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Sītā‘s fire ordeal and final banishment by Rāma are among the most controversial 

episodes of the Rāmāyaṇa. The four modern Telugu authors in question here turn these events 

into the central theme of their Rāmāyaṇas: Chalam (―Sītā Enters the Fire‖), Pathabhi (―Sītā‖), 

Volga (―Reunion‖) and D.R. Indra (―Rāvaṇa‘s Prophecy‖) make Sītā the protagonist by granting 

her a definitive voice in protesting the treatment meted out to her. In the process, she is 

transformed into a metonymical figure representing all women who have been unjustly treated 

by a patriarchal Indian culture. But just how are texts with such a radical interpretation of Sītā 

received? While this dissertation offers a literary examination of these texts, its larger aim is to 

present an integrated study of the literary, social and ideological aspects of the Rāmāyaṇa, 

including a view from the other side – the audience – for whom these texts were written. In other 

words, it seeks to study not just how the Rāma narrative influences, but also how it reflects, the 

social and cultural complexities of a living society. This study adopts A.K. Ramanujan‘s ―Many 

Rāmāyaṇas‖ model in ascertaining the boundaries of the Rāmāyaṇa in the real world, in 

conjunction with Vernon K. Robbins‘ ―Socio-rhetorical interpretation,‖ which sheds light on 

how the rhetorical aspects of these modern narratives inform and reflect the social and cultural 

textures of society. Socio-rhetorical criticism recognizes that a text is a part of a larger context – 

the world in which it was produced and one in which it functions. In examining the intersection 

between a traditional text and modern society through four Telugu texts, this study thus offers a 

new approach including author, text and reader that seeks to highlight and understand the 

complexity of the Rāmāyaṇa in modern Indian society. 
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Note on Translation, Transliteration and Pronunciation 

 

All translations into English are my own unless otherwise noted. I employ diacritical 

marks along with italics to denote words and concepts from Telugu, Sanskrit, and Hindi. For 

example, ఆవిఠ = āviḍa or ऩततव्रता = pativratā. Diacritics will be reserved only for authors of 

traditional Rāmāyaṇa texts, as well as for characters, mythical or otherwise. Because many 

translations are from the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, I have used Sanskritic transliteration even when 

Sanskrit words have been adopted or adapted into regional South Indian languages. Thus, I use 

Kamban rather than Kamba or Kampan, and setu instead of sethu; I also transliterate the titles 

―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ and ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ in the Sanskrit fashion, with inherently long ―e‖ and 

―o‖ vowels, although Telugu differentiates between short and long versions of these vowels.  

However, in the case of the Avadhi Rāmcaritmānas, due to this text's extreme popularity, I have 

adopted the Hindi convention of dropping the final inherent अ. Thus, while याभ = Rāma, it is Rām 

in case of translations from Rāmcaritmānas.  

Words that appear with diacritic marks will correspond to the following chart:  
 

Telugu 
అ a  ఆ ā    ఇ i    ఈ ī    ఉ u    ఊ ū  
ఋ ṛ  ఎ e   ఏ ē   ఐ ai    o   ఒ ō       au ఓ  
అం aṃ  అ: aḥ 

ఔ ka   క kha   ఖ ga   గ gha  ఘ ṅ (nga) 

ఙ ca   చ cha   ఛ ja    జ jha  ఝ ñ (nya) 

ఞ ṭa   ట ṭha   ఠ ḍa   డ ḍha   ఢ ṇa 

ణ ta   త tha   థ da   ద dha   ధ na 

న pa    pha    ప ba   ఫ bha   బ ma 

భ ya   మ ra   ల la   ఴ va   ళ ḷa 
వ śa  శ ṣa  ష sa   స ha 

 

Hindi 

अ a  आ ā  इ i  ई ī  उ u  ऊ ū  

ऋ ṛ  ए e  ऐ ai  ओ o  औ au   

क ka  ख kha  ग ga  घ gha  ङ ṅ (nga) 

च ca  छ cha  ज/ज़ ja/za झ jha  ञ ñ (nya) 

ट ṭa  ठ ṭha  ड/ड़ ḍa/ṛa ढ/ढ़ ḍha/ ṛha ण ṇa  

त ta  थ tha  द da  ध dha  न na 

ऩ pa  प/फ़ pha/fa फ ba  ब bha  भ ma 

म ya  य ra  र la  व va 

श śa  ष ṣa  स sa  ह ha 

 

Although I do not use diacritics for non-fictional proper nouns, in the case of the main authors, I 

provide them below, so that readers may know how to pronounce their names:  

 

Paṭhābhi = Pathabhi  

Calam = Chalam  

Indra = Indra (not Indrā) 
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Chapter I. 
 

SIGNIFICANCE, APPROACH AND METHOD 

 

 

In May 2012, Ajay Singh approached the Bombay High Court with the claim that his 

wife had deserted him. Anjali‘s refusal to live with him lay in his ill-treatment of her, but the 

high court judges tried to persuade her to stay with her husband. Invoking the Rāmāyaṇa, 

justices P. B. Majumdar and Anoop Mohta said, ―A wife should be like [the] goddess Sītā who 

left everything and followed her husband Lord Ram to a forest and stayed there for 14 years.‖
1
 

While the legal system and the arena of cultural beliefs theoretically lie on separate planes, this 

episode illustrates the blurry line that exists between the two. In a traditional society like India‘s, 

cultural narratives play a powerful role in justifying and perpetuating time-honored customs, 

sometimes even making their way into the gambit of law enforcement.  

Recognizing the hold of tradition and custom over society, some twentieth-century 

authors have turned to the Rāmāyaṇa to address contemporary social issues, especially when it 

comes to Sītā, who has come to represent all oppressed women. In her introduction to Lalitha 

Lenin‘s Malayalam poem, ―In the Shadow of Sītā,‖ which speaks of the ambivalence of having 

Sītā as a role model, Paula Richman summarizes the significance of modern authors‘ recourse to 

Sītā in reaching out to the public:  

If one clings to the image of Sītā, one gains certain kinds of security and evades troubling 

questions, but the price is collusion in self-imprisonment. Yet breaking free of Sītā‘s 

mold can seem terrifying. The poem reveals how deeply a single character has influenced 

generations of women. Precisely for this reason, many modern writers have striven to re-

imagine Sītā‘s life in a way that does not exact such a high price for women.
2
 

 

                                                 
1
 ―Married Women Should Be Like Goddess Sītā: Bombay High Court,‖ Press Trust of India, 12 May, 2012.  

http://ibnlive.in.com/news/married-women-should-be-like-goddess-Sītā-hc/256031-3.html 
2
 Paula Richman, Rāmāyaṇa Stories in Modern South India: An Anthology (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 

2008), 108. For the poem, see Richman, Rāmāyaṇa Stories, 108-110. 
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This dissertation will examine four such Telugu narratives that attempt to re-envision Sītā 

for modern times: ―Sītā‖ (1939) by Pathabhi (Paṭhābhi), ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ (ca. 1935) by 

Chalam (Calam), ―Samāgamam‖ by Volga (2003), and ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ (2001) by D. R. Indra. 

In focusing on Sītā‘s fire ordeal and her banishment – two of the most contentious episodes of 

the Rāmāyaṇa – these authors transform the popular and beloved epic into a social tool, a vehicle 

through which they can engage in a dialogue with the public on issues regarding women‘s roles 

in a particularly patriarchal society like India‘s.
3
 All four authors defy social and literary norms 

when they transform Sītā from her iconic status as the ―ideal woman‖ into a multi-dimensional 

character with whom readers can identify. 

This opening chapter will demonstrate Sītā‘s continuing hold over the popular Indian 

psyche; the narratives at the center of this dissertation may be addressing modern issues such as 

gender and feminism, but the story of Sītā and her suffering has always been embedded within 

the narrative ever since Vālmīki is said to have written it in antiquity. Throughout the centuries, 

authors and commentators have found it impossible to ignore Rāma‘s unjust behavior towards 

the blameless Sītā when he first subjects her to the fire test and then abandons her once again. I 

begin by presenting the trajectory of Sītā‘s literary journey, of how authors have dealt with her 

ordeals over the ages – from the use of muted rhetorical strategies to feminist narratives that 

outright reject and criticize Rāma‘s actions. The four modern texts at the center of this 

dissertation are among the latter group of works that present Sītā in a radical light. After a brief 

explanation of these, I then situate them as Rāmāyaṇas within A.K. Ramanujan‘s ―Many 

Rāmāyaṇas‖ model. This is imperative because, in placing them within the realm of the 

                                                 
3
 There are a number of incidents in the Rāmāyaṇa that have been the center of debate if not controversy. In addition 

to Rāma‘s ill-treatment of Sītā, these include his killing of Bali while the latter had his back turned towards him, 

thereby violating the most basic of warfare ethics; the mutilation of Śūrpaṇakhā by Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa because 

Śūrpaṇakhā evinced a desire for Rāma; and the slaying of Śambūka who performed austerities reserved for 

Brahmins. 
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Rāmāyaṇa tradition, they gain a certain legitimacy; rather than being a story of any man and 

woman, they are now stories of Rāma and Sītā. This is precisely why their authors ―borrowed‖ 

them for their own narratives which in turn function as social commentaries. The main focus of 

my study, however, is to see how these radical Sītās – and Rāmāyaṇas – function in the world 

beyond scholarship, to examine the intersection between an age-old narrative and its modern 

adaptations through a gendered lens. In thus recognizing that texts do not exist in isolation, I seek 

to understand their interaction with society through the use of Vernon Robbins‘ socio-rhetorical 

method, which I explain in the final section of this chapter. This study thus moves beyond textual 

analysis, into a world in which Sītā continues to capture the imagination of millions of Hindus, 

most often than not serving as a symbol of, as well as justification for, oppression against women.  

 

Sītā: A Cultural Icon 

 

In her article, ―Draupadī and Sītā: Aggressive Behavior and Female Role-Models,‖ Sally 

Sutherland stresses Sītā‘s influence on the populace; she notes that while there may be other 

woman of Indian epics such as Draupadī, Sāvitrī, and Śakuntalā, ―who undergo similar or 

equally trying ordeals in devotion to their Lords…it is Sītā who appears to be set apart from the 

others and idealized by the Indian populace.‖
4
 And Anne Murphy and Shana Sippy have this to 

say regarding Sītā‘s popularity in a place as far away as New York: 

In the new interpretive and creative context that New York represents, Sītā is a means 

through which some South Asian immigrants understand their lives and the models that 

inform them. ―Sītā is my second mother,‖ explains a thirteen-year-old girl at the Geeta 

Temple in Elmhurst, Queens, while her mother sees Sītā as a perfect role model for girls, 

given the prevalence of teenage pregnancy and AIDS in a city like New York.
5
 

                                                 
4
 Sally J Sutherland, ―Draupadī and Sītā: Aggressive Behavior and Female Role-Models,‖ Journal of the American 

Oriental Society 109.1 (1989): 63. The same article cites a study in which ninety per cent of Indians interviewed 

viewed Sītā as their favorite mythical woman (63). 
5
 Anne Murphy and Shana Sippy, ―Sītā in the City: The Rāmāyaṇa‘s Heroine in New York,‖ Manushi 120 (2000): 

17. The article also discusses the complexity of Sītā‘s role, as an ideal, as well as a ―lousy role model‖ (18). 

http://www.manushiindia.org/pdfs_issues/issue117/5.%20Sītā%20in%20the%20City.pdf 
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Sītā has come to acquire a persona of her own, especially through the contexts of her 

agni-parīkṣā or trial-by-fire and final banishment, incidents which seem to define Sītā as Sītā. 

Our four authors, on the other hand, seek to ―fill-in-the-gaps‖ by presenting Sītā as a multi-

faceted character, rather than the symbol of sorrow she is most often recognized as.
6
  Through 

Sītā, they thus hope to present a new model for womanhood by addressing or even imagining the 

other areas of her life.  

Recognition of Sītā‘s hardships is not a modern phenomenon. Many medieval authors 

and poets similarly alluded to her suffering to comment on the social values of their own day. 

Disquiet regarding Sītā‘s trial-by-fire and her final banishment often manifested itself through 

silence on the episodes of the last book. Tulsīdās, for example, ends his sixteenth-century 

Rāmcaritmānas on a more positive note, with Rāma and Sītā returning to Ayodhya where Rāma 

is crowned king, and the two live happily ever after.
7
 There is no mention of her final 

banishment. Even when it came to translating the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa from Sanskrit into English, 

the Indian patriot and statesman C. Rajagopalachari omitted the banishment episode, expressing 

his doubts concerning the authenticity of the Uttarakāṇḍa or the last book of Vālmīki‘s seven-

volume epic.
8
 Calling Sītā‘s banishment ―a pathetic episode,‖ he admits that even the fire-ordeal 

                                                 
6
 Wolfgang Iser‘s term ―fill-in-the-gaps‖ is specifically used within the context of reception theory, which shifts the 

attention from texts to audiences. Iser speaks of how the reader has to heavily rely on cues that lie outside of the text, 

in order to fill in the myriad gaps that exist within the text. In other words, a text does not lie in isolation, but is an 

extension of the socio-cultural world we live in, whether as authors or readers. For more on Iser, read ―The Reading 

Process: A Phenomenological Approach,‖ New Literary History, 3 (1972): 288. 
7
 Wendy Doniger states that Tulsī‘s need to create a shadow Sītā – of which I speak in the next chapter – lay in 

attitudes surrounding women in sixteenth century India: ―…the growing Hindu obsession with the chastity of 

women reached a particularly fanatical climax after the Muslim invasions…The need to protect Sita‘s chastity from 

demons (read: Hindu women‘s chastity from Muslims) was answered by the appropriation of the motif of the 

surrogate‖ (Doniger, ―Sita and Helen, Ahalya and Alcmena: A Comparative Study,‖ History of Religions, vol. 37, 

no. 1 [Aug, 1997]: 21-49). 
8
 Rajagopalachari was not the only one to have expressed his doubts regarding the last book. Many authors and 

scholars over the centuries have expressed doubts not only about the last book but even the first volume, Bālakaṇḍa 

or Boyhood, which describes Rāma‘s birth and childhood, calling it apocrypha. For more on the first and last books, 
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was too painful an event, and that ―it does not seem to me as consistent with Raama‘s 

character.‖
9
 

Other authors such as Bhavabhūti and Kṛttibāsa were more open in their feelings. 

Bhavabhūti was so disturbed by Rāma‘s conduct that he felt a need to apologize on behalf of 

Rāma by beginning his ninth-century Sanskrit play Uttararāmacarita or the Latter Story of 

Rāma with Rāma‘s return to Ayodhya, after which he soon banishes an unsuspecting Sītā. 

Throughout the play, Bhavabhūti presents an emotional Rāma – far from the stoic, practical king 

one is used to – who wanders the forest aimlessly, cursing his fate and himself for hurting the 

woman he loved. One of the most poignant moments of the play occurs in the verse when 

Bhavabhūti, most renowned for his ability to convey the sentiment of pathos or despair, has 

Rāma anguishing over his miserable state:  

Hā hā devi sphuṭati hṛdayaṃ dhvansate dehabandhaḥ 

Śūnyaṃ manye jagad aviratajvālam antarjvalāmi 

Sīdann andhe tamasi vidhuro majjatīvāntarātmā 

Viśvaṅ mohaḥ sthagayati katham mandabhāgyaḥ karomi
10

 

 

David Shulman beautifully captures the essence of this verse: 

My heart is cracking, my body will soon 

fall apart. The whole world 

is a wilderness, and inside I burn 

without cease. The deepest part 

of me is sinking, blind, 

in darkness. Vision veiled, 

I know despair, and know not 

what to do. 
11

 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
read the section, ―Vālmīki and His Sources: The Origins of the Rāmāyaṇa Story,‖ in The Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki, vol. 

I: Bālakaṇḍa, trans. Robert P. Goldman (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 29-39.  
9
 C. Rajagopalachari, Rāmāyaṇa (Mumbai: Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, 2006), 474-75. Rajagopalachari theorized that 

the sad plight of Indian women over the ages may have crystallized into the final book of the Rāmāyaṇa.  
10

 Bhavabhūti, Uttararāmacaritam (Bombay: Nirnayasagara Press, 1903), 89. 
11

 David Shulman, ―Bhavabhūti on Cruelty and Compassion,‖ in Questioning Rāmāyaṇas: A South Indian Tradition, 

ed. Paula Richman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 65.  
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A desolate Rāma cries out to Sītā, describing the wretched state of his being, while cursing his 

deplorable fate. His whole world has disappeared, and darkness has ensued; the only sign of his 

being alive is the burning sensation he feels inside, reminding him of his misery. Rāma 

eventually finds peace only when he is reunited with Sītā, in a glaring departure from the 

conventional ending in which she is swallowed up by the earth, never to return.   

In their article ―Kṛttibāsa‘s Apophatic Critique of Rāma‘s Kinship,‖ Tony Stewart and 

Edward Dimock write that ―Bengali literature has often tended to champion the causes of women 

in the face of a traditional cultural frame that often suggested that to do so was not standard, or 

even appropriate.‖
12

 This perhaps explains why the fifteenth-century Bengali poet Kṛttibāsa 

particularly plays on the tragedy of Sītā‘s fate. In his Uttarakāṇḍa, the last book of the 

Rāmāyaṇa, as a balance of sorts, Rāma is slain by none other than his own sons, Lava and Kuśa, 

whom he had tried to murder when he banished the pregnant Sītā to the forest to be devoured by 

wild beasts.
13

 Rāma is revived by Vālmīki, but in choosing to add this twist, Kṛttibāsa seems to 

feel the need to address Sītā‘s plight, suggest Stewart and Dimock. He nevertheless cleverly 

invokes Fate to explain the current situation that Rāma finds himself in, that it was thus ordained, 

and was something Rāma could not have avoided doing. 

The Sanskrit Adbhuta Rāmāyaṇa goes a step further. This text depicts a feisty Sītā who 

engages in warfare with the demons; she slays Rāvaṇa‘s brother because Rāma is too exhausted 

to fight, having just killed Rāvaṇa.
14

 Modern ideas are present in the story which implicitly 

                                                 
12

Tony K. Stewart and Edward C. Dimock, ―Kṛttibāsa‘s Apophatic Critique of Rāma‘s Kingship,‖ in Questioning 

Rāmāyaṇas: A South Indian Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 251. 
13

 Kṛttibāsa, Kṛttibāsa Rāmāyaṇa, trans. Shudha Majumdar (Calcutta: Orient Longman‘s Private Ltd., 1958). 
14

 For more on this text, read Thomas Coburn‘s ―Sītā Fights while Rāma Swoons: A Shakta Version of the 

Rāmāyaṇa‖ Manushi 19 (Sep-Oct 1995): 5-16.  
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questions the rigid gender roles of man and woman as virile and domesticated, respectively.
15

 As 

far as the attention, or lack of it, that the text has received, Thomas Coburn‘s notes are telling: 

―The fact that it has drawn little scholarly attention is not surprising, since it is 

stylistically undistinguished, repetitious, and occasionally simply lapses into lists – of 

demons and their weaponry, of battles, of divine Mothers (mātaraḥ), of Sītā‘s 

names…the Adbhut Rāmāyaṇ is better understood as a folk tradition, with a coherence of 

its own, rather than as a polished text.
16

 

 

These medieval Rāmāyaṇas were written by men who no doubt recognized Sītā‘s 

sorrows and felt it necessary to address the injustice Rāma meted out to her.
17

 But two sixteenth-

century Rāmāyaṇas stand out because of the explicitly gendered relationship they share with 

their narratives. Candrāvatī and Molla, authors of these Rāmāyaṇas, were the first women poets 

of medieval Bengal and Andhra Pradesh, respectively, and in many ways their texts act as 

predecessors to the narratives at the center of this gender-related study.
18

 Both women 

consciously used the Rāmāyaṇa to highlight gender discrimination, albeit, as we shall see, in 

very different ways. 

 

The Rāmāyaṇa and “Feminism”: Candrāvatī and Molla 

 

Candrāvatī (ca.1550-1600) was born in a village in eastern Bengal, today in Bangladesh. 

Her Rāmāyaṇa, the Candrāvatī Rāmāyaṇa, is made up of 677 verses, and notably begins with 

Sītā‘s birth. Moreover, there is no mention of Rāma‘s heroic prowess in slaying demons nor does 

she praise Rāma as a god, instead choosing to reserve harsh words for him. In her article, 

                                                 
15

 One could read it as feminist text, but its classification as a Shakta text problematizes the matter – for more on 

whether the Śakta or Śakti tradition is empowering for women, read Kathleen Erndl‘s ―Is Shakti Empowering for 

Women?‖ in Is the Goddess a Feminist: the Politics of South Asian Goddesses, eds. Alf Hiltebeitel and Kathleen M. 

Erndl (New York: New York University Press, 2000). Coburn himself says the issue of whether the text is a counter-

text is not entirely clear (Coburn, ―Sītā Fights,‖ 12). 
16

 Coburn, ―Sītā Fights,‖ 5. According to Coburn, the Sanskrit text dates from the late sixteenth century and seems to 

have originated in northeast India, though there are also resemblances to Tamil materials (ibid., 5). 
17

 The Adbhuta Rāmāyaṇa is an anonymous text, but is most often attributed to Vālmīki. 
18

 Nabaneeta Deb Sen, ―Rewriting the Rāmāyaṇa: Candrāvatī and Molla,‖ India International Centre Quarterly, vol. 

24-2/3 (1997): 163. 
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―Rewriting the Rāmāyaṇa: Candrāvatī and Molla,‖ Nabaneeta Deb Sen writes, ―We find 

Candrāvatī‘s Rāma to be a poor king, a poor elder brother who bullies his loyal younger brother 

into acting against his own conscience, a poor father who does not carry out his parental 

responsibilities. He is most of all a poor husband – sending Sītā into exile partly as a result of his 

jealousy of Rāvaṇa.‖
19

 Candrāvatī‘s narrative offers a different perspective by presenting the 

suffering of women at the hands of a male-dominated society through Sītā‘s sorrows.
20

  

Most fascinating is the layered nature of this narrative, which is presented in two voices – 

through the author‘s own voice, as Candrāvatī, and through the voice of Sītā. For example, when 

Rāma hears lies from Kukuyā, his evil younger sister, who says that Sītā still longs for Rāvaṇa, 

Candrāvatī describes Rāma‘s swelling anger:
21

 

Like a forest on fire, or an ocean in flood, Rāma turned frantic in his fury. His eyes 

turned red, blood mounted to his head as if it would burst and his nostrils breathed fire. 

The fire set this day by Kukuyā, the sister-in-law, was to burn Sītā, and with her the 

Jewel of the Raghus. The city of Ayodhya too would burn after the kingdom lost its 

Lakṣmī and fell into ruin.  

 

To heed another‘s gossip is to bring ruin upon oneself. Says 

Candrāvatī, ―Oh Rāma, you have lost your senses!‖
22

  

 

After thus chastising Rāma, Candrāvatī begins her lament: 

 

O Sarayu, flow slowly. 

 

Sītā, daughter of a king and wife to Rāma is being sent into exile 

today by Rāma, the jewel of the Raghu clan. Oh, Sun, do not rise, 

                                                 
19

 Sen, ―Rewriting the Rāmāyaṇa,‖ 172.  
20

 Sītā is the protagonist in this ―Sītāyaṇa,‖ as Mandakranta Bose and Sarika Priyadarshini Bose call it in the 

introduction to their translation of Candrāvatī‘s Rāmāyaṇa – A Woman’s Rāmāyaṇa: Candrāvatī’s Bengali Epic 

(Hoboken: Taylor and Francis, 2013), 17. Candrāvatī also portrays sensitivity toward other women neglected by 

their husbands like Rāvaṇa‘s wife Mandodarī and Lakṣmaṇa‘s wife Urmilā, of whom readers know almost nothing. 
21

 In many Rāmāyaṇas emerging from Bengal and eastern India, Bharata has a younger sister, Kukuyā, also born of 

Kaikeyī‘s womb. Mandakranta Bose explains that, ―In Indian epics, the epic battle is between good and evil; in a 

patriarchal system, which produces epics, both are represented by male characters. In the Candrāvatī Rāmāyaṇa, 

also, there is this war of good and evil – but both are represented by women, Lakṣmī and Alakṣmī, Sītā and Kukuyā‖ 

(―Candrāvatī Rāmāyaṇa: Feminizing the Rāma-Tale,‖ in Faces of the Feminine in Ancient, Medieval and Modern 

India, ed. Mandakranta Bose, 183-191 [New York: Oxford University Press], 189). 
22

 Candrāvatī, A Woman’s Rāmāyaṇa, 79-80. 
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hide your face in the clouds. Do not witness the anguish of Sītā, she 

who was born to suffer. Oh god of winds, do not cease to blow, for how would 

you be able to bear the affliction of so blameless a person, Pavana? 

Today the sky weeps, the wind weeps, weeps too the water in the river, 

and the stars in the sky have passed the night in tears. Alas! 

To which land will Sītā go, with whom will she stay? 

 

O Sarayu, flow slowly.
23

 

 

 At other times, Candrāvatī has Sītā as the narrator, as when the latter describes the second 

month of captivity in the Ashoka grove. Candrāvatī beautifully juxtaposes the month of āśāḍha 

which signals the arrival of the monsoons with Sītā‘s own heavy sense of being: 

The month of āśāḍha brought in heavy rains, the clouds rolling in with roaring thunder. 

Yet no cloud held as much water as the tears in Sītā‘s eyes. I drenched the ground under 

the aśoka tree, at a loss to know if I should seek death by poison or by drowning, 

consoled only by the good Saramā.
24

 

 

Interestingly, as Sen points out, while her Rāmāyaṇa is meant as a critique of social and even 

literary norms of the day (the latter of which I address below), Candrāvatī is careful not to 

criticize Rāma through Sītā‘s voice, preferring to attribute the ―dirty work‖ to herself; she 

ensures that her character, Sītā, never utters a single ill word towards her husband. Sītā still 

remains devoted to Rāma, but nevertheless, as Mandakranta Bose says, ―What was traditionally a 

celebration of manliness, is thus turned into a depiction of women‘s inescapably tragic lives.‖
25

  

 This suggests to me that in keeping Sītā ―clean,‖ Candrāvatī consciously wanted to 

engage in a discourse regarding women‘s pitiable condition; she did not want to distract her 

audiences from her goal, that of addressing what we call today gendered or feminist concerns by 

lending Sītā a dominant voice, for she perhaps feared it would either not be taken well, or that 

her Rāmāyaṇa would be dismissed as a fanciful tale or fiction. Most interesting is that she 

                                                 
23

 Ibid., 80. 
24

 Ibid., 72. Saramā is the wife of Vibhīṣaṇa, Rāvaṇa‘s brother, who had fought on the side of Rāma during the battle 

between Rāma and Rāvaṇa. 
25

 Mandakranta Bose, ―Reinventing the Rāmāyaṇa in Twentieth Century Bengali Literature,‖ in Rāmāyaṇa Revisited, 

ed. by Mandakranta Bose (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 110. 
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specifically called her narrative a Rāmāyaṇa. Sen is certain this is because Candrāvatī‘s narrative 

– which simulated oral structures such as simple language and repetition, and included refrains 

common to folk songs – was her way of lending legitimacy to rural women‘s voices. Sen states 

that ―in deliberately choosing women‘s songs to compose an epic, Candrāvatī also challenges the 

conventional hero‘s nobility and intelligence, and charges Rāma with being responsible for the 

destruction of his land.‖
26

  

Additionally, Candrāvatī addresses her narrative to her female friends with the vocative 

―Suno Sakhījana!‖ or ―Listen, my girlfriends!‖ rather than to members of the court as epics and 

narratives featuring devotional characters were generally addressed.
27

  In other words, she 

recognizes the import of ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa and cleverly uses it to pursue an agenda of her own. In 

many ways, although they are centuries apart, Candrāvatī emerges as a pre-cursor to A.K. 

Ramanujan in that she challenges the notion of what constitutes an epic, which is usually 

centered on a male hero and written in Sanskrit, or in ornate poetry.
28

 More importantly, however, 

she also challenges the notion of what constitutes a Rāmāyaṇa.
29

 Sen has this to say about why it 

was not accepted into the literary world: 

Candrāvatī‘s Rāmāyaṇa was rejected not because it was incompetently crafted or 

incomplete, but because it was not a traditional text. It is a woman‘s text, an atypical 

retelling of the Rāma tale in which Rāma is first marginalised and then criticised from a 

woman‘s point of view. In fact, Candrāvatī‘s Rāmāyaṇa was never even properly read for 

what it actually was: the story of Sītā‘s journey from birth to death. Instead of praising 

Rāma, Candrāvatī often intrudes into the narrative to comment on Rāma‘s foolishness, to 

advise and guide him and to accuse him of the devastation that awaits Ayodhya. It is 

                                                 
26

 Sen, ―Rewriting the Rāmāyaṇa,‖ 172. 
27

 Ibid., 171. 
28

 In the late 1980s, A.K Ramanujan proposed the idea of ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ which revolutionized Rāmāyaṇa 

scholarship by acknowledging the vast wealth of literature the tradition encompassed. I speak more of Ramanujan‘s 

approach later on in the chapter.  
29

 As Holman and Harmon write, an epic is ―a long narrative poem in elevated style presenting characters of high 

position in adventures forming an organic whole through their relation to a central heroic figure and through their 

development of episodes important to the history of a nation or race‖ (A Handbook to Literature [New York: 

MacMillan Publishing Company, 1992], 171). 
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clearly not a devotional text, but a secular one; the story is presented as a plain human 

drama and not as divine mystery.
30

 

 

Another ―feminist‖ writer who also happened to belong to the sixteenth century is 

Aṭukuri Molla, a low caste Telugu woman. The significance of her Rāmāyaṇa lay not so much in 

its contents; in fact, her Rāmāyaṇa closely resembles Vālmīki‘s in that is it full of praise for 

Rāma, and it adhered to strict literary norms of the day.
31

 Rather, the import of her Rāmāyaṇa lay 

in the fact that she – a lowly potter‘s daughter – defied literary and social conventions when she 

wrote a Rāmāyaṇa, one that Telugu scholars have designated a classical Telugu Rāmāyaṇa.
32

 

Unlike Candrāvatī who had never been acquainted with urban life, Molla, renowned for 

her beauty, was rumored to be the concubine of one of the most powerful kings of the 

Vijayanagara empire, Krishna Deva Raya, and was trained in the literary arts by the paṇḍits or 

Brahmins of the royal court. Significantly, although Molla knew Sanskrit, she chose to write her 

Rāmāyaṇa in Telugu rather than in the courtly language of Sanskrit; her choice of Telugu was 

thus a ―conscious and subversive decision.‖
33

 

Candrāvatī and Molla make an interesting case in contrasts; in addition to their differing 

social and literary backgrounds, Candrāvatī‘s Rāmāyaṇa remained obscure until recently, while 

scholars have long hailed Molla‘s work as a literary masterpiece.
34

 This becomes all the more 

stark in light of the fact that Candrāvatī was a high class Brahmin lady whose father was a poet, 

while Molla was the daughter of a lowly potter.
35

  Although Molla could not have her Rāmāyaṇa 

read in the court because she was a woman, and a low caste one at that, her poem nevertheless 

                                                 
30

 Sen, ―Rewriting the Rāmāyaṇa,‖ 163. 
31

 Ibid., 164. Sen points out that the other Telugu narratives scholars consider to be classical Rāmāyaṇas – those that 

closely resemble Vālmīki in style and content – are the medieval Bhāskara Rāmāyaṇa and the Raṅganatha 

Rāmāyaṇa. As Paula Richman says, however, there is no one Telugu Rāmāyaṇa that has come to assume 

authoritative status in Andhra Pradesh (Richman, ―Introduction,‖ Rāmāyaṇa Stories, 17). 
32

 Sen, 164. 
33

 Ibid., 163.  
34

 Ibid.  
35

 Ibid., 165. 
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was hailed as a masterpiece;
36

 it adhered to the classical genre of epic writing, ―complete with 

the formal introductions and ritual dedications, in a judicious mixture of prose and verse,‖
37

 no 

doubt aided by her knowledge of classical Sanskrit literature. Sen writes of Molla‘s mastery over 

the Sanskrit language which is reflected in her Telugu work: 

Her Rāmāyaṇa is brief, but it is praised for its comprehensive use of the rasas, not just 

bhakti and karuṇa [devotion and pathos], the two most often associated with women 

writers. She is very good at using the rasas considered typically masculine: śṛṅgāra, vīra, 

raudra, bhayānaka, adbhuta and bibhatsa [eroticism, heroism, anger, fear, wonder and 

disgust].
38

  

 

I provide an example of the specifically sensual nature of Molla‘s writing which comes 

through when she describes Sītā during her svayamvara or the occasion in which she chooses 

Rāma as a husband out of several suitors: 

Are they lotuses  

or the arrows of Cupid? 

 Difficult to say 

 of her eyes. 

 

Are they sweet chirpings of birds 

or of celestial women? 

 Difficult to say 

 of her words. 

 

Is it the moon 

or the looking glass? 

 Difficult to say 

 of her face. 

 

Are they golden pots 

or a pair of chakravaka birds? 

 Difficult to say 

 of her breasts. 

 

                                                 
36

 Ibid., 168. 
37

 Ibid., 166. 
38

 Ibid., 165. Bhakti or ―devotion‖ was added as a rasa to the initial eight rasas of classical Sanskrit listed here. Rasa 

or essence refers to sentiments that evoke primary human moods through literature. For a basic understanding of 

rasa theory, read Pravas Jivan Chaudhury, ―The Theory of Rasa,‖ The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Critic, vol. 24.1 

(Autumn, 1965): 145-49. 

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/stable/i217791
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/stable/i217791
http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.lib.utexas.edu/stable/i217791
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Is it a flow of sapphires 

or a flock of bees? 

 Difficult to say 

 of her hair. 

 

Is it a sand dune 

or a dais for Love God‘s wedding? 

 Difficult to say 

 of her thighs. 

 

People got confused 

as they watched 

elegant her.
39

 

 

Susie Tharu and K. Lalitha, editors of the two-volume Women Writing in India, which covers the 

works of Indian women writers from 600 B.C. to the twentieth century, make it a point to add 

that the language of the Molla Rāmāyaṇa, consisting of 138 verses and six kāṇḍas or books, 

―was revolutionary as it was much closer to the spoken form of Telugu than was conventional in 

her time.‖
40

  

While Candrāvatī ignores Rāma‘s heroic prowess, Molla goes all out in praising his 

martial skills; while Candrāvatī shows no interest in Rāma except in mentioning him as the cause 

of Sītā‘s sorrows, Molla‘s Rāmāyaṇa is infused with reverence for the highest god, Rāma – she 

even omits the last book that has Rāma banishing his pregnant wife – and does not mention Sītā, 

except when describing her beauty.
41

 Molla‘s narrative is thus a devotional text, while 

Candrāvatī‘s is a saga on the pitiful lot of women. 

Candrāvatī, as noted earlier, consciously avoided the classical idiom in making her story 

Sītā‘s story, or a Sītāyaṇa. She wrote in Bengali, because she did not know any other language, 

                                                 
39

 Molla, ―Molla Rāmāyaṅam,‖ translated by B.V.L. Narayanarow, in Women Writing in India, vol.1, edited by 

Susie Tharu and K. Lalitha (New York: Feminist Press at the City University, 1991), 98.  
40

 Tharu and Lalitha, Women Writing, vol.1, 95. Sadly, scholarship has very little to say about her use of spoken 

idiom rather than the classical; instead much focus is devoted to later male authors of the twentieth century who are 

hailed for doing the same. 
41

 Sen, ―Rewriting the Rāmāyaṇa,‖ 170. 



 

  14 

 

and steered clear of warfare and erotica; Molla, on the other hand, made it a point to include both. 

Sen aptly describes Molla‘s use of language in expressing desire and passion thus: 

Over and over again she brings in the image of youthful vigor and erotic power to 

describe various aspects of life where śṛṅgāra rasa is not exactly called for. She portrays 

the strong urban nature of Ayodhya by telling us how everything is brimming with sexual 

energy—from the strapping horses to the wily prostitutes. There is nothing that these 

fabulous courtesans cannot achieve: ―with their honeyed words they can snatch the loin 

cloth away from the greatest hermit.‖
42

 

 

Moreover, unlike Candrāvatī, Molla did know Sanskrit, but she refrained from using it. That it 

was a conscious choice on her part becomes all the more evident from the following verse in 

which Molla advocates the use of Telugu rather than Sanskrit as was customary, especially if one 

was reared in the courtly tradition: 

Telugu writing 

embellished with idioms and proverbs 

make it right, delicious,  

and a feast for the ears 

of the scholars.
43

  

 

The two could not have been more different, except that they both engaged in subversive acts in 

their own ways: Candrāvatī by focusing on Sītā, and Molla by writing in Telugu.  

Within the context of Molla and her use of the śṛṅgāra rasa, as well as within the wider 

context of ―women and/in Telugu literature,‖ it is impossible to ignore another Telugu woman, 

Muddupalani (ca. 1730-1790); she may not have written a Rāmāyaṇa, but she nevertheless 

stands out among Telugu literature because of her ―erotic epic,‖ Radhika Santawanam or The 

Appeasement of Radhika (ca. 1760).
44

 Muddupalani did not shy away from stressing that women 

too had sexual needs which had to be satisfied.
45

 It is hardly surprising that the poem was banned 

                                                 
42

 Ibid., 169. 
43

 Molla, ―Molla Rāmāyaṅam,‖ translated by B.V.L. Narayanarow, in Women Writing in India, vol.1, 97.  
44

 Ibid., 117. 
45

 The quote is from Sandhya Mulchandani‘s ―Introduction,‖ in The Appeasement of Radhika, trans. Sandhya 

Mulchandani (New Delhi: Penguin Classics, 2011), xiv. 
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in 1910 because its overt sexuality offended the sensibilities of the British rulers.
46

 Sandhya 

Mulchandani, translator of the original Telugu into English, says, ―She challenged the norm, 

freely acknowledging that women too had sexual needs.‖
47

 

Muddupalani, Candrāvatī and Molla are forerunners to the modern Indian and global 

feminist movement. They are feminists in their own right as they challenged the norms of their 

day through the recognition of the fact that women were treated differently because they were 

women. The word ―gender‖ entered the public realm at least a couple of centuries after they had 

written their works, but back in their time, these women were aware of and challenged the 

gender divide that existed; they stood their own ground despite the fact that they were woman, 

and this is what makes their work remarkable. These women, in many ways, were engaging in 

the same kind of textual as well as social criticism as our modern day authors who want to bring 

to light the negative effects of the Rāmāyaṇa, especially when it comes to women.
48

 

 

Openly Resisting Gender Inequality: 

Twentieth Century Narratives 

 

While most of the above-mentioned Rāmāyaṇas were composed in medieval India, let us 

move on to those written in the twentieth century that are explicitly critical of the Rāmāyaṇa and 

                                                 
46

 The poem was first published in 1897 followed by a second edition in 1907. Radhika Santawanam details the love 

story between Radhā and Krishna, including the erotic aspects of their relationship. There are bold references to the 

act of love-making with Radhā as the dominant partner in this relationship. I am baffled, however, as to why 

Mulchandani in her foreword to Radhika Santawanam says, ―Despite all this, Muddupalani cannot, in all honestly, 

be called the forerunner in the feminist movement of India‖ (―Introduction,‖ viii). It is true that she may not have 

called herself a ―feminist,‖ a twentieth-century Western term, and also that she may not have been advocating for 

women as a group, but she chose to assert her right to express and experience sexuality much as men did. 
47

 Mulchandani, ―Introduction,‖ vii. Italics are mine. Bangalore Nagarathnamma, also a courtesan, opposed the 

heavy 1910 censorship (and subsequent ban in 1911) on Radhika Santawanam; she acknowledged Muddupalani‘s 

right to express her sexuality and asked why the erotically charged passages had been deleted, when eroticism by 

men was permitted. Nagarathnamma then took it upon herself to re-write the complete ―unabridged‖ version. By 

now, however, Victorian mores had taken over and Muddupalani‘s verses were found to be too damaging and 

corrupting, leading to the book‘s eventual ban in 1911, along with Nagarathnamma‘s (and her editor‘s) arrest for 

publishing ―obscene literature.‖ Only after independence was the ban lifted (Mulchandani, ―Introduction,‖ xxi).   
48

 I say textual criticism because Candrāvatī challenged the idea of what a normative Rāmāyaṇa ought to be, while 

Molla insisted on writing in Telugu rather than in Sanskrit; social criticism because both women challenged social 

norms when they wrote their Rāmāyaṇas, traditionally the domain of male writers.  
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the social values it has come to represent. Given that this study focuses on four Telugu 

Rāmāyaṇas, I limit the discussion to only those that have come out of South India. The region 

termed ―South India‖ includes the modern day states of Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Kerala and 

Karnataka. The primary reason for grouping them together rests in the fact that the languages of 

these regions – Telugu, Tamil, Malayalam and Kannada, respectively – all belong to the 

Dravidian language family, as opposed to languages in North India which are derived from Indo-

Aryan languages. 

South India has had a long association with the Rāmāyaṇa. In the early twentieth century, 

with the rise of Dravidian nationalism, the term ārya, which means ―noble‖ in Sanskrit, came to 

be associated with Rāma and the ―northern aggression of the South,‖ a region which included 

Rāvaṇa‘s kingdom of Lanka.
49

  The Aryans, according to this theory, demonized all Southerners, 

relegating them to the status of Shudras, the lowest in the four-fold Hindu social system.
50

 This 

explains why a lot of narratives challenging the Rāmāyaṇa and the values it has come to 

represent, such as the caste system and the poor treatment of women, come from South India. 

This is not to say the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, or Rāma himself, are of no value to South Indians; their 

influence, however, is mainly limited to South Indian Brahmins, who tend to know Sanskrit and 

who have read Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit narrative, or at least a portion of it.
51

 As Paula Richman states, 

modern Rāma stories coming out of the South tend to have shared features in that they contest 

                                                 
49

 I speak more about the politics of the Rāmāyaṇa in the section on ―The Rāmāyaṇa in South India,‖ in Chapter IV 

of this dissertation. 
50

 For more on the rise of Dravidian consciousness, read Eugene Irschick‘s Politics and Social Conflict in South 

India: The Non-Brahman Movement and Tamil Separatism, 1916-1929 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1969), and Thomas Trautmann‘s Languages and Nations: The Dravidian Proof in Colonial Madras (Berkeley: 

University of California Press), 2006. 
51

 Richman, ―Introduction: Whose Rāmāyaṇa is It?,‖ Rāmāyaṇa Stories, 16.  
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prescriptions regarding caste, gender and hierarchy.
52

 I highlight here only a few that address 

Sītā‘s ill treatment by Rāma.
53

 

In ―The Questions Return,‖ written by Vijaya Dabbe (b. 1952), Dabbe aptly illustrates 

that Sītā‘s story is not necessarily a third-person story; how in many ways her life intertwines 

with the lives of thousands of women through their own suffering. In this poem, the narrator asks 

Sītā over and over why she did not speak, did not question the cruelty that she was time and 

again subjected to. Dabbe eventually turns it around when the narrator realizes she is speaking 

not to Sītā but to herself: 

To all my questions, 

only her silence, heavy as earth. 

I look up and the feelings flow 

from her eyes into mine  

– but wordless. 

And my own questions 

Come back to me.
54

 

 

In the Tamil short story, ―Letters from Lady Sītā,‖ the author Kumudini (1905-1986) 

chooses Sītā as the vehicle to address not just the adjustments required of a new bride upon 

entering her marital home, but also the effects of consumerism on one‘s lifestyle and peace of 

mind. Sītā updates her mother with regular letters that are marked with observations and 

surprises regarding her new home – she tells of how Kauśalyā, hurt by Daśaratha‘s obsession 

with Kaikeyī, works overtime to busy herself, in the process not realizing how she – Sītā – is also 

being overworked because of having to assist her mother-in-law. Sītā also tells her mother of her 

longing to visit her, but that it seems impossible amid all the catering to her new family. In one 

                                                 
52

 Ibid., 19. 
53

 I use Paula Richman‘s words to describe the themes of these stories. For more on these themes, read her 

introduction to Rāmāyaṇa Stories, 26-29. 
54

 Vijaya Dabbe, ―The Questions Return,‖ in Rāmāyaṇa Stories in Modern South India: An Anthology, ed. by Paula 

Richman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), 44. Translated by Shashi Deshpande and Pratibha 

Nandakumar. 
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of her letters, Sītā mentions how the latest sārī fashion in Ayodhya calls for narrow borders, 

while all the ones she got from Mithila were wide-bordered. She asks her mother for more 

current ones, but soon ends up telling her not to bother as the colors ran, and, in any case, she 

was leaving for the forest with Rāma, where, she notes with relief, bark-cloth was all that she 

would be needing.
55

 

A Kannada folksong recorded in 1972, called ―Do You Accept My Truth, My Lord?‖ 

alludes to Sītā‘s trial-by-fire when Rāma makes Sītā perform all sorts of impossible feats – 

―Make a vessel of sand and fetch water in it‖; ―Using a serpent‘s coil for a pot-rest on your head 

if you fetch me water in a sheaf of paddy, then I will accept your truth.‖
56

 Each time Sītā passes, 

only to be subjected to more and more ordeals. Eventually, it is only when Daśaratha intervenes 

and tells Rāma to stop humiliating his wife that Rāma stops – thus also highlighting the 

patriarchal nature of society. The poet ends on a ―happy‖ note, however, when Sītā chooses to 

return to her mother, the earth, the only place where she can truly be valued.  

The Malayalam poem ―Come Unto Me, Jānakī,‖ by the poet and literary critic K. 

Satchidanandan (b. 1946), may feature Rāvaṇa as the central character, but it nevertheless 

highlights the difference between Rāvaṇa and Rāma in regards to their attitude towards Sītā. 

Paula Richman points out that most authoritative stories of Rāma show Rāvaṇa attaining 

liberation after he is killed by Rāma.
57

 Satchidanandan‘s poem, however, portrays a Rāvaṇa, now 

residing in heaven, who still longs for Sītā and his beloved Lanka, which was completely 

ravaged by Rāma. Rāvaṇa is shown as someone who truly loved Sītā, and who would never have 

                                                 
55

 Kumudini, ―Letters from Lady Sītā,‖ in Rāmāyaṇa Stories, ed. by Paula Richman, 46-49. Translated by Paula 

Richman. Kumudini was the pseudonym for Ranganayaki Thatham, a follower of Gandhi, and who herself wore 
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 ―Do You Accept My Truth, My Lord,‖ in Rāmāyaṇa Stories, 56. Translated by Leela Prasad. 
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subjected her to the hardships that Rāma did.
58

 Even through an English translation, the poem 

sublimely conveys the deeply passionate and tragic ―love-story,‖ albeit one-sided, between 

Rāvaṇa and Sītā, leaving the reader with a lingering sense of sorrow for both: 

Come Vaidehī, open this door  

with fingers as slender as the morning waft. 

 

This beckoner is not the heartless one 

who, on empty words, condemned you to fire. 

 

Pure One, you shall no longer seek  

desolate woods to give birth to children… 

Come unto me, Sītā, no more of your dreadful chastity! 

Here I am the embodiment of undying love…
59

 

 These are just a few examples of how Rāmāyaṇa stories coming out of southern India 

actively seek to address problematic episodes. Let us now move on to those works written in 

Telugu, the language of the four texts at the center of this dissertation, which similarly critique 

Rāma‘s behavior.  

In Venkateshwara Rao‘s Telugu play ―Sītā Josyam‖ (1979), it is Sītā who advises Rāma 

to refrain from attacking the people of the southern lands, telling him they are only protecting the 

land which grants them a livelihood. Rāma, however, shows no mercy and only continues to 

destroy and occupy more and more of their territory. Eventually, Sītā prophesizes that Rāma will 

one day leave her to please the Brahmins, to whom he is a slave.
60
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Another Telugu work, Muppala Ranganayakamma‘s Rāmāyaṇa Viśavṛkṣamu or 

Rāmāyaṇa: the Poison Tree, is ―one of the more recent, most complete and also highly 

controversial of the anti-Rāmāyaṇas.‖
61

 Although written before Ranganayakamma became an 

avowed Marxist, Rāmāyaṇa: the Poison Tree reverberates with Marxist themes. 

Ranganayakamma is convinced Vālmīki wrote his narrative to maintain the status quo – the 

divide between the rich and poor – so that kings like Daśaratha could remain wealthy at the 

expense of the poor, who lived soul-less, pitiable lives because they were no more than machines 

to serve those in power. She even opens her narrative with a quote from Marx and Engels‘ 

Communist Manifesto. As for the deplorable condition of women in present day India, that is a 

direct result of the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, according to her.
62

 

These few examples shed light on the specifically modern nature of Rāma‘s story. In 

using the Rāmāyaṇa, their authors are continuing the tradition of questioning and debating the 

Rāmāyaṇa to address contemporary concerns, just as it has been doing over the centuries. As 

Adheesh Sathaye points out, however, there is a fundamental difference between the older 

Rāmāyaṇas and those written in the twentieth century: 

While Bhavabhūti and other premodern writers also invented imaginary scenes, their 

adaptations did not attempt to radically displace the discursive authority of the “master” 

narrative. Any social or political critique in their Rāmāyaṇas remained a necessarily 

muted one, something to be read between the lines. The writers in this anthology, on the 

other hand, carve out a new literary space that is both fictional – and – explicitly critical 

of the Rāmāyaṇa‘s social discourse. As a result, they are able to express something else 

that is more properly ―modern‖: the possibility of rupture, of a radical break from the past, 
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and the production of a space for progress into the future. Such a sentiment is rarely, if 

ever, sustained in premodern versions.
63

  

 

I must add, however, that Candrāvatī‘s Rāmāyaṇa is clearly one of the rare ―breaks‖ from 

the medieval past that Sathaye speaks of. While Candrāvatī may not have been as radical as our 

modern authors in that she does not narrow her Rāmāyaṇa to specific feminist themes nor does 

she call upon women to reject or fight patriarchy as our modern authors do, Candrāvatī 

nevertheless recognizes the fact that it is a man‘s world, and cleverly turns the Rāmāyaṇa into a 

story about female suffering.   

 

Expanding the Scope of the Rāmāyaṇa Tradition: 

Ramanujan’s “Many Rāmāyaṇas” Model 

 

Until a few decades ago these modern narratives, along with the Adbhuta and Candrāvatī 

Rāmāyaṇas, would have stood outside the realm of Rāmāyaṇa studies, because of their ―poor‖ 

composition.
64

 It was only in the late 1980s that they came to be recognized as Rāmāyaṇas in 

their own right, thanks to the poet and scholar A.K. Ramanujan.  Ramanujan brought to light 

hundreds of regional, women‘s, and oral Rāmāyaṇas, as well as others that did not fit the 

normative standards of what an epic ought to be, into the realm of the ―Rāmāyaṇa tradition‖; in 

moving away from the traditional Vālmīki-centered approach, Ramanujan revolutionized 

scholarship when he further asserted that each and every Rāmāyaṇa was unique and valid in its 

own right.
65

 

As far as the plot of ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa is concerned, scholars are generally in agreement 

with the following outline: Rāma, son of King Daśaratha, is born in Ayodhya. When he comes of 
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age, he marries the beautiful and virtuous Sītā. On the eve of his coronation as king, he is 

banished to the forest for fourteen years, accompanied by his devoted wife and loyal brother 

Lakṣmaṇa. Towards the end of their exile, the demon king of the southern lands, Rāvaṇa, 

abducts Sītā. Prince Rāma wages a mighty war with Rāvaṇa to reclaim her. Eventually, Rāma 

succeeds in slaying Rāvaṇa. But rather than welcoming Sītā, Rāma compels her to undergo a 

trial-by-fire to prove her chastity, which she successfully endures. In many versions, unable to 

bear false allegations that Sītā had been unfaithful to him while in Rāvaṇa‘s captivity, Rāma 

eventually banishes a pregnant Sītā to the forest, leaving her there to die.  

This, however, is just the skeleton of the story. As Paula Richman writes in the 

introduction to Rāmāyaṇa Stories in Modern South India, the bare-bones story of Rāma and Sītā 

does ―not do justice to the complex and nuanced ways in which the story has been told over the 

centuries.‖
66

 Indeed, throughout the ages, authors and commentators have fleshed it out, so to 

speak, to address contemporary issues – religious, social and political, sometimes even legal as 

we saw in the opening of this chapter – in turn giving rise to myriad stories.  

Rāmkathā (Rāma‘s story) is the phrase scholars use to refer to the basic narrative of 

Rāma‘s marriage, exile and battle with Rāvaṇa.
67

 When it comes to specifically referring to it as 

a religious text, the Rāmāyaṇa often refers to Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, or, in northern India, to 

Tulsīdās‘s Rāmcaritmānas, prized for their poetry and/ or spiritual guidance. However, as 

Ramanujan says, it is often local and regional narratives that are a part of daily living, whether in 

the form of allusions, signifiers, or in teaching values and morals to millions of Hindus.  

Drawing on the popularity of ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa – which most people attribute to Vālmīki – the 

authors of the texts in this dissertation use it as a cultural critique rather than a religious 
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narrative.
68

 Scholars, including Ramanujan, certainly acknowledge Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa as the 

ur-text – and rightly so.
69

 As Robert P. Goldman states, regarding Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit narrative: 

At an indeterminate but relatively early date, the work acquired tremendous prestige not 

only as an edifying and even redemptive tale but as both the first work of true poetry and 

a record of God‘s deeds among men. It thus seems reasonable to view the poem as the 

ultimate source of all versions of the tale in existence.
70

 

 

Although Vālmīki‘s narrative gave rise to myriad other Rāmāyaṇas over the centuries, 

only a few came to share status as authoritative texts along with Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa.
71

 

These included Kamban‘s Tamil Irāmavatāram, written in the twelfth century, and Tulsīdās‘s 

sixteenth-century Avadhi Rāmcaritmānas. This ―exclusive club‖ pattern continued until about 

three decades ago when Ramanujan proposed his revolutionary ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ idea. 

The significance of Ramanujan‘s approach also lies in the fact that it raises questions as 

to who tells these Rāmāyaṇas? Who reads them? Ramanujan successfully demonstrates how 

various Rāmāyaṇas are actually at the center of people‘s lives; how, in presenting guidelines for 

daily living for millions of Hindus, it is these lesser known narratives, rather than the Sanskrit 

one, that have both influenced and reflected the complexities of living societies over centuries.
72

 

The richness of the Rāmāyaṇa tradition, Ramanujan stresses, is that these little known stories 

which play a major role in shaping people‘s lives are not off-shoots or deviations of the 

―authentic‖ Rāmāyaṇa, but legitimately constitute Rāmāyaṇas in their own right. So, the 
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question then is, how do these various Rāmāyaṇas relate to each other, or how do they qualify as 

Rāmāyaṇas?  

In his article ―Three Hundred Rāmāyaṇas: Five Examples and Three Thoughts on 

Translation,‖ Ramanujan provides us with many examples of Rāmāyaṇas and explains how they 

are a part of daily living in India. In speaking of the relationship they share, his parameters are 

clear – he talks of three types of ―translations.‖ The first he terms an ―iconic‖ translation: when 

Text 1 is related to Text 2 in terms of structure, style, chronology, key characters and even meter, 

it is said to be an iconic or faithful translation. Robert Goldman‘s English translation of the 

critical edition of the Sanskrit Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa would be an example. Sometimes, however, 

the relationship between Text 1 and Text 2 is similar in terms of plot, relationships between 

characters, and chronology, but events are given a local flavor in order to reflect a particular area 

or region. An example of such an ―indexical‖ translation would be Kamban‘s twelfth-century 

Tamil Irāmavatāram, which remains largely faithful to Vālmīki in terms of events, relationships 

between the characters, and chronology of the story, but where Tamil landscape theory replaces 

the Sanskrit-based rasa one.
73

  

The third type of ―translation‖ – the symbolic translation – is what concerns us most here. 

As Ramanujan explains, sometimes Text 2 is minimally related to Text 1 and says things that 

may even be the opposite of Text 1, so that the new ―translation‖ is beyond recognition. Rather 

than ―correct‖ or embellish a particular text, the point of Text 2 is to say something completely 

new, to challenge, to oppose or even to subvert not just Text 1 but the entire system within which 

it may operate. Our modern texts in focus here fit into this category in that they are openly 

radical and do not shy away from attacking the inequitable tone of the traditional narrative. They 
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do not simply question, or challenge, they subvert age-old, patriarchal norms as exemplified by 

Rāma‘s actions towards his faithful wife, Sita.
74

  

Thus, the Rāmāyaṇa, because of its familiarity, becomes an important medium to 

disseminate new ideas and values. In explaining just how much a part of our daily lives ―the‖ 

Rāmāyaṇa is, Ramanujan says: 

[T]he cultural area in which Rāmāyaṇas are endemic has a pool of signifiers (like a gene 

pool), signifiers that include plots, characters, names, geography, incidents and 

relationships. Oral, written and performance traditions, phrases, proverbs, and even 

sneers carry allusions to the Rāma story. When someone is carrying on, you say, ―What‘s 

this Rāmāyaṇa now? Enough.‖ In Tamil, a narrow room is called a kiṣkindha; a proverb 

about a dim-witted person says, ―After hearing the Rāmāyaṇa all night, he asks how 

Rāma is related to Sītā; in a Bengali arithmetic textbook, children are asked to figure the 

dimensions of what is left of a wall that Hanuman built, after he has broken down part of 

it in mischief. And to these must be added marriage songs, narrative poems, place 

legends, temple myths, paintings, sculpture and the many performing arts. These various 

texts not only relate to prior texts directly, to borrow or refute, but they relate to each 

other through this common code or common pool. Each author, if one may hazard a 

metaphor, dips into it and brings out a unique crystallization, a new text, with a unique 

texture and fresh context…In this sense, no text is original, yet no telling is a mere 

retelling – and the story has no closure, although it may be enclosed in a text.
75

 

 

For those who argue that as the ur-text, Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa is the Rāmāyaṇa or the 

most important Rāmāyaṇa, it is important to bear in mind that Vālmīki himself did not create the 

narrative out of thin air. Scholars have come to the conclusion that he got his sources from a 

body of ballads and legends about heroism and self-sacrifice.
76

 In other words, Vālmīki too was 

engaged in a cultural conversation, and was himself drawing from a certain pool of signifiers, 
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just as the authors at the center of this research are doing. 

 

Focus of this Study: Four Modern Telugu Rāmāyaṇas 

A symbolic translation, one will recall, is one that minimally uses a narrative to say 

something new, even the opposite, or, as in this case, to subvert Text 1. All four modern 

narratives which are the subject of this dissertation qualify as symbolic ―translations‖ of the 

Rāmāyaṇa.  While criticizing or displaying unease over Rāma‘s unjust actions may not be new, 

the method our modern authors employ in labeling him as the accused is radical; they do not shy 

away from their criticism of Rāma. In raising Rāma‘s hypocrisy, for example, Pathabhi urges 

women to question their traditional roles as voiceless and oppressed, when he asks them with a 

touch of sarcasm whether they ―want to live like Sītā, virtuous wife of the hero Rāma?‖
77

 

Moreover, as we will see, these authors not only attack Rāma, they offer a paradigm shift in 

relation to Sītā’s image as the ideal Indian woman. In doing so, they are not just experimenting 

with literature or folklore or mythology or ―fiction,‖ or whatever one may choose to call it, but 

they are essentially questioning societal norms. 

When discussing bhakti-poetry in his introduction to Speaking of Siva, Ramanujan 

explains how bhakti-communities ―while proclaiming anti-structure, necessarily develop their 

own structures for behavior and belief, often minimal, frequently composed of elements from the 

very structures they deny or reject.‖
78

 I see the same pattern emerging here, of authors engaging 

in counter-traditions, although I do not agree with Velcheru Narayana Rao‘s term ―anti-

Rāmāyaṇas‖ to describe the four narratives under discussion here.
79

 I speak more about why they 

are not ―anti-Rāmāyaṇas‖ in the concluding chapter.  
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These four texts are Rāmāyaṇas because the authors are all drawing from the Rāmāyaṇa 

pool of signifiers; they all know the story and are aware of its deep influence on the Indian 

psyche. They are not creating new fictional characters, and while they are all, to a large degree, 

engaging in creative license, there is a specific purpose to their narratives, one that goes well 

beyond entertainment, if that is a factor at all. With their Rāma stories, they are participating in 

the age-old tradition of questioning norms through existing Rāmāyaṇas, while refashioning new 

ones.  

Whether these Rāmāyaṇas qualify as Rāmāyaṇas or not may be a source of contention – 

within or beyond academia.
80

 There is, however, no question that they do not meet the criteria 

defining a work as an ―epic.‖ For one, they are shorter and begin with Sītā‘s trial-by-fire. And 

then, most importantly, Rāma plays a minimal role, if any, in these narratives; it is Sītā who is 

the protagonist, a major reason for the abbreviation on the authors‘ part. The strategy is 

intentional, employed in order to focus on Sītā by giving her a definitive voice in protesting the 

treatment meted out to her by Rāma.
81

  

In keeping with the multiplicity of the Rāmāyaṇa tradition, the above authors thus 

contemporize an ancient tale by converting it into a tool to address social issues surrounding 

gender roles and gender inequalities.
82

 But these works provide alternatives to authoritative texts, 

not just in terms of narrative (that is, by making Sītā the protagonist) but also in terms of literary 
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style: all four authors prefer ordinary, everyday language to Sanskritized and archaic Telugu, the 

traditional mode for the treatment of mythological themes and characters.
83

  

The first of these works is a poem, ―Sītā,‖ by Pattabhi Rama Reddy or Pathabhi as he is 

commonly known. Upon Pathabhi‘s death, noted Kannada writer U. R. Ananthamurthy 

described him as having ―revolutionized Telugu poetry long before any South Indian language 

became modern…, [writing] remarkable irreverent poems, shocking people who were used to 

sentimental poetry of the time.‖
84

 With ―Sītā,‖ Pathabhi turns the conventional story of Rāma on 

its head. He transforms Rāma and Sītā from distant, mythological figures into the everyday man 

and woman. Furthermore, he introduces the notion of gender equality in the very first line of his 

first-person poem when he states, ―Sītā was my classmate.‖
85

 Additionally, by presenting Rāvaṇa 

– the traditional villain of the text – as Sītā‘s potential hero, Pathabhi challenges readers to 

problematize the concept of demon as it is conventionally used. Pathabhi‘s Sītā not only chooses 

Rāvaṇa over Rāma, but the Rāvaṇa she chooses is virile and sexually attractive.  

The second is a play, ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ (―Sītā Enters the Fire‖), by Gudipati 

Venkatachalam. Chalam, as he was popularly known, pioneered literary trends and is credited 

with initiating a whole new language dedicated to female sexuality. He was especially interested 

in questioning religious narratives that preached female chastity.
86

 Chalam‘s entire play ―Sītā 

Enters the Fire‖ is a conversation between Rāma and Sītā, initiated by Sītā after Rāma rejects her 

at the end of the war. The very fact that she is not a silent partner at the receiving end of Rāma‘s 

speech itself resists conventional portrayals of Sītā.  Instead, Sītā is a defiant woman, who not 
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only defends herself but questions the very notion of Rāma‘s duty or dharma when she notes that 

he has failed in his dharma as husband. The play ends with Sītā regretting that she did not return 

Rāvaṇa‘s love, after which she jumps into the latter‘s funeral pyre. 

D. R. Indra‘s short story ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ (―Rāvaṇa‘s Prophecy‖) portrays Rāvaṇa as an 

individual who possesses a deep love, as opposed to lust, for Sītā. In the course of the narrative, 

during her captivity, Sītā gets acquainted with Rāvaṇa and comes to realize that he is no different 

from her husband, Rāma; both are men consumed by a desire to assert their own chauvinism. She 

chooses not to return Rāvaṇa‘s love, and eventually, when it comes time for her trial-by-fire, 

rather than meekly accept the challenge, Sītā throws her wedding necklace into the flames and 

walks away from Rāma as well, thereby asserting her independence and individuality as a 

woman. In January 2000, Indra published the first of his three-part story in the Sunday magazine 

of the daily Andhra Jyothi, but, after the second installment, members of the Rashtriya 

Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), a Hindu nationalist organization, vandalized the office of the 

newspaper, resulting in the withdrawal of the concluding part.  

The above authors are male, but Popuri Lalitha Kumari is a woman who explicitly 

identifies herself as a feminist. Also known as Volga, her works combine ―feminist activism with 

writing.‖
87

 Her short story ―Samāgamam‖ (―Reunion‖) describes an imaginary encounter 

between Sītā and Śurpaṇakhā, sister of Rāvaṇa who is the first to describe Sītā‘s beauty to him, 

thereby setting the story in motion; normative texts thus restrict her role to ―instigator.‖ Volga, 

on the other hand, humanizes the ―other‖ by including Śurpaṇakhā.
88

 And while authoritative 

texts depict her as an ogress who violated idealized notions of womanhood, Samāgamam‖ 
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portrays Śurpaṇakhā as a woman who embodies compassion and wisdom, and as one who was 

wronged by Rāma, just as Sītā was. Eventually, Sītā gains inspiration from Śurpaṇakhā, and the 

two bond as women who together are in search of their individuality.  

It is no accident that these authors belong to the modern age. Given the shift in Indian 

society toward modernity in the twentieth century, they all felt an urgent need to address cultural 

challenges to the social order of their day. And while Vālmīki may not have written a feminist 

account, the story of Sītā‘s sorrow at the hands of ―a cruel society‖ has always been a part of it.
89

 

What our modern day authors are doing is changing the significance of the narrative – from an 

ancient epic relating to Rāma‘s heroism and personal challenges, the story is now a feminist one, 

about Sītā who symbolizes the agony of being a woman in a male-dominated world. 

 

 Literary Review and Significance 

 

It may be only in recent times that through literature writers have sought to give Sītā an 

active role in protesting her unjust treatment, but it is clear she has long been recognized as a 

wronged woman, by authors as well as society at large; she has found her way into debates 

concerning the oppression and subjugation of women in general. These debates have discussed 

the consequences of branding Sītā as the ―ideal Indian woman‖ who unquestioningly remains 

loyal to her husband, as well as the consequences of transgressing idealized boundaries of 

womanhood. A few examples will serve to highlight just how Sītā becomes a part of discussions 

that transcend Rāmāyaṇa studies.  

In her article, ―On Gender, Wives and Pativratās,‖ Shalini Shah dissects the notion of 

pativratā, and traces its antecedents to the epics in which ―a systematic ideology of pativratā 
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dharma was enunciated.‖
90

 Sītā, of course, makes her way into the first paragraph as an example 

of the faithful wife; Shah, however, does recognize that Sītā is more complex than she is thought 

to be, and points out that even in normative texts like Vālmīki‘s, she is not the perfect wife.
91

 

Likewise, Archana Pathak Bhatt in her article, ―The Sītā Syndrome: Examining the 

Communicative Aspects of Domestic Violence from a South Asian Perspective,‖ speaks of how 

politicians and the media constantly reinforce the notion of ―ideal womanhood‖ through Sītā. ―In 

the telling and retelling of Sītā‘s story, women and men learn to read gendered behavior‖ through 

the systems of power that inform their daily lives, according to her.
92

 Bhatt‘s ethnographic study 

is on domestic violence, but in prefacing her study with Sītā, she points to the fact that 

―scholarship about domestic violence… must be refocused to examine the ways in which cultural 

groups communicate meaning about relational violence through their oral and textual 

traditions.‖
93

 

Sītā‘s trial-by-fire may have demonstrated her pristine character, but it also provided a 

dangerous precedent for ―the Indian woman‖ during the Indian nationalist movement.  She now 

stood as a symbol of purity and a role model for all women. Usha Zacharias‘s essay, ―Trial-by-

fire: Gender, Power, and Citizenship in Narratives of the Nation,‖ discusses the connection 

between history and gender politics through ―India‘s nation building narrative, the Rāmāyaṇa.‖
94

 

Zacharias demonstrates how, between 1920 and 1990, women became keepers of the nation 
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through the figure of Sītā; Gandhi‘s reinscription of Sītā‘s ―sacrifice‖ (in not protesting her ill-

treatment) was held up as a shining example of the ―strong Indian woman.‖
95

 While most 

scholars deal with the negative impact on the status of women as a result of Gandhi‘s 

endorsement of her, Shane Ryland, on the other hand, argues that ―Gandhi was a dedicated 

feminist.‖
96

 In his article, ―The Theory and Impact of Gandhi‘s Feminism,‖ he acknowledges 

that Gandhi‘s approach may be difficult to understand, but he also attributes to Gandhi the 

―dramatic‖ increase in the involvement of women in public life during the nationalist movement 

as a result of invoking Sītā‘s virtues.
97

 

Thus, although their focus may have varied, it is clear that Sītā has played a leading role 

as catalyst to various discussions, from violence against women to nation building. Of course, 

there have also been many studies centering on the morality of Sītā‘s trial-by-fire and her 

subsequent banishment. In his A Study in the Ethics of the Banishment of Sītā (1975), Arvind 

Kumar argues that Rāma was an immoral man in more ways than one; not only did he treat his 

wife unjustly through the trial-by-fire and banishment, he also had feelings for Śūrpaṇakhā. 

Instead of admitting them, however, says Kumar, Rāma turned the tables on the latter by 

accusing her of being lustful. Kumar thus addressed the double standards surrounding the issues 

of gender and sexuality by bringing both Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā into the discussion.
98

 On the other 

hand, S.N. Misra‘s ―The Desertion of Sītā in the Rāmāyaṇa and Uttara Rāmacarita: A Socio-

political Analysis,‖ and K. Anantanarayana‘s ―Was Rāma Right in Banishing Sītā,‖ both attempt 
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to situate Sītā‘s banishment specifically within the Indian cultural context.
99

 While they aim to 

understand the implications of Rāma‘s actions for Indian society and women in particular, both 

authors surmise that Rāma did not have any option other than to banish Sītā in light of the fact 

that Rāma was a public figure whose allegiance was first and foremost to his people. 

Other scholars specifically engage in rhetorical analyses of normative Rāmāyaṇas. For 

example, in aiming to find a woman‘s voice within the overtly patriarchal tone of Vālmīki‘s 

Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa, Sally J. Sutherland Goldman and Robert P. Goldman argue that, although at 

first glance women are invisible and inaudible in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, there are in fact more 

spaces for them in it than first appears. Sutherland Goldman‘s article, ―Gendered Narratives: 

Gender, Space, and Narrative Structures in Vālmīki‘s Bālakāṇḍa,‖ illustrates this through the 

Bālakāṇḍa; while the Bālakāṇḍa is undoubtedly ―a story of males told by males‖ there are 

―ruptures‖ in the text when a woman enters it – a rupture that most often denotes a challenge to 

male authority, according to her.
100

 Similarly, Robert P. Goldman in his essay, ―Resisting Rāma: 

Dharmic Debates on Gender and Hierarchy and the Work of the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa,‖ points to 

various debates which suggest that Vālmīki, ―the virtual poet laureate of Brahminical patriarchy‖ 

may have had hesitations regarding Sītā‘s abandonment, evident in the ways both he as author 

and his character, Rāma, ―fumble‖ with and within the narrative.
101

 Stella Sandahl, recognizing 

that Vālmīki does indeed give women some space, argues that Tulsīdās‘s Rāmcaritmānas 

completely erases and even represses Sītā‘s voice and the potentially liberating tone of Vālmīki‘s 

Rāmāyaṇa. Her article, ―A Good Story Spoilt: How Tulsīdās Departs from Vālmīki in the 
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Rāmāyaṇa,‖ holds Tulsīdās responsible for the passive and meek Sītā that is imprinted in popular 

Indian imagination.
102

  

Until the late 1980s, Rāmāyaṇa studies tended to focus on authoritative texts. With the 

―opening up‖ of Rāmāyaṇa studies which moved away from the binary approach of 

―authoritative Rāmāyaṇas and Others‖ into the wider field of ―Many Rāmāyaṇas,‖ however, 

scholarship brought to light hundreds of lesser known Sītā-centered narratives. This approach 

argued that while a few select narratives may be most revered because of their classical and /or 

devotional aspects, there were other Rāmāyaṇas that were just as important and interesting. For 

example, in focusing on Sītā‘s personality in the last book of the Rāmāyaṇa, William L. Smith‘s 

essay ―The Wrath of Sītā: Śaṇkaradeva‘s Uttarakāṇḍa‖ points to Sītā‘s ―exceptional‖ reaction to 

her banishment in the little known Assamese Rāmāyaṇa. This, writes Smith, is telling because 

Śaṇkaradeva in his Assamese account, written in the fifteenth century, remains faithful to 

Vālmīki except when it comes to Sītā‘s banishment. Smith writes: 

Śaṇkaradeva‘s great sympathy for Sītā‘s plight leads him to portray her not as the passive 

victim as in Vālmīki, but a person of ―flesh and blood,‖ justifiably enraged at the way she 

has been treated. He is writing a real story about real people, not about a deceptive 

charade acted out by playful deities (līlā). The point Śaṇkaradeva is trying to make is one 

of compassion, compassion for Rāma‘s dilemma, of course, but much more for Sītā 

sufferings.
103

 

 

With the expansion of Rāmāyaṇa scholarship, Sītā‘s aggressive character as Śakti in 

śakta or Tantric texts such as the medieval Adbhuta Rāmāyaṇa also started becoming the subject 

of study, despite the fact that scholars deemed the latter ―poorly written.‖
104

 Thomas Coburn‘s 

article, ―Sītā Fights While Rāma Swoons: A Shakta Version of the Rāmāyaṇa,‖ discussed earlier, 
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highlights how, contrary to traditional texts which portray a demure and docile Sītā, the Sītā of 

the Adbhuta Rāmāyaṇa takes on a different avatāra, as Kāli.
105

 Thus, while a scholarly focus on 

Sītā-centric Rāmāyaṇas may be relatively new in academia, Sītā‘s life and her reactions to the 

injustices Rāma subjected her to has always been varied and nuanced. 

Linda Hess demonstrates this in her comparative study, ―Rejecting Sītā: Indian 

Responses to the Ideal Man‘s Cruel Treatment of His Ideal Wife,‖ wherein she examines 

Tulsīdās‘s portrayal of Sītā‘s defining moment, the agni-parikṣā, and juxtaposes it with other 

authors‘ treatment of the same. Hess ends her article with a brief survey of ―protest‖ narratives 

mostly from the twentieth century by women and the lower castes. This includes the play, ―Sītā‖ 

by Snehalata Reddy, wife of Pathabhi, the author of the poem ―Sītā‖ that is the focus of the next 

chapter. As Hess writes, ―Sītā, written in 1973, radically revises the fire ordeal scene, allowing 

an angry Sītā to reject Rāma, his dharma, and his trial-by-fire.‖
106

 Rāma, sensing Sītā‘s refusal to 

be humiliated through the trial-by-fire, tells her to ―come to her senses,‖ that he will reject her if 

she does not comply. To this, Sītā replies: ―How dare you! It is I who reject you!‖
107

 

Madhu Kishwar and Heidi Pauwels were among the first to move away from literary 

studies and towards the anthropological realm with their research on what lay readers thought of 

Sītā as a role model. Kishwar, in focusing on the Sītā of popular imagination rather than a 

specific Sītā of oral or textual Rāmāyaṇa versions, sought to understand how women in modern 

India have tried to emulate Sītā as a role model.
108

 Pauwels likewise focused on the concept of 
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arranged vs. love marriages in her study on mythical characters like Sītā and Rādha; her interest 

lay in understanding how moral messages associated with both these women in ancient scriptures 

spilled over into the domain of popular culture such as television shows and blockbuster 

movies.
109

  

However, a purely anthropological approach with respect to the Rāmāyaṇa began with 

Junghare and Fraser, who were among the first in scholarship to point to the existence of non-

traditional Rāmāyaṇas with their 1976 article, ―The Rāmāyaṇa in Maharashtrian Women‘s Folk 

Songs.‖
110

 They moved beyond discussing the literary nature of these songs – they spoke of their 

function. Their ethnographic study on female laborers shed light on how these women together 

sang Rāmāyaṇa songs while working long, grueling hours planting and harvesting crop. In doing 

so, they evoked Sītā and the hardships she faced, drawing strength from her in order to overcome 

their own suffering. The songs were thus not only about the Rāmāyaṇa; they were as much about 

the village women who made themselves heard through them.  

Similarly, Usha Nilsson‘s article, ―Grinding Millet but Singing of Sītā,‖ provides much 

insight to Bhojpuri women‘s songs, which invoke the Rāmāyaṇa to not just address patriarchal 

concerns but also those pertaining to caste hierarchy. The complexity of the songs reflects the 

social structure to which these women belong; through them they ―resist dominant male 

discourse as presented by Tulsīdās in his Mānas.‖
111

 But more than that, says Nilsson, the songs 

are also about the concealed hostilities the women have towards each other – high caste women 

show a contempt for lower caste women when they disparagingly refer to their ―grinding millet,‖ 
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an activity they consider inferior. In addition, the high caste women also disapprove of these 

lower caste women ―appropriating‖ songs meant for upper-caste women. The lower caste women, 

in turn, ―defiantly‖ sing of Sītā mātā (―mother‖) as a means of protesting their own subjugation.  

While Nilsson‘s article points to the subversive elements of these songs, Smita Tewari 

Jassal‘s essay, ―Bhojpuri Songs, Women‘s Work and Social Control in Northern India,‖ speaks 

of how, in the daily grinding of grain and spices, Rāmāyaṇa songs address various relationships 

and the accompanying punishment for transgressions and rewards for appropriate behavior 

among these relationships – between brides and the members of their marital home, employers 

and their servants, and members of upper castes and lower castes. The most important question 

Jassal raises however, is that while these songs represent authentic female voices, ―is singing 

about oppression in itself empowering or is it rather a reflection of the acceptance by women of 

gender disempowerment?‖
112

  

Through these examples, it is evident that Sītā has always been of great concern to 

scholars, whether as one whose voice was subdued within texts, or as a metaphor for the 

thousands of women living in her shadow on a daily basis. And although it is only recently that 

Rāmāyaṇa scholarship has admitted into its realm women‘s songs, oral compositions, regional 

tales and myriad other lesser known Rāma and Sītā stories, it is evident that Sītā has always 

elicited a strong interest as a woman who suffered numerous hardships much like the ordinary 

women does. As the ―invisible woman‖ who most often makes her presence felt through silence 

or socially sanctioned norms, ―Sītā‖ is all around us in many forms – the next door neighbor, an 

aunt, the bai or maid, sometimes you can even feel her presence inside you...It was then just a 

matter of time before she caught my attention, and my interest in her thus seemed inevitable.  
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It is Velcheru Narayana Rao, however, who remains the decisive force behind my own 

research. His articles ―A Rāmāyaṇa of Their Own: Women‘s Oral Tradition in Telugu‖ and 

―When Does Sītā Cease to be Sītā‖ led me into the fascinating world of Telugu Rāmāyaṇas. In, 

―A Rāmāyaṇa of Their Own,‖ Narayana Rao discusses how high caste women as well as those 

belonging to the lower castes use folk songs to ―say what they wish, as women.‖
113

 The latter 

article, especially, provided the impetus for examining the dynamics between especially radical 

portrayals of Sītā and the modern world in which she now lived. 

In the first article on folk songs, in speaking of women‘s oral Rāmāyaṇas in Andhra 

Pradesh, Narayana Rao describes their structure as well as the roles they play in women‘s lives. 

These songs are highly women-centric; in addition to Sītā, they also include other women of the 

Rāmāyaṇa, like Kauśalyā, Rāma‘s mother, and Urmilā, Lakṣmaṇa‘s wife. In traditional 

narratives, there is little mention of Kauśaylā‘s life; she is defined in terms of her relationship 

with Rāma or her husband Daśaratha. Similarly, the songs speak of Urmilā‘s sorrow; Urmilā, 

Lakṣmaṇa‘s wife, remained neglected by her husband Lakṣmaṇa when he decided to be in the 

service of his brother and follow the latter and his wife into exile for fourteen years. There is no 

mention of her hardships in traditional Rāmāyaṇas.  However, not only do these songs add value 

to women‘s daily lives and the chores they have to perform, they are also unflattering towards 

Rāma. For example, in describing the various games Rāma and Sītā play, Sītā always emerges 

the winner, even though Rāma often cheats and deceitfully tries to gain the upper hand. 

Moreover, they do not shy away from topics regarding sexuality. Both Rāma and Sītā are sexual 

beings who have an active sex life; some of the songs even suggest a desire on Sītā‘s part for 

Rāvaṇa. It is important to bear in mind though, that, while the songs imply that Sītā may have 
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even been attracted to Rāvaṇa, this is a playful suggestion, which is obviously a joke. Under no 

circumstances is Sītā shown to actually desire Rāvaṇa. 

In singing these songs, then, the women are in essence conveying the heightened sense of 

injustice against women, as well as their sense of helplessness in a patriarchal society. But, as 

Narayana Rao himself stresses, they are sung at a time when women are free of their family 

obligations, and where they have a space of their own – in the back of the house; they do not 

encroach upon or intrude into the lives of the male members of the household.
114

 As Narayana 

Rao specifies: 

[The time the women sing the songs] is their own time, during which they can do as they 

please – provided of course that they don‘t violate the norms of good behavior. Very 

much like the place in the house in which the songs are sung, then, this time period is 

largely insulated from the demands of the men, for whom women must otherwise play 

their dutiful roles.‖
115

  

 

In his other article, ―When Does Sītā Cease to be Sītā?‖ which speaks of Sītā‘s character 

in Vālmīki‘s as well as select non-Vālmīki texts, Narayana Rao focuses on Sītā‘s suffering and 

the way she deals with it, from using couched language to ―protesting‖ against her treatment, by 

eventually calling upon her mother, the earth, to reclaim her. As Narayana Rao says, ―She has 

proven her chastity and demonstrated her independence as well.‖
116

 However, he clarifies, once 

again, that ―this independence is acceptable so long as she has not touched another man.‖ In 

other words, Sītā is still at the service of patriarchy when she protests against the very society 

that has inflicted pain upon her; she is entitled to protecting her reputation and her feelings as 

long as she remains chaste. It is only when Narayana Rao moves on to the twentieth-century 
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Rāmāyaṇas which portray Sītā in a very different light that things take a dramatic turn – Sītā not 

only rejects Rāma, she rejects him for Rāvaṇa!  

Unfortunately, Narayana Rao says little about the narratives that express anti-Rāma or 

pro-Rāvaṇa sentiment. It is clear, however, that these stories, which present a Sītā who rejects 

Rāma and the male authority he symbolizes, stand in direct opposition to patriarchally 

sanctioned folk Rāmāyaṇas sung by Telugu women in Brahmin and non-Brahmin households; 

while the latter article may have demonstrated that women have their own modes of resistance to 

the dominantly patriarchal structure, they nevertheless do it in a socially sanctioned manner. The 

modern twentieth-century or counter-Rāmāyaṇas, on the other hand, openly defy authority.  

Thus, although Narayana Rao‘s article on Telugu women‘s folk songs as well as Jungare 

and Fraser‘s essay and Nilsson‘s article all undoubtedly shed light on the gendered aspects of 

non-traditional Rāmāyaṇas and their function, they remain limited in that they deal with songs 

that do not confront patriarchy in an overt and direct way.  My study, on the other hand, furthers 

Narayana Rao‘s work on ―anti-Rāmāyaṇas‖; the texts I am dealing with directly confront the 

social order and engage in subversive acts that amount to defying norms. They are not in the 

service of patriarchy in that they do not merely provide a vehicle for women to vent their 

frustrations; they urge them to openly resist and fight the dominant narrative of gender that views 

women as the weaker sex.  

While Sītā and the Rāmāyaṇa may thus have been the subject of questioning and debate 

since times immemorial, within and outside of academia, what about Rāmāyaṇas which call 

upon Sītā to actively fight a system that has kept her in chains? There is an acute need to 

understand how these subversive modern Rāmāyaṇas were and continue to be received.  The 
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measure of their reception is significant, because, as Richman points out, modern retellings serve 

as indicators of change within society.
117

 

In studying these modern narratives, however, it is imperative to recognize that readers, 

authors and texts do not exist in isolation; they are all a part of the same world and all are in 

dialogue with each other. Vernon Robbin‘s socio-rhetorical interpretation (SRI) discussed in the 

next section sheds much light on not just the texts, but their authors too – why did they write 

these stories and what were they trying to achieve? And while Ramanujan‘s ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ 

model may have qualified them to be a part of Rāmāyaṇa scholarship, what did ordinary readers 

as opposed to scholars think of them? Did they think the authors had engaged in a blasphemous 

act by ―exploiting‖ sacred characters to put across a social message? Was it helpful or 

detrimental to use the Rāmāyaṇa as a social medium?  

All these questions are important; in addition to contributing to the ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ 

approach, they can also provide feedback to activists and feminists who hope to use the 

Rāmāyaṇa to address the patriarchal nature of Indian society. The narrative has very rarely been 

used as an overt agent of change for the ordinary Indian woman and so the question arises – is it 

better to employ muted strategies such as the Telugu and Bhojpuri women‘s folk songs to tackle 

the oppression of women, or is there a strong need to address issues of gender imbalance by 

using the Rāmāyaṇa in a more direct and forceful manner as our modern authors do? This study 

can lay the groundwork for such anthropological and activist-related projects which recognize 

the stronghold of Sītā in everyday life, and which recognize the practical value of using her as a 

medium to fight a male-biased system. 

Although not the focus of this study, I touch upon another important question – while our 

authors may not have explicitly voiced anti-Aryan sentiments, the complexity of their stories 
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seems to suggest underlying concerns regarding Aryan domination. My research will offer an 

investigation of whether there indeed lies a co-relation between these four radical Telugu 

Rāmāyaṇas and their ―Dravidianness‖ or whether the fact that these modern Rāmāyaṇas‖ 

originated in South India is just incidental.  

One of the most interesting aspects of this study occurred during the process of 

addressing these various concerns; I came to understand just how people interacted with the 

Rāmāyaṇa on a daily basis. After all, as Ramanujan said, the Rāmāyaṇa is everywhere even 

though most people may not be aware of its presence. The Rāmāyaṇa is a blueprint for millions 

of Hindu worldwide; and through this research I felt like I came closer to understanding just how 

intimate this relationship was – between an age-old narrative and its audience.  

Let us now turn to the approach I employed in order to understand the world in which 

Pathabhi‘s, Chalam‘s, Volga‘s and Indra‘s texts operate.  

 

 

Methodology 

 

The first text that comes to mind when speaking of ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa is undoubtedly 

Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa. This, I realized during the course of my research, was not 

restricted to academia, but was also common in the world of readers, mainly owing to its 

classical status promoted by Brahmin paṇḍits and scholarship. The tendency to privilege an ur-

text, especially as far as sacred scriptures go, is not new, whether in the field of biblical studies 

or Hindu religious traditions. Indeed, this desire to get as close as possible to the ―original‖ 

source in the hope of discovering the ―Truth‖ also dominated Rāmāyaṇa scholarship for nearly 

two centuries, ever since Schlegel set the tone in 1829 with his partial edition and Latin 
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translation of Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa.
118

 Of late, however, we in the field of Rāmāyaṇa studies 

have been lucky enough to move away from that norm, thanks to the ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ model 

that has shed light on tellings that have been just as or even more influential than Vālmīki‘s, or 

other normative texts like Kamban‘s or Tulsīdās‘s. My work substantially contributes to this 

growing body of modern scholarship on Rāmāyaṇa studies by emphasizing regional literary 

forces within a pan-Indian tradition. Additionally, it contributes to the larger discussion of 

gender studies in India, by bringing to light radical Rāmāyaṇas that transgress an idealized vision 

of what a woman should be as defined by normative Rāmāyaṇas.  

However, the premise of this research rests on the basic fact that the act of reading 

involves the author, text and reader; it does not exist in isolation, either simply as a physical text 

or as authorial creation. In studying modern Rāmāyaṇa texts, I adopt Vernon Robbins‘ socio-

rhetorical method, which as the name suggests, is especially useful in examining a text‘s 

interaction with society.  But it is more than that; as Robbins himself states, ―While it is a textual 

approach, it is important to note that socio-rhetorical interpretation (SRI) is an ‗interpretive 

analytic‘ rather than a ‗method.‘‖ He goes on to explain that this means the interpreter is in the 

driver‘s seat, selecting the best strategies he or she considers helpful to analyze and interpret the 

data that will exhibit the approach the interpreter is taking; the interpreter should also use the 

best resources possible from their own particular discipline of research as they execute the 

strategies of analysis and interpretation, proceeding much like an anthropologist who has to find 

the best ways to interpret the data he or she confronts, rather than to follow methodological 
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 Goldman reminds us that Schlegel‘s was not the first piece of Western scholarship on the Rāmāyaṇa. Carey and 
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procedures like a person in a laboratory must do to run a certain ―experiment.‖
119

 This approach 

is especially useful in studying modern Rāmāyaṇas when one adopts a multi-disciplinary lens 

such as I do, in that I do not necessarily privilege a literary, historical or anthropological 

approach; rather, I take what is useful instead of trying to fit my research into a particular scheme.  

Robbins demonstrates how texts are a part of a larger world; not just a literary world, but 

a world in which debate, conversation and communication between human beings is the basis of 

all interaction. Words, books and texts would have no meaning by themselves. In discussing the 

role of modern Rāmāyaṇas within the context of the larger debate on gender, I adopt Robbins‘ 

key concepts: 

1. Inner-textuality, that is, the modern texts themselves. This will help in looking at the text in 

question and how the author employs various literary devices in communicating with his or her 

readers – the language he or she uses, particular words or phrases, and the tone of the text (that is, 

is it overtly radical or does it try to address problematic issues in a gentle manner that only 

suggests subversion, etc.). 

2. Inter-textuality, or how these texts relate to ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa and to one another. In other 

words, recognizing that in addition to authors and readers who both interact with a text, different 

texts also play a decisive role in the formation of the new text. As Robbins says, ―Every text is a 

rewriting of other texts, an ‗intertextual‘ activity.‖
120

 I contextualize my four texts within 

Vālmīki‘s narrative tradition since nearly all the people I spoke to regarded Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa 

as ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa, consciously or unconsciously. In demonstrating how exactly the narratives 

in question differ from Vālmīki‘s, I employ Vernon Robbin‘s Opening-Middle-Closure (OMC) 

structure. This approach will help most in understanding how our texts depart from the 
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traditional narrative, which would here be Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa (intertextual aspect). 

Additionally, it will help in comparing the different structural styles of the modern authors, and 

how that may affect the tone of their individual texts, of which I speak in the concluding chapter. 

Although this approach can be useful in helping readers understand the content of a particular 

text, my aim in using the OMC framework here is for comparative purposes only. The usefulness 

of this approach especially lies in the fact that the OMC structure is not water-tight; it is up to the 

interpreter (in this case, me) to decide where the divisions lie, depending on what he or she 

wants to highlight. These boundaries thus differ from each other according to who is using them 

and when, and for what purpose. Within the context of my study, I specifically demarcate the 

Middle as the point at which the modern texts sharply deviate from Vālmīki‘s; the climactic 

Closing is the section which, as we will see, contains the cause for potential controversy. 

3. Social and cultural texture, or what constitute the social and cultural contexts of these texts. 

I specifically focus on the themes of chastity, dharma, sub-alternity and female subjectivity, and 

what they mean for people in contemporary India.  

4. Ideological texture answers the question of who the authors are and why they felt these were 

important issues. And what do our twenty-first century readers think of them? Given that the 

authors use the Rāmāyaṇa as a social tool in conveying gender-related problems, this part will 

determine if and how readers agree or disagree with the authors, thereby helping in 

understanding the role of these texts in modern India, and whether they have the potential to 

convey their social message through a revered text such as the Rāmāyaṇa. 

The social and ideological textures thus provide a voice for the characters, author as well 

as reader, who all represent the real world. 

To sum up, 
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From the perspective of socio-rhetorical criticism, a ‗complete‘ interpretation includes 

the inter-relation among the author, the text and the reader… In the context of analysis of 

a text, interpretation includes presuppositions, implicit or explicit, about the author, the 

text and the reader. Socio-rhetorical criticism brings all three into the arena of textual 

interpretation. The reason is that language is produced out of social interaction among 

people: there is not simply a reader, or writer; the speaking and writing presuppose the 

presence of a hearer or reader. There is not simply a text; texts were produced by authors 

and they are meaningless without readers. There are not simply readers; readers are 

meaningless without texts to read and authors who write texts. All three presuppose 

historical, social, cultural and ideological relations among people and the texts they write 

and read.
121

 

 

Thus, in understanding the co-relation between the Rāmāyaṇa and its audience, a multi-

disciplinary approach in which there is no privileging of one discipline over another is necessary, 

one that recognizes that ―presuppositions and strategies in one arena reverberate throughout the 

system.‖
122

   

Hans Jauss, in his book Question and Answer, Forms of Dialogic Understanding stresses 

that the purpose of studying ancient texts is to produce a ―hermeneutics of historicity,‖ that is, ―a 

dialogic exchange of understanding in the fullest sense – a dialogue between the text and the 

interpreter, and between the tradition and the present, that is open to the future.‖
123

  This 

becomes all the more evident when speaking of an ancient text that shares a special space in the 

cultural consciousness of millions of Hindus. As Namita Gokhale says in the introduction to In 

Search of Sita: Revisiting Mythology, which she co-authored with Malashri Lal:  

Mythology in India is not just an academic or historic subject; it is a vital and living topic 

of contemporary relevance. The complex social, political and religious attitudes of 

―modern‖ India cannot be understood without an understanding of our myths and their 

impact on the collective faith of the people.
124

  

 

I began this study with the realization that the newer ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ model may 
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have finally begun to move beyond the Vālmīki-centered approach, accepting hitherto unknown 

or rejected narratives into the overarching Rāmāyaṇa fold. This extended into my wanting to 

understand what readers had to say about modern Rāmāyaṇas that portrayed Sītā in a different 

light. What did they mean at the meta-level in terms of social and cultural impact? Moreover, did 

people even consider them ―Rāmāyaṇas‖?  In the process, I came to understand that answering 

these questions also required a study of the modern texts themselves, their relationship with 

Vālmīki‘s narrative, as well as the socio-cultural and ideological dimensions of these ―activist‖ 

texts. 

Rāmāyaṇa scholarship as a whole has tended on focus on text-criticism. To be sure, as 

we saw, there have been a few studies that approach the narrative from the reader‘s point of view. 

But these are few in number, and again, they tend to focus on normative texts. The ―Many 

Rāmāyaṇas‖ approach is wonderful in that it demolishes the binary framework of the ―Vālmīki 

and Others‖ model. However, even with an expansion in the field, if modern Rāmāyaṇas are 

studied at all – one will recall Richman‘s disappointment at their neglect – the focus has tended 

to be on the narratives themselves: their nature, their style, their content. My research, on the 

other hand, explores another world; in addition to expanding the growing repertoire of 

Rāmāyaṇa studies by examining feminist Rāmāyaṇas, it offers a fascinating glimpse at the 

exchange between modern renderings of the story and their audience. This relationship – 

between the narrative and readers – is what has essentially kept the story alive for over two 

millennia, and it seems only logical to take a view of ―the other side.‖ For, after all, while no 

―text‖ exists in a vacuum, especially in the case of the Rāmāyaṇa, this relationship between text 

and audience assumes all the more importance because the readers are what have made possible 

the peculiar fluidity of the narrative that has come to define what we now know as the 
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―Rāmāyaṇa tradition.‖   

In noting the importance of the role of authors in disseminating modern Rāmāyaṇas, Dr. 

Seemantini, professor of Telugu literature at a leading university in Hyderabad, points out a very 

significant fact: that the authors of these Rāmāyaṇas (as with all the others) are themselves 

engaging in reader-response.
125

 In other words, not only are they agents in disseminating the 

Rāmāyaṇa story, they themselves form part of the audience that has, for centuries, listened to the 

narrative and understood it in their own unique way. This peculiarity of the Rāmāyaṇa – as a 

narrative that functions as both agent and recipient in repeated cycles – is indeed most 

fascinating, and deserves some examination.
126

 

 

My Location as Interpreter 

 

It is perhaps now clear that socio-rhetorical interpretation suggests that each person 

brings his or her own experiences to a text; that each person stands on a particular horizon which 

limits her point of view. Regardless of how objective I aim to be, there is no denying or fighting 

the fact that ―the experiences of my life, body and mind are now coming to expression in socio-

rhetorical criticism.‖
127

  In other words, my experiences have shaped how I approach these 

―modern Rāmāyaṇas.‖ It only seems fitting then that I include a short note on my personal 

experiences, especially cultural and theological, since the texts I deal with are directly related to 

the Rāmāyaṇa. 

I was not raised in a particularly religious environment, except with the idea that 

―Hinduism is a way of life.‖ And I could see, especially after moving from Zambia, Africa, to 
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India in my teens, that it was indeed not always possible to separate the sacred from the profane; 

that the two often overlapped, making it difficult to define, in religious terms, the space one was 

a part of. But even as a child growing up in Western surroundings,
128

 I knew the significance of 

―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa, not necessarily in theological terms, but certainly in terms of cultural imprint, 

albeit in an unconscious manner. Of course, like most Indians I knew just the barebones story 

which included the bow-breaking contest by which Rāma won Sītā, Sītā‘s kidnapping by Rāvaṇa, 

and his ultimate defeat at the hands of Rāma. It took me a while to understand the import of the 

doubts regarding Sītā‘s chastity after her recovery from Rāvaṇa‘s clutches. Only much later, 

when faced with personal complications, did I truly begin to think of Sītā and the hardships she 

had endured, all because of a society that viewed women and sexuality in a most suspect manner. 

This, perhaps, remains the defining characteristic as to why I was drawn to the works I discuss 

here; the authors‘ empathizing with Sītā, and their realization that it was the larger system of 

which she was a part that needed to be addressed, struck a chord.  

It was at the University of Kansas while working on a Master‘s in Religious Studies that I 

was first introduced to ―the modern Sītā.‖ I still recall the day, sitting in the library, browsing 

through Mandakranta Bose‘s The Rāmāyaṇa Revisited, that I first came to understand the vast 

repertoire of Rāmāyaṇa stories. And when I came across Narayana Rao‘s article on Pathabhi‘s 

and D. R. Indra‘s Sītās, I felt like I had struck gold – not only was I awestruck by the idea that 

someone had dared to challenge Sītā‘s sacrosanct image as goddess and pativratā, I had to find 

out what people thought of these controversial texts. I say controversial because the same article 

spoke of how the newspaper which had published Indra‘s story, ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‘s 

Prophecy‖ had come under attack by Hindutva forces. It was then that I decided I wanted to 
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know what ordinary readers, for whom the story was intended, had to say about it. Ironically, as 

is usually the case with such issues, calling for a ban on something only contributed to its 

popularity, at least as far as I was concerned. Only, I was not interested in the sensational aspect 

of it, but the gendered. My research led me to other similar texts – all written in Telugu – 

offering the possibility that a study on the same could get me closer to activist-related work, 

something I have always been interested in. 

I do not in any way claim to offer a complete study of how ―modern‖ Rāmāyaṇas 

function in society. I do, however, hope to contribute to an understanding of how some of them 

are received, whether they had succeeded in creating debate in any way over the plight of women, 

best symbolized by Sītā, as their authors had hoped for. 

 

Through this dissertation, I seek to understand more of these Rāmāyaṇas – who are their 

authors, what did their readers think of them and what role do they play, if any, in addressing the 

gendered nature of society today? I focus on each narrative in four distinct chapters, discussing 

them in light of not just the Rāmāyaṇa tradition, but also the Hindu cultural and ideological 

landscape, with the final chapter weighing in on the potential of such narratives that aim at 

changing gender relations. The appendix lists the questions I asked of my informants along with 

a brief note on fieldwork specifics. 
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Chapter II. 
 

PATIVRATĀHOOD REDEFINED: CHASTITY 

 

 

Pathabhi!  

Sītā is the most excellent 

of devoted wives, 

the very epitome of Indian womanhood. 

One would be lucky to be like her 

that would be the greatest fortune of all, 

wouldn‘t it? 

But even if I wanted to be Sītā,  

I would not consent to being Rāma‘s wife. 

Never. 

Rather than Rāma‘s wife, 

I would be the lover of Rāvaṇa – 

the demon with a heart. 

I would immortalize him 

with the power of my love… 

 

       Pathabhi, ―Sītā‖
1
 

  

 

So says ―Sītā‖ to Pathabhi in reply to his query as to whether she would like to be the 

mythical Sītā of the Rāmāyaṇa. Though written in first person by Pathabhi, the central character 

of the poem is Sītā herself. In popular consciousness, Sītā is the ideal Indian woman and what 

better symbol could Pathabhi have chosen than Sītā to speak for the millions of women silenced 

by what he saw as an oppressive patriarchal culture? In tune with his radical approach of 

addressing everyday issues that affect people in profound ways,
2
 Pathabhi thus ―fills in the gaps‖ 

by giving Sītā a distinct personality. 

But if readers expect to simply encounter a voluble or vitriolic Sītā to make up for her 

mild representations in popular culture, they are in for a shock. Pathabhi not only lets his 

                                                 
1
 Pathabhi, ―Sītā,‖ in Phidelu Rāgala Dajan (Madras: Freedom Press, 1973), 16. All translations into English are 

mine unless otherwise stated. The biographical section on Pathabhi will explain why my translation lacks ―poetic‖ 

elements – Pathabhi insists on ordinary punctuation and ordinary language. 
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protagonist speak up for herself, his Sītā also subverts the very image normally associated with 

her – as a pativratā, or devoted and virtuous wife, who remains bound to Rāma, no matter how 

unjust his treatment of her.
3
 However, while Pathabhi‘s Sītā acknowledges that ―Sītā is the most 

excellent of devoted wives, the very epitome of Indian womanhood,‖ she wants to explore her 

sexuality rather than keep it under wraps. And the man she wants to be in a passionate 

relationship with is not Rāma, but Rāvaṇa! 

Rather than Rāma‘s wife, 

I would be the lover of Rāvaṇa – 

the demon with a heart. 

I would immortalize him 

with the power of my love… 

 

This is doubly significant, for, not only is the traditional Sītā portrayed as measured in her speech 

and action, she is also the archetype of the chaste wife. Her sexuality, or lack of it, comes to the 

fore mostly in relation to her steadfast chastity and virtue, as one untouched by any man other 

than her husband Rāma.  

Of course, it is also Sītā‘s passive, submissive, and obedient image – along with her 

fabled purity – that designates her model of ideal Indian womanhood in popular imagination. It 

must be said, however, that she is not invisible nor completely devoid of agency even in 

traditional Rāmāyaṇas such as Vālmīki‘s, when she lashes out against Rāma at the end of the 

war with Rāvaṇa, albeit in a measured manner, for suspecting her chastity. Upon a careful 

deconstruction of her role, it would not be a stretch to argue that even Tulsīdās‘s Sītā, ―which has 

played a vital role in molding the [submissive] psyche of too many Indian women,‖ depicts an 

opinionated and discontented woman.
4
  

The larger question at stake here, however, is whether this ―deviant‖ behavior conforms 

                                                 
3
 The term pativratā actually encompasses a wide range of duties for the ideal wife. In this chapter, however, I 

restrict it to the concept of sexuality/ chastity. The next chapter will extend it to dharma. 
4
 Madhu Kishwar, ―Yes to Sītā, No to Rām,‖ 286. 
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to or challenges patriarchally sanctioned gender roles.
5
 In order to get a better grasp of this issue, 

it is necessary to include a discussion of Vālmīki‘s depiction of Sītā‘s trial-by-fire, even though 

this is a study on how Telugu authors reconfigure the same incident. Many people may not have 

read Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa but the looming presence of the latter is evident even in 

Andhra Pradesh, perhaps more so than Kamban‘s Tamil Irāmavatāram, written in the twelfth 

century.
6
 Most importantly, this chapter will also cover Sītā‘s agni-parīkṣā in Tulsīdās‘s 

sixteenth-century Rāmcaritmānas, the most popular of Rāmāyaṇas in North India.
7
 The widely 

popular TV Rāmāyaṇa – which first aired in 1987 on India‘s state network, Doordarshan, 

drawing in over 100 million viewers each week
8
 – heavily relied upon both Vālmīki‘s and 

Tulsīdās‘s narratives, and continues to play a significant role in informing people‘s attitudes 

regarding ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa.
9
  

I thus begin with a treatment of Sītā‘s agni-parīkṣā in both texts in order to fully 

understand the cultural import of the concept of female chastity – the archetype of which is best 

embodied by Sītā – and what it means for Indian culture and society; this will help us understand 

how Pathabhi deals with the central issue of Sītā‘s chastity. I then move onto the focus of this 
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 When I speak of patriarchy, I am referring to the hegemony of the upper castes who set and reinforce their own 
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6
 I say this because most people I spoke to, though aware of Kamban‘s Rāmāyaṇa, attributed ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa to 

Vālmīki. Besides, people of Andhra Pradesh often see themselves as distinct from people of Tamil Nadu, preferring 

a separate identity for themselves rather than be subsumed within the larger designation of ―Dravidian.‖ This is 

because the term ―Dravidian‖ has historically and politically referred to the present day modern state of Tamil Nadu. 

This may have been another factor as to why people preferred Vālmīki over Kamban. 
7
 Philip Lutgendorf, The Life of a Text: Performing the Rāmcaritmānas of Tulsīdās (Berkeley: University of 

California Press 1991), 1.  
8
 Ibid., 412. 
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chapter, that is, Pathabhi‘s poem, ―Sītā‖; in this section I offer an explanation of how I employ 

Vernon Robbins‘ Opening-Middle-Closing structure which will help clarify the way the poem 

differs from Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa. The brief biography of Pathabhi that follows will shed light 

on the radical nature of the poem and also offer a reason as to why the author felt a need to write 

―Sītā.‖ I then analyze the poem in detail before moving onto a discussion of the socio-cultural 

ramifications of the poem. Since the next chapter is a continuation of this one, except that it 

focuses on the concept of dharma rather than chastity, I conclude both chapters jointly. Let us 

now turn to Vālmīki and his account of Sītā‘s fire ordeal. 

 

Sītā’s Chastity in Vālmīki’s and Tulsī’s Texts 

 

In Vālmīki‘s narrative, the trial-by-fire episode is introduced for the first time in the 

Yuddhakāṇḍa or Book of War, the sixth (or second to last) book.
10

 After Rāma has slain Rāvaṇa, 

Sītā is finally presented before Rāma, ready to be united with him. But to her sorrow and 

disappointment, he addresses her with utmost insensitivity and cruelty in the midst of the 

hundreds of onlookers: 

―In wiping away this affront, Sītā, I have accomplished all that a man could do. In my 

wrath, I have won you back from the hands of my enemy, just as, through his austerities, 

the contemplative sage Agastya won back the southern lands that had been inaccessible 

to all living beings.  

 

Bless you, but let it be understood that it was not on your account that I undertook the 

effort of this war, now brought to completion through the valor of my allies. 

 

Instead, I did all this in order to protect my reputation and in every way to wipe clean the 

insult and disgrace to my illustrious lineage.  

 

Since, however, your virtue is now in doubt, your presence has become as profoundly 

disagreeable to me as is a bright lamp to a man afflicted with a disease of the eye.  

 

Go, therefore, as you please, daughter of Janaka. You have my permission. Here are the 

ten directions. I have no further use for you, my good woman.  

                                                 
10

 Tulsī retains Vālmīki‘s titles of the other books, except for Yuddhakāṇḍa, which he calls Lankākāṇḍa. 
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For what powerful man born in a respectable family – his heart tinged with affection – 

would take back a woman who had lived in the house of another man? 

 

How could I who boast of my noble lineage possibly take you back – just risen from 

Rāvaṇa‘s lap and gazed upon his lustful eye?  

 

I have recovered my reputation, and that is the purpose for which I won you back. I do 

not love you anymore. Go hence wherever you like.  

 

I have made up my mind in saying this, my good woman. Turn your thoughts towards 

Lakṣmaṇa or Bharata as you please. 

 

Or, Sītā, set your mind on Sugrīva, lord of the monkeys, or on the rākṣasa lord Vibhīṣaṇa, 

or on whomever you please.  

 

For surely, Sītā, once Rāvaṇa had seen you, so enchanting with your heavenly beauty, he 

would not long have left you unmolested while you were dwelling in his house.‖
11

 

 

Upon hearing this, Vālmīki‘s Sītā, humiliated and hurt, determines to prove her 

innocence by walking through fire. But not before she gives Rāma a piece of her own mind: 

―How can you, heroic prince, speak to me with such cutting and improper words, painful 

to the ear, as some vulgar man might speak to his vulgar wife. 

 

I am not as you think of me great-armed prince. You must believe in me, for I swear to 

you by my own virtue. 

 

You harbor suspicion against all women because of the conduct of the vulgar ones. If you 

really knew me, you would abandon your suspicion.  

 

If I came into contact with another‘s body against my will, lord, I had no choice in this 

matter. It is fate that was to blame here. 

 

My heart, which I do control, was always devoted to you. But I could not control my 

body, which was in the power of another. What could I have done? 

 

If, my love, you do not truly know me despite our long nurtured love and intimacy, then 

surely I am lost forever. 

 

When you dispatched the hero Hanumān to search for me, why, heroic prince, did you 

not repudiate me then, while I was still being held in Lanka? 
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 Vālmīki, The Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki, vol. 6, Yuddhakāṇḍa, part 1, eds. and trans. Robert P. Goldman, Sally J. 

Sutherland Goldman and Barend A. van Nooten (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 2010), 454-56.  
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No sooner had I heard your words to that effect, heroic prince, than, abandoned by you, I 

would have abandoned my own life right before the eyes of that monkey lord. 

 

Then you would not have had to risk your life in a useless effort nor would your allies 

have had to suffer hardship to no purpose. 

 

But now, tiger among men, you have given way to anger like some lesser man, taking 

into account only that I am a woman.
12

 

 

Since my name is derived from Janaka, you failed to take into account the fact that I was 

born from the earth itself, nor, though you are an expert judge of conduct, have you given 

due consideration to my virtuous conduct. 

  

Moreover, you do not weigh the fact that, as a boy, you firmly clasped my hand while I 

was but a child. My devotion, my virtuous conduct – you have turned your back on all of 

that.
13

 

 

So saying, Sītā commands Lakṣmaṇa to build a pyre, in order that she may enter it to 

prove that she is indeed pure. Circumambulating first Rāma and then the sacred fire, she 

pronounces: 

Since my heart has never once strayed from Rāghava, so may Agni, the purifier, witness 

of all the world, protect me in every way.
14

 

Of course, as readers know, the lord of fire, Agni himself – Pāvaka – comes to the rescue, 

lifting Sītā from the flames and delivering her, unscathed, to Rāma. The use of the word pāvaka 

in the original Sanskrit is of utmost importance as it derives from pava or purification, directly 

alluding to the purifying properties of fire. The gods and the monkeys and all other beings are 

witness to this now delightful scene; Sītā‘s innocence has been proven and all is well. Until a few 

years later, that is, when she is banished forever because of this very lingering doubt.  

The episode in which Rāma abandons his pregnant wife has proven to be a dilemma for 

many writers of the Indian literary tradition. Various authors – Tulsīdās included – have done 

                                                 
12

 In his article ―Fire and Flood: the Testing of Sītā in Kampan‘s Irāmavatāram,‖ David Shulman describes Sītā‘s 

growing sarcasm; his translation reads: ―By giving in to anger like a little man, you, my lord, have made being a 

woman altogether preferable‖ (Shulman, Many Rāmāyaṇas, 92). 
13

 Vālmīki, Yuddhakāṇḍa, vol. 6, part 1, 456-57. 
14

 Ibid., 458. 



 

 57 

away with it, while others like Bhavabhūti have made it the focus of their narratives.
15

 

Regardless of how they choose to deal with it, Sītā‘s banishment, like her agni-parīkṣā, remains 

a deeply uncomfortable episode for many – authors, commentators and devotees alike. 

In Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, the trouble begins in the Uttarakāṇḍa or Last Book, some years 

after Rāma and Sītā have returned from exile back to their kingdom of Ayodhya over which 

Rāma now reigns. Eager to know what his subjects think of him, the king dispatches an attendant 

to find out what they have to say. Although for the most part, they have nothing but praise for 

him, Rāma is particularly stung by the following accusations:  

How can Rāma delight in Sītā‘s company even after Rāvaṇa forcefully carried her to the 

city of Lanka? 

 

There, she was kept in the Ashoka vana, helpless, under the control of rākṣasas. How, 

then, is Rāma not filled with rage towards her? 

 

From now on, we can expect similar conduct from our wives, for, as the king does, so 

shall his subjects follow.
16

 

 

Although Rāma recalls her successful agni-parīkṣā that took place immediately after the 

war, as king he feels he has no alternative but to banish her, and so he does, deceitfully asking 

                                                 
15

 Bhavabhūti‘s ninth-century play, Uttararāmacarita, begins after Sītā‘s banishment, and portrays a grief stricken 

Rāma who is tormented by his decision to abandon Sītā. Bhavabhūti lives up to his reputation as one excelling in the 

karuṇa rasa or the sentiment of pathos, expounding on Rāma‘s psychological state after Sītā‘s exile to a harsh, 

inhospitable environment. The beauty of his language leads translator Shrikant Belvalkar to remark that he ―has 

even surpassed the so-called Shakespeare of India,‖ that is, Kalidāsa (Introduction to Rama’s Later History or the 

Uttara-rama-charita: An Ancient Hindu Drama, trans. Shrikant Belvakar. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
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Pollock‘s introduction to Rāma’s Last Act (New York: New York University Press, 2007), edited and translated also 

by Pollock. 
16

 My translation from Vālmīki‘s The Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki, vol. 4, Uttara-Kāṇḍa, ed. and trans. M.N. Dutt (Delhi: 
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yet to be published by the Goldman team; for this reason, I use my own translations for verses from M.N. Dutt‘s 
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Lakṣmaṇa to take an unwitting and pregnant Sītā to the wilderness. He instructs Lakṣmaṇa to 

leave her there to die as she inevitably would have, among the wild beasts and harsh climate. Sītā 

does not die, however, and instead gives birth to two sons – Lava and Kuśa – in Vālmīki‘s 

ashram.
17

 Years later, when Rāma comes to know that Sītā is alive, he asks her to come back to 

Ayodhya as his queen, but on one condition: she needs to undergo another trial-by-fire. This 

time, though, Sītā has other plans; instead of praying to Agni to declare her innocence, she calls 

upon her mother, the earth: 

If I have not thought of any other person in my mind but Rāma, may the goddess 

Vasundharā [earth] find me worthy of room in her womb. 

 

If in mind, deed and word, I have always honored Rāma, may the goddess Vasundharā 

find me worthy of room in her womb. 

If I speak the truth that I have known no one other than Rāma, may the goddess 

Vasundharā find me worthy of room in her womb.
18

 

 

Sure enough, the earth trembles and cracks open with Goddess Earth herself seated upon a throne, 

inviting Sītā to come and sit in her lap. In a moment, it is all over – Sītā is gone forever. A 

distraught Rāma has nothing left but to mourn her loss, which he will never get over, and which 

ultimately leads him to end his own life by walking into the Sarayu river.  

Let us now see how Tulsīdās deals with these events in his Rāmcaritmānas (often 

shortened to Mānas), written some fifteen hundred years after Vālmīki is said to have first 

conceived of it. At the outset, it is important to note that Tulsīdās heavily relied upon Vālmīki‘s 

Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa when he wrote the Mānas in Avadhi, a northern Indian dialect of Hindi. But 

Tulsīdās also departed from Vālmīki‘s account in two major ways – he created an illusory or 

māyā Sītā, and he did away with Sītā‘s final banishment by Rāma in the last book; indeed, 

Tulsī‘s Mānas ends on an ―happily-ever-after‖ note upon Rāma‘s defeat of Rāvaṇa and his 
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recovery of Sītā from the latter‘s clutches. The deviations are no accident; rather they reflect the 

contrasting approaches the two authors take in narrating the story of Rāma and Sītā. Vālmīki‘s 

Rāmāyaṇa portrays Rāma as a figure with whom most audiences can empathize – a vulnerable 

being afflicted by self-doubt and uncertainty. By the time Tulsīdās wrote his Mānas in the late 

sixteenth century, however, Rāma had acquired full blown divine status as an incarnation of Lord 

Vishnu; not only that, for Tulsī, Rāma was the highest being, and no mere incarnation of any god. 

Tulsī‘s inspiration for transforming Rāma into the personification of the Absolute lay in the 

Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa, a text embedded within the Advaita or non-dualistic school, and composed 

in South India around the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century.
19

 Madhu Kishwar, Delhi-based 

social activist and founding editor of the monthly Manushi: A Journal about Women and Society, 

expresses her reservations about the Rāmcaritmānas thus:  

The medieval telling of Tulsīdās marks the transition from presenting Ram [sic] and Sītā 

as an ideal couple to projecting them as ideal man and woman respectively…Sītā gains 

importance insofar as she sets a high standard as an ideal wife who acts as the moral 

anchor in a marriage, and stays unswerving in loyalty and righteousness, no matter how 

ill-matched her husband‘s response…the Sītā of Tulsīdās has played a vital role in 

molding the psyche of too many Indian women especially in North India…
20

 

 

As earlier mentioned, in Vālmīki‘s narrative, Sītā‘s agni-parīkṣā takes place in the 

Yuddhakāṇḍa or Book of War. In the Mānas, however, the agni-parīkṣā necessitates an 
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 Although the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa also presents a narrative of the exploits of Lord Rāma, it rather fittingly does 

so in a detached manner. Philip Lutgendorf explains how Tulsī‘s Rāma differs from the Rāma of the Adhyātma 
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Advaita and Vaiśnava systems‖ (Lutgendorf, Life of a Text, 7). 
20
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understanding of prior events – events that occurred even before the war began, as far back as 

the third book, the Āraṇyakāṇḍa or the Forest Book: 

When Lakṣman went to the woods 

To fetch flowers, fruit and roots 

He who overflows with compassion and bliss  

Said to Jānakī with a smile 

 

―Listen, O beloved one, most splendid and amiable of dutiful wives 

I will play a delightful human game 

Reside in the fire  

Until I destroy the demons 

 

As soon as Rām explained everything 

Sītā held her Lord‘s feet to her heart and entered the fire 

She left behind a reflection of herself
21

 

Identical in character, form and manner 

 

Even Lakṣman did not know the essence  

Of all that the Lord had done…
22

 

 

This creation of Sītā‘s reflection is the most fascinating element of Tulsī‘s work, and also the 

most striking departure from Vālmīki‘s narrative whose influence on the Mānas ―may be taken 

for granted.‖
23

  The introduction of a māyā or illusory Sītā was a concept Tulsī borrowed from 

the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa and it is this shadow Sītā who is abducted and taken prisoner by 

Rāvaṇa, while the real Sītā remains untainted by his touch, safely concealed in the fire. 
 

Given a choice, Tulsī, the Rāma bhakta, may have preferred to altogether omit the 

controversial episode of Sītā‘s trial-by-fire, one which casts doubts upon Rāma‘s reputation as a 

just ruler. The agni-parīkṣā, however, is central to the Rāmāyaṇa; without it, he perhaps felt the 

story would be in danger of ceasing to be the Rāmāyaṇa.  The introduction of a māyā Sītā is 

Tulsī‘s attempt to apologize for Rāma‘s harsh behavior toward Sītā. That, however, is where 

                                                 
21

 The Sanskrit word for ―reflection‖ is pratibimba.  Italics are mine.  
22

 Tulsīdās, Srirāmcaritamānās, comm. Sriswami Avadhaviharidasaji (Illahabad: Sriswami Vicaranandaji, 1968), 
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Tulsī draws the line. He completely does away with Rāma‘s banishment of Sītā, while pregnant, 

to the wilderness. Instead he ends his Mānas on a joyful note when Rāma and Sītā return to 

Ayodhya and the real Sītā has safely come out of hiding after the māyā Sītā has returned to the 

fire.
24

   

Let us return to the Āraṇyakāṇḍa or the Forest Book of the Mānas, where Tulsī first 

introduces the notion of a māyā Sītā. Rāma begins by describing to Sītā the impending war as 

līlā or (divine) play. Thus, Tulsī‘s Rāma laughs off the coming bloody battle with the demons as 

child‘s play. This Rāma does not need to go to war; he has nothing to prove nor anything to 

recover. The whole universe is Rāma‘s playground, literally and figuratively, and the battle with 

Rāvaṇa is pure entertainment. Owing to this omniscience, the Rāma of the Mānas is capable of 

foreseeing the looming war and creating a shadow Sītā before it even begins, in stark contrast to 

his human counterpart in Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, who displays no such divine powers.
25

 

 Tulsī thus preemptively transforms the imminent trial-by-fire episode into a necessity if 

the real Sītā is to be recovered. With this he achieves two things – he certainly cushions 

accusations that Rāma humiliated his wife by subjecting her to the agni-parīkṣā; after all, he has 

to recover her, he can‘t just leave her in the fire. But another rationale for introducing a fake Sītā 

and having her reside in the fire long before events begin to unfold may have to do with Tulsī‘s 

intention of demonstrating that Rāma had immense faith in Sītā‘s purity; he placed her in the fire 

because he knew her honor would protect her from the scorching flames. Far from doubting his 

wife, he demonstrates an unconditional faith in her fidelity towards him – he knows she cannot 

perish in the fire which is why he places her there in the first place. Thus, Tulsī manages to turn 
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an uncomfortable situation – from the reader‘s perspective and well as that of the horrified 

characters who witness her fire-test at the end of the war – into a necessary prerequisite. This he 

does by portraying Rāma as one who saves her from the horrors of being held captive by a 

demon and as one who had immense faith in his wife‘s purity before events even begin to unfold. 

Thus, Rāma‘s actions as husband are to be admired, if anything. 

Nobody knows of this, of course; not even Lakṣmaṇa suspects that the Sītā throughout 

the rest of the narrative is not the real Sītā, but the duplicate one:   

As soon as Rām explained everything  

Sītā held her Lord‘s feet to her heart and entered the fire 

She left behind a reflection of herself 

Identical in character, form, and manner
26

 

 

The word Tulsī uses to describe the one who has now taken Sītā‘s place is pratibimba – 

―reflection, reflected image, mirrored form; a resemblance or counterpart of real forms, a picture, 

image, shadow.‖
27

 The imitation has to be identical in every way to the real Sītā, because it is 

imperative that nobody be able to tell them apart. But there is something else going on – the fake 

Sītā is not just a wooden fake; she is, for all practical purposes, the same Sītā. She not only looks 

like Sītā, but also has feelings like the flesh-and-blood Sītā. Realistically speaking, there is no 

difference between the imitation Sītā and the real one – they are identical in every way possible. 

Perhaps herein lies buried the justification of why Rāma had to go to battle with Rāvaṇa even 

though the original Sītā was safely hidden away – because Rāvaṇa tried to corrupt a pious 

woman‘s virtue. That this woman also remains chaste is for the satisfaction of audiences (and 

Tulsī too). Imagine the twist in the tale if Rāvaṇa had managed to molest the ―fake‖ Sītā! This is 

significant for it underscores the concept that even the shadow Sītā‘s modesty needs protection; it 
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is almost as if Tulsī has to ensure his readers that there is not even a shadow of doubt that Sītā 

remains pure. Kamban, who composed his Tamil Irāmavatāram in the twelfth century CE, and 

who, like Tulsī, does away with Sītā‘s later banishment by Rāma, does not include a shadow Sītā 

– perhaps because this narrative device first created in the fifteenth or sixteenth century was 

unknown to him. But the thought of Rāvaṇa touching Sītā even while abducting her is so 

repulsive to Kamban that he has Rāvaṇa uprooting the very ground she is standing upon, making 

sure there is no physical contact when Rāvaṇa seizes and transports her to his palace gardens.
28

  

Let us return to the Mānas, however, to the next time Tulsī mentions the shadow Sītā. 

The war has just ended, and Sītā is about to be presented to Rāma who insists that she come on 

foot rather than be brought in a palanquin as custom decreed: 

Raghuvīr said, ―Listen to me 

Bring Sītā on foot, my friend 

So the monkeys may see her like a mother‖ 

Thus said Raghunāth Goswāmī with a smile 

 

Hearing the Lord‘s words, the bears and monkeys rejoiced 

From the sky, the gods showered flowers in abundance 

He first placed Sītā in the fire  

(For) he wished to recall the inner witness  

 

Only for this reason the Abode of Mercy  

Uttered some harsh words  

Hearing which, all the demonesses 

Began to despair
29

  

 

Tulsī‘s inclusion of the word bihasī or ―with a smile‖ (bihasī kaha Ragunāth gosāin) is in stark 

contrast to Vālmīki‘s description of Rāma as sopālambham or ―conveying censure.‖ Unlike Tulsī, 

Vālmīki amply conveys Rāma‘s anger upon recalling Sītā‘s captivity in Rāvaṇa‘s residence, 
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culminating in his sharp command to Vibhīṣaṇa to bring Sītā on foot, a sharpness that does not 

go unnoticed: 

Furious, Rāma spoke reproachful words to the immensely wise Vibhīṣaṇa, seeming 

almost to burn him up with his eyes. 

 

―Why are you harassing these people with complete disregard for my wishes? Stop this 

business at once. These people are like my own kin.  

 

―It is not houses, garments, high walls, curtains, or such royal treatment as this that 

shields a woman; it is her virtuous conduct alone. 

 

―Moreover there is nothing wrong with a woman being seen in public during emergencies, 

periods of hardship, in time of war, at a ceremony of choosing her husband, during a 

sacrifice, or at a wedding ceremony. 

 

―She has been through a war and has been placed in tremendous hardship. Therefore, 

there would be nothing wrong in her being seen publicly, especially in my company. 

 

―So bring her into my presence at once, Vibhīṣaṇa. Let Sītā see me surrounded by the 

hosts of my friends.‖
30

 

 

All this is absent from Tulsī‘s narrative. In fact, upon hearing the commotion, Tulsī‘s 

Rāma immediately addresses Vibhīṣaṇa – with a smile, no less, for he is incapable of discourtesy 

or irritation – and expresses a desire rather than a command, that Sītā walk over to him so that 

everyone might look on her ―like a mother.‖ There is no horror among the crowds at Rāma‘s 

instruction because, unlike in Vālmīki‘s text, Tulsīdās‘s Rāma is not curt nor does he lecture on 

the importance of a woman‘s virtue. Most importantly, Sītā has now become the mother figure, a 

central motif of Indian culture. Unlike the Sītā of Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, who still remains a 

woman, albeit an idealized one, Tulsī completely desexualizes the Sītā of the Mānas by 

transforming her into a revered mother figure
 31

 Additionally, we must not forget that here in the 

Mānas she is Lord Rāma‘s consort, making her a goddess in her own right; by having her walk 
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through the crowds, Rāma is merely presenting the crowds with an opportunity for darśan, the 

act of ―seeing and being seen by a deity,‖ a basic component of bhakti. Tulsī‘s Sītā ―who was 

pure in mind, deed, and word‖ then tells Lakṣmaṇa to ―do your dharma/ Kindle a fire at once!‖ 

Lakṣmaṇa does as he is told, and when the fire is ready,  

Vaidehī, beholding the mighty fire 

Was glad of heart, she had no fear. 

 

She then does the needful: 

―If in mind, word and deed, in my heart  

Besides Rām, there is no other reality 

Then, O Sacred Flame, knower of the destiny of all 

Become to me, as cool as sandalwood‖ 

 

Meditating upon her Lord, Maithilī entered the fire, now as cool as sandalwood 

―Victory to Rām, whose feet are worshipped by Maheś, and for whom my devotion is 

exceedingly pure‖
32

 

 

The flames of course are ―as cool as sandalwood‖ to Sītā, and she has no fear.  

This Sītā is a far cry from Vālmīki‘s Sītā who, as we will recall, defends herself with the 

following words:  

―How can you, heroic prince, speak to me with such cutting and improper words, painful 

to the ear, as some vulgar man might speak to his vulgar wife… 

 

If I came into contact with another‘s body against my will, lord, I had no choice in this 

matter. It is fate that was to blame here.  

 

My heart, which I do control, was always devoted to you. But I could not control my 

body, which was in the power of another. What could I have done?... 

 

Since my name is derived from Janaka, you failed to take into account the fact that I was 

born from the earth itself, nor, though you are an expert judge of conduct, have you given 

due consideration to my virtuous conduct.
33

 

 

She even addresses the ethics of exposing his friends to the dangers of war if it was only to 

abandon her eventually. As Rāma remains silent, Sītā then takes over. She demands that 
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Lakṣmaṇa light a pyre, and asks all present to bear witness – if she has indeed been unfaithful as 

Rāma has accused her, may she be consumed by the flames. Her anger culminates in the moment 

of truth – the fire ordeal – which shifts the focus onto her, making her the heroine of the moment. 

By putting in doubt Rāma‘s dharmic ideals, which have questioned her righteous chastity, she 

has gained sympathy from the audience; Vālmīki‘s Sītā has just emerged the victor. 

While that Sītā takes the initiative in walking through fire, stung as she is by Rāma‘s 

words, the presentation is rather different in the Mānas. Tulsī‘s Sītā, abruptly (or perhaps as a 

reaction to Rāma‘s ―harsh words,‖ of which Tulsī makes no mention), simply tells Lakṣmaṇa to 

immediately light a fire. Tulsī has turned the tables by making Sītā‘s fire ordeal a necessity. 

Walking through the fire now becomes imperative because the real Sītā has to be restored; it has 

very little, if anything, to do with her ―tarnished‖ shadow, at least as far as Rāma is concerned. 

One might argue that Sītā‘s social position was in jeopardy nevertheless; after all, nobody else 

knew of this secret, except for Rāma and Sītā. In the eyes of the world, the real Sītā had been 

kidnapped by Rāvaṇa, something Tulsī himself refers to as Sītā‘s ―social stain‖ [laukik kalaṅk] 

later on in the narrative.
 
Although it is Rāma who initiates the trial-by-fire by creating a māyā 

Sītā, Tulsī cannot bring himself to put reprimanding words in Rāma‘s mouth, but resolves this 

unavoidable situation by presenting Rāma as Sītā‘s savior, as one who saves her from potential 

social disgrace. Unable to break off from the plot, Tulsī includes it, while seeming to argue that 

this was not Rāma‘s choice; he was compelled to enact it for the satisfaction of his followers. 

It would indeed be fitting to say that the Sītā of the Mānas is demure and obedient and 

exceedingly submissive to her Lord. But is that all she is made up of? While it would be a far 

stretch to equate this Sītā with Vālmīki‘s character, Tulsī‘s Sītā may not be as helpless as she 

first seems. Beneath the seeming obsequiousness, she is not utterly powerless. One can catch a 
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glimpse, albeit limited, of the complexity of her character that lies beneath the apparent 

simplicity Tulsī has assigned her: 

Sītā bowed her head to the Lord‘s words  

Said she who was pure in mind, deed, and word 

―Lakṣman, do your dharma  

Kindle a fire at once!‖ 

 

When Lakṣman heard Sītā‘s words 

Filled with the pain of separation, judgment, dharma and wisdom 

Moved to tears, he folded his hands in veneration  

Unable to say anything to the Lord 

 

Seeing the eager anticipation on Rām‘s face, Lakṣman set off 

Having kindled a fire, he stoked it with many logs 

Vaidehī, beholding the mighty fire 

Was glad of heart, she had no fear 

 

―If in mind, word and deed, in my heart  

Besides Rām, there is no other reality 

Then, O Sacred Flame, knower of the destiny of all 

Become to me, as cool as sandalwood‖
34

 

 

A closer reading of these lines will reveal a deeper insight into the personality of this Sītā. 

Tulsī‘s Sītā – even the shadow one – does not deviate from her character as the ideal wife. We 

have already explored the complexity of the ―fake‖ Sītā who essentially remains ―Sītā.‖ The 

boundaries between the two have evaporated and it is hard to tell them apart even from the 

reader‘s perspective, familiar as she is with the concept of the shadow Sītā. So there is reason to 

believe that even the fake Sītā may have been perturbed by this public spectacle, prompting her 

to command – for Tulsī uses the imperative – Lakṣmaṇa to light a fire. She is essentially saying, 

―Let‘s just get it over with, shall we?‖ belying a hint of annoyance in the process, despite Tulsī‘s 

painstaking efforts to maintain her carefully crafted image as one who is passive and 

unquestioningly obedient. On the other hand, Tulsī himself may have just ―wanted to get it over 

with,‖ and move on with the narrative. 

                                                 
34

 Tulsīdās, Srirāmcaritmānas, 991-993.  
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  While Tulsī attributes Sītā with saying ―Victory to Rām,‖ before entering the fire, no 

doubt out of intense devotion to him, the truth is that it is also a victory for her. As Tulsī says in 

the next line, ―The reflection and social stain were consumed in the mighty fire‖ or in the pāvaka 

which confirmed her purity; Sītā has emerged victorious in the eyes of the public. It is no 

accident that Tulsī uses the word nirmal to describe Sītā as the ―unsullied‖ or pure one. What 

comes next not only proves Sītā‘s innocence, it serves as a reminder of the necessity of 

subjecting Sītā to fire, thereby reinforcing the fact that Rāma was merely striving to recall the 

real Sītā and protect her image in the eyes of the world; for Rāma, this was a non-issue – he 

knew all along that Sītā was pure. Tulsī ingeniously shifts the focus from Sītā to Rāma; although 

the passage ostensibly is about Sītā and her unquestionable purity and devotion to her Lord, in 

reality, it reinforces Rāma‘s divinity and his unfathomable capacities as Master of the 

Universe.
35

 

Thus, while she is presented in subtler tones than her Vālmīki counterpart, Tulsī‘s Sītā is 

more complex than she first appears. The point is that with such an emphasis on chastity, it only 

seemed logical that there be a technique or process to test that chastity, which the fire ordeal 

provided to a pativratā. But, according to Romila Thapar, this method of demonstrating the 
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 The Mānas is a devotional text expounding on Rāma‘s boundless capabilities. Tulsī mystifies the ways in which 

Rāma runs the world through his līlā or divine grace. Tulsī has thus transformed Vālmīki‘s narrative into a 

theological discourse, wherein each character is striving to attain salvation, which, of course, becomes possible only 

through Rāma‘s grace. Even Rāvaṇa ―permits‖ himself to fall into the trap of luring a fake Sītā only because he 

knows he will die at Rāma's hands and finally attain mokṣa. This may seem contradictory, but Stella Sandahl makes 

a point when she says logic and coherence become secondary to the theology of the Mānas, thus making it easier to 

understand the various inconsistencies within the text. This can be said in reference to Sītā as well; sometimes she 

appears helpless, at other times, Tulsī gives her some agency. It is exactly this ambivalence that leads to the richness 

of the text. As we have seen, this ambivalence seems to be a deliberate attempt on Tulsī‘s part to allude to the 

strange workings of the Lord. For more on the comparison between Vālmīki and Tulsīdās, as well as the 

inconsistencies of Tulsī‘s text, read Stella Sandahl's ―A Good Story Spoilt: How Tulsīdās Departs from Vālmīki in 

the Rāmāyaṇa,‖ in Corolla Torontonensis: Studies in Honour of Ronald Morton Smith (Toronto: University of 

Toronto, 1994), 210-39, and Linda Hess‘s ―Lovers‘ Doubts: Questioning the Tulsī Rāmāyaṇa,‖ in Questioning 

Rāmāyaṇas: A South Asian Tradition, ed. Paula Richman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2001), 25-48. 
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chastity of a woman does not occur in the Vedic texts.
36

  Shalini Shah points out that although it 

was in the epics that a systematic ideology of pativratā dharma fell into place, even the 

Rāmopakhyāna of the Mahābhārata does not refer to the fire ordeal of Sītā.
37

 Sītā‘s agni-parīkṣā 

in the Rāmāyaṇa is therefore a significant event, which in turn demonstrates the hold of a more 

exacting patriarchal social norm.
38

  

However, Sītā is also an iconic figure today in large part because of Tulsī‘s text and it is 

important to approach her as just that – a larger-than-life figure to whom an ordinary woman 

should be compared. It was the shadow Sītā whom Rāvaṇa kidnapped while the real Sītā 

remained safely concealed in the fire. The everyday ―Sītās,‖ who continue to experience 

hardship at the hands of a society steeped in patriarchal ideals, do not have recourse to such 

miracles.
39

 In her book, Woman as Fire, Woman as Sage, Arti Dhand says, ―Satī is the logical 

end to the pativratā practices of a woman.‖
40

 After all, she has devoted her entire life as a wife to 

her husband, and so being a pativratā means ―possibly, even terminating her own existence when 

he dies.‖
41

 Satī is the ritual in which a Hindu wife follows her husband to his death by ascending 

his pyre with him or ascending one of her own shortly thereafter.
42

 In its strict sense then, Sītā 

does not commit satī, for she is not a widowed woman. But, the image of Sītā being consigned to 

flames during her agni-parīkṣā has had a powerful impact on the Indian psyche, even though it 

may lie at the subconscious level, according to Linda Hess, who raises the issue of whether this 
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 Romila Thapar, ―Tradition versus Misconceptions,‖ Manushi, no. 42-43 (1987): 6. 
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 Shalini Shah, ―On Gender, Wives and Pativratās,‖ Social Scientist vol. 40, no. 5/6 (May-June 2012): 80.  The 
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38

 Shah, ―On Gender,‖ 83.  
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the American Academy of Religion 67.1 (1999): 23. In the same article, Hess talks of how a man, wanting to test his 
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 Arti Dhand, Woman as Fire, Woman as Sage (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008), 167. 
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 Dhand, Woman as Fire, 167. 
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 John Stratton Hawley, Satī, the Blessing and the Curse (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 3. As Hawley 
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image influences bride-burning or dowry deaths.
43

 Likewise, Wendy Doniger refers to ―feminists 

who saw in Sītā‘s acceptance of the ‗cool flames‘ in Tulsī‘s telling…an alarming precedent for 

suttee, the immolation of widows on their husbands‘ funeral pyre.‖
44

 In that sense, then, Sītā‘s 

agni-parīkṣā has the potential to move beyond the scope of simply reinforcing cultural attitudes 

regarding female chastity; it can also conjure up images of women burning to death. For 

precisely this reason, one of my interviewees, Dr. Narasimhan, a scholar and fellow at a leading 

research centre in Hyderabad, could not see Sītā as a role model for woman, even though he was 

hesitant to call her ―submissive‖ – ―her willingness to undergo the agni-parīkṣā and her final 

disappearance into the earth demonstrated strength.‖ He explained why it was a problem to 

approach her as a model or ideal: ―There is too much of a play on the term satī and Sītā‘s 

imagery of walking through fire,‖ he said, essentially evoking the same concern that feminists 

and activists have voiced.
45

 

 

“Sītā” in the OMC Order 

Having discussed at length the importance of the concept of chastity in detail, let us now 

turn to Pathabhi‘s poem to see how he deals with the same through the figure of Sītā. Fortunately, 

the poem is a short one, and can be reproduced in its entirety here, giving the reader a fuller idea 

of the nature of modern ―Rāmāyaṇas.‖ I offer an in-depth analysis of the poem later in the 

chapter; in this section I limit the discussion to explaining the rationale behind dividing it in the 

Opening-Middle-Closing order. 

 

“Sītā” 

Pathabhi, circa. 1939 
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Sītā was my classmate.  

Together she and I  

read that great new poem  

by Vishvanatha Satyanarayana  

- the Rāmāyaṇa   

 

After the lesson 

looking toward Sītā,  

at her thoughtful eyes, 

I asked! 

―You heard the whole Rāmāyaṇa,  

didn‘t you? 

Swiftly like poetry, 

we visited an ancient era  

with Rāma,  

that so-called ideal man. 

We entered the ancient wilderness of time 

And met him, didn‘t we? 

Following him to the forest, 

we saw him kill the defenseless Bali  

and subject his loyal wife to a trial-by-fire 

Tell me, Sītā!  

Having heard all this,  

would you want to be like Sītā, 

virtuous wife of the hero Rāma?‖ 

Hearing this, she said, 

―Pathabhi!  

Sītā is the most excellent 

of devoted wives, 

the very epitome of Indian womanhood. 

One would be lucky to be like her; 

that would be the greatest fortune of all, 

wouldn‘t it? 

But even if I wanted to be Sītā, 

I would not consent to being Rāma‘s wife. 

Never.‖ 

 

―Well said, Sītā, well said.‖ 

―Rather than Rāma‘s wife, 

I would be the lover of Rāvaṇa –  

the demon with a heart.  

I would immortalize him  

with the power of my love. 

Okay then, Pathabhi,  

would you want to be Rāma?‖ 
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―What did you say, Sītā? 

If you have no desire to be Rāma‘s wife, 

why would I even want to be Rāma?  

Rather than Rāma,  

my fervent desire is to become Rāvaṇa. 

With my ten mouths, 

I would kiss your lips, 

your tender body and your face. 

I would bind you forever with the gaze  

of my twenty eyes. 

Pulling you to my chest with my powerful twenty arms 

I would hold you in a tight embrace, 

and make you one with me.‖ 

Now, 

Sītā is my lawfully wedded wife.
46

 

 

As mentioned in the methodology section of the previous chapter, I employ the OMC 

approach to compare the relationship between Vālmīki‘s text and the modern ones under 

discussion here, as well as to discuss the differences among the latter.  Dividing a text in the 

OMC manner can prove extremely useful in explicating a particular text, especially in terms of 

analyzing how a single text is often made of various units, and in describing the different 

rhetorical strategies used by the author. However, in this dissertation, I primarily use it as a 

comparative device, and not as a tool to explain the text itself. The OMC approach then will 

demonstrate just how much Pathabhi‘s ―Sītā‖ radically differs or not from her traditional 

counterpart.  

I divide the poem in the following manner; as one will recall, it is entirely up to the 

interpreter, that is, me, to ascertain these boundaries. 

Opening:  Introduction to the modern Sītā 

Sītā was my classmate.  

Together she and I  

  read that great new poem  

  by Vishvanatha Satyanarayana  

- the Rāmāyaṇa  

                                                 
46

 Pathabhi, Phidelu Rāgala Dajan, 21. 
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After the lesson 

looking toward Sītā,  

at her thoughtful eyes, 

I asked 

―You heard the whole Rāmāyaṇa,  

didn‘t you? 

 

Middle:  Questioning the traditional narrative 

Swiftly like poetry, 

we visited an ancient era  

with Rāma,  

that so-called ideal man. 

We entered the ancient wilderness of time 

And met him, didn‘t we? 

Following him to the forest, 

we saw him kill the defenseless Bali  

and subject his loyal wife to a trial-by-fire 

Tell me, Sītā!  

Having heard all this,  

would you want to be like Sītā, 

virtuous wife of the hero Rāma? 

  Hearing this, she said, 

―Pathabhi!  

Sītā is the most excellent 

of devoted wives, 

the very epitome of Indian womanhood. 

One would be lucky to be like her; 

that would be the greatest fortune of all, 

wouldn‘t it? 

 

Closing: Challenging the system 

But even if I wanted to be Sītā, 

I would not consent to being Rāma‘s wife. 

Never.‖ 

―Well said, Sītā, well said.‖ 

―Rather than Rāma‘s wife, 

I would be the lover of Rāvaṇa –  

the demon with a heart.  

I would immortalize him  

with the power of my love. 

Okay then, Pathabhi,  

would you want to be Rāma?‖ 

―What did you say, Sītā? 

If you have no desire to be Rāma‘s wife, 

why would I even want to be Rāma?  

Rather than Rāma,  
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my fervent desire is to become Rāvaṇa. 

With my ten mouths, 

I would kiss your lips, 

your tender body and your face. 

I would bind you forever with the gaze  

of my twenty eyes. 

Pulling you to my chest with my powerful twenty arms 

I would hold you in a tight embrace, 

and make you one with me.‖ 

Now, 

Sītā is my lawfully wedded wife. 

 

I offer an analysis of the poem itself later in the chapter, but an explanation of why I 

chose to divide it thus is in order: the Opening itself presents a very different picture of Sītā than 

in popular imagination. She is not a goddess nor princess, but a college-going young lady. The 

Middle of the poem is separate from the Opening and the Closing by its recollection of events in 

the traditional narrative, though Pathabhi uses words such as ―that so-called ideal man‖ to 

describe Rāma, thereby suggesting a contentious opinion of Rāma. In South India, generally 

speaking, given the place of anti-Rāmāyaṇa discourse in Dravidian consciousness, an anti-Rāma 

stand would not be uncommon.
47

 What is interesting however is that, in tune with the Opening of 

the poem, the Middle is not just a mere repetition or recollection of the contentious incidents of 

the traditional narrative; Pathabhi uses traditional resources to relate his poem to the Rāmāyaṇa, 

but the tone of this section is provocative and offers more questions than answers, paving the 

way for the Closing. The Closing marks off once again, only much more forcefully than in the 

Opening, the poem‘s radical departure from Vālmīki‘s narrative, culminating in the most 

climactic of reconfigurations of the traditional narrative – Sītā ends up as Rāvaṇa’s wife!
48

 

Before moving on, let us consider what Prasanna, an employee of Microsoft, Hyderabad, 
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had to say about the poem. Though not quite shocked or horrified himself, his well thought-out 

answer stated that ―the shock and awe mode to awaken society to a new idea‖ was welcome 

since the author, recognizing that Sītā had been limited to the role of dutiful daughter, wife and 

mother, had probably taken this route to communicate the thought of freedom and equality for 

women. ―Such works are useful in a democratic society, to encourage plurality of thought and a 

constructive debate on what is considered to be a holy doctrine,‖
49

 Prasanna said, although he 

was not sure if they could bring about a change in the attitudes towards women or the treatment 

meted out to them. ―It can certainly start a thought process, though.‖ Did he think the poem 

could be approached as a Rāmāyaṇa, albeit a modern one? ―No, I don‘t think the above qualifies 

as a version or rendition of the original Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa.
50

 The author has merely picked up 

the best available female symbol from one of the most popular ancient scriptures, and also used 

the plot and sequence of events narrated in the scripture.‖ It was the author‘s creative liberty to 

do so, he stressed, adding that it may have been a way of revolting against the ―moral/ cultural‖ 

ethos that was unacceptable to the author. Additionally, it was possible that Pathabhi himself had 

witnessed women being oppressed and crushed under the expectations of being a ―Sītā,‖ while 

their respective husbands were far from being ―Rām,‖ he said. ―But no, the ‗Sītā‘ in this work, 

does not remain ‗Sītā‘ as portrayed in the original work by Sage Vālmīki. That does not seem to 

be the intention of the author. I think the ‗Sītā‘ portrayed by this author is more of a rebel hidden 

in the author‘s mind than anything else.‖ Pathabhi was a rebel himself, as the next section 

presenting a biographical sketch attests, but his Sītā was more than just a rebel to him, as will 
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become clear in the analysis of the poem. 

 

Pathabhi (1919-2006) 

In order to fully appreciate and understand the significance of ―Sītā,‖ it is important to get 

to know the man who composed it. He was born Pattabhi (Paṭṭābhī) Rāma Reddy in 1919 to an 

affluent land-owning family in Andhra Pradesh, but changed his pen name to Pathabhi. Pathabhi 

is one of the most well-known figures of Telugu literature today. But it was not the abundance of 

his works that guaranteed his place in history. Instead, Pathabhi gained almost instant success 

through his only work, a collection of poems, Phidelu Rāgala Dajan or A Dozen Ragas on the 

Fiddle, after which he gave up writing, although he did go on to direct one of the most critically 

acclaimed films of Indian cinema – Samskāra, based on noted Kannada writer U. R. 

Ananthamurthy‘s award winning novel. First published in 1939, when Pathabhi was barely 

twenty years old, Phidelu Rāgala Dajan took the literary world by storm with its outright 

rejection and mockery of Bhāvakavitvam, the dominant style of poetry at the time. 

Bhāvakavitvam itself had arisen as a challenge to its predecessor, the Prabandha movement, a 

style that closely imitated Sanskrit poetry, especially emphasizing the śṛṅgāra rasa, with its 

erotic descriptions of women, leading at least some to decry the genre as sexist for what they 

perceived as the objectification of women.
51

 Instead, Bhāvakavitvam, as the name suggests, 

placed an emphasis on depth, such as a woman‘s emotional attributes, and on the notion of 

nonsexual love rather than desire and the sexual act. Thus, whereas eroticism and sexuality had 

defined Prabandhas, Bhāvakavitvam took pride in its ―egalitarian‖ construction of women along 

with its insistence on romanticizing rural life, much like the Romantic movement that had arisen 

in the West. But Bhāvakavitvam in turn became staid, predictable and rigid, bound by its own 
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rules.
52

 In the cleansing of its predecessor, Bhāvakavitvam thus went the opposite way – its 

emphasis on romanticizing other-worldliness led to the complete absence of social reality, such 

as the acknowledgement of poverty, class consciousness and cacophonic urban living. As 

Narayana Rao says in the afterword to Hibiscus on the Lake: Twentieth Century Telugu Poetry 

from India, this gave rise to a new class of poets, the Modernists. 

They [modernists] created a new language separating the rich from the poor, the 

oppressive past from the liberating future, and called for a revolution against the 

economic exploitation and political power of the rich. The idea of the international 

working class had overtaken the naïve idea of the nation without distinctions. Freud came 

to the support of the modernists to discover the unconscious and the role of sexuality in 

poetry. Love itself became unrealistic in the face of the compelling reality of arranged 

marriages. Rayaprolu Subbarao‘s asexual love – a-malīna śṛṅgāra – became a joke.
53

 

 

In other words, it was stark reality, with all its creases and dents, that defined the writing 

of this new generation of poets, among whom Pathabhi stood out because he was a new entrant 

to the world of poetry; other writers had merely shifted their allegiance from Bhāvakavitvam to 

Modernism. Perhaps this was one of the reasons why Pathabhi chose to quit writing after Phidelu 

Rāgala Dajan – he remained unfettered to any external definition of himself, in this case 

resisting the tag of Modernist.  Ironically it was while attending Shantiniketan, Rabindranath 

Tagore‘s celebrated school, that the seeds of dissent from Bhāvakavitvam were planted in 

Pathabhi‘s brain. The Telugu Bhāvakavitvam movement had been highly influenced by Tagore‘s 

writings, reasons for which lay not so much in his lyrical expertise, as in the approval by colonial 

authorities for their clean, asexual content which was a far cry from ―the immoral excesses‖ that 

tended to plague Indian writing.
54

 Pathabhi himself recalls how after a ―surfeit of lyrical 
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poetry…in the romantic atmosphere of Shantiniketan,‖
55

 he was struck by the harshness of the 

real world when, while enrolled for an M.A. at Calcutta University, he took up residence in the 

dingy squalor of the city, a world in which misery, poverty and exploitation stood out, and one 

which had no room for softness and euphemism. It was the here and now that spoke to him and 

compelled him to reject the other-worldliness that had characterized literature up till then. It was 

1938, and the clouds of World War II looming over the world only heightened that feeling of 

restlessness. 

As I lay on my bed and looked through the window, I saw the full moon surreptitiously 

peering through the smoke filled sky. All the thousand metaphors I had read in the Bhāva 

Kavitvam, in Prabandhams and in Tagore‘s songs, suddenly lost all their meaning…I 

distinctly felt sick inside me. My heart was indeed an Ashantiniketan. I could no longer 

continue my studies at the University.
56

 

 

It was then that Pathabhi wrote ―The China Bazaar Moon,‖ a direct rebuttal to normative 

allusions to the moon. Rather than romanticize it, he mocked it, teasing it, saying it had no place 

in a world that was ruled by the din of motor cars, the greed for money, and the lure of sexuality. 

It is important to understand that while he was making a commentary on the present state of 

social affairs, describing it in all its shades, he was not lamenting for ―the good old days.‖ Rather, 

firmly planted in the present, Pathabhi was telling the moon its time was up; that nobody cared 

for its radiance, its softening presence. In fact nobody even noticed it. In doing so, he was not 

only pointing out the social realities of the time, but also the irrelevance of past literary trends.  

 In his insistence on revealing the world as it was, Pathabhi shook Telugu poetry to its 

core. He made a mockery of the poetry of his day, not just through the content of his own poetry, 

but also through his complete disregard for established stylistics: he preferred free verse rather 

than the standard metrical form, his words and sentences defied grammar and literary convention, 
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he used English punctuation such as dashes and exclamation marks to highlight his viewpoints, 

and he preferred every day language to the predictable poetic lexicon. This wholehearted 

irreverence for established norms – social, political, and literary – forever ensured his place in 

posterity. As an example, let us take a look at a section of ―Sītā‖ in the original. 

 
 

Sītā (was) my classmate. Sītā and I together 

new Vishvanatha Satyanarayana by 

Rāmāyaṇa great poem  

read, _____ 

            lesson finishing after 

Sītā looking at, Sītā‘s thoughtful eyes 

looking at, I asked! 

     ―the whole Rāmāyaṇa heard, didn‘t you. 

the ideal man ancient times  

with Rāma…  

Sītā my lawfully wedded wife 

now…‖ 

As one can imagine, it is impossible to retain the original style in a translation, given the 

syntactical and grammatical differences between Telugu and English. Of the four authors in 

discussion in this dissertation, Pathabhi is the only one who adopts a unique style, thus proving 
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to be the most challenging when it comes to translating his works. In my focus on presenting 

how modern Rāmāyaṇas differ from their traditional counterparts, I do away with Pathabhi‘s 

stylistics, while trying to remain as faithful to the original in terms of language.  

No surprise then that Pathabhi‘s poems, in addition to their quirky stylistics, shocked the 

literary community with their content, which included a candid admiration of the ―two heavens‖ 

that blossomed upon a woman‘s chest and his acknowledgement of mundane, modern 

accessories such as deluxe sofas and Parker pens – oh how he wished he were the ink in the pen 

that was tucked into the neckline of a woman‘s blouse! He embraced popular culture, not so 

much admiring or rebuking it as presenting it as an inevitable part of daily living, in the process 

often challenging human nature or rather its hypocrisy. In ―Bhogamdāna,‖ or ―Bestower of 

Pleasure,‖ for example – often incorrectly translated ―Whore‖ by those who completely missed 

the point of the poem – he goes on to describe a prostitute replete with her inviting looks, her 

sexual gestures and her rich clientele that come from all walks of life (their large hats ensuring 

anonymity), only to add that her presence was refreshing in a world made up of pretense and 

hypocrisy. Similarly in ―Kāmākṣī,‖ Pathabhi assumes the guise of a sārī, whom he names 

Kāmākṣī, and in detail goes on to describe ―his‖ excitement at being draped by a woman, 

lamenting that it was only her undergarments that kept him from fully appreciating her 

womanhood. The name, Kāmākṣī is no accident either; although another name for the underlying 

feminine principle of the universe, prakṛti, without which its male counterpart, puruṣa, cannot 

function, the Sanskrit word kāma specifically relates to sensual pleasure. In conjunction with 
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ākṣi or eye, the word Kāmākṣī, also a common personal name for women, would literally 

translate to a tongue-in-cheek expression here: ―an eye for pleasure.‖
57

 

Thus, as mentioned earlier, it was not just in employing ―mundane‖ imagery that he 

ridiculed Bhāvakavitvam ideology, he also scorned existing trends by deliberately subverting 

them in his inimitable style. To present another example, in those days, it was common practice 

for poets to dedicate their works to a beautiful, abstract woman who acted as their muse. 

Pathabhi in turn dedicates his Phidelu Rāgala Dajan ―to Mrunalini…no, Kalyani…no, to 

both…‖  

His total rejection of and disdain for the prescriptive grammar and imagery of the day 

unsurprisingly did not go down well with the establishment, who took to calling him ―crude and 

offensive to good taste‖ with his sexual descriptions which were meant to shock his prudish 

audiences.
58

 Pathabhi, of course, must have relished all this since that was exactly his point:  

…For this book, and for the agitated feelings I had, which I wished to convey, I felt I had 

to find new weapons. I wanted the readers of these poems to sit up and take note. I was 

prepared for even abuse…It is apathy that kills. Only out of friction can progress be 

achieved. The shackles of the external world could not brook a proper grammar. 

Debunking of established values was essential before a new order could be built. I 

wanted to peer behind the smug mask that society wears…If my poems had succeeded in 

any small way in making some people at least realize the shackles which the society was 

fettered with, I would consider my effort to have been worthwhile.
59

  

 

His poems come straight from the heart so much so that he writes them in first person, 

identifying with them. ―It is apathy that kills. Only out of friction can progress be achieved. This 

also explains why I wrote all poems in first person singular. Buffoonery, egoism and sex were all 

                                                 
57

 It would be safe to assume that in a sex-shy society such as India‘s, people who name their daughters Kāmākśi are 

naming them after the goddess Śakti and not attributing a sexual sensuality to them. Given Pathabhi‘s practice of 

defying convention, however, it is perhaps a given that he attributes a sexuality to his ―Kāmākśi.‖ 
58

 Narayana Rao, ―When Does Sītā Cease to Be Sītā?,‖ 294. 
59

 Pathabhi, Phidelu Rāgala Dajan, vii. 



 

 82 

part of my arsenal.‖
60

  

In his poem, ―Ātmakatha‖ or ―Autobiography,‖ he sums up his intentions: 

I have bizarre ideas… 

With the whip of my non-verse 

I will crush padyas
61

  

And mercilessly punish Chinnaya Suri‘s grammar
62

  

Like a thief I will rob many English words  

To mold them as I wish
63

 

 

Hardly surprising then, that upon Pathabhi‘s death in 2006, U. R. Ananthamurthy, author 

of the critically acclaimed novel, Samskāra, described him as having ―revolutionized Telugu 

poetry long before any South Indian language became modern…, [writing] remarkable irreverent 

poems, shocking people who were used to sentimental poetry of the time.‖
64

 

 

Analysis of “Sītā” 

We may now move on to a detailed discussion of the text, beginning with the Opening: 

Opening:  Sītā was my classmate.  

Together she and I  

  read that great new poem  

  by Vishvanatha Satyanarayana  

- the Rāmāyaṇa  

After the lesson 

looking toward Sītā,  

at her thoughtful eyes, 

I asked 

 

The very Opening of the poem informs us that the narrative we are about to hear is 

atypical of the Rāma story we have heard thus far. The poem starts off on the note of gender 

equality when Pathabhi states that ―Sītā was my classmate,‖ only to add that ―together we read 
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that poem, the Rāmāyaṇa.‖ Today this may not be a radical thought, but in the 1930s when he 

wrote it, the idea of men and women exchanging ideas on a common platform, in this case, the 

classroom, was unheard of. Few women attended college, and even when they did, the sexes 

were segregated. In according a woman equal status through the designation of classmate, 

Pathabhi not only demolishes the literal and figurative barrier between the sexes, he also 

challenges readers to approach Sītā through familiarity – as an ordinary college-going woman, 

rather than the isolated figure limited to the confines of the palace gates, or as the pitiful, helpless 

woman held prisoner in Rāvaṇa‘s Ashoka Grove. In using what Robbins calls the narrator‘s 

voice – a specific first person voice
65

 – Pathabhi lends the story authority in the form of a 

concrete, historical person who wishes to ―debunk established values,‖ values which according 

to him only sought to shackle people to their farcical and self-destructive nature. Moreover, not 

only does he mention Sītā is his classmate, he is about to include her in the conversation he is 

having with his readers. In directly addressing Sītā – and the women of India – he is asking them 

to participate in the discourse on traditional gender roles, urging them to rethink their roles as 

women.  

In the next section, the Middle, Pathabhi‘s sarcasm is evident when he recalls the deeds 

of the ―hero‖ Rāma. This rhetoric of sarcasm informs the reader that although the Middle may 

seem to simply jog the reader‘s memory of the controversy-filled episodes of the traditional 

narrative, it is full of sneer and derision rather than the usual apology-toned justifications of 

Rāma‘s acts.
66

 Let us revisit the Middle again: 

―You heard the whole Rāmāyaṇa,  
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didn‘t you?   

Swiftly like poetry, 

we visited an ancient era  

with Rāma,  

that so-called ideal man. 

We entered the ancient wilderness of time 

And met him, didn‘t we? 

Following him to the forest, 

we saw him kill the defenseless Bali  

and subject his loyal wife to a trial-by-fire 

Tell me, Sītā!  

Having heard all this,  

would you want to be like Sītā, 

virtuous wife of the hero Rāma? 

 Hearing this, she said, 

―Pathabhi!  

Sītā is the most excellent 

of devoted wives, 

the very epitome of Indian womanhood. 

One would be lucky to be like her; 

that would be the greatest fortune of all, 

wouldn‘t it? 

 

Satyanarayana‘s narrative is in archaic Telugu and is reminiscent of Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit 

Rāmāyaṇa upon which Satyanarayana heavily relies. Satyanarayana (1895-1976), one of the 

most prolific poets of the twentieth century, wrote in a classical style and vigorously defended 

Brahmin ideology. Although he wrote mostly on modern issues, the most frequent of criticisms 

against him was that his language was difficult for even the most erudite scholar of Telugu and 

Sanskrit.
67

 The attack is thus two-fold; the out-datedness of the narrative lies not just in its 

ideology, but also in its idiom. Moreover, Pathabhi recalls the ―hero‖ Rāma‘s imperfections by 

juxtaposing them with the words ―the wilderness of ancient times‖: 

Swiftly like poetry 

we visited an ancient era 

with Rāma, that so-called ideal man 

We entered the ancient wilderness of time 

And met him, didn‘t we?  
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Pathabhi is emphasizing that times have changed and so have ideals – or have they really, he 

seems to be asking. Perhaps he wants to convey that nothing has changed, that we still live in the 

gendered and hierarchized society in which the Rāmāyaṇa was first composed, in antiquity.  

Towards the Middle of this section however, we are strongly reminded that although this 

part masquerades as the section on a ―recollection-of-Rāma‘s-unjust-acts,‖ it nonetheless also 

connects it to Pathabhi‘s promising Opening section in which he accords Sītā equal status by 

stating she was his classmate, and one who will have the same options available to her as a 

woman that he as a man was naturally entitled to. Thus, he asks her if ―you would want to be like 

Sītā, virtuous wife of the hero Rāma?‖ In other words, the center of the text marks the radical 

way in which she – and this narrative – will depart from their traditional counterparts. The Sītā 

here will soon have a choice. Through the radically altered image of Sītā, as one with a mind of 

her own, rather than the distant, holier-than-thou traditional image she is often endowed with, 

Pathabhi involves his audiences, asking them whether ―you really want to be like Sītā, the wife 

of Rāma.‖ It is obvious that Pathabhi‘s recalling of Rāma‘s unjust acts serves to not just ―jog 

readers‘ memories‖ or to portray Pathabhi‘s own feelings about Rāma, but that his words are 

designed to persuade ―Sītā‖ to critically examine Rāma‘s actions; only by doing so will she be 

able to make an informed decision about her own future.  

That Sītā still remains the traditional Sītā is evident from the following lines:  

Sītā is the most excellent 

of devoted wives, 

the very epitome of Indian womanhood. 

One would be lucky to be like her; 

that would be the greatest fortune of all, 

wouldn‘t it? 

 

In other words, there is no question that this Sītā is the Sītā of traditional texts – ―the most 

excellent of devoted wives‖ or the ideal Hindu woman in popular imagination. Women can still 
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aspire to be like her. Thus, the issue at heart now lies not in rejecting the traditional Sītā, as 

Narayana Rao believes,
68

 but in the rejection of Rāma, the so called ideal man, by none other 

than Sītā herself, which she makes clear by emphatically using the negatives ―I would not 

consent to being Rāma‘s wife. Never.‖  

 The Closing of the poem then rises like a crescendo culminating in a highly climactic 

scene: 

Closing: But even if I wanted to be Sītā, 

I would not consent to being Rāma‘s wife. 

Never.‖ 

―Well said, Sītā, well said.‖ 

―Rather than Rāma‘s wife, 

I would be the lover of Rāvaṇa –  

the demon with a heart.  

I would immortalize him  

with the power of my love. 

Okay then, Pathabhi,  

would you want to be Rāma?‖ 

―What did you say, Sītā? 

If you have no desire to be Rāma‘s wife, 

why would I even want to be Rāma?  

Rather than Rāma,  

my fervent desire is to become Rāvaṇa.
69

 
With my ten mouths, 

I would kiss your lips, 

your tender body and your face. 

I would bind you forever with the gaze  

of my twenty eyes. 

Pulling you to my chest with my powerful twenty arms 

I would hold you in a tight embrace, 

and make you one with me.‖ 

Now, 

Sītā is my lawfully wedded wife. 

 

Not only has Pathabhi included Sītā in the conversation, but her words which mark the beginning 

of this section – ―I would not consent to being Rāma‘s wife‖ – imply she has a choice in matters 

that concern her own life. Moreover, Sītā then chooses Rāvaṇa as her sexual partner, a union that 
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will end in marriage. And rather than the signature traits of loyalty and chastity associated with 

her, Pathabhi speaks of how she ―will immortalize him with the power of my love‖; in other 

words, while she still remains Sītā, she wants to be remembered for her ability to love, not serve.  

Pathabhi is thus arguing that it is still possible for ―Sītā‖ to be an excellent devoted wife as is 

evident from the following words: ―Even if I wanted to be Sītā, I would not consent to being 

Rāma‘s wife.‖ In other words, she does not want to – and does not have to – give up being ―Sītā‖ 

of the traditional narrative; rather, what she objects to is being Rāma’s wife. 

But there is a problem here: if she wants to remain Sītā, who by necessity is defined as 

Rāma‘s wife in the collective Indian psyche, how can she achieve this? In other words, without 

Rāma, ―Sītā‖ does not exist. Pathabhi gets to the heart of the issue by altering ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa 

itself – after all it is a fluid text. Since times immemorial, authors have been doing this. As we 

saw, Tulsī‘s Sītā is not identical to Vālmīki‘s or the one in the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa on whom 

Tulsī has heavily relied.  While Tulsī has reduced Sītā to a seemingly passive and voiceless 

being, Pathabhi has now endowed her with an agency of her own, an agency equipped with the 

choice of rejecting Rāma because of his insensitivity towards her. In other words, Sītā has the 

right to repudiate Rāma because of the way he treated her; she need not put up with him any 

longer. For this reason – this very fluidity that defined the Rāmāyaṇa tradition – Dr. Narasimhan, 

of a leading research centre in Hyderabad, did not see any problem in acknowledging the poem 

as a Rāmāyaṇa. ―After all, even the ―original‖ Rāmāyaṇa was instructional, and put forth an 

ideological point of view. I don‘t think [using the Rāmāyaṇa as a social tool] is necessarily a new 

idea – it is just an extension of tradition,‖ he says.  

Pathabhi‘s poem essentially points to the fact that women are required to be Sītās, 

whereas there is no ideal that men have to stand up to – they are not exhorted to be like Rāma in 
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their daily lives except when it comes to finding a ―Sītā-like‖ wife. Since that is the case, women 

too can remain Sītās with or without a Rāma in their lives. In fact, they can be with Rāvaṇa and 

still remain ―Sītā.‖ Pathabhi is thus giving her an identity of her own, one that is not dependent 

on Rāma.  

The Closing section has thus far been forceful enough, with Sītā declaring her 

disapproval of Rāma. But there is more to come. She proclaims her love for Rāvaṇa, ―the demon 

with a heart,‖ her captor and arch enemy of her husband! With this defiant and bold statement, 

Pathabhi has achieved two goals: one, that of humanizing not just Sītā but also Rāvaṇa, and two, 

Pathabhi‘s Sītā makes her own decisions based not on tradition or societal norms, but on matters 

of the heart, mind and body – not only does she love Rāvaṇa, she desires to become his lover. 

There is no masking of eroticism nor do the participants shy away from proclaiming their 

sexuality. Sītā is a free-thinking woman who is not bound to society in seeking her own 

happiness. And it is this Sītā – a woman who can think for herself – and not the traditional Sītā 

that Pathabhi, a male, finds most attractive and wishes to pursue; because of her, he wishes to 

become Rāvaṇa. Thus rather than Sītā following him, as she always did Rāma, he follows her.
70

  

Perhaps the most powerful statement of all is reserved for the last line of the poem, the 

Closing, when ―Rāvaṇa‖ states, ―Sītā nā sahadharmacāriṇī ippuḍu‖ – ―Now, Sītā is my lawfully 

wedded wife.‖ There are other words for ―wife‖ in Telugu – such as bhāryā and āviḍa – yet, 

Pathabhi chooses to use sahadharmacāriṇī. The word sahadharmacāriṇī does not imply just 

partner in the ordinary sense, but one who is specifically an equal in performing household duties, 

an honor given only to a legitimate wife, without whom the head of the house cannot carry out 
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gṛhasthāśrama or householder rites.
71

 This is most important since it signifies that Sītā is 

Rāvaṇa‘s wife, not his mistress; she has a respected place role in society. With this final 

statement, Pathabhi humanizes Sītā, implicitly raising the absurdity and hypocrisy of having a 

distant super-human figure as role model for the everyday, mortal woman. But he is also doing 

more: he wants people to understand that a woman‘s declaring her sexuality and being in a 

lawful, what many would consider, sacred union, need not be presented as dichotomous or 

oppositional. By endowing ―Sītā‖ – and by extension every woman – with an obvious sexuality, 

he is acknowledging a woman‘s right to owning her sexuality, a natural part of being human.  

Of course, not every one agrees that such narratives qualify as Rāmāyaṇas. Dr. 

Meenakshi, a retired professor of literature and anthropology, who has summarized select 

sections of Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa into Telugu, could see how certain narratives like Narala 

Venkateshwar Rao‘s Sītā Josyam, which dedicated itself to deconstructing Sītā‘s character, and 

which according to her was not a Rāmāyaṇa in the strictest sense, could still be considered a 

Rāmāyaṇa.
72

 After all, it had the ―original‖ characters and setting. But when it came to modern 

narratives like Pathabhi‘s Sītā, the plot was drastically different, which disqualified them as 

Rāmāyaṇas. How, for instance, could Sītā end up ―settling down with Rāvaṇa‖? How could such 

a story still be the Rāmāyaṇa, she asked?
73
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In subverting the popular image of Sītā, Pathabhi thus not only attacks Rāma for his 

unjust actions towards Sītā, but he also challenges the traditional notions associated with love 

and marriage, and of course the concept of chastity that so mystifies and empowers a woman. It 

is as much a statement on the Rāmāyaṇa as it is on popular culture in which Sītā remains the 

ideal woman. Pathabhi has intentionally taken the Sītā trope and inverted it in order to attack a 

whole set of social customs and mores.   

 

Actively Defying the Patriarchal Order 

Many – authors and devotees – continue to be disturbed by Rāma‘s actions towards Sītā, 

their reasoning lying in the fact that she was the perfect, virtuous wife who was punished for 

something she had no control over. In that sense, Pathabhi coming to her defense is nothing new. 

But there is more to this poem than just a defense of Sītā; Pathabhi does not merely question 

Rāma‘s actions, he attacks the entire system that continues to call her the ideal Indian woman 

because she remained loyal to Rāma despite his ill treatment of her, notably his suspicion of her 

chastity.  

As Narayana Rao points out, she has earned her right to speak because of exactly this; 

because of her status as ―faithful wife.‖
74

 Indeed this emphasis on chastity and sexual purity was 

evident in a conversation I had with K. Deepthi, a middle-aged housewife who had recently 

started her own blog dedicated to cooking and women‘s issues. When asked if she thought Sītā 

could be a role model for women today, she was selective, saying Sītā was a positive influence 

when it came to her role as a wife, sister-in-law, and daughter-in-law. ―I like the fact that she 

waited for Rāma to kill Rāvaṇa even though she could have killed Rāvaṇa herself.‖ Even then, 

according to Deepthi, there was only so much that Sītā could have endured. ―A woman can bear 
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anything, but not the questioning of her character – even if it is by her own husband. Placing 

such an emphasis on character is important as it can keep other men at bay. But she should speak 

up for herself. Sītā should have spoken up.‖
75

 Deepthi is quite sure that she herself would have 

been deeply hurt and insulted had her own husband expected her to undergo a second trial-by-

fire. Although she sympathizes with Sītā wholeheartedly, she firmly disagrees with Sītā‘s final 

act of returning to her mother‘s womb, the earth. ―That is not necessarily what women should 

imitate, since times have changed, especially with more and more women venturing out of their 

homes to follow a career while supporting a family.‖ To her, Sītā‘s final act of disappearing into 

the earth translated as giving up, which was unnecessary, indeed unacceptable, if a woman was 

chaste, for then she really did not need to prove anything. ―The modern woman has to face many 

more challenges and threats since she is working out of the house. At that time, there was only 

one Rāvaṇa, now there are many Rāvaṇas,‖ she said. 

Interestingly, the Doordarshan televised Rāmāyaṇa has a Sītā begging Rāma to abandon 

her after the end of the war simply because her chastity is in doubt, never mind that she is indeed 

innocent. In her article, ―Sītā in the TV Uttararāmāyaṇa,‖ Sukumari Bhattacharji writes:  

As if the multitude of innocent wives abandoned on mere suspicion…was not enough, the 

television Sītā now pushes this vicious value down the throats of millions of illiterate 

women so that they are gladly reconciled to being abandoned on suspicion to the good of 

the husband, the family and society. Or, so that they cultivate implicit, unquestioning 

obedience towards their husbands, with fear and trembling, in hope of ―remaining above 

suspicion.‖ …This part of the programme was not for entertainment; it was meant for 

edification of the Hindu audience ‗fast losing touch with their tradition.‘ It, therefore, 

recreated, powerfully, a part of the Rāmāyaṇa ethos which is urgently needed now by the 

ruling class to fortify their case. Subjugation of women by the male species suits the 

powers that be; it justifies a status quo of the reactionary social values.
76
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This insistence on highlighting chastity is interesting; while readers are always reminded 

that Sītā is the most beautiful woman in the world, there is barely any physical reference to her 

beyond the fact that she is ―lovely and radiant‖ and that nobody can compete with her in the 

beauty department. But, and this is significant, there are quite a few passages that refer to Sītā as 

a sexual being in Vālmīki‘s narrative, and they often tend to come out of the mouth of the 

―other‖ – Śūrpaṇakhā, Rāvaṇa‘s aide Ākampana, even Hanumān and most importantly, 

Rāvaṇa.
77

 Thus, although there are references to Sita‘s sexuality in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, it is 

an asexualized Sītā that is etched in people‘s consciousnees, even though they may attribute 

―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa to Vālmīki.
78

 

In Vālmīki‘s text, the reader gets a full physical account of Sītā as described by Rāvaṇa: 

Your hips are full and broad, your thighs smooth as an elephant‘s trunk. And these, your 

delightful breasts, how round they are, so firm and gently heaving; how full and lovely, 

smooth as two palm fruits, with their nipples standing stiff and the rarest gems to adorn 

them… 

Your waist I could compass with my fingers; how fine is your hair, how firm your breasts. 

No goddess, no gandharva woman, no yakṣi or kinnara woman, no mortal woman so 

beautiful have I ever seen before on the face of this earth.
79

 

This description of Sītā‘s physical attributes is significant, for it presents a certain complexity; 

Sītā is the most desirable woman but she has also set standards as the ideal Indian wife: passive, 
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submissive and obedient. It is the dynamics of this dichotomy – sexuality versus virtue – that 

poses a predicament for women.
80

  

Thus while the emphasis on chastity and purity is a recurrent theme, Sita‘s sexuality is 

often omitted, sometimes through novel literary devices; Tulsīdās is so uncomfortable with the 

idea of Sītā‘s abduction that he departs from Vālmīki‘s text in a fundamental way – he creates a 

māyā Sītā. So repugnant is the idea of Rāvaṇa even touching her, that Tulsī, unlike Vālmīki who 

gives a full description of how Rāvaṇa grabs her by placing his hands ―on her thighs,‖ cannot 

bring himself to describe the situation despite the fact that it is a fake Sītā who is facing him.
81

 

Rushing through the scene, all he offers is: ―Rāvaṇa in a fury seized her and seated her in his 

chariot.‖
82

  

It is this emphasis on erasing all markers of Sītā‘s sexuality that has had the most long-

lasting impact in defining who Sītā is – an asexual, distant being, whose identity ironically lies in 

her chastity or sexual fidelity to Rāma. Sītā‘s sexuality is limited to her chastity, and because this 

paradigm has been culturally reinforced throughout the ages – a paradigm that limits Sītā to a 

narrow, confined asexual space – it has in turn constrained the discourse regarding Sītā. Just 

talking about Sītā‘s sexuality seems to be a violation of her chastity, something I frequently 

encountered while discussing Pathabhi‘s poem with various individuals. Whether they liked the 

poem or not, no one could get himself or herself to address the obvious eroticism it displayed. 

The only exception to not shying away from Sītā‘s sexuality was Dr. B. Nandini, a college 

professor, who said she would have liked to see the traditional Sītā ―have an affair or two.‖
83

 

This was not, however, within the context of the poem per se, but in regards to the strength and 
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individually Sītā displays, even in Vālmīki‘s text – when she ―gives it back to Rāma‖ at the end 

of the war; when she brings up her children on her own, and most importantly, when she finally 

decides she has had enough, and retreats into the earth. I found this extremely interesting, 

because these acts demonstrate ―passive‖ power which is fully sanctioned by society. Having ―an 

affair or two‖ on the other hand would be in direct violation of the norms set by the patriarchy, 

yet Dr. Nandini had chosen to combine this subversive act with the more acceptable ways of 

protest, making the statement all the more remarkable. 

Dr. Meenakshi, the retired professor who had summarized select sections of Vālmīki‘s 

Rāmāyaṇa into Telugu, on the other hand, did directly address the issue of sexual liberation, 

albeit not in relation to Sītā. Dr. Meenakshi did not agree with modern day authors taking on the 

names of mythological characters, even if it was to promote a larger social message. ―If they 

want to make a statement, why should they use purāṇic [mythological] names? Use different 

names, and leave it to the reader to grasp the implications of your story.‖ Citing Volga, another 

Telugu author who is the focus of my research, she raised concerns that such works may 

―unnecessarily provoke and mislead the younger generation.‖ She continued, ―The lead 

characters of Volga‘s stories are women who are often sexually liberated and who are in live-in 

relationships.  But even in such an arrangement, the woman ends up being the submissive partner, 

facing domination at the hands of her boyfriend. Eventually, writers like Volga and Chalam [and 

by extension Pathabhi] are exposing the problem but not offering a solution,‖ she said, before 

adding that, ―In a certain sense, our traditional way of thinking [as exemplified by Sītā] provides 

women with security. Such an emphasis on chastity alerts women and can play a role in their 

avoiding falling prey to evil men.‖ 
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As far as the notion of the ―passive power‖ that Narayana Rao speaks of in his article 

―When Does Sītā Cease to be Sītā?‖ – in a reference to Sītā‘s final act of disappearing into the 

earth –  is concerned, this passive power is apparent even in depictions of Sītā that Narayana Rao 

calls ―radical,‖ such as in Telugu women‘s songs which do very little to hide the implicit 

eroticism in Sītā and Rāvaṇa‘s relationship.
84

 These highly women-centric oral Rāmāyaṇas from 

Andhra Pradesh are fascinating and glorify a wide range of responsibilities and chores 

traditionally belonging to the feminine realm and therefore considered insignificant. Not only is 

there no allusion to Rāma‘s numerous heroic feats mentioned in traditional texts, the songs, 

while emphasizing Sītā‘s wedding and her trial-by-fire in authoritative texts, also describe her 

puberty, her parents‘ entrusting her to her in-laws upon her wedding to Rāma, as well as her 

pregnancy. A particularly striking one is the story of Śiva‘s bow that Rāma has to break in order 

to win Sītā as his bride. Apparently, while playing about the house, the child Sītā had casually 

lifted the bow, while her astounded father stood watching from afar. This was the reason why he 

had insisted on a (Śiva) bow-breaking svayamvara or groom-choosing ceremony for Sītā; only 

he who could match her strength would be worthy of marrying her. The narrative may not be 

unique to Telugu folk songs – even the Mānas makes a mention of it – but, as Narayana Rao says, 

the fact that they are sung by women along with other specifically women-centric songs points to 

the significance of a woman‘s marrying a man who is her equal; in the Indian context, where 

women traditionally have little or no say in choosing their grooms, this focus on a woman‘s 

match-worthiness cannot be ignored.
85
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Additionally, these old narratives include the other women of the Rāmāyaṇa. Thus, the 

songs evoke Kauśalyā‘s pregnancy and the labor pains she experiences in giving birth to Rāma. 

Most interesting is that they give Urmilā, Lakṣmaṇa‘s wife, a platform to express her sorrow 

when Lakṣmaṇa leaves for the forest with Rāma and Sītā; after all, while Sītā gets to be with her 

husband, Urmilā has to sacrifice her time with Lakṣmaṇa, a point which gets no mention in 

Vālmīki‘s text. The Telugu women‘s songs on the other hand acknowledge Urmilā‘s presence – 

there is even a reference to Urmilā‘s request to accompany them, to which Lakṣmaṇa replies that 

it would not be appropriate for the younger sister-in-law to tread the same ground as her elder 

brother-in-law, that is, Rāma.
86

 Urmilā and Lakṣmaṇa resolve the problem by entering a pact to 

take turns in sleeping – while Lakṣmaṇa is gone for fourteen years, Urmilā will sleep, and 

Lakṣmaṇa stay awake in the service of his brother and sister-in-law; upon his return, Urmilā will 

stay awake while Lakṣmaṇa will make up for the lack of sleep.
87

 The songs even give Śāntā, 

Rāma‘s sister who is merely mentioned as an extension of male characters, a voice. They 

mention the good fortune she will bring upon Daśaratha and his family, her wedding, and her 

relationship with Sītā as a sister-in-law. They also note her dissatisfaction at Rāma‘s decision to 

banish Sītā.
88

  

Most significantly for the purpose of this research, however, the reference to sexuality is 

noteworthy – in one song, Śūrpaṇakhā, who desires to avenge her brother‘s death, comes looking 

for Rāma. She decides the best way would be to cause friction in his marriage. Taking the guise 

of a female ascetic, she approaches Sītā and during the course of their conversation asks her to 

draw a picture of Rāvaṇa. Sītā replies that she had never seen his face, only his feet, which 
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Śūrpaṇakhā then asks her to recreate. Sītā draws just Rāvaṇa‘s big toe, but later Śūrpaṇakhā 

completes the picture of her brother and asks Brahmā to bring it to life. Brahmā does so, after 

which Śūrpaṇakhā deposits the picture back to Sītā. Sītā, unable to destroy the picture and not 

knowing what to do with it, hides it under the bed. When Rāma comes back and wants to make 

love to Sītā, the picture of Rāvaṇa throws him off the mattress. On seeing the picture, he thinks 

Sītā had thrown him off, and suspecting that she really desires Rāvaṇa, he decides to banish her 

to the wilderness. Although it is clear that Sītā is innocent, the very fact that the song – sung by 

women – alludes to Rāma and Sītā‘s sex life is interesting in itself.  

The song then goes on to describe the response to Rāma‘s banishment of Sītā – all the 

womenfolk, including Rāma‘s mother Kauśalyā and Lakṣmaṇa‘s mother Sumitrā, come to Sītā‘s 

defense. When Rāma rudely dismisses them, Sītā‘s sisters Urmilā, Māṇḍavī, and Śrutakīrti (also 

wives of Rāma‘s three brothers) sing in unison: 

We are all born into one family 

married into one family.  

Our sister is not the only one 

who loves Rāvaṇa now. 

We all love him together 

So kill us together. 

Because we are women 

who stay in the palace 

your actions pass without check.
89

 

 

Thus, rather than let their sister be punished for a crime she did not commit, the sisters stand in 

unison and pledge their ―love‖ for Rāvaṇa – as much a sarcastic remark aimed at Rāma‘s 

pettiness as a reminder of their love for Sītā and the bond of sisterhood that exists between 

women.  

Returning to the theme of sexuality, Narayana Rao states that there is no attempt to cover 

the song‘s eroticism in the conversation between Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā, nor in stating the sexual 
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relationship between Rāma and Sītā – who generally stand out as squeaky clean, asexual 

characters in the mythology of Hindu deities, which includes racy and sexual exploits of 

especially male deities.
90

 On the other hand, even suggesting ―a hidden desire on the part of Sītā 

for Rāvaṇa…is never out in the open.‖
91

 To the women singing the songs and to listeners, it is 

clear that this sexual relationship between Rāvaṇa and Sītā is non-existent. This ―playful‖ but 

unreal erotic suggestion between the two has to be first established, only then can the song 

proceed, for it has now established Sītā‘s honor as a chaste woman. Moreover, points out 

Narayana Rao, playfulness is as far as the song can go with respect to Sītā‘s chastity.
92

 He goes 

on: 

The traditional representations of Sītā are rarely erotic – we hear of her chastity, nobility, 

her suffering, and her motherly love, but we usually do not hear much about her sexuality. 

The erotic descriptions in this song are mild too, and that is as far as the singers of the 

song can go, while carefully protecting Sītā‘s honor as a chaste wife. In other words, Sītā 

is defined by her chastity and loyalty to Rāma. If she even so much thinks of a man other 

than Rāma, she ceases to be ―Sītā.‖ Thus, the traditional Sītā is allowed to speak her mind 

so long as she operates within the norms set by society.
93

 

 

Thus, though their tone may be subdued, there is no doubting, that the significance of 

these songs lie in the fact that they create an audible space for women in the traditional set-up, a 

set-up which renders women speechless or relegates their voices to background garble. Through 

these songs, the women challenge patriarchy, protesting their unfair treatment at male hands, and 

in turn come up with their own versions that highlight women‘s importance and centrality to 

society. In doing so, they not only address everyday routine issues which go unnoticed – since 

they belong to women‘s domains – such as cooking, taking care of children and running the 

household, they also deal with topics that may be considered impertinent, such as challenging the 
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idea that in Sītā, Rāma found a perfect match; rather, in these songs, it is Sītā who has found 

someone who is her worth, only to later be let down by a childish and insensitive Rāma who 

suspects her loyalty and abandons her. In the end, it is her integrity that stands out – he is no 

match for her!  

But the larger question is, do these women‘s songs really challenge patriarchy, even 

when they do not shy away from topics regarding Rāma and Sītā‘s sex life or when they allude to 

the fact that perhaps Sītā may have found Rāvaṇa attractive after all? Or do they provide a 

patriarchally sanctioned platform for women to vent or ―release the gender pressure,‖ eventually 

restoring equilibrium to society? In their book Listen to the Heron’s Words, Gloria Goodwin 

Raheja and Ann Grodzins Gold raise a counter-point to the reification of Indian women as 

passive and submissive with little or no agency of their own in matters governing their own lives 

or larger issues concerning the family. Their excellent study on women‘s songs in North India 

presents an alternative view of how women‘s songs play an active role, involving a negotiating 

of power between males and females, that it is not as one-sided as often presented. It 

demonstrates how ―through ‗hidden transcripts‘ in women‘s speech and songs, women 

communicate their resistance to dominant North Indian characterizations of ‗women‘s nature and 

of kinship relations.‘ ‖
94

 It also aims at offering a fresh way of ―rethinking standard 

anthropological conceptualizations of marriage and patrileniality in South Asia‖
95

 and thereby 

ascribing to women a more complex role, which not only challenges but also often mocks and 

ridicules male dominance. It is undeniable that there is no one way by which women circumvent 

or resist social restrictions placed upon them, that every form of daily resistance is valid, and that 

it is important to recover hidden voices. However, my contention is that at least in the case of the 
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Rāmāyaṇa folk songs discussed above, which no doubt present women‘s voices unlike in 

Vālmīki‘s and Tulsīdās‘s male-centric texts, these forms of resistance are limited. 

This explains why both Vālmīki‘s and Kamban‘s Sītā is not bereft of any agency when it 

comes to defending her honor so long as this honor is restricted to the notion of chastity and 

sexual fidelity, for the Indian social order has decreed that a woman‘s chastity is what defines 

her and has to be shielded at all times. So when she defends her honor defined in these narrow 

terms, she is not transgressing her limits as a woman. The latter is what is important, because it 

is only in relation to the males in her life that she has any standing in society. In traditional texts, 

Sītā finally calls upon mother earth to take her back into her womb, thus bringing an end to all 

the humiliation, the pain and sorrow she had suffered on account of Rāma. Many observers look 

to this act of hers as a powerful feminist statement, as her saying, ―Enough is enough.‖
96

 But in 

rejecting a society that has no room for women – except as extensions of male figures – by 

ending her own life, does Sītā really possess power or agency? The real question is not whether 

she holds any power, but what kind of power she holds. For, as Narayana Rao points out, ―such 

an act of [final] independence is accepted so long as she has not touched another man.‖
97

 In other 

words, can it really be called ―power‖ when she is compelled to operate within a worldview that 

is dictated by patriarchal notions of what constitutes that power? Her disappearance into the 

Earth is an ―ultimate protest,‖ yes, but perhaps in acknowledging the fact that she can no longer 

be a player in this game of negotiation that Michel Foucault calls power, she accepts defeat and 

resigns albeit in a forceful way.
98
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It is within this context that Pathabhi‘s poem stands apart. When Pathabhi describes Sītā 

in terms of her sexuality, he has already broken the first rule. Pathabhi does not merely suggest 

or veil his words through hidden transcripts, he attacks the very paradigm through his erotic 

references of Sītā. Moreover, when Sītā rejects Rāma – note how the situation is inverted here; 

she is the one to reject him – she does not cease to be ―Sītā.‖ She continues to be the same Sītā, 

―the very epitome of Indian womanhood.‖  In other words, she has a status that is independent 

from her being someone‘s wife. Regardless of whichever man she is devoted to, she remains the 

Sītā of mythology – with high moral standards, virtuous and devoted to her man, who in this case, 

happens to be Rāvaṇa, not Rāma. This is indeed radical because Sītā is freed from the chains that 

restrict her, the shackles that bind her to a narrow popular definition. She is no longer defined by 

her sexual loyalty to Rāma. She still remains ―Sītā‖ for who she is, rather than who she is 

attached to. Pathabhi thus not only censures Rāma for treating Sītā unjustly, he offers a bold new 

paradigm for womanhood. Let me rephrase that, for I do not think he is presenting a new 

paradigm so much as inviting people to reject an older paradigm. I say this because throughout 

his life, Pathabhi resisted external labels, choosing to be his own person at any given time, 

refusing to let the external world dictate or tie down his spirit. 

Thus, Pathabhi moves beyond the ―passive power‖ that Narayana Rao attributes to Sītā 

when she returns to her mother, the earth, after Rāma has asked her to once again prove her 

innocence.
99

 This Sītā chooses to leave Rāma, she chooses to be in a sexual relationship with 

Rāvaṇa, and yet she does not lose her status as ―virtuous woman,‖ she does not lose her place as 

―the‖ Sītā of mythology. The word ―virtue‖ has a whole range of meanings – goodness, honor, 

integrity, purity, dignity, excellence, morality, honesty, decency, respectability, righteousness, 
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worthiness, high-mindedness, incorruptibility and so on. When used in conjunction with a 

woman, however, especially in India, ―virtue‖ is usually restricted to the sense of purity, as 

chastity, virginity, innocence, maidenhood. And in the collective Indian psyche, Sītā is the 

symbol of that purity. Pathabhi, sensing this, in a way then challenges the very parochial notion 

related to women by opening up a whole range of possibilities for them; in doing so, they do not, 

he seems to be saying, lose their integrity that is so tied up with their sexuality and womanhood. 

A major problem one could encounter is that Sītā now ends up being the possession of 

Rāvaṇa rather than Rāma; thus from being under the control of one man, she is now under 

another man‘s control. I do not necessarily see this as problematic, however. One, because the 

narrative is a set one; Pathabhi has not created it. He has simply inverted it. This is not the same 

as when, for example, during the first phase of nationalist discourse, the ―woman‘s question‖ 

became a major concern. In that case, the male guardians of society created an ideal Indian 

woman to counter the forces of nationalism. Thus, women were used for political expediency, 

without being involved in matters that concerned them. Pathabhi on the other hand, appeals to 

women themselves, exhorting them to question the system that has bound them in shackles. 

Second, within the poem itself Sītā may be rejecting Rāma, but she is not rejecting the ideal of 

Sītā. In other words, she is not adverse to being Sītā; rather, she would like to continue being her 

even when she eventually chooses to be the lover of Rāvaṇa. Pathabhi‘s ―Sītā‖ is definitely 

radical and subversive, albeit not in the way some feminists would want to hear – in a total 

rejection of male influence. Moreover, the larger narrative is about questioning norms. One of 

the most important points Pathabhi seems to be making is that Sītā may be a goddess in popular 

imagination, but it is important to remember that this very goddess, this super-natural being, is a 

role model for humans. Pathabhi thus implicitly raises the absurdity and hypocrisy of these 
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double standards when he reminds readers that embracing one‘s sexuality is part and parcel of 

being human, of being a woman.   

The difference then between Pathabhi‘s poem and other narratives that have questioned 

Rāma‘s treatment of his wife, including those that offer Sītā more freedom, is that these latter 

Sītās are still limited since they act within patriarchally-set norms, thus raising the question if the 

narratives actually reinforce the cultural paradigm, even if inadvertently. Pathabhi‘s poem, on the 

other hand, attacks this by directly addressing the importance placed on chastity and a woman‘s 

purity.  The fact that he was a male, from southern India no less, and was writing at a turbulent 

time, during the Indian nationalist movement – a time of opposition and rebellion on many fronts 

– undoubtedly had something to do with his bold stance.  

Dr. Revathi a professor at the University of Hyderabad, and a writer of fiction herself, 

echoes scholarship when she says a narrative like the Rāmāyaṇa has sustained itself over the 

ages only because it is open ended enough for people to transform it into extensions of their own 

imagination. Radical texts such as Pathabhi‘s, according to her, are teasing apart the assumptions 

of the original in order to raise new questions. ―And,‖ she says, ―When we are first confronted 

with such daring, we initially balk at any idea of subversion and then are drawn into the new 

imaginative space that the author opens up.‖ Dr. Revathi believes a piece like ―Sītā‖ certainly 

has the potential to engage readers in different ways, whether the reading is done in solitude, or 

in the dialogic space of a classroom, although she says secular public settings like the latter 

probably challenge us most to question attitudes and stereotypes. ―I think in this way, yes, it can 

play a huge role in getting us to question attitudes and stereotypes, and then, remake them.‖ 

As to whether Pathabhi‘s poem qualified as a Rāmāyaṇa and his Sītā, a ―Sītā,‖ this is 

what she had to say: 
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Hmm…this is a more difficult question to answer. In my mind, a Rāmāyaṇa would be a 

substantial retelling—it would have a broader canvas and follow to some extent the 

framework of the full story. It also assumes the knowledge of a certain ―accepted‖ 

version of the story. This is a sort of ‗meta‘ text, which comments on elements of the 

story. However, if one looks at it as an example of how people make the Rāmāyaṇa their 

own story, then yes, it would qualify as a sort of  ‗personalized‘ Rāmāyaṇa. Once one has 

done this, then yes, Sītā is a motif rather than a person, she stands for everywoman, and is 

remade in the image of the personal ideal. The essentiality of Sītā is that of the ideal 

woman, the ideal consort, and what that ideal is may change with the times. She becomes 

an object of one‘s fantasy, perhaps more than fantasy, ambition/hope.
100

 

 

It would perhaps be fitting to end the chapter on this note and move onto the next, which 

discusses Chalam‘s play ―Sītā Agnipraveśam.‖ Chalam himself had ―warned‖ readers – albeit in 

an approving tone – that Pathabhi‘s anthology of poems would challenge them into rethinking 

the world around them. Possibly the most well-known and controversial of Telugu writers, and 

one who helped pave the way for rebels like Pathabhi, Chalam has this to say in his introduction 

to Pathabhi‘s poetry collection, Phidelu Rāgala Dozen: 

You will find outlandish ideas 

in here 

Ideas that will 

jab at you like sharp nails  

Ideas that will 

tickle you 

strike you  

a dozen times 

with the freshness  

of roses 

and the warmth  

of a thousand tears 

They will sting you a hundred times 

Nibble at you 

make you laugh  

and they will 

disturb you  

Reverberating  

as echoes in your ears...
101

    

 

                                                 
100

 Written interview, Sep 8, 2013  
101

 Chalam in Phidelu Rāgala Dajan,1. My translation. 



 

 105 

This, in turn, sets the stage for Chalam, who, as we shall see, altered the scope of Telugu 

literature forever.
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Chapter III.  

 

PATRIVRAT̄ĀHOOD REDEFINED: DHARMA 

 

 

To have loved me was the dharma of a husband; to fight this war 

was the dharma of warrior. What dharma requires you to abandon 

me now?...Can you say your suffering for me – your love, your 

pain, your anger – is all prescribed by the śastras? Are you a 

machine run by the dharmaśāstras? 

 

       Chalam, ―Sītā Agnipraveśam
‖1

 

 

 

The above words were spoken by Sītā to Rāma, in Chalam‘s ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ or 

―Sītā Enters the Fire,‖ at the end of the war, after Rāma rejects her on the grounds that she had 

been abducted and had lived in another man‘s abode for months on end. As in Vālmīki‘s text, the 

Sītā here does not shy away from defending herself. Rather than walking through fire to prove 

her innocence, however, Chalam‘s Sītā performs an unprecedented act – she engages in a 

monologue on the absurdity of Rāma‘s selective sense of dharma, before rejecting Rāma for 

Rāvaṇa. 

While this chapter, like the previous, will continue with the theme of pativratāhood or 

―virtuous wifehood,‖ it will move beyond the scope of chastity and into the wider realm of a 

woman‘s dharma; Chalam uses the trial-by-fire incident to highlight the contradictions in the 

notion of dharma that is so central to Hindu life. Indeed, when asked what jumped out most 

when she thought of the Rāmāyaṇa, Dr. Seemantini the professor of Telugu literature mentioned 

earlier, was quick to reply, ―A woman‘s secondary position. Because of the emphasis on dharma, 

the Rāmāyaṇa has come to be an ideal text, and the narrative, an example of how dharma in 

relation to a woman is always secondary,‖ she said, referring to Rāma‘s first words upon seeing 

                                                 
1
 Chalam, ―Sītā Agnipraveśam,‖ in Nātakālu (Plays) (Hyderabad: Priyadarshini Prachuranalu, 2011), 6. The śāstras 

refer to the Dharmaśāstras, the legal codices that traditionally govern the dharma or duty of every Hindu. 
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Sītā after the war – that he had fought this battle for the sake of his kīrti, his fame and glory. In 

other words, his image in the eyes of the public was more important than his responsibility 

towards his wife. Dr. Seemantini continued, ―When faced with a conflict concerning one‘s duties, 

the result is always the oppression of women, since women are mistreated in the name of 

dharma.‖
2
  

―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ aims to highlight exactly how the scriptures played a role in 

legitimizing Sītā‘s humiliation. It was first published in 1935 as part of a collection of five plays. 

The name of this compilation Sāvitrī: Paurāṇika Nāṭakālu or Sāvitrī: Plays from the Purāṇas is 

significant because it sheds light on the content of the plays – all of them focused on 

mythological heroines.
3
 More than that, they all ―recast puranic and epic tales by provocatively 

reversing stories of pativratās.‖
4
 A pativratā, one will recall, is a virtuous and chaste wife who 

dedicates her life to the service of her husband. Recognizing the hold of especially female 

mythical characters in perpetuating the dominant and repressive patriarchal structure of Indian 

society, Chalam sought to give women not just a fictional voice; his aim was much broader – to 

point out that women were individuals in their own right, instead of functioning as appendages to 

men as decreed by the dharmaśāstras.
5
 In fact, almost all of Chalam‘s protagonists were women 

who sought freedom from social restrictions.  

Narayana Rao perhaps brings home the point best when he writes: 

                                                 
2
 Personal communication, Feb 14, 2012.  

3
 Sāvitrī is a mythical heroine who defied the gods and brought her husband Satyavān back from the dead. 

4
 Paula Richman, ed., Rāmāyaṇa Stories in Modern South India: An Anthology (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 2008), 59. Italics are mine.  
5
 The dharmaśāstras are treatises that deal specifically with law. These comprise several compendia, but, as Hilary 

Rodrigues says, the most well known of these are the Yajñavālkya Smṛti and the Mānavadharmaśāstra; these have 

been enormously influential in shaping the values and behavior of Hindus (Introducing Hinduism, 56). At the same 

time, it is important to bear in mind that the British perpetuated the idea that the Mānavadharmaśāstra or Laws of 

Manu especially was normative in ancient times even though there is no concrete proof of this. For more on how the 

British and Westerners in general, viewed this treatise read the Introduction to Wendy Doniger‘s translation of The 

Laws of Manu (New Delhi: Penguin), 1991. 
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If there was a male writer they [Telugu feminists of the 1980s] took inspiration from, it 

was the novelist Chelam [sic], who had stood up for the sexual liberation of women and 

against the bondage of marriage. Writing during the height of Bhavakavitvam and its 

message of asexual love, Chelam was far ahead of the times in advocating revolt against 

marriage as an institution...His female characters live for their sexual desires uninhibited 

by middle class fears and unmindful of the literary limits imposed by Bhavakavitvam.
6
 

 

Thus, Chalam differed from his contemporaries by endowing his heroines with a sexual freedom, 

in addition to giving them a strong character. This explains why he often chose to rewrite 

mythological stories that preached female chastity – for Chalam, there was nothing more 

loathsome than the severe social restrictions on a woman‘s ability to express her own sexuality. 

There is no dearth of material on the topic of Sītā‘s hardships, especially regarding the 

injustice meted out to her by her own husband, Rāma. His conduct regarding his blameless wife 

after the war with Rāvaṇa has disturbed commentators as well as devotees. But just as Pathabhi 

put a twist to his objection of Rāma‘s behavior – in that his Sītā resisted the tag of sexual purity 

that was so associated with her – Chalam‘s Sītā too defied conventional norms by engaging in a 

debate with Rāma over the double standards regarding the dharma or duty of a husband towards 

his wife.  

To briefly summarize the narrative, ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ begins at the end of the war 

between Rāma and Rāvaṇa, after Rāma has slain Rāvaṇa. An ecstatic Sītā rushes to embrace her 

husband whom she is meeting after nearly a year. As in traditional narratives, however, Rāma 

refuses to accept her for ―having lived in another man‘s abode.‖ The rest of the story is a 

dialogue, more of a monologue by Sītā who perhaps vocalizes many of the doubts audiences 

themselves have had over the centuries, namely, why and how could Rāma have behaved so 

                                                 
6
 Narayana Rao, Hibiscus on the Lake, 304. As we will see, Volga, the subject of the next chapter and a pioneering 

figure in women‘s literature, names Chalam as an influence on her own ideology and writings. It was in the 1980s 

that Telugu women‘s literature came into its own. Bhāvakavitvam or the Poetry of Emotions, as we saw in the last 

chapter, was the literary movement that focused on emotion rather than sexuality in contrast to its predecessor, the 

Prabandha movement. 
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callously towards Sītā who had remained nothing but loyal in her love for Rāma? The only 

difference here is that Chalam‘s Sītā is doing all the talking; it is she who defends herself, and 

who, after exhorting her husband to see things from her point of view, minces no words when he 

refuses to back down. She launches a verbal attack on him, and exposes Rāma‘s hypocrisy – and 

thereby that of the Indian social system – when it comes to his so-called sense of justice. She 

refers to the double standards regarding his dharma, that there appears to be a different, even 

contradictory, set of rules for society on one hand, and for women, especially a wife, on the other. 

Eventually, Sītā juxtaposes Rāma‘s and Rāvaṇa‘s behavior, pointing out that Rāma claims to 

love her and yet rejects her because of his suspicion regarding her chastity, even though he knew 

her heart had always belonged to only him, whereas Rāvaṇa‘s love for her had been genuine, 

even though ―my body had been yours.‖
7
 The play then ends with her jumping into Rāvaṇa‘s 

funeral pyre!  

This chapter focuses on the concept of dharma, an integral part of daily living, especially 

if one is to earn the tag of devout wife or pativratā. The section on dharma will be followed by 

one on why Chalam can be regarded as one of India‘s pioneering writers; his works demonstrate 

his disdain for the double standards prevalent in Indian culture that Sītā speaks of, and his lead 

characters were strong women who, in defying social norms, often made a statement on the 

sharply gendered nature of Indian society. The biographical sketch on Chalam will in turn reveal 

how his personal convictions made their way into his ground breaking writing. ―Sītā 

Agnipraveśam‖ is too long to be replicated here, but I still briefly summarize it in the OMC order 

so as to facilitate comparison between texts. A socio-cultural analysis of ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ 

then comes next, followed by the concluding section which sums up both this and the previous 

chapter on Pathabhi‘s ―Sītā,‖ both of which deal with the theme of pativratāhood. 

                                                 
7
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Pativratāhood as Dharma, as Female Essence 

While there are a number of prescriptions for males on how to become the ideal student, ideal 

householder, ideal son, ideal king, and so on, there is little mention of a man‘s emotional duty 

towards his wife, or on how to be an ideal husband. This is not to say the dharmaśāstras 

advocate the ill-treatment of a wife. Indeed, in her article, ―Empowerment of Women in the 

Rāmāyaṇa: Focus on Sītā,‖ Usha Shukla writes: ―[The] attitude towards women, viewed against 

the backdrop of scriptural authority postulating the equality of the genders, creates a paradox, 

where on the one hand, women are elevated to the status of goddess, and on the other, reviled 

and relegated to virtual servitude.‖
8
 As the author of the Law Codes of Manu (henceforth Laws of 

Manu) says, 

If they desire an abundance of good fortune, fathers, brothers, husbands, and brothers-in-

law should revere their women and provide them with ornaments. Where women are 

revered, there the gods rejoice; but where they are not, no rite bears any fruit. Where 

female relatives grieve, that family soon comes to ruin; but where they do not grieve, it 

always prospers. When female relatives not receiving due reverence, curse any house, it 

comes to total ruin; as if struck down by witchcraft. If men want to become prosperous, 

therefore, they should always honor the woman on joyful occasions and festive days with 

gifts of adornments, clothes and food.
9
 

 

The key phrases here are ―[men] who desire an abundance of fortune‖ and ―men who 

want to become prosperous,‖ for the underlying idea is that a wife is a means to an end, in order 

that he may prosper. The specific duties required of a ―householder‖ regarding his wife are thus 

presented as part of his role as a successful ―family man;‖
10

 in fact, the wife‘s position is 

significant only so long as she is in the service of patriarchy. No wonder then that she has to be 

heavily guarded by her husband lest she lead to his downfall, for only by ―zealously guarding his 

                                                 
8
 Usha Shukla, ―Empowerment of Women in the Rāmāyaṇa: Focus on Sītā.‖ Nidan, vol. 22 (Dec 2010): 25. 

9
 Manu, The Law Codes of Manu, trans. Patrick Olivelle (Oxford University Press, 2004), 47. 

10
 For more on the four-fold system which assigned specific duties for a Hindu male, see Chapter Four, ―Dharma 

and the Individual,‖ in Rodrigues, Introducing Hinduism.  
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wife, he guards his own descendants, practices, family, and himself as well as his own duty.‖
11

 

On the other hand, the traditional goal of a wife – perhaps every female child from the moment 

she is born, since she is socially molded for just this one purpose – is to become a pativratā or 

devoted wife. What is remarkable about Chalam‘s play is that he addresses these discrepancies 

while attacking the system through the voice of none other than Sītā herself. Sītā, the ideal Indian 

woman, pativratā exemplar, could not have served as a better mouthpiece in speaking for the 

plight of Indian women who continue to remain subjugated by men with the full sanction and 

support of society and religion. According to Sharada Sugithraja, although women in India have 

far greater constitutional and legal rights than are visible in Indian society, there is a reason these 

rights have remained unexploited.
12

 She goes on to explain: 

―Rights,‖ ―equality,‖ and ―individuality‖ as values per se cause no problems for Hindu 

women. Relationships within the family are regulated by dharma (duty). The notion of 

dharma has a wide of range of meanings (such as duty, righteousness, eternal law, 

conduct, behavior, morality and so forth) and it has more to do with ―duty‖ than with 

―rights.‖ This applies equally to men and women who have a dharma to each other and to 

the family, but an undue emphasis has been placed on women‘s duty to their husbands.
13

 

  

The problem then is not so much a lack of legal resources for women, as the emphasis on the 

dharma or duty of women to play their ―naturally‖ assigned roles.  

In order to understand just how foundational the notion of dharma is to Hindu society, 

Lalita Pandit rightly deconstructs the significance of dharma by first pointing to its meaning in 

the literal sense, before demonstrating how it plays out in Hindu society. She says:  

Literally speaking, ―dharma‖ refers to the essential nature or quality of a thing. It is the 

dharma of water to flow, to evaporate under certain atmospheric conditions; it is the 

dharma of a volcano to remain latent, to erupt, and so forth. This etymological origin 
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 Manu, Law Codes, 97. 
12

 Sharada Sugithraja, ―Women and Feminism: Some Concerns,‖ Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion, vol. 18, no. 

2 (Fall 2002): 100. 
13

 Sugithraja, ―Women and Feminism,‖ 100. 
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adds to the ideological weight of the term because it suggests that dharma as sacred duty 

is as unalterable as laws of nature are.
14

 

 

In other words, dharma when associated with religion and culture is presented as that which is 

not just firm and established but unalterable, just as Newton‘s laws of nature are, thus rendering 

dharma as something essential to Hindus, as something that flows in their veins; in other words, 

dharma within the Hindu context pertains to how humans ―naturally‖ are. The Dharmaśāstras or 

Laws of Manu are thus both descriptive and prescriptive, and may as well have been decreed by 

god. In order to avoid cosmic chaos, then, there are rules firmly in place to ―guide‖ men and 

women.  And in a society such as India‘s, there is a long list of what – and especially – ―what not 

to do‖ for women. It is outside the scope of this chapter to delve into all the specific rules 

required of women, but suffice it to say that pativratā or devotion to husband is a word that 

should be part of every woman‘s lexicon.  

A vratā in its strict sense is a votive observance or, simply put, a vow; there are many 

such religious observances and these are primarily done by women, their aim being desire for 

success in this life and the next.
15

 These are necessary because only by performing certain acts 

can women redeem their basic sinful nature, thus giving rise to the dichotomy between the 

wicked nature of women (strī-svabhāva) and the virtuous behavior of wives (strī-dharma).
16

 As 

Mary McGee remarks, however, while women may observe a number of vratās as part of their 

religious duty, ―the dharma of women is summarized in the role of the devoted wife (pativratā) 

whose duties and devotions are directed solely towards the well-being of her husband. In many 
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 Lalita Pandit, ―Patriarchy and Paranoia: Imaginary Infidelity in Uttararāmacarita and Winter‘s Tale,‖ in Literary 

India: Comparative Studies in Aesthetics, Colonialism and Culture, eds. Patrick Colm Hogan and Lalita Pandit 

(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1995), 112. 
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 Mary McGee, ―Desired Fruits: Motive and Intention in the Votive Rights of Hindu Women,‖ in Roles and Rituals 

for Hindu Women, ed. Julia Leslie (London: Pinter, 1991), 71. 
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 Samjukta Gombrich Gupta, ―The Goddess, Women and their Rituals in India,‖ in Faces of the Feminine in 

Ancient, Medieval and Modern India, ed. Mandakranta Bose (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 103; and 
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ways the life of a pativratā is the vratā par excellence of women.‖
17

 Thus, a woman who vows to 

submit her life to her husband is a pativratā, a virtuous wife, one who is performing the highest 

dharma required of, or essential to, women.  

Anyone engaged in serious scholarship concerning gendered Hindu roles and rituals is 

aware of Manu‘s injunction that, ―As a child, [a woman] must remain under her father‘s control; 

as a young woman, under her husband‘s; and when her husband is dead, under her sons.‘ She 

must never seek to live independently.‖
18

 The Laws of Manu go on to explain in detail the duties 

of a wife, but in order to understand the import of wifely responsibilities, the following lines will 

bring home the point:  

Though he may be bereft of virtue, given to lust, and totally devoid of good qualities, a 

good woman should always worship her husband like a god. For women, there is no 

independent sacrifice, vow, or fast; a woman will be exalted in heaven by the mere fact 

that she has obediently served her husband. A good woman, desiring to go to the same 

world as her husband, should never do anything displeasing to the man who took her 

hand, whether he is dead or alive.
19

 

 

In other words, a woman exists solely to please the males in her life. And it is only by especially 

engaging in her wifely duties or dharma as a wife that she can ironically attain an ―identity‖ of 

her own – as pativratā.  

 To S. Lalitha, professor at the University of Hyderabad, it is this ―gendered 

‗conditioning‖ that first comes to mind when she thinks of the Rāmāyaṇa. Interestingly, she 

places Sītā and Draupadī in the same bracket as ―the most exploited women in Indian mythology. 

They are both psychologically colonized.‖ Although Draupadī may have been ―strong and 

uncontrollable,‖ fact is, explains Dr. Lalitha, she was under the control of not one, but five males; 

when she was with one, she was not allowed to think of another. Sītā on the other hand was a 
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paradoxical character, one who was oppressed throughout her life by various males, but 

eventually she ended up saying no to Rāma and decided to go back to her mother, says Dr. 

Lalitha, adding, ―To me she is the first feminist.‖
20

  

In the collective Indian psyche, however, it is Sītā the pativratā, and not Sītā the feminist, 

who has made a mark. In the Rāmāyaṇa, Sītā‘s pativratā-hood is fully alluded to in Vālmīki‘s 

Ayodhyākāṇḍa in the encounter between Sītā and Anasūya, wife of the sage Atri and renowned 

pativratā herself. Anasūya‘s words of advice and praise to Sītā reflect the latter‘s great virtue: 

She, too, felt delight when she saw how illustrious Sītā was following the way of 

righteousness, and she cheered her, exclaiming, ―How fortunate you have such high 

regard for righteousness! 

 

How fortunate you should abandon your kinsfolk, your pride and wealth, proud Sītā, to 

follow Rāma when he was banished to the forest. 

 

A woman who holds her husband dear – whether he is in the city or the forest, whether he 

is good or evil – gains worlds that bring great blessings. 

 

To a woman of noble nature her husband is the supreme deity, however bad his character, 

however licentious or indigent he may be. 

 

I can see no kinsman to surpass him, Vaidehī, far as I might look. Like ascetic power, 

which once acquired is never lost, a husband is ready and able, come what may. 

 

But bad women have no such understanding of virtue and vice. Their hearts are the slaves 

of desire, and they lord it over their husbands. 

 

Indeed, women like that, Maithilī, who yield to what they should not do, are held up to 

infamy and fall away from righteousness. 

 

But women like you, virtuous women who can tell good from bad in this world, come to 

reside in heaven just the same as men who have gained great merit.‖
21

 

 

                                                 
20

 Personal communication, September 12, 2011. 
21
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Sītā, in return, cups her hands in reverence, and goes on to re-iterate her unfailing service to her 

husband, Rāma.  This is in sharp contrast to Chalam‘s Sītā, who as we shall soon see, certainly 

does not blindly accept her husband‘s word.  

Chalam‘s women-centric works earned him the title of trail-blazer, but this designation 

was not just limited to Telugu writing. As Sailaza Easwari Pal writes in the introduction to her 

dissertation, ―Sexual Discourse and Telugu Modernity: A Reading of Gudipati Venkata 

Chalam‘s Maidānam,‖ other Indian authors may have acknowledged that female sexuality 

existed, yet they shied away from explicitly addressing it, with their novels skirting around the 

issue, acting as teasers, only to eventually chastise the woman.
22

 Chalam, on the other hand, was 

among the first to not just acknowledge and directly address a woman‘s sexuality, but to reject 

the moralizing tone of the dharmaśāstras that inevitably found their way into literature. I agree 

with Pal when she says, ―Chalam emerges as one of the few, perhaps the only, creative writers, 

among his contemporaries to have moved out of this paradigm [of indirectly addressing women‘s 

issues] and openly rejected pativratā ideology, even its reform versions, as especially harmful to 

women and to men.‖
23

 

  

Chalam: Defying Pan-Indian Literary Norms 

In order to assess the impact of Chalam‘s works, and to understand how they cannot be 

reduced to narrow regional spaces, we need to situate him within not just the landscape of 

Telugu literature, but that of the whole of India. As Pal says, it would not be a stretch to place 

Chalam‘s Telugu works ―among the major pan-Indian domestic novels of the reform period 
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which focused on heroines who reworked ideals of female sexual discourse in the context of 

colonial modernity.‖
24

 

The process of cleansing Indian literature, considered degenerate and full of immorality, 

began during the period of colonial rule.  Romila Thapar provides much insight into the 

consequence of epistemic violence as a result of colonialism by focusing on the politics of 

translation. Using Kālidāsa‘s play Abhijñanaśākuntalam or ―The Recognition of Śakuntalā‖ as 

an example, she demonstrates the changing nature of the character of Śakuntalā. Previously, in 

the era of classical India, Śakuntalā had been transformed, in Kālidāsa‘s hands, from the strong, 

assertive woman of the Mahābhārata into a docile, submissive character epitomizing the 

archetype of the Indian woman. Thapar locates the reasons for Kālidāsa‘s play acquiring 

normative status in colonial India, in Orientalism; with Sanskrit now bracketed with Greek and 

Latin, the high quality of Kālidāsa‘s works earned him the epithet of ―Shakespeare of India,‖ 

thus awarding him legitimacy according to British tastes.
25

 Additionally, translators deleted 

unpalatable scenes from Kālidāsa‘s drama, even while praising the beauty of his language, thus 

upholding a cleansed version as a literary masterpiece and model; from being a sensual and 

assertive woman in the ancient Mahābhārata epic, Śakuntalā became a passive victim endowed 

with an innocence evocative of the Virgin of medieval European literature.
26

 The abundance of 

natural imagery in the play also underlined the search for a lost European past, which in time 

gave way to Romanticism.
 27
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To put it simply, English-educated Indians soon appropriated the British attitude, co-

opting the idea of the ―pure, untainted‖ woman of ancient Sanskrit texts, best exemplified by 

Sītā.
28

 This noble, self-sacrificing woman reflected in the figure of the pativratā became a 

symbol for nationalist discourse, both political and sexual. It is within such an atmosphere that 

pativratā ideology and the ―women‘s question‖ – central themes for Chalam – acquired 

prominence. Female sexuality had now become the central theme of writers who wished to 

address the complexities of the clash between the traditional and modern.
29

 Bengali novels 

especially had a huge impact on domestic literature. In addition to English and Hindi, they were 

even translated into Telugu – Chalam himself had translated Tagore‘s Gītāñjali from English 

into Telugu.
30

 

The environment in which Chalam was writing thus became a shackling device for 

women, who needed ―protection‖ every step of the way. But while Indian writers from northern 

India were concerned with raising the issue of the ―problem‖ of female sexuality, Chalam 

unabashedly engaged in discourses on women and their sex lives; his heroines displayed an 

unapologetic sexuality – celebrating it, thriving in it, experimenting with it. Indeed women and 

sexuality often occupied the central theme of his works, without the usual moralizing message 
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other writers often ended their stories with. Interestingly, Chalam reverted to the eroticism so 

prevalent in Indian literature before the colonial purging of it had begun. This morality had also 

found its way into Telugu literature through the Bhāvakavitvam movement that had sought to 

cleanse literature of its decadent nature. Chalam, then, was defying the dictates of both British 

morality and the Telugu literary movement, which had now sought safety in Romanticism, 

reaching almost absurd heights by eliminating any mention of reality, sexual or otherwise. 

Chalam thus re-established a sense of sensuality to the otherwise sterile realm of literature set by 

Bhāvakavitvam and soon ushered in a new literary movement, that of the Modernists, among 

whom Pathabhi came to dominate.  

The big difference between Chalam‘s writing and the earlier traditional Indian writing 

that had so repulsed the colonizers for its abundant immorality, was that Chalam‘s material was 

not titillating or erotic in itself nor did it objectify women; rather, he engaged in a serious 

dialogue with his readers, giving women their physical, emotional and intellectual due. As one 

particularly sensitive to dharmaśāstric injunctions against women, notably those that stressed 

female chastity, Chalam stood his ground in abiding by his convictions that women were not the 

weaker sex and that they were individuals in their own right.
31

 His heroines were anything but 

pativratās; they were complete human beings with a sexual agency of their own. 

When we situate Chalam amid this political and social scenario, as one whose 

appropriation of women as powerful symbols lay not in the sense of political expediency – to 

counter colonial accusations of ―backwardness – but rather as central to his social activism, and 

as the direct recipient of reform, we then come to understand that he was nothing short of a 

revolutionary. Although Pal situates him alongside the pan-Indian novelists of the colonial 

period, I would argue that he falls outside the boundaries of this larger group too – he did not use 
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woman as a means to an end, but she was the end in itself; she was not peripheral to the 

discourse, but at the center of it, as we shall soon see.  

 

Chalam (1894-1979) 

One cannot discuss Chalam and his contribution to Telugu literature and women‘s issues 

without a clear sense of his ideology and personal convictions that so guided his writing. Only in 

understanding his idea of complete independence for women, will it be possible to look at his 

Sītā of ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ in holistic terms, and place this ―Sītā‖ within a larger framework, 

one that rested on his conviction that women deserved to be recognized as complete individuals 

who were endowed with an agency of their own. 

Gudipati Venkatachalam, popularly known as Chalam, was born in 1894 in Madras to a 

wealthy Telugu Brahmin family. Even later in life, he remembered how as a little boy his mother 

used to tell him stories from the Rāmāyaṇa in the sprawling gardens of his grandfather‘s estates 

(the latter was appointed Receiver of Revenues for the Zamindar of Thotlavallur in Andhra 

Pradesh): ―My mother narrated to me the episodes of the Rāmāyaṇa. When I listened to Sītā‘s 

end, her entering the Mother Earth, the injustice of it made me angry. When I think of Rāma, I 

cannot forget my anger even today…‖
32

 

Little wonder then that ―Sītā‖ would go on to become one of the many mythical women 

whom he would refashion into strong characters who protested their unfair treatment at the hands 

of a male-dominated society. One could, however, say Chalam‘s activism began even earlier on, 

shortly after he was born; it was his relationship with his parents, notably his father that set the 

stage for his personal convictions which would be fully manifested through his writings. First 

hand experiences provided the fodder for his stories, which in many ways acted as commentaries 
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on Indian society and culture. His father symbolized the harsh and repressive patriarchal laws of 

Indian society that would consume his energies throughout his life. As he is quoted in R.S. 

Sudarshanam‘s biography, Gudipati Venkata Chalam, ―My father beating me at the age of five is 

my earliest memory. The second one is also his beating me. The third one is again his beating.‖
33

 

These words reflect not so much the strength of his memory as his anguish and sense of betrayal 

of being abused by someone who was meant to be his protector, his guardian. His memories of 

his mother on the other hand are fond, although not without pain as well, for he primarily 

remembers her as one who suffered in her role as wife and mother. His home life thus 

contributed to his being sensitive to and critical of the world around him, and, by the time he was 

ten years old, he had already acquired a sense of deep individualism, always questioning and 

refusing to accept things blindly, preferring to base them on personal experience rather than 

hearsay.
34

 As Sudarshanam writes, ―Whatever was not perceived as true in his own experience, 

Chalam never accepted it. Personal experience was his only criterion through his life, and that 

way, Chalam lived the life of a rebel and a seeker.‖
35

  

His first attempt at openly rejecting the social order that he was to rebel against all his life 

occurred when his sister was to leave for her marital home.
36

 Sensing her unhappiness, Chalam 

tried to prevent her from leaving with the groom, leading to an altercation between Chalam and 

his father. In an attempt to avoid being hit by his father, Chalam ended up striking him instead, 

which led to his being kicked out of the house for the night. But the biggest disappointment was 

to come the next morning when his sister walked out of the bridal chamber playing the part of 

dutifully wedded wife. It was then that Chalam realized just how much playing the role of wife 
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was ingrained in women, even if it was to their own detriment, and that they had been deeply 

indoctrinated to believe that their role as wife and mother was to take over their identity for the 

rest of their lives. From an early age then, Chalam was drawn towards the plight of both women 

and children.  

 However, there was another influence which needs to be taken into account: the Brahmo 

Samaj. After his matriculation, Chalam entered a liberal arts college in the Kakinada district of 

Andhra Pradesh. The principal of this college, Raghupati Venkataratnam Naidu, was a member 

of the Samaj and exposed his students to its ideals. The Samaj‘s goals of cleansing Hinduism of 

superstition, its aim to end caste discrimination, and, most importantly, of doing away with social 

evils against women such as satī, child marriage, and the shunning of widows had a huge impact 

on him. But Chalam was also disillusioned by the hypocrisy of those whom he looked up to for 

inspiration and guidance. In his autobiography he recounts how the social reformer 

Veereshalingam, who ran a home for widows, would arrange bride-choosing sessions for men 

who had agreed to marry these widows: ―Only those girls whom the men liked, whether the girls 

liked them or not, were given to them in marriage and sent off.‖
37

 While he understood the 

complexity of it all – how was it possible to run a home with so many destitute women who 

needed support? – he remained ill at ease knowing that the women had no say in choosing their 

partner, leading him to contemplate whether this really constituted ―reform‖ or not. Similarly, the 

above mentioned principal of Kakinada College, R. V. Naidu, a non-Brahmin and someone 

whom Chalam regarded as his mentor, displayed irrationality and double standards when he 

advocated the abolition of caste, but did not let his followers join the Justice Party on the grounds 

that they were Brahmin. Chalam felt that Naidu, who was also the president of the regional 

Brahmo Samaj wing, had thus bought into the caste politics of the Party that had been formed 
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with an aim to end caste discrimination.
38

 This, to Chalam, amounted to hypocrisy, considering 

Naidu publicly professed a rejection of the caste system. Moreover, one of the Brahmo Samaj 

members had married Naidu‘s daughter without seeking his (Naidu‘s) permission, leading to that 

member‘s being ousted from the Samaj. All this only further led Chalam to question the sincerity 

of those who advocated social change, and to dismiss the deeply hierarchical nature of Indian 

society, whether in terms of caste or gender or even age; in his later years, Chalam treated his 

own children as friends, refusing to lay down strict laws and punishment as was the practice of 

the day. His skepticism regarding social customs that were sanctioned by the scriptures did not 

lead him to necessarily reject the notion of god, but of organized religion, especially as practiced 

by Hindus. He called himself casteless and interacted with people from all social strata – indeed, 

once when he had nowhere to stay he took up residence among the ―Untouchable‖ colony on the 

outskirts of the city.
39

 Chalam frequently found himself in the position of being jobless and 

homeless. Though he tried to make a living by tutoring school and college children in Kakinada 

as well as Madras, his personal convictions often came in the way of his keeping a steady job, 

and many times he was driven to penury. 

Of most relevance to our discussion here is the fact that Chalam viewed marriage as an 

institution that legitimized the subjugation of women, and thus he vehemently opposed not just 

the unfair treatment of woman, but the institution of marriage itself. He came to realize that the 

notion of marriage did not necessarily include love, either for men or women, often resulting in 

the subjugation of women. He argued that love and passion formed the basis of a marriage; when 
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these remained unfulfilled, it resulted in a meaningless marriage, one which needed to be 

ended.
40

 

Chalam began revaluating other basic tenets, such as the Brahmo Samaj‘s notion of (a 

monotheistic) god – if god existed, why was there so much suffering? The doctrine of karma did 

not appeal to him, and soon he found himself questioning the very existence of god. These 

experiences and realizations led him to ultimately reject the Brahmo Samaj and its ideals.
41

   

Perhaps more than anything, it was his relationship with real women – not fictional 

characters – that most defined him as a man and a writer. Not just that; he admitted to finding life 

without sex meaningless, although he himself differentiated it from lust. Moreover, he lamented 

that he could not stick to one woman – he loved all women, but then had a desperate need to 

move from one woman to another. He had several affairs with various women while still married 

to his wife, including with a friend‘s sister, Ratnamma, which played a role in his being ousted 

from the Brahmo Samaj.
42

 He even engaged in what Sudarshanam and other observers came to 

call the ―doctrine of free love,‖ wherein the idea of love and romance did not necessarily remain 

restricted to two partners, and engaged in a four-way romance with Ratnamma – both he and two 

other men were openly in love with her, and she in love with them.  This relationship found 

expression in his first novel Śaśirekhā, written in 1921, wherein the heroine Śaśirekhā is in love 

with Krishna, Sunder Rao, and Rāma Rao and they with her. The idea of marriage as a shackling 

device also runs through the novel, and eventually, the question of morality (in the form of 

remaining loyal to societal norms) versus personal freedom seems to clash, leaving Śaśirekhā to 

find peace in death. Gorrepati Venkata Subbaiah argues in his thesis, ―A Comprehensive Study 

of Chalam‘s Life and Works,‖ that, although Śaśirekhā‘s suicide may be tragic, it is not a defeat, 
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but a celebration of the strength of conviction, for Śaśirekhā would rather die than be in a 

marriage without true love.
43

 

It is Maidānam or Open Field (1927), however, that remains one of his most famous and 

controversial novels. Arunā, the female protagonist, runs away from her lawyer husband with her 

Muslim lover, in search of true love. Professor Lalitha says the novel is considered a problem 

even today for the fear that it may encourage elopement. She, however, has an interesting take on 

Chalam arising out of this particular narrative. ―One could argue that even Chalam was a 

Hindutva person. He may have initiated widow remarriage and reform but perhaps Hindu-

Muslim relationships bothered him. One could read Maidānam as a story about what happens to 

a Hindu woman if she marries a Muslim, because in it, the Muslim man deserts the woman. 

Some could argue that this was a warning to Hindu women against Muslim men.‖
44

 Perhaps this 

was an anachronistic reading of the man, given that in his later years, most likely as a result of 

being shunned by society, Chalam found peace in Ishwara or the supreme god. In fact, he retired 

to live a quiet life in Snehakuti, the ashram founded by his daughter Souris, with whom he 

shared a deep bond until his death in 1979.
45

 

Back in the day, Maidānam did indeed receive a lot of criticism for its ―instigating‖ 

women to abandon marriage in search of adventure and romance. Chalam raises the issue of 

double standards, of how women were exhorted to be accommodating of their lovers‘ and 

husbands‘ affairs, but men could never accept the same situation – of sharing their lovers and 

wives with another man. But there is more as to why Maidānam remains iconic even today; in 

endowing his heroines with more complex subjectivities, not only did he establish his own style 
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of vyāvahārika or written vernacular as opposed to the grānthika or classical style which was 

heavy and archaic, he also used the psychologically convincing first person ―I‖ to give his 

heroine a voice.
46

 Maidānam sealed Chalam‘s reputation as notorious and iconoclastic, and he 

became the target of moralists who called him an evil influence on society. There were some, 

however, who appealed to him to continue addressing social evils prevalent in society, such as 

injustice towards women, but that he refrain from promoting ―adultery.‖
47

 

Chalam‘s works of fiction include eleven novels, dozens of plays, hundreds of short 

stories and poems, most of which were women-centric, and which questioned and re-evaluated 

gender norms. In addition to these, he also wrote non-fiction which included works such as 

Biddala Sikṣaṇa (Raising Children), in which, drawing from his own experiences as a child, he 

urges parents to shun corporal punishment and instead raise children with tenderness and 

tolerance. Additionally, he co-authored a book on women‘s health called Strī (Woman) in 1925. 

Pal writes that ―Strī was the first written compendium of information regarding female 

healthcare, particularly sexual and reproductive health, covering such topics as the prevention of 

sexually transmitted diseases, contraception, pregnancy, and abortion.
48

 Although his non-

fictional works recognized the fact that a lack of economic freedom came in the way of a 

woman‘s social freedom, Pal emphasizes that his fiction which ―rejected the institution of 

marriage, and encouraged classless and casteless friendship and romantic sexual love between 

women and men ... fueled (and still stirs) the greatest controversy.‖
49

 

In The Handbook of Twentieth-century Literatures of India, G.K Subbarayudu and C. 

Vijayasree write that Chalam was also among those who pioneered the modern Telugu drama. 
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Explaining that modernism within the context of Telugu drama implied a secularization of 

dramatic subjects, a contemporization of dialogue, and experimentation with form and technique, 

they write that the stage literally became a platform for intellectual debate over social problems 

of the day.
50

 Mythological plays, among which were Chalam‘s ―Harīscandra‖ (1937) and ―Sītā 

Agnipraveśam‖ (1935), ―attempted revisionist interpretations of mythological stories and set the 

stage for a new form of revolt. However, these plays could not be staged for a long time, because 

people considered it sacrilege to meddle with sacred texts,‖
51

 perhaps explaining why ―Sītā 

Agnipraveśam‖ was never staged; not only was its protagonist a woman who was questioning 

traditional norms, she was the Sītā of sacred scriptures, the Rāmāyaṇa, no less. This often 

resulted in his creation of ―anti-Sītā heroines‖ who challenged the prevailing pativratā 

ideology.
52

 

Although it is not difficult to see that Chalam‘s main concern lay in the problem of the 

subjugation of women, there is no doubt that he comes across as a very complex, even 

contradictory, character. On one hand, he saw the institution of marriage as a means of keeping 

women bound to men and to the patriarchal set-up of Indian society. On the other, he had 

numerous affairs while married. Though it could be argued that this was a natural outcome of his 

being coerced into marriage by his family, one cannot but help wonder how he could have 

subjected his wife to the ensuing pain, especially given that he recognized women to be at the 

receiving end of Indian culture. He may come across as confused, even frivolous, choosing 

whatever appeared convenient to himself, especially in matters concerning sexual desire. 

Whether he was deliberately being manipulative or not is difficult to say, but on the face of it, he 
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appears to be someone who found social rules and regulations too over-whelming and so dealt 

with them in the best manner that he could at that particular time, without much thought of the 

outcome. After all, he never saw himself as a social activist; individual or personal freedom was 

what he sought, and he exhorted people to strive for the same. He himself had declared that: 

My interest in social reform is minimal. Men and I include myself as one of them, should 

aspire to become better individuals. That is my concern. I did not conceive of any 

revolution, social or ideological. I wanted to change…my writings reflect the battle of my 

life. My endeavour has been not social reform but self reform.‖
53

 

 

Similarly, while Telugu scholars credit him with ushering in a new mode into Telugu 

literature – that of the everyday ordinary idiom as opposed to highly archaic and formal Telugu – 

he did not consciously seek to bring about a change in literary expression.  He claims to have not 

even realized that his works formed a part of the movement that was striving to make spoken 

language more acceptable. ―I have no intention of changing or improving Telugu literature, I 

write some thing because I am convinced of the justice of the matter, the truth of it.‖
54

  

Despite the fact that he was not driven by social change but by personal conviction, there 

is no doubt that he recognized the role of society in molding characters and people. In this way, it 

is difficult to separate the social and personal Chalam. Sudarshanam writes, ―From childhood, 

Chalam had been critical of the world around him and he gradually developed an aversion to 

tradition and custom. He became alienated from accepted moral codes and from society.‖
55

 This 

suggests that Chalam was conscious of the fact that people did not operate in a vacuum, that they 

were products of society. And so while he may not have consciously sought to influence society 

through his writings, his works nevertheless were critical of society, and through them, he urged 

people to be themselves rather than fall victim to constructed social and psychological barriers. 
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In fact, some of his earliest works appeared as essays on women‘s freedom in which he argued 

that questions of ―right‖ and ―wrong‖ were not ethical terms determined by religion, but by 

personal experience. By 1920, he had already emerged as a radical thinker, with his ideas on 

family, sexual freedom and marriage shocking the readers of his day.  

Chalam was not the first Telugu writer to take up the woman‘s cause – others like 

Veereshalingam and Gujarada Rao too had strong women-centric works. However, they 

gravitated towards social reform, while Chalam‘s goal was to look at women in individual terms, 

as equal partners in marriage, emphasizing their sexual freedom.  

 

Analysis of “Sītā Agnipraveśam” 

Ironically, although Chalam‘s writings and the man himself could be defined in terms of 

romantic passion and sexuality, ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ does not contain a hint of either, at least as 

far as amorous love is concerned. Solely centering on Sītā‘s trial-by-fire, the twist lies not in 

Sītā‘s embracing her own sexuality or sensuality, but in embracing her right to live as an 

individual rather than as an extension of a male, as decreed by tradition and sanctioned by 

religion. She challenges Rāma‘s so-called sense of justice by pointing out that in failing to stand 

up for her, he had lost his wife to his arch enemy because of the latter‘s unconditional love for 

her. 

In the previous chapter, we saw how Vālmīki‘s Rāma lashes out at Sītā after the war, 

saying he had fought it only to restore his honor; that she was now a ―sore sight,‖ and taking her 

back would only cause damage to his reputation, for what self-respecting man would take back a 

wife who had lived in another man‘s abode?
56

 Chalam‘s entire play is restricted to this particular 

encounter between Rāma and Sītā, but, as we will see, Chalam inverts the scene – it is Sītā who 
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eventually rejects Rāma along with his convoluted sense of justice. For this reason – the fact that 

―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ is an inversion of Vālmīki‘s trial-by-fire scene – a comparison of both will 

shed more light on how Chalam reconfigures the original scene. It would thus be helpful to 

revisit Vālmīki‘s scene from the Laṅkākāṇḍa in which Sītā sharply defends herself after Rāma‘s 

repudiation of her. In inverting this very scenario, Chalam reconfigures not just Sītā‘s character, 

but the entire encounter between Rāma and Sītā.  

Vālmīki describes Rāma‘s growing anger upon seeing Sītā approach him – ―I have 

recovered my reputation, and that is the purpose for which I won you back. I do not love you 

anymore. Go hence wherever you like.‖ In reply, Vālmīki‘s Sītā, before entering the fire 

Lakṣmaṇa has built for her, sharply tells Rāma: 

―How can you, heroic prince, speak to me with such cutting and improper words, 

painful to the ear, as some vulgar man might speak to his vulgar wife. 

 

I am not as you think of me great-armed prince. You must believe in me, for I swear to 

you by my own virtue. 

 

You harbor suspicion against all women because of the conduct of the vulgar ones. If you 

really knew me, you would abandon your suspicion.  

 

If I came into contact with another’s body against my will, lord, I had no choice in 

this matter. It is fate that was to blame here. 

 

My heart, which I do control, was always devoted to you. But I could not control my 

body, which was in the power of another. What could I have done? 

 

If, my love, you do not truly know me despite our long nurtured love and intimacy, 

then surely I am lost forever. 

 

When you dispatched the hero Hanumān to search for me, why, heroic prince, did you 

not repudiate me then, while I was still being held in Lanka? 

 

No sooner had I heard your words to that effect, heroic prince, than, abandoned by you, I 

would have abandoned my own life right before the eyes of that monkey lord. 

 

Then you would not have had to risk your life in a useless effort nor would your allies 

have had to suffer hardship to no purpose. 
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But now, tiger among men, you have given way to anger like some lesser man, taking 

into account only that I am a woman. 

 

Since my name is derived from Janaka, you failed to take into account the fact that I 

was born from the earth itself, nor, though you are an expert judge of conduct, have 

you given due consideration to my virtuous conduct. 

  

Moreover, you do not weigh the fact that, as a boy, you firmly clasped my hand while I 

was but a child. My devotion, my virtuous conduct – you have turned your back on all 

of that.
57

 

 

 The phrases highlighted in boldface are what Chalam inverts in his play to which we 

shall now turn, in order to see how his Sītā differs from Vālmīki‘s. I use the OMC structure to do 

so; the OMC order, one will recall, is useful as a comparison device – in comparing our texts 

with Vālmīki‘s, as well as with each other. A brief explanation of why I structure the play in the 

following manner is in order: the Opening begins with Rāma and Sītā‘s reunion after the war, 

much like in Vālmīki‘s‘s text when Sītā is brought before Rāma. However, while Rāma does all 

the talking in that text, culminating in his complete rejection of her, it is Chalam‘s Sītā who 

speaks first, joyfully anticipating a reunion with her husband. The Middle of Chalam‘s play 

begins at the point where readers are reminded of Rāma‘s notorious insensitivity, in which he 

informs her of his plans to abandon her. The Middle, as I had stated in the first chapter, is where 

the questioning of traditional norms concerning women takes place. This entire section is thus 

dedicated to Sītā refuting the accusations hurled against her; she lashes out at not just Rāma, but 

society in general which accords a woman inferior status. The Closing is the most dramatic of all. 

Here, Sītā, or rather Chalam, raises the crucial question of what it means to be a ―demon.‖ 

Although this is still part of the questioning of traditional ideas regarding the notion of ―demon,‖ 

I designate it as part of the Closing, because it has Sita raising these questions, and because it is 

directly related to the ―shocking‖ conclusion. Rāvaṇa has been demonized simply for being 
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different, when in reality, she says, he is nobler than those so-called guardians of the law. And 

she desires to end it all, not by walking through the fire that Lakṣmaṇa has built for her, but by 

entering the flames that are consuming Rāvaṇa‘s dead body.  

Let us now proceed to look at the play in detail. 

Opening: The play opens on an unusual note, with Sītā calling upon Rāma to embrace 

her when they meet for the first time after the war. While Vālmīki‘s text thus has Rāma 

―breaking the ice‖ with Sītā after their months apart, it is Chalam‘s Sītā, who in expressing her 

happiness at their reunion, rushes forward to embrace Rāma in the Opening of the play. In urging 

Rāma to disregard the fact that they are in a public place, in asking him to ignore the throngs of 

people surrounding them, she comes across as anything but traditional. When juxtaposed with 

the next sentence, however, in which she begins to sing Rāma‘s praises by evoking his valor and 

heroic martial skills, her initial ―brazen‖ behavior only serves as a point for the reader to ponder 

this dichotomy of non-traditional vs. traditional behavior – after all, on one hand, we have Sītā 

engaging in non-conformist conduct when she asks Rāma to embrace her in public; on the other, 

she waxes on about Rāma‘s heroic battle skills and manliness as would be expected of a woman 

in a traditionally gendered set-up such as India‘s. It is almost as if she starts off as the traditional 

woman before going on to exhibit an independence of her own during the course of the play. On 

further reflection, however, this dichotomy of ―brazen vs. traditional behavior‖ serves as a signal 

to inform readers of what is to come – that this narrative will be unlike the traditional narrative in 

respect to man-woman relationships. The rest of the Opening has Sītā rejoicing in the fact that 

her prayers have been answered, that it was only her love for Rāma that had given her the 

strength to continue living during those terrible months of captivity. Now that she has at last met 

her Rāma, who fought a heroic war for her sake, she is confident of the strength of their love, 
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that it can endure any hardship.  

Middle: The Middle is where things begin to take an ugly turn. In Vālmīki‘s text, Rāma 

tells her to stop right there in her tracks, that as a woman who had lived inside Rāvaṇa‘s palace 

all this while he could not accept her.  In an inversion from Vālmīki‘s text wherein Sītā asks 

Rāma how he could speak to her ―with such cutting and improper words,‖ here it is Sītā who cuts 

him off, a definite transgression on the part of a woman who is required to be subservient to her 

husband in every way possible – emotionally, socially, domestically, and even vocally. Firmly 

rejecting Rāma‘s claim that she [lived] ―inside his [Rāvaṇa‘s] palace,‖ she corrects him that it 

was not in the palace but in the forest, thereby raising the crucial difference between living as 

Rāvaṇa‘s queen and as a prisoner. Rāma, however, only manages to say that it didn‘t matter 

since she had been corrupted by Rāvaṇa‘s touch when he had abducted her, for which reason she 

was no longer fit to remain his queen. Now, rather than denying it, Sītā asks what fault of hers it 

was if she had no agency in the whole situation – Rāvaṇa‘s abducting her, keeping her prisoner 

in the grove, and falling in love with her. This is crucial because it raises the whole question of 

her helplessness, and how and why she is to be blamed for something over which she had no 

control. When she insists on knowing why she is to blame, Rāma simply manages to point to her 

ill luck. This too is telling, because, unlike the Sītā of traditional texts who blames her fate,
58

 

Chalam‘s Sītā goes on to take her destiny in her own hands by defending herself rather than 

cursing fate; the latter is often the only recourse available to Indian women in explaining and 

accepting the ill-treatment meted out to them at the hands of their male ―guardians‖ and society.  

The Pune-based Bhagwats, members of the extreme right wing Hindu organization, the 

Rashtriya Swayam Svevak (RSS), for whom Rāma remains the ideal Hindu man, could not but 

admit that this was one area – in his callous treatment of his wife – that Rāma had remained 
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lacking. While they understood that a king was no ordinary man and that ordinary rules did not 

apply to him, they pointed out that in abandoning his wife Rāma had committed a gross and 

unpardonable blunder; had it been such a difficult choice, he should have given up his kingship 

instead, they argued.
59

 Thus, while he may have fulfilled his dharma as king towards his subjects, 

Chalam opens the floor for debate on the concept of ―virtue‖ – what exactly did it encompass? 

Being true to one‘s words or actions? Being chaste? Being ethically scrupulous?  

In another example of the modern overtures of the play, Chalam contrasts the notion of 

love with lust. Sītā asks if he loved her enough to give up the kingdom – ―What does your heart 

say?‖
60

 Rāma replies that he would be accused of being lustful. In other words, Rāma seems to 

be confusing love with lust. This convoluted notion of love and lust is highlighted further when 

Sītā reminds Rāma that Rāvaṇa, the great king of Lanka, was willing to give up his kingdom for 

the sake of his love for her; that perhaps he wasn‘t a cold-hearted demon after all. In engaging in 

what might be an exegesis on the traditional notion of love, Sītā compels the reader to ask what 

true love encompasses: a marriage of two minds whether legally and religiously sanctioned, or 

the lawful marriage of two bodies who mentally and emotionally remain strangers to each other. 

Or as to why the notion of chastity and virginity in a woman takes precedence over the moral and 

ethical integrity of a man no matter how displaced. Which was worse – Sītā‘s inadvertent 

physical proximity to Rāvaṇa when he abducted her or Rāma‘s abandoning her while claiming to 

love her because she was merely touched by another man? 

And then comes the direct reference – lest the reader miss the point – to double standards 

inherent in the religious scriptures themselves. Sītā points to the fact that Rāma selectively 

abides by the Śāstras, choosing to abandon her even though she is his lawfully wedded wife, a 
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relationship sanctioned by these very Śāstras.  

―At our wedding you vowed to be by my side, in happiness and sorrow, and share my 

burdens while protecting me, as my other half. It was your responsibility to keep your 

enemy from abducting me. If another man then claims to love me does this marital knot 

come undone?
61

 

 

In Vālmīki‘s text too, as one will recall, Sītā had reminded him of their wedding vows: ―As a boy, 

you firmly clasped my hand while I was but a child. My devotion, my virtuous conduct – you 

have turned your back on all of that.‖
62

 This is Chalam‘s way of questioning an entire system 

that is lop-sided, that seeks to privilege male power and honor, and which does not even make 

any attempt to cover it. In other words, his Sītā is not just questioning Rāma, she is questioning 

the whole system, which includes the idea of his being a role model as well as her being one.  

This is fascinating because Chalam knows that readers are already familiar with the story, 

which is why he can use his knowledge of it without having to explain details. The concept of 

―intertexuality‖ recognizes that no text exists in a vacuum. It is brought to life only by the 

interaction between the author and his or her readers who have varied spatial and temporal 

positions. Each of them interacts with the other – the readers among themselves, as well as with 

the author.
63

 Chalam‘s use of this literary technique is especially useful in relating a culturally 

significant, already-fluid text such as the Rāmāyaṇa. ―The‖ Rāmāyaṇa is not necessarily a story 

that has to be memorized, but at the same time its importance lies in the fact that it is never heard 

for the first time; ―their stories are there, always already,‖
64

 as Ramanujan says, imprinted in the 

Indian consciousness whether one is aware of it or not. 

Another example of the well-known double standards Sītā wants to highlight is that 

Rāma is expected to protect his honor, but if she were to similarly protect her own honor and 
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reject him on the grounds that he has subjected her to unwarranted suspicion, she would be 

accused of being a woman of lose morals.
65

 And like the Sītā of Vālmīki‘s text, this Sītā also 

wants to know why he bothered engaging in a war if he had already made up his mind to discard 

her. In Chalam‘s text, however, she demands it. His harping on dharma like a stuck record is 

eventually too much for Sītā and she wants to know where she stands in a situation that is so 

oriented around a man‘s fulfillment of dharma towards everything and everyone except his wife:  

For the sake of dharma you fought your enemies, for dharma you abandoned your wife. 

For dharma you can take other wives to continue your legacy. But what about your 

dharma towards me, what about my dharma, the dharma of a woman?... My dharma as a 

wife, my dharma as a mother, my dharma as a queen – what about all these? You 

married me to fulfil the dharma of raising a family. You went to the forest to fulfil your 

dharma towards your father. To love me was the dharma of a husband, to fight this war 

the dharma of a kshatiya – what dharma tells you to abandon me now?
66

 

 

With this, Sītā pleads with him to consider what he is about to do. In other words, Chalam lets 

his male readers know they have a choice in deciding what to do when confronted by hollow and 

unreasonable, not to mention, arbitrary, man-made laws.  

Sītā then urges Rāma to put society aside for a minute and to look deep within himself, 

before asking, ―Can you honestly say your suffering for me, your love, your pain, your anger, are 

all just following Śāstraic injunctions? Are you a machine run by the Śāstras?‖  

I would argue that the Middle, which concludes with Sītā beseeching Rāma to look into 

his heart, is not just the center of the play, but is the heart of the debate here. Sītā attacks a 

structure which is not just patriarchal in nature, but also hypocritical, with different standards for 

men and women. She seems to imply that it is all a matter of convenience for those in power. 

Sītā points to Rāma‘s flaws, yes, but she is also questioning an entire system which has put that 

authority in place. Although dangerously flirting with traditional norms, Chalam is still very 
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much within tradition when he raises these issues because Sītā is a pativratā who has earned the 

right to defend her pativratā. Up till this point, then, it is acceptable for Sītā, the pativratā, to 

display an obvious anger towards Rāma when she challenges the notion that only he has a 

dharma. What about a woman, she wants to know, does she have ―no breath, no heart, no 

dharma?
67

 While recalling how he has been dharma bound to his parents, brothers and subjects, 

she even notes his dharma to ―stones,‖ in direct reference to Ahalyā, who, in the Rāmāyaṇa is 

changed back from stone to human form by none other than Rāma‘s touch.
68

 

Closing: The Closing is where things go terribly out of control (for traditionalists), and 

will prove to disqualify this play, a ―modern‖ Rāmāyaṇa, as a ―Rāmāyaṇa.‖ The Closing starts 

with Sītā extolling Rāvaṇa‘s qualities, not as a warrior, but as one with a sense of integrity – 

something Rāma sorely lacks. Rāvaṇa may have been a ―demon,‖ villainized because he refused 

to follow the narrative of a group who wielded more political might, but in Sītā‘s eyes, he is now 

the real hero, the real victor of this war, for he had ultimately won her heart; ironically, Rāma 

had played a decisive role in the matter through his utter disregard for her. She then contrasts his 

love with Rāvaṇa‘s: 

Let me say something. Rāvaṇa loved me. But even your sharp arrows could not destroy 

his love for me. Your love, on the other hand, was destroyed by mere suspicion that 

another man might have loved me. Rāvaṇa never waivered in his love despite the protests 

of his people, his brothers, his wives, his sages and even the gods – his kingdom, his 

riches, his beloved sons, and his brothers. Since you cannot understand that love, you call 

it animal lust, a demon‘s idea of love, and reduce it to nothing! Did I love him in return? 

That is what you suspect, don't you? Had I loved him, I would have have protectd him 

with my body, letting your arrows pierce my heart…
69
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Regretting that she had not loved Rāvaṇa in return, but had committed the sin of loving 

Rāma, she now desired to purify her body by burning it along with Rāvaṇa‘s dead body. So 

saying, she jumps into his funeral pyre, performing a satī of sorts. Thus ends the play.  

 

Challenging the Narrow Definition of “Dharma” 

 

 In many ways, the Rāmāyaṇa is synonymous with the concept of dharma. Each 

individual is assigned his or her own dharma according to their station in life. Thus, there is the 

dharma of a son, a king, a brother; the dharma of a queen, daughter, wife, mother. In other 

words, the dharma of each person is not static, since people have to play various roles in the 

drama of life.  But neither are these roles mutually exclusive. For example, one does not cease to 

be a father while himself playing the role of son to his own father. Or one does not cease to be a 

brother when he becomes king. What Chalam does is problematize the fact that one has to juggle 

various roles and the dharma attached to them. He seems to be saying that it is up to each one of 

us to assess the situation in negotiating the different roles required of people through out their 

lives.  

While there are many examples of this clash of dharmas or roles in the Rāmāyaṇa, there 

is no advice on how exactly to deal with tricky situations. Chalam seems to be saying that it all 

comes down to convenience, resulting in a travesty of the system of dharma which in itself, as 

we saw, can be contradictory and based on double standards. For example, when Rāma decides 

to abide by Kaikeyī‘s wishes that he be exiled, he may have ensured that his father kept his word 

to his queen, but what does it say of Rāma‘s dharma as a son when he pays no heed to his 

father‘s command to ignore this wish of Kaikeyī‘s and instead prepare for coronation the next 

day? Similarly, when all the people of Ayodhya insist on following Rāma into exile out of 

loyalty, he orders them to go back to Ayodhya, but later he abandons Sītā for the sake of these 
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very people, even though he knew she had remained chaste. For that matter, what does it say 

about the morality of Rāma‘s actions when he kills thousands of beings in order to recover Sītā? 

One could argue that in this case, he was not yet king, and so Sītā‘s abduction could not have 

threatened his political sovereignty. Yet in order to fulfill his dharma as husband – to recover his 

wife and not his queen – he wages war with Rāvaṇa. In other words, Rāma goes to battle to 

recover his personal honor, as he himself makes clear while repudiating Sītā. Thus, not only do 

his duties as prince and husband clash, there is also an inherent arbitrariness in the actions he 

ultimately chooses to take. 

According to Dr. Seemantini, the professor of Telugu literature, Rāma was ―a very self-

centered‖ person who was more concerned for his own welfare, rather than for the greater good. 

In fact, if one were to look deeper into his character, she says, he seems to be someone who 

doesn‘t really know what he wants – ―When he had Sītā, he didn‘t want her. When he didn‘t 

have her, he wanted her.‖ And even though nobody forced him to make choices, he was never at 

peace with himself, although he always managed to justify his double standards. Eventually 

everyone suffered because of the decisions he made, she points out. ―He was not a bad person, 

just a confused soul. But in no sense of the term was he an ideal king,‖ she says, adding that 

ironically it was his flawed character that made him more real, more human. Readers, however, 

viewed him as an ideal person, which made the narrative all the more dangerous in her view.
70

  

―Sītā Agnipraveśam,‖ was one of the stories that made it into Paula Richman‘s anthology 

of short stories, Rāmāyaṇas Stories in Modern South India, in which she critiques these modern 

narratives through the lens of gender and hierarchy. Although these stories are what Sathaye 

calls ―purely imaginative,‖ Richman presents them to highlight the scholastic aspect of how 
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people have used Rāma and Sītā‘s story to question and address contemporary social concerns.
71

 

Dividing them under three specific themes, ―Sītā in Context,‖ ―Stigmatized Characters‖ and ―So-

called Demons,‖ Richman also divides the stories into sub-groups. Chalam‘s play is included 

under the category ―Talking Back,‖ which in itself is significant. Talking back implies more than 

just ―talking‖; it connotes someone going beyond his or her social limits. In the Indian context, 

this transgression would relate mostly to gendered or social hierarchy; there are specific 

limitations on how woman are supposed to interact with men, and on how castes are to interact 

with each other. In our case, the situation is obviously related to gender. Sītā is a woman who is 

―talking back‖ to Rāma when she defends herself. This is interesting, because Rāma‘s aggressive 

words to Sītā would not be considered ―talking back‖ under any circumstance – he would be well 

within his rights to lecture her. In that sense, his behavior would be socially acceptable at the 

meta level of overarching societal rules that govern the relationship between husband and wife.  

 In ―Sītā Agnipraveśam,‖ Sītā does not accept Rāma‘s assessment of her – as polluted – 

for having lived under Rāvaṇa‘s control. The Opening as we saw informed us that the Sītā here 

was not going to be like her traditional counterpart. But the Middle is where she begins to come 

into her own, when she basically attacks the dharmaśāstras that have permitted her husband to 

behave so callously against her. Even, then, although harsh and grating to a man‘s ears, I argue 

that Sītā is still permitted to ―talk back‖ because of her status as pativratā. 

As we saw in the previous chapter, the pativratā, a ―devoted and chaste‖ wife, is entitled 

to or has the right to protect her chastity, the very basis of her pativratāhood. As a devoted and 

chaste wife, however, it is not just in the service of protecting her chastity that she is entitled to 

―defy‖ social norms. Rather, because her power lies in this purity, she is permitted to exhibit 
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anger, and to even lash out at her own husband on occasions that may have nothing to do with 

threatening or questioning her chastity. In fact, in Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, Sītā‘s outspokenness 

and her pativratāhood are on full display when Rāma has been informed that he has to 

immediately leave the palace for fourteen years of harsh exile into the wilderness. Upon hearing 

this, Sītā is set on accompanying him, and threatens to commit suicide if left behind in Ayodhya. 

She even evokes Sāvitrī – a mythical character who famously fought the gods to bring her 

husband back from the dead – saying she would gladly follow Rāma anywhere, for simply being 

by his side would render any environment, however inhospitable, joyful in his company. When 

all attempts fail to move Rāma into taking her with him, she cruelly taunts him:  

What could my father Videha, the lord of Mithilā, have had in mind when he took you for 

a son-in-law, Rāma, a woman with the body of a man? How the people lie in their 

ignorance! Rāma‘s ―great power‖ is not at all like the power of the blazing sun that brings 

the day.
72

 

 

This episode is highlighted as one among many of Sītā‘s sacrifices in devotion to her lord, 

Rāma. Sally Sutherland Goldman suggests that, rather than being self-sacrificing, this 

determination on Sītā‘s part to go with Rāma could have something to do with her fears about 

living without the protection of her husband. While this is definitely a possibility, it is also 

another example of how this conduct, although perhaps unbecoming of a wife towards her 

husband in normal circumstances, is permissible in extenuating circumstances; in other words, 

she is permitted to be manipulative, even cruel, as this only demonstrates her deep devotion to 

Rāma.  

This is also true when Sītā verbally attacks Lakṣmaṇa; she accuses him of wanting her for 

himself because he insists on guarding her rather than go in search of Rāma, who was in pursuit 

of the golden deer at Sītā‘s request. It is undeniable that she could have violated norms out of 
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pure love for Rāma. However, it is also possible to argue that Sītā had to be unkind, for her very 

suhāg – the status that identifies her as a married woman was at stake; she truly believed Rāma‘s 

life was in danger, and if that were the case, what was a wife to do without her husband?  She 

must have known that the only way to get Lakṣmaṇa to aid Rāma was to attack him this way – 

by accusing him of desiring her, thereby involving a danger to her virtue as Rāma‘s wife. The 

point is, she is allowed to have such outbursts, because she is speaking in the capacity of devoted 

wife. 

As Sutherland Goldman points out, in a patriarchal context, there definitely are situations 

that allow the development of a woman‘s character.
73

 There are indeed instances in which she 

can make her voice be heard. However, and this is most important, she can only do so as long as 

she acts within certain limits and under special circumstances. Just as Sītā can ―talk back‖ while 

defending her chastity, she is also permitted to ―talk back‖ in so far as she is playing the role of 

perfect wife and mother. As Sutherland Goldman goes on to say: 

Only in carefully constructed conditions – conditions which maintain the moral integrity 

of a woman and yet place her in a situation wherein she must respond to unexplained and 

alien circumstances – one can find the scope to circumvent traditional restrictions and 

provide an arena for the articulation of the complex emotional and ethical concerns and 

realities of female characters.
74

  

 

Sutherland Goldman is referring to Sītā‘s situation in Rāvaṇa‘s Ashoka grove, in other words, in 

a place far removed from the familiar guarded world which had so carefully programmed her 

into assuming a subordinate social position. In the grove, she is now confronted with a strange 

man who is neither her husband, her son, nor her father. In such a situation she is forced to 

defend her own integrity and decide her own course of action, ―guided only by moral and ethical 
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parameters, which are themselves unable to account for her situation.‖
75

 It is here that she is 

allowed to speak to Rāvaṇa without any filters so long as she remains loyal to her husband. In 

fact it is more than that – as long as she continues to antagonize Rāvaṇa by evoking the might 

and power of her husband who will come to slay him any moment, she is playing the role of 

dutiful wife. Although many traditional texts like Vālmīki‘s remind us that Sītā had the power to 

slay Rāvaṇa herself, her refusal to do so in the fear that it may hurt Rāma‘s male pride only 

serves to reinforce her pativratā-ness. In other words, only in submitting herself totally to her 

lord – mentally, physically and emotionally – does Sītā attain power as devoted wife. Again, as 

Sutherland Goldman says, ―her empowerment gains sanction only in the service of the 

patriarchy.‖
76

 Within this context it may be worth asking, what if Sītā had slayed Rāvaṇa? After 

all, it would have been in defending her chastity, her honor, which was so dependent upon 

Rāma‘s honor. Would she have lost her pativratā status on the grounds that she had emasculated 

her husband?  

A student once asked how Sītā could be said to be voiceless even though she childishly 

demanded the golden deer, which of course brought downfall upon all. The justification in this 

case is located in the fact that she was playing her role as woman to the hilt. When it came to 

wanting the golden deer, she was only enacting a familiar female role in the collective Indian 

imagination that saw women as fickle and demanding. In speaking of women, the dharmaśāstras 

state: 

Lechery, fickleness of mind, and hardheartedness are innate in them; even when they are 

carefully guarded in this world, therefore, they become hostile towards their husband. 

Recognizing thus, the nature produced in them at creation by Prajāpati, a man should 

make the utmost effort at guarding them. Bed, seat, ornaments, lust, hatred, behaviour 

unworthy of an Ārya, malice, and bad conduct – Manu assigned these to women. 
77
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Chalam, on the other hand, aware of the pseudo-power that a woman may or may not 

possess, does not even attempt to locate Sītā within the overarching patriarchal space that grants 

her a power or voice. Rather, he wants to give her a space of her own, which he does when he 

endows her with her own agency, which comes to fruition when she jumps into Rāvaṇa‘s funeral 

pyre – but not before she rejects Rāvaṇa. 

As mentioned earlier, it is possible to argue that Sītā is well within her rights as a 

pativratā to express herself in the Opening and Middle of Chalam‘s play. Even though she is 

openly challenging and disrupting the patriarchal system itself, rather than ―working in its 

service,‖ the entire situation has arisen because she has to defend her fabled honor.  Sītā could 

have asked the Earth to swallow her up there and then, even then audiences would have been 

able to accept her ―talking back.‖ Her position as ―wife,‖ ―victim‖ and ―mother,‖ in conjunction 

with the word ―suffering,‖ are what permit her to ―talk back.‖ Chalam‘s Sītā is undoubtedly a 

pativratā.   

That is, until the Closing, when she begins talking about Rāvaṇa. Although Sītā is not 

referring to him in sexual or erotic terms as in Pathabhi‘s poem, nor is she stating that she had 

ever loved him, she is nevertheless mentioning a potential relationship that could have been; 

even in simply imagining such a relationship, Sītā has crossed all boundaries as far as the 

audience is concerned. When Sītā defends Rāvaṇa by suggesting that his love might have been 

pure rather than farcical like Rāma‘s, the very fact that she talks in potentially romantic terms in 

association with Rāvaṇa raises eye-brows. And when she commits the unpardonable sin of 

jumping into Rāvaṇa‘s funeral pyre, she has crossed all boundaries; in dying she has pledged 

herself as Rāvaṇa‘s wife for she commits a kind of satī, an act which ceases to define her as Sītā 

in the public‘s eye. It is the Closing that poses a threat to her status as Sītā and that carries the 
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danger of reinforcing the idea of the ―inherent wicked nature of women‖; wicked strī-svabhāva 

can only be overcome and negated if she plays her role of wife to perfection. By eventually 

affiliating herself to Rāvaṇa, she loses her status of pativratā. 

Thus, the danger is that Chalam‘s story has the potential to be dismissed as a non-

Rāmāyaṇa instead of another possible addition to what Ramanujan calls the Rāmāyaṇa tradition. 

In fact, most of my interviewees emphatically stated that Chalam‘s ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ and the 

other modern narratives I discuss in this dissertation were not Rāmāyaṇas. Rather, they 

functioned as critiques, according to Dr. Seemantini. ―I wouldn‘t even classify them as creative 

fiction because these characters were not created by these particular authors, nor are they 

complete; they are fragmented pieces,‖ she explained. But, she continued, critiquing the 

Rāmāyaṇa was a very welcome and necessary step, for it helped put across the idea that the 

narrative was not an ideal text, which in turn helped people re-think and reassess situations that 

pertained to their own lives. Likewise, an editor working with a women‘s magazine, L. Jayashree, 

saw modern narratives not as Rāmayaṇas, but interpretations of the Rāmāyaṇa. To her, 

―Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa is the original. Kamba made additions and deletions. Tulsī‘s is a bhakti 

tale. But all these are Rāmāyaṇas as the authors do not change basic characteristics – they 

highlight some, delete others, and justify why they are doing so. They do not change the original 

personalities of the characters completely like the modern authors do,‖ she clarified, although 

she certainly saw them as useful since they helped people question the world around them. 

 

Conclusion 

The chapters on Pathabhi and Chalam both deal with the theme of pativratā-hood. Both 

our authors were men who moved away from the norm of their day as far as society was 

concerned; they sought to endow ―Sītā‖ with an agency, rather than perpetuate ―her‖ situation of 
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suffering and sorrow, in the meanwhile inviting women to question and even subvert gender 

hierarchy. Thus, they consciously sought to promote a social message through their writings. 

Their compositions are not mere works of ―fiction‖ or creative writing and certainly not 

devotional tracts. The atmosphere in which they were writing – the nationalist movement – 

undoubtedly had a lot to do with their resisting convention; and since the feminist movement was 

still to take hold in India, a systematic or organized way of championing women‘s causes had yet 

to be established. Both these writers took it upon themselves to speak up on behalf of women, in 

the best way they could, paving the way for women writers who were to take up their own cause 

in India.  

Chalam, however, is even more remarkable. Whereas Pathabhi undoubtedly challenged 

the writing of the day, he was not alone in fighting the literary establishment. He belonged to a 

group of rising modernists, whose aim was to do away with the romanticism and idealism that so 

defined the writing of his time. Moreover, Pathabhi was more concerned with subverting the 

rules of grammar. This is not to say he was solely guided by literary concerns; rather, as we saw, 

it can be difficult to separate his writing from social causes, as he tries to put a human face to all 

the misery, suffering and hypocrisy of mankind. Chalam, on the other hand, was battling it out 

on his own. Although a modernist himself, he stood apart from the others by dedicating his 

writing solely to women‘s causes, never faltering in his belief that women too were human 

beings with the right to feel, deserve, and love. He thus emerges as a proto-feminist in the true 

sense of the concept. As Paula Richman says, ―Chalam had already furnished Sītā with words 
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that enabled her to contest Rāma‘s patriarchal arguments‖
78

 and his work ―proved so compelling 

that quite a few Telugu feminist writers today trace their direct line of descent from him.‖
79

   

Pathabhi and Chalam are interesting figures when juxtaposed with each other. Pathabhi 

belonged to the Reddy caste, a land-owning community that wielded much political influence in 

the South. He rebelled against his family to marry a woman of his choice, Snehalata, a Kannada 

actress who was also a Christian, and a formidable woman in her own right.
80

 Both she and 

Pathabhi frequently participated in social and political movements of the day. One of those – 

protesting Indira Gandhi‘s proclamation of Emergency from 1975-1977 during which all civil 

liberties were suspended – was to take her life. Detained for opposing the regime, she succumbed 

to asthma while in jail, in 1977. Pathabhi never got over the loss and remained dedicated to 

Snehalata till the day he died in 2006. Barring this tragedy, his was a happy marriage. 

Chalam was born in a Brahmin family. Perhaps because of this very fact – that he came 

from an orthodox and conservative community that frequently used religion to justify social 

inequality and injustice – he became a rebel in his personal life early on. The institution of 

marriage, in particular, he saw as a shackling device to keep women in bondage. Forced to marry 

at nineteen, he tried to be a friend to his wife, rather than lord and master as was the tradition. 

The restlessness and unease created by a turbulent upbringing, however, had already made its 

mark, and manifested itself in not just a sympathetic approach towards women, but also in a 

shunning of social norms even if it meant cheating on his wife, whom he loved dearly, on 

numerous occasions with numerous women. Although his writings focus on women, they clearly 

indicate the inner turmoil and sense of repression he felt in his personal life.  

                                                 
78

 Paula Richman, ―Against the Current: Sītā and her Foils in Modern Telugu and Tamil Short Stories,‖ 58. 

http://new.oberlin.edu/dotAsset/5f47aa35-3dcd-42ee-8931-668f27113e5d.pdf  
79

 Ibid. 
80

 In fact, as mentioned in Chapter I, Snehalata herself had penned a short play on Sītā, in which Sītā similarly takes 

her destiny in her own hands. 

http://new.oberlin.edu/dotAsset/5f47aa35-3dcd-42ee-8931-668f27113e5d.pdf
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Both Pathabhi and Chalam belonged to the upper strata of society, in terms of caste as 

well as class. Pathabhi‘s poems cover a range of topics, such as gender inequality, class conflicts 

and urban living. In that sense, he traverses a wider world as compared to Chalam, who wrote 

mostly on upper class, Brahmin women. This does not come as a surprise since Pathabhi 

belonged to the Reddy community, in which, generally speaking, women exercised greater 

power than those belonging to the highest caste, the Brahmin.
81

 Chalam, on the other hand, 

belonged to a world that severely curbed a woman‘s freedom, especially her sexuality. Being 

privy to this oppression, his stories often were based on his own life experiences and those of his 

female relatives. In that sense, he was not too different from other writers and reformers who 

tended to belong to the Brahmin caste.  

Where Chalam stood apart was that he subverted the pativratā model rather than merely 

reporting on it, making him a minority among writers of the day. Although not as prolific a 

writer, Pathabhi too was resisting the conventions of Brahminical hegemony when he chose to 

write ―Sītā.‖ For precisely this reason – that works like ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ and Pathabhi‘s 

―Sītā‖ challenged the overarching dominant culture – R. Narasimhan, a fellow at a leading 

research center, remained skeptical about their impact on society. He conceded that ―such works 

and their reinterpretation however radical, permit a restructuring of man-woman relationships in 

tune with the times,‖ but only so long as they retained the force of Brahminism and the caste 

structure of the family in such a way that individual love, spousal loyalty and chastity were 

reframed within the modern work ethic. And because Chalam‘s and Pathabhi‘s narratives 

challenged the normative, regulatory goals of traditional Brahminical Hinduism, he doubted they 

                                                 
81

 Pal, ―Sexual Discourse,‖ 29. 
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would qualify as a Rāmāyaṇa, or Sītā as Sītā for the lay reader, much less have an impact on 

audiences.
82

 

                                                 
82

 Written interview with me, September 12, 2013. 
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Chapter IV. 

SĪTĀ AND ŚŪRPAṆAKHĀ: FEMALE BONDING 

 

 

It was very difficult to find the real meaning of beauty. I was proud 

of my unsurpassed beauty. You don‘t know how thrilled I used to 

feel looking at my nose. I found the long noses of you Aryans 

rather strange. Of course, there is also a certain beauty to such 

noses. But mine was neither too long nor short. 

 

       Volga, ―Samāgamam‖
1
 

 

 

Readers may have figured out that these lines were not spoken by Sītā, who was an 

Aryan woman – indeed Sītā was the epitome of Aryan womanhood during the Indian nationalist 

movement. They are, rather, the words of Śūrpaṇakhā, who in traditional texts falls in love with 

Rāma the very first time she sets her eyes on him. With just the above lines, it becomes apparent 

even to a reader who has not read ―Samāgamam‖ or ―Reunion‖ in its entirety that the story is 

different from the previous two we have encountered, in that the North-South or Aryan-

Dravidian divide is directly addressed, rather than implied by the author or projected by the 

reader.   

There is more that sets the author of this short story, Volga, apart. As a woman, she 

brings a unique perspective to Sītā‘s suffering, which our other three male authors could not have 

brought, no matter how hard they might have tried. Secondly, Volga‘s story may appear ―safer‖ 

to readers and critics alike, since she does not set out to ―drastically alter‖ either Rāma or Sītā‘s 

character. As she says in her own words, ―The story was well received. Some traditionalists were 

                                                 
1
 Volga, ―Samāgamam,‖ Sunday Magazine of Andhra Jyothi, 4 May, 2003: 20-23, 22. The word samāgamam is 

derived from the Sanskrit samāgama, meaning ―coming together (either in a hostile or friendly manner).‖ Like 

Krishna Rao Maddipati, the original translator of ―Samāgamam‖ into English (Rāmāyaṇa Stories in Modern South 

India 92-98), I have chosen to translate the word as ―reunion.‖ My rationale for doing so is that Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā 

are coming together for the second time – as women who bond over the injustice done to them by the same man, 

they share a sisterhood. 
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angry, but it was a measured anger as I didn‘t criticize Rāma or Sītā.‖
2
 Perhaps more than 

anything, Volga‘s story is not focused on Sītā‘s suffering alone. It includes another wronged and 

misunderstood character – Śūrpaṇakhā. Normative texts portray her as an ogress who 

transgresses gendered norms, and who brazenly propositions Rāma, prompting Lakṣmaṇa to cut 

off her ears and nose. Śūrpaṇakhā is Rāvaṇa‘s sister and could be credited with setting the 

Rāmāyaṇa into motion, for it is she, knowing Rāvaṇa‘s weakness for women, who first describes 

Sītā‘s incomparable beauty to him in order to avenge her disfigurement by Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa.  

Volga‘s short story, ―Samāgamam‖ (―Reunion‖), which first appeared in the Sunday 

edition of the Telugu daily Andhra Jyothi, on May 4, 2003, presents an entirely different scenario. 

In it, she imagines a friendly and inspiring encounter between Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā many years 

after Rāma has banished Sītā to the wilderness. While authoritative texts limit her role to the 

Rāma-Lakṣmaṇa-Śūrpaṇakhā encounter, Volga‘s story portrays Śūrpaṇakhā as a woman, rather 

than a demon, as one who embodies compassion and wisdom, and was wronged by Rāma, like 

Sītā was.
3
 Just as Chalam and Pathabhi were not the first to highlight Sītā‘s sorrow, Volga too is 

not the first to sympathize with Śūrpaṇakhā. In her act of humanizing Śūrpaṇakhā and giving her 

a voice, however, Volga makes it easier for readers to identify with her and to question whether 

she really deserved such harsh punishment for simply falling in love.  

―Samāgamam‖ begins with Sītā, who is already mother to two young sons. It has been 

some time since her banishment by Rāma when she was pregnant with Lava and Kuśa; her sons 

are now young boys, perhaps ten or eleven years old. Sītā, though not necessarily bitter, is still 

hurting from the pain Rāma caused her all those years ago, but seems to have reconciled to her 

                                                 
2
 Personal communication, September 18, 2011. All interviews with Volga are personal unless otherwise stated.  

3
 Like Sītā‘s agni-parīkṣā and her final banishment, Śūrpaṇakhā‘s disfigurement is regarded as one of the many 

problematic episodes alongside Bali‘s slaying at the hands of Rāma. Bali is the monkey king of Kiṣkindha, and the 

brother of Rāma‘s ally, Sugrīva; he was deceitfully, according to many, shot in the back by Rāma. 
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―ill-fate.‖ However, a chance encounter with Śūrpaṇakhā, once a potential rival, forces her to 

reassess whether she really is as helpless as she thinks she is. Śūrpaṇakhā, cruelly disfigured by 

Lakṣmaṇa and left with only memories of her former beauty, narrates to Sītā how she once raged 

with anger and thoughts of revenge against those who caused her so much pain. But over the 

years, in that peaceful forest, she discovered beauty in the imperfection that surrounded her, and 

learned to love and respect herself. Eventually, Sītā, the mother, who is waiting for her sons to 

grow up so she can return to her own mother, the Earth, decides that she will indeed take refuge 

in Mother Nature, but this time in a different way – she will return to the forest after her children 

are grown up and gone away. She thus realizes that her life need not end with her duties as 

mother; once she has fulfilled her maternal responsibilities, she will go back to being her own 

person, as an individual and not an extension of someone else.  

It may be difficult to judge who really emerges as the heroine of Volga‘s story – a strong, 

independent Śūrpaṇakhā or a broken Sītā who eventually gains inspiration from Śūrpaṇakhā and, 

like her, decides to live life on her own terms. That, however, is not the point of the story; rather 

than present the two as competing with each other, ―Samāgamam‖ is about female bonding, 

about sisterhood, and women‘s inner strength which lies deep within themselves, and which, 

because of social conditioning, may take a while to surface, but nevertheless exists in every 

woman.   

In creating a kinship between Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā, Volga defies the traditional narrative 

that presents them as ―alter-egos.‖
4
 As binary opposites – one is beautiful and virtuous, the other 

ugly and brazen
5
 – they represent the archetypes of the ideal woman and the immoral woman, 

                                                 
4
 Kathleen M. Erndl, ―The Mutilation of Śūrpaṇakhā,‖ in Many Rāmāyaṇas: The Diversity of Narrative Tradition in 

South India, ed. Paula Richman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1991), 84. 
5
 And I would add, one represents ―civilization‖ and the other Adivasi culture or ―uncivilized behavior,‖ as I explain 

later. 
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respectively. In other words, while all women should strive to be like Sītā, Śūrpaṇakhā is a 

screaming example of what not to be. But, as Volga shows us, the two share much more in 

common as women who are hampered by strict social constraints, rather than rivals as 

commentators have often tended to present them. The title itself, ―Samāgamam‖ or ―Reunion‖ 

suggests they are long lost friends coming together, and indeed as the story proceeds, readers 

come to realize that the two share a deep bond as women who were once hurt by the same man 

they both loved. 

Thus, while the alternative tellings of the Rāma story discussed in chapters two and three 

have focused on Sītā – as will Indra in the next chapter – Volga‘s short story not only highlights 

but also tries to de-mystify the ―Other,‖ who also happens to be a woman. No doubt, that in 

changing the dynamics between Sītā and Rāvaṇa, our male authors inadvertently prompt the 

reader to question traditional notions of ―villain‖ and ―demon‖ or the Other, while making it 

clear that Sītā is in the starring role. It is she whom they want to present as a complex character, 

so as to provide their audiences with an alternative Sītā, one who is not stuck in the character of 

suffering wife. It is, however, different in ―Samāgamam.‖ Here, with her inclusion and 

deconstruction of Śūrpaṇakhā, Volga expands the discussion not only to feminism and gender, 

but also to the idea of the sub-altern, those who live on the margins of society. Thus, she helps 

the reader realize that there is no true ―Other,‖ that each person‘s identity is relational, a creation 

which is the result of belonging to a larger, complex system of politics based on difference.   

With Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā sharing common literary space as women who bond over the 

humiliation and pain meted out to them by Rāma, Volga thus presents a two-fold picture of the 

layered nature of Hindu society. Although her focus undoubtedly lies on the oppression of 

women in a male-dominated culture, in addition to this gendered lens, she also hopes to 
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contribute to a discourse on the deeply stratified nature of Hindu society by including someone 

who is doubly disenfranchised – as a woman, and as what Sathaye calls, a ―cultural ‗Other.‘‖
6
 N. 

Shankaraman, an editor with one of Andhra Pradesh‘s largest circulating dailies, clarifies that 

―Śūrpaṇakhā has been presented in positive terms only recently. I see her not as a rākṣasī but as 

an ordinary woman with a lot of freedom that Sītā cannot even imagine, for example, in the way 

she roams the forest and propositions Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa.‖ This liberty, he says, can be 

attributed to the Dravidian culture that Śūrpaṇakhā belongs to, if one were to adhere to the 

Aryan-Dravidian theory, which, ―though not completely established, I would like to believe.‖
7
 

This chapter will proceed with a short discussion on Sītā‘s banishment in Vālmīki‘s 

Rāmāyaṇa to highlight how Volga‘s story differs from it. A biography of the author is next 

followed by an analysis of the story; like ―Sītā Agnipraveśam,‖ ―Samāgamam‖ is too large to be 

replicated in its entirety and so I discuss it according to the OMC structure in a brief manner. 

Because Volga‘s story addresses Aryan-Dravidian concerns, I also include a section on the 

politics of the Rāmāyaṇa in South India. Likewise, Volga also speaks of the sisterhood between 

Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā, which is why I discuss how they have more in common than appears even 

in traditional texts. I then address the all-important socio-cultural aspects of ―Samāgamam‖ 

before wrapping up the chapter. Let us now turn to Vālmīki‘s handling of the banishment 

episode, which will help place Volga‘s story in context. 

 

Sītā’s Banishment in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa 

In Volga‘s story, Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā‘s ―Samāgamam‖ or ―Reunion‖ takes place many 

years after Rāma disfigures Śūrpaṇakhā and then banishes Sītā to the wilderness based on gossip 

                                                 
6
 Sathaye, review of Rāmāyaṇa Stories. My section on the Rāmāyaṇa in South India later in this chapter delves 

deeper into how Rāvaṇa, ―the demon king of the South,‖ symbolizes the Other.  
7
 Personal communication, February 28, 2012. 
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surrounding her chastity while she was held captive by Rāvaṇa. In the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, it all 

begins when, a few years after returning to Ayodhya as king upon vanquishing Rāvaṇa and 

rescuing Sītā, Rāma wants to know what the subjects think of him, their king. It is then that one 

of his ministers reports back, saying he had overheard people talking about how disgraceful it 

was that Rāma had accepted Sītā even after ―Rāvaṇa did forcefully place Sītā in his lap.‖
8
 At that 

very moment Rāma decides to banish the pregnant Sītā to the forest to die. Of course, as we 

know, Sītā does not die. Instead she is taken in by none other than Vālmīki, the author of the 

Rāmāyaṇa itself. She then gives birth to two sons whom she raises on her own in Vālmīki‘s 

hermitage.  

Years later, when Rāma comes to know Sītā is alive, he is overjoyed and decides to take 

her back – but not before she has to endure one more trial-by-fire before all the citizens. By then, 

Sītā has had enough and rather than walking through fire, she chooses to undergo another kind of 

test that will prove she had indeed remained pure throughout her separation from Rāma, whether 

in Rāvaṇa‘s Ashoka grove or Vālmīki‘s hermitage: 

Then beholding all assembled there, Sītā, adorned in a red garment, looking downwards 

with folded hands said: 

 

If I have not thought of any other person in my mind but Rāma, may the goddess 

Vasundharā [earth] find me worthy of room in her womb 

 

If in mind, deed and word, I have always honored Rāma, may the goddess Vasundharā 

find me worthy of room in her womb  

 

If I speak the truth that I have known no one other than Rāma, may the goddess 

Vasundharā find me worthy of room in her womb 

 

As soon as Vaidehī took this oath, something wonderful happened 

From the earth a brilliant and splendid throne rose up… 

 

Upon the throne sat the Goddess Earth, and grasping Maithilī with both hands 

She placed her on her lap, welcoming and praising her 

                                                 
8
 Vālmīki, The Rāmāyaṇa of Vālmīki, vol. 4, Uttara-Kāṇḍa, ed. M.N. Dutt (Delhi: Parimal Publications, 1998), 141. 



 

 155 

 

While entering the earth seated upon the throne 

Sītā was showered with an endless stream of celestial flowers.
9
 

 

Thus, once and for all, Sītā silences her critics by disappearing into the earth forever. This of 

course is not the outcome everyone had expected, and a bewildered and distraught Rāma 

demands that his ―mother-in-law‖ the Earth return her to him immediately, failing which he 

would destroy the world.
 10

  But Sītā is gone forever, and a tormented Rāma returns to Ayodhya 

with his sons, Lava and Kuśa.  

 Like Sītā‘s trial-by-fire, many devotees and commentators remain disturbed by Rāma‘s 

banishing Sītā and then expecting her to prove her chastity once again. They cannot accept what 

they see as Rāma‘s unreasonable behavior towards the pure and blameless Sītā. While Pathabhi 

refers to Rāma‘s innumerous transgressions, urging Sītā to abandon Rāma before it‘s too late, 

and Chalam focuses on the trial-by-fire, Volga chooses to begin her story after the trial-by-fire, 

after Rāma has already abandoned her. By now, Sītā is a mother with two young sons, and it is 

clear that Volga‘s intention is to present her with an option when Rāma will once again ask her 

to prove her innocence; thus again we see the concept of ―intertextuality‖ at play here. Our 

modern authors are interacting with a well-known narrative, a cultural imprint so to speak, and 

they rely on ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa which needs no introduction.  

 As Richard I. Pervo says in his The Mystery of Acts, intertexuality acknowledges that 

―both authors and readers approach no texts in the sterile environment of a laboratory, but rather 

in the context of exposure to many words, written and spoken.‖
11

 Nowhere does this become 

                                                 
9
 Ibid., 229. My translation. 

10
 Sītā, which means ―furrow‖ in Sanskrit, was named thus because she is said to have sprung from a furrow made 

by Janaka while ploughing the ground for a sacrifice that would obtain him progeny. Hence, she is also known as 

Ayonijā or ―not born of the womb.‖  
11

 Richard Pervo, The Mystery of Acts: Unraveling Its Story (Santa Rose, Calif.: Polebridge Press, 2008), 82. 
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more apparent than with a narrative such as the Rāmāyaṇa which is there ―always already.‖
12

 In 

explaining the usefulness of intertextuality in socio-rhetorical studies such as this one, Vernon 

Robbins attests that each text is a rewriting of other texts.
13

 But more than that, he says, ―cultural, 

social and historical phenomena are also present in a ‗textualized‘ form – that is, in an ordered, 

patterned and structural form in relation to phenomena outside them.‖
14

 In other words, a text 

forms part of a larger world or worlds, which in any case results from humans interacting and 

communicating with each other and not with words in themselves. The goal of a socio-rhetoricist 

then is to try and figure out just how ―signs and codes evoke a textual form of cultural, social and 

historical reality.‖
15

 The modern day authors in this study are thus themselves engaging in 

cultural and social intertextuality – trying to find meaning in the world around them through 

―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa – and at the same time, are encouraging their readers to do the same, to critique 

their surroundings by using the narrative as a tool to guide them in their everyday lives. 

 

Volga (b.1950) 

 

It may not be an exaggeration to say that the landscape of Telugu feminist literature 

would look very different today had it not been for Volga; perhaps it would have remained rather 

barren, not for lack of talent, but for lack of self-confidence among women writers to make 

themselves heard.
16

 Thus, while she may not have been the first female Telugu writer, when it 

comes to specifically feminist writing Volga emerges as a forerunner. Vasanth Kannabiran 

attests to this when she says in Story Lines: Conversations with Women Writers, ―Volga‘s 

                                                 
12

 As one will recall, A.K. Ramanujan had stated that the Rāmāyaṇa is so imprinted in the cultural psyche of the 

Hindu, that ―their stories are there, always already‖ (―Three Hundred Rāmāyaṇas,‖ 46) . 
13

 Robbins, Tapestry, 30. 
14

 Ibid., 32. Italics are mine. 
15

 Robbins, Tapestry, 30. 
16

 According to the writer Kalpana Rentala, there were many talented female writers even during this period, but 

nobody took their work seriously (Rentala, foreword to Nidadavolu Malathi‘s Telugu Women Writers, 1950-1975: A 

Unique Phenomenon in the History of Telugu Fiction [CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform: 2013], x. 

Ebook, http://thulika.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/Telugu-Women-Writers-1950-1975.pdf). 
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significance as a writer may be traced to her introducing a feminist perspective into the literary 

and political discourse of Andhra Pradesh.‖
17

 Indeed, up until the publication of her novel 

Sveccha (Independence), translated by Ari Seetarammayya as A Quest for Freedom, female 

characters in Telugu literature were limited to roles that presented them primarily as wives, 

mothers, sisters and daughters. Sveccha was the first novel that lent a political angle to women‘s 

writings, a novel that explicitly spoke of the power struggles inherent in being a woman within a 

male-dominated society, and which looked at women‘s roles within political organizations and 

revolutionary movements – a novel, one may surmise, that was born out of her own personal 

experiences.  

Volga was born in 1950, in the Guntur district of Andhra Pradesh. Her given name at 

birth was Popuri Lalitha Kumari, but she took on the pen-name Volga in memory of a sister who 

died in a tragic fire accident when Volga was sixteen. The name Volga may seem rather unusual, 

but it is not uncommon for people from Southern India – where Marxism is more embedded in 

the fabric of society than in the rest of India, perhaps barring Bengal and a few North-Eastern 

states – to be given Communist-inspired names such as Stalin and Lenin and Trotsky. In Volga‘s 

case, her sister‘s name which she later assumed, was the result of her father K.V. Subbha Rao‘s 

close association with the Communist Party of India – he was its district secretary.
18

  It would be 

safe to surmise it was because of his influence that Volga first leaned towards Leftist 

organizations in her youth such as the Students‘ Federation of India, the Naxalite movement, and 

the Revolutionary Writers‘ Association, an organization dedicated to ensuring civil liberties to 

all citizens; in an interview to Frontline magazine in January 2006, she spoke about the influence 

her parents had on her and her siblings:  

                                                 
17

 Ammu Joseph, Storylines: Conversation with Women Writers (Hyderabad: Asmita Resource Center for Women, 

2003), 165. 
18

 Specifically speaking, her father named her sister after a young Russian girl who died in Nazi-occupied Russia. 
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Though [my father] had faith in communism till the end and was a sympathizer of the 

party, he gave up his party membership. He was actively involved in farming whatever 

little land he had… [O]ur house was filled with books. My father used to read the best of 

world literature and also encouraged us to read. We got introduced to writers such as 

Gorky, Dostoyevski, Somerset Maugham, Pearl S. Buck and Chekov. I started reading 

Gorky and Tolstoy when I was 10 years old. My parents, sisters and brothers admired 

their writings and held extensive discussions on them.
19

 

 

Volga speaks fondly of her mother – of how she was a ―remarkable woman‖ who used to 

read a lot of books and then participate in the discussions with the entire family. ―More 

important than that, she gave us a lot of freedom,‖ says Volga. ―That is because she had immense 

faith in her children. She would not question me when I was involved in active political work or 

[when I] came home in the small hours of the night. Neither did she object to my male friends 

from college or the [Communist] Party visiting me at home.‖
20

 

As a young girl, Volga participated in various political movements, and in 1967 she 

became a card carrying Marxist, as a member of the Leninist Party which was engaged in the 

struggle for tribal causes – ―We believed that armed struggle was the solution to everything.‖ 

However, writing had always remained her first love – ―I always wrote, but never thought of it as 

a career. I wrote mainly because I was very disturbed by social injustice, particularly injustice to 

women…‖
21

 It was this love for reading and writing that led her to attaining a Master‘s degree in 

Telugu literature from Andhra University in 1972. But not before she and a group of friends who 

called themselves the Paigambar kavis – since two members were Muslim – came out with their 

own anthology of Marxist-themed poetry.
22

  

                                                 
19

 Interview with Volga (no author cited), ―About Women‘s Lives and Tears,‖ in Frontline (Dec. 31-Jan 13, 2006).  

http://www.frontline.in/static/html/fl2227/stories/20060113000608000.htm 
20

 Ibid. 
21

 Joseph, Storylines, 164. 
22

 Paigambar is another name for the Prophet Mohammad who was the Messenger of God, and hence, the word 

paigām means ―prophecy.‖ In general terms, paigām has come to mean ―message‖ and Paigambar ―messenger‖ in 

Hindi/ Urdu. The Pagaimbar Poets distinguished themselves from the Digambar Poets (The Naked Poets) who had 

set out to startle the youth by presenting the ―naked truth‖ of society in which humans had been reduced to soulless 

beings in the service of the rich.  
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Although always conscious of gendered social divisions, Volga felt intensely inadequate 

and aware of the fact that she was a woman only when she became a member of the 

Revolutionary Writers‘ Association in the 1970s – an association of poets who believed Marxism 

and armed struggle against the establishment was the only solution to address the deeply 

iniquitous nature of society.
23

 As the only woman among throngs of men, she tried to become 

one of them, tried to not just deny, but obliterate, her woman-ness. She ultimately realized that 

she would always be an outsider, and that there was no need for her to be someone she was not. 

It all came together at one particular meeting: 

It suddenly struck me that the problem lay not in the fact that I was a woman, but that 

they were all male…from trying hard not to be a woman and accepting these men as 

exemplary, I had moved to understanding that these men were unreasonable and 

prejudiced precisely because they were men. This restored my self confidence and 

reassured me that the problem was not in my radical thinking but in the male writers‘ 

conservatism and traditionalism. That was when I began to see myself as a woman, and 

other women very differently.‖
24

 

 

The realization that women were seen as secondary citizens even within a movement 

dedicated to ensuring equality for all led to her distancing herself from the organization. Volga 

decided to embrace the fact that she was female and to write from a woman‘s perspective. She 

had always been interested in women‘s issues: ―Before 1981, my writing had a class-based 

perspective. After 1981, I began writing from a gender perspective. Before 1981, I considered 

myself only an activist,‖ partly because, she explains, ―feminist‖ was a dirty word which implied 

that women had Western values – they cut their hair short, wore western outfits and smoked; 

were male-haters and were of dubious reputation. In short, ―feminist‖ was a word that had many 

negatives attached to it. Upon realizing, however, that ―feminism‖ was not restricted to any one 

particular ideology or image, in 1981, she ―became the first person in coastal Andhra to declare 
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herself a feminist. I began giving lectures, I became more vocal about women‘s issues.‖ As a 

feminist, she was criticized by some, and taken seriously by others, but the result was that 

women slowly began to identify with each other and came together to discuss gender issues and 

their experiences as women.  

Her 1987 novel, Sveccha, ―generated heated debates in literary and political circles in 

Andhra Pradesh‖
25

 and thus, unsurprisingly, was laden with controversy. As Volga said in the 

January 2006 Frontline interview, ―Svecha [sic] was the first novel that saw women as citizens 

of this country. It shows the heroine Arunā fighting for her personal and political space. All this 

was revolutionary when the book was published in 1987.‖
26

 In Sveccha, Arunā longs to break 

free of parental control in order to lead her own life. She succeeds in doing that, and then falls in 

love and gets married to the man of her dreams (as opposed to opting for an arranged marriage), 

only to realize that she had now moved from one prison to another. But instead of lying low, she 

fights on, determined to give her all to the organization she is working for despite the internal 

politics and obvious gender bias, in the meanwhile proving that she need not be defined by her 

role as a family person; instead, she fights to find her own identity in the world beyond home.  

Although the novel led to debates on women‘s roles inside and outside of the family, it 

also led to an unpleasant, but perhaps not unforeseen, result – suddenly Volga‘s personal life was 

under scrutiny. Before writing Sveccha, she had come to the realization that women writers 

would always be judged by their domestic roles, but as soon as she realized these writers would 

continually be obstructed in what they wanted to write by the fact of their wifehood, ―I decided 

to give up being a wife.‖ After the publication of Sveccha and the controversy surrounding it, 

then, she found herself with the need to prove that she was a good person, that she was not the 
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irresponsible woman who had deserted her husband in ―search of an illusory freedom.‖
27

 

That experience had far-reaching consequences. For the next year, Volga remained 

sensitive to others‘ opinions of her and would feel the need to prove that ―I was a good woman 

even though, deep down, I knew this was not necessary.‖
28

 And although she has since tried to 

move on, and has tried to avoid being dictated by social and gendered norms, she admits that she 

still finds it a struggle to completely eradicate the sense of being watched by society. ―In one 

sense, though, I haven‘t been able to transcend myself of these inhibitions in my writing. That 

disturbs me, yet at the same time, increases my acceptability. This is a real source of irritation.‖
29

  

It hasn‘t stopped Volga from writing on themes close to her heart, though. She has gone 

on to address many dimensions of how women are controlled by men – through rigid gender 

roles, through being in charge of their bodies, through creating walls between women themselves, 

as well as through patronizing male attitudes that claim to ―protect‖ women.  Her works include 

the novels Mānavi (Woman), Sahaja (Nature), Ākāśam lo Sagam (Half in the Sky), Kanniti 

Keratala Vennela (Moonlight on the Waves of Tears) and Gulābilu (Roses). She has also 

authored an anthology of short stories translated Political Stories and The Woman Unbound by 

M. Shridhar and Uma Alladi. Among her plays are ―War and Peace,‖ which is about how women 

are made pawns of war, ―Lakṣmaṇ Rekhā‖ on domestic violence, and ―Vallu Arugulu‖ or ―Six of 

Them,‖ on the institution of marriage as a patriarchal ideology meant to keep women in bondage. 

In addition to these, she has edited Māku Godalu Levu or We Don’t Have Walls, ―the first 

volume of feminist philosophy in Telugu.‖
30

 Volga‘s involvement in direct activism is evident 

from ―Saramsam,‖ a work on the anti-arrack struggle in Andhra Pradesh. And the film Badram 

                                                 
27

 Joseph, Storylines, 171. 
28

 Ibid. 
29

 Ibid., 173. 
30

 Ibid. 



 

 162 

Kodukku (Beware Son) on child labor which she produced even won national and state awards.  

Despite their varied non-gendered titles which may make it difficult to gauge the content 

of her works – ―Experiment,‖ ―War and Peace,‖ ―Walls,‖ and ―Elections‖ – they are always 

women-centric and speak about violence against women, physical or emotional, subtle or stark. 

She is especially sensitive about the portrayal of women, more so in regards to the myths 

surrounding their bodies. As she says in the foreword to her collection of short stories, Political 

Stories: 

Writers have described the female body in ways they thought were mouth-watering. A 

collection of the poems and commentaries on women‘s bodies would rival the 

Encyclopedia Britannica in size. The consideration of women‘s bodies alternately as 

attractive and loathsome, and the judgment of women through these coloured 

perspectives became common practice in our patriarchal society. It is no wonder that the 

writers who spent so much of their energies describing the physical beauty of women‘s 

bodies also tried to deny women any trace of individuality.
31

 

 

It is because of this – the fact that the portrayal of women is deeply related to the 

patriarchal set-up of Indian society – that Volga insists on referring to issues surrounding the 

relationship between the genders as a political question; that the control over a woman‘s 

sexuality and her reproductive rights is about power, about how controlling women through their 

bodies is the only way men can retain their authority over women. The glorification of the 

institution of marriage and motherhood are weapons to keep a woman in place, she says. ―In the 

name of love, affection, responsibility and such, women are forced to do things that are 

detrimental to their own selves.‖
32

 It is only when women became aware of this fact that progress 

can be made, she believes. 

If this is reminiscent of Chalam‘s description of marriage as an institution that was meant 

to enslave women, it is on target. Volga explains that as a young woman, she had been deeply 

                                                 
31

 Volga, Political Stories, trans. Ari Seetaramayya and Madhu H. Kaza (Hyderabad: Swetcha Publishers, 2007), v-

vi. 
32

 Ibid., xii. 



 

 163 

influenced by Chalam‘s works – which vehemently stood up for women and spoke boldly of 

their sexuality – as well as his use of mythical characters. ―But over time, when I began to think 

of his play, ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ [discussed in the previous chapter], I began wondering: why 

did Sītā have to jump into Rāvaṇa’s funeral pyre?‖ She was a little disturbed that Sītā had to 

surrender her life to a man, any man. Why did that have to be the case, she asked herself, when 

women were perfectly capable of changing their own lives? In fact, in her play ―The Six of 

Them,‖ six of Chalam‘s heroines get together to question and challenge the institution of 

marriage. Similarly, she adds that when she first read D.R. Indra‘s ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ discussed 

in the next chapter, she was very excited. But over time, when she tried to think from Sītā‘s point 

of view, she found it difficult to understand how Sītā could even think of enjoying Rāvaṇa‘s 

company, because he had forced himself upon her; he had abducted her. This was a violation on 

his part, and she could not see how a woman could or should remain on friendly terms with her 

abuser. 

Having said all this, Volga makes it clear that ―I do not advocate a hatred for men, just 

that a man is one small part of a woman‘s life when it comes to fulfilling her needs.‖ Indeed, in 

her stories, including ―Samāgamam,‖ her female characters are often offered the choice of being 

in a relationship or making it on their own. The inclusion of males in feminist discourse is very 

important; without them, it would be meaningless, since ―both men and women make up society. 

Neither lives in isolation.‖ In her interview with me, she clarified that her position as a 

―feminist‖ was a reconciliatory one, in that both men and women had to learn to co-exist with 

one another, each giving and taking some. Not one partner giving in to the other – and most often 

it is the woman who does this – but both settling disputes on an egalitarian rather than 

authoritarian basis. ―My stories deal with both men and women,‖ she stresses.   
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Today, as a result of her efforts in trying to address injustices facing women, Volga heads 

the Asmita Resource Center for Woman, a non profit organization that was created in 1991. As 

she explains, Asmita was born out of a need for a permanently established space for women to 

turn to. Before the creation of the center, she, along with other women, operated from their own 

homes, and organized public meetings whenever logistics permitted. However, Asmita is now 

the established and reliable space for everyday women to gather, a place where they can get 

together to tell, think, and share their experiences as women. In tune with her ideology that 

women do not exist in a vacuum, Asmita is open to men as well; ―gender de-sensitizing‖ 

programs are offered to both men and women.
33

     

Asmita continues to grow – there are networks in rural areas too – but Volga stresses that 

it is not easy. ―Sometimes [running Asmita] is much more difficult than running a family.‖ She 

explains further, ―One of the difficult things is working with others within the organization. I 

don‘t want to be hierarchical, but without authority or without stressing rules, it can be difficult 

to maintain discipline. It is easy to theorize but in practice running a woman‘s organization 

without hierarchy and authority is difficult.‖ This realization, however, only helps in her 

becoming aware of and addressing the situation with tact and patience. My personal experience 

at the organization gave me an insight into its working. I was offered tea, and later, when I 

proceeded to wash my own cup, there were no protests as one would expect in such a class-based 

society as India‘s where there is no dearth of domestic help. It was a different experience, a very 

enlightening one, in that it gave me a peek into how the organization functioned and what Volga 

meant when she said she tried to relate to everyone on an equal basis. There is no denying that 
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she tries to practice what she preaches, and this realization – that running an organization is hard 

work – only strengthens her resolve, for, as she says, ―In the past twenty years there has been a 

change for the better for women, but there is also more oppression. We can‘t lose hope. Asmita 

still has a lot of work to do.‖ 

 

Analysis of “Samāgamam” 

 

Let us now turn to her play ―Samāgamam.‖ Like the other three narratives discussed here, 

this one too re-imagines Sītā. However, it would be fair to say that Volga‘s Sītā is not the radical 

Sītā portrayed by Pathabhi and Chalam, nor even by Indra, whose Sītā ―brazenly‖ talks to 

Rāvaṇa and who eventually throws off her wedding necklace into the fire and walks away from 

Rāma to her freedom. In fact, one could argue that the Sītā of ―Samāgamam‖ still resembles the 

stereotypical Sītā, a woman without an individual existence, at least when readers are first 

introduced to her – in authoritative tellings, she is Rāma‘s wife, whereas here she is Lava and 

Kuśa‘s mother. In other words, Volga‘s Sītā is firmly fixed in her gendered role as imagined by 

Indian readers who are used to this image of her.  

The genesis of ―Samāgamam,‖ is revealing. It goes back to Volga‘s dance ballet, ―War 

and Peace,‖ in which Volga brings together five mythological women – Reṇukā, Draupadī, 

Ahalyā, Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā. The characters may be epical, but the setting is modern, the time of 

India‘s Partition in 1947. The narrative is not a linear one; Afghanistan, Bosnia, Sri Lanka, 

Pakistan and India all make it into the story-line as war-torn sites, where massacre and loot and 

rape are common. The point of the story is to reveal how women all over the world end up 

getting caught in situations dictated by men, in which they have no say. Volga‘s characters come 

together and speak of the atrocities of war and how war has affected them. At one point in the 

play, after raising the issue of how they were nothing but pawns in a larger political battle, Sītā 
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and Śūrpaṇakhā dance together for peace. Volga recalls how, initially during rehearsals, even the 

dancers were conflicted on this: how could Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā come together for a common 

cause; how could Śūrpaṇakhā – the ugly ogress and traditional villain – be depicted as an 

ordinary, beautiful woman, that too alongside Sītā, literally the mother of all virtuous Hindu 

women? It is Vālmīki‘s description of Śūrpaṇakhā that has remained etched in public ―memory,‖ 

whether or not people have read his narrative. Kathleen Erndl clearly summarizes Vālmīki‘s 

description of Śūrpaṇakhā by juxtaposing it with Rāma‘s when the two meet for the first time in 

the forest: 

His face was beautiful; hers was ugly. His waist was slender; hers was bloated. His eyes 

were wide, hers were deformed. His hair was beautifully black; hers copper-colored. His 

voice was pleasant; hers was frightful. He was a tender youth; she was a dreadful old hag. 

He was well-spoken; she was coarse of speech. His conduct was lawful; hers was evil. 

His countenance was pleasing; hers was repellent.
34

 

 

The image of Śūrpaṇakhā deeply embedded in the popular psyche is bound to be even 

starker when she and Sītā appear on stage together.  Eventually, though, peace was made, and 

even the audiences appreciated and understood the underlying theme of the play. Except, that is, 

when it came to Doordarshan, the state run television network, which had evinced an interest in 

broadcasting the play, but raised an objection to the portrayal of Śūrpaṇakhā in such positive 

terms. The arguments persisted, until Doordarshan – ―a very Brahminical organization‖
35

 – 

issued an ultimatum: either exclude her from the play or stay out of Doordarshan. Volga 

remembers the agonizing decision she eventually made – to go ahead and delete Śūrpaṇakhā 

from the broadcast version. But, she said, this gave rise to her short story, ―Samāgamam.‖ ―After 

the Doordarshan episode, I became very angry – with the producers and with myself for 

compromising,‖ she says. Going over and over Śūrpaṇakhā‘s ordeals, Volga wondered why 
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nobody ever thought Śūrpaṇakhā deserved a voice. After all, she too, like Sītā, had been a 

wronged woman. And thus was ―Samāgamam‖ born.  

Let us now proceed with a breakdown of the story through the OMC framework. The 

Opening, as we will see, presents a ―traditional‖ Sītā. The Middle sets the stage for what is to 

come, for here Sītā directly addresses the social problem at hand – her unfair treatment of Rāma. 

One may recall that I specifically demarcate the Middle as where questioning occurs – in this 

play, it is mostly Śūrpaṇakhā who questions norms. Just as importantly, it is in the Middle that 

Volga gently introduces a ―new‖ Sītā by having her empathize with Śūrpaṇakhā. In the Closing, 

Sītā completely departs from her traditional image as the one who disappears into the earth 

forever. The Closing, of all four texts, is where the radical change in Sita‘s character occurs, 

although as one will see, Volga‘s Sītā differs from her modern counterparts in a significant way. 

As a reminder, breaking up the story into discernable OMC units here is useful as a comparative 

device, and not necessarily to shed light on Volga‘s text per se. 

Opening: The story begins with Sītā anxiously waiting for her two sons, Lava and Kuśa, 

to return to their hermitage as the day is drawing to a close. Volga describes the natural mood of 

the evening – the setting sun accompanied by the chirping birds who know they have to head 

home for the evening; the deer looking forward to a relaxing moon-filled night. In Vālmīki‘s 

ashram, where Sītā and her sons reside, the burning holy fires and religious chants lend a 

peaceful aura while women gather flowers to make garlands for their evening worship. In 

blending the two together – nature and mankind – Volga seeks to put forth the point that the two 

need not be dichotomous; they can complement each other. The forest is the place for ultimate 



 

 168 

fulfillment, a place where human beings can find inner peace if they live in harmony, and not in 

discord, with it.
36

  

The mother in her – a picture of Sītā that readers would be most at ease with along with 

her image as faithful wife of Rāma – sighs with relief when she sees her sons head her way. The 

boys are excited as they have discovered a new garden, one that makes even the famed Nandana 

garden in which deities seek delight pall in comparison. They enthusiastically describe it – the 

images, the color, the fragrances, speaking of the magical effect it has had on them. But then, 

when Sītā wants to know whose garden it is, they shudder with fear and despair, wondering how 

such a lovely and exquisite place could have such an ugly owner. When Sītā chides them for 

showing such disgust, they insist they have seen nothing more frightening – this person is 

disfigured, her ears and nose chopped off. In an instant, Sītā knows it is Śūrpaṇakhā.  

Middle: That realization takes her back to the day it all began. Rather than have her 

evoke frightening memories, however, Volga creates an immediate kinship between Sītā and her 

one-time rival when she has Sītā remembering Śūrpaṇakhā not as an ogress, but as a beautiful 

woman. That had also been the first time Sītā had had an inkling of her wisdom and depth: when 

Śūrpaṇakhā, adorned with beautiful flowers, had given Sītā a puzzled look as if to ask what she 

could have possibly found beautiful in artificial gold ornaments that hung around her neck like a 

noose; even in having Sītā reminisce about the past, Volga does not mention Śūrpaṇakhā‘s iconic 

ugliness or menacing demeanor which are an integral part of authoritative texts. Sītā‘s thoughts 

then drift to what happened next on that awful day – Śūrpaṇakhā‘s disfigurement – and how it 

became the cause for her own abduction by Rāvaṇa, prompting her to wonder if women existed 

only for men to settle their scores. If Rāma had not provoked Rāvaṇa by attacking his sister, she 
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herself would not have been kidnapped by Rāvaṇa, who wanted to get even with Rāma, she says 

to herself.  In binding them together within a single sentence – ―Do women exist only for men to 

settle their scores with each other?‖
37

 – Volga has already created a bond between the two 

characters, as women oppressed and manipulated by male egos, and as women together battling 

patriarchy.  

The next day, her surprised sons – for their mother had never expressed any interest in 

exploring the jungle with them – lead Sītā to this very garden at her own insistence.  And when 

she finally does get to see it, she is left speechless by its magnificent beauty. The boys were right 

– nothing could compare with it!  Śūrpaṇakhā‘s accomplishment in raising this garden astounds 

her. In describing Sītā‘s appreciation of this particular ―accomplishment,‖ Volga is refraining 

from using gendered imagery to reassert the fact that a woman‘s success does not lie in merely 

being a good wife or in just raising children.  

The actual encounter between the two women occurs next. Although Sītā immediately 

recognizes Śūrpaṇakhā, the latter has no inkling that the woman who has just walked up to her is 

Sītā. The once radiant woman now seemed to have the life drained out of her, a sadness in her 

gaunt face, her once glowing skin now pale and washed out. Sorrow has taken a toll on her. 

When she gets to know of Sītā‘s fate, Śūrpaṇakhā cannot believe it. Rāma and Sītā…why, they 

were the epitome of love. She had witnessed it. And now, her thoughts echoed Sītā‘s – ―Were 

women in love with Rāma only doomed to be hurt?‖
38

  

Soon Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā find themselves engaging in deep conversation. Śūrpaṇakhā 

recounts the days when she had been proud of her beauty, her South Indian features, especially 

her nose, which she felt was the exact length a nose ought to be. She recounts how she used to 
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shiver with pride and delight whenever her lovers kissed that nose of hers. Losing it and the 

resulting deformity that doomed her to permanent ugliness had not been easy; for the longest 

time she raged with anger at the thought of those responsible for her fate – Rāma, Lakṣmaṇa, and 

even Sītā. She wanted to avenge her own anger and jealousy by destroying everything and 

everyone beautiful. Their beauty only reminded her of the repulsive being she had been reduced 

to. Getting over it had not been easy, she emphasized. But then, her sadness and loneliness led 

her to the forest – its sights, sounds and smells gave her a deeper meaning of life and of beauty. 

In nature, she found loveliness not just in perfection, but also in imperfection; in their untamed, 

natural habitat, she found a sense of equality being among the trees and flowers, knowing that 

she too, despite her imperfections, fit in. There were no rules or guidelines that prescribed or 

proscribed natural living. All were equal in this setting. It was through observing nature that she 

began to understand that human life too was meant to be unbiased and that everyone was equal. 

And that there was a beauty in every living creature – plants, animals and even humans. She 

found her inner and outer beauty and, eventually after much effort, it had manifested itself in the 

form of emotional tranquility – and this garden. 

While Sītā could not but admire her strength and bravery, she did, however, wish that 

Śūrpaṇakhā did not have to live life only in the company of her cherished garden; she wished 

that Śūrpaṇakhā had someone to share her happiness with even though she understood that it 

might be difficult for any man to recognize her inner beauty. Śūrpaṇakhā, however, had another 

surprise, which became apparent when she called out to someone named Sudhīra. A young, 

handsome man soon approached them, and it became obvious to Sītā that the two shared a 

special bond. Even more surprising for Sītā perhaps was that Śūrpaṇakhā called out to him. In 

other words, not only does Volga demonstrate that Śūrpaṇakhā too led a love life, but she uses 
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this moment to also show that the relationship between Śūrpaṇakhā and Sudhīra was not based 

on her submission towards him, on her being available for his every beck and call.  Rather, the 

interaction between the attractive man and Śūrpaṇakhā made Sītā realize it was like no other she 

had witnessed between a man and woman. Theirs seemed to be based on equality, and not the 

dominance of any one partner. Sītā is left even more astounded when Śūrpaṇakhā, sensing Sītā‘s 

astonishment, reassures her that men also have a heart; that she was not talking about men who 

only knew ―hatred and mutilation.‖
39

 Most importantly, she added, she had found true happiness 

in a man‘s company only after realizing that the choice to be in a relationship was hers and hers 

alone. Only when she understood this, was she truly able to appreciate her partner and his 

company. She sought Sudhīra‘s company not because she was compelled to, but because she 

wanted to. And because of this, they both ended up enjoying each other‘s companionship.  

Closing: Now comes the time for Śūrpaṇakhā to get answers from Sītā. ―What about you, 

Sītā,‖ she asks.  Sītā replies that her fulfillment lies in raising her sons, the heirs to the throne. 

Śūrpaṇakhā notes how intertwined Sītā‘s life was with a kingdom in which she had never really 

spent time, before going on to say how she herself had always felt stifled within the big palace 

walls and gardens.
40

 Sītā too then realizes that it was the forest that had helped soothe some of 

her pain after Rāma had banished her. She vows never to go back to the city, even after her sons 

are grown up and gone away. It is then, she says, she will return to her mother, the Earth, where 

she knows she will, at last, be safe forever. Śūrpaṇakhā‘s words that follow, however, make her 

think harder – ―Where don’t you have your mother?‖
41

 She goes on to say that nowhere else 

could one be closer to Mother Nature than here in the depths of the forest. In those words, Sītā 

knew that there lay an invitation from Śūrpaṇakhā to share the garden with her, which only 
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strengthened the bond they shared – as women each with an identity of her own. Sītā‘s time was 

yet to come, however. She had to raise her sons into fine, strong men first. She does, however, 

reassure Śūrpaṇakhā, before leaving for the hermitage with her children, that she will come back 

after her children grow up and move to the city to be with their father. With these words, Volga 

leaves her readers to imagine the life Sītā will live – as an independent woman.  

 

The Rāmāyaṇa and South India 

 Before moving on to a deeper analysis of the play in relation to its socio-cultural context, 

it is important to situate the Rāmāyaṇa within the framework of southern Indian politics, 

especially since Volga is clear about the fact that ―Samāgamam‖ reflects Aryan-Dravidian 

concerns; her lengthy descriptions of the forest and its natural beauty are no accident. ―That,‖ she 

explained to me, ―was the Dravidian way of life, to be in harmony with nature.‖  

Rāma belonged to the mythical Ikṣvāku dynasty of Northern India. Ayodhya, also known 

as the ancient city of Saketa, was Rāma‘s birth place and kingdom. It is identified with the city of 

the same name – Ayodhya – which is in present day Uttar Pradesh in north India. Even today, the 

region is closely associated with Rāma and his fabled rule, and it remains a site of controversy as 

the dispute surrounding the Babri Mosque and its demolition in 1992 attest.  

South India too has closely been identified with the Rāmāyaṇa. Devotees have long 

believed that the Lanka of the Rāmāyaṇa, where Rāvaṇa kept Sītā as his prisoner, is present day 

Sri Lanka or Ceylon. Moreover, they believe that the fabled bridge Rāma built with the help of 

the monkey army, in order to rescue Sītā from Rāvaṇa‘s clutches, extends from present day 

Rameshwaram in South India to northern Sri Lanka. This legendary bridge, known as the Ram 

setu or Rāma‘s bridge, continues to stir up controversy even today as we will soon see; believers 

insist remnants of the bridge lie deep within the waters that run between India and Sri Lanka and 
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cannot be disturbed in the name of modernity and development.  

The historicity of ―Lanka‖ remains a matter of debate among historians. Robert Goldman, 

the head of the team of experts working on translating the critical edition of Vālmīki‘s 

Rāmāyaṇa into English, warns that attempts at seeking a historical basis for the epic detracts one 

from truly understanding the import of the Rāmāyaṇa on daily Indian life and living. He does, 

however, have this to say: 

Since the geography of the south becomes increasingly vague the farther the poet takes us 

from Ayodhya, and since the poem gives evidence of only the most tenuous notions of 

coastal India, it seems improbable that the authors of the original portions of the epic had 

any very detailed knowledge of Sri Lanka (Ceylon). There is some evidence in the poem 

that the island was known, but is distinguished from Lanka. The most that can be said 

with any certainty is that the poet knew of an island kingdom, whether real or mythical, 

said to lie some distance off the coast of the Indian mainland. It seems unlikely as some 

scholars have contended that Lanka was conceived of as lying within the boundaries of 

peninsular India.
42

 

 

Although scholarship may be veering towards the notion that it is the narrative‘s cultural 

and not historical significance that warrants attention, it is impossible to ignore the fact that 

―history‖ too plays a role in the political context of modern India. Until recently, it was believed 

that Robert Caldwell was the first to articulate the theory that South Indian languages – Kannada, 

Malayalam, Telugu and Tamil – belonged to a different linguistic group, one that was distinct 

from Sanskrit, and which, like Sanskrit, could be traced back to antiquity.
43

 Thomas Trautmann, 

in his book, Languages and Nations: the Dravidian Proof in Colonial Madras, however, writes 

that this was actually the work of Francis Whyte Ellis (1777-1819).
44

 Just as the relationship 
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between classical European languages and Sanskrit had proven that India too, like the West, once 

had a rich literary and cultural history, leading to the rise of an Indian nationalist consciousness, 

so too did the ―discovery‖ of the distinctiveness and antiquity of South Indian languages by Ellis 

and then Caldwell result in the rise of a collective South Indian or Dravidian consciousness. Thus 

began to emerge the reifying notion of a Dravidian nation, much in the same way northerners 

had imagined a glorious Aryan past. And by the beginning of the twentieth century, the 

Rāmāyaṇa occupied a central place in Dravidian rhetoric, playing a large role in invoking anti-

Aryan or north Indian sentiment. The narrative came to be read as the justification of northern 

aggression, with the term rākṣasa or ―demon‖ seen as representing and thus demonizing all 

southern peoples. Moreover, the caste system was declared a northern import, one which labeled 

all southerners Shudras, and most importantly, Rāma‘s disrespect towards Sītā came to 

symbolize Aryan male attitudes towards women.  

Paula Richman writes, ―To understand some of the roots of the highly charged conflicts 

in Tamil Nadu public discourse during recent decades, one must take into account a largely 

ignored phenomenon – E.V. Ramaswami‘s critique of the Rāmāyaṇa.‖
45

 In recent years, the call 

for a separate Dravidian homeland has been more or less limited to the region of Tamil Nadu, but 

one must bear in mind, that although not all South Indian states call for a separate homeland, 

there is a distinct sense of being ―South Indian,‖ a sentiment which people from all four states – 

Karnataka, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu – share.
46

  

Even though our focus here is Telugu literature, a brief history of politics in Tamil Nadu 

– the most vociferous of South Indian states as far as anti-North India rhetoric is concerned – is 
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significant since it sheds direct light on the role of the Rāmāyaṇa in Southern politics. It all 

began with the formation of the Dravida Kazhagham (Dravidian Federation) party; its founder, 

E.V. Ramaswami (EVR) began his political career as a member of the Indian National Congress 

and participated in the Non-cooperation Movement in 1920.
47

 In 1925, however, he withdrew 

from the Congress Party, denouncing it as a vehicle for Brahmin dominance, after which he 

organized the ―Self-Respect Movement for Dravidian Upliftment.‖
48

 During this time, he began 

to view Hinduism as a deceitful religion, as evident by the caste system which was designed to 

maintain Brahmin supremacy. The only solution to get rid of this ―evil‖ would be the formation 

of a Dravida Nadu or Dravidian state. In 1937, he protested against the Congress proposal to 

make Hindi a compulsory language in primary schools, viewing it as a means of hegemonizing 

North Indian culture over South India. In 1944, he joined the Justice Party, whose goal was to 

highlight Brahmin domination and injustice, thus demanding the need for provincial autonomy 

from India. He later took over the party, renaming it the Dravida Kazhagham; with India‘s 

independence, EVR‘s anti-Northern and anti-Brahmin vitriolic only became louder and 

sharper.
49

 

For EVR, the Rāmāyaṇa held a special place in his heart in legitimizing an anti-North 

Indian stand. According to him, the epic was pseudo-historical in that it was an account of how 

North Indian might, led by Rāma, attacked and subjugated South Indians, ruled by Rāvaṇa. The 

non-Brahmins were the original and authentic Dravidians who were now subject to the foreign 

rule of ―Aryan‖ Brahmins. Mythology, specifically in the form of the Rāmāyaṇa, legitimized that 

rule according to him. Ramaswami postulated that South Indian culture had a Golden Past of its 
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own before the Aryan conquest. This glorious past could be reclaimed only if South Indians 

could succeed in throwing off North Indian bondage by seceding from the North.
50

 Although 

radical, this concept of North versus South struck an enthusiastic chord with the people. Part of 

the reason lay in EVR‘s charisma, but most importantly, it resonated with South Indian sentiment 

at a time when many groups desired autonomy or separation based on a distinct political or 

religious identity.
51

  

The current ruling party in Tamil Nadu, the AIADMK, whose roots go back to EVR and 

his Justice Party, is a moderate one; while it seeks to retain its identity as a Dravidian rather than 

Indian party, its overall tone is that of conciliation rather than agitation when it comes to the New 

Delhi based central government. Before the AIADMK, the DMK party had been in power the 

longest in Tamil Nadu politics, and it remains one of the largest and most influential political 

parties in Tamil Nadu today. It is perhaps even louder in its anti-North India rhetoric than its 

parent party, the radical DK party founded by E.V. Ramaswami. As Richman says: 

If EVR was the great assembler of rhetoric, of interpretations, and of public performers, 

DMK filmmakers created extravagant celluloid products with clearly identified villains 

and heroes, moral messages and colourful drama. If EVR was the great polemicist in the 

public arena, the DMK went further, transforming grass-roots Dravidian sentiment into 

institutionalized political power. If EVR was the great self-promoter, the DMK became 

increasingly sophisticated and daring in its strategies to gain media coverage and a 

popular following. If EVR was the state director of histrionic public acts, the DMK film 

personalities and politicians were his true successors. Far from dying out, his style was 

incorporated, updated, and intensified.
52

 

 

Just how high anti-North India sentiments, roused by EVR, continue to run in the state of 

Tamil Nadu even in recent times will be clear from the whole controversy surrounding the 

Sethusamudram Ship Channel Project (SSCP). As mentioned above, this project is closely 

intertwined with the Rāmāyaṇa, with the latter once again acquiring a central role in political, 
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rather than religious, discourse in India, just as it did in 1992 in the events that culminated with 

the demolition of the Babri Masjid. Although perhaps not as vitriolic, this situation may be even 

more complicated in that there are no clear religious groups at logger-heads here – there is no 

clear ―Other.‖
53

  

To summarize the situation, the Sethusamudram Ship Channel Project (SSCP), a 

Government of India undertaking, envisions a sea passage off the South Indian coast. The 

construction of the 167-kilometer-long, 300-meter-wide and 12-meter-deep passageway in the 

Bay of Bengal will avoid the need to circumnavigate Sri Lanka, a distance of about 400 

kilometers or 250 miles. The problem is that the construction of the channel conflicts with the 

belief of Rāma devotees, most specifically the Hindutva coalition, a group of parties that claim 

legitimacy to govern India on the basis of their allegiance to ―Hindutva‖ or ―Hinduness,‖ spear-

headed by the Bharatiya Janata Party (Indian People‘s Party) or BJP. The coalition contends that 

the channel‘s construction will destroy the thirty-kilometer stretch of sandbars that lies between 

Rameshwaram in South India and the northern tip of Sri Lanka. This passage, they claim, is no 

ordinary formation; in fact, it is the legendary bridge that Rāma built with the aid of his vānara 

senā or Monkey Army while on his way to Lanka to rescue Sītā from Rāvaṇa; they claim the 

bridge – also known as Rāma setu, a Sanskrit word for bridge – is over 1.75 million years old, 

dating back to the treta yuga or the Golden Age of Rāma‘s fabled rule.
54

 The proposal for such a 

route is not new, dating back to 1860 during British rule. Since then, six distinct alignments have 

been presented to the government. It was, ironically, during the National Democratic Alliance 

(coalition) government, under the premiership of the BJP party president Atal Bihari Vajpayee, 
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that the government finally launched the project, which was inaugurated in 2005 under the 

Manmohan Singh regime. 

Although the proposal for the channel goes back to 1860, the present imbroglio took off 

in 2002, when the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) released 

satellite images of the sandbar chain. According to V. Ram Mohan, Centre of Natural Hazards 

and Disaster Studies, University of Madras, island chains are frequent in the ocean and could be 

the result of various geological processes. Citing the example of similar chains in the Philippines 

and Japan which were formed because of ―subduction related volcanism,‖ he comes to the 

conclusion that the evolution of the chain ―may have been the result of the period of high water 

level following sand deposition but which remain exposed during low mean sea level.‖
55

 This 

formation may have been initiated when the sea level was 125 meters below the present level 

around 18,000 years ago, and which continued to develop as the sea level rose. The continuous 

sand deposition and the natural process of sedimentation have led to the formation of a chain of 

barrier islands that are very dynamic, which is not unique to this particular ―bridge,‖ notes S. 

Ramachandran, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Madras. The formation of barrier islands, 

which are common along the Atlantic coast, probably began around 25,000 years ago, he says.
56

 

NASA‘s satellite images had also come to the attention of Hindutva-espousing groups 

who saw them as proof of the mythical bridge that Rāma had built; they further claimed that 

NASA had attested to the fact that it was a man-made structure owing to its ―unique curvature 

and composition by age.‖
57

 Despite NASA‘s denials of these claims – ―the images reproduced on 

websites may well be ours but their interpretation is certainly not ours‖
58

 – Hindu nationalists 
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continue to use the images as evidence that the structure is man-made, and persist in fomenting 

dissent against the project.  

M. Karunanidhi, head of the DMK since 1969 and the Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu 

when the project was commissioned by the central government in 2005, is a self-professed 

atheist and rationalist, and has vowed to see the completion of the project. In true Dravida style, 

he denounced the fuss surrounding the setu, targeting even Lord Rāma. At a rally opposing the 

construction of the channel, he had in September 2007 said, ―Who is this Rāma? In which 

engineering college did he study and become a civil engineer? When did he build this so-called 

bridge? Is there any evidence for this?‖ He also vowed to complete the project: ―If it amounts to 

the project itself being shelved, then the DMK, which adheres to scientific, rational and 

progressive ideals, will not accept it.‖
59

 

Given all the politics surrounding it, then, it is not surprising then that the South has 

become a fertile arena for ―counter-Rāmāyaṇas‖ to emerge. And as we have seen, although 

present day radical political voices tend to come out of Tamil Nadu, the entire South Indian 

region, in general, has a history of identifying with the marginalized peoples of the Rāmāyaṇa. 

As Richman reminds us:  

Animosity towards religious texts that propagate social hierarchy [such as the Rāmāyaṇa] 

has been strong and recurrent in the South, leading to harsh criticism of Rāmcaritmānas 

verses [the most popular narrative in the North, written in Hindi] such as this one: ―Drum, 

rustic, Shudra, animal, woman: one has the right to beat all these.‖
60

 

 

No surprise then that Rāma stories emerging from the South veer away from the dichotomous 

stance of North Indian narratives that portray humans and rākṣasas or demons as oppositional to 
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each other. Instead, in the southern narratives, there is no clear demarcation between the two; 

both can assume one form or the other depending on their actions.  

In Andhra Pradesh, the first to openly situate the struggle between Rāma and Rāvaṇa 

within the realm of Aryan-Dravidian politics was Tripuraneni Ramaswami Chaudhary (1887-

1943) with his 1920 Telugu play Śambuka Vadha (The Murder of Śambuka).
61

 In this play, 

Śambuka is specifically a Dravidian performing religious austerities in his region. This poses a 

threat to the Brahmin ministers who fear their own hegemony is at risk, and in connivance with 

the Aświns, ―the divine physicians,‖ they cause the temporary death of the young Brahmin boy, 

thus forcing Rāma to kill Śambuka in the name of dharma.
62

 Chaudhary thus minces no words 

when he turns the Rāmāyaṇa into a story of deceit, evil and power by one race over another.
63

 

In addition to the Dravidian angle, there is another cause for anti-Brahmin discourse, one 

that lies in the British take-over of India. With royal patronage that had legitimized itself under 

Brahmin tutelage crumbling under colonization, and the British takeover which had no use or 

need for blessings from Brahmins, there now arose a rivalry between members of the Brahmin 

class and those of the non-Brahmin, some of whom were British educated. As Narayana Rao 

states, ―for the first time in the history of Andhra culture, upwardly mobile Non-Brahmins castes 

saw Brahmins as their enemies.‖
64

 These two causes – the take-over of India by the British and 

the subsequent formulation of the Dravidian civilization theory – ushered in a new environment 
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of questioning and debating through the Rāmāyaṇa, beginning with Chaudhary‘s Śambūka 

Vadha (1920) discussed above. Chaudhary, a barrister trained in Ireland, and a member of the 

Kamma caste, one of the two influential non-Brahmin castes along with the Reddy caste in 

Andhra Pradesh,
65

 was ―openly anti-Aryan and pro-Dravidian.‖
66

 This new environment of 

questioning Aryan and Brahmin hegemony gradually gave way to a new literary movement that 

veered away from the strict Sanskrit norms that defined Telugu literature (as described in the 

previous two chapters).
67

  

The four authors of this dissertation continue the tradition of questioning. Although their 

stories focus on Sita, their narrative techniques serve to press readers into asking who really is 

the offender here – Rāvaṇa who abducted Sītā but loved her, or Rāma who abandoned her while 

professing to love her? Lakṣmaṇa who disfigured Śūrpaṇakhā, or Śūrpaṇakhā who was 

humiliated for simply falling in love with Rāma? In problematizing the concept of ―rākṣasa‖ as 

ordinarily perceived by readers who tend to see it in black and white terms, our authors force us 
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to rethink not just the concept of demon, but the entire narrative within the framework of 

morality and ethics.  It is clear that all the writers discussed here were aware of the North-South 

political divide. Now whether they actively sought to comment upon it, or whether its literary 

manifestation was possible because the South nurtured an environment that questioned Vedic or 

―Aryan‖ traditions is more difficult to answer. I think it is a bit of both. 

The retellings discussed here all rely on the epic narrative to draw attention to the voices 

of marginalized sections of society. As we saw in the previous chapter, in a move away from 

literary trends that had set the course of Telugu literature, writers like Chalam pioneered the use 

of colloquial language as opposed to the classical style which was heavy and archaic; and, by the 

1930s, many authors had begun to write in the popular idiom, rather than in archaic Telugu 

which had resembled classical Sanskrit. In the process, Sītā‘s character too began to undergo a 

metamorphosis. In the new anti-Aryan environment, which was simultaneously witnessing the 

ushering in of a modern age, authors not only gave her a voice, they also radically changed her 

personality, challenging the notion that Sītā as pativratā was necessarily the Sītā of popular 

imagination. Far from the distant, mythological figure of Sanskrit narratives, writers like Chalam 

and Pathabhi were among the first Telugu writers to transform Sītā into the everyday woman, 

thus inviting readers to share in her plight while at the same time addressing hundreds of ―Sītās‖ 

who were oppressed by patriarchal norms. As Volga herself says, ―Chalam and Pathabhi raised 

important issues – had they not written these stories, modern and radical ones would have been 

delayed.‖ 

To Volga, there is no question of an Aryan-Dravidian divide – it is obvious to her that 

there is one. Rather than getting into racial theory, however, she sees it more as a clash between 

urban and tribal cultures, which present different ways of life and living. As she says, ―The 
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Aryan culture represents new dharmas, those which Rāma propagated. Dravidian culture has a 

different set of dharmas, values.‖ But, she emphasizes, there is no historical evidence that 

women were ever considered equal to men in the Dravidian culture, even though their ideals may 

have been very different from those of the Aryans. In tribal cultures, although women tend to 

have more equality one cannot say it is necessarily a more liberal culture, she stresses. The main 

reason Volga writes about the characters of the Rāmāyaṇa, especially its female ones, is because 

she recognizes that in both the Aryan and Dravidian systems women are at the receiving end of 

male dominance. ―Urmilā and Reṇukā are Aryan women oppressed by the system – their revolt 

is quite different from those women of the Southern social structure. I want to raise questions 

about suppression, sexuality, and equality concerning all women. The Rāmāyaṇa is a 

mythological tale, but it is deeply internalized by men and women in both these regions, which is 

why questioning it is very important. I question them through stories,‖ she says
 
.
68

  

This is not to say the South does not have devotees of Rāma. Some of the most ardent 

Rāma devotees are from the South – Kamban who penned Irāmavatāram, author R.K. Narayan 

who has written his own abridged version of the Rāmāyaṇa, as well as the great statesman C. 

Rajagopalachari, a key player in India‘s nationalist movement and chief architect of independent 

India‘s newly formed government, to name a few. It would be a fallacy to assume that there 

exists a concrete divide between Vedic and Dravidian religions and cultures. Amid all this, 

however, it is important to remember that a long history of the two regions as inhabited by 

opposing races or civilizations has been projected onto the Indian consciousness since at least the 

beginning of the twentieth century. 
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Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā: Women First, Rivals Later 

Let us now return to the focus of this chapter – Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā, one an Aryan and 

the other Dravidian. They are, however, dichotomized in more ways than one, as we shall see. 

Traditional narratives portray Śūrpaṇakhā as a demoness who transgresses social and gendered 

boundaries when she propositions first Rāma and then Lakṣmaṇa. In some texts, she is 

introduced as hideous throughout; in others, she takes on the guise of a beautiful woman to lure 

Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa, resuming her ―natural, ugly form‖ in order to frighten them after they 

reject her. In her article, ―The Mutilation of Śūrpaṇakhā,‖ Kathleen Erndl states that Sītā and 

Śūrpaṇakhā can be regarded ―alter-egos,‖ and as binary opposites – one is beautiful and virtuous, 

the other ugly and brazen – they represent the archetypes of the ideal woman and the immoral 

woman respectively.
69

 In stressing popular opinion of Sītā as ―the chaste good woman and 

Śūrpaṇakhā the loose bad woman,‖
70

 She further says: 

One could argue that if the beautiful and virtuous Sītā is Lakṣmī, the goddess of 

prosperity and auspiciousness, then the ugly and unvirtuous Śūrpaṇakhā must be her 

sister, Alakṣmī, goddess of misfortune and inauspiciousness. In festivals honoring 

Lakṣmī, her sister Alakṣmī is often driven away, by lighting lamps, but in a Bengali 

Lakṣmī festival, an image of Lakṣmī is made and ritually disfigured by cutting off its 

nose and ears, after which an image is installed in order to ensure good luck and 

prosperity in the coming year.
71

 

 

This may be true; they do indeed on the surface appear as opposites. If one stops to think for a 

moment, however, it becomes clear that, rather than contradicting each other, Sītā and 

Śūrpaṇakhā share far more in common – as women. It is this message that Volga‘s story seeks to 

highlight; in defying conventional portrayals of the two as enemies, Volga presents the 

commonality and sisterhood the two share as victims of a larger order which subjugates women.  
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Before delving into Volga‘s story, let us dissect their personalities as portrayed 

conventionally, beginning with Sītā. Sītā is not just physically attractive; she has also set 

standards as the ideal Indian wife – passive, submissive and obedient. In the chapter on 

Pathabhi‘s poem, ―Sītā,‖ we spoke on the subject of sexuality and how in the collective Indian 

psyche sexuality and virtuousness are presented as mutually exclusive categories.  It is 

imperative to understand the dynamics of this dichotomy – sexuality versus virtuousness – and 

the predicament it poses for especially women.  

While Sītā is the most desired woman on earth because of her looks and by extension her 

sexuality, which Vālmīki gets Rāvaṇa to so vividly describe, she is also the epitome of virtue. 

Śūrpaṇakhā, on the other hand, is misshapen, deformed, and hideous. Additionally, she is 

independent and roams the forest on her own, rendering her even more ―dangerous.‖ This is in 

stark contrast to Sītā, who remains under a man‘s control, protected all the way, first by her 

father in childhood and then by Rāma after marriage. Outwardly the two females thus seem to 

contrast each other. But are they really polar opposites? Adopting a gendered approach, it is not 

difficult to see they are both equally hampered by strict social constraints on account of their 

being female, and thus, as women, both are just as ―dangerous‖ as far as men are concerned. 

Let us revisit the traditional episode in which Rāma finally orders Lakṣmaṇa to mutilate 

Śūrpaṇakhā. Why did the brothers feel justified in making fun of Śūrpaṇakhā before declining 

her proposal? Erndl suggests that there are a number of issues at hand. If they are making fun of 

Śūrpaṇakhā because she is ugly, this implies that women who do not fit conventional standards 

of beauty are ―laughable,‖ and that Rāma is no different from the ordinary male. On the other 

hand, if Śūrpaṇakhā has taken on the guise of a beautiful woman, she has crossed social 

boundaries in propositioning them and thus cannot be taken seriously. The latter is tied in to the 
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fact that as an independent woman, without a male chaperone to keep a watchful eye on her, she 

is dangerous and so needs to be kept in her place, which Lakṣmaṇa promptly proceeds to do by 

mutilating her.
72

 

Either way, then, Śūrpaṇakhā is a threat to society – whether she appears as a demon or 

an uncontrolled beautiful woman. Vālmīki describes her ―uncontrolled‖ state upon meeting the 

brothers by using specific words: kāmamohita, madanārdita, atimatta. In other words, she is a 

woman overcome by lust and passion, and approaches men to fulfill that desire.  The point is that 

she symbolizes all females who dare to subvert idealized notions of womanhood. Her ensuing 

mutilation and resulting deformity which lead to social isolation stand as a reminder to women 

that straying from the normal path will lead to them being ostracized. Śūrpaṇakhā‘s story does 

not just present a turning point in traditional narratives; rather she is a key player in that Rāma 

and Lakṣmaṇa‘s reactions to her display male anxiety regarding female sexuality, which 

Stephanie Jamison speaks of in her book Sacrified Wife, Sacrificer’s Wife.
73

  

When it comes to Sītā, it is important, however, to remember that Sītā as Rāma‘s wife is 

a goddess in her own right. After all, Tulsī‘s inspiration for transforming the human Rāma into 

the personification of the Absolute lay in the Adhyātma Rāmāyaṇa, in which Rāma is 

represented as the Supreme Brahman or Supreme Being, and his female counterpart prakṛti, the 

underlying ―power‖ or śakti of the universe. As Sītā herself reveals to Hanumān:  

Know me as the primeval prakṛti 

The cause of creation, sustenance and destruction  
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Only through his [Brahman‘s/ Rāma‘s] mere presence 

Can I tirelessly create this universe
74

 

 

Rāma and Sītā thus cannot be separated. Although Sītā presents it as being impossible to 

function without Rāma, the truth is that Rāma (puruṣa) also cannot function without her – that is, 

without prakṛti. Thus, women are generally acknowledged to possess śakti, which on the face of 

it can be powerful and rewarding. But it is this very aspect which results in their downfall; it is 

because of a woman‘s inherent power that she is considered dangerous and in need of being 

controlled.  As Erndl puts it, ―The Hindu patriarchal impulse to subordinate women is rooted in 

the acknowledgment that women are powerful.‖
75

As śakti then, Sītā embodies power, and 

because she embodies power, she needs to be watched over carefully. Significantly, Tulsī 

completely removes Sītā‘s sexuality, and his Sītā is also virtually voiceless throughout the 

Mānas. Tulsī‘s anxiety surrounding not just Sītā‘s power but also her sexuality becomes all the 

more evident when he feels the need to create a fake Sītā in order to remove any doubt 

whatsoever that people may have had regarding her chastity; it was this shadow Sītā that Rāvaṇa 

kidnapped.  

Śūrpaṇakhā, on the other hand, was never the ideal woman, for she never adhered to 

prescribed norms. In this sense, she is the opposite of Sītā – while Sītā adheres to norms, 

Śūrpaṇakhā deliberately shuns them; while Sītā is dharmic, Śūrpaṇakhā is adharmic. Thus, on 

the face of it, Sītā and Śūrpaṇakhā appear to be polar opposites. On deeper examination, however, 

they both are identified in terms of their sexuality as defined by males. They both have to be 

protected by male relatives solely on account of their being female. Vālmīki‘s text presents the 

consequences of slipping out of male control – as a woman, Sītā is kept on a tight leash, but 
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when she is abducted, she is no longer under the protection of her husband. She is punished for 

this, as is evident in her ordeals after the war. Śūrpaṇakhā, on the other hand, is mutilated as a 

consequence of her independence. While each may display different characteristics, the 

treatment of both sets an example of what happens to women when they transgress societal 

boundaries. 

This is exactly what Volga too recognizes, only, rather than present them as sharing 

potential negativity in common (from the male perspective), she presents them as sisters who 

share much in common as victims of Rāma and Rāvaṇa.
76

 In having Sītā recall Śūrpaṇakhā‘s 

cries upon being mutilated as the heart wrenching cries of a woman rather than a demon or beast 

as traditional narratives would have it, Volga attempts to sum up the pain of being a woman 

caught up in a world dictated by males. Furthermore, right here, she provokes readers into 

looking beyond the category of ―demon.‖ Śūrpaṇakhā, is portrayed as a human; like Sītā, she can 

love and feel pain.  

In brief, Volga is suggesting that women, no matter which society or culture they belong 

to, are always at the mercy of men who treat them with suspicion and misgiving. Only when 

women realize this can they rise together, collectively oppose the asymmetrical social set-up, and 

work together with men. As she herself told me, ―It is much more important for men to 

appreciate my stories. Women understand them, as they are living them. But women don‘t live in 

isolation, and so it becomes extremely important for men to change since they too are 

conditioned by the system.‖ She went on to say that rather than avoid or hate them, she pitied 

men, since they were lost souls. ―They don‘t know whom to fight with. Men are inhuman as 

husbands and fathers; they are controllers, which necessitates losing one‘s humanity, and this in 

my opinion is the biggest loss one can endure.‖  
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Love & Individuality in “Samāgamam” 

Volga‘s intention of presenting the camaraderie and commonality between women is no 

more clear than when she has Sītā recalling the heinous crime committed against Śūrpaṇakhā, 

wondering if women existed only as pawns for men to settle their scores. Volga directly 

addresses the issue of women serving as symbols of honor and objects of injured male ego, 

prompting Sītā to identify with Śūrpaṇakhā as a female, who, like herself, has been oppressed 

and manipulated by patriarchal norms.  Especially striking is Sītā‘s cry: ―Were women in love 

with Rāma only doomed to be hurt?‖
77

 This line introduces the notion that she and Śūrpaṇakhā 

are far from being adversaries. In fact, they share a deeper bond – as women wronged by the 

same man. Moreover, Śūrpaṇakhā is now equated with Sītā as one who held pure love for Rāma; 

she is not the adulteress or seductress full of uncontrolled lust.  

Śūrpaṇakhā‘s love for Rāma sheds new light for Sītā on the meaning of love. Thus far, 

she had equated her dharmic duties as wife of Rāma with ―love.‖ This association is reassessed 

when, although she recognizes her inner beauty, Sītā pities Śūrpaṇakhā‘s physical deformity, and 

laments the fact that she is now too ugly for any man to love her. She is in for another surprise 

when she realizes that Śūrpaṇakhā is not alone, that she has a male partner. There is no mention 

of the exact relationship Śūrpaṇakhā and Sudhīra share – whether they are husband and wife, or 

whether they are partners who live together; Volga makes it clear that their union need not be 

defined by any particular socially-sanctioned label. Śūrpaṇakhā and Sudhīra are equals in this 

relationship, regardless of how they choose to describe it.  

As mentioned earlier, the inclusion of males in feminist discourse is central for Volga. 

―Many people assume feminism takes only the side of the woman,‖ she said to me, ―when 

actually it includes both men and women.‖ In fact, according to her, being in an oppressive 
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relationship necessarily meant men couldn’t live in peace either, as they only ended up being 

alone and isolated, despite being in control. ―They end up losing their humanity in the name of 

power and authority, and what could be worse than that?‖ she asks. ―Feminists are people who 

really love men. I laugh when people say feminists are male-haters. In fact, feminists want a 

more meaningful relationship with men.‖  Indeed, she believes there is a misconception that 

woman authors write only about women‘s concerns. This parochial approach obfuscates the fact 

that it is more than just that – it is about having a female perspective on all aspects of life that 

really defines woman‘s writing. This right, to be able to speak her mind as a woman, is a 

fundamental right that all women ought to be allowed to practice, Volga stresses.  

In ―Samāgamam,‖ when Sītā realizes that Śūrpaṇakhā does have a male companion, she 

experiences a paradigm shift in terms of the meaning of marriage – she is surprised that a man 

can see a woman beyond her physical attributes; after all, as the most beautiful woman in the 

world she herself has had no dearth of admirers who wanted her as their wife solely based on this 

fact. Moreover, she notes how Śūrpaṇakhā calls out to Sudhīra; she had always thought it was 

the other way around – that a wife was supposed to be at the service of her husband. Most 

interesting, however, is that Volga makes it a point to describe Sudhīra‘s enviable physical 

attributes. With this, she seems to suggest that he himself is not an anomaly or some freak by 

falling in love with Śūrpaṇakhā. He could have chosen another woman, but he chose Śūrpaṇakhā 

for the inner qualities she possessed – her depth, compassion and independence. Volga presents 

Sudhīra as a man of great character, one who is to be contrasted with the shallow Rāma.  

Within this context, it is interesting to hear what Shankaraman, the editor we encountered 

earlier, has to say of Rāma in general. ―To me, he is a flat character; there doesn‘t seem to be any 

human aspect to Rāma. Krishna has a lot more personality and character, he is a lively person. I 
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don‘t even think of Rāma as a hero. Perhaps the reason for this could be movies. Most of them 

depict him as one who walks and talks slowly. He is not at all dynamic or inspiring!‖ Rāvaṇa, on 

the other hand, according to him, certainly commanded respect. ―One cannot talk about him 

cheaply, even though he may be a villain in the conventional sense of the term. Even though 

Rāvaṇa abducted Sītā, he did not touch her as he wanted her consent. He did not violate her 

will,‖ Shankaraman said, adding that ―I don‘t understand why he was after Sītā – she was very 

uninteresting; the rākṣasis were very dynamic, much more interesting.‖ Sītā‘s position as victim 

played a large role in why she had managed to evoke so much sympathy from the audiences, he 

said, echoing the idea that it was her passivity that had ironically presented her with the title of 

heroine. She lacked self-respect, according to him. ―Draupadī on the other hand, was one who 

seemed to command respect, from everyone around her, male or female.‖ 

It would not be surprising if he found ―Samāgamam‘s‖ Sītā conventional and boring too. 

In the story, when Śūrpaṇakhā inquires after her plans upon her sons‘ return to the city, Sītā says 

she will take refuge in her mother, the Earth. It is then that Śūrpaṇakhā invites her to live with 

her, in the spectacular garden she herself has nurtured over the years. The garden is a symbol of 

Śūrpaṇakhā‘s independent spirit and inner beauty, which Sītā had recognized the moment she 

had walked into it. By accepting her invitation, Sītā comes to recognize that she herself is an 

individual who need not exist for anyone else.  

The forest is an important place. Once again, in weaving familiar concepts into her story, 

Volga makes sure her narrative falls within the comfort zone of readers, even though it may 

present an alternative pattern. Vānaprasthāśrama, the third of the Hindu life cycle stages, in 

which the forest plays a key role in helping people detach themselves from everyday, busy living 

in search of life‘s deeper meaning, remains the setting for introspection and reflection here too. 
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Only it now acquires a larger meaning – instead of presenting it as merely a path on a fixed 

trajectory for life in search of mokṣa or liberation, the forest is now the stage for presenting 

unending possibilities for women in search of happiness, as exemplified not just by Sītā, who is 

now able to imagine a life for herself, but also in the form of Śūrpaṇakhā, whose beautiful 

garden is the manifestation of a deeper individual fulfillment. There is a value to individuality, 

which in turn only enhances or adds a deeper meaning to human relationships and ultimately 

humanity as a whole, Volga seems to suggest.  

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, Volga makes sure not to ruffle any 

feathers, conservative or otherwise. Volga‘s Sītā is not as radical or controversial as Chalam‘s, 

Pathabhi‘s or Indra‘s. Thus, what sets her narrative apart from theirs is not just the content, but 

the potential reaction of readers resulting from this very content. Having said that, however, it is 

important to bear in mind that Chalam and Pathabhi wrote their stories in the 1930s and 40s. As 

Narayana Rao points out, when these stories were published, they probably did offend traditional 

sensibilities, but for the most part, they were received with quiet disdain and perhaps even 

literary appreciation.
78

 A militant response on the lines of that meted out to Indra and his text 

recently would have been extremely rare, if it would have happened at all.
79

 On the other hand, if 

Chalam and Pathabhi‘s work had been published in post-Ayodhya India, there is every chance 

that it would have met with a similar response – vandalism of the publishing house and threats to 

the authors. As previously explained, Chalam remained ―controversial‖ and an outcast because 

of his radical views concerning women‘s sexuality and their independence, for which he was 

shunned by society. His books were not banned, nor were they burned; neither was his life ever 
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under threat. Today, however, it probably would be a different story. The same can be said of 

Pathabhi. As Volga says, ―Andhra Pradesh tends to be more liberal and radical even among 

Southern states because of people like Chalam and Chaudhary. D.R. Indra‘s story would have 

been calmly received had it not been for the Babri Masjid-Ayodhya issue.‖ But that should not 

deter writers from using such revered texts as social tools, she went on to say, adding that it was 

very important to question old myths and legends. ―These characters are gods and role models. 

Rāma is worshipped as a god, thus, ‗fiction‘ is a good way of questioning even the behavior of 

gods. If you can question the ultimate authority, that is, God, you can question social hierarchy,‖ 

she says. She uses her fiction, especially in borrowing mythological characters, as an opening for 

questioning the social structure – whether that be the government, one‘s spouse, or other figures 

of authority. Additionally, like Chalam who focused specifically on women‘s sexuality, she also 

wants ―to demystify the notion of chastity and virginity by writing about women.‖ Despite all 

this – the fact that her social and literary ideology do not radically depart from them – there is no 

contesting the fact that her approach is certainly quite different from Chalam‘s or the other two 

authors. 

Let us deconstruct her method a little. In the second paragraph, we, as readers, are told 

that the Sītā here is ―our‖ Sītā, the one we are familiar with when Volga describes her as an 

anxious mother waiting for her children. While any parent, mother or father, is concerned for the 

well being of a child, in this context, the reader is reassured right from the start that we are 

dealing with a domesticated Sītā, and not Sītā the Individual, or worse, Sītā the Rebel. It is not 

difficult to see what Volga means when she says the story is not controversial. After all, it gently 

suggests the idea of Sītā‘s independence, that too, only once she fulfills her parental obligations.  
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Moreover Volga has dealt with two issues at the same time – oppression of women and 

the secondary treatment of the sub-altern – by cleverly manipulating the role of the sub-altern 

character, not the traditional heroine whose holier-than-thou image has to be preserved at all 

costs. Śūrpaṇakhā‘s personality was always ―problematic‖ – she was bold and independent and 

unshy of flaunting her sexuality, for which she ultimately paid the price. Sītā, on the other hand, 

is revered because of her squeaky-clean image. Any attempt to tamper with it or ―sully‖ Sītā‘s 

image would result in not only her downfall, but also that of the ―agent‖ who ―sullies‖ her. This 

is why Volga refrains from altering her lead characters – she merely presents them with a 

potential to change, partly because of her firm belief that each person has to find his or her own 

solutions to their problems. As she says, ―Neither Sītā nor Śūrpaṇakhā are role models. One 

should be oneself. These different stories may help us understand ourselves, may help inspire us, 

but you have to take matters into your own hands.‖  

That said, it is impossible to ignore Volga‘s own words – ―I haven‘t been able to 

transcend myself of these inhibitions in my writing [the feeling of constantly being assessed by 

society]. That disturbs me, yet at the same time, increases my acceptability.‖
80

 So the real 

question then is – Does she merely write to be acceptable? Having witnessed the enthusiasm 

with which she involves herself in public debates concerning issues close to her heart – injustice 

towards women and traditionally weaker members of society – it is clear that Volga is passionate 

about the causes she works for. She also realizes that she needs to approach the reader cautiously 

if she is to win them over. As she told me, one of the reasons why she could not bring herself to 

present a radical Sītā was because she truly believed Sītā loved Rāma and would do anything for 

him. ―I stick to this. I did not want to sensationalize the story which is why there was no negative 
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reaction to it,‖ she says. Thus, in other words, one could characterize her as a very shrewd 

writer-activist who knows what she wants and needs if she is to reach out to the people.  

Although I have framed the discourse as reader-centric in that Volga hopes to avoid 

controversy by giving her readers a choice as far as deciding Sītā‘s ultimate fate, it is important 

to note that Volga just as much gives ―Sītā‖ her own voice, in that she does not ―speak for her.‖ 

In presenting Sītā with options, Volga seems to question the need for intellectuals to participate 

in making ―history‖ at the cost of the subject. Although Volga‘s Sītā may not be as blatant or 

subversive as say, Mahasweta Devi‘s ―Dopti,‖ it is clear that Volga, unlike Pathabhi or Chalam, 

hesitates to act as her ―savior.‖
 81

 As one will recall, she had told me, ―One should be oneself. 

These different stories may help us understand ourselves, may help inspire us, but you have to 

take matters in your own hands.‖ In thus giving not just ―Sītā‖ an agency, but also readers by 

leaving it up to them to decide Sītā‘s fate, Volga avoids the very need to speak up for millions of 

―Sītās‖ oppressed by a patriarchal system. Like Devi, Volga, too is interested in the struggles of 

the ―sub-altern,‖ although she chooses to focus on women in general, who all are victims of this 

very system, regardless of whether they are high caste or low, rich or poor, Aryan or Dravidian.   

This is not to say her stories are embraced by all. While most people I approached were 

willing to talk with me about my research on these ―feminist‖ Rāmāyaṇas, some even expressing 

an enthusiasm, there were a few who posed challenges. I met a film maker and journalist who 

identified himself as a Dalit activist, working on issues dealing with caste, religion and politics, 
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and who wished to remain anonymous. When I asked about his opinions on these ―modern‖ day 

Rāmāyaṇas, his thought was that the authors‘ social position in society determined the slant they 

took. Citing Volga‘s ―Samāgamam,‖ he objected to her ―sympathizing‖ with Śūrpaṇakhā, 

arguing that through her writing, she promoted an upper caste feminist ideology. Likewise, the 

other authors – Pathabhi and Chalam and Indra – all high caste Hindus – too were divorced from 

Dalit culture and literature, and so he questioned their ability to ―speak up on our behalf.‖
82

 

This was because to him, the Rāmāyaṇa was not a literary piece nor historical fact, but a 

contemporary state of affairs, a political reality in which Rāma in the form of the Hindu upper 

caste male still ruled over the nation. ―Right now, there is no democracy in India, but in time, 

this ‗Rāmāyaṇa‘ will end, and there will be a more equitable society,‖ he added with hope. 

According to him, the attack on Andhra Jyothi after Rāvaṇa Josyam‘s publication was no real 

attack, but ―a friendly one.‖ He believed that an upper caste Hindu like D.R. Indra did not pose 

any danger to the Rāmāyaṇa. For, if he did, Andhra Jyothi would have ceased to exist. ―Also, 

simply writing something controversial about the Rāmāyaṇa is not enough. It is only when the 

oppressed rise up and create their own political parties that Hindu forces feel threatened. 

Mayawati is a case in point,‖ he explained
.83

  

With a show of impatience and frustration, he reiterated that he didn‘t see any sense in 

pondering over the literary Rāma or Sītā. But when I switched to Śūrpaṇakhā, his attitude 

changed. He said, ―Now you are asking real questions. You upper caste folk (an assumption he 

had made by just looking at me) are not interested in the traditionally marginalized characters. 

Rāma was an intruder into our land, but Śūrpaṇakhā was the one who was violated on her own 
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land. We [of the oppressed classes] are the modern day Rāvaṇas.‖ He then made it a point to say 

that only upper caste writings on the Rāmāyaṇa were an area of interest to scholars. Although, he 

added, hastily, he definitely supported the right to creative expression, whether he agreed with 

the content or not. On that note, he ended the interview, saying he wasn‘t interested in continuing, 

since he perceived me to be an instrument of upper caste hegemony as my research focused on 

the writings of authors belonging to this privileged group.  

Dr. Meenakshi, the retired professor of literature and anthropology, who had objected to 

Volga‘s ―provocative‖ writings, also reiterated the fact that Rāmāyaṇa was a political story. 

―Rāma‘s journey [to the South] was all about power and hegemony. The Dravida land was full of 

natural resources such as iron and ore, which the Aryans coveted and succeeded in owning, 

much like the American takeover of Native American land and the desire for oil in Iran,‖ she 

says, adding that, ―This is the original story which, after centuries, has been given a religious 

slant, in order to strengthen the caste system.‖ That being said, Dr. Meenakshi also sees the 

Rāmāyaṇa as a story which promotes violence against women, evident in Rāma‘s killing of 

Tāṭakā, his disfigurement of Śūrpaṇakhā and, of course, in the way he treated Sītā so shabbily 

after the war.
84

 She even comes to Kaikeyī‘s rescue, saying she had been grossly misunderstood 

by all – the characters of the Rāmāyaṇa, as well as readers throughout the ages. ―What had she 

done wrong?‖ Dr. Meenakshi asks, ―After all, Daśaratha had promised her son Bharata the 

kingdom, and Rāma had known this all along. But rather than step aside, he readied himself for 

coronation.‖ This vilification of women results in an utter lack of respect for the female sex, she 

says. Thus, Dr. Meenakshi‘s objection to Volga‘s stories lay not so much in the agency she gives 

women, but in how she provides that agency – through sexual freedom.  

                                                 
84

 Tāṭakā was the demoness killed by Rāma upon Viśwāmitra‘s request, because she disturbed the yajñas or fire 

sacrifices that the sages built in the forest.  
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Even Vālmīki‘s ―non-sexual‖ Sītā possessed strength and intelligence, and a wisdom that 

far surpassed even Rāma‘s, she says. ―Sītā was a sensitive women, who loved nature and all 

living creatures; she even worried about the welfare of the rākṣasis, and wanted to take them 

back to Ayodhya with her.‖ While Dr. Meenakshi certainly did not agree with Rāma‘s treatment 

of Sītā, she nevertheless did see Sītā as a role model for today‘s women. With her final act of 

disappearing into the earth, Sītā‘s message to women was not that of giving up, but that we all 

longed to be in our mother‘s bosom; nowadays, with domestic violence on the rise, woman 

should look to Sītā as inspiration for leaving their marital homes to go back to their natal families. 

This she felt was a better option for women than the one presented by modern day authors like 

Volga who ―unnecessarily provoke and mislead the younger generation‖ with stories of sexually 

liberated women. 

Conclusion 

 

For Volga, the Rāmāyaṇa does indeed reflect Aryan-Dravidian politics. She dwells on the 

beauty of the forest at length; for her, it is not just a place for contemplation and achieving final 

liberation. It is the means to an end itself, a place of peace, beauty and serenity. And, she will tell 

you, it is also the Dravidian or Adivasi way of life. She herself admits that there is a definitely an 

underlying political tone to ―Samāgamam‖ and to her other stories that expand on the characters 

of the epics, whether it be Sītā, Ahalyā or Draupadī (all Aryan women, as one will notice). While 

that may not be the driving theme of her narratives, she wants people to recognize that the Aryan 

ideals prevalent in Indian life and culture even today may not be the only option available to us. 

As she said to me: ―I want to reexamine the Arya conquests which took over and eroded the 

forests and in their place established large cities. Forest life symbolized an uncivilized way of 

life – this was what the Aryans labeled as Dravidian culture, and wars were fought in the name 
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of civilization. For my stories I use themes of Arya dharma and civilization, how they influence 

village life manifesting a clear Arya-Dravida divide. It is very important to realize that the two 

civilizations are different. It is not a question of one being better than the other. The fact is that 

Rāma established the Aryan dharma, and today we are trying to dominate Aryan ways over 

Dravidian.‖ She goes on to say that, although the two are different, they blend into each other, 

and that society cannot be viewed in black or white terms. Which is why any one way of life 

cannot and should not be forced upon someone. 

Thus, although Volga may not necessarily label her work as belonging to a Dravidian 

consciousness or nationality, she certainly addresses larger political themes. But her emphasis is, 

and always has been on, the position of women in society, no matter where they are 

geographically located.  As she makes clear, while there may be a north-south divide, oppression 

against women exists in both cultures. She goes on to say that India has a lot of diversity in terms 

of language, culture and caste. To understand this complexity will take time as all women have 

different backgrounds. While presenting ever increasing challenges because feminism is 

manifested in different forms at various levels – the local and global, feudal, colonial, pre-

colonial as well as global – the institution of patriarchy exists in all, making it all very complex. 

Despite this, she says, we can talk about something Indian and even something universal, and 

that is what she focuses on – trying to talk about the unity and bond women share as secondary 

citizens of a deeply entrenched patriarchal establishment. This explains why the Śūrpaṇakhā of 

―Samāgamam‖ is an equally important character to her, and not simply a narrative device that 

seeks to deflect or underplay Sītā‘s metamorphosis. Although of a higher caste, just being a 

woman gave Volga a sense of what it was like to be marginalized. It gave her a feeling of 

experiencing that ―otherness.‖ With ―Samāgamam‖ she has combined this double feeling of 
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otherness – of being a female belonging to a marginalized social group. She may have moved 

from being openly Marxist to a feminist position in the 1980s, but her works continue to carry an 

undertone of political consciousness, whether it is about the Aryan-Dravidian divide or about the 

struggle of the lower classes or about belonging to a particularly disenfranchised group, it is 

always through a woman‘s lens. 
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Chapter V. 

COMING INTO HER OWN: 

SĪTĀ AND FEMALE SUBJECTIVITY 

 

 

―You are crazy, Sītā. Do you really think Rāma will believe nothing 

happened between us? He will be cruel and mean, and will insult you. Can 

you face that, can you really give up your self-respect in this manner? Go 

somewhere. Anywhere. But not to Rāma.‖ 

      D.R. Indra, ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖
1
 

 

D.R. Indra‘s Sītā will soon realize that Rāvaṇa‘s Josyam or prophecy is about to come 

true. And I was about to get a first personal opinion on what lay readers thought of ―Rāvaṇa 

Josyam‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‘s Prophecy.‖ Not long after I arrived in Hyderabad for my field work, I had 

set about looking for a Telugu tutor who could assist me with translating the texts I was working 

on. Eventually, with the aid of a family friend, I was lucky enough to enlist the help of Lakshmi 

gāru, an enthusiastic and keen talker, nearing her seventies.
2
 ―In my twilight years, it is indeed 

my good fortune to be able to work on such a pious text,‖ she told the friend, offering her deep 

gratitude for the chance to engage in such a ―noble‖ act.
 3

 But her enthusiasm soon turned to 

horror and dismay, and our daily sessions to expositions on what Indra‘s text wasn’t, which of 

course only added to my delight, for that is exactly what I had hoped to get out of my reader-

oriented research. ―Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa is the authentic story. That is exactly what happened in 

reality. This Indra fellow does not know what he is talking about,‖ she continued, before going 

on to display incredulity at Sītā‘s characterization. ―How can she talk so brazenly to such an 

arrogant and promiscuous person,‖ she exclaimed, adding that ―just like a prostitute she is 

                                                 
1
 D.R. Indra, Rāvaṇa Josyam (Rajamundry: Vilaasandhra Book House, 2011), 44. All translations are mine, unless 

otherwise specified. 
2
 Gāru is a Telugu suffix that denotes respect, much as ji does in Hindi. 

3
 Personal interview, September 22, 2011. 
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talking,‖ since in her eyes only a prostitute could lack such a basic sense of self-respect by 

talking to someone as villainous as Rāvaṇa.  

Lakshmi gāru‘s comments were telling. As one of the few who had read Vālmīki‘s 

Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa, she was justified in saying that Indra ―had not written according to the 

book.‖ During the course of my research I had come to note that people tended to evoke 

Vālmīki‘s text in the event of any reference to the Rāmāyaṇa, regardless of whether they had 

read it or not. In Lakshmi gāru‘s case, it was evident that she had read the Sanskrit and that for 

her ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa referred to Vālmīki‘s narrative. Even then, her ―recollection‖ of it was 

interesting. She spoke of how Indra had omitted the Lakṣmaṇa rekhā, the mythical protective 

rekhā or line Lakṣmaṇa had drawn around Rāma and Sītā‘s cottage before going in search of 

Rāma, reluctantly leaving Sītā alone. Lakṣmaṇa had instructed Sītā to remain within this circle 

until he and Rāma returned, but at one point, Sītā mistakenly crosses it and gets abducted by 

Rāvaṇa, which sets the rest of the story in motion. According to Lakshmi gāru, it was Sītā‘s 

failure to respect the Lakṣmaṇa rekhā that had been the cause of her abduction, not her beauty, 

and certainly not Rāma‘s negligence of her, as Indra seemed to suggest. What was interesting, 

though, was not so much that Lakshmi gāru had factually ―erred‖ – there is no mention of the 

Lakṣmaṇa rekhā in the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa – but that she genuinely believed her own 

construction of the narrative, quilted together from various sources, was in fact the micro version 

of Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa. Not just the source of it, but the abridged version of the latter. I write 

more about how ordinary readers interact with ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa in the concluding chapter.  

For now, let us look at ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‘s Prophecy‖ more closely. As with 

the other stories discussed here, Sītā is the protagonist of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam.‖ Although one may 

say the narrative is as much about Rāvaṇa as it is about Sītā, within the realm of our discussion 
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on ―counter-Rāmāyaṇas,‖ it is Sītā who stars in the leading role. Rāvaṇa may get equal screen 

space, so to speak, but his character does not sharply depart from his traditional image as an 

arrogant womanizer, although, as we shall see, he eventually succeeds in redeeming himself. Sītā, 

on the other hand, breaks the mold when she not just accepts Rāvaṇa‘s friendship, but also 

begins to question her traditional role as pativratā, eventually choosing to retain her 

independence from both men – Rāvaṇa as well as Rāma.  

Indra‘s short story begins with Sītā‘s confinement in the Ashoka grove, where she is held 

as Rāvaṇa‘s prisoner. Rather than being sworn enemies, however, Sītā and Rāvaṇa are civil 

towards each other, and share conversations on a daily basis, in which the latter attempts to woo 

her into becoming his queen. Sītā rejects his advances, insisting there is no difference between 

Rāvaṇa and Rāma: both are men who have violated women and both perceive women as weaker, 

lesser beings at the mercy of their male protectors. Sītā still loves Rāma, but says she has found 

true happiness in the Ashoka vana, where she is free to be her own person rather than having to 

cater to Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa‘s needs. Eventually, as he lays dying, Rāvaṇa begs Sītā to forgive 

him for abducting her, saying that it is she, rather than Rāma, who has defeated him with her 

strength and wisdom. He also expresses concern that Rāma will not believe she has remained 

chaste while in his captivity. Sītā reasons that, like her, Rāma too must have engaged in much 

self-introspection during their separation, and is sure that he has grown as a person. This, 

unsurprisingly, is not the case. When it comes time for her agni-parīkṣā to prove her innocence, 

Sītā recalls Rāvaṇa‘s prophecy, and says she now understands that Rāvaṇa knew Rāma better 

than she herself ever did. She then takes off her wedding necklace – ―there was no concept of 

mangalasūtra back then. See, Indra really doesn‘t know what he is talking about,‖ corrected 

Lakshmi gāru – and throws it into the fire that Lakṣmaṇa has built, and walks off to her freedom. 
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This is the gist of the story that caused volunteers of the Rashtriya Swayam Sevak (RSS) to 

vandalize the office of Andhra Jyothi; the RSS is the ideological wing of the Sangh Parivar, a 

body or ―family‖ of Hindu nationalist organizations of which India‘s current ruling party, the 

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), is a member. It is also the story which piqued my own curiosity 

about modern day Rāmāyaṇas.  

This chapter, like the others, is divided into sections. I follow this introduction with a 

brief note on how Indra‘s story ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ incurred the wrath of Hindu fundamentalists 

when it was first published in 2001, after which I present a short biography of Indra. Following 

that, I analyze the story itself and then contextualize it within the larger socio-cultural arena, 

along with a brief discussion of how ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‘s Prophecy‖ relates to the 

three previous texts.  

 

“Rāvaṇa Josyam”: Target of Attack 

[The] cultural police have curtailed the publication of a different 

rendition of Rāmāyaṇa. Historically in India, the great narrative 

tradition of the Rāmāyaṇa lived because it was an open tradition, 

available for multiple readings, interpretations and examinations. 

Rāmāyaṇa would have died a long time ago if it were kept closed, 

with only one authorized text, and one authorized interpretation. 

Within Telugu literature, a variety of Rāmāyaṇas kept the multiple 

meanings of the text alive…When Namini published D.R. Indra‘s 

―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ he had only followed the Rāmāyaṇa tradition 

continuing in Andhra for centuries...
4
 

 

 The attack on Andhra Jyothi, however, did not go unnoticed. After RSS members 

vandalized the office of the daily when it published D.R. Indra‘s ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ in early 2001, 

a group of prominent citizens from Andhra Pradesh immediately sent a protest letter to the 

Andhra government. Before further discussing that event or the story, however, an explanation of 

                                                 
4
 Letter submitted to the Andhra Pradesh government and to various dailies, appealing to editors and publishers and 

citizens of India in the immediate aftermath on the Andhra Jyothi attack. 

http://www.pucl.org/reports/AndhraPradesh/andhraletter.htm 

http://www.pucl.org/reports/AndhraPradesh/andhraletter.htm
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why I chose to end with D.R. Indra‘s ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ rather than Volga‘s ―Samāgamam,‖ 

chronologically the last to be published, is in order. Since the concept of freedom of speech is a 

topic that is very much in the news in India these days,
5
 and since my research is aimed at 

discussing and debating the notion of ―multiple Rāmāyaṇas,‖ especially those considered ―anti-

Rāmāyaṇas,‖ I thought it fitting to conclude with Indra‘s story as it had come under direct attack 

from Hindu forces for ―hurting people‘s sentiments‖ – an oft quoted phrase in India today. The 

attack serves as an example of what can happen when religious figures become the subject of 

debate or criticism. As Kathleen Erndl says, ―Rāma‘s status as moral exemplar is so central to 

Indian culture that to impugn his motives has become essentially an act of heresy.‖
6
  

 But, at the outset, let it be known that this chapter is not about the curtailing of free 

speech in India. Rather, the point is to illustrate that ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa has not escaped the 

controversy surrounding the freedom of expression. In fact, the attack on Andhra Jyothi 

following the publication of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ was not the first nor last incident to court 

controversy as far as the Rāmāyaṇa is concerned. In 1957, the Delhi High Court banned the July 

1957 issue of Sarita, a leading Hindi fortnightly which carried Arvind Kumar‘s poem, ―Rām ka 

Antardvandva‖ or ―Rāma‘s Inner Conflict‖ which focused on Rāma‘s turmoil before he 

ultimately decided to banish Sītā to the forest forever.
7
 Legal action was taken against the author 

of the poem and the publisher of Sarita under Section 295A of the Indian Penal Code, which is 

targeted towards ―Deliberate and malicious acts, intended to outrage religious feelings of any 

class by insulting its religion or religious beliefs.‖
8
  In more recent times, one will recall Delhi 

                                                 
5
 I am referring to Penguin‘s decision to ban Wendy Doniger‘s book, The Hindus: An Alternative History in 

February 2014, following a petition that it offended Hindu sentiments.    
6
 Erndl, ―The Mutilation of Śurpaṇakhā,‖ 81.  

7
 Ibid., 87.  

8
 For more on the poem and the case, read A Study in the Ethics in the Banishment of Sītā, by Arvind Kumar (New 

Delhi: New Delhi Book Company, 1975). Interestingly, the book written in English has somehow managed to 

escape Hindutva wrath; it refers to Kumar‘s banned poem which speculated that Rāma may have had real doubts 
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University‘s decision to exclude A.K. Ramanujan‘s far-reaching essay, ―Three Hundred 

Rāmāyaṇas,‖ from its 2011 history curriculum, and the outcry that followed it.
9
 This section will 

analyze ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ in order to investigate what exactly could have been so offensive as to 

―hurt Indian sentiments‖ and how Indra‘s story may or may not be different in content from the 

three others discussed here, which did not meet a similar fate, despite deviating from the 

traditional narrative. 

 Andhra Jyothi, Andhra Pradesh‘s leading Telugu-language daily, often accepts stories or 

articles written by readers, and publishes them in their Sunday magazine. In January, 2001, the 

newspaper published the first of a three-part story called ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‘s 

Prophecy‖ written by a little known author, D.R. Indra. The story, however, never saw its 

completion, as least as part of this series. For, after its second installment, self-proclaimed 

members of a Hindu militant organization, the RSS, vandalized the office on January 25, 2001, 

and threatened to physically harm the editor Namini Subramanyam Naidu should he continue to 

publish the story, in the process roughing up staff members who came to his aid. Naidu, who had 

been receiving threats since the publication of the first part of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ had until now 

bravely resisted the coercion, but was forced to refrain from publishing the third installment, and 

to render an ―apology‖ to his readers for ―unintentionally hurting sentiments.‖
10

 This entire 

drama resulted in the letter to the government of Andhra Pradesh (quoted at the beginning of this 

section), in which citizens decried the attack on the freedom of expression. Moreover, the letter 

                                                                                                                                                             
concerning his wife‘s chastity, a deviation from popular opinion that Rāma knew she was chaste. Kumar rightly 

states that the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa itself has Rāma doubting Sītā when he insults her before throngs of onlookers, 

immediately after the war with Rāvaṇa: how could Rāvaṇa have controlled his sex-urge upon seeing such a divine  

beauty as yourself, he asks her. It additionally includes many points made by A.K. Ramanujan in his controversial 

and ultimately banned essay, ―Three Hundred Rāmāyaṇas,‖ such as the fact that Rāma and Sītā are portrayed as 

brother and sister in the Daśaratha Jātaka, as well as the Gautama-Ahalyā episode which has Rāma forgiving an 

unfaithful Ahalyā. 
9
 For more on the controversy surrounding Ramanujan‘s essay, see Vinay Dharwadker‘s ―Censoring the 

Rāmāyaṇa,‖ PMLA (Publications of the Modern Language Association of America) 127.3 (May 20, 2012): 433-50. 
10

 Narayana Rao, ―When Does Sītā Cease to Be Sītā?,‖ 234. 
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pointed to the Rāmāyaṇa as an example of a tradition that reflected a history of questioning, and 

of multiple interpretations, which had kept the narrative alive for nearly three millennia, adding 

that ―the Rāmāyaṇa would have died a long time ago if it were kept closed, with only one 

authorized text, and one authorized interpretation.‖
11

 Praising D.R. Indra as well as the editor 

who allowed its publication, the writers of the letter condemned the RSS and its affiliates for this 

―terrorist‖ act.  

This of course didn‘t mean everyone agreed with the content of Indra‘s story. L. 

Jayashree, the editor of the Andhra Jyothi’s women‘s magazine, had other issues with Indra‘s 

story. One may recall that she had regarded ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ an interpretation of the Rāmāyaṇa, 

rather than a Rāmāyaṇa per se, since ―the original personalities of the characters had been 

completely changed.‖ To her, ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ additionally lacked a literary quality. Moreover, 

Indra‘s method of choosing to attack the Rāmāyaṇa by drastically deviating from popular 

imagination appeared flawed to her. It was one thing to be critical of Rāma‘s treatment of Sītā, 

she said, reminding me that since times immemorial people had questioned his treatment of Sītā, 

Bali, and Śūrpaṇakhā. But attacking the Rāmāyaṇa itself was an entirely different issue, and, in 

her opinion, the reason why ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ did not go down well with the public. She did add, 

however, that she upheld Indra‘s right to conceive of such a story. ―A questioning mind is very 

welcome. To have an atmosphere in which you can do that is just as important. Only when you 

have the freedom to question characters in the Rāmāyaṇa, notably Rāma, will you gain the 

strength to question bosses, rulers, politicians, and other powerful figures,‖ she said. 

 Meeting the author, D.R. Indra – the cause of much controversy, who himself had 

received death threats because of this story – was a bit of an anti-climax then; how could such a 

                                                 
11

 ―Letter to the Editor‖ on People’s Union for Civil Liberties website. 

http://www.pucl.org/reports/AndhraPradesh/andhraletter.htm 

http://www.pucl.org/reports/AndhraPradesh/andhraletter.htm
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soft-spoken, shy and diminutive figure have caused so much trouble? In fact, even today, more 

than thirteen years after the publication of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ publishers continue to remain wary 

of him, refusing to publish any of his fictional works, even though many of them deal with non-

religious themes. But true to spirit, he remains relentless, and vows to continue writing on issues 

close to his heart: 

It is my social responsibility to write; whether society accepts or rejects it, is not my 

concern. Anybody with common sense and rational thinking can easily understand the 

true nature of Rāmāyaṇa and other such books. As a blind man cannot see the benefits of 

nature, people with blind devotion (bhakti) never find fault with the Rāmāyaṇa since 

devotion is a big blindness…Traditionalists generally oppose and abuse my writings as 

usual. But I don‘t care. I believe that unless a writer is fearless, he is useless as a writer. 

He should write according to his own judgment.
12

 

 

D.R. Indra (b.1951) 

 D.R. Indra was perhaps the most vocal of our four authors when it came to directly and 

explicitly linking the Rāmāyaṇa with injustice in the Indian social order that is evident even 

today. According to him, the narrative played a large role in upholding the rights of the ruling 

classes, priests, and upper castes, who had collaborated to maintain the patriarchy they had 

together put in place – ―The role of a woman is that of a second-class citizen in Indian society,‖ 

he added. 

Indra proudly defines himself as a rationalist; the rationalist movement has a special 

place in Andhra history, with many writers and activists embracing rationalism as their 

worldview, alongside Marxist concepts. The origins of this movement lie in the materialistic and 

nāstika (atheist) streams of Indian philosophy, and today the term ―rationalism‖ is most related 

to the concept of atheism. What this essentially means is that human progress lies solely in the 

hands of humans themselves, rather than in any supernatural being or other inexplicable force. In 

                                                 
12

 Written interview with me, October 23, 2011. All interviews – written and spoken – with D.R. Indra are personal 

unless stated otherwise.  
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his book, Disenchanting India: Organized Rationalism and Criticism of Religion in India, 

Johaness Quack writes that ―For most Indians, their rationalist, naturalistic, atheistic position 

implies a proactive ethic that excessively relies on human powers,‖ adding that this focus on 

social and practical aspects of life in conjunction with rationalism and atheism gives rise to the 

concept of secular humanism.
13

 Some of the most well-known rationalists come out of Andhra 

Pradesh, including the activist Tripuraneni Ramaswami Chaudhary, the Modernist poet Sri Sri, 

and Gopiraju Ramachandra Rao, or ―Gora‖ as he is fondly known, who founded the Atheist 

Center in the Krishna District of Andhra Pradesh.  

D.R. Indra is therefore just one of many Telugu-speaking people for whom rationalism 

alongside Marxist principles serves as a basis for philosophy, an ideology which is evident in the 

language he uses: ―Rāmāyaṇa divides society into ruling and ruled classes…it is the Bible of the 

rulers. The values preached in the Rāmāyaṇa are detrimental to all Shudras.‖ Elsewhere he had 

rued that the narrative upheld only the rights of the ruling class, which solidified their 

―dictatorship on women and all lower class people‖ or ―the Have Nots,‖ as he specifically 

defined them. His rationalist stance is most evident when he speaks of all religions in general. He 

rejects and is opposed to the very notion of ―religion‖; according to him, ―[religion] is based on 

blind faith, on unscientific principles, and is a burden on human life as it makes fools out of even 

otherwise sensible people.‖  How could Shudras, who were at the receiving end of Rāma‘s 

fabled rule, worship Rāma, he wonders? He had even posed this question to Namini 

Subramanyam Naidu – the same editor of the Andhra Jyothi who had been roughed up by RSS 

volunteers when he published ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ and a member of the Shudra community 

himself. ―How could you respect Rāma when he had killed your own caste member?‖ he had 

                                                 
13

 Johaness Quack, Disenchanting India: Organized Rationalism and Criticism of Religion in India (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 2012), 11. 
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asked, referring to Śambūka‘s slaying; in traditional Rāmāyaṇas like Vālmīki‘s, Śambūka, a 

Shudra, performs austerities reserved for Brahmins, which ―compels‖ Rāma to kill him in order 

to remedy the cosmic imbalance that had resulted out of this act. Namini had simply replied that 

he hadn‘t read the Rāmāyaṇa. Indra recalls how Namini‘s face had drained of color when he first 

submitted ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ to him. But, Indra says, to be fair to him, as an editor, Namini felt it 

needed to be published, as it offered a different perspective on the narrative. Indeed Namini 

defended this act until the very end, when he along with several others were physically attacked. 

―And with that single story, I made many enemies and lost many friends,‖ says Indra. 

Interestingly enough, though readers may have forgotten the story, thirteen years later, publishers 

still feared they would get into trouble if they published another one of his works, whether it 

dealt with religion or not. 

For Indra, the seeds of a sense of discrimination were sown early. Born in 1951 in 

Andhra Pradesh, into a Telugu Brahmin family, he was, as a child, forbidden to mingle with 

friends who belonged to the lesser privileged strata of society. He recalls arguing with his parents, 

demanding a logical explanation – one that would make sense to him – as to why he couldn‘t 

socialize with Dalit children in particular. Their answers were unsatisfactory and remain so even 

today. He similarly never got meaningful replies to his queries on why people performed pūjās 

and other acts of devotion. ―Nobody answered my questions,‖ he says, which is why these 

subjects – of social discrimination and ―blind obedience‖ – often find their way into his writings.  

Like most Indians, he heard the Rāmāyaṇa from family members at a very young age. By 

the time he was eight or nine, he was reading stories of Rāma and Sītā, as well as listening to 

temple priests exhorting him and the other boys to ―be like Rāma.‖ He vividly recalls retorting: 

―Why should I be like Rāma? I want to be my own person.‖ From a very young age, then, not 
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only did he possess a strong sense of individuality, which he was to lend to Sītā in his ―Rāvaṇa 

Josyam,‖ he was also uneasy and mindful of what he saw as the discriminatory ideals prevalent 

in the Rāmāyaṇa. This feeling only grew stronger as he got older. Today, ―I write for suppressed 

people, that is women of the upper and lower classes, Dalits and Untouchables, as well as other 

marginalized groups. I believe the human race is one, irrespective of caste and color and other 

differences.‖ He admits, however, that he always had a soft corner for women: ―From the 

beginning, I have always liked women more than men, which is the reason I wrote ―Rāvaṇa 

Josyam.‖ Since he was a child, he explains, he had witnessed women suffering at the hands of 

men ―in this patriarchal society.‖  His mother and his aunts were all oppressed by what he 

believed to be a culture that arose from the value system of the Rāmāyaṇa. ―Even today, the 

Rāmāyaṇa is present in Indian society in the way it treats women and Shudras,‖ he asserts. His 

affection for women in particular is evident in the fact that he has two adopted daughters, even 

though he and his wife had a son of their own.   

Although Indra began writing at the age of seventeen, it was only when he was forty 

years old that he took to writing professionally. He wrote for the Andhra Jyothi Sunday 

magazine and Prajasahiti, ―a leftist monthly,‖ for several years, and today also writes for various 

publications on psychological issues, especially those concerning marital problems, sex 

education, and parenting, where his diploma in Counseling comes in handy. He says it was the 

realization that Indian society considered these issues taboo, and refrained from talking about 

them, that veered him towards this career. He has been offering counseling for twenty years now, 

and the number of people he sees every month only confirms his notion that people may be 

hesitant to talk to family and friends about personal matters, but they desperately need someone 

to talk to.  
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Like the other authors mentioned here, he uses his story, ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ – ―for which I 

did a lot of research‖ – to not just comment on, but also critique the social structure of Indian 

society. When specifically asked as to why he felt the need to write ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ he said it 

was to make the ―uneducated masses, the youth (who never read Rāmāyaṇa), and women know 

the true nature of Rāmāyaṇa values.‖ Those values, he continued, were erroneous, and anyone 

who was interested in the notion of equality and justice for all – men and women – should reject 

the narrative. ―Rāmāyaṇa says Rāma is an ideal son, ideal brother, ideal husband, ideal friend, 

and ideal ruler. But on verification with simple reasoning and common sense, one can understand 

that Rāma stands against all these qualities. In fact, Rāma…has no respect for parents, brothers, 

wife, friends and people, and is a tool in the hands of the Brahmins…‖ It is clear that Indra is of 

the opinion that Rāma abused his position as a ruler and made convenient choices, based on how 

it suited none other than himself. How could any man who claimed to respect women mutilate 

and kill them [Śūrpaṇakhā and Tāṭakā] or subject them to humiliation and banishment where 

they faced certain death, as Rāma did with his own wife, Indra wondered.  

For this reason, Indra disagrees with popular opinion that Rāma loved Sītā; it was evident 

from Rāma‘s actions that he didn‘t – when he humiliated her after the war, disowning her, telling 

her that she was ―free‖ to go to Bharata, Lakṣmaṇa or even Hanumān, subjecting her to the agni-

parīkṣā, and finally banishing her when she was pregnant no less. He is even hesitant to say Sītā 

loved Rāma. Their love story, according to Indra, was a myth. ―It was not a love marriage as 

between Nala and Damayantī.
14

 It was a conditional marriage based on a show of personal 

prowess,‖ he says, pointing to Sītā‘s swayamvara or the ceremony in which she supposedly gets 

to choose the groom of her choice. In truth, he says, Sītā had no choice but to accept Rāma as her 

husband. How was it possible for true love to blossom in such an arrangement which was 
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ultimately ―a game of power?‖ he asks. ―Women are mere pawns in the hands of men. It is a 

world where men are owners of women. Sītā cannot refuse the victor. The victor should not 

refuse the bride. There is no question of love,‖ he reasons. He does agree, however, to the 

possibility that Sītā may have loved Rāma after she married him, ―since a woman has no choice 

but to accept her husband.‖ He continues his tirade: 

But a man has choices either to love his spouse or not to love her, or to refuse her totally. 

If Rāma had ever loved Sītā seriously, if his love for Sītā was real, he would have stood 

by her like a rock in all circumstances. But he acted contrarily. Several times he said he 

was ready to forsake Sītā for dharma (the most meaningless word) for someone or 

something…He had no faith in marital vows and values.   

 

Not everyone agreed that Indra had ―thoroughly researched‖ the Rāmāyaṇa, however. 

Rangarajan, a government employee, and a writer himself, does not agree with the latter‘s views 

as depicted in ―Rāvaṇa Josyam.‖ Not because of what Indra wrote, but how he wrote it – without 

much research, according to Rangarajan. ―If you want to bring about a change in the world, you 

have to refrain from writing irresponsibly. I am not surprised with the attack on Andhra Jyothi 

[as a result of Indra‘s story], not because I endorse beating people up,‖ he added with a soft 

chuckle, ―but because you can‘t just write whatever comes to mind. If you want to engage in a 

meaningful discussion with the mainstream audience, you have to do a thorough job researching 

the Rāmāyaṇa and what it means to people. Simply having a cause will not take you any 

where.‖
15

 Like most of the other people I spoke with, he did, however, stress that he was not 

opposed to creative interpretations of the Rāmāyaṇa, nor the ideology behind that creativity. 

―What I am opposed to, however, is someone proposing a revolutionary idea without taking 

proper precautions,‖ he said, adding that ―If I were to write something on the Prophet 

Mohammad without really knowing what I was saying, and then someone came along and 
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kicked me for it, that would be hardly surprising. It would not be correct on my part to be 

irresponsible about such sensitive issues.‖  

Indra, however, was convinced he had to ―drastically‖ alter the characters of both Sītā 

and Rāvaṇa. Engaging in an ―experiment‖ that exposed the utter injustice and pretense of the 

Rāmāyaṇa – the so-called guidebook for all human behavior no less – was absolutely the right 

thing to do, as people had to learn the truth in no uncertain terms. After all, Sītā was the main 

victim, and who better than her to speak out against Rāma? That was why he felt she was the 

best choice in revealing ―Rāma‘s true colors.‖ Her lonely life in the Ashoka grove and the time 

she had to reflect over her married life was a perfect setting for introducing a ―new‖ Sītā. As for 

Rāvaṇa‘s character, Indra was of the opinion that a ―womanizer‖ like Rāvaṇa never masked his 

evil intentions and so in a sense was better than Rāma, who had manipulated and cheated 

everybody around him, including his wife. Even then, Indra doesn‘t spare Rāvaṇa, the ―second 

villain‖ as he calls him; in fact, including Rāvaṇa in his story was important in order to expose 

corrupt male behavior in its totality.  

It was this injustice meted out to Sītā that had motivated Indra to write ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ 

rather than an interest in Aryan-Dravidian politics. He doesn‘t deny that the narrative deals with 

political and territorial power, but this was not his main concern nor the driving force behind 

writing an ―adaptation‖ of the Rāmāyaṇa. ―My concern lies in Sītā‘s feelings.‖ Sītā may belong 

to the upper class, she may be an Aryan woman, so there is no doubt she enjoys certain 

privileges, he says. But ultimately, as a woman, she suffered like any other woman, so how could 

she be a role model, he asks. She did not question authority, even though she may appear to do 

so, as when she shows her anger and hurt at having to perform the agni-parīkṣā, for, after all, she 

eventually gives in to Rāma‘s demand. As for the second time, when Sītā ―commits suicide‖ by 
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asking the earth to swallow her up rather than submit to humiliation, Indra points out that 

―suicide is an act of defeat.‖  

This was the main reason why, although he liked and was influenced by Chalam and his 

writings, Indra couldn‘t agree with the ending of ―Sītā Agnipraveśam.‖ ―In my view, both Rāma 

and Rāvaṇa are the same kind of villain. So I cannot accept Sītā‘s Agnipraveśam (entry into the 

fire). Chalam speaks with his heart, but not with reason. Both heart and reason should work hand 

in hand when writing,‖ Indra says, thus affirming his rationalist stance, which reaches a climax at 

the end of his story – when he endows his Sītā with intelligence rather than passion by having 

her walk away from both Rāma and Rāvaṇa. 

 

Analysis of “Rāvaṇa Josyam” 

D.R. Indra‘s ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ is a novella rather than a short story. For that reason, I 

first summarize the three parts that Indra has divided the story into. I illustrate the overall texture 

of the narrative in the OMC structure at the end of this section. 

 ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‘s Prophecy‖ begins with Rāvaṇa apologizing to Sītā for 

arriving late for their daily evening walk together. Like the other narratives discussed here, this 

story too does not begin in the traditional manner, with Rāma‘s birth in Ayodhya. It begins after 

Rāvaṇa‘s abduction of Sītā; she is kept prisoner in the Ashoka grove, but not in the conventional 

sense of being confined to an area that is guarded by terrible demons. Rather, Rāvaṇa treats Sītā 

like an honorable guest; she is free to spend her time roaming the gardens, and does not suffer 

abuse or deprivation in any way. The only source of irritation for Sītā is the fact that Rāvaṇa 

keeps urging her to take up his offer to become his queen, which she flatly refuses.  

Was it this portrayal of Sītā and Rāvaṇa discussing events – arguing and debating over 

them – rather than presenting them as sworn enemies that had rankled the RSS volunteers who 
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vandalized the office of Andhra Jyothi? It certainly was a cause of distress for Lakshmi gāru 

who expressed disbelief and incredulity over the nature of what one could call their ―friendship.‖ 

―How can she talk to such an arrogant and promiscuous person so brazenly,‖ she wanted to know, 

referring to Sītā‘s conversation with him in which he boasts of sleeping with the hundreds of 

other women he has captured. ―Does she not have any self-respect?‖ she thundered.  

Sītā and Rāvaṇa discuss all matters – including Śurpaṇakhā‘s disfigurement and Sītā‘s 

relationship with Rāma. She agrees with Rāvaṇa that Rāma had been too harsh with Śurpaṇakhā; 

after all what was wrong in falling with love with someone? She certainly had not minded the 

fact. And, she said, she had begun to wonder how a man who had displayed such cruelty towards 

a woman could have compassion for any woman. She also measures Rāvaṇa by the same 

yardstick – questioning how he can claim to love her when he committed the atrocious and 

wicked act of abducting her.  

Most telling, however, is the conversation Sītā shares with Rāvaṇa on the details of her 

relationship with her husband. She reminisces how although she and Rāma had loved each other, 

he had changed after marriage. He had become aloof, more and more obsessed with his role as 

future king. She then opens up her heart to Rāvaṇa and admits that she too had once looked 

forward to becoming queen of Ayodhya. But ever since she had been brought to the Ashoka 

grove – by force – she had been compelled to contemplate life and what she really wanted from 

it. She found the vana a peaceful place, a sanctuary where she could be her own person, think 

and act of her own will. ―Even in the wilderness, during exile, I found myself catering to the 

needs of men – Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa and all the sages. I had to cook for all of them, do the 

washing, cleaning and take care of their needs.‖
16

 She was still subject to the demands of the 

males around her, even though she lived far from the confining gates of the palace. ―But here, in 
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the Ashoka garden, I can think and feel for myself,‖ she says.
17

 With these words of hers, we 

now encounter another potential reason for controversy following the publication of ―Rāvaṇa 

Josyam‖ in Andhra Jyothi – Sītā, the passive, voiceless woman of traditional texts is in effect 

defying the patriarchal structure by making it clear that she enjoys the freedom she experiences 

in being away from the wifely duties that had thwarted her sense of individuality. She makes this 

doubly clear when Rāvaṇa once again offers to take good care of her, to protect her for eternity 

as his queen. Defiantly refusing his offer, Sītā says she did not need his or any other man‘s 

protection; that she was perfectly capable of looking after herself. Part I thus ends on this note. 

The next part of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ begins ominously. Hanumān has just destroyed Lanka, 

burning it to the ground. Rāvaṇa quips that there was no difference between Rāma and Hanumān; 

that both were haters of beauty, and were ―terrorists‖ who had destroyed a beautiful place, 

terrorizing its occupants in the process. Sītā agrees with him, saying Rāma may be a mighty 

warrior, but he possessed a small, petty mind. On the other hand, she appreciated the fact that 

Rāvaṇa admired nature and its beauty.  Rāvaṇa once again declares his love for her, to which 

Sītā replies he was just waiting to entrap her with his charm, and that she would not fall prey to it. 

When Rāvaṇa reiterates his love for her, she emphatically tells him that she does not love him, 

and so without that love her body, which he found so ravishing, would be of no use to him. In 

other words, she is recognizing that love is an important, if not most important, feature of a 

relationship. She goes on to say that Rāma was the only man she had ever loved, and that in 

choosing the well-being of his subjects over her own interests, he had betrayed her trust and had 

hurt her feelings. This deception on Rāma‘s part had ensured that she could never trust another 

man again. But again she does not spare Rāvaṇa either, giving him a piece of her mind, pointing 

to his arrogance and high-handedness as king of Lanka, thinking he could simply capture 
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women‘s hearts by abducting them. Whether it was Rāma or Rāvaṇa, she had come to realize 

that both were only interested in her physical attributes, not her person.  

Indra thus has departed from his male counterparts, Pathabhi and Chalam, in that he does 

not see the need for Sītā to be attached to a man. Any man. Whereas Volga describes 

Śurpaṇakhā‘s painful metamorphosis from being an embittered scared woman to one who had 

learned to love herself, Indra gives a window into Sītā’s transformation from being an ideal wife, 

a pativratā, to realizing that the chains which had bound her to a life of servitude had been 

broken in the Ashoka garden – even though she had not understood exactly how indoctrinated 

she had been in playing the subservient partner. ―I feel like a caterpillar who has been 

transformed into a butterfly. The old Sītā has been destroyed. This is a new Sītā,‖ she tells 

Rāvaṇa, before chiding him to go back to Mandodarī, his wife, who must be waiting for him 

back in the palace.
18

   

Thus ends part II, which was published in the Andhra Jyothi before Hindu 

fundamentalists saw to it that the next and final part remained unpublished. We are, however, 

lucky that enough supporters of free-speech rallied together and raised money to publish 

―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ in its entirety. As Indra says, ―I didn‘t publish my story, but some young 

people who supported my cause published the story on my behalf, bearing all expenditure 

themselves. They freely circulated two thousand copies.‖ It is only recently – in 2011 – that he 

himself published ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ which includes the letters of support he had received when 

it was first under attack.   

The third part begins with Rāvaṇa crying out in pain that Rāma had struck him in the 

groin – Indra is sure about this – proving that Rāma was a coward just as when he had killed Bali 

by striking him in the latter‘s back. As Rāvaṇa lay dying, he asks Sītā to forgive him for 
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abducting her; that too much pain and loss had been the result of that one act of his. He tells her 

that his desire for revenge, his lust for women, and his huge sense of ego were now evaporating, 

that he had found true peace in his dying moments with Sītā by his side. He then asks her to 

grant his one last wish – ―My last desire is to die peacefully in your lap. Please fulfill this wish of 

mine.‖
19

 Placing his head in her lap, Sītā says she has forgiven him, ―just as a mother forgives 

her mischievous son.‖
20

 With his entire life flashing before his eyes, Rāvaṇa thanks Sītā, telling 

her that in the face of death he had finally realized the impermanence of everything, of life. ―I 

used to think of women only in terms of their sexuality. But now, lying in your lap, I realize 

there is much more to a woman than simply a body. I used to have an ego, but now my pride has 

been defeated. I once ruled over Vāyu [wind/ breath], but now I can‘t breathe. Yet I feel nothing 

but happiness. This kind of death is welcome.‖
21

 He then goes on to compliment Sītā – ―Sītā, you 

are not an ordinary woman. Rāma did not defeat me; Sītā did. I bow before you, accepting my 

defeat.‖
22

 He, however, still tries one last time to get her to say she loves him. ―Please say you 

love me, Sītā, so I may die in peace.‖
23

 Sītā finally says she does love him, but like a mother 

would love her son.  

Rāvaṇa goes on to say he worries what will happen to her after his death.  Sītā replies that 

she has no choice except to go back to living the way she used to before her abduction, but that 

she was grateful to Rāvaṇa for letting her experience what it meant to be free. Rāvaṇa, however, 

expresses doubts over whether Rāma would believe that they had not been physically involved: 

―You are crazy, Sītā. Do you really think Rāma will believe nothing happened between us? He 

will be cruel and mean, and will insult you. Can you face that, can you really give up your self-
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respect in this manner? Go somewhere. Anywhere. But not to Rāma.‖
24

 This is the prophecy that 

Indra alludes to in the title of his story. It is interesting that Indra places these words – words 

which have echoed the sentiments of hundreds of people through out the ages – in the mouth of 

Rāvaṇa, thus not just softening his image as heartless villain, but also to a certain extent 

redeeming his character as Sītā‘s abductor. In other words, while Indra‘s Rāvaṇa is far from 

being a gentleman, he is also far from the traditional stereotypes that portray him as insensitive 

and cruel.  

Rāma, on the other hand, scores absolutely no points in Indra‘s eyes; to him, Rāma is 

―the main villain‖ who cunningly abuses his position of wealth, class, and caste, and exploits the 

less fortunate. However, Indra makes it clear that the egotistical Rāvaṇa hardly fares any better. 

But he qualifies this statement by saying that Rāvaṇa was preferable to Rāma as he never masked 

his true intentions, whereas Rāma was cunning and deceitful, even with those he professed to 

love – a judgment that didn‘t go down well with Lakshmi gāru, the elderly lady who had kindly 

offered to help me with translating Indra‘s text. ―What makes me feel bad is the portrayal of 

Rāma. I respect Vālmīki‘s Rāma – he was knowledgeable and an able ruler…Rāma sacrificed his 

beloved… How can [the Sītā here] complain against this? Nobody can convince me that Rāma is 

bad and Rāvaṇa good.‖ Her last sentence was telling; to her the lack of Rāvaṇa‘s demonization 

amounted to portraying him in a positive light, which as noted above, was far from what Indra 

had in mind.   

Returning to ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ Sītā finds it difficult to accept Rāvaṇa‘s belief that Rāma 

is still the same man that she once knew. She is sure that he, like her, must be a changed person, 

and that he must have reflected upon life a great deal since his separation from her. ―I have to 

give him a chance,‖ she tells Rāvaṇa. Then, regretting that ―I could not be your father, lover or 
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brother,‖
25

 Rāvaṇa tells her to take care of herself, before he breathes his last in her lap.  

When it comes time for Sītā to meet Rāma, Rāma insults her in front of the onlooking 

crowd – just as in traditional narratives and as Rāvaṇa had prophesized. Rāma tells her he cannot 

accept a woman who had lived with his enemy for ten months, that she could go to any other 

man she desired. Sītā then realizes that Rāvaṇa had known Rāma better than she herself ever had, 

and also realizes that his feelings for her had been more genuine than Rāma‘s so-called love for 

her. When it is time for the trial-by-fire to prove her chastity, rather than walk through the flames, 

Sītā tears off her wedding necklace and throws it into the fire, walking off to her independence. 

With that, ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ comes to a close. 

As mentioned earlier, the Opening-Middle-Closing structure proves extremely 

convenient especially when comparing different texts. It is evident that Indra‘s story differs even 

from its modern counterparts in that the very Opening has Sītā waiting not for Rāma, but Rāvaṇa. 

True, one could argue that Pathabhi‘s poem comes closest to ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ in terms of its 

Opening, in that both narratives begin with radical images of Sītā – in the poem ―Sītā,‖ she is a 

modern woman, an equal of Pathabhi‘s, sharing intellectual space with him in the classroom, a 

revolutionary idea in the 1930s; in ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ she is waiting for her acquaintance, 

Rāvaṇa, with whom she shares discussions on life and philosophy on a daily basis. Both 

narratives thus move away from the traditional motif of Sītā as wife or mother. One will recall 

that Chalam‘s play opens with Sītā calling upon Rāma to embrace her at the end of the war, just 

before Rāma is about to subject her to the trial-by-fire; Volga on the other hand reiterates Sītā‘s 

image as mother at the very beginning of the story when she portrays an anxious Sītā waiting for 

her sons. 
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Despite both Pathabhi and Indra presenting Sītā in a different light, it is Indra‘s Sītā who 

directly defies convention when she sees Rāvaṇa as a friend rather than her husband‘s sworn 

enemy, thus sounding off alarm bells because she is challenging tradition on various levels right 

from the start – not only has Indra altered the literary tradition which sees Sītā and Rāvaṇa as 

binary opposites, but Sītā goes a step further in acquainting herself with Rāvaṇa, her husband‘s 

sworn enemy. It is not just her honor at stake here – she is also defying or belittling Rāma‘s 

honor by acting in a civil manner towards Rāvaṇa, instead of snubbing him, which would be the 

appropriate and loyal thing to do. After all, a woman is an extension of her husband according to 

the norms that govern not just the traditional narrative, but the very society that sees the 

Rāmāyaṇa as a blueprint for daily behavior. I speak more of this aspect – the relationship 

between Sītā and Rāvaṇa and what it could mean for patriarchy – in the next section of this 

chapter. 

The Middle, once again, is where the questioning of the traditional narrative occurs. 

While it resembles the Middle of Volga‘s story in that it has Sītā and Rāvaṇa – who like 

Śūrpaṇakhā is the ―Other‖ in popular imagination – sharing a platform as friends rather than 

enemies, Indra is careful to remind readers that Sita is no shrinking violet; he grants her a mind 

of her own which is apparent throughout the text, but which comes to the fore in Middle. This is 

where we see her blossom as a woman who is exploring her new found freedom, a journey that 

will culminate in her attaining an individuality of her own. 

The Closing, of course, is what sets ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ truly apart from the other 

narratives discussed here. When Sītā walks off to her independence, it is not just a matter of the 

personal freedom she has attained, it also speaks volumes about the relationship that keeps 

patriarchy in place, the man-woman relationship that justifies and perpetuates gender imbalance, 
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which according to Indra is the real message of the traditional narrative – that of maintaining this 

imbalance.  

Interestingly, Rangarajan, the welfare officer, who had not been surprised at the attack on 

Andhra Jyothi as a result of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ was one of the very few people – perhaps the 

only one – to categorize Indra‘s narrative – along with Pathabhi‘s, Chalam‘s and Volga‘s – as a 

Rāmāyaṇa.
26

 ―Any story that has Rāma and Sītā as a character, whether it includes Rāma and 

Sītā‘s marriage or not, Sītā‘s banishment or not, I consider to be a Rāmāyaṇa. Even if someone 

were to write a Rāmāyaṇa song for a movie, with the claim that he was a communist but had 

been commissioned to write that particular song, I would still consider him a Rāma-kavi,‖ he 

says, adding that to him the Daśaratha Jātaka too qualified as a Rāmāyaṇa. In 1993, this 

particular jātaka – there are over five hundred jātakas, each one recalling the previous lives of 

the Buddha – had attracted the ire of the BJP because of its portrayal of Rāma and Sītā as brother 

and sister. Romila Thapar comments that, in being distressed about a story so revered in 

Buddhist communities, ―the BJP leadership betrayed the Rāmāyaṇa tradition they claimed to be 

protecting, since they ignored two key characteristics at the heart of the Rāmāyaṇa tradition in 

South Asia: its multiplicity and its ability to accommodate questioning within its boundaries.‖
27

  

In the same vein, Rangarajan agreed that these modern Rāmāyaṇas added to the 

multiplicity of the Rāmāyaṇa. As to whether they had any benefit to them, however, he replied in 

the negative. ―There is no social benefit to these Rāmāyaṇas,‖ he said, lamenting that the 

problem lay in the authors‘ lack of understanding of what the characters meant for ordinary 
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people. ―A character does not have a life of its own,‖ he explained, ―They are brought to life by 

their readers. These writers do not understand that Vālmīki‘s narrative is full of literary devices 

and metaphors, which is why they have failed to make an impact – barring Pathabhi‘s poem, ‖ he 

went on. Even then, Rangarajan was of the opinion that the latter‘s claim to fame rested on 

breaking away from poetic conventions rather than on his radical interpretation of the Rāmāyaṇa. 

He did, however, have a special admiration for Chalam – ―the tallest figure of Telugu literature‖ 

– since Chalam ―knew he was not talking so much about the characters but what they stood for.‖ 

He didn‘t really care for Chalam‘s ―Sītā Agnipraveśam‖ though, calling it poorly written, despite 

the fact that he acknowledged Chalam at least knew what he was writing about. ―Indra, along 

with Volga and Pathabhi, on the other hand, don‘t know anything; they don‘t understand the 

Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa,‖ he says, adding that they not only lacked clarity of craft, but were also 

unclear about what exactly they wanted to convey to their readers.  

 

The Question of Female Agency 

As Vālmīki‘s and Tulsīdās‘s narratives have already demonstrated, it is clear that  even in 

traditional depictions, Sītā is not necessarily devoid of agency. After all, she ―willingly‖ 

undergoes the trial-by-fire, and even expresses her unhappiness at having to do so. The question 

we should be addressing then is not so much whether she possesses agency, but, how much 

agency she holds. In her article, ―From Autonomy to Agency: Feminist Perspectives on Self-

Direction,‖ Kathryn Abrams differentiates between ―autonomy‖ – a concept, she believes, that 

fails to take into account social influence – and ―agency‖ as that which emerges ―through 

collective action as well as individual self-reflection, and being directed toward cultural and 
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political, as well as individual targets.‖
28

 The idea of autonomy, she says, presupposes a self that 

is formed prior to social interaction, and is fully capable of autonomous choice.
29

 And while it 

may acknowledge that ―the individual has a history, is subject to the influence of various others, 

and to obligations and commitments that can constrain his choices,‖ these influences lie at the 

periphery of an individual‘s life and apparently have no bearing on his or her ultimate actions.
30

  

Narayana Rao similarly seems to be implying that Sītā can act of her own autonomous 

will when she ―chooses‖ to disappear into the earth forever after Rāma demands a second trial-

by-fire from her:  

In effect, Sītā wants to continue being a pativratā in this culture, and accepts all the pain 

and suffering it brings, hoping that in the end, she will be rewarded with the absolute 

approval of being a chaste wife.
31

 

 

Narayana Rao‘s words strike me as rather simplistic and misleading when he says Sītā wants to 

continue being a pativratā because of the rewards it will present; he makes it sound like there are 

no external forces at play that will compel her to act a particular way. He has not taken into 

consideration the concept of female subjectivity: as to how a woman sees herself and her role in 

society, and how that role contributes to her own sense of identity. It is not so much wanting to 

continue being a respected pativratā, as needing to negotiate one‘s role within a larger social 

context if one is to survive, by figuring out the options available to her as a woman.  For, in such 

a set-up, she is a woman first, and an individual later.  

 Once we look at Sītā‘s final disappearance into the earth with the understanding that no 

one operates in a vacuum, we come to realize that, within this system, the traditional Sītā‘s 

―agency‖ is driven by society; through her ―suicide‖ she demonstrates her ―independence‖ from 
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it, while at the same time communicating her objection to the way it has treated her. But, and this 

is most important, she does it by giving in to the social set-up, or by using it against itself, rather 

than fighting it. It is thus not so much wanting to, as feeling pressured – consciously or 

unconsciously – into doing what is socially acceptable. Abrams‘ concept of agency – that it 

depends upon social, cultural, and political variables – recognizes that the female body, the site 

of various social concerns, cannot act autonomously. It is not just about acknowledging that a 

woman is part of a larger social system, which is generally patriarchal in nature, but also 

knowing that there are innumerable variables that come in the way of her acting autonomously, 

including cultural and political inequity, in addition to the gendered or social construct of the self; 

that the self and Self are not identical even though they manifest in the same body. Only this 

realization, she says, will help a woman assess and affirm, resist or partially replace, the socially 

molded sense of self, getting her closer to the idea of ―Who am I really, and what do I want?‖ or 

the idea of Self.
32

 

In other words, feminist revisions of autonomy theory account for the effects and barriers 

of socialization that play a role in a woman‘s defining her sense of self. As an example, Abrams 

takes the case of the woman who may have chosen to follow the path of being ―traditionalist‖ – 

one who is strongly socialized to feminine norms and devotes herself primarily to the care of her 

family.
33

 Such a woman, according to narrow definitions of autonomy, displays a lack of self-

respect ―as marked by the servility manifested by the traditional woman.‖
34

 In dismissing such 

women as having little or no autonomy, however, these observers fail to take into account that 

the choice of becoming a homemaker itself hinges upon the gendered idea that defines this role 

as appropriate and valuable to her because she is a woman. Moreover, even ―non-traditional‖ 
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women, who chose to follow a career rather than be homemakers – and were thus autonomous 

according to this theory – were themselves faced with hurdles and prejudices because of pre-

conceived notions regarding femininity and masculinity as well as other personal behaviors that 

were learnt during their lifetime, Abrams stresses.
35

 

In their article, ―The Character of ‗Character‘ in Early South Asian Religious Narratives: 

An Introductory Essay,‖ Brian Black and John Green list characters who have demonstrated a 

remarkable stability throughout genres, texts, and historical periods. Focusing on the Upanishads 

and the examples of Yajñavālkya and Gārgī, among others, they contend that ―literary characters 

in South Asian texts have a remarkable stability as they appear and reappear across textual 

genres, historical periods and religious traditions.‖
36

 This certainly applies to a whole list of 

characters from the Rāmāyaṇa as well, but in limiting the discussion to Sītā, it is indeed a 

fascinating realization that although ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa is a fluid narrative, Sītā‘s character seems 

to be a fixed one; she is in a long-suffering role as the wife of Rāma, Rāvaṇa‘s victim, and 

mother to Lava and Kuśa. In other words, her role is simply as a woman in relation to the 

various males in her life. But this is the real question here – while Sītā may ostensibly not be as 

flexible as some other key characters, does she have the potential to possess a flexibility as far as 

reacting to Rāma‘s treatment of her?  

The authors of the modern Telugu Rāmāyaṇas in discussion here certainly seem to think 

so. Recognizing the fluidity of the narrative, they attempt to present Sītā as a multi-dimensional 

character, rather than the one she has been traditionally associated with – as pativratā. In doing 

so, not only do they denounce Rāma‘s actions – an oft repeated trope – they also nurture hopes 

of bringing about a shift in traditional attitudes toward women by altering Sītā’s traditional 
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image. In the process of giving her a loud and clear voice, they also radically change her 

personality, and thereby challenge the notion that Sītā as a pativratā has to necessarily be the 

Sītā of popular imagination. By presenting Sītā as a human being, with ordinary feelings and 

emotions, they confront and question the impossible standards that this traditional Sītā has set for 

millions of women, and in ―humanizing‖ her, they present audiences – both male and female – 

with alternative ―Sītās‖; in other words, they invite readers to share in Sītā‘s plight, and to 

sympathize with her by giving their Sītā a voice of her own.  

Pathabhi‘s Sītā displays an overt sexuality before she chooses Rāvaṇa as her sexual 

partner. In Chalam‘s play, Sītā boldly confronts the norms that allow Rāma to unscrupulously 

discard his wife. Although Sītā is not overtly sexualized in Chalam‘s play, she attacks the 

cultural norms that have allowed her husband to humiliate her; she also addresses the subject of 

love and sexuality when she laments the fact that Rāma rejects her on the grounds that he 

suspects Rāvaṇa may have raped her, even though that has no bearing on her own love for her 

husband. She then goes on to regret that she did not love Rāvaṇa back – a demon who had loved 

her even though he knew her heart and body belonged to Rāma – before jumping into Rāvaṇa‘s 

funeral pyre. In ―Samāgamam,‖ Volga refrains from giving Sītā a radical character, and is 

careful not to rock the boat. She leaves it to the reader to figure out what Sītā may do with her 

future freedom – one that can involve being in a relationship or not – but which is still a long 

way off; she is first and foremost mother to her children, until they come of age.  

Regardless of what they endow Sītā with, there is no question that the modern Sītā, 

including Volga‘s Sītā, possesses more agency than her traditional counterpart. In distinguishing 

the modern Sītā from the traditional one, then, it would be fair to say that though Sītā may have 

had agency even in Vālmīki‘s text, this was a passive agency. The Sītās of modern Rāmāyaṇas, 
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on the other hand, possess an active agency, one in which they defy the patriarchal norms of the 

culture they live in. 

Let us, however, focus on Sītā of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam.‖ Right from the start, Indra has 

endowed her with a strong sense of individuality. Although there is progression in the other 

stories from a passive agency to an active agency, whether in choosing Rāvaṇa over Rāma or in 

realizing that life has more to offer than simply being a mother, Pathabhi, Chalam and Volga‘s 

Sītās are still part of a particular social construct that believes it is necessary for women to be 

attached to males, whether legally sanctioned or not. This is where the Sītā of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ 

differs from her ―modern‖ counterparts, since she completely rejects the idea that a woman needs 

a man in her life; she chooses to remain independent. In effect then, Sītā not only rejects the 

cultural norms that insist on chaining her to the conventional duties of a wife and mother, but she 

also rejects the idea that this same patriarchy is to dictate to her what is conventional or 

unconventional; she will be the one to decide her own fate, not the very patriarchy that grants her 

the freedom, for, if a governing authority can bestow freedom upon her, that authority can also 

take it away. She would like to be in charge of her own fate, thank you. 

In her book, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir points out that historically women 

have been reduced to objects by males through an ideology that will always define the man as 

the Subject, and the woman as his Object. This relationship between Subject and Object, or 

Master and Slave as she also likens it to, ensures that a woman‘s sense of self will always be tied 

to patriarchal expectations of her – that her subjectivity or lived experience will forever be partial, 

for she can never truly become the Subject in a system that was specifically created in order to 

reduce her to an Object; after all, there has to be an Other for a man to be able to lord over. In 

such an arrangement, de Beauvoir argues, a woman can never attain full agency, as she will 
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always see herself as secondary to, and dependent upon, a man‘s definition of her. Most 

importantly, as de Beauvoir says, it is not so much about men ―enforcing‖ or brutally laying 

down the law; it is about women internalizing attitudes and behaviors of subjugation that will 

always relegate them to secondary position.
37

 

In reference to the modern Rāmāyaṇas in discussion here, all the authors have recognized 

and acknowledged that a woman has been reduced to a secondary position, which is why all they 

aim to give her more agency, what I call active agency. And indeed, their Sītās do challenge the 

cultural emphasis placed on a woman‘s chastity and her dependence upon a male, making sure 

Sītā‘s actions do not fit the acceptable social norm, unlike Vālmīki‘s and especially Tulsī‘s Sītā, 

whose pristine, pure character qualifies her as pativratā exemplar, itself a patriarchally 

constructed concept.  

However, the agency Pathabhi, Chalam and Volga give their Sītā, although active, is still 

a limited agency, one in which a woman‘s subjectivity is defined by the foundation of the 

patriarchal structure which insists on a man-woman relationship. As de Beauvoir says, so long as 

the institution of marriage (or, in tune, with the times we currently live in, the insistence on a 

man-woman relationship) exists in the form of the husband-wife/ Subject-Object/ Master-Slave 

relationship, a woman will continue to be at the receiving end of male domination, which will 

perpetuate this form of ―slavery,‖ no matter how well-meaning or conscious the man may be of 

the power disparity between the sexes.
38

 For this reason, one can argue that while the ―modern‖ 

Sītā undoubtedly attains more agency, it is only in Indra‘s story that she attains complete agency 

or autonomous subjectivity to use de Beauvoir‘s words.
39

 Although it would be a fallacy to speak 

of the concept of agency in ―either…or‖ terms, as either existing or not – we saw how partial 
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agency too can give a woman a voice or a sense of subjectivity – when a woman can free herself 

of the internalized social expectations of needing to be in a relationship with a man can she attain 

full agency. Only then she has the potential to come into her own as Subject, without being 

subject to anything or anyone. Indra‘s Sītā thus differs even from her modern counterparts, as 

she has not only rejected select patriarchal norms, but also the very arrangement that forever 

binds her to the perpetual struggle for a woman‘s individual freedom. ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ in 

essence reflects Sītā‘s journey and the realization that Abrams speaks of which is required in 

order to attain agency. Only, in the case of Indra‘s Sītā‘s, she has not simply attained a partial or 

limited agency, but she has completely come into her own. 

Now, having presented the subtleties of the character of the ―modern‖ Sītā, let us return 

to the attack on Andhra Jyothi in the aftermath of the publication of Indra‘s story, to try and 

figure out what the RSS may have found objectionable. In ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ there is not even a 

hint of Sītā and Rāvaṇa being romantically involved. What then could have ―hurt the sentiments‖ 

of the readers? After all, Chalam and Pathabhi‘s poem were received with critical acclaim as 

modernist critiques of established traditions in both social as well as literary circles. Yes, there 

was opposition to their work back then too, yet it was more of a measured opposition. As 

Narayana Rao says, ―A couple of decades ago, [Indra‘s story] would probably have received 

critical acclaim from the modernist critics of the traditional Rāmāyaṇa narrative, and quiet 

disdain from the devotees of Rāma, as Chalam‘s play and Pathabhi‘s poem received in the 

1930s.‖
40

  

In his article, ―When Does Sītā Cease to be Sītā,‖ Narayana Rao suggests that Sītā‘s 

identity as Sītā lies in her fidelity to Rāma; once this is in question, she no longer remains Sītā, 
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leading readers to raise objections to the ―twisting‖ of the narrative. In Indra‘s ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ 

however, Sītā and Rāvaṇa are not romantically involved, so there is no question of her being 

unfaithful to Rāma. In fact, more than once Sītā thwarts Rāvaṇa‘s advances, making it clear she 

is not interested in him. Eventually, however, at the end of this story, when Rāma kills Rāvaṇa 

and questions Sītā‘s chastity, Sītā ends up rejecting Rāma. Could this be the ―disloyalty‖ or 

infidelity that Narayana Rao speaks of which disqualifies her from being ―Sītā,‖ and which 

subsequently incurred the wrath of Hindu fundamentalists who prevented the last part of the 

story from being published?  Although it is tempting to see it that way, this certainly couldn‘t 

have been the case, since Sītā‘s walking off to her independence occurs only at the very end of 

the story, in the part that was withdrawn from publication.  

It has to lie in something else then. Let us go back to Sītā and Rāvaṇa‘s relationship, 

which is clear from the start – they are just good acquaintances who are honest with each other 

and who engage in civil conversations on a daily basis. Juxtapose this with Narayana Rao‘s 

statement that fidelity to Rāma is what defines Sītā as ―Sītā.‖
41

 Fidelity lies in the notion of 

―faithfulness to a person, cause, or belief, demonstrated by continuing loyalty and support.‖ The 

notion of Sītā‘s fidelity, however, is linked to her chastity, her absolute sexual fidelity to Rāma. 

In other words, although there may be a difference between the concepts of fidelity and chastity, 

however subtle, the notion of Sītā’s fidelity has forever come to be intertwined with the notion of 

her chastity or sexual faithfulness towards Rāma.  

Since Rāvaṇa does not rape Sītā in ―Rāvaṇa Josyam,‖ however, nor is she guilty of 

cheating on her husband by even thinking of Rāvaṇa, the objection to ―Rāvaṇa Josyam‖ must 

involve more than just the conventional notion of Sītā‘s sexual fidelity towards Rāma. In order to 

unearth the significant question of what could have been so objectionable about ―Rāvaṇa 
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Josyam,‖ we have to first revisit the issue of Sītā‘s loyalty discussed earlier – her disregard for 

her husband‘s pride and self-respect in interacting with Rāvaṇa, her criticism of Rāma, and the 

fact that she is on friendly terms with her own abductor are all potential causes for dishonoring 

Rāma‘s feelings, and by extension ―hurting‖ those of the readers. Most damaging is what this 

behavior symbolizes – Sītā is challenging the patriarchy that has established these norms. Thus, 

fear of the loss of power by the upper castes and classes is what really underlines this anxiety. 

Sītā‘s chastity – safely under wraps – is not the issue here; true, the emphasis on chastity is itself 

a patriarchal concern that possibly originated in the fear surrounding the power of a woman‘s 

sexuality, which subsequently distracted men from their real duties as defined by ancient 

scriptures, leading to concerns of ownership and property rights. But since the question of her 

sexual purity is not relevant here, it must lie in the direct defiance of the well established 

structure by Sītā. Moreover, she is an upper class, upper caste woman; as future queen, she has 

evinced an interest in defying not only her lord and master, but also the king, ruler of the land, to 

whom the subjects must bequeath their loyalty, as such serving as a bad example not just to 

women, but to the very elitist structure that was created by a handful of upper class, upper-caste 

males. 

Additionally, it was not just the Sītā-Rāvaṇa relationship, but the idea that anyone could 

even question the ―original‖ story that was at the core of the matter. In Nina Paley‘s film Sītā 

Sings the Blues, the story is a ―traditional‖ one, in that Rāma is banished, Rāvaṇa kidnaps Sītā, 

Rāma wages a war to get her back, Rāma kills Rāvaṇa, and then compels Sītā to undergo the 

trial-by-fire. As readers know, years later after he has banished her to the wilderness and wants 

her back, she refuses him and calls upon her mother, the Earth, to take her back into her womb. 

This is the skeleton, the bare-bones plot that even the hit television series Ramanand Sagar‘s 
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Rāmāyaṇa is based on. There was, however, much criticism against Sītā Sings the Blues from 

many people who claimed it was ―degrading‖: A report in the Wall Street Journal after a Queens, 

New York, screening in June 2011 had this to say: 

Patanjali Rambrich, a Bellerose resident affiliated with Forum for Hindu Awakening 

called the film ―a mockery of our sacred religious text. It‘s defamation, it‘s degradation,‖ 

said Mr. Rambrich, who said he watched the film on YouTube. ―It‘s a mockery and an 

insult.‖
42

 

 

A mockery of exactly what and how is unclear from this or other stories, other than the fact that 

it is ―offensive‖ to Hindus. The same report does, however, state that ―Pandit Chunelall Narine, 

vehemently denounced the film after watching it, objecting to some of the language, the 

appearance of a bosomy Sītā – the wife of the Hindu god Rāma – in some scenes.‖ Paley 

continues to receive hate mail from Hindus. The treatment she received as a result of her film 

suggests it is not just presenting Rāma and Sītā ―in a different light‖ that rankles 

―traditionalists,‖
43

 but that in the new Hindutva infused environment, any questioning at all is 

taboo. There seems to be a growing idea that the story is a frozen one, when in fact its fluidity 

and mutability are among its most defining characteristics. I must also add that while in 

Hyderabad, an acquaintance of a friend of mine had decided on a private screening of Sītā Sings 

the Blues in her own home. When the RSS got to hear of this – how they did remains a mystery – 

she was ―requested‖ to cancel the event, a safer option, she decided, considering it was the RSS 

she was dealing with.  

A. Bhairavi, who along with S. Krishnan has translated Telugu works into English, thinks 

the rise of the Hindu right reinforces a specific value system through the Rāmāyaṇa. ―It doesn‘t 

let us question the Hindu Other, never mind issues of gender,‖ she says, adding that the idea of 
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the ―secular‖ has never been more challenging.
44

  She points to the rise of cable television which 

offers viewers many more ―choices‖ than in the days when Doordarshan, the state run television 

network reigned by dint of being the only available channel. The irony, she says, lies in the fact 

that today‘s children are exposed more than ever to Hindu epics and ―values,‖ through children‘s 

shows such as Krishna, Ramayana and Chota Bheem, which are in animation form and which 

often dominate children‘s networks. S. Krishnan, who, like Bhairavi is a professor, adds that 

even in this age that offers more options, Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa remains the most favored 

narrative – ―though they have their own idea of what the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa is.‖ ―But,‖ he 

stresses, ―the problem is not so much the content of the Rāmāyaṇa per se, as it is about 

privileging particular texts; the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa is still favored as the ‗authentic‘ version even 

though people do not read it, and even though there may be more regional and folk Rāmāyaṇas 

that people can relate to.‖ Moreover, adds Bhairavi –an upper class, upper caste woman –  only 

select episodes from Vālmīki‘s text are highlighted, depending on which strata of society you 

belong to. As a child, she says, she never knew of the Śambūka episode, nor did she know of 

Mandodarī, Rāvaṇa‘s wife, who like Sītā suffered much on her husband‘s account due to his 

philandering and ambitious ways. All this, says Bhairavi, leads her to wondering if things will be 

any different in this so-called ―secular‖ era. 

As to whether modern Rāmāyaṇas have the potential to offer any positive change – social, 

religious, or political – Bhairavi is not quite sure, seeing them more as an academic exercise. 

Krishnan, on the other hand, is positive there is no benefit to them, ―unless they are directly 

attached to a conscious social movement,‖ he says, referring to Dalit literature and the impact it 

has had on culture and politics, more obvious in productions from Tamil Nadu.  
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Conclusion 

Sītā is the archetype of ideal Indian womanhood; this mythical character also serves as 

the model of perfect wifehood for ordinary, corporeal women. As Beauvoir says, on the role of 

myths: 

Few myths have been more advantageous to the ruling castes than the myth of woman: it 

justifies all privilege and authorizes their abuse. Men need not bother themselves with 

alleviating the pains and burdens that physiologically are a woman‘s lot, since these are 

―intended by Nature‘; men use them as a pretext for increasing the misery of the feminine 

lot still further, for instance by refusing to grant a woman any right to sexual pleasure, or 

by making her work like a beast of burden.
45

 

 

The creation of the myth of woman as the Eternal Feminine – as mysterious and beyond the 

comprehension of males – forever ensures that women are relegated to secondary status through 

this otherness in contrast to males, when in reality, argues Beauvoir, men can be just as 

mysterious and woman just as logical. With the construction of this dichotomy, however, which 

now serves as the absolute truth especially as far as women are concerned, those flesh and blood 

women who do not fit this idea of womanhood are deemed social misfits. Additionally, in Indian 

society, especially in the India that seems to be moving towards the rise of Hindu fascism which 

aims for a return to Rāmrājya or the fabled golden rule of Rāma, the myth of Sītā as the ideal 

woman presents yet another trap. There is no leeway for deviation or room for debate, because 

now a real, ―live‖ Sītā, with specific emotional and physical attributes is held up as a mirror to 

ordinary women – a pativratā, beautiful but ―not too bosomy,‖ and markedly reserved and loyal 

in her speech. The Sītā Myth would thus present a two-fold problem for Indian women, 

according to Beauvoir. 

As we saw, the term ―loyalty‖ is not just restricted to the narrow sense of being sexually 

true to your partner. It involves moral and emotional support, and in the Indian context, the sense 
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of unquestioning devotion and allegiance of a wife towards her husband, as defined by scripture. 

In that sense, then, Sītā is humiliating Rāma with her proximity to Rāvaṇa, even though there 

may be no physical contact between the two. This, I think, is the ―provocation‖ the RSS 

volunteers spoke of when they stormed Andhra Jyothi’s office and roughed up the editor. This of 

course is assuming they were being rational about the whole thing. Chances are they were driven 

by emotion which ensured that any interpretation or telling of the Rāmāyaṇa that did not adhere 

to their notion of what constituted the narrative was disqualified as blasphemous.  

Specifically in terms of female subjectivity, however, when it comes to modern narratives, 

there is a progression from the nationalist image of Gandhi‘s Sītā to the post-modern Sītā. 

Gandhi‘s Sītā as pativratā exemplar attained monumental status because of her purity and her 

―sacrifice‖ in remaining silent in the face of hardship. This in turn was extended to the idea of 

women in general suffering for the cause of the nation during the Indian freedom struggle. 

Aware of this, Chalam and Pathabhi, who wrote their narratives during the nationalist pre-

Independence movement of the late thirties and early forties, rejected the pativratā ideology that 

so defined and mystified Sītā, in favor of one that asserted her sexuality. Nevertheless this is still 

a limited agency, however active it may be. The same can be said of Volga‘s Sītā, who is first 

and foremost, mother to her children. In Indra‘s narrative, Sītā comes into her own when she 

rejects the patriarchal structure, not by escaping it – as the Sītā of Vālmīki did, or by acquiescing 

to it, albeit in non-traditional ways, in Pathabhi and Chalam‘s narratives – but by choosing to live 

within it on her own terms, without any help from either ―Rāma‖ or ―Rāvaṇa‖ or Chalam or 

Pathabhi. Sītā, no doubt, has come a long way since the independence movement, and perhaps 

therein lies the real danger.
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Chapter VI. 

CONCLUSION: 

REDRAWING THE BOUNDARIES. OR NOT? 

 
I began this study in a quest to understand more about ―modern Rāmāyaṇas‖ – about the 

authors, the texts and, most importantly, what happened to the narratives after the authors had 

finished writing them. How were they received? After all, many scholars label the Rāmāyaṇa as 

a blueprint for daily behavior, and the effect it has had on its audiences throughout the ages has 

not gone unnoticed either by lay readers or by scholarship. While the focus on the reader through 

the lens of reader-response or reception theory may be new, the Rāmāyaṇa has been subjected to 

questioning and re-interpretation for centuries, not only by academics and commentators, but 

also by ordinary people who have looked to it for guidance. Socio-rhetorical criticism as an 

―interpretive analytic‖ goes a step further than reception theory in understanding that these texts 

do not exist in isolation; that the world of the authors, the texts and readers collide and collude to 

add meaning to peoples lives.
1
 With an ancient narrative that shares a special space in the 

cultural consciousness of millions of Hindus, it makes even more sense to understand the varied 

horizons of meanings embedded within it, particularly when an attempt is made to offer a 

feminist perspective to a narrative that has always included the story of a woman‘s suffering at 

the hands of a male-dominated environment. 

After establishing that the four stories in question qualified as Rāmāyaṇas as per 

Ramanujan‘s ―Many Rāmāyaṇas‖ approach, with all four possessing the signifiers that would 

merit them the designation of ―Rāmāyaṇa‖ owing to their allusions to key events and 

personalities such as Sītā‘s abduction, her agni-parīkṣā, and Rāvaṇa as Rāma‘s arch-enemy, my 

next task lay in finding out who read these stories and what readers thought of them. This was 

                                                 
1
 Personal communication with Vernon Robbins. 
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imperative since the authors of these modern texts had hoped to engage readers in a debate 

regarding the secondary role of women in an especially patriarchal society like India‘s by relying 

on the Rāmāyaṇa which continues to influence millions of people right into the twenty-first 

century. 

Before embarking on a discussion of the results of my study, a comparison of the four 

texts under scrutiny, or the intertextual aspects of these narratives, will first shed light on the 

nature of these modern texts and how they are linked to and differ from Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa. In 

the previous chapter, I spoke of how Indra‘s text opened on a rather unusual note, in that Sītā and 

Rāvaṇa are already on good terms with each other. The other texts, barring Pathabhi‘s, as one 

will recall, began with an evocation of Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, with their rather gentle image of 

Sītā; as in Vālmīki‘s narrative, the Sītā of these texts does not carry the potential of immediately 

subverting cultural norms. Even Pathabhi‘s Sītā, although a young college-going girl in the 

1930s, in discussion with a male classmate – rare for those times – does not pose an immediate 

threat to readers in terms of her chastity or in terms of misplaced loyalty as there is no mention 

of her wanting to be with Rāvaṇa at this early stage.  

In the middle of all four texts, however, we see a consistent literary pattern in the form of 

questioning, as when Pathabhi sarcastically asks his Sītā if she wants to be the Sītā of traditional 

narratives who stands by a husband that continues to abuse and humiliate her:  

Tell me, Sītā!  

Having heard all this,  

would you want to be like Sītā, 

virtuous wife of the hero Rāma?‖  

At other times, the questioning is not so rhetorical, as in Chalam‘s ―Sītā Agnipraveśam,‖ when 

Sītā turns Vālmīki‘s narrative on its head by demanding an answer from Rāma as to why he 

waged a war, killing hundreds of innocent people, only to turn his back on her in the end. 
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Interestingly, in Volga and Indra‘s stories, the tables are turned – it is Sītā who is being 

questioned. Not by Rāma, but by the traditional villains of the Rāmāyaṇa, who ironically assist 

Sītā into finding her own sense of self. In many ways, then, the Middle of all four texts sees an 

overt questioning of patriarchal traditions and customs, and engages in a debate not just with 

society, but also with the traditional text, Vālmīki‘s Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa, that many people 

designate as ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa. 

The Closing of all texts – barring Volga‘s – are radical. Pathabhi‘s Sītā, as well as 

Chalam‘s Sītā, longs to unite with Rāvaṇa. Indra‘s Sītā goes a step further in refusing any male 

control over her life. Volga‘s Sītā, as we witnessed, leaves it entirely to the reader to decide what 

Sītā will do, and therein lies the most likely reason why Volga‘s ―Samāgamam‖ remains 

uncontroversial. None of the people I spoke with had issues with Volga‘s representation of Sītā, 

although they may have had concerns regarding the lead characters of her other works, all 

women, who openly defy convention especially in terms of expressing their sexuality.  

The OMC approach thus ―establishes ‗cognitive frames‘ that allow the interpreter to 

highlight aspects of the text that may appear especially useful through analysis and interpretation 

of varied repetitive, progressive [and] narrational textures.‖
2
  It helps us explore the richness of 

these texts, and determine how they differ from Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, while at the same time, 

differing from each other, despite the fact that all four authors use the same incident to put across 

their messages – Sītā‘s fire-by-trial.  

As far as the overall findings of my study are concerned, there were numerous highlights: 

The concept of ―pool of signifiers‖ made perfect sense and qualified these narratives as 

                                                 
2
 Personal communication with Vernon Robbins. 
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Rāmāyaṇas. But that was within academia.
3
 As far as the lay reader was concerned, however, 

these texts were not Rāmāyaṇas or Rāmkathās.  Out of the forty people I spoke to, only one of 

them – Rangarajan, the Welfare Officer – said these were indeed Rāmāyaṇas to him. Narasimhan, 

the research fellow, made it clear that the question of whether they were Rāmāyaṇas or not, was 

irrelevant to him, an atheist. He did, however, add that he could see no problem in 

acknowledging them as such, because people had been using the Rāmāyaṇa to convey varied 

messages since time immemorial; that ―this was just an extension of tradition.‖ The rest of the 

people I spoke to viewed them as interpretations or critiques of the Rāmāyaṇa, but definitely not 

Rāmāyaṇas in their own right.  

Moreover, while the term ―pool of signifiers‖ was not a phrase lay readers used, it was 

the relationship among the signifiers that was just as, if not more, important than the signifiers 

themselves. In other words, simply having signifiers and building a narrative around them was 

not enough; it was their association that most mattered. For example, Sītā and her abductor 

Rāvaṇa may be signifiers of the story, but that was not enough. They had to stand in a particular 

relationship if a Rāmāyaṇa was to be qualified as one – in our case, necessarily as enemies. By 

themselves the signifiers were static. The more one thought of this, the more sense it made:  the 

Rāmāyaṇa is a story about ideal relationships – father-son, brother-brother, husband-wife, ruler-

subject. And it only seems natural that this would extend to the relationship of signifiers that 

Ramanujan speaks of. The idea that there needs to be an ―ideal‖ relationship among two or more 

signifiers that belong to the ―pool of signifiers‖ that Ramanujan speaks of is thus an imperative. 

Secondly, Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa had tremendous influence. When people think of the 

Rāmāyaṇa, they sincerely believe they are evoking Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa, whether they have read 

                                                 
3
 I am sure there are also Rāmāyaṇa scholars who would not include these modern narratives under the rubric of 

―modern Rāmāyaṇas.‖  
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it or not, whether they are factually correct or not. One only need recall Lakshmi gāru‘s words 

that Indra had not included the Lakṣmaṇa-rekhā – absent in Vālmīki‘s text – which meant ―he 

did not know what he was talking about‖ as ―Vālmīki‘s Rāmāyaṇa is the authentic Rāmāyaṇa; 

that is exactly what happened in reality.‖ Or how Deepthi, the house-wife, who in her forties had 

embarked on a new career thanks to her blog which addressed various topics, from recipes to 

women‘s issues, told me, ―The maximum percentage of the population knows Vālmīki‘s 

Rāmāyaṇa,‖ which was ―seventy per cent.‖ Upon asking how she knew that, she told me it was 

because people got their information from books and movies, ―and these directors and authors 

say they are talking about Vālmīki‘s story, which is why I say they are all based on the Vālmīki 

Rāmāyaṇa.‖ 

Most fascinating was how people tended to make up their own Rāmāyaṇas as they went 

through different stations in life; not in the sense that they were authoring new narratives, but 

that their perception of the Rāmāyaṇa changed according to their sources, the stages of their lives, 

and the situations they found themselves in. L. Jayashree, the woman‘s magazine editor, had 

narrated to me that, as a young woman, she had despised Rāma for treating Sītā the way he did. 

Today, she had revised her opinion, for she was ―yet to come across a man who pined for his 

wife as much as Rāma did.‖  

Beginning with the stage of infancy, people were exposed to ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa, a.k.a. the 

Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, from their parents and grandparents, and later on through children‘s books 

such as Chandamama and Amar Chitra Katha, and even television. As young college-going 

adults they came across other ―versions‖ of the Rāmāyaṇa such as Tulsīdās‘s Hindi Mānas and 

Kamban‘s Tamil Irāmavatāram. But the fact remains that they made up their own Rāmāyaṇas as 

they went along, consciously or unconsciously – more often the latter – taking little bits from 
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various sources and stringing it into their own unique whole, which, more often than not, they 

attributed to Vālmīki.  

Now, coming to the nature of these modern Rāmāyaṇas, let me briefly linger on the word 

Narayana Rao chooses to describe narratives that do not portray Sītā as a pativratā.  Narayana 

Rao goes on to call such tellings ―anti-Rāmāyaṇas‖ and the Sītā of such texts ―anti-Sītās.‖
4
  

While I agree that Sītā was most often identified by her loyalty to Rāma, the ―anti‖ prefix is 

rather disturbing due to its popular usage as: ―in comb. opposed to; retarding or preventing; of 

opposing kind.‖ Although not necessarily connoting negativity, one is apt to juxtapose it with 

―anti-hero(ine)‖ or ―a central character in a story, film, or play who lacks conventional heroic 

qualities,‖ thereby predisposing one to a sense of disapproval towards this ―modern‖ Sītā and 

these texts. In fact, the quintessential ―anti-Sītā‖ is the demoness Śūrpaṇakhā. By prefacing such 

texts and Sītās with the prefix ―anti,‖ Narayana Rao in fact perpetuates traditional stereotypes of 

Sītā, and by extension all Hindu women, as submissive and chaste. In the process he essentializes 

the notion that a woman ought to be so; that anyone who did not conform to this standard faced 

social exclusion. Although he recognizes that the problem lies in appropriating Sītā‘s traditional 

image to subvert women in general, through the very use of ―anti,‖ Narayana Rao inadvertently, 

and perhaps unintentionally, creates a mind-set towards these texts; by using such a loaded term, 

he may be undoing the effort of the authors of these Rāmāyaṇas, who hope to initiate a paradigm 

shift in traditional attitudes towards Sītā by humanizing her.
5
 The term ―counter-Rāmāyaṇa‖ to 

describe these texts would be more appropriate to set them apart from more conventional 

portrayals of Sītā. 

                                                 
4
 Narayana Rao, ―When Does Sītā Cease to be Sītā?,‖ 235. 

5
 Admittedly, Narayana Rao is writing for the scholarly community, but even academic articles carry the potential to 

influence ordinary readers, as scholarship often determines lay opinion, which in turn influences lexical definitions 

or common usage. 
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Moreover, the only person who expressed an outright displeasure of the Telugu narratives 

studied here was Lakshmi gāru. Even though reactions ranged from incredulous to unbridled 

interest, for most people these texts may not have been Rāmāyaṇas, but they certainly weren‘t 

anti-Rāmāyaṇas; people tended to see them as interpretations and critiques rather than purely 

fictional accounts. My research also contributed to different understandings of not just these 

modern texts but also of traditional narratives. It provided new horizons of meanings as far as 

even Vālmīki‘s text was concerned – it shed light on what people thought of this particular 

narrative, and how far they would go in testing the fluidity of a story many deemed historically 

accurate. And though my ―interpretive community‖ – a concept coined by Stanley Fish to 

describe the defined readership most texts have
6
 – consisted of the non-specialist reader of the 

Rāmāyaṇa, even within this community there was a specific demographic that consisted of upper 

class, English-medium educated people who were mostly related to academia and activism, as 

Narayana Rao had predicted.
7
 When it came to the Rāmāyaṇa, it was difficult, if not impossible, 

to have a blanket interpretive community that was defined in terms of Hindu faith, unlike the 

Christian Bible, which is specific and is meant for believers of a particular faith.
8
 It soon became 

clear, however, that, even within this specific interpretive community, modern Rāmāyaṇa 

narratives were not widely read. Although familiar with Chalam and Pathabhi as acclaimed 

Telugu writers, very few people knew of these particular texts. The same was the case with 

Volga – she was a familiar name especially within Telugu feminist literature, but ―Samāgamam‖ 

was not a widely read story.  As for D.R. Indra, nobody, except the Andhra Jyothi staff and a few 

academics were aware of him or his story. Even then, they did not know him as a writer of short 

                                                 
6
 Stanley Fish, Is there a Text in the Class? The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press, 1980), 48. 
7
 Narayana Rao, ―When Does Sītā Cease to be Sītā?‖ 228. 

8
 With Tulsī‘s Mānas, however, it is possible to identify a specific community of believers; the Mānas is often read 

in congregations much like the Bible is. 
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stories, but as the writer of ―Rāvaṇa Josyam.‖  

But that does not in any way mean that their contribution amounted to nothing. In fact, 

they only added to the tradition of Questioning Rāmāyaṇas that Paula Richman speaks of, 

helping raise new issues about the epic.
9
 Dr. Lalitha, the professor of Women‘s Studies at the 

University of Hyderabad, brought up the matter of the gossip surrounding Sītā‘s chastity 

beginning with a dhobi or washer man. ―What if a dhobi had not uttered those words, but a 

Brahmin had? Would the outcome have been different?‖ she asked. As Lakshmi gāru had said, 

this notion should have been dismissed because after all, ―only a dhobi had uttered these words.‖ 

On the other hand, an audience member present at one of my conferences had used the very same 

example to cite the significance of the sub-altern voice in a narrative in which upper caste, upper 

class people were the main players. The dhobi had in essence lent a sense of visibility to an 

invisible group when his words were taken seriously by the king of Ayodhya.  

The richness of the Rāmāyaṇa tradition lies in its diversity, its ability to adapt to its 

environment, resulting in hundreds of Rāmāyaṇas. This diversity exists both ways – in the way 

they are told and the way they are received. Let me elaborate when I say this. Even though, as a 

listener, one may believe that he or she adheres to a particular telling, or a fixed text, that ―fixed‖ 

text itself could be an amalgamation of various sources and embellishments in the reader‘s own 

mind. When Lakshmi gāru asserts her faith in Vālmīki‘s narrative and follows it up by 

specifically mentioning the Lakṣmaṇa rekhā absent in the Sanskrit text, she is not necessarily 

lying or being deceitful; that is the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa which is imprinted in her head. Lakshmi 

gāru is one of the few who has read the Sanskrit Rāmāyaṇa. In fact, most have not even read 

what scholars would call authoritative texts, be it Vālmīki‘s, Kamban‘s or Tulsīdās‘ narratives. 

                                                 
9
 See Paula‘s Richman, Questioning Rāmāyaṇas: A South Indian Tradition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2001).  
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They get their information from various informal sources and string it together into a complete 

chronological whole, thus making up their own Rāmāyaṇas.  

Moreover, people who know the Rāmāyaṇa do not necessarily think of it in conscious 

terms – it is ―just there‖ or ―always already,‖ as Ramanujan says.
10

 But when urged to think of it, 

they tend to reevaluate and reassess it according to their own experiences and the situations they 

are in. Perhaps my academic background led these people to respond in more analytical terms, 

but it appears that the Rāmāyaṇa has the potential of constantly being renegotiated and redefined 

inside people‘s heads.  

Although I do not explicitly employ Hans Jauss‘s ―horizon of expectations‖
11

 metaphor, 

it is certainly implied in that my study attempts to highlight how the Rāmāyaṇa has come to be 

used in the twenty-first century; an application of his reception theory will certainly prove useful 

in studying these modern Rāmāyaṇas and the way they function in modern society. According to 

Jauss, just as in real life standing on different horizons will offer different views, the literary 

horizons – of author and reader as well as of readers belonging to different eras – similarly offer 

differing expectations resulting in different viewpoints. Jauss was particularly interested in 

comparing the responses of readers belonging to different time periods; how literature hailed as 

great in one period could be regarded as sentimental rubbish in another.
12

  

                                                 
10

 Ramanujan, ―Three Hundred Rāmāyaṇas.‖ 
11

 Hans Jauss, Question and Answer: Forms of Dialogic Understanding, ed. and trans. Michael Hays (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 1989), 18. Jauss does not talk of the Rāmāyaṇa. I use it to better understand the 

relationship between text and reader.  The most important thing says Jauss is to let go of the need to capture the 

―original‖ truth, as questioning and retelling myths create new answers that may even ―contradict the oldest 

meanings.‖ Nowhere is this truer as in the case of the Rāmāyaṇa; although categorized as mythology by scholars, it 

continues to function as history for many ordinary people. Thus while the phrase ―horizon of meaning/ expectations‖ 

can be used to describe any creation and its reception, it acquires an even more complex meaning when applied to 

the Rāmāyaṇa because the narrative has constantly been in a state of flux, ever since its inception, unlike say the 

Christian Bible, which became frozen in its present form in about the fourth century CE. Moreover, in the case of 

the Rāmāyaṇa, every time an author pens a narrative, his or her audience, in turn, gives rise to a new narrative. 
12

John F. A. Sawyer, ―The Role of Reception Theory, Reader-Response Criticism and/or Impact History in the 

Study of the Bible: Definition and Evaluation‖ (University of Lancaster, 2004). 

http://bbibcomm.net/files/sawyer2004.pdf. Accessed September 23, 2012.5. 

http://bbibcomm.net/files/sawyer2004.pdf
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My aim in conducting this research then was simple and complex at the same time. I 

hoped to add to the increasing repertoire of Ramanujan‘s concept of Many Rāmāyaṇas by 

contextualizng modern Rāmāyaṇas within the larger Rāmāyaṇa tradition. Most importantly, 

however, my goal was to understand the different horizons of meanings embedded within the 

Rāmāyaṇa narrative, to demonstrate that, with the Rāmāyaṇa, there never had been a closed 

horizon or boundary – there never was just one way of looking at the text. But while the task of 

reader-response theory as well as socio-rhetorical interpretation is to demonstrate that a text may 

not have one objective meaning or ―truth,‖ there is no denying that as far as ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa was 

concerned, things got a little complicated. All four authors were trying to reinterpret Sītā and 

find new meaning to an age-old narrative, but my research demonstrates that, while the 

Rāmāyaṇa story was open to many interpretations, one could not say the same about Sītā. In 

other words, there was a definite limit as to how far one could go in filling in the gaps with 

respect to Sītā‘s character – readers approach the story of Rāma and Sītā with the premise that 

Sītā is chaste. A dialogue between the past and the present, or a fusing of horizons, is possible 

only until a certain point; there is great sympathy for Sītā so long as she remains chaste, or to 

rephrase it, Sītā remains the Sītā of mythology as long as she is loyal to Rāma. When that is not 

the case, Sītā no longer remains Sītā (although she may not become an anti-Sītā), and these four 

modern texts do not qualify as Rāmāyaṇas for most lay readers, even if they are Rāmāyaṇas 

according to Ramanujan‘s definition.  

The feminist interpretation of the Rāmāyaṇa that the four authors here engage in, then, is 

not far-fetched. While Vālmīki may not have composed a feminist tale, the story of Sītā is 

embedded within it, it always has been. Only, in the twentieth century and beyond, the horizon of 

meanings has come to involve a feminist reading. This constant ―rearranging of perspectives‖ 
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throughout the ages is what makes the Rāmāyaṇa an even more fascinating text; like a 

chameleon adapting to its environment, so too, does the Rāmāyaṇa continue to respond to a 

particular locale, in the process giving rise to hundreds of narratives, which in turn give us clues 

about the temporal and spatial variables in which they were composed. 

The question of where these modern narratives actually stand can thus be complex and 

multi-layered in that one can get different answers, depending on whether one situates them 

within popular literature, or in light of the authors‘ personal goals, or in terms of the new ―Many 

Rāmāyaṇas‖ approach of recent scholarship. But it may be safe to end by saying that audiences 

cannot identify with this modern Sītā and, by extension, with modern Rāmāyaṇas, and they 

continue to struggle with such radical interpretations of both.  

However, I can certainly conclude by saying my research demonstrated that the authors‘ 

work was not in vain, since most readers were enthusiastic and willing to discuss the 

ramifications of the text and its relationship to patriarchy in India. As Dr. Revathi, professor at 

the University of Hyderabad said in reference to Pathabhi‘s poem, such works certainly have the 

potential to engage readers in different ways, ―whether the reading was done in solitude, or in the 

dialogic space of a classroom.‖ Regardless of how people classified them, as a Rāmāyaṇa or not, 

the ―modern Sītā‖ as Sītā or not, there was no doubting that they carried the potential to 

challenge people into questioning attitudes and stereotypes.  
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Appendix 
 

During the course of three visits to Hyderabad, India, between the months of September 

2011 and October 2012, I met with forty people to get their views on the four modern Telugu 

Rāmāyaṇas under study in this dissertation. The interviews were extensive, with specific 

questions, but were open-ended enough for people to interject their own views and thoughts 

throughout the session/s. These lasted for three to four hours and were completed in one sitting, 

although there were a couple of occasions when I returned to continue the interview a few days 

later. All interviews were conducted in person, either in the private homes or the workplace of 

my informants. The questions were deliberately designed to proceed from the general to the 

specific – beginning with overall queries on ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa and ending with reference to the 

four specific texts; I had hoped to ease readers with general questions first so they did not feel 

pressured to offer opinions on the potentially controversial texts that are the subject of this 

dissertation.  

Being neither a native Hyderabadi nor a native Telugu speaker, I sought help from Dr. 

Afsar Mohammed of the University of Texas, Austin, in locating people to interview. Through 

Dr. Mohammed‘s help, I got in touch with two professors from the University of Hyderabad. 

From there, I proceeded outwards, my group of interviewees growing organically; the people I 

spoke with in turn recommended others. I also approached acquaintances of my host family, in 

addition to those working at institutes I visited in order to collect research – archives, libraries, 

and newspaper organizations. As one aware of the sensitivity and politics surrounding the caste 

system, I deliberately refrained from asking people about their particular caste. During the 

process of the interview, however, people often volunteered their caste status. Three people 

declined to talk to me after knowing what I was specifically working on, perhaps sensing the 
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potentially controversial nature of the texts.  Overall, however, most were willing to share their 

views, even expressing an enthusiasm about such stories that used Rāma and Sītā to address 

issues affecting women in general. Moreover, many Hyderabadis – including those whom I did 

not interview and who came to know of my research interest – seemed proud of the fact that an 

―outsider‖ had evinced an interest in ―our Telugu literature.‖  

Given that at least one of the texts under study was the center of controversy (―Rāvaṇa 

Josyam‖), I have chosen to conceal the identity of my informants for their protection. Thus, all 

the names of my interviewees are pseudonyms.  

This is admittedly a small sample of people. A larger, random survey would give a better 

idea of where such texts stood in terms of their readership and usefulness. However, the overall 

pattern of my study points to a select demographic when it comes to modern Rāmāyaṇa 

narratives – that of upper class, educated, white collar people. That is, my sample consisted 

largely of the educated elite, not only because of the process through which I found informants 

but also because these stories are mostly known to those who are well read in modern literature.   

Here are the questions that I posed to the people interviewed:  

 

1. When you think of ―the‖ Rāmāyaṇa, what comes to mind? Is there a specific version/ 

author, a specific incident, a story that instills traditional values, etc? Anything.  

 

2. How did you hear of the Rāmāyaṇa? 

 

3. How many ―versions‖ of the Rāmāyaṇa do you know?  

 

4. What does ―the Rāmāyaṇa‖ mean to you? Is it specifically a religious tale, or is it simply 

a famous story based in legend and myth? Or anything else? 

 

5. In your opinion, does the Rāmāyaṇa play any social role? 

 

6. How much of an influence does the Rāmāyaṇa have in Andhra Pradesh? 

 

7. How important do you think oral and folk Rāmāyaṇas are?  
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8. Do you see a Dravidian consciousness running through the Rāmāyaṇa – old or new? 

 

9. What do you think of Rāma, the husband?  

 

10. What comes to mind when you think of Sītā, the wife? 

 

11. Do you think she can be viewed as a positive or negative role model for women today? 

 

12. Who is Śūrpaṇakhā and what do you think of her?  

 

13. What comes to mind when you think of Rāvaṇa? 

 

14. Have you heard of Molla, and the Rāmāyaṇa she wrote?  

 

15. Have you heard of Satyanarayana‘s Rāmāyaṇa. Or Ranganayakamma‘s Rāmāyaṇa? 

What do you think of them? Do you consider them ―Rāmāyaṇas‖? 

 

16. Have you heard of the authors Chalam, Pathabhi, D.R. Indra and Volga? In what context? 

 

17. Have you read their Rāmāyaṇas? If so, what do you think of them, and do you consider 

them ―Rāmāyaṇas‖ or not? Why?    

 

18. Do you think there is any benefit to modern or altered Rāmāyaṇas, which show 

especially Sītā in a radically different light?  
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