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Abstract

In this regard the depiction of Indian womanhood in Indian English fiction
has changed drastically to reflect the changes in the social and cultural, political and
economic landscape of Indian society. Previously there was a perception of women and
domesticity, sacrifice, motherhood, obedience and following the norms of patriarchs in
literature. But, the modern Indian English novelists have been depicting women as
more complex characters who deal with issues of identity, autonomy, education,
sexuality, marriage, employment, caste, class, movement, and cultural belonging. The
present paper compares the portrayal of the Indian woman in three novels of the
contemporary Indian English novelists: Difficult Daughters (1998) by Manju Kapur,
The God of Small Things (1997) by Arundhati Roy, The Inheritance of Loss (2006) by
Kiran Desai and The Namesake (2003) by Jhumpa Lahiri, alongside Tomb of Sand
(2021; English translation 2022) by Geetanjali Shree. The study examines the ways in
which these novels defy traditional gendered notions and develop alternative gendered
perspectives and selves for women. Marriage, family, education, motherhood, economic
independence, caste and class, migration, memory and the female body are given
special attention. The paper, informed by feminist literary lens as well as feminist
theory of gender and identity, claims that the Indian womanhood is not a monolithic
and immutable category in the current Indian English fiction. Rather, it represents
womanhood as plural, in flux, contested and marked by overlapping social and cultural
influences. The novels chosen reflect the fact that women are still subjected to the
structures of the patriarchy but the women characters in the modern society are now
attempting to negotiate, resist, reinterpret, or even go beyond the roles of society.

Keywords: Indian English fiction, Indian womanhood, feminism, female identity,
patriarchy, agency, gender, contemporary Indian novels.

Introduction

Indian English literature has become an important genre and field of literary
and cultural expression that reflects on the changes in the Indian society. Representation
of women is an important aspect of Indian English fiction in today's context. The lives
of Indian women are always embedded in intricate family, caste, religious, community,
tradition and gender relations. These truths have been echoed in literature, as it also has
posed questions about the structures that have affected women's lives. This image of the
Indian woman in literature can therefore not be separated from the historical change of
Indian society.

Many traditional definitions of the Indian woman have focussed on her
attributes like chastity, obedience, sacrifice, patience, motherhood, loyalty and devotion
to family. The ideal woman was often identified with the home, and was expected to
have a role in the maintenance of family honour and cultural traditions. But these were
not all the same kind, and even Indian literary traditions have yielded some strong
female voices that challenged the structures and who assert their singularity. This
intricate literary legacy is passed on to contemporary fiction in response to the social
changes of the 21st century.

During the post-independence era, women's education, employment, political
involvement, legal rights have been given greater importance. Women's movements and
feminist scholarship also challenged the assumptions of patriarchy regarding gender and
social identity. Such developments had a bearing on Indian literature. The rising trend
in writing is to portray females not just as a party to the story of male actors and action
but as a protagonist of the story, whose experiences, desires, memories, and voices
become part of the story.

Such a change can be seen in the Indian English novels in the contemporary
period. The book Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur tells about the clash between
education and romanticism and the general orthodoxies of marriage among women. In
Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things, women are moulded by their caste, gender,
family and social norms.

International Journal of English and World Languages and Literature Paradigm Shift in International Research (IJEWLPSIR)

37

| Volume-3 Issue-3 | June 2026 | Website: https://ijewl.us


https://ijewl.us/
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.23384151
mailto:mdsharif.hanagal@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.23384151
mailto:mdsharif.hanagal@gmail.com
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/legalcode.en

International Journal of English and World Languages and Literature Paradigm Shift in

International Research ISSN: 3065-7873

The Namesake is Jhumpa Lahiri's exploration of the lives of women grappling with issues of culture and
migration. The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai is about gender, class, displacement and cultural uncertainty.
Geetanjali Shree's Tomb of Sand is an especially unique depiction of an older woman who moves across boundaries—
geographical and psychological—who challenges the accepted notions about the female identity.

These novels reveal the fact that "modern™ Indian womanhood is not monolithic and fixed. The experience
of a woman varies from class to caste, generation to religion, education to geographical location and culture. The
modern Indian English novel can thus be used as an arena to explore the multiplicity of women's experiences.The
current study attempts to examine the reconstruction of the image of Indian womanhood among the selected novelists
of modern Indian English and how the female characters in their novels deal with the conflict between tradition and
modernity.

Indian Womanhood: Tradition and Transformation

Historically the Indian womanhood has been linked to the family. The social construction of “femininity”
has typically been centered around marriage and motherhood, as well as domestic responsibility. Fathers and
husbands, children and families have all played important roles in the definition of women's identity. These images
frequently created a romanticized, self-giving, and domestically responsible image of the female. Social codes that
controlled female body and sexuality were also common, such as codes of marriage, chastity and respectability.

But these traditional constructions are complexed by the new social conditions of modern India. Women have been
able to access institutions and professions that were not available to them thanks to education. Economic involvement
has given rise to new forms of independence, and urbanization and migration have led to new family structures.
Meanwhile, women continue to live lives dictated by the Patriarchal ideals.

This is exactly the tension that is seen in contemporary fiction. Women characters tend to be caught between their
cultural expectations and the wish for freedom in their personal lives. Their struggles are not merely ones of 'tradition’
versus 'modernity’ but of negotiation between several identities.

To examine this transformation, it is necessary to have a theoretical framework that would underscore the
importance of the social construction of womanhood as discussed by Simone de Beauvoir. Judith Butler later extended
this notion to argue that gender is made up of "repeated social and cultural practices". In the Indian context it has been
also added that the study of feminist scholars, caste and class and religion and family history and cultural background
of women should also be taken into consideration in understanding the women experience in the Indian context.

Indian womanhood thus needs to be treated as diverse. This comes from contemporary Indian fiction which provides
women of various backgrounds and locations.

Feminist perspectives and the portrayal of women.Feminist approaches and the image of women.

Women in literature and feminist literary criticism have been explored and discussed in great detail. The absence of
women's experiences in the mainstream of literature was brought to the attention of early feminist critics. Elaine
Showalter's contributions to feminist literary criticism and women's writing contributed to the recognition of the need
to study literature written by and about women.The feminist criticism in India has been focused on the
interdependence of gender with other forms of social power. Patriarchy is different in the Indian context based on
caste, class, religion, region and economic status of women. Thus, in the modern Indian novel in English there are
several varieties of womanhood, rather than a single womanhood.

It is also relevant to the discussion of representation and the "subaltern” by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak who
asks what is being represented by the "subaltern”, by whom. When literature tells the stories of women whose lives
are influenced by social exclusion, the concerns become particularly salient. These are novel aspects of these questions
that are glimpshed in the novels selected for this study. There are no consistent characters for their females. Rather,
they live in complex social contexts and often struggle to negotiate their identities in a process of compromise,
resistance, memory, and self-expression.

Difficult Daughters: Education and Female Agency by Manju Kapur

Manju Kapur's Difficult Daughters is an important contemporary Indian novel dealing with women's
education, marriage, sexuality and independence. The novel is mostly set in the pre-independence days of India and
shows the life of a woman, Virmati, who wants education and self-determination, but is stifled by societal norms and
her family's expectations.

Virmati's dream of education is an interesting break from the norm. Education becomes more than just an

educational activity; it is a tool by which she tries to build an identity which goes beyond the domestic sphere.
But her love for Harish makes her quest for independence marred. The novel shows that, despite individual desire,
women are not always free to make their own decisions as social institutions still exert a lot of control over them.
Virmati's connection is rejected due to the prevailing norms of marriage and sexuality. The title Difficult Daughters is
very important. A daughter is "difficult” when she doesn't do what is expected. Therefore is an adjective that reveals
the patriarchy of social norms of an acceptable femininity. A woman who challenges authority of the family might be
construed as a problem, not an autonomous citizen.

Another theme in Kapur's novel is the intergenerational ties between the women. The older women's
experiences of the constraints of patriarchy may also be replicated in their dealings with younger women. This novel
thus goes beyond the dichotomy of oppressor and oppressed as it presents the case of the oppressed woman. The
novel, as such, therefore doesn't fall into the trap of dichotomization between oppressor and oppressed as it brings
forth the case of oppressed woman. Rather, it looks at the way that patriarchy is internalized in family
dynamics.Virmati's narrative illustrates how the rise of the female agency comes with struggles, isolation and social
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stigma. Her character embodies a hybrid type of Indian femininity—a kind whose education and personal aspirations
are in conflict with traditional norms and still not fully outside of them.

The God of Small Things: Gender, Caste and Transgression by Arundhati Roy is a book about transgender.The God
of Small Things: Gender, Caste and Transgression, Arundhati Roy is a book on Transgender.

The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy is yet another complicated depiction of women. One of the main female
characters in a story, Ammu, suffers the constraints of gender, marriage and social acceptability. Ammu's inferior
status in the patriarchal family is due to her husband's failure. She is a divorced woman and a questionable social
status. She returns to her parents' home and finds it is not fully protective as the family re-creates social hierarchies.
The importance of her relationship with Velutha lies in its trans-caste and trans-gender aspect. The relationship
undermines the social hierarchy of the family and community. Roy illustrates gender oppression and the
entanglements with caste discrimination.

So, Ammu's wish gains a political and social significance. The violation of her personal choices is interpreted as
violations of structures concerning sexuality, caste and respectability. These children are also afforded significance in
the novel, including Rahel and Estha. Roy challenges traditional narrative forms in his disjointed perceptions. This
division is related to the portrayal of memory, trauma, as well as to the portrayal of women experiences.

Through Ammu’s story, it is shown that agency may be present even in the extreme social constraint. The novel,
however, also demonstrates the repercussions women might suffer if they defy the rules set by society.The God of
Small Things, therefore, extends the portrayal of Indian womanhood to the intersection of gender and caste and family
power. Womanhood is not seen as something in isolation but as an identity defined by a variety of social
constructions.

The Namesake: Womanhood, Motherhood and Migration by Jhumpa Lahiri

In The Namesake, Jhumpa Lahiri has brought the Indian woman to the fore of the narrative in the context of
migration and cultural displacement. While Virmati's and Ammu's experiences are very similar, Ashima Ganguli's is
quite different as her identity is formed through migration between India and the United States.

Ashima's marriage and transfer to a new culture at the start of the novel throws her into a new culture. Motherhood
becomes her very essence. She first feels lonely and a sense of cultural displacement, but slowly builds up a
relationship with her new environment.

The character of Ashima suggests that migration modifies traditional understandings of "womanhood" but
does not remove from it. She cherishes culturally-specific rites and practices while adapting to a different culture. Her
voice becomes a mixture of Indian and American.Another aspect of her portrayal is as a mother. Lahiri does not depict
the role of a mother as an ideal which is taken for granted. Rather, it is presented as a practice of responsibility,
emotional work and adjustment.

Ashima's development is a gradual process towards becoming more self-confident. The change isn't drastic,
it's subtle. Her agency is cultivated in the real life situations and evolving relationalities that occur in everyday
life. The novel therefore expands the definition of Indian womanhood through its portrayal of the transformations of
women's identity in the process of migration, cultural memory and family relations.

The Inheritance of Loss: Gender, Class and Displacement by Kiran Desai

In Inheritance of Loss, Kiran Desai writes about gender, as well as class, colonial history and migration. A
novel also has several women characters whose experiences show the multi-faceted nature of the Indian woman.Sai is
a young girl in the Himalayan region who has to wonder what it means to have a culture. Her education and
upbringing give her a complex nature with regard to Indian and western values.There is another level with the
character of Noni. She is an educated unmarried woman, who stands in contradiction to conventional norms of
women's lives. Her life demonstrates that it is not necessary for women to settle for marriage as the only way to fulfil
themselves.

Another theme of the novel is the influence of class on women's lives. Women's access to education, to English
language culture and economic resources is a factor that affects the opportunities that are open to them.Hence Desai's
representation has special significance as it does not consider “Indian women” as a single entity. Women in the novel
work in different class hierarchies, educational and cultural privilege structures.

The novel also relates the concept of personal identity to the history of colonialism. The female characters thus live in
a space of culture, a space in which traditional and modern expectations exist.

Tomb of Sand: Age, Memory and Female Selfhood is the debut novel by Geetanjali Shree. Tomb of Sand: Age,
Memory and Female Selfhood is Geetanjali Shree's first novel.

The Tomb of Sand by Geetanjali Shree translated by Daisy Rockwell is an alternative portrayal of Indian womanhood.
The novel focuses on an old woman named "Ma" whose metamorphosis following the death of her husband has the
reader question traditional ideas of womanhood and old age.

The novel is important in that it breaks the traditional literary emphasis on young women and marriage. Instead, by
having an older woman as the central figure of the story, Shree opens the doors for the portrayal of women in new
ways. Ma also flashes back to the history of the Partition by moving across the India-Pakistan border. The border turns
into a physical and mental space. Her path indicates that the categories of identity are not always predetermined ones
like wife, mother, widow or citizen.

Experimental techniques of narration, humour, word play and multiple perspectives are also used throughout the
novel. Such stylistic elements support its challenge to the traditional notions of identity. Ma's metamorphosis
illustrates that one's identity as a woman does not always conclude at the usual life milestones. Rather, identity can be
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malleable and can be recreated. In this sense, the Tomb of Sand is an important step in the literary definition of Indian
women. It is a combination of gender, age, memory, history and borders that shows that women's life cannot be
confined to domestic sphere.
This course examines the transformation of the role of Indian womanhood in the context of marriage.
Marriage continues to be one of the most significant institutions by which, traditionally, femininity in India has been
defined. The chosen novels constantly explore the connections of marriage and femininity.
Virmati's attitude towards marriage is related to the opposition between social requirements and personal aspirations
in Difficult Daughters. Ammu's unhappy marriage does not break free from the patriarchal web in The God of Small
Things. The Namesake is set against the backdrop of Ashima's journey into marriage. In The Inheritance of Loss,
unmarried women explore other forms of the female life. In Tomb of Sand, widowhood becomes the beginning of a
whole new chapter in the journey of self-discovery.
The images in these representations reveal a major shift in literary imagination. Increasingly marriage is seen as one
feature of women's lives and not the whole of it.Inserted, too, is a modern novel that challenges the notion that women
must sacrifice their own ambitions for family security. When it comes to marriage, women characters are more and
more choosing how they'll marry on their own terms — and sometimes it brings conflict.
Education and Economic Independence

Another primary condition that has affected the metamorphosis of Indian womanhood is education.
Education gives women knowledge, confidence and access to social places outside the house.Difficult Daughters'
educational goals are intertwined with its quest for independence. Likewise, the female characters of Desai's novel
illustrate the link between education and social autonomy.Patriarchy is not an inherent part of education. It still gives
women tools to challenge the status quo, however.
Being economically independent has a significant impact on women's identity too. Women can be in the public sphere
and take part in decisions about their own lives through employment. Women are now appearing not just as wives and
mothers, but also as students, teachers and professionals in many new novels.This change is thus social and
psychological. Education and employment for women are factors in the development of new kinds of selves.
Caste, Class and Intersectionality

One of the central themes of modern Indian English fiction is that of gender and the idea that it can never be
divorced from caste and class.
The God of Small Things by Roy is very significant here. Ammu's status as a woman is also connected to her caste
status as she is related to Velutha. The caste system is intertwined with Ammu's experience as a woman related to
Velutha. There is thus a gender-caste interplay.The Inheritance of Loss is an example of how class and colonial
history have shaped Desai's work. Various women experience freedom and constraint in their economic and social
situations.This view is a critique of the notion of the universal Indian womanhood. A middle class educated woman, in
an urban area, may have quite different options to a poor rural woman or a woman who is excluded by caste.
Contemporary fiction thus prompts readers to think about gender in a more intersectional way.
The Female Body Desire and Sexuality

There has also been a dramatic shift in the portrayal of women's sexuality. Females' desires were often
ignored or denied in traditional literary conventions. However, modern writers more readily depict females as subjects
with desires, not just objects of desire.The God of Small Things' Ammu’s relationship with Velutha and Virmati's
relationship with her daughter illustrate how female desire can upset social structures.
These stories also give an insight into the social ramifications of female sexuality. Sexual freedom for a man is not
necessarily sexual freedom for a woman.In the contemporary fiction, this double standard is revealed by the portrayal
of women's desire as characters in the story.Questions of power, respectability and agency are then linked closely with
the depiction of women's sexuality.
From Silence to Voice

One of the biggest shifts in modern portrayals of Indian women is from voiceless to vocal.In some pre-
existing literary portrayals, women were the subject of the story. Novels in the present day are becoming more and
more tolerant to women taking the role of the subject of their own story.This change is achieved by means of
dialogue, interior monologue, memory and narrative perspective. As long as a female character can't challenge society
outright, the story can still give a chance to her thoughts and desires.The idea of voice is thus literal and symbolic.
Speaking is claiming recognition, narration is challenging dominant representations.The novels selected highlight
female experience in different ways in their narration. The writing styles of Roy, Lahiri, Kapur, Desai, and Shree are
all different, with Roy using fragmented narration, Lahiri an understated psychological style, Kapur historical and
familial narrative, Desai multiple social perspectives, and Shree using experimental language and nonlinear
associations.
Different presentation forms of stories reflect the diversity of women's experiences.
Tradition, Modernity and Negotiated Identity

The transformation of the image of Indian womanhood is not to be understood as a shift from tradition to
modernity. Modern Indian women often marry together the old and the new.The Americanization of Indian cultural
identity is evident in Ashima in The Namesake, for instance, who still has some elements of the Indian identity,
though she is adapting to American society. Other characters also have to deal with the interplay of family
expectations and personal wishes.This process may be called negotiated modernity. Women are not necessarily
against tradition, that is they reinterpret some parts of tradition.
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Indian English fiction is thus contemporary and identity is fluid. A woman can feel herself as a member of the family,
of her profession, of her culture, of her region and of her own personal ambitions.

This is one of the most salient features of the modern depictions of Indian womanhood.

Comparative Analysis

The selected novels reveal several important similarities and differences.

Novel Major Female Social Context Form of Agency
Concern

Difficult Education, marriage, Pre-independence India | Educational and personal

Daughters desire aspiration

The God of Small | Gender, caste, Kerala and family Emotional and personal

Things sexuality hierarchy resistance

The Namesake Motherhood, Indian-American Cultural adaptation and
migration, identity diaspora independence

The Inheritance of | Class, education, Postcolonial India Intellectual and personal

Loss identity autonomy

Tomb of Sand Age, memory, borders | India-Pakistan/Partition | Reinvention of identity

context

The comparison illustrates that today's Indian womanhood is multi-faceted. The woman can be a daughter, mother,
student, professional, migrant, widow, lover or independent person. These identities do not fully describe her.The
novels also exhibit varying levels and degrees of agency. Some women assertively challenge social norms, others
work out the social norms over time. Agency can be a manner of rebellion, education, economic independence,
emotional choice, migration, memory or self-definition.

The power of storytelling and representation of women.

Changes in the representation of women are also linked to the changes in narrative technique. Modern
novelists often play with the elements of chronology, point of view, language and form.Roy's disassociative narrative
represents a disassociative memory and trauma. Shree's experimental prose presents new concepts on issues of
identity and ageing. Kapur's historical context helps engender personal female experience in social movement.It is in
this way that narrative experimentation is important, as the regular forms of narration can sometimes produce regular
hierarchies. Contemporary writers have found new forms in which to represent the female experience through
experimentation with the form of the story.The novel's form, then, becomes a part of its gender politics. The breach of
linear, perspective, and conventional characterization allows representation of the identification of identity that is
broken and constantly changing.

Conclusion

The novel is a major genre in which the image of Indian womanhood has undergone significant change over
the past few decades in the context of broader changes in Indian society as seen through the lens of Indian English
novels. The novels chosen show that the representation of women as dutiful daughters, faithful wives and self-giving
mothers has been replaced by more complex portrayals of women as individuals who are struggling to deal with issues
of identity, agency and social norms.But modern fiction is not the replacement of the orthodox woman by a totally
free modern woman. Rather, it has a more complex story to tell. Women still face restrictions due to patriarchy,
familial relationships, caste, class, sexuality, and cultural norms and economic status. Meanwhile, they acquire a
variety of agency in education, employment, personal relationships, migration, memory, resistance and self-
expression.

In Difficult Daughters, Virmati is a sign of the educational and personal aspiration in an enclosed social
sphere. The God of Small Things is Ammu who brings out into the open the interplay of gender and caste. In The
Namesake, Ashima shows how the experience of a woman in India changes in diaspora and migration. The women in
The Inheritance of Loss are all a reflection on the impact of class, education and cultural displacement. Ma in Tomb of
Sand disrupts the conventional notions of age, widowhood and female identity. These novels collectively illustrate that
Indian womanhood is not fixed and uniform. It's affected by the context, the culture, and personal decisions. The
contemporary Indian English fiction offers women greater narrative space that allows them to challenge, negotiate and
re-imagine their pre-given identities.

That this image of Indian womanhood is changing can then be interpreted as a shift from prescribed to
negotiated identity. However, this change is still incomplete as women are still affected by patriarchy in their
decision-making. This is precisely the tension that is captured by a contemporary Indian English novel. This is exactly
the tension of constraint and agency that is captured by a contemporary Indian English novel.

In conclusion, it is observed that these novels show that the portrayal of Indian women is more pluralistic, complex,
and sensitive. They don't offer a single definition of the “new Indian woman. Rather, they represent several genders,
each with its own history, community and situation. It is this plurality, perhaps, that is the most important feature of
the contemporary depictions of Indian women in English literature.
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