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Abstract:
I propose to examine two autobiographies, My Story by Kamala Das, Revenue Stamp
by Amrita Pritam. Both, Kamala Das and Amrita Pritam were major feminist icons in Indian
Literatures as well as major literary figures in their respective mother tongues as well as in
translation. Their autobiographies, record the story of transitions in middle-class, upper caste
Indian women’s lives in the wake of nationalistic struggles and the aspirations of a postcolonial
nation with more or less similar connotations in its predicament and struggle in a predominantly
patriarchal ethos.
Though both writers have constructed the ‘self’ by using tropes of gender, religion,
literature, loneliness, marginality and so on, I argue that there is a tendency to see their own
excellence as exceptional, their achievements as individualistic marks of courage and
intelligence which mars the feminist potential of the texts. That is, though hailed by critics for
their feminist undercurrents and subversive ethos, these narratives seem to employ circumspect
attitude and playing it safe. Despite the angst and protest against the conservatism of their
times, there seems to a willingness to operate within a system of female subjugation, and by
emphasizing the individualism and singularity of their protest and choosing not to critique the
broad structures of subordination, these writers espouse some kind of ‘populist’ version of
feminism that does not threaten the social fabric, perhaps even reinforce it.
Keywords: Women’s Autobiographies, Identity, Feminism, Writing as therapy,
Aspirational narratives, postcolonial.

Both, Amrita Pritam (1919-2005) and Kamala Das (1934-2009) need no introduction
to those familiar with Indian literature. Amrita Pritam, one of the most important voice for
women in Punjabi literature, and Kamala Das, an extremely gifted bilingual poet and short
stories writer were major literary figures in their respective mother tongues (as well as in
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translation), who have spearheaded India’s journey towards modernity. Both belonged to
socially and intellectually prominent families in their respective regions and therefore,
benefited from an early exposure to the nationalist ideas and reformist debates that fired the
elite self-fashioning during the heydays of the nationalist movement in India. In their creative
works, both have consistently protested against the deadwood of tradition and have given voice
to the sense of suffocation and powerlessness felt by women in the traditional social set up.
Amrita Pritam’s autobiography Rasidi Ticket (The Revenue Stamp) and Kamala Das’s
My Story were both published for the first time in 1976. In this paper I wish to present a
comparative study of these two autobiographies, mainly in the context of how they construct
their identity within marriage and family and whether it can be termed ‘feminist’ one. Despite
the fact that both writers use tropes of gender, patriarchal oppression, religion, loneliness,
marginality, creative writing and are fairly contemporary in the sense that both of them project
a self in similar socio-historical and cultural milieu, their approach to the challenges faced by
aspiring women in transitional societies is vastly different. Though the reformist thematic of
the women’s question debate informs both autobiographies as they both explore the constraints
felt by creative women in a conservative milieu, and a general sense of dissatisfaction with
traditional gender roles, there is a remarkable difference in their strategies of selfrepresentation. Though often hailed by feminist critics for their championship of women’s
cause, both these writers, does not seem to ally with the feminist movement in their
autobiographies.
Both, Kamala Das and Amrita Pritam were valorised for the feminist themes of their
writing and the courage shown by them in challenging their conservative milieu but in the
autobiographies seem to be remarkably circumspect about taking any radical stance against
patriarchy. Both writers appear quite content with highlighting their individual angst rather
than making a common cause against broader patterns and structures that result in overall
subjugation of women. That is, despite the dominant feminist thematic in their autobiographies,
both writers have been consistently ambivalent about their alliance either with the women’s
movement in India or feminist ideology in general.
In the Indian context, the saga of women’s resistance and self-assertion and selfconscious feminism as we understand today really begins as part of the modern democratic
project that took shape during colonialism. The modern quest for individual autonomy or selfrealization and independence has to be traced to the influence of liberalism on the reform and
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nationalist movements. Both Amrita Pritam and Kamala Das were representatives of the
aspirational modernity shaped by nationalist undercurrents. The autobiographies projects
liberal individualist middle-class aspirational femininity at loggerheads with the traditional
constraints and though they write about the sense of entrapment, these are not victim narratives.
They have overcome formidable obstacles and owe their remarkably successful journeys
substantially to the groundwork done by women’s movement and the nationalist ethos that fired
the dreams of a better future for India.
Many creative writers in India have been hesitant to identify themselves with feminist
ideologies because feminism has traditionally been perceived as too radical and too western
and the writers were generally wary of the label because they wanted to avoid ghettoization
that inevitably marks those labels. So, one can understand a certain tension with western origins
of feminism but the outright refusal to ally with the women’s movement in India and make
common cause with millions of other women who continue to suffer due to the systemic and
structural inequalities somehow undermines the subversive ethos of their autobiographies. This
tendency to project their own excellence as exceptional, to view their struggle and suffering as
well aspirations as individualistic rather than link it to the wider framework of constraints and
limitations faced by women or even say middle-class women for that matter, somehow
compromises their often-expressed commitment to emancipatory politics.
Readership Structures and Politics of Feminism in Women’s Autobiographies in India
Autobiography has been a popular genre in India and women from various strata of
society have used it to mark their hopes, aspirations, frustrations, sense of alienation and
entrapment within the existing social system. These texts are addressed primarily to middleclass readers and consequently shaped by the middle-class frame of expectations. Broadly
speaking, autobiographies that tell us stories of powerful, assertive individuals who discovered
their respective identities with education, creativity or social activism and have let their work
define their sense of self-worth tend to find much wider acceptance and public recognition as
inspirational narratives.
The narratives generally offer a popular version of middle-class feminism in the
framework that allows individuals to seek legitimation for their point of view. Thus,
autobiographies

have been remarkably successful in giving voice to the emancipatory

aspirations of Indian women. However, as a consequence of a complex interplay of readership,
publishing and distributing networks the writers have generally opted to stay clear of any labels
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and have espoused some vague version of inclusive (caste/ class blind) version of feminism
that has ignored the intersectionality and comments on broader structures of systemic
subordination of women.
The ‘middle-class’ women’s autobiographies tend to project ‘self’ as exceptional
individuals, education, employment/ career are projected as major means to create rightful
female space in society. Though they seem to be aware of patriarchal agenda of the public
institutions and power of the familial and social structures over women’s psyche, the
patriarchal system does not seem formidable to them as they have overcome everything that
has come in the way of their freedom and fulfilment. It is suggested that anyone, regardless of
class, caste, region, linguistic constraints can fulfil their aspirations if they have enough
determination and fire in the belly. Our source of empowerment essentially lies within.
Unfortunately, this version of feminist politics does not offer any real change in the ground
situation for women and actually seem to indicate a willingness to operate within the status
quoist framework as long as one is able to fulfil individual aspirations.
Since liberal nationalist ideologies have dominated women’s writing in the years that
followed independence, women’s search for identity and self-assertion is also articulated in the
framework of those very ideologies. As Tharu and Lalitha have argued, these ideologies as
well as class privilege, underwrote the remarkable self-assurance of that literature, its
ambivalence toward women’s question and its peculiar impatience with women themselves (
Tharu and Lalita, 88). These ideologies and the world view that predicated so much confidence
in the individual agency were instrumental in making liberation a matter of individual women’s
achievement and choice, and she was visualized primarily as urban, educated, middle-class
career woman without any linguistic, regional, communal specificities.
The stories of women achievers as they are presented reflect a retreat from questions of
class, caste and social justice. Quite clearly, feminism is read here as a matter of the individual
woman’s choice. The liberation of women is separated from the contemporary women’s
movement, “by making liberation a matter of individual woman’s choice and achievement, the
development of the new woman is made to appear as a natural outcome of benevolent capitalist
socio-economic forces” (Rajan, 131). The projection of self as an exceptional individual
alienated from the conservative society and their achievements and struggle as a result of
individualistic drive and success does not threaten the social fabric and perhaps even reinforces
it. These are the most common terms of self-assertion in autobiographies written by middle-
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class women in India. Sadly, it is also a manifestation of popular version of feminism, which
depicts emancipation as an individual woman’s choice and makes the political project of
feminism redundant in the Indian context.
Feminist critics over the years writing on Amrita Pritam’s and Kamala Das’s
autobiographies have celebrated both texts as remarkable for their protest against patriarchal
oppression. Their reflections on female condition have been acclaimed as ‘representative’ and
the sense of marginalisation or victimhood / oppression hailed as one felt by ‘every woman’.
In this sweeping act of locating ‘gender’ as constitutive aspect of writing and hailing these
middle/ upper middle-class women’s experience as ‘every woman’s’, the experiences
aspirations and struggles of other women, for instance those belonging to dalit, rural, tribal and
minorities, have been largely overlooked.
Feminist critics in India have a highly developed sense of patriarchal oppression. Thus,
one finds a tendency to read these autobiographies mainly as a symbolical/political challenge
to patriarchy or a damning critique of arranged marriages, material conditions of women’s
existence and psychological damage caused by the sense of dependence and powerlessness
perpetuated by those institutions and so on. There is a common tendency to dismiss other
nuances, contradictions or ambivalences in the self-presentations as either insignificant or as
distortions that patriarchal oppression forces on women. When these writers often, for different
reasons, denied the label of being ‘feminist’, it was often seen as being part of the attempt to
resist ghettoization and marginalization as a writer but a close reading of their autobiographies
seem to suggest that there is indeed some merit in those denials. The autobiographies are indeed
vague about making any common ground or a common cause with other women, they are
completely self-absorbed narratives.
Self-consciousness in the Autobiographies
Both Amrita Pritam and Kamala Das were fluently bilingual members of elite
social groupings whose creative writing commands nationwide respect and appreciation. In
their autobiographies, there is a great deal of self-consciousness about being part of socially
prominent families. As part of the generation that broke new grounds for women in a
traditionalist society, they come across in their respective autobiographies as exceptional
women who were able to move beyond the socio-cultural confines that kept other women
domesticated and invisible. They highlight the progressive/ nationalist ethos of their upbringing
and emphasize how the narrow identities marked by caste, religion, linguistic chauvinism had
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become irrelevant in the liberal, democratic spirit of their mental makeup. Both of them are
profoundly self-conscious regarding their identity as creative writers and the value of their
writing as a critique of prevalent social norms. Literature has played a major part in their selfnegotiation and their pride in their work is quite evident though they do take a modest stand
regarding its worth or appeal for the posterity.
Both Kamala Das and Amrita Pritam were aware of the tradition of autobiographical
writing and their texts contain the historical self-consciousness of the genre as well. They do
follow many tropes of self-projection in the mainstream tradition of writing autobiographies.
However, being the great creative writers that they were, they are not confined to the formal
boundaries or conventions of mainstream autobiographies per say. Amrita Pritam’s memories
are loosely gathered, written in trailing fragments. There is a tacit agreement that truth and
confession constitute the quality of honesty that characterizes autobiography. But Amrita is
very selective and reveals very few details of her personal life and intimate relationships and
often, her autobiography becomes a virtual defence against a society of enemies in literary
circle who, she believes, have formed a conspiracy to mar her reputation.
My Story is a chronologically ordered linear narrative written in a realist style. In the
Preface, Das locates the origin of her autobiography in the confessional impulse possessing her
on the deathbed. She indicates that the autobiography was written during her “first serious bout
of heart disease,” and adds, “I wanted to empty myself of all the secrets so that I could depart
when the time came with a scrubbed-out conscience.” This intention indicates a particular
understanding of the autobiographical genre, one attuned to the confessional tradition of
Christianity exemplified in Saint Augustine’s Confessions. However, she also candidly reveals
that she wrote her autobiography as a commercial publication, a series of articles for a popular
magazine, because she needed the money to pay off her medical bills. The spiritual impulse
and the commercial intention are both evident in the dialogic, ambiguous and contradictory
features of the text. Kamala Das also writes about the cathartic effect of writing autobiography
and how the act of writing it relieved her from grief, discontent and ailments of her life.
Construction of Feminist Identity within Marriage and Family
Though both, Kamala Das and Amrita Pritam highlight their strong sense of
dissatisfaction with the way they are located in the traditional system in their respective
autobiographies, they are vastly different in terms of the self-perception, structural focus and
objective. Whereas self-construction in My Story is woven around the struggles of a victimized
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woman in patriarchal society, and Kamala Das’s attempts to move beyond the passivity of her
female bondage to a more integrated existence and search for an alternative more desirable
self-image, Amrita Pritam chooses to project a sensitive, feminine ‘self’ who is simultaneously
a fiercely independent and rebellious individual and a vulnerable and lonely being seeking
assurance and support in life. She focuses more on her struggles as a creative writer who felt
victimised and isolated in a deeply conservative male-dominated literary establishment of her
times. Though both writers highlight their unease with traditional domesticity and constraints
felt as a daughter, wife, mother and as women who chose to defy social conventions in their
quest to find fulfilment and love outside marriage, they are remarkably different in what they
chose to foreground in the autobiographies.
While Kamala Das highlights the loveless and emotionally deprived life of a highly
sensitive young girl and later her strong sense of humiliation and victimization as a married
woman, her explorations of female sexuality in the quest of wholeness and love, Amrita seems
to have consciously avoided narrating the details of her personal life that would have
foregrounded her vulnerability, challenges or the struggle and resistance to received ideas as a
woman and a mother. There’s a conscious compartmentalization of life’s roles as mother or
wife and that of an intensely sensitive and idealistic poet and the reader is mainly allowed
access only to the creative self. She writes, “In the totality of myself as a writer, the woman in
me has had only a secondary role to play... This secondary role as a woman however, rakes up
no quarrels with my main being as a writer. Rather the woman in me has in a disciplined manner
learned to accept the secondary role” (23).
Amrita lost her mother when she was barely eleven years old and while she mentions
her loneliness and keenly felt absence of mother while growing up, she doesn’t dwell much
upon this loss. She writes about her complicated relationship with her father. While she was
in awe with her father for his scholarship and has deepest regard for him as her mentor, she felt
deep sense of resentment about his strict and orthodox outlook. She resented that he refused to
let her go to school or mix up with friends (in order to shield her from outside influence), and
writes about his detached temperament and strict ways of enforcing discipline. Amrita writes
that as a child, her only desire was to please her father and yet there is a sense of anger and
resentment.
Kamala Das on the other hand, writes about a more cosmopolitan upbringing in
Calcutta where her father was employed. In the narration of her childhood, Kamala Das’s
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characteristic alienation of being suspended between indigenous and colonial cultures comes
through very vividly. She was educated in an English medium school but the cultural ethos she
identified herself with remained predominantly Keralite, orthodox Hindu with all the religious
epics and festivals thrown in the background She writes about being discriminated against in
the high-profile English medium school and how she fiercely protested when her brother was
bullied and insulted for being the only brown kid in the class. Kamala Das writes that her
mother, well-known Malayalam poet Balamani Amma, was mostly unmindful and indifferent
toward the children and preferred to spend most of her time writing poetry. As a result, Kamala
and her brother felt neglected and unloved. Thus, Kamala Das too, vividly captures her sense
of loneliness and her craving for love and appreciation in the narration of her childhood.
There’s hardly any memory or instance of mother-daughter bonding in the entire book. Though
she writes fondly about her grandmother and aunts.
Amrita was engaged to be married at the age of four years and married Pritam Singh
Kwatra (Varma,10), thus, the name Pritam suffixed to her name, at the age of sixteen. Clearly,
choice of marriage partner, shared interests, compatibility etc were not operative concepts in
the conservative milieu around her. She had to accept what her parents had already chosen,
going against her highly romantic ideas and a mental image of an ideal love and companionate
marriage. By all accounts this marriage was a disaster for her right from the beginning, and
without dwelling on the exact nature or reasons for the same, she makes it quite clear that a
strictly conservative upbringing and sense of responsibility that made her unable to break free
from that suffocating relationship for almost a period of thirty years. She is typically evasive
about the exact nature of their relationship and only emphasizes her suffocation and restlessness
in the marriage. However, she makes it clear that there was insurmountable gulf between the
husband and wife and a sense of responsibility toward the children and perhaps her uncertainty
about future, held them together for that long. Though Amrita insists that there was no
bitterness, and that they parted on friendly terms and so on, a sense of detachment is clearly
perceptible whenever she writes about her marriage, and though she refers to her husband with
respect and sympathy, she never mentions his name. Their relationship apparently had many
more complex shades than simple intellectual, emotional incompatibility between a highly
individualistic poet and her plain middle-class husband but she’s deliberately extremely vague
about it. She refuses to portray herself as a victim or blame the husband for incompatibility.
Though on expected lines and long overdue, the divorce did cause a lot of strife and heartburn
and the children inevitably bore the brunt of it
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Amrita writes poetically about her intense longing for the poet Sahir Ludhianvi, and
her inability to break free due to social stigma attached to divorce in those days. It is also hinted
that the great poet was not forthcoming or declined to take that drastic step as well. It is true
that the autobiography powerfully registers Amrita’s open-minded, unorthodox attitude toward
love and life and her guiltless description of personal relationships outside the orbit of marriage.
However, as in the case of her relationship with her husband, here, too, she chooses to reveal
only so much information about these crucial players as necessary to reveal their influence in
shaping her persona, how they had supported her and enriched her life. She writes about being
obsessed with the poet Sahir Ludhianvi, but nowhere in the narrative does she write about his
nature, how and when they met, how they fell in love, and so on. Similarly, Imroz has been
such a pillar of strength and succour of her life since she decided to finally part ways with her
husband, but she never tells us where and how they met, how the chord of friendship was
struck, about his family, and so on. Despite being central to her life they both do not come
across in the narrative as full-bodied individuals in their own right but remain shadowy
creatures enhancing and complementing Amrita’s self-formation.
Moreover, since she never mentions the struggles of time management and conflicts
between creative pursuits and demands of domestic responsibilities, Amrita seems to have
enjoyed considerable freedom in this crucial area in her married home. The autobiography
suggests that she had enough leisure time to read, write, and attend conferences
(kavisammelans). She writes about her learning to play tennis and learning classical dance and
music after marriage. There is no mention of any material difficulties or backbreaking domestic
work (she proudly mentions always having cooks and other domestic help around) until the
partition of the country forced them to start life afresh in Delhi. The tender, poetic meetings
with Sahir and her friendship with Sajjad Hyder, too, flourished in her marital home only. Thus,
in comparison to other middle-class women in those days she seems to have enjoyed
considerable freedom and personal space and her marital household was not oppressive in the
conventional sense.
In the analysis of her situation, Amrita typically limits the responsibility of faceless
‘society’ as well as of a more personalized patriarchy (father, husband, male friends, son and
so on) and choses to focus only on her sense of suffocation, angst and her limitations. She
speaks freely of desolation, loneliness, but there is no radical questioning of the flawed
structure of social arrangements and hence no transgressive value in her complaints. Tharu and
Lalitha mention that her husband’s family was disturbed by the adverse publicity (because of
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the supposedly ‘scandalous’ subject-matter of her poetry) she often received, and wanted her
to stop writing (Tharu and Lalita ,161). There is, however, no mention of this anywhere in the
autobiography. In fact, there is no mention of her in-laws in the book. There is no mention of
a single supportive or understanding friendly female bonding either.
From the narrative, it becomes obvious that even before she was established as a leading
name in Punjabi literature, Amrita had to face a lot of hostility and suffer unnecessary gossip
and derision because of the unconventional subject matter of her poetry and fiction. Amrita
seems to have been constantly at the receiving end and her personal life, too, was under strict
scrutiny and surveillance. She fumed against this intervention in her personal life by the socalled moral guardians of society who habitually oppress women in the name of religion,
convention and propriety. This could be the reason why she consciously chose to underplay
the constraints of domesticity and dependence. Her autobiography is primarily organised
around the theme of a woman writer’s battle against persecution. She felt hounded, because the
chauvinist society around her could not overcome gender bias and allow her to write with
creative freedom. There is deep sense of bitterness and hurt about the rumourmongering and
societal rebuff and it is clear that even after receiving wide acclaim and recognition for her
work, this bitterness and disenchantment against the literary establishment refused to go away.
So, the autobiography primarily becomes a means to pour out her deep sense of hurt at being
misunderstood and berated by her contemporary Punjabi literary establishment and there is
also a strong yet subtle undercurrent of self-vindication as her eventual success and recognition
have proved everybody wrong.
Though mostly brought up in a conservative setup, Kamala Das’s notions about
marriage seem to have been distinctly influenced by the western notions of love, romance, and
companionship. She looked upon marriage as the one and only escape from the realities of her
friendless and unloved existence, as if the powerlessness of her life would be compensated by
marrying an affluent and romantic man. So, when the elders in family fixed her marriage at the
tender age of fifteen, Kamala did not express any strong desire to complete her studies or raise
any significant opposition to the idea; still she notes that her parent’s hurry made her feel
unwanted. Despite her misgivings about marrying a man who was much older than herself and
her uncertainty about what she wanted to do in her life, Kamala Das confesses that she chose
to abide by the wishes of her family because she wasn’t sure if she has it within her to chart a
different destiny for herself. The metamorphosis of a spirited young girl who would not tolerate
any discrimination in school and fight for her brother, who would write plays and enact
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characters that made her feel powerful into a coy, hesitant, indecisive girl after the onset of
puberty and her thinking of marriage as the only escape from her loveless, drab and stagnant
existence offers a damning commentary on the impact and internalization of patriarchal
conditions on the psyche of young girls.
Feminists see protest against patriarchal oppression as the most politically significant
feature of Das’s autobiography. Kamala Das’s autobiography provides a perfect case study of
the sexual violence that husbands can and do subject their wives to. Moreover, in her case, the
wife entered marriage as a child-bride matched with much older man and is soon a teen age
mother. She writes with great feeling and examines in graphic details the sexual, emotional and
psychological violence that crushed the spirit of a young, idealistic girl. She writes candidly
about her various mental breakdowns after realizing that her marriage was a failure but it was
impossible to opt out. Kamala Das depicts her numerous affairs as a consequence of being
unloved and as a revolt against the conventions that oppress the female and promote double
standards in sexual morality. She is, however, candid in acknowledging the defeat of love that
was sought through marriage or even extra-marital relationships. My Story, does not conclude
with this seeming (dubious?) female victory, as it becomes very clear that (the so-called) sexual
empowerment in no way satisfies the narrator’s internal identity needs.
Literary feminism that champions Indian women’s writing in English usually operates
within and against the parameters of middle-class notions of women’s worth. Thus, there is a
strong tendency among critics to interpret Kamala Das’s depiction of extra-marital sexual
adventures as the protest against patriarchy. i However, Kamala Das’s triumphant declarations
of her ‘empowerment’ is routinely undercut by a sense of guilt and need for explanation as also
her accounts of reckless indulgence are regularly interrupted by those of recurrent physical or
mental breakdowns. Writer’s standpoint is not consistent. Sometimes she poses herself as a
rebel and a transgressor and she is thus, defiant, “City fathers, friends and moralists, if I were
a sinner, do not forgive my sins…burn me …or bury me in your back garden… ” (164), and
sometimes cringes in embarrassment, “I have painted myself a wrong image. I was never a
nymphomaniac…” (170). Therefore, it’s curious as on what grounds feminists have interpreted
Das’s extra-marital sexual adventures as some kind of protest against patriarchy.
Moreover, there are numerous same-sex encounters that usually get dismissed as
distortions that patriarchal oppression forces on women. Material that concerns same sex desire
or is otherwise too contradictory to be of use to literary feminism is simply dismissed as
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manifestation of Das’s personal eccentricities and / or artistic weakness. However, one must
accept that the dynamics of sexuality in her text is much more complex and the normative
feminist narrative about ‘wifely suffering’ at the hands of a sexually voracious husband does
not do justice to it. The narrative obliquely suggests that Kamala’s marriage was arranged even
before she was sixteen because at that time her parent’s marriage was under great stress and on
the verge of dissolution. She did not even have the option of ‘choosing’ either marriage or
motherhood, so the critics reading Das’s extra-marital sexual adventures as tools that mount
this protest against patriarchy is unconvincing.
Kamala Das smuggles in a discussion of female sexual pleasure even as she protested
against patriarchal oppression. Much of this world of female sexual pleasure is created through
Das’s narration of her experiences with other women. ii Though Kamala Das frequently
mentions him, her husband never quite becomes real to the reader. In a society where appalling
double standards exist in the norms of sexual conduct for men and women, her husband whom
she accuses of insensitivity and self-centeredness, seems to have been an exceptionally openminded and liberal man. She writes about having an open marriage and she also provides
examples of his interesting deviance from the ‘traditional boorish stereotype. According to her
poems and the autobiography, her husband accepted her love affairs rather than encourage the
prospect of divorce. She seeks and gets her husband’s material and moral support in every
crisis in her life and her husband seems to have taken excellent care of her in her various
breakdowns. Critics may choose to ignore it but there is a slow but steady coming to terms with
her spouse, writing and sexuality in the text and Kamala Das is quite consistent about the
unconventionality of every aspect of her marriage.
Moreover, there is a sudden shift from socio-political critiques of arranged marriages,
trials of a child bride, loveless middle-class marriages and the portrayal of male abuse of
women as sexual object and prey to woman as a chaste devotee worshipping lord Krishna. It
seems to suggest the complicated indeterminacy of identity that forms the site of conflict for
an aspirational Indian woman in strongly regulated, traditionally patriarchal society. The
conclusion of the autobiography moves to the more conventional discourse of a confessional
autobiography. Thus, Kamala Das’s project of self-formation moves from a female subject
desiring/ enacting its terms of empowerment/identity to the female desire as passively situated
in a patriarchal tradition (devotee worshipping the God). In her attempts to move her feminist
project from the psychosexual and socio-political to the culturally accepted role for women as
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Krishna worshipper, Kamala Das seems to be trying to move from the position of exceptional
(illegitimate) woman to the legal, central and iconic female figure in the Indian culture.
Concluding Observations
Though both Kamala Das and Amrita Pritam’s autobiographies share the sense of what
it means to be a woman, limitations, challenges, restrictions and responsibilities that go with
it, they are much more than mere allegories of gender oppression. Published in the same year,
both inevitably raise the basic issues of women’s subordination within the families or challenge
the existing framework of man-woman relations in which the subordination is located. They
record the clash between individual aspiration and traditional role-expectations and their own
doubts and uncertainties of a transitional period. However, this desire to seek freedom from the
abuse of traditional, patriarchal gender ideologies is conspicuously associated with the general
desire for modernization and reinterpretation of tradition rather than any allegiance to the
feminist movement in India.
Though gender has been one of the most important parameters of their self-construction
and ordeals of Indian womanhood as their important backdrop, these autobiographies are
marked as the success stories driven by individual aspirations. The narrators are intelligent,
sensitive, and well-informed women. However, rather than zeroing on the systemic
subordination of Indian women as the root cause of their sense of entrapment, their
autobiographies tend to highlight their self-absorption occasionally bordering on narcissism.
As noted earlier, feminism, as an organized political activity with its core concern for gender
equity and social parity for women in general, has had a limited success in India. However, we
have a long history of individual women’s assertiveness in India and a well-established
tradition of making space for women, whose aspirations take them in directions different from
the stereotypical roles assigned to them earlier. A large number of Bhakti poets were women.
Many of them like Akkamahadevi, Meerabai were people who chafed at the strictures of the
household and family. In choosing choose to present themselves as individuals alienated from
the society rather than making common cause with other women or to develop strong affiliation
and support system/ strong ties either with a female friend or close relatives in their
autobiographies, both Amrita Pritam and Kamala Das chose to locate themselves in this
tradition. Irrespective of glowing tributes by feminist critics who try to present these works as
allegories of gender oppression and subsequent assertion by female protagonists, it is obvious
that these texts are in fact a manifestation of popular version of feminism, which depicts
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emancipation as an individual woman’s choice and makes the political project of feminism
redundant in the Indian context.
i

For more on this, please refer to
Rama Rani Lal, “Rebellion and Escape: Kamala Das’s My Story”, Women’s Writing: Text and Context ed.
Jasbeer Jain (Jaipur: Rawat Publications, 1996).
Usha V.T. “ Literary Paradigms of Matriliny: Kamala Das’s My Story” Kamala Das A Critical Spectrum eds.
Rajeshwar Mitapalli and Pier Paolo Piciucco (New Delhi: Atlantic Publishers, 2001)
Shirly Geok-lin Lim, “Terms of Empowerment in Kamala Das’s My Story”, De/colonizing the Subject: The
Politics of Gender in Women’s Autobiographies, ed. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1992.
Iqbal Kaur, “Sexual Politics and Kamala Das” Indian women Novelists,Vol.1,ed. R.K. Dhavan. New Delhi:
Prestige Books, 1993.
ii
See George, Rosemary Marangoly. “Calling Kamala Das Queer: Rereading ‘My Story.”
Feminist Studies, vol. 26, no. 3, Feminist Studies, Inc., 2000, pp. 731–63,
https://doi.org/10.2307/3178651 for detail exploration of this idea
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