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Abstract: "Difficult Daughters” by Manju Kapur intricately explores the life of its protagonist, Virmati, in
colonial India, offering profound insights into the shifting gender norms and societal expectations of the pre-
independence era. Through themes such as women's independence, arranged marriages, education, social
class, and the clash between tradition and modernity, the novel delves into the complexities of navigating a
society in transition. This paper examines the cultural shifts and changing gender norms depicted in "Difficult
Daughters," highlighting the resistance against traditional gender roles, the quest for women's independence,
the transformative power of education, critiques of arranged marriages, and the intersectionality of gender
and social class. By analyzing the novel's significance in understanding colonial India's societal dynamics, this
study contributes to feminist discourse and literary analysis, providing valuable insights into the evolving roles
of women and the challenges they faced in a patriarchal society undergoing transformation.
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I. INTRODUCTION

"Difficult Daughters" by Manju Kapur is a captivating novel set-in colonial India®, offering a profound exploration
of the life of its protagonist, Virmati. This young woman becomes a symbol of resistance against entrenched
traditional gender norms and societal expectations®. The narrative unfolds against the backdrop of the shifting
landscape of Indian society during the preindependence era, shedding light on the profound impact on the lives
of women. Various key themes within the novel illuminate the cultural shifts and changing gender norms of the
time as illustrated below in brief.

Women's Independence: Virmati's personal journey serves as a catalyst for redefining societal perceptions of
women's roles®. By defying conventional expectations, she embarks on a path of education and self-discovery
that extends beyond the confines of traditional roles as a wife and mother.

Arranged Marriages: The novel critically examines the prevalent practice of arranged marriages in Indian society.
Virmati's own arranged marriage becomes a focal point, providing insights into the challenges and expectations
imposed on women within such unions.

Education and Empowerment: Virmati's relentless pursuit of education symbolizes the changing attitudes
towards women's empowerment during this period. The novel delves into the transformative power of
education as a means to challenge societal norms and empower individuals to shape their own destinies.

! Maheswari, H. Uma. "Women’s Dilemma in Manju Kapur’s Novels Difficult Daughters and Home." Strength for
Today and Bright Hope for Tomorrow Volume 15: 12 December 2015 ISSN 1930- 2940 (2015): 255.

2 Mathew, A., & Jayashree, N. (2017). A Study on the Metempsychosis of Modern Woman in the Select Novels of
Manju Kapur and Shobhaa De (Doctoral dissertation).
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> Reddy, S., & Nazneen, S. (2018). Newspapers as supplementary text for pedagogical activity in ESL classroom.
Language in India, 18(1), 529-537.

Social Class and Expectations: The impact of social class on gender roles is a prominent theme, as characters
navigate a society marked by rigid class structures. The intersections of class and gender influence their choices
and interactions, offering a nuanced exploration of societal expectations.

Traditional vs. Modern Values: The clash between traditional and modern values is a recurring motif throughout
the narrative. Virmati's courageous choices stand as a challenge to deeply ingrained cultural norms, prompting a
reflection on the dynamic evolution of societal values during this transformative period®.

In the paper of "Difficult Daughters," we can discern how the characters grapple with the challenges of
navigating a society in transition, and how these shifts reverberate in their relationships and identities. The novel
serves as a poignant commentary on the complex interplay between tradition and change, providing readers
with a profound understanding of the cultural dynamics of colonial India.

Il. LITERATURE REVIEWS

Subathra, R., & Dhanalakshmi, D. (2023). Manju Kapur’s novel, "Difficult Daughters," offered a brilliant
exploration of the lives and roles of women against the backdrop of a changing socio cultural landscape in pre-
independence India. In this paper, the intricate portrayal of women characters in the novel was examined, with a
focus on how Kapur skillfully depicted their struggles and aspirations amidst a conservative society. Through a
close analysis of the central characters, Virmati, Ida, and Shagun, the paper highlighted the multifaceted nature
of womanhood, their resilience, and the challenges they confronted. The narrative transcended conventional
gender roles, offering a glimpse into the evolving feminist consciousness during that period. By dissecting the
characters and their experiences, the paper shed light on Kapur’s adept storytelling and her significant
contribution to the discourse on women’s roles and autonomy in a historical context.

e Zia, A. B., Dar, M. B., & Shah, A. (2023). In Manju Kapur's "Difficult Daughters," the conflict between traditional
ideologies of Indian Patriarchy and an anti-traditional struggle for individual space was explored. The protagonist,
Virmiti, had encountered her submissive position within a male-controlled society and had struggled for a new
identity for marginalized women in Arya Samaj Indian family. The theoretical concept of gender being a cultural
product by Nancy J. Chodorow (1995) was employed in this paper. Through the application of this theory, the
argument was presented that culturally specific norms for females were considered gender normative, while
Virmiti performed gender non-conformity within a gender-biased society. According to Chodorow (1995), she
"operated psychologically" to define her identity, challenging the established norms. In the narrative, Virmiti
fought for her own space and individuality by criticizing the division between male and female roles in a
phallocentric Indian culture. The paper demonstrated how Virmiti's journey in "Difficult Daughters" reflected the
broader societal struggle for gender equality and individual autonomy.

Pandey, S. P., & Kaur, M. (2023). Manju Kapur's classic work "Difficult Daughters." was studied for gender roles
and patriarchy. The study examined Kapur's female characters' struggles with

% sah, B. K. (2012). Suppression: Women's Awareness in Manju Kapur's Difficult Daughter (Doctoral dissertation,
Faculty Arts in English). patriarchy and identity formation using academic frameworks. The study emphasized
these key characters' struggles to defy society and gender conventions from a distinct perspective. The novel's
plot mirrored societal norms that constrained women's goals and autonomy. Textual analysis showed that the
characters are driven by personal fulfillment and constrained by gender norms. They strived to fit in and be
themselves, which shaped their tales. The study explored Kapur's characters' challenges with education,
marriage, and self-determination via character dynamics, plot arcs, and social situations. Theoretically, it
highlighted how these individuals’ overcome hurdles, defied conventions, and campaigned for equality in
patriarchal society. The inquiry focused on the individuals' relationships with each other, society, and
themselves. It examined how these women struggled to satisfy their personal needs and cultural expectations.
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Paul A. Rao (2015). Manju Kapur depicted traditional women as formidable patriarchal forces founded in gender
stereotypes. This research of Manju Kapur's 1998 novel Difficult Daughters focused on gender issues,
relationships, patriarchal systems, and women's domination. Kapur's first novel, Difficult Daughters, followed
Virmati's life. Ida, Virmati's daughter, recounted the incident. The article also highlighted the difficulties mothers
faced after delivery without medical or emotional care. It was bad for women then. In that time, women were
only childbearers, and their parenting showed that they were tolerant, gentle, peaceful, and steady. Their closest
ties with their offspring were generally the strongest. The book critiqued mother-daughter relationships
throughout three generations. The brave heroine, Virmati, suffered Indian women's discrimination. The tale
depicted women battling for independence and dignity. Female characters navigated cultural and gender
identities in the postmodern era, learning to exist in a fluid identity environment. The story's ladies fought for
women's rights, opportunities, and responsibilities. In the book, feminism was an effort to break women's
limited places and inconsequential roles prescribed by males, particularly male authors.

Chungath, J. J. (2019). Taboo is described as "a social or religious custom prohibiting or restricting a particular
practice or forbidding association with a particular person, place, or thing." It prohibited social acts based on
society's views. All civilizations had such bans. Taboos were supposed to safeguard individuals or the community,
but when applied solely to one person or segment, they might oppress the other. Thus, the stronger classes set
taboos and forced them on the lower classes. The idea of taboo included social, cultural, religious, gender, and
sexual aspects. The acclaimed Indian English author Manju Kapur depicted human life, human connections,
social structures, governmental and religious organizations, and the culture and traditions of the period in her
works. She tackled taboo topics including sexual assault, female sexuality, masturbation, sexual disability,
divorce, abortion, adultery, extramarital partnerships, and incestuous abuse. Her stories focused on people'
resistance within family, society, and culture. The characters expressed opposition to social taboos. The research
examined character resistance in Manju Kapur's books "Difficult Daughters" and "A Married Woman". Virmati,
Ida, Shakuntala, Astha, and Pipeelika rebelled against their family, society, and culture, breaking social taboos.
Joshi, B. D. (2023). Feminism was one of the most divisive literary topics globally. Indian English writers,
especially women writers, were greatly impacted by the feminist movement, which led to the emergence of a
separate school of thought in Indian English literature. There was a marked shift in the portrayal of women in
Indian English writing after independence. People weren't shy or quiet; they were outspoken in their defense of
rights and celebration of individuality. Manju Kapur was a contemporary Indian English literary author and a true
feminist. She was one of many female authors that analyzed the female characters' mental health and spoke
about women's rights and other feminism-related issues. Using feminism as a prism, this study sought to analyze
Difficult Daughters and Home, two books by Manju Kapur, in order to determine how her feminist viewpoint
varied from Western feminism and that of her peers.

Saraswat, N. (2020). The system of marriage and purdah, which forbade women from interacting with males
outside of their immediate families and communities, and which confined them to homes designated for women,
was one of the most fundamental constraints on personal autonomy and equality. It was believed that a
woman's true happiness could be found in her marital household, and that marriage itself served as a symbol of
her identity. This article examines how Inside the Haveli by Rama Mehta and Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur
depict women's oppression and struggle with self-discovery. Through the stories of Inside the Haveli's Geeta and
Difficult Daughters' Virmati, the article examined the female characters' experiences with subjection, identity
crisis, and freedom.

Ghimire, A. (2019). In Manju Kapur’s "Difficult Daughters," the Female Masculinity of the central character
Virmati was examined in this thesis. The novel portrayed the emergence of new women and women's
emancipation. Analogously, just as India struggled for freedom from British Raj, Virmati fought for the freedom
to live life on her own terms. The narrative revolved around Virmati, the protagonist, who found comfort in
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adopting masculine behavior and appearance. She embodied masculine traits such as reason, rebellion, power,
potency, courage, assertiveness, and combativeness. Virmati harbored a dream of leading an independent and
dignified life filled with happiness and bliss. Despite familial advice to conform to traditional gender roles,
including marriage and childbirth, she defied expectations imposed by society. The setting of Lahore and
Amritsar provided the backdrop for a novel that served as both a romantic tale and a critique of English society
at the beginning of the twentieth century, as seen through the eyes of the protagonist Virmati.

Sijapati, R. (2021). The feminist activists in the third world realized that mainstream Western feminism couldn't
adequately address the issues faced by women in the third world due to cultural differences. Western feminism
had been widely criticized for its Eurocentric perspective. Consequently, alternative branches of feminism
emerged, such as Black feminism and Third World Feminism. Third World Feminism focused on the challenges
arising from social, cultural, and traditional aspects of these countries, impacting women's daily lives. Kapur's
female characters also grappled with these challenges, living in one of the most conservative societies in India.
In "Difficult Daughters," Kapur's heroine, Virmati, struggled throughout her life for minimal freedom. With the
advancement of education, individuals, regardless of gender, gained awareness. Post-Second World War, women
in the third world began to realize the centuries-long suppression they endured in their societies. As
consciousness grew, women protested against their oppression and oppressors. However, breaking the extreme
social taboos in the third world proved to be a formidable task. Freedom remained elusive until these taboos
were dismantled. The main protagonist of Manu Kapur’s "Difficult Daughters," Virmati, rebelled throughout her
life to establish her identity as an independent woman of the new era, but ultimately, she failed. While her
failure could be attributed to personal reasons, the patriarchal society's social taboos also served as secondary
causes. The fate of the minor characters mirrored that of Virmati, highlighting the pervasive challenges faced by
women in a society bound by strict norms and expectations.

Shaheen, K., & Khan, P. B. (2023). Kapur's fictional realm was characterized by a notable prevalence of female
characters who had been shaped by the influences of contemporary education and progressive ideologies, as
well as the accessibility of economic autonomy and career opportunities. They were confident in themselves and
fearless enough to speak their minds openly about anything, including intimate topics like love, marriage, and
family. Her imaginative and distinctive attempt to examine women's history from the past to the present and
evaluate the state of the movement and its effects on society was reflected in the themes she explored in her
novels. This study examined the portrayal of traumatized families and the pervasive effect of traditional
patriarchal structures in Kapur's novel Difficult Daughters. By analyzing the narratives and character dynamics
within these literary works, this research aimed to shed light on the complex interplay between personal trauma
and societal norms, particularly in the context of Indian society.

Ramasubbiah, A., & Priyadharshini, G. (2022), Literature was defined as the art of conveying ideas that everyone
could relate to. The creative merit of the text as a whole was evaluated based on its individual merit. Even
though there was a lot of diversity in this field of study, the research paper's suggested focus was on Indian
literature in English. The sensitivity to the problems that cause conflict in modern society and the variety of
subjects explored in Manju Kapur's creative endeavors were highly regarded. An examination of her first work,
"Difficult Daughters," revealed the inherent power of her narrative theory. The heroines of Kapur's books held
the eternal witness of women everywhere, who had endured unimaginable hardships. Since Indian culture had
not yet broken free from the bonds of superstition-ridden tradition, Kapur sought to influence a shift in
mentality. A recurring topic in Indian women writers' works throughout the years has been an ongoing fight
against societal norms. In order to maintain social harmony in the treatment of men and women, feminism was
an essential and highly desired social movement. Although the main characters in Kapur's works sometimes
pouted, they more often than not rose to the challenge and showed that they should not be underestimated.
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Borra, S. L., & Vani, S. S. (2024), The present study aimed to analyze the works of modern Indian female writer
Manju Kapur with special reference to the ways in which her novels portrayed women in a variety of traditional
and modern contexts. Without rejecting parenting and marriage, the women made their voices heard
throughout the process. Girls were given greater duties than boys, even if the cultural ethos made them feel
safe. The female characters in Kapur's work were torn between traditional values and the demands of modernity
because of the inferior position of women in Indian culture. The research delves deep into the ways these
women endured hardship in their fight to break free from long-established, repressive traditions. A
feminocentric critique of phallocentric norms and ideals was present in her works.

Rao, B. L, & Rao, C. S. (2022). This study examined the works of Manju Kapur, including her 1998
Commonwealth Prize—winning novel Difficult Daughters, 2003's A Married Woman, 2006's Home, 2009's The
Immigrant, and 2011's Custody, to draw conclusions about the author's treatment of tradition and modernity in
her literary career. The purpose of this research study was to examine Manju Kapur's portrayal of the tension
between modernity and tradition in her novels via the experiences of middle-class women in India who fought
for equality in education, gender roles, and other fundamental rights. The study set out to have a better
understanding of the issues faced by middle-class women in India who felt caught between two worlds: tradition
and modernity. Accordingly, the study's overarching goal was to delve into the concerns of Indian women from
the middle class who felt torn between two worlds: the traditional and the contemporary. Virmati from Difficult
Daughters, Astha from A Married Woman, Nisha from Home, Nina from The Immigrant, and Shagun from
Custody are all strong female heroines who fought against convention and sought independence via embracing
modernity.

Paudel, P. (2019). This study examined Manju Kapur's "Home" from a contemporary viewpoint. The novel's
depiction of tensions between tradition and modernity might be analyzed in light of the impact of Western
culture on Indian society in the 21st century. Ajay, Raju, Rupa, Yashpal, and Nisha were some of the characters
whose ideologies were examined in relation to the tension between tradition and modernity. They were on the
verge of breaking away from their parents' conventional business practices and traditional ways of thinking in
order to carve out their own niches in society and the home. As an example, Yashpal's family was troubled by the
collision of traditional and contemporary values when he wed a lady from a lower socioeconomic level, who he
had fallen in love with. Going from a typical clothing store to a ready-made fancy shop was also an attempt to
cater to the urban styles that were influencing young Indians. As a symptom of modernity, the novel's
protagonists abandoned traditional Indian beliefs and practices in favor of those of the West. As the novel's
protagonists embraced modernity and abandoned traditional conventions and values for personal benefit, the
unified family broke up into independent settlements.

Pratheeba, S., & Vasuki, G. (2022). Writing English literature by Indians has always been associated with India's
development as a country. The evolution of this Indian literary tradition was shaped by illustrious authors. An
active Indian writer named Manju Kapur was among them; she had made a claim on the issue of conflict that
women encountered during that era. Particularly in the decades after independence, Indian English fiction was a
major force in global literature. Social difficulties, cultural dominance, and gender prejudice mostly impacted and
disadvantaged Indian women authors. They wanted women to be recognized as independent and free spirits,
and they fought for this transformation in public opinion. In their fight for social independence, they engaged in
several forms of protest. Written in accordance with a stereotype that includes patriarchal customs and gender
discrimination in fictions, books were being published with the same topic twenty-five years ago. Nonetheless,
these authors brought about a complete shift in the contemporary period. By speaking up against patriarchal
concerns and declaring their own pain, they thankfully changed the story and slaked a fresh yearning for
freedom.

lll. Inferences from Kapur’s Difficult Daughters
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In exploration to "Difficult Daughters" we have found few significant Inferences in context of Cultural Shifts and
Changing Gender Norms. Set in colonial India during the pre-independence era, the story revolves around the
protagonist, Virmati, and her struggles against traditional gender norms and societal expectations. "Difficult
Daughters" by Manju Kapur offers several key inferences as illustrated bellow.

a) Resistance Against Traditional Gender Norms: The novel portrays characters like Virmati who resist
traditional gender norms imposed by society. Virmati's pursuit of education and independence challenges the
notion that women's roles are confined to domesticity and marriage, reflecting a shifting mindset towards
gender equality.

b) Exploration of Women's Independence: Through Virmati's journey, the novel explores women's quest for
independence and self-determination. Virmati's decision to pursue education and her defiance of societal
expectations signify a growing desire among women to assert their autonomy and challenge patriarchal
structures.

c) Impact of Education on Gender Roles: "Difficult Daughters" underscores the transformative power of
education in reshaping gender roles. Virmati's education empowers her to question traditional norms and
envision a life beyond the confines of societal expectations, highlighting the role of education in fostering
progressive attitudes towards gender equality.

d) Critique of Arranged Marriages: The novel critiques the practice of arranged marriages and its implications for
women's agency. Virmati's experience within her arranged marriage exposes the limitations imposed on
women's choices and the importance of consent in marital relationships, reflecting changing attitudes towards
marriage and autonomy.

e) Conflict Between Tradition and Modernity: "Difficult Daughters" depicts the clash between traditional values
and modern ideals, particularly concerning gender roles. Virmati's defiance of traditional gender norms
represents a broader societal shift towards embracing modern values of individualism and self-expression,
challenging longstanding cultural norms.

f) Intersectionality of Gender and Social Class: The novel explores the intersectionality of gender and social
class, highlighting how class disparities impact women's experiences and opportunities. Virmati's struggles are
shaped by her lower social status, underscoring the complex interplay between gender, class, and power
dynamics in colonial India.

In a nutshell, "Difficult Daughters" serves as a nuanced exploration of cultural shifts and changing gender norms
in colonial India, offering insights into the evolving roles of women and the challenges they face in navigating
traditional expectations and modern aspirations. >

3.1 Cultural Shifts: Dynamics and Implications

Cultural shifts encompass the dynamic transformations (Kapur,1999) in societal norms, values, and practices over
time. These shifts are influenced by various factors such as globalization, technological advancements,
demographic changes, and ideological movements. Globalization, through increased interconnectedness and
cultural exchange, has facilitated the spread of ideas and values across borders, leading to the emergence of
hybrid cultures and cosmopolitan identities. Technological innovations, particularly in communication and
transportation, have accelerated the pace of cultural change by enabling rapid dissemination of information and
cultural products. Demographic shifts, including migration and urbanization, have contributed to cultural
diversity and the formation of multicultural societies. Moreover, ideological movements such as feminism,
environmentalism, and human rights activism have challenged traditional power structures and norms,
catalyzing cultural transformations. Overall, understanding cultural shifts is essential for navigating the
complexities of contemporary societies and addressing the challenges and opportunities they present.

3.2 Changing gender norms
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Changing gender norms refer to the evolving societal expectations, roles, and behaviors associated with
masculinity and femininity. These shifts are influenced by various factors including cultural, social, economic, and
political changes. Historically, traditional gender norms have dictated distinct roles for men and women, with
men often expected to be breadwinners and assertive, while women were expected to be caregivers and
nurturing. However, changing gender norms challenge these traditional roles, advocating for greater equality
and inclusivity. Changing gender norms also recognize the diversity of gender identities beyond the binary
framework, acknowledging non-binary, genderqueer, and transgender individuals. Moreover, cultural
representations in media, literature, and popular culture play a crucial role in shaping perceptions of gender and
influencing societal attitudes towards gender roles. Overall, understanding and embracing changing gender
norms is essential for creating more inclusive and equitable societies. (Kapur,1999)

IV. Significance of Study

The study of "Difficult Daughters" by Manju Kapur holds profound significance as it offers a poignant glimpse into
colonial India's societal and gender dynamics during the pre-independence era. Through the protagonist Virmati,
the novel explores the transformative power of education and the evolving roles of women in a traditional
society undergoing significant change. The

> Kapur, M. (1999). Difficult Daughters. Faber & Faber. ISBN 9780571195695. Retrieved from
https://books.google.co.in/books?id=1CQCMJcLU1kC

portrayal of arranged marriages provides insights into the complexities of such unions, contributing to
discussions on marriage practices and individual agency. The narrative's examination of social class intersections
deepens our understanding of how societal hierarchies influenced choices and experiences. Moreover, the clash
between traditional and modern values in the novel offers valuable insights into the cultural evolution of Indian
society. Beyond its historical and cultural relevance, the study contributes to literary analysis by examining
narrative techniques and character development. So, "Difficult Daughters" serves as a rich source for
comprehending the nuanced interplay of tradition and change, making it a significant work for scholars,
educators, and those interested in the complexities of gender, society, and cultural transformation in colonial
India.

V. Conclusion

Manju Kapur's "Difficult Daughters" offers a profound exploration of colonial India's societal and gender
transformations during the pre-independence era. Through the lens of Virmati's experiences, the novel
illuminates the complexities of women's independence, arranged marriages, education, and the clash between
tradition and modernity. The significance of the novel extends beyond historical and cultural contexts, serving as
a catalyst for discussions on women's autonomy and societal expectations. Literature reviews further emphasize
its impact on feminist discourse and the portrayal of taboo subjects. In a nutshell, the study of "Difficult
Daughters" enriches our understanding of the intricate interplay between tradition and change, providing
valuable insights for scholars and those interested in the multifaceted dynamics of gender, society, and cultural
evolution in colonial India.
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