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Has the freedom to choose let love down 
or has it opened up a new age of possibility? 
In a world of attraction-at-fi rst-swipe, author 
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni looks back at 
fading notions of a happily-ever-after and 

the battles that lie ahead 

LOVE IS A 
BATTLEFIELD 

When I was a girl, my mother told me a story about her 
aunt. On her death bed, the aunt had held her husband’s 
hand and said, with her dying breath, “I hope we will be 
husband and wife in our next life as well.” I remember being 
astonished and not a little envious of a love like that. Al-
ready in my generation, such a love seems impossible. When 
I repeated my great-aunt’s story to a friend, she said, “Your 
great-aunt felt that way because she had no other options. If 
she had, maybe her last words would have been quite differ-
ent.” This is a question to ponder: how much of our concept 
of love and what we want in a love-relationship is dependent 
upon social norms, on how much freedom women have? (I’m 
referring mostly to women here. Men have always operated 
by other rules; I won’t go into that in this brief piece.)  

IT’S COMPLICATED 
In Indian cities, where women have more education and 
earning power (and thus more freedom), we fi nally have the 
right of choice; divorce is increasingly acceptable, although I 
don’t think people in India still make that decision as easily 
as people in Western societies. But more and more urban 
Indian women have begun to question the need to stay in a 
marriage that no longer gives them satisfaction. Because 
they feel they have the right to start over. The failure of love 
does not signify a shortcoming in women, merely an accept-
ance of a practical reality. 

For many women in their twenties and even their teens, 
the idea of a single partner seems outdated. How would they 
know which mate is the right one, women have told me, un-
less they’ve experienced a few relationships? Shouldn’t they 
try out all aspects of that relationship before marriage, in-
cluding sexual compatibility, so that both parties have the 
freedom to move on if they aren’t right for each other? Our 
classics extolled the lifelong fi delity of heroines to their hus-
bands. (Sita is a prime example, but contrary to popular 
thought, Draupadi was also “wife” only to one Pandava 
brother at a time, and completely faithful to him.) However, 
recent fi lms, like Katti Batti (2015), depict such themes. The 
growing popularity of apps like Tinder in India seems to
underline the fact that concepts of love and sex, and
particularly marriage, have truly changed, at least for our 
urban population. 

SOMETHING’S GOTTA GIVE
I don’t deny the validity of these arguments. Certainly, it 
seems fair that women should be allowed to approach love 
and sex in the way men have for a long time. What worries 
me is this, and this is for men and women: if experimenting 
with relationships becomes a habit, where is the
end to that? How will someone ever know if the person they 
are with—no matter how wonderful—is the right one for 
them? Does not the grass on the other side always seem 
greener? What then would happen to our children? And what 
does this mean for the future of love? As it becomes more 
inclusive of various choices and we celebrate the freedom to 
choose, does it mean monogamy is an outdated concept? And 
maybe, that’s okay, maybe it’s time for a change. 

But sometimes I wonder whether, in spite of the many 
limits set on her by society, my great-aunt didn’t have at 
least one great freedom. Having accepted the love-relation-
ship that she’d been handed, she no longer had the unend-
ing what-if questions that many of our generation are tor-
tured with. She used her energy to nurture that relationship 
until it became something that she wanted to carry with her 
beyond death. How many of us today, with all our opportu-
nities, can claim that?
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