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Abstract

In Manju Kapur’s novels, the major role is played by urban settings in carving female
identity, challenging traditional gender roles, as well as acting as a catalyst in shaping one's
journey toward self-discovery. This, as a result, has also helped in changing the lives of the
protagonists of her novels. This research paper is primarily focused on exploring the role of
urban spaces, particularly Delhi, as both physical and symbolic spaces in the lives of both the
female protagonists. The main attention is on the space as it provides opportunities for the
characters in various fields like education, social engagement and especially in their struggle
for autonomy.

Manju Kapur contrasts the big city’s promise of freedom and progress with the societal
constraints that her female characters continue to encounter by placing her characters in
urban settings. The focal point of this paper will be on the novels A Married Woman and
The Immigrant to demonstrate the role of urban settings in Kapur’s works as transformative
and paradoxical landscapes that, while aiding her character's journey toward independence
and self-identity, also restrict it in some way.

Keywords: Urban spaces, female identity, Manju Kapur, A Married Woman, The Immigrant,
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Introduction

In the world of literature, cities offer immense opportunities, and act as a pivotal ground for
characters to explore, transform, and confront the situations. This also stands true when it
comes to Indian literature, where metropolitans or urban spaces like in this case, the capital of
India; Delhi, are portrayed as hubs of progress and modernity. This often helps depict the
wide contrast between urban and rural settings where the second emphasizes more on social
hierarchies and traditional values. The biggest reason why Indian writers often set the stories
in an urban dynamic is to highlight the lack or difference in available opportunities, as
compared to rural India. More so, when the narratives are centred around female characters,
the urban or metropolitan space allows the writers to develop a backdrop, where the journey
can lead to self-discovery while resisting the throttling patriarchal norms.

Here, the very prominent and contemporary Indian writer in focus, Manju Kapur, also loves
to use urban spaces to situate the plots of her stories. By doing so, the writer in question is
able to use metropolitan cities as a symbolic and physical landscape to narrate complex
interplay, where modern aspirations and societal constraints can be explored to the fullest.
This paper focuses on two of her popular novels, The Immigrant and A Married Woman,
where an urban space like Delhi has much more to offer than just being a stereotypical
backdrop setting. The city, Delhi, acts as an individual character, which the protagonists in
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her novel, ie. Nina and Astha, used to shape and transform their lives. Moreover, the choices
that the characters make are broadly based on Delhi, which has helped change the way the
characters see the modern world.

The character's notion towards the city is that it offers immersive possibilities and opens
numerous doors for women where they can redefine the path of their lives, while challenging
traditional rules. However, while doing this, the setting of the city also shines a light on
familial and cultural expectations that often contradicts the urban lifestyle. With this paper,
the aim is to examine how Manju Kapur's protagonists navigate through urban spaces that
are complex, while focusing on various themes like autonomy, social interaction, and
professional identity. As the city forces one to continuously explore the opportunities and
challenges put forth by it in front of the residents. The paper reviews how Delhi or the urban
space can create both paradoxical and transformative environments, and yet enable a woman
to march ahead on her journey towards self-realization and freedom.

The Role a City can Play as a Catalyst for Self-Discovery and Adapting to Changes

In one of her novels, The Married Woman, Astha; the lead character, helps the readers
witness the urban setting through her eyes. Astha, who is born and raised in a stereotypical
conservative family, showcases her upbringing through the subtle narrative of the novel. But
as soon as the lead character steps into the multifaceted and vibrant urban landscape, she
begins to discover herself and evolves, as she understands her desires. This acts as one of the
key impact points in the novel, which showcases how urban settings can reflect on the life of
the residents. What the backdrop of Delhi does in her story is that it offers Astha exposure to
diverse communities and perspectives, which essentially proved pivotal in enabling the lead
character to become independent. This happened since the citys’ exposure made Astha
question herself, in the role of a wife and mother along with reflecting on her individual self.

The various turning points in Asthas’ life, like activist circles’ involvement and the
association with Peeplika were only possible because Delhi as an urban space provided a
modern backdrop open enough to exploration. Not only was the lead character able to explore
her feminist side, but the backdrop of Delhi also facilitated Astha in engaging with her
artistic side and true sexual identity. In the novel Astha and Peeplikas’ relationship which
went against the social norms and represented the hidden desire of people. Especially, a
married woman and how she wanted to break-free from the societal and traditional
constraints and shape her life on her own. By choosing the city of Delhi as a transformative
force, Manju Kapur made it possible for Astha to transition from a conservative to a more
feminist centric/ friendly world.

On the other hand, the novel The Immigrant portrays Delhi as a place where the lead
character Nina is able to enjoy complete independence, and work as a lecturer at the Delhi
University. This allows the writer, Manju Kapur, to set the character of Nina apart from the
other resident women of Delhi, who are most likely to be confined in roles more suited for
domestic chores, as predefined by the society for centuries. With this novel, the city Delhi,
also lays a basis where Nina can eventually immigrate to Canada and enjoy a life abroad, by
gaining clarity, confidence, and opportunities from the dynamic environment offered by the
urban place in question. It won't be wrong to say that the intellectual exposure and progress
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witnessed by Nina, gave her the motivation and confidence to put her expectations way
beyond the normal and typical life of an Indian woman circling around marriage and
motherhood.

In short, with both novels, the protagonists created by Manju Kapur are able to experience
Delhi as a “third space,” which is a term coined by Edward Soja, a renowned urban theorist.
However, another thing that is common between both the novels is that the lead characters or
the women of the story, question confining societal norms and put a foot forth with absolute
courage to embrace their identity. This was only possible due to the backdrop of Delhi, which
opened their eyes towards the symbolical and physical diversity offered by an extremely
transformative urban space.

The Need of Education and Professional Aspirations to Create a Sturdy Pathways to
Autonomy

In both of Manju Kapur's novels she emphasises specially on education and creating
professional identity for her protagonists, so they become self-dependent. For example, in A
Married Woman, the character of Astha is a teacher, and due to this career choice she feels
the purpose of her life is beyond the usual domestic responsibilities. Even though her career
choice in teaching reflects on the traditional familial mindset related to caregiving and
nurturing, it is still able to offer Astha an outlet to gain intellectual engagement and financial
independence. The profession also encourages Astha to form networks and relationships
outside the bonds of her family, leading to a journey of growth. However, the writer Manju
Kapur, is still able to capture the limitations faced by her lead character Astha. Regardless
of her stable professional life, the lead character is still not exempted or shielded from the
societal expectations of being the “Perfect” wife and mother.

Similarly, on the other hand, the lead character Nina, of The Immigrant, is a lecturer at a
University in Delhi. This narrative of her profession has helped the lead character
significantly towards her journey of independence. Since Nina is free of familial constraints
and responsibilities, like that of having a husband or kids, one sees that she is able to focus
more on professional growth. Moreover, the character in the novel The Immigrant is
exposed to an academically progressive environment, which has helped her in assessing ideas
and pathways that turn her aspirations into a reality. Additionally, the writer also highlights
how Ninas’ professional identity comes more significantly into play when the lead character
moves to Canada. Due to her academic background, Nina is confidently able to navigate
through the challenges put forth by this new and free-minded cultural landscape. Therefore, it
is evident that with her characters, like Astha and Nina, Manju Kapur is seamlessly able to
highlight the importance of metropolitan or urban spaces. Especially, when it comes to
providing women with professional and educational opportunities which eventually lead to
autonomy.

Urban Spaces Facilitating Social Interactions and the Exploration of One's Identity

Another aspect of the narratives set by Manju Kapur in her novels is how urban spaces
facilitate and emphasise on social interactions, when it comes to shaping the identity of its
female characters. For instance, both the lead characters Astha and Nina often encounter
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diverse societies and communities in Delhi. This openly challenges the pre-conceived notions
of the lead characters regarding sexuality, gender equality, and relationships. These
meaningful and shuttle interactions between the characters and the communities play an
instrumental role in their self-discovery.

On one hand, in the novel A Married Woman, Asthas’ engagement with activist groups
related to feminism, opens her to new perspectives that are in significant contrast to her
traditional upbringing. Moreover, her relationship with Peeplika gives Astha an insight into
her artistic aspirations and encourages her to explore her sexuality. Both aspects of her true
identity, which the lead character was previously suppressing, due to the society and her
family's conservative mindset. However, the self-discovery was only possible as the activist
group in Delhi offered the lead character Astha a sense of belonging and with a new purpose
towards life. Even though her choices were making her feel alienated from the very family
that raised Astha. Overall, Kapur was able to perfectly illustrate how Delhi or the urban
space in question was able to foster transformation and experimentation, while enabling the
character to redefine her identity.

On the other hand, Nina, the lead character of The Immigrant has a different social
experience in the urban space; Delhi, which shapes her thought process regarding
independence, ambition, and makes her understand the environment in a different manner.
Firstly, Ninas’ interaction with the intellectual and academic groups gives her an idea of self-
reliance and influences the character, which eventually leads to her decision to relocate to
Canada. Even though societal expectations constantly and continuously shape her view
towards life, even while residing in the urban environment, Kapur is still able to portray how
the space gave Nina the confidence to become independent and move to a new place
regardless of the existing social limitations.

Overall, it is quite evident that the city's role, which can be seen facilitating social interaction,
provides the potential for characters to redefine and question their identity. Kapur's lead
characters or protagonists can be seen using their experience within Delhi to confront
traditional norms, while embracing the opportunities offered by urban environments for
fostering independence and self-exploration.

The Paradox and Complexities of Freedom and Confinement One Experiences in an
Urban Life

Despite the fact that urban spaces offer opportunities for self-expression and autonomy, it is
evident in Manju Kapur's novels that there are inherent contradictions related to the urban
lifestyle. Even though a city like Delhi is widely known for offering a stable platform for
growth, it still embodies societal norms which create an expectation limiting a woman's
freedom.

While in the novel A Married Woman, Astha and Peeplika's relationship allows the
character to fight against the traditional norms, it yet gives rise to a major conflict with her
family and the community. Even though Delhi has a progressive circle, Astha is still unable
to break free completely from the obligations she has as a mother and a wife. Kapur
brilliantly uses the experience Astha has to highlight the predicament between societal
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expectations and personal desires, which properly highlight that an urban space can be both
confining and liberating at the same time.

If one sees the journey of Nina, the lead character of The Immigrant, it reflects a paradox
which is similar to the previous protagonist. While Delhi is able to provide Nina with
amazing opportunities to become independent, the move to Canada somehow yet reveals
brand new constraints that end up challenging her autonomy during the journey. By taking
the readers through the complex storyline of The Immigrant, Kapur is able to emphasise
how Nina is still struggling with societal norms that often transcend geographical or regional
boundaries. In short, limiting the freedom enjoyed by women even when it is a seemingly
progressive and developing environment.

These contradictions and predicaments reflect the mindset of women living in modern
societies, which is often described by feminist theories as a “double bind.” Even though
urban spaces have growth opportunities, they still do not shy away from exposing women to
cultural and family expectations, which end up restricting their autonomy. And by effortlessly
portraying such a paradox, Kapur reveals how complex it is to navigate towards freedom in a
patriarchal environment.

Urban Landscape and the Ways in Which it Redefines Womanhood

Both the protagonists in Kapur's novels can be seen attempting to redefine the meaning of
true womanhood. They do so, while living in the urban landscape, and yet challenging
traditional norms of femininity put in place by society for generations. However, the lead
characters do not forget to embrace individuality while navigating through the journey of
redefining their own boundaries. Whether it is The Immigrant or A Married Woman, in
both the novels, the city is a place for these characters to envision a better life for themselves,
which differs from the conventional and stereotypical roles of a woman.

As one can see in A Married Woman, Astha's journey is the perfect illustration of the
struggle between trying to balance societal expectations and ones’ personal aspirations.
Which, even today, is very difficult to do more often than not for a woman. However, the
lead character Astha still gives the most robust attempt to redefine herself with plot-acts like
strengthening her relationship with Peeplika and pursuing her artistic side. Although, the
choices made by Astha come at a great cost as they alienate her from her entire family.
Similarly, Nina's journey in the novel The Immigrant perfectly highlights how a woman
faces challenges while negotiating for independence. Especially, when she comes from a
background that is more focused on effortless functioning of the cultural and traditional
familial framework.

Overall, it can be said that Manju Kapur, through the means of her protagonists, Nina and
Astha, is advocating to redefine womanhood and making it possible for us to embrace
individuality and diversity to the fullest. Moreover, the novels written by Kapur also
emphasise on the fact that true liberation is one that requires personal transformation along
with broadening the scope of cultural shift. Only so that accepting alternative identities of
Indian women is a real possibility. Also, the work curated by Kapur extends a challenge
towards its readers, so they can restructure traditional norms of femininity. All this to create
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or envision an inclusive and progressive framework of  womanhood.
Conclusion

The conclusions that one can draw after deeply analysing Manju Kapur's novels, The
Immigrant and A Married Woman is that she uses urban spaces as a lens or medium to
explore various complexities of autonomy, female identity, and social expectations. In both
the novels, a city like Delhi can be seen serving as a transformative environment and
landscape, which provides the lead characters with opportunities where they grow and self-
discover. However, the urban environments can still be seen revealing the existence of
familial and cultural constraints, that amplifies the paradoxical aspect of urban freedom.

Manju Kapur sums up her novels by portraying urban spaces as an environment that is in
major need of a cultural shift, so that accepting female identity along with its diverse
conceptions can become a reality. With her work, Kapur underscores a critical fact that a city
may offer a platform, which facilitates redefining and questioning of traditional roles, it still
requires transformation of societal values to attend true liberation. The subtle depiction in
Kapur's novels of urban lifestyle, opens the readers so they can envision modern women
freely navigating towards self-expression and freedom, without being in a “double bind” due
to societal expectations and constraints.
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