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Introduction 

Indian English Literature after Independence seems to focus on the marginalized 

section of society. The novelists through their tremendous output tried to portray the 

different kinds of domination prevailing in the Indian society. The post-colonial women 

novelists like Anita Desai, Arundhati Roy, Anita Nair, Githa Hariharan, Namita 

Gokhale talk about the deprived, and the dehumanizing treatment of the downtrodden, 

and the patriarchal brutality inflicting suffering of different women of all kinds. 

Simone de Beauvoir talks about subjectivity- our sense of self- through existence 

philosophy. Existentialism proposes that one exists first, and through one’s acts, one 

becomes something. ‘One is not born a female; one becomes this’ (The Second Sex, 301).  

She reasoned that an individual has absolute control over their fate, and neither society 

nor organized religion should limit our freedom to live authentically. But since men 

have claimed the category of self, of subject, for themselves, women are relegated to the 

status of other. Consequently, the category of women has no substance as an extension 

of male fantasy and fears. And since all cultural representations of the world around us 

have been produced by men, women must ‘dream through the dream of men’ (The 

Second Sex, 48).  

Githa Hariharan 

Githa Hariharan has a tremendous output to her credit. She observes human life with 

detail and concern. With her writing and committed activism, she has earned a unique 
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place in the English literary world. She has received Commonwealth writer’s award in 

1993 for her work Thousand Faces of Night. Her other novels include The Ghost of 

Vasu Master, When Dream Travel, In Times of Siege, and Fugitive Histories. In the 

novel Thousand Faces of Night, she depicted patriarchal dominance and how women 

have been marginalised in Indian society in the name of tradition and custom. The 

Thousand Faces of Night depicts the reality of contemporary women in today’s society.  

She must be given credit for truly reflecting women’s agony, grief, and sorrow. 

Githa Hariharan’s The Thousand Faces of Night deals with the theme of feminist 

sensibility in the context of postmodern age. It is a part of feminism. As a postmodern 

novelist, she interrogates and subverts traditionally established ideas, beliefs, concepts 

and grand narratives approved by the modernists. She deals with matters like freedom, 

self-image, self-realization and quest for identity, etc. as a postmodern feminist writer. 

She herself admits that she is a feminist writer who is concerned with women’s issues. 

She admits this reality in an interview by Arnab Chakladar in the words:  

“I want to make it quite clear that in my life, my choices have been dictated by what I 

perceive as the feminist choice.” 

She throws light on women’s issues and the reality of the life of Indian women. She 

explores their socio-cultural life in contemporary India. 

The Thousand Faces of Night 

The Thousand Faces of Night is a story about three women Sita, Devi, Mayamma. Over 

the novel, the writer sketches the position of Indian women in traditional male-

dominated Indian society. Githa Hariharan narrates the stories of Devi, Sita, and 

Mayamma through linking them to mythological characters. The stories of the three 

women uncover the diverse dimensions of women’s oppression. The battle of Devi with 

men and society, her inner and outer dilemma, tensions that a woman had to face in her 

life. She very beautifully intermingles the lives of a foreign return young girl Devi, her 

self-sacrificing natured mother Sita, and an old caretaker woman Mayamma.  The art of 
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skilfully blending traditional Indian mythological characters with the lives of modern 

Indian women has perfectly done by the novelist. According to J.Yellaiah and 

G.Pratima,  

Devi ‘s grandmother’s narration is a kind of revisionist myth-making its own 

right; she does not dwell on the more prominent figures of the Hindu myths-Sita, 

Savitri, Anusuaya often celebrated as paragons of female virtue. On the other 

hand, she retrieves the marginal figures of Gandhari, Amba, and Ganga – long 

relegated to minority status (Hariharan, 25). 

The grandmother stories were backdrop to Devi’s womanhood. She tries to instil the 

qualities like self-sacrifice, duty, endurance and perseverance in her granddaughter. As 

per her, Devi should have thses qualities, values as a Indian woman. As in the lines one 

can see the sanskar and convention were pass from one generation to other. 

My grandmother’s stories were no ordinary bedtime stories. She chose each for a 

particular occasion, a story in reply to each of my childish questions. She had an 

answer for every question. But her answers were not simple, they had to be 

decoded. A comparison had to be made, an illustration discovered, and a moral 

drawn out (Hariharan, 27). 

 As described by grandmother-Sita, the mother of Devi has brought a veena as a part of 

her dowry. ‘Her parents had heard her talent even as a little child and had trained her 

with the best teacher they could find. She played so beautifully; our household came to 

a standstill. But once when the ‘poojaghar’was found undone. (‘The flowers has not 

been picked, the floor had not been swept’) Her father-in-law came and shouted at her 

while she was playing veena.-‘Put That Veena away. Are you a wife, a daughter-in -

law?’ (Hariharan, 30) 

We never saw her touch the veena again. She became a dutiful daughter-in -law the 

neighbours praised. Sita resembles Gandhari (who blindfold herself knowing about her 

husband blindness.) she had submitted unwillingly to in front pf patriarchal 

domination. These were the patriarchal shackles of society Geetha V defines the term 
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Patriarchy as as- “Patriarchy rests on defined notions of  masculine and feminine is held 

in place by sexual and property arrangements that privilege men’s choice, desires and 

interest over the above those of women in their lives and is sustained by social 

relationships and cultural practices  which celebrate heterosexuality, female fertility and  

motherhood on the one hand and valorise female subordination to masculine authority 

and virility on the other.” 

Sita as the name signifies, is an ideal woman who is sacrifice personified as seen in the 

lines- 

“This was the sort of detail that overwhelmed Mahadevan. A woman who did not 

complain, a woman who knew how to make sacrifices without fanfare”.  (Hariharan, 

103) 

The history of human civilisation is filled with examples of female devaluation and 

marginalisation. As one can see in the bible also- ‘Wife, be subject to your husbands, as 

to the Lord. As the subject to Christ, so let wives also be subject in everthing to thie 

husbands.’ 

Devi is a modern girl who has completed her education from US and now returning to 

India back on her mother’s call.  Suggested in lines- “Amma’s letters brought with them 

an unspoken message of loneliness, poignant in its quiet dignity… But the image of her 

alone by the sea teased me like a magnet.” (Hariharan, 16). But, here in India she found 

herself a misfit around her relatives as seen in the lines- ‘I sat with them, listened to 

their news bulletins of births, miscarriage, illnesses and deaths and answered their 

probing question with evasive monosyallbles’(Hariharan,14) 

Sita decided a arrange marriage for Devi with Mahesh who is regional manager of a 

company. Soon the marriage is matter of solitary confinements for Devi, as she 

understood that she is living on the side-track of her husband’s life. For her husband 

career is the most important thing in life. Devi‘s marital life holds no charm for her. 

There was no emotional connection between Mahesh and Devi. “He is far too civilised 
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to raise his hand and bring it down on my rebellious body. He snarls instead about 

women’s neuroses and my faulty upbringing.” (Hariharan, 74). 

It seems that Mahesh is totally insensitive towards Devi possessing a personality to get 

away from loneliness she decided to take a job but Mahesh does not permit her so as 

discussed in the lines - “Devi was not allowed to work outside the house. Mahesh 

discourages her and asks what will you do when the baby comes?” (Hariharan, 64) 

She cannot play cards with Mahesh’s friends because she is a woman. Her freedom is 

always restricted. Mahesh is a typical traditional man who believes a woman should 

complete her duties as a wife, and as a mother. She should not be independent. Devi is 

snapped as shown in the given lines- “This is what comes of educating a woman. Your 

grandmother was barely literate. Wasn’t she a happier woman than you are? What is it 

you want?’’(Hariharan, 74). 

In Indian society the biological expectation from a woman are significant. In modern 

world to the status of a woman in the family depends much on her child bearing 

capacity. Also, the society whether modern or traditional hold a great importance to a 

woman giving birth to male child. Mayamma is the character in the novel suffered from 

male domination and oppression at its highest peak. The importance of a child is 

highlighted in the lines by Devi’s grandmother- “If you don’t have a child, you 

displease the gods; if the gods are angry, they make sure that you don’t have a child.” 

(Hariharan, 33)     

The author has explored the feminine sensibility through Mayamma’s character. She is 

the old family retainer in Devi’s in-law’s house. She is another victim of male 

domination. She sacrifices all her wishes for the sake of her survival. Mayamma got 

married with all the boons and blessings from the priest at the age of twelve. 

Unfortunately, her husband turned out to be very dishonest. On the other hand, 

Mayamma’s mother-in-law was truly concerned about the jewellery she was wearing. 

Days passed but Mayamma could bear no child and the mother-in-law started 
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complaining and wished her to undergo penance. She also did enthusiastically. 

Mayamma leaves her home with past painful memories. She reaches Parvati Amma’s 

home where she becomes a caretaker. She lives there as a deserted woman who is 

accompanied by past memories of miseries, sorrows and tragic incidents.  Indian 

society and the family system always give importance to the reproducibility ability of a 

woman. The novelist has highlighted that Devi and Mayamma are both women 

belonging to a different class of society. But both have to face humiliation in their lives 

due to their inability to bear a child.  

As seen in the novel that her grandmother tries to link the mythological characters to 

the real-life woman, Devi finds hard to fit in. She feels that is hard for woman in real life 

to rise to such heights of heroism and courage and form a identical image for 

themselves. This marginality of woman and quest for identity finds vent through the 

escapist dreams that Devi often visualizes. 

‘I lived a secret life of my own: I became a woman warrior, a heroine. I was Devi. I rode 

a tiger and cut off evil, magical demons heads’ (Hariharan, 41) 

Devi, the main character of the novel, is portrayed by Githa Hariharan as a young girl 

having postmodern sensibility. Initially, her father-in-law as well as her husband, 

Mahesh exercised patriarchal power over her. They made fun of her dreams and 

aspirations and suppressed her dreams. Mahesh’s father’s philosophical thoughts have 

made him as a patriarch. So, Devi finds Baba to be the saintly father figure but soon she 

comes to know that he is sowing seeds of patriarchal power and nourishing them. Devi 

doubts his philosophical remarks such as virtuous wife is one who dies before her 

husband, meaning sumangali which is Baba’s personal opinion and not a universal 

truth. According to Foucault says, knowledge is power that rules over the people. Both, the 

father and son are sowing seeds of patriarchal power but Devi, the young girl who is 

exposed to American socio-cultural life, revolts against patriarchal power of Mahesh 
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saying, ‘I met five men before I met you in America ……’ (Hariharn, 77). Devi confronts 

her husband’s hypocrisy and traditional mind set.  

When Devi realizes that happiness of Mahesh lies only in exercising patriarchal power, 

she leaves him and elopes with Gopal. Unable to find joy and happiness in her married 

life she was attracted to Gopal. Devi rejects and walks out of her marriage. This was her 

sigh of a rebel, to go against conventional society. Hoping to find her own emotional 

voice through the music she moves with Gopal. Her relationship with Gopal is 

portrayed by the image of peacock and peahen, unveils the process of enchantment by 

the novelist. 

Sooner the excitement of a new relationship fades away as Devi realises her place in 

Gopal’s life. Devi found that Gopal is no better than Mahesh. 

‘Devi knew the time was right; if she did not act now she would be forever condemned 

to drift between worlds ‘a floating island detached from solidity of the mankind’. 

(Hariharan, 138) The novelist depicts Devi as a modern day feminist who has the 

quality of self-assertion and identification of inner self. She reasoned that an individual 

has absolute control over their fate, and neither society nor organized religion should 

limit our freedom to live authentically. But since men have claimed the category of self, 

of subject, for themselves, women are relegated to the status of other. Consequently, the 

category of women has no substance as an extension of male fantasy and fears. And 

since all cultural representations of the world around us have been produced by men, 

women must ‘dream through the dream of men’ (The Second Sex, 48).  

Thus, a woman is required to accept her status of other, make herself object’ and 

‘renounce her autonomy’ (The Second Sex, 280). 

The woman-centred saga ends with Devi returning to her home back to her mother- 

“Suitcase in hands, Devi opened the gate and looked wonderingly at the garden, wild 

and overgrown, but lush in spite of its sand choked roots. Then she quickened her 



Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati  
(A Peer-Reviewed Refereed e-Journal) 

December 2020: Volume 5                                                                         ISSN: 2456 6624 
 

 
55 

footsteps as she heard the faint sounds of a veena, hesitant and childlike, inviting her 

into the house.” (Hariharn, 139) 

Githa Hariharan explores inferior status of women in traditional social order and 

system, patriarchal bourgeois society that humiliated, tortured and silenced women 

from the days of Gandhari to the present day. She shows that women in the 

postmodern age have begun to shape their own identity through their own steady 

struggle. It is shown that women have become aware of their own status and condition 

of life. Issues like gender, class, caste, religion, language, ethnicity, sex, marriage, 

human rights, education, jobs, love, etc. became problematic in the name of tradition 

and modernity. It is further shown that postmodern women have begun to reject 

orthodoxy. They are disillusioned with the existing status of women where everything 

is authoritative, rigid and serious. They are dissatisfied with the institution of marriage 

where man rules over a woman.  

Githa Hariharan has thrown light on power politics in patriarchal set up in Indian 

society. Postmodern sensibility opposes the grand narrative, established icons, 

difference between high and low culture, difference between male and female. 

Postmodernists believe that there is no one truth. The reality can be looked at 

differently. Truth is open to scrutiny. Truth can be reinterpreted as per the situation. In 

Indian culture, man has been traditionally presupposed to be powerful and superior to 

woman, so he reigns over woman who has to suffer as a woman. Taking into 

consideration the contemporary situation of women, Githa Hariharan has projected 

women such as Gandhari, Damayanti, Amba, Ambika, and Ambalika from the great 

epic. On the basis of her knowledge of culture, Devi’s grandmother teaches her that all 

husbands are noble even though they are blind or deaf because they are males.  

Hariharan narrates the Hindu myth of Amba where Amba is deceived by Bhishma who 

kidnapped all the princess, Amba, Ambika, and Ambalica. Amba goes to Prince Salva 

to whom she wants to accept as her husband but he insults Amba and shows his 
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patriarchal attitude saying, ‘Do you think I feast on leftover? I am a king. I don’t touch 

what another man has won in battle’ (Hariharan, 37). When she goes to Bhishma, he 

also rejects her. Further, driven by the feeling of revenge, Amba earns a boon by 

praying Shiva and takes revenge on Bhishma. In view of women’s sufferings due to 

patriarchal power, K Ragini Devi in her article “Thwarted Dreams of Women in Their 

Constant Life: The Thousand Faces of Night” comments:  

The mind or the deepest thought of Indian woman is generally influenced by violent 

powers that control unfairly her acceptance and admittance of defeat resulting in the 

varieties of reactions that include protest, revenge and violence. 

Both Mayamma as well as Devi suffered from alienation due to chaotic contemporary 

traditional life but Devi goes in search of her identity while Mayamma could not do so. 

She is really confused while leading her life due to adverse effects of deep-rooted 

traditional ideologies that silence her voice. At last, she prefers to go to her mother’s 

home. Githa Hariharan has skilfully presented pessimistic, disappointed, sorrowful, 

alienated contemporary social life of women through Devi, Mayamma and other female 

characters. 
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