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Abstract 

 This article explores how women ‘consume themselves’ in Manju Kapur’s Difficult daughters, A 

Married Woman, Home, and Custody. Through her female protagonists, Kapur shows how societal 

pressure, patriarchal dominance, and ingrained gender roles push women to bury their own identities, needs, 

and voices. The study argues that, bound by tradition and duty, these protagonists undergo gradual spiritual, 

emotional, and psychological attrition in their attempts to conform. The novels don’t depict loud rebellion; 

instead, they capture a quiet, tragic wearing away of the self, where silence and sacrifice become ways to 

survive. By foregrounding the personal emotional toll of living in a rigidly gendered society. Kapur 

transforms her characters into symbols of countless muted lives. Her characters stand in for millions of 

unseen, unheard women, making their stories at once personal and political, and highlighting how gender, 

culture, and identity are deeply entangled. 
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 Manju Kapur’s fiction powerfully illuminates the private struggles of Indian women caught between 

tradition, family duty, and personal desire. In Difficult Daughters (1998), A Married Woman (2002), Home 

(2006), and Custody (2011), a persistent and unsettling theme emerges: the slow silent Rebel of the female, 

worn down by domestic demands, social expectations, and emotional repression. Kapur creates intimate 

portrayals of women whose sense of self is steadily depleted by the roles they must perform: obedient 

daughter, submissive wife, selfless mother. 

 This paper examines how Kapur’s women are not simply acted upon by external forces; they also 

become complicit in their own erasure. By absorbing patriarchal values, stifling their aspirations, and 

surrendering their individuality, they contribute to the steady dissolution of the self. 

1. Virmati in Difficult daughters: Eroded by History and Patriarchy 

In Difficult Daughters, Virmati represents a woman caught between her desire for education and the 

dictates of tradition. Her clandestine relationship with harish, a married professor, draws her into a cycle 

of emotional chaos and solitude. Even after their marriage freedom remains elusive. Marriage fails to 

grant her autonomy; Stripped of status as a ‘proper’ wife and denied respect in the home, she exists in 

a liminal state, belonging neither to rebellion nor tradition. 
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      “She had wanted education, and the result was her present state. Neither here nor there, useless to herself 

and to the world”. (P. of Difficult Daughters) 160) 

 The line poignantly illustrates how Virmati’s guilt becomes internalized, steadily diminishing her 

sense of self.  Her fight for independence leads not to emancipation but to a deeper form of entrapment. In 

attempting to reconcile personal desire with social obligation, she exhausts herself, ultimately recognizing 

that the space available for female agency remains severely restricted. 

2. Nisha in Home: Selfhood Devoured by Duty and Silence 

  In Home, Nisha grows up in a conservative joint family where men control the business and 

women are confined to the domestic periphery. Her childhood trauma of sexual abuse is buried in silence. 

As she matures, her attempts to assert individuality- through entrepreneurship, romantic relationships, and 

marriage – collide with the rigid, invisible constraints imposed by her family and society 

       “Nisha had dreams, but they were not the kind one shared.  They were stitched into her pillow, 

pressed into her sari folds, folded away with her diaries.”  (Home, p.  201) 

 Nisha’s silence is not merely externally imposed; it is also self-willed – a strategy of emotional self 

– preservation. Denied any outlet to articulate her trauma, it remains unprocessed and festering. Her desires 

are continually sacrificed to preserve family honour and male pride. In internalizing these values, she slowly 

consumes herself, her sense of self eroded by the very silence meant to protect her. 

3. Astha in A Married Woman: Self-Consumption through Repression 

   In A Married Woman, Astha’s story traces the slow disappearance of self under the burden 

of imposed domestic ideals and illustrates how woman is gradually subsumed by the idealized roles and 

how women dissolve into the roles society valorises. By nature, a poet and artist, she finds herself confined 

to a marriage where her husband recognizes her only as wife and mother. With her creativity dismissed and 

her emotional and sexual needs unmet, she experiences a gradual attrition of identity, worn down until her 

former self is no longer recognizable. 

“She had learnt to find herself in the roles she played.  And in doing so, she had lost who she was.”  (A 

Married Woman, p.  144) 

 Astha’s self-consumption operates quietly yet destructively. Though she experiences love and 

autonomy in her same-sex relationship with Pipeelika, ingrained social norms and maternal 

responsibilities draw her back into domesticity. No external tyrant dictates her retreat; rather, the silent 

violence of habit and custom circumscribes her choices. Kapur reveals how Astha consumes herself: 

buying her authentic voice to conform ta a life of acceptable “normalcy”. 

The Paradox of Female Becoming: Tradition, Transgression, and Self-Erasure in Manju Kpaur 

Manju Kapur’s novels are not just stories—they are layered portraits of women striving to reclaim their 

space, identity, and autonomy in the deeply patriarchal, tradition-bound Indian society.  In Kapur's literary 

universe, emancipation is never a single event but rather a gradual, agonizing, and frequently incomplete 

process. In Difficult Daughters (1998), A Married Woman (2002), Home (2006), and Custody (2011), the 

protagonist’s journey through conflict, oppression, silence, and loss to grasp fragments of personal freedom.  

These women dare to assert their right to be—whether through love, education, creative expression, or 

being mothers—despite the fact that the world around them constantly denies that right. This article 

explores how Kapur’s select novels thematize emancipation—not as an end, but as an evolving act of 
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resistance and renewal.  Her women don’t always emerge victorious, but in their struggle lies a powerful 

feminist critique of Indian social norms. 

Difficult Daughters unfolds amid Indian’s struggle for independence, framing virmati’s pursuit of 

education as a personal freedom movement that runs parallel to the nations. Her resistance to early 

marriage and family obligation becomes her own act of political defiance, though one bounded by social 

consequences. 

  “She had wanted to stand on her own feet, to be independent, to be educated...  But now, she was neither 

a wife, nor a student, nor a daughter at home.”  (P. of Difficult Daughters) 121) 

 The emancipation Virmati secures is pyrrhic, purchased with estrangement, solitude, and unresolved 

emotional conflict. Nevertheless, her decision to prioritize her own desires over domestic confinement 

constitutes a radical rupture. Her story traces an incomplete emancipation, but her non-conformity stands 

as a critical feminist intervention. Astha’s path in A Married Woman charts emancipation through art and 

sexuality. Her relationship with Pipeelika, a social activist, catalyses a gradual recognition of supressed 

needs, momentarily freeing her from an oppressive marriage and its prescribed roles. Their relationship, 

though brief, becomes a catalyst for Astha’s self-realization.  

       “She felt alive, as though parts of her body and mind had lain dormant for years and were only now 

awakening.”  (A Married Woman, p.  177) 

 Astha’s emancipation is internal—she begins to question the institution of marriage, the 

performance of motherhood, and the sacrifice of her desires.  Her choice to engage with her art and 

explore her sexuality marks a bold defiance of societal expectations.  Though she ultimately retreats to the 

comfort of the familiar, her consciousness has irrevocably shifted. 

 In Home, Nisha’s struggle is conditioned by familial abuse, enforced silence, and gendered 

restrictions. Her route to emancipation, however, is material: by launching a boutique, controlling finances, 

and building her own brands, she asserts autonomy in a system designed to deny women economic power 

and public visibility. 

 Abuse, silence, and gendered restrictions in the family shape Nisha's struggle in Home. However, 

she begins to forge her emancipation through entrepreneurship.  Starting a boutique, handling finances, and 

building a name for herself become acts of self-assertion in a world where women are denied access to 

property and power. 

     “She had a shop in her name, her accounts, her clients.  In a family where men had always done the 

dealing, this was her domain.”  (Home, p.  209) 

 Economic independence affords Nisha partial release, giving her emotional and spatial latitude. 

Nevertheless, her private life – marked by marriage, infertility, and deeply internalized norms – continues 

to constrain her. Her emancipation is unfinished, visible only in the hairline fractures she makes in the 

edifice of custom.  

 In Custody, Kapur confronts the consequences of divorce, remarriage, and motherhood as a legal 

battleground. Shagun rejects the script of maternal sacrifice, opting instead for desire and selfhood over 

martial suffocation. Society and the law respond by coding her choice as deviance, transforming her 

emancipation into culpability. 

      “She was a woman who had chosen her own happiness.  And for that, they called her selfish.”  

(Custody, p.  95) 

https://ijnrd.org/
http://www.ijnrd.org/


INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF NOVEL RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT (IJNRD)  
© 2026 IJNRD | Volume 11, Issue 7, July 2026 | ISSN: 2456-4184 | IJNRD.ORG 

 
 

IJNRD2607270 IJNRD - International Journal of Novel Research and Development (www.ijnrd.org) 
 

 

c678 

 Shagun’s emancipation is shaped by defiance.  She demands custody of her children, refuses to fade 

into guilt, and attempts to rebuild a life beyond prescribed norms.  Her character is a radical assertion that 

emancipation sometimes means breaking rather than mending—that claiming space for oneself may come 

at the cost of being misunderstood or vilified. 

Conclusion 

Manju Kapur’s women do not burn with radical revolt.  Instead, they smolder quietly.  They are slowly 

consumed—by duty, silence, and the burden of being everything to everyone but themselves.  Through her 

nuanced storytelling and layered characters, Kapur urges us to question the cultural narratives that 

normalize such consumption. 

In reading her novels, we witness not just the tragedy of women’s invisibility, but the intimate cost of 

endurance.  And perhaps the beginning of resistance lies in that witnessing. --- 
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