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Abstract 

Manju Kapurôs novels portray strapping and self-possessed women characters that hoisted female apprehension 

and show audacity to confiscate their fortune. Kapurôs  The Custody (2011) pacts with womanôs duty in domestic 

relationships through two protagonists, Shagun and Ishita as the novel encompasses Shagunôs affair, the 

consequential breakdown of her marriage and the custody battle for her two children and Ishitaôs battle with 

infertility, and the often counterproductive and dated interference of their parents. Kapur focuses on the 

consequences of divorce, infidelity and infertility rather and their causes in this novel.  This paper explores,  how 

Manju Kapur deals with familial archetypes to address larger issues affecting society as a whole and how does 

she use Ishitaôs struggles to highlight, her prevalent negative attitudes are towards infertile woman in 

contemporary society and why does she not make each character wholly sympathetic?. This paper also examines, 

how Manju Kapurôs  Custody (2011) is not just a social explanation, but a novel that is true to the universal saga 

of modern marriage, with its burden of individualism and what causes, Shagun the central protagonist 

accomplishes her individual dreams instead of performing her duty towards marriage and familial 

implementation. Apart of that, researchers also focus on, how the novel Custody employs the life of a changing 

perceptions woman in a time of increased globalization and how it recites the various intricacies around the 

dissolution of marriage and a family in modern India. 
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Introduction:  

Humanity recognizes no sex; mind recognizes no sex; Life and health, pleasure and pain, happiness and 

misery recognize no sex. Like man, woman comes involuntarily into existence; like him, she possesses 

physical and mental and moral powers... like him she has to pay the penalty for disobeying natureôs 

laws, and far greater penalties she has to suffer from ignorance... like men she also enjoys or suffers 

with her country. .Like man, woman comes involuntarily into existence; like him, she possesses physical 

and mental and moral powers... like him she has to pay the penalty for disobeying natureôs laws, and far 

greater penalties she has to suffer from ignorance... like men she also enjoys or suffers with her country. 

Yet she is not recongnized as his equal!.(qtd. In Sree: 1) 

Women writers in post-colonial India have shaped a literature of their own, so to say introduction 

women in the milieu of the changing era, specially absorbed upon the consciousness of such women. 

Indian women have consciously received the ascendancy of the patriarchal value structure by conceding 

silently to their dispensed roles and allocating themselves to be subjugated. In the modern scenario with 

developments in education, better job chances and the consciousness of the rights and privileges of 

women have enforced her to consider. Today Indian women are exposed to new parameters of values 

with education and economic autonomy and placing them in a rather contradictory state where they 

desire for their freedom while they fear their conventional role but they are still not having enough 

daring in give away from the circumstances. In this situation woman has to reshape her position, 

undoubtedly not an effortless victim of circumstances. Women writers have portrayed Indian women in 

this wavering, and explored them pragmatically both psychologically as well as physically in their 

fictions. This kind of literature has given to new projection of the role and position of women in 

contemporary Indian society. 

Indian women novelists have raised their voice against old patriarchal dominated Indian society. Indian 

women are not marionette in the hands of male dominated society. Indian women novelists have 

illustrated their marginal to enormous contribution in the field of literature from 1970s to till date. In 

modern Indian fiction written by women is largely dealing with feminism or women centered approach 

that explained and illustrated experience from the viewpoint of a feminine perception and propensity. 

Indian women novelists depicted fused, double and ambivalent identity of women produced by conflict 

betwixt tradition and modernity in their protagonists as well as in women characters. They have 

presented in their work not subtle, silent or muted women who suffered in their life, but their women 

having liberty and they are bold and strong enough who brawl in opposite to conventional Indian society 

which is bound with old customs and traditions. 
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In the past era, Indian women authors' works and novels underestimated because they are largely 

dealing with patriarchal conjectures. In the decade of 1980s female novelist expanded with their 

worldwide gratitude. They shifted their thoughts from traditional stereotypes figures of women 

characters to women characters probing for identity, no longer characterized and defined in stipulations 

of their victim status in a male dominated society. In contrary to previous novels, female characters from 

the 1980s elapsed affirm themselves and disobey marriage and motherhood. Indian women novelists in 

English of the 1990s decade resembling as Manju Kapur, Shashi Deshpande, Kamala Markandaya, Gita 

Hariharan and Shobha De describe intricate, double and ambivalent identity of women produced by a 

conflict betwixt in tradition and modernity in their women protagonists. Their works no longer represent 

woman as a silent victim but they are defender of conventional ideals, but an individual who struggle 

firm to liberal herself from the cages of traditional society. 

Indian women Novelists in English are proving to be a singular phenomenon in todayôs modern times. 

Their unique genius, as reflected in their novels, has provided insightful understanding of womenôs 

psyche. The reader is kept abreast of all the intricate thoughts and views of todayôs women. Thus the 

writing of these novelists enjoy a significant and central place in womenôs lives. (Dhawan 11) 

Manju Kapur was born in 1948 in Amritsar, a town in the northern Indian state of Punjab. She graduated 

from the Miranda House University College for women and went on to take an M.A. at Dalhousie 

University in Halifax, Nova Scotia, and an M.Phil at Delhi University. Manju Kapur lives in New Delhi, 

where she is a teacher of English literature at her alma mater Miranda House College, New Delhi. Her 

maiden novel Difficult Daughter (1998) fetched her winner of the Commonwealth Writersô Prize for 

Best First Book (Eurasian section) and it also became a best-seller book in India. Home was shortlisted 

for the Hutch Crossword Book Award in 2006.The Immigrant was shortlisted for the Hutch Crossword 

Prize for fiction. She has earned critical acclaim as well as commercial success both in India and abroad. 

She has five published novels to her credit, which emphasizes her consistent effort. Manju Kapurôs 

novels, Difficult Daughters (1998), A Married Woman (2002), Home (2006), The Immigrant (2008) and 

Custody (2011) projects strong self-assured female protagonists who raise female concerns and show 

courage to apprehend their destiny. 

Manju Kapur has joined the growing number of women writers from India like Shashi Deshpande 

Arundhati Roy, Githa Haariharan, Shobha De, on whom the image of suffering but stoic woman 

eventually breaking traditional boundaries has had significant impact. They invigorated the English 

language to suit representations and narration of what they felt about their women and their lives in  
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postmodern India. In a culture where individualism and protest have often remained alien ideas, and 

marital bliss and the woman's role at home is a central focus, these modern day women authors are now 

expressing themselves freely and boldly and on a variety of themes.(Archana and Sweta 101) 

Manju Kapur has well portrayed in Custody the irritation, anguish and travails of Indian upper middle 

class-woman who are at a loss to revile social convention and society. Manju Kapur represents two 

contradictory features of the female image, betrayal and barrenness in her most recent novel The 

Custody. Kapur in her novel observes how a woman has commenced to cultivate as an individual and 

the primary center of collide for her befalls the organization of marriage, which has, so far away, forms 

the restrictions of her freedom. The woman now has stirred to the center and developed into a vital 

creature in the social situation. Kapur represents an extramarital love of Shagun in her novel and utilizes 

this sexual autonomy as a device of confrontation to thwart patriarchal traditions and principles. She 

depicts a womanly character, Shagun who rejoicing her sexuality and re-appropriates its generative 

attitude throughout a conscious inversion of patriarchal ethics. Manju Kapur represents two opposing 

features of female personification, disloyalty and childlessness in her novel óCustodyô. Betrayal 

authorizes a woman, but barrenness eviscerates her. Infidelity replicates and preserves womenôs right to 

longing, and the quest of the accomplishment of female sexual longing is a symbol of womenôs 

egalitarianism politics. Recently a collection of stories by Farrukh Dhondy entitled Adultery And Other 

Stories (2011) has appeared with the theme of adultery. Writers like Nabokov, Conrad and Soizhenitsyn 

etc. have also taken up this theme. At one place Dhondy writers "Adultery is what adults do"(qtd. in 

Kumar Ashok 188).  Upala Sen in reviewing the book in Hindustan Times writes, 

And what he (Dhondy does in this book is not to restrict the telling  to a simplistic tale of pati, patni aur 

woe. If adultery is like a shadow to an individual, shifty and unshakable, that socio moral theme finds its 

reflection in the literacy from. Every story has an overt, regular narrative and a shadowy adulterous 

subnarrative. Some very adult tales told with child like ease. (qtd. in Kumar Ashok 189)  

Deceitfulness has always been an element of multifaceted human relationships- not now in the 21st 

century but stretched earlier than that. Its expressions have apparent in art, literature, drama and music; 

their inventor construing rebellious affairs in different ways: occasionally explicitly reproving its 

occasion, others affronting to decipher human experience, whose cohesion it has been not possible to 

refute. According to patriarchal conception adultery is a órenegadeô relationship because it infringes 

ótraditionô- an issue which is also stimulating pondering of gay and lesbian politics. If the idea of 

betrayal persists to inducing ethical indignation and anxiety, it is equally an act of exercising personal  
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autonomy. The ethical and poignant anxieties innate in infidelity are the chief apprehension of the 

women writers. In latest time, the subject of female sexuality has provoked excited disagreements and 

urging in academic spheres. The contemporary writers understand that if the woman craves to be 

empowered and liberated they have to conquer conventional sexuality customs and engaged themselves 

in quarrel and divergence betwixt principles of superiority (patriarchy) and female sexuality.  

Kapur very artistically weaves the plots and the sub-plots and throws light on the fate of the children in 

such marriages. Kapur says, "And here I have been thinking that although none of the characters come 

out wholly shinning, you do sympathise with them all! Misery, anxiety, tension does bring out the worst 

in us -that would apply to any conflict situation. Where children are concerned, one's deepest feelings 

are at stake, and this provokes all kinds of extreme behavior"(Kapur, Random Review). The novel starts 

at the point where both Raman and Shagun have nothing in common, nor do they seem to possess any 

hope of promising future which can guarantee a happy life ahead. Though their ñmarriage had been 

arranged along standard lines, she the beauty, he the one with the brilliant prospectsò (2) but these 

prospects make Raman rather practical, and put the marriage on stake. He spends long hours working 

for a successful company that manufactures soft drinks. It is the beginning of globalization, and rising 

Indian enterprises are projecting their business round the country and abroad. Raman is the stereotypical 

depiction of the hard-working man and a kind of trophy in this family-arranged alliance for his 

perseverance and dexterity. At the beginning of the story we see him in his traditional role of father and 

husband; of the head of the family who goes out to the world to fight and make money of one who has 

to be looked after when he comes back home, but also who does not care much for his own wife or 

children. His professional career seems to have screened his familial life in the clouds of uncertainty. It 

made Shagun realize within no time that there was nothing promising in this married life. As a result of 

it the marriage fell into unanswerable questions. "The dissatisfaction that occurs in most marriages was 

not allowed dissipation; instead, she clung to reasons to justify her unfaithfulness" (3). 

Kapur in her novel Custody examines how a woman has started to cultivate as an individual and the 

main core of conflict for she turns into the association of marriage which has, so far, forms the 

restrictions of her liberty. Kapur exposes   with the character of Shagun that woman now has inspired to 

the hub and has become a crucial component in the social organization. Kapur demonstrates the 

illegitimate relationship between Shagun and her husband's boss Ashok Khanna in her novel and uses 

this sexual freedom as an instrument of resistance to thwart patriarchal myths and values. She depicts a 

female character Shagun who rejoicing her sexuality and re-appropriates its generative belief through a 

consciousness of patriarchal principles. Her sexuality is a dome of happiness and outfit in which she is  
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empowered to employ her body for herself. She defies the male subjugated and the patriarchal system of 

observation and control. Shagun and Ramanôs marriage have been approved beside ordinary 

appearance; she is the beauty, he is the one with glowing projection. She convenes Ashok Khanna, a 

businessman who is attracted by her beauty. Kapur mentions fine expression of her beauty in the novel. 

Shagun is also enticed by his loving words and sterling elegance and leaves behind the essential 

constraints of marriage and flouts its sacredness through sexual transgression. But as a married woman 

she worried from her love affair, her reservations about being trapped. As Kapur mentions in the novel, 

"In the beginning she had so brave and matter-of-fact, now she was more fearful" (80). Her encounters 

with contradiction as she neither sustains the sturdy stoic and self-sacrificing figure of her precursors 

nor restrains her perilous feminine wishes. She is confused in betwixt of whether to surrender herself to 

social conventions or come out as dissenter is a problem for her. Her  who, having patriarchy visions, 

her mother requests her daughter that not to convey disgrace to the family and be a purpose to scorn 

with her extramarital relationship. Her annotations show social outlook and treatment towards a female 

in extramarital relationships also signify that the support association for the female is inadequate in the 

material world as society emits a malicious outline on the female who is an  infidel. 

Kapur illustrates in Custody Shagun who has vanished, her individual person self in her earlier marriage 

life with Raman now looking for the missing self in her love affair with Ashok. This relationship 

provides her an amusing experience and makes her to be independent, convinced, potent, self-governing 

and ingenious as her chasing sexuality egalitarianism and self-reliant. She replicates her individual 

personality with boldness and then forms appropriate retort incisively. Shagun delineates her wish, 

preference and sexuality as she examines, distinguishes and acknowledges herself. She considers in 

Ashok. As he states: "Traditonal versus modern values, individual versus society"(81). Shagun has not 

capitulated to the notions of the patriarchal society, but deploys with her ability and potential to defeat 

troubles so to obtain pleasure in her new relationship. The supremacy ensuing from investigation, 

elucidation and empowerment of the female sexuality occurrence steers to self-realization and self-

affirmation as an individual in Shagun. Shagun chases her heart and asks for a divorce from Raman and 

gets on a new life with Ashok. So, the association of marriage, which in our country is much more than 

sex and children is disenchanted of its purity through divorce. Shagun tells Raman which clearly shows 

her longing for freedom in her life, "Don't make this harder. I have left you the best part of the marriage. 

Surely my freedom is not too much to ask in exchange?" (109). Shagun emerges as a ónew womanô  in 

the novel who recognizes the prospective of her óbeingô throughout a procedure of fetching by induction 

herself on personal struggle with society on the basis of the preceding of expected preferences over  
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social proprieties. She, as a woman, in this new correlation of her selection is an important and new 

literary create, conscious of the preferences release to her and rouse to the compound and modified 

prototypes of existing and adoring against the hostile and disheartenment governing outlook.  

Kapur confers, how barrenness is veteran as the incapability of a woman to realize position prospect in a 

culture where much significance is accorded to motherliness and virility. Shagun and Ishita are the 

central women characters in Custody. Both are revealing contradictory personality. Shagun adores for 

position and prosperous lifestyle. For her, materialistic life is more important than family's love and 

care. Shagun's mother desires for her daughter love. Manju Kapur represented the issues of infidelity, 

infertility and the reasons behind the divorce in modern Indian society. Kapur shows the reality of 

conventional Indian society's woman who is less empowered due to her childless issues. Ishita at her in- 

law's house experiences disembodied like she is penalized due to her infertility reason. Divorce packs 

her life with anguish, desolation, despair, misery, the murk and the sagacity of collapse. Thus, Manju 

Kapur has revealed a dilemma of women's childless and divorce in her novel through Ishita's character. 

But Shagun character is depicted as a modern woman by Kapur as she discards the convention of so 

called society. Shagun and Ishita have tiled the mode towards freedom; self-contentment and set for re-

emerge in the same patriarchal society. 

Manju Kapur has displayed a mature understanding of the female psyche and the inner subtlety of a 

woman's mind. She has been highly disturbed by the suffering but stoic woman trying to set herself free 

form meaningless chains. She thorough her novels takes a deep and satisfying look at the sense of 

displacement often felt by women in the traditional institution of marriage. Manju Kapur deals with the 

plethora of marital problems that assail the educated working middle class wives of India. The 

displacement that they suffer and their suffocation in the traditional limits of marriage, family and 

society as a whole is clearly brought out by the novelist in her novels. (Gupta 15). 

At present, works of Kamla Markandaya, Gita Hariharan, Nayantara Sahgal, Kamla Das. Anita Desai, 

Shobha De, Anita Nair, Shashi Deshpande, Arundhati Roy and Manju Kapur and many others have left 

a permanent mark on the readers of Indian Writings in English. Many other Indian women writers have 

also discovered female prejudice to classify to ascertain an identity, which is forced as a patriarchal 

society in their particular writings. The theme is from childhood to womanhood shaped society 

regarding women in broad. The fictional women produced by these writers have appeared as strapping 

individuals profoundly entrenched in their culture, therefore they have entirely erased the image of a 

fragile, submissive shadow of woman in male dominated Indian society. These women have crushed the 

myth of inferior image of women that disturbed the postcolonial womanôs writer's mind for an extensive  
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period. Matrimonial indulgent is no longer in use for submissive and family bondage have come to be 

esteemed for adoring that they indicate and not for any requirement or reliance. The chrysalis is wrecked 

and women are seen prompt rising towards self-realization in literature as they are in life. Womanhood 

has arrived an extensive mode since 1920 when it won the fight for suffrage. From a cattle like survival 

women have arrived to seize an almost vital statues in the society even if the society is still to a great 

area patriarchal. From being the other, a woman has appeared to embrace herself at equivalence with the 

supreme in literature as well. Indian woman polishes shoulders with her professedly more succeed 

Western complement as well as with the male of the class. The extent has now twisted in support of 

women and they have really turned out to be companions. The ósubalternô has appeared to seize a 

podium wherefrom she can speak and she does speak out her psyche. Woman has crossed the ground of 

silence and has arrived at the ground of speech.  

The structure of the woman character in Custody as a person in her own precise is at formerly analytic 

of the authorôs supplement of womenôs ambition as well as deterrence of conventional customs. It utters 

of her aims to consider an idyllic character on one side and on the other it illustrates the writerôs 

capability to shatter the convention. However, the transformation in the fictional work of Kapur shows 

woman is associated with amends in womenôs position in Indian society. Feminine aesthetics from time 

to time grounds, numerous change between authorial perceptions and that of the character itself. While 

the characterôs accent is used to utter her anxiety and her willingness to talk, the authorial tone points 

out her essential incapability to speak up. Subaltern talk, in other words, does not accomplish the 

dialogic level of expression. Kapur has accepted the feminine aesthetics as it is but the tendency towards 

a feminist aesthetics is what provides her hope. It is this that sets up the dialogue- the two way 

communication in her novel. It completed the literary backdrop enlarge to contain as the center what 

was previously considered periphery. This prototype change may be observed in the novels of 

Nayantara Sahgal, Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande and more recently Manju Kapur along with many 

existing women writers of Indian English fiction. Kapur skillfully reveals feminist concern in her novel 

Custody. 

Hence, Custody is entirely representative of Indian Modern woman, who tiled new path in the peripheral 

world. Self boldness and seditious spirit existing in this novel, which demonstrates the new woman is 

rising in modern Indian society. Kapur's novel divulges the unimagined suspicions of modern marriage 

occurring in present time. The wifeôs perception of suffocation, the husbandôs trepidation of inferiority 

and the continuous shifting of children, like possessions, from one home to the other, are inducing with 

meticulous seriousness. Custody develops into somewhat further than just social observations, but a  
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novel that is really revealing to the universal anxiety of modern marriage lives in Indian society, with its 

dilemma of independence. Hence, Custody is entirely representative of Indian Modern woman, who 

tiled new path in the peripheral world. Self boldness and seditious spirit existing in this novel, which 

demonstrates the new woman is rising in modern Indian society. Kapur's novel divulges the unimagined 

suspicions of modern marriage occurring in present time. The wifeôs perception of suffocation, the 

husbandôs trepidation of inferiority and the continuous shifting of children, like possessions, from one 

home to the other, are inducing with meticulous seriousness. Custody develops into somewhat further 

than just social observations, but a novel that is really revealing to the universal anxiety of modern 

marriage lives in Indian society, with its dilemma of independence. Manju Kapur herself asserts: 

I am interested in the lives of women whether in the political arena or in domestic spaces. One 

of the main pre-occupations in all my books is how women manage to negotiate both the inner 

and outer spaces in their lives- what sacrifices do they have to make in order to keep the home 

fires burning - and at what cost to their personal lives do they find some kind of fulfilment 

outside the home. (qtd. in Gupta 16) 

In Indian patriarchy system women are spurred and governed by Indian traditions and customs. 

Marriage is the subject of social pattern which were only conducted within the cast and love marriage 

are viewed as a social crime and owed as reprehensible offense.  The marriages are subject of paying a 

dowry to the groom's family. India is a country in which most of people are living in a joint family in 

which married woman always suffers with viciousness and totalitarian from her in-laws side. In a 

conventional authentic Hindu society still discards divorce. Manju Kapur is an eminent Indian English 

woman novelist who has depicted on issues like man-woman relationship, material relationship, woman 

desire, body, gender indifferences, and revolt. She also explores socio-cultural life in modern and semi- 

urban and urban Indian society. Manju Kapurôs views of womenôs freedom and sovereignty are deeply 

ingrained in the Indian womenôs conditions within the socio-cultural and economic spaces and 

paradigms of the country. The protagonists in Manju Kapurôs novels are trapped in the incessant 

dichotomy among the personal desires and the institutional and social responsibilities. The women 

characters produced by Manju Kapur are exemplified by the implementation of a critical and impulsive 

outlook which raised questions about their status and as a consequence effort to revolute cultural and 

social perceptions and stereotypes and ethics in order to construct a space of their own which conveys a 

redefinition of their identity as well as debate and conflict into social milieu, and patriarchy creed. 

Kapur has focused on the elements which curbs for liberty of women to live, cultivate and actualize 

herself the way men do. The compartment in which religion, customs and myth are exploitation of  
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positions women into a reception of their minority position affecting them to lead claustrophobic and 

confined lives. Female protagonists in her novels defy and triumph over the ideological subjugation and 

redefine ethics and presented value systems to replicate themselves in a significant way. 
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