Shakuntala’s Revolt Against Patriarchy In Manju Kapur’s Novel Difficult Daughters

Abstract:
“Man for the field, women for the hearth
  Man for the sword, women for the needle
  Man to command and women to obey”
(‘Princess’: Lord A. Tennyson)

It was a universalized philosophy of women during 19th and 20th century. Anti –woman male dominated society in India used this ideology about women to exploit Indian women for years. This philosophy of woman’s life made woman an object of exploitation and injustice. It assigned duties of men and women. While doing so it did a great injustice to women by confining them within the four walls of the house and reduced their social importance. This philosophy showed great soft corner for men as it was designed for men and according to their convenience to rule the women. According this philosophy, men were expected to work on the field to earn money to feed the family. It gave the reins of the family in the hands of the men. ‘He’ became a controlling authority in the family. He not only controlled the family but also their destinies especially of women. In this philosophy, men were given tremendous freedom. As far as women are concerned, they were expected to live within the four walls of the house. Like men they, too, were assigned duties and responsibilities. Their place of work was at the hearth. This philosophy was very discriminating as it made women a slave obeying the orders of the men without any word of objection. They had to play with the needle sewing, cooking and caring the family. No doubt, Tennysonian philosophy established the supremacy of men over women which continued for years in a highly traditional country like India. Men in India used their supremacy to exploit, harass and suppress the voice of the Indian women. They treated women like their shoes, a thing of use and throw. This pitiable plight of the Indian women continued till the beginning of the 20th century.
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Towards the beginning of the 20th century, the Tennysonian philosophy started losing its hold over the minds of the new generation of women. Education brought about a revolutionary change in the thinking of the Indian women and gave them necessary courage and strength to fight against the injustice done to them by this philosophy of the male dominated society. Education taught them that tradition means confinement and modernity means freedom. Women of the time were very much attracted to the new ideology of modernity. They realized that it they adopt this new ideology they will be equal to men and independent to live their lives on their own terms. Education made them realize that they were not meant for hearth and need and to obey their men. But their actual place is on the field and they too can play with the sword and command. The magic of education hypnotized the generation of women of the time. Those who came under the spell of it enjoyed dignity, social worth and emancipated themselves from the inhuman system of slavery. Those who could not adopt the new ideology of modernity and could not educate themselves had to breathe and die within the four walls of the house. To accept the new thought and ideology they had to cross the threshold of their house. When they dared so, they realized the sky-earth difference between the inside and outside world. They realized that one world gives them confinement and endless suffering and other offers them freedom and endless pleasure. So, the glamour of the outside world ignited them to revolt against the male dominated society and its anti-woman traditions. 
This struggle of women for independence frequently occurs as the major theme in Modern Indian English Fiction, especially in the novels of Manju Kapur. ‘Difficult Daughters’ is the best example of it. The woman protagonists in her novels like Virmati, Nisha and Astha are shown struggling against the anti-woman social system. If we study the novel,’Difficult Daughters’ we come to know that there are some minor characters like Shakuntala and Swarnalata who made the actual beginning of this struggle and getting inspired from them, the woman protagonist of the novel Virmati begins her struggle for independence. These minor characters dared first to accept the ideology of modernity and motivated others to go on the path of emancipation. But these characters remain somewhat unnoticed. The glamour of the woman protagonist eclipses image of these characters.
This article is mainly focused on the character of Shakuntala, cousin of Virmati, the protagonist of ‘Difficult Daughters’. Shakuntala is one of the minor characters in this novel. Though minor, she plays a major role in deciding the course of Virmati’s life. She exercises a great influence on Virmati. She prepares the foundation on which Virmati commences the journey of her life. Shakuntala acts as a torch bearer and becomes an epitome of modernity for Virmati and generation of the women of all times. Shakuntala’s personality, her thinking and her life style becomes a great attraction for Virmati. It is Shakuntala who gives Virmati the first taste of wine of freedom. It is she who sows the seeds of ambition in Virmati. It is Shakuntala who gives Virmati, the courage and strength to revolt against the traditions of highly traditional family and accept the change.
Shakuntala is the first girl from ‘Lala Diwans’ Family who goes to Lahore for education. She is the first one who accepted modern ways of life and introduced it in her traditional family. In the novel she is shown to be self styled and self ruled and emancipated woman. It is her love for education which makes her cross the threshold of the house. When she does so, she understands the pleasure in living an independent life and wants that other girls in the family should do so. She comes out of the confinement of the traditional family where woman is treated as an unpaid servant and makes them suffer for no fault. It is through her, the ladies in the family come to know about the change taking place in women in the outside world.
Shaku dares to adopt the change and becomes the subject of criticism of her traditional family. People do not appreciate the change in Shaku. They take it to be the threat to the rational atmosphere and sanctity of the homely life. Her change is sign of being spoiled for them. They do not want that other girls to be in touch with her. Such is the negative thinking of the people of her family especially of women. Her family is highly prejudiced against her and treats her to be a difficult daughter with spoiled and polluted thinking. But Shaku does not care for the criticism of the family. She does not care what her family thinks of her. She follows what her conscience tells her to do. She is free girl and does not lead her life on the instructions of the others. She thinks that she is mature enough to take the decisions of her life especially about her marriage and wants no one’s advice and interference in this regard. Even she does not obey her mother’s too.
Shaku is the first girl who does her M.sc and acts as teacher. Her education delays her marriage which becomes great concern for traditional mother Lajwanti. It also makes her a subject of insulting remarks. Because of her, Lajwanti her mother has to listen to the insulting and mocking remarks of the people especially of Kasturi, Shakuntala's aunt. But she finds helpless before the obstinate nature of her daughter Shaku. Shakuntala's family is highly traditional one. The thinking of the people in the family ends where her starts. Ladies in the family think that the real business of woman is to get married and look after her family. But Shaku’s modern mind does not accept the old and outdated views of her family. She thinks that she can be something more than a mother, sister and wife and it is possible. This negation to the family traditions brings her down in the esteem of the family. Her aunt, Kasturi, tries to convince Shaku to get married and settle down in life. She tries to remind Shaku of her duty as a woman. Kasturi remarks:
‘Still, it is the duty of every woman to get married’, remarked Kasturi mildly. (p. 15)
But Shakuntala pays no attention to the arguments made by the elders. For Shakuntala marriage is a confinement. It is a hackneyed territory which she does not want to enter in. She is very much negative about the marriage which acts as hurdle in the ultimate aim of every woman’s life i.e. freedom. The family tries to rein her free thinking and free behavior but fails. When someone tries to criticize and name Shaku, her mother feels very insulted but comes in defense of her daughter. She pretends to be happy and feels proud over the way her enterprising daughter leads her life. Lajwanti remarks:
‘She lives for others, not for herself, but what to do, everybody in our family is like that. And with all this reading-writing, girls are getting married late. It is the will of God’, concluded Virmati. (ibid)
Lajwanti tries to convince Kasturi that it is not the blame of Shaku that she is still bachelor. She tells her that it is her high education which delays her marriage. She appreciates her daughter who acts as a teacher. She says that her daughter has become an example for the generation of women to follow. She says:
‘How can anyone see her when she has no time? Such a talented teacher, so popular, what an inspiring example she is for the younger ones,’ declared Lajwanti.” (Ibid)
Life in Lahore changes Shakuntala a lot. There she is exposed to the new ways and styles of living life i.e. Modernity. Shankuntala’ love of modernity is displayed not only in thinking but also in her overall appearance. She becomes completely a modern girl. She stops dressing like a traditional girl in the family. Life in Lahore has taught her new and variety of styles of dressing herself. When she comes home with this changed and modern style of dressing and living, no one in the family welcomes her with warmth except Virmati, her cousin. People in the family do not accept and appreciate this change in her as it is an act on her part to discard the family traditions. But her modern style of dressing becomes a subject of talk in her family. About her new style of dressing and living, her aunt Kasturi remarks:
‘Her dress too had changed from her Amristsar days. When they went visiting she wore her saris in Parsi-style, as Shankuntala called it, with palla draped over her right shoulder. The saris were of some thin material, foreign, with a woven silk border sewn onto them. The boluses were of the same thin material, with loose sleeves to the elbows. She wore her hair with a side parting, smoothed over her ears into a bun at the back. Her shoes were black, shiny, patent leather with high heells. Her jewelry consited of a strand of pearls, a single gold bangle on one arm, and a large man’s watch on the other.’ (p 16)
Virmati, the protagonist of the novel is very much impressed by Shakuntala's new thinking and new dressing style. She wants to adopt it but the hold of traditional mother comes in the way of her desire. She is confined girl and has to dress according the customs and traditions of the family. She is fully aware of what will happen if she dresses like Shaku. She expresses her fear in accepting the change:
‘I studied too, but my mother would have killed me if I had dared even to want to dress in anything other than was bought for me.’ (P 17)
Since her very childhood, Virmati is very much drawn towards Shaku.She wants to live her life like Shaku where there are no restraints, no limitation and free from anybody’s interference. This style of living attracts Virmati towards Shakuntala, Virmati wants to copy everything done by Shaku; such is her influence on the mind of Virmati. Being a girl from a highly traditional family, she knows that the traditions of the family will be there in her way as an obstacle to lead a life of her own. She is fully aware of the poor understanding of the family. Their understanding is limited like their limited thinking. They do not accept the change very easily as it is against their family traditions. The thinking of the ladies in the family does not cross the frontiers of marriage and family. From the conversation between Shakuntala and Virmati, we come to know about the poor understanding of the people in their family. Shaku says:
‘These people don’t really understand Viru, how much satisfaction there can be in leading your own life, in being independent. Here we fight for the freedom of the nation, but women are still supposed to marry, and nothing else.’ (ibid)
It is Shaku who makes Virmati acquainted with the changing scenario of the outside world. It is she who tells Virmati how Inidan women are taking active participation in the freedom struggle led by Gandhiji. She makes her realize that woman is not meant for small causes but she too can contribute to the greater cause of empowering the nation. There is no dout that Shakuntala tries to socialize the thinking of Virmati.
Shakuntal’s life is completely contrary to hers at her native. The activities which she does are completely modern and beyond the thinking of her family. About her activities she says to Virmati:
‘We travel, entertain ourselves in the evenings, follow each other’s work, read papers, attend seminars. One of them is even going abroad for higher studies.’ (ibid)
The account of these activities enhances Virmati’s attraction towards the modern world. She becomes eager to enjoy the glamorous life in Lahore. It is Shaku who tells her about the wine of the freedom that the life in Lahore has. One of the features of Lahore life is that it is self-ruled and self instructed life which takes Virmati to Lahore.
Shakuntal’s frequent visits to Virmati’s house irritate her mother, Kasturi. Kasturi does not hold a very good opinion about Shakuntala. She thinks that Life in Lahore has spoiled Shakuntala. It is her fear that the company of Shankutala may spoil the life of her daughter. That is why she tries to keep her daughter Virmati away from the evil shadow of her cousin. Once, Shankuntala comes to meet Virmati. At the meeting Virmati becomes very emotional and expresses her strong desire to Shaku to go to Lahore. Virmait says:
“May I will also one day come to Lahore, Pehnji,’ She wept, I wish I too could do things. But I am not clever.” (P.18)
Shankuntala understands Virmati’s desire and tries to encourage her saying:
“Arre” exclaimed her cousin patting her on the back, ‘times are changning, and women are moving out out of the house, so why not you?’ (ibid)
 With Shakuntala’s encouragement and motivation, Virmati succeeds in breaking the chain of traditionalism. She goes to Lahore for studies. Before going to Lahore, she writes a letter to her lover named Harish and expresses her desire to be something like him and her cousin Shakuntala. She writes:
‘I am going to Lahore to do my BT. I want to be a teacher like you and Shakuntal Pehnji. Perhaps my will will also benefit by what I do, as yous has done.’ (P 107)
It shows the deep influence of Shankuntala on Virmati. There is no doubt that Shankutala, though a minor character in the novel holds the power to direct the life of Virmati. Even after her marriage, she does not keep quiet. She actively participates in the Gandhiji’s freedom movement and contributes to the great cause of empowering the nation. There is no doubt that Shankunatal’s new thinking and attitude changed the lives of women like Virmati.
Today our society is full of women like Shankuntala, Virmati, Swarnalata, Astha and Peeplika. Their names may be different but their thinking and attitude to fight against the injustice is the same one. They have changed the scenario of woman’s life. Woman once time’s slave of man has become the master. Previously her lot and life was decided by man, now she has made herself copetent and confident and independent to decide the way and style of her life. Today’s woman is completely different from that Virmati’s time. Now she is seen leading family, society and nation also. As a result of the endeavours made by these characters in the novel, women of today are seen ruling different spheres of life. Women have grabbed the controlling authority from men. The best example of this change is the chief ministers of the states like Rajasthan, Delhi, Calcutta, Uttapardesh and Tamilnadu are not men but women. The peak of this change is that a woman, Shrimati Pratibhadevi Patil, is leading our country as a president. The women characters in the books had sown the seeds of new thinking and new life for women and today we see the tree in full fledged form with uncountable fruits. It is the success of the struggle made by these characters against the male dominated society. It is the victory of the entire women fraternity.
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