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Gender is created by every socializing agent and force in society: parents, teachers, religion, media and so on. 

Violence and gender are intricately related since time immemorial. The different roles and behaviors of 

females and males, children as well as adults, are shaped and reinforced by gender norms within society. 

These are social expectations that define appropriate behavior for women and men (e.g. in some societies, 

being male is associated with taking risks, being tough and aggressive and having multiple sexual partners). 

This trend is particularly evident in Indian culture which is a combination of different cultures. In India a 

woman’s identity is through her father at the time of birth, through husband after marriage and through son in 

old age. She is not allowed to act free as per her own desire. This desire to act free and break the shackles of 

orthodox society, that views male and female through different glasses has been beautifully delineated by Indo 

American author Chitra Banerjee Devkaruni. Devkaruni has depicted education as a force which could free 

female from the chains of subordination and slavery.  This desire to achieve freedom for self is expressed 

beautifully in Devkaruni’s work Mistress of Spices through the character of Lalita. Lalita is a simple, docile 

Indian girl who was married through deceit to a much older man living in America and she has to honor this 

marriage because of family obligation. Lalita tries her best to mould herself according to her husband but her 

emotions and wishes were mutilated at every step. She was so suppressed and tortured that she forgot about 

her creativity and started expressing herself through her husband’s vision which was very negative. She 

knows the art of stitching.  She too has a gift, a power, though she does not think of it so. Every cloth she 

touches with her needle blooms.  

‘Ah you stitch’. ‘I used to a lot, once. I loved it. In Kanpur I was going to sewing school, I had my own singer 

machine; lot of ladies gave me stitching to do’. 

She looked down. In the dejected curve of her neck I saw what she did not say, the dream she had dared to: 

one day soon, maybe perhaps why not, her own shop, Lalita Tailor Works. (Mistress of Spices). 

The writings of Chitra Banerjee are an articulation of silence that has permeated the lives of females. As is 

seen in case of Lalita in ‘Mistress of Spices’ Tilo expresses, ‘I would like to call her by it, but how can I while 

she thinks of herself only as a wife’. The male chauvinism is clearly evident in Lalita’s case that has to follow 

the social norm of a wife’s identity through her husband. He (Ahuja) refuses that his women (Lalita) should 

work. Aren’t I man enough man enough man enough. (p 15 Mistress of Spices) 

Differences in gender roles and behaviors often create inequalities, whereby one gender becomes empowered 

to the disadvantage of the other. Thus, in many societies, women are viewed as subordinate to men and have a 

lower social status, allowing men control over, and greater decision-making power than, women. Inequality in 

gender leads to violence by men against women. In ‘Silver Payment Golden Roof’, the husband is a mechanic 

and is dissatisfied with his condition. He empties his entire frustration on his wife who tolerates it silently. Her 

condition is further deteriorated by her alienation in a foreign country with no one to empathize with her. She 

keeps herself under house arrest as her husband has strictly instructed her not to step out of house.Similar was 

the case of Lalita from Mistress of Spices, who was also under strict vigilance of her husband. Lalita’s 

husband has told her not to talk to anyone or move out without her husband’s approval. Even her personal 

letters to her parents were proof read by her husband. ‘Recently, the rules. No going out. No talking on the 

phone. Every penny I spend to be accounted for .He should read my letters before he mails them.’ (P103 

Mistress of Spices). Even in the most intimate matters, she could not express her unwillingness and if she did, 

she has to incur the wrath and insult of her husband. As Lalita narrates, ‘In bed especially I could not forget 

those nights in India. Even when he tried to be gentle I was stiff and not willing. Then he would lose patience 

and shout the American words he’d learned. Bitch. Fucking you is like fucking a corpse. 
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‘And later, you must be getting it from somewhere else. . (P103 Mistress of Spices) 

This is a situation quiet commonly faced by most women and they suffer the situation silently under the dual 

impact of dilemma and shock. This even curbs the ability of affected women to seek protection. In some cases 

it even impairs the affected women from thinking logically and she can go into bouts of depression leading to 

fatal consequences. As is seen in ‘The Maid Servant’s Story’ the wife returns after the delivery of her child. 

She comes to know of the illegitimate relationship of her husband with the maid but stays silent. It was 

suffocating to continue with her husband but at the same time she could not leave her husband as this would 

give a bad name to her daughter and will also spoil the prospect of a good marriage in future. Thus a woman’s 

action is paralyzed not only because of her own inability to decide but also because of consequences of her 

action on persons associated with her. So promoting gender equality is a critical part of violence prevention as 

it will balance the society by equally distributing rights and duties, bringing back the old concept of 

‘ardhnarishwar’ and will fetch equal respect for females in society.   

In India violence against women is pandemic. Rape, kidnapping, sexual harassment, trafficking, molestation, 

the ravages of cruelty on the part of husbands and relatives, and dowry-related suicide have become a 

common part of life of most Indian women. We get the image of these Indian women in character of Lalita 

from Mistress of Spices’ the protagonist from “Disappearance’ or ‘The Maid Servant’s story’ by Devkaruni. 

Lalita was taught in India that a husband’s prestige and happiness is of paramount importance to a wife and 

she surrenders herself to that rule dissolving her identity. But the behavior of her husband grows beyond 

tolerance such that she was prepared to barter even her life for her freedom. She utters…. 

‘Mataji, I used to be afraid of death. I’d hear of women who killed themselves and think how could they. Now 

I know’. (P103 Mistress of Spices) 

In ‘Disappearance’ the protagonist-a female suddenly disappears without telling anything to her husband or 

any one. In initial days her husband and child craved for her and were disappointed by her absence. After 

some days, the husband’s mother comes to live with them and the two even forgets to remember about the 

loss as if the woman was a commodity or article replaced by another. In ‘The Maid Servant’s story’ the maid 

wants to have a living with honor by working. But when the fact is revealed how she was forced by her own 

mother to barter her body provides a loop hole to the master of the house to satisfy his own evil desires. She 

was forced to land again in the same dirt from where she tried to escape as she was without support and thus 

was easily vulnerable. 

In addition to this violence, Indian women suffer broader and more prevalent forms of gender discrimination, 

undermining women’s access to basic human and civil rights such as education, sanitation and healthcare. As 

Devkaruni is born and brought up in India, she is well aware of curse of illiteracy to women and therefore 

emphasized the importance of education and has presented educated women in her novel to serve as role 

model.  

Today people talk of India shining and India rising but despite so much advancement, the desire for male child 

to carry forward the lineage is still a common feature of Indian thinking. This leads to frequent female feticide 

as a girl is considered a burden in most Indian homes that have to arrange for her dowry. Wrap her in old 

cloth, lay her face down on the floor. What does she bring to the family except a dowry debt.( p7Mistress of 

Spices) 

In Indian culture sexuality is repressed, male-dominated, and most often seen as a negative aspect of female 

identity. Regardless of sexual orientation; Indian culture perceives sexuality itself as dangerous to the values 

of the traditional Indian family, thus within the home it remains, as much does, under the control of the 

patriarch. Divakaruni examines the complicated issue of sexuality in the story "Clothes," in which sex is 

portrayed as the duty of a wife in her marriage, regardless of whether she desires to engage in it of her own 

volition. Sumita has been trained (as traditional Indian culture instructs young women) to view sex as a 

demand that husbands make upon their wives, a command that women must obey so as not to fail in the 

fulfillment of their marital responsibilities.  

"Historically, a woman's social world had centered on her marriage, while men acted in the world outside the 

home. Women who strayed from prescribed gender behavior risked ruining the reputations of their natal and 

https://www.w4.org/en/voices/gender-equality-advocated-by-young-men-india
https://www.w4.org/en/about-us/education
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marital family. For an Indian woman to express her sexuality is to risk the reputation of both herself and her 

extended familial community, the two of which are inextricably linked within Indian culture. 

This close relationship between the individual and the community in Indian culture is based upon the 

communal nature of marriage as a social contract, not between two people, but rather two entire families. "A 

distinct perception of self and society is contained in Indian notions of family and community.Whereas the 

'self' in American society is an individualized unit that creates a new relationship when two such persons 

contract marriage, in India persons are embedded in social relationships and communal identities that exist 

both before and after marriage. As people behave according to their community affiliation, religion, caste, 

class, and gender, it is more society based and society is controlled by male. 

 Men’s attitudes and behaviors lie at the root of the problem. And yet, men remain largely absent from efforts 

to find solutions. Chitra Banerjee through her work has presented males who are considerate and emphasize 

on female education so that they may become independent and can decide on their own. Hamida was deserted 

by her husband because she could not get him a male hire for his family. Her brother comes to her rescue and 

inspires her to become self dependent. When I get here he says Bahen, why not you stay with me and go to 

college, get a good job, stand on your own two feet.(p227 Mistress of spices) 

Despite their education, acquired independence, and increasing self –confidence, they are not completely free 

from nagging doubts of cultural transgression. The novelist transmits a particular message to her readers. She 

uses her stories as a means to empower women, to encourage them to be themselves. She shows how personal 

choice is the birth right of all humans, men and women, Indians or Americans and that tradition can frequently 

hamper more than inspire. Patriarchy definitely bears a large share of responsibility for the low status that 

women have in India.  

In Meeting Mrinal , Sumita and Mrinal are childhood competitor and friends. Mrinal always has the upper 

hand but when Sunita gets a chance of early marriage, she feels that she has defeated Mrinal in the final race 

of life. When they happen to meet after a long interval, Sunita did not wanted Mrinal to know that Sunita’s 

husband has deserted her for another woman as that would mean that Mrinal has defeated her again. After 

meeting she realizes that Mrinal too is alone like her and is dissatisfied with life. 

Even in the story ‘Bats’ The protagonists husband beats and ill treats his wife and his girl child as well. The 

wife along with her child runs away from her husband many times but returns back each time because of 

social obligations feeling that society will give a bad name to her and her girl child. In both the above cases, it 

is evident how the dual standard of society makes females vulnerable and they are always at the receiving end. 

A male is given a free will to do whatever he likes, behave in the manner which pleases him and can associate 

with anyone he likes but if a women even steps out of home to save herself and have a respectable life for self 

and her child she has to face the questioning eye of society which keeps pinching her making her feel that she 

has committed an unpardonable crime by thinking about her self-respect. As is seen in Vine of desire, when 

Sudha’s in-laws discover that she is carrying a girl child, she was asked to abort the child. Sudha, who has 

compromised with the situation so far, revolts when it comes to her child. Feeling of motherhood gives her a 

special courage to renounce every relation and custom as the safety of her unborn child is of paramount 

importance to her. 

Lack of group worth among middle class women and constant deference to male approval are to be blamed 

for women’s pathetic condition. Demanding their rightful position in the family and becoming the architect of 

their own fate will lead to real working of female consciousness. All the stories selected for discussion have 

grounding in social realism. The novelist through her work has created subtle images of women’s anguish 

netted in terrible relationship and social customs trying to resolve it with patience and pride.  
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