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ABSTRAKT 

Tato bakalářská práce zkoumá, jakým způsobem reflektuje vybraná sbírka povídek postoj 

Banerjee Divakaruni k indickým tradicím. Divakaruni, která přehodnocuje indické tradice 

ve vztahu k modernitě a postmodernitě, je považována za jednu z nejaktuálnějších 

spisovatelek současné indické literatury. Ve snaze zachytit indickou společnost navazuje 

na staleté, ne-li tisícileté literární snahy autorek, které také přijímají i zavrhují indické 

tradice. A tuto dichotomii lze vypozorovat i v knize, která je často považována za vrcholné 

dílo Chitry Banerjee Divakaruni. Jde o tematicky ucelenou sbírku povídek nazvanou 

Arranged Marriage (Domluvené sňatky). Práce se snaží stanovit, do jaké míry tyto příběhy 

kritizují indické obyčeje a tradiční honoty a nakolik jsou v těchto povídkách zachyceny 

také kladné aspekty těchto zvyků. 

KLÍČOVÁ SLOVA 

indické tradice, domluvený sňatek, indické autarky, tradiční rodina, střet kultur 



  

 

 

ABSTRACT 

The thesis explores the way in which selected short fiction by Banerjee Divarakuni is 

reflective of her stance on Indian traditions. Divarakuni is seen as one of the most recent 

and eloquent female voices in contemporary Indian literature, one which re-evaluates the 

Indian tradition in the light of modernity and postmodernity. In these efforts, she is 

standing on the shoulders of centuries if not millennia of literature by women that both 

condones and critiques Indian tradition. And that is also the dichotomy that can be 

observed in what is widely seen as Divarakuni‘s masterpiece, the thematically-

organized collection of short stories called Arranged Marriage. The thesis therefore seeks 

to establish the degree to which these stories criticize traditional Indian customs and 

values, and to which degree the stories portray the more benign aspects of that tradition. 

KEYWORDS 

Indian traditions, arranged marriage, Indian women writers, traditional family, clash of 

cultures 
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1 Introduction 

For centuries, literature written by women had been overlooked, in India as well as 

in other parts of the world. Many cultures considered females dull, passive, docile 

creatures, while males took pride in having masculine dynamic character and the ability of 

individual thinking. Consequently, patriarchal society restricted women’s opportunities and 

gained practically unlimited formal power. In spite of the oppression, women never failed 

to produce literature. While men penned majority of the written works, many songs, poems 

and stories of the oral folk tradition, which has been circulating through society, originated 

in women’s minds and are kept alive. Almost everyone remembers fairy-tales their mother 

narrated better than the most accomplished piece of writing. 

Considering the productivity of these female narrators, it was just a matter of 

opportunity for them to gain a sufficient education to conserve their work in the form of a 

manuscript or a book. The theoretical part of this thesis aims to give insight into the history 

of women writing in India, from the ancient pre-Aryan and Vedic times of the classical 

Hindu sacred texts, through enlightened and individualistic medieval Bhakti movement, 

followed by the times of British colonization and strive for reformation, up to proclamation 

of independence and the modern-day era.  

The second part builds on this developmental trajectory by examining a selected 

work by a modern-day Indian author who displays feminist leanings in her writings. The 

practical part of the thesis consequently seeks to analyse the contemporary Indian 

traditions as depicted in Arranged Marriage, a short-story collection of an Indian English-

writing author Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. In her book, she touches upon themes of joint 

families, arranged marriage, immigration and dichotomous systems of modern and 

traditional values. The practical part of this thesis traces out the structure of the collection, 

following interpretation of Divakaruni’s take on Indian tradition being based on analysis of 

the individual short stories.  
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2 Theoretical Part 

2.1 The History of Indian Women Writers 

The position of women in Indian society has been evolving continually and 

therefore also the possibility of their contribution to the national literature has varied and 

fluctuated over time. In each of the periods of its heydays, when women attained the access 

to education, women’s writing reflected sociocultural conditions of its era as well as 

timeless feminine nature. The brief outline of Indian literary evolution constitutes a 

backdrop against which the female authors, including Divakaruni, composed their work. 

Providing the framework of historical development is essential for one more reason; it 

shows that the traditional family as depicted in several stories of Arranged Marriage 

represents only one of many family formations which have existed in India and proves that 

the country have witnessed times more liberal in terms of women’s freedoms. Let us begin 

with a cursory glance at the developmental trajectory of Indian traditions, focusing 

particularly on female opportunities for literary input which is itself reflective of the status 

of women in the society and their emancipationist leanings. 

 

2.1.1 Vedic era  

The period of Aryan-Indian history stretching from about 1 500 BC to 600 BC is 

called Vedic according to the major and oldest sacred texts. The social system of the time 

differed immensely from the Post-Vedic era that followed. The infamous caste system 

clearly did not exist, otherwise it would be surely mentioned in Rig Veda or another text of 

the period, on the contrary, families in the Vedas had miscellaneous occupations, as 

testified to by the fragment “[a] bard am I, my dad’s a leech, mammy lays corn upon the 

stones” (Rig Veda 9, CXII). Romesh Chunder Dutt remarked that many of the hymn poets 

of the Vedas owned large agricultural estates, herds of cattle and acres of land they tended 

to.  They also conducted business and participated in wars as well (67).  
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The position of women within society kept transforming throughout centuries, too. 

Although patriarchal, Vedic society was quite liberal in terms of women’s rights. As Rig 

Veda manifests, both the husband and wife participated in the religious ceremonies: 

 

O Gods, with constant draught of milk, husband and wife with one accord 

Press out and wash the Soma juice1. 

They gain sufficient food: they come united to the sacred grass, 

And never do they fail in strength. (8, XXXI) 

 

Such degree of equality in the religious procedures granted a respectable position of 

women in other spheres of life as well. It is hinted that girls had quite some influence over 

the choice of their husbands, therefore love marriages were not all that rare. When married 

they maintained the household. Nonetheless, marriage was by no means compulsory at that 

time. Girls could choose to stay with their procreational family and later inherit a 

respective part of the paternal property (Dutt 71). As opposed to these days, persecution of 

widows did not exist and remarriage was a common habit. No instance of widow burning 

was documented in the Vedic times. 

What was essential, however, was the access to education for girls, especially in the  

well-to-do families. Not only could they read, but they also did not hesitate to apply this 

ability and a few of them became authors of hymns which constitute part of the Hindu 

sacred texts. Even though many hymns are attributed to women by mistake and the real 

number of preserved poetic works of female authors is quite low (Witzel), there is no doubt 

that ancient-Indian women had the education and skill to create their own original pieces of 

religious or philosophical poetry. 

                                                
1 Vedic ritual drink 
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2.1.2 Non-Aryan society 

The cultural background of Rig Veda cannot be considered universal in the most 

ancient era of the history of the Indian subcontinent. In fact, pastoral Aryans invaded the 

area not long before recording their first Vedas. They arrived in the land inhabited by 

indigenous Dravidian people ‘Adivasi’ who formed prevalently agricultural society. 

The Adivasi were an ancient and well-developed civilization, as proven by the 

magnificent ruins of their urban sites such as Harappa, who had their own religious beliefs 

and traditions. The most celebrated principle being the feminine one, non-Vedic culture 

stressed the importance of goddesses and some tribes were very likely matriarchal or at 

least quite egalitarian. The arrival of Aryan tribes initiated a period of a continual 

assimilation of the two cultures which resulted in syncretism in which patriarchal values 

prevailed. Two sets of Gods became one official pantheon, even goddesses of the agrarian 

societies were incorporated into the Aryan mythology. From the position of supreme 

mothers, however, they would be remodelled into subordinated wives of Aryan gods 

(Tharu and Lalita 53). 

Naturally, also Dravidian ethnic groups produced their own literature, with the 

majority of the oldest poems being spread orally. Yet, some of the works written in 

vernacular language also had a written form, inferring from the later transcriptions. Among 

the most important vernacular literary tradition in which women participated significantly 

is the Sangam poetry written in Tamil mostly between 1st Century BCE and 3rd Century 

CE. What is even more fascinating is the fact that unlike Aryan literature, Sangam 

literature of female authors was predominantly secular (Sivakumar 182). The perspective is 

clearly feminine – the poems often depict young women describing their passions and 

love: “my desires came true when I / united with him under a punnai / tree bearing clusters 

of flowers” (Kurunthokai 299). Others portray mourning mothers who lost their sons: 

 

you ask me, “Where is your son?” 

I do not know where he is. 
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Like a mountain cave that a tiger 

inhabited and abandoned, 

is this womb which gave birth to him.  

(Puranānūru 86) 

Only the fact that Aryan patriarchal culture was spreading from the north prevented 

the areas of Tamil Nadu from any contact with such strongly patriarchal society for several 

centuries. Consequently, it enabled Tamil female writers to participate in one of the most 

impressive writing of the Indian literary heritage.  

 

2.1.3 Medieval era  

Towards the end of the Vedic period both the religious and social structures of the 

northern provinces of India were becoming more and more fossilized. The caste system 

became fully developed and the power of women was confined to the boundaries of the 

household. The influence of the culture was spreading southwards, until it reached the 

Dravidian territory. What it provoked was a counterculture; the Bhakti movement.  

Approximately at the end of the first millennium CA a group of philosophers from 

Tamil Nadu dusted off the principles of Sangam poetry and the oldest Vedic tradition. The 

movement was based on individual devotion to God, therefore, anybody could join, 

irrespective of their caste or gender (Laksmidharananda). Also, their religious beliefs 

differed immensely, there were devotees of diverse Gods. The shared feature was 

dismissing the empty rituals of traditional worship. Instead, they often peregrinated India, 

celebrating their Gods by chanting songs and poetry. The thought spreading northwards 

caused people of many territories to participate, which was instrumental in promoting 

many vernacular languages. (Rajagopalachary).  

The resurrection of humanism and individual faith enabled another era of Indian 

women’s literature. There are several poets whose verses have been conserved in a written 

form and many others who are known from oral tradition only. To name at least one, 

Janabai who was born in 1298, can be chosen as emblematic of the earlier years of the 
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movement. Being born both a girl and a Sudra, she worked her whole life as a domestic 

servant (Tharu and Lalita 83). Even though her job was very demanding and she had 

hardly any time for her personal life and religious practice, she managed to maintain not 

only her spiritual devotion but also a hint of feminist rebellion in her poetry.  

 

Cymbals in hand, 

a veena upon my shoulder, 

I go about; 

who dares to stop me? 

 

The pallav of my sari 

falls away (A scandal!); 

yet will I enter 

the crowded marketplace 

without a thought. 

 

Jani says, My Lord,  

I have become a slut 

to reach Your home. (Janabai)

 

2.1.4 The Era of British Influence 

Company Raj 

When the East India Company was founded in 1600, the relations between India 

and England were based on commerce. The company maintained business relationships 

with other areas in the East Indies as well, however, towards the end of the 17th century, 

India became the focal point of their trade (Marshall). In the early decades of the 18th 

century, the Mughal empire started to deteriorate which threw the country into disarray. 

Some of the regions joined the Maratha Empire, others turned into independent 

principalities. But the heterogeneous Maratha Empire did not last long. After winning the 

battle of Plassey in 1757, the East India Company established a new Raj2. Half a century 

later, the company’s army finally defeated the Maratha empire and became a sovereign 

ruler of the land (Bose and Jalal 47). This phase of British intervention was put to an end in 

1858 by the Indian Rebellion which brought many reforms and removed the East India 

Company from their political power. 

                                                
2 empire, rule 
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British Raj 

British Crown gained ascendancy over most areas of India after the rebellion and 

started to cooperate even with the independent principalities. The colonial policies were no 

better than anywhere else, even though the Crown built infrastructure consisting of roads, 

railways and canals, they brought the English educational system and a stable law for the 

whole British Raj. Investment on such a scale “created suitable conditions for the growth 

of industry and enterprise; (Kaul)” moreover, it improved the image of the empire. The 

adverse face of the British administration cannot be omitted. Extensive taxation and other 

forms of revenues constituted the more obvious part of problems. 

The inconspicuous issues of social and cultural changes affected Indian women 

much more profoundly. In 1721, the protectionist Calico Act prohibiting importation of 

cotton textiles into Britain was passed and Britain grew steadily into the most prosperous 

manufacture of cotton fabric. For India, however, this law impaired the importance of 

many cotton-processing cities and therefore also the aristocracy previously profiting from 

the business. As the wealth and significance lowered, aristocrats were forced to reduce 

their expenditure. The easiest method was resigning as patrons of court artist. Thus, 

women poets, singers, musicians and dancers who had a degree of independence and 

considerable education lost their occupation; consequently, the vast majority of them were 

forced into prostitution (Harris). 

The changes struck also peasants when the traditional model of agriculture focused 

on subsistence farming was replaced by the capitalist post-industrial one. This ultimately 

dismissed the women’s generation-old experience. Instead it offered them merely the jobs 

of unqualified workforce in the fields of cotton and other cash crops. Such a decline 

impaired their position severely (Tharu and Lalita 149). British administration in India had 

many more adverse effects. Never was the caste distinction so bold and opportunities for 

women so limited. The imperial power also ridiculed, and later even legally restricted by 

series of laws, the existence of matrilineal societies, such as the Nair. Any leftovers of 

respect for women were exterminated by imposing the laws of Manu, a very rigid ancient 

law code, on the country (Harris).   
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2.1.5 Reform writings and movements 

The oppression felt by all Indians triggered nationalist movements but, at the same 

time, many other reformist writings were promoting either the loosening of caste 

distinction or fighting against gender inequality. Initially, these three paths paralleled each 

other quite independently, nevertheless, as the national movement grew stronger, it started 

to repress the other two movements. Naturally, proposing changes in social structure could 

be easily misinterpreted as symptom of westernization or denouncing the Indian tradition. 

To prevent marring the effort of the nationalist movement, the struggle for social justice 

within the nation was hushed. The time of the British Raj may have been a very unstable 

era, nevertheless, it was this friction and the determination to struggle for better conditions, 

that provoked many authors into writing.  

Literature written between the second half of nineteenth century and the beginning 

of twentieth century, during the first phase of the Indian feminist movement, brought a new 

format of women’s writing - autobiography. The first Indian female writer to publish a 

prose of this genre, Rassundari Devi, describes her life from childhood, through her child 

marriage at the age of 12 and the life of a married woman, to her arduous journey towards 

the acquisition of literacy. Amar Jiban (My life) published in 1868 is by no means stylized 

to serve the feminist perspective, however by simply narrating her life story, Devi touches 

upon many problems of gender inequality. Perhaps the most painful was her struggle to 

master reading, hidden in the kitchen, knowing that if her in-laws became aware of her 

educational aspirations, she would be disgraced. “Wasn’t it a matter to be regretted, that I 

had to go through all this humiliation just because I was a woman? Shut up like a thief, 

even trying to learn was considered an offence (Devi).” 

It is crucial to realize that the author was born in 1810 therefore, her secret self-

teaching could take place approximately in 1830s. First literacy statistics show that in 1901 

only approximately 0.5% of Indian women and 11% of men were literate, which is quite 

low rate for both genders (State of Literacy). What Devi condemns is not the 

inaccessibility of education, rather the social stigma accompanying women’s yearning to 

learn. 
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While Rassundari Devi’s desire for education was purely personal and its 

acquisition was to serve religious and practical tasks such as reading the sacred texts of 

Hinduism or writing a letter to her son, Savitribai Phule was the first woman who 

promoted education as an instrument of social reform. With her husband, Jyotirao 

Govindrao Phule, they founded the first Indian school for women and provided access to 

education for people of all castes, including the untouchables or Dalits, the most 

stigmatized and underprivileged caste in the Indian social hierarchy. Many disapproved of 

their efforts; especially the Brahmins who feared that the enlightenment for masses would 

endanger their position. 

Savitribai Phule learned to read and write only thanks to her progressive husband 

and later became the first Indian woman teacher. As mentioned, her students were 

predominantly from the lowest social classes – Shudras and Dalits. For the community and 

family, these endeavours were way too revolutionary, hence she had to face threats and 

ostracism (Mani). Yet, Phule never yielded, she continued advocating for social equality 

and accessible education not only through social activism but also by means of her rousing 

poetry. “Exert yourself to gather the wealth of knowledge, / Without knowledge animals 

remained dumb, / Don’t rest! Strive to educate yourself” (Phule). 

The fruitfulness of her effort can be proven by the work of the first Dalit woman 

author Mukta Salve who wrote an essay on life conditions of Mahar and Mangs. What is 

more, the problem of gender inequality was expanded on in a pamphlet A Comparison 

Between Women and Men written by Tarabai Sinde. Her writing is very direct and explicit 

in listing injustices of patriarchal India and its impact while advocating for women. She 

also questions the practice of sati3, its one-sidedness and baselessness. Sinde can be 

without a doubt labelled as a feminist (Dev). 

                                                
3 Widow burning; a custom when a widowed woman immolates herself, traditionally on her 

husband’s pyre 
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“Her father protects her in her childhood, her husband protects her in her youth and 

her sons protect her in her old age; a woman is never fit for independence (Manu IX, 3).” 

 

Many other women activists and writers of the era, bravely promoting the idea of 

social justice, contested Manu’s interpretation of womanhood. One of them was Pandita 

Ramabai Saraswati who travelled to Britain where she converted to Christianity and later 

lived in the United States and Canada. All her public activities were very bold and 

purposeful and such was also her writing. In The High Caste Hindu Woman, she combines 

her explanatory narration with extracts from Hindu sacred texts (especially The Laws of 

Manu) and authentic materials written by Indian women. Pandita Ramabai was proving 

that even though the British governance influenced certain features of life, it had no effect 

on deeply ingrained traditions of the highest castes. This publication was not a mere 

academic explanation of the peculiar cultural conditions, it served one more purpose: to 

raise funds to run a shelter for young widows, which she eventually started. 

A creative way of promoting feminist ideas can be found in Rokeya Sakhawat 

Hossain’s story “Sultana’s dream”. Being an Indian Muslim, Hossain could observe an 

immense suffering of many women secluded from the society. She realized that freeing 

women from purdah4 was hardly possible and therefore the only hope did behold in 

education of the younger generation. She founded a school in Calcutta, primarily for 

Muslim girls, and despite disapproval of many members of her community, she persuaded 

local people to educate their daughters. 

“Sultana’s dream” is a story which depicts a utopian society ruled by women, 

where men are secluded. The plot itself serves mainly to carry arguments for emancipation 

of women and therefore is rather trivial. What makes the story unique is the fact that the 

principles and history of the fictional utopian world are conveyed in dialogues. The story 

also uses features of science fiction to manifest that the future of the humanity - and 

                                                
4 Seclusion of women, their segregation from men and covering of bodies typically by wearing 

burqa 
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womankind in particular - consists in the advancement of technologies where there is no 

need for excessive physical strength, which to some degree levels the field. 

 

2.1.6 20th century and contemporary authors 

While the first fifty years of female emancipationist efforts in India aimed to spread 

the thought of equality itself and advocate its existence, in the second phase the tradition 

had been already established. Proliferating across the country, the thoughts of social justice 

were gaining an increasing number of supporters. It culminated in the foundation of several 

organizations which united women activists. Arguably the most famous was the All India 

Women’s Conference founded in 1927. Its fundamental objective was women’s education, 

suffrage and inheritance laws (AIWC). 

Concurrently, the nationalist movements were culminating and India was struggling 

to gain independence. The friction between feminists and separatists lessened as social 

justice groups energetically supported autonomy of the country. A very ambiguous 

perception of women was endorsed by Mahatma Gandhi, the key protagonist of the 

national movement. On the one hand, he “claimed he viewed women as equal to men, 

pointing to his inclusion of women in India’s independence struggle. He celebrated non-

violent protest as a “feminine” principle, neutralising the masculine brutality of British 

rule” (Connellan). On the other hand, outside the scope of the movement, his opinions 

were highly patriarchal, often even misogynistic; especially his stance on rape, menses or 

contraceptives seems extremely retrograde. His attitude has been certainly detrimental to 

the subsequent striving for equality.  

After the Second World War in 1947, British Raj was partitioned into Pakistan and 

India. The nationalists achieved what they had targeted, yet the feminist movement still 

had an important task: to enshrine their democratic ideas in the new constitution. The 

Constituent Assembly consisted of 389 members, amongst them were also Saroini Naidu, 

Durgabai Deshmukh and few other women, 15 in total. The Indian Constitution warrants 

right to equality and prohibits discrimination on the grounds of religion, caste, sex, place of 

birth etc. and also abolishes the practice of untouchability (III/ 15, 17). The constitution 

further limited – but not prohibited – child labour and introduced minimal wage. In 1956 
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the Succession Act which reinforced women’s right to inherit respective part of paternal 

property came into force. 

Nevertheless, India is still quite far from social justice; institutional discrimination 

has been minimalized, yet the deeply ingrained tradition limits the opportunities of women 

in many areas in India. Female writers therefore continue to portray characters affected by 

those social constrains even in the 20th and 21st century. Authors also manifest certain 

stance on writing by the choice of the language.  

Majority of them were accomplished users of English as well as their vernacular 

languages, but at the same time they knew how important this choice is. The discussion 

over the choice of the language has been fierce for a century. Many Indian scholars have 

been refusing English as incapable of expressing the mood and cultural setting of India, 

believing it simply does not convey the Indianness (Prasad). Moreover, after India gained 

its independence, the government started to support revival of the vernacular languages. 

Anita Desai a famous Indian English writer claims that she was made aware that she was 

writing in a language which was obsolete - she was constantly told that she should be 

writing in one of the regional languages (Elmhirst). 

On the other hand, probably the most famous Indian-born British author, Salman 

Rushdie, claimed that writing in a vernacular language is like the Soviet “tractor art” 

(Shankar). The choice depends on language skill of the author, his preferences and polit ical 

view, but also the aim of the book.  English is very convenient in terms of international 

trade – it provides with the opportunity to publish outside the country. Within the realms of 

India, however, it is likely to reduce readership into a group of middle-class readers.  

 

Vernacular language authors 

From the beginning of the 20th century, there have been numerous acknowledged 

women writers who composed in their mother tongue. In 1931, a group of Urdu Writers 

published a short story collection Angaraay, an unconventional book written by 

progressive young authors Sajjad Zaheer, Ahmed Ali and Rasheed Jahan. Immediately 

after their release, the stories provoked an outcry of the Indian public and the British 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sajjad_Zaheer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ahmad_Ali
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government. Being the only woman in the group, Jahan had to bear the largest portion of 

criticism. Nevertheless, these struggles were the impulse to establish the Progressive 

Writers Movement (Hussein).  

That literary group influenced another exquisite Urdu author, Ismat Chughtai. Her 

writing about the oppression of women had been causing sensation for all her life. 

Chughtai was influenced by her childhood; especially growing up in the company of her 

brothers made her bolder and more daring than a girl of that time was supposed to be. She 

also chose friends of different social class, of which her family strongly disapproved. As a 

Muslim girl, she had to strive for education, both in her family and in society. She gained 

her university education and after working as a teacher and later as an inspector of 

municipal schools in Bombay, she gave up this job to pursue a career of a professional 

writer. 

She earned her notoriety by famously controversial short story “Lihaf”, whose 

publication in a literary journal triggered a fierce reaction of the public due to its hints of 

lesbianism. The story is the narration of a young girl, who describes an unsettling 

relationship of her aunt with one of the servants. Amirant, the narrator, observes: “She 

would massage the Begum’s body with a variety of oils and pastes for two hours. The 

doors would be closed, the braziers would be lit and then the session began. Usually Rabbu 

was the only person allowed to remain inside on such occasions.” Chughtai had to defend 

herself at the obscenity trial; she won, claiming that nothing explicitly vulgar is depicted in 

the story. 

The progressive movement became a central organization for the Indian authors. 

Starting in Urdu, it spread quickly throughout all of India. Amrita Pritam who had been 

writing romantic poetry in Punjabi for years, joined the movement, drew inspiration from it 

and produced new works of both poetry and prose. It is very interesting to observe her 

attitude towards language as all her poems are originally written in Punjabi, while the short 

stories exclusively in Hindi. Later in life, around 1960s, she started to write more explicitly 

feminist prose which focused on independent women who accepted responsibility for their 

lives (Tharu and Lalita 161).  
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However, probably the most famous Hindi female author was Krishna Sobti. Her 

works were infallibly concerned with women’s sexuality and family relationships. 

Probably the most famous novel Mitro Marjani (1966) depicts a courageous protagonist 

Mitro, who was able to gain a certain amount of freedom despite living in a traditional 

joint family with an abusive husband. The heroine did not follow the conventions of a 

middle-class traditional household. Looking straight into the eyes of men, wearing 

unconventional clothes and asserting her sexuality incited adverse reaction of the male 

relatives (Tiwari). Nevertheless, Sobti never questions the existence of joint household 

itself, she is rather advocating for higher level of equality within this family unit. 

Kannada “progressive” writers had slightly different priorities. Majority of them 

were communists by conviction which was reflected in their writings. The focus on the 

oppressed and exploited classes of citizens resulted in generalization and oversimplified 

reflection of reality. Mandagadde Krishnarao Indira, a well-known novelist, was surely 

acquainted with the Kannada realism, yet her writing does not lack depth. Her most famous 

novel Phaniyamma depicts life of a child widow, an issue which was still relevant in 1976. 

Though the main character behaves according to the tradition, she clearly unveils 

hypocrisy and obtuseness behind following the old traditions. 

It is necessary to claim that this chapter is by no means exhaustive list of all women 

authors writing in their vernacular languages. It merely aims to explain what were some of 

the most prominent topics and techniques of writing of that time and the attitudes of 

society towards the works published.  

Indian English women authors 

There are many Indian women authors who use English as their literary language, 

this chapter features only a few of the most well-known and acknowledged ones. The 

works briefly described in the following section deal mostly with the recurrent subject 

matter of the Indian culture, environment and traditions, especially position of women 

within its realms; they also often depict Indian expatriates and their cultural shock. 
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Anita Desai 

Anita Desai was born in 1937 in a multicultural family of a German mother and 

Indian father. She spoke German at home, Hindi with her friends in Delhi, attended a 

school run by British missionaries, she learned Urdu and Bengali. As English was the first 

language she learned to write, it became language of all her works (Desai 1994). After 

finishing her BC in English literature, she got married and brought up four children. Later, 

she became a professor of creative writing at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

Very interesting is her attitude towards India. Desai was born there, but after all the 

years spent abroad, she ceased to feel like a native there, now she considers herself as a 

mere visitor. However, her affection for the land is strong: “I miss India intensely, 

especially when I’m writing, because it remains my subject. After more than 20 years 

abroad, it remains the material of all of my work” (Elmhirst). Even when she resided in the 

US, Desai regularly visited India to absorb the atmosphere and draw inspiration. 

What is very typical of Anita Desai are her psychologically fragile characters. 

Already in the first book Cry, the Peacock the main heroine Maya’s instability is what 

catalyses the plot. The coexistence of Maya’s hypersensitive nature and her husband’s 

coldly rational attitude towards life produced resilience which eventually resulted in a 

murder. Nevertheless, the sensitivity and emotional lability hid in many characters of her 

books provoke not only the plot twists, but also the unique rich sensual descriptions which 

is, to an extent, what makes her style distinctive.  

 

Anita Nair 

Anita Nair had been born in Kerala in 1966, and later studied B.A in English 

Literature at NSS College in Ottappalam. Since an early age, her family supported her 

literary career and soon she became one of the most acclaimed Indian authors. 

Her first novel The Better Man set in the traditional patriarchal society brought 

human psychology under the spotlight. Self-determination is the central feature of her later 

works as well. In her second novel Ladies Coupé, the main character, 45-year-old spinster 

Akhila “does what is expected of her; she dreams about the rest (Nair 2).” One day, she 



 

17 

 

decides to leave the life she is living – without husband and children- and buys a one-way 

ticket to a tourist town of Kanyakumari. This is Nair’s only book which is dealing with 

purely women’s stories, depicting different situations in lives, but also different 

personalities of the fellow-travellers of Akhila. Sharing a compartment with other women, 

they exchange stories of their lives, trying to come to terms with destiny, grasping their 

opportunities and do what they desire 

 

Arundathi Roy 

Arundathi Roy was born in 1961 into a family of a tea-planter and a teacher who 

advocated for women’s rights. Her mother, who was of Syrian Christian descent, 

challenged the inheritance laws of the then society. Roy’s parents divorced when she was 

only two. Though studying architecture, she felt no desire to pursue the career and instead, 

she did odd jobs to make her living (Tikkanen). For a few years, she settled in the film 

industry as an actor and a screenwriter (IMDb). After her scandalous critique of Shekhar 

Kapur’s movie “Bandit Queen,” she withdrew from the industry and settled to finish her 

first novel. The fact that she never lived abroad plays a decisive role in her writing – unlike 

Anita Desai, she had been purely Indian in essence. (Roy). 

The God of Small Things was published in 1996. From the beginning, the book has 

been spoken about in superlatives, it received several prizes and brought uncommon 

commercial success. Though the author employs 3rd person narration, the story is presented 

from the perspective of a female character Rachel which focuses reader’s attention 

primarily at the interpersonal relationships, but it also depicts caste discrimination and the 

dismal position of women. Roy drew inspiration from her own life – she had authentic 

experience of unstable family and separation of parents, moreover she experienced also 

social discrimination due to her inter-caste and inter-religion descent. 

Roy became an energetic activist after releasing her book and since then, the only 

other piece of fiction she published, The Ministry of Utmost Happiness (2017), proves how 

immensely the themes of Roy’s writing have changed; leaving the realms of the family to 

unearth problems of the national and international politics.  
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Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni 

Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni was born in 1956 but after finishing her B. A. at the 

University in Calcutta, she decided to pursue her graduate studies in the United States. In 

1976, She arrived in Ohio where she was to study English literature at Wright State 

University in Dayton. She completed her PhD at University of California in Berkeley and 

proceeded to teach creative writing programme at the University of Huston (UH). She 

married S. Murthy Divakaruni in 1979 and has two sons. Apart from her teaching, she also 

participates on domestic violence prevention. She started to volunteer at a women’s 

centrum in Berkeley, but, as she claims, “then I realized there was a real need (of the 

service) in the south Asian community as well (HoustonPBS 08:25).” She later co-founded 

MAITRI, a resource for women dealing with domestic violence. 

Divakaruni started her writing career as a poet, but, she found herself as a prose 

author. “When I moved to fiction, the world just opened up for me, it allowed me to bring 

characters to life,” claims the writer (HoustonPBS 03:30). Her paramount source of 

influence is the position of women within a society, immigration and cultural shock. 

Especially the multiplicity of experience, straddling Indian and American culture causes 

the discrepancy of the duty and free will. Her books are also interwoven with many 

features of the Indian folk-tales, and tend to be metaphoric. Thanks to their colourful 

imagery, many of her books were made into movies. 

Dark like the river (1990), The Reason for Nasturtiums and Black Candle (1991), 

three collections of poems, introduced her as a writer. In the Black Candle, Divakaruni 

focuses on women from India, Bangladesh and Pakistan, and their experience of domestic 

violence, stillbirth and child abuse. So far, the last collection of poetry, Leaving Yuba City 

(1997), has gained much critical acclaim. “It witnesses arranged marriage between young 

girls and older men, racism in American schools (Huang 68).”  

In 1995, Arranged Marriage was released and the positive receptions of the short 

story collection encouraged Divakaruni to pursue prose-writing. What followed was The 

Mistress of Spices, a novel with features of magic realism, written in a highly poetic 

language. In her following book Sister of My Heart she expands on yet another recurrent 



 

19 

 

topic of her writing – emotional bond and friendship of two women. The novel seems to be 

inspired by a story “The Ultrasound” (Arranged Marriage) as it expands on the different 

lives of two women, Anju and Sudha, who used to be like sisters but in their married lives, 

their experience differs immensely. In The Vine od Desire Sudha flees from her husband 

determined to bring up her daughter on her own. She escapes to California and reunites 

with Anju. Their friendship helps them to deal with their painful life experience. 

Very interesting is Divakaruni’s 2008 novel The Palace of Illusions, rendition of 

the Hindu sacred epos of Mahabharata. The author preserved the plot, but narrates the 

whole epic from the viewpoint of Princess Draupadi, therefore the narration is shifted from 

elaborate descriptions of battles and heroes towards the problems of life in patriarchal 

society. In the later novels, the author opts for more concrete background of the stories; i.e. 

referring to 9/11 terrorist attack in Oleander Girl (2013). 
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3 Divakaruni’s Feminist Take on Indian Traditions 

 

The practical part of this thesis aims to describe a whole range of Indian traditions 

as depicted in Divakaruni’s short story collection Arranged Marriage, showing both the 

traditional outlook on the heritage and a modern-day feminist perspective. The analysis 

typically first provides a brief synopsis and then points out which aspects of the story 

under examination can be understood as critical of Indian traditions and which can be read 

as condoning or appreciative. 

 

3.1 The Bats 

The story reveals a situation of a physically abused woman who flees away from 

the household with her daughter and finds a refuge at her uncle’s.  The daughter is having a 

wonderful time with her Grandpa-uncle enjoying the rural way of life. Eventually, the 

mother decides they should return to her husband, probably in good faith that they would 

not face the domestic violence again. However, the opposite is true and they have to escape 

many more times, always returning back home. The plot is presented by a first person 

naive child narrator whose understanding of the world and situation is minimal and yet, the 

narration – or rather description of events – is very precise and gives the impression of 

being reliable, i.e. untainted by any expressionist biases.  

The disclosure of domestic violence in the very first story seems to be a dramatic 

beginning of a collection of short stories as it is one of the most distressing manifestations 

of gender inequality. It ought to be mentioned that the problem can be found worldwide, 

both in the most developed countries and the pre-industrialized ones, however, any strictly 

patriarchal society, as in the majority of Indian states, faces higher rate of the violence 

against women. The problem is also substantially more difficult to be examined and solved 

there, because many women do not have a chance to report it to the police, whether 
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because they are forced to stay indoors and thus cannot reach the station or they do not 

want to face an immense wave of prejudice by both the police and the majority society. 

Against the threatening backdrop of an abusive relationship, Divakaruni unfolds a 

surprisingly positive episodic story of strong family ties. After she experiences domestic 

violence, the mother takes her child and without any previous notice they seek a shelter at 

their Grandpa-uncle’s house and consequently they are offered to stay as long as they want 

to. Such a selfless offer and hospitability from somebody who does not even belong to the 

immediate family constitutes a considerable counterpart to the main story-line, showing the 

more positive outcomes of stability of Indian families, explaining the effort to stay 

together, as one inseparable unit. 

Nevertheless, the most conspicuous topic of the story is not the immediate help of a 

distant relative, not even the domestic violence itself, but rather the behavioural pattern of 

the victim. Instead of running away and starting a new life, the mother keeps returning. 

Divakaruni draws a clear parallel between numerous returns of the mother to her violent 

husband and the episodic story of incorrigible bats which kept returning to the poisoned 

trees, even though they knew they would die when consuming the fruit. This seemingly 

irrational behaviour is commented by Grandpa-uncle: “I guess they (the bats) just don’t 

realize what’s happening. They don’t realize that by flying somewhere else they’ll be safe. 

Or maybe they do, but there’s something that keeps pulling them back here” (Divakaruni 

8).  

That something which keeps pulling the mother back consists of several partial 

problems. “I couldn’t stand it, the stares and whispers of the women, down in the 

marketplace. The loneliness of being without him,” (Divakaruni 11) explains the mother. 

Social pressure forcing families to stay together, the notion that a single mother is to be 

blamed for marriage breakdown and the financial difficulties which would undoubtedly 

result from the independence is a price of emancipation way too high for majority of 

abused women.  

Another phenomenon accompanying this issue is the statistically notable and well-

documented instance of the victim becoming strongly attached to the abuser, a 

phenomenon referred to as the Domestic Stockholm Syndrome. The mother loved her 
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abusive partner and felt lonely without him. Even the tiniest hint of his kindness she could 

remember became a tremendous force which drew her back (Lambert). Thus, the circular 

pattern of severe abuse, escape from the household and another return in faith that 

everything will be all right remains uninterrupted in the story.  

“The Bats” does not lend itself to simple ideological interpretations along the 

“traditional/progressive” dichotomy. The story can be readily read as a critique of some 

chauvinistic aspects of Indian tradition (and many other traditions, for that matter). The 

social stigma of a single mother and the communal tendency to see the wife as the ultimate 

cohesive element meant to hold the family together at all costs; these are the influences 

which in effect make the mother of the narrator return to her abuser, even though her 

behaviour is ostentatiously described as foolish within the context of story. Divakaruni’s 

narrative perspective certainly does not condone domestic violence, yet it is not certain 

whether she attributes it to Indian tradition or not. Moreover, this possibly negative aspect 

of the tradition (i.e. being conducive to domestic violence) is countered by the unarguably 

positive feature of blood loyalty, as the abused mother is given a very generous welcome 

by a fairly distant relative. Much like the domestic violence of the husband, the Grandpa-

uncle’s receptiveness also cannot be attributed solely to Indian communal traditions, yet it 

certainly be seen as conducive to this kind of behaviour. All in all, the first story in the 

collection seems to both criticise and endorse Indian traditions and communal values. 

 

3.2 The Clothes 

While in the first story the topic of an arranged marriage is not even hinted, in the 

second one, Divakaruni offers quite an accurate portrayal of pre-marital proceedings 

through the perspective of a young woman Sumita, who is to be married just to lose her 

husband not long after. 

The whole process begins with finding a suitable spouse, which is an issue of the 

elders of the family, counting grand-aunts and grand-uncles, or a matchmaker, not the 

husband-to-be. Of course, the effort put in the matchmaking is immense, parents always 

striving to choose the best partner for their child. Sumita’s father tries to calm down her 
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anxiety by claiming “He’s a good man. Comes from a fine family. He will be kind to you” 

(Divakaruni 19). What he really knows is very likely only that his family is decent, without 

any scandalous history. He surely knows also the religion, caste, horoscope, education, 

social status and appearance of the chosen man. However, any personality traits or 

character remain usually hidden till the marriage. 

When a prospective spouse is chosen, parents of both sides arrange bride-viewing. 

The man with his family traditionally visits the girl’s family at her home. It is the occasion 

which determines the outcome of match making and therefore is treated accordingly. The 

preparations take several days and the family invests enormous amount of money in their 

daughter’s outfit. The bride and groom to be do not have much chance to communicate 

with each other before wedding, the whole event is focused on the appearance of the girl.  

As Sumita realizes, if she is chosen, she’d travel halfway around the world to live 

with a man she never met (Divakaruni 18). Retreat is utterly impossible and any complaint 

would be considered highly ungrateful as it costs much effort, though often unsolicited, to 

choose the groom, to say nothing of the financial expenses. As Sumita does not have much 

choice, she yields to the tradition. 

Another problematic mentioned is a notion of “wifely duty.” Before getting 

married, the woman is instructed that she is obliged to offer her body to her husband on the 

first night as well as later in the marital life, no matter how she feels about it. Considering 

how naturally accepted was the topic of sexual life in the 3rd century CE when Kama Sutra 

was written, it is surprising that intimate life became a taboo topic in India, described as 

something disgusting, yet compulsory. Women share advices how to survive this duty: 

“Bite hard on your tongue,” Madhavi had advised. “The pain will keep your mind off 

what’s going on down there” (Divakaruni 22). Showing any sign of contempt can be 

considered highly indecent, manifesting aversion is deemed ungrateful. Sumita bit her 

tongue according to the recommendation, and when she cried out, Somesh was respectful 

enough not to demand that wifely duty. 

Many brides flying across the ocean to America have no idea what is awaiting 

them. Majority of Indians view staying in the United States as guarantee of a rich and 

carefree life, therefore parents often try to arrange such an intercontinental Indian 
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marriage, believing that it is the best for their children. In many cases, the women realize 

the real conditions of the American household only after they arrive there. Sunita’s 

husband was honest enough to tell her. “The night before he left, Somesh confessed that 

the store wasn’t making much money yet” (Divakaruni 22). 

Living in America turns out much less new and exciting than the women imagine. 

“A married woman belongs to her husband, her in-laws.” Therefore, Sumita stayed 

indoors, taking care of her husband’s parents and the household. Even though they treated 

her quite kindly, she lacked privacy and freedom. She could not go out, she was not 

allowed to work and to address her own husband by his name. In Indian families, the eldest 

son has a duty to take care of his parents, therefore Somesh had to invest in maintaining the 

household of his parents. Consequently, saving for his own flat was rather sluggish.  

However, the story merely touches on the possibility of troubles. Sumita and 

Somesh are well fitted for each other, living their life in love and mutual respect. Thanks to 

this, Divakaruni clearly demonstrates that arranged marriages have the potential of 

becoming successful and fulfilling, explains why the traditional marriage prevails. 

Just right before he earns enough money for his own flat, Somesh is killed by a 

robber. The impact on Sumita is fatal. In one moment, she becomes a widow. Not only it 

means her social position deteriorated, as people believed her bad karma caused the death, 

she was also expected to spend the rest of her life with her in-laws, probably eating once a 

day only, wearing plain white sari for the rest of her life with no perspective of remarriage 

or a normal family life. With the prospect in mind, Sumita grabbed all her power and 

decided to start a new chapter of her life in the United States. Divakaruni manifests the 

possibility of an escape from any tradition, claiming, the they are not something fatal, 

inevitable. 

Judging by the chronology of the story, “Clothes” is more readily understood as a 

criticism of Indian traditional value system. This is most transparent in Sumita’s ultimate 

refusal to spend the rest of her life with her in-laws back in India. This is all the more 

definitive and condemning because on the last page of the story, right before the 

denouement, we are conditioned to believe that Sumita appreciates the comparatively 

benign approach of her in-laws who do not insist that she should cut off her hair and seem 
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to make no suggestion that she is in any way culpable for the death of her husband. This is 

why she needs the “deux ex machina” intervention, namely the reminiscence of her near-

drowning experience, to alert her to the fact that this is in fact a matter of life or death as 

far as she is concerned. Since this epiphany is the final punchline of the story, it is hard to 

relativize this critical stance on Indian traditions by referring to the fact that Somesh turns 

out to be an exemplary husband, though match-made. 

 

3.3 Silver Pavements, Golden Roofs 

A young Indian woman, the narrator of the third story of the book, comes to the 

United States of America to become a university student and a long-time guest of her aunt 

Pratima and an uncle Bikram. Her yearning for education was, as the author hints, 

enhanced by the threat of arranged marriage. First, she admits that her mother had been 

against her coming to America. On the flight, she further speculates: “Maybe I should have 

listened to Mother after all. Should have let her arrange that marriage for me with Aunt 

Sarita’s neighbour’s nephew” (Divakaruni 38). Traditionally, the mere refusal of arranged 

marriage means nothing – a girl belongs to her parents; hence, she must obey. 

Alternatively, a sufficiently eloquent argument can help to gain a few years of freedom and 

education might be the only possible way of avoiding the pressure to get married at an 

early age. University years are often the only ones when an Indian woman reaches at least  

a slight amount of independence 

Arriving to the United States, the protagonist realizes that the financial situation of 

her relatives is much worse than she expected. The whole old and honourable family in 

India was convinced that Pratima married an affluent businessman and she believed so as 

well, until she arrived in her new home in Chicago. “Her shock at discovering that her 

husband was not the owner of an automobile empire (as the matchmaker had assured her 

family) but only a mechanic who had a dingy garage in an undesirable part of town” 

(Divakaruni 44). 

The institution of a matchmaking is a very traditional and lucrative one. And often 

also highly corrupted. Especially in the case of intercontinental Indian arranged marriages, 
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a matchmaker can manipulate the data easily, creating an impression that the spouse who 

lives overseas can offer much higher status and amount of property, than he really 

possesses. As the procreational family of the wife usually do not travel from their 

birthplace and a husband might be in control of all the correspondence of his wife, the 

fraud is scarcely discovered. However, even the discovery of the deception does not 

change the situation, it would bring shame upon the family if their daughter left her 

husband or got divorced. The woman herself often does not even speak the language of the 

country where she lives, so she practically cannot escape from her arranged fate by setting 

herself free. Inequality of the spouses may result in a problematic or even abusive 

relationship, either because of the lack of affection for each other or for inability to face 

difficulties.  

Divakaruni also depicts the disappointment of an Indian girl, who expected that all 

inhabitants of the United States live in the houses she saw in the housing magazines and 

who views the States as the country of unlimited possibilities. As Bikram dryly comments 

they all (Indians) thought they’d become millionaires, however, it’s not so easy. 

Possibilities are indeed strongly limited by people’s background, appearance, education 

and means. In case of immigrants, the prospect of climbing the social ladder is much 

harder as the locals blame them for impairing the economy, for taking away their jobs 

(Divakaruni 43).  

To the astonishment of both a reader and the young Indian girl, the unequal 

arranged marriage of Bengali aristocrat daughter and an Indian-American mechanic which 

was based on lies of a matchmaker works, somehow. It might not be the happiest one, but 

both Bikram and Pratima feel affection, if not love, for each other; they are determined to 

face all the challenges of the life of immigrants. 

The prospect of marriage, considered a milestone in a girl’s life, arouses mixed 

emotions. Parents strive to arrange the marriage as early as possible, according to the 

honourable ancient tradition. To avoid the constant family pressure, many contemporary 

women flee India to study abroad. Arranged marriage is depicted as very risky, as due to 

the intrigues of match-makers, unequal spouses might be chosen. As be the case with 

Pratima and Bikram, the differences and dissatisfaction of deceived spouses generate 
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detrimental effect upon the relationship, in this story the friction triggers even domestic 

violence. Divakaruni obviously does not condemn arranged marriage itself and does not 

apologize violence, she ascribes the faults to human erring on the background of the Indian 

traditions.  

 

3.4 The Word Love 

The clash between respect for parents and one’s private life frustrates many young 

people. Absolute identifying with the main character of the fourth story, a young girl from 

India who studies at UC Berkeley, is attained through a second person narration. 

The Indian way of upbringing tends to be very strict, especially for daughters. 

Parents usually do not encourage independence as it is of no use for girls in the traditional 

Indian household. They bring them usually with love, but very strictly, obedience being the 

paramount virtue. Words like “Better no daughter than a disobedient one, a shame to the 

family” (Divakaruni 62) show the shared view on the target of the conditioning. A 

daughter must comply with the social order. She must accept the authority of her parents 

and later her husband. If she fails to fulfil the expectations, she is no longer welcome in the 

family. 

Stringency does not mean a lack of love. On the contrary, Divakaruni describes a 

deeply affectionate mother-daughter relationship in the story.  As any parents in the world, 

also the Indian ones are using the tough methods only for their children’s best. The belief 

that the traditional way of life is the only honourable and moral one prevails even in the 

21st century. 

Paradoxically such positive memories of childhood complicate the situation of the 

main character of “The Word Love.” She straddles a modern life of a Californian student 

and a role of an Indian daughter, finally realizing that those are incompatible. Premarital 

intimate relationship is strictly forbidden, own choice of partner not accepted. Therefore, 

when her mother finds out about her boyfriend, she disowns her by saying: “But now of 

course you need not come [home]” (Divakaruni 64) and cuts off any form of 

communication. Though very painful, discontinuing such an oppressive family relationship 
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proved to be the most straightforward way towards emancipation. The suffocating role of a 

daughter disappeared and the main character deliberately dismissed also her intimate 

relationship in order to set herself free, ready for a new life. 

Traditional household have been operating for centuries without any significant 

changes; the roles of family members assigned, rules popularly known, privacy and 

individuality non-existent. In such a joint family, obedience was a must, as any 

misdemeanour endangered the family’s honour and cohesiveness. Only against the 

backdrop of the modern age does the old order appear oppressive. Divakaruni, however, 

conveys the story non-judgmentally; she merely juxtaposes the traditional and the 

progressive to reveal how ossified and non-functional the ancient system is, in the 

contemporary globalized society. Such a custom does not guarantee stability of a family, 

on the contrary, it results in disruption.  Though not explicitly, Divakaruni voices her 

critique of the culture, in which traditions triumph over maternal love. 

 

3.5 A Perfect Life 

A childless unmarried woman successful in her career, with no desire of being a 

mother just yet, does not give rise to much ado in the western countries. However, when it 

comes to Indian-American community in California, not even the distance of 12 thousand 

kilometres from homeland makes any difference in mentality. 

Meera had her perfect life. Though not even thirty yet, she had a great career at the 

bank, an apartment and a fulfilling personal life. Enjoying her lifestyle, she did not wish to 

alter anything. However, as an unmarried Indian woman, she had to face the constant 

pressure of her mother who was eager to arrange a marriage. Receiving innumerable letters 

from her mother which contained photos of eligible Indian young men and visiting 

households of families with children just convinced her about the advantages of her 

conduct. She also had to deal with the more or less polite inquiries about her life, trying to 

explain to the other Indian women living in the Bay Area that she truly does not regret 

being still unmarried and childless. However, she never proclaimed she would not become 

a mother in the future – especially because she could see the unconditional mother-love of 
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her friend Sharmila, who used to be equally sceptical of the joy of parenting. Meera 

claimed: “Not that I was against marriage—or even against having a child. I just wanted to 

make sure that when it happened, it would be on my own terms” (Divakaruni 76). 

Her life changed instantly – by finding a waif. She takes the abandoned ten-year-

old boy, Krishna, who does not even speak to her apartment. It is the moment that changes 

her life by revealing two new dimensions. First is the deep affection, the urge to protect a 

child no matter how irrational it may be. The other one consisted of juggling her 

professional career and motherhood. None of those made her life easier. But what was 

most difficult was the complete lack of understanding from her boyfriend Richard. 

The heroine of a story indeed organized a perfect life for herself. Perched in her 

modern apartment thousands of kilometres far from her traditional family, she leads a fully 

westernized life with a fulfilling and well-paid job and an easy-going boyfriend. 

Nevertheless, the Indian traditions are still visible on the backdrop of the story. Meera’s 

mother insisted on finding an eligible husband for her and arranging their marriage and the 

Indian community in the Bay Area questioning her choice to live unmarried and childless. 

Divakaruni condones both these manifestations of customs, merely touching upon them. 

The traditions reoccur at the end of the story; Krishna gets lost and Meena, in despair, 

considered returning to India and accepting an arranged marriage. For a moment the 

independent and educated young woman perceived the traditional system as a shelter. Just 

a brief contemplation unearths the similarity of a shelter and a prison. Divakaruni therefore 

both criticises and acknowledges the stability of the traditional model of society. 

 

3.6 The maid servant’s story 

Frame 

Another story of a collision of two different sets of values is presented through the 

perspective of a young Indian teacher Manisha who was educated and lives in California. 

She was dating a boyfriend, a teacher of psychology. Of course, when she mentioned so, 

her aunt, who is very close to her, immediately inquired into the wedding arrangements. 

Even though Manisha protested that she hardly knows Bijoy and therefore is unlikely to 
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get married for a while, her Aunt Deepa Mashi argues that she had seen her husband only 

for 15 minutes at Bride Viewing before their wedding and they are living happily ever 

since. She admits that times have changed, but claims that “the really important things 

never change” (Divakaruni 111). 

It is this notion which complicates life of all women, predominantly those living in 

very traditional cultures. While the whole world changes, women can get education and are 

supposed to work, yet they are expected to get married, take care of the household and 

bring up children. The problem is not only interpersonal, but also psychological. Her 

boyfriend “said he wasn’t ready to be tied down by marriage. I’d felt angry, insulted—far 

more so than if an American man had said the same thing. (***) His utter disregard for the 

rules of my youth—and surely his as well—fascinated me” (Divakaruni 114). 

Breaking free from the set of values deeply ingrained in a brain requires great 

strength and an immense intrapersonal intelligence. Arriving at the realization that the 

conduct, once considered moral, is not necessarily the most suitable one, tends to be very 

painful. What is worse, even overcoming the personal crisis does not make it easier to face 

the social conflict arising from the realization. For the society, only the old hereditary 

morals are valid. 

 

Story 

The most notorious issue of Hindu society is the cast system and Divakaruni is 

touching on that topic in the story of Deepa Mashi. It is inadvisable to be in contact with 

the low classes also for practical reasons. “Of course, you couldn’t (give them rice) 

because news of it would travel along the beggar grapevine and the next day a hundred 

others would descend on us” (Divakaruni 119). If one member of the lower caste gets help, 

there will be a number of others who will claim their right of the same aid. Of course, as 

the caste system, though officially illegal, still exists in India and causes a hopeless 

hereditary poverty, the lowest classes have nothing to lose and therefore use any chance to 

attempt to enrich themselves at the expense of the higher castes. 
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Educating lower classes is also considered to be a bad idea. “Things like that give 

ideas to the lower classes, especially the women. Makes them want to rise above their 

station “(Divakaruni 126). Literacy would indeed make people think about their position, it 

might erase the borders between the clearly defined castes, which seems rather dangerous 

from the higher class’ point of view as it might jeopardize their superiority.  

The only occasion which is silently breaking the strict rules of class separations, is 

rather dark. The higher castes have usually several low-class servants and not infrequently, 

the masters require also sexual services from their girl-servants. Sometimes it takes a form 

of extortion, sometimes it is a kind of business agreement of both sides. “These things 

happened—even in her sheltered provincial existence she’d heard of them often enough 

(Divakaruni 147).” It was by no means unusual and refusal of such an intercourse would 

very often mean losing a quite stable job of a servant-girl. 

A recurrent theme of several stories, the fact that a woman belongs to her husband 

or parents, reappears. “What’s this about her not wanting? Everyone knows a daughter 

belongs to her parents, a wife to her husband” (Divakaruni 150). In this story, the theme is 

amplified to absurdity when a mother claims her right just to force her own daughter to 

earn money by prostitution. That results in the girl having her honour destroyed and being 

looked down upon. However, if she refuses, she will be considered disobedient which 

makes her also immoral, as Indian tradition considers utter obedience an utmost value as 

clearly stated: “praising her for being tractable and obedient, which as everyone knew were 

the cardinal virtues of womanhood” (Divakaruni 147). 

While one would expect utter demonization of the caste system in “The Maid 

Servant’s Story,” Divakaruni chose to reason motivation of class separation instead. She is 

far from endorsing such a stratification of society, yet the people depicted in the tale accept 

the system unanimously – both Brahmins and Dalits. Trespassing the boundaries triggers 

outcry on both sides. The husband, head of the household, denounced educating servant 

women, in fear they would rise above their station. Keeping majority population of the 

land in ignorance, preventing them from attaining education concentrates power in the 

hands of few. Even though any contact with the lower classes is inadvisable, men 

frequently misuse their influence to molest their servants. While implicit in her critique of 
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the caste differentiation, Divakaruni disapproves of non-existent access to education 

deriving from the hereditary morals, the hypocrisy and immorality of the Brahmin men and 

the extra-marital affairs frequently based on the abuse of their power.  

The author also questions the tradition of woman’s dependence on her husband and 

in-laws or parents. On the other hand, she fully endorses the support one can find in the 

extended family and strong family ties which help to overcome any hardships; i.e. 

upbringing of a child after the loss of one’s husband.  All in all, Divakaruni portrays family 

as a double-edged social unit – on one hand, it provides protection in the times of distress, 

on the other hand, compromising on freedom and individuality is expected; thus “The 

Maid Servant’s Story” presents rather ambiguous outlook on Indian traditions.  

  

3.7 The Disappearance 

The only story of the book narrated from man’s perspective is offering an outlook 

on the Indian marriage from the other point of view. The husband who lost his wife was 

sure she must had been kidnapped, but later realized she had ran away. The husband 

claimed he was undeniably a good husband. He had believed so. He let the wife have her 

way; as he said, she could redecorate the kitchen as she liked or choose a vacation 

destination. Furthermore, he was always careful not to hurt her, which cannot be taken for 

granted in an Indian marriage. His love was manifested through the reward he offered to 

anyone who would find his missing wife. “His wife was more important to him, after all, 

than all the money in the world” (Divakaruni 173). 

The seemingly perfect benevolence is, however, questioned by the author. Of 

course, he merely advocated for his honour letting his wife to redecorate the kitchen. When 

it came to any more significant decision, he was the one to decide. He did not let his wife 

to study or work, he did not let her wear western clothes, making the suppression 

seemingly milder by claiming that she does not need any of those things. As he had chosen 

an intelligent wife, she felt oppressed and unfulfilled. From the first moment when the 

husband, or rather his mother, decided he should get married, his requirements were very 

ambiguous. He wished for a quiet and totally submissive girl who would be relieved to 
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have her husband make the major decisions (Divakaruni 171). On the other hand, he also 

wanted the woman to be clever and educated so that he could boast about her. 

He seemingly found a suitable one. A very quiet, and seemingly deferential young 

girl, who was educated and brought up properly, in the Indian way. The husband therefore 

interpreted her sexual reluctance as an outcome of this conditioning. When she was 

struggling to avoid the intercourse, the husband would coerce it from her, thinking it 

completely natural, even right. “Surely he couldn’t be blamed for raising his voice at those 

times, or for grabbing her by the elbow and pulling her to the bed, like he did that last 

night” (Divakaruni 172). What he considered a normal intimate life was merely a repeated 

marital rape.  

The wife was courageous enough to leave this harmful relationship proving her 

strength, while the husband, without admitting his misconduct and imperfections, found a 

second wife who was much less intelligent and therefore wouldn’t challenge the rights of 

the head of the traditional Indian family. 

The change of perspective offers Divakaruni yet another way of attaining utmost 

credibility. In “The Disappearance” the protagonist exhibits a degree of ignorance and lack 

of empathy towards his wife. The author hints the evolution of the Indian society; while it 

used to be utterly undesirable to educate women, in this case the husband required that his 

wife-to-be had completed a few years at a college. Despite requesting education, the 

demand of an utmost docility and a dog-like devotion remains unaltered. The notion that a 

woman should be quiet and chaste create utterly unhealthy background for a relationship; 

unwillingness to engage in a sexual intercourse being interpreted as decency. While raping 

his own wife unwittingly, the main character felt certain kind of affection, even love for 

her. The only thing that slightly compensates for the negative features of the society is the 

affectionate mother-son relationship showing the strength of their mutual love. The system 

of Indian traditions does not exactly affirm dishonesty and lack of empathy in a marriage, 

it is rather blind to these issues; on the other hand, positive feature of a mother-son 

relationship indisputably represents a vital element of the culture.  
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3.8 Doors 

Love marriage is something a reader would not expect in this collection, yet 

Divakaruni surprises the reader by a story of Preeti, who grew up in California and married 

Deepak, an open-minded Indian student. It is Preeti’s mother, surprisingly, who points out 

the possible future problem of the matrimony. She is fully aware of the difference of their 

cultural background and that is why she tried to arrange marriage with her friends’ sons, 

claiming that “they were all brought up here (in California) not with a set of prehistoric 

values” (Divakaruni 184). 

Deepak’s friends seem to notice a problem as well. As many Indian men, they 

would prefer a pretty uneducated girl from their homeland, who would never talk back; 

therefore, it is not surprising that the notion of marrying an “Americanized” Indian girl 

seemed too risky to them. Their idea of a perfect wife deferred from Deepak’s one who, on 

the contrary, claimed he wanted to base the marriage on love and mutual respect. It worked 

beautifully. Deepak seemed to be helpful and democratic, even respectful of the little 

particularities Preeti had. 

The situation changed when Deepak’s friend Raj arrived. Preeti was informed about 

his visit just one day before he came. The fact, that he intended to stay with them for year 

and a half, was revealed only after his arrival, as a thing which had been already agreed 

upon. Completely logical questions “Isn’t this my house, too? Don’t I get a say in who 

lives in it?” (Divakaruni 192) triggered quite a harsh reaction of Deepak’s. Instead of 

offering apologies, he became very edgy. Having a long-term guest is nothing unusual in 

Indian families. Hospitability is an important feature of the traditional households and 

asking the guest to leave would mean losing face.  

Preeti brought up in the United States in an almost American way needed her space 

and time for herself. On the contrary, privacy is hardly attainable in India, and it is not 

endorsed publicly, as it makes the traditional social control impossible. Deepak viewed her 

claim to privacy as something irrational, unimportant. The difference in conditioning of the 

spouses caused more substantial problems than just the conflict of opinions on privacy. 

The real issue was Deepak’s questioning of Preeti’s opinions and habits, supressing her 

attempts to communicate her feelings. When she finally decided to move in to her friend’s 
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house for a while, Deepak did not let her go. “You can’t leave. What would people say? 

Besides, you’re my wife. You belong in my home” (Divakaruni 200). In one moment, he 

betrayed his intention to base the relationship on mutual respect, without even noticing. 

The influence of his upbringing took over.  

Many traditions – not solely the Indian ones – are two-edged in essence. On 

discovering the less favourable facet, the custom does not deteriorate, it merelyprotrudes 

from theparticular situation. Hospitality, which represents a fundamental virtue of the 

Indian society, goes hand in hand with the convention of receiving and accommodating of 

long-time guests. Members of a traditional household regard the tradition as self-evident, 

however uncomfortable it may appear to the westernized society. While hospitality 

increases prestige of the head of the household, it generates considerable amount of extra 

work for his wife, to say nothing of the compromises in life-style. In “Doors,” the need of 

privacy catalyses further plot. Deepak believed his progressive ideas had surmounted the 

patriarchal upbringing, nevertheless, in affection he objectifies his wife. One can only 

speculate whether it was his personality or the conditioning that drew the excess, 

Divakaruni chooses to depict the situation rather implicitly and inconclusively. Even 

though she obviously disapproves of such treating of women, we can only speculate about 

the cause of the affair.  

 

3.9 The Ultrasound 

The story introduces two young Indian mothers-to-be, friends waiting for the results 

of their amniocenteses, each of them on a different continent – one in India, Asia, the other 

in California, America. Both were brought up by their widowed mothers only, however, 

their situation differed quite a lot. Anju, the narrator, had a mother who successfully took 

up her husband’s business and therefore maintained a high standard of living. On the 

contrary, Runu’s mother was left with debts as her husband lost a fight with a terminal 

illness.  

The background influenced also their academic achievements. Thought both girls 

were intelligent, Anju’s competitiveness, hugely supported by her mother, allowed her to 
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participate in many different competitions and debates and drew her towards an academic 

self-improvement. Ranu’s confidence and motivation was obviously lesser, she chose an 

undistinguished major of Home Science where she was taught knitting, cooking and other 

housekeeping activities. Anju came to live and study in San Jose, while Runu continued 

her life in a provincial town in West Bengali.  

The beginning of married life changed the circumstances of both girls. Anju, who 

grew up in a well-off household moved to the United States and married Sunil. Her 

standard of living decreased as she still studied and her husband sent most of the money to 

his parents. Situation was different for Runu. Her husband came from a very traditional 

and affluent household. She moved in and took care of the whole household – her mother-

in-law and three brothers-in-law. Though not impolite, they made her feel she should be 

grateful for marrying into such a proper family. 

This considerably well-functioning traditional model of society has a severe 

drawback. As it is the oldest son who takes care of the parents once he grows up, a strong 

gender inequality accompanies the Indian society. It is further enhanced by an 

uncompromising dowry system. Thus, if a boy is born, the whole family is celebrating, the 

mother is praised. If it is a daughter, they think quietly of all the dowry the expenses. 

Having no son at all usually results in a family shame and a considerable financial 

instability of the elderly parents. 

If the girl happens to grow up despite the neglected medical care and nutrition, she 

is supposed to get married, preferably when still very young. Even though the legal age is 

18 for a woman and 21 for a man, approximately 30% of marriages are those of underage 

girls (United Nations). After marriage, her duty is to deliver an heir.  Even today, in case of 

any reproductive system disorders, it is always a woman who is blamed. “Women were 

chastised, even beaten, because they couldn’t have children” (Divakaruni 217). 

When pregnant, both Runu and Anju were looked after and protected by their 

husbands and families. They were not forced to fulfil all of the usual duties, they were 

allowed to have a rest when they needed to. It all changed for Runu when she received the 

results of amniocentesis. The child was completely healthy, but she was expecting a 

daughter. “My mother-in-law says it’s not fitting that the eldest child of the Bhattacharjee 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/products/indwm/ww2005/tab2a.htm
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household should be a female,” (Divakaruni 224) said Runu. Her mother-in-law and the 

rest of the family started to demand an abortion.  

It is the selective implementing of science into the traditional culture, which causes 

problems. In case of infertility, it is always a woman to be blamed and sent to a medical  

check-up, while demonstrably, the ratio of infertile men and women is approximately fifty-

fifty. On the other hand, they do not hesitate to use amniocentesis results to practice sex-

elective abortion even though it is illegal. 

The situation was hopeless, Runu had to choose whether to obey her mother-in-law 

and husband and undergo an abortion, or to leave her husband and live for the rest of her 

life only with her daughter, unsupported by a husband and parents, without proper 

education to build a career. In case she fled away, she would be stigmatized for the rest of 

her life as people would think she had been rejected for a good reason. She decided to 

protect her child, even though she might ruin her own life. 

“The Ultrasound” features probably the most deplorable deed, forced abortion. 

Though sex-selected infanticide arises commonly, it cannot be considered a tradition. 

Similar to an iceberg, sex-selective abortions might be the most visible part of the problem, 

yet the real source is much more deeply rooted in the society, to such an extent that it 

becomes invisible. It is the selective implementing of science into the traditional culture, 

which causes problems. In case of infertility, it is always a woman to be blamed and sent to 

a medical  

check-up, while demonstrably, the ratio of infertile men and women is approximately fifty-

fifty. On the other hand, they do not hesitate to use amniocentesis results to practice sex-

elective abortion even though it is illegal. 

Divakaruni also discloses the crucial role of a male heir in the traditional 

household. Daughter belongs to her parents’ home only until marriage, which is itself a 

very expensive celebration, to say nothing of the dowry. In the course of time, what used to 

be disadvantage fossilized into a dishonour, which explains why the eldest child of a 

traditional household was not supposed to be a girl. Many young women undergo the 

abortion, as they feel too reluctant to face the ostracizing from the family and society. 

Childless couples draw even greater disgrace upon the family. Despite the escalated 



 

39 

 

adversity of “The Ultrasound,” Divakaruni tries not succumbing to overgeneralization, she 

also shows that the respect for parenthood and elders interweaves all the Indian traditions; 

parents in their old age, while still governing the household, are supported by their eldest 

son and his family, which guarantees social security.  

 

3.10 Affair 

Arranged marriage have a clear disadvantage. People are marrying strangers based 

on a CV, a photo, a horoscope and a brief moment of bride-viewing. Ashok and Abha had 

been married this traditional way. Unlike Ashok, Abha was not the most physically 

attractive, not so sociable. They got married because their horoscopes matched so perfectly 

that everyone declared their marriage must have been ordained by the gods (Divakaruni 

235). Abha’s friend Meena had had an arranged marriage too; she married a computer 

engineer Srikant. In both cases, the couples tried to do their best. Ashok was trying to 

make Abha more open-minded about her life and sexuality, Meena did her best to persuade 

her husband to come home earlier. Both these attempts failed and the resulting annoyance 

was multiplied by the fact that the pairs stayed childless. They all soon realized that they 

were living with strangers with whom they have absolutely nothing in common, except 

from a marriage certificate.   

Such a frustration cannot lead to a healthy and happy relationship. On the contrary. 

Ashok became strongly sarcastic, making spiteful comments on his spouse. Meena was 

suffering with Srikant for a while but then she got tired of her husband’s close-mindedness 

and taciturnity and eventually she fell in love with her colleague. Abha was trying hard to 

be a good, responsible wife. Her Indian upbringing set quite sharp boundaries between that 

what is acceptable and what is immoral. She thought about how people perceived and 

judged Meena’s outfit, in fact, she could not help to judge her too. She considered Meena’s 

affair frivolous without considering any context. All this dogma-like morale where there 

was place only for a duty and never for affection suddenly failed when she realized that her 

friend was merely struggling for her happiness, meaning of life. 
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When thinking about her own existence, she could remember only self-sacrifice. 

She had lived her life just to create an appropriate public opinion herself, being an obedient 

daughter and later on a dutiful wife. Obviously, her effort did not bring happiness or sense 

of life to any of the participants. Only then Abha realized that “the old rules aren’t always 

right. Not here, not even in India” (Divakaruni 270). 

In “Affair” the author took the opportunity to unveil yet another drawback of the 

arranged marriage. With a hint of irony, the tradition is depicted as unyielding in its 

fascination with horoscopes; the more is the matchmaker concerned with constellations, 

the more dismissive he is of personalities of the spouses. One cannot ascribe Srikant’s 

imprudent choice of a bride solely to the tradition, however, if the spouses got to meet 

before the wedding, time would reveal the extent of incompatibility of their personalities. 

Moreover, the vigilant eyes and venomous tongues of the traditional society deeply rooted 

even in diaspora thwart any effort of quiet separation; the blame would be put on the wife 

and her inability to accommodate her husband. 

The writer also touches upon woman’s sexuality. Abha, too tied with what she 

considered appropriate, rejected intimacy, which eventually induced disharmony and 

malicious remarks. The only hint of a positive outcome of the traditional upbringing within 

“Affair” is Abha’s ability to cook. In her case, cooking became her means of self-

expression and a source of income. All in all, Divakaruni condemns the dubious criteria of 

traditional matchmaking as something which makes many marriages unhappy ones, while 

avoiding any evaluation of the custom of arranged marriage itself. Not even the self-

actualization deriving from cooking (which cannot be attributed to her traditional 

upbringing single-handedly) can fully counterbalance the critical impression conveyed by 

the story. 

 

3.11 Meeting Mrinal 

Divakaruni finishes Arranged Marriage with a story of two women who were 

separated by their destiny. Asha followed the traditional Indian way, having her marriage 
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arranged and quitting school to become a full-time wife and mother. Mrinal, on the 

contrary, decided to break the conventions, she finished her university and build a career. 

Sadly, Asha’s marriage was wrecked. They got divorced and her husband moved 

out with his ex-secretary, trying to find happiness by changing his life. No wonder, he got 

married, probably only because of the expectations of his relatives, at an early age. Living 

in California, Asha did not have to deal with the social stigma which would ruin her life in 

India. Instead, she decided to study a college, took a part-time job in a library and a fitness 

class. Of course, she was also trying to supervise her adolescent son Dinesh. 

Mrinal was living her successful single life; though only thirty-eight years old, she 

had a great job, professional respect and loads of admirers. Not having a family, she 

“didn’t have to worry about pleasing anyone” (Divakaruni 288). She successfully 

overcame the traditional conditioning – the notion that a woman should not spend her 

money on herself, she did not get married or had children, and therefore became absolutely 

independent. Yet, she was not happy – her life lacked the depth and affection. Divakaruni 

merely shows that both the traditional set of values and the modern one have the potential 

of being fulfilling. Unfortunately, they tend to fail equally frequently.  

In “Meeting Mrinal,” Divakaruni assesses the life of a traditional Indian family, 

depicting its ladder of values. Thousand-year-old myths about goddesses of Sita and Kunti 

and their feminine virtues of patience, selflessness and docility have been dictating the 

position of women within a household up today. The author condones the fact that in the 

Indian society arrange marriage is a cornerstone, however, against the backdrop of the 

vibrant and dynamic United States of the 21st century, society based on personal freedoms 

and choices, the traditional layout becomes brittle.  

Through the agency of the main character, Divakaruni re-evaluates the 

indoctrinated importance of meal, the traditional meeting point of every family. On one 

hand, this food-centred tradition often sentences women to a life-long imprisonment in the 

kitchen, an obligation which Asha readily disposed of immediately after divorce. Yet, the 

custom wields immense power over the unity of family members, as proven in the final 

scene of mother and a son toasting with glasses of home-made pista milk. The common 

denominator and source of troubles in “Meeting Marinal” is pursuing of an illusion of 
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perfection and the fear of erring. Therefore, Divakaruni avoids denouncing of Indian 

traditions, she rather questions their rigidity and inability of adaptation to a new 

environment. 
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4 Conclusion 

Saris of different colours and fabrics, the air heavy with humidity, elaborate spicy 

dishes and folk tales as well as oppression, weariness and everyday toil, all combine to 

create unique atmosphere. Though residing a better part of her life abroad, Divakaruni has 

a gift to evoke the essence of Indianness. Her work did not originate in vacuum, she is 

standing on the shoulders of preceding generations of Indian women writers from the pre-

Aryan era up today. 

The title Arranged Marriage chosen for the story-collection might be slightly 

misleading. Divakaruni could readily use her book to criticize the institution of arranged 

marriage as outdated; instead, she condones it. In the collection, several arranged 

marriages mentioned are happy, some unhappy and few of the stories, such as “Doors,” 

feature love-marriage or unmarried partners. Instead of reprehending arrange marriages as 

such, Divakaruni questions the dubious criteria of match-making. 

Very controversial theme is the extensive family. The fact that a girl becomes a 

member of her in-laws’ household, can inflict much sorrow. From a mere restriction of 

privacy in “The Clothes” to the forced sex-selective abortion in “The Ultrasound”, the 

young wives lose their freedom of choice, being at the very bottom of the joint-family 

hierarchy. The tradition is kept alive and encouraged by the popular opinion that a woman 

is never fit for emancipation. Yet, in case of marital separation, she is blamed, as women 

are supposed to be cohesive elements of the family. To avoid ostracism, many women even 

chose to stay with their abusive husbands.  

On the other hand, aid provided by distant relatives outbalances, to some extent, the 

negative features of joint extended families. Thus, the abused mother in “The Bats” finds a 

shelter at her uncle’s, “Silver Pavements, Golden Roofs” portrays aunt and uncle willing to 

provide a long-term accommodation for their niece and in “The Maid Servant’s Story” 

aunt partakes in upbringing of her widowed sister’s daughter. Very disruptive element in 

traditional families seems to be confrontation between the centuries-old patriarchal society 

and the modern “westernized” lifestyle. The respect for ancient customs on the side of the 
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parent and love of freedom in a young generation can easily tear the family apart, as 

illustrates “The Word Love.” 

Divakaruni does not avoid even the darkest realms of Indian traditions. She 

criticizes the perception of widowhood and fiercely condemns sex-selective abortions; on 

the other hand, the caste system in “The Maid Servant’s Story” seems to be depicted with 

surprising benevolence, what she denounces, however, is the momentum which keeps 

lower castes and women in ignorance. To conclude, Divakaruni portrays Indian culture 

with all its faults; yet the message is never a generalized or otherwise manipulated in order 

to denigrate the traditions. Instead, she focuses on strength of heroines who managed to 

break free from the oppressive system, and celebrates firm and affectionate family bonds 

rooted in Indian traditions. 
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