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Abstract 

The novel Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur poignantly captures the struggles 

of women on the margins in pre- and post-independence India. Through the central 

character, Virmati, and other pivotal women characters, the novel explores the 

intersections of gender, tradition, familial expectations, and societal norms. This paper 

examines the quest for identity of marginalized women in the context of cultural and 

historical constraints. It employs feminist and postcolonial frameworks to analyze the 

narrative’s depiction of women’s agency, autonomy, and resistance. Furthermore, it 

highlights the enduring relevance of Kapur’s work in understanding the dynamics of 

identity formation among women who defy conventional roles. 
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The representation of women’s 

lives, especially those struggling to 

break free from oppressive societal 

norms, has been a significant theme in 

Indian English literature. Manju 

Kapur’s Difficult Daughters is a 

seminal work that delves into the 

experiences of women navigating 

personal aspirations and societal 

expectations. Set against the backdrop 

of India’s independence movement, the 

novel presents a multi-generational 

narrative that interweaves personal and 

political histories. Virmati, the 

protagonist, becomes a site for 

exploring the tensions between 

tradition and modernity, individual 

desires, and collective responsibilities. 

 

This paper investigates how 

Difficult Daughters portrays women on 

the margins and their quest for identity. 

It focuses on Virmati’s journey as a 

woman seeking autonomy and self-

definition in a patriarchal society. 

Additionally, it examines the roles of 

other female characters who embody 

diverse dimensions of marginalization 

and resistance. 

 

The socio-cultural milieu of pre-

independence India was marked by 

deeply entrenched patriarchal values. 

Women’s roles were largely confined 

to the domestic sphere, and their 

identities were often subsumed under 

familial and community expectations. 

Educational and professional 

opportunities for women were limited, 

and those who sought them were 

frequently stigmatized. 

In Difficult Daughters, 

Virmati’s struggle for education and 

personal freedom highlights the 

marginalization of women who defied 

traditional roles. Her mother, Kasturi, 

represents the ideal of the self-

sacrificing woman whose identity is 

rooted in her roles as wife and mother. 

In contrast, Virmati’s aspirations place 

her in conflict with her family, 

particularly her mother, who perceives 

her daughter’s choices as a betrayal of 

familial values. 

Virmati’s journey in Difficult 

Daughters exemplifies the struggle for 

self- definition amidst societal 

constraints. Her desire to pursue higher 

education and her love affair with the 

Professor signify her rebellion against 

patriarchal norms. However, her quest 

for identity is fraught with challenges 

and contradictions. While her pursuit 

of education can be seen as an act of 

empowerment, her relationship with 

the Professor underscores the 

complexities of agency and 

dependence. 

The Professor’s reluctance to 

divorce his wife and fully commit to 

Virmati reveals the limitations of her 

agency within their relationship. 

Despite her academic achievements, 

Virmati’s identity remains 

overshadowed by her role as the 

Professor’s mistress. This paradox 
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underscores the difficulties faced by 

women seeking autonomy in a society 

that defines them through their 

relationships with men. 

 

The novel’s exploration of 

intergenerational conflicts highlights 

the evolving perceptions of women’s 

roles and identities. Virmati’s choices 

are juxtaposed with those of her 

mother, Kasturi, and her daughter, Ida. 

Kasturi embodies the traditional 

woman who finds fulfillment in 

domesticity, while Ida represents a 

modern woman grappling with the 

legacies of her mother’s struggles. 

 

Ida’s narration of Virmati’s 

story serves as an act of reclamation, 

bridging the generational divide and 

fostering a sense of feminine solidarity. 

By chronicling her mother’s life, Ida 

acknowledges the sacrifices and 

resilience of women who dared to 

challenge societal norms. This act of 

storytelling becomes a means of 

asserting identity and agency for both 

Ida and Virmati. 

 

From a feminist perspective, 

Difficult Daughters critiques the 

patriarchal structures that constrain 

women’s lives and choices. Virmati’s 

struggles reflect the broader condition 

of women in patriarchal societies, 

where their aspirations are often 

deemed secondary to familial and 

societal expectations. The novel also 

highlights the internalized patriarchy 

that perpetuates women’s subjugation, 

as seen in Kasturi’s disapproval of 

Virmati’s ambitions. 

Postcolonial theory provides 

another lens for analyzing the novel. 

The historical context of India’s 

independence movement serves as a 

backdrop for examining the 

intersections of national and personal 

identities. Just as the nation seeks to 

redefine itself in the face of colonial 

oppression, women like Virmati strive 

to assert their individuality within 

patriarchal constraints. The Professor’s 

character symbolizes the educated elite 

who, while advocating national 

liberation, remain complicit in the 

subjugation of women. 

 

Resistance is a recurring theme 

in Difficult Daughters. While Virmati’s 

actions often appear ambivalent, they 

represent a form of resistance against 

the expectations imposed on her. Her 

decision to pursue education, leave 

home, and assert her desires signifies a 

break from traditional roles. 

Other female characters in the 

novel also embody resistance in 

various forms. Swarnalata, Virmati’s 

friend, represents the progressive 

women of the time who actively 

participated in the independence 

movement. Swarnalata’s activism 

contrasts with Virmati’s personal 

struggles, highlighting the diverse 

ways in which women resist 

marginalization. 

 

The novel’s title, Difficult 

Daughters, underscores the 

generational legacy of women’s 

struggles for identity. Ida’s reflections 
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on her mother’s life reveal the enduring 

impact of marginalization and 

resistance on subsequent generations. 

Virmati’s quest for identity, though 

fraught with contradictions, paves the 

way for her daughter to confront her 

own challenges with a deeper 

understanding of women’s resilience. 

 

Manju Kapur’s Difficult 

Daughters offers a nuanced portrayal of 

women on the margins and their quest 

for identity. Through Virmati’s journey 

and the experiences of other female 

characters, the novel highlights the 

complexities of navigating personal 

aspirations and societal expectations. 

By situating these struggles within the 

historical context of India’s 

independence movement, Kapur 

underscores the interconnectedness of 

personal and political liberation. 

The novel’s exploration of 

marginalization, resistance, and agency 

remains relevant in contemporary 

discussions on gender and identity. It 

serves as a testament to the resilience 

of women who challenge patriarchal 

norms and assert their individuality in 

the face of adversity. 
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