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Abstract

Every society or culture gets itself renewed through some apparent or non-apparent mechanisms
because of various reasons over a period of time. Modernity is a renewal mechanism. Every society or
culture uses this concept of modernity in its own way and generates some newness in the established
framework in order to survive. The Indian thought of modernity is quite different from the western
Euro-centric idea of modernity. It does not outrightly discard or reject the old and tries to create
something completely new as suggested by the promoters of the movement called ‘Modernism’. Rather,
the Indian psyche believes in the ancient values. Here, the new is built on the strong foundation of the
old. A Gujarati novel Sat Pagla Sathe (Seven Steps Together), written by Meera Bhatt, exemplifies this
in a unique way. Revolving around the conjugal relationship, the novel presents an alternative way of
living — holding the fundamental Indian values and throwing away the worn-out traditions that hinder
the growth of women. The patriarchal mind-set is challenged with some logical arguments. Gender-
neutral healthy human relationship is valued. The concept of conscious parenting is introduced.
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Bhagvad Geeta says ‘Change is eternal’.
With the passage of time, everything on
the earth gets changed. The things which
do not undergo modernity the process of
change perish. The same applies to the
culture and the society. The society or
culture gets itself renewed through some
apparent or non-apparent mechanisms
because of various reasons over a period
of time. This process of renewal operates
at multiple levels and touches various
aspects of life simultaneously. It is
manifested in  thoughts, behavioral
patterns and literature of the society.

Literature is said to be a mirror of society.
It reflects various social, cultural, political,
philosophical and spiritual movements in
its own way. It presents a variety of
renewal mechanisms for every facet of
life. The renewal mechanisms are related
to newness. They have something new in
themselves and they lead to something
new. Every society or culture requires the
spirit of modernity to get itself renewed.
This modernity is a state of mind or
attitude that helps devising techniques for
renewal. It is a faculty of mind that

questions the old or established logic or
patterns and finds out new logic or
patterns to avail on.

The word ‘modernity’ is connected with
modernization and modernism or post-
modernism. Modernization is the process
through which modernity comes in.
Modernism and post-modernism are the
movements in the history of the western
art. The promoters of these movements
believed in the destruction of everything
that is old and the construction of
something that is completely new. They
took the path of disjunction of the old and
the new. But modernity ... contains within
it the seeds of its own continual
destruction and reconstruction. Multiple
modernity theorists thus argue that the
multiplicity of political and societal forms
today are merely a continuation of this
process and occur within, rather than
outside, modernity itself.' (Fourie, 56)

The essential attribute of modernization is
rationality. Rationality transforms thought
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processes at the level of the individual
and, in the process, permeates the entire
institutional framework of society. ...the
rationalization of cultural and social life
resulting from the spread of scientific
knowledge and attitude would lead, among
other things, to the progressive eradication
of traditional superstitions, prejudices, and
errors...> (Gaonkar, 7-8) A series of
societal changes are implicit in the process
of modernisation. The social systems
determine a great deal of life experience
for any one individual. The concomitant
structural changes and value shifts bring
about fundamental changes in the entire
cultural ethos.

The western concept of modernity
presents a bold contrast between what
existed and what is existent. It replaces
former ways of occupying space and
experiencing time. Once belief is lost,
there can be no restoration. But modernity
is experienced in different ways and at
different times by various parts of the
world. It can be different from the
dominant  Euro-centric  concept  of
modernity. And the modernity that is not
Euro-centric in nature is called the
alternative modernity. Modernity has
assumed different form and content in
different historical and cultural contexts,
where it is assimilated or “translated” to
the very conditions being transformed
under its impact. It is also within the
nature of modernity, with its commitment
to constant change, to ceaselessly generate
new modernities out of the past, present
and future.® (Dirlik, 10-11)

Alternative modernity is an attitude that
persuades us to  accept  other
cultures/traditions without any hierarchy.
The idea of alternative modernity implies
that modernity is revealed differently
within specific cultures or civilizations.
Creative adaptation (of modernity) ... is
the site where a people “make” themselves
modern, as opposed to being “made”
modern by alien and impersonal forces,

and where they give themselves an
identity and a destiny.* (Gaonkar, 16)

Modernity is a kind of renewal mechanism
through which the society survives and
develops. Indian context/model  of
alternative modernity is an internally
connected cultural and intellectual renewal
mechanism. The Indian consciousness
does not believe in complete separation of
the old and the new. Rather, it believes in
the new emerging from the old; the
simultaneous existence of the both. This
can be compared to an age-old banyan tree
having new branches after every few
years. It shows that the Indian psyche does
not promote replacement or destruction
but propagates reconstruction.

According to the western belief of
modernity, nothing new can take place
unless and until the old dies. It believes in
binary system. It leads to the rejection of
tradition in order to nurture individualism
and self-development. According to the
eastern belief of modernity, nothing new
can take place without the old. It believes
in continuum. ...cultural traditions
continue to exert powerful influences in
the modernizing process....primordial ties
rooted in concrete living communities
have helped to shape different
configurations of the modern experience.’
(Weiming, 111) Here, the new and the old
exist together and complement each other.
This leads to the establishment of
interconnectedness, multiplicity and inter-
dependence.

As suggested by Raymond Williams,
every society, at a given point of time, has
a specific cultural pattern in which some
residual, dominant and emergent features
simultaneously exist. This plurality or
multiplicity of cultural elements cannot be
destroyed. This coexistence of various
cultural traits is readily accepted in Indian
cultures.

The Gujarati novel Sat Pagla Sathe
(1989), written by Meera Bhatt, is selected
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to exemplify the Indian version of
modernity. Sat Pagla Sathe, literally
meaning seven steps together, refers to
marriage in the Indian context. The reason
for selecting this text is the newness of
ideas depicted in it. The Gujarati author
presents the so-called Euro-centric concept
of modernity in the indigenous setting.
She not only rejects the prevalent social
system, traditions and rituals but also
suggests an alternative for the same. Thus,
she creates a new version of modernity
which is called an alternative modernity.
...cultural and historical backgrounds lead
different civilizations to have sufficiently
different interpretations of these core
features so as to result in wvarious
distinctive ‘modernities’.® (Fourie, 57)

The author focuses on the conjugal
relationship. She criticises the typical
Indian mind-set of patriarchy. In our male-
dominated society, women get less or
limited chances to develop her personality
in her own way. She is not considered to
be an individual and not granted any
liberty to decide or act. The author shuns
this practice and puts forward a fresh point
of view advocating equal rights for women
in the society. She gives a viable
alternative which can be followed instead
of the existent one.

The protagonist Purna is a representative
of the modernist attitude prevalent in the
present-day Indian society. She holds the
strings of the past, lives fully in the
present and looks forward to a future of
her dreams. She consciously avails on the
conventional values to build her present
state of liberated mind and constructs a
positive viable future. She does not reject
the conventions outrightly. Rather, she
accepts some values from the age-old
traditions and creates an alternative
framework for her present and future. She,
in a way, offers a renewal mechanism by
proposing new point of view to look at the
Indian marriage system in particular and
the Indian family institution in general.

She gives importance to self-control
(d2H) in life. She thinks that not

observing self-control is not freedom.
Modernity has nothing to do with being
wayward or unruly. She believes that
observing restraint and discipline leads to

natural growth. AHA § WcloilAslio]
Yllldecl AHY §. HFL alRA AR
Yot N2A HRAE-5HE 21 Ad §A
ot8l, wel yal ygledat get! Aodl uiesl-
ulesl uell Qwoll xia, Al adddl
Yoi, oy Hlell seisel Ramols
e, gecloll Slofol WA AUAHGCAL
Aol ud 2dcl Ul
9...ollotmiell YR woudal dRal wiual

Al ud (12-13) This is a unique feature

of the Indian concept of modernity. Nature
follows some unwritten rules to blossom
and so requires a human being!

Purna is a modern woman having radical
notions about marriage and family
systems. Her ideas are presented through
her diary and her conversations with
Asim, her husband. She questions the old

framework of the society. A&%) Lot Hl
Ll Beclad ASRlA AUl 8 U3,
Wo]  Yolyeisal s3I RAval Bl
AR wicR-uell Ul sa-gct
WUAL sal USA A B s oA 81
WUoll ol 2@l Aol UeMlelyds

WOARRSIR U USA. (14-15) She
firmly believes that one should keep on
evaluating the existing values (%'R-Sla)

and discard the same respectfully if they
are no more useful.
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She logically puts forward her
disagreement with the conventional norms
of the society pertaining to conjugal
relationship, childcare, parenting,
individual identity of a wife, moral values
and social contribution of an individual.
She rejects many taboos but not just for
the sake of defying the existent. She is
very clear in her thoughts. She does not
agree with the existing standards as they
hinder her growth as an individual. She
challenges the status of an Indian wife
being a secondary citizen in the society.

The most important aspect of the novel is
the construction of a new alternative
framework for the society presented by
Purna. Her protest does not go in vain. She
channelizes her negative approach towards
the worn-out traditional mindset and
creates a new pattern of thinking. She
moulds herself and her family with a lot of
positive energy. She proves her strength of
character by making the people around her
value her efforts.

She presents a comprehensive picture of a
modern Indian family in a systematic
manner during the course of the novel.
The typical Indian mentality expects
complete submission of a wife to her

husband and his family. 3R Yol
WUl AH Al acl ¥ ag unl
Ul Ae@ As Ul «RUL GRARY.
B BlAo] s012 iR, A, S, 9l
caueadl Al uRe{l Motas-0ell crrl,
AM % cg UHL ALl Al udtas-2Nell-
ylawl dulRdle] s Well e Uldet
GARY. A ag As Padlxotdl culsd
8. Ul uel Aol Wdell ada
3R UM S, Bof Ul Wlclloj
As (A2 Qe sla A satl st

Relot % olgl. (29)

There can be no space or time of her own.
She cannot have her own wish or choice or
voice. She cannot do anything on her own.
She just has to follow. She is expected to
forget or abolish her own identity. No
decision-making power lies with her. She
should be meek, timid and vulnerable. Her
male counterpart, be it a father, husband or
son, always overpower her.

But Purna, being a radical educated
modern woman, denies to follow such
standards and demands for an equal status

of a wife in the conjugal relationship. &{l

A 8 Ul o], Ultlot otell ¥ Aall 815
uell S, H@s S, euHl 8, B Aal
gl Ax allusl ak, Gualol sl o, =l
As A5 B, Adol deal B, As Wl
sxcll B. Aol Wcltell uaL As uoLll
gl B, Aol Welell oA B,
HE(RA B, AneUA B, 3d 8. Wldlsll
Pclotoll 5E5 Gaa ASA Wclol Rl scll
U ol B. (13)

She disagrees with the idea of surrender or
submission. She believes that, in marriage,
both the soul-mates have equal
importance. Liberty of thought and action
lies with both of them. None should be
meek and timid. The wife should have an
equal opportunity to flourish. She should
be allowed all her individual rights to
desire and select. None should dominate
her. There should be some space for her in
her family as well as in the society.

Again, Purna opposes gender
discrimination at the early stage of life.
She and Asim try to be as neutral as they
can in the rearing of their twins Alok and

Vishwa. ..Ul atssl 53 & ¥ sl slotl
GR™UL As As wWolg AHY-AlA
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MRd. il GHR (AYHi — g Bls3l § Aua
152 sl 5185 el © Ll Uelsidl

sacclloll Hal 32 o2l codl. (51)

She clarifies at one point of time that she
respects the instinctive gender needs but
does not agree with social norms of gender
discrimination. The concept of conscious
parenting is introduced.

She also believes that freedom is a matter
of privilege. It cannot be sought or given.
She discards the peculiarly Indian
metaphor used for a married couple where
the husband is a tree and the wife is a
creeper. Instead, she considers them both
two different trees being and growing with
each other, enjoying the company of each
other, but having separate identities from

each other. WH(3L HeAAM, decl,
USALL AL ol % §, AM Ol AR
ol Wclldlell @A uR G, Bl@cl
A e gl §69... gat-ddlall dolu
olgl, ULl et geatl... HIRl duetl A
At otell 3 § Jan U Qs %
AN Wl 518 Ace] Wit [AsA Al

AMl § ueL [@sy ¢... (11) She feels that

both of them should have liberty to
develop their hobbies different from each
other. There is nothing wrong in Asim
going to an astronomers’ meet and Purna
going to a concert.

The striking fact about Purna’s rebellion is
her faith in the intrinsic Indian values. She
is full of love and hope. She does not
believe in stretching the issues of family
life so much as to get them torn. She is
humble enough to let things go. She
surrenders out of love. She accepts her
husband's or mother-in-law's wish just for
the sake of love and respect. She forgives
Asim for his adultery just because she

profoundly loves him. g(Rallo] 515 olttel

Hal ol 23 aAd otell, Reua Yo

oltlet. (64)

She realizes that a married couple should
not take each other for granted as is
observed very commonly in the Indian
society. They should try their love and
recharge their relationship during the

course of time. dcital URL clRA R
2511 MRl Acltoll 32 Sl B... 59 sais
ARSLE ¥ olell A7 A GNEL Al Fu
detna 82 @lot At Hidsd 1Al B,
Ax et uel [d el Haxd
B SW, old WLdR, oiq uell, olcll ystal
.. SRS WUl YgRll. UG ElURIY Lol
AR cetdl 213, wWoAeA  HE2
A of 8l WA cr{lug] eluct U

o13... (64)

In marriage, the growth of one is the
responsibility of the other. Submission is
not devotion. It subjugates one of them.
Devotion should be mutual, leading to
enrichment of both. They should not harm

their individual identities. %clotii H2{l
U Aol AHltclell gAst uR o
ewe oy, Asuellad AR0ldlel AR
sEl Aoy WUWE ol A3 WHRL
elUcIYcotoll WLE L AHRL o12(l, Aol
8, 12l ®, Bul AGall URYWL e,
URYE! AHURL U AG URYE [@Astat
o3 B. (35)

She believes that independence should be

absolute. It cannot be found in fragments.
Either it is complete or it does not exist at

all. It cannot be partial. clld=L W As
Al Al B, ¥ st A B, st o2l 255L-
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25SIHL, -vAMl Had ald= d
it % olell. Wz As AA 8ls
8, ¥ Yoldl, Axaldlell o uR o vl
A¥... Wl wual Aclell Al

Al cld Al ® wldruell xllsiAl.

(14)

She is a good host for the people from
village who came for a relative’s surgery.
She does so out of her love for humanity.
She also talks about  sharing
responsibilities of the family and home.
She thinks that all the members of the
family should share them equally instead
of throwing them on to women.

She rejects the traditional post-death
rituals of a Hindu society. Emphasizing
the inherent Indian values, she introduces
the concept of making death an occasion
of giving something back to the society.
She thinks that some memorable
contribution should be made in the name
of the departing soul. This can make the
soul truly rest in peace.

Purna is named <Samaj Lakshmi’ (the
Goddess of society). A married woman is
called Gruha Lakshmi (the Goddess of
home) and a girl is called Lakshmi
(Goddess) in India. But here the
protagonist becomes Samaj Lakshmi by
bringing change in the society for its
betterment.

An Indian mind does not believe in
replacement or disjunction. It believes in
reconstruction with a change of
orientation. Having faith in this belief, the
protagonist suggests a new way of
thinking which is based on the strong
foundation of the old Indian values. She
does not violently rebel against the set
standards but resist them with great
conviction. She does not defy the social
norms for the sake of doing so. Instead,
she gives convincing arguments and
sustainable alternatives.
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