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Editorial

1 “Passages to India. Literary and Socio-Politieatspectives on Gender Concepts in
India” is dedicated to the investigation of the wtvy's prevailing gender concepts and gender
politics. India is a country which appears to havether distinct history and agenda in this
regard, particularly compared to Western feminfsoties, concerns and histories. The
articles assembled in this issue of Gender Foruer afsights into the status quo of feminist
concerns in India and approach this topic from Beta of angles, including analyses of
literary representations, religious discourses sodo-political developments, to medical-
juridical concerns.

2 As Rita Banerji in her contribution “Why Kali wtinrage. A Critique of Indian
Feminism” states: “Two unique factors distinguiadin feminism from the feminism in the
west. One, it rejects the notion of a deep-rooteatjition-fed gender hierarchy in India,
defined, dominated and exploited by men. Secondtydees not ascribe the abysmal state of
women in India to longstanding patriarchal oppm@ssiand hence sees no reason to rage
against it. While to western feminists, these fextmight seem oddly perplexing, there is
within Indian feminism a rationalization of thesatlooks.” In the article Banerji therefore
explores the necessity and the means to readdresdeep rooted gender bias within this
culture.

3 The essay “Racialised Boundaries. Frances HodBaamett'sThe Secret Gardeand
Alice Walker's “In Search of Our Mothers' Gardenky Parminder Bakshi-Hamm
investigates gendered and racial implications efrietaphor of the garden as presented in
the two well-known literary works. She argues timHodgson’s novel “the garden is not a
neutral, ahistorical, timeless idyll but culturalgefined, and insofar it is deliberately
distanced from India and everything that Indianieinded to denote in the novel. The garden
is created as an exclusive space, signifying whgsri In juxtaposition with Alice Walker’s
narrative the article shows the different but & #lame time complementary engagement of
both authors with this trope and its racial anddgenmplications.

4 Julia Hoydis’ contribution “A Palace of Her OwReminine ldentity in the Great
Indian Story” provides a gender-theoretical analydiThe Palace of lllusionsa retelling of
Mahabharata an ancient epic that has maintained the statuulagrally foundational text
also in terms of shaping Indian gender and somams ever sincelhe Palace of Illusion
Hoydis argues, “retells the epic from the poinvaw of one of its heroines, Draupadi, thus



reclaiming female agency in the famous tale of between two families, hyper-masculine
heroes and their devoted wives. The text [...]Jdispldlge struggle for identity in a
mythological context, which is distinctly Indiangtytranscends cultural borders, all the while
showing the illusionary nature of those imposedhisyory and gender.”

5 In “Sociology of Female Foeticide and Infanticid¥8here does the Law Stand?” Bir
Pal Singh offers another lens through which thedgerbias and patriarchal structures in
India become apparent. By taking into account ialig beliefs, society’s systematic ordering
of social relationships and India’s law system, d@nicle argues that in India “the mentality
and attitudinal problem at the level of society directly responsible for [...]violence, rape,
foeticide, infanticide, marginalization, powerlesss, exploitation, cultural imperialism and a
traditional notion of polyandrous marriages to womef our contemporary society.”
Although from a different angle, the concluding tdwution of this issue also deals with
current notions of parenthood and maternity, a ewsviof Lisa Baraitser'sMaternal

Encounters. The Ethics of Interruption



Why Kali Won't Rage: A Critique of Indian Feminism.
By Rita Baneriji, Calcutta, India

Abstract:
Two unique factors distinguish Indian feminism frahe feminism in the west. One, it
rejects the notion of a deep-rooted, tradition-fggnder hierarchy in India, defined,
dominated and exploited by men. Secondly — it dmgsascribe the abysmal state of women
in India to longstanding patriarchal oppressiorng &aence sees no reason to rage against it.
While to western feminists, these factors mightseeldly perplexing, there is within Indian
feminism a rationalization of these outlooks. Thaigument is that what may seem to be a
gender hierarchy to westerners, is simply regastedultural observances by Indians. They
further argue that because of the tradition of gsgddvorship, Indian men are more attuned to
the idea of women in power, and that unlike thetwsIndia, men too have historically
participated in the women'’s rights movement. Tlapgr argues that the ground reality of the
state of women in India today, or indeed even hisatly, does not support this perspective.
It also asks the question why this perspective imiglve evolved in the Indian women’s
movement, and takes a historical, sociological gs®ychological view of possible
explanations.  Finally, the paper asserts that lindgian feminist movement has a
responsibility to gravely introspect on its positi@and approach so far, and urgently
contemplate a new approach and plan of action aflectying India into becoming a more
gender-just and humane nation. It also makes asteygestions on some of the issues that
specifically need to be focused on.

1 Two unique factors distinguish Indian feminisronfr the feminism in the west. One,
it rejects the notion of a deep-rooted, traditied-fgender hierarchy in India, defined,
dominated and exploited by men. Secondly — it da#sascribe the abysmal state of women
in India to longstanding patriarchal oppressiorg aence sees no reason to rage against it.
While to western feminists, these factors mightseeldly perplexing, there is within Indian
feminism a rationalization of these outlooks.

2 Suma Chitnis ifFeminism In Indiaa compilation of “some of the most influential
writings on the concept of feminism in India” (Cloawri 1), describes how once, while
attending an international seminar on gender rmlegSanada, she was acutely conscious of
the fact that while the western feminists therentdned an “angry tirade” against the
patriarchies in their countries, she felt no sucdiges towards the patriarchy in her own
country. She goes on to elaborate on Indian wosngaeheral “disapproval of [the western]
feminist anger” and their “confused reaction to plvestern] feminist emphasis on patriarchy
[...] particularly on men as the principal oppres$¢@hitnis 8-10).

3 Chitnis muses that this might be because histoy culture render, “the women’s
issues different in India from the issues in thatweShe points out that historically India has
“always been [a] highly hierarchical [society]” Wwitthe hierarchies maintained through



customs and social behavioral codes. She alsa tivd unlike the west where individuality
and personal freedom are emphasized, Indians bhesisies like submission to superiors,
“self-denial” and “sublimating the [individual] edo In other words, Indian society is
sociologically and psychologically acclimatizedtb@ notion of a stratified social order, and
what may appear as gender hierarchy to an outsidesimply regarded as cultural
observances by Indians. Also, what westerners &y ras a forfeiting of the individual self
is regarded by Indian women as a prioritizing ohilg and community over the individual.
Hence they see it as making a choice in favor @ldanger good.

4 Chitnis further justifies this perspective of imal feminism by arguing that after
Independence the Indian constitution “granted wormelitical status fully equal to that of
men. [And] thus Indian women did not have to béarKkind of injustices that women in the
West had to suffer because of the [...] gap betweditigal ideals and realities.” She
contends that since Independence in 1947, therdngliwernment has through its series of
Five Year Plans provided for the “welfare of womesnith that if countries are compared in
terms of legal provisions for women, India “is likéo emerge as one of the most progressive
countries.” Chitnis feels this is one of the maasons why Indian women are not as agitated
as their western counterparts. She concludes e women “see that the legal safeguards
and equal opportunity facilities that are beingdiufor [by western feminists] [...] are
already available to them in principle” (Chitnisi4,, 17).

5 Madhu Kishwar, in the same compilation of ess&gsninism in Indiacorroborates
Chitnis’ viewpoint and further adds that “the id#fawomen’s rights and dignity [...] [has] a
much longer history of individual women’s assentigss in India [than in the west.]” This
she believes is evidenced in India’s traditiongaddess worship, wher&haktf or power is
recognized as an embodiment of the feminine. Kishmssts that this in fact “allows Indian
society to be far more receptive to women’s assestand strengths” then western societies
are. This, she argues, is also the reason whykeuthe west, in India, men too have
historically participated in the women’s rights neavent. She points out that during the
British Colonial period men even took a leadergiolie in the abolishment of practices like
sati, and the institution of laws to allow widows tamrarry. Kishwar’s contention is that
because of the tradition of goddess worship, Indm@m are socially adjusted to the idea of
women in positions of power and that this is onenadin reasons why the women’s
movement in India “did not acquire the overtoneggehder warfare as it did in the West
where women faced fierce hostility from most poltly active men in their endeavours to

win equality” (35-36).



6 However, notwithstanding laws, the constitutiogpddess worship and male
feminists, the ground reality of women in India @9dis an outrage. While India has
undergone astronomical growth in industry and weand is now geared to become the
third largest economy in the world (Sinha, P.), stete of Indian women, when taken as a
national stratum that theoretically represents loaké of the nation, has been horrendously
regressive.

7 In 2010, the World Economic Forum released itsb@l Gender Gap report, in which
India ranked at 112 out of a total of 134 count(Msirti). The report measured the difference
in how men and women in each country had accessstmurces and opportunities. It took
into consideration economics, education, politisatticipation, health and survival. When
countries are ranked according to economic padimp and job opportunities for women,
India ranks at 128, above just six other countii®sen in India’s booming corporate sector,
the country’s highly educated and professionalwsinathe average annual income of women
is U.S. $1,185, less than a third of the averageuanincome for men at U.S. $3,698
(Nagrajan). Even among the BRICS nations — Br&hina, Russia, South Africa and India —
the five developing countries that have the fagiestving economies in the world, India lags
far behind the others in view of how much of thisowth is inclusive of women
(Rajadhyaksha). Women occupy only 11% of politmfiices in India, compared to 21% in
China. India also has one of the lowest femaledag rates in the world and in 2006 the
World Bank estimated that more than 50% of Indi@males above the age of 15 are
illiterate (Business Standard). However, even figare is misleading, since “measuring
effective literacy in India means including anyombo can read and write his or her own
name, [so if] [...] Sita knows how to read and write four letters of her name [she is
counted] [...] in the category of effective literat€Bhaskar). Almost 50% of girls in India
are married off by their families before the agel8f and India singularly also accounts for
one-third of the world’s child brides (Sinha K., GIX).

8 What is now amply evident is that this existdrdigparity faced by India’s women is
fueled by an unrestrained misogyny. A misogyny thatt only does not permit women an
equal life-style but one that does not even peth@m the most fundamental of all human
rights -- the right to live. A 2011 global poll Bjhomson Reuters Foundation identifies India
as the fourth most dangerous country in the wartdvomen (Chowdhury).

9 In three generations, India has systematicaligetead and annihilated more than 50
million women from its population — a number whicbnstitutes the sum total of the

populations of Sweden, Austria, Switzerland, Baigiand Portugal put together (Banerji,
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Female Genocide). In 20 years India will have méitedly annihilated 20% of women from
its population (Sinha K., In 20 Years). They haweib eliminated through the rampant
practices of female feticide, female infanticidellidg of girls under 5 years through
intentional neglect, dowry murders, “honor” killsygand endangerment of women through
multiple and forced female fetal abortions. Betw&60,000 to 700,000 girls go “missing” in
India every year, eliminated through female feicahd female infanticide. The average life
expectancy of Indian women at 66 years is one eflthvest in the world. India has the
highest maternal mortality rate in the world, ame @ut of every 140 women in India is at
risk of dying due to pregnancy or childbirth (Sinkg India Slips). The crime of dowry
related murders of young married women in India éesalated to epidemic levels. Many of
these murders are staged as kitchen accidents icdesi by self-immolation. A study
published in thd.ancetin 2009 (Sanghavi), that collated hospital recaadd testimonies,
estimated that as many as 136000 women are bdird ki fire in India each year, that is
one woman is killed every five minutes (Stephey).

10 This signifies a misogyny that does not evemespdants and girls. A 2007 UNICEF
report shows that the mortality rate of girls un8eyears was abnormally high, about 40%
higher than boys the same age, and this was dunettional neglect, a malicious denial of
food and medication, that is tantamount to negligeomicide (UNICEF 12). A 2011
study by the Indian Council of Medical Research #r&l Harvard School of Public Health
showed that girls under 5 years were 21% moreikehn boys that age, and infant girls
one-year or younger were 50% more likely to dientlafant boys that age, because of
violence inflicted on them at home. They estimateat in the last two decades more than
1800,000 girls under the age of 6 years have bdd by domestic violence. The head
researcher Jay Silverman said, "Being born agid & family in India in which your mother
is abused makes it significantly less likely thatiyill survive early childhood. Shockingly,
this violence does not pose a threat to your fifgou are lucky enough to be born a boy"
(Sinha K., Violence at Home).

11 The fallout of this misogynistic annihilationstéts in a further commoditization of
women. Domestic trafficking accounts for the latgesrcentage of sex trafficking of women
in India today (Dixit). Women are kidnapped or stimes sold by their own families
through touts in regions where gender ratios aréowothat families are willing to “buy”
brides (Sharma). Most of these bought brides atealislaves, used not only to serve the
domestic, sexual and reproductive requirements hef family, but are often sexually

exploited by other men in the family too. Once theyhad children and have been used,
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many of these women are re-sold into the bride gtask second hand ‘goods.” Known as
Paros these women can be bought, sold and resold upréea or four times, their value
estimated according to their age, reproductive agpaand how many times before they've
already been “married” (Agal).

12 While Indian women see no cause for outrageiwesipeir brutal subjugation and
dehumanization, the men in India have gone on tfensive against what they see as their
outright persecution by Indian women. They havenkx an influential and effective lobby
to mitigate one of the most critical domestic viade laws in India — the 498A . Their claim
is that women are rampantly filing false cases ahdstic abuse and harassment, and that
men are the “victims of gender-biased laws” . Eifethere were such cases, the problem
clearly is in the implementation of the law, andhe failure of the police and the courts to
efficiently investigate and file the legitimate cplaints brought forth. Yet, the anti-498A
lobby was so focused and powerful in its networkamgl campaigning that it was able to
effectively have its case presented for hearingreethe Indian Parliament.

13 The resistance to the anti-498A lobby from wolmeroups was erratic, weak and
ineffective. In fact, even the President of Indlaywoman, and a lawyer at that, seemed to
agree that men are justified in their complaintsbeing abused by women who were
misusing the law to persecute them. In an intensbe said, that domestic violence laws like
the 498a were “subjected to distortion and misws&iteak petty vengeance and to settle
scores” (Ram). The Supreme Court of India on it$ pas urged the government of India to
mitigate the 498A, arguing that the courts “comeoss a large number of such complaints
which are not even bona fide and are filed withaqpd motives [and that for the court] [...]
to find out the truth is a Herculean task in a mgjaf these complaints [...] Criminal trials
lead to immense suffering [...] [and] even ultimatejattal in the trial may not be able to
wipe out the deep scars of ignominy [from accusegbhnds and their families]” (The Times
of India, Amend Dowry Law). In a country where lifend survival has become a
fundamental issue for women, where dowry relatedenice and murders have risen at such
monstrous rates they've assumed the appearance epidemic, how does a law for the
protection of women come under the scanner angrmyoke a furious and outright revolt
among women’s groups?

14 One of the most obvious reasons for the paggvilndian women in the face of such
extreme tyranny is that this is a socially andurally conditioned response. Since gender is
effectively a cultural construct, it is customawyr fgirls and women to assume a code of

behavior and response that is typified for peopléheir gender in their own communities
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(Crawford 22-23). The ancient, religious text oflim The Laws of Manuprovides the
prototype for the ideal Indian woman:

A girl, a young woman, or even an old woman shawtdo anything independently,
even in her own house. In childhood a woman shbaldnder her father’s control, in
youth under her husband’s, and when her husbartkasl, under her sons’. She
should not have independence. A woman shouldrpdbtseparate herself from her
father, her husband, or her sons, for her separétion them would make both her
own and her husband’'s families contemptible. Stmulshalways be cheerful, and
clever at household affairs; she should keep hamsiis well polished and not have
too free a hand in spending. When her father, ar brether with her father’s
permission, gives her to someone [in marriage],stfoaild obey that man while he is
alive and not violate her vow to him [even] whenisiglead. A virtuous wife should
constantly serve her husband like a god, even bdt@aves badly, freely indulges his
lust, and is devoid of any good qualities [...] Itbecause a wife obeys her husband
that she is exalted in heaven (Doniger 115).
15 Docility is still the most exalted personalitgit in Indian women, and a much sought
after attribute in prospective brides in the matmmal columns of Indian newspapers. Even
when the prospective bride is a career woman slegpscted to “also” be “domestic” — a
word that implies compliancy. One of the primarggsens why families resist educating girls
and are keen to marry their daughters off at a geurage, is that the younger and less-
educated she is, the more she is regarded as taemggand easy to control. Hence these are
the brides preferred by the husbands and in-laws.
16 The above passage frorhe Laws of Manalso proves what theories of personality
development indicate -- that built into expectaahder roles are the social valuations of the
gender, that is, how inferior or superior a genderanked in a culture. In fact Indian
religious texts expound on the inferiority of womextensively. According to Hindu creation
theory, women were created from the lowest and nmogtire part of the body — the feet.
Various texts describe women as “lustful, lazy, povinungry, deceitful, malicious and
vengeful by nature [...] [and] men are advised topkgaard on women at all times or they
would bring great distress to the family [...]” (BajeSex and Power, 104-5). And as Indian
women internalize their culturally defined gendeles, the tendency is to also internalize an
inferior valuation of themselves. Traits such asspaty, susceptibility, avoidance of
confrontation and absence of motivation for charage, often indications that women have
internalized their social devaluation and subortioma(Crawford 22-23). Indeed when the
external oppression becomes highly internalizectiras “begin to actually believe [...] that
[their oppression] doesn’t even exist” (Yamato S8form of denial that's very apparent in

Indian women. Other symptoms of “internalized sulowation,” include a lack of a sense of



personal rights and entitlements, low expectatems a willingness to compromise oneself
(Aspy 23). These are evident in Indian womens’oralizations about the virtue of their
culture-driven obligation to forgo the personaf $et the sake of the family and community.
Ela Bhatt, one on India’'s most lauded women’'s &8y on Women’s Day recently
guestioned, “Why should women consider maternitgtherhood and household work as a
burden? That is our privilege, a source of powed’[(Bhatt, Interview). What Bhatt, as
most Indian feminists, shies away from is the goasof individual choice for women that
the culture strangles. It is not the role itse#,ibmotherhood or domestic work, which is a
burden per se. Rather the burden, indeed the appress when the culturally ordained role
becomes an imposition that violates women’s indigidrights of choice, physical safety,
mental well-being and human dignity.

17 Indeed, in cultures, like that of India, whdmnere is excessive emphasis on observing
religious and traditional norms, internalized ogsien is even harder to shake off since there
is an impulsive adherence to stipulated social Wehand gender roles that is resistant to
rational examination and change (Aspy 76). Indeeliah women'’s refusal to rage itself is an
indicator of internalized subordination. Studieshafman social behavior show that anger as
an emotion is usually permitted to groups onlyha tipper rungs of society, since it indicates
social power (Tidens), as indeed the anti-498A mébby demonstrates. On the other hand,
the appropriate emotions allowed for the suboréimgbups are sadness and remorse. These,
not surprisingly, are the most often expressed mm®tby Indian women in the context of
their dismal state.

18 The Indian women'’s refusal to rage, besidesgoaiaulturally instilled response and a
symptom of internalized subordination, might alse & historically adopted strategy of
surviving an aggressive patriarchy. Submissiveo#ies is a strategy for survival in the face
of the most extreme forms of violence, ones thet¢atlly threaten survival. Here passivity
becomes a learned response. Victims learn to bepas®ve when they are repeatedly made
powerless through the infliction of violence, oeithresistance is violently crushed if and
when they try to raise objections or resist the@pressors (Jones 181). There are other
indicators for this in the response of Indian wont@traditional patriarchy. These responses
are symptomatic of Battered Women’s Syndrome, hadjtiestion that needs to be examined
is, are these also evident at a collective levdliarthe women’s movement in India? One of
these symptoms is the inclination to romanticizestext gender dynamics, while the other is

a tendency to self-blame (Follingstand).



19 Women'’s rights activists in India often deny fwaver play of a violent patriarchy in
India, and go to great lengths to expound on, iddeenanticize, how Indian men have
historically fought for women'’s rights in India. Wever many of the issues that individual
male activists had campaigned against during thi#sBrcolonial period, such asati, the
burning alive of a widow on her husband’s pyre,eveot so much a woman’s right issue as a
human rights one. The equivalent, for example, ddad the fight against witch burning in
the United States. Furthermore, the presence ofva $ocial male activists is not
representative of how Indian men in general fetiudlor responded to the repressive, often
inhuman customs targeted at women. During the dBritcolonial period, there was
tremendous resentment among the Indian men tattdérm@@ts to encourage education of girls
and women in their communities. Men felt their centronal positions of power threatened
by educated women, and contended that educatioadundian women by stripping them of
traditional values and westernizing them, such tivay neglected to satisfactorily fulfill their
domestic duties. The political and economic autojparh women was an idea that was
unpalatable to even some of the most prominenabkaaid political figures of this time like
Gandhi, who also maintained that women’s rightfldce was the home, and that their
strength was in working to serve the family and oamity (Banerji, Sex and Power, 250-
52).

20 Indeed many Indian women writers from this p&ridike Mokshodayani
Mukhopadhyay and Tarabai Shinde, challenged thd meeative of many of their
contemporary Indian men activists (Tharu 217-18eyfelt that the attempts by these men
for the “improvement” of women, were more like beokent dole outs to passive recipients
rather than a serious commitment to socially fastethe independence and empowerment of
women. More so, there were in fact occasions whnellah men mass protested against
administrative attempts to abolish violent practiegainst girls and women, as was the case
with the issue of child marriage (Banerji, Sex &wlver, 247-8). When in 1890, a girl less
than 10-years-old was married to an older man ad af hemorrhaging after he raped her,
the British tried to introduce 12 years as a mimmage of consent for girls. It caused a
public uproar and men mobilized against the lawnass protests on the streets. They argued
that this was their right by tradition, since Hirgkriptures entitled a 24-year-old man to have
an 8-year-old bride, and that Muslim men were sl entitled since Muhammed himself
had a 9-year-old bride. This organized protest alas politically supported by the Indian

National Congress party, the current ruling pawfich at that time was at the helm of
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India’s Independence movement. The British admaiigtn then, under extreme public and
political pressure, decided not to enforce the law.

21 Self-blame is another very frequent responsepjaression among Indian women,
indeed even women activists. Chitnis for e.g. makegwint that is frequently put forth in
India, that it is not men, but women who most ofteftict violence on other women. She
argues that, “in many incidents of bride-burning,saicide attempts by women unable to
bear ill-treatment [...] [the perpetrator of abusehlmost always one of her female relatives
[such as a mother-in-law or sister-in-law.]” Indiamen on the other hand, she points out,
“have [been] ‘benefactors’ facilitating the advarafewvomen” (22). Even for those women
who have been successful in getting an educatigpjning politics and establishing a career
in a chosen profession, Chitnis asserts they t@vehalmost invariably been encouraged,
supported and actively helped by a husband, arfathe brother” (23).

22 So what then explains the pathetic state of womeéndia? In Chitnis’s opinion, it is
their own “failure.” She points out this “failuredf women at different levels — “failure to
exercise their rights [...] and failure to use legaleguards.” She explains that “the problem
really lies in the fact that women do not make propse of the existing legal and political
rights [available to them] [...] Even educated wonaee apathetic, [and so] political parties
consider women candidates a poor risk and are lingvtb invest in them” (18-19). The line
of reasoning here is that the state of women imalmlpitiable, not because of oppression by
men, but because women do it to themselves. Theinaompetent and self-destructive. The
guestions that are never asked or examined aret Wally happens when women approach
the system for their legal rights? Why are womemitg on women? And what is it that
ultimately brings or keeps women in positions dfitpmal power in India?

23 There are, indeed, umpteen laws and authorimedspns for women in India, as is
often pointed out. But the reason most women daveil of them is because far from being a
source of protection and empowerment, they findi¢lgal and criminal system makes them
even more vulnerable to abuse. The manner in wthiebe laws are overtly disregarded or
flouted by the very agencies meant to uphold thém,the police and judiciary, reinforces
the message of the autocratic power and ruthlessofes patriarchal system. A majority of
rape cases in India are never even filed with tiee@. The general fear, particularly among
the women of the lower economic strata, is not phstt the police will disregard their
complaints, but that they might see it as motiver&pe. There have been numerous cases of
women being raped by the police, when they wertbifile a rape charge (The Times of

India, Girl Who Accused). In 2005, in the vastlybpinized rape case of Imrana, a woman
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who was clearly desperate for help when she pyldictused her father-in-law of raping her,
the Indian legal system didn'’t just fail her, befused to intervene promptly, and watched on
as Imrana herself was put on public trial by aarnst village council. The council declared
Imrana “polluted” and ordered her to divorce hesliand and marry her father-in-law, while
the village ostracized her. Incidentally, one & finst things Imrana had said when she made
her complaint was how rampant this issue of seabake of young women was by various
men in their families. In the manner in which Imaanas re-victimized by the system, what
are the chances other women would now come forti tveir complaints?

24 It is also worth noting that the Indian statehwihe highest incidents of rapes of
women (NDTV), which also factors some of the warational figures in terms of female
literacy, female feticide, female infanticide, adowry violence, is headed by Mayawati, a
female Chief Minister, who also happens to lmakt, a community comprised of the lowest
and most oppressed castes in India. In the codrkergolitical stewardship so far, she has
shown much effort in catering to the demandslaft men, as well as upper caste men. She
has however, shown no interest in even addresBmgssues oppressing women, let alone a
resolve to provide a safer and more gender-juséig@ance for the women in her state. What
female politicians in India understand well, istttieey may be women, but their position and
power is dependent only on their ability to acknesge and serve the dominion of the
patriarchy. Indeed, no female politician in Indiautd ever hope to come to power by
announcing gender-equality as her political agenda.

25 The frequency with which women turn on womeiniia, where mothers-in-law and
sisters-in-law participate in the group abuse ao#rg murders of married women, is
probably one the most glaring signs of a despotid dangerous patriarchy. Giuliana
Tedeschi, a holocaust survivor, in an autobiogregdrccount, described her experience in
the women’s camp at Birkenau. She talks about Wwhppens when women find themselves
prisoners of a desperate situation, where thely sarvival becomes a source of competition
among them. “Exasperated, the mass of bodies bedsmsial or mad and in this hell
conflicts of race, class, and character explodetertly. Even prison friends...had moments
when they were overcome by bestiality [...]” (201).

26 An important question to ask is, are there s in Indian history of situations
where women have tried to resist or revolt agaihsir general oppression and have been
brutally subdued by men? Is the passive responsedad’'s modern feminist movement to
the systematic repression, indeed annihilationwofnen in India, a historically learned

response?
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27 A close study of th&haktacults that arose in the first millennium A.D. india,
reveals “the seeds of a feminist rebellion” (Bane&gx and Power, 157). Tt&haktacults
were goddess worshipping cults, that regarded tkeess asShakti — power personified as
female. Unlike the earlier cults that arose from Yredic traditions and venerated male gods,
with the goddesses serving simply as reproducivesarts to them, th8haktagegarded the
goddess as having absolute and sole command aventherse, with powers that surpassed
that of the all male gods combined. It was belietred her supremacy was incontestable, and
so powerful was she in her ability to create, sauséad destroy, that she could render the
mighty male gods like Brahma and Shiva dispensdtile Shaktaphilosophies and myths in
essence “revolutionized the concept of the feminméndia [as they] seemed to rebuff the
bovine placidity of the [earlier] Vedic goddess.hdShaktagoddesses were immodest, and
assertive in their needs and demands, in all ayemelading sex. As in the myths of Radha
and Sati, the goddess broke social conventionsasfiage, caste and clan in her choice of
sexual partners. And when confronted with men wlamted to sexually exploit her, the
goddess would, as Durga or Kali, respond to theaffwith fearsome rage and spectacular
battle skills — destroying the men in a bloody leatind then wearing their decapitated heads
in a victory garland around her neck. Some of iherdture and myths from this period
indicate that there could possibly have been am ogléercation between older male-
worshipping cults and the goddess worshipping dResinstance, temples dedicated to male
gods would often create symbolic “barriers” to metvShaktagoddesses like Kali from
entering the premise as they were regarded asamdlildestructive forces (Banerji, Sex and
Power, 156-65).

28 Some scholars have suggested that Shekta cults might actually have been
associated with matriarchal communities, and thatrad the early 2nd millennium AD there
might have ensued a violent confrontation betweatriarchal and patriarchal communities,
because of their conflicting ideologies, that resiilin a brutal overpowering of the
matriarchal tribes which is reflected in an extdwary increase in the practices of
hypergamy, child marriages agsdtias observed in this period (Bhattacharya 119).

29 We could probably add to this list female infeide as well. Not only is there a
religious sanction of this practice in the Vedase-scriptures of the highly patriarchal Vedic
communities that dates back to the first millenniBre., but as some of the earliest official
census records in the late nineteenth century, ruth@eColonial British government, show
that the systematic practice of femicide in Inded halready resulted in a highly skewed

gender ratio. The 1901 census shows that 3.1 miiomen had already been exterminated
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from the population, a phenomenon that horrifiegl British administration as they had not
known of any such practice by communities in otparts of the world (Banerji, Sex and
Power, 287, 307).

30 However, the British colonial period particwaih the late nineteenth and early
twenties century, shows another interesting patémgender dynamics in India. First of all,
encouraged by the vigor of the women’s suffrage enoent in England, several women’s
organizations, such as tA&omen’s Indian Associatiprbakhi Samiti and theAll India
Muslim Ladies Conferenaamerged all over India. This rising voice of womerindia was
not only challenging the oppressive traditions agiawomen (such asat)), and demanding
fundamental rights such as the right to educatr@h@operty, but they were also pushing for
their right to equal participation in the publichgpe — such as in the right to vote, to join
politics, and the right to work. But what was pautarly unprecedented in this period was the
number of autobiographical books published by Indi@mmen. In these books women freely
vented their opinions and feelings and described Bs housewives they were literally
treated like slaves and made to serve the demdndsgye extended families, how it affected
their health and well-being, their brutal experiesmas widows, their suffocation by traditions
that prohibited them from going outside the housemeeting people, or traveling, or even
getting an education or a job. Women writers frdms tperiod were openly critical of
traditions that crushed Indian women. Pandita Rainallled the practice of segregating
women in special quarters as “shameful” and alerricruelty.” Krupabai Satthianadhan
was critical of how Indians raised their daughtées “inferior” beings. Vibhavari Shirurkar
talked about how it was Indian men’s egos that alxwiolated and repressed women.
There is “an unmistakable fury in the writings chmy women” in this period, a fury that is
not contained, that does not cringe from openlyfrooning the Indian male patriarchy, and
emerges in fearless and explicit expressions (Basex and Power, 252-265).

31 Indeed, what is particularly curious is how thisce and fury of Indian women fell
silent soon after India’s independence. Indeedpitethe escalating violence against women
in India today, with practices like dowry murdengnor killings, and bride trafficking, there
are hardly any autobiographical accounts by Ins&famen about their lives and experiences.
Dowry violence and forced female fetal abortions laighly prevalent among the middle and
upper classes of women who are educated and ofteking, yet even among them there is
no voice emerging. It should be noted that manyhefwomen who spoke out during the
British colonial times were not highly educatedeaonomically independent. More so, the

increasing tendency in the women’s movement in-pui#pendent India has been to be
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accommodating of customs and traditions, and toseeto name and directly confront the
power structure of a traditional gender hierardhyuts the modern feminist movement in
India in almost a regressive position when compaoethe women’s movement during the
colonial period. Why is this so? One possible exalimn could be that the presence of the
British colonial government, and their direct agmmesion of many of the customs that were
oppressive of girls and women, through laws, pregi@ safe niche, probably a breathing
space for women, which allowed them to confront kinetal power and dominance the
traditional patriarchy had had over Indian womendAnce the British left the country, the
Indian patriarchy, having been restrained for sngloreasserted itself with increasing
vengeance, forcing women to adopt the survivorpaese, one that is passive and non-
confrontational.

32 The feminist movement in India, as elsewherethat which leads the national
momentum for change for the women of the countiyefsthe outrageous state of women in
India today, the feminist movement has a respalitgilbd carefully examine its position and
approach so far, and urgently contemplate a newoapp and plan of action on challenging
India into becoming a more gender-just and humatiem Below are some suggestions for

what the Indian feminist and women’s movement rteddcus on:

1. Recognize and name the reality

When Indian feminists speak about the state of wsnaffairs in India, they rarely
look the ground reality in the eye or identify learly. It is often swept under the
carpet as something symptomatic and representatittee general state of affairs of
women world-wide. However a majority of women ouatries around the world, do
not face the horrific prospect of mass femicide @#, Female Genocide) or of
having 20% of them being targeted and selectivelyifalated. The first step to
overcoming violence that many battered women le&no overcome denial; to
clearly recognize and identify the violence beinflicted on them as criminal, and to
hold the perpetrator accountable. This is also wi@twomen’s movement in India
must do collectively.

2. Realize that the domestic must become public

Despite the undue emphasis on family and tradiiionindia by the feminist
movement, these issues are not unique to Indiaselheere the hurdles for the
feminist movement in western countries as well. rtede-dominated social and legal
systems in the west, that persistently turnedradi@iye to violence on women in their
homes, had also regarded family traditions and sigbeess as a national priority. In
the U.S. the public attitudes to domestic violehegan to change only in the 1970s’
when the feminist movement made a collective antceded effort to name “the
hidden and private violence in women’s lives—delar public—and treat both
violence and Kkilling as a crime” (Jones 6-11). Rélge when American singer
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Rihanna was assaulted by her boyfriend, it causeulldic uproar in the U.S,,
something that would have been unheard of evereafsyago.

. Actively redefine gender roles and rights indeperigeof culture

India’s feminist movement needs to clearly recognimt the gender roles defined by
Indian culture and traditions both perpetuate Indismen’s internalization of their
social oppression, as well as give leeway to meexercise their tyranny on them.
Interviews with battered women show that the oneiat characteristic that most of
these women shared was their tendency to accettitidreal gender roles (Avni).
Studies show that gender scripts, roles, and d#ita violence on women, are learnt
primarily through observations of other people’idaors — at home, in school, in
religious institutions. It is where young girls arhmbys also learn about social
boundaries, of what kind of behaviors will be taled, and what they cannot get
away with (Crowell 58). To escape these “gendesgms” it is imperative that women
learn to decline traditional gender roles and ieckheir right to independently define
themselves and their goals, without the obligationjustify them to a larger
community or social order (Aspy 96).

. Confront the legal and social tyranny

When girls and women violate gender status norfmsy fare stigmatized and face
social rejection (Kite). Often, in India the comnityrand society at large treats them
as “deviant” and punishes them, frequently resgrtio violence as a method of
control (Aspy 21, 79). This is a form of social dgny that the Indian feminist
movement must confront and contain, by communigadiinectly and forcefully with
the public about legal rights and transgressiongli&s show that the difference in the
degree of gender based discrimination, repressidrvelence that exists in different
societies is determined by what is socially perrblesin each society (Crowell 58,
62). The excessive violence and acute oppressiomoafen in India exists because
there is a cultural and social sanction for it.iémdfeminists must use aggressive
public and media propaganda to create a socialpagdhological environment of
acceptability, support and esteem for those whoidlate gender norms. The few
attempts to engage with the public on gender iseaes been indirect and suggestive,
like “Save the girl child.” Studies show that megss that are upfront and explicit,
that do not shy away from stating to the public ivisaunacceptable about gender
based beliefs or practices, are far more effeciive impactful (Norris). So a more
appropriate public message would be: “Killing yaint child is a crime.” “If you Kill
your girl child you will go to jail.” Equally impdant is the necessity for the feminist
movement to demand full accountability from thergnial and legal systems on their
utter failure to implement laws or to safeguard veonn India, and compel them to
fulfill their roles.
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Racialised Boundaries. Frances Hodgson Burnetthe Secret Garden and
Alice Walker's “In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens”
By Parminder Bakshi-Hamm, RWTH Aachen UniversityJ&iversity of
Cologne, Germany

Abstract:

The garden in Frances Hodgson Burnett’'s novel isanmeeutral, ahistorical, timeless idyll but

culturally defined, and insofar it is deliberateigtanced from India and everything that India
is intended to denote in the novel, the garderrésited as an exclusive space, signifying
whiteness. Burnett’'s narrative unfolds to suppbé ideology and values of imperialism.

The racial aspect of Burnett's garden becomes @kplvhen juxtaposed against Alice

Walker’s “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens”, asagswritten several decades later and
also resonant with the images of women and gardéfiereas the garden in Burnett has
many conventionally British associations of healtid healing, nature and bounty, creativity
and self-expression, Alice Walker pays tribute tiwaalition of black women whose relation

to a garden was not given, but rather highly cdattsaand violated. The black creative
women missing and muted in Burnett's garden firatelin Walker's essay and thus Walker
works to broaden the literary tradition Burnetatek to.

1 Frances Hodgson Burnett's novEhe Secret Gardems an allegorical, pastoral
narrative in that it celebrates the life and cdtwf an English countryside in the early
twentieth century. However, a seminal techniqué H@dgson uses to evoke a rural, idyllic
world that is essentially British is by systematicaemoving it from India - the descriptions
of Yorkshire unfold against the backdrop of alltthadia is not. Burnett knew neither India
nor Yorkshire at first hand (although she did knéngland), so both locations are, besides
being geographical entities, also artistic conssruelowever, the specific relationship in
which these two spaces and countries are brougjether, the naturalness and ease with
which the contrasts between the two are developedhke author, and accepted and
understood by her readers, puts Burnett's novéhéntradition of orientalism as elucidated
by Edward Said.

2 Recognising this strain of orientalism in Hodgsomovels has implications for the
geographical symbolism of the novel; the gardenasa neutral, ahistorical, timeless idyll
but culturally defined, and insofar it is delibesigtdistanced from India and everything that
India is intended to denote in the novel, the garde created as an exclusive space,
signifying whiteness.

3 The racial aspect of Burnett's garden becomeiaiixwhen juxtaposed against Alice
Walker’'s “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens”, arsas written several decades later and

also resonant with the images of women and gardéfiereas the garden in Burnett has

22



many conventionally British associations of healtid healing, nature and bounty, creativity
and self-expression, Alice Walker pays tribute tiwaalition of black women whose relation
to a garden was not given, but rather highly cdatesand fraught with violence; Walker
refers to a tradition of women who somehow mandgdakep their creativity and spirituality
alive in the face of brutal oppression, deprivataomd slavery. Alice Walker’s narrative is a
reflection on Burnett’'s garden and indicates that black women (the Indian Ayah) do not
walk through Burnett's secret garden and are mhezd. Seen from the perspective of Alice
Walker’s essay, the garden represents a raciaisace, enclosed within boundaries in terms
of both what is let in and what is kept out.

4 That the garden is secret forms a central prgzatmn in Burnett’s narrative so that it
becomes almost imperative to examine why it isiBgant that the garden should be secret
and how it is rendered to be so. The most obvioashanism for making secret is by sealing
off from the usual and everyday affairs of the wdoodgson therefore sets her garden in a
remote country home standing at the edge of thekstire moors, far in the north of
England, a part which we are to assume is isolited the rest of the world. The sense of
secrecy is further heightened by the circumstantése accident that happened in the garden
which led to it being shut up and barred to allesscfor ten years.

5 The process by which Burnett defines her seasdem is revealing. From the outset
of the novel, Mary Lennox’s arrival at Misselthwai¥lanor is set against the circumstances
of her leaving India:

When Mary Lennox was sent to Misselthwaite Manor lit@ with her uncle
everybody said she was the most disagreeable-lgadtiiid ever seen. . . . Her hair
was yellow because she had been born in India addlkvays been ill in one way or
another. Her father had held a position under thglish Government and had always
been busy and ill himself, and her mother had lzegreat beauty who cared only to
go to parties and amuse herself with gay people.hald not wanted a little girl at all,
and when Mary was born she handed her over toateeaf an Ayah*, who was made
to understand that if she wished to please the Mamb* she must keep the child out
of sight as much as possible. . . . She never rdramd seeing familiarly anything
but the dark faces of her Ayah and the other naereants, and they always obeyed
her and gave her her own way in everything . ) . (1

While the opening establishes the colonial cont#xthe novel, it also moves forward by
leaving India behind and thereby displacing it. ¥&mprogress to finding her own garden
and all that it symbolises is deeply connected Wi rejection of India and everything it

embodies. In this opening passage, as throughoat nibvel, India acquires specific

connotations, and Burnett’s allegory of the gareeolves in antithesis to this India.

23



6 The choice of India as a physical and imaginantrast to England is neither random
nor neutral but perpetuates the imperialist ideplofjits times. Danijela Petkoviprovides a
comprehensive analysis of the oriental-imperialistourse embedded in the novel and it is
worth recounting the main points of Petk&isi argument. She points out that Burnett's
engagement with India has little to do with theigdustorical reality of the country. In fact
India is dehumanised and denied of complexity aariety:

It is worth noticing that this word [India] is regied over and over again — the readers
are never given the name of the particular Ind@mntin which the Lennox family
tragedy takes place, or the place to which Magken after it — in an obvious effort
to consolidate the whole country into one flat,htygunfavourable image the narrator
creates. Nor are the native servants given facearyr humanly recognizable
characteristic. Even the sentences are uniform:ldbha ...this...In India ...that'.
(Conversely when the story shifts to England, tbeits abound ...). (88)
The point is that in her representations Burnets®rts to a “carefully constructed, perfectly
naturalized discourse concerning India (88) andatltbor's assertions about the country that
she did not know at all are both effortless andfident; they appeal to the shared
consciousness of her readers, and the writer tdkedor granted, “Burnett does not invent
these links, she merely echoes popular views, tee/svthat had been in circulation for
almost 200 years (91). Petkéudraws out the relationship between the centraifrebtthe
novel and the imperialistic values sustaining thiif:

Nineteenth century British imperialism — and by amplism it is understood both
imperialist ideology and practice — is undeniablggent inThe Secret Gardeas the
source of images, metaphors, and values, as wétleasovel's underlying doctrine.
The images of and references to the British Emgonikits subjecs permeate the novel,
. . . furthermore they provide the context in whtble story of Mary's refinding her
true Self — her national, cultural, and gender plé/ed out. Not only that, the True
English Self is in the course of the novel cargfalbnstructed — made possible, even
— through numerous contrasts with/negations oflaik Other, India. Thus, not only
are the authority and the validity of the colonginglish Self established, but the
essential and permanent 'otherness' of India E@3e38)
7 In the opening scene India is connected with dgndisease, darkness, death,
lovelessness, promiscuity and unnatural or perdemdationships. This first impression of
India is reinforced by Mary's encounter with a snhalich adds a sense of exoticism as well
as eerieness. What is also noticeable is that fmuatry so populated with people, India is
made to look desolate in Mary's loneliness and talelationships. This sense of desolation
is heightened by the mention of cholera which caube natives either to flee or die.
Although born in India and having lived there fétmast ten years, Mary “never remembered

seeing familiarly anything but the dark faces of Agah and the other native servants” (1),
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whereas the term “home” (9) is introduced immedyateith reference to England. Thus
India is efficiently dealt with in the first few pas of the book and by the middle of the
second chapter, Mary is on her way to England ab&domes clear that India has been set
up to show what Mary is actually getting away frohmd from the moment Mary arrives in
England, Mary's entire development is delineatetéims of how it was in India, with India
always carrying the negative connotations.

8 Mary's physical weakness, her plain and ugly appee, her hardness and spoilt
behaviour are all attributed to her situation idign Mary's physical, mental and emotional
development are stunted in India and she progrelgschanges for the better in all these
aspects as soon as a landscape shifts to YorkshEagland. In Martha's family, Mary is
known as “the little girl who had come from Indiadawho had been waited on all her life by
what Martha called “blacks until she didn't knownhto put on her own stockings ” (70). The
Sowerby children sitting by the hearth in an Erglkettage, eating hot cakes, on the other
hand are a picture of health, happiness and indiepee (70). In contrast to the English
clergyman’s untidy bungalow in India, with five gliantled, squabbling children, Mrs
Sowerby living in Yorkshire, although she has mitv@n double the amount of children than
the clergyman in India, and is a single parent,vega an image of rural contentment and
bliss. Even to Mary, Martha's mother, who she adsiirery much, “doesn't seem to be like
the mothers in India” (88).

9 Being in Yorkshire incurs all kinds of refinememh Mary, brings out the best in her
and integrates her into a social network, and misamorphosis is attributed simply to the
change of scene, and the observations that Yoek&hiso unlike India: “In India skies were
hot and blazing; this was of a deep cool blue [with] small clouds of snow-white fleece”
(61). But these external, physical differences haby&ract and far reaching implications: “In
India she had always felt hot and too languid e cauch about anything. The fact was that
the fresh wind from the moor had begun to blowdbbwebs out of her young brain and to
waken her up a little” (p. 48). These passages detrate how the comparisons move
simultaneously at various levels — physical, meneahotional and moral, always putting
India at a disadvantage. This narrative mode infothe entire text, and accordingly when
Colin is in his tyrannical moods he is perjorativdescribed as a “young Rajah” (170-71).

10 Among the several pleasant things that happé&faty in Yorkshire, the climax is her
discovery of the garden. In India, she had not kmale natural life that the garden
symbolises. She says to Colin about spring, “I neav it in India because there wasn't any”

(212). The necessity of making the garden secrehidden from the rest of the world
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eventually becomes clear - Burnett's garden cay lmmlestablished after it is as far removed
from India as possibly could be, and is cleansethdians and everything India stands for.
Unlike India, the garden is a civilised, white spauith restorative powers where Mary can
find her true identity. As Martha comments of Intliaere's such a lot o' blacks there instead
0' respectable white people. When | heard you veasirc from India | though you was a
black too”, to which Mary retorts, “You don't knoanything about natives! They are not
people — they're servants who must salaam to y&1¥28). The dual relation in which India
and Yorkshire are caught up becomes evident indiaiogue — it is that of ruler and their
subjects, and the naturalness with which white rasgectable are linked together cannot go
unnoticed. It is ironic that Martha, who herseltopies a position of servility in the British
society, feels superior to Mary because of the that Mary lived amongst blacks before
coming to England. It is only after Mary is categally cleansed of every trace of India that
she is ready for her initiation into the Englishyw life.

11 That the garden is simply located in Englandasenough; it emerges in opposition
to India and signifies the author's impulse to gntpe garden of Indian natives that had
become so inextricably a part of British historfid'is probably also the reason why Burnett
seeks the farthest corner of England, Yorkshird, aceountry home situated there alludes to
an aristocratic, white England. At Misselthwaite idg while the contact with India cannot
be completely negated, the Indian things are alkdd up in one of the rooms. Even the
Yorkshire dialect in the novel serves to stress tbmanticised idea of Englishness. Hence, it
becomes apparent that Burnett develops her allegfattye garden vis-a-vis India in order to
invoke a particular form of Englishness which istacratic, and hence also solely white.

12 Another explanation for the need to make thel@aisecret is that the author sets out
to create not just a white space but to connecternbss with the ideal, with perfection.
However, though the whiteness or the Englishnedbefpace is maintained by constantly
being posited against India, it becomes problentatidisclose this space as perfect. While
Burnett employs a number of techniques to constractsecret garden as a viable alternative
to India, she does not succeed in this project;ndugative falls hostage to the imperialist
ideology underlying the novel and the empire abramadendorsed by gender and class
hierarchies at home. As Petkéwomments,

there are in fact two empires overlapping in th@aatic field of the novel; the first one (the

Empire) is literally as well as imaginatively-melaypically erected upon the savage Other(s)
in distant lands; the second, in which the first @mirrored, is the domestic empire, smaller
in scale but noteworthy: the Yorkshire householthposed of master and servants, of the
rich and poor, of husbands-masters and wives (datg)kangels in the house. Furthermore,
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the two empires are not only presented and emplageithe physical/imaginative setting of
the novel — this alone could never support thencldiat the novel is essentially imperialist
but the values and principles underlying them adoesed and promoted. (88)

England and Yorkshire are unquestionably desiraldlen set against India. However, as
soon as the focus from India is removed, the sof@ators prevalent in English life,
especially those of gender and class differendas, upstairs-downstairs hierarchies of
country homes — invariably begin to impinge on tbet. The realities of British society
rankle in the text and prevent England from beioggul as viable ideal to India. Burnett
strives to resolve these contradictions mostly &gilé comments. But one technique the
author does employ to get rid of the social aspetcEngland is by resorting to the world of
children and putting them in a secret garden, taating a world that it is secluded and cut
off from the facts of the world outside.

13 In order to establish some kind of companiongi@pveen Mary and Martha, despite
the class distinctions between them, Burnett sugdkat Misselthwaite runs differently from
the usual country houses. Martha explains: “If eheas a grand missus at Misselthwaite |
should never have been even one of th’ under haaiseml might have been let to be
scullery-maid, but I'd never have been let up-stallm too common an’ talk too much
Yorkshire. But this is a funny house for all ite grand. Seems like there’s neither master
nor mistress except Mr. Pitcher and Mrs. Medlock8)( Here too the eternal comparison
with India is made to indicate that Martha’s sard is, in some fine way, different from that
of the servants in India: “The native servants lsheé been used to in India were not in the
least like this. They were obsequious and servitk @d not presume to talk to their masters
as if they were their equals” (25). Martha is youmgtrained and outspoken which makes her
servility to Mary different (and by implication merdignified) than that of the Indian
servants, and thereby prepares the ground for atre@med interaction between her and
Mary.

14 Similarly, there is a tendency to extricate Bickfrom the social structures
surrounding him. He is some kind of nature’s chiiho enjoys being outdoors, knows a
great deal about plants and vegetables, is ut@rlgase with various animals and can
communicate with them — complete with pipe playivgt, for all his symbolic qualities,
Dickon is enlisted in the service of Mary and Cplive functions to help Mary with her
gardening enterprise and pushes Colin’'s wheeldhathe garden and teaches him some
physical exercises, besides supplying the two eebublwith refreshments and diversion.

Social reality intrudes even within the secludeduritaries of the secret garden. After
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spending their first exciting morning together e tgarden, Mary is called to lunch. As she
hurries off to a rich, wholesome meal in the hoDggkon, “picked up his coat from the grass
and brought out of a pocket a lumpy little bundésitup in a quite clean, coarse, blue and
white handkerchief. It held two thick pieces of dufewith a slice of something laid between
them. ‘It's oftenest naught but bread,” he saidi ‘bve got a fine slice o’ fat bacon with it to-
day’ (112). This produces a discordant tone inidealised world of innocent children in the
garden, and Burnett understandably brushes théentiaside with the comment, “Mary
thought it looked a queer dinner, but he seemedlyreaenjoy it” (112).

15 The author tries again to minimize the existesfdeierarchical relationship, this time
in Ben Weatherstaff's servility to Colin. The udyalinsociable and crabby old man,
Weatherstaff is quickly put in his place by Colitavtells him, “I'm your master . . . when
my father is away. And you are to obey me” (228)rri¢tt shows Weatherstaff overcome
with emotion as he sees Colin standing straightphe outcome of this encounter is that Ben
Weatherstaff acknowledges Colin as his mastéh! Lad, he almost whisperedEh! My
lad” And then remembering himself he suddenly touchedhhat gardner fashion and said,
‘Yes, sir! Yes, sifl And obediently disappeared as he descended therla(®29). There are
several such ruptures in the narrative when glimps® social life reveal the precariousness
of the contrived harmony of the English countrysiigen Mary Lennox, who is simply
Mary in the Indian environment, becomes MistressWas she arrives in England. But all
social factors are swept aside in favour of prodgein idyllic image of life in England.

16 Another strategy that Burnett employs in orderavoid confronting the aspect of
social conflict in the English society is to induttee notion of ‘Magic’; all the positive
transformations in the novel — Colin’s rapid gaimstrength, the changes in his and Mary’s
character, the conversion of a piece of land tlatemained neglected for ten years into a
pleasant, blooming garden - are eventually predeintéerms of magic as other explanations
are not available. In fact the entire chapter 2&hefnovel is devoted to the exposition of the
concept of magic in the book. The end effect ofodticing magic into the book is that is
deflects attention from awkward realities suchlesfact that to turn a wild overgrown area
into any version of a garden involves dirty andksheaking work as may be seen in the
figure of Ben Weatherstaff and is not child’s pky it is made out to be for Mary, Dickon
and Colin. Another such conundrum is the issueooldf(fresh milk and buns and eggs)
supplied by Mrs Sowerby to the children during thiene in the secret garden. While fresh
food, prepared by a mother, is integral to Burgetision of rural bliss, the details of how

Mrs Sowerby so generously manages to fit in th& t#sbaking and providing for three
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additional children beyond her own twelve, and Haiekon (who is only twelve) carries a
pail of milk and a pail of buns across the countlgsare overlooked. This reluctance to deal
with the social aspects of English life is evidewerywhere in the text. It is notable that
Mary's much cherished wish to visit Martha’s famitytheir cottage never does take place;
the sentimental form of the narrative does not hitnee prerequisites for rendering such a
meeting — it remains just a fancy.

17 Burnett’s vision reaches a climax in the endhef novel, in the second last chapter
when the three thriving English children standhea middle of a blooming garden and sing
the Doxology aloud, joined by the awe-struck anspeetful Ben Weatherstaff, with tears
gushing down his cheeks. It is also the moment wMes Sowerby enters the garden. The
scene is extremely conventional in its symbolisrd &ads to a doubtless assertion of the
British feudalistic values, including Protestanishowards the end of the novel it emerges
that the narrative has primarily been directed towathe restoration of Colin. The
justification for making the illness and healing ©blin as a central concern of the novel
might lie in Burnett's personal circumstances; pedit is her way of resurrecting her
younger son who had been sickly and had died. Battdrom her personal tragedy, what is
quite apparent is that the values with which sheests Colin are feudal and imperialistic.
Whereas Mary and Dickon work in the garden, Colppraaches it with unquestioned
authority and launches into great speeches andrésctAlthough sickly, Colin as a young
Englishman of social stature, declares his nateatiny to be a scientist and explorer, and
this is said without a hint of irony:l shall live for ever and ever and ever!” he crgm@ndly.

“I shall find out thousands and thousands of thing#all find out about people and creatures
and everything that grows . .”. (278-279). Colin’s resemblance to the little I¢t@untleroy

is unmistakable.

18 It is therefore unsurprising that the charackdre come out of the garden in the final
scene of the book are the triumphant Colin andatieer. Mary falls into the background and,
“Across the lawn came the Master of Misselthwadted he looked as many of them had
never seen him. And by his side, with his headrughe air and his eyes full of laughter,
walked as strongly and steadily as any boy in Ylirks— Master Colin” (306). So in this
novel, in the allegory of the secret garden, Burnestalgically recreates the bygone world of
English aristocracy; the narrative articulatesraparialist ideology that is exclusively white
and Protestant and predominantly male.

19 The elisions that Burnett so painstakingly masaig her novel eventually find an

expression in Alice Walker's essay “In Search ofr Mothers’ Garden”. Walker uses the
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allegory of the garden to refer to the lost tradis of African American women writers and
artists, whose creative spirit was violently degtoh by slavery and imperialism — the very
same values which are upheld Tine Secret Gardenn recounting the names of black
women writers, Walker seeks to restore them tdliteeary tradition from which they have
been erased and exiled. Hence it is perfectly &dicat Walker's concept of the garden
should be totally unlike that presented by Burradtigit a direct analogy was never intended.
Walker has no use for the image of a civilised andately owned English garden of
Bunett's novel, and she moves away from the wimt@grialist locations to include open
fields and yards; Walker's garden is boundlessh lpiatially and metaphorically. Alice
Walker's essay provides a comment on why Burngdden cannot be a symbol of harmony
that she sets out to achieve, and she breaksdiaisad boundaries dthe Secret Gardem
more than one way.

20 “In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens” pays tribiatehe creative spirit of ordinary,
anoynmous and lesser-known black women, a creggivé that was most often warped and
found no outlet at all due to the harsh circumstanaf slavery and patriarchal oppression.
Walker relates to a tradition of creativity in womthat remained only a potential, that was
eliminated or never even allowed to exist, and dakirg account of the unfulfilled and
damaged efforts of African American women, Walkesgoses a far reaching and inclusive
tradition of creative, artistic work.

21 At one level, Walker redresses the narrow, ictste, privileged, and subsequently
also white American tradition of art and literaturg incorporating oral narratives, slave
songs, and interrupted stories that black motladstheir children. And creativity cannot be
confined to particular forms, and is to be seemash in Walker's mother's talent to grow the
most magnificent flowers wherever she lived, asaiquilt that hangs in the Smithsonian
Institution:

In fanciful, inspired, and yet simple identifiakfigures, it portrays the story of the
Crucifixion. It is considered rare, beyond pricdwotigh it follows no known pattern
of quilt-making, and though it is made of bits apiéces of worthless rags, it is
obviously the work of a person of powerful imagioatand deep spiritual feeling.
Below this quilt | saw a note that says it was magéan anonymous Black woman in
Alabama, a hundred years ag239)

22 Walker cites Virgina Woolf ih Room of One's Owand while she finds allegiance

with Woolf, she quotes Woof's to insert the expsreeof black people in the text:

Yet genius of some sort must have existed amongemoas it must have existed among the

working class. [Change this telaves and‘the wives and daughters of sharecroppekow
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and again an Emily Bro#&tor a Robert Burns [Change to‘dora Hurston or a Richard
Wright’] blazes out and proves its presence. But certainhever got itself on to paper.
When, however, one reads of a witch being duckédy woman possessed by devils [or
‘Sainthood], of a wise woman selling herbs [our root workei®] even a very remarkable
man who had a mother, then | think we are on thektof a lost novelist, a suppressed poet,
of some mute and inglorious Jane Austen. (239-240)

23 Another technique that Walker applies to widea sense of literary tradition is to
give a black woman's voice-over to an extract flokot p'Bitek’s poenSong of Lawino.
Whereas p'Bitek presents the motif of an Africarakwwvoman lamenting her betrayal by her
husband who takes another woman who is westernfeem, a typically male perspective,
Walker does not see this as a single occasionablerr indicative of the a history of betrayal
shared by all black women and forming a common dogtsheen them. P'Bitek lines are as
follows:

O, my clansmen,

Let us all cry together!

Come,

Let us mourn the death of my husband,
The death of a Prince

The Ash that was produced

By a great Fire!

O, this homestead is utterly dead,
Close the gates

With lacari thorns,

For the Prince

The Heir to the Stool is lost!

And all the young men

Have perished in the wilderness!

Alice Walker rewites it thus:

O, my clanswomen,

Let us all cry together!

Come,

Let us mourn the death of our mother,
The death of a Queen

The Ash that was produced

By a great fire!

O, this homestead is utterly dead,
Close the gates

With lacari thorns,

For our mother

The creator of the Stool is lost!

And all the young women

Have perished in the wilderness! (Fike 148)
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24 Walker demonstrates how the substitution of guséw words makes a world of a
difference in recovering the missing and the siléns important to state here that Walker’s
attempts are not to antithetically oppose or dsplane tradition with the other, but rather to
argue for a holistic approach. As Matthew A. Fikenenents, Walker’s project is not that of
competing rejection of the literary ancestors, udahg white authors, but that of making
connections and showing infinite intertextualitywuld therefore not be appropriate to read
Walker's “In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens” asithetical to Burnett'sThe Secret
Garden but rather as completing it in that it hints la& several gardens that lie beyond and
outside Burnett’s vision.
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A Palace of Her Own: Feminine ldentity in the Greatindian Story

By Julia Hoydis, University of Cologne, Germany

Abstract:
Along with theRamayanathe Mahabharata literally, is one of India’s “great stories”, and
the ancient epic maintains its status as a culyufaundational text which, apart from
philosophical- spiritual values, educational andyireus instruction, contains and perpetuates
ideas and ideals of ethical obligatiodhérmg, social norms and gender roles. Having
inspired writers for centuries, references to tpec,eits central legends or characters, are
ubiquitous in literature. Two contemporary exampégxplicit attempts to retell the epic in
novel form are Shashi TharoorBhe Great Indian Nove(1989) and Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’'sThe Palace of lllusion§2008). These shall be analyzed in the followegthe
texts not only invite criticism for the ambitiouteampt this poses on a formal and structural
level, but furthermore allow a comparison of theywhey present the interaction between
gender and politics. Whereas Tharoor uses the tepgprovide an allegorical frame and
backdrop for a satirical narration of India’s pigiti struggle for independence in the 20th
century, Divakaruni chooses to retell the epic frbra perspective of one of its heroines,
Draupadi, thus reclaiming female agency in the fasntale of war between two families,
hyper-masculine heroes and their devoted wives.
1 Along with theRamayanathe Mahabharatais one of India’s “great stories”, and the
ancient epic maintains its status as a culturatiyntlational text which, apart from
philosophical/spiritual values, educational andgrels instruction, contains and perpetuates
ideas and ideals of ethical obligatiodh&rmg, social norms and gender roles. Having
inspired writers for centuries, references to the,eits central legends or characters, are
ubiquitous in literature. An explicit attempt tdek the epic in novel form is Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni’'sThe Palace of lllusions/hich will be analysed in the following. The novedt
only invites criticism for the ambitious attempistiposes on a formal and structural level, but
allows insight into the interaction of gender amkkntity, particularly into the complex
construction of femininity already inherent in thieginal text, while also challenging it from
a contemporary perspective. Divakaruni retellsape from the point of view of one of its
heroines, Draupadi, thus reclaiming female agencthe famous tale of war between two
families, hyper-masculine heroes and their devateges. The text highlights a crucial
relation established between womanhood and vengedhareover, it displays the struggle
for identity in a mythological context, which isstinctly Indian, yet transcends cultural

borders, all the while showing the illusionary matof those imposed by history and gender.
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2 Dating back to 1600 B.C. and considered to benbrd’s longest poem, the original
epic consists of 100.000 stanzas in verse, stredtunto 18 books, thus exceeding by far the
length of the great Western epics suchThae lliad or The Odysseycf. Narayan, R. vii).
Although there are many different versions and taggies about its exact date of origin
and authorship, it is commonly attributed to Veda¥g, who also appears as the narrator in
the epic, telling the stories to his scribe, thepblnt-headed God Ganesh. The structure is
inherently dialogic, if controlled by an omnisciemiale narrator. Whereas “Maha-bharata”
means “great India”, the title first chosen by Vgagas “jaya”, meaning triumph or victory
(Narayan, R. viii), an implication which is certbirchallenged in Divakaruni’'s rewriting.
The main plot, which like th&rabian Nightsdigresses from one story into another (cf. Singh
10), tells the tale of the fight for supremacy ke tkingdom of HastinapdrThe conflict
erupts between two families, the Pandavas and the&tas, who are the progeny of two
brothers, Pandu, and the blind king Dhritarashiree rightful heir to the throne, Yudhishtir,
and his four brothers, are exiled by their jealoassin Duryodhan. All five Pandavas are
married to the beautiful and headstrong princessupadi after Arjun, the handsome and
virile warrior, wins her hand in an archery contéstclimactic scene is the game of dice in
which Yudhishtir gambles away all his possessitis kingdom as well as Draupadi, who
vows revenge for their shame. In the final battfeKarukshetra, everybody dies except
Draupadi and her husbands. After their only renmgirfeir, Parikshit becomes ruler over
Hastinapur and peace is restored, the brotherdaagpadi embark on a final journey into
the Himalayas where they find eternal redemption.

3 Just from this brief summary one can deduce whyHAtebeitel, who has dedicated
his scholarly life to the study of thilahabharatd, states that its academic reception is
commonly centred on its “monstrosity” due to thet'sesheer size, indeed presenting what
Henry James would have called a “baggy monster012Q). The scholarship on the epic is,
of course, extensive. Yet, as Hiltebeitel (20018@%as argued, it has rarely been treated as

a coherence fictional work, although this is chaggias recent and highly informative

! Apart from countless legends, the epic contaires @frthe most sacred texts of Hinduism, the Bhagdsia,
which consists of the famous dialogue between Agond Lord Krishna on the battlefield about the idiflt
choice between good and evil, culminating in Krlsrexegesis of “karmayoga’, i.e. the obligatiohsltsarma
and man’s necessity to fight the ‘just’ war (cfoBbeck/Black 6).

2 Alf Hiltebeitel has written extensively about thhabharata In his detailed analyses of individual legends,
scenes and characters, particularly interestinthésfocus he places on Draupadi and the disguisdkeo
Pandavas (cf. 1999; 2001; 1980). Although arguirmgenfrom a mythological-historical than from a gend
theoretical perspective, he generally emphasizeséhtrality of the role of Draupadi.
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studies such as Brodbeck and Black’s focus on geadd narrative in the epic show.
Principal themes are the results of vengeance lamdhiman potential for destruction, love,
sacrifice and loyalty, while problems and posdiie$ of rule are staged on various levels,
e.g. individual, societal, and cosmic. Of centnaportance is the human struggle with destiny
and the ethical concept dharma* Moreover, as Brodbeck and Black emphasize, “geisder
one of the most central and most contested issuttgeitext, and [...] discussions regarding
gender operate on a number of different levels amedmanifested in multiple ways without
the text providing one consistent and definitivewi (10). In the present context, which
refers to the epfcmainly indirectly, the complex world of thdahabharatais treated as a
fictional-literary one and reduced to the charactend scenes of particular relevance for a
gender-theoretical analysis. The focal point isupedi (Panchaali), who is given a different
presence by Divakaruni, yet also has a cruciatjindidy gendered function in the original.
Taking the narrative situation and the dialogictiek orientation into account sustains the
argument for a surprisingly (post)modern ambivadeaod complexity of the gender roles
conveyed in the contemporary text, which is alrepdipable in the ancient epic. Therefore,
some issues in terms of gender and the relatiothefsexes in th&lahabharatadeserve
consideration before turning to the novel.

4 The fact that the study of the epic’s many chiaracand sexualities in the text has
found critical interest is hardly surprisifighs stated above, thétahabharatais one of the
defining cultural narratives in the construction mésculine and feminine gender roles in
ancient India, and its numerous tellings and rieigdl have helped shape Indian gender and
social norms ever since* (Brodbeck/Black 11; Samggrhe desire for revenge is a central
trait linking the sexes who are otherwise assigriedr differences in appearance, behaviour,
as well as character and obligation of dharma. tiighbeing one of the main gender-

distinguishing activities, the masculine ideal @mmonly represented by the virile husband

? Brodbeck and Black (2007) offer a good introductim the study of gender and more literary-oriented
approaches to the epic. Their essay collection aistudes an extensive bibliography of researchtlos
Mahabharata

* “Dharma” is a complex term with context-dependdivierging connotations; it is central in Hinduismda
Indian philosophy. Generally it refers to any coctdwith aids the upholding of the order of societiyis
including notions of general ethical laws, rulasstoms, as well as individual obligation or vocatio

®> The epic is originally written in Sanskrit versés accessible translation in English prose is RNérayan’s
(2000).

® See for instance: Bhattacharya, Pradip. “Epic Wunfgast and West — Some Observations.” Journghef t
Asiatic Society of Bengal 37.3. (1995): 67-83; DOyari Wendy. Splitting the Difference: Gender andtiMin
Ancient Greece and India. Chicago and London: Usite of Chicago Press, 1999; Falk, Nancy. “Draupad
and the Dharma” Beyond Androcentrism: New Essay$vmmen and Religion. Ed. Rita M. Gross. Missoula,
MT: Scholars Press, 1977. 89-114; Goldmann, RoB&ranssexualism, Gender, and Anxiety in Traditlona
India.” Journal of the American Oriental Society313 (1993): 374-401.
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and fearless warrior. This is complemented by thirgyal of the epic’s principal model of
femininity, the ideal of the loyal, devoted wifef.(@rodbeck/Black 16-17). A striking
example for this is Gandhari, who decides to folloer husband, king Dhritarashtra, into
blindness and sacrifices her sight by wearing la sthrf over her eyes till her death. Yet
things are more complex than a binary of the silpassive, merely listening or following
female and the actively battling male. The epicspotth a second paradigm of femininity
(Sri), which has mythical connotations and impliesnée independence, mobility, and
agency, showing the women as important contributtorstheir husbands’ successes.
Nonetheless, as Brodbeck and Black rightly stree#) of these roles “are restrictive, only
representing women in relation to their menfolki buterms of the behaviour of female
characters, there is a sense in which neither gamag complete in itself” (18). While in
particular Draupadi, as well as her mother-in launt; is representative of this dual role and
the inherent tensions, this shows how the epicsg@sses essentializing gender models in
favour of more fluid or contradictory ones. Andr€astodi describes Draupadi as on the
hand being “extolled as the perfect wife — chadéenure, and devoted to her husbands”, yet
on the other is often shown “to be intellectualseave, and sometimes downright
dangerous” (213). Seeking to assign mythologid&resmces to this trait of her character, Alf
Hiltebeitel sees Draupadi as an invocation of KallLakhsmi, the goddess of destruction
(1980, 153Y).

5 Read against the background of contemporary metad gender, the epic’s central
characters, prominently Arjun and Draupadi, “mastifdifferent modes of gendered behavior
at different moments in the narrative” (Brodbeck&t 21), illustrating the idea that
gendered identities interact with particular sitoiag as well as with markers of social class
(caste), ethnicity, or education. Many characteiseuopposing qualities with regard to their
identities. Yudhishtir is the aggressive ruler gaanbler, yet famous for his stoic endurance,
kindness and wisdom; Arjun is virile lover and heffahe battlefield but also spends a year
as an “effeminate” dance instructor. Like GandhBraupadi is a fiercely loyal wife and a
hot-tongued critic of her husbands, hence at oacéve and passive, articulate speaker and
symbolic listener” (Brodbeck/Black 21). This lataspect is important with regard to her
portrayal in the novel. Furthermore, clear powerdnichies are established via the dialogical
structure of the text, through the gap between dbthority of narrators and listening
characters, which often ardently await instructotdmow to become better men or women (cf.

’ Hiltebeitel (1980) gives an in-depth analysis loé tmythological references of the disguises of Arnd
Draupadi as well as of the gender ambiguity of Arju
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Brodbeck/Black 23). With regard to female educatod knowledge, a significant ambiguity
can be found in the epic. As Brian Black points,dhe women undergo a second-hand
instruction as they are usually a constant presene#l scenes, watching when men receive
important teachings and hearing their stories,tlyst eavesdropping “is far from passive”
(53). Therefore, Black argues, the central femalaracters, though mostly confined to the
background, emerge to shape the story in signifisetys and the stance taken towards their
agency appears thoroughly ambivalent, as:
for both Gandhari and Draupadi there is more todpeai listener than merely their
symbolic presence. The way in which both of them @nstituted as subjects shows
that they are not merely defined and portrayeceiation to male characters, that what
they hear and say is linked up with their spedifities and circumstances as queens:
[...] Draupadi’s role as listener [...] educates harHer role aslharmaqueen. (73)
Divakaruni’'s version portrays the education of Qmadi and her transformation from
ambitious princess to revenge-seeking queen irestibg detail. Following first her brother’s
and then her husbands’s lessons, she also reaqeameg instructions on her own (e.g. by a
sorceress, a sage, or Krishna). Regarding the -thutiénsional presentation of femininity,
Divakaruni’s narrative appears in many ways mefaithfully modeled on the original, but
reverses the perspective by granting the readeghinsnto the mind of the listening
Draupadi.
6 Although one has to guard against taking theusnidism for this too far, the challenge
of normative gender roles is moreover aided by whagous “gender-bending” characters
(Brodbeck/Black 19§.All the while the idea of the third sex stems framcient India, the
epic does by no means break with a binary framewbrkthis context Andrea Custodi
emphasizes that: “As fluid as sexual charactessditd gender may be among deities and in
mythological escapades, however, dharma as ittates and orders this-worldly affairs
revolves around a firm conception of the two gesdand is very much based upon their
clear distinction and eternal stability” (210). Ttlearacters’ fate and gender identity remains
usually stable, determined by birth, status, aedctistomary expectations connected to them.
Still, there are several instances of transsexualef sex changes from man into woman or
vice versa. A prominent example is Sikhandi whotshgs sex in order to fulfil a mission of
revenge; according to the ancient rules she hagv up womanhood in order to kill her

nemesis Bhisma. Most sex-changing episodes, whidavidg attention to the fluidity of

8 See especially Custodi's essay “Show You Are axM@ranssexuality and Gender Bending in the Chizrac

of Arjuna/Brhannada and Amba/Sikhandin(i)” (in Bboeatk and Black 2007). She employs psychoanalytical
theories for her reading and presents an integestimalysis of the great variety of forms and diitgrsf
characters (e.g. androgynous gods, male-femaleléemale sex-changes, transvestites, eunuchs).
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gender, show elements of transgression of thetimadl categories, but are playful enough to
not subvert the existing order for good. An exaniptethis occurs during the Pandavas’ year
of disguise; Draupadi and her husbands are folwegpénd their final year of exile in hiding
before embarking on the mission of reclaiming thké&wgdom. As cover, each of them has to
choose an identity as opposite to their previowsampossible. The disguise forces Draupadi
into the role of a chambermaid. She thus becomeslgoinferior, almost an outcast (cf.
Hiltebeitel 1980, 153), while the alpha-male Arjim transformed into a eunuch dance
instructor, his virile masculinity symbolically tued into sexual abstinence (180)hile
many critics make well-founded arguments for Argimlisguise as an invocation of the
androgynous god Siva (cf. Hiltebeitel 1980, Custodine year in disguise brings an
accentuated reversal of the gender roles betweguonAand Draupadi, highlighting
ambiguities that occur, in fact, throughout theratve. Draupadi is depicted as increasingly
dynamic, impatient, and even aggressive, whiclorgrasted with her husbands’, especially
Yudhishtir's and Bhim’s, more passively enduringidagentle nature, or Arjun’s newly
effeminate, playful character. As Custodi commeritspt only are physical sexual
characteristics put into question, but on a psyafiohl and behavioural level as well,
Draupadi wears the proverbial pants while Arjunaamgethe skirt” (213). In this context
Hiltebeitel draws attention to fact that “Draupaddisguise and actions [...] hold strong
associations with defilement” (1980, 169). In mtran one way is her role bound to tasks
and behaviour ‘improper for a royal heroine, whiah the Indian context has strong
implications of caste, impurity and transgressi@nstrength of Divakaruni’s novel is the
empathic rendering of these scenes. Furthermoeearialysis will show how the sex change
of avenger Sikhandi contrasts with Draupadi’'s @raing of gender roles and how the
narrative develops the relation between feminiaitgl vengeance. Agreeing with Hiltebeitel
that the disguises reveal more than “univocal ntydssociations” (1980, 173), the ancient
epic already seems to allow for multiple identitimsd shifts between different sides of
personality. Therefore it provides a fruitful gr@unf investigation for modern notions of
gender as fragile, conditional, and part of cortbtaqueried identities. But such an argument

certainly requires the “recognition that the epmoaevokes, through its symbolism, certain

® According to Hiltebeitel “the epic descriptionsile it amusingly imprecise, and ambiguous whethgina is
physiologically a eunuch, a hermaphrodite, or symptransvestite” (1980, 154). Arjun is dressec agoman,
yet as it says in the original text, “he has soinmgtlof a man, something of a woman” (156). Thisaliso
reflected in his new name, Brhannada, “a nameénféminine gender meaning the ‘great man™ (15Miclw
sustains the implied references to Siva, a Godngnéll three sexes.
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cultural themes, myths, ritual practices, and dociarms that are not fully attested
historically until ‘post-epic’ times” (Hiltebeite1980, 151).

7 The influence of thMahabharataand theRamayanan Indian authors is pervasive,
regardless in what language they write (cf. S. Mama 46)!° Meenakshi Mukherjee even
refers to episodes from these epics as the groonshich “the imagination of most Indian
writers was sustained” (95.Still, the idea of using myth to synthesize cudtureritage with
the realities of contemporary society and the feston with myths as ‘eternal’ stories about
human nature, are not an exclusively Indian phemom& One example with parallels to
Divakaruni’'s literary project is Margaret AtwoodShe Penelopiada revision of the
Odyssey focusing on Penelope and her twelve hanged naiG$ioosing as her guiding
guestion, “what was Penelope really up to?” (Atwoad, during Odysseus’ long absence,
Atwood aims to throw light onto the gender-bias dhe inconsistencies in the Homerian
epic. In similar fashion, Divakaruni explains heotiation to write theMlahabharatafrom
Draupadi’'s perspective and to put “her life, heesfions, and her vision” (PI, xv) center
stage, because

her destiny that was foretold when she was bominséstence on doing what none of
the other women around her were doing and her ensituation—being married to
five brothers—all made her the perfect choice. $ &bso interested in the fact that in
some ways she was the catalyst for the great wand-perhaps the one who suffered
the most as a result of'ft.

19 Numerous examples can be found especially in tepepular mainstream fiction. For instance: Amish
Tripathi’s Shiva trilogy (2010), Amreeta Syam’Kurukshetra(1991), Ramesh MenonBlue God: a Life of
Krishna (2000) andThe Hunt for K.(1992). Like R. K. Narayan, Menon has also traeslaheMahabharata
and theRamayandor modern re-tellings in prose form.

™ Another explicit retelling of thélahabharatais Shashi Tharoordhe Great Indian Noveg1989). Tharoor
uses the epic to provide an allegorical frame aacktbrop for a highly satirical narration of Indigslitical
struggle for independence in the 20th century. dteigses in particular on the ethical implicatiohdttarma to
make a claim for India’s history of (ethnic/relig®) diversity and peaceful coexistence.

2 Transcending the Indian context, it is also irgéng to consider collections such as Jack ZipBs's't Bet on
the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales imthlédmerica and England (Aldershot: Scolar Pre886)
which includes re-tellings of classics like “SlesgiBeauty” or “Red Riding Hood” and other talesyaaling
them as stories of transgressions and power, allifuestablished to aid the socialization and ataege of
gender roles. See also Marina Warner's From thestBBeathe Blonde: On Fairy Tales and Their Tellers
(London: Chatto & Windus, 1994.). In her book “Texif Terror” (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984yl
Trible offers a feminist reading of biblical natixegs, seeking to highlight the presentation ofimied women
and to give a voice to abducted slaves and rapedqgsses. Reading Divakaruni’'s novel also placesean
tales in a contemporary critical context and refesuthe view on gender issues and power hierarahias
culturally foundational narrative.

13 1n 2005, publisher Canongate launched its MythseSginviting authors from around the world toted-
ancient stories. Apart from Atwood’s, feminist reieins feature prominent in this series, e.g. Jéanet
Winterson’s Weight, a modern take on the myth dagand Heracles, or Ali Smith’s Girl Meets Boygaeer
narrative which employs the Iphis myth from Oviletamorphoses.

14 Divakaruni in an interview on the publisher’s wités
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Another aspect has intrigued the author since hiédlood, as she recalls that, “listening to
the stories of thMahabharataas a young girl [...], | was left unsatisfied by fhertrayals of
the women” (PI, xiv)"> Although the female characters possess plot ageooyplexity, and
destructive power or dazzling beauty, Divakaruates that,
they remained shadowy figures, their thoughts antv@s mysterious, their emotions
portrayed only when they affected the lives of thale heroes, their roles ultimately
subservient to those of their fathers or husbahdsthers or sons. If | ever wrote a
book ... I would place the women in the forefronttleé action. | would uncover the
story that lay invisible between the lines of thems exploits. (PI, xiv-xv)
8 Traditionally, Indian society is firmly patriarahoriented with an established
segregation of the sexes and the family is of aluanportance. Consequently, these issues
and the suppression of women are current topicdnéhan writing and especially in
Divakaruni’s fiction. Stressing the concern witsterhood and female bonding in her works,
Urbashi Barat explains how Indian feminism devetbgddferently than in the West and how
contemporary fiction reflects that women’s relasibips remain to a larger extent “governed
by the power politics of patriarchy” (Barat 47). i3dering this aspect it is interesting that
Jasbir Jain, in his survey of Indian women’s wagtim the 21st century, argues that while
gender and location continue to be major preocoupsit critics should seek “to liberate
contemporary women’s writing from overworked gendencerns” (Jain 7). He claims that a
shift took place in the vision of many writers who

have moved from the subjective towards a largefabaranvas, crossed over to
positions which emphasize the vulnerability of laliman beings irrespective of sex,
are less inhibited about emotional and sexual Jigesl have acquired a new sense of
subject-hood. Social and religious institutionsiraagined and crafted by patriarchy
are no longer taken as the given. Women’s writing moved beyond concerns with
the self and the other. (Jain 12-13)
One can agree with Jain if one places this argunmeat broader critical context. Because
similar to the way and sense in which postcolomi@ing has moved beyond a “writing back
in anger”, or postmodernism beyond a mere celebraif openness and uncertainty, feminist
writing has transcended the rebellion of “us venth The pressing question nevertheless
remains then which theories should be used to “opexis if one wants to avoid overused

labels or categories, “gender” and “postcolonialitedy being among the ones surfacing

15 In her essay “What Women Share”, the author emplabw she perceived the “aloneness” of the hesaifie
South Asian mythology as bewildering and how thifoims her own writing today: “[...] the main
relationships the heroines had were with the oppasix: husbands, sons, lovers, or opponents. iiéesr had
any important friends. Perhaps in rebellion agamsth thinking, | find myself focusing in my writinon
friendships with women and trying to balance theithhe conflicting passions and demands that ctongs
as daughters and wives, mothers and lovers” (Divakda 999).
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almost reflexively in an Indian literary contextohetheless, even if having moved beyond a
victim position, which is clearly the case with thext under scrutiny here, important
theoretical constellations and coinciding agendasigt between feminist and postcolonial
criticism. Because here we still find the “politicaocial and religious conspiracies against
the subaltern”, which are caused by “major inflleshon the formation of gender relations,
that is, the development of the patriarchal fornfamhily organization, the formation of the
caste hierarchy and politics, and the impact of mh@&e domination in religion [...]”
(Navarro-Tejero cited in Lucas, 108)Although this issue cannot be dealt with in detail
here, the fact that most theory comes from withie Anglo-American academy and hence
from a predominantly Western perspective calls daution, or at least acknowledgment,
before applying it to a reading of texts from defiént cultural spher€.

9 Regarding the scene of contemporary Indian woshentiting, international
bestsellers like Arundhati RoyEhe God of Small Things Kiran Desai’sThe Inheritance of
Loss and the quality and variety of fiction by authdike Githa Hariharan, Shashi
Deshpande, Jhumpa Lahiri, or Bharati Mukherjee ksgarademic interest in India and
abroad. In comparison to these writers, Mary LouBs#ey-Meissner observed “formal
literary criticism addressing her [Divakaruni's] Wois rare, a situation likely to change as
her books are given more attention in educatiomeles” (43). Divakaruni is a representative
of India’s educated, politically active elite of patriate writers? Frequently compared to
Bharati Mukherjee (cf. Shankar 65), she is seegi\asg a voice to female Asian immigrants

and to portray the struggle with hybrid identitiesher fictions (Mandal 115). Apart from

% In her analysis, Antonia Navarro-Tejero focussest® relation between gender and caste in thetistof
Arundhati Roy and Githa Hariharan. This aspect,ciwhalso plays an implicit role in Divakaruni’s ndve
generally deserves close attention in the studydifin fiction and also in the Mahabharata, butégond the
scope of this essay.

| have laid out this debate and its critical iraption in the context of Anglophone Indian fictielsewhere in
more detail (cf. Hoydis 2011, 34ff; 73). In geneosle needs to exercise caution against categoriahges,
power hierarchies and aesthetic phenomena witheiléction on the their historical, social, and aréd
specificity. As Kumkum Sangari memorably put ithét crisis of meaning is not everyone’s crisis” (184
Postmodernism’s perceived void of value and itshetie representations appears itself marginaliasda
phenomenon in a context where issues like decddtioiz, the struggle for national or personal freadand
justice, and inequalities of race, class and geadempressing concerns. See also: Kapur, GeetaefiWtias
Modernism in India/ Third World Art?” South AtlactiQuarterly 92.3 (1993): 47314; Mukherjee, Arun P.
“Whose Post-Colonialism and Whose Postmodernism@fldhLiteratures Written in English 30.1 (1990):91
Roy, Anjali. “Postmodernism Goes Native: Decentgriarrative in Recent Indian Fiction.” The Post-rand
Indian English Novel: Interrogating the 1980s ai®®0ds. Ed. Viney Kirpal. Bombay: Allied Publishel996.
383-399.

18 Cf. Buley-Meissner (2010) for a good current ovewof Divakaruni’s fiction and criticism of her is.

¥ Born in Calcutta in 1956, Divakaruni was educaed now lives mostly in the US. Holding a Phd frima
University of California, Berkeley, she has beeacteng literature for years and is also politicalltive, e.g.
she has helped to build shelters for Afghani wormed has been involved with an organization workiiip
abused women in the San Franscisco bay area. Shpuldished novels, poetry and short story colbex)
children’s books and a play.
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cross-cultural perspectives, feminist issues (Nemen’s oppression, arranged marriages,
sisterhood etc.) continue to shape her wétkdaking her agenda explicit Divakaruni wrote:
“l really wanted to focus on women battling and @agnout triumphant” (cited in Mandal
116). The author’s interest in a fusion of art fereharacterizes her writing as well as an
"ideologically" interesting mix of Hindu traditioham, spiritualism, and emancipated
feminism. While her first novellistress of Spicefl997) already experimented with magical
realism and Hindu myths, she takes up these elasmagdin inThe Palace of Illusions
(2008).

10 Criticism of the novel often sees the mix of ¢{inscripture and fiction as making
Indian reader feel uneasy (Dasa), or claims that‘thysterious potency of myth translates
badly into commercial fiction” (Lindner). Scholarfgception often assesses the text, despite
acknowledging Divakaruni’s poetic imagery and lusigle, as a failed attempt of making the
epic’s grand sweep of time, place and characteiatb a single novel (cf. Dunn, Lindner).
All critics agree on the ambitious scope of thegu typically referring to the fact that Peter
Brook’s famous theatre version of tiMahabharatalasted nine hours, while Divakaruni
compresses it into just 350 pages. But perhaps Atkvood’s novellaPenelopiagd one needs
to read the text as an addition, rather than agltenmnative version of the original, as a re-
writing which complements a picture without claimicomprehensiveness. Divakaruni’s text
works both for readers who grew up with knowled§éhe epic and those exposed to it only
in this revised, condensed fornfatThe novel fills many gaps, not just because histbr
fiction dealing with Hinduism, written for Westeraudiences, is generally sparse, but
because above all, it presents both a spiritual ienederent feminist retelling from the
viewpoint of Draupadi (Panchaali). This dramaticarhe de-thrones many of the male
heroes, which appear to be “no longer the perfepesnen” (Dasa). Divakaruni also shifts
the focus onto marked silences, e.g. on the gfidtfeowidows after the battle of Kurukshetra.
Another twist is the focus on Panchaali’s intimdteendship with Krishna, but more

importantly her secret love for Karna which “rensicent, in its obsessive weakness, of

20 On the subject see especially Divakaruni’s ess&at Women share” (1999) and Urbashi Barat's essay
“Sisters of the Heart: Female Bonding in the Fictaf Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni.” (2000). Sistertios a
major theme which the author most obviously exadreher first volume of short stories “Arranged idage”
(1995) and her second novel Sister of My Heart 8)9@&hich expands on one of the stories, “Ultrastjufrom
this collection (cf. Barat 54). Although the topg not at a preoccupation in Palace of lllusiohg thosen
epigraph, a poem from the 3rd millenium BC, resdhk authors emphasis of shared history betweenewn
“Who is your sister? | am she. Who is your mothem she. Day dawns the same for you and me.”

% In her attempt to modernize a classic of Indiaituce and to present it to an international reauigrs
Divakaruni not only has to face the fact that learders possess widely diverging knowledge of thgnad text,
but the general struggle of the Indian writer ofihg to make their world comprehensible to foreamiences
by walking “the fine line between touristy exotitisand untranslatable authenticity” (Tharoor 1997).
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Guinevere’s attraction to Lancelot [...] will ultimedy trigger the war and seal Panchaali’s
promised role in history” (Lindner). The decisiveange in comparison to the original in
which female voices are usually “filtered throughbattery of nominally male subject-
positions” (Brodbeck/Black 23), is the subjectivec@unt of a heroine who, driven by her
desire to change the course of history, “owns upatmass of flaws: pride, jealousy,
arrogance, stubbornness, vanity, self-absorptiod,(enost threatening) unfulfilled romantic
yearnings” (Lindner).

11 The opening chapters present Draupadi's obsessth her origins and introduce her
rebellious character as well as her struggle f@nainine identity of her own making. Indeed,
listening to the story of her birth and her propes@bout her destiny seem to signify as “the
only meaningful activity for her” (Nair 151). Sheedms of leaving her father’'s palace, a
suffocating place for her, which “seemed to tighten grip around me until | couldn’t
breathe” (PI, 1). Her nurse calls her teasinghe“@irl Who Wasn'’t Invited” (PI, 1), as she
was born as daughter to one of the richest kingkdm, yet-— — in best mythological
fashion — emerged from the fire unexpectedly, d¢hggonto her twin-brother, the long
awaited heir. While her brother is named “Dhristatiypa, Destroyer of Enemies”, she is
called “Draupadi, Daughter of Drupad” (PI, 5), anmeashe considers to affirm patriarchal
dependency and to be unsuitably at odds with thieelprophecy made at her birth: “she will
change the course of history” (Pl, 5). From thetdtae narrative highlights an important
relation between names, gender, and identity. Cadiupnvies in particular the power and
agency inherent in her brother's name, the impiresision of his life to kill the archenemy
Drona, while hers merely symbolizes patriarchy.| Fail self-doubts about her outward
appearance, which deviates radically from the idé#he ‘fair' woman, she asks Krishna “if
he thought that a princess afflicted with a skirdadk that people termed it blue was capable
of changing history” (PI, 8). This question teg#ito an awareness of a double marginality, a
felt inequality of the heroine in both ethnicitydagender (if not, obviously, in terms of
class/caste). From the start she fights “to pasitierself as a subject who desires and not as
an object of desire” (Nair 152). But the resultshef refusal to be a victim of circumstances
and her aspiration of attaining “a more heroic nar(ld, 5) are shown to be deeply
ambiguous as the story unfolds, fusing justifiegirak of equality and liberation with guilt,
vanity and cruelty. Finally, it will prove almosir6nic that a name that she fancied for
herself, ‘Off-spring of Vengeance’, turns out toth&e” (Nair 152). She consults a sage about
her destiny and learns that: she will marry the fiveatest heroes of her time, be envied like

a goddess, become mistress of the most magicatgydlzen loose it, start the greatest war,
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bring about the deaths of millions, be loved, yet dlone (cf. PI, 39). Moreover, in her
lifetime she will encounter three moments that patentially mitigate the catastrophe to
come; significantly the sage’s advice is relatechdd speaking and controlling her emotions
in those moments (“hold back your question”, “hblack your laughter”, “hold back your
curse”). The name given to her by the sage, “Paigtspirit of this land” (PI, 41), excites
her due to its power, it is “a name that knew howndure” (P, 42).

12 From the beginning, Panchaali starts to nahratdife story and dreams of possessing
her own palace one day. Thus she claims both a dlaic herself and narrative agency,
seeking to establish her identity by rootedness lacation and control over her life and its
presentation to others. Tellingly, she imaginesfh&rre palace full of “colour and sound”,
mirroring her “deepest being” (Pl 7), a statemeficlv hints at the desire for dramatic
significance and “brilliant theatricality of herfdi’ (Nair 153). According to Nair, who
emphasizes the centrality of the theatrical metgpRanchaali appears as a character who
wants to take center stage in her own play; shep#ing lead actress and not satisfied with a
supporting role in someone else’s script (154). Thetaphor is appropriate because
Panchaali’'s life and the self-perception of herrabeer are constructed around a dual
struggle. This concerns, on the one hand, the pttearharmonize different, conflicting roles
into one stable identity, on the other hand thestamt fight for the attention of others. With
regard to her desired audience, she attaches &lsjpeportance to the men in her life, i.e.
especially the unattainable lover of her dreamsn&aher friend Krishna, and her husbands.
The seeking of male attention, as well as the gteugand often refusal) to balance her
different roles according to the requirements ofcHic situations, are themes running
through her life, causing much suffering.

13 She rebels against an education of typicallyatenskills (painting, sewing, poetry),
which she perceives as useless in comparison thribwwledge taught to her brother (lessons
about royal rule, justice, power). Again she usasetaphor of suffocation to describe the life
awaiting her: “With each lesson | felt the worldwbmen tightening its noose around me”
(P1, 29). Yet after her father reluctantly agremtet her partake in Dhri’'s classes, she starts to
notice how these transform her further and deelpeifference to what she has been trained
to perceive as feminine. She observes how it wasking me too hardheaded and
argumentative, too manlike in my speech” (PI, 28)d finds it increasingly harder to resign
herself to the restrictions of royal womanhood. r&sponse to the tutor's idea that “a
woman'’s highest purpose in life is to support therners in her life” (PI, 26), Panchaali

realizes that her ambitions makes her an outsilbeoown sex: “Each day | thought less

45



and less like the women around me” (Pl, 26). Reguibat the narrative refers to her
perception of differences and the awareness tkai. better or worse, | was a woman” (P,
139). As she learns to employ her femininity sgatally, e.g. to dazzle and manipulate
through her looks, she forces acceptance on bothand women around her: “I who had
been shunned for my strangeness became a celebesdaty!” (P1, 10). Soon afterwards, a
sorceress makes Panchaali recognize her centnaltfex vanity, and the power of women, as
despite all their dependency on men, “you’re wramghinking of woman as an innocent
species” (PI, 66). But the main lesson she trigedch Panchaali is the control of her passion
and her own destructive power, reminding her thatdoes not “have the luxury of behaving
like an ordinary starstruck girl. The consequerafegur action may destroy us all” (PI, 88).
Throughout the narrative Divakaruni has her hergaerder on the inevitability of fate, the
discrepancy between the perception of others anddiEimage. The central tension exists
between her desire for independence and the attetopplease and conform, which is
increased by recurring confrontations with gendéerences. Watching her husbands for the
first time after her marriage, she observes: “I veasvoman. | had to use my power
differently” (PI1, 99). This is followed by recogion of her inequality with regard to freedom,
as well as reputation. Despite being granted indd@ece from her father and the status as
gueen, her unconventional polyandrous marriagesiibarrisk of being seen as an insatiable
whore (PI1, 118). Moreover, according to the spewialital arrangements, Panchaali is split
between her husbands, spending a year with eachvitggnity restored each time when
entering a new husband’s bed. She becomes awadra ttantrast to her husbands, she “had
no choice as to whom | slept with, and when” (RiQ)L

14 The plot action as well as the heroine’s idgnéite developed through narration,
which appears to some extent as a process ofrgetpretation (cf. Nair 156). It also reflects
her crucial reliance on outward influences for happiness and identity; continually she
struggles to construct a self to be set againspétearchal construction of her self. Actively
seeking out affirmation, or dreaming of Karna’sbidden love, she is usually shattered when
she discovers any discrepancy between her fragifansage and her perception by others.
Although the novel is for the most part a firstqmar narrative, there are frequent switches of
perspective, mainly through the incorporation aéains or stories told by other characters.

Additionally, Vyasa, Panchaali’'s grandfather, appeseveral times, reminding heroine and
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reader that the story is already written and theaue fixed® On the one hand, through
these devices Divakaruni “contrive[s] at least sahéhe omniscience of the epic narrator”
(Ansell 2008). On the other, the narrative, itsetitivated by a change of perspective of its
ancient model, highlights the importance and thesibnary nature of perception and
narrative transmission. There is always the padgyitof deception, just as there is always
another angle to the story. The novel opens witeetmarrators (Panchaali, her brother, and
her nurse), presenting different versions of the td Panchaali’s birth and destiny. While
trying to gain power over the narration, Panchaakflections, her dialogic engagement with
her implied listeners, also include meta-narratoenments on the nature of truth and
narration: “At the best of times, a story is aépy thing” (PI, 15). Throughout the narrative
one finds a dual view on stories as powerful amde't, as well as subjective and refusing to
be fixed in time or space, likely to change witlcledelling. Creating a parallel between
storytelling and identity, the narrative situatioeflects on the process on a inter- and
metatextual level. Furthermore, regarding the pr@mce given to dialogic negotiation, it is
noteworthy that Divakaruni captures this elementthad original epic in her first-person
narration. Analyzing the inherently dialogic sturet of theMahabharatalLaurel Pattof?
argues for a correlation between the multiple pmBpes and an emphasis on a plurality of
identity. Basing the argument on gender theory,refers to “the dialogical, gendered self”
as “a multiple self, with a variety of momentarya®to choose from” (Patton 198). Such a
discursive, performative notion of gender, whichghti appear as a theoretical given
nowadays, and which lies at the heart of Divakasumbvel, can be seen to operate already in
the ancient epic through its construction of chinacand narrative structure.

15 In many ways, the novel is a Bildungsroman tttabnicles Panchaali’'s process of
gaining knowledge about herself and the world. fidiellious, yet also somewhat naive girl
eventually becomes a governess and wife, whosecadwe frequently sought by her
husbands. Apart from the plot-changing moments when passions take control of her
words, she mostly manages to temper her outspoksnaad “having learned more of the
workings of women’s power”, is “careful to offer nopinion only in private” (PI, 148). After

a decade of married life and being mistress aeffemymous palace of illusions, Panchaali

appears noticeably emancipated. This is not justtduthe power to rule over a place and

2 |n the epic, “Vyasa is the great-uncle of the Raag and their fathers biological father; he appaamany
points in their story to give them advice and dasise of various kinds” (Brodbeck/Black 3).

%3 Cf. Patton’s essay “How Do You Conduct Yoursel@n@er and the Construction of a Dialogical Selfhia
Mahabharatd (in Brodbeck and Black 2007). In order to demoatg the negotiation of gender ideology in the
epic, she focusses her reading on the dialoguesebatDraupadi and other women.
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family of her own but because, as Vyasa tells ou no longer care what people think of
you, and that has given you a great freedom” (BQ).1lt is an, at least partial, liberation
from outside judgment. Her identity is no longemparily constituted in relation to the
expectation of others. This gives her some of thdependence she perceives as being
granted naturally to men, and so she feels thatsdme matters, | was equal” (PI, 180). From
a gender-theoretical point of view, it is interagtthat her change and her transgression into
male realms (independence, power to rule, reverage)reflected in a transformation of her
demeanor and outward appearance; she turns frouatifobadesired woman into one which
is feared or rather sought to be avoided due to tamgled hair, my accusing sighs, my
pepper-hot tongue” (PI, 216). She is herself avwwhat she loses some of the attributes of
traditional femininity (e.g. softness, beauty, stleompanionship) and continues to compare
herself to other women, who appear “better”, iadtes, more patient or content. Again the
narrative presents a dialogic negotiation of judginenediated through the voice of the
heroine, revealing the contradictions between iovaard outward perception. Torn between
her own desires and the expectations of the femintes lived by the women around her
Panchaali comments: “(But ibetter the word | was looking for? At what point does
forbearance cease to be a virtue and become a e&sK) (PI, 210). Often, she is shown to
oscillate between passivity and activity, as th#ofang statement about her husbands
illustrates: “I followed them into the forest amatded them to become heroes. But my heart
[...], | never gave it fully to them” (Pl, 213). Relent with regard to this aspect is her
obsessive romantic yearning for Karna, which iseaolving point for the plot action.
Although it appears, as most critics have notedanamy ways no quite plausible, it seems to
fulfill an important function by offering her an e fantasy which protects her from
emotional abuse und complete surrender to her hdsband her situation. This becomes
clear in the climatic scene of her public shammgourt.

16 After Yudhisthir's fatal loss in the game of @éiduryodhan takes possession of the
kingdom, Panchaali’'s palace, and the Pandavas #teass Panchaali is informed that she
has been gambled away like property, “no less an ¢ghcow or a slave” (PI, 190). When she
is dragged into the hall, the whole court starebeat but worst of all is that her husbands
send “tortured glances but sat paralyzed” (PI, 1Shp is stripped of all ornaments, yet the
ultimate shame is the command to take off her #ai,only item of clothing protecting her
from “a hundred male eyes burning through me” (P91). The scene of Draupadi’'s
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disrobing* is also a crucial one in thdahabharataand it is obvious how her humiliation is
rendered as a distinctly gendered shame. She apfiadous at her mistreatment, [...] hair
disheveled, menstrual blood spotting her singlengait” (Hiltebeitel 2001, 246), forced to
expose her vulnerable body to male eyes, reducdtecstatus of an object lost by her
husband. In the novel, Panchaali describes thatmituthus: “The worst shame a woman
could imagine was about to befall me — | who haaugiht myself above all harm, the proud
and cherished wife of the greatest kings of oueliil, 193). What furthers her rage is the
silence of all men present; nobody answers hertqued Yudhistir actually still had the
right to lose her after he had already lost himgginsumed by her anger and the desire to
restore her dignity, Panchaali commits the promteshird mistake and utters the dreadful
curse of the battle, which will destroy everybodya/ows not to comb her hair again till
“the day | bathe it in Kaurava blood” (PI, 194)g#8ificantly, she chooses to give up part of
her traditional femininity for revenge, as partey in India shiny fragrant hair symbolizes
female beauty. After this, there exist divergingswens of the epic. In the critical edition,
Draupadi’'s nakedness is exposed; whereas in the papular version (cf. Hiltebeitel 2007,
128ff), Krishna appears as an answer to Draupguiég/er, saving her from shame by
miraculously extending her sari, the endless fgidsventing the final satisfaction of the
voyeuristic stares. The question of divine intetimnusually takes priority in readings of the
scene, which is rarely interpreted from a femipistspective. In the novel, Panchaali deals
with the shame of exposure by remembering Krishadiace; she finds the mental strength
to cut herself off from the reality of the situatjanstead focusing on people dear to her.

17 Despite the image of victimization, the scenesents a clear assertion of female
strength and agency. After sealing everyone’s fatmakes Panchaali aware of her illusion
about romantic love. She comes to recognize thésliof her husbands’ feelings for her;
“there were other things they loved more. Theiriodd of honor, of loyalty toward each
other, of reputation were more important to therantimy suffering” (Pl, 195). She also
notices how she had been consumed by passionage, amgontrast to her husbands who
stoically suffered the humiliation and controlléeir desires for revenge by submitting to the
expected protocol, patiently waiting for the cir@tamces to turn in their favour. The
situation triggers a painful act of emancipation Fanchaali who is forced to protect herself
as men fail her, while also learning how “emoti@ne always intertwined with power and

pride” (Pl, 195). Furthermore, the fact that Durgad takes over her beloved palace

# Hiltebeitel (2007, 110) gives a good summary a&f Htene and of its conflicting interpretations. &lgo
emphazises the relevance of Draupadi’s specialdabip with Krishna which is highlighted by Divakai.
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increases her hatred and unhappiness to such ant ¢éixat she describes her emotional state
thus: “She’s dead. Half of her died the day wheargene she had loved and counted on to
save her sat without protest and watched her shagied. The other half perished with her
beloved home. But never fear” (Pl, 206). It is gigant that for the first time she describes
herself as seen from the outside. The quote umésriihe importance of the experience of
shame and loss of her palace, which had formed andhtegral part of herself, as catalysts
for the tragedies to come. Although the focus ommensation and revenge henceforth give
her a clear sense of purpose, she is still missifegling of stable selfhood:

it seemed that everything I'd lived until now haeleb a role. The princess who longed for
acceptance, the guilty girl whose heart wouldrsteln, the wife who balanced her fivefold
role precariously, the rebellious daughter-in-ldiae queen who ruled the most magical of
palaces, the distracted mother, the beloved coropasfi Krishna, who refused to learn the
lessons he offered, the woman obsessed with veogeamone of them were the true
Panchaali. (PI, 229)

18 Throughout the narrative, the desire for andetkecution of vengeance is presented
as the central trait transcending the boundariegeofer, yet affirming them at the same
time. While Panchaali spends her life strugglingcémtrol her passionate temper and her
thirst for revenge culminates in causing the kilof thousands, her husbands are constructed
as her counter images in terms of patience and stmedience of rule and custom, all the
while, of course, enjoying the freedom of actiotaehed to their status as men. Although
Panchaali’'s desire and speech trigger the wardsks not actively fight in it but remains
confined to a position of eyewitness. At variousngo in the story it is implied that a
woman’s body is incapable of fulfilling a missior evenge. One night during battle,
Panchaali dreams of killing her brother who is disgd as a Kaurava prince. The dream
expresses her feeling of despair from watching ybaaty close to her die, from facing her
own impotence and guilt. Transformed into a mathadream, she experiences a feeling of
sameness, a kind of gender-empathy, because slsettieefamiliar hatred and desire for
revenge, yet now she is actively able to kill. bntast to this brief imaginary switching of
gender, Panchaali’s half-sister, Sikhandi, undesgo@ermanent change, being transformed
into a “great and dangerous warrior” (Pl, 44) idarto partake in the battle. Although her
appearance and behavior are markedly differentdsberibes her new identity thus: “When |
awoke, | was a man. And yet not completely sotiough my form was changed, inside me
| remembered how women thought and what they lorfged (PI, 46). She retains this

ambiguity about her gender. Watching her in ba®anchaali notices how she still looks
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“male from a certain angle, female from anotherT, (856). Like Panchaali, Sikhandi is
driven by vengeance and rebellion against men’'sitgrefreedom of action. Early in the
narrative she describes an insight in the inelitgbof emancipation, similar to the one
Panchaali has during her shameful disrobing intcéire argues that women need to fight
for themselves to restore their dignity becauseait\ior a man to avenge your honour, and
you'll wait forever” (PI, 49). Inspired by Sikandfisex change as the ultimate liberation
from the restrictions of womanhood, Panchaali is@nfrom the start that: “l, too, would
cross the bounds of what was allowed to women” §B), As shown above, her behavior
frequently transgresses the boundaries of traditi@mininity, e.g. her outspokenness, her
education and her polyandrous marriage. Furthermshe fails to display a strong
attachment to her children, valuing her independdrigher than motherhood. To be at the
side of her husbands, she leaves her sons behamdlybrecognizing them years later.
Emphasizing the centrality of vengeance for thestroiction of female identity, Andrea
Custodf® states that “there is a dark, destructive, letimlercurrent to Sikhandin’s female-
to-male transsexuality” (220) that differs noticlyalke.g., from the Arjun’s playful male-to-
female transsexual episode during the year of disguAgreeing with Custodi’'s argument
about the epic, it is obvious how Divakaruni’s niofeeusses on the “destructive undertones
in the character of Draupadi, who never switchesdges but [...] challenge[s] the epic’s
explicit dharmic formulations of what a woman andewshould be” (220). Moreover, the
narrative underlines how the trajectories of tharahters of Sikhandi and Draupadi “away
from ‘traditional’ femininity are towards vengeari¢220), feminine vengeance thus forming
a major plot-driving force, but, perhaps more intgotly, constituting a dominant strand of
femininity in both originaMahabharataand its feminist retelling.

19 The last part of the narrative adds another d#o@. During the battle Panchaali is
most shocked to find that her self-perception (es lirave woman wronged, admired for
enduring hardships) is completely at odds with dp@ion of the women around her, who,
consumed by their own suffering gaze only in fdditlee witch who might, with a wave of
her hand, transform them into widows” (PI, 258)eTgortrayal of the battle of Kurukshetra
and its aftermath present perhaps Divakaruni's madical modification of the plot of the
original epic. The focus on the subjective femadasciousness is here broadened to draw

attention to what is omitted in the older text: tBere’'s something Vyasa didn’t put down in

% Custodi’'s essay is generally based on the ideainhéhe epic notions of masculinity are more promeed
than those of femininity. It surely points towaidteresting further research on the subject, babtscongruent
with the angle of Divakaruni’'s novel and the praésemalytical context.
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his Mahabharata: Leaving the field, the glow tradeio a nearby hill, where it paused for a
moment over a weeping woman” (PIl, 298). Highligbtthe grief of the women, the narrative
presents a different angle of the morale of théldaetween families and thoroughly blurs
the distinction between kin and enemies, betweemevs and losers. After the battle, the
grieving widows try to jump onto the funeral pyrésced with a mass sati, which would add
unimaginably to the tragedy of the war, king Yudhhiisis rendered helpless: “If it had been a
battle, he would have known what kind of commandjite his men. But here he was at a
loss, paralyzed by guilt and compassion and theeahand terrible tradition the women had
invoked” (PI, 312). This crisis forces Panchaalfitally prioritize sisterhood over her own
interests and emotions. She steps forward to asldhescrowd, speaking as a woman and
mother sharing their grief and manages to avererdeaths (cf. Pl, 314). The devastation of
the war, which had made Hastinapur “largely a oftwyvomen” (Pl, 322), triggers a further
change of Panchaali. She takes action, but thisapmow to be driven less by personal than
political interest and feelings of community: “ltags time | shook off my self-pity and did
something. | resolved to form a separate courtJagepwhere women could speak their
sorrows to other women” (PI, 323). Divakaruni’s farst agenda underlines this almost
utopian vision of a new city rising from the ruimgw a haven of safety and respect, a place
of equality for women: “And even in the later yeprs|, Hastinapur remained one of the few
cities where women could go about their daily livaghout harassment” (Pl, 325). This is
sustained through another plot change. Whereakerotiginal the only remaining heir to
continue the Pandava line, is a son, Divakarumsurarikhshit into a daughter, who takes on
Panchaali's legacy and realizes a peaceful femgdeemacy.

20 The analysis has shown that Draupadi is faom fa univocal representation of the
ideal Indian female, always torn between devotdé and independent, outspokenly critical
woman. Nancy Falk writes: “She is a throwback; $teries come from a time when women
were more highly respected than in the days ofntleek and submissive wifely models”
(cited in Brodbeck/Black 16). Divakaruni’s narraican be seen to highlight this perception
of femininity. Moreover, the plurality of roles (f&, mother, queen etc.) within the story can
itself explain the shifts and inconsistencies iralyadi’'s character. Divakaruni makes this
tension one of her focus points and presents Pahishdistress and suffering caused by the
fragmentation of her different selves. This isgthated once more by Panchaali’s decision to
follow her husbands on their final journey. Againesis both loyal wife and rebellious
woman, as no other before her had ever attemptelinib the Himalayan Mountains. When

her strength starts to desert her, she reflects:
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Perhaps that has always been my problem, to refagst the boundaries society has
prescribed for women. But what was the alternative3it among bent grandmothers,
gossiping and complaining, chewing on mashed bedsles with toothless gums as |
waited for death? Intolerable! | would rather pler@n the mountain. [...], my last
victory over the other wives [...]. How could | resi? (Pl, 343-44)
The quote shows the complex mix of emotions andahestnates the ambiguous, finely tuned
assessment of Panchaali’'s character in the novegortrays her as a model of female
empowerment and courage but casts a clear crhilo@leurous glance on her vanity and
desire for admiration. Even her death is stagediaatdntly in this regard. When she jumps
from the pathway it appears to signify a brave agkdadgment of having reached the end of
her powers and as a final cry for attention becaweselast tormenting thoughts are about
which men in her life would have turned around ¢mne to her rescue. But the arrival in
heaven brings a surprising relief for Panchaalipwibtes: “The air is full of men — but not
men exactly, nor women, for their bodies are skt sexless and glowing. Their faces are
unlined and calm, devoid of the various passios$ dlistinguished them in life” (PI, 358).
The gods are presented as people without a sexnbeyassions, and thus in a state of
androgynous, peaceful balance. Finally, emotioms simgled out as the element marking
character and gender differences, beyond all ottemreptive guises. Panchaali’'s death
appears as liberation and resolve of the contiaditof her identity: “I am beyond name and
gender and the imprisoning patterns of ego. And fgetthe first time, I'm truly Panchaali”
(P1, 360). It remains for the reader to decide Whethis ending appears spiritually consoling
or pessimistic, as the reconciliation of her treabfemale identity and recognition of her self
is denied her on earth. Divakaruni’'s novel mandage®nvey the “great psychological depth”
(Dasa) of theMahabharataand reflects on the various illusions the characteave about
themselves, about romantic love, about heroism,, vearxd vengeance. If “in most
constructions of Draupadi, in both literary and +iterary texts, she is seen as a victim of
patriarchy” (Nair 153), Divakaruni modifies thisewwv and makes the question of female
agency a more complex one. Resisting simplificatiaf matters which have fascinated
audiences for over 2000 years, the great Indiary seaminds us of many aspects of human
nature and also of the fact that “[tjo the quesposed by these myths — How deep is gender?
Is it skin deep, superficial, or truly deep, esedBt— Hinduism answers Yes” (Doniger 1999:
301).
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Sociology of Female Foeticide and Infanticide. Wherdoes the Law Stand?

By Dr. Bir Pal Singh, National Law Institute Unig#ly, Bhopal, India

Abstract:
The continuity of human generations depends bothn@m and women. Children are
considered the gift of God on earth. But the pathal social structure of Indian society
continuously denies the rights of girl children lbdtefore and after birth. The preference of
sons over daughters in a family has been the cafudecreasing sex ratios year by year in
India with few exceptions in certain States. Thaditions and customs supported by the
religious superstitions, play a vital role in tiegard. The advances in medical sciences have
made it easy to identify the sex of a child evefoleethe birth by misusing the technologies
like amniocentesis, scanning and ultra-sonogralptityally these technologies were designed
to detect abnormalities of the foetus, but now they being misused for learning the sex of
the foetus with the intention of aborting it ifhppens to be that of a female. It is estimated
that 5 million girls were eliminated between 1986da2001 because of foetal sex
determination done by unethical medical profesdgonihe enactments of laws to curb this
attitudinal and social problem have proved unsatisiy. The present paper seeks to
critically examine the growing problem of femaleficide and infanticide in India from the
point of socio-legal dimensions.
1 Society is the systematic ordering of socialtieteships based on definite patterns.
Both men and women together contribute to the naityi of human generations on earth.
Nature designed both sexes for the perpetuatiomeothuman races. Traditional India has
always accorded full respect to women in every vadlkfe. The notion ofardhangin (better
half in Hindus) suggests that there was equalitween men and women, neither of the two
being superior to the other [Prabhu 1958:22]. Maan{1961:206] has aptly remarked that
the status of women in India can be more undersitmadlke Indian ethnology than in that of
religion or Brahmanism. During the Vedic era wonejoyed almost equal status with that
of men. They were allowed to participate in theialoaffairs of the society except on few
occasions. The daughters were awarded the sanus gtadncient texts. Though sons were
given preferential treatment from the beginningréhhave been instances where we find that
the Rigvedapraises the father of many daughtdvsitrika-Puja should take place first; the
Kumari-Puja was performed at the end of the all Vedic ritufillpadhyay 1974:43].
Initiations of girls were common, and they werevied all sorts of facilities to develop
their personality fully. Like their brothers thelgiwore the sacred threédpavita-Dharana
and used to pass through the periodBoihmacharya According toSarvanukra-manika

there were as many as twenty women who are creditadhaving composed the hymns of
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the Rigveda Apart from a literary career, women entered Belof teaching, medicine,
business, defense and administration [ibid :44-46].
2 The traditional value system of Indian societgx segregation, poverty and the
growing problem of dowries - all these have creaedtmosphere where females are often
considered a nuisance. The result is a decliniflg skx ratio in succeeding census reports.
The mentality and attitudinal problem at the lewélsociety are directly responsible for
occurrence of such gaps in the society leadin@tmus kinds of other problems in the forms
of violence, rape, foeticide, infanticide, margiaation, powerless, exploitation, cultural
imperialism and traditional notion of polyandrouammges to women of our contemporary
society. Justice lyer [1979:31] has aptly remarked:
The fight is not for women’s status but for humaarth. The claim is not to end
inequality of women but to restore universal justidhe bid is not for loaves and
fishes for the forsaken gender but for cosmic hawynahich never comes till woman
comes.
3 The survey published by the Geneva-based Worntth@&uic Forum-better known for
its annual business bash in Davos-shows that ftdhemic and political empowerment
remains a distant dream for million of women in imuaf the western world, let alone
developing countries. Of the 58 countries covengthk survey, no country has yet managed
to eliminate the gender gap but the Nordic stat8s/eden, Norway, Iceland, Denmark and
Finland - have “succeeded best” in narrowing iteyflseem to provide a “workable model”
for the rest of the world to follow. Other “femafeiendly” countries include Britain,
Germany, New Zealand, Australia and, significanglgyeral East European countries where
women still benefit from the support system builiridg the Communist era [Sinha, et
al.2008:303].
4 To minimize the gap between man and woman, gull lzoy, efforts have been made
at an international level. Gender equality and eéhgowerment of women were considered
one of the eight Millennium Development Goals bg thnited Nations Population Fund in
2001. The South Asian Association for Regional Gwapon celebrated the Decade of the
Girl Child in order to confront discrimination agat girls between 1991 and 2000. The UN
Declaration of Rights of Children from 1959, whidldicated that “the child, by reason of his
physical and natural immaturity, needs special gaeds and care, including appropriate
protection, before as well as after birth” was getized into the UN Convention on Rights
of the Child in 1989. India became signatory to@avention in 1992.
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5 Parity between men and women is much desiredderdo minimize the gender gap
at the level of society for the overall developmehvarious aspects of society. The various
census surveys carried out in India have the toaddf bringing out information by gender
composition on various aspects of the populatidmar@es in gender composition have far-
reaching and multi-dimensional effects in variousecations. Sex ratio is defined as the
number of females per 1000 males in the populaimh is an important social indicator to
measure the extent of prevailing equity betweenemahd females in a society at a given
point of time. According to experts, sex differahiin mortality, sex selective out migration
and a skewed sex-ratio at birth are the major dmritng factors that influence changes in
sex-ratio. In a patriarchal society, the sex-radoskewed in favour of males and has
continued to rise and expand. This is an alarmieetbpment, and it forces policy makers
and planners of the country to reconsider their@gghes.

6 The census data of 2011 revealed that the sexhas improved from 933 females
per 1000 males in 2001 to 940 in 2011, the highestrded sex ratio since the 1971. This
can be explained by the greater natural longevity@nen and improvement in health care
over the years. As per the 2011 Census, the t@psfiates/Union territories which have the
highest sex ratio are Kerela (1,084) followed bydiaherry (1,038), Tamil Nadu (995),
Andhra Pradesh (992) and Chhattisgarh (991). Meediiates which have the lowest sex ratio
are Daman & Diu (618), Dadra & Nagar Haveli (7/Ghandigarh (818), NCT of Delhi (866)
and Andaman & Nicobar Islands (878). The table d tble 2 present the sex ratio of few
selected countries at the world level to understiwedtrend and Empowered Action Group

States in India respectively (data taken from Riowial Population Totals, Census 2001).
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Table 1. Sex Ratios of Selected Countries

Country Sex Ratio
Russian Federation 1,165
France 1,056
Japn 1,054
Germany 1,038
United Kingdom 1,037
South Africa 1,028
USA 1,026
Australia 1,011
Indonesia 1,003
Nigeria 995
Malaysia 970
Iran 968
China 927
India* 940

Table 2. Sex Ratios of India and Empowered Actiooup States
Country/States190119111921193119411951196119711981199120012011

India 972 964 955 950 945 946 941 930 934 927 938 9
Chhattisgarh ~ 104603910411043103210241008998 996 985 989 991
Orissa 1037105610861067105310221001988 981 971 972 978

Uttarakhand 918 907 916 913 907 940 947 940 936 988 963
Jharkhand 10320211002989 978 961 960 945 940 922 941 947

Madhya
972 967 949 947 946 945 932 920 921 912 919 916

Pradesh
Rajasthan 905 908 896 907 906 921 908 911 919 HAD W6
Bihar 106110511020995 100210001005957 948 907 191 916

Uttar Pradesh 938 916 908 903 907 908 907 876 87@ 898 908

7 Children are considered to be the future of ayedy, as their development decides
the progressive direction of any country and sgciBut prejudices in the form of so-called

customs, traditions and attitudes towards femalklreim can lead to an imbalance in the
social structure of that society. And these shapevarious social pathologies in the society.

Gabrial Mistral , the Noble Laureate, said:
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We are quilty of many errors and faults, but ourrstacrime is abandoning the
children, neglecting the foundation of life. Manifytbe things we need can wait. The
child cannot, right now is the time his bones aeed formed, his blood is being
made and the senses are being developed. To hicanvet answer ‘tomorrow’. His
name is ‘today’[Quoted by Bhat 2009:606]
Child sex ratio in the country as well as in Madiradesh has shown a declining trend since
the 1991 Census. Child sex ratio (0-6 years) ahttguevel was 945 in 1991, 927 in 2001
and has now declined to 914 in the 2011 Censusasde of Madhya Pradesh, it was 941 in
1991, 932 in 2001 and now stands at 912 in 2011d G&x ratio (0-6 years) at country level
has declined by 13 points and in the state by 20tpauring the period 2001-2011. This is
the worst child sex ratio in the history of the oty since the gaining of independence. This
steep decrease in the child sex ratio has rungnabels across the country. This trend and
scale of a decline in India is shocking. Higherelevof literacy and economic development,
in addition to adoption of family planning measyrage important factors that have led to
smaller family sizes causing a decline in the chigulation.
8 Among the States/Union Territories, the highdslkdcsex ratio (0-6) is reported by
Mizoram (971), followed by Meghalaya (970), Andam&n Nicobar Islands (966),
Puducherry (965) and Chhatisgarh (964). On therapntStates and Union Territories which
have reported lowest child sex ratio (0-6 years)tdaryana (830) followed by Punjab (848),
Jammu & Kasmir (859), NCT of Delhi (866) and Chayadth. It is reflected that Chhattisgarh
(964) has the highest child sex ratio (0-6 yeatsg¢neas Rajasthan (883) has the lowest child
sex ratio in the 2011 Census among Empowered AGmaup (EAG) States. Child sex ratio
(0-6 years) of 8 EAG states for 2001 and 2011 ptsskhe change during the decade. The
child sex ratio (0-6 years) of Chhattisgarh is legthin both the censuses. Rajasthan has
slipped to lowest among all EAG (Empowered Actiomo@p) States in 2011, while
Uttarakhand was the lowest in 2001. The table 3ildedll this.
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Table 3. Child sex ratio (0-6 years) for Empowedetion Group States: 2001-2011

SI. No. EAG States Child Sex Ratio (0-6 Years)

2001 2011
1 India 933 914
2 Chhatisgarh 975 964
3 Jharkhand 965 943
4 Orissa 953 934
5 Bihar 942 933
6 Madhya Pradesh 932 912
7 Uttar Pradesh 916 899
8 Uttarakhand 908 886
9 Rajasthan 909 883

The problem of child sex ratios is not uncommofinst world countries. It is also a growing
problem in those countries where the technologieséx selection originated. A declining
sex ratio reflects gross discrimination against see within society. Daughters are always
seen as burden because of dowry to be paid thenberalise any investment in them - for
their nutrition, education, health, general welidge- will not help the natal family’s future
security.

9 The girl is always considered a part of anothenily, as only the son remains at the
home. The son is considered the carrier of futmeegations in the name of the father. A
daughter, once married, loses the familial bondetoparents, and thus does not carry future
generations in the name of her family. The sociglofjindian society plays a major role in
this regard, where it has been observed that maseho have girl children are not given
many privileges in a typically traditional sociefy woman without sons is considered barren
and she risks being turned out of her marital heraesituation that has to be avoided no
matter what the cost. A preference for sons is atsmessary as he ensures the well-being of
the parents in old age. Thus the son preferenas finore and more expression in female
foeticide and infanticide. The technological advement in medical sciences paved the way
for the determination of sex of the foetus. Theedatconomist Amartya Sen commented that
a large number of women population is missing duthis development.

10 Female infanticide has been in practice sin@éeahtimes in the country. There are
some prone areas in the country where this praiticensidered a part of their custom and
tradition. Kollor [1990] defines infanticide as fkng of an entirely dependent child under
one year of age who is killed by mother, parentsottrers in whose care the child is

entrusted”. In recent years the misuse of ultradohas reached remote tribal areas of
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Rajasthan, Bundelkhand and emerged even in othr giaindia where women were better
treated such as Assam, Kerala and the Kashmiryvallee practice of female infanticide is
documented to have existed in Europe in the eargntieth century and was found across
Pakistan, West Asia, China and North Africa. Theises ascribed to that old practice
include, besides the control of the population awtio-religious practices such as
superstition and the disposal of handicapped/iilegite babies, the gender-based selective
killing of female children. One of the earliestoeds of female infanticide in India points to a
clan of Rajputs in Uttar Pradesh, the discoveryhbich is credited to Jonathan Duncan, a
British official posted in Northern India. Subsequeo this, the British Raj passed the
Infanticide Regulation Act of 1870 to curb, amorigey variations, the widespread incidence
of neonaticide (the killing of a baby within thesfi 24 hours of birth). (Lalitha SridHr

11 Foeticide can be seen everywhere in India, shds become more common with the
advent and easy availability of technology, suchaamiocentesis and sonography, that
enables the determination of the gender of thaufoddespite government measures and laws
against it, foeticide has not seen a decreass nat¢; on the contrary, it is increasing rapidly.
The details of the cases of female infanticidecarge shocking. In Rajput families, “doodh
pilana” is a common ritual reserved for newbornsgiParents immerse the helpless child in a
tub of milk until she chokes to death. In southidndstates like Tamilnadu, children are
either fed the milk of poisonous plants or coveneth a wet towel so that they die later of
complications from cold. In Bihar, holding the balogm the waist and shaking it back and
forth snaps the spinal chord. Sometimes a chiktuffed in a clay pot. Babies are also fed
with salt to increase their blood pressure; deatlows in a few minutes. Grains of paddy
husk are also fed to slit the tender gullet. Furtitge, a change in the method of killing
infants has been observed following the exhumatiolpodies to get forensic evidence when
it was suspected that an infant had been a vicfinmfanticide. People began to adopt
methods such as starving the baby to death, whichke poisoning, leaves no forensic
evidence as to the cause of death.

12 Female foeticide and infanticide have been avip® social problem since ancient
times. The solution for this must be a change ia #ocial structure, rather than the
implementation of laws. The socio-cultural enviramnt) which denies reproductive rights to
women, is a major factor. The efforts to controttsiased and criminal acts as female
infanticide gained momentum during the Colonial .EFae Regulation 21 of 1795 made

! Lalitha SridharPeath Before Birthhttp://www.islamonline.net/ (visited 26.09.2011)
2 http://www.islamawareness.net/FamilyPlanning/Itifsde/fit_news001.html (visited 26.09.2011)
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infanticide punishable in North-West provinces. Tl on infanticide entered into the
National legal framework. called Indian Penal Cobidanticide is one form of homicide,
attracting the application of Section 299 or 30C.IBection 317 of the Code also controls
this crime. According to this provision, “whoevegibg father or mother of child under the
age of 12 years, or having the care of such child|l expose or leave such child in any place
with the intention of wholly abandoning such chihall be punished with imprisonment of
either description for a term which may extend seyears or with fine or both” [Bhat
2009:546]. Section 318 further states that, byetbcburying or otherwise disposing of the
dead body of a child whether such child die befafeger or during its birth, the person who
intentionally conceals or endeavours to concealbiinin of such child is punishable with
imprisonment for two years or with a fine or witatb.

13 The statistics give a shocking picture of theation. The Supreme Court observed in
Centre for Enquiry into Health & Allied Themes (CER)>:

It is unfortunate that for one reason or the ottlex,practice of female infanticide still
prevails despite the fact that gentle touch ofugtiéer and her voice has soothing
effect on the parents. One of the reasons mayeéom#iriage problems faced by the
parents coupled with the dowry demand by the sled¢@&ducated and/or rich persons
who are well placed in the society. The traditiosytem of female infanticide
whereby female baby was done away with after ltoytipoisoning or letting her
choke on husk continues in a different form bygkadvantage of advance medical
techniques. Unfortunately, developed medical s@esenisused to get rid of a girl
child before birth.
The law exists for the wellbeing of the peoplehrn society but the same law can sometimes
be misused at the same time in the name of thib&med, by the people. The enactment of
the law in the form of the Medical Termination ofeBnancy Act from 1974 declared
abortion legal under certain conditions during finst trimester of pregnancy. To ensure
proper implementation of this law in an era of temlbgical advancement, much
consideration has been given this law by the Ap@urCof the country. The State of
Maharashtra enacted the Maharashtra RegulationN@TPAct in 1988, prohibiting the
determination of sex of the foetus, and issuing dmection to the medical staff and
concerned agencies for its proper regulations. I8inefforts at the national level resulted in
the enactment of the Central Pre-Natal Diagnostichiiques (Regulation and Prevention of

Misuse) Act 1994. This Act was amended in 2003, thiwd now it called as Pre-Conception

3 3. Centre for Enquiry into Health & Allied Them&&HAT) v. Union of India, (2003) 8 SCC 398: AIR 20
SC 3309
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and Pre-natal Diagnostic Techniques (Prohibitiorsex Selection) Act, 2003. Some of the

salient features are:

1. Prohibition of Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal Diagico$echniques (Prohibition of
sex selection) of foetus, leading to female fod&ci(Section 6 a, b, c)
2. Prohibition of advertisement of PNDT Techniques detection or determination of
sex. (Section 22)
3. Permission and regulation of use of PNDT Technideespurpose of detection of
specific genetic abnormalities or disorders. (Sect)
14 The PC & PNDT Act is one of the most comprehansind well thought out laws in
the country. To say a little about the amendmédrds lhave given this Act the present shape,
it is after the intervention of the Hon’ble Supre@eurt in CEHAT, MAUSAM & Dr. Sabu
George v. Union of India and Ors (AIR 2003 SC 330®it the law had been considerably
overhauled to bring within purview the changinghtealogies. The truth today is that this
brilliant piece of legislation is far from being piemented in its true spirit and purpose. In
fact the first ever conviction leading to imprisoamh of an offender (Dr Anil Sabsani, a
radiologist, was jailed for two yedjsunder the present Act in the entire country tplaice in
March 2006, 12 years after the Act came out in 1894 no exaggeration to state that legal
implementation of this Act has practically failedo sfar. However, the judicial
pronouncements like CEHAT Dr. Aniruddha Malpafj Dr. Varsha Gautam Dr. K.L.
Sehegdl, and Dr. Anil Sabhanihave far reaching effects in curbing the menacteofale
foeticide and infanticide.
15 Society is full of likenesses and differenceeréllegal enactments and provisions
under the Constitution of India with the purposesafeguarding the rights of women and
children will not serve their purpose until the aset and attitudes of people change. The
growing problem of missing girls and declining chibex ratio will impede human
development towards full gender parity. Thus, ewpeyhas a stake in helping to overcome
these destructive and regressive customs. Sodetsts, medical practitioners, common
men, judicial officials, legal professionals and @& all need to focus on a humanist and
scientific approach. There is a need for a strahgc& code for medical practitioners. The

monitoring, regular appraisal and assessment ofinttieators such as sex ratio, female

* Justin Huggler, http://news.independent.co.uk/d/adia/article354483.ece (visited 26.09.2011)
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mortality, and literacy are required in a time featrmanagement. The people involved,
knowingly and unknowingly, must be punished if anglation of the laws related to the
protection of women and female children are broughthe attention of the appropriate
authority.
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Exploring the Unexplored and the Unexplorable in Lsa Baraitser'sMaternal
Encounters. The Ethics of Interruption (London: Routledge, 2009)
by Julie Rodgers, National University of Irelandyiaoth, Ireland

In this book | seek to articulate the potentialhivitmaternity for new experiences,
sensations, moods, sensibilities, intensities,tkasgtinglings, janglings, emotions,
thoughts, perceptions; new coagulations of emboaletrelational modes. | try to pay
attention to the ways that motherhood may allowgdeeration of new ‘raw materials’
for experiencing ourselves, others and our wofldg. | take as my starting point some
rather mundane and usually overlooked moments ténma experience that appear to
trip us up, or throw us ‘off the subject’. It is moments of undoing, | argue, that we need
to apply ourselves theoretically, if we are totmyglimpse something we may term
maternal subjectivity (p. 3).
1 There are currently two main trends in circulatia the field of motherhood studies.
Badinter La femme, le conflit et la mér2010) and Douglas and Michaelkhé Mommy Myth
2004) characterise the first approach which comsidee idealisation of mothering and its
impossible standards of perfection, as, perhap niw@n ever before, deeply injurious to the
subjectivity of the mother. Both speak of a reveosan involution in contemporary culture with
regard to mothering, that is, a return to the tradal stereotype of the all-sacrificing mater
dolorosa who lives through the child and for thddcbut never for herself. In contrast to this
rather bleak picture of what mothering today entailands Baraitser's account of mothering
published in 2009 under the titMaternal Encounters: The Ethics of InterruptidBaraitser’s
text, while it no way overlooks the difficulties drirustrations suffered by mothers, offers a
more positive examination of mothering and endees/do articulate the potential within
maternity for new and generative experiences assgipto positing the experience of becoming
a mother as the inevitable annihilation of the.s8lf her own motivation for writing the book,
Baraitser explains that she wished to create aesphere maternal subjectivity could emerge in
its own right through the exploration of a rangeraithering experiences

[...] characterised by [...] physical viscosity,digened sentience, a renewed awareness
of objects, of one’s own emotional range and emmadiopoints of weakness, an
engagement with the built environment and streeniture, a renewed temporal
awareness where the present is elongated and shamd the future no longer felt to be
so tangible, and a renewed sense of oneself asakisg subject (p. 4).
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2 Perhaps the most innovative aspect of Barasidekt is its distinct structure, an unusual
intertwining of personal anecdote and theoreticalyses that present the reader with a very real
account of mothering but one which is still frantsdan identifiable structure. Baraitser states
Anecdotal theory seemed like the right kind of eéhiwith which to elevate the mundane
details of a mother’s daily life to the status ofdterial’ that could then be available for
reflection, analysis, even ‘research’. [...]. Mypeowas that an anecdotal approach to
maternity would make visible a range of sensatiortensities, experiences, sensibilities,
thoughts, emotions, moods, encounters, culminatmga new collection of ‘raw
materials’ with which to think about maternal sudiety [...]. (p. 152).
In adopting such an approach, Baraitser thus &#srthe everyday experiences of mothers by
inscribing them within academic discourse but altaywneither to enjoy privilege over the other.
Although Baraitser may feel that this, at timegates a sense of tension in her writing, in that
she seems to be moving in two opposite directitlmd)( such a contradictory pull is, in itself,
characteristic of the experience of mothering. étjehe mother figure at the heart\dhternal
Encounterds at once she who interrupts and she who isruqteed, she who is divided between
being for oneself and being for another. To “createmblance of coherence out of the self that
is fragmented [...] due to the inherent ambivaleat¢he maternal” (p. 15) is not the goal of
Baraitser’s text.
3 The seeming disjointedness of the text's two-fuddrative, however, should not distract
the reader from the fact that Baraitser has a serfieclear aims that she establishes from the
outset. First and foremost, Baraitser is keen toudk the various myths associated with the
mother: for example, the mother as abject; the srond narcissism; the conflation of the
maternal and the feminine; and, the unity/fluiditglectic relating respectively to the self before
motherhood and the self as mother. Nor does sheaslay from questioning the work of
established feminist theorists such as Irigaray lansteva. Baraitser declares that the tendency
for abjection to cling to the maternal subsequelgthds to the characterisation of the mother as
dangerously “unthematizable, unrepresentable anckcawerable” (pp. 6-7). In order to
counteract a discourse so mired in “loss, murder melancholia”, Baraitser writes, we must
approach maternal subjectivity from a position tleatgages with the unexpected and the
excessive and acknowledges their generative rdbi@r their destructive power (Ibid). With
regard to the myth of motherhood and narcissismaiBsr is quick to draw a distinction

between maternal desire (as something that redataghird term, such as desire for the phallus
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or for one’s own mother) and maternal love (in temwhemotions that emerge in direct response
to the child). Configuring the mother as solelyid®mss hinders our ability to articulate maternal
love as something stemming from the encounter wle mother and the child (p. 96).
Similarly, conflating the maternal with the femigias is the stance of differentialist feminism)
prevents the formulation of a specifically matersiabjectivity and leaves the mother’s particular
concerns and paradoxes hopelessly unarticulateteriey and femininity must be uncoupled to
allow us to move
[...] beyond a conception of maternity as the endmbdootentiality to become two,
towards an account that can include the staggeramgplexity of what happens for a
mother after ‘birth’: what arises for mothers dgrinhe day-to-day, ongoing and
relentless experience of mothering, whether thawith their birth, adopted, fostered,
community, surrogate or ‘other’ children (p. 10).
Finally, Baraitser takes on the myth of the unitydfity dialectic which, in the same way that
phallogocentric binarism elevates the masculinthasinified subject and relegates the feminine
to the inferior position of ‘other’, sets up thdfdgefore motherhood as a fictional unitary and
coherent self whose loss is to be mourned whileritagernal becomes the messy excess (p. 50).
For Baraitser, it is important to free the materfram its entrenchment in the unity/fluidity
dialectic that serves only to devalue it, and odesit otherwise, from the point of view of the
materiality of motherhood (p. 65).
4 In her bid to examine what it is like to “stayoafjside a child” (p. 11), “to live in
proximity with this irregular and mysterious oth€ibid), to exist in the world with ‘this extra,
unpredictable limb’ (p. 153), Baraitser inevitabhyoves into an exploration of the realms of
maternal space and time. Building on Kristeva’'s8{)9concept of women’s time as cyclical in
opposition to the teleological structure of malmdj maternal time, according to Baraitser is
embedded in the present and predominantly charsetierby recurring interruptions and
moments of undoing (p. 75). These constant dishads however, while they may indeed be
“depleting, exhausting, disabling” (lbid), also leathe “potential to be an enlivening and
productive encounter, one that forces a mothectess a kind of thinking and feeling outside of
her usual repertoire” (Ibid). With regard to spabecoming a mother entails a whole new
relationship with one’s environment, “a new setaofions, movements and manipulations” (p.

127) on the part of the mother as she tries togadeithe landscape afresh, accompanied by the
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child and burdened with the various accoutremehtaathering, ‘maternal stuff. Women find
themselves mothering across “a vast array of diffephysical and geographical locations” and
the challenges that this brings, or, more spedificdhe ergonomics of motherhood”, have not
as yet, according to Baraitser, been given sufficatention (Ibid).

5 To concludeMaternal Encounterglelivers what the title promises, in that it bsngs
into contact not only with the world of motherirtgebry but, also, the everyday lived experience
of being with a child. Certainly, the text does aoswer all our questions, for example, it steers
away from darker forms of mothering such as depassiolence and infanticide, and does not
differentiate between the experience of being aheroto a son and a mother to a daughter, but
Baraitser is aware of this herself, hence the tidle her own conclusion, ‘Intentions,
Inconsistencies and Inconclusions’. What she domsage to convey however, is something of
the specificity of the maternal position from a nawd refreshing perspective.
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