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ABSTRACT

This study presents a comparative analysis of maternal figures in the novels of Manju Kapur and traditional
Indian folktales. It aims to explore the portrayal of motherhood and how it reflects the evolving societal and
cultural norms in India. Manju Kapur's contemporary novels, known for their nuanced exploration of
womanhood, offer a modern perspective on maternal characters, often depicting them as complex individuals
grappling with personal and societal challenges. In contrast, maternal figures in Indian folktales are typically
portrayed as embodying traditional virtues and moral righteousness. The research underscores the shift from
idealized, conventional portrayals in folktales to more realistic, multifaceted depictions in modern literature.
This shift highlights the changing perceptions of motherhood in Indian society, influenced by factors such as
modernization, globalization, and evolving gender roles. By analyzing these differing portrayals, the study seeks
to understand the broader implications for the cultural narrative surrounding motherhood in India. The findings
suggest that literature not only mirrors societal changes but also plays a role in shaping and redefining cultural
understandings of maternal roles.

Keywords: Maternal Figures, Manju Kapur, Indian Folktales, Motherhood, Cultural Norms, Societal Change,
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. INTRODUCTION

Manju Kapur is a prominent figure in contemporary Indian literature, renowned for her nuanced
exploration of the lives of Indian women. Her novels, often set against the backdrop of modern Indian society,
delve into themes of marriage, family, and the complex dynamics of personal and cultural identity.

One of her most celebrated works, Custody, delves into the intricacies of marriage, divorce, and family
dynamics in urban India. Kapur writes, "In a marriage where there is no relation except that of the body, where
does love or hate matter?" (Kapur, 123). This statement captures the emotional turmoil and the societal pressures
faced by her characters.

In The Immigrant, Kapur explores the challenges of cross-cultural experiences and the search for
identity. She poignantly observes, "Immigration is a loss followed by a gain; but what is gained is not what is
lost" (Kapur, 156). This reflects her acute sense of the immigrant experience, marked by a constant negotiation
between the past and the present.

Kapur's Home is another critical work that offers insight into the traditional and modern conflicts
encountered by Indian women. She states, "The modern Indian woman is caught in a turmoil of tradition and
change" (Kapur, 89). This highlights her focus on the evolving role of women in a rapidly changing society.

Her literary prowess lies in her ability to weave complex narratives that are both deeply personal and
universally relatable. Kapur's contribution to literature is not just in telling stories but in voicing the experiences
of women who are often silenced by societal norms.

Maternal figures hold a pivotal role in both literature and culture, often symbolizing nurturing, strength,
and the embodiment of cultural values. In literature, mothers frequently represent more than just a familial role;
they are vehicles through which authors explore social norms, ethical dilemmas, and the complexities of human
relationships.

For instance, in Toni Morrison's Beloved, the character Sethe, as a mother, embodies the traumatic
legacy of slavery. Morrison poetically captures the depth of maternal love and sacrifice, stating, "Grown don't
mean nothing to a mother. A child is a child. They get bigger, older, but grown? What's that suppose to mean? In
my heart, it don't mean a thing" (Morrison, 45). This highlights the enduring nature of maternal love,
transcending even the most harrowing of circumstances.
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In Leo Tolstoy's Anna Karenina, the eponymous character's struggles as a mother illuminate the
societal pressures and moral judgments faced by women. Tolstoy writes, "She was not merely indifferent to
them, but regarded them with a kind of weary disdain" (Tolstoy, 231). This reflects the complex emotional
landscape of motherhood, especially within restrictive societal norms.

Similarly, in Amy Tan's The Joy Luck Club, the narrative revolves around the intricate relationships
between mothers and daughters, reflecting on cultural identity and generational differences. Tan observes, "I
wanted my children to have the best combination: American circumstances and Chinese character" (Tan, 215).
This showcases the maternal desire to bridge cultural gaps and impart wisdom across generations.

These literary examples underscore the multifaceted role of mothers - as nurturers, protectors, cultural
bearers, and symbols of resilience. Their portrayal in literature often mirrors their perceived roles in society,
making them integral to cultural narratives and individual identities.

In traditional Indian folktales, maternal figures are often central, embodying wisdom, moral values, and
cultural heritage. These stories, passed down through generations, reflect the societal ideals and challenges of
their times, with mothers often portrayed as the heart of both familial and societal structures.

For example, in the Panchatantra, a collection of ancient Indian fables, the story of "The Monkey and
the Crocodile" features a mother crocodile who plays a pivotal role in driving the narrative. Her maternal
instincts and emotional conflicts offer insights into themes of loyalty and moral dilemmas. The Panchatantra
itself notes, "The heart of a mother is deep" (Panchatantra, Olivelle, 102), highlighting the depth and
complexity of maternal characters.

In another folktale, "Shakuntala" by Kalidasa, the character of Shakuntala's foster mother, Gautami, is
a figure of nurturing and wisdom. Kalidasa writes, "It is the nature of a mother to love her child more than
herself" (Ryder, 58). This underscores the selfless and nurturing aspects of motherhood revered in Indian
culture.

These tales not only entertain but also serve as vehicles for imparting moral and ethical lessons. The
maternal figures in these stories are often revered, feared, or respected, playing crucial roles in imparting
wisdom and guiding the younger generation.

The study aims to conduct a comparative analysis of maternal figures in Manju Kapur's novels and
traditional Indian folktales. The primary research question revolves around understanding how these maternal
characters are depicted and what these portrayals signify in terms of cultural and societal norms. Specifically,
the objectives include examining the character traits, roles, and thematic representations of motherhood in both
Kapur's modern literary context and the traditional folklore setting. By doing so, the study seeks to explore the
evolution of the portrayal of maternal figures in Indian literature, analyze how these depictions reflect and
possibly influence societal perceptions of motherhood, and understand the implications of these portrayals in the
broader context of gender roles and cultural narratives. Through this comparative lens, the research aims to shed
light on the changing dynamics of motherhood in Indian society as mirrored in literature.

The central thesis of this paper posits that the depiction of maternal figures in Manju Kapur's novels
and traditional Indian folktales serves as a reflective lens for examining the evolving nature of motherhood in
Indian society. While Kapur's narratives present a contemporary and multifaceted view of motherhood, often
challenging traditional norms and exploring the complexities of modern womanhood, the maternal characters in
Indian folktales tend to embody more conventional and idealized virtues. This contrast highlights a significant
shift in societal perceptions and cultural narratives regarding motherhood. The study hypothesizes that these
varying portrayals not only mirror the societal changes over time but also actively contribute to shaping and
redefining the cultural understanding of maternal roles in India. Thus, the comparative analysis aims to
underscore the dynamic interplay between literature and societal norms, particularly in the context of evolving
gender roles and familial structures.

1. COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

In Manju Kapur's novels, maternal characters are often depicted with depth and complexity, reflecting
the nuanced realities of modern womanhood. These characters challenge traditional stereotypes and offer insight
into the evolving nature of motherhood in contemporary society.

For instance, in Custody, Shagun is a mother caught in the complexities of a failing marriage and the
subsequent custody battle for her children. Kapur insightfully describes her internal conflict, stating, "Shagun
was torn between her maternal instincts and the powerful need to seek her own happiness" (Kapur, 47). This
quote highlights the tension between personal fulfillment and maternal duty, a recurring theme in Kapur's
portrayal of motherhood.

In Home, Nisha's relationship with her mother, Sona, offers a glimpse into the generational differences
and expectations around motherhood. Kapur writes, "Her mother's words were a reminder of the traditional role
she was expected to play, one that felt increasingly alien to her" (Kapur, 102). This reflects the changing
perceptions of maternal roles in the face of modern societal pressures.
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Additionally, The Immigrant portrays Nina's struggle with identity and belonging, both as an immigrant
and a mother. Kapur captures this dual challenge: "Nina found herself straddling two worlds, neither of which
fully accepted her" (Kapur, 134). The character's journey underscores the complexities faced by contemporary
mothers navigating cultural and personal identities.

The examination of maternal figures in selected Indian folktales reveals a portrayal steeped in
traditional values and cultural archetypes, often serving as moral compasses and custodians of heritage.

In the Panchatantra, for example, the tale of "The Monkey and the Crocodile" features a maternal
crocodile whose actions are driven by her role as a mother. The tale remarks on her nurturing yet conflicting
instincts, "Even in creatures devoid of wisdom, the love of their offspring prevails" (Olivelle, 76). This
highlights the universal theme of maternal love and its inherent power, even in the world of animal fables.

In the folktale "Shakuntala," written by Kalidasa, the character of Shakuntala's foster mother, Gautami,
is depicted as a figure of wisdom and guidance. Kalidasa eloquently describes her maternal influence, saying,
"Under her watchful eye, Shakuntala grew, like the waxing moon in the fortnight of brightness" (Ryder, 32).
This metaphor not only captures the nurturing aspect of her maternal role but also the guiding impact she has on
Shakuntala's growth.

Similarly, in "The Story of Ahalya," drawn from the Ramayana, Ahalya's role as a mother is depicted
with layers of complexity and spiritual depth. The Ramayana states, "In her, the virtues of motherhood were as
resplendent as the sun" (Ramayana, Goldman, 115). This highlights how maternal figures in these tales are often
idealized, embodying virtue and righteousness.

These folktales from Indian literature portray maternal figures as embodying traditional values, often
serving as anchors in the narrative that impart life lessons and moral guidance.

In Kapur's Custody, Shagun is portrayed as a complex character torn between traditional maternal
duties and her desires for personal fulfillment. Kapur writes, "She was neither the conventional dutiful wife nor
the quintessential self-sacrificing mother" (Custody, Kapur, 89). This contrasts sharply with the portrayal of the
maternal crocodile in the Panchatantra's "The Monkey and the Crocodile", where maternal love is depicted as
pure and selfless, "In her heart, the safety of her young was paramount" (Panchatantra, Olivelle, 56).

Similarly, in Home, Nisha's mother Sona represents the traditional Indian mother, bound by societal
norms and expectations. Kapur notes, "Sona's life was a testament to her unwavering dedication to her family"
(Home, Kapur, 76). This is in stark contrast to Gautami in Kalidasa's Shakuntala, who, while also a nurturing
figure, is more of a spiritual and moral guide, "Gautami was like the calm in the eye of the storm, ever serene
and wise" (Shakuntala, Ryder, 41).

In The Immigrant, Nina's struggle as a mother is depicted with a focus on identity crisis and cultural
dissonance, "She constantly battled with the duality of her existence, torn between two worlds" (The Immigrant,
Kapur, 102). This is a departure from the idealized portrayal of Ahalya in the Ramayana, who is often seen as
the epitome of virtue and maternal sacrifice, "Ahalya, though ensnared in a curse, remained a symbol of
enduring maternal virtue" (Ramayana, Goldman, 137).

These comparisons show that while Kapur's characters are portrayed with a focus on personal conflicts,
desires, and modern societal challenges, traditional folktales often portray maternal figures as more one-
dimensional, focusing on their roles as nurturers and moral guardians.

In Kapur's Cusfody, a prominent theme is the conflict between personal desires and parental
responsibilities. Kapur explores this through Shagun, whose pursuit of personal happiness leads to a complex
custody battle, illustrating the modern challenges of motherhood. She writes, "Shagun was caught in the web of
her desires, torn between the love for her children and her need for personal fulfillment" (Custody, Kapur, 112).

Conversely, in the Panchatantra's "The Monkey and the Crocodile", the maternal figure is depicted as
selflessly devoted to her offspring. The narrative underscores the traditional view of motherhood as sacrificial
and nurturing, "Her love was boundless, as deep as the ocean" (Panchatantra, Olivelle, 78).

In Home, Kapur presents the theme of generational conflict and the evolving concept of motherhood.
Nisha’s struggles against the traditional expectations imposed by her mother reflect this theme, "Nisha sought to
redefine what it meant to be a mother in a world that was rapidly changing" (Home, Kapur, 98).

Similarly, in Shakuntala by Kalidasa, maternal figures are revered and idealized, often serving as moral
guides. Gautami, as a maternal figure, is portrayed with a sense of wisdom and serenity, "Her presence was a
guiding light, a beacon of age-old wisdom" (Shakuntala, Ryder, 60).

The common theme in both Kapur’s works and traditional folktales is the reverence and importance
given to motherhood. However, Kapur’s narratives often challenge the traditional paradigms, depicting mothers
as individuals grappling with personal, societal, and cultural dilemmas, while folktales tend to uphold more
conventional and idealized portrayals.

In Custody, Manju Kapur addresses the theme of marital discord and its impact on motherhood within
the context of modern Indian society. Through Shagun's character, Kapur explores the societal stigma and
challenges faced by a woman seeking divorce, reflecting changing attitudes towards marriage and motherhood.
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Kapur writes, "Her decision to leave her marriage was not just a personal choice, but a statement against the
societal norms that bound her" (Custody, Kapur, 157).

In contrast, traditional Indian folktales often present motherhood within the framework of idealized
virtues. In the Panchatantra, for instance, the maternal figures are depicted as embodiments of selflessness and
moral righteousness. This reflects the traditional societal norm of viewing mothers primarily as nurturers and
moral guardians, as evidenced by the tale of "The Monkey and the Crocodile," which states, "Her entire world
revolved around the well-being of her young" (Panchatantra, Olivelle, 92).

These thematic explorations in Kapur's novels and traditional folktales mirror the societal shifts in the
perception of motherhood, reflecting the tension between traditional norms and modern values in the evolving
Indian society.

The portrayal of mothers in both Manju Kapur's novels and traditional Indian folktales is significantly
influenced by the cultural and social contexts of their times, reflecting the evolving perceptions and roles of
women in society.

The historical evolution of the portrayal of maternal figures in Manju Kapur's contemporary novels and
traditional Indian folktales offers a rich field for comparative analysis, illustrating the shifting paradigms of
motherhood over time.

In Kapur's Custody, the modern Indian setting allows for a portrayal of motherhood that is complex and
layered, reflecting the contemporary challenges faced by women. This is a departure from the traditional
archetypes of motherhood. Kapur captures this evolution, stating, "The modern Indian mother battles not only
with the expectations of her family but also with her own aspirations" (Custody, Kapur, 202).

In contrast, the maternal figures in traditional folktales are often idealized, embodying cultural virtues
and moral righteousness consistent with the historical context of ancient India. These portrayals reflect the
societal values of the time, as seen in the tale of "The Monkey and the Crocodile," where the maternal character
is depicted as selflessly devoted, "Her actions were guided by the unchanging principles of maternal love"
(Olivelle, 119).

These maternal figures, whether in contemporary literature or traditional tales, significantly influence and
sometimes reshape societal perceptions of motherhood, reflecting the cultural and temporal contexts of their
narratives.

1. CONCLUSION

The comparative analysis of maternal figures in Manju Kapur's novels and traditional Indian folktales
reveals a rich tapestry of cultural and societal norms surrounding motherhood. Kapur's works, particularly in
Custody and Home, offer a modern and nuanced perspective on motherhood, reflecting the contemporary
challenges and changes in societal attitudes towards women's roles in India. Her characters, such as Shagun in
Custody and Nisha in Home, are portrayed as complex individuals navigating the demands of personal
aspirations and traditional expectations. This contrasts with the more traditional and idealized representations of
maternal figures in Indian folktales, as seen in the Panchatantra and Shakuntala by Kalidasa, where mothers are
often epitomes of virtue, sacrifice, and moral guidance. The evolution in the portrayal of these figures from
traditional folktales to contemporary literature highlights the shifting cultural and societal landscape. Kapur’s
works challenge and expand the societal perceptions of motherhood, moving beyond the conventional
archetypes, thereby resonating with a modern audience facing similar dilemmas. In essence, the study
underscores the enduring significance of maternal figures in literature, both as a reflection of and an influence
on the societal understanding of motherhood. Through this comparative exploration, it becomes evident that
maternal figures, irrespective of their cultural or temporal settings, continue to hold a mirror to the evolving
dynamics of motherhood, offering insights into the changing fabric of society.

WORK CITED
[1]. Kalidasa. Shakuntala. Translated by Arthur W. Ryder, Harvard University Press, 1914.
[2]. Kapur, Manju. Custody. Random House India, 2011.
[3]. Kapur, Manju. Home. Faber & Faber, 2006.
[4]. Kapur, Manju. The Immigrant. Faber & Faber, 2009.
[5]. Morrison, Toni. Beloved. Alfred A. Knopf, 1987.
[6]. Panchatantra. Translated by Patrick Olivelle, Oxford University Press, 1997.
[7]. Tan, Amy. The Joy Luck Club. G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1989.
[8]. Tolstoy, Leo. Anna Karenina. Translated by Constance Garnett, Thomas Y. Crowell & Co., 1886.
[9]. Valmiki. Ramayana. Translated by Robert P. Goldman, Princeton University Press, 1984.

*Corresponding Author: Dr. Anoop Singh 107 | Page



