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This paper tends to analyse the quest of middle class woman’s eagerness and passion 
to survive and her need to create a niche, an identity for herself in this patriarchal 
society. Even in her submissiveness she shows a trait of rebelliousness and silent 
protests. Manju Kapur’s novel A Married Woman explores the complex terrain of the 
Indian patriarchal family and makes us wonder in amazement at the various issues 
that are deep rooted in  any Indian middle class family– the revolt against the age-old 
traditions, quest for identity, the problems of marriage; and lastly the women’s 
struggle for her survival and to create a separate identity for herself , apart from her 
role as a wife , mother, daughter, daughter –in –law, the mistress of the house. She not 
only portrays the vulnerable condition of women in the Indian society but also 
delineates how they are being kept ignorant about education and emancipation. 
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Manju Kapur taught English literature in Miranda House College, Delhi University 
for over 25 years. Her first novel, Difficult Daughters published in 1998, won the 
Commonwealth Prize for best first novel,Eurasia region. Her second novel, A Married 
Woman published in 2002 was shortlisted for the Encore Award, her third, Home in 
2006, was shortlisted for the Hutch-Crossword prize, and the fourth The Immigrant, 
2008 was short listed for the India Plaza Golden Quill Award, and the DSC Prize of 
South Asian Literature in 2010.  Her fifth novel Custody, published in 2011 has been 
the basis of Yeh Hai Mohabbatein, a serial by Balaji Telefilms. She has also 
edited Shaping the World: Women Writers on Themselves, 2014. 

The concept of identity is associated with the psychoanalytical process. It no 
longer confines itself to the individual but it may characterize a group, a class or even 
a nation. As the twentieth century is rightly called the century of ‘Alienation’ man in 
this century is estranged not only from his fellowmen but also from his innermost 
nature. He has nothing to depend upon in the moments of extreme despair. He is 
alone, in a crowded society. He refuses to be treated as an object and asset that he is a 
person. When one comes to think and speak of women novelists, one has to admit that 
they have a special way of looking at this concept. 

Astha, the protagonist of A Married Woman, seems at first to be completely 
oblivious to such oppositional strategies and feminist protests. She meekly goes along 
with her parent’s plans for her eventual marriage in the very picture of adolescent 
docility. As Astha born into a middle class conservative family, she does nothing to 
upset the status que. Astha’s scholarly father is more open minded. He is a far more of 
feminist than her, encouraging her to explore new intellectual vistas. But her 
religious, conservative mother establishes the opposite point of view, insisting on the 
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importance of tradition. She is happy to follow the plan charted out for her future, but 
she is more sexually experienced than her parents imagine, having indulged in 
adolescent flings with a neighbour and a college friend. But these are firmly brushed 
aside when the proposal arrives. The only son of an affluent bureaucrat, a foreign-
return MBA who had been attracted by Ashta’s placid and complaisant nature is the 
suitor. Marriage and sexual fulfillment soon follow with Hemant and he proves to be 
a caring and progressive spouse initially. She feels, “her marriage with Hemant fulfils 
her girlish dreams”, (p. 77). Perhaps Hemant’s most enlightened moment is longing 
for a first-born baby, wishing to lavish love and care on her. 

Predictably, next Astha has a son and her perfect family is completed. 
Concentrating on his television business Hemant leaves Astha and the baby Himanshu 
completely alone. Meanwhile Astha had begun work as a school teacher and this 
provides her with some respite from domestic drudgery. But being virtually a single 
mother as well as a perfect wife and a career woman extra burden is placed on her. 
She begins to experience severe headache due to stress of such life. Inspite A variety 
of medical treatments including surgery, the headache refuses to go away, providing a 
clue to a split between the protagonist’s inner and outer selves. Astha’s only respite 
from her suffering is her poetry, which she dabbled in from her early youth: “Writing 
alleviated the heaviness within her, a heaviness she found hard to deal with. 
Discussing her feelings with Hemant usually led to argument, distance and greater 
misery. She found temporary relief in the struggle to express herself”, (A Married 
Woman, p. 79). Her writing shocks Hemant who is allowed a brief glimpse into her 
psyche for the first time. Replete with images “of cages and birds, and mice, and 
suffering in situations that are not even clear” (p. 81), they are emblematic of Astha’s 
inchoate feelings of despair. Astha begins to experience a sense of remoteness from 
her destiny, which she feels helpless to alter, a situation clearly indicative of the split 
between the inner and outer self-posited by Rita Felski. It is from this sense of 
alienation that Astha’s quest for self-discovery begins, providing an impetus for a 
sustained refutation of repressive Hindu traditions. A repository of these values in 
Ashta’s mother who had been widowed soon after her daughter’s marriage.  

Her widowed status precipitates a turn towards fervent religiosity which 
culminates in her ultimate relocation to an ashram in Rishikesh. Ashta’s mother 
entrusts her money to Hemant, something which enrages the daughter. This reveals an 
important theme, the asymmetry of power within the marriage with Astha having 
virtually no control over her own inheritance. She is poised for rebellion, a symbolic 
separation from traditional social and familial frameworks, when she meets Aijaz 
Khan, a theatre activist. Aijaz is a tonic to Astha’s shrivelled self-esteem, believing in 
her ability to write a play on the Babri Masjid issue. She sees her efforts transformed 
into a successful stage production, which had she bonus of featuring her daughter 
Anuradha and her son Himanshu in the cast. 116 Aijaz appreciates Astha as an 
individual with a talent of writing and sketching, an autonomous person, not only in 
her social context as a wife and mother. “Suddenly, she glimpsed possibilities, 
suddenly her life seemed less constricted,” (A Married Woman, p. 115). The 
friendship provides Astha with a glimpse of an alternate life, one not structured by 
dominance and subordination.  

The validation from Aijaz does not continue for long, for he is killed soon 
after in a horrific act of communal violence. Shocked by Aijaz’s murder, Astha gets 
involved with the Sampradayaka Mukti Manch whose leader, Reshanna is committed 
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to fight religious fundamentalism. Ashta’s quest for autonomy begins in earnest with 
the Manch commissioning her to create a painting to be sold as part of its fundraising 
efforts. Despite being ravaged by her headaches, and having to be consoling spouse to 
Hemant, who has experiencing labour trouble at his factory, Astha steadfastly pursues 
her painting. Despite pressure from various directions, mainly Hemant and her 
excruciating headaches, Astha preserves in her quest for something of her own, her 
own money-symbolic of her deeply-felt need for economic independence. Astha sells 
her painting for ten thousand rupees, an occurrence that leaves her simultaneously 
exhilarated and wary.  

She downplays her achievement to her daughter, thereby ensuring the 
continuity of repressive traditions into the next generation: “She wanted to say Yes, I 
have done it, I have sold my first painting, I have achieved something, let us 
celebrate, but the number of ‘I’s’ involved ensured that the words refused to leave her 
mind,” (p. 150). The words reveal Astha’s lack of assertiveness and more tellingly the 
demigration of independent identity, an inability of utter “I”. Torn between her desire 
to be a dutiful, loving wife to Hemant and her increasing self-confidence as a painter, 
Astha remains indecisive. It takes a botched holiday in Goa for her to move towards 
acknowledging her dissatisfaction with her circumscribed life. From the beginning, 
the holiday trip had been completely Hemant’s idea, with Astha’s earnings from her 
painting contributing towards the airfare. The trip is a night mare for her, marred by 
her debilitating headaches and Hemant’s constant sexual demands. Her troubles reach 
an apotheosis when she sees a beautiful, antique silver box she wishes to possess. 

Despite her money providing the airfare, he is contemptuous of her earnings, 
refusing to entertain her wishes even for a moment, as the box becomes a symbol of 
her powerlessness within the marriage. The split between her inner need for validation 
and her outer role as a wife and mother is complete. The powerful estrangement she 
experiences is manifested in a bout of nausea and particularly bad headache. When 
she returns to her school, her colleagues commiserate with her about her haggard 
appearance, advocating the well-trodden path of sacrifice. Astha reacts with despair, 
speaking out against such repressive Hindu customs.  

But she quickly retracts her statement on seeing the shocked faces of her 
colleagues. Astha’s tentative steps towards independence begin with her trip to 
Ayodhya. Travelling with the other members of the Manch, she is overwhelmed by 
the force of religious fundamentalism. She speaks at a rally about the need for a 
female response to such violence, a need to consider the effects of violence on 
women. She meets Pipeelika, Aijaz Khan’s widow, at Ayodhya. Pipee has a major 
impact on Ashta’s quest. Ashta and Pipee form an instant friendship, a bond with 
shattering consequences for Astha’s marriage. The beginning of the end of Astha’s 
marriage, founded upon her sacrificing her own identity while trying to satisfy the 
traditional duties of a Hindu wife, coincides with the events leading up to the Babri 
Masjid demolition. But Manju Kapur’s use of history is less than effective. She is far 
better when exploring the psyche of Astha and tracing her evolving subjectivity. If 
Astha’s lesbian affair with Pipeelika was a prelude to her achieving an autonomous 
identity, it is far from successful. Her affair with Pipee, Aijaz’s widow, is narrated in 
a first-person diary format to set it apart from the omniscient third person narration 
used in the rest of the book. This narrative technique is possibly used to provide a 
glimpse into Astha’s innermost feelings, but these are revealed to be mere confusion.  
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The relationship breaks down irreparably after Astha’s trip with her family to 
Disney World and London. Pipee decides to go to America to pursue her Ph.D., and 
Astha goes back to her old life. But there is a difference, as Astha continues her 
paintings and finds an outlet for her pent-up rage. Perhaps her developing artistic 
talents consciously prefigure her greater autonomy within her marriage. There are 
numerous examples of western texts that conform to the pattern of the self-discovery 
narrative with the woman’s separation from her family symbolizing her emerging 
subjectivity. The paucity of such narratives among Indian novels is perhaps testimony 
to the strength of traditional familial bonds outlined in the epics and the Dharma 
shastras.  

The effects of such bonds are seen in the repression endured even in a 
“normal” relationship, reflected in Astha’s quandary. It is essential at this point to 
sound a cautionary note. For Hindu women, the desire for integration emerges 
stronger, as seen from the narrative resolution chosen by Manju Kapur in A Married 
Woman. The novel is unable to oppose the authority of a version of female experience 
that nullifies female autonomy, in spite of rejecting the notion of a completely self 
negating Hindu wife. It presents an alternative version with the potential for 
inspiratory status, proceeding on the assumption that autonomy within a Hindu 
marriage is not an impossible concept. In the final analysis, perhaps the clue to 
Astha’s future autonomy lies in the meaning of her name, hope. Astha’s return to her 
marital home and her children may be founded on her hope and a vision of future 
empowerment and autonomy. 

It seems that Manju Kapur wants to have complete liberation to new woman in 
socio-cultural India. As she, herself studied in Halifax for few years in the early 
1970s, presents portrayal of new woman and honours Indian tradition very well. 
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