Murugan /Contemporaneity of English Language and Literature in the Robotized Millennium 4(4), December 2025, 19-21.

Contemporaneity of English Language and Literature in
the Robotized Millennium
Vol: 4(4), December 2025 i

REST Publisher; ISSN: 2583 7370 o e
Website: https://restpublisher.com/journals/cellrm/ i ,4‘
DOI: https://doi.org/10.46632/cellrm/4/4/8 e A

Gender, Family, and Resistance: A Critical Study of Manju
Kapur’s Difficult Daughters

S. Murugan
Srinivasan College of Arts and Science, Perambalur, Tamil Nadu, India.

Corresponding Author Email: sumogan1995@gmail.com

Abstract: Manju Kapur's Difficult Daughters (1998) explores the complexity of female identity in post-colonial
India. Set against the backdrop of the partition of India in 1947, the novel traces the coming-of-age of Virmati, a
young woman who faces cultural and familial pressures to conform, while simultaneously yearning for
independence and personal growth. This paper examines the themes of identity, social constraints, gender roles,
and the consequences of seeking autonomy in a traditional society. It also explores the generational tensions
between mothers and daughters and how the past influences the present, specifically through the lens of post-
colonial feminist theory.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Manju Kapur’s debut novel Difficult Daughters offers a nuanced exploration of the challenges faced by women in
post-colonial India, particularly in the context of familial expectations, gender roles, and societal constraints. Through
the protagonist, Virmati, Kapur examines the socio-political realities of a time in which the search for personal identity
is fraught with conflict. Set in the time of India’s independence and partition, the novel reflects on the intersection of
personal desires with the overwhelming weight of familial and national histories. In this paper, we explore how
Kapur’s novel engages with issues of identity formation, especially for women, and how the struggles of Virmati and
her daughter influence the course of their lives. The narrative of Difficult Daughters raises questions about the
possibility of personal autonomy within a rigid socio-cultural system that heavily influences women’s choices.

2. BACKGROUND

Manju Kapur's first novel, Difficult Daughters, presents a daughter's account of her mother's troubled life and times.
Viramati, as the name of the protagonist implies, is the embodiment of courage. Born in Amritsar in an austere
household, she falls in love with her married neighbour and professor, Harish.

Gender and Socio-cultural Constraints

The novel begins with a description of Virmati’s complicated family dynamics. Raised in a traditional, conservative
family, Virmati is expected to adhere to the duties assigned to her as a daughter, which include caring for her younger
siblings and performing domestic tasks. Virmati’s yearning for higher education, which includes studying English
literature, stands in stark contrast to the role that her family expects her to play. Her mother’s primary concern is
Virmati’s future marriage, reflecting a typical gendered expectation that women’s primary role is to be good wives
and mothers. Virmati's desire to escape these constraints is not just a personal aspiration but an act of rebellion against
a society that limits women's freedom. She falls in love with a married professor, Harish, and despite the social stigma,
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she continues the relationship, challenging not only familial expectations but also traditional notions of women’s
purity and modesty.

The Impact of Partition

The narrative of Difficult Daughters is deeply influenced by the traumatic experience of the Partition of India in 1947.
Kapur weaves the theme of partition into Virmati's personal narrative, exploring how it affects her identity formation.
The ruptures in society caused by the division of India have a parallel in Virmati’s fragmented sense of self. She
constantly grapples with questions of belonging, both as a woman and as a citizen of a newly independent India. The
cultural dislocation caused by partition mirrors the internal conflict faced by women like Virmati, who live at the
intersection of traditional and modern ideologies. The novel suggests that the consequences of partition are not only
territorial but also psychological, leaving deep scars on the generation that experienced it. In Virmati’s case, her sense
of disillusionment and alienation is exacerbated by her relationships with both her family and society at large.

Mother-Daughter Relationships and Generational Tension

A central theme in Difficult Daughters is the complex relationship between mothers and daughters, especially in the
context of generational conflict. Virmati’s relationship with her mother, who is portrayed as traditional and
overbearing, serves as a foil to Virmati’s desire for independence. The mother-daughter dynamic in the novel
represents the tension between tradition and modernity, highlighting how cultural values are transmitted, resisted, and
sometimes rejected by the younger generation.

Virmati’s own experience as a daughter reflects the challenges that many women face in negotiating between familial
loyalty and personal freedom. Her struggle is mirrored in her daughter, who narrates the story from the future, thus
creating a multi-layered examination of how female identities are shaped across generations.

Feminist Analysis: Post-colonial Feminism

Manju Kapur’s Difficult Daughters can be analyzed through the lens of post-colonial feminism, which considers the
unique challenges faced by women in post-colonial societies. This theoretical framework allows us to understand the
intricacies of identity formation within a society that has been historically shaped by patriarchal and colonial
structures. In the case of Virmati, her rebellion against traditional gender norms is not just an individual act of defiance
but also a response to the cultural and societal pressures that stem from India’s colonial past. Post-colonial feminism
emphasizes the intersection of gender, race, class, and colonial history. In Difficult Daughters, Virmati’s struggles
reflect not only the personal but also the collective experiences of women in post-colonial societies who are negotiating
their identities in the aftermath of colonization. Kapur’s portrayal of Virmati’s education, her affair with a married
man, and her eventual attempt to redefine herself as an individual free from societal constraints can be seen as a
microcosmic reflection of the broader struggle for women’s rights and independence in a nation that is simultaneously
coming to terms with its own independence.

Narrative Structure and Technique

The narrative of Difficult Daughters is non-linear, interweaving the past and the present through the perspective of
the narrator (Virmati’s daughter) who uncovers her mother's story through letters and personal recollections. This
technique allows the novel to explore multiple layers of time, reflecting the complexity of memory and history.
Virmati’s life is presented not only through her own perspective but also through the eyes of her daughter, who
grapples with her own understanding of her mother's choices. This dual narrative structure reflects the fragmentation
of both personal identity and national identity in post-independence India. The intergenerational dialogue highlights
how the past continues to shape the present, as Virmati’s choices reverberate across time, affecting her daughter’s
understanding of herself and her family’s history.

3. CONCLUSION

Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur offers a profound exploration of the complexities of identity, gender, and the
impact of historical trauma. Through the character of Virmati, Kapur highlights the tension between personal desires
and societal expectations, particularly in the context of post-colonial India. The novel reflects the ways in which
women’s roles are circumscribed by both family and society, and how the search for personal autonomy can be both
liberating and fraught with consequences. By exploring the generational conflicts between mothers and daughters,
Kapur reveals the ways in which the past shapes the present, and how the pursuit of independence is often a difficult
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and painful journey. The novel’s feminist lens allows readers to understand the struggles of women who seek to break
free from the constraints of tradition and forge their own identities, even in the face of immense social and familial

pressure.
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