International Journal of English Literature and Literary Theories (IJELLT)

Vol: 2: Issue: 7 :2026 ISSN3107-6505

International Journal of English Literature and
Literary Theories

International Peer Reviewed and Refereed English Journal



INTERNATIONALJOURNALOFENGLISHLITERATUREANDLITERARYTHEORIES (IJELLT)
ISSN: 3107-6505

Vol.:2: Issue: 72026.

(International Peer Reviewed and refereed English Journal)

Editorial Board:
Dr. R. Gobinath

Prof. Sharif Atiquzzaman
Dr. Dr. Aravindan Balakrishnan
Dr. Athisayaraj Jebakumar J
Dr. P. Dinakar

Dr.P.Chitra

Dr. M.K. Praseeda
Dr.P.SasiRekha

Prof. D. Deepikadevi

Dr. K.Usha Savithri

Dr. D.Solomon

Dr. S.Subash

Dr. K.M. Keerthika

Dr. B. Lingeswaran

Mr. B. Damodhara Prasath
Ms. P. Sherli

International Journal of English Literature and Literary Theories (IJELLT) is a peer-reviewed, open access academic
journal dedicated to promoting research and scholarship in the fields of English language, literature, and literary theories.
Published monthly, IJELLT provides a platform for academicians, scholars, educators, and researchers to present their
original work to a global audience. The journal upholds the highest standards of editorial integrity and academic excellence
through a rigorous double-blind peer-review process. We welcome a wide range of submissions from theoretical and critical

analyses to practical research, creative writing, and pedagogical studies related to English literature and language.



Page |107

IJELLT
ISSN:3107-6505
Volume: 2 Issue:7 Year:2026

From Silence to Selfhood: A Womanist Exploration of Manju Kapur’s Characters

Dhakshinamoorthy.B, Ph. D Research Scholar, Department of English Erode Arts and Science,
Erode.
Dr. B.S. Arun, Research Supervisor, Department of English Erode Arts and Science, Erode.

Abstract: Manju Kapur is one of the most important contemporary Indian English novelists who
portrays the lives of women in a patriarchal society. Her female characters face many challenges
related to family, marriage, education, love, and social expectations. Although they begin their
journeys in silence and obedience, they gradually develop the confidence to question social norms
and search for their own identity. This paper examines the transformation of Manju Kapur’s female
characters from silence to selfhood through the perspective of Womanism. Unlike traditional
feminism, Womanism highlights women’s strength, dignity, family relationships, cultural values,
and personal growth. The study analyses selected novels by Manju Kapur to understand how her
women characters negotiate social restrictions while striving for self-respect and independence.
Using a qualitative and textual approach, the paper explores themes such as identity, marriage,
motherhood, education, and self-realization. The study argues that Kapur’s women do not seek
freedom by rejecting society completely; instead, they achieve selfhood through resilience,
negotiation, and personal determination. The paper concludes that a Womanist reading offers a
broader understanding of Manju Kapur’s representation of women and highlights her significant
contribution to contemporary Indian English literature.
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Introduction

This question of who the self is when the certainties of home, nation, and inherited history have been
displaced is preeminent in contemporary postcolonial English fiction, obsessive. The postcolonial
protagonist seldom finds the sense of self in the postcolonial nation they were born into, as in Salman
Rushdie's Midnight's Children, Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s Americanah, Kiran Desai's The
Inheritance of Loss, and J. M. Coetzee's Jesus trilogy. Rather, identity in these novels is constantly
performatively constructed from “half-recalled” pasts, “legacy” traumas that are not “original” to the
characters, and “disorientations” of migration and exile, a pattern consistent with Hall's (2021) argument
that cultural identity is a matter of “becoming” as well as “being,” continually repositioned by history,
culture, and power rather than fixed and pre-given. It is not accidental that this condition is a part of
postcolonial fiction; it is actually part of it. In postcolonial societies, the sense of a crisis of memory is
often audible in the institutionalized amnesia and in the elusiveness of archival evidence produced by
the aftermath of colonial and post-Independence conflict (Werner, 1998). In this sense fiction is one of
the only technologies available for a viable reconstruction of a past. In diasporic texts, the genre of
narrative has been depicted to work with a combination of both personal and collective memory, as a
way to challenge dominant historical narratives and as a way to create the space in which silenced
histories are recovered and retold through fragmented narration and intertextuality (Parui, 2004). How,
specifically, do the contemporary postcolonial English novels recount the construction of identity and
what is the exact relation of memory (as an object of psychological and cultural analysis) and
displacement (as a condition of space and society) in the process? There has been a significant amount
of criticism that has focused on memory in postcolonial writing (Parui, 2004), a large amount of criticism
that has focused on diaspora and hybridity (Hall, 2021; Bhandari, 2022), but not many studies that have
integrated the two somehow into a single description and explanation of how the postcolonial self is
constituted, narratively, through temporal and spatial instability. This is the gap in research that this
article tries to fill and the model of "recursive self-assembly" proposed below is this article’s main

contribution.
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Contemporary Indian English literature has increasingly focused on the lived experiences of women and
their search for identity, dignity, and selfhood within a patriarchal society. Among the prominent writers
who have contributed significantly to this discourse is Manju Kapur. Through her novels, Kapur presents
realistic portrayals of women negotiating the complexities of marriage, family, tradition, education, and
personal aspirations. Her female protagonists are depicted as resilient individuals who strive to achieve
self-realization while maintaining meaningful relationships with their families and communities.
Womanism, a concept introduced by Alice Walker, extends beyond the concerns of conventional
feminism by emphasizing the holistic well-being of women, the importance of family and community,
and the interconnectedness of gender, culture, and social identity. Rather than advocating conflict
between men and women, womanism seeks harmony, mutual respect, and the empowerment of women
within society. This perspective provides a valuable framework for understanding the multifaceted
experiences of women portrayed in Manju Kapur's fiction. This paper examines the representation of
womenism in the selected novels of Manju Kapur. It explores how her female characters negotiate
personal freedom, social expectations, cultural traditions, and familial responsibilities while striving for
identity and self-respect. By analysing these themes through a womanist perspective, the study aims to
demonstrate that Kapur's novels celebrate women's resilience, agency, and capacity for transformation

without overlooking the significance of relationships and community in their lives.

Review of Literature

Manju Kapur has emerged as one of the most significant voices in contemporary Indian English
literature. Her novels have attracted the attention of many scholars because of their realistic portrayal of
women's lives, family relationships, marriage, identity, and social expectations. Most of the existing
studies examine her works through feminist, psychoanalytic, postcolonial, and gender perspectives.
However, relatively few studies have explored her novels through the lens of Womanism. Alice Walker
introduced the concept of Womanism in In Search of Our Mothers' Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983).
She describes a womanist as a woman who values the survival and well-being of the entire community
while also striving for dignity, self-respect, and personal growth. Walker's theory extends beyond gender
equality and emphasizes the importance of family, culture, motherhood, emotional strength, and
harmonious relationships. This theoretical perspective provides an alternative approach to understanding

women's experiences.
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Several scholars have discussed the portrayal of women in Manju Kapur's novels. Their studies show
that Kapur's female protagonists struggle against patriarchal traditions, social restrictions, and unequal
power structures. Many critics observe that her women seek education, financial independence, and
emotional fulfilment while negotiating the responsibilities of family and marriage. These studies
establish Kapur as a writer who presents women as thoughtful, resilient, and capable of shaping their

own identities.

Research on “Difficult Daughters™ has largely focused on Virmati's search for education, love, and
independence within a conservative family. Scholars argue that her personal choices reflect the conflict
between individual desire and social expectations. Similarly, studies on “A Married Woman” examine
Astha's emotional journey and her struggle to balance marriage, motherhood, and personal identity.
Critics interpret her character as a representation of a woman attempting to discover her individuality in
a restrictive social environment. “In Home”, researchers have examined the character of Nisha and her
efforts to overcome traditional gender roles through education and economic independence. Likewise,
studies on “The Immigrant” analyse Nina's experiences of marriage, migration, loneliness, and self-
discovery. These works consistently highlight Manju Kapur's concern with women's search for identity

and dignity.

Although these studies provide valuable insights into Manju Kapur's fiction, most of them rely primarily
on feminist interpretations. Comparatively little attention has been given to a Womanist reading that
considers the interconnected roles of family, community, culture, and personal transformation. The
movement of Kapur's female characters from silence to selfhood is therefore an area that deserves further
exploration through a Womanist perspective. The present study seeks to address this gap by analysing
the selected female characters in Manju Kapur's novels through the framework of Womanism. It argues
that these characters achieve selfhood not merely by resisting patriarchal norms but by negotiating
relationships, preserving their dignity, and redefining their roles within family and society. This
approach offers a broader understanding of Manju Kapur's contribution to contemporary Indian English

literature.
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Womanism as the Theoretical Framework
The present study is based on the theoretical framework of Womanism, a concept introduced by the
African American writer and activist Alice Walker in her collection of essays In Search of Our Mothers'
Gardens: Womanist Prose (1983). Walker developed Womanism to provide a broader understanding of
women's experiences that extends beyond the concerns of traditional feminism. While feminism mainly
focuses on gender discrimination and the struggle for equal rights, Womanism highlights women's
emotional, cultural, familial, and spiritual well-being. It stresses the importance of harmony, mutual
respect, community, and the survival of both women and men. According to Alice Walker, a womanist
is @ woman who values courage, strength, love, and responsibility. Womanism celebrates women's
ability to nurture families, preserve cultural traditions, and contribute positively to society while also
striving for personal dignity and self-respect. It does not encourage separation from society but seeks a
balanced relationship in which women can achieve selfhood without losing their connection with family

and community.

Over the years, scholars have expanded the concept of Womanism to explore women's experiences in
different cultural contexts. Although the theory originated from the experiences of African American
women, its emphasis on identity, resilience, family, and self-realisation has made it useful in the study
of other literary traditions, including Indian English literature. Many women in Indian society also
experience conflicts between personal aspirations and traditional expectations. Therefore, Womanism

provides an appropriate framework for analysing their struggles and achievements.

Manju Kapur's novels portray women who face social restrictions imposed by patriarchal traditions. Her
female protagonists often begin their lives in silence, accepting the roles assigned to them by family and
society. However, as the narratives progress, they question these limitations and gradually develop
confidence, independence, and self-awareness. Their journeys are not always marked by open rebellion.
Instead, they negotiate with family, relationships, and social responsibilities while searching for their
own identity. This gradual movement from silence to selfhood closely reflects the principles of
Womanism. The selected novels present women who seek education, emotional fulfilment, economic
independence, and personal freedom without completely rejecting the importance of family or cultural
values. Their experiences demonstrate resilience, patience, and determination in overcoming personal
and social challenges. Rather than portraying women as victims alone, Manju Kapur presents them as

individuals capable of making choices, learning from their experiences, and redefining their lives.
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Using Womanism as the theoretical framework enables this study to examine how Manju Kapur's female
characters balance personal aspirations with social responsibilities. It also helps to analyse the themes of
identity, marriage, motherhood, family relationships, and selfhood from a broader perspective. Through
this framework, the study argues that the transformation of Kapur's women from silence to selfhood is
achieved not merely through resistance but through courage, negotiation, resilience, and continuous self-
discovery. Thus, Womanism offers an effective approach for understanding the complexity of women's
lives in Manju Kapur's fiction and highlights her contribution to contemporary Indian English literature.

Analysis of the Selected Novels

1. Difficult Daughters

Difficult Daughters portrays the life of Virmati, a young woman who struggles to balance her personal
aspirations with the expectations of her conservative family. From an early age, she is expected to follow
traditional customs, remain obedient, and accept the decisions made by her family. However, Virmati
desires higher education and wishes to make her own life choices. Her relationship with Professor Harish
further complicates her life and places her in conflict with social norms.From a Womanist perspective,
Virmati's journey is one of gradual self-discovery rather than open rebellion. She values education as a
path to independence and develops the confidence to question patriarchal traditions. Although she
experiences loneliness and emotional struggles, she continues to search for dignity and identity. Her
transformation from silence to selfhood reflects Manju Kapur's belief that women can achieve self-

realisation through resilience and determination.

2. A Married Woman

The novel centres on Astha, a middle-class woman whose life appears secure through marriage and
motherhood. Despite fulfilling her family responsibilities, she experiences emotional dissatisfaction and
begins questioning her identity. Her relationship with Pipeel becomes a turning point that encourages
her to reflect on her personal desires and individuality. A Womanist reading of Astha's character shows
that her struggle is not simply against patriarchy but also for emotional fulfilment and self-respect. She
attempts to balance her responsibilities as a wife and mother with her need for personal freedom. Rather
than rejecting her family completely, Astha seeks a meaningful identity within the realities of her social
life. Her journey demonstrates the Womanist ideals of self-awareness, emotional strength, and personal
growth.
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3. Home
Home explores the life of Nisha, who grows up in a traditional joint family where gender discrimination
limits her opportunities. She faces emotional neglect and restrictions but gradually develops confidence
through education and entrepreneurship. By starting her own business, Nisha gains financial
independence and self-respect. From the perspective of Womanism, Nisha represents a woman who
transforms her life through patience, hard work, and determination. She does not completely reject her
family or cultural values but seeks recognition within them. Her success illustrates that women's
empowerment can be achieved through economic independence, self-confidence, and perseverance.
Nisha's journey from silence to selfhood highlights the importance of resilience and dignity in

overcoming social barriers.

4. The Immigrant

The novel tells the story of Nina, an educated Indian woman who marries Ananda and moves to Canada
with hopes of beginning a happy married life. Instead, she experiences loneliness, cultural displacement,
and emotional dissatisfaction. As she adjusts to a new country, Nina gradually recognises the importance
of self-respect and personal independence. A Womanist interpretation of Nina's character reveals her
growth from dependence to self-confidence. Instead of remaining trapped in an unhappy relationship,
she develops the courage to redefine her life according to her own values. Her transformation
demonstrates that selfhood is achieved through inner strength, self-awareness, and the willingness to
make difficult decisions. Through Nina's journey, Manju Kapur emphasises that women can preserve

their dignity while creating new possibilities for themselves.

Overall Analysis

The four novels collectively portray women who begin their lives within the boundaries of patriarchal
society but gradually discover their own identities through education, emotional maturity, economic
independence, and personal determination. Virmati, Astha, Nisha, and Nina do not completely reject
family or cultural values; instead, they negotiate with their circumstances while striving for selfhood.
This progression from silence to self-expression reflects the principles of Womanism, which values
resilience, dignity, community, and personal growth. Through these female characters, Manju Kapur
presents women as strong individuals capable of shaping their own lives despite the challenges imposed

by society.
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Discussion
The analysis of Manju Kapur's selected novels reveals that her female protagonists undergo a gradual
transformation from silence to selfhood. Although they belong to different social and cultural
backgrounds, they share common struggles related to patriarchy, marriage, family expectations, and
identity. Through the perspective of Womanism, these characters are seen not as women who reject
society entirely but as individuals who seek dignity, self-respect, and personal growth while maintaining
meaningful relationships with family and community. Their journeys demonstrate resilience, emotional
strength, and the ability to negotiate social barriers. Thus, Manju Kapur presents women as active
participants in shaping their own lives, making her novels valuable texts for understanding the changing

position of women in contemporary Indian society.

Conclusion

This study has examined the selected female characters in Manju Kapur's novels through the theoretical
framework of Womanism. The findings show that Kapur's protagonists move from silence and
submission towards confidence, independence, and selfhood. Their transformation is achieved through
education, emotional maturity, economic independence, and the courage to question traditional
expectations. A Womanist reading highlights that these women do not seek freedom by rejecting family
or society; instead, they strive to create a balance between personal aspirations and social
responsibilities. Therefore, Manju Kapur's fiction makes an important contribution to Indian English
literature by portraying women as resilient individuals capable of redefining their identities while

preserving their dignity and values.
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