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R a j e s w a r i S u n d e r R a j a n . Real and Imagined Women: Gender, Culture and 

Postcolonialism. L o n d o n : R o u t l e d g e , 1 9 9 3 . P p . x , 153 . $ 1 2 . 9 9 P u -

R a j e s w a r i R a j a n ' s t h o r o u g h s t u d y o f g e n d e r , c u l t u r e , a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l 
i s m is r e f r a c t e d t h r o u g h c u l t u r a l r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s o f i n t e r - r e l a t e d c o n 
t e n t i o u s t r a d i t i o n s i n I n d i a n c u l t u r e : sali ( t h e s e l f - i m m o l a t i o n o f 
H i n d u w i d o w s ) , h u s b a n d w o r s h i p , b r i d e - b u m i n g , a n d d o w r y d e a t h s . 
H e r e x a m i n a t i o n o f p a r t i c u l a r texts a n d films is s i t u a t e d w i t h i n a care
f u l l y a r t i c u l a t e d i n t e r v e n t i o n i n c u r r e n t f e m i n i s t p o s t c o l o n i a l d e b a t e s 
a b o u t f e m a l e subject iv i ty , t h e i n v e n t i o n o f t r a d i t i o n i n a m i n o r i t y c u l 
t u r e , a n d ways o f r e a d i n g r e s i s t a n c e a n d a g e n c y i n w o m e n ' s texts o r 
the s o c i a l text at l a r g e . S h e suggests t h a t p o s t c o l o n i a l c u l t u r e s s h a r e 
s o m e c o m m o n features : f e m i n i s t n e g o t i a t i o n s w i t h t h e p o s t c o l o n i a l 
state, i n e q u a l i t i e s i n s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s , t h e p u l l o f n a t i o n a l i s m a n d re
g i o n a l i s m , a n d t h e c o n f l i c t o f t r a d i t i o n a n d m o d e r n i t y . A t t h e s a m e 
t i m e , p o s t c o l o n i a l i d e n t i t i e s a r e h e t e r o g e n e o u s , a n d by n o w t h e a r g u 
m e n t s a g a i n s t e s s e n t i a l i n d i g e n o u s i d e n t i t i e s a n d t h e r e - a n n e x a t i o n o f 
c o l o n i a l subjects by t h e o r y a r e f a m i l i a r . S h e d r a w s o n s e l e c t e d texts 
a n d films to s h o w t h a t r e p r e s e n t a t i o n has its o w n p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t y a n d 
effects, t h a t c u l t u r e i t se l f is c o e r c i v e a n d c o n t e s t e d , a n d t h a t subjec
t iv i t ies are c o n s t a n t l y r e i n s c r i b e d i n t h e c u l t u r a l r e a l m . 

T h e s e t o p i c s are d i f f i c u l t to treat w i t h o u t s e n s a t i o n a l i s m a n d e t h i c a l 
i m p e r a t i v e s . T h e y s e e m to i n v i t e a n i n v o c a t i o n o f " t h e r e a l " p a i n o f 
w o m e n as o p p o s e d to t h e d i s c u r s i v e c o n s t r u c t i o n s o f f e m a l e subjec
tivity, so th is s t u d y is e x t r e m e l y t i m e l y a n d i n f o r m a t i v e , w h i l e b e i n g at
tent ive t o t h e " s o c i a l d e b a s e m e n t " ( 4 9 ) a n d t h e v a r i o u s r e l i g i o u s a n d 
c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n s t h a t u n d e r p i n sali a n d r e l a t e d p r a c t i c e s . Sati is s i tu
a t e d w i t h i n o t h e r c r i t i c a l s t u d i e s o n r a p e i n l i t e r a t u r e ( s u c h as T e r r y 
E a g l e t o n ' s s t u d y o f Clarissa), E l a i n e Scarry ' s w o r k o n d i s c o u r s e s o f 
p a i n , c o l o n i a l law, p o p u l a r c u l t u r e , s u b a l t e r n s t u d i e s , a n d i c o n o g r a 
phy. R e a d i n g s o f l i t e r a r y a n d filmic e x a m p l e s s u b s t a n t i a t e g e n d e r p r e 
d i c a m e n t s as b e i n g m o r e t h a n v i c t i m h o o d , a n d as l o c a t e d w i t h i n 
b r o a d e r p o l i t i c a l s t r u c t u r e s . 

Sati i n v i t e s th is k i n d o f d e b a t e , w i t h its p r o b l e m a t i c a t t r i b u t i o n o f 
m o t i v e , s o - c a l l e d v o l u n t a r y i m m o l a t i o n , a n d l a c k o f t e s t i m o n y . T h e r e 
s e e m s to b e a c o m p l e x m e s h i n g o f f o r m s o f s u b o r d i n a t i o n a n d r i t u a l 
i n sati a n d r e l a t e d p r a c t i c e s . T h e t o p i c i t s e l f s e e m s to b e d i f f i c u l t to 
p u l l o u t o f its m a n y h i d i n g - p l a c e s i n c u l t u r a l r e t i c e n c e , p s y c h o l o g i c a l 
c o m p e n s a t i o n s , e x c u s e s , a n d a m b i g u i t y . It is d i s t u r b i n g t h a t a l t h o u g h 
sati was o f f i c i a l l y " a b o l i s h e d " i n 1 8 2 9 ( 4 9 ) , t h e r e w e r e 4 , 3 8 6 "wife-
m u r d e r s " i n 1 9 9 0 ( 9 3 ) . B e t w e e n these t w o statistics l ies a c o m p l e x l y 
i n t e r t w i n e d r o p e o f c u l t u r a l p r e s s u r e , h a b i t u a t e d p r a c t i c e , a n d self-
s e r v i n g m a l e a c t i o n . 

D e s p i t e R a j a n ' s p r e c i s e r e a d i n g s o f h e r c h o s e n texts , I w o u l d have 
l i k e d to h a v e h e a r d m o r e o n the m a t e r i a l i t y o f the p r a c t i c e : she m e n -
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d o n s w i d o w s a n d w o m e n , h u s b a n d s , a n d re la t ives . W h e n is d e a t h by 
b u r n i n g c a u s e d by c i r c u m s t a n c e s o t h e r t h a n w i d o w h o o d ? W h a t are 
the p r e c e d i n g a n d a c c o m p a n y i n g rites e x a c t l y ? W h a t r o l e is p l a y e d by 
e c o n o m i c p r e s s u r e s , as a k e y m o d e r n e x a m p l e i n v o l v e s t h e s u i c i d e s o f 
d a u g h t e r s w h o k n o w t h e y w i l l b e w i t h o u t d o w r i e s . W h a t c a u s e d t h e 
zea l f o r h u s b a n d w o r s h i p i n t h e first p l a c e ? It is g o o d to k n o w t h a t I n 
d i a n w o m e n c a n s h o r t e n t h e l ives o f t h e i r h u s b a n d s s i m p l y by u t t e r i n g 
his n a m e , a n d t h a t n e v e r t h e l e s s s o m e o f t h e m o n l y u t t e r h is n a m e at 
t h e m o m e n t o f t h e i r d e a t h s , b u t the o r i g i n a l s a n c t i o n s f o r s u c h ex
t r e m e f o r m s o f s u b o r d i n a t i o n s e e m to n e e d a i r i n g . 

It c o m e s as a r e l i e f to r e a d t h a t the s t a g i n g o f t h e " c u l t u r a l u n c o n 
s c i o u s " ( 8 4 ) — a u s e f u l p h r a s e — i n p o p u l a r film o f t e n i n v o l v e s e l a b o 
rate acts o f r e v e n g e a g a i n s t h u s b a n d s w i t h s u c h p o w e r s , a n d abuses o f 
p o w e r . T h e e x a g g e r a t e d fantas ies d e s c r i b e d c o r r e s p o n d i n t h e i r e n o r 
m i t y w i t h t h e e x a g g e r a t i o n o f h u s b a n d s ' r i g h t s . H o w e v e r , R a j a n is 
s u r e l y c o r r e c t i n n o t s t r e s s i n g c u l t u r a l d i f f e r e n c e s a n d r e l a t i v i s m b u t 
p u r s u i n g d e t a i l e d h i s t o r i c a l t e x t u a l study, b e c a u s e it is t o o easy t o see 
sati a n d d o w r y d e a t h s as t h e excesses a r i s i n g f r o m r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n 
o r o t h e r n e s s f r o m W e s t e r n p r a c t i c e . It is t h e c o n t i n u i t y w i t h W e s t e r n 
t r a d i t i o n t h a t n e e d s f e m i n i s t u n d e r l i n i n g , b o t h i n h i s t o r i c a l a n d fic
t i o n a l n a r r a t i v e s . W h a t m a y n e e d f u r t h e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n is t h e way i n 
w h i c h I n d i a n i m b r i c a t i o n i n a g l o b a l e c o n o m y , W e s t e r n h a b i t s o f i n t e r 
v e n t i o n , d e v e l o p m e n t a n d a i d , a n d t h e d i v i d e b e t w e e n r u r a l a n d ur
b a n w o m e n m a y h a v e e n c o u r a g e d p r a c t i c e s t h a t r e p l i c a t e o r i m i t a t e 
.sati. E x a m p l e s are n o t l a c k i n g i n th is study. 

R a j a n a l s o e x t e n d s e a r l i e r d i s c u s s i o n o f s p e e c h a n d s i l e n c e b y a d 
d i n g t h e c o n c e p t o f " a c t i o n , " a t h i r d t e r m t h a t has p h i l o s o p h i c a l a n d 
p o l i t i c a l i m p l i c a t i o n s . T h i s a d d s c o m p l e x i t y to e a r l i e r f e m i n i s t a s s u m p 
t i o n s t h a t the m a i n , a n d p e r h a p s o n l y task f o r f e m i n i s t c r i t i c s was to 
g ive w o m e n access to p u b l i c t e r r a i n s , to r e s c u e w o m e n ' s texts a n d 
v o i c e s f r o m h i s t o r i c a l o b l i v i o n . T h i s d i s c u s s i o n p r o b l e m a t i z e s a n u m 
b e r o f aspects o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n g e n d e r a n d subject iv i ty , p r i 
vate a n d p u b l i c d o m a i n s , i n d i v i c f u a l i t y a n d c o l l e c t i v i t y . T h e state is a lso 
a site o f c o n f l i c t , t h o u g h m o r e so i n s o m e p o s t c o l o n i a l c o u n t r i e s t h a n 
o t h e r s , a n d s u c h d i s c u s s i o n s h e l p to k e e p a l i v e t h e c o n t e s t a t o r y n a t u r e 
o f f e m i n i s m as w e l l as a b r o a d e r d e m o c r a t i c p r o c e s s . H o w e v e r , it s e e m s 
to b e a c t i o n t h a t is t h e m i s s i n g t e r m f o r w o m e n s u b j e c t e d t o sati, i f 
" s u b j e c t e d " is t h e w o r d . H o w d o we m e a s u r e t h e s u b j e c t i v e f o r c e o f 
c e n t u r i e s o f c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e ? Sati s e e m s t o b e t a k e n u p i n i c o n o g r a 
phy, a n d t h e i c o n o g r a p h y figures r e p r e s s i o n , a m b i g u i t y , a n d c u l t u r a l 
h y b r i d i t y . It a l s o figures a c o m p l e x r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n p l e a s u r e a n d 
p a i n t h a t n e e d s f u r t h e r q u e s t i o n i n g i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e c u l t u r a l c o n t i n u 
a t i o n o f w o m e n o w n e r s h i p i n I n d i a n c u l t u r e . E c o n o m i c c o n t e x t s d o 
n o t s i m p l y r e p l a c e r e l i g i o u s m o t i v a t i o n , b u t t h e y s e e m to o v e r d e t e r -
m i n e f o r m s o f c o n t i n u a t i o n o f sati i n t h e m o d e r n w o r l d , a n d t h e i r self-

j u s t i f i c a t i o n . 
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R a j a n ' s c h a p t e r o n I n d i r a G a n d h i e x t e n d s the d e b a t e o f p u b l i c 

p o w e r a n d p r i v a t e r e a l m s , c o n t e s t i n g s i m p l i s t i c r e a d i n g s o f w o m e n p o 

l i t i c a l l e a d e r s as s u r r o g a t e m a l e s o r i c o n s o f m o t h e r h o o d , o r the i d e a 

o f s e p a r a t e f e m i n i n e traits as t h e necessary basis o f d e m o c r a t i c i d e a l s . 

G e n d e r e d e x p l a n a t i o n s o f p o l i t i c a l a u t h o r i t y are q u e s t i o n e d , a n d 

s o m e o f t h e p a r a d o x i c a l r e l a t i o n s h i p b e t w e e n G a n d h i as M o t h e r I n d i a 

a n d h e r d e c l a r a t i o n o f e m e r g e n c y c o n d i t i o n s are h i g h l i g h t e d . T h e dis

c u s s i o n o f a l l e g o r i e s o f p o w e r , w o m e n u n d e r e m e r g e n c y c o n d i t i o n s , 

a n d r u r a l v i l l a g e i n f r a s t r u c t u r e s a n d c o m m u n i t i e s versus t h e p l u r a l i s m 

o f m o d e r n d e m o c r a c y i n v i t e s s o m e c o m p a r i s o n w i t h A f r i c a n s t r u c t u r e s 

a n d c o n d i t i o n s . R a j a n ' s s t u d y g e n e r a l l y h i g h l i g h t s areas o f i n t e r v e n 

t i o n i n c o m p l e x f e m i n i s t a n d p o s t c o l o n i a l d e b a t e s , a n d offers d e t a i l e d 

r e a d i n g s o f texts as w e l l as l u c i d s u m m a t i o n s o f p r o b l e m a t i c areas i n 

o u t l i n i n g a c u l t u r a l c o n s t r u c t i o n o f f e m a l e s u b j e c t i v i t y t h a t a l lows f o r 

c o n t e s t a t i o n a n d agency. T h e g e n e r a l d i r e c t i o n o f h e r thesis m o v e s to

w a r d s a sense o f w o m e n as " c o n f l i c t e d subjects a n d sites o f c o n f l i c t " 

( 1 3 5 ) . T h e g e n e r a l d i r e c t i o n o f t h e p h o t o g r a p h s a n d h i s t o r i c a l o c c u r 

r e n c e s c i t e d m o v e s t o w a r d s a sense o f I n d i a n wives as t h e passive o b 

j e c t s o f t h e i r h u s b a n d s ' a n d soc iety ' s v o l i t i o n . T h i s c o n t r a d i c t i o n m a y 

b e a n e x a m p l e o f o n e o f t h e p r o b l e m s s h e o p e n s h e r d i s c u s s i o n w i t h : is 

s u b v e r s i o n l o c a t e d w i t h i n r e a d i n g o r w r i t i n g p r a c t i c e ? I c o n o g r a p h y 

m o v e s us t o w a r d s a stat ic c o n t e m p l a t i o n , a n a e s t h e t i c r e s p o n s e . P o l i 

tics, the n o n - e s s e n t i a l essence o f f e m i n i s m , s e e m s to r e q u i r e m o r e 

t h a n c o n t e m p l a t i o n . 
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A Globe and Mail a r t i c l e , A u g u s t 2 7 , 1 9 9 8 , r e p o r t s t h e d i s c o v e r y o f sev

e r a l m i s s i n g pages o f A n n e F r a n k ' s d i a r y . T h e s u b t i t l e o f t h e a r t i c l e 

q u i c k l y m o v e s f r o m t h e "sadness" o f t h e e x c e r p t s to t h e r e a l news, t h a t 

is, t h e p o s s i b l e v i o l a t i o n o f c o p y r i g h t . F o r t h e a r t i c l e observes t h a t t h e 

A n n e F r a n k F u n d has c a l l e d i n its lawyers to e x a m i n e th is a p p a r e n t 

v i o l a t i o n . I n t u m , t h e A m s t e r d a m d a i l y Het Parool, w h i c h p u b l i s h e d 

the e x c e r p t s o n its f r o n t p a g e , r e s p o n d s t h a t t h e i r lawyers a r e r e a d y 

a n d w a i t i n g . The Diary of Anne Frank is, as i t has b e e n f o r m u c h o f its h is-


