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Voices of Resistance: A Feminist Study of Oppression and Survival in Girls Burn Brighter
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Mr.TejasR. Atram, Assistant Professor, Department of English, Pragati Mahila Kala
Mahavidyalaya, Bhandara.

Abstract: This research paper examines the themes of oppression, gender violence, resistance, and
survival in Girls Burn Brighter by Shobha Rao through a feminist lens. The novel portrays the harsh
realities faced by women in patriarchal societies, particularly in rural India, where poverty, caste
discrimination, domestic violence, and sexual exploitation shape female existence. By focusing on
the lives of the protagonists, Poornima and Savitha, the paper analyses how female friendship
becomes a source of empowerment and resistance against systemic oppression. The study employs
feminist literary criticism to explore the representation of women’s bodies, agency, trauma, and
resilience. It argues that the novel challenges traditional gender norms by depicting women not
merely as victims but as survivors who struggle to reclaim dignity and identity. The paper further
discusses the intersection of gender, class, and social structures in perpetuating violence against
women. Ultimately, the study demonstrates how Girls Burn Brighter emerges as a powerful
narrative of resistance and survival that exposes patriarchal brutality while celebrating feminine
endurance and solidarity.

Keywords: Feminism, oppression, patriarchy, survival, resistance, female solidarity, trauma,

gender violence.
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Introduction
Literature has always served as a powerful medium for voicing social injustice and human suffering.
Feminist literature, in particular, highlights the struggles of women against patriarchal systems that
suppress their freedom, identity, and agency. Contemporary women writers increasingly explore themes
of gender violence, exploitation, and resistance to expose the realities of women’s lives in oppressive
societies. One such significant work is Girls Burn Brighter by Shobha Rao, a novel that presents the
painful realities faced by women in India while simultaneously celebrating female resilience and
friendship. Published in 2018, the novel narrates the story of Poornima and Savitha, two young girls
whose lives are shaped by poverty, patriarchy, and violence. Despite immense suffering, they continue
to resist oppression and search for freedom and identity. The novel portrays issues such as child
marriage, domestic abuse, sexual violence, labor exploitation, and trafficking, exposing the brutal
consequences of patriarchal domination over women’s bodies and lives. This paper aims to analyze the
novel from a feminist perspective by examining how oppression operates within social structures and
how women resist and survive these conditions. The study also investigates the significance of female
friendship as a form of emotional and psychological resistance. Through feminist literary criticism, the
paper argues that the novel transforms narratives of female suffering into narratives of empowerment

and endurance.

Review of Literature

Feminist Literary Perspective

Feminist literary criticism focuses on the representation of women in literature and examines how texts
reinforce or challenge patriarchal ideologies. Feminist critics argue that women have historically been
marginalized in both society and literature. Writers such as Simone de Beauvoir, Elaine Showalter, and
bell hooks emphasize that patriarchy constructs women as “the Other,” limiting their autonomy and
reducing them to objects of male control. In Girls Burn Brighter, women are systematically oppressed
through social customs, family expectations, and economic dependence. The novel reflects feminist
concerns regarding the control of female sexuality, violence against women, and the denial of
educational and economic opportunities. However, the text also demonstrates feminist resistance by
portraying women who refuse to surrender completely to oppressive structures. The novel aligns with
intersectional feminism, which studies how gender oppression intersects with caste, class, poverty, and
labor exploitation. The female characters suffer not only because they are women but also because they
belong to economically vulnerable communities. Their struggles reveal how social inequalities intensify

women’s oppression in patriarchal societies.
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Patriarchy and Female Oppression
Patriarchy functions as the central oppressive force in the novel. From childhood onward, women are
denied freedom, education, and personal choice. Families treat daughters as burdens, and their value is
measured according to marriage and domestic labor. Female bodies become sites of control and
exploitation. Poornima’s life illustrates how patriarchal traditions silence women. After her mother’s
death, she experiences emotional neglect and isolation within her household. Her father’s inability to
protect her reflects the broader failure of patriarchal family structures to ensure women’s safety and
dignity. Similarly, Savitha suffers physical abuse at the hands of her husband after being forced into
marriage at a young age. Marriage, rather than providing security, becomes a mechanism of violence
and imprisonment. The novel exposes how patriarchal societies normalize violence against women.
Domestic abuse is treated as an ordinary part of married life, while women are expected to tolerate
suffering silently. Female pain remains invisible because society prioritizes male authority over
women’s well-being. The normalization of violence demonstrates the deep-rooted nature of gender
inequality. The exploitation of women’s labor further highlights patriarchal oppression. Women perform
unpaid domestic work and are denied economic independence. Even when employed, they remain
vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. The novel depicts factories and workplaces where women endure
unsafe conditions and harassment, emphasizing how capitalism and patriarchy together exploit female

labor.

Violence Against Women

One of the most disturbing aspects of the novel is its portrayal of violence against women. The text does
not romanticize suffering but instead presents violence as a brutal reality embedded within social
systems. Women’s bodies are repeatedly violated through physical abuse, sexual assault, trafficking, and
forced labor. Savitha’s experiences reflect the vulnerability of women within patriarchal marriages. Her
husband treats her body as property, demonstrating the absence of female consent and autonomy. The
novel portrays marital violence not as an isolated event but as a socially accepted practice that reinforces
male dominance. Similarly, Poornima experiences exploitation and abuse while working in exploitative
labor conditions. The novel reveals how poverty forces women into dangerous environments where they
are vulnerable to trafficking and sexual violence. Women’s economic dependence increases their

exposure to abuse because survival often requires submission to oppressive systems.
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The representation of violence in the novel serves an important feminist purpose. By depicting women’s
suffering in realistic terms, the novel exposes the hidden brutality of patriarchal cultures. At the same
time, it condemns societal silence surrounding gender violence. The text forces readers to confront the

systemic nature of oppression rather than viewing violence as individual misfortune.

Female Friendship as Resistance

One of the most powerful themes in the novel is female friendship. The bond between Poornima and
Savitha becomes a source of emotional strength and survival. Their friendship challenges patriarchal
structures that isolate women from one another and deny them solidarity. Unlike male-dominated
relationships based on power and control, the friendship between the two protagonists is founded on
empathy, trust, and mutual support. Their emotional connection enables them to endure suffering and
maintain hope despite overwhelming adversity. Feminist scholars often emphasize the importance of
sisterhood In resisting patriarchal oppression. In the novel, friendship becomes an act of rebellion
because it allows women to reclaim emotional agency. Even when separated physically, Poornima and
Savitha continue to search for each other, symbolizing the enduring power of female solidarity. The
novel suggests that women’s survival depends not only on individual strength but also on collective
support. Female friendship functions as a counterforce to patriarchal violence by creating spaces of care,
compassion, and resistance. Through this relationship, the novel presents an alternative vision of human

connection rooted in equality rather than domination.

Survival and Resilience

Although the novel contains immense suffering, it is ultimately a narrative of survival. Poornima and
Savitha refuse to surrender entirely to the forces that oppress them. Their resilience demonstrates the
strength of women who continue to resist even under extreme circumstances. The title Girls Burn
Brighter itself symbolizes resilience and endurance. Fire traditionally represents destruction, but in the
novel, it also symbolizes transformation and strength. The protagonists “burn brighter” because suffering
intensifies rather than destroys their inner courage. The novel rejects the stereotype of passive female
victimhood. Instead, it portrays women as survivors capable of resisting oppression in various ways.
Sometimes resistance appears through physical escape, while at other times it appears through emotional

endurance, memory, or hope.
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Even small acts of defiance become meaningful forms of resistance within oppressive systems.
Resilience in the novel is not presented romantically. Survival often requires immense sacrifice and
emotional pain. However, the protagonists’ determination to continue living reflects the human capacity
to resist dehumanization. Their journeys symbolize the broader struggle of women seeking dignity and

freedom in patriarchal societies.

Intersection of Gender, Class, and Poverty

The novel also explores how gender oppression intersects with poverty and class inequality. Women
from economically marginalized communities face greater vulnerability because they lack access to
education, legal protection, and financial independence. Poverty intensifies women’s dependence on
patriarchal structures. Families marry daughters early to reduce economic burdens, while poor women
are forced into exploitative labor systems for survival. Economic vulnerability makes resistance more
difficult because women often lack alternatives to abusive situations. The novel further highlights global
systems of exploitation. Women working in factories and labor industries become part of transnational
economic systems that profit from cheap female labor. The exploitation of poor women reflects broader
inequalities within global capitalism. Intersectional feminism helps explain these overlapping forms of
oppression. Gender discrimination cannot be understood separately from class and economic inequality.
The suffering of Poornima and Savitha emerges from multiple social forces operating simultaneously.

By portraying these intersections, the novel presents a comprehensive critique of systemic injustice.

Narrative Technique and Symbolism

Shobha Rao employs vivid imagery and emotional storytelling to emphasize the realities of women’s
suffering. The narrative style is intense and deeply descriptive, immersing readers in the emotional and
physical experiences of the characters. The recurring imagery of fire symbolizes pain, anger,
transformation, and resilience. Fire represents both destruction and empowerment, reflecting the
protagonists’ journeys through suffering toward survival. The title itself conveys the idea that oppressed
women possess an inner strength capable of enduring violence and hardship. The novel also uses silence
as a symbolic element. Women are frequently silenced by patriarchal authority, yet their silence often
contains hidden resistance and emotional depth. Through storytelling, the novel gives voice to
experiences that society attempts to erase or ignore. The fragmented journeys of the protagonists
symbolize the dislocation experienced by oppressed women. Physical separation mirrors emotional
trauma and social fragmentation caused by violence and exploitation. Yet the continued search for

connection reflects hope and resilience.
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Feminist Significance of the Novel
Girls Burn Brighter occupies an important place in contemporary feminist literature because it centers
marginalized female experiences and exposes systemic gender violence. The novel challenges readers
to recognize how patriarchy shapes women’s lives across domestic, economic, and social spheres.
The text also contributes to feminist discourse by portraying women as active agents rather than passive
victims. Although the protagonists suffer immensely, they continue to resist oppression through
endurance, emotional connection, and survival. Their stories challenge narratives that reduce women
solely to symbols of suffering. Furthermore, the novel raises awareness about global issues such as
trafficking, labor exploitation, and gender-based violence. By connecting personal experiences with
larger social structures, the novel demonstrates that women’s suffering is political rather than merely
individual. The novel’s emphasis on female solidarity aligns with feminist ideals of collective
empowerment. It suggests that emotional support and shared resistance are essential for challenging
patriarchal systems. Through its powerful storytelling, the novel encourages empathy, social awareness,

and feminist consciousness.

Conclusion

Girls Burn Brighter is a powerful feminist narrative that exposes the harsh realities of patriarchal
oppression while celebrating women’s resilience and survival. Through the experiences of Poornima
and Savitha, the novel portrays how violence, poverty, and gender discrimination shape women’s lives
in deeply unequal societies. The study demonstrates that patriarchy operates through family structures,
marriage, labor systems, and social traditions that deny women autonomy and dignity. However, the
novel also highlights the strength of female resistance through friendship, endurance, and emotional
solidarity. The protagonists’ survival challenges narratives of female helplessness and instead presents
women as resilient agents of change. By examining the intersections of gender, class, and violence, the
novel offers a profound critique of systemic injustice. At the same time, it affirms the power of hope,
connection, and resistance. Ultimately, Girls Burn Brighter stands as an important contribution to
contemporary feminist literature because it gives voice to silenced women and transforms suffering into

a narrative of courage and survival.
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