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LhiEle unml Heallpd UG G&Teem_ s

‘Loenev &SET eTaTn QUITMRETLIELD ueFHuiey
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‘eumpsensLinmGeners’ (Lifestyle) seoL_i1919d@Lb
U Blenewd FUpSTU LDSHFET GHLpedald &GBlSH L
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etaoim) @5 GUIgLD 6TewTewnT (LPLQWTSH. F @UIBS
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7 Article

Patriarchal Suppression

Upper-caste

Widows and the Resultant

Inviolable Voices:

A Study of Bapsi
Sidwa’s ‘Water’

T.Jayasudha

The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘protest’
as ‘a statement or action expressing disapproval or
objection’ and as “an organized public demonstration
objecting to an official policy.” It also includes protest
as challenging a decision, an outcry, an affirmation and
an assertion (713). Over the centuries, one of the most
important tools available to protesting groups was
literature. Some of the most famous protest literatures
are: Black literature, indigenous writings like Métis of
Canada or that of the American Indians, Dalit writings,
feminist writings, etc. Bapsi Sidwa’s Water qualifies
to be protest literature as it envisages a new social
order against the oppression of upper case widows in
some parts of northern Indian by resisting patriarchy.

The role of woman in the Indian socio-cultural
contexts has always been one of subjugation to her
male counterparts. The status of women during the
Vedic age through the Aryan invasion and advent of
Hinduism leading to the pre and post independence
eras would be mandatory to study the plight of the
upper caste widows portrayed by Bapsi Sidwa in Water.
The opposition that Water encountered sprung from
the Hindu patriarchal set up as Deepa Mehta’s venture
represented the views and experiences of the
marginalized widows from a woman’s point of view.
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Rising the limitations of the ideologies to lay bare
the full range of oppressive practices imposed upon all
women, but particularly upon widows (Chakravarti
248).

Sidwa’s novel shows antecedents of popular
ideologies in ancient Brahmanical texts and their
reiteration in texts compiled in the eighteenth century
which would have the effect of refurbishing the
circulation of Brahmanical ideologies at a ‘popular’
level. Kamaladevi Chattopadhayay in her seminal
work Indian Women’s Battle for Freedom writes:

Scholarly studies by researchers tell us that the
women in the ancient times, from Vedic period, that is,
2500 B.C to 1500 B.C. enjoyed equal status with men
in every field such as political, social, economic and
religious. They were treated with dignity and respect
... Women’s education was then a routine part of their
daily life, marked by Upanayana, which literally means
taking a pupil to the teacher or initiation into learning.
There are verses in the Atharva Veda to be recited
while offering a libation at the initiation of a woman
into Vedic studies. One of the Grihasutras describes
the actual initiation ceremony where she is addressed
as Yagnopavitini (Chattopadhayay 9).
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Man could not worship alone, as he was only half
a being. In fact at one time, no unmarried man could
become a priest. Even today “women are still
indispensable in some rituals which the man alone
cannot perform without his woman partner”
(Chattopadhayay 10). The ritualistic marriage verse,
the vows taken during marriage, presuppose the bride
to be an adult though monogamy was the practice.
Marriage of the widow to the younger brother of the
deceased husband was allowed. Chattopadhayay
quotes a passage from Rig Veda addressed to a widow.

Rise up woman, thou art lying by one whose life
is gone.

Come to the world of the living, away from the
husband (Chattopadhayay 11).

Pandita Ramabai too mentions about it in the High
Caste Hindu Woman (Ramabai 42).

Aryans, the earliest followers of Hinduism in India
practiced a variety of conjugal relationship: some
approving of monogamy, others accepting polygamy
and polyandry. Rishi Parasara’s requests for sexual
favour from Satyavati, Kunti’s wooing of Surya and
seeking relations outside her marriage to Pandu as he
cannot produce children are examples of polyandry in
ancient Indian.

It was The Laws of Manu or Varnashastras that
brought the caste system and patriarchy. The marrying
of non-Aryan women into Aryan families was towards
enslaving them as they were low caste and hence they
could not be initiated through Upanayana and Vedic
education. To quote Chattopadhayay:

The obvious purpose of excluding women from
this initiation was clearly to debar then as servile
nonentities. .. an extension of what was called religion
began to cover social usages, the freedom enjoyed by
women began to contract and ancient texts came to
be tortured out of their original context to support the
new social pattern now forced into use. Many perverse
customs were thus introduced into society by
interpolating whole new passages into the original
shastric texts and epics, posed as emanation from
learned, respected leaders or rishis. This helped them
to get religious sanction for degrading women'’s status,
reducing them to being unwanted progeny and finally
having to mount the funeral pyre of the husband.
Marriage was to be their only vocation, with no
existence outside of it (Chattopadhayay 18).

By, QF@psmuiesn

Child marriage followed as a natural corollary.
The daughter was described as a ‘trust’of the father,
later to become the ‘property’ of the husband. When
child marriage became a religious obligation, child
widows became inevitable, whose fate under the
changed circumstances became miserable. Child
marriage was mandatory for girls as Rakhmabai writes:

Every parent was obliged to marry its child within
the limit of the age and within its own caste, be it a fit
or unfit match (Chakravarti 106).

Widows had only two alternatives either to subject
themselves to excommunication and social oppression
or to become a sati. According to Chakravarti:

The widow was conscious of the miseries to which
she would be subjected now that she had survived her
husband. The momentary agony of suffocation in the
flames was nothing compared to her lot as a widow
(285).

In her critique on Pandita Ramabai’s times, Sati
was declared illegal in India in 1829 by the then
Governor General Lord William Bentinck because of
Raja Ram Mohan Roy’s activist efforts. The
glorification of sati reached its peak when temples were
built for them. There are 250 sati temples in northern
India, mostly in Rajasthan. An article by Divya in
Sunday Times of India dated 16™ August 2009 entitled
“Cases may have become rare but Glorification of the
Ideology continues for Commercial Reasons: Why sati
is still a burning issue” shows that the crusade against
sati is still not over.

The fate of child widows is even more
reprehensible, for their whole future is marred,
especially as some of them were very little girls. They
are debarred from any festivities, celebrations, denied
good clothes or ornaments and their head had to be
tonsured. Further, they were considered inauspicious,
unlucky to even look at, so they had to hide themselves,
make themselves look ugly, subject themselves to a
whole lot of ignominies. The social fabric was being
progressively tied up in these so called religious coils
by interested social tyrants clad in religious garbs. It is
evident that in the early times Hindu society was guided
by customary rules of conduct, interpreted by people
as the needs of the times required.

Colonialism intensified patriarchal relations in
colonized lands, often because native men, increasingly
disenfranchised and excluded from the public sphere,
became more tyrannical at home ... The example of
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widow immolation will serve to illustrate this process
(Loomba 168).

Lata Mani lays emphasis on the fact that the
colonial administration consulted only the priests on
decisions regarding issues and disputes amidst the
colonized Indians.

Bapsi Sidwa wrote Water with Deepa Mehta’s
film script on request by a Canadian publisher. It was
primarily written for the western especially American
audiences of Mehta’s movie Water before the film’s
release to establish the context of the movie. Martha
Alter Chen’s Widows in India enriched Sidwa’s
knowledge with the customs and traditions governing
the treatment of widows in Indian society.

Set in 1938 India against the backdrop of
Mahatma Gandhi’s rise to power, Water follows the
life of eight year old Chuyia, child bride who is
abandoned at a widow’s ashram in Benares after her
forty four year old husband dies. Chuyia is the daughter
of a Brahmin priest, Somnath and Bhaghyalakshmi.
Somnath is forced to give his daughter in marriage to
Hira Lal, a forty four year old man even without
Bhaghya’s consent. Bhaghya’s confrontation with
Somnath to dissuade him from marrying Chuyia so
young fails as Somnath declares:

You are the wife and daughter of Brahmin priests:
surely you are aware of our traditions, ... a woman’s
role in life is to get married and have sons. That is why
she is created: to have sons! That is all (Sidwa 8-9).

Somnath’s authoritative remarks about the
necessity for Chuyia’s early marriage foregrounds the
patriarchal suppression that Bhaghya and Chuyia
experience. He echoes Manusmrithi when he says:

A woman is recognized as a person only when
she is one with her husband ... A woman’s body is a
site for conflict between a demonic stri-svavahava,
which is her lustful aspect, and her stri-dharma, which
is her womanly duty (Sidwa 8).

Bhaghya succumbs to the domination of Somnath
as she hopes that “the connection with Hira Lal’s family
would benefit her household” (Sidwa 21) and “her
misgivings concerning her daughter’s betrothed
quieted” (Sidwa 20). Chuyia is married to Hira Lal.
The marriage rituals startle and confuse Chuyia who
is too young to be initiated into marriage. During the
marriage ritual: “Hira Lal appeared linked to the
ambulatory little bundle in red silk, as a pet” (Sidwa
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21). Sidwa emphasizes on the treatment of Chuyia as
a mere object.

After marriage Chuyia stayed with her parents
as she had not attained puberty. Later when Hira Lal
becomes sick Chuyia was forced to accompany
Somnath, Hira Lal and her mother-in-law to Benares.
Her husband was dying and his final rites were planned
to be performed in Benares. Bhaghya blamed Chuyia’s
karma. After Hira Lal’s funeral the events that happen
are cruel and shocking and beyond the comprehension
of the child-victim. Chuyia’s mother-in-law initiates
Chuyia into widowhood. She

Jerked the mangalsutra off her neck... using
a brick smashed the red glass bangles (Sidwa 33).

Sidwa writes: “Chuyia realized with a stab of
shock that she had ceased to matter to this woman”
(Sidwa 33). Chuyia is led to one of the barkers
“who initiated the next ritual in Chuyia’s passage to
widowhood” (Sidwa 34). Events happen in quick
succession that Chuyia is dumbfounded. Somnath is
shocked by the developments. He knew

That in the Brahmin culture, once widowed,
awoman was deprived of her useful function in society
— that of reproducing and fulfilling her duties to her
husband. She ceased to exist as a person; she was no
longer either daughter or daughter-in-law. There was
no place for her in the community, and she was viewed
as a threat to society. A woman’s sexuality and fertility,
which was so valuable to her husband in his lifetime,
was converted upon his death into a potential danger
to the morality of the community (Sidwa 24).

Chuyia is mercilessly sent to a widow ashram by
her mother-in-law. Somnath is a helpless man as in
the Hindu tradition:

The giver can no longer lay claim to an object
that has once been denoted, the parents of a traditional
Hindu bride have no rights over their daughter once
she has been gifted to the bridegroom (Sidwa 21).

Chuyia’s untimely widowhood hurts Somnath and
the parting that loomed ahead of them seemed to be a
curse. Chuyia is abandoned in a widow’s ashram where
she is surrounded by 20 widows, ranging in age from
twenty to seventy. Chuyia’s tantrums to flee from the
ashram fail. Her association with Kalyani, who was
the youngest widow in the ashram before Chuyia’s
arrival and the tenderness shown by Shakuntala,
in whom Chuyia saw her mother are her only
comforting ties. Chuyia is expected to spend the rest
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of her life in penitence. Unwilling to accept her fate,
Chuyia is instrumental in transforming the lives of the
widow. Her friend, the beautiful widow, Kalyani, who
is involved in flesh trade by the chief widow of the
ashram, falls in love with Narayan, a young, upper caste
Gandhian idealist and the son of Seth Dwarakanath.
The affair boldly defies Hindu tradition and destabilizes
the delicate balance of power in the ashram. Chuyia
helps Kalyani to escape from the ashram to marry
Narayan. Kalyani discovers that Narayan is the son
of Seth Dwarakanath who is one of the many rich
men who have sexually abused her. Unable to bear
the truth she drowns in the Ganges. Shockingly, Chuyia
is subjected to prostitution after Kalyani’s death.
Shakuntala saves Chuyia from the ashram and sends
her away with Narayan from Benares. This paper
focuses only on the child widow, Chuyia though Sidwa
deals with the life and experiences of the other widows
as well. What this paper presents is only a miniscule
picture of the plight of upper caste widows. Thus the
novel Water portrays the helpless victimization of
widows in general and that of child widows into sexual
exploitation in particular, especially in certain parts of
northern Indian and by denouncing such practices it
recuperates the repressed voices of marginalized
women. Rich men like Seth Dwarakanath exploit
young widows and force them into prostitution. Uma
Chakravarti augments are exploitation of widows with
Tarabai’s argument.

The miseries of enforced widowhood ... are
attributable to the structures men have created and
the advantage they can take even of the enforced
celibacy of widows (Chakravarti 252).

The plot of Water though fictitious reflects the
facts. Widows from West Bengal, the northeastern
states and Bangladesh still make their way to the
ashrams of Vrindavan, Mathura and Varanasi, in the
hope that in the holy cities, God will not allow anyone
to starve. Young widows are still being sold into
prostitution. The sewadasi system, in which the
‘service’ done to rich and powerful pilgrims is seen as
an act of piety, is still prevalent. Sexual exploitation
still exists at the bhajanashrams.

Vrindavan in North India has been very popular
as a place of refuge for the upper caste widows. Anees
Jung describes Vrindavan thus: “the streets of this
medieval holy town are littered with the shrunken
figures of women, bedraggled, dressed in dirty white,
divorced from love, family and home” (73). Large
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section of these widows live in religious points like
Vrindavan, Varanasi, Mathura, Hardwar, Puri and
mobility to these religious points is an ongoing process.
These places not only have a high population of widows
but also accommodate many destitute women.
Different justifications have been given for the exodus
like “dedication on the almighty” and search of Moksha.
These widows/destitute women live in very oppressive
conditions, depending mainly on begging, singing bhajans
and indulge in prostitution for survival. It is observed
that West Bengal has earned the dubious status of
having the highest rate in the exodus of old and helpless
women. Owing to different factors widows/destitute
women migrated from West Bengal to Vrindavan and
the adjacent areas of Gokul, Barsana, Goverdhan and
Radhakund collectively called Brijbhumi. Apart from
Sewadasi phenomenon, to whatever extent, other forms
of sexual exploitation also exist. Sex trade in Vrindavan
is flourishing.

It was only after Deepa Mehta’s venture of film
Water in January 2000 that a high level meeting of the
National Human Rights Commission was held in
September 2001. Representatives of the Department
of Women and Child Development, Human Resource
Development Ministry, and Governments of Uttar
Pradesh and West Bengal participated in it. At this
meeting, Justice JS Verma said:

“It is unfortunate that nothing substantial seems to
have happened to elevate the status of women
who hence come to Vrindavan despite the
philanthropic attitude of the people in the country
to help others. The need of the hour is to take
concrete steps to stop the flow of women to
Vrindavan and simultaneously carry out
rehabilitation programmes whereby the overall
plight of these women can be improved (Reddy
62).”

Facilities like free and clean accommodation,
proper healthcare, financial assistance, dignified
cremation, establishment of group housing, etc.,
became a part of NHRC agenda. While there is an
outcry all over the world when there is an attempted
Sati in India there is little interest shown toward the
misery endured by millions of Indian widows everyday.
Rehabilitation of the widows is the need of the hour as
they are the poorest, most wretched, discriminated,
marginalized, isolated and neglected women.
Deprivation of fundamental human rights to a section
of women has to be contested at all levels in the
country.
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Indira Goswami’s experiences as a widow as well
as a researcher finds expression in her novel
Neelkanthi Braj which was later translated into
English article Blue Necked Braja (1975) which is
about the plight of the Radheswamis of Vrindavan who
lived in abject poverty and suffered from sexual
exploitation. One of the main issues that the novel
touches upon is the plight of young women widows
for whom companionship beyond the confines of their
ashrams and fellow widows become impossible. The
urge to live life as well as the moral dilemma that they
face through the order of precepts of religion in this
regard are brought out with astonishing clarity and
feeling in the novel. Indira exposed the uglier face of
Vrindavan, the city of Lord Krishna in her novel. It
was also the first novel to be written on this subject.
The novel was based on Indira’s research on the place
as well as her real life experience of living in the place
for 3-4 years before she joined University of Delhi as
lecturer.

Indira Goswami’s The Moth Eaten Howdah
of the Tusker deals with the life of three widows. In
The Moth Eaten Howdah of the Tusker she writes
about the plight of Assamese Brahmin widows in the
religious institutions of Assam called Satra. This novel
had been anthologized in The Masterpieces of Indian
Literature and has been made into a film called
Adajya which won several national and international
awards in film festivals. One can draw parallels
between both the novels: Giribala, the youngest of the
three widows in Goswami’s novel can be compared to
Chuyia in that she is victimized by the patriarchal
system “without giving her any choice in the matter of
widowhood” (Padma 216). Giribala’s story ends in
tragedy as she burns herself while Chuyia is sexually
exploited by Narayan’s father; both Chuyia and
Giribala are rebellious in nature. Sidwa and Goswami
have shown how upper caste patriarchy expects the
widows on one hand to lead a saintly life renouncing
all pleasures and on the other hand sexually exploits
the young widows. Women who are castled as the
custodians of tradition are exploited by the same
patriarchal system. Both the novelists portray the
vulnerability of young widows to ill-treatment as they
constantly face the fear of sexual harassment.

It is important to take note of the issues highlighted
by Deepa Mehta and Bapsi Sidwa to shift the focus of
our attention from knowledge of widowhood to the
experiences of widowhood. Sidwa’s Water serves as
a “critique of enforced widowhood and the extant forms
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of Brahmanical patriarchal practices” (Chakravathi
247). Sidwa’s graphic and moving portrayal of the
experiences of young widows outlines the structure of
relations in which those experiences may be located.
Bapsi Sidwa or Deepa Mehta are not the only people
who have voiced for the widows. Many women
reformers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
have voiced against the ill-treatment meted out to
widows. Pandita Ramabai’s The High Caste Hindu
Woman, Rakhmabai essays, Tarabai Shinde’s work
Stri Purusha Tulana, Kashibai Kanitkar’s essay on
Women? Past and Present — highlight the plight of
Hindu widows of the nineteenth century which is the
period that Sidwa deals with in Water. The upper caste
widow was considered a social pariah and a domestic
grudge.

Ramabai is particularly pungent when she turns
her attention to the relationship between women’s
oppression, social customs and Shastric sanction
(Chakravarti 255).

Ramabai draws attention to the abuse and social
suppression of child widows whom she sympathizes
with as she believes that child widows are the badly
affected among the marginalized widows. Pandita
Ramabai in her The High Caste Hindu Woman
critiques the Brahmanical practices of the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries with special reference to
widowhood of Brahmin women. Rakhmabai, a victim
of child marriage appeals to the government that any
marriage performed without its sanction “should be
null and void” (Chakravarti 256). Because women have
not intervened in the public debate of widowhood,
especially child widows, their silence cannot and should
not be read as assent or infer from it that women do
not suffer as a consequence of the ‘evil’ customs.

Deepa Mehta’s Water released as Rising Moon
drew the world’s attention to the plight of widows in
some states in India and it voices against injustices to
women. Protests flared against Mehta in January 2000
when she had aimed at shooting the film in the Hindu
holy city of Varanasi. Hindu fundamentalists objected
not only to the film’s story but to the title as well as it
referred to the sacred Ganges simply as water. Deepa
Mehta had already completed 2 movies Earth and Fire.
The choice of the title Water was only to complete the
trilogy and did not refer to the Ganges. Devyani,
Mehta’s daughter has chronicled their experiences in
amemoir Shooting Water, published by Penguin books
in 2006. Mehta’s troubles mounted when Indian novelist
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Sunil Gangopadhy accused her of plagiarizing the film’s
plot from his book Those Days, an accusation Mehta
refuted with a lawsuit that was eventually settled out
of court. Shabana Azmi, who had tonsured for the film,
became the subject of a fatwa from Islamic clerics.

Water is a representation of the critical political
energies that is no longer detained by recycled
debate, and institutional jockeying, but instead is
methodologically eclectic, extroverted, experimental,
engaged in multiple sites of investigation and
contest (Loomba, et.al., 27).

Water delinks the legacies of the Manusmrithi
and reorganizes Hindu Patriarchy by voicing for the
oppressed Hindu widows. Disentanglement from
patriarchal rules of Hinduism and from Hinduism as a
religion which treats woman as an inferior male in the
main agenda of Water. Given the resilience of
patriarchal mechanisms for distributing power and of
its capacity to organize its citizen’s hopes an attempt
like (Mehta’s) Sidwa’s Water tries to break down the
order that the patriarchal system tries to establish. The
plight of widows cannot be improved without substantial
social reform. The denigration of the upper caste widow
can be regenerated only through social reforms. The
denigration of the upper caste widow can be
regenerated only through social vehicles and literary
efforts like that of Deepa Mehta’s Rising Moon and
Bapsi Sidwa’s Water. Hindu patriarchy has
permeated the public sphere in India so much so that
the oppression of the widows never surfaces in the
modern reformist agenda for women. It is necessary
that scholars and women reform movement
organizations involve seriously to reconstruct the
ideologies perpetrated and popularized by the
patriarchal set up.
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