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Abstract 

The saga of Indian women’s suppression is as old as history. The reasons for their subjugation are embedded in the 

patriarchal social structures. Social diktats have restricted women’s rights as an individual and exhibited them as 

weaker sex with stereotyped images. Hence, despite having education and economic independence women are still 

trapped in the vicious web of myths. Shashi Deshpande’s writings expose the myriad reasons responsible for the 

debasement of women’s rights and self-identity. The paper examines the challenges before Indian women due to the 

existence of age old  myths in the contemporary Indian society.  
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        Myths have an immense influence on any culture. They flawlessly transmit from one generation to 

another and become the identity of any culture, state or nation. They have seeped into the social structures and 

fossilized as faith. Civilizations found the reasons for their existence through them.  Devdutt Patanaik 

examines, “From myth come beliefs, from mythology customs. Myths condition thoughts and feelings. 

Mythology influences behaviours and communications. Myth and mythology thus have a profound influence 

on culture” (xv 2006). India is no exception to it as mythology serves as a vehicle to myths here. It emanates 

stories, symbols, characters and faiths. They need to be analysed and understood before assimilating into a 

society and following it as a doctrine. Myths originated as per the analysis done by people at a certain age. 

The same analyses does not hold true in all the ages. However any attempt to modify them is often met with 

vehemence. 

         Vedic age mothered mythology and established the doctrines related to human code of conduct. Vedic 

age mothered mythology and established the doctrines related to human code of conduct. They made men –

„The Mentor‟ of the entire human race, and women- „The Nurturer‟. Hence myths mystified the individuality 

of women.   

      Though in contemporary India women have been given many legal rights by the constitution yet the 

realization of these rights at social level is still a remote dream. Men in general are unable to overcome the 

attitudes of male superiority the centuries of indoctrination have generated in their psyche. The pace of change 

in the pathetic condition of women in India has been quite slow. Literature, reckoned as the mirror to the 

society, is fully alive to the diverse changes taking place in society and is able to draw the readers‟ attention 

towards the plight of Indian women.  

  Deshpande is one of the few writers who have acknowledged the influence of myths which is 

responsible for the debasement of Indian women at social level. Not only the domineering status of man, 

which is often treated as a manifestation of infallible patriarchal authority, but also the archetypes which act 

like traditional moulds producing their clones, are responsible for the subjugation of women. In her stories and 

novels Deshpande has represented the life cycle of middle-class Indian women and drawn the attention 

towards the fact that archetypes generated by social myths do not permit unhindered growth to women at any 

stage of their lives. Social and religious doctrines give men the claim to absolute authority. Deshpande speaks 

about the need to develop a different approach towards myths and stereotypes in her work. In her essay, The 

Indian Woman – Stereotypes, Images and Realities (IWSIR), she has opined, 
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It‟s not the myths that are the problem; myths are both necessary and relevant to human 

lives, they come out of some human need. The problem arises out of the characters in 

myths to stereotypes, in making them a kind of final statement rather than complex 

questioning characters in whom we find ourselves (1997). 

           She is aware of the magnitude and intensity with which the Indians have linked their lives with these 

myths. They judge their routine lives by the image reflected by these myths about perpetuating the secondary 

status of woman. Her works clarify the interpretation and appraisal of the conventional traits by Indian 

society, which enable us to establish correlations between the predicament of women and established social 

dogmas. A critical evaluation of these myths is rather difficult as they have been organically assimilated in the 

Indian life style. It is not only the change in the status of women which is necessary, but also the segregation 

of the myths from the life and rearing pattern of the average Indian man. Deshpande in her essay The Indian 

Woman – Stereotypes, Images and Realities, states about the influence of myths in reshaping the life of people 

which can never be easily avoided: 

Myths condition our ideas so powerfully that often it is difficult to disentangle the reality 

of what we perceive from what we learn of ourselves through them. In India, myths are 

perhaps even more powerful, for they have been with us in a long unbroken tradition. Our 

epics and puranas are still with us and among us, in the stories told to children, in plays, 

dances, songs, poems, even jokes – and now, most influential of all, in movies. Over the 

years they have been reinvested, reshaped, regionalised. The myths continue to be a 

reference point for people in their daily lives and we have so internalised them that they 

are part of our psyche, part of our personal, religious and Indian identity (1997). 

      Gender discrimination, inculcation of feminine traits, women‟s acceptance of being second sex, 

sexploitation, traditional marriages and monopoly of male dictum are offshoots of mother myths. A 

conventional mother accepts the feminine roles assigned to her by the society and expects the other females to 

follow it. Myths impose many restrictions on women and deny them individuality and identity. Women are 

expected to be devoted, loving and caring mothers who are the epitome of self-abnegation. Maternity is viewed 

as the destiny of women and they accept motherhood as a boon. Susan Douglas and Meredith Michaels 

conclude that mother myth is undermining women. They elucidate the plight of mothers: 

Intensive mothering is the ultimate female Olympics: We are all in powerful competition 

with each other, or inconstant danger of being trumped by the mom down the street, or in 

the magazine we‟re reading. The competition isn‟t just over who‟s a good mother- it‟s 

over who‟s the best. We compete with each other: we compete with ourselves. The best 

mothers always put their kids‟ needs before their own, period. The best mothers are the 

main caregivers. For the best mothers, their kids are the center of the universe. The best 

mothers always smile. They always understand. They are never tired. They never lose 

their temper (6:2004). 

       Women are expected to be stereotypical mothers as portrayed in the epics and propagated by the society. 

Yashodhra, Devaki, Kunti in the Mahabharata, Kaushalya and Sumitra in the Ramayana are a few role 

models for women to become ideal mothers. Their images are embedded in the mindset of the society. Every 

woman is expected to mirror them. Hence mother myth is also responsible for providing secondary status to 

women in the society. Contemporary women feel trapped between idealism and individuality. 

      Deshpande is the only novelist who has broken the image of women as stereotypical mothers. Her women 

desire other interests besides the perennial interests of domesticity.  She has reflected the unconventional 

image of motherhood in which maternity is described as a restricting factor. Her female protagonists do not 

consider motherhood as the only motive of their existence. They do not want to sideline their self-identity and 

want to live a life with a purpose. The mother-myth is highly responsible for nullifying women‟s existence as 

an individual. Deshpande gauges every relationship in the context of the situation and circumstances within 

which it exists. In her personal interview entitled The Fiction of Shashi Deshpande: Women’s Journey from 
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Self-Effacement to Self-Actualization (FSD: WJ S-E S-A), she clarifies her idea about the mother-daughter 

relationship:  

Every relationship depends upon the circumstances on who you are. And I never see that 

every relationship is same throughout the world. Mother-daughter relationship does not 

mean that every daughter and mother in the world is same. There are different kinds of 

mothers and daughters depending upon what kind of a person you and your mother is and 

your relationship takes a particular pattern. I see people as human beings first. And I see 

them as mothers, daughters and wives next. We are born as human beings. All these came 

later. So we try to play these roles but we don‟t always succeed because it is not possible 

for us (2001). 

           Deshpande has portrayed mother-daughter relationship in a different perspective. Many of her stories 

like Madhu, Why a Robin?, My Beloved Charioteer exhibit an estranged mother-daughter relationship. Most 

of her novels also focus on it. The novelist has deftly exhibited the crucial relationship of girls with their 

mothers, which enables them either to come to terms with the feminine world or revolt against the main tenets 

of femininity.  

         Mother myths also lead to many social evils like gender discrimination. Conventional mothers 

unhesitatingly propagate gender discrimination.  It is widely believed in India that one of the important traits 

of an ideal mother is her ability to provide a male progeny to the family. Manusmriti proclaims that a woman 

should be dependent on males throughout their life. They should be dependent on father in childhood, 

husband after marriage and son in old age. Such myths have been immensely treasured by the patriarchal 

society and passed as inheritance from one generation to another. Deshpande expounds that a change in the 

society is required where a girl should be reared up, dealt with and treated as a human being first rather than 

as a girl or a woman always. Women should also refuse to accept the cruelty and discrimination inflicted on 

them by the patriarchal society. She points out through her themes that the society should consider women as 

autonomous beings, whose significance and value should be determined without any reference beyond them. 

She states in her essay No Man is an Island: 

 […] the issue of gender equality, which embraces everything from female foeticide and 

equal pay to dowry and rape, has to be faced. Those who are afraid that women will turn 

freedom into license forget the needs of daily life impose their own restrictions on human 

liberty. But often there are no limits to cruelty. And cruelty has to be opposed. To be 

silent is to abet it (1992). 

     The established religious myths and rituals are highly responsible for proclaiming men as superior to 

women. Birth of a son is still considered as a way towards salvation as he is treated as the carrier of family 

lineage. It is the boy who performs all the rights at the death of his parents. It gives him a closer link with 

them than the daughters. Vrinda Nabar comments in her book Caste as a Woman: 

It is clear that the birth of a daughter is a letdown in some absolute sense. A woman who 

bears a son, on the other hand, is exalted as someone who has fulfilled her mission as a 

female. She herself is conditioned into experiencing a sense of achievement at having done 

so. If the other aspects of bearing a daughter (her presence being temporary and therefore an 

alleged source of grief) enter the picture at all they do so at a later stage. Moreover, they are 

wilfully regarded as an unalterable situation and in this way the whole boy-girl syndrome is 

perpetuated and rationalised (Nabar 1995).  

       Suppression of spontaneity in childhood also casts its shadow in adulthood of girls, making them timid, 

weak, vulnerable and open to violence after marriage.The independence of girls is often curbed by the 

demands of unquestioning obedience by their parents. The Dark Holds No Terrors (DHNT) exhibits the 

cruelty of undue gender discrimination inflicted by mothers on their girl-child. Even as a child, the 

protagonist of the novel, Saru, is acutely aware of her mother‟s preference for her brother, Dhruva. Saru 

cannot tolerate this preference as it does not have any rational basis and is extended to Dhruva simply because 

he is a boy. Consequently she develops sensitivity towards the discriminatory treatment imparted to her by 
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her family. Saru‟s memories are replete with desolate seclusion which she has to endure because of being 

born as a girl. She never receives the emotional support, which she required after the death of her brother. Her 

mother‟s accusations could never relieve Saru of the sense of guilt and she has to endure the repercussions of 

it in her relationships with other people also. Unable to escape from her mother‟s authority, suppression and 

callous attitude, she feels stifled, vulnerable and bewildered. Even her father shows no sympathy towards her. 

Her mother‟s constant accusation that she was her brother‟s murderer begets misery and trauma in her life and 

destroys her mental peace and harmony. Assailed by her mother‟s fierce blows of charging words Saru 

develops asperity towards her. Saru was bereft of all the happiness of a child, which was the punishment for 

the loss of Dhruva. She could sense her mother‟s revulsion towards her existence and notices that her mother 

“[…] never really cared. Not after Dhruva‟s death. I just didn‟t exist for her. I died long before I left home” 

(DHNT 32). Devoid of motherly love and overwhelmed by her mother‟s atrocities she feels lost. The novelist 

reflects the strange incoherence manifested by the idea of femininity.  The upbringing of girl-children 

introduces them to their femininity and boys to their masculinity. Michael S. Kimmel and Amy Aronson write 

about social construction of masculinity. “To be a man is to participate in social life as a man, as a gendered 

being. Men are not born; they are made. And men make themselves, actively constructing their masculinities 

within a social and historical context.”(xxii 2004). It is at this stage that the difference of being a girl is 

realised and understood. Almost all the middle-class Indian girls have to endure the humiliating experience of 

gender-discrimination which makes them feel inferior to the extent that they sometimes develop revulsion 

towards their own femininity. They get so terribly accustomed to concealment and suppression that they 

accept themselves as the weaker sex born to serve and submit. The customs imposing restrictions with the 

attainment of puberty, and humiliations associated with it add to their frustration. The rudimentary stage of 

girlhood daubs their psyche with reticence, patience and silence. The novel exhibits the inclination of mothers 

towards the male progeny which subsequently leads to the suppression of the female child in family. Statistics 

on Women in India 2010 given by National Institute of Public Cooperation and Child Development
1
 has 

revealed the inclination of the society towards a male progeny. According to the survey conducted by the 

organization, 22.4 percentage of Indian women wanted to have  more sons whereas 2.6 percentage  of women 

wanted to have more daughters than sons in the year 2006 . 20% men want to have more sons whereas 2% 

men want to have daughters (Table 31 117 2010). It is a common fact that the sex ration in India is lower than 

international standards i.e. sex ration in India is 933 while the world average is 986. A number of causes are 

responsible for the continuous decline in the sex ratio e.g. poverty, illiteracy, culture and preference for a male 

child (Srinivasan,Durg 2010).  

      Marriage is the destiny of women. Unmarried women are mostly not viewed with respect in a society. 

According to Marichi, a father who gives in marriage a girl of eight attains heaven, the giver of a girl of the 

nine Vaikuntha, and one who gives his daughter before she reaches ten, attains Brahma Loka. The father of a 

girl married after puberty goes straight to hell (Usha 2005). Hence marriage was considered as the ultimate 

aim of a female‟s life. Even in the contemporary society, marriage is considered as the most important 

responsibility of the girl‟s parents. Marriage myth is still rampant in most of the societies. 

      Shashi Deshpande concludes that the whole set-up of Indian marriage system neglects the existence of 

women. They are draped with the cultural ethos to fulfil a destiny which tramples on their authentic rights of 

becoming and remaining individuals. Her writings are the evaluation of women‟s status in marital life where 

they are denied self-expression and are encouraged and appreciated for their self-abnegation and self-denial. 

A balanced and harmonious relationship between men and women can be established only when they are 

socially, legally, and economically equal. Deshpande believes that by treating women as their subordinate, 

men are losing a good companionship. On being compartmentalised by the different roles offered to them 

women have to suppress their true-selves and try to acclimatise themselves to the desires of others. Career-

consciousness, self-esteem, diversity of viewpoints, different value-systems become the cause of marital 

discord. According to the novelist a healthy relationship between a man and a woman will help them to 

understand each other in a better way. When forced to live through traditional roles only, the socio-psychic 

conditions of women abet self-effacement, stifling their spontaneity. Still, total self-effacement is unnatural 

and often generates resistance.  
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        Deshpande assertively argues that the present system of marriage does not allow women to identify their 

true-selves, rather it nullifies their existence. She stands forth in defence of one half of the human species, i.e. 

women, who have been degraded from the state of human beings and almost sunk to the level of social slaves. 

With no floor of their own to stand on they develop a feeling of rootlessness. Saru cautions the girls: 

Have you girls seen an old-fashioned couple walking together? Have you noticed that the 

wife always walks a few steps behind her husband? That‟s important, very important, 

because it‟s symbolic an M.A., you should be a B.A. If he is 5‟4” tall, you shouldn‟t be 

more than 5‟3” tall. If he is earning five hundred rupees, you should never earn more than 

four hundred and ninety nine rupees. That‟s the only rule to follow if you want a happy 

marriage (DHNT 137). 

        Woman eschews her desires as soon she becomes a wife. She is expected to be as submissive as Sita of 

the Ramayana. The myth of being a submissive and self-abnegating wife has been propagated through the 

mythical character portrayal done in our epics.  

     Marriages are solemnized on the bargains done on “Streedhan”. Dharmashastra talks about “Streedhan” 

which is [...] particularly related to the gifts, jewellery, clothes etc. given to the bride at the time of her 

marriage, usually from her relatives or friends. Dharamshastras clearly indicate that the bride had complete 

rights over the Streedhan-even to dispose them in case of her husband‟s death and yet the form Streedhan that 

would concretize in course of time was a serious aberration (Hasan 2014). The Vedic phenomenon of 

“streedhan” was misinterpreted and implemented by the patriarchy for their benefit. Demands from the 

groom‟s family in terms of property, assets, money, and jewellery have to be fulfilled in most cases before the 

consummation of marriage. It is not only leading to innumerable dowry deaths of women in India every year 

but also to female foeticide.  

          Some instances of dowry harassment are registered as cases of “cruelty byhusband and relatives”.
2
 

 

 1997 2003 2006 2007 

Incidence of Dowry 

Deaths 

6006 6208 7618 8093 

Cruelty by husbands and 

Relatives 

36592 50703 63128 75930 

 

     People are less interested in female child as they not only have to educate her but also simultaneously 

accumulate wealth for her marriage. Dowry system still has a strong hold on Indian society which makes the 

birth of a girl questionable. Her existence is not only distasteful for the family but also burdensome. 

Materialistic voraciousness of the society is aggravating the plight of girl child. A Handbook on Statistical 

Indicators on Indian Women, 2007 given by Ministry of Women and Child Development Government of 

India reveals 4648 dowry deaths in India in the year 1995 whereas 8455 dowry deaths in the year ( 2014). 
3
 

    The analysis of these myths proves that their existence and application in the contemporary modern society 

is irrational as they have a constricting influence on women‟s right to freedom and expression. She has 

analysed the stereotypes described in the Hindu mythology who have been admired for their patience, 

endurance and self-abnegation. Her stories The Inner Rooms, The Last Enemy and Hear Me Sanjay re based 

on anecdotes taken from the Mahabharata. Her treatment of Kunti and Amba imparts a human touch to these 

mythical characters. She describes their feelings, desires, and expectations from the view point of a common 

woman. According to her the image of these mythical characters in the scriptures should not be accepted as it 

has been portrayed. She states that it was Iravati Karve‟s Yugandh which inspired her to write about Amba, 

Ambika and Ambalika which later led her to analyse other mythical characters too. She mentions in the 

personal interview:  
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So I could see so much in Iravati Karve which I wanted to pursue. So I think really it was 

Iravati Karve who was my inspiration but I also always like to go beyond the roles and I 

never see human beings as they are presented to us. I like to have my own views (2001). 

            Dependence syndrome makes their lives amorphous because they are not left with any aim to fulfil or 

pursue. With no destination to reach they lead a stagnant life. Her novels allow us a glimpse of those women 

who were denied self-expression by the conventional social modes. They are advised to follow women 

archetypes in order to excel in womanly duties. The whole social frame influences the moulding of women‟s 

personality as they have been made to follow its dictates since ages.  

       Deshpande is a novelist who has restored the Indian ethics and values in her works. Unlike other 

contemporary Indian writers who are propagating a militant version of feminism. She suggests that the true 

emancipation of women does not necessarily mean antagonism towards men. She points out that women 

should realise their true personalities by liberating them from the fossilized myths and not by negating the 

family life. Her novels present a mature vision which is not prejudiced against men. She points out in the 

personal interview: 

[…] both men and women have to progress because you cannot have men standing 

outside and women saying we want this. It doesn‟t work that way. It should not be a 

question of what I want? It should be a question of both of us working together to make a 

better world (2001). 

           In India, myths are perhaps the most powerful, for they have been with us in a long unbroken tradition. 

Our epics and Puranas are still with us and among us, in the stories told to children, in plays, dances, songs, 

poems, even jokes – and now, most influential of all, in movies. Over the years they have been reinvested, 

reshaped, regionalised. The myths continue to be a reference point for people in their daily lives and we have 

so internalised them that they are part of our psyche, part of our personal, religious and Indian identity (Lata, 

Mani 1997). Deshpande accepts that the scrutiny of myths shall enable women to explore the causes of the 

perpetuation of their secondary status and ultimately overcome their conditioning, “Yes, women writers are 

now exploring the myths and stereotypes, a phenomenon which has been partly influenced by the growing 

strength of feminist thinking. This has made it possible for us to ask a great many questions; questions which 

had never been asked before” (IWSIR 1997).  
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