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Reflections of the Women Characters from The Ramayana and, The
Mahabharata in the Selected Novels of Manju Kapur.,

Prof. Dipali Lodh
Dept. of English, Modern Coliege. Pune

'The Ramayana' and 'The Mahabharata' hold a special significance ancl f'ascination for the Indiun reader.

These,epics have had a tremendous effect on the Indian reader and they ofier us characters that consciously
and subconsciously gontinue to shap the Indian psyche" Memorable characters that impart life-iessons are the

hallrnnrk of 'The Ramayana' . 'The Mahabharata' , on the other hand acquaints us with various characters that
.ire fallible and yet have achieved mythic proportibns in the Indian Diaspcra.This paper tries to trace elements
rf certain women characters from both these epics and sees how they have influenced the creation clf fernale
;itaracters in the lndian English novel. This study is restricted to the novels of Manju Kapur a woman novelist
rased in Delhi whose novels cleal with women and society of today.

'The Rarnayana' and "fhe Mahabharata' have several women characters, but this study f,ocuses on
'iiree characters each. from these epics. From 'The Ramayana', are Kaikeyi, Sita and Unnila. F-rom 'fhe
\'lahairharata',.we have Gandheri, Kunti and Draupadi. Each of these women are achetypes of womanhood
,nd we find traces- of these characters in the portrayal of women evcn today. Kaikeyi is the b1ave wif-e of King
)ashrath, t"ho is granted a boon by her husband when she helps him on the battiefield. Kaikeyi bides her time
lirj rvhen she realizes that her son is being overlooked and her stepson, Rani is to inherit the throne, she
',r'r:ke s the boon and banishes hirn for fourteen years, away from the kingdoni and the throne. The 'wicked
:epmoth*r'stereotype can riefinitely be traced from this incident. Kaikeyi's efforts are for her son, Bharat

'lil her maternal instincts are on the right track. but her methods are wrong. Her defeat is complete when
, i:arat refuses to ascend the throne and rernains a guardian of the kingdom till his brother's terurn.

Sita. Ram's wife is perhaps the model for the quintessential Indian woman. Of unknown parentage,
'i was found by King Janak in the fields, adopted by the king and became a princess. Ram won her hand in
;niage through a display of strength and took her as his queen. Sita is revered because of her image as an

r"al wife vrho accompanied her husband during his banishment to the forest for fourteen years. Apart from
rs she is known for her spotless virtue, even willing undergo a test by fire to prove her purity to the questions
rsetl by society after being kidnapped by Ravan. Her trjals and tribulations extend beyond this. After the
.rity test, Sita retums to the forest, insulted by the demeaning demand to prove her purity. pregnant with
tns whom she gives birth to in the forest, she is reunited with Ram through her sons. For a paragon of virtue
iuffer like this is indeed a mockery of her selfless nature.

Urmiia is Lakshman's wife. When Ram is banished, his wife and brother, Lakshman, choose to
' -ompany him. Urrnila is left behind to sttffer a life of abanclonment and loneliness. Blinded by broth-
' iove. Lakshman does not spare a thought for his wife whom he leaves behind without regrets.
:''ila's tale is poignant and highlights the plight of the Indian woman who is relegated to the back-
rnd while society focuses on the husband and sings paeans to brotherly love.

'The Mahabharata' presents before us three unusual wornen who lead extraordinary lives. Gandhari,
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man ied to a blincl king, Dhntarashtra, spends her life with a blindfold to share her husband's plight. wives are

regarded as the 'ardhanginis' of their husbands. They share the physical, mental and moral aspecrts atld

repercussions of their llrsband's iives equally'

Kunti is mariecl to pandu who is impotent. Religion grants her the permission to bear children fiom

various Gods and Kunti becomes the rnother to three of the five Pandavas. Unknown to all, Kunti has

committed a transgression in her youth and has borne a son, Kama, from the Sun God' Interestingly, her

m*rality is never questioned ancl she is portrayed as a shrewd woman who commands unquestioning loyaltl'

iiom herchildren.

. f)raupadi, is tire wife of the Pandavas. Her hand in marriage is won by Arjun. who brings her l.rome to

his mother. Kunti. without realizing what her son has brought back from the batttefield, asks him to share his

,win, with his br.thers. This, then, is Draupadi's fate. Tb be shared by five brothers to honour a mother's

word. Her versior1 of events is never considered, nor is her plight pitied. Sexual politics and tensions in an

ancient text, indeecl. Polyandry then, is as much apafi of our culture as polygamy is' Draupadi's exploitation

does not encl here. she is used as a,pawn by her husband in a gambling bid and is publiciy hurniiiated and

4isrobedby the.vrinners'of the gamble. Hersaviorisherbrother, Krishnaandnotthefivehusbands she has

been fbrced to marry.

Against the backdrop of these characters for the two great epics, we can study the women characters

depicted by Manju Kapur in her novels, 'Home'. 'The hnmigrant', 'A Married Wclmani and 'Custody'.

whiie some live up ro the established archetypes, some rebel and act in ways that rnake us believe that the

Indian woman has changed ancl is chalienging social norrns, atleastthrough literature.

.Home,has Nisha as rhe protagonist. Abeautiful girl born in a middle class business family, Nisha

battles with chilcthood abuse at the hands of her cousin which she escapes when sent to live with irer aunt.

[,ater. Nisha talis in love with disastrous results. Suresh, is of a different caste and gets involved u'ith Nisha

hoping to latch on to the family money. Diffident sexual encounters with Suresh leave Nisha with pangs of guilt

that manif-est into a psychosomatic disorder and severe cczema that mars her beauty. Ilereft. Nisha turns to

education and pursues a Masters degree followed by a business venture that brings succot and sttccess to her.

Marriage to a widortrer, due to the pressures of society and the birth of twins follows' bnnging peace to hei'

parents arid a feeling of belonging for Nisha. The novel reinforces the ideals of purit,v and beauty that are

expected from an ideal lndian girl. Brought up on a diet of rituals to secure a 'Ram-like' husband, the protago-

nist blames herself for not living up to the expectations of her family and society. Finally, she adjusts to an

,nsuitable husband, an interfering mother-in-law and the giving up of her business to live an ordinary lif'e with

a semblance of normalcY.

Nina, the proUrgonist of 'The Immigrant' is a woman in her thitlies, unmarried with a widowed mother

who is anxiclus about her daughter's future. Eventually, Nina mar:riesAnanda, a dentist settled in Halifax.

Canada to the delight of her mother. An uncertain future awaits Nina in the alien land" Ananda has sexual

anxiety and is unable to perfonn in bed. This leaves Nina sexually dissatisfied, unable to connect with Ananda

on an elemental level. His fcrod habits" fauxAnglicized ways of life make it difficult forher to mould herself to

his life. They an-ive at an uneas5r rruce of sorts and slowly, Nina adjusts to the way of life in Canada. Ninajoins

a l,ibrary Science corlrse to keep herself occupied and there, meets Anton. A married man' Anton manages to

breach Nina's clef'elses and they have a tcrrid affair'. Ananda. visits therapists to deal with his sexual probiems
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and through the help of a surrogate manages to overcome his debility successfully. Apart from his wife, he
seeks sexuai paltners outside the marriage and engages in an affair with his secretary. Emboldened bv this
progress, he alscl starts enjoying one-night stands in the absence of his wife. Nina returns fiorn a visit to lndia
to find a blonde hair on her pillow. Her guilt about her olvn affair prevents her from confronting her husbanti
and the marriage disintegrates gradually with Nina moving out to look for ajob at the encl of the novel. Sexual
fidelity, impotence and inalrility to procreate are all intertwined in the narrative making it a compiex tissue of
psychological, ethical and moral issues.

'A Married Woman' is the story of Astha who after two immature relationships gets married to
i{emant" An old fashioned man, Hemant insists on a virgin bride. someone who will be pliant anci adjust
to the demands of him and his family and be sexually innovative in bed. After trvo children anci the
demands of a draining family' Astha develops chronic heaclaches which leave her cornpletely bedrid-
den' She takes up a job in a school ancl meets Aijaz.through a street theatre group. Aijaz is killed in the
Ram Janmabhoomi riots and Astha becomes involr,ed in his theatre group against the wishes of her:
lamilv' on one of her trips, she meets Pipeelika, Aijaz's widow. Pipee is lonely, with a widowed mother
in Bangalore and in-laws in Delhi, who are stiil a bit hostile to the Hindu daughter-in-1aw. Slowly a
relationship develops between the women that turns sexual. For Astha, it is a unique experience in stark
contrast to the sexual demands of Hemant. F'or Astha, the experience is special as her hea<laches gradu-
aliy disappear and her self- respect is graclually regainecl. The two live in their own blissful cocoon rill
Leality invades and Pipee realizes that Astha will'never leave her husband and chilclren. The novel encls,
ri'ith Pipee's departure to the U.S' Kapur explores alternate sexuality as a form ol protest against the
iraiiitional bo..indaries of a rnundane relationship.

'Custody' is written in a,slightly different tone ancl space where Shagun, the protagonist ancl
:ilctirer of Arjun and Roohi falls for her husband, Raman's boss. Ashok. Their affair culrninates wittr
lhagun divorcing Raman. The desolate Raman finds solace in the arms of Ishita. a clivorcee whose
;rlability to bear children ends her marriage. Kapur explores the demands of a traditional mar-riage in the
i;:dian context where a woman is automatically expected to conform to the new family, satisfy the
lusband and then bear children, preferably male. Ishita turns the stepmother prototype on its heacl by
'rvislliirg love on Roohi and pampering her till the child rejects her birth mother and chooses to stav with

The four novels at times conform and at times rebel against the received stereotypes clf women
'' naracters' The different roles that a woman plays in her lifetime come with certain rules and expecta-
rons' As a daughter and wife, obedience, correct social etiquette and purity are expected by the society.
:ramples from the epics are numerous. Sita, has to prove her purity after she is rescued fiom Lanka.
Jespite being the King's wife she is not beyond suspicion.'In Kapur's novels, sexual purity and guilt are
' ' rsely associated. Ranging fiom Nisha's eczema to Astha's headaches to Nina's guilt. made worse by
:r' tamily's constant probing, purity is a heavily valued virtue. It not only causes physical reactions and
' 'comfort but weighs heavy on their souls, at times changing the course of their lives.

The epics also give us a character like Kunti. From being an unwed mother to bearing sons from
:ierent fathers, Kunti is quite the non-conformist. What gives her behavior validity is the social sanc-
n she receives for her transgressions. Being the wife of a king, she has to enstire the progression of the
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this dutY is sacrosanct. Panclu's inability to give her children validates her sexual promiscuity and yet'

her children are called Pandavas or descendents of Pandu' Kapur's women like Shagun and Pipeelika are

quitelike Kunti. TheY are nonconformists too and live life on their own terms albeit without social approval'

What is commendable about them is their creation of a personal space' Shagun Puts her own haPPiness

before that of her familY and is seen as the viilain of thenovel' Butherdesire for hapPiness and freedom finallr

triumphs. PiPeelika, like the ant she is named after strives slowly and steadily to carue a niche for herself in her

relationshiPs. MarrYing outside herreligion, living alone onher own terms' refusing to get caught uP in the

pplitiaizing of Aij az's death and experimenttng with her sexual reiations, Pipeelika is a new world emanciPated

The character ofGandhari example exemplarY wife Awoman who chooses to share her
1S the of the

lack of 1S a chosen reality for her.

husband
,S every way even if ir means self-created blindness. The sight

fate in
gini Kapur women try to be ideal daughters wlVES and

woman.

the embodiment of her ardhan status.

and to be good wives. Astha, Nina, Nisha ail stnve to

relationshiPs, turnlng 'blind eye to

S

They marry 1n accordance to their fupolv
,S wishes try

the best wlVES that they can. Astha and Nisha 1ive on ln unfulfilled
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