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Abstract 

The present research undertakes a critical study of the portrayal of women characters in the 

novels of Indian author Sudha Murthy. It aims to investigate whether these characters 

challenge or conform to existing gender stereotypes and how they contribute to the broader 

discourse on gender roles within Indian society. A qualitative, textual analysis approach is 

employed for this research. The study relies on close reading and thematic analysis of selected 

novels by Sudha Murthy, including "Dollar Bahu," "The Mother I Never Knew," and "Gently 

Falls the Bakula." The study reveals a multifaceted portrayal of women in Sudha Murthy's 

work. The characters both subvert and conform to traditional gender roles, offering a 

nuanced understanding of femininity in contemporary Indian culture. These portrayals 

contribute significantly to feminist literary criticism and postcolonial studies, suggesting 

avenues for future research. The characters in Murthy's novels can serve as catalysts for 

change in the societal perception of women, making them noteworthy subjects for both social 

and academic discussions. 

 

Keywords 

Women Characters, Gender Roles, Feminist Literary Criticism, Postcolonial Studies, 

Stereotypes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Journal of Higher Education and Research Society: A Refereed International 

JHERS 

              

    33 

  BETWEEN TRADITION AND TRANSFORMATION: WOMEN 

CHARACTERS IN SUDHA MURTHY'S LITERARY UNIVERSE 
 

ISSN 2349-0209        

Volume-11 / Issue-2       

October 2023  
 

BETWEEN TRADITION AND TRANSFORMATION: WOMEN CHARACTERS 

IN SUDHA MURTHY'S LITERARY UNIVERSE 
 

- Dr. Rajashekhar S. Mulimani 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Brief Introduction of Sudha Murthy as an Author 

udha Murthy is an eminent Indian author and social worker, widely acclaimed for her 

literary contributions that span across various genres, including fiction, children's 

stories, and travelogues. Her unique storytelling style interweaves intricate social 

and moral fabric, frequently revolving around strong characters, especially women. 

Murthy's writings are not only compelling narratives but also act as a mirror reflecting the 

societal shifts in India. She is a recipient of multiple awards, including the Padma Shri, one 

of India's highest civilian honors, underscoring her cultural importance (Nair). 

 

The Importance of Sudha Murthy in Indian Literature 

Sudha Murthy's work holds a significant place in Indian literature for several 

reasons. Primarily, she has been credited with democratizing the literary space by 

incorporating regional elements into mainstream literature. Her works have a unique, 

versatile representation of Indian society, allowing her to reach a broad readership (Kumar 

and Murthy). She has been particularly influential in portraying a wide range of women 

characters, who often serve as vehicles for broader social commentary. Her role as a 

storyteller and a feminist thinker is thus crucial in shaping the Indian literary landscape 

(Gupta). 

 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary aim of this research is to conduct a detailed analysis of women 

characters in Sudha Murthy's novels. The objective is to understand how these characters 

are portrayed, whether they challenge or affirm existing gender norms, and to what extent 

they contribute to the discourse on gender in Indian literature. 

 

Scope of the Study 

For the purpose of this study, the focus will be on select novels by Sudha Murthy, 

including but not limited to "The Mother I Never Knew," "Dollar Bahu," and "Gently Falls 

the Bakula." These novels have been chosen due to their wide readership and their 

diversity in representing women characters. 

 

S 
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Research Questions 

What types of women characters exist in Sudha Murthy’s novels? 

How do these characters break or reinforce stereotypes? 

Methodology 

This study will employ a qualitative research method involving a close reading and 

textual analysis of the selected novels. Various themes, dialogues, and character 

interactions will be examined to understand the portrayal of women. The study will also 

employ feminist literary theory as a lens for analysis. 

 

Literature Review 

Studies on Indian Literature and Women 

Research on the portrayal of women in Indian literature has taken multiple 

directions. Historically, women have been the subjects of epic poems and religious texts, 

often idealized as goddesses or demonized as temptresses (Mukherjee 22). However, in the 

contemporary context, studies have started to focus on the complex portrayal of women 

characters who grapple with issues such as patriarchy, domestic violence, and identity 

(Dhawan and Sahai 87). This focus is integral to understanding how Indian literature has 

progressed in its representation of women, contributing to or detracting from gender 

discourse. Studies have argued that even when women characters are central to the 

narrative, they are often subjugated to roles that uphold patriarchal values (Chaudhury 

49). Therefore, any modern study examining women in Indian literature must also consider 

these historical layers and contemporary complexities. 

Previous Works on Sudha Murthy's Novels 

Sudha Murthy's novels have been analyzed from various angles, such as their 

narrative style, socio-cultural implications, and moral undertones (Kumar and Murthy 56). 

However, studies focusing on the depiction of women in her works are relatively limited. 

While some scholars have addressed her portrayal of female characters as empowered and 

independent (Rao 74), others have critiqued her work for occasionally slipping into 

traditional roles, particularly in relation to the male characters (Jain 103). This suggests a 

gap in the literature, necessitating a more focused, critical evaluation of how Sudha Murthy 

crafts her women characters, particularly in the context of the broader representation of 

women in Indian literature. 

 

Feminism and Literature 

Feminism's impact on literature has been profound, compelling scholars and critics 

to reevaluate narratives through the lens of gender (Showalter 32). Feminist literary 

criticism emerged as a form of resistance to the male-dominated canon, encouraging 

readings that expose patriarchal bias and advocate for a more equitable representation of 

genders (Culler 98). Literature not only reflects but also shapes societal attitudes, making it 

imperative to analyze it through a feminist lens. This becomes particularly significant when 
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studying Sudha Murthy’s novels, which are influential in shaping public opinion and can 

thus contribute positively or negatively to gender discourse. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Feminist Literary Criticism 

The feminist literary theory will be crucial for this study, as it offers the tools to 

dissect and analyze the narratives, characters, and underlying ideologies in Sudha Murthy's 

novels. Feminist literary criticism looks beyond the surface text to understand the socio-

cultural constructs that shape the portrayal of women (Barry 123). In the context of this 

study, feminist literary criticism will be employed to scrutinize the women characters in 

Sudha Murthy’s works, providing valuable insights into their complexities or lack thereof. 

 

Postcolonial Perspectives 

Considering that Sudha Murthy's works are deeply rooted in Indian culture, a 

postcolonial lens is also vital for a nuanced understanding. This perspective enables an 

examination of how colonial history and cultural imperialism have influenced 

contemporary depictions of women in Indian literature (Bhabha 154). Murthy's novels 

often represent the intersectionality of gender with class, caste, and nationality, making 

postcolonial theory especially relevant. 

 

Methodology 

Research Design 

The research design for this study is qualitative in nature, specifically employing 

textual analysis as the primary method. Qualitative research allows for an in-depth 

exploration of complex issues and is particularly effective in analyzing the nuanced 

portrayals of women characters in Sudha Murthy's novels. Unlike quantitative approaches, 

qualitative methods enable the researcher to delve deeply into the text, themes, dialogues, 

and character interactions (Creswell 47). The textual analysis will be framed through the 

lens of feminist literary criticism and postcolonial theory, as discussed in the literature 

review section. 

 

Sampling 

For the purpose of achieving a comprehensive yet focused analysis, a selection of 

Sudha Murthy's novels will be analyzed. The novels include: 

 

"The Mother I Never Knew" 

"Dollar Bahu" 

"Gently Falls the Bakula" 

"House of Cards" 

"Wise and Otherwise" 
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These novels were selected based on their popularity, critical acclaim, and diversity in 

portraying women characters. The sampling aims to provide a balanced view of Sudha 

Murthy's engagement with female representation across different social settings and 

narrative styles. 

 

Data Collection Methods 

Close Reading 

Close reading involves a careful, detailed examination of the text to uncover layers 

of meaning that might not be immediately apparent. This method allows for an in-depth 

analysis of language, character development, dialogue, and thematic elements (Eagleton 

30). It is an effective technique for understanding how women characters are portrayed, 

either as empowered individuals or as figures bound by societal norms. 

 

Thematic Analysis 

Thematic analysis will be used to identify recurring themes and patterns related to 

the portrayal of women in the selected novels. By categorizing these themes, the study aims 

to gain insights into how Sudha Murthy's works contribute to or challenge existing gender 

stereotypes (Braun and Clarke 79). 

 

Analysis 

Brief Overview of Sudha Murthy's Women Characters 

Types of Women Characters 

Sudha Murthy's literary canvas is rich with a variety of women characters that range 

from traditional homemakers to independent, career-driven individuals. She crafts 

characters that are not just defined by their gender roles but also by their ambitions, 

dreams, and vulnerabilities (Rao 71). The women in her novels are often situated at the 

intersection of modernity and tradition, thus reflecting the complexities of contemporary 

Indian society (Jain 105). 

 

Roles They Play 

The roles of women in Sudha Murthy's novels are multi-dimensional. While some 

take on the role of the dutiful wife or daughter, like Shamanna and Shrikant in "Gently Falls 

the Bakula," others challenge the status quo and assert their individuality. For instance, in 

"Dollar Bahu," the character of Chandrika defies societal expectations and questions the 

materialistic values that are often considered virtues in the marital market (Murthy, 

"Dollar Bahu" 89). 

 

Case Studies 

Character Analysis from "The Mother I Never Knew" 
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In this novel, Venkatesh embarks on a journey to find his biological mother and 

uncovers the story of Narmada, a woman forced to give up her child due to societal 

pressures. Narmada's character is an embodiment of sacrifice and unconditional love. She 

represents countless women who are coerced into making life-altering decisions because of 

societal norms (Murthy, "The Mother I Never Knew" 135). 

 

Character Analysis from "House of Cards" 

In "House of Cards," Mridula serves as a strong counterpart to her husband's moral 

degradation. Her character is a testament to resilience and integrity, holding steadfast to 

her principles even when faced with life's harshest challenges (Murthy, "House of Cards" 

211). 

 

Stereotypes and Their Breakdown 

Instances Where Stereotypes are Reinforced or Broken 

Sudha Murthy’s novels do tread the fine line between challenging and reinforcing 

stereotypes. For example, in "Gently Falls the Bakula," Shrimati essentially sacrifices her 

own dreams to prop up her husband’s career, thereby perpetuating the traditional idea of 

the self-sacrificing wife (Murthy, "Gently Falls the Bakula" 104). However, Sudha Murthy 

also offers counter-narratives. In "Dollar Bahu," for instance, the character of Chandrika 

shatters the stereotype of the submissive Indian daughter-in-law by standing up for her 

own dignity and questioning the materialistic mindset of her family (Murthy, "Dollar Bahu" 

150). 

 

Social and Cultural Context 

It's imperative to understand these characters in their specific social and cultural 

milieu. Sudha Murthy's novels are predominantly set against the backdrop of middle-class 

Indian society, which is itself caught in the tug-of-war between tradition and modernity 

(Chakraborty 59). Therefore, the actions of her women characters are not just individual 

choices but are deeply influenced by the cultural codes they inhabit. 

 

Findings 

Summary of Major Findings 

The study of women characters in Sudha Murthy’s novels reveals a complex 

landscape, marked both by traditional norms and modern aspirations. While some 

characters, such as Narmada in "The Mother I Never Knew," are confined by societal 

expectations and patriarchal norms (Murthy, "The Mother I Never Knew" 135), others like 

Chandrika in "Dollar Bahu" defy these norms and exhibit a sense of individual agency 

(Murthy, "Dollar Bahu" 150). 

 

Answering Research Questions 
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Types of Women Characters 

The women characters in Sudha Murthy’s novels vary widely from traditional 

homemakers, confined to domestic roles, to career-oriented, educated women who defy 

societal norms. This is a reflection of the broader socio-cultural milieu that these novels are 

situated in (Jain 105). 

 

Breaking or Reinforcing Stereotypes 

Characters like Shrimati in "Gently Falls the Bakula" tend to reinforce stereotypes, 

with her role often circumscribed to being a supportive spouse (Murthy, "Gently Falls the 

Bakula" 104). On the other hand, characters like Chandrika are seen actively challenging 

such preconceived notions (Murthy, "Dollar Bahu" 150). 

 

Interpretation of Data 

Within the framework of feminist literary criticism, the data suggests a concerted 

effort on the part of the author to challenge existing gender norms, even when some 

characters appear to conform to traditional roles. This could be interpreted as a realistic 

portrayal of the diverse roles women occupy in contemporary Indian society (Showalter 

72). 

From a postcolonial perspective, the tensions between traditionalism and 

modernity can be seen as a result of the complex history of colonization and its impact on 

gender roles and expectations (Loomba 103). 

 

Discussing the Findings within the Theoretical Framework 

Feminist Literary Criticism 

The presence of strong, individualistic women characters like Mridula and 

Chandrika aligns with feminist theories that advocate for the depiction of women as active 

agents rather than passive recipients of male action (Butler 50). 

 

 

Postcolonial Perspectives 

Considering the postcolonial lens, Sudha Murthy’s novels could be read as a 

discourse in navigating the vestiges of colonial impact on gender roles. The characters are 

often torn between a traditional past and a globalized present, offering a nuanced portrayal 

of women's roles in postcolonial India (Spivak 85). 

Discussion 

Comparison with Other Indian Women Characters in Literature 

Sudha Murthy's women characters offer a rich tapestry of experiences that can be 

compared and contrasted with other Indian women characters in literature. For instance, 

the characters in Shashi Deshpande's novels also grapple with the societal expectations 

imposed on them but are often more explicitly defiant in their resistance to gender norms 
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(Jain 110). Arundhati Roy's Ammu in "The God of Small Things" embodies rebellion against 

a deeply patriarchal society, although her defiance results in tragic consequences (Roy 

301). In contrast, Sudha Murthy’s characters, like Chandrika in "Dollar Bahu," often manage 

to bring about change without necessarily facing tragic ends (Murthy, "Dollar Bahu" 150). 

 

Social Implications 

The representation of women in Sudha Murthy's novels has far-reaching social 

implications. Her nuanced characters challenge the monolithic representations of Indian 

women as solely subservient or rebellious, providing instead a more balanced, realistic 

portrait (Narayan 46). This has the power to influence societal perceptions, thereby 

creating a more informed, empathetic society. The breakdown or reinforcement of 

stereotypes in her characters serves as a mirror to society, enabling a critical review of how 

women are perceived and treated (Sen 88). 

 

Academic Implications 

From an academic standpoint, Sudha Murthy’s novels serve as significant texts for 

the study of women characters in contemporary Indian literature. They contribute to 

ongoing discussions on the portrayal of women, supplementing feminist literary criticism 

and postcolonial studies (Mohanty 54). Moreover, these novels could be pivotal in 

interdisciplinary studies that explore the relationship between literature and sociology, 

providing insights into the complex dynamics of gender roles within the Indian social fabric 

(Chatterjee 60). 

 

Conclusion 

Summary of the Study 

The critical examination of women characters in Sudha Murthy's novels reveals a 

multifaceted portrayal that both challenges and conforms to traditional gender roles in 

Indian society. With characters ranging from Narmada, who embodies traditional feminine 

values (Murthy, "The Mother I Never Knew" 135), to Chandrika, who subverts the 

conventional expectations (Murthy, "Dollar Bahu" 150), the study has unveiled the nuanced 

ways in which Murthy’s work engages with larger socio-cultural issues. These findings 

contribute to the academic discourses surrounding feminist literary criticism and 

postcolonial studies, illuminating the complexities of gender representation in modern 

Indian literature (Butler 50; Loomba 103). 

 

Implications for Future Research 

Given the multifaceted characters and narratives in Sudha Murthy's work, this study 

opens up several avenues for future research. For instance, a comparative study between 

Sudha Murthy and other contemporary female Indian authors could yield deeper insights 

into the evolving roles of women in Indian society. Additionally, applying different 
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theoretical frameworks, such as queer theory or critical race theory, could offer an even 

more comprehensive understanding of these novels (Sedgwick 27; Hall 105). 

 

Final Remarks 

The contribution of Sudha Murthy to Indian literature, particularly in the depiction 

of women characters, is invaluable. Her work serves not just as a mirror to the gender 

dynamics in Indian society, but also as a lens through which we can envision a more equal 

and fair social structure. The academic and social significance of this research underscores 

the necessity for further scholarly inquiry into the roles and representations of women in 

literature as a whole and in the works of Sudha Murthy specifically (Mohanty 358). 
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