
The Criterion: An International Journal in English (ISSN: 0976-8165) Vol. 17, Issue-I, February 2026 
https://www.the-criterion.com/ 
 

Article History: Submitted-29/12/2025, Revised-26/02/2026, Accepted-27/02/2026, Published-28/02/2026. 
Copyright vests with the author. Licensing: Distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons 
Attribution (CC BY) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) 

Gender, Education, and Resistance: Transformational Journeys of Women in 

Manju Kapur’s Novels 

Dadala Nagababu 
Assistant Professor 

dadalanagababu@gmail.com 
Dr. K. Venkata Rao 

Associate Professor in English 

 

Abstract: 

Manju Kapur, one of the most popular modern Indian writers, is famous for her subtle portrayal 
of the Indian woman from middle-class urban society and for the energy of Indian tradition, 
modernity, and identity in her own work. This paper will discuss the transformative experiences 
of her female characters, such as Virmati, Astha, Nisha, Nina, and Shagun, who rebel against 
patriarchal structures to create their own spaces. The theme of education is central to these trips, 
and Kapur presents it not only as an academic activity but also as an intellectual awakening and a 
form of rebellion. Society generally considers a daughter's education as a transitory measure before 
marrying; a daughter in Kapur's films uses the education to develop an independent thinking 
mechanism, thus resulting in major disagreements with their conservative family. 

This paper also analyses the New Woman archetype in Kapur's fiction; women are not silent 
victims but are bold, determined, and action-oriented. In Difficult Daughters, Virmati's struggle to 
attain higher education is equivalent to India's struggle for independence and symbolises the 
rebellion against households. At Home, Nisha's development from a victim of childhood trauma 
into a successful business owner through her creations is an example of economic empowerment 
as a form of resistance. Besides, books like A Married Woman and The Immigrant explore how 
female characters balance the sacredness of their marriage ties and household demands in their 
quest for emotional and physical satisfaction. Though the cost of social ostracism and inner conflict 
is hefty, the women portrayed by Kapur exhibit rebound resilience, shifting the roles of peripheral 
characters to the middle of their lives. Conclusively, the paper argues that Kapur's novels are a 
critique of the hegemony of the male gender because they show that the ability to determine one's 
own fate underlies independence. 

Keywords: Patriarchy, Identity Crisis, Resistance, Education, Marriage, Modernity, Indian 
Middle-Class, and New Woman. 
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Introduction 

Indian English fiction has witnessed a radical change with the rise of women writers, who have 

shifted the worldview dominated by men toward the truth of female consciousness. Manju Kapur 

(born 1948) is one of the key figures of this postcolonial literature. Her literary works follow the 

direction of her earlier writers, such as Shashi Deshpande and Anita Desai, and focus on the 

dilemma of women in a male-dominated society and the long-term struggle to create an 

independent identity. Usually, Kapur is known as a historian of Indian families. However, her true 

academic passion is the role of tradition-weighted family structures as the main field of female 

oppression. 

One of the essential tropes in Kapur's novels is the opposition between tradition and modernity. 

The educational aspect of this conflict is the most vivid. The final goal of a woman in the traditional 

Indian setting is marital completion, as society assumes it is her fate, as Kapur describes. Parents 

tend to see the education of a daughter as an auxiliary means, intended only to make her a good 

marriage prospect. However, Kapur uses education by the main characters as a force of opposition. 

As soon as these women learn how to think on their own, they start doubting the principles 

embedded in society, and therefore become disillusioned with the roles attributed to them 

according to the patriarchal standards. 

Difficult Daughters: The Genesis of Rebellion and the Price of Education. 

In Kapur's first novel, Difficult Daughters, the theme of education serves as the main ground for 

the struggle between tradition and modernity. Against the backdrop of the Partition, the main 

character of Virmati is an epitome of a generation of ladies trapped between education and 

marriage. Virmati starts in a strict Amritsar family where she is supposed to bear a son to her ten 
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other children, hence depicting the oppressive nature of patriarchy that limits the fate of a woman 

to household servitude. 

Her desire for higher education sparks the rebellion in Virmati—her cousin Shakuntala's decision 

to take up a profession rather than marry as a last resort. In the case of Virmati, education is not 

merely an academic affair but a feminist version of the freedom struggle, just as India fought 

against colonial rule. Her course is affected by her scandalous affair with a professor who is 

married and educated in the UK, which comes with social ostracism and estrangement from her 

family. According to Kapur, Virmati is a difficult daughter, as she refuses to conform to society's 

rituals and asserts her right to independent thinking, which she expresses through her criminal 

behaviour. A third-generation woman, Ida is divorced, childless, and independent, and she tries to 

rebuild her mother's uncertain life. The heartbreak that Ida displays through the act of not wanting 

to be like her mother throws into the limelight the incessant cycle of female discontent at the hands 

of the patriarchal systems. Kapur uses Virmati and Ida to show that even though education helps 

the female gender to stand up against the set patriarchal standards, the shift puts them in a 

precarious state between traditionalism and freedom. 

Artistic expression and sexual transgression were common to feminism after the war: 

In A Married Woman, Kapur explores the stifling of domesticity of the middle classes using the 

character of Astha. At first, the marriage between Astha and Hemant, an American MBA graduate, 

is a source of marital happiness. However, it slowly goes back to the usual structure of power when 

Hemant dismisses Astha and her teaching career and artistic aspirations. The transformation of 

Hemant from an all-American father to an all-Indian father explains the veil dominance that exists 

in the modern Indian marriage. 
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Astha expresses her resistance through artistic activities and political awakening. Her relations 

with Aijaz, a social activist, give her initial external confirmation of her being and identity beyond 

the role of wife. Aijaz dies later, which causes Astha to have a physical and emotional affair with 

his widow, Pipeelika. This lesbian affair is a drastic break with the literary conventions, a kind of 

alternative sexuality that is not the power organisation but a source of reciprocal intimacy and 

enjoyment. 

Kapur uses Astha's body as a site of resistance, in which her refusal to be an object to her husband 

is an important step toward actualising herself. Although the author describes Astha's life as a form 

of rebound resilience, she struggles to balance seeking freedom with fulfilling family duties; she 

ultimately returns to the family unit and maintains her faith in herself. The novel hints that, for the 

New Woman, resistance does not mean she is wholly free of society, but rather a revisiting of 

femininity within the given limitations. 

 

Home: Trauma, Entrepreneurship and Reclaiming of Self: 

Home gives a very insightful commentary on the joint family as a repressive place. The 

protagonist, Nisha, has a twofold burden, on the one hand, the childhood trauma of sexual abuse 

by her cousin Vicky and on the other hand, the social stigma of being a mangli that makes her a 

sub-standard girl according to the traditional mother, Sona. The way Nisha grew up as a child is a 

product of gender discrimination that is rife in the middle-class homes, where the girls are 

restricted to domestic chores, as boys go out to play. 

It is only when Nisha goes to stay with her aunt Rupa, who provides an enlightened background 

and inspires her to pursue an English honours degree, that the transformation begins. This 
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education, which at first appears to be a transitional period before marriage, turns out to be the 

way out to adventure and modernity for Nisha. The result of her resistance is a cut in her hair, a 

family symbol marking her breaking of the strict family rules. The further annihilation of her love 

affair with Suresh on the grounds of caste differences puts Nisha in extreme psychological 

disturbance, which manifests through the appearance of eczema, which testifies to the physical 

impact of mental trauma. 

The last part of the resistance is the climactic part where Nisha forms Nisha's Creations. Although 

her family believes that entrepreneurship is inappropriate compared to teaching and ought to 

culminate in marriage, Nisha uses business as a means of passing from silence to voice. Even after 

marrying a widower, Arvind, she does not stop working, as he tolerates her financial independence. 

Though Nisha later divests herself of her business during pregnancy, Kapur depicts it as a rejection 

of security and fulfilment through motherhood, elevating her social status above that of a mere 

wife. 

 

The Immigrant: Dislocation and Finding Identity. 

The Immigrant focuses on the dilemma of an Indian woman in an alien country, where 

displacement intensifies her search for identity. Nina, a 30-year-old lecturer, is forced into an 

arranged marriage with Ananda, a dentist in Canada, which is eroding her professional identity 

and leaving her feeling uncertain. Nina is faced with loneliness, hollowness, and a lack of sexual 

satisfaction in Canada because Ananda is inadequate and career-oriented. 

The resistance Nina experiences is both intellectual and physiological. She takes a library studies 

course to overcome her isolation. Finally, she has an extramarital affair with Anton, who will give 

005



Dadala Nagababu/Dr. K.Venkata Rao/Gender, Education…                                  Vol. 17, Issue-I, February 2026 
 

 

her the fulfilment she cannot achieve in her marriage. It is a betrayal of patriarchal ideas of her 

husband, and as a result, allows her to reinvent herself. When her mother dies, Nina chooses 

separation over a dysfunctional marriage; therefore, she is ready to start a new chapter in a foreign 

setting. Her story shows that resistance by an immigrant woman is survival, and, as such, the same 

woman must shatter the old shackles to find an inner home. 

These transformational journeys of women in Manju Kapur's novels represent a significant shift 

in Indian English fiction. Manju Kapur no longer depicts women as mute victims, but as proactive 

creators of opposition. Kapur's characters use their education and self-assertion to oppose the 

patriarchal hegemony of the urban middle-class environment. This textual analysis points to the 

convergence among gender, education, and resistance in her major works, showing that these 

women redefine their fates at a high social and psychological cost. Kapur's work is a serious 

commentary on the power of the patriarch and a statement of a woman's right to determine her 

own future. 

 

Custody: Individualism or Matrimonial Expectations. 

In Custody, Manju Kapur questions the breakdown of a modern marriage between two people 

burdened by personalistic goals and materialistic desires. The story centers on two central 

characters, Shagun and Ishita, both consumed by a profound melancholy. Shagun, a worldly wife, 

has an extramarital affair with the supervisor of her husband, Raman, Ashok Khanna, in the hope 

of gaining emancipation as well as fulfilling materialistic needs. This rebellion serves as the 

opposite of repression and oppression that she has been undergoing since her childhood, and she 

refuses to give in to the outside forces, but instead abandons both her mother and her domestic 

world. 
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Shagun is an explanation of the high price of independence: her struggle to achieve freedom ends 

in a controversial custody battle that turns the court into a symbolic battlefield. Conversely, Ishita 

represents a traditional yet strong-willed character who, in turn, is a victim of divorce caused by 

infertility, a death blow, and that alienates her in a social circle. She undergoes a mental 

transformation, shifting from self-disowned to self-valued, through occupational work with 

disadvantaged children and by developing a motherly approach to Raman's daughter, Roohi. 

Ishita's developmental journey serves as an example of what Kapur refers to as rebound resilience 

in her academic work, highlighting how she can destigmatise the notion of infertility by becoming 

a loving stepfather. The juxtaposition of Shagun and Ishita, therefore, represents two divergent 

feminist expressions: one grounded in infidelity as a claim of personal freedom, and the other in 

bargaining with the social consequences of infertility to rebuild the self housed in a family unit. 

 

 

Brothers: Matrimonial Humiliation and Violence Circulation. 

Brothers is the sixth novel by Sharma Kapur, who extends the novel's thematic scope to include 

the interaction between political power and domestic violence within the Jat community of Punjab. 

One of the main characters is Tapti Giana, who represents the misfortunes of a professional woman 

caught in the circle of an authoritarian, less educated husband, Mangal. Although she has IAS 

qualifications in her possession, Tapti is still subservient to patriarchy and physical victimisation; 

her spouse uses a gun to intimidate her and strikes her physically on suspicion of having an 

extramarital affair with his brother, the Chief Minister. 
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The situation of Tapti is an example of a common theme in the works of Kapur: education and 

professional level do not necessarily protect women against the insensitivity and the wrongdoings 

of the representatives of the patriarchal order. The novel, however, is considered feminist due to 

its portrayal of women's camaraderie among Tapti, Gulabi, and Mithari, who depend on each other 

to share in the joys and sorrows of their lives, thereby forming a nexus of woman-to-woman 

support. The resistance at the level of the defensive schema, when a woman protects her daughters' 

status even as she loses her own dignity, is embodied in Tapti's desire to protect her daughters' 

futures. 

The Narrative Techniques of Resistance: 

To predetermine such transformational journeys, Kapur uses certain narrative techniques. Various 

points of view in Custody provide the audience with an overview of the characters' inner worlds, 

shedding light on the many facets of marital disagreement. Moreover, symbolism and imagery are 

crucial; e.g., Nisha's shaved hair represents a storm of rebellion, and Astha's paintings and poetry 

offer an escape from pent-up feelings and toxic limitations. 

Her writing has been characterised as austere and realist, refusing to indulge in luxurious style, 

instead illuminating the explicit reality of Indian society and drawing focused attention to the 

pathetic state of the Indian woman. With her characters, she pits them against historical events 

such as Partition, the riots at Babri Masjid, and economic liberalisation; by placing them in this 

context, she suggests that the country's changing identity shapes its struggle. 

The Development of the New Woman: 

Transformation patterns of female protagonists in Kapur's films show that, even though the 

paradigm of an ideal Indian woman, represented by Sita and Savitri, remains prevalent in cultural 

008



Dadala Nagababu/Dr. K.Venkata Rao/Gender, Education…                                  Vol. 17, Issue-I, February 2026 
 

 

discourse, a new woman is emerging as an active, vocal, and independent figure. This modern 

woman understands that financial independence equips her to oppose patriarchal hegemony. 

Nevertheless, Kapur still manages to depict resistance as a conditional, and not an absolute, 

freedom. Her heroes go through the cycle of rebound resilience, in which, as they overcome a 

threshold in patriarchal relationships, the next threshold emerges, forcing them to make 

adjustments, compromises, and adaptations. Whether it is the alienating marriage of Virmati, the 

reconnection with Astha's progeny, or Nisha giving up her boutique, these women survive, emerge 

shaped by a new self-concept, and subvert the mantle of tradition to a degree that guarantees a 

solid foundation for future generations. The novels by Kapur, therefore, can be described as a 

desperate cry of the human spirit, indicating that even amid the powerful fences of tradition, 

women can regain their lives and selves. 

The Intellectual Awakening: Education is Subversion. 

In Kapur's works, the author describes education as an endless debate in which personal growth 

clashes with what a woman should do in society: marry. In Difficult Daughters, the feminist 

version of the struggle for freedom during the Partition of India is Virmati's quest for higher 

learning. Her cousin Shakuntala, who considers education not a final option but a decision. The 

fact that Virmati manages to find her way around the confining patriarchal rules, which initially 

limited her to the role of the surrogate mother to her ten siblings, is an extreme form of opposition 

to family demands. 

On the same note, in the Home, when Nisha leaves the joint family enclave to pursue an English 

Honours degree, she finds adventure and modernity. When her mother, Sona, considers such 

education as just a temporary filler before an appropriate manglik marriage, Nisha takes advantage 

of the intellectual gap to develop independent thought. Her rebelliousness is also evident in how 
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she got her hair cut. This adored family heirloom symbolises the transformation of an obedient 

daughter into an independent individual—someone who refuses to live like a lifeless doll, 

manipulated and controlled by others. Kapur demonstrates the role of education in a girl's social 

mobility, not only to make her a better match; her character breaks this rule, using the knowledge 

to challenge the existing socio-cultural values. 

Economic Empowerment and the Professional Identity. 

Economic independence becomes a condition for women's liberation. Nisha's development in 

Home, from traumatised victim to successful entrepreneur, is the best example of resistance Kapur 

demonstrates. However, despite the lack of approval by the family, who consider business as 

something that is not resignable in comparison to teaching, Nisha sets up her own shop, which she 

calls Nisha Creations, a business that turns out to be a means of changing the silence to voice and, 

thus, allowing her to revise the terms in her marriage with Arvind, that turns out to be a widower 

who eventually allows her to proceed with her professional life. 

 

Professional identity is another motif permeating the book The Immigrant, in which, as a former 

lecturer, Nina absorbs her new identity upon moving to Canada. When faced by the cultural and 

civil dichotomy of her home country and the new surroundings as an immigrant, she rebels against 

the position of a simple wife in a barren marriage, both physically and emotionally, by attending 

library courses in a bid to alleviate her seclusion. Finally, the fact that she decides to separate is 

quintessential to seeking a new beginning, showing that geographical boundaries do not limit self-

reinvention and is an act of homemaking. 
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The Body as a Site of Resistance: Infidelity, Infertility and Intimacy: 

The bold manipulation of the female body challenges the subversive types of resistance in the 

movie, where society regards matrimony between a man and a woman as sacred. In A Married 

Woman, the rebellion of the domestic stifling routine causes Astha to have an unorthodox sexual 

affair with Pipeelika- an experimentation with lesbianism that is a fatal break with the staples of 

Indian literature. This relationship is in practice an alternative sexuality with no power structure, 

but rather giving each other intimacy and pleasure. The fact that Astha does not allow herself to 

bow down before her husband as a sex object also makes her aware of her faith in herself, whilst 

she ends up restoring her membership to her family, with the transformation in her heart. 

In Custody, Kapur once again questions the unexplained insecurities of marriage through Shagun 

and Ishita. The disobedience of Shagun is made clear by her seeking materialistic pleasure and 

personal liberties through an extramarital affair, as well as making extreme personal sacrifices in 

the form of a bitter custody war to lead a life of honesty on her own terms. On the other hand, 

Ishita's arc revolves around bargaining with the infertility stigma used by the patriarchy to alienate 

women. Divorced after her inability to conceive, Ishita refuses to let society belittle her. She 

becomes a social worker, thereby earning a livelihood and achieving maternal satisfaction as a 

nurturing stepmother to Roohi. The two women, therefore, represent two opposite sides of the New 

Woman: the one symbolises the rejection of marital bonds (infidelity), the other retrieves identity 

beyond biological fate (infertility). 

Joint Family And Marital Discord As Hegemonic Sites. 

The Home in Kapur's novels is the main location of a woman's oppression and the institutional 

underpinnings of the subordination. In this Home, the joint family model forces gender 

discrimination,reducing girls to domestic labour while encouraging boys to play outside. The lack 
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of emotional and physical safety in the domestic environment supports the fact that Nisha was 

traumatised as a victim in her childhood by her cousin, Vicky. 

In Brothers, the author extends this criticism to the circle of marital humiliation and the violence 

of politics. A professional woman overshadowed by an uneducated, aggressive husband is a 

reflection of Tapti, an IAS officer. She is still a victim of male domination and physical abuse 

despite her professional standing, which proves that education and work cannot be powerful 

enough to prevent the rudeness of patriarchy. However, the feminist theme is also confirmed in 

the story as the portrayals of women, Gulabi, Mithari, and Tapti, are dependent on one another to 

find gratification and sorrow, thus suggesting a solidarity of community that can withstand the 

injustices of their husbands. 

Narrative Effects and Historical Foundations. 

The palette Kapur uses in his approach to the method, and the transformation of these journeys, 

involve grand symbolism and various perspectives. In Custody, the pendulum of perspectives 

offers a comprehensive view of the marital conflict. In contrast, in A Married Woman, Astha's 

poetry and drawings can serve as a way to work through the emotions built up. Her adherence to 

a bare, realistic prose style grounded her characters' personal crises in the crucial moments of 

historical change, such as Partition, the Babri Masjid riots, and the rise of globalisation in the mid-

1990s. It is this locating that makes the woman's identity dilemma a microscopic reflection of the 

Indian identity dilemma, in that the nation sought independence and the accompanying growing 

pains. 
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The Recovering Spirit and the Rebound Resilience. 

The female characters in Kapur's films represent rebound resilience, the possibility of moving from 

marginality to self-conceptualisation and self-sufficiency. These women are not always able to 

achieve such triumph or perfect liberation; they have to find some middle ground or compromise, 

which involves adapting to society and losing newly acquired selfhood. Virmati returns to being a 

wife, but with the benefit of an intellectual background; Astha returns to her children, with the 

added advantage of artistic identity; and Nisha gives up her boutique when she is pregnant, but she 

still has the latent business sense to start it up again. This strength is the recovering spirit that helps 

them to overcome the shackles of tradition and become the closed modern women. 

Conclusion: 

To sum up, the novels by Manju Kapur are an intricate and subtle discussion of how urban, middle-

income Indian women navigate changing experiences. The combination of gender, education and 

resistance creates a new image of the woman as aggressive, bold and action-oriented, who will no 

longer be a silent victim. Whereas education is the source of intellectual resistance, economic and 

sexual autonomy offer substantive forces within which these women develop autonomous spaces 

within the societal structures. The literature written by Kapur is an eloquent response to the human 

spirit and the fact that, despite social ostracism, psychological trauma, and unexplainable doubts, 

people can still find a way to recover their lives, a fact that is evident in the communal rebellion 

of Virmati, Astha, Nisha, Nina, Shagun, and Tapti. 
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