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ABSTRACT 

 

Indian society from the ancient times remains a patriarchal society – a system in which the males 

dominate females. Though women are educated and have the power to voice their rights in the 

family as well as in the society, they are trapped in the dependence of men because of the 

patriarchal set up in the conventional Indian society. Manju Kapur’s ‘A Married Woman’ expresses 

the common expectations of the male dominated society about the role of women. The novel deals 

with the theme of alienation, the need to love, to be loved and understood; it also highlights that the 

wishes, dreams and aspirations of women as individuals are not taken into account seriously. In the 

patriarchal society, a woman is expected to play certain conventional roles like daughter, sister, 

wife and mother for which she is unrecognized. In this novel, Manju Kapur gives an account of how 

the life of Astha, the protagonist, turns from happiness to an unsatisfactory and disappointing one 

where she feels caged in her marital role. 
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The author in the novel A Married Woman portrays the life story of Astha. She is raised by her 

orthodox parents conforming to the prevalent norms of the patriarchal society. Right from her 

childhood, she is taught by her mother to pray for a good life partner because he is to be her next 

care-taker. Astha’s father supports her to pursue higher education and helps her to follow her 

dreams but, being born a girl child, Astha cannot escape from the ties of the patriarchal society. As 

Astha is a post-graduate, her parents look for a right proposal and get her married to Hemant, who is 

from a bureaucrat family and a foreign-returned, MBA graduate. Astha and Hemant start their 

marital life on a happy note and their marriage bears fruit when Astha gives birth to a beautiful girl 

child, Anuradha. Hemant being educated abroad knows the value of equal participation of the 

parents in upbringing a child. Hemant is loving and caring as a husband and also as a father. When 

Anuradha is born he helps Astha by taking care of the child. 

Though Hemant is happy and takes care of his girl child, he insists on having a boy child saying “Of 

course we will have a son, and if we don’t we needn’t stop at two” (Kapur 61). Astha cannot evade 

from giving birth to another child. This shows that he sees Astha as a child bearing machine and 

proves that he is also a propagator of patriarchy inspite of being educated or exposed to foreign 

environment and its culture. This makes Astha dissatisfied and uneasy as she cannot fathom her 
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man and questions him, “I thought these things didn’t matter to you. What if we don’t have a boy?” 

(Kapur 61). He answers Astha saying, “Of course they don’t matter to me. I was so pleased Anu 

was a girl. But that doesn’t mean we should not try for a boy…” (Kapur 61). The birth of the male 

child is given importance and is celebrated greatly compared to the birth of a girl child because the 

male child will carry forward the name and fame of the family. When Astha becomes pregnant the 

second time, everyone hopes for the birth of a son. Though she declares to the foetus that she would 

love the child be it a boy or a girl but the very thought that if she does not bear a male child made 

her troubled and tensed. So, “When Astha’s son was finally born she felt gratitude… her status 

rose… she was fulfilled” (Kapur 68) and this eases her from the feeling that she will not be blamed 

by her husband or her in-laws for not bearing a male heir to the family. Astha’s son is named 

Himanshu. Now, Astha has everything that a woman could ask for – a dutiful husband and her 

children which “made her feel that she had partaken of the archetypal experiences marked out for 

the female race” (Kapur 69).  

Hemant, who initially promised that he will equally partake in upbringing of the children, now 

denies doing it. He opens a TV manufacturing company and in connection with his business, he has 

to travel abroad quite often. Hemant’s interest towards family responsibilities has slowly begun to 

fade and “Between Anuradha’s birth and Himanshu’s, Hemant changed…” (Kapur 70). In the 

meantime, he persuades Astha to have a professional career of her own so as to establish her 

identity. Astha takes up the job because she feels that it is an opportunity which will give her 

exposure to professional life. But, she finds it difficult to manage between her family with two 

young children and her job. When she seeks help from Hemant, he deprives helping her which 

leaves her, “…cold, dreary and distanced from him” (Kapur 50). Hemant has become a corporate-

minded husband as he neglects to take up family responsibilities. He does not show his concern 

towards his wife and leaves her abandoned to single-handedly cope with the children, job and the 

house-hold responsibilities. 

Astha’s routine becomes tedious with the lack of support from her husband and she swirls between 

the roles of a mother, wife and teacher. She even toys with the idea of resigning her job so that she 

can pay full attention in good upbringing of her children but she does not wish to do so because 

now her job has given her the moral strength and the job “…represented security, not perhaps 

money, but of her own life, of a place where she could be herself” (Kapur 149). Astha is 

discontented that her husband comes home once in a while from his business tours and even when 

he is at home, his concentration and time is spent only on his business developments. Her complaint 

to Hemant is that, he is insensitive to the pain and agony she faces in upbringing her children 

without his support. Hemant does not understand her plight of wanting him by her side to look after 

the familial duties but has made her feel entrapped to be a domestic labourer at home. Astha feels 

caged because Hemant who initially promised to support her in all possible ways is not in a position 

to understand her inner turmoil.  

Astha finds an alternative way to express her feelings to her husband when he does not pay 

attention to her. So, she turns to write poems whenever she finds time from her tedious schedule of 

familial duties. She puts her emotions into words as poems because “Poems are about emotions” 

(Kapur 81) and this brings a sense of relief in her. She even wishes to establish her identity as a 
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writer. When  Hemant gets to read the poems, his reaction to Astha’s writings is that “Good 

heavens, Az, they are all about cages and birds, and mice, and suffering in situations that are not 

even clear …If others read these poems, they might actually think you weren’t happy” (Kapur 81). 

Hemant does not like the writings of his wife because he is annoyed that she finds solace in art 

works. He expresses his displeasure that her poems are a reflection of their unhappy and 

incompatible conjugal life. But, Astha “…gave up writing and continued rather sadly to draw…” 

(Kapur 82) because art is a refuge for her as she struggles to put her thoughts on the canvas.  

Astha’s identity as a drawing artist gets recognized when one of her painting gets sold for its unique 

sketching. Astha gets an identity as an artist but, she is in a state where she can feel neither happy 

nor sad about it. She wants “…to say yes, I have done it, I have sold my first painting, I have 

achieved something, let us celebrate,… (Kapur 150) but she cannot do so. The author delineates the 

anxiety and depression of the woman whose talent or inner potential never gets any recognition in 

the patriarchal world of the husband. Hemant has made her feel unrecognized and caged by her 

marital role where she cannot feel happy that she has found an identity of her own as an artist. 

Astha struggles to keep her identity intact as she tries to seek equal opportunities in the family as 

well as in the male-dominated society.  

Hemant starts to blame Astha that, “You can’t paint and teach, every time I come home you are 

lying on the sofa. You are suffering, we are all suffering” (Kapur 148) and compels her to resign her 

job because he wants Astha to be confined only to the family. Astha understands that her husband 

expects her to be an unpaid servant at home. Hemant exercises his patriarchal control in every 

sphere of her life. She thinks that she should not be a puppet playing her role as instructed by her 

husband. She now has realized the importance of asserting her own identity where she is not ready 

to give up drawing or her job as she feels that, “I want something of my own” (Kapur 148) as she 

feels imprisoned by her husband. Astha wants freedom from her familial duties so as to voice out 

her thoughts and emotions. She wants to be recognized for who she is.  

Astha feels that she wants a space for her own at her house because she feels suffocated with her 

role to fulfill the growing needs of her family but not her wishes, dreams and desires. She knows 

that it is presumptuous to ask for an independent space because a woman is to be found adjusting to 

the space available for her in the family as well as in the society. If she strives for a space of her 

own, it is against the norms of tradition. But, Astha voices out her thoughts to her husband that she 

needs an independent working space at home because she feels torn between familial duties and 

responsibilities. Hemant feels disgusted as he says, “What is wrong with working down here?” 

(Kapur 157). Hemant denies Astha to have a space of her own and he thinks that it was a mistake 

that if he had not given the autonomy to establish her identity, she would not have made such 

demands and would have restrained to the family. Astha, “Constantly reminded of the space that 

nobody thought enough of her to give …” (Kapur 157). The denial of space for her own makes 

Astha feel that she should assert her identity strongly. The lines of Kamala Das’ poem The Old 

Playhouse “…the urge to fly, and the endless, Pathways of the sky…” (4-5) beautifully explains the 

urge of Astha to fly away by breaking the familial cage so as to attain freedom and independence.  
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 Astha is educated, works as a teacher and she is also an artist which gives her a recognized identity 

in the society for which she is unhappy because when she is unrecognized for the roles she plays in 

the family she feels caged and unprivileged. Though Hemant asserts her to find an identity, he asks 

her to step down from establishing her identity when she is not available to him at his time of need 

but on the other hand he fails to think that Astha too at a point of time needed his presence and be 

available to her. This shows that Hemant’s persuasion to his wife to establish her identity was a 

false pretense and that he has not thought of his wife as equal to him. This has made her feel that 

she should move out of the marital roles in order to hold her position as a teacher and an artist 

which will make her independent. She wants move out from the family-ties in order to come out of 

loneliness and make her identity strong as a professional. Hemant should have made her feel 

secured because Astha needed the love, care and recognition from him to feel happy for who she is 

as an individual, which he denied and that made Astha feel that living on her own only will provide 

her the freedom and independence. He should have been a pillar of support her in all her endeavours 

which he promised to render but he failed to keep up his promise. 

 Joya Chakravarty in the article A Study of Difficult Daughters and A Married Woman quotes 

the words of Manju Kapur who says, “Love is made up of needs, security…the way people talk of 

love is very deceptive, it leads to disappointment in many ways and that is why in my books I am 

always keen to show what happens after you get married” (61). These words express that the life of 

a woman changes when she gets married.  Thus, the life of Astha has changed after her marriage. 

She who had the hope when she started her career as a teacher, that her education will ensure her 

freedom and independence feels like a caged bird unable to find a meaning to her life.  

The novel A Married Woman enables the readers to get an idea of the female struggles against the 

biases of the patriarchal society. Astha tries to achieve autonomy of self within the marital roles. If 

she had been recognized for the roles she played as a mother and wife and had she been given the 

space and freedom to express herself, her path to achieve identity would not be in vain. Thus, life of 

a woman has to pass through various trials and tribulations to ascertain her identity.  
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