid for her services. She is 
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dependent upon the male centric ashram people. In the ashram her rank is low. She has 

no share in decision-making. She only carries out the orders she receives. Although she 

works for a bigger cause she can not decide what is right or what is wrong for her. Not 

only her movement but also her desire is restricted. Bharati and Sriram have delight in 

each other's company and she enjoys when he caresses her but she never encourages him 

because of her moral impulse and also feels guilty when he embraces her. She wants to 

marry Sriram but in the absence of her parents she seeks permission of Gandhi. On the 

other hand, Sriram never bothers to seek permission of his Granny (who has brought him 

up like his parents) when he plans to marry Bharati. 

Her name plays a significant role in moulding her character. `Bharati' means the 

daughter of India. She has option to get married and have kids but she responds to the call 

of mother India and willingly pays the price like an ideal daughter. She sacrifices her love 

for her first commitment towards Mother India and Bapu, her Godfather. In the end, she 

achieves the mark of female adulthood - marriage and secures her future with a man. She 

has to pass through the trials and she invariably passes through many of them before 

being worthy of marrying the hero of the novel, Sriram. Throughout the novel she proves 

that she is a virtuous woman and she is as untouched and uncorrupted as any decent girl 

of a decent family. Bharati, a Satyagrahi, has to retreat to the house because she has no 

better work to do when the freedom struggle is over. 

A woman exists only to be acted upon by men as a sensual object. Narayan also 

emulates this formula of portraying Bharati as a sensual object. The whole novel is 

replete with Sriram's observations of Bharati's physical appearance while we only know 

about Sriram's appearance that he is of medium height. Sriram almost always describes 
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Bharati in terms of her physical appearance and feels thrilled when she comes close to 

him. He always watches her with lustful eyes. He measures her body and her figure 

arouses wild emotions in him: 

What a dangerous thing for such a beauty to be about (p.23). 

Whether it was the wearer who was enriching the cloth or whether 

the material was good in itself (p.31). 

she had the lightening-like motion of a dancer, again the sort of 

pirouetting movement that she had adopted while carrying off 

other people's coins in a jingling box (p.56). 

he struggled in the grips of unholy thoughts when she stooped over 

him, held his hand, and taught him the tricks. He concentrated until 

his mind was benumbed with the half whispering movement of 

spinning wheel. His fingers ached with holding a vibrant ever-

growing thread, and his eyes smarted (p.98). 

He could see her left breast moving under her white Khaddar Sari. 

She seemed to be unaware of the feelings she was rousing in him 

(p.131). 
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Symbolic devices such as the attribution of defilement make women inferior 

objects. The purity/ pollution belief makes a woman weak, cowardly and a commodity. 

Bharati casts out the fear and steps out. At the same time her task becomes to resurrect 

the whole/ holy body, which she must preserve, even to the extent of killing oneself. 

Bharati says: "Mahatmaji had advised women as a last resort to take their lives with their 

own hands rather than surrender their honour. There was no sense of fear when 

Mahatmaji was. But...if any unexpected thing happened, I was always prepared to end 

my life" (p.245). Women are prepared to end their lives if someone tries to outrage their 

modesty. This act is considered to be a revered act. 

Sriram has traditional patriarchal attitude. He is jealous of Bharati being very 

close to Mahatma although he loves her. He thinks about the women staying in the 

ashram: 

[h]e stood looking ruefully towards the women's quarters. There a 

lantern was burning, people seemed to be awake and moving 

about. He thought, 'What if the lantern is burning? They may be 

sleeping with the lights on. Women are cowardly anyway.' The 

stirring he heard might be them rolling in their beds, noisy 

creatures! Unaccountably he was feeling irritated at the thought of 

women, the species to which Bharati belonged (p.64). 
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Before joining freedom movement when Mahatma asks him to take permission of 

Granny he feels: "angry at the thought of Granny, such an ill-informed, ignorant and 

bigoted personality! What business had she to complicate his existence in this way? If he 

could have had his will he would have ignored his grandmother, but he had to obey 

Mahatma now" (p.79-80). He also speaks sharply to his Granny trying to make her 

understand who Gandhiji is. He rebukes his Granny for understanding only edibles, 

dinner, fasting at night and nothing else. He feels elated being served and cared by 

Bharati. He reflects: "[s]he is almost my wife, she is doing what a wife would do, good 

girl! God bless her" (p.240). Mahatmaji makes Bharati Guru of Sriram. Gandhi says: "Be 

happy! Bharati will look after you.... Remember that she is your guru, and think of her 

with reverence and respect, and you will be all right and she will be all right" (p.93). 

Sriram takes time to digest this statement and thinks that, "the whole thing is extremely 

false. She ought to be my wife and come to my arms" (p.100). Sriram's patriarchal ego 

never allows him to think Bharati, a female, to be his Guru. "Absurd to think that she was 

just his 'Guru', Guru indeed! Absurd that a comely young woman should be set to 

educate a man! Educate him in what? He chuckled at the thought" (p.101). He embraces 

Bharati to satisfy his male ego and enjoys her discomfiture: "[h]e had never seen her so 

girlish and weak. He felt a momentary satisfaction that he had quashed her pride, quelled 

her turbulence" (p.133). 

Dr D.V.Vijayalakhsmi, observes: "Bharati, the heroine of Waiting for the 

Mahatma is a sensible Malgudi Portia who turned her Bassanio (Sriram) from a mere 

irresponsible romantic hero to a self-disciplined leader capable of sacrifice, altruism and 

charity."24  However, Bharati does not bring any kind of transformation in Sriram's 
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character. In psychological terminology transformation is taken to mean a deep change in 

the existing personality structure. Sriram's personality remains the same throughout the 

novel. His actions constructive or destructive are solely done for the purpose to have 

Bharati as his wife. It has got nothing to do with his personality transformation which is 

evident from his statements like: "[t]hat if she had married me I should probably not have 

died or something like that" (p.155). He wishes "Britain would leave India, so that he 

might return to Kabir Street and live in peace with Bharati and Granny" (p.162). Bharati 

does not give his whole life a new meaning and a new dimension because at the end of 

the novel Sriram is same man as he was. The development of his character is in circular 

motion. He ends where he starts which is evident by his statement towards the end of the 

novel: "Trust. Who wants her trust? I only want her" (p.241). Sriram waits for five years 

thinking of nothing to fulfil his desire to marry Bharati. He is focused and dedicated. 

Therefore, eventually he wins the battle to have Bharati as his wife. 

As in almost all his early novels, we also have in this novel a character of Granny 

whose character is reflected in the words of her grandson Sriram: "[s]he who dominated 

the landscape under the roof of Number 14 lost her stature completely in the open" 

(p.11). Granny herself confesses: "[w]hat else can l know?, a poor ignorant hag like me! 

Do 1 read the newspapers? Do I listen to lectures? Am I told what is what by someone" 

(p.83)? This is the stark reality of all the grannies Narayan has depicted. Granny 

dominates over the things lying under the roof not the people living under the roof. 

Granny wants to invite people on Sriram's birthday but he strictly forbids her and she 

refrains from it. Sriram never tells his Granny about his movements and intentions. She 

keeps on waiting for him all the time and when asks his whereabouts she gets insulted. 
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Sriram feels that, "he had a far greater problem to tackle than appeasing the mood of a 

mere Granny" (p.63). Sriram never reciprocates Granny's love although he believes that 

Granny has always been a father and a mother to him. Granny is a character who comes 

within the framework of `p—ativrata' tradition, where she suffers silently. She is the 

daughter of the soil and has inherited age-old tradition. Her courage lies in meek or at 

times cheerful way of facing poverty and calamity. 

Narayan's character Bharati is an idealization of women in the modern Indian 

context and Bharati, as an ideal woman is a combination of all the best things, all in one. 

Therefore, she is neither an emancipated woman nor a passive one who accepts her 

position as a way of the world, but she is an ideal character Narayan has ever created. 

Throughout the novel Waiting for the Mahatma Narayan offers a number of explorations 

of what it is to be an Indian woman and makes his heroine a role-model for Indian 

women. Virginia Woolf s description of the status of a woman is perfectly applicable to 

Bharati: 

Imaginatively she is of highest importance; practically she is 

completely insignificant; she pervades poetry from cover to 

cover, she is all but absent from history. She dominates the lives 

of kings and conquerors in fiction, in fact she was the slave of 

the any boy whose parents forced a ring upon her finger. Some 

of the most inspired words, some of the most profound thoughts 

in literature fall from her lips. In real life she could hardly read, 

could hardly spell, and was the property of her husband. 25  
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In 1947 after fifty years of agitation and political pressure on the part of social 

reformers, Madras Devdasi's Act was passed and devdasis were forced to give up their 

professibh and an unusual way of life. They were stranded, having no source of income. 

Narayan presents the predicament of devadasis in the novel The Guide by making his 

heroine Rosie, a devadasi. Rosie is a product of the reformers' campaign to eradicate 

temple dancing in South India. 

The Painter of Signs was published in 1976 at the time when women's movement 

had stirred up the whole world and U. N had decided to celebrate the year 1975-85 as an 

International Women's Year. Women had started protesting for their social, political and 

economic rights besides all other demands. In India family-planning program was 

introduced. Men and women were recruited for this job. The novel The Painter of Signs 

was inspired by this very movement. 

Much of our history conditions us to see human differences in simplistic 

opposition to each other: male/female, dominate/subordinate, good/bad, up/down, 

superior/inferior, moral/immoral, black/white. We are living in a bifurcated world and the 

bifurcating nature of our species forces us to see everything in terms of binary 

oppositions. In that way, woman is considered not a human being as a whole who could 

have human weaknesses and strengths but: "[w]ornan has traditionally been seen as either 

saint or devil....Virgin Mary or Eve." 26  She is respected as mother and suspected as 

seducer. But with the advent of women's movement norms have changed. Female 

characters of grey shades who are neither black nor out and out white are portrayed. 

Nonetheless, there remains a considerable lag between changes in attitudes and in 
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behavior and structural lag in developing and adopting such kind of literary discourses. 

Narayan, even after being an advocate of female freedom and individuality, could not 

successfully come out of this binary opposition. 

The Guide (1958) and The Painter of Signs (1976) by Narayan, which set new 

waves by introducing many trends are in fact, very traditional and orthodox as far as the 

role division of the sexes is concerned. These novels are emphatic affirmation of the 

patriarchal set up, which reduces women to either stereotypically angelic or 

stereotypically demonic. Rosie from The Guide and Daisy from The Painter of Signs are 

portrayed as immoral or dangerous seductresses who lead to the downfall of the male 

protagonists because they refuse to be selfless; they act on their own initiatives and reject 

the submissive role patriarchy has reserved for them. They are the source of transgressive 

female power, which is clearly evident even at the time of their introduction. 

The moment Rosie descends from the train she demands to see cobra-dance. She 

becomes ecstatic to see cobra-dance and begins dancing like cobra which signifies 

danger, threat and bad omen for Malgudians: "[s]he watched it swaying with the raptest 

attention. She stretched out her arm slightly and swayed it in imitation of the movement; 

she swayed her whole body to the rhythm-for just a second" (p.68). Raju, her boy friend, 

also acknowledges her bad effect on him: "[m]y troubles would not have started but for 

Rosie" (p.9). Narayan's female character `Shanti' in Mr Sampath also carries a handbag 

made of cobra skin. She is also a threat to the Malgudians. Snake and snake dance 

symbolize Rosie's passionate love for dance and throughout the novel she is known as a 

`snake-woman'. In The Painter of Signs Raman, the protagonist also thinks of Daisy, the 

heroine: "[s]he looks terrible... She seemed to grin and looked like a demoness! 
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Soorpanaka's approach should have had the same effect on Rama" (p.43). Narayan 

compares these female characters with demonesses and witches because according to 

Gauthier: "[i]f the figure of witch appears wicked, it is because she poses a real danger to 

phallocratic society." 27  For witches and demonesses are the most deliberate violators of 

societal tradition so are these heroines and this is the way society defines women who 

break conventions. 

Narayan has made these heroines too emancipated to be ideal Indian women. 

Their English names Rosie and Daisy suggest the lack of traditionalism. Raju wonders 

why she calls herself Rosie. She does not come from a foreign land. She is just an Indian. 

Rosie changes her name to 'Nalini' considering: lilts not a sober and sensible name" 

(p.176). Daisy about whom Raman observes: "[w]hat a name for someone who looked so 

very Indian, and traditional and gentle" (p.31). These two heroines also do not have 

surnames. Hence, these women can not be absorbed in their husbands' or parents' 

identity. 

Not only name, but their professions are also very unorthodox. Rosie is a dancer. 

People only from lower strata of the society prefer this occupation. Rosie, a fatherless 

girl, tries to transform temple dance into an art form for public stages and considers her 

dance as a national treasure. Still this transformation of dance does not bring proper 

respect for her because in Indian society dancing is basically a profession of devdasis 

who are considered as 'public women', 'temple prostitutes' and 'dedicated women'. 

Daisy is a family planning officer. In executing her job she has to lecture men and 

women on birth control. She explains to the villagers the process of birth and its control. 

"Daisy explained physiology, anatomy and sexual intercourse, with charts or, if a 
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blackboard was available, with sketches in chalk. She never felt shy or hesitant but 

sounded casual" (p.59). Narayan shows that if a woman steps out to be a career woman 

she has to be bold enough to execute her job. 

Rosie and Daisy have much in common. They are outsiders coming to Malgudi. 

They do not have glorified past. Rosie has low birth. She is a daughter of a devadasi. 

She is an M.A. She knows only her mother's name. She does not know her father's name. 

She herself admits: 

I belong to a family traditionally dedicated to the temples as 

dancers; my mother, grandmother, and, before her, her mother. 

Even as a young girl I danced in our village temple. You know 

how our caste is viewed?....' We are viewed as public women,' she 

said plainly, and I was thrilled to hear the words. 'We are not 

considered respectable; we are not considered civilized (p.84). 

Daisy runs away from home at the age of twelve because she wants to build her 

career. She renounces her parents and family life for the sake of independence. She is an 

orphan in spite of having parents. Narayan wants to convey that only women of low birth 

can do what these heroines do and they can not be fitted into the framework of this ideal 

world. 

Both Rosie and Daisy challenge the belief that women are inherently better 

adapted to traditional female sex roles. Their adaptability to the public role is astonishing. 

Daisy travels tirelessly. She sleeps on a little piece of carpet; she eats whatever food is 

available - without taboos of any kind. She bathes in a public well, washes and dries her 
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clothes anywhere, stays in a lonely but and is an extremely understanding woman. She 

has a perfect timetable and routine. She gives proper guidance to the villagers to follow 

birth control norms. Raman acknowledges her passion for work: "[w]hat a lot of policing 

she was doing! Raman thought. She must really be mad! She will fight and shun people 

who bring up large families. Some madness must have got into her head quite early in life 

and stayed on there" (p.67). She is like a yogi whose eyes are fixed on the centre of his 

nose, seeing nothing else in life. Similarly, Rosie dances tirelessly. She does household 

work happily with Raju's mother without complaining. She is least bothered about the 

past and looks forward hopefully to the future. Even when she is taunted and embarrassed 

by others, she never stops her dance practice. She is a woman who adapts herself in any 

situation and in any place; whether it is her mother's house, husband's, boyfriend's or her 

own. She manages everything in the absence of Raju and for that reason Raju feels 

jealous of her self-reliance. With the help of characters like Rosie and Daisy Narayan 

tries to explain that a woman has to be tough and committed to the chosen ideologies to 

be an independent woman - not only committed but she has to be passionate and 

obsessed. He depicts their passion towards work as a sort of madness. He gives an 

impression that these two women are somewhat mad in pursuing their professions. 

These two heroines practice self-interest and self-gratification that are supposed to 

be prime virtues of men. Being educated, both of them know how to please themselves. 

Rosie marries Marco because he for Rosie is an instrument of getting all her needs 

fulfilled. She herself says: 
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The question was, whether it would be good to marry so much 

above our wealth and class. But all the women in our family 

were impressed, excited that a man like him was coming to 

marry one of our class, and it was decided that if it was 

necessary to give up our traditional art, it was worth the 

sacrifice. He had a big house, a motor car, he was man of high 

social standing; he had a house outside Madras, he was living 

in it all alone, no family at all; he lived with his books and 

papers (p.85). 

Marco perhaps, "married out of a desire to have someone care for his practical 

life, but unfortunately his choice was wrong - this girl herself was a dreamer if ever there 

was one" (p.1 13). In order to seek forgiveness from Marco for her adultery, Rosie breaks 

the relationship with Raju abruptly without explaining things to him. She follows Marco 

day after day like a dog waiting for his grace leaving aside all the pride and self-respect. 

But Marco, adamant in his decision, deserts her. Rosie who deserts Raju carelessly, 

returns to him. At Raju's house, she is insulted and abused by Raju's mother and uncle 

but she does not retort back and tolerates everything patiently. With the help of Raju she 

becomes a professional dancer and gradually rises to fame. One day she tells Raju: 

"[e]ven if I have seven rebirths, I won't be able to repay my debt to you" (p.184). But she 

fails to tolerate even extravagance and commercialization of her dance by Raju. When 

Raju is apprehended for forgery, she firmly speaks to Raju: "[i]f I have to pawn my last 

possession, I'll do it to save you from jail. But once it's over, leave me once and for all; 
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that's all I ask. Forget me. Leave me to live or die, as I choose; that's all" (p.221-222). 

She asks forgiveness from Marco and abandons Raju mercilessly. She shows her intense 

desire to spend the rest of her life with her husband Marco. Rosie fails both as a 

respectable wife and as a glamorous beloved because she is there all for herself. 

Daisy is modern in her outlook and temperament. She herself admits: "[a]lthough 

I was thirteen 1 had my own notions of what was good for me...I would like to work 

rather than be a wife" (p.131). Daisy, a family planning officer, knows not only how to 

achieve her goal but also to keep people in place. She is authoritative, determined, 

decisive, cold, callous and commanding; she is every inch an embodiment of 'male' 

qualities. Daisy is clear in her goal as well as mission. She herself says, "I like to serve 

the people in what seems to me the best way, that's all. And in this area allotted to me 

now, if I can help arrest the population growth by even five percent within this year, I'll 

be satisfied" (p.58). She asks Raman to accompany her and to paint the walls on the tour 

of villages. "She had offered him the privilege of accompanying her and he had accepted 

it, that was all. She treated him as a sort of a trailer" (p.63). Her ambition is to arrest the 

population growth and she pursues this aim with religious intensity. She develops 

physical relationship with Raman and plans to marry him. Raman madly falls in love 

with her and also wants to lead his life with Daisy. "I can't live without her" (p.77). For 

him: "[1]ife without Daisy's company seemed impossible" (p.110). He often expresses his 

love to her, "I like you, I feel lost without you" (p.125). But for Daisy, " 'I love you,' I 

like you', are words which can hardly be real. You have learnt them from novels and 

Hollywood films perhaps. When a man says 'I love you' and the woman repeats 'I love 

you"- it sounds mechanical and unconvincing. Perhaps credible in Western society, but 
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sound silly in ours. People really in love would be struck dumb, I imagine" (p.125-126). 

She puts two conditions before Raman: first, that they should have no children and 

second, if by mischance one is born he will give the child away and keep herself free to 

pursue her social work. She also tells him, "If you want to marry me, you must leave me 

to my own plans even when I am a wife. On any day you question why and how, I will 

leave you" (p.159). Raman makes all the compromises. Despite that Daisy deserts him 

ruthlessly. 

Raman says, "That is the tragedy of womanhood — utility articles whether in bed 

or out" (p.46). Ironically, here the roles of the sexes are reversed and Raman and Raju 

become the utility articles for Daisy and Rosie respectively. Although it is Raman and 

Raju who are fascinated by these heroines and they themselves initiate these 

relationships, yet it is they, who are trapped. Throughout the novel they express their love 

and run after their beloveds but their girlfriends' attitude towards them is purely 

mechanical. Their love is only for their profession and they are ambivalently and 

ambiguously physically attracted towards their paramours. They develop physical 

relationship with their boyfriends because for them sex is "all powerful instinct which 

demands fulfilment against the claims of morals, belief and social restrictions." 28  

They never show any kind of guilt or repentance and forgive themselves at the 

very first hand. Raman tries hard to save himself from her but succumbs to magnetic 

power of Daisy. Although he knows well that Daisy, "is a sire, planning to eat me up, I 

suppose. I must be careful" (p.4'7). He takes a very good care of her like a traditional 

Indian housewife. "What a fool I am not to have noticed her mood! He said to himself. 

Smiling mood and non-smiling one, talking mood and silent one, caressing and non- 
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caressing. How on earth am Ito judge when to do what, when to say what, and how to do 

the right thing at all times" (p.171)? When Raman dare ask her where she is going, she 

snaps the relationship with him. Raman pleads: "I'll no way interfeie with you, live as 

you live, in the open or in a hut, walk barefoot in the forest paths, seek nothing, demand 

nothing, I will not mind any hardship if I can be with you. Please" (p.178). But Daisy 

adamant in her decision speaks coldly to Raman: "I want to forget my moments of 

weakening, and you must forget me. 'that's all" (p.179). Then she speaks rather earnestly, 

"Oh, forgive me for misleading you" (p.180). Finally she speaks like a typical Indian 

man: "don't again talk of the past or think of it. I am wiping it out from my mind" 

(p.181). She breaks the relationship and leaves Malgudi. Raman could only say like a 

traditional Indian woman, "I'll love no one except you. Understand, you are my wife. 

Come back to me. I'll keep the home always ready for you" (p.182). 

From Raju's tongue superlatives drop glibly for Rosie and he reduces himself to a 

man whose purpose of life is to amuse his girlfriend Rosie. He reflects, "The only reality 

in my life and consciousness was Rosie" (p.118). While Rosie, after developing extra-

marital relationship with Raju, starts paying extra attention to Marco's need. Raju feels 

that, "[s]he was trying a new technique on him, after the inauguration of our own 

intimacy. She arranged his room. She spoke to Joseph about his food" (p.1 14). She starts 

saying, "After all he is my husband. I have to respect him. I cannot leave him there.... 

After all he has been so good to me, given me comfort and freedom" (p.119-120). C. D. 

Narsimhaiah remarks in this context: "especially in the way he takes care to preserve 

Rosie from inner taint Narayan seems to be affirming what has been hailed in the Indian 

tradition as the Feminine Principle in life."29 
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However, it does not seem that Rosie's inner self is not tainted. She deserts Raju 

and wants to be with her husband Marco. But when Marco refuses to accept a wife who 

has committed adultery, she returns to Raju. After that, she neither for once remembers 

Marco, nor does she mention his positive aspects. She always shows the dark side of 

Marco until she sees Marco's photograph in a leading magazine 'Illustrated Weekly.' The 

photo of Marco in the book drives her crazy. She suddenly forgets her husband's apathy 

and cold behaviour towards her. She again starts saying, "After all, after all he is my 

husband" (p.201). "1 do, I deserved nothing less. Any other husband would have throttle 

me then and there" (P.201). She starts all these acts just to have Marco back in her life 

because the respect she can get from Marco can never be given by Raju and one must not 

forget that she marries Marco only for social prestige. Now she has name and fame, she 

wants someone equal to her own status and Marco, no doubt, if not superior, is her peer. 

She sees that there is a possibility of reunion and if she reunites with Marco she will get 

the same status she has always craved for. She is again ready to sacrifice her dance for 

him. Therefore, she leaves Raju easily and tells him to forget her. For Raju it is a big 

blow: 

I couldn't understand her. I had an appalling thought that for 

months and months I had eaten, slept and lived with her, without in 

the least understanding her mind. What were her moods? Was she 

sane or insane? Was she a liar, did she bring all these charges 

against her husband at our first meeting just to seduce me? Would 

she be leveling various charges against me now that she seemed to 
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be tiring of me - even to the extent of saying that I was a moron 

and imbecile? I felt bewildered and unhappy. I didn't understand 

her sudden affection for her husband (p.202). 

A woman has to change and use the man as per her convenience if she wants to be 

emancipated and only monster women are supposed to do this who are voracious, all 

devouring and consuming. Rosie and Daisy follow this principle and become the perfect 

example of monster women. The patriarchal myth that female biology automatically 

makes a woman feminine and that motherhood is her natural instinct, desire and 

ambition, which gives her the qualities of nurturing, caring giving and sacrificing is 

subverted by Rosie and Daisy. Motherhood is neither a compulsory duty for them nor a 

cherished ambition. Before marriage Daisy puts condition before Raman that they should 

not be having children or if, there is one by mistake, she will give the child away. Daisy 

goes against the ancient values, denies the importance of children and motherhood in 

women's life and even goes against Shashtras. She views children as symbols of defeat 

for her cause of family planning. Similarly, Rosie has no kids and never desires for them. 

These heroines are far cry from conventional feminine types. 

Nevertheless, Narayan tries to make the character of Rosie and Daisy acceptable 

and to win some kind of sympathy by making them appear as victims depicting Raju, 

Marco and Raman in normal patriarchal set-up. Marco, a traditional Indian husband, 

keeps himself busy in his cave-research and hardly cares for his wife Rosie and accuses 

Rosie of having morbid interests and says, "If a man has to have peace of mind it is best 

that he forget the fair sex" (p.71). He himself commits adultery but when he comes to 
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know about his wife's relationships he stops talking to her, stops eating the food she 

touches and finally says: "[t]his is my last word to you. Don't talk to me. You can go 

where you please or do what you please" (p.151). But when he sees his wife Rosie 

becomes a famous dancer, he comes back to her whom once he had despised. His 

indifference towards Rosie gives reason to Raju to love and sympathize with her. But 

Raju himself begins to exploit Rosie and commercializes her art. Raju believes, "I had a 

monopoly of her and nobody had anything to do with her....I resented anyone's wanting 

to make a direct approach to her. She was my property" (p.189). Further, "I liked to keep 

her in a citadel" (p.193). Raju becomes a spendthrift and wastes all Rosie's hard-earned 

money. 

Raman tries to seduce Daisy but fails and feels no guilt or shame like Ramani, 

Marco and Mr Sampath. He says, "He had done nothing to feel guilty about - the normal 

drive of a force which kept the whole world spinning. Nothing to be ashamed of, nothing 

to be apologetic about. If he had not tried to make use of an opportunity in the normal 

manner, he would have been considered a worthless sort in some circles" (p.98). He tries 

to master over Daisy but fails. 

Finally these two heroines stand all alone in life. It seems that they pursue their 

own ends single-mindedly and end up being quite content with their lives but unhappily 

married or single they are left all alone in this whole universe. They challenge or disrupt 

many established socio-cultural norms like personal identity, sexual mores, family 

arrangement, childbearing customs, educational patterns, religious ideology, political and 

economic structures for full participation in public life and for independence. The picture 

of these two heroines that emerges even by subverting the myth is dismal one. They are 
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certainly not the positive model for independent women because Narayan seems to 

convey that these heroines reject aesthetic ideal of womanhood and thus can not be 

`decent' women from 'decent' families and they also possess duplicitous arts that allow 

them both to seduce and steal male generative energy and therefore, at the end of the 

novel, they are forced out of Malgudi to live in isolation like terrible sorceress-goddesses. 

Narayan explains subtly that this is the destiny of a woman who transgresses male power. 

While for Raju and Raman separation from the clutches of heroines gives a sort of 

relief. Raju realizes: "[n]either Marco nor I had any place in her life, which had its own 

sustaining vitality and which she herself had underestimated all along" (p.223). Raman 

throws the key and says: " 'No hell with it' an act which somehow produced the great 

satisfaction of having his own way at last" (p.I 83). 

Raju's mother and Raman's aunt are the traditional models for Indian women. 

Raju's mother is a simple, suffering and sincere woman while his father possesses traits 

of a typical Indian man: "[h]e was a man of uncertain temper and one could not guess 

how he would react to interruptions, and so my mother coached me to go up, watch his 

mood, and gently remind him of food and home" (p.19). Raju's mother waits for her 

husband till late hours and bears all the atrocities of her husband in the name of being a 

`pativrata' wife. She does not like Rosie and calls her a snake-woman. She often tells 

anecdotes about husbands to Rosie like Janamma in The Dark Room: "good husbands, 

mad husbands, reasonable husbands, unreasonable ones, savage ones, slightly dangerous 

ones, moody ones, and so on and so forth; but it was always the wife, by her doggedness, 

perseverance, and patience, that brought him round. She quoted numerous mythological 

stories of Savitri, Seetha, and all the well-known heroines" (p.155). 
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Raman's aunt is a widow and barren. Her character is also depicted within the 

Indian traditional patriarchal set up. She brings Raman up. She works all day long and 

goes to the temple in the evening to tell stories from Hindu mythology. Raman feels, "a 

stab of sympathy for her. Morning till night, planning something for his delectation - for 

years, unwavering attention to his needs" (p.27). Raman never acknowledges his Aunt's 

contribution: "Aunt had no better occupation but gathering fodder for him night and day 

and keeping them in proper condition" (p.164). 

Narayan does not change at all. He never progresses significantly over the years. 

Right from the beginning he, in his own way, is guarded about his claims for the 

independence of women and men. For Narayan, it is a fact that women do appear to be 

victims of an oppressive system and men are victims of man's image of man: hard cold, 

rational and analytical. His major concern is to warn men to mend their ways towards 

women because women can be a threat to their mastery as it is evident in the novels The 

Guide and The Painter of Signs and therefore, he at no point encourages women to 

challenge all social or cultural norms and practices as the solution to male hegemony. He 

is fearful about the change of subjectivity and always craves to work towards a level of 

communication in male-female relationship that is built upon mutual respect, trust and 

individual self-worth. 
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CHAPTER- 5 

NEGOTIATING THE FEMININE THROUGH THE 

MASCULINE PHILOSOPHY: A CRITICAL INQUIRY INTO 

RAJA RAO'S FICTION 

Women have been given a lot of power by nature but very little by law. 

--Samuel Johnson 

Life is made for women — man is a stranger to the earth. 

from The Serpent and the Rope 

Raja Rao is a highly learned, sensitive and imaginative author. He is extolled for 

the delineation of his vast range of characters — especially his female characters who are 

believed to be representatives of `shakti' or the Feminine Power. He has a very high idea 

of the position of woman in the world and constantly idealizes them. For him, 

womanhood is the primeval fact in the whole of evolution - she is the creative element in 

the human race. However, the perspective adopted by him for the delineation of his 

female characters in his works has not been consistent. At one time he eulogizes woman 

for being an inspiration to men but at other times he criticizes her severely for being an 

impediment to a man's search for truth. 1-le is not only eulogized but also castigated for 

the controversial depiction of his female characters who in spite of being the 

manifestations of `shakti' are hapless and helpless creatures eternally dependent on men. 

According to Uma Parmeshwaran, Raja Rao the writer has been gifted with a revelation 
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of the essential androgyny of human sensibility but that Raja Rao, the thinker seems a 

male chauvinist who identifies the masculine sensibility with male gender and feminine 

sensibility with female gender...." I  Therefore, this chapter aims at exploring Rao's 

perspectives on gender issues - in .his novels Kanthapura (1938), The Serpent and the Rope 

(1960) and The Cat and Shakespeare (1965). 

Kanthapura2  is the first novel by Raja Rao, and in many ways his most perfect 

and satisfying work. It was written in France, thousands of miles away from India and yet 

it gives a graphic, vivid and realistic account of the freedom struggle in India. This novel 

is a social document about a village in turmoil. The political movement of 1930s that 

caused the upheaval in pre-independent India is reflected in this novel. Its historical 

action covers nearly ten years of India's struggle for freedom, including Gandhi's famous 

Dandi march during the Salt Satyagraha and the Civil Disobedience Movement. 

Whatever was happening on the political scene in India in those years finds its due 

reflection in the novel. It is a story of collective action, collective heroism and collective 

suffering of the people of Kanthapura. 

The characters are not sharply and distinctly individualized. In the foreground 

there are a number of major figures with a host of minor figures in the background: 

Moorthy, Ratna, Patel, Range Gowda, Bhatta, Rangamma, Policeman Bade Khan etc. 

appear in front of the stage, and behind them are lesser figures as Narsamma, Venkamma, 

Dore, Ramayya, and many others with their petty rivalries and mundane concerns. The 

central figure, Moorthy, an educated young man and a staunch follower of Gandhi, 

propagates Gandhian ideology door to door along with the men and women of the village 

and explains to the people of Kanthapura the significance of struggle for independence. 
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The people of Kanthapura actively involve themselves in freedom struggle, putting up a 

brave resistance but ultimately they are compelled to flee. They are defeated, but in their 

very defeat lies the victory. 

This novel ushers in a fresh -breath of change with the depiction of women who 

shed the age-old bars of custom and orthodoxy and assert themselves by having active 

shares in the fight for the independence of their nation and awakening a new 

consciousness among the people. The enthusiasm of both men and women and their equal 

participation in the freedom struggle reflects that women of Kanthapura have taken a 

great leap from the past to the present. But reality is different from what it appears to be. 

Women of Kanthapura have definitely come out of their households to fight for a bigger 

and noble cause but it is an illusion that these women have broken all the patriarchal 

paradigms of the social order and are leading a free and unfettered life. This world may 

be an illusion, as per Raja Rao's Advaitic belief, but the vicissitudes and vagaries of life 

faced by women of Kanthapura are certainly not of an illusory nature. 

Raja Rao is keenly aware of the fact that individual experience is rooted in the 

native tradition. He integrates his consciousness of the past tradition with his experience 

of contemporary times in the thirties of the twentieth century. He emphasizes, at the call 

of Gandhi, the need of the participation of women in the freedom struggle. He finds a fine 

reason for bringing women out of the four walls by describing freedom struggle of the 

women of Kanthapura as a part of the continuing Ramayana. Gandhi is an Avtaara 

(incarnation) of Rama sent from heaven to rescue India (Sita) from the British (Ravana). 

No cause can be better than this to bring women out of the four walls. Thus this war 
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against British becomes a crusade for the women to make their Mother India free. They 

are out fighting for their country unaware of their own existence. 

Raja Rao presents the legend of Kenchamma, the Goddess of the hill, and raises it 

to the level of a myth. Goddess Kenchamma slays the demon who comes to ask for the 

young men of the village as food and the young women as wives. Her name is repeated 

throughout the novel. At all times of trouble, the villagers turn to Kenchamma to come to 

their rescue, as she once did in the remote past. She is their powerful saviour who can 

overcome even the most formidable of enemies. Women of Kanthapura try to emulate the 

path of Goddess Kenchamma and become freedom fighters to bring freedom to Mother 

India. Thus, they become manifestations of `shakti'- the power. This hidden power of 

women is used to get freedom from foreign hands. They become mothers and protectors 

in the footsteps of Goddess Kenchamma. 

Kenchamma, Kenchamma 

Goddess benign and bounteous, 

Mother of earth, blood of life, 

Harvest-queen, rain crowned, 

Kenchamma, Kenchamma, 

Goddess benign and bounteous. (p.9) 

Raja Rao selects an elderly Brahmin widow, Achakka, to narrate the story of the 

novel Kanthapura. Her name appears only once in the novel, but it is through her eyes 
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and her point of view that we see everything that happens in it. Achakka, who also 

participates in the Satyagraha led by Moorthy, narrates the events of the struggle with a 

sense of pride and achievement. She is a wonderful storyteller, who at once grips the 

attention of the reader and holds him captive as a listener to the end. Apart from her 

remarkable memory she has a vivid imagination to be able to visualize things. That is 

possible because Raja Rao employs her as a mouthpiece, and grants her the author's 

privilege of omniscience. After all, whatever she says in her narrative is what Rao 

himself allows her to say. But it goes without saying that she appears to be an authentic 

and convincing narrator because Achakka belongs to an upper caste Brahmin family. 

Being an elderly grandmother, she has seen life in Kanthapura for a long time, and has a 

good deal to say about it. Also being a devout Hindu who knows the Puranas, she has a 

good collection of stories from legends and epics, which she refers to frequently while 

narrating the story. This story is like any other Grandmother's tale but with a difference 

because Achakka, the narrator is only Rao's mouhpiece, not the creator of the story. That 

is the way Raja Rao justifies the authenticity and the credibility of the narrator, who is a 

woman. 

The world of Kanthapura is full of widows. All the major characters of the novel 

are widows. Whether it is Rangamma, Waterfall Venkamma, the narrator Achakka, 

Kamlamma, Seethamma, Ratna, or Narsamma. Rao deliberately chooses most of his 

female characters of Kanthapura as widows. It can be said that Rao is the man who 

brings these widows to the forefront by making them Satyagrahis and places these 

women on the high pedestal. He states in The Serpent and the Rope "Virtue is virile. 

Behind every 'virtuous' Indian woman I felt the widow" (p.355). For him widows are 
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bundle of power, a `shaktr- which is to be used in the best possible way by making them 

Satyagrahis. He makes them tell stories from the legends and the puranas and of 

Mahatma Gandhi not only to their grandchildren but also to the people of Kanthapura and 

promote the feelings of patriotism. They arrange Hari-Kathas and call everyone to listen 

to the myths and the legends and this storytelling has not only a religious significance but 

also political significance; it serves a great deal by arousing the feelings of the people to 

fight for the nation. 

Rao's orthodox upbringing could not allow him to think beyond the traditional 

belief that widows were a curse on the society who were forced to sacrifice themselves 

on the very pyre of their husbands'. Widows were considered a great threat to society and 

were to be contained by appalling restrictions. Rao allows them to participate in the 

freedom struggle but he is not totally free from the orthodox belief that is evident in the 

climax of this novel when these women, being part of the national movement, bring curse 

to the village. Their movement is ruthlessly suppressed and they are forced to leave 

Kanthapura. In the end of the novel, Kanthapura becomes a deserted and haunted place. 

Most of the houses in Kanthapura are destroyed and the village is reduced to a rubble. 

Moorthy leaves the village to become a full-time Satyagrahi, Ratna, a child widow, goes 

to Mumbai, Rangamma, daughter of a learned Bhatta, is in the prison and Venkamma, a 

rather villainous character, has gone to live with her daughter. Even Bhatta, a villager, 

has gone to Benaras. Only Range Gowda, another villager, returns to Kanthapura. Range 

Gowda reports at the end of the novel: "the Corner House was all but fallen, except for 

the byre, and Rangamma's house was tile-less over the veranda, and Nanjamma's house 
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doorless and roofless and the hearthstones in every corner...there's neither man nor 

mosquito in Kanthapura" (p.184). 

The women are not supposed to be in the arena of power seekers. They are trained 

to be passive followers of men who are destined to be the lead actors, be it in politics, the 

labor market, or society. The women of Kanthapura play a dynamic role in the national 

freedom struggle but they continue to exist on the periphery of the socio-economic and 

political scene. No doubt their sacrifices are second to none but they do not shift from 

their roles as supportive auxiliaries to being direct participants in the struggle. When 

Moorthy is in prison, Rangamma organizes the `sevika sangh'. She arranges newspapers 

to be delivered from the city so that the villagers remain informed about the activities of 

the Congress. When Moorthy is released, she arranges a proper welcome for him. When 

Rangamma too is arrested Ratna takes over the leadership of the group. But these women 

only perform a supportive duty rather than taking any bold decisions and therefore the 

movement virtually slows down in the absence of men. When Moorthy is released, 

Satyagrahis become enthusiastic again and it gives them a renewed hope for the success 

of their unequal fight against their colonial rulers. 

Raja Rao is against excessive subordination of women to men, but is not averse to 

women generally playing a subordinate role on the social level and he perceives women's 

political participation as an extension of their familial roles as the scriptures sanction it. 

He urges upon the women to perform service in the following order: service towards the 

husband, the family and the country. In case of any conflict arising between duty towards 

family and duty towards country, familial duties are expected to be their prime 

responsibility. These role models designed for the female have invariably deprived her of 
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self-respect and declared a role for her not as a person in herself, but vis-à-vis her 

relationships with men. To render it in the words of Rehana Ghadially, "In a patriarchal 

culture, what we get is a masculinist definition of ideals and images of women." 3 

 Therefore, Rao carefully chooses widows as his Satyagrahi heroines because widows 

have no husbands at home and most of them are elderly and they have almost finished 

their duty towards their family. Rangamma is an issueless widow, Ratna became a widow 

when she was ten years old, Achakka has only one grown-up grandson. These women of 

Kanthapura perform their household duties, a primary occupation for women, first and 

foremost and then go out to perform the work as Satyagrahis. The housework is highly 

intensive and is yet unpaid and free: 

The following Tuesday was a market-day in Kanthapura, and we 

had risen early and lit the kitchen fires early and had cooked the 

meals early and we had finished our prayers early, and when the 

food was eaten and the vessels washed and the children sent with 

the cattle- for this time they wouldn't come with us- we all 

gathered at the temple (p.138). 

Domestic violence perpetrated against the women by their partners and close 

members of the family continues to remain a matter of silent suffering within the four 

walls. This matter is identified as a typically private matter, made invisible in the society 

and kept under wraps. Women of Kanthapura during all the encounters with the police do 

not stay at home, but join the men in their defiant protest marches. They get beaten up 
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with lathis and suffer broken bones; bear the atrocities thinking that it is the same as the 

beatings by their husbands'. Keeping that in mind, they follow the path of Ahimsa 

patiently. When Dore's (one of the villagers) wife Sundari begins to cry out and says she 

is frightened, Ratna consoles her by saying: 

[w]hen your husband beats you, you don't hit back, do you? You only 

grumble and weep. 'The policeman's beatings are the like!' and we 

say, 'So they are.' And we begin to get more and more familiar with it. 

And we say that in a week, in ten days' time, Moorthy will say 

`March!' and we shall march behind him, and we shall do this and we 

shall do that, and now when we meet Bade Khan our eyes seek his 

lathi and we find it is smaller than we had imagined (p.127). 

Men beat women to retain their power and authority in the family. Manu's 

guidance gives men the sanction to beat up their wives. "He said that a turbulent wife 

should be castigated with bamboo stick to bring her to her senses! [...] Tulsidas, the 

revered poet-Saint who penned the 'Rama-Charitamanas' went one better on Manu and 

compared woman with - a drum, a rustic, an untouchable and an animal - adding that all 

of these are meant to be beaten!" 4  

Women of Kanthapura are mostly innocent, simple and truthful. Prayer, worship 

and religious practices sum up the ways of life for them. It is easy to take them towards 

politics through the path of religion. They are staunch believers of Mahatma and can not 

disobey him. Their reverence for Mahatma is exemplified in these lines: 
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Our King, he was born on a wattle-mat, 

He's not the king of the velvet bed, 

He's small and he's round and he's bright and he's sacred, 

0, Mahatma, you're king and we are your slaves (p.145). 

Again: 

There's one Government, sister, 

There's one Government, sister, 

And that's the Government of the Mahatma. (p.148) 

Mahatma enlists mass female participation based on the fact that woman is a giver 

whose giving extends beyond the family not to a few individuals but to the country and to 

the world as is suggested by Vanita. 5  Mahatma Gandhi does not figure in Kanthapura as 

a character, but he is a living presence in this novel, and his philosophy of life and 

political struggle is reflected by the thought and action of several characters especially 

through Moorthy, the young protagonist who regards Gandhi as his role-model and 

follows him in every way, in word and deed. Rao mingles Hindu mythology with 

contemporary politics by comparing Gandhi with Lord Siva, Krishna and Rama. Gandhi 

appears as a king of humble origin. The people of Kanthapura consider Mahatma a great 

soul and a deeply religious man with super-human powers. In this way he has become 

larger than life character, to whom submission without question is a must. Mahatma and 

Moorthy are saintly figures for the women. Religious as they are, they are ready to even 

die for them: 
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Nanjamma says, 'No, sister, I do not imagine the Mahatma like a man 

or a god, like the Sahyadri Mountains, blue, high, wide, and the rock 

of the evening that catches the light of the setting sun,' and I say to 

myself, 'That's what he is. High and yet seeable, firm and yet blue 

with dusk, and as the pilgrims march up the winding path, march 

through prickles and boulders, thickets and streams, so shall we march 

up to the top, we shall thump up and up to the top, and elephants may 

have left their traces, and the wildfire go blazing around us, and yet we 

shall know on the top is the temple, and the temple is bright and 

immense, and when the night is slept through, the gong will sound 

over the pilgrims lines for the dawn procession of the Mountain-god; 

and so from that day we said we shall call the Mahatma 'The 

Mountain,' and we say we are the pilgrims of the Mountain, and 

whatever thunder may tear through the heavens or the monsoons pour 

over it, it is always the blue mountain at dusk. 

`And what shall we call Moorthy?" said Radhamma. 

`Why, the Small Mountain,' said Rangamma, and we all said 'That is 

it,' and so from that day we knew that there were the Small Mountain 

and the Big Mountain to protect us (p.127). 

Ratna is a fifteen year old child widow who is an iconoclast. She does not care 

much about the norms of the society. She is a good girl yet she is considered a blot on the 

society because she refuses to shave her head like other widows, does not accept the ways 
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of the widow life and follows her own instinct. For that reason she is reprimanded and 

looked down upon. Ratna is a girl: 

who not only went about the streets alone like a boy, but even wore 

her hair to the left like a concubine, and she still kept her bangles and 

her nose-rings and her ear-rings, and she was asked why she behaved 

as though she hadn't lost her husband, she said that that was nobody's 

business, and that if these sniffing old country hens thought that seeing 

a man for a day, and this when one is ten years of age , could be called 

a marriage, they had better eat mud and drown themselves in the river 

(p.37). 

For Ratna's act, Kamlamma, her mother, silences her and calls her a shameless 

and wicked-tongued creature and regrets her decision of sending her to school. It is 

ironical that Venkamma marries her young daughter to Lawyer Seenappa, a widower 

who is thirty-three years old and also has three children, but this fifteen-year-old girl 

Ratna can not think of marrying again and if she tries to assert herself by not following 

the traditions of the society, she becomes a shame for the society. A woman has to 

renounce any idea of self-assertion that she may have harboured for the sake of her sole 

commitment to the norms of servitude. If she refuses she is sent out of the world of the 

so-called good people as it is in the case of Ratna. 
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Rao is clearly ambivalent from the very beginning as how to treat Ratna. Ratna is 

only a fifteen-year-old girl, but she is confident, assertive, and candid. She has many so-
. 

called masculine traits which make her character increasingly complex. She is right in her 

ways but her behaviour is not considered decent. Rao finds out ways to avoid 

contradictions by presenting his character Ratna as an adolescent girl. When Moorthy 

observes fast, Ratna goes to him, looks at him sadly and shyly, and whispers: "[i]s there 

anything 1 can do?' and Moorthy answered, 'Pray with me that the sins of others may be 

purified with our prayers.' She could hardly grasp his idea. She was but fifteen" (p.70). 

At the age of fifteen Ratna is an immature girl who does not know the reality of the world 

and lives in the world of her blooming youth where everything seems rosy. Rao's 

sympathy lies with her but he has to send her out of the village because she has broken 

the norms of the society and she is sent to Bombay, a city very far from Kanthapura at the 

end of the novel. 

As the custodian of Indian culture, a woman is supposed to be an embodiment of 

the qualities of endurance and adjustment and is extolled for her stoic suffering and 

forbearance. Narsamma is the perfect example of this category. When Moorthy is 

excommunicated by the society for mingling with pariahs, Narsamma, his mother, is 

shocked and dies out of sheer shame and guilt. Her death shows the power of tradition 

over women. Venkamma is another example of this category. She does not follow 

Gandhi because in her village Moorthy is the leader and he propagates the Gandhian 

ideology of eradicating the differences between the Brahmins and the pariahs. 

Narasamma, having her roots deeply embedded in the tradition refuses to accept this 

Gandhian practice. 
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A woman, in Rao's novels, is not a human being but a territory to be captured by 

others, a means to show the conquerors' vigour and thus justifies their ruling them. 

Skeffington Coffee Estate is the citadel of British supremacy, colonial power and 

enslavement of the people of India. Women working in the Coffee Estate are exploited 

and harassed by the Sahib. He tries to rape a female worker of the Coffee Estate and 

when it is resisted by another worker, he is shot dead. The British court acquits Sahib. 

Anand in his novel Two Leaves and a Bud depicts a similar situation. 

Theoritically, the women of Kanthapura hold supreme importance but practically 

these women do not really hold the centre stage and can not bring out a change in their 

traditional roles. These women are, no doubt, women who step out of the four walls for a 

bigger cause at the call of Gandhi but their mental and social status remains the same. 

They are still dependent, financially and psychologically on men and seek help and 

protection from them. It is inconceivable that a woman who has hardly a say in the 

household matters can be a leader outside, a woman who is a weakling inside can be a 

bundle of power outside. This novel negates the secular reality of women's existence. 

According to Rao, women are manifestations of `shakti' and he uses this `shakti' to serve 

the very purpose of men. 

Rao acknowledges that judged by any standard, Kanthapura may be a major 

achievement but also a confused and immature creation. He said in an interview 

published in the Illustrated Weekly of India in January 1964, "For me literature is 

Sadhana - not a profession but a vocation." 6  This was so even when he wrote 

Kanthapura, "but I was then confused and a lost person. And that was why I gave up 

writing for a long time."' According to Rao, one must be a man first, and a writer 
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afterwards. By man he means a metaphysical entity, one who realizes the Absolute Truth. 

This truth can be realized only through a Guru, who should be a realized being. And after 

the twenty-two years gap Rao writes his second novel The Serpent and the Rope (1960) 

and states: "The Serpent and the Rope came as a result of spiritual fulfillment - that is to 

say it was born after I had met my Guru." 8  

When Rao was writing The Serpent and the Rope, it was the time when the 

objective conditions of the world underwent a sea change. The Second World War, with 

its vast devastation, not only added to the misery of the world but also destroyed systems 

and values held dear by it. New ideas and the concepts in the fields of political, social and 

economic theories helped dispel many illusions as well as traditional beliefs based on an 

earlier idealistic philosophy. Processes of industrialization, urbanization and to some 

extent Westernization also seemed to be working in society more rapidly after 

independence to produce their desired effect. The women's movement was revived and 

revitalized in the nineteen sixties. The intensity of women's liberation grew at an 

extraordinary rate. Development of consciousness widened the movement from the elite 

lobby to a mass movement. Steady growth in every sphere of life discredited the 

traditional image of woman being passive or an inferior being. 

The old order, in the realm of thought as well as reality, was fast yielding place to 

a new one. But Rao, who had spent his entire life in France and America, never lost 

contact with the goings on in India. He was deeply rooted in the Indian traditional values 

and always believed in going back to the roots to lead a peaceful life. He advocated 

recovering the values of golden Vedic age for he believed that it was the best possible 

way for men and women to avoid despair and disillusionment of the times. 
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The Serpent and the Rope 9  is a complex work of art and as such it can be read at 

various levels and interpreted in different ways. A number of themes and ideas have gone 

into the making of its complex texture, but the basic theme of this novel is the quest for 

self-knowledge, self-transcendence and self-fulfilment. The protagonist of the novel, 

Rama, who calls himself a 'holy' vagabond is in search of self-realization and self-

knowledge and comes to the conclusion that in such a spiritual quest the role of a guru is 

crucial. He is married to a French woman but loves an Indian woman Savithri, daughter 

of an Indian Raja. The novel gives an account of their married life and explores the 

causes of the disintegration of their marriage. His French wife Madeline is an educated, 

modern and sensible woman who turns to Buddhism and renounces the world at the end 

of the novel. The novel may also be regarded as a spiritual autobiography of the novelist 

himself. 

The Serpent and the Rope has been followed by a rather slim and smart novel The 

Cat and Shakespearem  written in 1965. This book is a metaphysical comedy. It is the 

story of two friends - Govindan Nair and Ramakrishna Pai and deals with the corruption 

in the rationing department. The two live in adjoining houses and help each other in need. 

The storyteller of the novel The Serpent and the Rope is Ramaswamy who is a 

central protagonist of this novel. Rama is a Brahmin, who is sensitive, subtle, sensual and 

spiritual, and is well versed in Sutras, Upanishads and many Hindu as well as foreign 

religious texts. Unlike Kenchamma, Rama is not a storyteller nor does he give an account 

of the events and incidents happening around him but he analyses everything 

intellectually. lyengar states, "A young man like Rama with antecedents like these cannot 

write like the simple sincere widow who tells Kanthapura after dusk to a stray visitor or 
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group of visitors. Rama's mind is a seething whirlpool of cultural currents and cross-

currents."' 

Rao sets his preoccupation in the very opening line of the novel The Serpent and 

the Rope, which reveals the patriarchal superiority of Rama not only on the basis of caste 

but also on the basis of gender. "I was Born a Brahmin - that is, devoted to truth and all 

that. 'Brahmin is he who knows the Brahmin" (p.'7). The reiteration of this occurs in 

many places in the novel. It is a 'male' Brahmin who has got the privileged position in 

the society. The entire first paragraph deals with the question of the quest for truth by the 

`male' Brahmin members of the society. The act of finding the truth is considered the 

most important and the most difficult task a man can do. Earthly life is a pilgrimage, for 

it is through this life that men can achieve self-realization or self-transcendence and thus 

know the truth. The search for self-realization is only for men whereas women are given 

this bright idea: "For a woman her home is her paradise" (p.140). Shyamala A. Narayan 

argues, "For Ramaswamy, the function of the feminine is to make man realize his goal, 

and through serving him, fulfil herself. For him, woman's salvation lies through man and 

the world, not by moving away from the world approaching the Absolute directly." 12 

 Eternity is only for men and women will die at the opportune time. 

Rao suggests that women should find fulfilment in nourishing their children and 

tending to their needs so that they become immortal even after death when remembered 

by their children. Like Narayan and Anand, Rao also idealizes the image of woman for 

their role of being a mother. Rao also projects the mother figure as 'indispensable'. Like 

Nur in Lament on the Death of a Master of Arts, Ramaswamy also bereaves the death of 

his mother: "I was born an orphan and have remained one. I have wandered the world 
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and have sobbed in hotel rooms and in trains, have looked in the cold mountains and 

sobbed, for I had no mother" (p.7). Pratap, son of Jaghirdar, works hard to brighten his 

mother's solitary existence. 

For a woman rural or urban, educated or uneducated, married or unmarried, 

working or non-working, motherhood is to be worn like a crown of achievement till her 

death. She finds fulfilment in nourishing her child, in tending to its needs. It is said in the 

novel, "The sorrow of woman be indeed the barrenness of man" (p.238). Margaret Mead 

interprets such statement in these terms, "a new and subtle form of anti-feminism in 

which men ...are tying women more tightly to their children." 13  Rao reinforces 

stereotypical image of mother repeatedly and emphatically in his novels through his 

female characters. Madeline is so much into the profession of motherhood that she never 

recovers from the agony of her son's death. "Madeline had never recovered - in fact she 

never did recover- from the death of Pierre.....mothers always know what is dangerous 

for their children" (p.14). Madeline blames Rama that a son means an heir for him but for 

her - when she holds it out against her breast the whole creation shines in a second. 

Savithri's mother lost her son when she was eighteen. The shock of her son's departure 

makes her a docile and a quiet woman. She never shouts or even speaks loudly and 

makes a quick gesture. Rama's mother is held responsible for all his dignity, deference 

towards elders and a deep seriousness towards family, "Only such a mother could have 

borne such a son" (p.35). Rama also feels, "a bad son may sometimes be born, but a bad 

mother never" (p.35). He believes that motherhood is so pure a relation for a woman so 

that even woman who is a concubine and a mistress of passion becomes virginal. "The 

world is pure. For the mistress has become the mother" (p.165). To quote Ashish Nandy: 
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"The mother-son relationship, is thus the basic nexus and the ultimate paradigm of human 

social relationships in India." 14  

In The Cat and Shakespeare Rao says that without a mother the world is 

unthinkable. People do stumble, even the most wise and nimble one's, but stumbling does 

not matter because there is always a mother to save and protect. "Man is protected. You 

could not be without a mother. You are always a child" (p.33). Rao sometimes goes to 

the extent of being envious of women: "[h]ow beautiful it is to be pregnant... Shiva will 

appear. I envy women that they bear children" (p.28). Meena Shirwadkar points out that, 

"Indeed, the mother image shines like an unbroken ray in the whole of Indian culture and 

Indo-Anglian fiction." I5  

In spite of the glorification, motherhood is a mirage. Women are not only 

glorified but also humiliated for being a mother. Rama speaks disgustingly, "Something 

in the woman is so complicated, so tortuous, I think a woman is just good enough to have 

babies and nothing else" (p.228). Rao first glorifies the role of a mother and then he 

despises it by saying that they are born to become only mother and they are good for 

nothing. It is not a valued aspect but a natural phenomenon. Shantha, (with whom Pai has 

developed physical relationship) tells Pai that if she thinks because she bears a child she 

is special it is wrong. All that is born has a mother. Mother is necessary for all children 

but motherhood has nothing special. 

Stepmother, almost in all cases equal to her husband's children's age, is portrayed 

as a blot in the name of motherhood: The new mother is always a threat to the children. 

This stigma associated with women from time immemorial makes the life of stepmother a 

hell. Rama is an orphan and will always be even when Little Mother enters his family as 
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a new mother. Saroja complains to her brother Rama about life with a stepmother as a 

guardian. Although Rama is also her stepbrother Saroja relies more on Rama than on the 

Little Mother. Rama always craves for his mother and reiterates that he is an orphan. 

After the death of his father he feels that he has again become an orphan. The Little 

Mother tries hard to perform her duty well yet she is despised and looked down upon by 

the children. 

Mothering is a job that is not only done by a mother alone it is also done by aunts. 

"I mean, orphans of the family always have great aunts, who go on changing from an 

orphan to orphan- that they remain ever young" (p.9). Lakshamma dies serving the 

children of her brothers and sisters. She never complains or sighs and spends her entire 

life like a saint aiming at the higher ideal of salvation by leading a pure and chaste life 

because she has no son of her own and a son is necessary for a woman to secure heaven 

as it is declared in the Vedas. Still she is not trusted and respected by the members of the 

family. Rama says that his grandfather, "never let me stray into the hands of 

Lakshamma" (p.10). Grandfather Kittannna tells Rama about his own daughter: "Auntie 

smells bad, my son, I want you to be a hero and a prince" (p.10). It is Lakshamma's duty 

to bring up the children and at the same time she is also criticized for spoiling them and 

so they should be kept away from her. She tries to fix a place in the heaven by bringing 

up her relative's children and also by abstaining herself from every pleasure of the 

worldly life but in this world her sacrifice is not acknowledged even by her family. 

Benaras is the holy city and concubines of Benaras are the "most beautiful of any 

in the world" (p.14). The sexual dichotomization is clearly evident in this sentence - men 

are for Spiritual quest and women are there to distract the aspirants. For men: "Death 
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makes passion beautiful. Death makes the concubine inevitable" (p.14). Death makes 

men feel that they are mortal and fallible human beings. Therefore, there is nothing 

wrong in having some worldly pleasure with women. Rama's grandfather Kittanna goes 

to the concubine Chandramma. He feels no shame in explaining to his grandson that his 

daughter-in-law's voice is similar to the voice of Chandramma, a whore. "Grandfather 

concluded, it was in Mysore, and I have not been there these fifty years" (p.8). His 

association with concubine does not bring any kind of disgrace to his family, as it is in 

the case of a woman. He is rather adored and revered by everyone for being a manly 

figure. Aunt Seethamma calls her father `Dharma Raja' and feels proud of him. She says, 

"The impossible, for Grandfather, was always possible. He never - he, a Brahmin-never 

for once was afraid of gun or sword, and yet what depth lie had in his prayers" (p.8). 

Being a Brahmin gives a privileged status to a man to have adultery with the concubines 

without fear of any kind. 

Not only grandfather Kittanna but Rama also approaches prostitutes. Like his 

Grandfather Rama also justifies the act of adultery by saying: "[t]he holiness of the body 

is like the duty of the devdasi - it functions within its own dimensions. The body can no 

more be holy than the mind be pure" (p.113). In Paris, like a big-hearted and 

compassionate man he helps a prostitute and walks out saying: "[m]an in his flesh is 

unutterably weak and the sorrow of the Paris prostitutes somehow to give meaning to 

one's own sorrow, to show one's intimacy to oneself, and perhaps even reveal the nature 

of poetry....You should know a woman and not understand her - for if you understand 

her, then you can never be a pilgrim to knowledge" (p.220). For Lakshmi, a fine looking 

woman, Rama feels that she has the power to pluck manhood out of anyone. Being tired 
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of the struggle and intense craving for Indian woman and the thought that there is not 

going to be a Savithri anyway, he slips slowly and deliberately into Lakshmi's bed. 

Lakshmi reiterates the same old myth that men are by nature promiscuous and there is 

nothing wrong in it. It is in their biology; they are helpless in this matter: "[mien are 

worthless,' she remarked often. They are simpler than children. Any patch of flesh will 

do for them- the fairer the better" (p.298). Rama feels adultery is like eating pickle which 

leaves a lasting taste in the mouth. 

Savithri is neither Rama's concubine nor his wife. She is also not his sister and 

the relationship between the two can not be called platonic. Although it is not physical, 

Rama always craves for the physical enjoyment with Savithri whereas Savithri takes this 

relationship to the spiritual level and worships him. All women are one and the same, for 

they are the different manifestations of `shakti' or the feminine principle. This 

metaphysical concept accounts for Rama's peculiar relations with other women, 

particularly with Saroja, his step-sister. Although he accepts that in India every woman 

who is not your wife — or your concubine — is your sister but fails when Saroja comes 

before him. He does not even spare Saroja and feels intoxicated in her presence and 

realizes how a Brahmin woman can radiate energy that can make others crazy. Saroja 

trusts him more than anyone else and thinks of him as a protector and a guardian. Rama 

talks about the Indian sensibility and morality but does not feel ashamed of possessing an 

incestuous desire for Saroja. In a similar vein, Mulk Raj Anand also presents his 

character Bakha who harbours the same feeling for his sister Sohini. Rao's hero, Rama 

only spares Catherine from his 'male gaze' whom he calls 'sacred sister'. For Anand and 

Rao women's body is no doubt a territory and relationships are only for the women to 
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observe. Men are free to pursue their desires: moral or immoral. Men feel at large on the 

excuse of the beauty that radiates from the body of women. 

Oncle Charles, Madeline's Uncle, tells Rama that he has been constantly 

unfaithful to Catherine's mother, his first wife, but she never complained though she 

knew it. He goes to whores in Paris when Aunt Zoubie, his second wife, has a mild 

paralytic attack. Captain Sham Sunder, Rama's friend, also involves in adultery and 

prefers white skin to brown. 

Adultery, on the part of women, is something that strikes at and erodes the very 

core of the family ties and threatens all that the family as a social unit strives to achieve. 

Saroja, wife of Govindan Pai, in The Cat and Shakespeare is badly hurt when she comes 

to know about her husband's relationship with Shantha outside marriage. She, unlike an 

ideal Indian woman, refuses to worship and condone a man who betrays her. She never 

allows her son to see his father because she wants to keep her son away even from the 

shadow of him. She could take such a bold step because she is financially independent 

and can take care of herself and her child from the earnings of the land given to her by his 

father. Pai shows the true traits of patriarchal norms and does not feel any kind of guilt 

for his adultery. He rather justifies his illicit relationship with Shantha by criticizing the 

character of Saroja as a dominating and a haughty woman and by eulogizing the character 

of his concubine Shantha as a tender, softhearted, caring and dedicated woman. Pai 

proves himself reasonable and upright by supplying proof to his act: "[t]hat is why she is 

so exquisite in her love play. She is shy like a peahen. Her giving is complete" (p.22). Pai 

also pacifies his male desire by being loved and revered by Shantha: 
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If she became my mistress it was because she felt wife. She remained a 

wife. My feet were there for her to worship. My weaknesses were 

there for her to learn; my manhood, at least such as I possess, for her 

to bear children. She had never touched any man before. She said she 

knew me to be her man the moment I went and stood against the filing 

ladder. For a woman love is not development. Love is recognition 

(p.23). 

`Holy' is an ancient myth associated with the character of women. Women are 

conditioned to value their virginity before marriage and their chastity after, as though 

their very life depended on it. They are in bondage to their chastity, which is the only 

substantiation of their goodness. Savithri, a pure and pious woman, is shy and throws her 

pallo more amply over her breast. Rama admires Savithri's skin as wondrous and thinks 

that five hundred years of being shut in zananaa produces such type of skin. Rama, "had 

never felt, no not even in Saroja, a presence that made a gift of life to itself, and as such 

had a natural purity that showed up your vulgarities as the X-ray the bones" (p.130). 

Rama cherishes the thought of holding Savithri into his arms and feels that it is not the 

thought of Pratap who stops her but she herself. She never pushes man away, but man 

draws away from her, because there is no common knowledge, no language in which one 

has similar symbols to exchange. Her simplicity is her defense. Rao's another female 

character Lakshmi is not so clean in habit but she is a good Hindu wife and her immoral 

relationship with Rama is justified by revealing the truth of her husband, Captain Sham 

Sunder's immoral act and his indifferent attitude towards her. 
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Rao has created a character of Madeline, a French wife of Rama, pious and 

untouched: "Madeline was altogether unreal. That is why I think she never married 

anyone - in fact she had never touched anyone" (p.15). Once a German tries to touch her 

hair but he dares not and bows down and moves away. Madeline is so particular about 

chastity that her cousins tease her that one-day she will end up in convent as a Catholic 

sister. Her cousin Roland tells Madeline that in Australia there is an island Kuru-buri 

where her virtue will be appreciated. 

Rama says, "It was Brahmin in me, she said, the sense that touch and untouch are 

so important, which she sensed; and she would let me touch her" (p.15). Madeline is a 

combination of beauty and purity. Rao makes his French heroine, a symbol of purity and 

beauty, ideal enough to be a wife of a Brahmin. And it is Brahminism in Rama that 

makes her surrender her body happily. For Rao, no matter where a woman belongs to and 

which tradition she follows, when she comes in contact with a man who is a Brahmin, she 

dissolves into him. She loses her identity and enters into a life where she can only be 

recognized by the status and name of that man. Similarly, Rao has created his character 

Shantha, a pious and untouched woman but when she comes in contact with Pai, a 

Brahmin, surrenders herself completely. She is a Nair. Nairs worship their mothers and 

revere their fathers. But Pai makes her follow his Brahminic tradition not by force but by 

consent. Therefore, surrendering to a Brahmin male is not a sin; it is rather natural. In the 

whole process the Brahmin male receives a privileged status and enjoys all the pleasures 

of life. 

Almost all the male-characters of Rao in these two novels are involved in 

adulterous relationships. Their wives never react by reason of ignorance, fear, 
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complacence, and even indifference. Rao presents adultery in such a natural way that it 

seems that his female characters are socially conditioned to accept it. Neither does the 

wife feel humiliated nor is it a cultural or social shock to her. In this connection 

Wollstonecraft rightly states: 

"Ignorant women forced to be chaste, to preserve their reputation, 

allow their imagination to revel in the unnatural and meritorious 

scenes sketched by the novel writers of the day, slighting as insipid the 

sober dignity and matron graces of history, whilst men carry the same 

vitiated taste into life, and fly for the amusement to the wanton, from 

the unsophisticated charms of virtue, and the grave respectability of 

the sense. " 16  

Marriage is a sanctified bond that is attributed with religious sanction and piety, 

blessed with the charm of eternity. A woman entering into marriage means she enters into 

a new life where she discards the old one and shifts her loyalties to the new God in her 

life. Marriage holds different meanings to different female characters in these two novels 

but it brings the same destination to all the characters - misery. For Madeline: "Love at 

nineteen is as illusory as happiness at twenty-five. Marriage is a bond, and you live 

together because you can change hands at the wheel, and bring gateaux for guests, as you 

pass chez Madame Tissier" (p.145). She feels that there is no use of her going to India 

because she has never been close to Rama. Her husband does not need her and to be 

physically present will bring no good to either of them. For Madeline marriage is not a 
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means to obtain biological needs. She firmly believes where the mind is not ready to 

accept the relation; the body should also make itself free from the bond of marriage. 

For Savithri: "marriage would be to wed anyone, for whatever happened would 

just happen, and the wedding too would be happening" (p.137). She believes marriage is 

an indissoluble tie where: "[y]ou reap and you enjoy, you breed children and you grow 

fat, you live in a palace or give away prizes at a football match" (p.290). 

Saroja says that between a marriage and a funeral there is not much difference: in 

one you are two and in the other you are alone. On the day of marriage, Saroja tells 

Rama: "[o]h, Brother, I want to run away, run away, anywhere. 1 cannot marry him. I 

must not marry him. It is selfish of me to marry a man whom I detest, I look down upon. 

I think I only like his car, his position; and the feeling that he is like father" (p.264). She 

finds no escape and readies herself for the sacrifice: "[a]fter all, the dead body, when it 

goes to the crematorium, must feel happy. It does not say, "No, I will go back, I'll go 

back and be a ghost" (p.265). After marriage she writes to Rama: "[for me life has come 

to an end. By life I mean hope, fulfilment. I expect nothing" (p.374). Saroja promises 

Rama that even if she is not happy she will settle with her husband without any kind of 

distraction, 

For Little Mother marriage is a way to salvation for women: "[a] woman has to 

marry, whether she be blind, deaf, mute, or tuberculous. Her womb is her life, and we 

cannot choose our men. True in your part of the globe, in Europe, they say they choose 

their own husbands, and I have seen all this in the cinemas. But we are not Europeans. 

We are of this country - we are Brahmins" (p.260-61). For men, she thinks differently. 

She tells Rama that his case is different; he is a favourite of the Gods. He is not of this 
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earth. He does not smoke, drink, eat meat and take vulgar ways. She says, "A man at 

home is like a God in the temple" (p.261). Her phrase is inconvertible: "After all, Rama, 

what more happiness does a woman need than a home and a husband. The temple needs a 

bell,... and the girl a husband, , to make the four walls shine" (p.278). Meenakshi 

Mukherjee justly opines: "Little Mother's whole strength lies in her unconscious and 

unquestioning identification with a set of ancient values." 17  

Aunt Zoubie describes her marriage as a source to fulfil biological needs only 

where there is no place for the communion of the heart. She tells Madeline about Oncle 

Charles: 

....love affairs were written on his face. He wore his women as he 

wore his cuff-links or his pince-nez, and hid them when he wanted 

to....Man is such a frail, such a foolish creature. If you respect him too 

much, he will cheat you. If you treat him with condescension, he will 

obey and insult you. So you must give him a hot bath at one moment 

and a cold bath at another, as the doctors have advised me....Tell me 

Charles, did you marry me because you were alone? Speak. You 

married me because you wanted a wife, somebody to sew on your 

buttons, and wipe your mouth when your saliva ran down your face 

(p.378-9). 

For Ramakrishna Pai, husband is like a God for the wife so she must worship him. 

His daughter Usha asks: "Father, what is marriage?" "Daughter, it is when I give you to 
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God" (p.62). He further defines how it is to be a wife: "To be a wife is not to be wed. To 

be a wife is to worship your man. Then you are born. And you give birth to what is born 

in being born. You annihilate time and you become a wife. Wifehood, of all states in the 

world, seems the most holy. It stops work it creates. It lives on even when time 

dies...Such is woman" (p.30). He hates his wife, Saroja, for her talk about her illustrious 

background and blames her for every mess: "[s]he cannot help all the time talking of the 

wife. I am a quiet man, and to speak the truth, I don't yet know what it is to mean 

husband" (p.7). He beats Saroja to release his frustration and sometimes to show his 

godly power over her. Pai has boils all over his body and when there is no one to serve 

him, he remembers his wife and criticizes her vehemently: "I had such disgust. What's 

the use of having a wife if she cannot take care of one-for when boils come, do they say, 

Dear sir, I am coming, may I come, like a mother-in-law? No, they come just like that, 

and occupy your house. They're of British make, and like everything British, it works 

without your knowing" (p.16). Marriage for Pai is a source to get all the comforts a 

woman can provide for, and if necessary, even by denying her own existence. In return a 

man is, "meant to work for his wife, to feed her and for the children to go to school" 

(p.8). 

Saroja holds a view similar to Madeline regarding marriage. She refuses to carry 

the eternal bond between two partners in marriage when one partner is disloyal. She 

rejects the idea of being a good wife and bear all the atrocities inflicted by the husband. 

She also denies the very existence of her husband and refuses to accept his help. She tells 

her son Vithal, "your father is no father. Your real father is the sun. Worship him. And 

when he falls and rises in prostration every morning, Vithal finds a box of peppermints, 
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round as the sun. This is to prove his paternity" (p.96). Saroja keeps everyday a box of 

peppermint before Vithal and thus fatherhood by 'sun' is justified. It is believed for 

thousands of years that husband is the true breadwinner of the family and wife and 

children are always at the receiving end. It is the prior duty of a husband to feed his wife 

and children. Saroja refuses Pai's authority over her but upholds the very importance of 

father as a true breadwinner of the family. In the whole process, Rao brings out that a 

father figure is indispensable for a family. 

Govindan Nair believes that, "children need houses. And women need husbands" 

(p.46). Therefore, a woman must marry to find shelter and protection. He accuses his 

wife of being a materialist who craves for money and status and drives him crazy. He 

sees the world replete with opportunistic and selfish wives. He reiterates: "1 tell you 

Ramakrishna Pai, there's nothing like becoming rich. Our wives adore us if we can 

produce a car, even a toy car for a baby. Females have one virtue. They adore gilt" (p.12). 

As per the cultural norms of Indian society husband expects from a wife complete 

submission of her true-self. While the wife, in turn, expects only financial and physical 

protection from her husband. If a wife's demands exceed her husband's capability, she is 

charged as a greedy and shameless woman as it is evident in the relationship between 

Nair and his wife Tangamma. 

Once married, women are forgotten by their parents. Parents are not ready to take 

the responsibility of the married women and avoid them in such a way as if they have 

never been related to their family. Kapila is the eldest sister of Rama and has never set 

her foot on the household ever since she got married into a house in Mysore. Little 

Mother has never visited her father's house after marriage. She has become a stranger to 
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her family and familiar to those whom she has known only for five or six years. Saroja is 

leading a dead life and Savithri reconciles to her fate after marriage because parent's 

doors are closed for them. 

Further, child-marriage limits women's life and expectations. Theoretically 

chances of remarriage are higher for women due to their early marriage but they are 

barred from being married again whereas men are allowed to marry a number of times. 

This is evident even in these novels where woman spends her entire life bringing up the 

children of her sisters and brothers and dies a death of a virgin. Rama's father marries for 

the third time but his aunt, Lakshamrna, a child-widow, can not re-marry. In Kanthapura 

Rao portrays the character of Ratna on the same lines. She is only fifteen and is expected 

to spend her entire life as a child-widow. In The Cat and Shakespeare Nair fixes marriage 

between Sridhara, his seven-year-old son and Usha, a six-year-old daughter of Pai. He 

says that Usha would make Sridhara live long. Sridhara catches pneumonia and dies. Nair 

blames Usha for his son's death: "[t]he more innocent a thing the more mysterious its 

cause... Innocence is the most dangerous thing in the world" (p.58). The patriarchal 

society sanctions persecution of even a small girl child. Her very innocence leaves no 

impact on men living in the society. The child-widow learns to survive trauma, without 

any support or love since childhood. 

Power and prestige is only to be attained by men and they are instinctively prone 

to the desire of power while women are supposed to be altruist and the desire for power is 

denied to them. Madeline talks about the difference of the colour of the skin but Rama 

never notices this and acknowledges that difference is self-created and it does make 

difference to him when he steps out and people pay respect to his family and even 
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Maharaja gives proper respect to them. "The principle of man as ruler, as regulator of the 

kingdom; just as woman is mistress and doctor of the household" (p.191). Savithri's 

father might refuse the proposal of Rama on the ground that he is just a professor. Man 

looks for social status and a woman's status is decided by her husband's status, therefore, 

her father never gives consent to this alliance. 

The social roles for a woman within the family and even in the larger context of 

the society has already placed her in such invisible bondage that she either feels diffident 

about asserting her rights, or simply remains ignorant about these rights. She even has 

been conditioned that it would be wrong and sinful on her part to think in terms of 

individual rights as different from her husband and separate from her family. Vishalakshi, 

Little Mother, Rama's second stepmother, is an embodiment of traditional patriarchal 

mindset. She is the fifth out of the seven children. Her father is a court clerk and a strait-

laced man. Her life before marriage was hell and she is taught since childhood to be a 

gendered self. She recalls: "[I]ife to me, Rama, was like that municipal tap at the door, 

purring the whole night through. But at least, when women came in early in the morning, 

the tap heard someone sing, whereas I - I knew kicks and tears" (p.290). She is a 

religious, shy and silent woman. She is the grand-daughter of learned Bhatta but her 

education is meager so she speaks in simple sentences and speaks with long silences. She 

feels that Sridhara, her son, is an orphan and looks at Rama to reassure herself that from 

now he is the heir, protector and companion. Little Mother is the head of the family after 

Rama's father's death but according to patriarchal society it is the man who rules the 

family and being the eldest man in the family Little Mother asks Rama to take the 

responsibility of the household. She asks him to do a favour: "[s]imply by writing to us 
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often; and coming to us every two or three years. So that they know there's a head of the 

household, an elder brother; so that the children feel they are protected, and there's one 

whom they have to obey" (p.48). Rama accepts this responsibility and declares: "I have 

become the head of the family now. And since I must return to Europe soon Little Mother 

will be my representative, with the power of the baton and the bank account" (p.49). 

Little Mother does not interfere in Rama's affair but she certainly has a say in her 

stepdaughters' affair and sometimes forces them to comply the patriarchal norms as it has 

been followed by women for generations. Neither she questions the social order nor does 

she allow her stepdaughters to do so. She follows every order given by men and tries to 

secure a place in the family as well as in the heaven. Mary Ellmann in Thinking About 

Woman rightly argues that: "[w]hen men are searching for the truth, women are content 

with lies, but when men are searching for diversion of variety, women counter with their 

stultifying respect for immediate duty." 18  

A woman is bound to her work-life, whether at home or in the market place. Her 

work is always a means to satisfy other people's ends. She has to forego opportunities of 

vertical mobility, she is denied the chance of a decisive job, besides she is exploited 

physically and financially. Saroja has a growing awareness of her powerless existence in 

every sphere of life. She imagines that had she been a European woman, she would have 

freedom to pursue her desire of studying medicine. She feels that European women know 

how to love, whereas Indian women know how to bear children. Rama stablishes the 

superiority of Indian tradition by calling their freedom- a freedom of foolishness but 

Saroja refuses to accept Rama's logic in this matter. She realizes her futile existence and 

tells him that women are just like a motorcar or a bank account. Saroja, in fact, laments 
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on her powerlessness and chained existence. In the realization of self-negating powers 

Uncle Seetharamu also plays a decisive role by making her understand the existential 

reality of an Indian woman: "A woman is a woman and she must obey, even if she has 

got a first class University degree" (p.27I). Saroja wants to fly off and lead a life of her 

own but succumbs to the demands of society and family and promises her brother that 

she would only bring a fair name to their household. Kathleen Raine rightly remarks: 

"Saroja's story is indeed a grave criticism of the position of woman in India....her sad 

choice is a blend of youthful perversity and acceptance of the role of woman within the 

Indian society." I9  

Madeline, a twenty-seven year old lecturer of history at a college, is a dedicated 

wife and wants to please Rama in every possible manner. Madeline is a French woman 

but shy like an Indian one, does not call her husband by his name. She makes sacrifices 

like any other Indian woman for her husband. She becomes vegetarian and calls Rama 

`Lord'. Madeline is a good wife and the protector of the household hearth. She loves 

India because in India Rama's father lives and she has veneration for his father. She 

hangs Rama's parent's picture on the wall. She gives grass to the stone-bull to make 

Rama happy although she has the slightest belief in all that. After the death of Rama's 

father she becomes his mother. She learns cooking for Rama. Madeline is particular 

about time-table and keeps things in an apple pie order while Rama places things 

haphazardly everywhere. She changes her son's name from Krishna to Pierre because she 

believes that she is a French woman and Indian Gods will get angry if her son bears the 

name of one of then -1. She cremates Pierre. She is a romantic, sentimental and humane 
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woman. She tries hard to please Rama in every possible manner and wants to be loved by 

him. 

Madeline hankers for Rama's love. She wonders why Rama treats her unnaturally 

and why he does not include her in the deep recess of his heart. She emphasizes her love 

for Rama throughout the novel. Without having proper response from Rama she becomes 

agitated and criticizes none other than herself: "[h]ow Indian sometimes I have become - 

I see and I wonder. India is infectious, mysterious and infectious" (p.4-2). Rama shows the 

attitude of an impregnable mountain that can not be shaken. 

Though Madeline is well educated, financially independent and sensible, she is 

not confident. She is not sure of her happiness with Rama. She has a premonition that she 

will kill Rama while Rama, who is five years younger to Madeline, is very confident and 

gives comfort to her by saying: "I will never die till you give me permission, Madeline" 

(p.22). Madeline always has a fear that Rama would convert her into a Hindu. She is 

indignant to see any injustice done to anyone and cries for a long time instead of finding 

a solution for it. 

Devoid of love, Madeline's shaken confidence gives rise to her contradictory 

statements. On the one hand, she blames Rama for his pride and on the other she admires 

him for his innocence. She writes that Rama will never understand what it is to be a 

mother - and a French mother specially. She blames that people in India want a child to 

be a hero, a wise man, a doctor, a grammarian but she only wants a son: "[y]ou people 

are sentimental about the invisible, we about the visible" (p.39). But on the very second 

paragraph of this letter she writes that Oncle Charles rightly says that she has done right 

to marry such an 'outlandish creature'. Further, she admires Indians' beliefs and admits 
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that: "without a man she can see nothing great or holy. There the Hindus are right. Man 

must lead woman to the altar of God" (p.42). She loves Rama with a strange, distant, 

impenitent love - as though in loving him she does not in fact love him. She wonders 

whether she can love a thing so abstract as Rama. She acknowledges that she does not 

love him for his purity and inner strength and wonders if Indians can love. She says that 

Rama is the noblest, and at the same time the most inhuman husband. Madeline feels that 

she has failed Rama's God, but Rama thinks that she has failed him. Later she tries to 

soften Rama by saying: "[e]verything good for me has only come from India" (p.70). She 

asks Rama to cremate her when she dies. 

Madeline tells Savithri that a woman of France is made to carry the burden of a 

Brahmin. The very next moment she says, "Rama is either thousand years old or three... 

He cannot do anything wrong, for he's either so wise or so innocent...He's been born a 

man by mistake - for my joy" (p.142). Madeline shares her feelings with Rama and tells 

him that she wants to run away from him. Soon she says she is joking but she is not, that 

is also known to Rama. Madeline finds something missing in their relationship and tries 

to overcome it with the help of Rama but he lives in a different world where her feelings 

hold no importance. Her paradoxical statements prove her sheer desperation for Rama's 

love, which makes her behave in an eccentric way. 

The more Madeline hankers after Rama the more he feels great and godly, which 

further frustrates her. Rama is so much imbued with the spirit of being an Indian and 

being a male that he becomes blind to see everything beyond this. When Little Mother 

gives him an ancestral toe-ring for Madeline as a parting gift, Rama feels that he is at last 

going to make Madeline his own. Rama always tries to make Madeline happy by doing 
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superficial things. "What I think Madeline really cared for was a disinterested devotion to 

any cause, and she loved me partly because she felt India had been wronged by the 

British, and because she would, in marrying me, know and identify herself with a great 

people" (p.20). He hardly understands her and tries hard to project himself as a larger 

than life figure by giving metaphysical dimension to everything. When Rama falls ill and 

vomits blood, Madeline cleans everything and takes good care of Rama. Inspite of 

Madeline's love and care Rama declares: "Madeline does not love me. She wants me to 

be big and true that she may pour her love on me, as some devotee would want her Shiva 

or Krishna to be big and grand, that she might make a grand abhisheka with milk and 

honey and holy Ganges water. To anoint oneself in worshipping another is the basis of all 

love. We become ourself by becoming another" (p.82). His superiority is further reflected 

in this statement: "[t]he woman needs our worship for her fulfilment, for in worshipping 

her we know the world and annihilate it, absorbing it into ourself. We should be Shiva 

that woman be dissolved - and with her the world. For the world is meant not for denial 

but for dissolution" (p.174). She seeks true communion with Rama where she can share 

her feelings with Rama and could tell him that she misses him and so many affectionate 

gestures. She wants to have a child because she wants to tell the baby a million silly 

things that she could not speak to Rama for he makes all simple things too big and 

everything that is human seems ridiculous before him. When Rama gives her a saree sent 

by Saroja, she is disappointed because she wants a gift from Rama. 

Finally, Madeline's frustration takes the form of cynicism. Being a failure in 

gaining Rama's love, she becomes skeptical about everything. She develops bitterness for 

Rama and contradicts whatever he says. When Rama says that the Indians love all and 
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forget everyone's sins, she comments sarcastically: "[s]o that the pariah may have his 

separate well, and the woman slave for men" (p.64). Being tired of Rama's indifferent 

attitude she implores Rama for his love: "for you, a woman is still the other, the strange, 

the miracle. You could never show the familiarity European men show towards their 

wives. You worship woman even if you torture them. But I like to be tortured and to be 

your slave" (p.100). Florence Nightingale's words aptly describe her predicament: 

"[g]ive us back our suffering, we cry to heaven in our hearts-suffering rather than 

indifferentism: for out of nothing comes nothing. But out of suffering may come the cure. 

Better have pain than paralysis!" 2°  

However, Rama is not completely ignorant of Madeline's agony but his 

patriarchal mindset never allows him to see things from different perspectives. He feels: 

"[s]he seemed so far that nearness was farther than any smell or touch. There was no 

bridge - all bridges now led to Spain" (p.16-7). Rama believes that after the death of 

Pierre, Madeline has gone too far in spite of being so close to him. Rama thinks that loss 

of the child for Madeline is so big that it is impossible for her to reconcile to it. He never 

even for once realizes that Madeline hankers for his love and intimacy. Madeline writes 

to Rama that she has developed a love for ruin and especially ruins of the cathedrals and 

the chapels. Rama understands her desperation in this way: "Like all melancholic people, 

Madeline loved bridges. She felt Truth was always on the other side" ( p.14). 

Madeline feels that she is kissing a serpent or a dead body when Rama kisses her 

because she believes that man and woman who have no love for each other should not 

involve in mechanical touch. While Rama interprets this as: "[t]ouch, as I have said, was 

always distasteful to her, so she liked the untouching Cathars, she loved their celibacy. 
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She implored me to practice the ascetic Brahmacharya of my ancestors, and I was too 

proud a Brahmin to feel defeated. The bridge was anyhow there, and could not be 

crossed. I knew I would never go to Spain" (p.17). Rama believes that man only has 

sexual desire and women are groomed for the fulfilment of the main goal and purpose of 

her existence, namely sexual gratification of her husband and procreation. But had she 

been so much averse to male touch, she would not have made a violent love to Rama 

again and again — a love — that makes Rama feel that she will devour him. 

Nevertheless, Rama tries hard to understand the gravity of the situation: 

What after all was the problem? Where exactly did it begin? For 

Madeline had never been sweeter. There was nothing I needed which 

she did not know beforehand, and bring to me: my medicine after 

lunch, my handkerchief when I started on a walk, my pencil, duly 

sharpened and laid on my notebook - for I continued to work on my 

Albegensians. Yet she herself was not there. She was nowhere (p.79). 

But the more Rama tries to understand the problem the more he drifts apart. In 

order to make Madeline happy and wipe out the differences between them he once tries 

to follow Madeline's God although deep down from his heart he is least concerned about 

this: "[h]ow I wish I could tell Madeline I have begun to worship her God...For to wed a 

woman you must wed her God" (p.85-6). Rama thinks that it is his concern for her 

religion that makes her happy but for Madeline it is Rama's love that makes all the 

difference. 



240 

According to K. R. Rao, a critic, "Madeline is a typical Westerner with her 

individualism, calculation and deliberation, and exemplifies the Western predicament of 

self-crisis and isolation."21  However, this can not be true in case of Madeline. She is the 

woman who craves for her husband's love like any other woman and when denied feels 

isolated and deserted. She begs him: "Rama talk to me, say something to me" (p.237). 

She beseeches him to talk but Rama has nothing to say to Madeline, he has all his love 

for Savithri. Madeline feels alone and engrosses herself in reading. She reads Buddhism 

and takes lessons on Pali language. A silent distance grows between them. She has 

separated her room from Rama's and asks him to be a good Brahmin. She says that she 

can not love anyone else but Rama. She observes every festival and becomes a staunch 

believer of Buddha and ultimately transforms herself into a Sadhvi. Madeline's failure in 

love is the cause of her transformation. 

Madeline engrosses herself completely in Buddhism by breaking all the 

connections with Rama. When Rama comes back home Madeline does not show any kind 

of good or bad feelings for him and asks Rama 'why did you come?' Madeline writes a 

last letter to Rama and speaks about his last visit to her: 

[I]t's all like a ghost story,' 	I am sure it would also be wise to 

give Rama his freedom. He must marry someone younger from his 

own country. He will be happy with an Indian woman, I have no 

doubt. I know talking like this is painful, but truth has some day to be 

faced. In any case Rama must go back to his family; his lungs cannot 

bear our climate anymore. Besides, why would he want to stay in 
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France? Nowadays divorce has become so easy. You could perhaps 

tactfully put it to Oncle Charles. Better still, why don't you consult 

someone there, while I consult someone here (p.399)? 

Her frustration gives place to self- disgust, which is evident in the following 

statement by Madeline when she suffers from Influenza: "[o]h, it's nothing, you know I 

have had a bad throat since I was a child of three. They say that Mother thought I would 

have goiter some day. But nothing so serious will ever happen to me. I am not even good 

enough for disease" (p.335). She is so much depressed by Rama's indifference that she 

not only leaves Rama but also renounces the world. 

Nevertheless, she still has love and affection for Rama. She observes forty-one days 

fast for Rama. Her love for Rama is clearly shown here: 

[t]hat is why I say it. I have prayed night after night, like you said 

emperor Babar prayed for his son Humayan, that I be taken away in 

your place. You are young, you are a man, you have yet to live. When 

I knew you first you were such a sprightly vivacious being. It is I who 

brought all this on you. I am only a log of flesh, and anyone can take 

my place. But you, you are the head of the family (p.336). 

She asks Rama,"[w]hat is it separated us, Rama?"India'. 'India. But I am a 

Buddhist.' That is why Buddhism left India. India is impitoyable"(p.336). India 
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separated them because Rama's Indian mentality always makes Madeline feel alienated. 

The more she tries to become familiar with Rama the more she feels lonely and different. 

Finally, she decides not to run after Rama and Buddhism gives her the light to move on. 

She turns •to Buddhism because as Uma Parmeshwaran says: "unfortunately, man's 

search, as portrayed by Rao, could be taken to mean just that: gender-oriented and male 

rather than generically human." 22  

According to S. Nagarajan, a critic, "in the marriage of Rama and Madeline, two 

contrary world views, two contrary epistemologies come together, and the novel is the 

study of encounter." 23  The reality is that this novel is based on the Miltonic phrase "He 

for God only, and she for God in him" 24  but with a difference. Here the woman changes 

her God. 

Rao firmly believes in the old ways of living and he ridicules the mixture of 

Eastern and Western civilization. He tries to portray his female character Savithri, 

nineteen-year-old daughter of a tyrant Raja Raghubir Singh of Surajpur, as an 

amalgamation of an Indian and as well as European civilization. She smokes and fixes up 

dance engagements. She has an affair with a Muslim boy, Hussain Hamdani, in London. 

Rama fills with disgust to see Savithri's lifestyle and does not understand her going from 

strict purdah to this extreme modernism with unholy haste. Rama reflects: "we in the 

south were more sober, and very distant. We lived by tradition - shameful though it might 

look. We did not mind quoting Shankaracharya in Law Courts or marrying our girls in 

the old way, even if they had gone abroad. The elder brother still commanded respect, 

and my sisters would never speak to me as Savithri spoke to her father" (p.34). 
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However, Rao fails in portraying her as a female who is a combination of Eastern 

and Western civilization. She appears to be an independent and emancipated woman but 

in reality she is not as emancipated as she appears to be. In spite of being educated and 

leading a free life-style, she has no role in the scheme of things. She is a mere puppet in 

the hands of her family and dances to the tunes of her father. She goes to Europe for 

higher education because her father takes a special pride in giving education to his 

daughter and wants that no women in the whole Rajput caste should be as educated as 

Savithri. Her education is aimed not at her personal upliftment but at gaining false pride. 

She goes to London to pursue a doctorate degree for the sake of vanity. 

Savithri looks for worldly pleasures. She takes her own stand about everything 

but again her very stand is too based on traditional pattern. She shows the sign of 

resistance, but after a mild resistance she surrenders every time and walks on the lines of 

an ideal Indian woman. She is interested in studying history but her father insists upon 

her to study English. She is also not ready to marry Pratap and suggests that Pushpavati 

her younger sister should be married to him. Savithri refuses to see Pratap and believes 

nothing ever would take place between the two because she has an aversion to British 

rulers and Pratap serves the British with great loyalty. Her argument for not marrying 

Pratap is considered frivolous and not taken up by her parents seriously. Against her 

wishes she is engaged to Pratap because Pratap prefers Savithri to Pushpavathi. It is the 

wish of Pratap that is taken into consideration. 

For Savithri, everything is gesture and symbol. Madeline observes about Savithri 

that she is not real. She lives in the world of fantasy and dreams; her strange acts 

bewilder Madeline. Her little knowledge of Buddhism surprises Madeline because 
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Buddhism originated in India. For her ignorance and innocence Madeline describes her: 

"It's three thousand years of civilization that produces a thing like her" (p.144). However, 

Rama is all praise for Savithri: 

That is the beauty of Savithri. She is whole and simple wherever she 

is; for her there is only one world, one spot, one person even -and that 

is he who is before her. From her distant perch of the impersonal she 

offers him a spoon of sugar or a glass of whisky, as though her only 

concern were his joy. No one can be near her-except perhaps me, I told 

myself- for she is everywhere, and you had to be her to be by her 

(p.293). 

She tends to be modern but at the same time is religious who entertains Rama 

with Uttra Rama Charita or Raghuvamsa. She is not attracted to Rama's physical 

appearance but his intelligence. Rama realizes that: "[h]er presence never spoke anything 

but her absence spoke" (p.33). Like 'Darcy' in Pride and Prejudice Rama does not find 

Savithri attractive but later he falls madly in love with her. Rama realizes that he breathes 

with Savithri and feels like Yagnyavalkya who had said to Maitereyi: "[for whose sake, 

verily, does a husband love his wife. Not for the sake of his wife, but verily for the sake 

of the Self in her'(p.26). Rama does not love the self in Madeline but he definitely loves 

Savithri for the self in her. 

Savithri's ritual marriage with Rama symbolizes that she belongs to him whom 

she has known from times immemorial. Washing of Rama's feet by Savithri signifies the 
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position of woman in the society with respect to men. Uma Parmeshwaran observes: 

"The ritualistic washing of Rama's feet by Savithri is one of the more explicit statements 

on woman's position vis-a vis men." 25  She asks Rama, "would you really marry me? 

..."But I am too poor, too wretched a creature. No woman who's a woman can choose 

her destiny. Men make her destiny. For a woman to choose is to betray her biology" 

(p.294-5). Savithri earns admiration from Rama for her submissive traits which could be 

described in Mary Wollstonecraft's words: "[w]omen are told from their infancy, and 

taught by their example of their mothers, that....softness of temper, outward obedience, 

and a scrupulous attention to a puerile kind of propriety will obtain for them the 

protection of man". 26  

"A Hindu woman knows how to worship her Krishna, her lord" (p.211). This 

statement by Savithri makes Rama fulfilled and complete. Rama touches Savithri's feet 

and carries the feel of it home. Rama never learnt to kiss good-byes in public. Even to 

take Madeline's arm in public seemed a desecration to him. But with Savithri, it is 

different. "With Madeline everything was explanation. With Savithri it was recognition" 

(p.345). Indian religions and cultures contain powerful matriarchal myths, or myths of 

female power. Such myths may only confirm male superiority. Savitri's power is derived 

from and is in the service of her man. Here we have a powerful legitimisation of the 

ideologies that give manhood a supreme position and a woman strength as a wife and a 

reproducer in a patriarchal family. 

Savithri feels suffocated in the company of Pratap and wants to go back to Rama. 

But Rama checks her movement and reminds her of the importance of husband and prime 

duty of a wife. He also warns her that she should not break the norms and if she does, the 
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outcome would be tragic. He advises her: "rejoice in the rejoicement of others" (p.369). 

Savithri reconciles to her destiny and accepts her future with Pratap. Thus, in spite of 

being well educated and rebellious she becomes subservient to the male demands - 

subsuming the priorities of the self to the needs and demands of the family and the 

society. Rao has written a long panegyric for woman: 

Woman is the earth, air, ether, sound; woman is the microcosm of the 

mind, the articulations of space, the knowing in knowledge; the 

woman is fire, movement clear and rapid as the mountain stream; the 

woman is that which seeks against that which is sought. To Mitra she 

is Varuna, to Indra she is Agni, to Rama she is Sita, to Krishna she is 

Radha. Woman is the meaning of the word, the breath, touch, act; 

woman, that which reminds man of which he is, and reminds herself 

through him of that which she be. Woman is kingdom, solitude, time; 

woman growth, the gods, inherence; the woman is death, for it is 

through woman that one is born; woman rules, for it is she, the 

universe. She is the daughter of the earth, the queen, and it is to her 

that elephant and horse, camel, deer, cow, and peacock bow that she 

reign on us, as in some medieval Book of Hours where she is clad in 

the blue of the sky: all the animals and world surround her, and praise 

her that she be. The world was made for celebration, for coronation, 

and indeed when the king is crowned it is the Queen to whom the 

Kigdom comes-....for even when it is a king that rules, she is the 
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the sorrowing in the anguish of all. Woman is the duality made for her 

own pools of mirroring and she crowns herself to show that man is not 

of this kingdom. Man - cannot even die. Then must he absorb himself 

into himself and be being. The coronation is the adieu of man to the 

earth. Be gay, earth, be beautiful, for man must go (p.357-8). 

Further: 

woman will sit in a coach and see herself as seen by others...she will 

dream of orb and dove, of annum and bacculum, of garter and the 

knights; and she will think of the Abbey, where she will see herself as 

seen by a thousand years. Woman after woman has sat on the same 

seat, and has counted the same beads of love. Woman will be on the 

coin of England, woman will sound as silver all over the world, 

woman will go round the world and bring the warmth of tenderness to 

many homes. Woman will wander the seas, mount the stairways of 

many a palace and parliament, for woman is the only meaning of 

silence over the seas. In the little alleys in London, by parks and by 

pools, simple virgin grass grew all like words of a saying, and many a 

child played rejoicing on its birth, for the world would be handed over 

to a Queen (p.358). 

247 
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At the time when Rao was writing this novel the coronation of the Queen was to 

take place and it seems Rao was not very happy about it and rather he felt alienated at the 

idea of a woman reigning. Even after writing a long panegyric for women Rao remains 

cynical. He who has suggested women to 'rejoice in the rejoicement of others', laments 

over the death of a man primarily because there will be a queen substituting him. Then he 

consoles himself by saying that for a man, death is transcendence because he is eternal. 

Rama criticizes severely the European and American civilizations for growing 

more and more terrestrial: "civilization, as against culture, terrestrial - the feminine 

permanence will grow as in America. Death will be abolished, through the funeral 

parlours, and love will be made into the passion of the bed. Man is a stranger to this earth 

— he must go" (p.148). He believes that every man is like a Christ on the cross. Rao is 

apprehensive of the future generations and fears that freedom of women may bring the 

decay of values and civilization. He is deeply rooted in his culture and does not want to 

contaminate it with the newer forces considered to be modern. He is completely satisfied 

with what our scripture says and is a staunch believer of Vedanta. In Vedanta, there is no 

going back or forward Rama talks about the morality of European girls and criticizes 

them bitterly. "Young Englishmen looked so open, so intellectually keen, and the girl's 

seemed so feminine, so uninhibited. It was all so far from the world of Jane Austen or 

Thackeray, or even from the world of Virginia Woolf. Boys and girls met and mated and 

helped each other through life with, as one girl remarked to Savithri, the facility of eating 

an apple" (p.202). 

Most of the female characters in The Serpent and the Rope are well educated. Their 

problems lie in the fact that their education awakens a desire in them for self-assertion 
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and self-quest, which is frowned upon. This predicament leaves them alienated and 

discontented. The marital relationship, too, has its share of overt and covert 

manifestations of their oppression. Both Rama and Madeline are socialized into accepting 

the norms of patriarchal society. Not only this, the day-to-day strife on the domestic front 

is the most intangible part of Madeline's existence and contributes in good measure to her 

suffering. She finds it impossible to have a progressive mind when the body is itself 

retrogressive and coils her neatly within its trap, holding her within the trap till she dies. 

Rao allows his heroine Madeline to pursue a spiritual quest because she is a European 

woman but his patriarchal outlook never allows Indian women to go for the self-quest 

and for the reason that it would mean going against the scriptures. Even for Madeline, 

Rao's thought is not so liberal because she has to renounce the world and follow a 

different religion for the quest of knowledge, self-realization and self-transcendence. 

Women are born in bondage and therefore bonded from birth. The word freedom 

always eludes them. They think they are free because for them the word freedom is 

defined differently by men in patriarchal society into which they are born. If they begin to 

doubt the credibility and validity of their freedom they have to pay the price to be 

mentally and spiritually free. Unable to embark on their own quest for self-fulfilment as 

men do, they are given twofold choice: accept or refuse. Those who accept like Savithri 

and Saroja are ruined emotionally and mentally, and those who refuse have to withdraw 

from life itself like Madeline and Saroja from The Cat and Shakespeare. 

From the preceding discussions of the three novels by Rao it is evident that the 

female protagonists in the novels have been vaguely craving for the air of freedom and 

struggling to break off the patriarchal Indian societal structure. Rao who inspires women' 
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to come out of their kitchens to participate in the freedom struggle does not wish women 

to take up employment, which would come in the way of their traditional mother-wife 

roles. It is only a difference in the degree of oppression that differentiates one woman 

from another. In The Serpent and the Rope he conveys the idea, "To be woman is to 

suffer, to bear the yoke of man" (p.135). 

Raja Rao, despite being an erudite scholar and philosopher cannot transcend the 

forces of history which have allowed him to look at women with stereotypical vision. 

Woman is either a goddess or a mistress or nothing. The sad truth is Raja Rao does not 

realize that woman can neither be stereotyped nor defined. Julia Kresteva's insightful 

statement clearly sums up the futility of any such exercise: "Woman Can Never Be 

Defined": "In 'woman' I see something that cannot be represented, something that is not 

said, something above and beyond nomenclatures and ideologies."27 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Truth, Beauty, Poetry — she is All: once more all under the form of other. 
All except herself 

--- Simone de Beauvoir 

India has always been a land of deep-rooted value system. Exhibiting the trends of 

true Indians, Mulk Raj Anand, R. K. Narayan and Raja Rao affirm the values of life and 

display supreme faith in moral order in their novels. Anand admits boldly: "I was doing 

no more than what a writer does when he seeks to interpret the truth from the realities of 

his life." I  Narayan states in My Days: "I wish to attack the tyranny of love and see if life 

could offer other values than the man-woman relationship to a writer." 2  Raja Rao also 

admits forthrightly: "I am interested in discussing the problems of the truth-seeker. I 

publish what I enjoy, I believe one should seek truth, whatever it is, and pay the price for 

it." 3  

At the time Anand, Narayan and Rao started writing, the winds of change had 

started blowing over the societal set-up of India. Women had been struggling for their 

liberation all around the world. Indian reformers believed that this struggle for liberation 

would make women give up their values, ethos, and even their unique sense of self for 

the sake of success. Therefore, womanhood became one of the most important signifiers 

of social transformation and, reformers in India launched an indigenous attempt to build a 

new image of woman. A refined image of pure Indian womanhood culturally loaded 
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against the stereotypical notion of a modern Westernized woman was promoted. In the 

whole process, they again recreated women as a symbol of cultural purity. 

The writers of the time also came forward in developing and creating a perfect 

image of the Indian woman. Anand, Narayan and Rao in different ways feel the pressure 

of the prevalent ideologies and put forward different perspectives of what it is to be an 

Indian woman through their novels. In the whole process, they project Indian 

womanhood with all its complexities, often betraying contradictions built into their 

positions. 

The motivating force in Anand's novels is social realism and a passionate 

progressivism that had swept the world at the time. He is a humanist to the core and feels 

strongly about suffering of the down trodden, but for him, women remain more or less 

passive subjects of reform. He himself accepts: "The question of caste and class and 

women .....seem to be raw material that can easily lend to propaganda tracts." 4  The views 

of Anand appears to be neutral, but they are in fact sex-blind; he fails to recognize that 

women are subject to special form of oppression within capitalist societies and does not 

analyze gender differences and gender ideologies. For him, masculine consciousness has 

almost become synonymous with human consciousness. His interests indeed are located 

in human nature but his women are subsumed under the category 'man'. His women seek 

their redemption in a society defined and redefined by men. This is their predicament 

which Anand's 'humanism' seems to have accepted as 'natural'. 

Narayan embraces new orbits of definition of womanhood along with 

conventional image of womanhood for his female characters. He suggests a balance 

between the traditional respect for the family and the Western idea of self-identity and 
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expression. He believes that it would be impossible to find a prescription for correct 

behaviour for men and women but it is very much possible to find a framework which 

allows them to come to terms with diversity for creative relationships. 

In spite of being an expatriate, Raja Rao refuses to side with any Western 

thoughts against the pure Indian ones in the depiction of his female characters. He does 

not believe in free exchange of ideas between India and the West and praises his own 

culture the way it is and gives mythical dimensions to the presentation of his characters. 

Rao is not consistent in his general attitude towards women. He gives most of his female 

characters very positive and sparkling personalities of their own. Yet, in deference to the 

Vedic views, he is reluctant to let them function on their own as individuals. He feels that 

bondage is woman's destiny and to be a woman is to bear the yoke of a man. 

Almost all the women in Anand, Narayan and Rao's early novels exist within 

traditional Indian domestic settings. Having defined themselves entirely through their 

husbands and fathers these women are incapable of self-reflection. They actively accept 

their fathers' and husbands' values, life-style and ideas, without taking into consideration 

their own. Much of the cheers of their life are dependent on men. They live in mental and 

psychological exile and spend their entire life waiting for nothing. The lives of these 

women are full of trivialities and pettiness. Anand's female characters like Sohini, Leila, 

Parvati, Lakshmi and Sajani epitomize the ideal Indian womanhood — simple, sincere and 

suffering. Narayan's women - Swami's mother, Swami's Granny, Malathi, Susila, 

Savitri, Janamma, Sampath's wife, Srinivasa's wife, Brinda and Meenakshi are 'Angels' 

in the house. They are typical devoted housewives, who are very particular about 

performing their domestic duties that are repetitive, boring, tiring and above all unpaid, 
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and bring no recognition, neither social nor personal. For them, serving their husbands 

and housekeeping are the ultimate objectives of life. 

Although Narayan's character Savitri in the novel The Dark Room walks on the 

lines of an ideal Indian woman and loses her husband to a woman who is not morally 

upright, she has, since beginning, a realistic approach to life. In the hope of getting a 

respectable life she leaves home but soon realizes that she has to live on the mercy of 

others because she does not have proper education. Therefore, she returns home and her 

quick retreat is considered as a punishment for the adventurous woman. Although 

apparently Savitri looks foolish and humiliated coming back to Ramani's house, she is 

transformed into a practical and clear-headed woman who now knows her position and 

her destination well. Her love for Ramani is lost somewhere in her three days of 

excursion where she meets Life. Ramani tries hard not to be a loser but he actually is one. 

He leaves her to face the miseries of life but this becomes a blessing in disguise for her. 

She stops worrying unnecessarily for her husband and starts working for her daughters 

Sumati and Kamala's future. She locates herself in the struggle for social transformation. 

She refuses to allow her daughters' lives to be corroded by ideologically constructed 

constraints. Savitri does not assert herself militantly or vigorously at the end of the novel 

but she kindles the spark of life with dignity and tries to obtain status not for herself but 

for her daughters. By creating Savitri, Narayan advances his theme of women's liberation 

to a decisive solution in his own distinct manner. 

In The English Teacher Narayan depicts the emergence of genuinely affectionate 

and companionate relationship where neither the husband nor the wife need be self-

conscious about their position. Susila is neither the goddess nor the temptress - she is a 
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man's mate and companion, Krishna's sexual partner and sharer of his joy and grief. 

They respect each other's independent identity and point of view. In between the 

polarities of the couple, we have a very touching, pure and pristine love between two 

young people: Krishna and Susila's relationship progresses from the romantic and the 

sensual to the sublime and the spiritual. Krishna is the man who stands on the fringes of 

society, challenging and undermining its patriarchal values. He is the mouthpiece of 

Narayan who provides an alternative world-view where men and women can co-exist as 

equals. Narayan emphasizes through his male characters like Krishna and Srinivasa from 

Mr Sampath that husbands too have duties towards their wives, which in actual life they 

forget them with impunity. 

In spite of having a positive approach towards women and talking unstoppably 

about their rights, Narayan could not come out of the thought that conveys that it is 

always good for a woman to live within the boundaries of patriarchal framework. If she 

tries to upturn the social norms she would herself disintegrate and that is the only stark 

reality of life of a woman. Shanta Bai, a character in the novel The Dark Room is a 

master of her own will who combines her feminine independence with a shrewd 

opportunism that characteristically belongs to the new civilization. But she forgets that 

she lives in a society where it has reserved epithets for her - slut, slattern, harlot, keep, 

prostitute, whore, concubine, hooker and so on while there is hardly a single such word 

for men who enjoy sexual freedom. In order to lead a free life she loses social prestige 

which every single human being craves for. She rejects the social norms but at the same 

time accepts it as a way of life which is reflected in her restlessness. She seeks permanent 

peace that is lost in the course of becoming an emancipated woman. She suffers from 
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hysteria which is regarded as a price to be paid by the women who want to be 

emancipated. 

Discarding the austere life of a widow and leaving her son to strangers, Shanti in 

Narayan's Mr. Sampath ventures out in the glamorous world of cinema. But soon she 

realizes that her beauty will bring no good to her except ruffians. She goes back to her 

son to lead a normal life by giving up her intense desire to be an actress. Shanti and 

Shantha Bai are very active women and enjoy sexual freedom. They seem to be free from 

the traditional shackles of society but these women are nothing but mere victims - victims 

who want to fly off but return to their roots humiliated and frustrated because there is no 

escape for a woman from this worldly trap. Their punishments seem justified on moral 

grounds without rousing any sort of pity and sympathy towards them. 

Similarly, Anand's Gujri and Bibi Uttam Kaur from the novel Coolie are also 

projected as figures of evil because of their screaming, shouting and abusing people 

around them. But in reality, they are strictly subject to men in their disposition of life and 

talent. They are the most insecure women in society because they are vaguely aware of 

the false power they are equipped with. They use abusive language as a means to assert 

their place at home and in the family. They seem to be mad and termagant but they are 

the real victims of patriarchal society. 

Theoretically, women of Kanthapura hold great importance by having active 

share in the fight for the independence of their country, shedding their age-old bars of 

custom and orthodoxy but practically, these women do not really hold the centre stage 

and cannot bring out a change in their traditionally established roles. They are, no doubt, 

women who step out of the four walls for a bigger cause at the call of Gandhi but their 
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mental as well as social status remains the same. They are still dependent, financially and 

psychologically, and seek help and protection from men. It is also inconceivable that a 

woman who has hardly a say in the household matters can be a leader outside, a woman 

who is a weakling inside can be a bundle of power outside and give new life and vitality 

to everything without possessing it. 

Rao is ambivalent from the very beginning as to how to treat Ratna in the novel 

Kanthapura, who has many so-called masculine traits which account for the complexity 

of her character. Although she is a good girl she is considered a blot on the society. Rao 

finds out ways to avoid contradictions of whether Ratna is a Western model or a 

genuinely gentle girl. He rules out all the possibilities by depicting Ratna as an adolescent 

girl who is only fifteen years old and a girl of this age is considered an immature who 

does not know the realities of life and lives in the world of her blooming youth where 

everything seems rosy. Rao annihilates Ratna's self-assertive act as nothing but merely 

the childish act of a growing girl. Nevertheless, he punishes her by throwing her out of 

the village so that no girl in future dares to copy her. 

To be a female is to be confined to one's home, to sameness, to tradition and if 

she lifts her head she is reminded repeatedly of her secondary position and punished for 

transgression - that is the truth about the women of Anand, Narayan and Rao in their 

early novels, which tie women to the relative powerlessness of their lot and also prevent 

them from having a true knowledge of their situation. These women experience the 

weight of the ideologies of the past which naturalize the arbitrary power division between 

the sexes. 
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The British presence was always perceived as a threat to Indian culture. Many 

Indians feared the disappearance of 'India' from the face of the earth by being merged 

with the more powerful imperial presence, which had infiltrated all spheres of socio-

cultural ambience. Anand, Narayan and Rao being very much aware of this problem, 

reflect the agony of the Indian society through their Indian as well as Western female 

characters in their novels. 

Anand despises Western people and their life-style which is evident in his , early 

novels Untouchable, Coolie and Two Leaves and a Bud. In contrast to the sober and 

loving Indian woman Sohini, Anand presents a Western character Mary Hutchinson in 

the novel Untouchable. Mrs Hutchinson creates terror for her husband and people around 

her while Indian character Sohini gives solace and comfort to everyone she meets. In the 

novel Two Leaves and a Bud in contrast to an Indian woman Sajani, Anand presents a 

Western woman Margaret or Mrs Charles Croft-Cooke. Although her position in the 

family is same as that of Sajani, she feels superior by criticizing servants and coolies. The 

character of Barbara is presented in contrast to Leila and the coolie women. Barbara has 

been a virgin and she has given herself to Havre without the least self-consciousness and 

leaves him unashamedly in his crisis blaming him for his zeal for social work, which she 

once used to admire and feel proud of. Anand posits that the coolie women are compelled 

to involve in physical relationships due to harsh economic conditions while Barbara 

commits adultery just to satisfy her fancy and snaps the relationship when there is no 

hope to get comfort and luxury from the man. There is a deep chasm between the 

character of Leila and Barbara. Leila tries to save her honour at the expense of her life, 

whereas Barbara offers it to get material happiness. 
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Another contrast is seen in the novel Coolie where Anand portrays the 

promiscuous character of Mrs Mainwaring as against morally upright Indian women - 

Bibiji, Gujri, Parvati and Lakshmi. Anand exposes layer-by-layer the sham and hypocrisy 

of Mrs Mainwaring. He seems to convey that if there is goodness in her character it is 

only due to her Indian origin. She is a woman for whom a man is just an object to be 

explored the same way as for an Indian man a woman is a territory to be explored. 

Munoo feels an irresistible urge for women whether it is Sheila or Parbati or Lakshmi but 

it is Mrs Mainwaring who is after men. She is involved in relationships with Captain Aga 

Raza All Shah, Guy Mainwaring, Mr Merchant and many courtiers and officials. She also 

yearns to have Munoo in her arms. In spite of all her amour-propre Mrs Mainwaring is 

reduced to an object of desire. Anand sarcastically posits that being a public property is 

all what it is meant to be a 'free' and 'emancipated' woman. This way, Anand establishes 

Indian women's superiority over Western women because even villainous characters like 

Gujri and Bibiji are much better than Mrs Mainwaring. 

Narayan has fears that Westernization of Indian culture would bring a curse on 

the society and therefore, suggests that women should refrain from aping the Western 

culture. He is not very firm in opposing it like Anand but he finds it threatening which is 

reflected when his character Ramani says, "they mustn't attempt to ape the Western 

women, all of whom, according to Rarnani's belief, lived in a chaos of promiscuity and 

divorce"(p.141). In the novel The Serpent and the Rope Rao is also apprehensive about 

the impact of European culture on Indian society. Like Narayan and Rao, Anand also 

thinks that to talk constantly about rights and divorce is all that Western paradigms of 

women's freedom professed. 
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In their later novels Anand, Narayan and Rao, despite their exposure to the 

Western feminist ideas propagated by the radical feminist movements in 60s and 70s, 

stick more or less to the established norms of the society. Each one of them tries to be 

judicious towards men and women but fails to transcend the forces of history which have 

allowed them to look at woman with stereotypical vision. 

Regarding novels like The Road and The Old Woman and the Cow which are 

revolutionary in thought and content, Anand revisits and reiterates the same old 

paradigms for living in Indian society although he confesses: "I am ...doing some village 

social welfare work in order to integrate my love for the poor with actual work for 

them... The Old Woman and the Cow and The Road will confirm the poetic truth that the 

alleviation of pain and its expiation are the only values given to our intelligentsia in the 

present time." 5  His female characters Rukmani and Mala in the novel The Road prove 

that women's chief occupation is only to love and being loved whereas the heroes are 

emotionally divided between the world of love and the world of business and public 

affairs. Rukmani and Mala deck themselves up so that their beauty could charm their 

suitors. Their attitude is controlled by fantasy. They let their thoughts go scot-free, 

craving for husbands and spoil their careers and life fantasizing not about their future but 

their future husbands. The life of repression in the family affects the very source of their 

thinking and behaviour. In order to achieve their freedom they seek marriage as an 

alternative to the bondage with the hope that their new role will help them in acquiring 

some happiness in life. The conflict between the real and the fantastic makes the life of 

these characters all the more miserable. 
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Whereas Bhikhu in The Road makes frantic effort to seek, organize and affirm his 

identity by ridiculing the age-old tradition of untouchablity and Maqbool in Death of a 

Hero dies a death of a martyr in order to establish his own identity, female characters are 

mere onlookers of the history surrounding them. They might have different ideology - the 

ideology that too is based on the perceptions of their husbands or brothers but at the end 

of the day they are nothing but spectators waiting for things to be done either by 

Almighty or by men. 

Anand's character of Gauri in The Old Woman and the Cow is much on the 

pattern of Henrick Ibsen's Nora in the play The Doll's House but with a difference. In 

The Doll's House Nora walks out of her husband's house to an indefinite destination 

whereas Gauri leaves her husband's house to go to a definite destination where another 

man is waiting for her and is ready to accept her though it is depicted in a very subtle 

manner. She is able to desert her husband only because she has the support of Dr 

Mahindra. Without this alternative she might have decided to stay back with her husband 

regardless of the degree of humiliation inflicted on her. Thus, her act of leaving the house 

cannot be considered bold and radical. She just shifts her god from one man to another. It 

is also worth noting that Gauri dared to take such a bold step because she is from a family 

where her father is dead and her mother is a liberal who ridicules this idea of one husband 

and one life. Therefore, she has no one to give account for her act. Gauri disappears from 

the village for another destination maintaining the myth that if women fail to prove their 

chastity they have to move out of the place willingly or unwillingly. 

The matrix out of which Narayan constructs Indian female identity largely stems 

from the glorious ancient cultural past. He is also definitely conscious of the presence of 
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taken into account microscopically, they are paranoid and irrational. Their behaviour 

actually demonstrates a powerfully subversive response to male invasion. The resistance 

they put up is a conscious attempt to retain their autonomy and sense of self. They have 

not gained independence from men, but rather continue to react to them. They try to get 

away from patriarchy using the patriarchal rules themselves. In the role of Rosie and 

Daisy, Narayan transforms the suppressed woman into a dominating and tyrannical 

possessor and an active victimizer of innocent men. Narayan clothes Rosie and Daisy in 

ill fitting masculine traits which conceal their feminine self but the result is something 

unnatural, unconvincing, peculiar and even monstrous. They turn out to be terrible 

sorceress goddesses. The patriarchal persona ultimately leads them to demonization and 

the reader witnesses Rosie and Daisy's inexorable progress towards self-destruction. 

These novels raise important issues of gender and power. Narayan inverts subject 

and object repudiating a woman's passive and yielding role. Male power, represented by 

Raju and Raman, is challenged, and men are momentarily displaced from the center of 

the universe and forced to defer to a woman's command of the situation. But finally, 

Narayan brings relief to the heroes and makes them free from the clutches of the 

heroines. 

The feminist movement of 60s and 70s had almost no impact on Rao's 

imagination despite the fact that he lived in Paris, the gravitational centre of feminism. 

Living thousands of miles away from India, Rao takes us to the vital centre of the 

authentic Indian experience. But he offers us only romanticized and rose-coloured vision. 

He refuses to negotiate the existential reality of women and gives his consent to 

everything that is sanctioned by scriptures. 
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Being an educated woman and married to an educated husband, Madeline's 

condition in the novel The Serpent and the Rope is no better than a housewife. Like any 

other Indian woman she is madly in love with her husband Rama and is very much 

anxious to inspire love but Rama never allows her to enter his inner realm. Before 

entering the space of Rama, Madeline has to renounce any thought of being superior or 

peer to Rama. She has to submit herself completely before Rama, which she refuses at 

times and thus an estranged relationship arises between them. Rama is not prepared for 

the intellectual give and take. He expects others to accept his philosophy blindly, without 

any slightest doubt. The attitude of Rama reveals the pseudo-liberation of middle-class 

educated Indian male who is reluctant to give up the position of power. He cannot accept 

the role reversal where woman would be his equal. 

Madeline's problem is more psychological than external, which has resulted from 

unfulfilled desires and failure in love. She realizes the superficiality of her existence and 

takes the first opportunity to get away to sort things out. She chooses to wither away, 

rather than live a deadly existence. She decides to fill even less space than a society has 

grudgingly allotted her. There is no conflict between her and her husband but there is a 

desire to be loved and, after being a failure in love there is withdrawal of her own self 

from an unwanted sphere. Her relationship with Rama brings frustration, confusion, 

disintegration, disillusionment and meaninglessness in her life. The alienation from her 

husband drives her to the fits of depression and forces her to renounce the world itself. 

She presents the picture of a distraught woman who finds solace in Buddhist religion and 

ends up as a Sadhvi. 
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In the same novel Savithri's power is derived from and is in the service of her 

man whether it is Rama or Pratap. She is a goddess as well as a slave and possesses a 

paradoxical existence shifting from one role to another easily as and when it is required. 

Her freedom is restricted to the superficial aspects such as in the matters of dressing, 

eating, smoking, fixing a date and so on. Savithri is the finest embodiment of Indian 

tradition despite the veneer of Western life. Savithri accepts obediently what Rama says 

so there is complete unification of the two - the body and the mind. Her status is a 

metaphor for woman's ambiguous position within the dominant male culture of India. 

Savithri, despite being an educated woman who is capable of understanding the idea of 

rights and interests, acts in ways that sacrifices her own interests because she understands 

too well that to be a woman is to bear a yoke of man and the sooner she accepts this stark 

reality of life the better her life would be. 

Saroja in The Serpent and the Rope is ever eager to escape from her unhappy 

surroundings and an equally unhappy marriage but she cannot because she knows that 

those who dare to fly off fall within their own trap. Saroja finds herself fettered by social 

constraints. She is expected to be a devoted wife because failure to be so means making 

her feel guilty for her transgressions. Saroja is condemned to a life of hardship and 

loneliness just because she has to save her so-called family honour. Finally, Rao finds a 

solution for Saroja's miseries and allots a safe place to her by marrying her to a well-off 

boy. No matter if she is not happy - she is safe. 

Saroja in the novel The Cat and Shakespeare feels cheated when she learns of her 

husband's infidelity but is determined not to follow age-old strategy of making herself 

more attractive and desirable to win her husband back. She respects herself and makes 
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sure that she is not taken for granted and refuses to entertain Pai. She affirms her dignity 

and her ancestral property proves to be an important force in her evolution as an assertive 

self. 

By making his character Shantha from The Cut and Shakespeare mysterious, Rao 

legitimizes Pai's illicit relationship with her. Pai surrenders not before a simple woman 

but a woman who has magical power in her. While the truth is that she is a victim of 

society. For Saroja's assertive attitude, Rao brands her as a negligent and bad wife 

whereas in spite of being a concubine, Shantha's obedience towards Pai makes her 

desirable. Here we have a powerful legitimisation of the ideologies that give manhood a 

hegemonic position. Rao's subscription to the patriarchal concept that woman acquires 

her identity only in terms of her relationship with man becomes apparent in all his novels. 

Filial sentimentality is an Indian convention. Therefore, a range of sympathetic 

mothers is found in Anand, Narayan and Rao's novels. The symbolic idealization of 

woman as a mother is strongly emphasized by them. In almost all the novels we have an 

image of a mother. 

The image of the "loving mother" is so powerful that women are unable to 

deconstruct that image. Mothers are forced into an intense awareness of the reality of 

having a child. In Madeline the ideal of motherhood is invoked repeatedly till she 

succumbs to it. The shock of Savithri's brother's departure makes her mother a docile 

and a quiet woman. Rama's mother is praised for all Rama's dignity, deference towards 

elders and a deep seriousness towards family. Anand, Narayan and Rao convey that 

motherhood is so necessary for a woman that if she is not a mother she loses her essential 

traits. 
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At the same time children without mother are worse than animals. Having lost 

their mothers, Anand's heroes are maltreated and abused by their mentors - Bakha by his 

father, Munoo by his Uncle and Aunt Gujri and Nur by his father. For Sohini and Leila, 

death of the mother means not only losing comforts of life but also losing freedom of all 

kinds because after the departure of their mother they have to carry the household 

drudgery with total responsibility. 

In the absence of a mother, grandmother is always there to take care of 

grandchildren. It is her prime duty to work as a slave for her progeny till death. In the 

novel Lament on the Death of a Master of Arts Nur's grandmother is seventy years old 

and instead of being taken care of she takes a good care of her sick grandson and her son. 

She also works as a connecting link between Nur and his father. 

The grandmother and mother are recurring images in the novels of Narayan. Very 

often many of his mothers and grandmothers have no names. Their characters are not 

drawn fully; they remain in the background as static cameos. For them, compulsory 

intensive training in household work is a must and it is their duty to carry this over to the 

younger generation. Whether it is Swami's mother, Chandran's mother, Savitri Krishna's 

mother, Susila, Sampath's wife Kamala, Srinivasa's wife, Margayya's wife, Srirama's 

granny, Raju's mother and Raman's aunt, these characters come within the framework of 

`pativrata' tradition where they suffer silently. They are the daughters of the soil and have 

inherited age-old tradition. Their courage lies in a meek or at times cheerful way of 

facing poverty and calamity. 

Anand wants to depict that a mother could also be a victim of class system. Even 

in a safe relationship like motherhood, the socioeconomic pressure can be felt. In Two 
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Leaves and a Bud the coolie women want to flee from motherhood because they have no 

time to attend to their babies. Motherhood turns out to be a trap, a constant source of 

agony for poor women. They have no time to look after the children and often wish that 

they knew some way of preventing them from coming to the world. In the same manner, 

children are not always a boon for poor women. For them, children are born to die or 

plague their mothers because when women try to feed their babies their payment is 

reduced to half. 

Poverty makes even mothers inhuman. Anand shows that even a mother can be a 

victimizer. Laxmi sells Gauri to Sheth Jai Ram Das in lieu of cash, wiping out the 

mortgage on her two houses as well as the cow, Chandari. The title of the novel The Old 

Woman and the Cow is itself taken from this event of the novel. It is a poignant story of a 

mother who sells her daughter to save her cow. Anand's portrayal of Laxmi seems to be a 

reaction to the idealized depiction of the mother and motherhood in mythology and other 

Indian literatures. Anand shows how a mother can both be ideal and demonic, how she 

can slide down from being a venerated mother to a selfish human being. 

Power that a mother exercises is the power of one who has accepted the ascribed 

role which facilitates the continuity and security of tradition. Bhagwanti constantly snubs 

Rukmani and denies her the love and attention which her brother receives and makes her 

realize her futile existence. Laxmi, an untouchable, is another example of a mother who 

internalizes patriarchal values with religious intensity by forbidding her son Bhikhu from 

fighting for his right. Beghum Mehtab Jilani in spite of the awareness of Maqbool's 

righteousness favours her son and husband and hides their cowardice under the garb of 
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responsibility. Maqbool's mother takes special pride in Maqbool and inspires him to be a 

martyr. 

Little mother in The Serpent and the Rope is a product of patriarchy and instead 

of providing solace to Saroja she makes her follow the same path. Kamlamma in 

Kanthapura silences Ratna and calls her a shameless and wicked-tongued creature and 

regrets her decision of sending her to school. Narsamma is another perfect example of 

this category. When Moorthy is excommunicated by the society for mingling with 

pariahs, Narsamma, his mother is shocked and dies out of sheer shame and guilt. Her 

death shows the extent to which traditional values and beliefs are practised by these 

women. The mother internalizes the values conferred upon her and to develop right men 

and women out of infants becomes her prime duty. 

Raja Rao idealizes and glorifies motherhood to the level of myth. He presents the 

legend of Kenchamma, the Goddess of the hill, as a mother protector. Raja Rao selects an 

elderly grandmother interested in all the happenings, gossips and inter-relations of 

characters as the narrator of Kanthapura. Rao sometimes goes to the extent of being 

envious of women: "[h]ow beautiful it is to be pregnant... Shiva will appear. I envy 

women that they bear children" (p.28). But at the same time he criticizes motherhood by 

saying that women are only good enough to be a mother. He also believes that being a 

mother is not a valued aspect it is a natural aspect for it is an act which every single 

woman performs. 

There is hardly any ugly or depressing aspect of Indian social life which has not 

been attacked by Anand in his novels. He is considered to be a crusader for the cause of 

humanity. He is also no spinner of fairy tales for mere amusement of the readers; despite 
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all that, he does portray the sensuality of women in his novels. In a highly social novel 

Untouchable, Anand shows no inhibitions at all about his descriptions of the female form 

and its sex appeal. He fetishizes the body parts of Sohini throughout the novel. All the 

men swoon over Sohini and crave strongly to have her in their arms. Either it is Pundit 

Kali Nath or Lakshman or her own brother Bakha. Anand does not even spare a brother 

to visualize his sister as an object of desire. 

In Coolie Munoo is only a fifteen years old boy but wherever he goes and meets 

other women he only feels strange attraction towards these women, which is rather erotic. 

He does not see the age or the gravity of the relationships. All he can see is that the 

person is from opposite sex- whether it is Sheila, Parvati, Lakshami or Mrs Mainwaring. 

in The Old Woman and the Cow Anand objectifies woman's body by implying that it is 

forever seductive, tempting, and irresistible to men. The way everyone is after Sohini in 

Untouchable, everyone in this novel is after Gauri. Her husband Panchi has strong 

physical craving for her. Her Uncle Amru possesses lustful desire for her. Pandit Bhola 

Nath tries to seduce her. Seth also intends for the same. Major Ratan Chand Batra tries to 

seduce her. Dr Mahindra also has hidden sexual desire for Gauri and thinks that who 

would not want to loot the tender bloom of innocence of this young hillwoman. Gauri's 

`beautiful and sin-provoking body' is held responsible for the whole mess. For Anand, it 

seems, as it is presented in his novels, women are nothing but a territory to be explored. 

Narayan also emulates this formula and portrays Bharati as a sensual object. The 

whole novel Waiting for the Mahatma is full of the description of Sriram's observation of 

Bharati's physical appearance while the only thing we are told about Sriram's appearance 

is that he is of medium height. Sriram almost always describes her in terms of her 
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physical appearance and feels thrilled when she comes close to him. He always watches 

her with lustful eyes. He measures her body and her figure arouses wild emotions in him. 

By portraying these characters sensuously Anand and Narayan show how sexuality 

becomes threatening to the social order and at the same time they cleverly add to the 

interest of the novel with such sensuous descriptions. 

Almost all the male-characters of Rao in the novels The Serpent and the Rope 

and The Cat and Shakespeare are involved in adulterous relationships. Their wives never 

react by reason of ignorance, fear, complacence or even indifference. Rao presents 

adultery in such a natural way that it seems that his female characters are socially 

conditioned to accept it. Neither does the wife feel humiliated nor is it a cultural or social 

shock to her. 

Anand, Narayan and Rao on the one hand epitomize woman as a sex-symbol and 

on the other hand emphasize the sanctity of her virginity and chastity. Bakha, who is a 

victim of society and who also possesses incestuous desire for Sohini suddenly becomes 

protector of his sister's honour when Pundit Kalinath molests her. Bakha is so much 

worried about his sister's honour that he starts thinking as to why she is born as a girl to 

bring disgrace to his family. Gauri's husband Panchi twice throws her out of the house, 

both the times on the suspicion regarding her chastity. Bharati is revered because of her 

chastity and she is portrayed as an individual who is ready to end her life if someone tries 

to outrage her modesty. 

Rao glorifies his women's chastity in his novels be it Saroja or Savithri. Rao 

makes his French heroine a symbol of purity and beauty worthy to be a wife of a 

Brahmin. Even Shantha, a concubine, is a pious and untouched woman who is never 
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touched by anyone but Pai himself. Chastity is the most important characteristic of an 

Indian woman. Men consider woman as an object of desire but expect her to be shy. They 

derive transgressive pleasure by gazing female body parts but such pleasure is denied to 

the woman. In the whole process, a woman is projected as someone who possesses 

magical power. But this supposed magical power never helps her in uplifting her status. 

On the contrary, it gives a feeling that woman is powerful so she must be conditioned and 

controlled. 

Anand, who is basically influenced by Western thoughts and finds it an effective 

way to the upliftment of men, does not think it favourable for the betterment of Indian 

women. In his later novels only his heroes are involved in bringing about change while 

his female protagonists stagnate and follow the same old traditional way lacking any 

ideological stance or vision. His only attempt to bring women on par with men in the 

novel The Old Woman and the Cow fails miserably. 

Narayan does not change significantly over the years; right from the beginning he, 

in his own way is guarded about his claims for the independence of women and men. He 

conveys that women would pursue their interest more vigorously if they were less under 

the thrall of conditions and wants the world of men to change so that women can find 

happiness and men can also find their happiness along with women if they are generous 

in their sense of compassion and accommodation. 

Raja Rao while, living in France and England, unlike the contemporary European 

intellectuals who challenged the authenticity of religious beliefs. asserts his faith in 

Indian culture and tradition and finds strength and consolation in Vedic ideas. He 

experiences the falseness of the Western ideas of love and happiness and turns to the 
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authentic Indian values. His women have a growing awareness of the difference between 

Eastern and Western civilization but they have to bow to traditional paradigm of society, 

which shatters their happiness and makes their existence more miserable and this is what 

Rao desires. Rao compares the condition of Indian women with those of European 

women and concludes that women in both countries encounter hardships but those who 

submit to the established authority lead life peacefully, if not happily, but those who 

revolt on the lines of Western thoughts suffer miserably. 

At the time when Rao was writing The Serpent and the Rope the coronation of the 

Queen Elizabeth was to be done and it seems Rao was not very happy about it and rather 

felt unconvinced about a woman reigning over the nation. He who has suggested women 

to 'rejoice in the rejoicement of others', laments over the death of a man primarily 

because there would be a queen substituting him. Then he consoles himself by saying that 

for a man, death is transcendence because he is eternal. Rao does not welcome the 

Western liberal humanist morality and loathes the descendents of the decadent Brahmins 

who have destroyed the real essence of Indian tradition by mingling Western culture with 

the pure Indian culture. 

It is true that Anand, Narayan and Rao try to define their male and female 

characters in relation to values other than overtly patriarchal ones of male superiority and 

female dependency. But in the whole process, consciously or unconsciously, they impose 

on women their own brands of femininity which is highly problematic and questionable. 

They try hard to be honorably sincere in their feelings for their female characters but all 

the three writers betray their limitations. Anand despite being hailed as a humanist and a 

champion of underdogs, unfailingly equates human consciousness with male 
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consciousness, thereby falling victim of entrenched patriarchal ideology. Narayan despite 

his intellectual awareness of predicament of female characters naively believes that a 

sense of accommodation by men towards women would be able to solve all the problems. 

Raja Rao betrays his insecurity in the overwhelming presence of 'modern' woman and 

therefore advocates return to the past where things are always in order. His ideological 

boundary is so much part of his cultural mindset that he cannot refrain from naturalizing 

women's subordinate role. The power of the powerless does not operate anywhere. 

Taken together, then, their novels may be said to register a developing tension 

over woman's power in the increasingly complex modern Indian context. This tension 

regarding woman's identity and power is due to the conflictual relationship between the 

forces of tradition and modernity played out in modern India. Therefore, writers like 

Anand, Narayan and Rao who are sensitive to this historical transformation foreground 

issues surrounding woman and make her 'visible'. This visibility resulting in its inclusion 

in literature of new dimensions of experience and feelings can be counted as one of the 

most meaningful achievements and contributions of Anand, Narayan and Rao. Women 

characters in their novels may be poor, uneducated, uncivilized, unassertive, weak and 

passive, but they are there. They are visible, alive and struggling. And herein lies the 

significance of the Trio — Anand, Narayan and Rao — in terms of the momentum 

generated by their fictional narratives leading to the onward march of women towards 

emancipation and hope, history notwithstanding. 

*** 
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Notes 

Quoted in K.R.S. lyengar, Indian Writing in English. New Delhi: Sterling Publication 

Private Limited, 1985. p.334. 

2 R. K. Narayan, My Days. Mysore: Indian Thought Publication, 1975. p. 119. 

3  Elizabeth Wohl, 'Raja Rao on America', Span, VOL-XIV, No. 1, Jan. 1973. p. 35. 

4 Quoted in R. L. Varshney, Mulk Raj Anand• Coolie. Agra: Narayan's Series. P. 29. 

5 Quoted in K.R.S. lyengar, Indian Writing in English. New Delhi: Sterling 

Publication Private Limited, 1985. p. 357. 
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