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CHAPTER I

                                              INTRODUCTION


Fiction, lacing the most characteristic and powerful form of literary expression today, has acquired a prestigious portion in the Indo-English Literature. It is commonly agreed that the novel is the most acceptable way of embodying human experiences in Literature. Indian creative writers in English have been attracted to adopt this form generously and skillfully.


Indian women, the embodiment of love and affection, hope and patience, have been showing their worth in each and every discipline of knowledge. Removing women from history is tantamount to remove all zest for life and adventure and to bury deep all literature. If we dive deep into the history of Indian Writers in English, we would come to conclusion that Indian women have shown their worth qualitatively and are showing even today without any full stop. Indira Gandhi’s opinion would aptly suit this observation:

Women must be a bridge and a synthesizer. She shouldn’t allow herself to be swept off her feet by superficial trends nor yet be chained to the familiar. She must ensure the continuity which strengthens roots and simultaneously engineer change and growth to keep society dynamic, abreast of knowledge, sensitive to fast-moving events. The solution lies neither in fighting for equal position nor denying it, neither in retreat into the home nor escape from it. (qtd.in.Prasad 1)


In ancient times, women are sometimes worshipped and at other times degraded. But, in modern time, women have shown their mettle in every field and every aspect, also far better than male. One of the reasons that women have, in large number, taken up their pen is because it has allowed them to create their own world. It has allowed them to set the conditions of existence free from the direct interference of men. The writers on women are greatly welcomed because they provide an opportunity to women to explore a wide range of experience of the world from which they can identify with a range of characters and a variety of existences. This reason promoted the women’s writing to such a significant and central place into women’s lives.


Indian English novel remained male-dominated for quite some time, as the entire major English novelist in the pre-independence period including the three great writers, namely, Raja Rao, R.K.Narayan, and Mulk Raj Anand came from the male section of the society. In the post-independence period there have appeared on the horizon of Indian English novels a number of women writers who have made a significant contribution in the field and have definitely enriched the novel in a great deal.


The history of Indian Women novelists in English begins with Toru Dutt who died at the early age of twenty-one younger than John Keats of the Romantic school of Poetry. Both her novels Bianca and Le Journal de Mademoiselle d’Arvers deal with the autobiographical projections of the novelist. Though the characters are Spanish and French yet, the delineation is entirely Indian, full of love and affection, sincerity and purity, which characterize the core of ideal Indian woman. Cornelia Sorabji, a Parsi Christian, is the other great figure in the realm of novels. She seems to satirize the hypocrisy and male domination in a patriarchal societal framework.


After the World War II, the history of Indian Women novelists got a new track and a new vision. In their period, Kamala Markhandaya and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala are the most outstanding personalities in the field of social and artistic novels. The mid 1950’s and 1960’s mark the important stage in the development of Indian English novels. The writers who contributed to this period are Arun Joshi, Anita Desai, Nayantara Sahgal along with Kamala Markhandaya and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala. Kamala Markhandaya’s novel Nectar in a Sieve made her a lovable writer of great fiction in theme and technique, matter and manner. The novel deals with a realistic picture of the Indian villagers, their customs and cultures, rites and traditions. Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, the contemporary of Kamala Markhandaya has also left an indelible imprint in the history of women novelists in English. The novels of Jhabvala ring the note of two things - urban middle class Indian life tinged with domestic problems of an average joint Hindu family and an ironic study of the confrontation between occidental and oriental studies.


During 1980’s, the Indian English Writing received international recognition mainly through writers of Indian origin who have settled abroad. A new landmark was created in 1981 when Salman Rushdie won the Booker Prize for his novel, Midnight’s Children.  Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things, brought her the Booker Prize in the year 1997.  Jhumpa Lahiri’s Pulitzer Award and Shauna Singh Baldwin’s CommonWealth Award were the additional prestigious mark for the developing women novelists in India.


Awareness of a new generation, radically different in thought and attitudes from that of the earlier ones, is the hallmark of the Indian English novels that appeared at the turn of twentieth century, namely Manju Kapur’s Difficult Daughters (1998), R.K. Jha’s The Blue Bed Spread (1999), Pankaj Mishra’s The Romantics (2000). These novelists of the late nineties are different from those of the eighties like Rushdie, Shashi Deshpande, Amitav Ghosh.

New generation Indian English novelists are products of a sharply changing society that is undergoing marked transformation under the impact of media, cyber culture and ranging globalization. Their novels are characterized by uninhibited narrative with no hold bar about sex, incest and registered strong antagonism to the socio-cultural modes and religious beliefs of the earlier generation.

Many contemporary Indian English Women novelists add flavour to the earlier creations. Some novelists of the present day are Arundhati Roy, Shashi Deshpande, Anitha Desai, Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, Vimla Raina, and Rama Mehta and so on.  The most striking feature of the contemporary Indian English Fiction has been the emergence of feminist literature. Women writers gave voice to the sufferings, aspirations and assertions of women in a traditionally male-dominated society. And Manju Kapur’s works echoes these aspects of her predecessors.


Women are precious and wonderful among all the creations of God.  It is believed that man was fashioned only out of the dust of the earth but woman was made from God’s own image, viz., man himself.  A woman forms the pivot and nucleus of the family. The home is inconceivable without woman. Woman holds the privilege of moulding a family like a wonderful art. Happiness, peace, sacrifice, affection become the part of a family with the help of women.  Woman as a single soul perform the role of mother, daughter, sister, daughter-in-law, to knit the affectionate bondage among the family members.

Women novelists have portrayed women and their stories with consciousness of the injustice being meted out to women by the society.  The novels revolve around a woman, who becomes the round character. The fictional female characters rebel against the existing social set up.  They discard the idea of being submissive, suffering and sacrificing.  Rebellion is not an easy process, rather demands determination and will, to stand by the cause of rebellion at any cost.  These heroines in the novels of Indian Women novelists often come up to paying the prize of their rebellion rather than capitulating.

Indian women’s freedom from the shackles of illiteracy and ignorance, symbolically as well as literally heralded the dawn of independence. Her hitherto dormant thirst for knowledge and craving for recognition are awakened and her latent potentialities hitherto came to the forefront.  The appearance of the fully awakened woman, prepared to accept the challenges in order to live a meaningful life is a recent phenomenon in Indian English Literature.


Women novelists writing in English attempt to project woman as the central figure and seem to succeed in presenting the predicament of woman most effectively.  The work of women writers has given a distinct dimension to the image of woman in the family and the society.  The reason must be their instinctive perception of and insight into the woman’s reactions and responses, problems and perplexities and the complex working of their innerselves and their emotional involvement and disturbances.


Indian women novelists have focused on the issues that disturb the development of women in the society. Kamala Markhandaya points out how the emancipation of the Indian woman has been seriously hampered by the distortions and imbalances in the economic and social order. Anita Desai explores the disturbed psyche of the modern Indian woman. Her women characters try to strike a balance between instinctual needs and intellectual aspirations. Deeply exhausted by this trapeze act, they are further bewildered when the existential absurdity of life is unmasked before them, when they face loneliness, alienation and isolation and are finally brought to mental crisis when masculine and institutional pressures are added to exacerbate them further.

 Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, focuses on the female characters in respect to their involvement with human development in the Indian society. Nayantara Sahgal’s writing is generally characterized by simplicity and boldness. Besides politics, her fiction also focuses attention on Indian woman’s search for sexual freedom and self realization. Shashi Deshpande’s novels revolve round the pathetic and heart rending condition of women in a male dominated society. Like Manju Kapur, Arundhati Roy presents her woman who considers marriage as the hindrance and end to happiness. All the women novelists speak about the male domination and female oppression.  Portrayal of women by the women novelists resemble in their motif and strength. They are never exhausted by the obstacles in their journey to dig out their identity at any price.

The novelists have to impose a particular pattern to the concept in order to present the truth of life or philosophy. The quality of readability, the most important of all the desirable qualities of a novel, may be achieved when there is compatibility between the narration and the narrative technique. It may be easier for the writers to use the third-person omniscient narrative method, for it allows the writer to dive into the minds of the characters. Writers like Kamala Markhandaya, Shashi Deshpande, Nayantara Sahgal, and Ruth Prawer Jhabvala have adopted first-person narration in their novels. Kamal Markhandaya narrates her novels with a precision and directness that avoids unnecessary digressions. Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande and Nayantara Sahgal’s novels reflect their yearning to find the truth of life. Ruth Prawer Jhabvala uses the technique of flashback in her novel Heat and Dust. Situations and happenings from the past and present are so skillfully juxtaposed that the narration continues uninterrupted and smoothly, with continuity intact.


Manju Kapur is a Professor of English at Miranda House in Delhi.  Having done her graduation from Miranda House, Manju Kapur did her M.A. English from Dalhousie University in Canada and went on to do her M.Phil. from Delhi University. At present Kapur lives in Delhi and she has three daughters. Manju Kapur has written four novels. Her works are Difficult Daughters (1998), A Married Woman (2002), Home (2006) and The Immigrant (2008).


Kapur’s first novel, Difficult Daughters has received CommonWealth Award for the Eurasion region. The book is set during India’s Independence struggle, based on the life of Kapur’s own mother, Virmati. The novel is the story of a woman torn between family duty, the desire for education, and illicit love. Virmati, a young woman born in Amristar into an austere and high minded household, enters into a scandalous relationship with her married neighbour, Professor Harish.  The contradictory progress and non-progress with regards to women and gender roles is one of the great contradictions of Indian modernity, and it is one of Manju Kapur’s central preoccupations in Difficult Daughters.


Her second novel, A Married Woman deals with the anguish of a woman’s unrest, which is as complicated as the social and political upheaval going on around her. Astha, the protagonist of the novel struggles to find solace of individuality in the company of Pipeelika. The novel runs against the backdrop of political and social upheaval. Astha leads a comfortable life with a house, good family members and children around her and also a teacher’s job.  Later, she turns to the widow Pipeelika, finding an emotional relief through their sexual relationship. The novel ends with the realization of illusionary happiness which fades away and Astha turns back to her family.


Her third novel, Home is about a large joint family in Delhi that has a flourishing business in trading clothes in Karol Bagh. Nisha, the central character of the novel grows in a comfortable and affectionate family set up.  As the novel runs, Nisha faces many hurdles and finally she looks in for a different path of business to engage herself, but she could not prolong it after her marriage.


Kapur’s latest novel The Immigrant is published in 2008. The story is about the protagonist Nina, an English lecturer in Delhi University.  The author gives a wonderful description about Miranda House and also about Halifax in this novel.


Manju Kapur is an elegant writer with a simple, uncomplicated narrative style. Her characters are unpretentious, deeply involved in situations nearly etched and carved out by both individual destinies and their creator.  Raw and real to an extent her novels could drive the readers into their own family histories. The novels of Manju Kapur are of high readability, which takes up the sources in using of a lot of Hindi and Punjabi words. The words have been taken from different areas of experience. Also, the English used by Manju Kapur is geared towards expressing a distinctly Indian sensibility. Therefore, her English has definitely a local flavor. Kapur has administered the different languages to enrich her novels and presenting a book of easy understanding.  The language used in all her novels is simple, gradual and smooth which plunges the reader in a state of pity for the protagonists and kindles the heart to protest against the dominating men. There are possible chances to create awareness among women, the odds faced by women in reality through her novel.


Chapter II deals with the life of a woman who is confined to the patriarchal threshold in the novel Difficult Daughters. The tradition-bound society paves no way for any woman who aspires for an independent life.  This chapter explains the struggle encountered by a woman in a traditional family set up and all her attempts to break from the shackles of bondage fail. The central character has been chosen, based on the unique qualities of bravery and high ideals she possesses for the betterment of her future. The issues of women such as oppressive marriage, restricted freedom, obstruction for higher education and the way how women overcome these pains and form their identity are discussed.


Women in A Married Woman are critically analysed in great detail in the chapter III.  The protagonist is educated enough but does not struggle much like Virmati in Difficult Daughters. The chapter explores the oscillations that persist in the heroine’s mind to depart from her family and elope with her woman-companion. It further debunks the heroine’s notion that complete identity is achieved through radical decision. It also points out how women try to escape repression at home easily succumb to unnatural and radical recourses.


Chapter IV deals with the happenings in a traditional joint family and its effect of women in Kapur’s Home. This chapter depicts the life of a young woman grown in a wealthy family. It charts out the continuous depression in the heroine’s mind due to suffocating male intervention and how she brilliantly overcomes it.


Manju Kapur as a writer who portrays women in Indian society adds credit to the Indian women novelists of all decades.  She is a keen observer and analyser of the society. She has brought in all the minute details of the family set up. Her description about the emotions of the characters brings her more credit. The one thing that is undeniably outstanding in all her novels is the narration which moves gradually without frequent shift in the past and present. The choice of words throws the hearts of the readers into deep grief for the heroines of her novels. She is well acquainted with the norms and societal pattern of Northern India. The food items, dress codes and relationships in a family picture the clear understanding to the lifestyle of the people in North India. She has concentrated on all categories and roles played by a woman in a family and their state of mind.


The concept of women’s issues and its impact on the society are perennial. Women are suffering for years and there has not been a proper remedy for their struggles after so many years of Indian Independence. Even though women are advancing in all the fields, there are women who are not given a chance to equip themselves to be equal with men. The traditions and ethics say women are created to serve men but not to be a slave to men. The novelist plays a pivotal role in chanting the reality of life prevailing in the Indian society.  If a question is asked, whether women lead an independent life?  The answer is no doubt, no.  It is the duty of every woman to render helping hands to the other woman in all possible ways. These concepts of women’s issues were spoken by many great personalities of the world. A clear understanding of the situation and atmosphere in which women are suffering may help the future generation to resolve the problems encountered by women.

The images of women in Kapur’s novels are so oppressive, that they leave us feeling completely on the edge. The protagonists are mostly women characters desolated and isolated by an entirely sapless, hypocritical and insensitive male domination. Manju Kapur has rendered a fabulous contribution in creating awareness about the relationship between women and the society they live in, through her novels.  Kapur’s women are the embodiment of the women who reflect their tragedies to throw light on the foibles of the society thereby awaken the society.  Her novels echo the voices of Indian women.


Indian women novelists deal with many social problems in the society but issues of women receive the priority and importance among all the social taboos.  From the time immemorial, women suffer because of the oppressive strictures of the society. Through Kapur’s novel, we can observe that the thing that most urgently needed today is equality and comradeship between men and women. This relation must be tinged with the colour of modernity and conventionality, rationality and spirituality.

                    CHAPTER II

    DIFFICULT DAUGHTERS 

CHAPTER II

                                      DIFFICULT DAUGHTERS


Manju Kapur’s debut novel, Difficult Daughters was published in 1998 and it has been winning several accolades since then. It was short-listed for the Cross-Word Book award in India and also earned the prestigious 1999 Common Wealth Writer’s prize for the Best First Book category in the Eurasia region. Needless to say that this book gained wide publicity both at home and abroad. The book is not about partition. It does not belong to the galaxy of Indian English novels like Khushwant Singh’s Train to Pakistan, Manohar Malgonkar’s A Bend in the Ganges. Difficult Daughters can be read as postcolonial and feminist novel. Difficult Daughters has been hailed as “an impressive novel” by Meenakshi Mukherjee and as “a part of the new and vital wave of Anglo-Indian fiction” by Shirley Kossick (qtd.in.Roy 62).


The twentieth century was a period of tremendous upheaval and change both in social organization and in the philosophical themes which emerged out of it. While Europe saw the consequences of the great depression and the violence of the Second World War, India was to face the struggle for independence and partition in 1947. It is out of the fabric of this era that Kapur has woven her Difficult Daughters. The novel seems to cross all barriers of time and place and recreate the unrest and upheaval of the first half of twentieth century India, in a way that makes it meaningful to the present troubled times. Kapur imposes on her fiction a shape which gives expression to her own view of a changing world.


Kapur, a noteworthy story-teller who without linguistic jugglery and gimmick presents the post-modern novel in a traditional narrative thread. Difficult Daughters manifests autobiographical data and dimension in its syntactic norms and nuances. The story moves ahead when Ida, the ever lonely daughter visits Amritsar and peeps into the past of her mother’s life.  She comes to acknowledge the girlhood of her mother and her typical motherhood looking for her daughter’s safety. Ida collects clippings and cuttings of Virmati’s life from kith and kin.


Virmati, the protagonist is the eldest daughter among her ten brothers and sisters.  Kasturi, the mother of Virmati is addressed as “ever pregnant woman” (7) by her sister-in-law.  Her grandfather is a reformer and renowned landowner who attach much importance to education for women. His sons look after the jewellery business. In a very traditional pattern Virmati assists her ever pregnant mother in a domestic affair, caring for the younger siblings and their studies. The family setup is thoroughly conservative so Virmati’s family takes her to be eligible for marriage as she has expertised herself in stitching, cooking and reading. This is the focal point where the novel takes a dynamic turn.


The new education and the life of Shakuntala, Virmati’s cousin generates a new urge and emotion in Virmati to get herself free from the bondage of patriarchy that denies or deserts her freedom and choice. Her marriage is final with Inderjit but it is postponed because of the death in their family. She does not think of marriage and child bearing just after the high school education. She falls in love with the romantic Oxford returned professor Harish, who lives next door and is already married. The professor has illiterate but gentle wife and two children. He seeks an intellectual companion in Virmati and Virmati’s self-affirmation is accentuated by the professor’s passion for her. Their love blossoms and after a hitch, it culminates into marriage.


The story further takes a new turn when Virmati out of utter frustration and strain of daily life, attempts suicide but is rescued. Kasturi tries her best to enable Virmati to succumb to the wishes of the family, but of no use. Hence Virmati is reluctantly permitted to continue her study at Lahore. Virmati finds that when women around her are sincerely engrossed in the freedom struggle, she is absorbed in her business of love with Professor Harish Chandra. Though Virmati succeeds to marry the Professor, she does not secure any place for herself in the family. Ganga and Harish’s mother, both create a suffocating environment for Virmati within the tight walls of the house. It is significant to note that Virmati who is educated despite social odds and obscurities aspires to play the traditional role of a housewife. After completing her M.A. she returns and later gives birth to her daughter Ida, the narrator of the novel.


The author has taken pains to gather information regarding the pre-independence era. The novel concerns the life of three successive generations of daughters, where each generation takes a step further towards progressiveness. Through the sensitive portrayal of these generations of women and their problems, Manju Kapur has given an unforgettable picture of the evolution of the Indian woman’s psyche over time, starting from pre-independence to the present day.


The portrayal of woman in Indian English fiction as the silent sufferer and upholder of the tradition and traditional values of family and society has undergone a tremendous change and is no longer presented as a passive character. Many women novelists like Kamala Markhandaya, Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande have presented woman as an individual rebelling against the traditional role, trying to move out of the caged existence and asserting the individual self.  Kapur in Difficult Daughters presents a woman who considers marriage as the journey’s end. She has portrayed realistically the Indian woman’s sense of frustration and their alienation. We can trace Indian women as displaced, alienated figures, ground in the mill of convention, domestic violence and institutionalized tyranny - the victims of their time, of their society, and of their own romantic illusions.  When the woman awakens, she awakens to the absurdity of life which follows the disintegration of familiar reality. The novel reveals a saga of Indian woman’s innocent aspirations, her rebellion against the tradition-bound society, self-doubt, resolution, and acceptance. Bhagabat Nayak in his “Love and Longing in Manju Kapur’s Difficult Daughters” remarks that:

The novelist has chosen the aspects and prospects of life in a joint family, the problems of women in a male-dominated society, their love and longing, some dominant male issues, the conflict between duty and responsibility and between ideals and ethics. . . . The theme is colonial in its context, but appeals much to the postcolonial Indian mind for certain issues such as victimization of women in the social matrix of the colonial middle class. (157)


India, which is rich in traditional and cultural values, has its own unique identity in depicting the importance of a moral life in the whole world. Indian families strictly followed the norms laid by their elders, as the principles of life. In the name of tradition, people created an imaginary boundary around them and are living within it. Moreover, crossing the limits were crime and a disobedient act. In a family, male governed and female obeyed unquestioningly.  Women particularly were taught certain responsibilities and habits by their mothers for a peaceful domestic life. Learning household works, getting married to a person arranged by their parents, bearing and rearing children and serving the family seem to be the basic qualifications for women in the pre-independence and in the twentieth century to an extent till date.  In his “Love in Difficult Daughters”, Choubey remarks on Love as:

Love is narcissistic and as such it allows the woman to play at best the role of man’s echo. . . . The halo that surrounds the concept of love ensnares women and once they are under its grip, it crushes them and makes them lose their validity and pitch. Men occupy the position of masters in lover whereas women lose whatever little individuality is allowed to them in a patriarchal situation. (23)


Virmati’s tale is narrated by Ida, her only daughter, who seeks to reconstruct her late mother’s life, against the background of freedom movement of the 1940s and the subsequent trauma of partition. It is well known that women participated forcefully in the social movements after many hardships and difficulties. The novel speaks not only of the protagonist but of other difficult daughters who succeed better than Virmati. Virmati, like many other subcontinental women is asked to accept a typically arranged marriage. 


Kasturi, her mother is shown as a polite woman following the words of the elders in her family. She herself faces the burden of giving birth to eleven children. This makes her body and mind tired. This is evident from her sister-in-law’s comment, who succinctly puts, “Breeding like cats and dogs, Harvest time again” (7).  Kasturi was always cross with Virmati for being a rebellious and restless. Kasturi felt that such restlessness in a girl of her age spelt disaster. In her turn Virmati found difficult to discuss anything with her mother who was too traditional. Also, Kasturi has the opinion that education is a tool required only to develop the mind of a woman to benefit her family, she says that, “Study means developing the mind for the benefit of the family” (16-17).


The arrival of Shakuntala was an eye-opener to young Virmati. Shakuntala was taking an active part in the freedom struggle at Lahore where women conducted political meetings, joined rallies and even went to jail courting arrest. Shakuntala was a fearless woman who opened the doors of Virmati’s mind to the worlds, other than marriage. Virmati was breathless in her admiration and love for her cousin Shakuntala who had tasted the wine of freedom, and did whatever she thought right in her life, helping and living for others. Virmati wanted to study further and emulate her cousin, but she lacked will power to go against her mother. When Virmati proposed her intention to her cousin, the bold and courageous Shakuntala encouraged her as, “Arre, exclaimed her cousin patting her on the back, times are changing and women are moving out of the house, so, why not you?” (18). This ignited a spark in Virmati’s mind to pursue her higher education.


The novel gives us a critique of mother–daughter relationship, tracing it through successive generations. Mother–daughter relationship is unique and determines the future development of a woman. It is a relationship which requires separation and fusion at the same time, for the proper development of the daughter’s personality. It is this relationship that helps the daughter to overcome the ambivalence and to gain confidence, to go out into the world, to face the world as an individual. In Difficult Daughters, Virmati is expected to treat her education as secondary, the primary duty being the household chores and child rearing.

Knowledge acts as a catalyst in promoting an ordinary person into a scholar. It brings a new life for every individual and thereby to the whole world.  Virmati was attracted to her cousin for her knowledge and for the free spirit which kindled her. She emulated in all possible ways.  Her intense admiration is evident when she says, “I want to be like you pehenji” (17). Through Kapur’s eyes we could see a different world, with her assistance we could seek to realize the achievements of a woman. She has analysed the socio-cultural modes and values that have given Indian women their role and image along with their surrounding. Indian women are the victims of their time, for domestic injustice and institutionalised tyranny. Torn between her domestic responsibilities and her love for studies, she turns into an ill-tempered girl. When she revealed her eagerness for higher studies, Kasturi was irritated and complains about Shakuntala as the one who has spoiled her own life as well as her daughter’s. She questions Virmati, “‘Will they look after her when she is old?’ demanded Kasturi irritably. ‘At your age I was already expecting you, not fighting with my mother’” (22).  These words exhibit the plight of women and women’s education. Moreover, in the name of tradition and principles, early marriages were encouraged. Kasturi kept on insisting that a woman’s “shaan” (Malik 33) is in her home and not in going beyond that. Virmati secretly nurtures the desire of being independent and leading a life of her own. She wants to shoulder responsibilities that go beyond a husband and children.

Virmati realizes that it is useless to look for answers inside the home as the “language of feeling had never flown” (Malik 133) between Virmati and Kasturi. She had to look for support from other, for if “she had to fight her mother who was sure that her education was practically over” (19). Asserting herself, she not only clears her F.A. but joins A.S. College, “the bastion of male learning” (45). It is here that the professor Harish Chandra, forces him into her mind and heart by spreading his anguish at her feet. Caught in the whirlpool of misplaced passion towards the already married man, she has the temerity to spurn marriage, attempts suicide and bears confinement. However, she tries hard to break the relationship, she could never succeed.

We could see the budding of a “New Woman” in Virmati who does not want to be a puppet, dancing to a man’s tune. Malik in her “Crossing Patriarchal Threshold: Glimpses of the Incipient New Woman in Manju Kapur’s Difficult Daughters” remarks:

Defying patriarchal notions that enforce a woman towards domesticity, she asserts her individuality and aspire self-reliance through education.  She is not a silent rebel but is bold, outspoken, determined and action-orientated. . . . Inspite of her initial revolt against the family and firm stand against the professor, she succumbs to his implorations and passion in Lahore.  Loss of virginity pricks her conscience but then she overcomes the guilt by rationalizing it as outdated morality. (134)


Though Virmati struggles to assert her individuality, her journey fails at every attempt because of her blind love.


 Virmati finds an awakening in her life when she comes in contact with Swarnalatha, yet another inspiring personality who is committed to meaningful activities regarding the freedom movement and women’s emancipation. She wants to spread her wings like Swarnalata but her emotional dependence on the professor stops her from doing anything that he disapproves of, she thinks “May be I could be like Swarna from the innerside secretly” (135).  She wastes her time awaiting the furtive meetings with professor inspite of the awareness that there were “myriad instances of where she felt she had been weak or wronged” (141).


Though she dares to cross one patriarchal threshold, she is caught into another where her free spirit is curbed and all she does is to “adjust, compromise and adapt” (Malik 135). She is a loser whose actions totally alienate her from her own family and she fails to create a space for herself for which she had been striving all along. Perhaps, it is this inability of Virmati to strive for an independent root that disappoints her daughter, Ida remarks that, “The onething I had wanted was not to be like my mother” (1). It is possible to trace in the novel, Ida’s impatience towards her mother’s weakness. No woman, who dares to spurn patriarchal protection, can afford to be ignorant, simple or naive.  Moreover, Virmati not only disregards her filial duty but also becomes a victimizer by usurping what rightfully belongs to Ganga, the professor’s first wife, thereby giving a setback to the much needed feeling of sisterhood among women.


Ganga is seen as another victim of the traditional society. She was married to Harish at a very young age. She was never sent to school by her mother but she had trained her in good house keeping. When Ganga was twelve years old, she entered her in-laws house and tried to prove herself as a good housewife but she could never become an intellectual companion to her husband. As he felt lonely and desolate among his family members, he drew towards Virmati because of her “. . . desire to learn” (94) and fell in love with her. 
The reader finds Ganga also at fault for her plight because inspite of professor’s attempts to teach her, she never tries to improve herself, to become a literate woman and share intellectual companionship with her husband for which he aspired. Due to Ganga’s illiteracy, he brought home her rival Virmati. Distress enveloped her but she continued with domestic routine and her role as a wife, a mother and a daughter-in-law. Her ill feelings for Virmati are quite natural because no wife would like interference in their married life. She wished for Virmati’s death when she heard that she had gone to drown herself but at the very next moment she felt a sense of fear, thinking, “Here she was wishing evil of others. Surely this would rebound on her just as Kekayi’s evil wishes had in the end destroyed her in the Ramayan” (78). 
At the resolution concerning Virmati’s higher education, Ganga resented her studying the most. She thought, “She couldn’t read, and Virmati was to do an M.A.! If that much attention had been given to her, she would not be in the position she was in today” (250). She smiled at the short time Virmati has lasted in the house and thought, “She herself would never clear the field for anyone” (250).  She hoped for the day when she would reign, but that day did not arrive in her life.


Shakuntala and Swarnalata belonged to the category of outstanding personalities in the view of Virmati. Shakuntala after doing her M.Sc. in Chemistry had experienced the joys of independent life.  Her decision to remain a spinster shows her determination. She criticizes the social custom of marrying off the daughters as, “These people don’t really understand Viru, how much satisfaction there can be in leading your own life, in being independent” (17).


Virmati’s roommate Swarnalata is an extrovert.  She is more forceful and courageous than any other women in the novel.  She tells Virmati: 

I was very clear that I wanted to do something besides getting married.  I told my parents that if they would support me for two more years I would be grateful. Otherwise I would be forced to offer Sathyagraha along with other Congress workers against the British. And go on offering it until taken to prison.  Free food and lodging at the hands of the imperialists. (118)


Through Ida’s admiration for Swarnalata, who enters into a wider socio-political sphere, the novelists seems to be saying that a woman can maintain her individuality and pursue her interest without threatening the family structures.  The novel ends at a note where even Virmati’s daughter, Ida disapproves of her mother’s life. She says, “This book weaves a connection between my mother and me, each word a brick in a mansion I made with my head and my heart. Now live in it, Mama, and leave me be. Do not haunt me any more” (280).  In contrast to this we are reminded of the last lines of Music for Mohini by Bhabani Bhattacharya where Mohini, a self-sacrificing woman, made a compromise with tradition and modernity. The novel closes on an optimistic note with her reunion with her husband. Paradoxically enough in Difficult Daughters Virmati, who did not care for social conventions, fails in her struggle for the search for self-respect and self-identity.


Difficult Daughters begins with promise of what may be termed as a “feminine Buildungsroman” (Choubey 23) but lapses soon into yet another tale of female oppression and male chauvinism.  The lapse is not on the part of the female protagonist herself. Virmati is ensnared by the professor who shrewdly exploits her, “Eldest and a girl, she was finely turned to neediness; it called to her blood and bones. He spreads his anguish at her feet, and demanded that she do with him as she pleased” (54). It is this humility, this show of penury that the male of the species deceives the female. Once the prey surrenders, he becomes the proverbial male, crushing the very personality of the woman. The eternal female looks upto her man as her ideal, but the eternal male thinks about his own needs, his own cravings.  She is his need hence her needs have to take secondary position. 
Harish, who once came as a promise of freedom, of room to breathe, changes drastically, his real colours emerges later and causes suffocation and humiliation to Virmati. The professor quite shamelessly declares, “Co-wives are part of our social traditions” (122). He exploits her and makes a slave out of her. Not that she does not understand the wrongs done by the professor, but she is not prepared to face the situation.  She, who had defied her parents and the patriarchal society, gets mixed in the principles of patriarchy that suit the professor. 
The harbinger of emancipation Virmati is reduced to the position of a concubine. From a dreamy-eyed, ambitious, curious girl Virmati is transformed into a dull, ambitionless girl who is satisfied with the confines that love imposes on her. Even the freedom movement does not stir her. She is full of reproach for herself, “Am I free, thought Virmati, I came here to be free, but I am not like these women” (142).  Virmati groans in pain in her mind and in her heart due to the confinement that Harish has created in her life.


After her marriage Virmati’s quest for identity is replaced by the struggle for existence and it reduces her to the status of a pariah.  This woman who was supposed to be an emancipated, intelligent being keeps craving for an opportunity to wash her husband’s clothes. Her notion of assertiveness becomes confined to that of domesticity. Virmati is completely trapped in his affection and surrenders herself without questioning him. It is in this place Ida becomes angry about her mother and asks, “Why is it so important to please him?” (279). The novel evokes some concern over the problems of women in the male-dominated society where laws for women are made by men in its social matrix and a husband stands as a “sheltering tree” (Barbuddhe 77) under which a woman strives to prove her strength through her suffering. 
 Physical suffering of Virmati is caused by the professor’s lack of understanding of psychological pressure on her. He is in need of an intellectual companion but not ready to give up his first wife who meets his domestic needs. It is interesting to note, however, that Virmati, who has acquired higher education, longs to play the role of a traditional housewife. Even though she achieved her goal of higher education, the household limits prevent her from achieving higher goals in life.


Surely Virmati is a ‘difficult daughter’ in her own home and in her marital life.  Because of her love for Harish, she lost her father and also grandfather who were kind and pinned their hopes on her.  Even though Kasturi accepts her daughter towards the end of the novel, Virmati failed to mark her identity in the society for which she faced a lots of hardships.


Every female character of the novel exhibits the vivid picture of women and their struggle in real life. Kasturi, Virmati and Ganga experience a shattered family life.  However hard they struggle, they fail to pursue their goal.


In some aspects Virmati is like Uma in Anitha Desai’s Fasting Feasting which explores human psyche through the study of motive and actions.  The novel narrates the story of Uma and captures her dreams and desires as well as her frustrations and despairs. Virmati can be compared to that of Uma, who like her suffers the hardships at the young age in maintaining the younger siblings. There is nothing more painful for a girl than the pressure to grow up even before she has enjoyed her childhood.


Choubey in her “Mother and Daughters: A Comparative Critique of Fasting, Feasting and Difficult Daughters” remarks:

Identity crisis is an issue facing all alert and aware women in a patriarchal society where identity is considered a preposterous concept for women. A daughter’s quest for identity begins with her identification with her mother. Daughters search for self-realization through their mothers. Ida in Difficult Daughters begins a journey into the history of her mother with a purpose to discover herself…. Like Kasturi, Uma’s mother does not let her daughter to continue her education further. Authoritative and autocratic attitude of the mother may mar the very personality of daughters as in the case of Uma and it may make a pseudo rebel out of an otherwise disciplined and motivated daughter as in the case of Virmati. (391 – 392)


A woman should basically strive towards a fine interdependent partnership. But if she feels suffocated then voice ought to be raised and there should be a total breaking away, like Ida. But merely transcending societal norms is not enough.  A woman should be aware, self-controlled, strong-willed, self-reliant and rational, having faith in the inner strength of womanhood. A meaningful change can be brought only from within by being free in the deeper psychic sense.  Submissiveness, helplessness, and even pride and pleasure in self-effacement are qualities which are supposed to be virtues in women.  Virtue is power as well.  This is the kind of power that “Sakthi, the goddess of power signifies” (Choubey 26). Women are still at the receiving end of injustice, torment and oppression.  All the crusades that predecessors fought, all the struggle that we still undertake prove futile before the kind of oppression where men always rule women and in some cases women are made slave. The games of servitude lie deep within our “waxen hearts” (Choubey 28) and it is time to refuse to accept Viola’s statement: “such as we are made of such we be” (qtd.in.Choubey 28).


Swarnalata who is shown as the symbol of boldness, in the novel rightly comments on men as, “Men do take advantage of women” (149). This is a clear statement of hers, which can never be left unaccepted.  Manju Kapur strictly drives home the point that women have their individual rights to higher education and to choose their life partner.  However, hard the protagonist tries to shake off her bondages she willingly traps her into the miserable hardships of male domination. Mukul Kesavan, a famous novelist, comments on Difficult Daughters as “a first rate realistic novel” (qtd.in.Roy 67). 
Kapur is unique in handling the language where we find her using abundance of Hindi and Punjabi words, code - switching devices and colloquial expressions to enrich her novel and adding flavor to the real situations. The women characters in the novel have their own attitudes and approach towards life. No two women are the same in this novel. The novel reveals a saga of Indian woman’s innocent aspirations, her rebellion against the patriarchal society and finally entrapment and servitude.


Analyzing the women characters we come to trace certain evidences that reflect the life of women in a society.  In this unequal society, women must endeavour to a great extent in order to break her shells and glitter like a pearl.  Through this novel, Kapur has given a detailed description of women in Indian society.  It is the will power and self-confidence which will boost the mind and heart of ours, to wage a war against the hindrances which the society creates.  And in this war some women crumble and some become victors and that is precisely what Kapur adroitly brings out in this novel.

                     CHAPTER III
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A MARRIED WOMAN


Manju Kapur’s second novel, A Married Woman is a seductive story of love, set at the time of political and religious upheaval. This novel told with sympathy and intelligence is set at the background of post-independence era. Published in the year 2002, Kapur’s A Married Woman is a work of investigative reporting on the most controversial and political issue of the demolition of Babri-Masjid and a woman’s obsession with love and lesbianism.  The novel is a kind of narrative on a woman’s incompatible marriage and resultant frustration and the contemporary political turmoil in its historical context.


The novel is the story of Astha, a young woman brought up in Delhi in a typical middle class household. Astha, the protagonist of A Married Woman, seems at first to be completely oblivious to such oppositional strategies and feminist protests. She a very picture of adolescent docility, meekly agrees to her parent’s plans for her eventual marriage.  The novel revolves around the central character, Astha who’s life is traced from childhood to motherhood. Kapur has analysed this course of life from a psychic perspective. The mental changes and the hope for fulfillment is gradually developed through the appropriate incidents. Astha was brought in completely affectionate surroundings and her parents fulfilled all her expectations and provided a secured life.


The novel is a sincere confession of a woman about her personal allegory of an unsuccessful married life. Astha, the sensitive daughter of enlightened parents, has grown in a middle class educated orthodox family in South Delhi and becomes a housewife, teacher, painter, and a lesbian. She had her own share of infatuations in the adolescent like love for Bunty, a boy of another colony and for Rohan, who left for overseas for a better career. But her real love was Hemant her husband, the son of a successful government official in Delhi. Soon after her marriage, Astha gets disillusioned about the human nature and politics of the country.  She is fed up with the communal riots that lead to death of many innocent people. Her marriage becomes questionable after she involves herself with Pipeelika out of rebellion and protest.


She meets Pipeelika, the grieving widow of a muslim-protestor, Aijaz, whom she had admired and who died in the violence in Ayodhya. There follows a torrid affair between Astha and Pipeelika. The two women cross social boundaries to find solace and understanding in each others arms.  Kapur writes about the sexual encounters without any literary inhibitions.  As the days pass by, Astha finds a sort of discomfort in her relation with Pipeelika. The novel ends on a note of inconclusive compromise as the two women find their own ways, knowing they cannot have future together. Astha denies Pipeelika’s invitation to leave her family and accompany her abroad.


In depicting the inner subtlety of a woman’s mind, Kapur displays a mature understanding of a female psyche. Most of all, Kapur manages to blend the personal with the external. She speaks as someone who has lived through the unrest of the communal riots, which in some way affected the lives of all Indians. They were a major historical event and Kapur associates them with simplicity and understanding into the life of Astha and Pipeelika. Set in nineties Delhi, Kapur includes the concepts like oppressed marriage, sex, art and liberation politics. The spiritual follow up to her spiritual novel, Difficult Daughters, which examined the new-found freedoms of educated Indian women at the time of partition, this novel brings similar lightness of touch and passion to the story of a woman perceived in a traditional Hindu marriage. Kapur describes the traumas of her female protagonists from which they suffer, and perish. The first part of the novel is a bit slow and long as the author builds up the picture of Astha’s childhood and early part of marriage. The story gets a grip when Astha’s internal unrest is traced and the social upheaval draws the readers.


Kapur possesses a commanding narrative voice as she characterizes Astha with sympathy and insight, forcefully evincing her youthful naivete and her development into a woman who understands that she must always struggle to achieve her desires.  She has remained very candid and truthful in presenting the women and their challenges to face the personal, professional, religious and socio-political levels.


The female characters in almost all the novels are educated, aspiring individuals cased within the confines of a conservative society. The education makes them independent for which they encounter all hurdles - from their family and society. They struggle between tradition and modernity. In the case of Astha, the protagonist does not have much opposition from her family.  For example, Astha’s father encourages her to study.  Her mother is too anxious to marry her off in a well-off family. Astha’s parents were very particular in making sure that their daughter leads a comfortable life.


Though Astha’s mother did not show any opposition to her daughter’s studies, she did not encourage her either to study or to paint.  Astha manages to overcome the hindrances of her mother with the help of her father’s support. Her father was determined to give sound education to his daughter so that she can be independent. He believed people would come asking for his daughter’s hand, if she has her own career, he says, “Let her settle down to a career, then we will see.  I can’t go around begging people to marry my daughter” (20).


Astha’s parents were upset that every attempt she makes to earn a lot brings them nothing but disappointment. But Astha says, “I will look after myself” (134) in a tone that echoes her courage and confidence. She wants to have a rewarding career so that she can assist her parents financially. But then before she could get a job, her parents rushes her into family life.  In the case of education, Astha did not get an opportunity to fight her mother like Virmati in Difficult Daughters, for her higher studies.


Astha’s marriage with Hemant goes in a smooth way.  When days passby the tension of loneliness prevails in her mind. Her husband chases his dream to become rich and in the process looses his wife. Astha spends many days expecting his love and affection, which he never understands. She feels suffocated and deserted. She takes up the teaching job for the sake of her mother and her husband to escape loneliness. Being a married woman she has the responsibilities to look after her family also. Astha is interested in something better than a teacher’s job, “As a teacher you earn some money, but you will only be out half the day so that the home will not suffer” (47). This way she was consoled and given a loose thread to proceed according to her wish to some extent.


Astha experiences a sense of remoteness from her destiny, which she feels helpless to alter, a situation clearly indicative of the split between her innerself and outerself. Astha’s mother after her husband’s death entrusts her money to Hemant, something which enrages the daughter. This reveals an important theme, the asymmetry of power within the marriage, in which Astha has virtually no control over her own inheritance.  She is poised for rebellion, a symbolic departure from the familial frameworks. At first she did not realize the seriousness of her husband’s domination but later on she becomes a prey for his chauvinism.


Aijaz, the theatre artist is a tonic to Astha’s shriveled self-esteem believing in her ability to write a play on the Babri-Masjid issue. She could visualize the efforts transformed into a successful stage production, which had the added bonus of featuring her daughter Anuradha and her son Himanshu in the cast. Aijaz appreciates Astha as an individual with a wonderful talent for writing and sketching the controversies of that day. She could identify her talents after his arrival in her life. As an autonomous person not only in her social context but also as a wife and mother, “Suddenly she glimpsed possibilities, suddenly her life seemed less constricted” (115).  The friendship provides Astha with a glimpse of an alternate life, one not structured by dominance and subordination. The validation from Aijaz does not continue for long, for he is killed soon after in a horrific act of communal violence.


Aijaz’s murder shocks her and Astha gets involved with the Sampradayktha Mukti Manch whose leader, Reshana, is committed to fight the religious fundamentalism. Astha’s quest for autonomy begins in earnest with the Mukti Manch commissioning her to create a painting to be sold as part of its fund raising efforts.  Despite being ravaged by her headaches and having to be a consoling spouse to Hemant, who was experiencing labour trouble at his factory, Astha steadfastly pursues her painting, it completely liberates her from irritations and confusions. The paintings reflect her strong will and quest for knowledge and individuality.  They remain an ultimate comfort in her frustrated marital life.


Astha slowly values the divinity in gaining knowledge. The seed of the quest for knowledge starts to sprout once again after Aijaz’s death. Astha finds an alternate for her inspiration through Swamiji, whom her mother comes in contact during her career. Her mother becomes his staunch follower and she introduces him to her daughter. It was Swamiji who throws light on the value of knowledge in his lecture.  He remarks that:

Against the world we are weak. Hunger, thirst, cold, heat, flood, famine, storms, all these things create fear. We run seeking protection here and there, but the strongest, protection against the world come from knowledge that comes from within.  It is only in a state of self-realisation that we can draw from the reservoir within to gain happiness. If we will find contentment within ourselves, we will find good in all things. As the sun shines so shall the contentment within us light our lives and the lives around us. (95-96)


The protagonist was able to identify the contentment in her, to fight the unlawful society which she could enrich with more and more effort on it.  She gains confidence from his lectures and equips herself to face the world courageously. Swamiji becomes a soul to lead her through confusion and a guiding light after death of Aijaz. The light of awareness was lit by Aijaz which was then kindled to glow brighter by the Swamiji. Astha remains indebted to him.


Despite pressures from various directions, mainly from her husband and her excruciating headaches, Astha preservers for her deep seated need for independence. Astha becomes exhausted between her desire to be a dutiful wife to Hemant and her increasing self-confidence as a painter and so she remains indecisive.  The autogenous impression of man about woman is that she is the “‘second sex’” (Kumar 129), but this submission by woman comes only as an emitted response because society has groomed her to act dependent.


Indian tradition believes that a woman must serve her husband in every possible way. She must cook meals, wash the dishes and take care of the children.  She must not enquire about anything regarding his earnings or the financial details.  Money matters a lot in all the families especially maintaining the households. Astha wants to earn and does not want to depend on her husband financially at any point of time, she says, “I want something of my own” (148). She believes financial independence is the first step towards her personal liberation.

 Astha knew the boundaries of an Indian woman to look into the norms of a cultured family.  Even then she remarks, “My own money, though she knew it was contrary to the spirit of good marriages for a wife to hang on to things and say they were her own” (148). She remained stubborn to carry on with her painting profession in which she finds comfort. For her, “It represented security, not perhaps of money, but of her own life, of a place where she could be herself” (149).  Paintings gave her peace of mind and fresh thoughts for her individuality. In the world of painting, Astha lived for herself independently.


Even for a trifle like deciding a destination for family tour is not left to her. The money which she earned out of her imagination and hard work in painting was spent lavishly on a luxury tour to go abroad.  Even then she could not buy a jewel box of her own which she liked on the whole trip. Hemant admonishes her saying, “You must be out of your mind” (164).  Here the author raises her voice in support of her protagonist, “She was an earning woman, why couldn’t she have a say in how some of their money was spent?” (165). However, Astha obeys her husband’s decision without any further arguement.


Anita Balakrishnan explains the three qualities of an individual, in her, “Marriage, Tradition and Autonomy: The Quest for self-discovery in Manju Kapur’s A Married Woman” as:

Three qualities essential for an entity to be categorized as a person are autonomy, self-respect and a sense of achievement and fulfillment.  An autonomous individual lives in harmony with the other in society.  The purpose of his or her life are shaped by his or her own experiences, interests and capacities.  Self-respect involves a sense of dignity, consciousness of autonomy and worth.  A sense of fulfillment and achievement is only possible for an autonomous person. (105)


Astha desires to lead an independent life.  She likes to have a break from dependence on others and proceeds on the path of her choice that poses a threat to Hemant and his male superiority. Although she finds herself trapped between the pressures of the developing, modern society and shackles of ancient rules, she sets out on her quest for a more meaningful life in her lesbian relationship.  She canonizes her insulted sensibility to overcome the male domination thereby tracing a peaceful atmosphere in her mind. 

Being torn between her duty and responsibility, faith and fact, history and modernity, public and private ethics, Astha thinks, “…tired women cannot make good wives” (154), and struggles for an emotional freedom from her family bondages. She develops the symptoms of stress and depression struggling to balance the existence and living.  She is marginalized by the affluence of her family, society and also disillusioned by the human nature and his framing the social values.


Shalini R. Sinha points out in her, “The conflict between the Roots and Wings in Manju Kapur’s A Married Woman – A Critical Perspective”:

The roots of tradition, living upto the benchmark of the ideal Indian woman, sacrificing for family, putting self behind, developing herself, being content to live in the safety and security of husband, home and family – continually come in conflict with her postmodern sensibilities that led her wings. Wings to question established norms, to search for her identity, to long for a soul mate, to develop, to enter socially forbidden relationships. (200)


Astha, as the opening lines states, “…was brought up properly, as befits a woman, with large supplements of fear” (1). She enters a traditional arranged marriage and initially finds love and companionship, but after the birth of her two children, she comes to know that she has sacrificed her own identity while striving to satisfy the traditional duties and family values.  As a married woman, she becomes an enduring wife and sacrificing mother. Her temperamental incompatibility with her corporate thinking husband compels her to play the role of mother and father for her children.  This denies her self-fulfilment and challenges her married life. Astha understands her position of being subservient in the family, she ruminates thus, “A willing body at night, a willing pair of hands and feet in the day and an obedient mouth were the necessary prerequisites of Hemant’s wife” (231).


Ashok Kumar in his “Portrayal of New Woman : A Study of Manju Kapur’s A Married Woman” remarks that:

Kapur has confined to women with zeal, enthusiasm and seems to suggest that a married woman’s work is not as a housekeeper and childbearer but to do something more. Through Astha, Kapur offers a frontal challenge to partriarchal thought, social organization and control mechanism by her inner potential as an individual and her desire to attain personal recognition. (201)

Astha understands the socio-political realities of the country and the position of women in it. She becomes attracted towards Pipeelika, Aijaz’s wife and a professor’s daughter and as one who has “lost everything and had nothing more to lose” (184).  Astha becomes the victim of male passion while Pipeelika becomes the victim of communal riots.  In their relationship they forget their personal anguish and agony. Both had the opinion that their identities as individuals are threatened under the disguises of mother, wife and daughter.

Astha is Kapur’s “New Woman”, “conscious, introspective, educated, wants to carve a life for herself, to some extent she even conveys a personal vision of womanhood by violating current social codes” (Kumar 198). Astha leaves behind the angst of her life, moulds herself anew in a completely strange environment. Kapur has narrated her woman protagonist as a victim of biology, gender, domestic violence and circumstances. Analyzing the causes of problems of women in and out of the family, Kapur has emphasized on the causes of Astha’s restlessness and her search for identity.

Like Virmati, in Difficult Daughters, Astha struggles to search for identity within the limits of her family life.  Virmati seeks education as her means to self-fulfilment but Astha seeks Pipeelika’s relationship to escape from the frustrations of a married life.  Unlike Virmati, Astha rebels her husband in every situation, withstanding the oppositions posed by him.  Confined to the family responsibilities and duties, Virmati failed to exceed the limitations laid by her husband.  But Astha overcomes the familial limitations and her family atmosphere does not threaten her as much as it did for Virmati’s. Hemant is ignorant of her secret relationship with Pipeelika. He almost remains as the mechanical being, concentrating only in making money.


Although she finds herself trapped between the pressures of the modern developing society and shackles of ancient customs, she sets out on her quest for a more meaningful life in her lesbian relationship. Astha and Pipeelika fulfill the female bonding in passionate and intense fantasies of love making with their overwhelmed body.  In her shattered family life, Astha finds pleasure in her relationship with Pipeelika.  This unnatural sex, excitement, impatience and imagination, cripples her married life.


Astha has chosen the radical decision which any other person would dare to do against her husband and her children in the Indian society.  Astha’s quest for identity forces her to opt for a companion, who was deserted by fate and was lonely. Pipeelika lives as a mirage of support to Astha. As a woman and as a friend, Pipeelika fails to fulfill her responsibility to direct Astha into a secured life.  Pipeelika used Astha as a tool for her pleasure and this in no way helps Astha to attain her goal. Astha’s search for identify collapses with the interruption of her lesbian lover.


As Astha had a surrogate husband in Pipeelika, she did not create any scene at all in any actions done by her husband during his visit abroad. She brazenly takes the decision to choose a person completely for her, to support, to comfort, to listen and act according to her desires. Their frequent meetings strengthened their bond. Astha began to open her inner fears and anxieties to Pipeelika. It was hard to explain her life, “especially when she herself barely understood it” (217).

Hemant caught a whiff towards the unusual interest in his wife’s life.  His suspicion increases when Astha pleads him to buy a car for her, to go round with her secret friend, Pipeelika.  Astha is not ready to give up her lesbian lover and the relationship which was probably the outburst of her protest and rebellion towards her dominating husband. Though there existed an intimacy between the lesbians, they depart towards the end of the novel. Neither of the two woman are contended in their search of identity.


A Married Woman is the classic story of a woman who has sacrificed her own individuality for the sake of her family. Kapur discusses seamlessly between events, plucking out interesting emotional developments and constantly making her tale exciting and engaging. The conflict between the roots of oppressive patriarchal culture and the wings of female imagination and sensibility is brought out well in the novel.  Dealing with religion, politics and social values, Kapur feels that Indian social setup is socially cosmopolitan, politically egalitarian and religiously sectarian. Kapur’s exploration of the hidden aspect of a woman’s passionate life confined within societal sanctions in A Married Woman is unique and contemporary.  This paves way for a fresh insight into women’s quest for freedom, individuality and identity.

                      CHAPTER IV

                             HOME

CHAPTER IV

HOME


Home is the third novel which Manju Kapur has woven with interesting and admiring family issues. Manju Kapur is an unabashed chronicler of the urban middle-class and excels in depicting it as honestly as possible.  Home, in that sense, is a worthy successor to her earlier attempts in the same direction. Kapur belongs to the tradition of Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande, Kamala Markhandaya, all of whom have produced powerful, unsettling narratives centered upon the submerged realities of the Indian family. Home quite fascinatingly, if not very eloquently, shows the choking closeness and destructive limitations of Indian family values.


In her earlier novels, Difficult Daughters and A Married Woman, Kapur has demonstrated her ability to frame intense personal narratives within a strongly defined socio-historical ethos. In Home, Kapur’s unsparing gaze dismantles the myth of the joint family to expose the power politics that operate within it and the forbidden emotions that the members of an outwardly happy, harmonious household often harbour towards each other.  Kapur is matchless in recording life within home, the claustrophobia and the chorus of family voices.  Her books are centered around the lives of women and the complications of the family life. The writer started writing this novel in 1994 and it would have been her first novel, had she not got stuck and moved on to Difficult Daughters instead.  In an interview she states, “I get both inspired and depressed.  I wish I could write like that. Writing is a muscle that needs to be exercised all the time” (Kumar 124). This well-plotted, simple and admirable fast read novel was published in the year 2006.


The everyday drama that arises out of living in extended families: securing suitable brides and grooms, dutiful and procreating in order to secure the future, is however central to Indian social pattern, which provides ample material for Kapur. Her absorbing and disturbing novel, Home, traces the fortunes of three generations of the Banwari Lals, a family of Delhi shopkeepers.


Having lost almost everything during partition, Lala Banwari Lal fled to Lahore with his pregnant wife and young children, eventually resettling in the Karol Bagh district of the Indian capital. He sold his wife’s jewellery in order to set up a new clothing shop and has gradually built up his business again. His elder son, Yashpal, falls in love at first sight with a young woman who comes to his shop. Yashpal’s parents are not exactly overjoyed by his decision as they are traditional business people, who were not happy about the girl’s financial status.  The marriage between Yashpal and Sona goes ahead, while Pyare Lal, agrees for an arranged marriage.


Family harmony in the newly expanded Banwari Lal household is predictably short lived. Yashpal’s wife, Sona, fails to conceive, further lowering her in the estimation of her cruel mother-in-law.  Pyare Lal’s wife, Sushila, smugly produces two children and even better; both of them boys in quick succession, making Sona’s “‘barren’ status” (Parker 1) even harder to bear, although her devoted husband never complains about her seeming inability to provide an heir. Sona’s sister and confidante, Rupa, also remains barren, but is fortunate enough to live with a doting husband and an elderly father-in-law, hence remains unburdened by the sort of dynastic demands made by the Banwari Lals.


To make matters worse, Sona is expected to take in the unattractive and unruly son of her late sister-in-law Sunitha, and his presence disrupts her already barren life. Later, Sona does eventually conceive, producing a daughter called Nisha, followed by a boy, Raju. When Nisha shows signs of psychological disturbance, she is removed to the home of her aunt Rupa, whose husband takes care of her education. Sona feels that Nisha would do better to learn some decent kitchen skills rather than wasting her time on school and college. And later on when Nisha is given an opportunity to continue her studies, she falls in love with a boy, which eventually does not fructify because of parental intervention. The grandsons of Banwari Lal, Ajay, Vijay and Raju take-up reigns of the business from their respective parents.


Then we find Vicky, a rogue character because of whom Nisha gets disturbed even after his marriage.  Sushila is shown as a perfect personality to exhibit the qualities of the daughter-in-law in a joint family.  Seema, Rekha and Pooja were the modern and educated women of the family. The characters are unpretentious deeply involved in situations, neatly etched and carried out by both individual destinies, and their creator.  Raw and real to the extent that they could transport many readers into their own family histories.


Manju Kapur’s depiction of the Punjabi urban middle class vicissitudes, moorings and milieu are almost flawless.  Both the narration and the characters are lively and vivid, not harboured or observed. Her language is simple and nearly flawless.  There is no groping around in the abstract and there is hardly any attempt to deviate from the main storyline.  The main principle upon which the family revolves is “Their marriages augmented, their habits conserved” (Kumar 123).


Gender issues are central to Kapur’s world view; in the lives of the female figures, we encounter questions about marriage, motherhood, women’s education, women’s work in and out of the home, the body, sexuality, and different forms of violence against women, ranging from emotional blackmail to dowry deaths and sexual abuse.


Each and every female character in this novel is depicted as a model to express the real status of women in the society.  Kapur’s previous novels have been good at delineating the ways in which women connect to and resist other women.  That is her strength in Home too.  Home belongs to what must now be counted as a subgenre of Indian Writing in English, that is domestic fiction, stories of weddings and deaths, arranged marriages and love-affairs, cooking and bickering in a joint family.  This can range from the magnificent breadth of Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy to the narrowly pulp dimensions of Shobha De’s novels. The most striking thing about the novel is its ironic narrative voice.  The suave, detached tone is both the novel’s strength and its greatest weakness, for a while it forces us to confront uncomfortable truths by exploding same well-worn formulae and stereotypes. It also distances the reader from the action and the characters, until it becomes impossible for us to emphathise fully with any one character.


A strong vein of satire, bordering on parody, runs through the novel.  Nisha’s character is dealt with greater depth and sympathy than all the other figures, but her college romance, for instances, is narrated with a patronizing air that reveals the author’s class prejudice against members of the trading community.  For readers unacquainted with the intricacies of family dynamics in India, this novel is in many ways an eye opener.

An extensive investigative work, Home is a holistic venture to decipher characters of a family that to the world speak as one voice.  Within the house each individual voice may chatter, murmur, question or complain, but they all must eventually fall silent in deference to the wishes of the family as a whole. Even though the voice becomes one, the women’s voice seem to be given lesser importance in the family in many notable areas. There are many female characters in the novel where each one faces their own problems and insults in the family and in the society. Among them, Nisha can be observed as the central protagonist of the novel as it revolves mostly around her.  Sona and Rupa, two sisters, exhibit the frustrations of married women who fail to bear any children. Sona, however escapes from this situation after a long period, giving birth to Nisha and Raju. Then, Astha, Vicky’s wife, who hails from a poor family background, aspires and longs for an individual family life, breaking up from the joint family.  Sunita, Banwari Lal’s daughter undergoes domestic violence and through her character, the author was able to bring out the violence of dowry death.

Manju Kapur intelligently brings in all the major taboos faced by the Indian women, through various characters of her novel. Compared to her first novel, Difficult Daughters, none of the women cross any patriarchal threshold like Virmati. Every woman character we find live within their limits. They struggle and juggle to lead a life of their choice.  Home is perfectly the story of a joint family where we find without any doubt, the importance of love, care, adjustment and comfort.

Indian woman whose badge has been silent-suffering and who is an upholder of Indian culture is a stereotype in Indian English fiction. She is shown to be enacting various roles: a mother, a wife, a daughter and a sister-in-law in the family, but never as an individual claiming her life to be her own, wherein she could seek personal gratification and self-fulfilment. Women are expected to look after the family and household chores thereby she becomes exhausted to work for her career and her needs.  Meera Bai in her “The concept of ‘New Woman’ and Her appearance in Indian Writing in English” comments:

Indian women took pride in service and sacrifice. It must                          be remembered that the Indian woman, who was eulogised as an embodiment of sacrifice and suffering, a monument of patience and development, a self-less bestower of love and affection was given an inevitable position of respect in the vedic age….The wife was given the supreme place in the household of her husband and she was at the helm of affairs and commanded a place of respect. She was treated and respected as the helper in the path of virtue. (16-17)

The novel begins with the encounter of motherhood in Banwari Lal’s family. Sona, Yashpal’s wife remains barren for years. As a barren first daughter-in-law, her mother-in-law ill treats her and the situation grows pitiable when Sushila, Pyare Lal’s wife gives birth to two sons. Rupa, remains as a matured and understanding woman who renders her comforting hands to her sister.  The condition of these women is revealed when they share their feelings and it is evident when Rupa remarks, “We are cursed, Didi, what to do? It is our fate” (1).  However, modern we become, it is quiet usual that Indians always believe in Karma. Sona blames herself about her inability to bear a child for a period of ten years.  The narrator voices her thoughts as, “there must be some deficiency in her prayers or a very bad past Karma that made her suffer so in this life and that too when she had the appearance of every joy a woman could have” (14).

Being a woman Sona’s mother-in-law fails to comfort and support another woman. Sona’s pains become unbearable when her mother-in-law taunts about her family. The comments of her mother-in-law breaks her heart and creates a bitterness between them. Sona shares her grief with Rupa whenever she gets hurt by the words, “Bad-stock, tainted blood lines” (15). She has choice words to taunt Sona and her family.

Love seems to be the best weapon for a woman to withstand her troubles and bind the members of the family as one.  In the case of Sona, her love for her mother-in-law is not welcomed.  The ill-tempered woman, Banwari Lal’s wife is the image of cruel mother-in-law found in most of the Indian familes. In each and every action Sona attempts to express and receive her affection, she insults her.  The old woman disappoints Sona when she consoles her on the death of Sunita, she gives a stinging reply: “What can you know of a mother’s feelings? All you do is enjoy life, no children, no sorrow, only a husband to dance around you” (18).  In this case, Rupa is better placed in her family to support and console. Rupa does not show any symptoms of deep distress and painful moments with her family members in particular to this problem of not bearing a child to carry over their family responsibilities.

Kapur’s women are conscious, how their lives from cradle to grave are structured by men. They remain psychically imprisoned and crippled.  Belonging to the oppressed class in a world dominated by patriarchal values, her female rebels continue to suffer guilt and anguish. It is their search for freedom from the constraints of the traditional and tradition bound institution of marriage and their quest for autonomy make them conscious victims.  Sunita, falls prey to the blood-sucking cruel husband, Murli.  He is a sadist, who does not allow his wife to visit her parents and even a slightest happiness like going to a tour with her family is denied. Brought up from a well-off family, Sunita risks herself to face her problems alone without disturbing her family members. “Should she visit Delhi, it would have to be with him, and her life would be hell afterwards” (17). This line shows how terribly Sunita is trapped under his control.

Whatever hindrances women come across in their path, they accept it without questioning.  Women are shackled within the beliefs like past life and Karma.  In this novel, Kapur concentrates in tracing the superstitious beliefs which indirectly pushes them back into a confined society.  Sona does not strain herself much to rescue her sister-in-law Sunitha, when their own family members remained silent. She does not even discusses with Yashpal about the plight of Sunitha in her husbands house. She does not take steps to rescue Sunita from the cruel Murli. Rather she could only comment on the lame excuse in the name of “her bad karma” (17).  Indians tactfully escape from fighting their inabilities by proclaiming: “Let her present miseries expiate the sins of her past lives” (17).  This irresponsible comment leads to the death of Sunitha unnecessarily. 

Kapur very seriously describes in elaborate lengths the absurdities of traditions of middle class housewives who have nothing better to do than to force young unmarried daughters to observe fasts for the long life of their future husbands. The elaborate recounting of the Karva Chauth Katha and Vat Savithri Katha are the evidences for the confined life lead by women in the joint family.  Women were expected to survive and follow the footsteps of their husband.  This way of life gave them a sacrificed atmosphere and felt honoured under the order of their husbands.  The limitations were welcomed by most  women in early times.  Nisha escapes from this unlawful situation with the help of the knowledge given to her by Prem and Rupa.  Nisha does not accept this, rather questions each and every custom her mother asks her to follow.

 Sona on the otherhand could not spread her motherly affection to the boy who is “dark and ugly, leering like a crow on” (43) her daughter, Nisha. Right from the beginning of Vicky’s entry into the family, only Sona could sense that he is evil, even then she fails to protect her daughter from his sexual abuse, “She always wondered how a child could produce so much evil in the house. The day she saw his face first thing in the morning was bound to be a bad day” (47).  Vicky’s state of living in Lal’s family becomes worse day by day.

Vicky plays an important role in Nisha’s life who’s memory and gloomy activity taunted her even in her college days.  She experiences the psychological disturbances and moves off to the care of her aunt Rupa.  Nisha is packed off to Rupa’s at a tender age, when she showed signs of emotional distress at the trauma of secret sexual abuse by Vicky. Nisha grows up to be a rebel. The growth of the skin allergy manifests her suppressed mental agony and renders her body unbeautiful, vitiating her marriage prospects, the desperate loneliness that triggers her to venture into entrepreneurship and her eventual capitulation to the pressures of marriage and motherhood.

Rupa is a brave woman, who leads her family with respect and care.  Rupa can be compared to Swarnalata and Shakuntala in Difficult Daughters.  She resembles Swarnalata in her boldness when she shakes off her inability of bearing a child and stands on her own feet. The braveness in a woman brings her strength that even men feel astonished. Also, she can be related to Shakuntala because of her education and her uninterrupted struggle to educate Nisha. Like Kasturi in Difficult Daughters, Sona opposes Nisha’s education. According to Sona, education would not help her in leading a happy family life.  “What is the need to blacken your face looking for a job, as though you had no one to protect you?  Might as well live on the streets” (123).

Nisha is encouraged and taught to retain her individuality by Rupa. The seed of education, individuality and independence were sown into the mind of her by Rupa and Premnath. Rupa advices Nisha that, “You must be able to look after yourself” (96), which was her own principle as well. She herself does business to support her husband.  Nisha, inturn strives a lot to fight her mother to pursue her higher education. Nisha persistently asks her mother to allow her to pursue her higher studies. Nisha corroborates her wish with her aunt’s words tells her mother thus, “Masi said, there is always time to learn cooking, but only one time to study” (125).

Sona oscillates between granting her daughter’s wish and the fear of social ostracization. The thoughts and ideas of Sona without any doubt coincide with that of Kasturi. The entry of modernity in physical and mental aspects, forces Nisha to cross limits of her threshold and crush the conservative moral codes of womanhood. The distress in her is exhibited through the symptom of dark patches on her skin.  This leads to invoke the search for self-identity in her.  The play-way school experience kindles her to improve herself in planning her motifs.  “‘It will be a good time pass’” (268-69), this was what the opinion of the members of the family which rendered her initiation for individuality. This “good time pass” begins to take shape and ends in beginning a full-fledged embroidery business. This independent woman takes the charge of her business, she thus ruminates, “Her business was not to be run standing on the shoulders of others” (292).  Nisha’s journey along the way rushes her into disaster even before she could flourish. Abnormality and ill-health make her tired but the business increases her interest and peace of mind, “Doing this I found some peace and now I cannot stop” (312). The urge refuses to depart from her conscience.  Nisha not only exhibited her talent but also provoked the sense of pride in her family members.  The family responsibilities and restrictions fails her future which this business has promised, “She saw every inch of the way to Karol Bagh covered with fragments of her broken future” (323).  Nisha did not lose heart to defend and destroy the hindrances on her road to success, instead she is brazen and says, “I told everybody I wanted to keep on working” (325).  The essence of pleasure worked out of a long struggle kindled happiness and confidence. The duties of a woman do not end with only getting married and bearing children.

The emotional world of a woman is explored and analysed with admirable insight and sympathetic perception. The novel runs in a smooth and eloquent way and inspires everyone who reads it.  Manju Kapur is adept at giving a novel with little humour, seriousness, happy occasions and even a space to make the readers think.

The word “New Woman” has come to signify the awakening of woman into a new realization of her place and position in the family and the society.  Conscious of her individuality, the new woman has been trying to assert her rights as a human being and is determined to fight for equality with man.  The prominent feature of the new woman in the changing India is her constant effort to live as an economically independent individual. Nisha becomes a New Woman as we find her unique from the other women. Kapur has her own concerns, priorities as well as her own ways of dealing with the predicament of her women protagonists. The turmoil experienced by each protagonist of Manju Kapur, is the plight of women in the contemporary society, and also it gives voice to the voiceless. Kapur never slips off her track in reading the minds of women in all her novels. Home, as the title suggests is the initial spot of nurturing the rules and customs that act as an obstacle in the path of individuality. The issues discussed are quite usual in the corners of the world. The opportunities provided for women stay like a mirage and are short lived. Kapur’s sharp eye for detail brings familiar situations to life.

 The society compels them to a life of devotion, obedience and sacrifice, Kapur’s women are vexed at the demands of the joint family, and in their turn adopt devious, manipulative and often vicious strategies to get their own way.  The novelist opines that, “The family is where we live most of our lives. The politics of power, economic and social realities, what is permissible and what is not, all of these can be found within the family itself” (Kumar 124). Dowry death, molestation, sexual abuse, self-effacement are the features of this joint family.  Kapur manages to convey the values and aspirations of her characters with quiet skepticism, without ever patronizing them.

Many readers may find themselves echoing Philip Larkin’s notorious account of family life in “This Be The Verse” (qtd.in.Parker 22) especially when they witness Sona turning into same sort of melodramatically self-pitying termagant as her detested mother-in-law.  For Nisha, who becomes the focus of the story, there is no getting out while she can and the final image of her is equivocal, “God had been kind, however hard it was to believe” (335).  Nisha finds a path on her own to establish her identity but again the family responsibilities and child rearing stands as a barrier. She could trace the way to reach her goal but then the family life becomes a challenge in pursuing her identity.

                          CHAPTER V
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Women are the most important part of the society. They are the incarnation of love, affection, humility, compassion and honesty. The society becomes incomplete if it does not encompass women. They play a vital role to enlighten the family and thereby the society. Woman has to fulfill the vital responsibilities in maintaining peace in the household and shaping the future of the family .The family expands to become a society and thus woman’s role is also extended automatically. She influences the growth and development of society and plays a decisive role from birth to death. In India, particularly women are neglected and sidelined. In reality she plays an electrifying role and shares all sorts of responsibilities, which make her a pillar of society and culture. 

The status of women in India has been subject to many great changes over the past few millennia. The society does not acknowledge in terms of accepting women as professions, as bread-earners in families and also as independent thinkers. But there were women like Annie Besant, Indira Gandhi, Aruna Asaf Ali, Sarojini Naidu who participated equally with men in the freedom struggle.  It was Gandhiji who broke the patriarchal thresholds and brought women out of their bondage.  These women were responsible not only in revolutionizing thought and theory in those crucial pre-independence decades, but also for transmitting them into hitherto unenvisaged platforms for the emancipation of women and the freedom of India. Women strived a lot not only to carve a permanent place for themselves in the glorious struggle for freedom but to simultaneously articulate their own aims and aspirations. In the pre-independence period, people felt women’s participation in all the activities was essential. Women actively joined hands with men in every possible ways.

The situation of women when analysed with deeper sense would not end up in a positive note. There are women who struggle to acquire knowledge.  Education is the means of modifying of an ordinary person into a scholarly personality. In the words of Jawaharlal Nehru: 
It is more important if there can be any comparison, for the women of a nation to be educated than its men. I say it by way of emphasizing the importance of the mothers, daughters and his sisters of a nation. One of the truest measures of a nation’s advancement is the state of its women. For out of the women comes the new generation, and it is from their laps that it begins to learn. Political revolution is important and economic revolution is still more important, but the most important of all the social revolution in the people It is in the measure that the social revolution succeeds that it provide the basic of the economic stability and progress. Woman plays the most important part in the social evolution. (qtd.in.Ram 1)
Educating woman leads to the upliftment of the family and the society. Though women are educated, they are bound by archaic norms of the Indian customs. For decades woman are suppressed in this patriarchal society. In the Indian society, woman is always placed second to a man, no matter whatever high position she possesses. She is directly under the guardianship of man, since her birth to her death. First she is under the control of her father, then husband and at the final stage, her son. Without male-shelter woman is vulnerable to the criticisms of society. The identity of a woman is always attributed to her husband. 

     
Women do not enjoy an equal status with men. Even an career- oriented woman can pursue her motif, only if she does not neglect her preordained domestic duty. In whatever position woman might be in, she is expected to discharge her feminine duties. Because of this prolonged suppression, woman shun marriage, for they fear that it would stand in the way of their success. Women want their rightful place along side her male counterpart in Indian society.

Indian women novelists have exploited their skill in projecting convincingly the agonized mind of the persecuted women. Their portrayal of women characters in the novels invariably bears authenticity to their feminist approach and perspective. Their keen observation of the life of Indian woman is evidenced by their vivid and panoramic portrayal of their plight. The woman novelists focus on the existential predicament and travails of the subservient woman in the highly patriarchal society governed by rigid traditions and restrictions.

Like the British women novelists, Jane Austen, George Eliot, Bronte Sisters, Virginia Woolf, Indian women writers surpass the male novelists in exploring the mind of women and thereby asserting their own identity. Women characters are made use of as the agent for the authors’ quest for psychological insight and awareness.  She evokes a continuous discussion of social values; she is the focal point of contact between the writer’s consciousness and the alien world, the experience of reality and her hope for salvation.

Manju Kapur’s novels furnish the attitudes of women in the Indian tradition.  Kapur must have been aware of the fact that the women of India have indeed achieved their success after independence, but if there is to be a true female independence, too much of sacrifice has to be done yet. The conflict for autonomy and separate identity remain an unfinished combat. Women under the patriarchal pressure and control are subjected to social ostracism. The life, women lived and living, under the oppressive mechanism of a closed society is reflected in the novels of Manju Kapur.

Kapur has her own concern and priorities as well as her own way of dealing with the plight of women protagonists.  Her female protagonists are aspiring individuals caged within the confines of a conservative society. Their education enables them to think independent. This independence and the confidence undermine and unsettle the members of the family.

Kapur’s women are all strong-willed, educated and active participants of the society. The female protagonists in her three novels Virmati, Astha and Nisha are all energetic, hardworking and challenging women. However hard they try to sustain their will-power, everything is suppressed and fizzle out towards the end of the novels. The women protagonists are ignited with the urge to acquire knowledge through the other women like Shakuntala, Swarnalata and Rupa. Among the three, Swarnalata becomes extraordinary because she ranks higher in bravery, confidence and shrudeness. All the characters are in the quest for an independent life.  Kapur adeptly fuses the political trauma with that of domestic disturbance in her women characters.

In Difficult Daughters, the novelist has presented a picture of middle class educated woman of pre-independence period and her social status as a second wife. She has presented Virmati as emotionally dependant and exploited by the man, who fails to give her rightful place in his life and the society.  The Chapter II elucidates story of three generations and outline of the traditional Punjabi family setup in Home. All female characters have almost similar problems from their childhood. The issues like restricted higher education, male chauvinism and patriarchal customs are discussed relating the appropriate incidents in Virmati’s life.  

The theme of female revolt against the deep-rooted family tradition and the institution of marriage are explored in the novel A Married Woman. It encounters the torrid affair between Astha and Pipeelika, who are crossing the social boundaries to find solace and understanding in each others arms. The descriptions of the historical events are linked with the lives of Astha and Pipeelika. The chapter explores the protagonists longing for an individual life crossing her threshold limits. Astha’s discovery of her freedom ends abruptly when Pipeelika goes abroad. The quest for her identity remains unfulfilled till the end of the novel.

The chapter IV examines the life of the female protagonist Nisha and her struggle within the confines of a traditional joint family. It surveys the emotional depression of the protagonist Nisha. Nisha’s individuality gets interrupted by her marriage and family responsibilities and is prevented from proceeding her own peaceful job and life.

Marriage seems to be the barrier in almost all the lives of the protagonists of Manju Kapur. The patriarchal norms threaten the female characters their venture into search for identity.  Indian social pattern is not conducive for women and it is highly male dominated.
The search for self-identity in a clumsy and confused male-dominated society is the major issue that women of all period encounter. Most of the novels written by the women novelists in India are the reflection of their own frustrated life and their personal grievances. The hidden and suppressed world of Indian woman looks in for the light of individuality.  

However modernized, Indian society has not emancipated from patriarchal framework of the society. In the present scenario, women are striving hard to cross the threshold of the traditional society, thereby emerging as empowered women. The rapid growth of women’s liberation is impeded by male chauvinistic principles prevailing in the society. 

This study on evolving face of women, explores the position of women in the Indian society and their efforts for creating a niche for themselves become futile. It scrutinizes the transitional face of women protagonists in the selected novels of Manju Kapur. Confidence, strength, faith and sisterhood are the essential ingredients to be an independent woman. All of Kapur’s women are in search of it amidst - oppression, domestic violence and various kinds of domestic shackles. Unfortunately independence and identity remain a distant dream for women even today.
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