
 
International	Journal	of	Academic	Research	
This	 work	 is	 licensed	 under	 a	 Creative	 Commons	
Attribution	4.0	International	License	[CC	BY	4.0]	

P-ISSN:	2348-7666:	Impact	Factor:	7.215	
Homepage:	https://www.ijar.org.in/	
Volume-13,	Issue-3,	July-Sep-2026	

 

	 124 

Research	Article	
	
Voices	of	Quiet	Resilience:	Evolving	Feminism	in	the	Novels	of	

Sudha	Murthy	
Safeena	Banu		

	

Associate	Professor	of	English,	Sri	Mahadeshwara	Government	First	Grade	College,	Kollegal	
Corresponding	Author:	Safeena	Banu.	

	
Abstract	
Sudha	 Murthy	 is	 widely	 recognized	 for	 her	 simple	 storytelling,	 deep	 social	 awareness,	 and	
insightful	 depictions	 of	 middle-class	 Indian	 life.	 While	 her	 narratives	 lack	 the	 overt,	 radical	
political	posturing	found	in	Western	feminist	texts,	they	offer	a	profound	critique	of	patriarchy	
within	 the	 Indian	 domestic	 framework.	 This	 paper	 explores	 how	 Murthy	 portrays	 feminism	
through	her	 female	protagonists.	 It	 argues	 that	 her	 heroines	do	not	 employ	 loud	 rebellion	or	
total	 alienation	 from	 their	 families.	 Instead,	 they	 practice	 quiet	 resilience—a	 form	 of	 inner	
strength,	moral	 clarity,	 and	 financial	 self-reliance	 that	 reshapes	 family	 structures	 and	 societal	
roles	 from	 within.	 By	 analyzing	 major	 works	 such	 as	 House	 of	 Cards,	 Dollar	 Bahu,	 and	
Mahashweta,	this	study	illustrates	how	Murthy	presents	a	culturally	rooted,	practical	model	of	
Indian	feminism	that	champions	dignity	over	submission	and	evolution	over	destruction.	
Keywords:	Indian	Feminism,	Sudha	Murthy,	Quiet	Resilience,	Agency,	Domestic	Sphere,	Financial	
Independence,	Post-colonial	Feminism,	Socio-economic	Realism.	
	
1.	Introduction	

Sudha	Murthy	 holds	 a	 unique	 place	 in	 contemporary	 Indian	 English	 literature.	 As	 an	
engineer,	philanthropist,	and	author,	her	fiction	reflects	the	real-world	observations	of	a	writer	
deeply	 connected	 to	 the	 grassroots	 of	 Indian	 society.	 While	 critics	 often	 praise	 her	 for	 her	
accessible	 language	 and	 moral	 themes,	 her	 contribution	 to	 the	 discourse	 on	 women's	
empowerment	 is	 equally	 significant.	 Murthy’s	 storytelling	 operates	 as	 a	 mirror	 to	 the	 socio-
cultural	 shifts	 in	 contemporary	 India,	 capturing	 the	 tension	 between	 age-old	 traditions	 and	
modern	aspirations.	

Murthy’s	 novels	 focus	 extensively	 on	 the	 lives	 of	 modern	 and	 transitioning	 Indian	
women.	 Unlike	 the	 protagonists	 of	 radical	 feminist	 fiction	 who	 might	 completely	 reject	
traditional	 institutions,	Murthy’s	characters	operate	within	 the	boundaries	of	 the	 family.	They	
are	daughters,	wives,	and	mothers	who	value	their	cultural	roots	and	familial	ties.	However,	this	
adherence	to	the	family	structure	is	not	a	sign	of	submission	or	passivity.	Instead,	the	domestic	
sphere	becomes	 the	primary	arena	where	gender	roles	are	questioned,	negotiated,	and	subtly	
redefined.	

The	 central	 thesis	 of	 this	 paper	 is	 that	 Sudha	 Murthy	 redefines	 Indian	 feminism	 by	
showing	that	true	empowerment	comes	from	self-reliance,	moral	clarity,	and	subtle	resistance	
rather	than	aggressive	social	upheaval.	Her	characters	practice	a	form	of	"quiet	resilience"	that	
allows	 them	 to	 claim	 agency,	 reject	 exploitation,	 and	 achieve	 independence	 without	 tearing	
down	their	social	fabrics.	Through	this	approach,	Murthy	democratizes	feminist	thought,	making	
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it	 accessible	 and	 applicable	 to	 the	 everyday	 experiences	 of	 millions	 of	 middle-class	 Indian	
women	who	must	navigate	the	patriarchal	landscape	without	discarding	their	social	identities.	
2.	Literature	Review:	Contextualizing	the	Indian	Feminist	Lens	

To	fully	understand	feminism	in	Sudha	Murthy’s	novels,	it	is	necessary	to	distinguish	the	
Indian	feminist	experience	from	Western	models.	Western	feminism	has	historically	progressed	
through	distinct	waves	focusing	on	legal	rights,	systemic	liberation,	and	intersectional	identity,	
often	viewing	the	patriarchal	family	unit	as	a	primary	site	of	absolute	oppression	that	must	be	
dismantled.	 Western	 theories	 often	 assume	 an	 individualistic	 framework	 where	 personal	
freedom	is	achieved	by	breaking	away	from	communal	and	familial	constraints.	

In	 contrast,	 post-colonial	 Indian	 feminism,	 as	 discussed	 by	 prominent	 scholars	 like	
Madhu	Kishwar	 (1999)	and	Rajeshwari	 Sunder	Rajan	 (1993),	 is	deeply	entangled	with	 family	
duty	(dharma),	community	identity,	and	socio-economic	realities.	The	Indian	woman's	identity	
is	rarely	solitary;	 it	 is	relational.	Consequently,	 Indian	women	often	seek	 liberation	within	 the	
community	 matrix	 rather	 than	 outside	 it.	 Freedom	 is	 not	 defined	 as	 total	 isolation	 from	
relationships,	but	as	the	acquisition	of	respect,	equality,	and	dignity	within	those	relationships.	

When	compared	to	other	prominent	Indian	English	writers,	Murthy’s	style	stands	apart.	
Anita	Desai	 frequently	focuses	on	the	psychological	alienation	and	existential	dread	of	women	
trapped	 in	 unhappy	marriages	 (e.g.,	 Cry,	 the	 Peacock).	Her	 characters	 often	 retreat	 into	 their	
internal	worlds,	 sometimes	 resulting	 in	 tragic	psychological	 fragmentation.	 Shashi	Deshpande	
explores	the	stifling	silence	of	middle-class	women	and	their	internal	identity	crises	(e.g.,	That	
Long	 Silence),	 focusing	 heavily	 on	 the	 mental	 paralysis	 caused	 by	 patriarchal	 expectations.	
Sudha	 Murthy	 shifts	 the	 narrative	 toward	 action	 and	 pragmatism.	 Her	 heroines	 face	 severe	
domestic	 crises	 but	 use	 education,	 ethical	 steadfastness,	 and	 financial	 independence	 to	
reconstruct	 their	 lives.	 Her	 fiction	moves	 away	 from	psychological	 paralysis	 toward	 practical	
self-determination.	 Where	 Desai's	 protagonists	 might	 despair	 and	 Deshpande's	 might	
contemplate	 their	 entrapment,	 Murthy’s	 characters	 actively	 pack	 their	 bags,	 secure	
employment,	and	redraw	the	boundaries	of	their	existence.	
3.	The	Domestic	Sphere	as	a	Site	of	Struggle	and	Agency	

In	Murthy’s	 literary	world,	 the	home	 is	 the	primary	battleground.	Patriarchy	 is	not	an	
abstract	 political	 concept	 debated	 in	 public	 forums;	 it	 is	 lived	 daily	 through	 mother-in-law	
dynamics,	marital	expectations,	financial	control,	and	social	status.	The	kitchen,	the	living	room,	
and	the	family	courtyard	are	the	spaces	where	power	dynamics	are	continually	tested.	
Dollar	Bahu:	The	Commodity	of	Marriage	

In	 Dollar	 Bahu	 (2007a),	 Murthy	 exposes	 how	 globalization	 and	 material	 greed	 warp	
traditional	family	structures.	The	matriarch	Jamuna's	obsession	with	the	American	dollar	leads	
her	 to	 elevate	 her	 US-based	 daughter-in-law,	 Vinuta,	 while	 constantly	 demeaning	 her	 India-
based	daughter-in-law,	Shammu.	The	novel	highlights	a	modern	iteration	of	patriarchy,	where	a	
woman's	 value	within	 the	 domestic	 sphere	 is	 tied	 directly	 to	 economic	 commodification	 and	
foreign	status.	

Vinuta	represents	the	traditional,	self-sacrificing	woman	who	tries	to	win	love	through	
tireless	 service.	The	domestic	 space	 initially	 oppresses	her,	 causing	 severe	 emotional	distress	
and	 a	 decline	 in	 her	 physical	 health.	 However,	 Murthy	 uses	 Vinuta’s	 eventual	 emotional	
detachment	not	as	a	sign	of	defeat,	but	as	a	survival	mechanism.	Vinuta's	withdrawal	challenges	
the	 family’s	 emotional	 authority	 over	 her.	 By	 refusing	 to	 seek	 validation	 from	 a	 system	 that	
judges	 human	 worth	 by	 monetary	 standards,	 she	 reclaims	 her	 agency,	 demonstrating	 that	 a	
woman’s	peace	of	mind	cannot	be	sacrificed	for	material	validation.	
House	of	Cards:	The	Illusion	of	Marital	Harmony	

In	House	of	Cards	(2013),	the	protagonist,	Mridula,	is	a	bright,	idealistic	village	girl	who	
marries	a	city	doctor,	Sanjay.	As	Sanjay	becomes	consumed	by	greed,	corporate	corruption,	and	
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the	race	for	material	accumulation,	Mridula	realizes	that	their	marriage	is	built	on	a	foundation	
of	 lies	 and	 financial	 manipulation.	 Her	 husband	 views	 her	 not	 as	 an	 equal	 partner,	 but	 as	 a	
domestic	ornament	who	should	unconditionally	support	his	unethical	ambitions.	

The	 "house	 of	 cards"	 represents	 the	 fragile	 nature	 of	 a	 marriage	 devoid	 of	 mutual	
respect	and	ethical	alignment.	Mridula’s	struggle	highlights	how	women	are	often	expected	 to	
turn	 a	 blind	 eye	 to	 their	 husbands'	 ethical	 failures	 to	 preserve	 domestic	 peace	 and	 social	
standing.	 Mridula’s	 refusal	 to	 compromise	 her	 personal	 values	 forms	 the	 core	 of	 her	 textual	
feminist	 awakening.	 She	 actively	 deconstructs	 the	 myth	 of	 the	 "good	 wife"	 who	 remains	
complicit	in	her	husband's	moral	decline,	choosing	isolation	over	a	compromised	life.	
4.	Quiet	Resilience	vs.	Radical	Rebellion	

The	defining	feature	of	Murthy's	feminism	is	quiet	resilience.	Her	characters	do	not	hold	
protests,	 deliver	 fiery	 speeches,	 or	 shout	 down	 their	 oppressors.	 Instead,	 they	 evaluate	 their	
situations	 logically,	 identify	 their	 core	 values,	 and	 make	 firm,	 unshakeable	 decisions.	 This	
quietness	should	not	be	mistaken	for	weakness;	it	represents	an	internal	fortitude	that	is	steady,	
enduring,	and	ultimately	unyielding.	

For	Murthy,	 empowerment	 is	 directly	 linked	 to	 a	woman’s	 ability	 to	 support	 herself.	
Education	and	professional	careers	are	not	just	qualifications	for	marriage;	they	serve	as	an	exit	
strategy	 and	 a	 protective	 shield	 against	 domestic	 subjugation.	 Murthy’s	 protagonists	
demonstrate	that	true	autonomy	is	achieved	when	a	woman	possesses	the	resources	to	stand	on	
her	own	feet	after	a	domestic	crisis	or	betrayal.	Economic	self-reliance	breaks	the	cycle	of	forced	
dependence,	giving	women	the	power	to	choose	their	destiny.	

In	Mahashweta	 (2007b),	 the	 protagonist	 Anupama	 faces	 severe	 societal	 ostracization	
from	her	husband	and	in-laws	after	developing	vitiligo,	a	skin	condition	traditionally	treated	as	a	
social	curse.	Instead	of	succumbing	to	despair	or	begging	for	acceptance,	Anupama	utilizes	her	
education	and	passion	for	the	theater	to	relocate	to	a	new	city.	By	securing	a	job	and	building	a	
self-sufficient	 life,	 she	 achieves	 complete	 independence.	 When	 her	 repentant	 husband	
eventually	returns	to	beg	for	her	forgiveness,	her	quiet	finality	in	refusing	him	demonstrates	a	
mature	 feminist	 consciousness	 that	 values	 self-respect	 above	marital	 validation.	 She	does	not	
seek	 revenge;	 she	 simply	 chooses	 her	 new,	 self-made	 life	 over	 the	 fragile	 security	 of	 a	 past	
relationship.	 This	 philosophy	 is	 reflected	 beautifully	 in	 the	 text	 when	Murthy	 writes	 of	 life’s	
broader	purpose:	

"Of	the	thousands	of	flowers	that	blossom	on	a	tree	only	a	few	will	bear	fruit...	The	
tree	does	not	keep	anything	 for	 itself.	Does	 that	mean	 that	 the	 life	of	 the	 tree	 is	
wasted?"	(Murthy,	2007b,	p.	84).	
This	realization	guides	Anupama	to	look	past	her	individual	emotional	devastation	and	

construct	a	life	anchored	in	selfless	dedication	and	individual	resilience.	
Similarly,	 in	 House	 of	 Cards	 (2013),	 Mridula’s	 journey	 as	 a	 teacher	 highlights	 the	

importance	 of	 economic	 self-reliance.	When	 she	 discovers	 that	 her	 husband	 values	 corporate	
greed	 over	 ethical	 boundaries	 and	 has	 systematically	 deceived	 her,	 her	 career	 and	 ancestral	
roots	give	her	the	strength	to	walk	away.	She	leaves	the	marriage	not	in	a	fit	of	rage,	but	out	of	a	
measured	 decision	 to	 reclaim	 her	 peace	 of	 mind	 and	 individual	 worth.	 Her	 departure	 is	 a	
deliberate	 act	 of	 self-preservation	 that	 redefines	 her	 identity	 outside	 the	marital	 framework.	
Murthy	underscores	this	ideological	position	by	noting:	

"Every	 woman	 values	 her	 freedom	 to	 choose—much	 more	 than	 her	 husband's	
money	or	position."	(Murthy,	2013,	p.	112).	
Even	in	Dollar	Bahu	(2007a),	where	Vinuta	suffers	intense	emotional	abuse	due	to	her	

family's	obsession	with	wealth,	empowerment	comes	from	setting	strict	emotional	boundaries.	
By	 withdrawing	 her	 emotional	 investment	 from	 those	 who	 commodify	 relationships,	 she	
establishes	a	mental	resilience	that	eventually	forces	her	family	to	recognize	her	worth	on	her	
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own	 terms.	 Murthy	 frames	 this	 conflict	 between	 materialism	 and	 relational	 worth	 by	
highlighting	 the	 deep	 psychological	 costs	 of	 rapid	 economic	 change,	 famously	 noting	 in	 her	
prose	that:	

"Most	people	do	not	have	the	same	values	when	they	get	money.	Money	changes	a	
person	completely."	(Murthy,	2012,	p.	45).	
A	pivotal	moment	in	a	Murthy	novel	occurs	when	a	character	delivers	this	type	of	quiet,	

firm	refusal	to	comply	with	injustice.	This	lack	of	loud	confrontation	highlights	a	practical	model	
of	survival	and	triumph	within	the	Indian	socio-cultural	framework.	
5.	Generational	Shifts	and	the	Re-enforcement	of	Patriarchy	

Murthy	 provides	 a	 highly	 nuanced	 view	of	 patriarchy	 by	 showing	 that	 it	 is	 not	 solely	
maintained	by	men;	it	is	often	actively	enforced	by	women	themselves.	The	older	generation	of	
women	in	her	novels	 frequently	act	as	the	gatekeepers	of	oppressive	traditions,	passing	down	
systemic	biases	to	the	younger	generation.	
• The	Enforcers:	Characters	like	Jamuna	in	Dollar	Bahu	or	Radhabai	(Anand’s	mother)	in	

Mahashweta	internalize	patriarchal	values	over	decades	of	socialization.	They	judge	
younger	women	strictly	through	the	lenses	of	dowry,	physical	beauty,	fertility,	and	absolute	
submissiveness.	They	become	the	immediate	oppressors	within	the	household,	guarding	the	
status	quo	to	maintain	their	own	limited	authority	within	the	patriarchal	hierarchy.	

• The	Transition:	The	younger	protagonists	represent	a	deliberate	break	from	this	cycle.	
They	respect	their	elders	and	honor	traditional	customs	where	appropriate,	but	they	firmly	
refuse	to	inherit	their	prejudices.	They	question	the	logic	of	unfair	expectations	and	reject	
the	idea	that	suffering	is	an	inherent	virtue	of	womanhood.	

• The	Evolution:	Through	this	generational	conflict,	Murthy	highlights	that	true	feminism	
must	also	involve	women	supporting	women.	Liberation	occurs	when	the	younger	
generation	breaks	free	from	the	toxic	expectations	passed	down	by	older	matrons,	replacing	
competition	and	envy	with	empathy	and	solidarity.	

6.	Socio-Economic	Realism	and	the	Philanthropic	Undercurrent	
A	 significant	 dimension	 of	 Murthy’s	 feminism	 is	 its	 alignment	 with	 socio-economic	

realism.	 Her	 characters	 are	 rarely	 elites	 detached	 from	 the	 struggles	 of	 daily	 life;	 they	 are	
middle-class	women	who	understand	the	value	of	hard	work,	money,	and	social	responsibility.	
Murthy’s	 extensive	 experience	 in	 philanthropic	 work	 with	 the	 Infosys	 Foundation	 clearly	
influences	her	character	designs.	Her	heroines	often	find	purpose,	healing,	and	self-actualization	
by	looking	beyond	their	personal	grief	and	contributing	to	society.	

In	Mahashweta	(2007b),	Anupama’s	recovery	from	emotional	trauma	is	accelerated	by	
her	involvement	in	creative	arts	and	her	interactions	with	others	who	face	social	exclusion.	By	
engaging	with	 a	 broader	 community,	 she	 transcends	 the	 limitations	 of	 her	 personal	 tragedy.	
Similarly,	 in	many	of	Murthy's	short	stories	and	extended	narratives,	women	 find	 their	voices	
when	they	enter	the	public	sphere	as	educators,	social	workers,	or	professionals.	

This	aspect	of	Murthy's	writing	suggests	that	feminism	is	not	merely	an	inward-looking	
journey	of	self-discovery,	but	an	outward-looking	journey	of	social	contribution.	True	liberation	
is	achieved	when	a	woman	transitions	from	being	an	object	of	charity	or	sympathy	to	a	subject	
of	change,	capable	of	altering	not	only	her	own	life	but	also	the	lives	of	those	around	her.	
7.	Critical	Evaluation:	The	Strength	of	Simplicity	

Some	academic	 critics	 argue	 that	Murthy’s	writing	 style	 is	 too	 simplistic	 and	 that	 her	
resolutions	 are	 occasionally	 wrapped	 up	 too	 neatly.	 They	 suggest	 that	 her	 focus	 on	 moral	
uprightness	 and	 traditional	 values	 might	 dilute	 the	 radical	 edge	 required	 to	 completely	
dismantle	patriarchal	institutions.	

However,	 this	 critique	 overlooks	 the	 strategic	 value	 of	 her	 simplicity.	 By	 using	 clear,	
direct	 language	 and	 relatable	 domestic	 backdrops,	Murthy	 ensures	 that	 her	 feminist	message	
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reaches	an	audience	that	might	feel	alienated	by	dense,	theoretical	feminist	academic	discourse.	
Her	 strength	 lies	 in	 making	 empowerment	 feel	 attainable.	 Her	 characters	 do	 not	 require	 a	
radical	 ideological	 education	 to	 understand	 that	 they	 deserve	 respect;	 they	 arrive	 at	 this	
realization	 through	 their	 lived	 experiences,	 moral	 intuition,	 and	 common	 sense.	 This	
accessibility	 makes	 her	 work	 highly	 influential	 in	 shaping	 the	 everyday	 mindsets	 of	 readers	
navigating	contemporary	Indian	society.	
8.	Conclusion	

Sudha	 Murthy’s	 contribution	 to	 Indian	 feminist	 literature	 lies	 in	 her	 realism,	
accessibility,	 and	 cultural	 grounding.	 She	 does	 not	 write	 about	 idealized	 characters	 in	
extraordinary	 circumstances;	 she	 writes	 about	 everyday	 women	 facing	 common	 societal	
pressures.	Her	narratives	reflect	the	struggles	of	a	society	caught	between	traditional	heritage	
and	rapid	modern	advancement.	

Her	novels	offer	a	model	of	feminism	that	is	highly	relevant	to	the	Indian	context:	1)	It	
emphasizes	emotional	autonomy	and	financial	independence	as	absolute	prerequisites	for	self-
determination.	2)	It	proves	that	a	woman	can	love	her	culture,	family,	and	heritage	while	firmly	
rejecting	exploitation	and	abuse.	3)	It	shows	that	quiet	resilience	is	a	potent,	sustainable	force	
for	long-term	social	change,	reshaping	the	domestic	sphere	from	within.	

Ultimately,	Murthy’s	fiction	delivers	a	reassuring	and	empowering	message	to	women:	
liberation	does	not	require	an	absolute	 loss	of	 identity,	community,	or	culture.	By	maintaining	
moral	 clarity,	 intellectual	 independence,	 and	 financial	 self-reliance,	 women	 can	 dismantle	
patriarchal	control	quietly,	gracefully,	and	completely,	carving	out	spaces	of	dignity	and	honor	
on	their	own	terms.	
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