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Abstract: Women owing to feminist movement have got some human rights but practically they could
not exercise their rights. Similarly, through literature they expressed their views but could not speak
vociferously. And, the question of their freedom from physical, psychological and economical
fortification in patriarchal society is beyond imagination. In such a situation, how do they express
themselves? How do they free themselves? Which conditions force them to break away all the patriarchal
shackles? To see answers to these questions, this paper attempts to investigate the pressing conditions
which let them question the patriarchy and break away all the shackles. Further, it also tries to explore the
world which is egalitarian and free from all oppressive institution. For this, Rabindranath Tagore’s short
story “A Wife’s Letter” is under scrutiny from the feminist and spiritual lenses.
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Introduction

The patriarchal society treats women as margin, other and second sex. They are suppressed,
oppressed and exploited psychologically, emotionally, economically and physically. As they are treated
as mere property, they lead a life of non-entity and silent beings without any right. Since women remain
closest to the oppressors i.e. husband, lovers, father, brothers and sons they are still not free. All other
structures/evils have been debated and eradicated for the reason that the oppressor is visibly an enemy.
But the same is not in the case with women. Therefore, it is toughest for women to assert and revolt. In
Response to their assertion in the past, they got some rights too. But, those rights i.e. equality, right to
property, education, right to reproduce, right over their body etc. could not turn into reality. Somehow
women have expressed their plight through literature and have attempted to break the shackles but they
could not do it radically.

The woman protagonist in Shashi Deshpande’s That Long Silence chooses only mid path and
self-realization. All other writers like Kamala Markandaya, Anita Desai, Bharti Mukherjee, Kamala Das,
Nayantara Sehgal etc. depict their pathetic conditions and hardly their characters revolt against the
patriarchal system. Later, the characters such as of Gita Hariharan’s Thousand Faces of Night cross
patriarchal boundaries. But, women portrayed in the 21st century by writers like Urmila Pawar transgress
the old-age shackles. But, ideally speaking no system changes but assumes a new form. Therefore, the
predicament of women remains the same whether they are single or married; single or spinster; mothers
or issueless. Therefore, this study aims to explore the way a woman not only breaks the shackles but gets
herself absolutely free; rejects home, husband and world without dying.

Objective

Thus the main objective of the study is to investigate how and when the women can get her free
from all the patriarchal shackles. Various studies have been done by researchers scrutinizing
Rabindranath Tagore’s story “A Wife’s Letter” but these all are either Mrinal’s letter writing or her
journey from ‘doll house’ to another world. The study undertaken by the researcher still has scope and
relevance.

Material and Methodology

Since it is qualitative study, Rabindranath Tagore’s short story “A Wife’s Letter” has been taken
up as the main source of study, however, other sources would also be part of the study. The study has
been divided into two parts respectively: Feelings of Women in Fortification; Freeing the Self. To analyse
the material the feminist lens is used.

Discussion

The inhumane conditions of people owing to the exploitative structures press the victims and
intellectuals to debate and eradicate the inhuman system. So, the inhuman conditions compel the victims
to wage a war against evil. However, the expression of these situations is a precondition for true freedom.
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The feminists whereas express themselves through fictional writings or through political movement for
public attention, the character Mrinal writes conspicuously the wrong doing of her oppressor to him
directly. Thus, she dares to de-frame the everlasting patriarchal structures.

Feelings of Women in Fortification

The major issue of fortification of women that Tagore highlights in the story is the perception of
society towards girls as a futile being. Mrinal reminds this by mentioning how she had survived. Since
she was “a girl, that’s why she lived. If she’d been a boy, she couldn’t have been saved.” Jom-Raj is wise
in his deadly robbery: he only takes things of value [boys].” [Tagore, 1914] Girls are generally neglected
beings. “There’s one thing to be said for growing up neglected and uncared for: it makes the body
ageless, immortal. Disease doesn’t want to linger, so the easy roads to death are shut off.” [Tagore, 1914]
Contrary to this fact, the worthlessness of girls’ life also manifests in their life immunity. All those who
survive in odds grow stronger than those who are pampered. But women have never been pampered as
the sons are in human history. The notion of neglect of girls had seeped into her mind so deep that she
sarcastically reveals that “In Bengal no one has to search for jaundice, dysentery, or a bride.” [Tagore,
1914] So women of marriageable age are equated to diseases like jaundice and dysentery.

The conception of undesired being turns them incapable of assertion at any level and for
anything. Further, they were/are married at young age as Mrinal too was married off at age of twelve even
though the in-laws family was reputed-one. Tagore raises the issue of child marriage in second decade of
20" century. The Child Marriage Restrain Act, 1929 is a testimony of the same. But the practice
continued for decades and still continues in some parts and communities of India. The Child Marriage
Restrain (Amendment) Act, 1949 strengthens the argument. In addition to women’s worthlessness in the
phallocentric world which resulted in child marriage, bride selling had been also a major problem. The
story of Tagore verifies this as Mrinal discloses “whatever price they offered for her, that would be her
price.” [Tagore, 1914]

Besides, the notion of identity is very crucial in one’s life. But women, already othered, are
renamed in Hindu society which completely obliterates their identity which one had lived with till date.
Urmila Pawar, Baby Kamble and Bapsi Sidhwa point out the same in their writings. Women were and are
still addressed differently than their names. Either they would be called the mother of ...... (names their
son or daughter) or the wife of ...... (husband’s name). [Pawar, 2003: 196] [Pawar This address obliterates
their identity completely. In the Bengali family, Mrinal is addressed as ‘“Mejo-Bou (second wife)”
[Tagore, 1914] it continued till the last quarter of the 20™ century as Urmila Pawar highlights in her
autobiography.

Besides, girls are married off in order to unburden their load. It is visible in the case of Bindu’s
marriage to an insane person. Here Tagore questions the institution of marriage as marriages are fixed on
falsities and lies as Bindu’s marriage was fixed. In this regard, Mrinal argues, “A marriage based on such
a deception is not a marriage at all” [Tagore, 1914]. And escape to such marriage by Bindu further proves
that women have no home. At in-laws' place they own nothing and at parents' home they are not desired
even if they are destitute. Baby Kamble raises this issue vehemently and writes that “Husbands, flogging
their wives as if they were beasts, would do so until the sticks broke with effort. The heads of these
women would break open, their backbones would be crushed, and some would collapse unconscious”
[Kamble, 2008: 98].

Lastly, such helpless women like Bindu resort to suicide as Bindu commits by “setting fire to her
clothes and killed herself” [Tagore, 1914]. In all the inhuman conditions of women, other women remain
uncompassionate. Women: mothers, grandmothers, sisters-in-law and mother-in-law all remain silent and
support patriarchy as the real sister of Bindu does. Bindu’s sister says “She said, “You must realize, Bindi
dear, a husband is a woman’s shelter, her protector, her salvation, her everything. If suffering is written
on your forehead, no one can avert it” [Tagore, 1914]. This is same as the old woman in Shashi
Deshpande’s That Long Silence proselytizing young women to treat her husband as “sheltering tree”
[Deshpande, 1989: 32]. All this manifests that “Woman has no compassion for woman.” [Tagore, 1914]
Overall, Mrinal seeing the life of Bindu comes to understand and says that “I’ve seen the worth of a
woman in this world. I don’t need any more” [Tagore, 1914].

Freeing the Self

Freedom is the greatest desire of human beings and for it one has to pay a high price. Some
people just by paying a price enjoy this world throughout life. But the same is not the case with women.
They cannot enjoy freedom just by paying a price in patriarchal society. There is hardly the freedom
available for women below the cost of their life. Therefore, Bindu attempts to get free from this inhumane
world. in This regard, Mrinal sarcastically states that You thought that, by your turn of whim and your
custom graved in stone, you could keep her life crushed under your feet forever, but your feet weren’t
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powerful enough. Death was stronger.” Thus in her death Bindu became great and discarded all the
identities—Bengali girl, a female cousin, a lunatic stranger’s deceived wife.

In a way, death frees and makes one courageous but on the other hand Mrinal understands that
death is not the solution to the problems. For her there is no courage in death like any ordinary Bengali
girl. Mrinal asks “What is our life that we must fear death? Those whose life-bonds have been knotted
tight with love and care, they flinch before death.” [Tagore, 1914] But for Mrinal herself it is a shameful
act. Therefore, she cannot take this course. She knows very well that nothing confers freedom to a
woman—neither motherhood nor death.

In no relation—daughter, sister, wife, mother, friend, grandmother—there is freedom for women
and none of the relation is purer and truer one except the relationship with one’s own self. Therefore, she
ties knot of only one relationship which frees oneself and that is with the world as well as world-keeper
(God). Same as Meera does with Lord Krishna. Only after being detached from the entire relationship one
finds the true relationship. That is why just after divorcing the patriarchal world when she proceeds on a
spiritual journey to Puri she realizes that “It was my true self, my free self.” [Tagore, 1914]

Conclusion

The above discussion shows that women’s life is actually hell-like in the patriarchal world. Since
human beings are social beings, it is impossible for them to live without society but society is inhumane
for certain sections of society and women particularly. The only escape for ordinary women in unbearable
circumstances is death. But, none of the two extremes—Iife and death—is the solution. Therefore, Tagore
seems to suggest that the only solution is discarding all the worldly relations only one relation to one’s
own self (atma) be maintained. And in Hindu philosophy atma is pramatama (God). Therefore, the
relationship to the world and world-keeper (God) only can offer freedom. That means being indifferent to
the world yet being in the world one must lead the life which means spirituality offers freedom.
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IIpennaraemMplii KpaTKUi KpUTUUECKUW aHAIM3 OCHOBAH HAa UCCJEJOBAHUM aKMEUCTCKUX CTHUXOB
AXMaToBOii, KOTOpBIE B pa3HOE BpeMs ObLIM BKIIOUEHBI el B [100oposcnuk u B Cmuxu nocieoOHux aem,
MEMYapoB, TOCBSILEHHBIX ONMCAHUIO BHEIIHETro0 OOJMKAa IMO03Ta, a TaKKe MOPTPETOB, KOTOpPbIe OBbLIHM
BBHIMOJIHEHBI B TPAJMIMUAX aBaHTApJHOW >KUBOMHCH, Tpapuku W Qortorpadum B MepBOil MOJIOBHHE
neazamnaroro seka [Etkind, 1984; ITynun, 2000; Yepnbix, 2008; ITerpos-Boakun, 2010].

O6pa3 KEHCKOW YeJIKH, MPEICTABICHHBIA BO BCEX ATUX MEPEUHCICHHBIX UCTOYHHMKAX, C OJHOU
CTOPOHBI, OTOOpa3WJI YHUKAIILHBIH Xapakrep, mBeT W (opMy JiMma, NBWKEHHs TJa3 W Tella I03Ta
aKMEHCTa, a C APYToi CTOPOHBI, INYHYIO OTBETCTBEHHOCTh AXMAaTOBOH B CO3AHUN XOPOWUX VITH HIOXUX,
NpaBUIbHLIX WIA HENPASUIbHbIX CTUXOB B pyCCKOM MoepHu3Me. M3 Mo3ToB, ynTaBIIMX CTUXH B bamiHe,
sipde BCero 3anoMHmiIach AHHa AxmaroBa. [IneHnTenbHas cuia cTpyuiach oT Hee, Kak U OT €€ CTHXOB.
Tomnkast, BEICOKasl, CTPOITHAS, C TOPABIM ITOBOPOTOM MaJI€HBKOW TOJOBKH, 3aKyTaHHAS B LIBETUCTYIO IIaJIb,
AxmaroBa moxonuia Ha TuTany. Hoc ¢ ropOMHKOMN, TeMHBIE BOJIOCHI, Ha JIOY HMOACTPHKEHBI KOPOTKON
YEeJIKOH, Ha 3aThUIKE MOAXBAYCHBI BBICOKUM HCTIaHCKUM rpedHeM [ TripkoBa — Buiesime, 1989: 28-32].

BriepBeie AxmarToBa mpeacTaBuia CBOI0 HE3aMBICIIOBATYIO YENIKY B CTHXE Ha wee uemoxk meakux
pAao [Axmartosa, 1990:141].

U xaxercs nuno Oienueit
Or IMIIoBEIONIETO MIENKA,
[Toutn moxoauT Mo OpoBeit
Most He3aBHTas YeKa.
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