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rtJigiOLlS acts, mothers in sickness and woe.''' And the goddes! 
Pa..rvati, with divine disdain for convention, tem$ro : 'Among aJI tho 
pleasures of women, the greatC3t pleasure is to unite with a good 
man in private, and the misery that arisea from its interruption is not 
equaUed by any other. The second greatest misery is tbe faUing of 
the seed in vain, and tbe tbird is my childlessness, the greatest sorrow 
of aU. '" 

Numerous passages i.e legends and epics vividJy describe tbe suf­
ferings of the souls of departed aDce3tOrs ifa couple rtmain childless 
and thus unable to guarantee tbe performan~ of the rituals pro­
scribed for salvation . 'Because a son delivers his fa ther from the bell 
called put,' Manu says, 'be was therefore caUed put-tra la del iveret' 
ftompul] by the self-e:x.istent bimself. '''Hindu society is of course not 
unique in revering motherbood as a moral, religious, or even artistic 
ideal," but the absolute and aU-encompauiog social importance of 
motherhOod, the ubiquitous variety of motherhood mytbs, an d the 
function ofoffspting in ritual and religious(not to mention economic) 
life aU give to motherhood in Indian culture a JX)rticuJarly incontro­
vertible legitimacy. 

Subjectively, in the world of feminine psycbological experience, 
pregnancy is a deliverance from the insecurity, dou bt and shame of 
infenility: 'Better be mud than a barren woman', goes ooe proverb. 
Moreover, until very receotly, in Hindu society, as among tbe Jews, 
Muslim!! and certain West African tribes, a childless wife could be 
repudjated (even unot divorced) by ber husband whe was permitted 
[hel) to take aoother wife. On the positive side, pregnancy marks tbe 
begiooing of the psycbological process which 6nnly establishes a 
Hindu woman's aduJl ident ity. The predominlLllt element in this 
identity, tbe ideal core around which it is organized~ is wbat Helet:e 
Deutsch bas called 'motherliness'. t1 Jts central emotional expressions 
are those of tenderness, nurturing and prolecll'oleness,directed towards 
the unborn child. Many of tbe other p!ychic tendencies generaUy 
associated with the young woma..o's life--stage now become subordi­
nate. The need for emotionaJ closeness with her 'pre-oedipaJ' mother 
and the wish to be loved can be transformed into the wisb to love; 
hostility, especially towards her new surroundings, can be d irected 
towards the protection of her child from Lhe environment; the 
longing of her reawakened sensuality can be temporarily sublimated , 
given over to physical :>UnistratiODS to her chUd. 

To be sure, the development·ofmotherliness as the dominant mode 
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in a Hindu woman's identity aDd its bA.tmooy with other personality 
traits vary amoog individual women . Nonetheless, a Hindu woman's 
'motherliness' (including ma.nifestations of maternal excess) is a rela­
tively more inclusive elem.ent of ber identity formation than it is 
among western women . Given her early training and the ideals of 
femininity held up to her, motberbood does not have connotations 
of cujtUI1l1 imposition or of confinemen t in an isolafing role. 

For an Indian woman, i.m.m.inent motherhood is. oot onJy the 
personal fu.lfilment of an old wish aod the biological consummation 
of a lifelong prom.i~. but aD eyent in wbicb the culture confirnu her 
statu. as a renewer of the race, and extend, to her ·a respect and 
consideration which were not aCcorded to her as a mere wife . It is not 
surprisi.og that tbis dramat ic improvement in her social relations and 
status witbjo the family, the resolution of her emotional confucu 
and the discovery of a way of organizi.og her future life around the 
core of motherliness tend to be experienced Ullcon&eiously as a gift 
from the chi.ld growing witb.i.n her. The u.nborn child is perceived as 
her saviour, instrumental in wjnoing for its mother the love and 
acceptaoce of tbose around ber, a theme which recurs in many 
legends and tales. Thus R ama repents a.od is ready to take Sita back. 
frOm her exile in the forest after he sees his sons for tbe first time; 
Dushyanta remembers and accepl.l Shak.untala as his legitimate wife 
after be comes· face to face with ws infant son; whilo in tbe two 
Bengali folk-tales of Swata and Kiranmala. it is through their 
chil4ren's instrumentality tbat the iojuslioo done to the mothers is. 
redressed aDd they assume therr rightful placc::s as q~ns. Jo. the case 
of a Hindu woman, at least in the imagery of the culrure. maternal 
reelings of tendemC!lS and nurturaJlce occur in combination with a 
profoWJd gratitude and tbo readioess for a poignantly high emotional 
investment in tbe child_ 

The 'Good Mothu' 
Altbough in the usage of pediatrics and medicine 'infant' refen to 
a cb iJd wbo cannot yet 'WBlk., the actual ities of childhood and identity 
development in India suggest that tbe psycho-social qualfty of infancy 
e .. tends tluough the tint four or five yean of lifo, the eolire span of 
time in which reeding, loileling and rudimentary self<arc, as well as 
watking. talking and the initiaJ capacity for reasoning, become mat~ 
ten of count. TlUs extension of the definition is not arbitrary. As 1M: 
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sbaU see, io India. the first deveJopmeotal stage of childbood, cbar­
acterized by a decisive, deep attacbmeot to the ourturiog mother, 
by dependence upoo her for the oecessities aod lhe pleasures of 
succour and comfort, and by the 'crisis' of trust io the berugo io­
tentio ns of others towards ooeself, is prolonged io sucb a way that 
the second and third developmental siages sum not to take placo 
sequcotially but are compressed ioto one. Thus, it is nOI until be­
tween tbe ages of tbree and five that an rndiao cbild moves away 
(in a psycbological sense) from the tim all. important 'Other' io his 
life, bis motber. And it is at this time tbat be6' confronts simul­
taneously the developmental tasks of separation aod individuation, 
of autonomy aod initiative. of wilful self-de6oitioo and oedjpa} 
rivalry, aod moves as it were from 'infa.acy· to 'childbood' all at ooce. 

Duriog thl, period of prolonged iofancy, the Indiao child is in­
tensely aod intimately attached to bis mother. This attachment is aD 
exclusive one, not in tbe sense of beiog witbout older aod youoger 
siblings close ;0 age who claim, aod compete for, tbe mother's love 
and care, but io that tbe Indian child up to the age of four or 6v& 
exclusively directs his demands and affections towards his motber, 
in spito of the customary presence in tbe extended family of many 
other pott:otial caretakers and 'substitute motben'.'" Nor does tho 
ratber playa signifiarnt caretaking rnle a t this time. 

This attachment is manifested in (and symbolized by) tbe physical 
close~n of the infant and bis motber. Well up to lho fiftb year, if 
not longer, it is customary for Indian children to sleep, by their 
mother's side at oighS. During the day she carries tbe youngest, or 
the one most needing attention, astride her hip, the nthers within 
arm's reach. as·sbe g0C3 about on visits to neighbours, to the market. 
to the fields and on otberemmdll . At bome, ifnol suckJiog or ncstling 
in his mother's lap, the infant is playing on the Boor or resting io a 
cot nearby. Constantly held, cuddled, crooned and talked to, the 
Indian infant's e~perience of his motber is a beady one, his contaee 
with ber is oran intensity and duration tbat differentiate it markedly 
from the experience of infancy in western worlds. At the sligbtc3t 
wbimper or sign of dis~s tbe infant is picked lip and rocked, or 
given tbe breast and comforted. Usually it is the iolant's own motber 
who swiftly moves to pacify him. althnugh in her occasional absence 
on household matters it may be a ,ister or an aunt or a grandmother 
who takes him up to feed nr clean or just to soothe with familiar 
physical cootact. It is by no means uncommon to see an old grand­
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mother pick. up a crying child and give bim ber dried·up breast to 
suck as she sits tbere, rocking on ber heels and crooning over b.isu. 
The inteosity of tbe infantile awtiety aroused by inevitable brief 
separations froOl the mother is greatJy reduced by the ready avail· 
ability of the other female mem.bers of tbe exteoded family . H.iodu 
cu.ltural tradition enjoins women not to let their infants cry, and 
maternal practice in India anticipates the findings of coolC:mporary 
empirical researcb on infancy whicb attributes infant distress, when 
a baby is not bungry, cold or in pain, to separa'ion from the mother 
(or her substi tute). 

From the moment of birth., then, the Indian infa.nt is greeted and 
surrounded. by direct, sensual body contact, by relentless physical 
ministrations. The emotional quality of nurturing in traditional 
Indian families serves to amplify the effecUi of pbysical gratification. 
An lodian mother is ioclinedtowards atotal in dulgenccofher infant's 
wishes and demaod9, whether these be related to feeding, cleaning. 
sleeping or being kept company. Moreover, she ~ods to utend 
this kiod of mothering weU beyond tbe time when tbe 'ioraot' is 
ready (or independent functioning in many area!. Thus, for ex.a.mpJ~, 
feeding is frequent. at all times of the day and night, and '00 demand'. 
And although breast feeding is supplemented witb other k.iods of 
food after the first year, tbe mother continues to give her breast to 
her child for as long as possible, often up to two or three yean: in 
fact, suckling comes to a gradual end on ly when thue is a suoog 
reason to stop llursing, such as a second pregnancy. Even tben, 
weaning is not a oocc·aod-for-all affair, for an older child may also 
occasionally suclc.1c at his mother's breast. It is not uncommon to see 
a five- or six-year"ld peremptorily lift up his mother's blonse for a 
drink as she sits gossiping with her frienw, an event which is accepted 
as a matter of course by all conoerned. 

Similarly, without 8.Oy push from his mother or other members of 
the family, the Indian toddleT takes his own time learning to cootrol 
his bowels. and proceeds at his own pace to master other skiUs such 
as walk.iog, talking aDd dre$sing himself. As far as the mother's aDd 
the family's means permit, a young cbild's wishes are fu.Uy gratified 
and his unfolding capacities and activities accepted, if not always 
with manifest delight, at Jeast with affectionato tolerance. 

The predisposition of an Indian mother to foUow ratber than lead 
in dealing with her child's inclination, and with his tempo o&develop­
ment does not spriog from some universal compooent of maternal 
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pride . Jo part , it reflects the cultural conception of aod respect for 
the specific 'inborn' iodividuatity of every ch.ild. In part it bas been 
in6ueoced by tbe facts of life in traditional Iowa; given the infant 
mortality rale which used to range above twenty per ceot, a swviviog 
chIld was accorded by bis mother the most deferential care, for he 
wouJd become the parents' source of economic support in later life, 
and through bis participation in the rituals of death aod mourning, 
thei r guarantee of rtllg;ous merit and of righteous passage into the 
next life. But above all, this quality of deference and indulgence in 
1ndian motherhood haJ psychological origins in the ideolity deyeJop­
ment of Indian women, As 1 have described above, in daughterhood 
an Indian girl is a sojourner in her own fa..mjly. and with marriage 
sbe becomes less a wife tban a daughter-in-Jaw. It is o oly with. 
m'o[herbood tbat she comes into her own as a woman, aod can make 
a place [or herself in the family, in the community Bnd io the life 
cycle. ThIS accounts for ber unique sense of maternal obligation aod 
ber readines5 for practically unlimited emotional investment in her 
childreo. These 8re the cultural, social, religious and developmeotal 
tbreads which are woven together in the formatioD of conscious atti­
tudes and unconscious images in the motber whiCh, in turn, give 
Indian iofancy its special aura and developOlental icopact. 

Given tbe experience of his mother's immediacy and utter re­
sponsiventS!, aD indian geoeraUy emerges from infancy iota child­
bood believing tbat the world is benign and lbat others C8JI be 
counted on to act in his bebalf, The young child bas come to a­
perienoc rus core self as lovable: '1 am lovable, for 1 am loved.' 
Infancy has provided bim with a secure base from wrucb to explore 
rus environment with coofideo~. This confidence in tbe support and 
protection of otbers, together with the memory trace! of maternal 
ministrations, provide the basic modality for his social relatioM 
throughout tbe life cycle. In other word!, Indians are apt to approach 
others with an unconscious sense of tbeir own lovability and tbe 
expectation and demand that trustworthy benefactors will always tura 
up in times ofdifficulty. Suspicion and reserve are rare. Many cbarac~ 
ter traits ascribed to lodians are a part of the legacy of this particuJar 
pattern of infancy : trusting friendliness with a quick readioess to 
form attachments, and iotense, if short-lived, disappoiot.roeot if 
friendly overtures are oot reciprocated; willingness to reveal the 
most intimate confidences about one's life at the slightest acquai.o· 
tance and tbe expectation of a reciprocal familiarity in others; and 
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the 8S!lumption that it is 'natural both to lake ~ of others ... and 
to expect to be cared for' .eo Considering the oppressive economic 
environment io wh.ich most Indians live, 1 find no other explanation 
than the emotional capital bu.ilt up during infancy for tbe warmth 
that is abundantly IlDd unreservedly glvco and received io the most 
casual encounters, for the bouts ofspontantOus laughter (and crying), 
and for tbe glow of intimacy and vitality that characterizes social 
relations. 

Settiog aside our consideration of tbe UDCQDsciow for a moment, 
o;ve can observe that sn ladia.o child tends to experience rus mother 
almost totally as a 'good mother'. The proportion of Indian men 
wbo express br experienoc an active dislike, fear or contempt for 
tbeir mothen at a cooscious level is iofinitesimaUy small. This is 
strikingly apparent in clinical work; in i.oitial interviews and io the 
early stages of psychotherapy, patient after patient iovariably por· 
trays h.is mother ashighlysupportive and extremely loving. In studies 
of family relations, sociologists and anthropologists coofirm the 
ellistence of a very close motber-5on relationship of the 'good 
mother' variety io different regions and sociaJ classes throughout 
lndia .u 

Literary evideoce further corroborates her seotimeotal prevalence. 
Thus, short storics and novels by lndi.a.n writers such as Sarat 
Cbaodra sod Premchand tend to portray the mother in ber benign 
and nurturing aspect, with a nostaJgia uncomplicated by the s lightest 
traoe of hostility or guilt. Npr do autobiographical accounts deviate 
from this psychological stanoe of conscious devotion to the 'good 
mother'. Nehru. reca.lliog hi, mother, writes, 'I had nO fear of ber, 
for l1cnew that she would condone everything I did, aod because of 
ber excessive and uodiscri.mi.oating love for me, I tried to dominate 
over her a little.'ft And Yogananda recollects, 'Father ... was kind, 
grave, at times stern. Loving him dearly. we children yet observed. a 
oertaio reverential distance. But Dlother was qUtCll of bearts, and 
taught us only through love.'" 

It needs to be noted here that this idealized image of tbe 'good 
mother' is largely a Olale construction. Women do not sentimentalize 
tbeir mothers in this way. For daughters, the mother is not an adoring 
figure 00 a pedestal: she is a more earthy presence, oot always 
beoign but always there. 

I have so far described the core 9f Indian personali~ in terms of 
confidence in the safeguarding supportiveoess of otbers aod trust in 
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the fundamental benevolence of the environment Mythological and 
religious representations of the 'good mother' as she is personjfied La 
the widely worshipped goddesses, Lakshmi, Sarasvati, Parvati or 
Gauri, allow us to elaborate 00 the indian eAperience of this 'basic 
ttUSI ' , 10 Hindu mythology we tiod that the specifically ora l aspect of 
mateloa l ourturing is represented by very minor deities such as 
Anoaputoa , portrayed as a fair womao standing on a lotus holding a 
lice bowl, or by the heaveoly cow Surabhi wbo gives ao eternal 
fountain of milk. But tbe ceotral feature of tbe 'good mother', incor· 
porated by every major goddess io the Hindu pantheon and drama­
liud either io her origins or in ber function, is not her capacity to 
feed but to provide life-giving reassW"ance through her pervasive 
presence, Thus Lakshmi, tbe goddess of prosperity and good fortune, 
comes to dwell with. men , wbile tbose io adversity are spoken of as 
beiog/orsaken by her. Sarasvati, the goddess of learning, is identified 
as Yak (speecb}-the mother soothing, consoling, talk:iog to ber 
iofant. Aod Parvati, according to one oftbe Puranic accounts, came 
ioto existence to protecl tbe gods against tbe dislJ"eSs caused by the . 
demon Aodhaka (born of Dark..oeu), the representation ofone oftbe 
elemental fears of childhood. The reassurance provided by the 
goddesses Sarasvati and Parvati against the terrific estrangemeots of 
iofaocy reminds me of Freud's account oftbe cb.ild wbo caUed out of 
a dark room, 'Auntie, speak: to mel I'm frightened because it's so 
dark! ' His aunt answered bim, 'Wha t good would that 40 1 You 
cao't see me.' 'Tbat does oot mailer: replied tbe cb.ild, 'if anyone 
speaks, it gels light.''' 

This emphaSis 00 a nurturing, fear-dispeUiog presence as the 
fuodamenlai quality or tbe 'good mother' is unmistakable io the 
descriptioos of the appearance of these goddesses: They shine 'with 
pearl and golden sheen', glow ' with splendour, bright as burn.isbed 
gold ' and gaze with raint smiles upoo the worshjppers"~& Erikson bas 
cal led lbis the 'numinous elemeot, tbe seose of balJowed presence'," 
Th is is tbe 'good mother', in eartbly motbers and io maternal cLivi. 
nilies, smi ling down on tbe depeodent infant, or 0 0 the devoled be­
liever, wbo, each in hi, own way, yearns to be at ooe with that 
gracious presence. Shiva's lament at tbe loss of Parvati evokes the 
seose of intactness the mother's presence gives, as weU as tbe dread 
ofseparation Or abandonment : 'With thee I am almighty, tbe feamer 
or all tbings, and tbe giver of all bliss; but without tbee, my energy, 
I am like a corpse, powerless and incapable of action: how tbeo, my 
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beloved. canst thou forsake me? With smiles and glaoccs of thine 
eyes, say something swcct as anvilo, and with the rain of geotle 
words sprink:Je my heart which is scorcbod with grief ... 0 mother 
of the Universe I arise.''' The theme of isolation aDd its transcen­
dence, as .....e have seen in Cl!a:pter 11. constitutes the core of tbe 
moksha ideaL This theml'l bas its ontogenetic source io the specific 
form and quality of tbe ioteractions between mothers and iofaots io 
lodian society; and it is vividly elaborated in Hindu mytbology as tbe 
persistent nostalgic wisb for tbe benevolent preseoce of the 'good 
mother' as she was experienced in infaocy. 

The preQC.(:upatioo with the themes of lonelioess and separation, 
together witb the strong unconscious desire for the confi.rming pre­
sence of the 'good (M)Other', stays witb the individual in Ind ia 
througbout the course oC his life. This is in strikioS contrast to most 
western cuJlu.rcs in which the yeaming for a loved one and disuess 
caused by ber or his absence are ofteo held to be 'childish' aod 'J"e-. 

gressiYe'. But as Bowlby, marsbaWng impressive evidencc from 
clinicaJ. empirical and ethological research. has demonstrated. the 
tendency to react with fear to the c.h.reat ofbeing left alone is a natwal 
one which bas developed out of a geoet.icaUy determined bias in mao 
and bas me character of an instinctive response.ee 

Yet in weste.co cuJture on the wbole, aDd especially in psycbo­
therapy, ' . .. little weight is given 10 tbe component of"bein8 alone" , 
Indeed in our culrure for someone to coweu himself afraid wben 
alone is regarded as sbameful or merely silly. HeDGe there ex.isLs a 
pervasive bias to overlook the very componentoffeaT-arousing situa­
tions that a study of an.xious patients suggests is most importantl'" 
Wben a patient's suffering stems froro certain pbobias. or even wben 
it involves free-Ooating anxiety, clinicians resort aU too readily to 
complex expla.oatioos binging on 'internal dangers'; DO olher 
anxiety-provoking situation is overlooked or camouBaged, either 
by tbe patien t or by the clinician, as is tbe common fear of isolation 
and separation. In India, on the otber hand, patients openly aUude 
to, and even insist upon, the fear of being cut off from 'attachment 
figures' and tbe consequent threat of loneliness. This fear is ack.now­
ledged by family and society io lndia (bowever oegligible it is to the 
clinician trained in the West); it has a cultural legitimacy wb.icb 
reinforces its vicissitudes in the course of ao individual Dewosis and 
hence merits serious consideration by cLio.icians. Indeed, jn India the 
fear of isolatioo is projected on to the Creator himself: 10 one ciftht 
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Hindu myths we are told that Creation began because Purwb.a. tho 
. soul of the universe, was alone and 'hence did noC enjoy happintSa'." 

The yearniog for the co.of.nniog presence of lbe loved penOn ia 
iLS positive as weU as oegative manifestatioo-lhe distress aroused bJ 
her or his unavailability or unresponsiveness in time o f need-is the 
domi na nt modality of soci al relations in Ind ia, especi alJy witbi o tho 
extended family. This 'modality' is expressed variously but consis­
tently,as in a person's feeling ofhelplcsslless when famjly memben 
are absent or hi. difficulty in making decisio~s alone. In sbort,. 
Indians characteristically rely on the support of others to go through 
life and to deaJ with the exigencies imposed by tbe outside world. 
Some western BlI well as Indian social scientists have cboseo to inter. 
pret thil as a 'weakness' io the Indian personality, the price to be 
paid for the indulgence enjoyed in infancy and early cbildhood. 
Statements like, 'TTllining in self-reliance and ach.ievement are 
conspicuous by their absence. Children are not encouraged to be 
independent. They, like adults, are expected to seek ajd in difficulty,'n 
or, 'Family life tends to develop an acute sense of dependence with 
a strong senSCI of security, and a clear sense ofrespoosibilicy without 
an accompanying sense of perso nal initiative or decision , 'Tt are the 
ruJe in studie! which touch on the developmental aspects of Indian 
character. And this invariably carries with it the generaJ value impli­
cation that independence and initiative are 'better' than Olutual 
dependence and community. But il depends, ofcourse, on the cuJture's 
vision of a 'good society' and ' individual merit', whether a person" 
behaviour in relationsh.ips approaches the isolation pole of the 
fusion- isolation conti nuum, as postulated by the dominant cuJtural 
tradition in the West loday, or the fusion pole as maintained in tradi­
tional Indian culture. To borrow from Schopenhauer's imagery, the 
bas ic problem of human relat ions resembles that of hedgebogs On a 
cold night. They creep closer to each other fo r warmth , are pricked 
by quiUs and move away, but then get cold and again try to come 
nearer. Thil movement to and fro is repeated until ao optimum 
position is reached iD which the body temperature is above the freez­
ing POiDt and yet the pain infticted. by the qu.ills (the DearnC$$ of the 
other) is still bearable. 10 Indian society the optimum position 
entails the acceptance of more pain in order to get greater warmth. 

The Indian resolutioo of the teosio'n between the coldness of dis.­
tance and the price (in dependency) of nearness is not 'deviant', nor 
are tbe consequences in patterns of social behaviour 'regressive'. 
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Even in the West, as Bowlby points out, a COn 5enSlLS is emerging 
salO C! clinicians of many theoretical persuasion! that emotional 
tD8twity includes the capacity to rely trustingly oc others, and that 
trUe self-reliance is not onJy compatible with lhe capacity for mutual 
dependence but grows out of it and is complementary to it." The 
capacity to be truly alone is greatest when the 'Other' , o rigio.aUy 
equated w:ith the acoepting, giving 'good motber' , has become a 
constaot aod indestructible presence io the individual's unconSGious 
and is fused with it in the form of self-acceptance. We havc setn in an 
earlier chapter that this paradox. also underlines the lndian guru's 
meditation , his striving towards the attainment of molc.s/uJ. wberein 
he attempts to reach the sine qua nOli of autonomy through tbe total 
introjection of the 'Other', the Dot-self. And, as ever, the imagery of 
Hinduism is uncompromising : Shiva, arch-ascetic and epitome of 
lonely self-sufficiency, is often portrayed i.e such close embrace wilb 
Sbakti, tbe 'mother of the universe', that they are onc, iJlseparable 
for the duration of a wotld-age. 

The 'Bad Mother' 
I have suggested above that much of the so-called dependent beha­
viour observed in individuals aod io social relations in India is 
a manifestatioo of the universal wish to avoid isolatioo and the 
need to sbare tbe responsibility (or one's life with others. 'The ap­
parent ubiquity o( these needs io [odia , and their open, Ulldisguised 
expressio~ re80ct not so much a regressive striving or an 'oral 
fixatioo' a.s the cultural acceptaDce and eveo encouragemcnt of such 
needs aod behaviour, ao acceptance that is itself rooted in Ill) ideal 
model of human relationships whicb diverges sharply from the cor­
responding ideal in the West. Yet even if we can tran.sfu the Jarger 
part o( 'dependent' behaviour from the domain of the 'infactile' to 
tbat of the ' nonna)', the fact remains tbat anxiety aroUDd the theme 
of separation is much more common and intense in lodia than in 
western culture!. However, it is inappropriate to attribute the 
ceurotic warp of an otherwise normative element in Indian identity 
to a prolonged infancy characterized by affectionate care. This tbeory 
of ' spoiling', which often crops up in discussions of personality 
development and psychopathology io India, rests on an uncritical 
acceptance of Freud's contention that an excess of parental love 
serves to magnify for the child tbe danger of losing this (ove, and 
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renders him in later life incapable ofeithcr temporarily doing without 
love or accepting; smaller amounts ofil.74 Ia spite oftbe widespread 
popularity of this hypothesis and its dogged inftueoce on studies of 
charaCt.c:r formation, there is little evidence to support it. In fact, all 
the available data?' point in the opposite: direction, namely. tbat a 
child becomes anxious and clinging if pareotal affection is insufficient 
or unreliable. 

In India the anxiety that may fester around the theme ofseparatioo 
stems at least partly from that moment in later infancy when the 
mother may suddenly withdraw her attention and her presence from 
her child . And indeed, retrospective accounts of adults as weU as 
anthropological observations of child-rearing pr-Ictices suggest that 
this is a widely used method of disciplining youog childre:l in India. 
'I doo't remember my mother ever scoldiog me or hitting me. If I 
became too much for her sbe would become sad and start crying and 
would refuse to speak to me.' Or: 'She often told me that she would 
go away and leave me. IT I was especially bothersome, she would 
say that the ghost living in the mango tree outside our courtyard 
would take Olt. I still caooot pass that mango tree without shiveriog 
a little inside.' These are typical recollectio ns of patients in a culture 
where frightening a child with ghosts or goblins, or locking him up 
alone in a dark room-in sbort, threats of abandonment and isola­
tion-are deemed the most effective methods of socialization. Tb.ese 
are the apprehensions that make an Indian child 'be good'; yet if 
tbese punishments are threatened or carried out io a conte.xt of reli­
able motbering and family affection they do not immobilize develop­
ment, but recede into ~e depths of tbe psyche, a ftickering trace of 
the dark side of the Indian inner world. 

* 
lithere is dis-ease in the mother- infant relationship (with its prol:>­

able consequences io the formation oftbe Hindu psyche) it sterru oot 
so much from styles of maternal reprimand and punishment, and not 
from the duration or the intensity of the connection between motber 
and infant, but rather from the danger of inversion of emotional 
roles-a danger which aU too frequently becomes a reality parti ­
cularly in the case of the male child . By inversion of emotional roles 
I mean this: An Indian mother, as we have shown, preconsciously 
experiences her newborn iofant, especiaUy a son , as the means by 
which her 'motherly' identity is crystaUized, her role aod statw in 
family aDd society establisbed. She tends to perceive a son :1S a kind 
of saviour and to nurture bim with gratitude and even reverence as 
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weU as with affection and care. For a range of reasons, the balance 

of nurtu.ring may be so affected that the mother unconsciously 

demands that the child serve as an object of her OWD unfulfilled 

desires and wishes, however antithetical they may be to his owo. The 

child feels compelled then to act as her saviour. Faced with her un­

consciOUS intimations and demands , he may feel confused, helpless 

a.nd inadequate, frightened by bis mother's overwhelming nearness 

and yet unable (and partly unwilling) to get away. In his fantasy, her 
presenoe acquires the ominous visage of the 'bad motber'. 

Before I elaborate on the specific form the ' bad mo tber' theme 
takes in Hindu psyche and culture, it is necessary to emphasize that 
the 'bad' aspect of the mother is not unique to India. The 'bad 
mother' lives at the opposite pole from the 'good mother' in the 
fantasies of all of us . As Ericb Neu01ann has shown in an analysis 
of the myths of ancient cultures, and as clinical reports have demon­
strated io contemporary society, a generative, nurturing and com­
passionate fero.i.nin.ity has always bad its counterpoint in the demand­
ing" destroying and devouring maternal image.1' And , io unconscious 
fantasy. the vagina as the passage between being and noo-being is 
not only perceived as a source of life and equated witb emergence 
into light. but also shunned as tbe rorbidding dark bole, the entrance 
into the depths ora death womb which takes life back into itself. At 
this most fundamental level of the psyche, no one is entirely free 
from ambivalent feelings towards the motber. The theme of tbe ' bad 
mother' merits particular attention in the Indian context Dot just 
because it exists. but because it is characterized by a singular inten­
sity and pervasiveness. Considered from this angle, the idealization 
of the 'good mother' doubtless betrays the intensity of emotion 
aroused by her during infancy Bnd suggests a secoodary repression 
of the anxious and hostile elements of these feelings. 

>l'" Images of the 'bad mother' are culturally specific. To a large exteot 
they are a function of tbe relationship between tbe sexes in any 
society. In patriarchal societies, moreover, tbey reflect the nature of 
the JIlother's own unconscious amlo ivalence towards the male child . 
Thus, for example, aggressive, destructive impulses to wards the male 
child are a distinct probability in societies which blatantly derogate 
and discriminate against women . Traditional psycho-analylic the­
ory compresses the abundant variety of affect and fantasy deriving 
from the basic duality of the seXe5 into the concept of perus envy, 
claims for it a stubborn promioence in the feminin~ unconscioUS, 
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and concludes that this preveots women from finding the satisfactioJl. 
of emotional and psycho-sexual needs in marriage and prediSPQSel 
them to seek this satisfactioo from their infant sons. The invariability 
of these propositions io individuaJ lives is questionable; however, it 
is more tban likely tbal erotic feelings lawards the child wiU be more 
intense sod closer to consciousness io a society sucb as India wbere a 
woman is expected and eocouraged to find emotional fu.l1:il.meot 
primarily io her relatiooship with her children. 

10 all socic6es the image of the 'bad mother ' combines both the 
aggres.!ively destroying a.nd the seXually demanding themes. The 
question Jll to wh.ich of the two aspects, in any society, casts a lODger 
shadow over the infant 's ea.rliest c.lperience and thus contributes to 
tbe (ormation of a cuJturally specific image of the 'bad mother" 
depends upon the positioQ and status of women with..in the SOCiety 
and also upon the means aod ciccumstanoes of socially 5aQctioned 
feminine expressioD of aggressive and erotic impulses. It goes with­
out saying that in this analysis I am speaking of thc imagery that 
informs a collective fantasy of thc 'bad mothcr', and necessarily 
sctting asidc ind.ividuaJ variations, attributable to the Jifc-hislOricaJ 
fates of inctividual mothcn within a givcn culture. 

10 Indian society as a wbole, for reasons suggested earlier, the 
aggressive dimension of maternal feeling towaxds tbc ' male ch.ild:t. 
is compar.ativcly weak:. Rather, it is in the spberc ofua.satisfied. erotic 
needs, a seductive re3UCSSDe:sS, that thc possibility of disturbance 
lies. By trus 1 do not meaa to imply thallndiao women are without 
fee.I.U:Igs of envy and hostility for the males am.ong them ; tho castra­
tioo fantasy of turning aU meo irlto eunuchs 10 the Aruodhati myth, 
however mucb a patriarcbal projection, is but ODe iUustration of the 
ambivalence that governs relations between the sexes. Given the 
ovenvbeIm.iog prefe.renoc in loctian society for the birth of male 
offspring, it would indeed give the psycho-a.aalytic interpreter pause 
if sucb envy were oon-existetlt or totally repressed. Howover, for 
the purposes of elabonting the imagery of the 'bad motber' in 
Indian personality development, we must shill ow- attention from 
the 'aggressive' sphere of rivalry and rage to the 'erotic' sphere of 
love and longing. We must attend to (bc outcomc of femalc psycho­
sexual developmcnt in traditional Inruan society. 

Thc fate of an Indian girl's sexuality is a SOCially cnforced pro­
gressivc renunciation. Thc birth of a child does not cba.cge this pre­
scription; in fact, maternity oOen detnands an even greater repudia-
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tiOD of a womao's erotic impulses. Tbe familial aDd social expecta­
tiOD that sbe now devote herself exclusively to her ctUld's welfare, 
the long periods of post-pactum taboo 00 sexual intercourse in many 
COlDDluoities, her increasin8 confinement to fema le quarters-tbese 
are a few of the social facton which dispose a yOlLDg mother to twu 
the fuJJ force of her eroticism towards an infant SOD. 

l 

I 

Here, it mwt be remembered tbat a mother's inner discontents 
are conveyed to bcr infant, wordlessly, in the daily intimacy of her 
cootact with him, and that the relicf of his mother's tension may 
beCOmc as important to thc ch.iJd is thc satisfaction of h.is own needs. 
And indeed, clinical experience has coosisteutly and con vincingly 
demonstrated that the displacement of a woman's sexual longings 
from ber husband to her son poses one oflhe most difficult problems 
(or a boy to ba.o.dJc. At a certain.point, the mother's louch and stimu­
lation, wbether or not bcr ministrations are deliberately seductive 
or overtly sexual. together with the uncooscious erotic wisbes that 
infuse her caret.akiog arouse aD intensity of feeling in tbe male child 
which his still weak and unstructured ego cannot cope. The surge 
of unbidden and uncontrollable affect steI)1S to threaten to engulf 
him while at the same time it arouses acute anxiety. The son's 
predjcament is extreme; although he unconditionally needs tbe phy­
sical tending and emotional sustenance that at first only b..is mother 
provides,- be is profoundly wary of thc in(cnsity of bis feelings for 

44- ber (and of hers for him) and unconsciously afraid of beio8 ovcr­
whelmed. and 'devoured' by bcr. As the infant boy grows-cogni­
tively, psycho-sexuaUy and sociaUy-as bc develops the capacity to 
'put it aU together', he senses that he can.oot do without h.is mother 
oor remove himself from het presence, but at tbc same time he is in­
capable of giving her what she unconsciously dcs~. 'Real.izing' h..is 
inadequacy in this regard, he also begins to fear h.is m.other's anger 
and the separation which bet disappointment in him seems to fore­
bode. In his fantasy, the mothcr's body and especially her geoitals 
may assume an ominous aspect . As Philip Slate.( in his interprctation 
of cruld-reariog in ancient Greece bas expressed : 'In so far as the 
child receives a healthy, Doo-devouring love from the mother he will 
regard tbe female genitalia as the source of lifc. But io so far as he 
fails to receive such love, or receivc it a( the price of living solely for 

•At we have noted on p. 80, the mother's pri.rnacy and tbe potcalia1 for a 
psyeb.oJoJica.l 'clincb' between molber and SOQ is "folonred weD into childhood 
-aod i.ndeed mto tbe wboJe life cycle . 
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the satisfaction of maternal oeeds, he will regard the female genitalia 
as threatening to his very existence.'7'1 

In tbe child's fantasy, the lllCnace implicit in the female genitalia 
may become concrete, magnified in horrific imagery-a chamber full 
of poison, causing death in the sexual act-or jaws lined with sharp 
teeth-the so-caUed vagina dentala. Thjs ferocious motif, which 0c­

curs frequenlly in Indian legends and myths, is vividly illustrated in 
the foUowing myth fro m tbe Koflka Purana: 'During a battle between 
tbe gods and the demons , Sum, the guru of the demons, was able 
to revive all the demons who were slain. Siva knew that Sukra could 
not be killed because be was a Brabmin, and so he resolved to throw 
Sum into the vagina of a woman. From Siva's third eye there ap­
peared a horrible womao with flowing hair, a great belly, pendulouS 
breasts, thighs like plantain tree trunks, and a mouth like a great 
cavern. There were teeth and eyes in her womb. Siva said to her, 
"Keep tbe evil guru of the demons in your womb while I kill JaJan­
dhara [the cbief of the demon army], aod then release him!" She ran 
after Sukra and grabbed him., strippro him of his clothes and em­
braced him. She held him fast in her womb, laughed and vanished 
with him.'78 

Whereas the Sukra myth is a s}'01 bolic dramatization of the child'~ 
helplessness in the face of the dread ful motber, another Siva myth 
from the Matsya Purana CIl8:)ages to incorporate the child's own 
sexual excitement and his fantasied revenge through the comple­
mentary motif of pmis aculearus-the sharp phallus: Siva once teased 
Parvati about her dark sk in , al"ld she resolved to perform toptu to 
obl3.iQ a golden skin. As Parvati departed, she said to her son Viraka, 
'My son. r am going to do tapas (a~tic practicesJ. but Siva is a 
great wom.an-cha~r, and so I want you to guard the door cOns tautly 
while 1 am gone, so that no other woman may come to Siva!' 
Meanwhile, Adi, the son of the demon Andbaka, who had resolved 
to kill all the gods to revenge his father's death, learned tbat Parvati 
had gone to do tapas. Adi did tapas and won from Brahms tbe boon 
that he would only die when he had transformed himself twice . Then 
he ca me to Siva's door a od seeing Viraka there , he cbanged himself 
into a serpent to delude him, forgetling the stipulation about the 
manner of his death. Once inside the house , he took. the form of 
Parvati in order to deceive Siva, and he placed teeth as sharp as 
thunderbolts inside her vagina, for be was determin ed to kill Siva. 
Wh en Siva saw him he embraced him, thinking him to be Parvati, 
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and Adi said, 'I went to do tapas in order to be dear to you and lovely, 
but I found no pleasure there so I have returned to you.' When Siva 
beard tbis he b~me swpicious, for he knew that Parvati would not 
have returned without completing tapas, and so he looked closely 
for s igns by which to recogn ize her. When he saw that the illusory 
Parvati did not have the mark of the lotus on the left s ide of her body, 
as the true Parvati did , he reCogn ized the magic fo rm of the demoil, 
and he placed a thunderbolt in hi s own phallus and wounded the 
demon with it, killing him.u 

The figure of the mother is indeed omnipresent in the psyche of 
In~Hau men. Yet what these typical myth fragments make clear is 
tbe ambivalence with which she is regarded in fantasy: she is both 
nurturing benefactress and threatening seductress. The ittUlge orthe( 
'bad mother' as a woman who infiicts her male offspring with her 
unfulfilled, ominous sexualit y is no t just a clinical postulate, sup­
ported by mythological evidence; it is indirectly confirmed by the 
staunch taboos surrounding menstrual blood and childbirth through­
out traditional India.fIO A menstruating woman may not prepare 
food, nor make offerings, nor participate in fami ly feasts . She is 
forbidden to go into the temple, into the kitchen, into th¢ granary 
or to the well. Men have a mortal horror of being near a woman 
during the time of menstruatioCl. As with many other customs in 
India, the menstruation taboos have a hoary traditi on. Manu is 
customarily blunt on the subject: 'The wisdom, the energy, the 
strength, the might and the vitality of a man who approac~es a 
woman covered with menstrual excretions ulterly perish.''' 

Thus, underlying tbe cooscious ideal of womanly purity, inno­
cence and fidelity, and interwoven with the uncooscious belief in a 
safeguard ing maternal beneficence is a secret coDviction among 
many Hindu men that the feminine principle is really the opposite­
treacherous, lustful and ramp::!nt with an insatiable, contaminating 
sexU3lity. This dark imagery breaks through in such proverbs as, 
'Fire is never satisfied with fuel , the ocean is neverfi.lled by the rivers, 
death is never satisfied by li .... ing beings and women are never satisfied 
with men.' If) mythology, when Shiva destroys Kama , the god of 
sexual desire. Kama's essence enters tbe limbs of ~, tbe great 
mother.goddess and archetypal woman. Or, the women in tbe Pine 
Forest, in their efforts to seduce Shiva, quote from a text which ap­
pears in several Upanishads and Brahmanas: 'The Vedas say, "Fire 
is the woman, the fuel is her lap : when she entices, that is the smoke, 
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and the 6ames are her vulva. What is done withio is the coals, and 
the pleasure is the sparla. 10 lhis Vaisvanara fire, the god! alway. 
offer seed as oblation." Therefore have pity. Here is the sacrificial 
altar. 'at 

The anxiety aroused by the prospec::t ofencountering female sexual­
ity is also evident in the mildly phobic attitude towards sexually 
mature women in many parts of India. Dube's observations in a 
Hyderabad village-'Young people have a special fascination for 
adolescent girls ''whose youth is just beginning to blossom." Young 
men wbo succeed in fondling " tbe unripe, balf-(jeveloped breasts" 
ofa girl and in having intercourse with. one "whose pubic bair isjUSl 
beginning to grow" easily win the admiration of their age-group ... 
Success-real Or imaginary-with an adolescent girl is vividly de­
scribed'u illustrate the widespre3.d preference for immature girls and 
tbe concomitant fear of matUIe female sexuality. The fantasy world 
of Hindu men is replete witb the figures of older women wbose ap. 
petites debilitate a man's sexuality, wbose erotic practices include, 
for example, vaginal suction, 'milk"iog the penis'. These fantastic 
women recall the Hindu son's primitive dread oftbe maternal sexual. 
ity that drains, devOUTS and sucks dry. Here we may note that tbe 
common term o[ abuse. ' Your mother's penis', whose meaning 
puzzles Dube, stems from precisely tbis dark side of tbe Hindu male's 
emotional imagery of maternity; as K.aren Horney bas shown, the 
attempt in male fantasy to endow tbe woman with a penis is ao 
attempt to deny tbe siois1er female geoitals-in India, those of the 
mother. a• 

The lateot sexual dread of tbe rnatUIe female is also the main 
p5ych%glca/ reason fOf tbe unusua! disparity in age between men 
and WOmen at tbe time of marriage io lnctia, although this difference 
in age fately approaches tbe number contemplated by Manu as rigbt 
and proper : namely, sixteen to eighteen years I Yet even a girl bride 
gets older, of course. She becomes an adult woman who, especiaJly 
after childbirth, moves dangerously close to the se.xuaUy intimidating 
mother of iofaocy io her husband's unconscious fantasy. The most 
direct expression of this (generally unconscious) association io the 
male psycbe is the myth of Skanda, the SOn of Shiva and Parvati ; 
'When Skanda killed Taraka [a demon who had been terrorizing the 
gods]. his mother, Parvati, wished to reward him, so she told him to 
amuse himself as he pleased. Skanda made love to the wives of the 
gods, and the gods couJd not prevent it. They complained to Parval;, 
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and so she decided she wou1d take the form o( whateYCr womaa 
Skanda was about to seduce. Snnda summoned. the wife of Indra 
Ithe king of gods], and then the wife of Varuna [the wind-god], but 
when he looked at each one he saw his mother's form., and so he 
would let her go and summon another. She too became the image of 
his mother, 81ld then Skanda was ashamed a.od thought, "the uni­
verse is filled with my mother", and he became passionless, 'U On 
the other side of the coin, the counterpbobic attitude, the conscious 
seeking outof what is unconsciously feared, is expressed io the foUow­
iog passage from the Yogarauva Upanishad: 'That breast from which 
one sucked before he now presses and obtains pleasures. He enjoys 
tbe same geDital organs [rom which he was born before. She who 
was once his mother, will now be his wife and she who is now wife, 
mother. He who is now father will be agaio son, and he who is now 
son will be again father.'8' 

One of tbo likely psycho-sexual consequences of this anxiety­
provoking process of association in unconscious fantasy is a height­
ened fear, or tbe actual occurrence, of impotence. And indeed tbis 
is a pbenomenon to whose ubiquity Indian psychlatrists as wen 
as their traditional counterparts-the valds and haJcim3 to whom a 
m.ajo.rity of Indians turn with psychosomatic complaints--can bear 
witness. This anxiety is plainly in evideooe in the advertisements for 
patent medicines plastered or painted on the walls enclosing the 
railway tracks in any of the larger Indian towns, Together with cures 
for barrenness, the major worry of Indian women, these remedies 
hold out the promise of sexual rejuvenation for men. Psycho-sexual 
development IUId problems of intimacy between Indian men and 
women suggest the vicious circle that spirals inward in the Indian 
unconscious : mature women are sexually threatening to men, which 
contributes to 'avoidance behaviour' in sexual relatioM, which in 
turn causes the women to extend a provocative sexual presence 10­

wards their sons, which eventually produces adult men who fear the 
sexuality of mature women. 

Given the concurrence of these pbenomena, we must conclude 
that the sexual presence of the 'bad mother' looms large in the 
unconscious experience of male children in India and is therefore 
critical to an understanding of the Hindu psycbe. And indeed, as I 
attempt to sbow below, the mine of collective fantasy around this 
theme is unusually rich. Certainly all societies call upon witches, 
vampires, ghosts and other spectres to symbolize the forbidding, 
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negative aspect of a real mother; these; phantoms, along with other 
mother surrogates sucb as a stepmother and evil goddesses, arc 
infused with meanings derived from arcbaic. early cbildhood {ears of 
the mother's emotiooal needs and fantasied threats. These are 
famiLiar figures in individual aod collective fantasy acrOSS cuJtures, 
and tbe dL1YaJLI, }inns. and Moers wbo people the !.odian night and 
the Hindu imaginalion in sucb profusion are unexceptional. Female 
vampires who suck: the blood from the toe of a sleeping mao suggest 
(even without an analysis of the obvious sexual symbolism) the 
fantasied rapaciow mother as graphically as Ghilacb.i. Menaka. 
Rambba, Urvasi, Cbitralekba and all the other apsarcu. or 'heavenly 
damsels', wbo lure men from tbeir practice of 'rigid austerities' and 
deprive them of their 'spiritual' Jife substance. 

A vivid illustration of tbe collective male fantasy of the cb.ild's 
encounter with the sexual mother is the mythical meeting of A.rjll.O:8, 
a hero of the epic Mahahhiuofo , with the apsoro Urvasi, wh.icb is ooe 
of tbe most popular and frequently enacted subjects in Indian dance 
drama. As described in the Mallahluuata, the episode bas a dreamlike 
quality. It begins with the child's pleasurable feeling of wonderment 
at his mother's beauty and his desire for her presence, a teoder ex­
pectancy wh.ich gradually changes into its opposite-anxiety about 
h.is i~adequacy to fulfil her sexuaJ oeeds. The con1lict is resolved 
througb a se lf-castration wbich appeases the mother. 10 faotasy,lhe 
mother takes the initiative and approaches the clUld: 'And wheo the 
rwiligbt had deepened and the moon was up, that Apsaro of high IUps 
set out for the mansions of Arjuna . And io that mood, her imagina. 
tiOn wholly uken up by thoughts of Arjuna, she mentally sported 
with him on a wide and excellent bed laid over with celestial sheets, 
a nd with her crisp, soft and Jo.og braids decked with buncbes of 
flowers, she looked extrem.ely beautifuJ. With her beauty and grace, 
and tbe charm of the motions of ber eyebrows aod of ber soft 
accents, and ber owo moonlike face, she seemed to tread, cbaUenging 
tbe moon h.imself. And as sbe proceeded, her deep, finely tapering 
bosoms, decked with a chain of gold and adorned with celestia l 
unguents and smeared with fragrant sandal paste. began to tremble. 
And in conscquem% of the weight of her bosom, she was forced to 
bead slightly forwa rd at every step, bending her waist exceedingly 
beautiful witb three folds. And her loins of faultless shape,. the 
elegant abode of the god of love, furnished with fair and high and 
round hips, and wide at their lo wer part as a hiU. and decked with 
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chains of gold and capable of shaking the sainlship of ancborites. 
being deck.ed with tbis attire, appeared highly gracefuJ. And her feet 
with fair suppressed ankles. and possessing Oat soles and straight 
toes of tbe colollC of burnished copper and IUgh and curved like 
a tortoise back and marked by the wearing of ornaments: furnished 
with rows of little bells. looked exceedingly handsome. A.o.d exhilar· 
ated with a little liquor whicb she had taken and excited by desire, 
aDd moving in diverse atti tudes aDd expressiog a sensation of delight, 
she looked more handsome than usual.' 

Urvas; enters Arjuna's palace . 'Upon beholding her at night in his 
mansioD, ArjuDa, with a fear .suicken heart, stepped up to receive 
her, but from modesty. closed his eyes. And Arj una said, " 0 tbou 
foremost of the Apsaras, 1 reverence thee by bendiog my head down. 
o lady, let m.e know thy commands. I wait upon thee as tby 
servant." , Without the circumlocution and hyperbole so dear to the 
Hindu. Urvasi expresses her sexuaJ desire for Arjuna franJc.ly and 
directly. But-'Hearing her speak. in this strain, Arjun8 was over· 
come with bashfuJoess. Aod shutting his ean with his hands, be 
said, "0 blessed lady, fie on my secse of hearing, when thou speakest 
thus to me. For, 0 thou of beautifuJ face, thou art certaioly equal in 
my estimation unto the wife ofa superior . Even as Kunti [his motherJ 
of high fortune or Sach.i tbe queen of lodea (King of godsl art thou 
to me, 0 auspicious one . . . 0 blcssed Apsara, it bc:hovelh tbee not 
to eotenain other feelings towards me, fo r thou art superior to my 
superiors, being the paren t of my race.'" Urvasi. however, insists, 
an d Arjuna expresses the increasing helplessness of the cruld who 
desires the mother's comfort aod care but instead is confron ted with 
her sexuality: ·Return, 0 thou of the fa irest complexion : t bend my 
hc:ad unto thee, and prostrate myself at thy feet . Thou deserves! my 
worship as my own mother and it bcbovtth thee to protect me as a 
son.' The conflici now crescendos, for tbus addressed, 'Urvasi was 
deprived orber sense by wrath. Trembling with rage. and conuacting 
her brows, she cursed Arjuna saying that s ince he disregarded a 
woman who is pierced by shafts of Kama, the god o f love, .... 
Thou shaJt have to pass tby time among feroales uruegarded, and as 
n dancer and destitute of manhood and scorned as a eunuch." , 

As in aU Hindu myths and legends. tbere is a benevolent power in 
the backgrouod who comes forvo'arc.! to mitigate the extreme couse· 
quenees of the curse. In striking contrast to ancient Greek mytbo· 
logy with its blood-thirsty bomicides, mutila!i cns and castrations, in 

http:franJc.ly


98 1M IMn' W",fd 

Indian fantasy the murderollS impulses of pa~nts toward5 childrea 
or ofchildren towards their parents do not resuJt in permanent injury 
or death. Eveo in tbe rare instance wben an actor goes beyo nd the 
attempt to actual fulfilmeot, there is always a good figure, a god or 
goddess or ancestral spirit., wbo belps to undo the act tbat h.a.s heeD 
com.mitted . TblLS, ArjUDa must U..,e oruy ooe year io the castrated 
state as eunuch, a solotion with whicb be 'experienced great delight 
and ceased to think oftbe CW"SC', " 

The renunciatio n of masculine potency and prowess, mythically 
depicted in Arjuna's transient fate, is One of the principal uncon­
scious defences of tbe male cbild against the trueat posed by the 
mother's sexuality, This 'typical' defence is cartooned io yetaoother. 
less well-known myth : 'The demon Ruru with rus army attacked the 
gods, who sought refuge witb Devi. Sbe laughed and an army of 
goddesses emerged from her moutb , They killed Ruru and !tis army. 
but tben tbey were bungry and asked for food. Devi summoned 
Rudra Pasupati (Siva by another name) and said, " You have the 
fonn of a goat aod you smeU like a goat. These ladies will eat your 
flesh or else tbey wiD eat everytbing, eveD me." Siva said, " When I 
pierced tbe flcciDg sacrifice of Oaksa, wruch bad taken tbe form of a 
goat, [ obtained the smeU of a goat, But let tbe goddesses eat that 
wlUch pregnant women bave defiled with tbeir toucb, and oewboru 
clUldreo and women who cry aU the time ." Devi refused this disgust­
ing food, and 6.na1Jy Siva said, "I wiU give you somethiog never 
tasted by aoyooeelse : tbe two balls resembling fruits below my navel. 
Eat the testicles that bang tbere and be satisfied ." Delighted by tlUs 
gill, the goddesa praised Si~ .''' Here. in spite of commendable 
efforts: to dilute the elements of disgust and dread at the beart oftbe 
fantasy by adding such details as the muJtitude of goddesses, tbe 
goat, and so on , that maternal tbleat and the defence of self-castra­
tion are u.nm.istakable, although perceived and coucbed in the 
rapacious oral imagery of earliest infancy, 

The fantasied renunciation of masculinity is but one resolution 
which the male child may resort to in his belplessness in this dilemma. 
Hindu mythology gives dramatic play to others-such as the unsex­
ing of the 'bad motber', Consider the myth of SwpanaJcba , sister of 
tbe demon-king Ravana, The giantess, 'grim of eye and foul of face', 
tells Rama that be sbould 

This poor missbapen Sits leave 

And me, tby won.h.ier bride, receive. 
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Look 00 my beauty, and prefer 

A spouse more Jike me than one like her; 

I'll ea t that iU-formed woman there, 

Thy brother, too, her fate shall share. 

But come, beloved, thou shalt roam 

Througb olU woodland bome." 


Ra1D8 staUDCh.1y refuses ber advances. Thioking Sita to be the chief 
obstacle to ber uni on with him., Surpanakba is about to kill her, but 
is forcibly prevented from doing so when Rama's brother cuts off 
surpaoaJc.ha'g nose, La accordance with the well-known unconsciolU 
device of the upward displacement of tbe genitals. tlUs becomtS a 
fantasied clitoridectomy. designed to root out the cause and symbol 
of SurpaDak.ha's lu.st. 

Another 'defen~' jo the mythological repertolre against the sell ­

uaUy threateoing 'bad mother' is matricide followed by resurrection 
and deification. Philip Spratt, summarizing the legends of twenty­
nine popuJar goddesses locally worsb.ipped io the villages ofsouthern 
India, poinu out that nineteeo of the women wbo were eventually 
deified had met fint with a violent death; mo reover. in fourteen of 
these legends the woman's forbidden sexual activity is tho; central 
themes.eo Thus : 'Podilamma W83 suspected ofsexual misconduct. Her 
brotbers, wbo were fannen, threw ber lUlder the fee' of their oxen, 
Sbe vanisbed, and aU they could find was a stone. Her spirit de­
manded tbat they (the villagen) wonb.ip the stone: Or: 'A widow 
named Ramama had immoral relations with her servant. Her brother 
murden:d them both. Cattlc-:plague broke out, and the villagers attri ­
buted it to her wrath and instituted rites to pacify herspirit.'n 00 the 
ono band, the fantasy underlying these legends aims to accompUs.b 
and gratify tbe scxua1 wisbes of the mother, wrule on the other, the 
ch.i.Id revenges himself upon her for putting ~ with his own un­
settliDg "wishes', rus inexperience and lUs woeful lack of mature 
genitaJ equipment, in this hopeless predicament. By the 'murder' of 
the sexual mother, bowever. the child's source of affirmation, pro­
tection 8.D.d motherly love is also eliminated, thus arousing aD un ­
bearable sease of longing and guilt. To reclaim the· filial relationship, 
to restore the forfeited mutuality, the mother must be resurrected 
ou no Jess tha.n a goddess. 

Yet another defence in the male child's struggle against the 'bad 
mother" is the fanwy of having been born of a man, in which case 
one's existence has nothing whatsoever to do with the mother and is 
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thu, unquestionably ~c. This fantasy is expressed in one 
version of the birth of Ganesha, one of the most popular deities iu 
the Hindu palltheoo. Ganesha is usually portrayed as a short, corpu­
lent god with ao elephant's bead and a largo bolly. His image. 
whether carved in stone or drawn up in a coloured print, may be 
found in almost any Hindu bome or sbop. Important matters of 
householdlng, whether io the sphere of the family or of business, 
whether the task at hand is the'construction of a bouse or embark­
ing OD a journey or even writing a letter, are not undertaken 
without an iDvocation to Ganesha. In the particular version of his 
birth I have in mind here from the Varaha Purana, it is related that 
gods and holy sages, realizing that men are as liable to commit bad 
,acts as good ooes, came to Shiva and asked him to find a way of plac­
ing obstacles in the path of wrongdoing. While meditating on this 
request, Shiva produced a beautiful youth with whom all the heavenly 
damsels fell io love and who was charged by bis father with the task 
of hindering evil. But Sbiva's wife, the great mother-goddess Uma 
(also known as Durga, Parvati or Gaud), became extremely jealous 
of the youth's immaculate conception and incomparable beauty, 
and so she cursed him with a large belly and tbe head of an elephant. 

Other accounts in Hindu mythology of the origin of Ganesha's 
incongruous physiognomy reflect the strikingly different sequential 
'editions' of unconscious fantasy tbat inform infantile psycho-sexual 
development Thus, in the version of the Brahmal'aiYarfa Purana, it 
is narrated that Parvati wbo was very desirous of having a child was 
finally granted her wish after a lon8 period of penance and prayer. 
All the gods: come to Shiva's house to congratulate the couple and to 
admire the newborn. But Sani, the iIl-omened Saturn, refuses to look 
at the baby, aDd keeps his gaze firmly fixed 00 the ground. When 
asked the reason for this discowtesy, Sani replies that be is cursed 
aod that any child be looks upon will lose its head. Parvatl, however, 
forces Sao.i to look at tbe infant, whereupon Ganesha's head is 
severed from his body and flies off. Parvati's pitiful lamentations 
over ber son's decapitation attract the sympathy of Vishnu who 
intercedes and finds an elephant's head which he joins to the infant's 
trunk. Thus Ganesba is resurrected. 

In the sequence ofdevelopmental time within the indivjdual psyche, 
these two versions. of the Ganesha myth exist in close proximity. 
Without elaborating on the unconscious eQWltion of genitals aod 
head so prominent in Hindu fantasy, it i5 clear that each version of 
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Ganesha's genesis threatens the SOD, symbolically, with the loss of 
hispenisat the behest of the 'bad mother'. Moreover, when Ganesha's 
head is restored, we witness one of the psycbe's marvellous compen­
sations, for the replacement is not an ordinary human bead, but the 
head of an elephant, with a trunk for good measure! 

10 the third version of the Ganesha story, which is from tbe Shil't:J 
purana, the variation of the fantasy is more advanced; it con­
denses and reflects the dominant themes of a later, oedipal, stage of 
development. A ntw can6ict arises out of the intrusive presence of 
the father, his claiIIl.'l on both mother and child, and the threat this 
poses to their earlier symbiosis. In th.is versioo of the myth, Siva 
has nothing to do witb Ganesha's birth. Rather. tbe infant is said to 
have been fashioned solely by Parvati from the impurities of her 
own body and brought to life by being sprinkled with 'maternal 
water' fr·om the holy river Gaoges. Charged by Parvati to stand at the 
door and guard her from intruders while she is bathing, Ganesha 
refuses to let bis father enter. In his angM at being kept from his 
wife, Shiva cuts off Ganesha's head. But when Parvati tells Shiva that 
her son was only carrying out ber orders and when she proves 
inconsolable at the loss of her son, Shivs restores Ganesbs to life by 
taking the head of a passing elephant and fitting it to the child's 
headJess body. 

The oedipal struggle in this version of the myth and the way the 
son resolves it, through castration by the faLber, is not my main 
concern here. I merely want to indicate, and stress. tho various 
sequential transformations of fantasy from stage to stage in psycho­
logical development and their co-existence in the unconscious. Mo~ 
over, this may occur,in relation to a single mythological figure. wbo 
thus comes to represent a plurality of psychic propensilies. The 
enormous popularity enjoyed by Ganesba throughout India, s pheno­
menon of considerable puttlement to Iodologists, can thus be 
partially explained if we recognize Gsnesba as a god for all psychic 
seasons, who embodies certain 'typical' resolutions of devt.'lopmental 
conflicts in traditional Hindu society. 

These, then, ar.: the legendary elaborations of the Indian boy's 
encounlers with the 'bad mother'. The evidence of popuJar mytbs, 
religjous customs and anthropological observatioos converges to 
suggest that the modal resolution of the coo.tlict is a lasting identifica­
tion with the mother. H This process of identification (",aotr:asU with 
the earlier grateful incorporation of the 'good mother" ioto the 
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infant's budding ego in that it contains an element of hostility, for 
tbe source of anXiety, the motber, is only eliminated by being taken 
inside.oneself. 

In psycho-sexual terms , to identify with one-'s mother means to 
sacrifice one's masculinity to ber in order to escape sexual excitaLioQ 
and the threat it poses to tbe boy's fragile ego. In effect, tho boy 
expresieS his conviction tbat the only way be can propitiate the 
mother's demands and once again make her nurturing and protective 
is to repudiate the cause of tbe disturbance in their mutuality: WI 
maleness. In myths, we witnessed this process in ArjU1la's encounter 
with Urvasi, in Shiva's offer of his testicles, in Ganesha's losing IDS 
bead because of Parvati', jealousy.i. In the ancient and medieval 
tales collected, for example, in Hltopadesha, Vikramaditya's AtWen--. 
tureJ and KDtliasaritsagar, tbe cutting off of one's own head (sym~ 
bolic of self-castration) as an act of sacrificial worsb..ip to the mother­
goddess occurs frequently. Western readers may recollect Thomas 
Mann's treatment of tbe Indian tale, in The Tran.rposed Heath. in 
which two friends caught in a sexually tempting and dangerous 
situation repair to the goddess Bhavani's temple and cut off their 
heads. 

In its purely sexual sense, the puerile identification witb the mother 
is even more explicit in the story of King Bhangaswana in the MaJuz­
bharata, who, after being transformed into a woman by Ineira, 
wished to remain in th.at state. Refusing Ineira's otTer to restore his 
masculinity, the kiog contended that a woman's pleasure in inter~ 
course was much greater than a man's." Philip SpraU's p;tinstaking 
coUection of anthropological evidence-traditional viLLage cere­
monies in which men dress as women, the transvestite customs of 
low-caste beggars in Bellary, the possession of men of the Dbed 
community io Gujarat by the spirit of the goddess Durga, tbe simu­
lated menstrual period among certain followers of YaUabbcharya­
need not be further catalogued." And although we may be tempted 
to view these phenomena as aberrant, as extreme manifestations of 
marginal behaviour, we must nevertheless acknowledge the possibil­
ity that, just as the 'sick' member may act out tbe unconscious 
conflict of the whole family, thereby permjtti.og other family 
members to remain 'normal' , so these marginal groups disclose the 
goveroing emotional constellations within Hindu society as a whole. 
Nor is this to deny that transvestism, like any aspect of bebavioural 
style, is 'overdetermined', As a re-enactment of a powerfUl-infantile 
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cnn.flict. rituals such as these represent not only the boy's attempt to 
ideotify with his mottLer but also tbe man's effort to free himself from 
ber domination. By trying to be like women-wearing their clothes, 
acquiriog their organs, giving birth-these men are also saying that 
they do not need women (mothers) any longer. The counterpart of 
such extreme 'fe'm.ioinity' rituals among men are those rites, common 
in many parts of the world, in .".,bicb men behave in a rigid, symbolic 
masculine way. Both extremes suggest a family structure in whicb 
tbe mother is perceived by the male child as a dangerous, seductive 
female presence during his eSTly years. However compelliog the 
sexllil idiosyncrasies spawned by this childhood identification with 
tbe mother may be, our main concern is the broader question of its 
consequences on the evolution of ladian identity. 

Infancy and Ego: Origins of Identity 
in a Patriarchal Culture 
We have .seen that minimal demands are placed on the Indian infant 
to master tbe world around him and to learn to function indepen­
dently of h.is mother. The main emphasis in the early years of Indian 
childhood is avoidance of frustration and the enhancement of the 
pleasurable mutuality of mother and jnfant, not encouragement of 
tbe cltild's individuation and autODomy_ By and large, an Indian 
cruld is neither pressed iota active engagement with the external 
world, oar is he coerced or cajoled to master the inner world repre­
sented, temporarily at least. by bis bodily processes. Thus, with re­
spect to diminatioD, the toddler in [odia is exempt from anxious 
pressure to learn to control his bowel movements accordiog to a 
rigid schedule oftime and place. Soiling ofcJotbes or floor is accepted 
io a matter-of-fact way and cleaned up afterwards by the mother or 
other older girls or women io the faro.ily without shame or disgust. 

This does not of course mean tbat no attempts of any lOnd are 
made at training toddlers iD. cleanliness. A cbJd may indeed be taken 
outside in the morning, seated on a hoUow made by his mother's feet 
and coaxed to relieve himself. What is relevant here is that such 
alternpts are not a matter of systematic ioslrucLioo or Q pliQI; rules ; 
therefore tbey rarely become occasions for a batlle of wills io which 
tbe motber suddenly reveals 8n authoritarian doggedoess that says 
ber nurturing love is, after all, cood.itiona!. More orteD. tban not, 
an Indian child gradually learns to control his bowels by irojtat­
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