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Abstract 

 Contemporary Indian women's fiction has emerged as a significant literary space for 

exploring women's experiences, identities, and struggles within patriarchal societies. Through 

diverse narrative strategies, women writers challenge conventional gender roles and foreground 

female agency as a means of resistance against social, cultural, and familial constraints. This 

paper examines the representation of female agency in Anita Rau Badami's Can You Hear the 

Nightbird Call?, Kavery Nambisan's On Wings of Butterflies, and Kavita Daswani's For 

Matrimonial Purposes. By employing feminist and postcolonial perspectives, the study analyzes 

how women characters negotiate tradition, identity, migration, marriage, and social expectations. 

The paper argues that resistance in these novels is not limited to overt rebellion but also 

manifests through self-discovery, personal choice, and the assertion of individual autonomy. 

Through a comparative analysis, the study highlights how these authors portray women as active 

participants in shaping their destinies, thereby challenging patriarchal narratives and contributing 

to contemporary feminist discourse. 
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Introduction 

 The emergence of women writers in Indian English literature has transformed the literary 

landscape by introducing perspectives that challenge patriarchal assumptions and foreground 

women's experiences. Contemporary Indian women novelists have increasingly focused on 

themes of identity, gender inequality, migration, marriage, social expectations, and personal 

autonomy. Through their narratives, these writers reveal the complex realities of women 

negotiating traditional cultural structures while seeking self-definition and empowerment. 
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 One of the most significant concerns in feminist literary studies is the concept of female 

agency. Agency refers to an individual's capacity to make choices, act independently, and 

influence the course of her life despite social, cultural, or institutional constraints. In patriarchal 

societies, women often encounter restrictions imposed by family structures, social customs, 

religious traditions, and gendered expectations. Consequently, acts of resistance become crucial 

mechanisms through which women assert their identities and challenge systems of domination. 

 The works of Anita Rau Badami, Kavery Nambisan, and Kavita Daswani offer valuable 

insights into the varied manifestations of female resistance in contemporary Indian contexts. 

Their novels depict women navigating historical trauma, migration, marriage, social 

expectations, and personal aspirations. While each writer addresses distinct themes and settings, 

all emphasize women's determination to reclaim autonomy and redefine their lives. 

 This study examines female agency in Anita Rau Badami's Can You Hear the Nightbird 

Call?, Kavery Nambisan's On Wings of Butterflies, and Kavita Daswani's For Matrimonial 

Purposes. Drawing upon feminist and postcolonial feminist theories, the paper argues that 

resistance in these novels extends beyond overt rebellion. Instead, resistance frequently emerges 

through self-discovery, personal decision-making, resilience, adaptation, and the assertion of 

individual identity. Through a comparative analysis, the study demonstrates how these writers 

portray women as active agents who challenge patriarchal structures and contribute to evolving 

feminist discourses within Indian English literature. 

Literature Review 

 The study of women's writing has gained prominence within literary criticism due to 

increasing recognition of women's contributions to literature and culture. Feminist scholars such 

as Simone de Beauvoir, Elaine Showalter, bell hooks, and Judith Butler have emphasized the 

importance of examining women's representation and agency within literary texts. Their work 

has provided a theoretical foundation for understanding how literature both reflects and 

challenges gendered power relations. 
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 Simone de Beauvoir's influential argument in The Second Sex that women are historically 

constructed as the "Other" remains central to feminist literary analysis. According to Beauvoir, 

patriarchal societies define women in relation to men, thereby limiting their autonomy and 

subjectivity. Feminist critics have subsequently explored how literary narratives either reinforce 

or challenge such constructions. 

 Elaine Showalter's concept of gynocriticism further expanded feminist literary studies by 

encouraging scholars to examine women's writing as a distinct literary tradition. Showalter 

emphasized the significance of analyzing female experiences, themes, and narrative strategies. 

Similarly, bell hooks highlighted the interconnected nature of gender, race, class, and power, 

arguing that women's experiences cannot be understood through a single analytical framework. 

 Research on Anita Rau Badami's fiction has largely focused on migration, memory, 

identity, and historical trauma. Scholars have noted that her female characters frequently 

negotiate cultural displacement while maintaining emotional resilience. Studies of Kavery 

Nambisan's novels emphasize women's struggles for selfhood, professional identity, and 

empowerment within restrictive social environments. Critics have observed that Nambisan 

portrays women as active participants in shaping their destinies despite systemic barriers. 

Research concerning Kavita Daswani's fiction has primarily examined marriage, diaspora, 

cultural expectations, and modern femininity. Scholars highlight her satirical treatment of 

traditional matrimonial practices and her exploration of women's desires for independence. 

 Postcolonial feminist theorists such as Chandra Talpade Mohanty and Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak have significantly influenced studies of Indian women's writing. They argue 

that women's experiences must be understood within specific historical, cultural, and political 

contexts rather than through universalized Western feminist frameworks. Their perspectives are 

particularly relevant when analyzing Indian women's fiction, where issues of colonial history, 

migration, cultural identity, and gender intersect. 

 Although substantial scholarship exists on these individual authors, comparative studies 

focusing specifically on female agency across their works remain limited. This research seeks to 
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address that gap by examining how Badami, Nambisan, and Daswani represent diverse forms of 

resistance and empowerment. 

Theoretical Framework 

 This study is grounded in feminist literary criticism and postcolonial feminist theory. 

Feminist criticism examines how literary texts represent women and challenge patriarchal 

ideologies. It seeks to uncover the mechanisms through which gender inequalities are maintained 

and contested within cultural narratives. 

 Postcolonial feminism extends feminist inquiry by emphasizing the intersections between 

gender, colonial history, culture, ethnicity, and class. It critiques universal assumptions regarding 

women's experiences and highlights the distinct challenges faced by women in formerly 

colonized societies. Indian women often navigate complex tensions between tradition and 

modernity, cultural identity and globalization, family obligations and personal aspirations. 

 The selected novels illustrate these tensions vividly. Their female protagonists occupy 

positions shaped by multiple social forces, including patriarchy, migration, cultural expectations, 

and historical circumstances. By examining these intersections, the study explores how 

resistance becomes a means of negotiating identity and asserting autonomy. 

Female Agency and Historical Trauma in Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? 

 Anita Rau Badami's Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? presents a rich exploration of 

migration, displacement, memory, and historical trauma. Set against the backdrop of significant 

political events affecting the Sikh community, the novel intertwines personal stories with broader 

historical narratives. Women in the novel occupy complex social positions. They experience the 

consequences of migration and political upheaval while simultaneously bearing responsibility for 

preserving family relationships and cultural traditions. Despite these challenges, Badami's female 

characters demonstrate remarkable resilience and adaptability. 

 Agency in the novel emerges through survival and emotional endurance. Rather than 

presenting women as passive victims of historical events, Badami portrays them as individuals 
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who actively respond to adversity. Their capacity to adapt to changing circumstances reflects a 

powerful form of resistance against forces that seek to marginalize them. Memory plays a crucial 

role in the novel's representation of female agency. Women become custodians of cultural 

narratives and family histories. Through storytelling and remembrance, they preserve 

experiences that might otherwise disappear from collective memory. These acts of preservation 

constitute forms of resistance because they challenge historical erasure and assert women's 

significance within broader social narratives. 

 Migration further complicates questions of identity and belonging. Female characters 

negotiate multiple cultural worlds while attempting to maintain continuity with their pasts. Their 

experiences reveal the gendered dimensions of migration, highlighting both vulnerability and 

strength. The ability to reconstruct identity in unfamiliar environments becomes an important 

expression of agency. 

 Badami's portrayal of resistance is subtle yet profound. Her female characters rarely 

engage in dramatic confrontations. Instead, their resistance manifests through perseverance, 

adaptation, emotional labor, and the preservation of cultural memory. These forms of agency 

challenge conventional assumptions that empowerment must always involve overt rebellion. 

Negotiating Selfhood in On Wings of Butterflies 

 Kavery Nambisan's On Wings of Butterflies focuses on women's efforts to achieve self-

realization within a society characterized by persistent gender inequalities. The novel examines 

the relationship between personal ambition, social expectations, and female empowerment. The 

women in the narrative confront numerous obstacles arising from family obligations, cultural 

norms, and societal expectations. Traditional notions of femininity often restrict their 

opportunities and shape their life choices. However, Nambisan portrays women who refuse to 

accept these limitations passively. 

 Education and professional aspirations serve as significant avenues of empowerment 

within the novel. Female characters seek opportunities for personal growth and economic 

independence, challenging assumptions that women's primary roles should be confined to 
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domestic responsibilities. Their pursuit of education and careers reflects a determination to 

exercise control over their lives. 

 Self-awareness emerges as a central component of agency. The characters undergo 

transformative journeys during which they recognize their desires, ambitions, and capabilities. 

This process of self-discovery enables them to question inherited beliefs and resist oppressive 

structures. The butterfly metaphor provides a powerful framework for understanding female 

transformation. Just as a butterfly emerges from a restrictive cocoon, the women in the novel 

gradually transcend social constraints. Transformation becomes both a personal and symbolic 

process, representing the possibility of growth beyond imposed limitations. 

 Nambisan also critiques social systems that privilege male authority. The novel exposes 

the inequalities embedded within family structures, workplaces, and cultural institutions. Yet it 

simultaneously celebrates women's resilience and creativity in navigating these challenges. 

Importantly, agency is depicted not as a final destination but as an ongoing process. The 

characters encounter setbacks, compromises, and contradictions. Nevertheless, their willingness 

to continue pursuing their goals demonstrates the persistence required for meaningful 

empowerment. 

 Through its nuanced portrayal of female selfhood, On Wings of Butterflies suggests that 

resistance often begins with self-recognition. By acknowledging their own desires and 

capabilities, women create possibilities for transforming both themselves and the societies they 

inhabit. 

Marriage, Tradition, and Resistance in For Matrimonial Purposes 

 Kavita Daswani's For Matrimonial Purposes examines the institution of marriage within 

contemporary Indian and diasporic communities. The novel explores the tensions between 

traditional expectations and individual aspirations, particularly regarding women's roles in family 

and society. 
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 Marriage functions as a central site of negotiation and conflict. Female characters 

encounter pressure to conform to cultural norms governing relationships, social status, and 

family honor. These expectations often conflict with their personal ambitions and desires. 

Daswani critiques the assumption that marriage represents the ultimate achievement in a 

woman's life. The protagonist challenges conventional definitions of success and happiness, 

questioning whether personal fulfillment must be subordinated to social expectations. 

 Agency in the novel emerges through questioning and choice. Women resist 

predetermined life paths by evaluating their options and making decisions that align with their 

own values. Their resistance is not necessarily directed against marriage itself but against 

systems that deny women meaningful choice. The diasporic context adds further complexity. 

Cultural traditions continue to exert influence even when families reside outside India. Women 

must navigate competing pressures arising from heritage, modernity, and individual identity. 

Their experiences illustrate the challenges of balancing cultural continuity with personal 

freedom. 

 Humor and satire play significant roles in Daswani's critique of patriarchal norms. By 

exposing the absurdities of matrimonial rituals and gender stereotypes, the novel encourages 

readers to reconsider deeply ingrained assumptions regarding womanhood and marriage. The 

protagonist's journey ultimately demonstrates that resistance can involve redefining social 

expectations rather than simply rejecting them. Women assert agency by determining for 

themselves what constitutes happiness, success, and fulfillment. Through these choices, they 

challenge structures that seek to regulate female identity. Daswani's novel thus contributes to 

contemporary feminist discourse by emphasizing the importance of personal autonomy and the 

right to self-determination. 

Comparative Analysis: Diverse Expressions of Resistance 

 Although Badami, Nambisan, and Daswani address different themes and settings, their 

novels share a common concern with female agency and resistance. Together, they offer a 

multifaceted understanding of how women challenge patriarchal structures and assert autonomy. 

A major similarity among the novels is their rejection of simplistic models of empowerment. 
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None of the authors portray liberation as a singular event or complete victory. Instead, agency 

emerges through ongoing processes of negotiation, adaptation, and self-discovery. 

 Badami's characters resist through memory and resilience. Nambisan's women pursue 

self-realization and transformation. Daswani's protagonists challenge social expectations 

surrounding marriage and success. Despite these differences, all three authors emphasize 

women's capacity to make meaningful choices within restrictive environments. The novels also 

highlight the importance of personal choice as a foundation for agency. Whether deciding how to 

navigate migration, pursue a career, or define relationships, women exercise autonomy through 

decision-making. These choices often challenge dominant cultural norms and contribute to 

broader social change. 

 Another shared feature is the recognition that resistance operates on multiple levels. 

Some forms of resistance are public and visible, while others are private and internal. Emotional 

endurance, self-reflection, and personal growth can be as significant as overt acts of rebellion. 

Furthermore, the novels underscore the role of relationships and communities in shaping female 

agency. Women draw strength from family connections, friendships, and cultural networks even 

as they critique restrictive aspects of these relationships. This complexity prevents the narratives 

from reducing empowerment to individualism alone. 

 Collectively, the novels demonstrate that female agency is dynamic, context-dependent, 

and deeply interconnected with broader social realities. Their representations of resistance 

expand feminist understandings of how women navigate and challenge systems of power. 

Conclusion 

 The fiction of Anita Rau Badami, Kavery Nambisan, and Kavita Daswani provides 

valuable insights into the complexities of female agency in contemporary Indian English 

literature. Through nuanced portrayals of women's experiences, these authors challenge 

patriarchal assumptions and illuminate diverse forms of resistance. 
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 Can You Hear the Nightbird Call? explores how women negotiate migration, historical 

trauma, and cultural identity while preserving memory and resilience. On Wings of Butterflies 

emphasizes self-discovery, transformation, and personal fulfillment as pathways to 

empowerment. For Matrimonial Purposes critiques traditional expectations surrounding 

marriage and celebrates women's ability to define their own futures. 

 Together, these novels reveal that resistance extends beyond dramatic acts of rebellion. It 

often manifests through everyday decisions, personal growth, emotional endurance, and the 

assertion of autonomy. By foregrounding women's voices and experiences, the authors contribute 

significantly to contemporary feminist discourse and enrich our understanding of gender, 

identity, and empowerment. 

 The study concludes that female agency in these texts is dynamic, multifaceted, and 

transformative. Through narratives of resistance, Badami, Nambisan, and Daswani affirm 

women's capacity to challenge oppression, negotiate identity, and shape their destinies within 

complex cultural landscapes. Their fiction demonstrates that empowerment is not a fixed 

destination but an ongoing process through which women continually redefine themselves and 

their relationship to society. 
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