
 Blue Ava Ford Publications  

International Journal of Trends in English Language and 

Literature (IJTELL) 

An International Peer-Reviewed English Journal; ISSN:2582-8487   
Impact Factor: 8.02 (SJIF);www.ijtell.com Volume-6, Issue-1;Jan-Mar (2025) 

 

 ISSN:2582-8487   61 

 
 

 

 

Reclaiming the Self: Female Agency, Identity, and Resistance in Manju 

Kapur’s Fictions 

___________________________________________________________________ 
Dr. Adwitiya Gope 

Associate Professor, Department of English, Tripura Institute of Technology,  Tripura. 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

   Article Received: 05/01/2025                            Article Accepted: 01/02/2025 

             Published Online: 24/03/2025                          DOI.:10.53413/IJTELL.2025.61068 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Abstract 

This paper explores the evolving feminist consciousness in the novels of Manju Kapur, one 

of India’s leading contemporary English-language novelists. Through a close reading of her 

six major works—Difficult Daughters (1998), A Married Woman (2002), Home (2006), The 

Immigrant (2008), Custody (2011), and Brothers (2022)—the study investigates how Kapur 

crafts complex female protagonists navigating the intersections of gender, tradition, and 

modernity. The analysis foregrounds key themes such as marriage, motherhood, migration, 

and identity, positioning these as central arenas of patriarchal negotiation and female 

resistance. 

Drawing on feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks, including the works of Simone 

de Beauvoir, Gayatri Spivak, and Kimberlé Crenshaw, the paper highlights how Kapur’s 

realist narrative techniques and nuanced characterizations portray women’s interior lives, 

struggles, and acts of defiance. Her novels critique the repressive structures of family and 

society while also revealing how women reclaim agency through subtle and strategic 

resistance. The study further examines the intersectionality of caste, class, religion, and 

sexuality in shaping female subjectivity within Indian and diasporic contexts. 

By situating personal narratives within broader socio-political and historical frameworks, 

Kapur offers a feminist vision grounded in the lived realities of urban Indian women. This 

comparative thematic analysis affirms Kapur’s contribution to Indian English literature and 

feminist discourse, revealing her as a critical voice in reimagining female identity in 

postcolonial South Asia. The paper concludes by proposing future directions for scholarship, 

including engagement with queer theory and transnational feminism, to expand on the layered 

dimensions of selfhood and resistance in her work. 
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Introduction 

Manju Kapur is a celebrated Indian English novelist whose works offer a profound critique 

of women’s positions within the socio-cultural milieu of modern India. Across her six major 

novels—Difficult Daughters (1998), A Married Woman (2002), Home (2006), The Immigrant 

(2008), Custody (2011), and Brothers (2022)—Kapur foregrounds the lives of urban middle-

class women caught between tradition and modernity. Her narratives vividly portray the 

contradictions faced by women in navigating personal desires and societal expectations, 

particularly focusing on the domains of marriage, family, and identity. 

This study aims to examine the thematic and ideological continuities in Kapur’s depiction of 

female subjectivity, arguing that her novels collectively form a feminist critique of patriarchal 

structures that constrain women’s autonomy. The analysis is framed by key research 

questions: 

 How does Manju Kapur portray the struggles of women in traditional Indian society, 

and how do these struggles reflect changing socio-cultural norms? 

 In what ways do her protagonists evolve across different novels in terms of agency, 

resistance, and identity? 

 What recurring patterns and contradictions emerge in her critique of marriage, 

motherhood, family structures, and gender roles? 

 How do themes of migration and emotional exile function in reshaping female 

identity in her work? 

 What narrative strategies and characterizations does Kapur use to present a feminist 

standpoint within a realist tradition? 

By focusing on these questions, this paper offers a comparative thematic study of Kapur’s 

novels and highlights her contribution to feminist Indian English literature. 

Thematic Discussion 

Marriage and Womanhood: Across Difficult Daughters, A Married Woman, and Custody 

Marriage, in Kapur’s oeuvre, functions as a critical site of gendered power struggles. In 

Difficult Daughters (1998), Virmati’s decision to marry her professor Arun is revolutionary 
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in defying her conservative Punjabi family. However, Kapur illustrates that this act of 

rebellion does not liberate Virmati; rather, it results in emotional and social isolation. 

Virmati’s marriage becomes symbolic of the paradox women face—seeking love and agency 

but caught within the traditional institution that demands sacrifice and submission. Literary 

critic S. Mishra notes, “Virmati’s tragic trajectory reveals how personal choice is 

circumscribed by patriarchal control, particularly for women in the post-Partition context” 

(Mishra, 2007, p. 45). 

Similarly, A Married Woman (2002) explores the limitations imposed on Astha by the 

institution of marriage. Kapur introduces Astha’s lesbian relationship as a radical challenge 

to heteronormative expectations, exposing the emotional void within her marriage. However, 

rather than providing liberation, this relationship highlights Astha’s conflicted identity and 

societal constraints. As academic R. Bhattacharya points out, “Kapur uses Astha’s affair to 

question the sanctity of marriage and the invisibility of female sexuality outside patriarchal 

norms” (Bhattacharya, 2014, p. 92). 

In Custody (2011), marriage and motherhood are problematized through legal and ethical 

lenses. Shagun’s choice to leave her husband Raman and pursue a relationship with another 

man is met with societal condemnation, whereas Raman’s aggressive legal pursuit of custody 

over their child symbolizes the patriarchal desire to control women’s reproductive and 

maternal roles. Ishita’s position as an infertile woman who finds purpose in caregiving 

complicates traditional notions of motherhood and femininity. Kapur, through these 

characters, critiques the “gendered imbalance in parental rights and societal judgments on 

motherhood” (Singh, 2018, p. 110). 

Thus, these novels collectively reveal the institution of marriage as both a site of oppression 

and a fraught space where women negotiate identity, love, and autonomy. 

Migration and Identity: Focus on The Immigrant 

Migration and its attendant challenges form the thematic core of The Immigrant (2008). 

Nina’s move from India to Canada is initially framed as an opportunity for self-reinvention. 

Yet Kapur subverts this trope by illustrating Nina’s alienation in a foreign land where cultural 

dislocation intensifies her struggle for identity. Nina’s immigrant status brings into focus the 

intersection of gender, culture, and diaspora. 

Nina’s marriage to Manish, though appearing to grant her stability, reinforces patriarchal 

expectations in a new context. Kapur’s narrative highlights the emotional exile women 
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experience in diaspora, a concept explored by scholar A. Nair who argues that “Kapur’s 

portrayal of Nina underscores the psychic dislocation of immigrant women who grapple with 

hybridity and isolation” (Nair, 2013, p. 78). 

Moreover, Nina’s search for belonging and autonomy challenges the simplistic binary of 

homeland and host land, illustrating how migration reshapes female identity through complex 

negotiations of tradition, modernity, and cultural alienation. 

Family and Patriarchy: Strong in Home and Brothers 

In Home (2006), Kapur presents the family as a battleground for patriarchal control. Nisha’s 

aspirations for economic independence conflict with the expectations of her joint family, 

particularly in relation to her role as a daughter and future daughter-in-law. The family’s 

insistence on traditional gender roles reveals the endurance of patriarchy despite socio-

economic modernization. Scholar P. Mehta observes that “Nisha’s character embodies the 

tensions of middle-class Indian women who must reconcile personal ambition with familial 

duty” (Mehta, 2010, p. 134). 

Brothers (2022) extends this exploration by depicting multiple generations within a traditional 

Punjabi family. The novel exposes how patriarchy is reproduced through socialization and 

kinship, with women’s labor and desires often marginalized. Kapur’s focus on the family’s 

internal dynamics aligns with feminist theorists like Chandra Talpade Mohanty, who 

emphasize the family as a “primary site of women’s oppression and resistance” (Mohanty, 

1988, p. 61). 

Together, Home and Brothers portray family not merely as a social unit but as a mechanism 

that perpetuates gender inequalities and limits female agency. 

Intersectionality and Socio-Cultural Contexts 

While Kapur’s novels foreground the female experience within patriarchal India, her work 

also crucially interrogates the intersections of gender with caste, class, religion, and sexuality, 

reflecting the layered realities of Indian society. 

In Difficult Daughters, the trauma of Partition is not only a political rupture but also a deeply 

gendered crisis. Virmati’s personal rebellion unfolds amid communal violence and 

displacement, showing how historical upheavals exacerbate women’s vulnerabilities (Mishra, 

2007). The intersection of religion and regional identity further complicates Virmati’s quest 

for autonomy. 
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Similarly, class consciousness pervades Home and Brothers, where economic status shapes 

women’s access to education, employment, and freedom. Nisha’s middle-class aspirations 

clash with traditional familial roles, illuminating how class expectations condition gendered 

experiences (Mehta, 2010). 

A Married Woman’s portrayal of Astha’s queer identity challenges normative heterosexual 

frameworks, foregrounding sexuality as a site of invisibility and marginalization within Indian 

middle-class society (Bhattacharya, 2014). This novel thus enriches feminist discourse by 

including the complexities of sexual identity alongside gender oppression. 

By incorporating intersectionality, Kapur’s narratives avoid reductive portrayals and instead 

present multifaceted subjectivities that highlight how socio-cultural hierarchies mediate 

women’s struggles. As Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989) theorizes, understanding such 

intersections is vital to fully grasping the dynamics of oppression and resistance. 

Narrative Strategy & Characterization 

Kapur employs a realist narrative style, using third-person limited perspectives to center the 

consciousness of her female protagonists. This technique invites readers into the interiority of 

women’s lives, highlighting their conflicting desires, frustrations, and moments of resistance. 

For instance, Difficult Daughters uses Virmati’s perspective to reveal the impact of Partition 

on personal identity, linking the political upheaval with gendered experiences. 

Historical and political contexts feature prominently across the novels, anchoring personal 

narratives within broader socio-political realities. Difficult Daughters situates personal 

rebellion against the backdrop of Partition, while A Married Woman subtly incorporates the 

rise of right-wing politics and its impact on women’s freedoms. 

Kapur’s characterization is marked by complexity and ambiguity. Women in her novels are 

neither idealized nor wholly victimized; they are portrayed with contradictions and evolving 

consciousness. Literary critic R. Patel writes, “Kapur’s characters embody the negotiation 

between agency and structure, capturing the realities of women’s lives in transition” (Patel, 

2015, p. 67). 

This narrative approach strengthens Kapur’s feminist message by grounding it in lived 

realities rather than abstract ideology. 

Symbolism and Space 

Kapur’s realist style is complemented by potent symbolic uses of space and setting. Domestic 

spaces—homes, kitchens, bedrooms—are frequently sites of both confinement and resistance, 
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reflecting the ambivalent nature of traditional gender roles. For example, the claustrophobic 

joint family in Home contrasts with the alienating urban diaspora settings in The Immigrant, 

where cultural displacement is felt keenly. 

Moreover, the motif of travel and migration often symbolizes self-reclamation and identity 

fragmentation. Nina’s transnational movement in The Immigrant metaphorizes the 

negotiation of hybridity and belonging, illustrating Homi Bhabha’s concept of “third space” 

where new identities emerge (Bhabha, 1994). 

Kapur’s Feminist Perspective 

Kapur’s novels articulate a feminist critique centered on women’s struggle to reclaim agency 

within patriarchal society. Her focus on marriage, motherhood, and family exposes how 

traditional structures limit women’s choices and enforce conformity. At the same time, her 

characters display moments of resistance, negotiating selfhood in nuanced ways. 

Kapur aligns with feminist thinkers like Simone de Beauvoir, who described woman as “the 

Other,” defined by male norms rather than self-determination (Beauvoir, 1949). Yet Kapur 

also reflects the concept of “strategic essentialism” coined by Gayatri Spivak, where 

marginalized women assert group identity tactically to challenge oppression (Spivak, 1988). 

Her inclusion of queer themes in A Married Woman pushes Indian English feminist fiction 

into new terrain by questioning heteronormativity and highlighting sexual identity’s erasure. 

Overall, Kapur’s feminism is situated within the postcolonial Indian context, addressing 

specific social and cultural practices while contributing to universal debates on gender justice. 

Engagement with Feminist and Postcolonial Theories 

Kapur’s nuanced feminism dialogues with key feminist theorists and postcolonial critics who 

explore the production of gendered identities within colonial and postcolonial frameworks. 

Her portrayal of women’s subjectivity reflects Beauvoir’s idea of “the other” (Beauvoir, 

1949), wherein female identity is constructed through social negation. Yet Kapur also depicts 

women’s subtle resistances, resonating with Gayatri Spivak’s “strategic essentialism” 

(Spivak, 1988), where oppressed groups negotiate identity politics tactically within dominant 

discourses. 

The diasporic narratives in The Immigrant intersect with postcolonial notions of hybridity and 

displacement, inviting readings aligned with Bhabha’s theories on cultural negotiation 

(Bhabha, 1994). These theoretical perspectives enrich understanding of Kapur’s engagement 

with complex identity formations and gender politics. 
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Conclusion 

This study of Manju Kapur’s six major novels reveals a sustained and evolving feminist 

engagement with marriage, patriarchy, migration, and identity in Indian society and its 

diaspora. Kapur’s protagonists inhabit spaces of tension between tradition and modernity, 

negotiating limited but significant agency within restrictive social structures. 

Her realist narrative style, combined with complex characterizations and rich symbolic 

imagery, provides intimate yet critical portrayals of women’s everyday lives, resisting 

simplistic binaries of victimhood and empowerment. By embedding intersectional concerns 

around class, religion, sexuality, and diaspora, Kapur’s work offers a nuanced feminist 

critique that resonates with contemporary debates on gender and identity in India. 

Given the ongoing transformations in Indian society—such as increasing urbanization, the 

visibility of LGBTQ+ communities, and migration flows—Kapur’s novels remain profoundly 

relevant for understanding how women reclaim their selves amidst systemic constraints. 

Future scholarship might further explore Kapur’s work through lenses of queer theory, 

transnational feminism, and digital culture to uncover new dimensions of female agency. 

Moreover, comparative studies with other South Asian women writers could illuminate shared 

thematic concerns and divergent narrative strategies. 
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