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ABSTRACT: Manju Kapur in her novel Difficult Daughters vividly describes how a normal 

middle class educated woman struggled to get her identity. Virmati protagonist of this novel 

suffered as a daughter, wife and as well as mother to girl named as Ida. The story revolves 

with the three generation of woman Kasthuri, Virmati and Ida. Kasthuri mother of Virmati 

who lived her life with lot of restrictions and morality, due to the family responsibility and 

mindset Virmati can’t follow mother’s path in life. Just opposite to this two women Ida is totally 

new and she lived her life according to her own wish. Virmati’s self expression and identity 

has been entangled with family relationships. This paper attempts to show the struggle of the 

individual character to gain in self identity and self expression. 
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The existence of a woman is defined in relation to a particular male principle. They are 

to behave according to the accepted norms of the society. As a philosophy of life, when we try 

to rediscover the deep-rooted causes of women oppression outside India, we have to think of 

feminine consciousness. Simon de Beauvoir in her work The Second Sex tries to shatter the 

myth of feminists. Beauvoir argues that one is not born but rather becomes a woman. It is the 

marginal position of women in society that she analyzed in her book. Then, Betty Friedman’s 

The Feminine Mystique in 1963. She was more concerned about the educated middle class 

women of America. Friedman realized that at the core of all these complaints of women in 
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general, there is a problem of identity. This sense of identity is constant factor making the 

writer creative. Its loss would make a person a pathetic figure. It may be stunting or full evasion 

of growth. 

Generally, the Indian womanhood tries to modify the relationship with their partners 

rather than to break away from them. They “laid the foundation for the genuine Indo-Anglian 

novel, each imparting to the Indian experience a dimension of individuality based of their 

particular approach to content and form” (Rao 144). The writings of these critics must have 

influenced the writings of women writers widely enough to reflect the political and social 

problems of difficult times. These problems have been dealt with from a feminine perspective. 

Even sixty years after the independence, we still find women not enjoying the equal status in 

society as she is not privileged to have equal educational and economic opportunities and she 

has to suffer. The new writers – especially female writers turned inwards. Indian writing in 

English came to be considered as an area of special and serious study. It brought awareness 

about the consciousness of woman. Many of women writers to start write about the search for 

self-autonomy and self-identity. The relationship plays a vital role in many of authors. Thus it 

was said by Gilbert and Gubar like, 

“For all literary artists, of course, self-definition necessarily precedes self assertion, the 

creative ‘I Am’ cannot be uttered if the ‘I’ knows not what it is. But for the female artist 

the essential process of self-definition is complicated by all those patriarchal definitions 

that between herself and herself”   

Nayantara Sahgal, whose forte is politics, is the leading practitioner of the political 

novel in India. Anita Desai, one of the literary luminaries of contemporary Indian fiction 

writing in English, is the most prominent among the Indian English novelists who have tried 

to portray the tragedy of human souls trapped in the circumstances of life. Shashi Deshpande 

is the novelist with the most sustained achievement, having published eight novels. She seems 

to grapple with the identity crisis of the contemporary women in her works. Manju Kapur, one 

of the glowing stars of the Indo-Anglican fiction turned popular with a considerable impact of 

her writings on the society. She has successfully experimented and accomplished her creative 
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art with her novels, short-stories and poems, though her forte primarily rests in her novels. 

Whatever be the genre, it is the theme of her works that is most concerned to herself and to her 

readers. Her stories take shape only followed by her pre-meditated theme. Kapur’s in depth 

observation and understanding of the society and its women give her work an anthropological 

quality, which she attributes to a lifetime of studying and teaching literature. 

Kapur’s perceptions of women’s liberation and autonomy are deeply stretched within 

the social-cultural and economic spaces and paradigms of the country. Her works stress not on 

any joint social efforts to safeguard the individuals, but insists on every woman’s self-

development for the betterment of her society. Women protagonists of Kapur are a 

personification of a new woman who struggle to throw off the burden of inhibitions she has 

carried for ages. They crave for self-sufficiency and separate identity. Trapped in the passion 

of their self, they also yearn to be a part of the political and intellectual movements of the day. 

Kapur’s protagonists are mostly educated. Their education leads to independent thinking for 

which their family and society become intolerant of them. 

Difficult Daughters, the first novel of Manju Kanpur depicts the story of a women split 

among family duty, desire for education and illicit love. Set around the turbulent years of 

World War Two and partition of India, the novel depicts the women of three generations, 

focusing on Virmati, the difficult daughter of the second generation. Virmati, about whom the 

paper focuses on, the eldest of eleven children, is burdened with family duties at her young 

age due to her mother’s incessant pregnancies. She grows upon the belief that the duty of every 

girl is to get married and fulfill the familial duties and commitments. However the seeds of 

aspiration planted in Virmati helps her to taste the wine of freedom and leading an independent 

life as a college student. But there arises a love affair between her and a married professor. On 

knowing the professor’s intimacy with his first wife, she decides to avoid him once for all. She 

asserts her individuality and aspires for self-reliance through education. Yet the professor’s 

unavoidable visits make her pregnant because of which she forces him to marry her. She is 

given only a mean status at his home and faces exclusion from all. Thus though she dares to 

cross one patriarchal threshold, she is caught into another. Difficult Daughter has slight touch 
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with Manju Kapur’s personal life too. Sumita Pal said that the novel has some autobiographical 

element, She said, 

“Like Virmati, Manju Kapur was born in Amristar and teaches in college. Her family 

was Victims of partition and was Arya-samajis like Virmati’s family. Manju Kapur 

father too was a professor, like Virmati’s husband. Manju Kapur admits that she herself 

had been a difficult daughter for the mother whose priority was marriage and she, in 

turn wants her daughter to have good jobs.”  

              Many generations of women is depicted in the novel. Virmati as a woman, who breaks 

many social norms to gain her selfhood. In all her novels traditions, transition and modernity 

are the stages through which the women are passing. The astounding changing image of 

women to support the women’s activist perspective keeps running as an undercurrent in all her 

novels. Difficult Daughters is perhaps one of the most readable of the Indian novels published 

in 1998. 

 Based on the accurate occasions of India’s segment, the story inseparably weaves the 

anecdotal story of a Punjabi family covering three generations of women. She makes the 

protagonist, Virmati to fight against taboos, social, family restrictions and man- made rules for 

women. She battles in her situation for her character and self articulation. She gradually tore 

between the family weight and her love for the professor. 

         Even though her family pressurizes her to get married and settle down, she conflicts with 

the desires of her family. “It seemed to Virmati that her family could talk of nothing else but 

her wedding. Every word they said had so little relation to her inner life that she felt fraudulent 

even listening to them, passively, immorally silent” (70). The occasions in Lahore and her 

yearning for the professor, torment her more. 

           After her decision of leading an autonomous life, she endeavors to challenge the social 

standards and follow her senses. This even moves her to be the second spouse. With the 

realization of not being happy in the second marriage, she finds herself caught into another 

tangle where her free soul is curbed and all she does is to modify bargain and adjust according 

to her new life. Virmati says that, “A man who is already married and a traitor to his wife can 
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never give happiness to any woman. He is a worldly person caught in his own desires. Nothing 

solid” (93). 

          In order to get herself free from the subjugation of male centric society, she denies or 

abandons her freedom and decision. But she is not successful. She opposes living in the new 

home which continually helps her to remember Ganga’s essence. The Indian women have 

undoubtedly made their progress in fifty years of Independence. Manju Kapur, as a novelist 

does not attempt to set up the rightness of her doing, yet rather extends the inward sufferings 

and perplexity that continue immersing her mind. Virmati appears to speak to the women of 

1950’s who, in a man-centered culture of that period were subjected to man-made treacheries 

and indignities.  

Woman is a social construct formulated by man. Woman tries hard to fit herself in the 

social model as composed by society for her. She slowly loses her characteristic human 

qualities. Manju Kapur’s Virmati tries to fit herself to a model advanced for her by the society. 

She has surrendered her vocation, has yielded her training, and has abandoned her ancestral 

home just to be on the periphery. Then again, Harish never has a wrinkle on her forehead nor 

has he subterranean insect pressure to be seen obviously. She has to give up her job clearly for 

the reason of frequent visits of the Professor. The Diwan Sahib, while talking with Virmati 

told her, “so when a man stays with you and that too overnight, there is gossip” (196). 

     Manju Kapur censures the earth, not the people. She shows the social framework as the 

reprobate, not the characters as the objects of scorn. So it is the impression of the changing 

circumstances through the duration of the hero like Virmati. Virmati tries to affirm herself. 

She is looking for her recognize. It might be the developments of the stifled feelings. Virmati 

experiences the change from honesty to cognizance. 

               The novel is an artistic work particularly in the existentialistic pattern and it includes 

an innovative connection between the writer and he social milieu. Kapur has given them a 

personal comprehension of women and their issues. Like her contemporary woman’s activist, 

she displays the foul play done towards her woman characters for the sake of religion, god, 
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profound quality, trustworthiness and different taboos. She had made marriage as a security 

foe woman, a martial bargain, changing a criminal want into an enduring feeling for both. 

             Things become difficult when the daughters learn to dream, to consider identity and 

assert their individuality. Virmati is the insignia of the new woman. She needs to walk as an 

inseparable unit with men. She refuses to be clay in the hands of others. She attests the 

requirement for women’s education and autonomy. She rejects the sort of life lead by her 

mother, battles for woman’s freedom and economic wellbeing. Being the eldest of the eleven 

children, she is burdened with family obligations as a result of her mother’s unremitting 

pregnancies. 
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