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Abstract: Equality and dignity of women is still an unfinished business though “Women is the radiance 
of God” said Rumi. For many centuries man’s insecurity cultivated suppression of women and built a 
social cage for them to grow in. A woman who effaces and annihilates herself to live the roles of a wife, 
mother and daughter in law is looked upon as an angel by the patriarchy. The social construct expects or 
rather demand women to be within the boundaries sketched by the man at her maternal and married 
home. In a paradox, adding to the agony, the inconsiderate exercising of the practice clipping 
womanhood was perpetrated by women. With “Agnisakshi” as the witness, “The Young Widow” 
whose life is like the “Lamps in the Whirlpool” courages “A Quest for Freedom”  The women of my 
focus from the novels quoted have been created in an environment of child marriage, orthodoxy, 
tradition, oppression, restrictions, denied personal and property rights spread across the canvas of the 
Dravidian states. Against all these rigid disciplining and conditioning, some women have weeded out 
their challenges and stood tall as roles models and inspiration for many women to learn and blossom in 
real life and in the characters created. With every generation, women are proving that “There is no force 
equal to a women determined to rise” as quoted by W.E. B. Dubois. 
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Introduction: “It is impossible to think about the welfare of the world unless the condition of women is 

improved. It is impossible for a bird to fly on only one wing" said Swami Vivekananda. Women have 
always held a paradoxical position in our developing country. On one hand, India is seeing an increased 
percentage of literacy among women, and women are now entering boldly across all fields of 
professional, yet the practices of female infanticide, poor health conditions and lack of education still 
continue in a larger spectrum. The patriarchal ideology of the home being a woman’s 'real domain' and 
marriage being her ultimate destiny hasn’t changed much. One side, the coin is promising, and on the 
other it is bleak.  
 
Participation of women nationalists during Independence was widely acknowledged and when the 
Indian Constitution was formulated, it granted equal rights to women, considering them as legal citizens 
of the country and as an equal to men in terms of freedom and opportunity. Yet the condition of women 
screamed a different reality. They were relegated to the household, and made to submit to the male-
dominated patriarchal society, as has always been prevalent in our country. Indian women, who 
fought as equals with men in the nationalist struggle, were not given that free public space anymore. 
They became homemakers, and were mainly meant to build a strong home to support their men who 
were to build the newly independent country. Women were reduced to being second class citizens.  
 
In- spite of the Sharda Act which was passed in the 1950s to raise the marital age limit for girls, child 
marriage particularly in North India was quite prevalent though the average age at marriage for females 
was increased to 18. It was almost unthinkable for women to have a choice or a say in matters of 
marriage, career or life. Rather she had no voice at all. The practice of dowry was as common as ever. 
And since men were better educated than girls, the dowry demands were even more. The Dowry 
Prohibition Act was finally passed in 1961, to protect women but the conviction rate of crime against 
women was, and still is very low in India. Because of such inhuman practices which were normalized by 
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our society, the birth of the girl child was considered inauspicious. In villages as well as cities, the girl 
child was killed either before birth or after it. Even till date, the practice continues. The United Nations 
Children’s Fund, estimated that up to 50 million girls and women are ‘missing’ from India’s population 
because of termination of the female fetus or high mortality of the girl child due to lack of proper 
care. Though a number of constitutional amendments were made for women’s social, economic and 
political benefits, they were never effective to bring about a radical change in the situation. 
 
Women had only the role of a ‘good wife’ to play, and if a woman ventured out to work, she was seen as 
a bad woman, going against societal norms. Women were expected to cook food and eat only after the 
men, with whatever food is left. This led to rampant malnutrition among women, and an extremely 
poor health status. Around 500 women were reported to die every day due to pregnancy related 
problems due to malnutrition, and getting married before 18.It was only by the 1960s, that a few 
educated women began to see themselves increasingly change from a mere guardian of home to a 
legitimate participant in the discourse of life. The country saw the first undercurrent of female 
discontent with the system. Though a lot has changed since those dark ages of the 1950s for the women, 
at some levels, crimes like dowry, eve-teasing, rape, molestation, sexual harassment at office or public 
places continue.  
 
The most atrocious  customs against women after the fall from dignity & respect during the Vedic age to 
the post Manu Sastra that continued to haunt were - infanticide, child marriage, polygamy, forced 
celibacy of widows, and last but not least, the burning of widows on the funeral pyre of their husbands. 
By the 20th century it has diminished but not completely eradicated. Against such a backdrop of the 
social fabric, writers, especially women writers emerged to create awareness and set themselves as role 
models to champion the cause of suppressed and oppressed people with more focus on women. The 
major themes written at this time was about the events of the society. Stories around the Gandhian 
values, cultural customs and rituals, family, marriage and widowhood, caste conflicts and class 
exploitation were most prevailing. Prohibition of widow remarriages, prevalence of Devadasi system, 
Social barriers, Conservatism and female ignorance were some of the social factors responsible for the 
low status and misery of women who were reduced to the position of glorified slaves. 
 
The four women writers from the four states of South India that I have chosen to highlight in this paper 
stand as a proof of the pudding of the situations that prevailed for women in the 20th century. Against 
such a social canvas as painted in the above paragraphs, the women writers have weeded to find their 
paths. They found strength and determination to lead themselves out of difficult situations and lit the 
path for others to follow.  The rigid religious traditions, blind orthodoxy, child marriage, widowhood, re 
marriage, basic health , child birth, female feticide, dowry, quality of living, equality, rights to property, 
education, gender discrimination, isolation, the social restrictions, family oppressions, self- 
suppressions, and lost identity are no different in Tamil Nadu or Karnataka, or Andhra or Kerala. 
Conditioned by such environment and nourished on such beliefs , the writers Rajam Krishnan, M K 
Indra, Popuri Lalitha kumar (Volga) Lalithambika Antharjanam from the Dravidian states respectively 
liberated themselves through their rationale and logic to catch a thin glimpse of light to come out of 
their darkness. And through their novels in their native tongue have sculpted woman characters that 
bring about a ray of hope and celebration. The changing positions of women has deep roots to a list of 
heroic acts by many empowered women who made tough and unconventional choices to empower 
women and this needs to be celebrated and the essence of the act imbibed into our society.  
 
Girija, in spite of her education and her experience of working, is on a swords edge in choices between 
crushing orthodoxy and self-expression. Phaniyamma, a young child-widow who is deprived of 
childhood, womanhood and life itself when forced to inhuman practices in the name of tradition learns 
to prevent such happenings in the life of other women. Aruna, an independent middle class woman 
confronts family and society when she has to pay a price of relinquishing her individuality for freedom. 
Thethi, a young disappointed bride put into the space of customs, Vedic adherence and habits archaic 
evolves to contribute to the society and the country.  



 

Arts & Education International Research Journal Volume 5 Issue 2                           ISSN 2349 - 1353 

 

 
Journal Published by IMRF Journals | July - Dec  2018 Edition                                                |    116  

 

 
Even as a very young girl, Rajam heard the mute voices of young widows, in cloistral existences, striving 
to express themselves through folk music, needlecraft or the simple act of drawing kolams. She initially 
wrote about society and people familiar to her. She internalised real life "visions", and let them play on 
her heartstrings to bring them out as literary compositions. An early marriage and subsequent new 
environments and hers husbands work taking her to new locations opened up new areas of experience 
and expression in her writing. Her only religion and philosophy was humanism and she was convinced 
that without love for fellow human beings, there can be no creativity. Her faith in Gandhian values is so 
strong that she cannot accept any form of oppression or violence, especially against women. Rajam 
Krishnan’s Girija, in the “Lamps in the Whirlpool” realized her desiccated existence dominated by madi 
routine and the confining family expectations. Her brief interaction with her cousin pulled out the deep 
dissatisfied Girija to the fore. Girija desired Intellectual development for her own fulfillment and wished 
that man and women to achieve equal status in real life situation. She did not push herself to hasty 
conclusions as there would be no compromise and no going back. Once she decided to break her cage 
she fully knew she cannot stay in it any longer. Girija evaluated her status and relationship with her 
husband, children and mother in law. The most pathetic plight of her situation and her lost sense of self 
evokes the image of the India women. Her personality simply does not exist anymore after her marriage. 
Her husband was her pivot of her existence but he treated her like worm. He callously dismissed her 
selfless devotion, trampled her innermost feelings and crushed the values she cherished. Her Mother in 
law venomously insisted Girija on observing madi but these constraints did not apply when she 
accidentally touches her son and husband. Gender discrimination from the hearth!! It was against the 
rule of the home for Girija to eat at the table so she stayed confined to the four dark walls of the kitchen. 
To her teenage daughters and the 9 year son she was a stranger because she cannot touch them 
whenever – madi rules. The humiliations that she suffered in her house continually pierced like the 
many spiked Nerunji thorn. Girija was a post graduate and a teacher by professions, But that education 
did not give her the rationale of her life. When an educated woman is sunk in such torpor, society 
suffers more. The diamonds in Girija’s ear and nose now seemed like a symbol of bondage. Once she 
became aware of being trapped, the desperate urge to taste freedom for at least a short while infused 
exception energy and courage to take a trip to Ganga and other places of pilgrimage. On the fourth day 
at Haridwar, Girija observed the boat lamps made from leaves with a wick dipped in oil. Each devotee 
bought these lamps, lit them before setting them afloat in Ganga. A few of these frail lamps were still 
aglow survived the rapid currents and dangerous whirlpools and victoriously floated past the bridge. 
And it called for rejoicing. Girija wondered if her daughters would overcome obstacles in the stream of 
life and emerge unbeaten like these floating lamps. 
 
M K Indira’s Phaniyamma is the story of a child widow who was married at 8 and widowed at 9 but lived 
a 112. The little girl denied of her childhood quickly learns that widows are treated differently. She 
represents the Indian rural traditional society especially of Karnataka.  Little Phaniyamma had to wear 
an eighteen yard sari and more jewellery than she could carry. Her husband all of 15 had to wear his 
eight yard panche with a large turban adorning his head. The two children sat in front of the sacred fire 
for two days while the priests were chanted to solemnize the marriage. The bride had to be shy so 
Phaniyamma hid her head between her knees, while the groom stood and sat as directed by the priests. 
With no rituals omitted Phaniyamma and Nanjunda were married. After all the festivities of the 
ceremony, the bride and the groom had not seen each other!! They were just kids and completely 
innocent and ignorant of the proceedings. Within a year’s time Nanjunda died by a snake bite while he 
went by the riverside for toilet. All the women felt uneasy but the 9 year old Phaniyamma did not 
understand a thing. Her husband was dead. She had not seen his face. While walking around the fire, 
she held his hands by the fingertips and she hadn’t felt anything and now she did not weep. 
Phaniyamma became a virgin child who was stripped of her symbols of marriage on the eleventh day 
and restricted to show he face until she menstruates. At thirteen she grows to full stature and blossoms 
into youth. On the fourth day following this she was forced to bend her head down like a meek lamb to 
shave her head. Phaniyamma wept. And from now on she is supposed to wear only madi clothes, say 
prayers recite Gita and Ramanyana and then work in the kitchen and serve others in the family. Quickly 
people forgot the sorrow of her widowhood and her in laws did not ask for her so she stayed at her 
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maternal house. It would not have been any better there. The social set up expect the widow to do all 
things that she has been denied and deprived. Phaniyamma did not drink milk though she milked 
twenty odd cows twice a day. Though she was over twenty she still did not understand what is to be a 
female or a male or why people married and how child was born. But with time she delivered four 
children for her mother. In the bloom of her youth, she lived a life of a tapasvini. With age she grew in 
experience and was able to manage the household well. Her gentle speech did not hurt any, she would 
treat everyone with love and compassion and worked hard to do what each person in the family needed. 
With all the older people dead, Phaniyamma began to be called the Ancheyatthe and was wanted by all. 
Inspite of her life being barren and bad she ensured such atrocities and inhuman practice are not 
exercised on any other women in her household or outside. She understands that times have changed 
and clearly supports progressive decisions and encourages participation and help for women outside the 
community. The evolving of the child bride, child widow into a young deprive women and then into a 
capable administrator and advisor of the family takes immense strength. M.K. Indira writing often 
brings in some aspects of woman’s experiences that have angered her and roused her strong feelings. 
Phaniyamma is portrayed as women who stuck to the rules laid out by society and lead them without 
questioning them. Yet she slowly realizes that people rely on her for many things and with 
determination, will power she learns to fight back and not submit to what others tell her as her “fate” in 
life. Her life flowed evenly like a river on level ground.  
 
Volga’s Aruna is an educated and financially independent middle class woman of the modern society.  
To her happiness can come at a price of relinquishing her individuality, personal space and body. 
Suppressed at her parental home she tries to seek freedom in an eloped marriage but gets disillusioned.  
 
Volga focusses on several problems confronting woman even in 20th century. Restricting freedom of a 
girl child, husband imposing restrictions, woman lacking choice of time to have children, marital rape, 
laws that decide that children stay with father on divorce are some of the challenges that the protagonist 
of this novel faces. Freedom leads to responsibility to self and society feels Aruna but her husband 
believes in male dominance and disciplining. She has no financial freedom. Her husband decides on the 
spending and on things that he deems fit. Aruna feels very let down when her husband Prakasam whom 
she believed would respect her privacy, choices and interest while dating controls evert act of hers. He 
refuses to share domestic responsibility and the responsibility of the child. Aruna adored the man who 
showed so much of care and encouraged social participation. But the very same man as a husband 
turned conventional and intolerant to her social participation. She felt resentment to explain every time 
she did something that was not approved by her husband. The freedom she hoped to have in her 
marriage was a mirage. She felt that she chose to jump from the pan to the fire. Aruna actively 
participates in a group that helps elevate the social status of the deprived and the downtrodden. And she 
finds mental exhilaration in such meaningful activities. She argues with her husband that money cannot 
provide the satisfaction that she get when doing good to others. She also warns him against controlling 
her intelligence. Constant friction between them grows from bad to worse and she questions herself why 
should she hold on to her ideals, why can’t she give up her individuality for the sake of family peace. But 
what kind of peace would that be – a peace of the living dead? Aruna pleased her husband against her 
own wishes to persuade him to permit her participation in activities and movements that are so close to 
her heart. She felt ashamed and foolish by her behaviour. She wants other things beyond her husband 
but he is does not want her to be associated with anything that does not interest him. Does her entire 
life be pledged to him because of marriage? Should she become a caged bird? Should she end her much 
cherished independence? Such questions become central to her existence .The satisfaction of learning 
something new made her feel wonderful that she did not worry about her husband being angry. Aruna 
was preparing herself for a kind of life that would make her living meaningful even if it has to be against 
the norms of her family. She realized freedom is not something one can acquire from leaving one family 
and going to another as she did from her parental home to her husbands. Depending on our own level of 
awareness we tolerated different levels of control by men. Unless we have a sense of our own identity 
and individuality we don’t understand the extent to which we are controlled by others. 
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Lalithambika’s Thethi is a disillusioned young bride who breaks free from the age old and archaic 
traditions of the Namboodri community. Thethi loved freedom more than her own life. When her 
personal happiness was destroyed because of her husband’s Vedic adherence, Thethi chose to serve 
people by serving Gandhi in his journey towards the Indian independence.  She was intoxicated by the 
idea of serving country. She fully understood that if society wanted freedom, the country had to be free. 
The unselfish courageous heroine bathed in blood, travelled with the apostle of non-violence, worked 
for the upliftment of the village women, took care of the lepers, worked with the Harijan. She grew 
larger than any nest as she let go of caste discrimination and observing orthodoxical traditions. Though 
she had left her husband Tehthi was not tainted by the distractions of the world. She held her symbol of 
marriage tied firmly to the white thread, very sacred and prayed twice holding is close to herself. In her 
opinion woman’s soft emotions were a sin. She did not have a house to go back after independence 
because of her unconventional and courageous views on life and the traditions in her husband’s family, 
but she surrendered her life for a cause – she encouraged education, discouraged the thought that a 
householder required a wife to just perform the rituals. These traits set Thethi apart from the crowd for 
many women to look up and learn from her life.     
 
The four inspiring characters make us ponder deeply the choices we can make and the cost we are 
forced to pay for the freedom of expression, identity and individuality. The characters paths are not 
straight and simple but the withstood the time to emerge bold and beautiful. With more women 
friendly laws and the continuous change of the society’s perception towards women we believe that our 
bonds are broken though not completely. The women writers of the 20th century not only emancipated 
themselves, they also extended their strength through the finely sculpted women characters in their 
novels who become role models for their own generation of women and the following generations.  
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