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   Generally women were portrayed as secondary characters to the greater men who 
carried the story line along. While the females simply offered a supporting role in the midst 
of the action. However, during the colonial  rule and through contact with western 
philosophies and movements, slowly but steadily, the strength of the women characters was 
focused upon in the writings of some authors and this was certainly in contrast to the 
traditional picture of literary damsels. 

 The works of some of the well-known Indian English women writers offer a full 
range of experience of the emerging Indian woman who though rooted in traditions, is firmly 
committed  to re-defining her role and her relatedness to various institutions of the society in 
the  light of the modern thought and consciousness. One can find in their works of 
recognition and appreciation of the potential of ‘independent selfhood of woman’ with all its 
agonies, conflicts and contradictions. 

The new woman depicted in the literature of well-known women writers refuses to 
surrender before the conservative forces of fatalism and subjugation as well as to the market 
oriented glamour of body and looks and tries to charter  her own independent path which 
could ultimately enable her to lead a self-confident and self- reliant life. It is essentially an 
image of modern woman who refuses to be saleable commodity in the market and prefers 
instead to assert her individuality by challenging the defined social and family norms and 
structures, be it marriage, wifehood, motherhood or the larger question related to the liberty. 

The present paper discusses the female voices in The Mother I Never Knew. This 
book comprises two novellas that explore quests by two men- each searching for a mother he 
never knew he had.          
            

The role of women in literature are often quite wide in spectrum.  Generally women were 
portrayed as secondary characters to the greater men who carried the story line along. While 
the females simply offered a supporting role in the midst of the action. However, during the 
colonial  rule and through contact with western philosophies and movements, slowly but 
steadily, the strength of the women characters was focused upon in the writings of some 
authors and this was certainly in contrast to the traditional picture of literary damsels. 

 Compared to the images of women in media contemporary Indian  English writings 
by women attempt to engage and grapple with living realities of women  of various strata of 
society and  endeavour to project life in all its  richness and complexities. The works of some 
of the well-known Indian English women writers like Shashi Deshpande, Nayantara Sahgal, 
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Geetha Hariharan,Kiran Desai, Manju Kapoor, Bharati Mukherji Sudha Murty and  others 
offer a full range of experience of the emerging Indian woman who though rooted in 
traditions, is firmly committed  to re-defining her role and her relatedness to various 
institutions of the society in the  light of the modern thought and consciousness. One can find  
in these works of recognition and appreciation of the potential of ‘independent selfhood of 
woman’ with all its agonies, conflicts and contradictions. 

 The new woman depicted in the literature of these women writers refuses to surrender 
before the conservative forces of fatalism and subjugation as well as to the market oriented  
glamour of body and looks and tries to charter  her own independent path which could 
ultimately enable her to lead a self-confident and self- reliant life. It is essentially an image of 
modern woman who refuses to be saleable commodity in the market and prefers instead to 
assert her individuality by challenging the defined social and family norms and structures, be 
it marriage, wifehood, motherhood or the larger question related to the liberty. 

 Among the women writers of Indian English fiction, Sudha Murty has earned a 
distinct space for her particular attention towards the plight of women and social injustice. 
Her sensitive portrayal and intrinsic human nature makes her writings relevant to the current 
interests. Sudha Murty was born in 1950 in Shiggaon in north Karnataka. She did her MTech 
in computer science, and is now the chairperson of the Infosys Foundation. A prolific writer 
in English and Kannada, she has written novels, technical books, travelogues, collections of 
stories and non-fictional works, and four books for children. Her books have been translated 
into all the major Indian languages. She was the recipient of the R.K. Narayan Award for 
Literature and the Padma Shri in 2006, and the Attimabbe Award from the government of 
Karnataka for exellencein Kannada literature in 2011. She was the first woman engineer to be 
selected by Telco Pune. Sudha Murty  has published several books, mainly through  
Penguine, that espouse her philosophical views on charity , hospitality and self-realization 
through fictional narratives.  Some of her well known novels  are: Dollar Bahu, Mahashweta, 
Gently Falls the Bakula, House of Cards , non- fictional works include Wise and Otherwise, 
The Old Man and His God, The Day I Stopped Drinking Milk, her children’s fiction includes:   
How I Taught My Grandmother to Read and Other Stories, The Bird with Golden Wings etc, 
and her novellas include: The Mother I Never Knew. 

The present paper discusses the voices of female characters in The Mother I Never 
Knew. This book comprises two novellas that explore quests by two men- each searching for 
a mother he never knew had. 

The first novella deals with the story of  Venkatesh, a bank manager, stumbles upon 
his lookalike one fine day. When he probes further, he discovers his father’s hidden past, 
which includes an abandoned wife and a child.  This abandoned wife of Venkatesh’s father is 
Bhagirathi, who is the major female figure in the first novella. She was born in a small village 
of Karnataka, her parents drowned in a flood when she was a toddler. Her maternal uncle, 
Gopal  Kulkarni, who was the village postman in Shrupali, offered to take  responsibility of 
the orphaned girl. His wife, Kaveramma, scolded her frequently, 
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    ‘Your parents have given you an apt name---Bhagirathi. 
     You keepplaying in the river all day!’  (63) 

Gopal and Kaveramma had a son, Hanuma, who wasfive years older than Bhagirathi.  
Bhagirathi studied up to the fourth grade, she was not allowed to study further because there 
was no middle or high school in the village. She didn’t ask to study more either—higher 
education for girls was unheard of in those days and she had to help at home. She grew up to 
be a very beautifulyoung woman; she was fair, attractive and had long, black hair, 

   Many women were jealous of her.Kaveramma did not send her 
    out alone often because she was afraid that someone might try to take 
   advantage of her. (64) 

In those days, people who came to Shrupali for the annual fair stayed with their relatives 
because there were no hotels in the area. That year Champakka and her son Setu Rao came to 
live in Gopal’s neighbour house for a few days. Champakka wanted her son to marry 
Bhagirathi. For Kaveramma’s point of view, it is the best possible match for Bhagirathi 
because there’s no demand for dowry; moreover, this family has no close relatives or a 
father-in-law who will trouble her to pass sarcastic comments. Both the parties approved the 
alliance and the wedding date was set for six months later.During this time Setu was silent, he 
never said anything to her nor did she expect him to. He never wrote her any letters either. It 
was Bhagirathi’s routine to sat on the banks of the river Krishna and dreamt about her future 
and the unfamiliar life in Mumbai.  Meanwhile, Hanuma’s exam were near so he sat by her 
side and studied while she daydreamed. 

 After six months the wedding ceremony took place in the auspicious presence of Lord 
Narsimha, since both the families were poor, only a few people were invited to the wedding. 
After wedding Champakka, Bhagirathi’s mother-in- law, laid down a condition that her son’s 
education must be completed that year as scheduled; after exam he would find a suitable job 
and  Bhagirathi should join him only after that. Both Gopal and Kaveramma agreed to her 
condition but nobody asked the newlyweds for their opinion. Meanwhie, Bhagirathi came to 
know that she was pregnant; the news was sent to Champakka. She expressed her joy  but she 
added that this could have waited till her son was employed.When Bhagirathi was in the sixth 
month of her pregnancy, Champakka and her sister, Parimala, visited to the village to conduct 
the seemantham, a traditional baby shower, for one week. Two days after they had arrived, 
Parimala overheard some women gossiping about Bhagirathi and Hanuma. She started 
investigation and came to the conclusion that Bhagirathi was seven months pregnant and with 
someone else’s child. She decided to wait till the seemantham and then would tell 
Champakka about her search on their way to Mumbai. The seemantham went off as planned 
and Champakka gifted her a pair of gold earrings, a green blouse and some fruits. She blessed 
Bhagirathi for safe delivery and assured her to come back for her grandchild’s naming 
ceremony. 

 As planned, Parimala accompanied Champakka and kept poisoning her mind. 
Champakka was already unhappy because she was sensing that her son, Setu, was  distancing 
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himself from her after his marriage; and this became a good explanation for the drift. By the 
end of the journey, Parimala had completely convinced Champakka that Bhagirathi was 
already pregnant when she married Setu. At home Champakka tried to convinced Setu about 
Bhagirathi, 

‘the truth, ‘Look here, Bala, something’s definitely fishy. Think, 
whydidn’t anybody in the village marry her despite her beauty? 
Unfortunately, you’ve become the unsuspecting victim of her 
charm.Promise  that you will leave her.’ (70) 

She further said: 

…Don’t. Just don’t say a word. I know how the world works. She’s a 
fallen woman and she’ll deliver in the eighth month. Think about; 
you’ll become a father within eight months of marriage. Even you 
were born after the tenth month. I’m your mother and I want the 
bestfor you . I can’t stay with a loose woman like her. You can stay if 
youwant to. Parimala must have already spread the word among 
ourrelatives. I shouldn’t have taken her with me. (70) 

Champakka didn’t bother for  her son’s decision and wrote a letter to Gopal that, 

   ‘We don’t want your neice. You can keep her. The baby is Hanuma’s
   and not my son’s. We will not take her back.’(70) 

Hearing all this Bhagirathi collapsed in grief and  begged Hanuma to go to Mumbai and meet 
her mother-in-law and husband.  She cried, 

Fall at their feet and beg them for mercy. Tell them Bhagirathi 
is as  pure as Sita. There’s no agniparikshain this 
kalyug, otherwise I would’ve jumped into the fire and 
proved my chastity. Tell  my husband that he’s the only 
man I’ve ever been with. I want to go myself, but I can’t travel 
in this condition and uncle won’t be able to travel to Mumbai 
alone because he doesn’t know the local languageor 
English.(71) 

Hamuma went to Mumbai and found out that Champakka and Setu Rao were both died in a 
train accident. Meanwhile, Bhagirathi was waiting at home, desperately believing that 
Hanuma would somehow convince Setu. She would get angry with the unborn baby and 
think, 

Isn’t it because of this baby that people are talking ill of me? May  I 
should starve myself so that it will die inside my womb. But whatdoI 
do? It’s a part of me and part of Setu too. The baby is my reason to 
live. Had I not been pregnant, I would have drowned myself in the 
river Krishna days ago.(74) 
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When she came to know that she had become a widow; she couldn’t take it anymore and fell 
to the floor in a faint and a short while later,   went into labour. Hakinabi was surprised to 
find that Bhagirathi had a lot of fluid in the womb, which explained the big stomach. After 
eighteen hours, she gave birth to a tiny premature baby boy.Bhagirathi was bound by customs 
and tradition and because of this she had to shave her head. Her husband had deserted her; 
this news was spread in the entire village. Because of all this situation one night she decided, 

She thought about her future, ‘I had my dreams too, just like every girl. 
But destiny has shattered them.  There’s nothing that life can offer me 
now. Who cares about my child or me? Nobody.Why should we live?I 
don’t have the strength to face this harsh world day after day.Yes,it’s 
better to put an end to such a life.(76) 

With the baby clinging to her bosom, she walked into the icy water of Krishna, but rescued 
by a fisherman. He consoled her as he walked her to his hut. Now Bhagirathi decided not to 
stay in the village where her life and that of her son’s would be worsethan a dog’s. She left 
the village and went to make a fresh start somewhere else. She found her way to distant 
Dharwad and started working in people’s housesas a cooking maid, earning meagre wages. 

Time passed and Shankar grew up in poverty and without a father 
toprotect him.Bhagirathi registered the boy’s name in school as 
Shankar Setu Rao Joshi… Since Setu was thought to be dead, she 
dutifully performed his shraddha on his death anniversary every 
year….(78) 

Bhagirathi worked hard and became independent. She didn’t beg before anyone for help and 
brought up her son alone. She was bound to be traditional but proved to a new woman.  In  
her story the mother-in-law is shown as ruthless, authoritative and typical of Indian 
traditional sensibility. Thus the family which generally provides security and status to a girl 
after marriage is in very contrast to the stark and painful misfortunes that Bhagirathi 
experience in the story and that allows Sudha Murty to draw the attention of the reader to the 
suffering of a widow. 

 The second major women figure of the first novella is Champakka, mother-in-law of 
Bhagirathi and mother of Setu Rao. She was a very dominating  and very loud-mouthed old 
woman who had become a widow when she was twenty. From that day on, she had lived 
solely for the sake of her son and he had become the centre of her life. A tough life had 
ensured that she was no less than a tigress protecting her cubs. It was she who compelled Setu 
Madhav Rao to change his name to Madhav Rao; only because of her Setu Rao abandoned 
innocent Bhagirathi and her son. Madhav Rao, known for the strictness in the office, was 
meek at home in his mother’s presence. It was she who happily ruled the roost and save 
enough money from Madhav Rao’s income.She was very much stubborn. Madhav Rao’s 
second wife Indiramma was also very quiet and submissive, only because of Champakka she 
always busy herself in different household works. Her mother-in-law never allowed her to 
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wear a lots of jewellery. When Gauri and Venkatesh opened the locker they found there 
numerous necklaces,anklets, armlets, rings and earrings. Venkatesh thought, 

‘Why did mother never use any of this?’Venkatesh wondered. 
He remembered his mother wearing only four thingold 
banglesand a black-beaded mangalsutra. ‘Perhaps Grandma 
didn’tallow her to. I’ve never seen these at home. (90-91) 

When her grandson’s marriage was fixed, she was the one who fixed the girl,nobody cared to 
ask his mother, Indiramma and Venkatesh for their opinion.  

   The another woman character who is the major one in this novella, is 
Shanta,the wife of Venkatesh and grand daughter-in-law of Champakka. Shanta grew up like 
a princess with her parents fulfilling all her demands. When Champakka  came to know about 
her, she immediately approved of Shanta for her grandson,Venkatesh, because she was the 
only child of  rich parents. According to Venkatesh, 

    His wife, Shanta, ran the house very efficiently and handled the 
    family finances better than an investment banker… He was just 
    ‘Madam’s husband’ to the household help who knew that he 
    had no say in any matter. (3-4) 

She was a proud president at the Ladies’ Club, besides that, she was the member of the 
college committee and Vice President of the School Committee while being an active 
investor in the stock market. She was scarcely at home and when she was, she was 
permanently  on  the phone or the laptop. She was very   conscious about her appearance and 
an unabashed show-off. She was also very dominating and financially independent woman. 
Venkatesh  called her a business-minded wife,   

    Venkatesh did not want to cancel the transfer through unofficial 
    channels. Besides, he knew what his business-minded wife 
    would say: ‘Why do you work for such a meagre salary? 
    My manager is paid more than you. Ask for voluntary 
    retirement and relax at home. (6) 

She spoke little and was always to the point. Sometimes it seemed that she was devoid of all 
feelings. Her lack of emotion may have been of great help in her business. She also tried to 
convince her daughter, Gauri, to join MBA, but failed. 

    For years now, Shanta had never asked Venkatesh about his
    salary. She didn’t care; she had much more money coming in.
    But the truth was that Shanta had never really worked hard in
    her life. Her strength were her common sense and her sound
    knowledge of business, both perhaps inherited from her father.
    (18) 
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Shanta was totally a business-minded woman and very practical, when Venkatesh told her 
about  Bhagavva and her son, first she asked to him that what did he want to do about it?; and 
when he said that he wanted to help them with fifty lakhs so that they could buy a house with 
ten or fifteen lakhs and they could use the rest for their children’s education and marriage, or  
Bhabavva’s medical treatment, she answered, 

     But we’re not responsible for their situation… If you
     give them fifty lakhs now, they may ask you for more  
      later. It’s better not to give them anything at all in the
     first place. (105-108) 

She   also added, 

     It doesn’t matter whether I meet them or not. I refuse to
                           give them anything. But if you want to give them 
      something, please give them whatever you want out of 
     your own savings. I don’t mind that at all.(109)  

 The second novella is the story of Mukesh, a young man, who is shocked to realize 
after his father’s death that he  was actually adopted. He  sets out to find his biological 
mother but the deeperhe delves, the more confused to get about where his loyalties should lie, 
with the mother who gave birth to him, or with the mother who brought him up. The major 
woman figure in this novella is Sumati. 

 Mukesh was the son of Rao Saheb and Sumati. After the death of Rao Saheb, once his 
daughter Neeraja got a photograph from her father’s safe. Mukesh asked about it to his   
mother. His mother told him thathe was their adopted son. She told him that she and Krishna 
Rao adopted him from a woman  named, Rupinder; because he had a  dark patch on his right 
foot and her mother-in-law was convinced that it was a bad omen. As if to prove her correct, 
the workshop which Rupinder’s husband started, didn’t do well.Her mother-in-law started 
ignoringthe boy; even as a child, Munna felt rejection. 

 Sumati was very intelligent and business-minded woman. Her intelligence shown 
when and how she introduced Munna to her parents-in-laws’ family.She told her husband, 

     If we tell your family that we have adopted Munna,  
     then whenever we visit Bangalore, there’s a chance 
     of someone telling him that he’s not from our 
     community or that he was adopted. Or maybe they’ll
     treat him differently from Neeru and he will figure out
     on his own. (158) 

She wrote a letter to her parents-in-law and her brother that she was six months pregnant. She 
knew very well that neither her sister-in –law nor her mother-in-law would offer to come and 
help her in Delhi for the delivery. After three months, she informed them that she had a baby 
boy. Meanwhile, she decided that she would not visit Bangalore for a few years. 
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 Mortgaging the chain of Munna, she decided to buy a sewing machine and stitch 
clothes. She was courageous and practical lady. When her husband refused, she said 
confidently, 

     I’ll work hard to repay the mortgage money and get the 
     chain back. I know how important Rupinder’s gift is.
     (160) 

Her honesty and skill made her popular and she was able to get the chain back within a year. 
Unlike Champakka, she was a good mother-in-law. She was traditional as well as modern 
woman. She accepted her son’s wish to marry Vasanthi when she knew about Vasanthi, 

    His mother, Sumati, had raised her eyebrows and had given 
    him a naughty smile, ‘Now I know that My Munna has   
    grown up. (119) 

The day after the wedding she told Vasanthi, 

    ‘My child, you are just like Neeraja to me. This is your house 
    now.’Sumati considered Vasanthi to be her daughter and 
    Neeraja treated her like a real sister. (121) 

The woman who is next important to Sumati, is Rupinder, a Punjabi lady .She was a nice and 
kind hearted and friendly nature lady. She was a hard working girl from a poor family that 
lived in a village on the border of Haryana and Punjab. When she was very young, she was 
married to Surinder- a school dropout and a short-tempered man who was completely 
controlled by his mother.  She made Rupinderwork like a servant all day. Within a year of her 
marriage, the joint family opted to separate and Surinder decided to start a car workshop 
along with his brother. After so many months they decided to sell the bungalow and go to 
Amritsar to try their luck there but Rupinder’s mother-in-law didn’t want to take Munna with 
them. In her opinion if he would come with them he would bring bad luck to the family over 
there too. She wanted that Rupinder send him to her parents’ home the village or in an 
orphanage run by a gurudwara. 

    The poor woman had no support from her maternal home, no
    money, no power, and a useless husband. The only positive 
    thing in her life was her love for her son. (150) 

She was a caring mother also, she assured everything before handover her son to Sumati and 
her husband, 

    ‘But what will happenif you have another baby later? I know
    that you’ll take care of Munna well, but once you have your 
    own boy, then things might change.’ (154) 

 The portrayal of woman in Indian English fiction as the silent victim and up holder of 
the tradition and traditional values of family and society has undergone a tremendous change 
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and is no longer presented as a passive character. After analysing the women in both novella 
one can see that however, Sudha Murty seems aware of the fact that the women of India have 
indeed achieved their success  in sixty years of independence, but if there is to be a true 
female independence, too much remains to be done .  We can see the emergence of new 
women in Sudha Murty’s women characters, who do not want to be rubber dolls for others to 
move as they will. Defying patriarchal notions that enforce women towards domesticity, they 
asserts their individuality and aspire self-reliance through education. They nurture the desire 
of being independent and leading lives of their own. They want to shoulder responsibilities 
that go beyond a husband and children. They are not silent rebels but are bold, outspoken, 
determined and action oriented. 
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