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A Critical Study of Psychological Needs in Meera Syal’s The House of Hidden Mothers. Abraham Maslow has 
proposed the ‘hierarchy of needs’ in 1943 in a paper “A Theory of Human Motivation”. There are five different stages to 
analysis human development. Among that, the third stage of need theory is ‘Love and Belonging Needs’. This paper 
focuses on familial love and belonging need that is presented in Meera Syal’s novel The House of Hidden Mothers by 
using Maslow’s theory. There are different types of relationships. People should have strong relationships with their 
families. Family relationships are preferably life-long. A key role of parents is to offer guidance, support, and to make 
their children discipline. If a healthy relationship is developed, a family can be a lifelong source of support. In literature, 
fiction is a social document that depicts the present society. Meera Syal’s latest novel is The House of Hidden Mothers 
(2015). She has characterised the new relationship between human beings as brother and sister, mother and daughter, 

and between husband and wife skilfully and successfully. Syal has argued that the relationship of the protagonist’s daughter who 
grows up under the loving care of her mother and grandparents. Moreover, the daughter reciprocates that same love towards 
them. The relationship within the family has discussed in this paper. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

        In literature, fiction is a social document that depicts 
the present society. Meera Syal is an eminent British-
Indian writer deals with the contemporary issues of 
migration, surrogacy, familial relationships, women 
issues, generation conflicts, cultural hybridity and dual 
identity through her novels. Her novels are Anita and Me, 
Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee, and The House of Hidden 
Mothers (2015). The House of Hidden Mothers (2015) is 
chosen for this study. This paper focuses on 
Psychological needs that is presented in Meera Syal’s 
novel The House of Hidden Mothers by using Maslow’s 
theory. 

 Abraham Maslow is regarded as the father of 
Humanistic Psychology. In 1943, he proposed the 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs theory in a paper in the 
Psychological Review entitled “A Theory of Human 
Motivation”. It is a fundamental theory in psychology, it 
is important in everyday life. The hierarchy is 
presented as a pyramid. He proposed five sets of basic 
needs in a definite hierarchical order for understanding 
human motivation these needs are both physiological 
and psychological aspects of man’s life cycle from birth 
to adulthood, and people from all cultures have these 
needs. “Unless these needs are met, the person cannot 
progress on the continuum to achieve higher levels of 
growth and development” (Hamel 9).  
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 The most basic level of Maslow’s Hierarchy of 
Needs covers Physiological needs that are essential: air, 
food, drink, warmth, sleep and shelter. Safety needs is 
about physical safety, such as protection from violence, 
financial security, freedom from accidents and health 
security. Love and Belonging needs are love, friendship, 
affection, trust and acceptance, intimacy, receiving and 
giving, affiliating and being part of a Family or Friends or 
Work. Esteem needs are self-esteem, independence, 
mastery, prestige, dominance, achievement, status and 
self-respect. Self-actualization needs are self-fulfilment, 
seeking personal growth and realizing personal 
potential. Every person has the desire to move up the 
hierarchy toward a level of self-actualization. The 
researcher uses this theory to analyse the psychology of 
the characters found in Syal’s The House of Hidden 
Mothers.  
  In primary needs, Physiological needs are 
biological requirements for human survival. For example, 
air, food, drink, shelter, clothing, warmth, sex and sleep. 
Syal’s characters journey towards other country for the 
sake of these basic needs. Through Mala and Prem, she 
brings out the realities of poverty, illiteracy, female 
foeticide, dowry system, and many other social evils form 
the rigid base of Indian villages. Mala who lives a rustic life 
but she tries to rise above it. Mala has no father and no 
brother to protect her. Ram marries her an act of charity. 
She never forgets that he is her owner. She remembers her 
father, sister and mother. Her sister never assures her that 
“a husband can be like a friend” (304).   
  Mala comes to know about Seema who becomes a 
surrogate mother and becomes rich therefore. Seema 
informs her about the surrogate baby. Her husband 
consoles her saying, “you are just the nest, not the egg. 
The bird gets strong and then flies away” (109). In 
addition, she says that they have given them a lot of 
money. Ram becomes friends with Seema’s husband and 
Mala tries to do the same because of poverty: “I am 
goddess, hena? I hold worlds within my womb and now, 
you trembling, wet-mouthed, dry-throated, knee-shaky 
man, now you need me more than I ever needed you” 
(111).  
 Seema told her that the entire procedure, and 
how it is possible to get a surrogate at Dr Renu Passi’s 
clinic in Delhi. In that clinic, Mala meets Shyama and 
Toby, who are anxious to find a surrogate mother for 
their child. According to McQuillan et al “a woman being 
childless may suffer distress, depression, lowered self-
esteem, social stigma, isolation, economic deprivation, 
physical violence, threats from husband and husband’s 
family, rejection, abandonment and divorce” (Journal of 
Marriage and the Family). Kriti Mishra and Anubhuti 
Dubey in their article on “Indian Women’s Perspectives 
on Reproduction and Childlessness: Narrative Analysis” 
have focused on related problems. According to them, 
“…after marriage child birth is the uppermost obligation 

of an Indian couple. Childlessness has major religious 
and social implications especially for women because 
fertility is highly valued in India” (163). 

  Safety needs can be fulfilled by the 
family and society. It involves a person feeling safe, 
with security of body, of employment, of morality, of 
the family, of health, and of property. Instances an 
emotional security need is needed in the life of Tara. 
In India, there is no security for a woman. A report 
says that there are 24,000 rape cases waiting to be 
heard in the court every year. Syal uses the Delhi gang 
rape in The House of Hidden Mothers. The incident 
happens just three miles away to Shyama; there was a 
young woman who was a physiotherapy student. Her 
father was an agricultural labourer who had sold land 
to pay for her studies and worked double shift to bear 
them all. She was the first in her family to attend 
college. She had a male companion who was a 
software engineer. Both of them had just seen ‘The 
Life of Pi’ at a cinema complex and boarded an empty 
bus. Their only companions were five men and the 
driver. Syal expresses a social evil that had happened, 

During the next hour the young woman on the 
bus would sustain a gang rape of such brutality 
that afterwards her intestines were seen looping 
out of her body. The iron rods used to penetrate 
her were also used to knock her companion 
unconscious;…At the moment the young woman 
and man were thrown out of the bus on to a busy 
roadside; he has managed to pull her body away 
as the driver tried to reverse over her, before 
speeding off… They were  both partially clothed 
and the unconscious young woman’s body was 
covered with bite marks...She had… in 
Safdarjung hospital with irreparable damage to 
her womb, intestines and internal organs, and 
reports of the assault had begun to filter 
through news and social media networks. (402-
403) 

The governments shout for securing girls’ safety, yet 
girls are unsafe: “All around the globe, women and girls 
were burned, bartered, battered, bestialized” (287-
288). India will be among the developed nations but 
the immoral values of people will paralyse the 
mentality of the female. Therefore, protests have taken 
place in major cities throughout the country. Since 
Indian law does not allow the press to publish a rape 
victim’s name, the victim is widely known as Nirbhaya, 
meaning ‘fearless’, and her struggle and death becomes 
a symbol of women’s resistance to rape around the 
world. Every day all over the world, many girls are 
being sexually harassed.  
  Tara also experienced sexual abuse when all her 
family members had gone to India. She gathers a group 
of friends who bring alcohol, party snacks and carry 
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bags full DVDs of movies. Tamsin and Charlie are there, 
talking about their recently completed assignment. 
They shoot five-minute films. Charlie stares at her and 
tries to misbehave with her. She hates that. She 
remembers her father as a Charlie type person. She 
thinks that it is better than to be alone. Meanwhile 
Charlie tries to molest her. When he sees the tears on 
her cheeks, he pulls her and kisses her. She rejects and 
hates that culture too. She is unable to escape from 
Charlie’s grip. Thus, Tara meets with tragedy. Her 
mother, not having educated her daughter on 
safeguarding herself leads to sexual molestation. Syal 
authentically expresses no safety for girls in India and 
abroad.  
  According to Lobo, in his Migration and Migrants, 
“the migrants in general maintained a close contact 
with their family and relatives at the place of origin… 
Migrants also had interest in ancestral property… 
migrants also owned some moral responsibility to 
provide comfort to their ageing parents” (187). In 
Syal’s The House of Hidden Mothers Shyama’s parents, 
Prem and Sita live in London. They are an ideal couple 
because they have been living together for fifty years. 
The protagonist’s parents, Prem and Sita, have their 
roles in the development of the novel. Prem is the 
second eldest son of his family who had worked his 
whole life for the betterment of future of his family 
members, his brothers, their wives, his nephews, and 
nieces. However, his own younger brother, Yogesh, 
deceives him by occupying his flat illegally. Prem and 
Sita are in need of legal help to regain for their property 
in New Delhi.   
  For ten years, Prem and Sita tried to regain the 
possession of their flat in New Delhi that they had 
bought as investment and stay during eventual 
retirement. They had struggled from March 2002, with 
the first eviction, that is “Delhi High Court with order 
for Yogesh Bedi to vacate within six months. Order 
ignored” (60) and after ten years, on February 2012, 
“lawyer replies for eviction order, given date of March 
2012” (61). Their battle is futile because of the corrupt 
Indian legal system and the way people can easily bribe 
the lawyer. Many people still struggle with such 
injustice in real life.  
 Sita cannot sleep on the night of the eviction but 
Prem snores. Women worry more than men do. They 
spend the whole day with Ravi Luthra, the lawyer. 
Prem has the official fees in his wallet. Firstly, “we can 
gain access if we are allowed in without breaking and 
entering”, secondly, “each of you must occupy a room to 
prevent them locking any doors” and thirdly, “no 
physical contact that they could claim was violence. If 
you touch them roughly…” (334) they may act 
differently. Therefore, she is aware of all these 
precautions. She laughs bitterly at how much money 
has passed around in paper bags so the law can follow 

properly. How many times papers have been lost and 
he can still follow the law. Sita loves India but the 
things associated with India hurt them.  
 Therefore, Prem feels unhappy and says, “We 
have Partition in our own damn house!” (52) His 
brother has cheated him. It hits Prem so that he is 
mentally depressed and become unconscious. He is in a 
coma having fought “his way out of poverty, endured 
the loss and trials of emigration, seen his daughter 
grow and suffer an unhappy marriage just when they 
thought she was settled, and now, this new baby” 
(357).  
 According to Berg, “family conflict and burden 
were consistently related to the risk of mood disorders” 
(8). Later he opens his eyes, like a newborn and 
stranger to the world. He does not recognize his wife, 
Sita. However, he identifies Tara as a granddaughter. 
Therefore, through the story of Prem and Yogesh, Syal 
demands our attention over the serious issue of “… 
brother against brother battling over land and 
property” (47) and how this battle results in the 
cooling-off of blood relationships.    
 The U.S. psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg 
hypothesized that people’s development of moral 
standards passes through several levels. At the early 
level, that of pre conventional moral reasoning, the 
child uses external and physical events (such as 
pleasure or pain) as the source for moral decisions; his 
standards are based strictly on what will avoid 
punishment or bring pleasure. At the intermediate 
level, that of conventional moral reasoning, the child or 
an adolescent views moral standards as a way of 
maintaining the approval of authority figures, chiefly 
his parents, and acts in accordance with their precepts. 
At the third level, that of post conventional moral 
reasoning, the adult bases his moral standards on 
principles that he himself has evaluated and accepted 
as inherently valid, regardless of society’s opinion. 
From these incidents, Maslow’s safety need is used to 
identify the characters’ economic, property and fear for 
lives and because of their safety needs they shift their 
identity.   
  Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs illustrates that 
when the basic needs are satisfied, the chief concern 
becomes satisfying psychological needs such as love 
and approval by others. Love and belonging needs is 
the third level of human needs. It is social and involves 
feelings of belonging. The need for interpersonal 
relationships motivates behaviour. People need it for 
receiving and giving love to family, a beloved one, and 
friends of which The Bible advocates, “…love one 
another” (II John. 1:5). According to Maslow, 
“Belonging and love needs include the giving and 
receiving of affection” (Hollyforde 95). 
 Sita, the mother of Shyama wonders how life 
might have turned out if they have not left Delhi, but 
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they raised their children as pukka Indians. She 
wonders about Shyama how it would be if she settled 
with some nice Army officer with a waxed moustache 
and a pension, and then in the meantime they are busy 
arranging Tara’s marriage. She is deeply concerned and 
worries about the future of her daughter as well as 
granddaughter. The feelings of inbetweenness among 
the three generations are revealed through this. 
 The protagonist, Shyama, a second-generation 
Indian who is living in Britain. She is a divorced single 
mother of a nineteen years old Tara and living with her 
English boyfriend, Toby– ten years her junior–under 
the same roof. She wants to give birth to a child even in 
her mid-forties. She has an inability to bear a child at 
her fortieth age that forces her to choose surrogacy 
decision.  
 Shyama often remembers Shiv, her old husband. 
She thinks of her own nuptials, over twenty years back, 
which held in a five-star hotel just off the A1. Their 
parents became bankrupt because of the six hundred 
wedding guests. She does not know many of them and 
she never sees them again. She is the only daughter 
whose anti-dowry stance could not be allowed to tip 
over into full-scale rebellion and possibly scare Shiv’s 
parents into retreat. She remembers that she feels 
grateful about Shiv because he “had waived any dowry 
gifts, proof that she had married a modern, 
compassionate man…Yet despite earning well himself, 
there had never been any offer to pay for one penny of 
the wedding. All this she found out later, which made 
the collapse of her marriage even more ironically 
pathetic” (175-176).  
 Toby wants to live with her after she gets a 
divorce from Shiv. Therefore, Toby likes to live with her 
parents and he adds that they are great. She does not go 
after his money and does not spend time with her 
friends Matt and Linda. As a mother, Sita is not satisfied 
with the lives of her daughter since she had not 
received the expected love or belongingness.  
 According to Simon During, since the late 
nineteenth century, many Western individuals have 
possessed unconsciousness or sub consciousness, in 
which feelings and memories are repressed and are 
likely to be expressed in displaced and unexpected acts 
or thoughts. It is a rich, historically specific kind of 
selfhood, heavily dependent on psychoanalytic theory, 
disseminated, for instance, in specific practices of   
child-rearing and therapy, which are themselves the 
product of complex social and institutional settings. 
(46)  
  Syal brings out the feeling of mutual love and 
respect between the characters. She depicts the 
relationships of Tara, the daughter, her mother and her 
grandparents. They are the backbone of family because 
Tara’s father is absent physically from her house due to 
lack of love towards his wife. The mother insists on her 

daughter’s high standards of morality and provides her 
the best of education. As an independent adult, her 
daughter freely chooses her job, lifestyle and 
traditional values that are compatible but not equal 
with her mother. 
 Self-esteem is one of the fundamental 
psychological characteristics that has influence on the 
achievements and success of a person in his or her 
private and professional life. The period of adolescence 
is crucial for the formation of self-esteem and self-
concept. According to Branden’s The Psychology of Self-
Esteem, “Man’s need of self-esteem is inherent in his 
nature. But he is not born with the knowledge of what 
will satisfy that need, or of the standard by which self-
esteem is to be gauged; he must discover it” (110).  
 Tara completes all her assignments, and makes 
her first small film; it is her end-of-term project. In 
Mala’s case, Ram, her husband “would take pity on 
fatherless Mala with her cursed widow of a mother and 
unmarried sister. Mala didn’t feel she could complain” 
(34-35). He was “taking her on with virtually no 
dowry, just a wooden trunk full of second hand saris 
and stainless-steel pans” (35). Her father’s sudden 
death meant Mala’s abandoning her dream of going to 
college and accepting any marriage offers that came her 
way. Her need is not fulfilled. 
 Shyama feels powerful in her role as a beautician. 
She has Surya Beauty Salon for her business. She 
charges for traditional treatments such as threading 
and sugaring. Her husband leaves her and Tara. She 
struggles hard as “Some independent woman battling 
with her husband or even leaving  him after he had 
shouted at her, drunk too much, sided with his mother 
against her, even hit her” (204) to achieve her self- 
esteem.  
 Thus, hard work leads to achievement and attain 
reward. The Bible says, “we receive a full reward” (II 
John. 1:6). Maslow has indicated that the need for 
respect or reputation is the most important need for 
children and adolescents and precedes real self-esteem 
or dignity. 
  Self-actualization needs “is also known as self-
expression and self-realisation” (Mangal 26). The term 
‘self-actualization’ motivation refers to focusing on the 
best person that one can strive for in the service of both 
the self and others. It is the highest level of 
psychological development. It refers to the realization 
of a person’s potential, and self-fulfilment. Maslow 
describes this level as “the desire to achieve everything 
that one can, to become the most that one can be. He 
uses the term to describe a desire, not a driving force, 
which could lead to realizing one’s capabilities” (5).   
 The characters of both novelists are analysed 
through Maslow’s Hierarchy Need theory. Mala satisfies 
the physiological needs. Prem, Sita and Tara attain the 
safety need. Love and Belonging need is restored in 
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Tara, Sita and Shyama. Self-esteem need is fulfilled to 
Shyama and it is not fulfilled in Mala. Tara attains Self-
Attainment. Through this analysis, it is evident that 
some characters are satisfied and attain their goals 
whereas some characters are dissatisfied and have 
unfulfilled needs. 
 Syal is an excellent writer who concentrates on 
the female life, which is affected psychologically from 
childhood onwards. She ensures that the British Indian 
experience is exposed from as many perspectives as 
possible. Her novels are a creative reconstruction to 
connect memory and imagination with the past. It is an 
effective combination of the aesthetic with the 
historical. She has written this novel, The House of 
Hidden Mothers, with passion, intelligence and wit. Her 
characters are created well. She beautifully expresses 
the tiny unsaid events that happen in every family or 
relationship and current problems in an insightful and 
thought-provoking way. 

2. CONCLUSION  

 In conclusion, the critical study of psychological needs 
in Meera Syal's novel, "The House of Hidden Mothers," 
highlights the profound exploration of human emotions 
and desires within the context of cultural and societal 
pressures. By delving into the lives of diverse characters, 
Syal sheds light on the universal nature of psychological 
needs, demonstrating their intrinsic importance in 
shaping individual identity and relationships. 
Throughout the research article, we have examined the 
multifaceted dimensions of psychological needs, 
including the need for belonging, self-esteem, autonomy, 
and personal growth. The House of Hidden Mothers 
presents a rich tapestry of characters who grapple with 
these needs, each navigating their unique challenges and 
aspirations. From Shyama's longing for motherhood and 
sense of belonging, to Mala's quest for personal growth 
and self-discovery, the novel eloquently captures the 
intricacies of these needs and their profound impact on 
the characters' lives. In conclusion, this research article 
has shed light on the rich exploration of psychological 
needs in Meera Syal's "The House of Hidden Mothers." It 
serves as a valuable contribution to the understanding of 
these needs in literature and underscores their universal 
significance in shaping the human experience. 
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