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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the evolving feminist ideals across generations as portrayed in four novels by Sudha Murthy
- Dollar Bahu, Mahashweta, House of Cards, and Gently Falls the Bakula. Drawing on literary analysis and
sociocultural context, the study explores how Murthy’s female characters navigate the tension between traditional
patriarchal expectations and emerging modern aspirations. The analysis reveals that each novel, in its own way,
juxtaposes older and younger generational perspectives on women’s roles, rights, and identities. Murthy’s
narratives highlight the progress of feminist consciousness in India - from women of earlier generations bound by
duty and sacrifice to newer generations striving for autonomy and equality. By situating these stories within the
broader historical context of Indian feminism and drawing on supporting scholarly commentary, the paper
underscores Murthy’s contribution to feminist literature and the significance of generational change in the fight
for gender equity.
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Introduction

Feminism in India has been characterized by a
growing awareness of gender-based injustices and
an evolving desire to challenge and change
patriarchal norms. Chaman Nahal famously
described Indian feminism as “both the awareness of
woman'’s position in society as one of disadvantage...
and also a desire to remove those disadvantages”.
Indian women’s writing, particularly in the post-
independence era, has often depicted the
psychological suffering of women confined to
traditional roles, highlighting the “frustrated
homemaker” as a recurring figure. Sudha Murthy, a
renowned Indian author, social worker, and
educator, emerges as a key voice in this literary
tradition. Born in 1950 and having come of age as
India transitioned from orthodox social norms to an
era of modernization, Murthy has witnessed first-
hand the generational shifts in attitudes towards
women. In her novels, she draws upon these
experiences to portray women’s lives with
remarkable authenticity and empathy. Murthy’s
oeuvre - spanning nine novels - consistently
foregrounds the condition of women, advocating for
equality in the choices they make and the lives they
lead. Notably, she began highlighting women'’s plight
and gender inequalities at a time when such
discussions were not yet mainstream in India,
thereby carving out a space for feminist discourse in
popular fiction.

This paper provides a generational perspective on
feminism in four of Sudha Murthy’s prominent
novels: Dollar Bahu (2007), Mahashweta (2007),
House of Cards (2013), and Gently Falls the Bakula
(2008). Each of these works presents a unique

narrative that contrasts the experiences, values, and
aspirations of women from different generations in
Indian society. By examining the characters’ journeys
and conflicts, we can trace how feminist ideals
gradually evolve from one generation to the next,
influenced by changing social contexts and cultural
norms. The older generation in Murthy’s stories
often embodies traditional expectations -
prioritizing family honor, self-sacrifice, and
adherence to patriarchal norms - while the younger
generation embodies a growing insistence on
identity, education, and equality. These intra-family
and intra-societal generational tensions mirror
India’s broader sociocultural transformation: from a
society where women were largely expected to be
obedient daughters, wives, and daughters-in-law, to
one where women increasingly assert their
independence and rights. Murthy’s writing thus
serves as a literary microcosm of the larger feminist
movement in India, illustrating both the progress
made and the challenges that persist. In the following
sections, each novel is discussed in depth with
examples and critical insights, supported by
scholarly commentary and contextual analysis, to
demonstrate how generational perspectives on
feminism are woven into Murthy’s storytelling.

Feminism and Generational Conflict in Dollar
Bahu

Murthy’s Dollar Bahu offers a vivid portrayal of
generational clashes between traditional and
modern values within an Indian family. Set against
the backdrop of India’s turn-of-the-millennium craze
for prosperity abroad, the novel contrasts the
mentalities of an older matriarch and her two
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daughters-in-law - one rooted in Indian tradition
and another influenced by Western lifestyles. The
title itself (“Dollar Daughter-in-law”) alludes to the
allure of wealth from America, “the promised land of
riches and comforts,” and the “dominance of the
mighty dollar in every pursuit of life”. Gauramma, the
family = matriarch  (representing the older
generation), is depicted as deeply patriarchal, status-
conscious, and materialistic. Her worldview has been
shaped by a lifetime of traditional norms: she values
family honor, obedience from women, and the visible
markers of prosperity. Indeed, Gauramma is “steeped
in traditionalism” and initially idolizes the idea of
having a dollar-earning son and wealthy daughter-
in-law, equating money with success and respect. She
openly favors her foreign-based son and his wife
Jamuna (the “Dollar Bahu”) because of their
perceived affluence, while demeaning her elder son’s
wife Vinuta, who lives with her in India and upholds
all the conventional duties of a daughter-in-law.
Murthy uses Gauramma’s biases to highlight a
sobering reality: in a society in flux, even elders who
champion “traditional” values may eagerly embrace
materialism, revealing an internal conflict between
patriarchy’s demand for dutiful women and the
temptation of modern prosperity.

Vinuta’s character (the middle-generation daughter-
in-law who remains in India) exemplifies the ideal
woman according to the older generation’s
standards - and the personal cost of meeting those
standards. She is “a docile, accepting Indian woman
who is programmed to tolerate the excesses of her
mother-in-law, the disdain of her sister-in-law and the
silence of her menfolk”, as one analysis describes. An
orphan raised in a middle-class household, Vinuta
has been conditioned to be self-sacrificing, dutiful,
and non-confrontational. Highly educated and
talented (she loves music), she nonetheless gives up
her own aspirations to fit the role of a
“perfect...homely...all-sacrificing” wife and daughter-
in-law. In one poignant episode, Vinuta even stops
singing - a passion of hers - after marriage,
lamenting that “the koel (nightingale) has understood
her position... She has stopped singing”. This
metaphor encapsulates how the spirit of women like
Vinuta is quietly stifled by traditional expectations.
Vinuta endures constant comparisons to the
westernized Jamuna and never receives
acknowledgment for her labor of love within the
household. The novel emphasizes that such meek
compliance, though praised as a virtue in traditional
culture, often leads to women'’s self-effacement and
emotional suffering (Vinuta grapples with severe
self-doubt and depression as she is increasingly
belittled). Through Vinuta’s plight, Murthy critiques
the ingrained social programming that equates a
woman’s worth with her tolerance for abuse and her
ability to submerge her own identity for the sake of
family. It is telling that Vinuta’s character initially
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appears to be the protagonist, yet she is gradually
sidelined in her own life - a narrative choice that
symbolizes how patriarchal families sideline the
voices of dutiful women.

Jamuna, the younger daughter-in-law (married to the
son who lives in the United States), represents a
newer generation influenced by modern,
individualistic values - but Murthy gives her a
complex characterization rather than casting her as
simply heroic or villainous. Jamuna is depicted with
“shades of grey”, as “calculated and manipulative” in
her dealings. She is assertive and knows how to use
her leverage (in this case, the economic power of her
husband’s U.S. salary) to command respect. Jamuna’s
confidence and independence starkly contrast with
Vinuta’s meekness. However, rather than serving as
a liberating force for the family’s women, Jamuna
initially exacerbates the family’s internalized
patriarchy: her arrival triggers Gauramma’s open
disparagement of Vinuta, and Jamuna herself does
not attempt a camaraderie with Vinuta either. In this
sense, Murthy illustrates a painful truth - that a
woman’s empowerment in a patriarchal setup does
not automatically translate into solidarity with other
women. In Dollar Bahu, “women themselves are the
worst enemies of other women”, and societal
conditioning leads individuals like Gauramma and
Jamuna to uphold and perpetuate sexist hierarchies
that harm someone like Vinuta. This aligns with
broader observations in feminist literature that
women in patriarchal societies can internalize values
that pit them against each other in competition for
male approval or family status. The generational
dynamic here is nuanced: while Jamuna’s behavior
can be seen as a product of modern self-interest
untempered by empathy, it eventually forces a
moment of reckoning for the older generation.

A critical turning point comes when Gauramma visits
her son and Jamuna in America. Outside the familiar
Indian milieu, Gauramma experiences a role reversal
- she is now dependent on Jamuna'’s hospitality and
finds herself disrespected and isolated. Through this
experience, Murthy crafts an awakening for
Gauramma. In one conversation, Gauramma’s
husband pointedly reminds her, “Gouri, love and
affection are more important than food and money.
Vinuta is like our daughter...”, rebuking her for
valuing wealth over a loving family. Chastened,
Gauramma realizes the grave mistake she made in
mistreating Vinuta and idolizing the “dollar bahu.” By
the end of the novel, the older generation (embodied
by Gauramma) learns that the virtues they took for
granted in the traditional daughter-in-law - loyalty,
care, and selflessness - were precious and that
materialism cannot substitute for genuine human
relationships. Tragically, this realization comes only
after Vinuta has been pushed to the brink of despair.
Dollar Bahu thus wuses its characters as
representatives of three outlooks - the orthodox
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elder (Gauramma), the traditional yet transitional
middle woman (Vinuta), and the modern young
woman (Jamuna) - to explore feminism'’s
generational trajectory. Murthy portrays how the
clash between tradition and modernity can both
harm and enlighten: the harm is seen in Vinuta's
suffering, and the enlightenment in Gauramma'’s late
awakening to a more equitable appreciation of
women’s worth beyond their dowries or incomes.
The novel’s conclusion reinforces a core feminist
message that transcends generations: women'’s
dignity and the “love and affection” they give are
more valuable than societal markers of success.

In essence, Dollar Bahu calls for bridging the
generational gap by shedding patriarchal double
standards - urging the Gaurammas of the world to
recognize the Vinutas as equal human beings, not
servants or commodities. Murthy’s incisive depiction
of this family drama invites readers to reflect on the
real-life social changes in 1990s-2000s India, when
economic liberalization and diaspora wealth began
challenging entrenched family dynamics, sometimes
at the expense of women’s well-being.

Resilience and Redefinition in Mahashweta
Sudha Murthy’s Mahashweta delves into feminist
themes through the story of a young woman's
struggle against social stigma and her journey
towards self-empowerment. In this novel, the
generational perspective on feminism is chiefly
illustrated by the conflict between the protagonist,
Anupama - a educated young woman of the
“younger” generation - and the attitudes of the older
generation represented by her husband’s family
(particularly her mother-in-law). Mahashweta
centers on Anupama’s marriage and subsequent
ostracism due to leukoderma (vitiligo), a skin
condition that is heavily stigmatized in her
traditional community. Murthy uses this plot to
critique how deeply ‘ingrained stigmas and
prejudices” within a conservative, honor-bound older
generation can destroy a woman’s life.

When Anupama is diagnosed, her husband Anand
and his parents almost immediately abandon her, as
if her medical condition has rendered her unworthy
as a wife. This reaction reflects an old-generation
mindset that prioritizes appearances, marital
conformity, and “familial honor” over compassion or
individual ~worth. Anupama’s mother-in-law
embodies these traditional values: she is chiefly
concerned with “social status” and avoiding any
“blemish on the family’s honor”, and thus cannot
tolerate a daughter-in-law who is medically. In her
eyes, Anupama’s primary duty was to enhance the
family’s reputation; once Anupama’s condition
threatens that, the older woman'’s response is to cast
her out, reaffirming the patriarchal notion that a
woman’s value lies in fulfilling predefined social
roles (in this case, the role of a flawless wife). This is
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a harsh illustration of how the older generation’s
rigid norms policed women’s bodies and lives - a
reality not just in fiction but historically observed in
many traditional Indian families where women
facing illness, infertility, or other “stigmas” often
suffered abandonment or abuse.

What makes Mahashweta a powerful feminist
narrative is Anupama’s refusal to be crushed by these
regressive attitudes. In the face of betrayal, she
charts a path that defies the expectations of her
elders. Initially, Anupama is portrayed as a dutiful
young woman who had embraced the traditional
dream: a good marriage, acceptance by in-laws, and
a respectable place in society. The trauma of being
rejected for something beyond her control -
effectively punished for not conforming to an ideal of
female perfection - becomes the catalyst for her
transformation. Anupama moves to Mumbai, away
from her village and in-laws, symbolically stepping
out of the world governed by the older generation’s
gaze. There, she “rebuilds her life” and regains her
confidence through education and work, pursuing a
career in theatre. This move signifies a generational
shift in values: unlike the older generation that
stressed a woman'’s duties within marriage above all,
Anupama (and by extension her contemporaries)
begins to prioritize self-reliance, personal growth,
and dignity. Her journey can be read as an
embodiment of liberal feminist ideals - the belief that
women should have the agency to define their own
identity and worth, rather than having it dictated by
patriarchal society. As one scholarly reading notes,
Mahashweta reveals “the ironical superficial
obsession of long-standing Indian traditional culture
on external beauty” while tracing Anupama’s
empowerment as she “defeats the white patches of
oppression”. In other words, Murthy not only
condemns the old prejudices (obsession with fair,
unblemished skin as a marker of a ‘good’ woman) but
also shows the new wave of feminist resilience - a
woman turning a curse into an opportunity to
discover her strength.

Anupama’s evolution throughout the novel
exemplifies the emergence of the “New Woman” in
Indian literature - a woman who, through
“unwavering optimism, tenacity, and bravery,”
overcomes societal shackles. At her lowest, Anupama
faces what many women of earlier generations might
have accepted as an immutable fate: being a deserted
wife, living in disgrace. Yet, unlike typical heroines of
an older literary canon who might succumb to
despair or remain victims, Anupama breaks with that
mold. Murthy has Anupama consciously reject the
notion that her life is over because her marriage
failed. In Mumbai, Anupama finds support from
friends and by immersing herselfin work - reflecting
how urban, contemporary environments can offer
women a chance at anonymity and independence
away from village scrutiny. Gradually, she regains
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her self-worth, symbolized by her decision to stop
wearing concealing clothing or makeup to hide her
vitiligo; she refuses to be ashamed of her body any
longer. This self-acceptance is crucial: it shows a
generational change in the internalized beliefs of
women themselves. As one critic observes, Murthy’s
female characters in such narratives “triumph over
the challenges posed by dominant forces”,
transforming  “from  weakness to strength”.
Anupama’s triumph is not in a dramatic
confrontation with her in-laws or a romantic reunion
(Murthy pointedly avoids a clichéd ending where
Anand comes back remorseful to reclaim her).
Instead, the victory is Anupama’s personal liberation
- her ability to live with dignity on her own terms,
which in itself is a radical rebuttal to the older
generation’s belief that a woman cannot exist
without the shelter of a husband. By the novel’s
conclusion, Anupama has become an emblem of a
new generational ethos: she pursues higher studies
and an academic career, indicating that her future
will be built on her own achievements rather than
societal approval. In a poignant scene, she
encounters Anand again but stands firm,
demonstrating that she no longer needs validation
from the marriage that once defined her life.
Through Mahashweta, Murthy thus juxtaposes two
generational perspectives: the older generation’s
patriarchal, superstitious mindset that robs
Anupama of agency, and the emerging feminist
mindset embodied by Anupama’s self-realization
and independence. The novel critiques the older
norms - for instance, the “traditional belief” that a
woman’s health issue is a curse on familial honor -
and instead celebrates what one scholar calls the
heroine’s “quest for self”. The sociocultural context
here is important. In India, attitudes towards
conditions like leukoderma have been tied to
ignorance and notions of ritual purity, especially
among earlier generations. Likewise, the idea of a
woman living alone after a broken marriage was
once virtually taboo. But by the late 20th century,
when Mahashweta is set, urbanization and the
influence of feminist thought had begun to offer
alternative narratives for women. Murthy captures
this transitional period: Anupama’s story is set in a
contemporary enough time that she can find a job
and an apartment in a big city, yet it still resonates
with many real women’s experiences of stigma and
resilience. By providing Anupama with a hopeful
future, Murthy sends a clear message aligned with
the broader Indian women’s movement: women
have the right to reclaim their lives from the ashes of
patriarchal injustice.

Mahashweta ultimately stands as a celebratory tale
of a woman'’s rebirth, aligning with contemporary
feminist ideals that encourage education,
employment, and self-expression as tools of
emancipation. It reinforces that each generation can
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break a few more chains - Anupama breaks the chain
of shame and silence that held women like her
mother or mother-in-law captive. Her journey, while
individual, symbolizes the incremental but
inexorable shift of Indian society towards
acknowledging women as autonomous individuals
rather than bearers of family honor alone.

Ethical Dilemmas and Women's Agency in House
of Cards

House of Cards by Sudha Murthy brings a
generational lens to feminism by exploring a
woman'’s role amid the changing moral landscape of
contemporary India. Rather than focusing on a clash
between an elderly matriarch and a young
protagonist, this novel portrays generational
contrasts through values and life choices within one
generation and the next. Mridula, the protagonist, is
a woman from rural Karnataka who marries Sanjay,
a doctor, and moves with him to the city (Bengaluru).
Mridula represents a bridge between traditional
upbringing and modern circumstances - what we
might call a middle-generation figure who carries
forward her elders’ ethical principles even as she
adapts to new societal settings.

At the start, Mridula is “intelligent, beautiful and
independent”, with strong ideals and a deep sense of
integrity. Raised in a village by kind, principled
parents, she believes in honesty, hard work, and
putting family first. In fact, Mridula begins her
married life adhering to a rather traditional role: she
becomes the supportive wife who manages the
household, handles finances prudently, and stands
by her husband as he builds his career. Murthy
underlines that “every Indian woman can reflect a
Mridula in themselves” - suggesting that Mridula’s
mix of strength and selflessness is an archetype
familiar across many Indian households. Mridula’s
initial willingness to subdue her own ambitions (she
is a trained teacher and has professional goals) in
favor of her husband'’s success is reminiscent of the
sacrifices expected of the previous generation of
women. It evokes the image of the “good wife” who
takes pride in her family’s achievements as her own.
Indeed, as one point in the narrative notes, “Shrimati
considers the achievements of her companion to be her
own” (a line from Murthy’s Gently Falls the Bakula
that equally applies in spirit to Mridula). However,
House of Cards poignantly depicts what happens
when the values of sincerity and contentment, which
Mridula upholds, collide with a newer ethos of
materialism and ambition that engulfs her husband.
As Sanjay’s medical career advances in the city, he is
increasingly seduced by greed, status, and power.
The novel illustrates “how a person changes with
money” and “the fakeness of rich people”, in the words
of one reviewer. Sanjay transforms from a
compassionate young doctor into someone who
believes “Money is power”, engaging in unethical
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practices (like taking bribes or excessive fees) to
amass wealth.

This transformation creates a widening rift between
him and Mridula. From a generational perspective,
we can interpret Sanjay and Mridula’s diverging
values as symbolic of a broader societal shift. In post-
liberalization India (1990s and 2000s), many people
experienced a tension between the older
generation’s teachings of simplicity and the new
opportunities for rapid financial gain. Sanjay’s
character embodies the segment of that generation
that chose personal advancement at any cost - a trait
traditionally more associated with patriarchal
privilege (the male breadwinner feels entitled to put
career above family). Mridula, in contrast, remains
grounded in the ethos of the older generation’s
honesty and in the emerging feminist insistence that
her own dignity matters.

As Sanjay’s neglect of his family grows - he begins to
dismiss Mridula’s opinions and take her entirely for
granted - Mridula faces a classic feminist dilemma:
how long should she endure being diminished and
disrespected? Initially, like many women of her
generation, she tries to “keep the marriage going”
and rationalize his behavior. She continues to fulfill
her duties as a wife and mother, hoping her husband
will remember their old values. The novel, however,
progressively  shows  Mridula’s  awakening.
Witnessing corruption and moral compromise not
just in her husband but also in her in-laws (for
example, Sanjay’s sister Laxmi and her husband revel
in showing off ill-gotten wealth), Mridula’s faith in
the inherent goodness of people is shaken. Moreover,
her own position in the household becomes
increasingly marginal. Murthy highlights that
Mridula eventually is treated as a mere fixture - “a
wife who is dominated by her husband and a mother
who is taken for granted”.

This resonates with many real-life accounts of
women who invest years into their families only to
find themselves isolated or undervalued, especially
once the husband achieves success. A generational
contrast is evident here: Mridula’s experiences echo
those of countless women of previous eras who
silently bore neglect, but Murthy does not let her
remain silent forever. The narrative builds toward
Mridula making a stand - the “woman...stand[ing] for
what she believes in” as the story’s moral center
demands. Murthy integrates additional generational
layers through the characters of the extended family.
Sanjay’s mother (an older generation figure) is
described as “a money-minded person” who measures
everything in terms of financial gain

In her own way, Sanjay’s mother represents a
traditional yet materialistic viewpoint, somewhat
akin to Gauramma in Dollar Bahu: an elder for whom
status and wealth have become paramount,
overshadowing ethical considerations. Her presence
in the story underscores that patriarchal attitudes
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and fixation on dowry/wealth among the older
generation can encourage the younger men (like
Sanjay) to stray from moral ideals. On the other end,
Mridula and Sanjay’s only son, Sishir, embodies the
next generation and initially adopts his father’s
patriarchal mindset. Sishir idolizes his father’s
success and, as a teenager enjoying a life of luxury, he
“doesn’t value his mother”, dismissing her
contributions and viewing her as unimportant. This
illustrates how toxic patriarchal values can be passed
down: a son learns to disrespect his mother when he
observes his father doing the same. Sishir becomes “a
rich spoilt brat...because of his father’s inspiration”,
reinforcing the cycle of men devaluing women’s
unpaid labor and emotional care work. Yet, Murthy
introduces hope through a subtle generational
correction. A young female friend of Sishir, Neha -
who shares Mridula’s moral clarity - influences him
in a pivotal scene. After Neha pointedly praises
mothers and denounces the way Sishir treats
Mridula, he has an epiphany and ‘realises how
important his mother is”. Here, Neha, representing
the conscientious youth (perhaps an emblem of
rising feminist awareness among the younger
generation), breaks the chain of inherited bias in
Sishir. This moment underscores that each new
generation has the potential to unlearn the sexism of
the past if guided by enlightened voices.

The climax of House of Cards is marked by Mridula’s
assertion of agency. Disillusioned by Sanjay’s moral
decay and hurt by his disregard for their marriage,
Mridula decides to leave him. This decision is
profoundly significant in a generational context: for
an earlier generation of Indian women, walking out
of one’s marriage - especially without another man
or family to depend on - was almost unthinkable.
Divorce or separation carried immense stigma, and
women were socially and economically pressured to
“adjust” no matter what. Mridula’s choice to return to
her village, reclaim her career as a teacher, and live
on her own terms is a quietly radical feminist act. It
signifies the influence of modern feminist thought on
her generation: she recognizes that her self-respect
and mental well-being are non-negotiable, even if it
means defying societal expectations of a wife’s duty.
Murthy handles this denouement with realism and
hope. Mridula does not make the decision lightly; it
comes after deep introspection and after giving
Sanjay opportunities to change. But when she sees no
remorse, she chooses dignity over a hollow
relationship. In the end, Sanjay is left to confront the
emptiness of his success without the family that
genuinely cared for him, echoing the novel’s
epigraph that a life built on greed is a house of cards
bound to collapse. Critically, Mridula’s departure also
educates the remaining characters: Sanjay belatedly
realizes the value of the wife he took for granted, and
Sishir matures in his appreciation of his mother.
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From a scholarly standpoint, House of Cards
highlights the “tension between materialism and
ethical values” that women navigate in changing
times. It adds nuance to generational feminism by
showing that the struggle is not only between
different age cohorts (mother-in-law vs daughter-in-
law, etc.), but also within a single generation’s
journey as traditional gender norms collide with
modern temptations. Mridula’s story illustrates a
feminist ideal of the “new middle-class woman” who
initially tries to be the ideal wife but ultimately
insists on being treated as an equal partner, and who
will reject marriage if it becomes a site of oppression.
In doing so, she paves the way for future generations
- implicitly teaching her son and others that a
woman should not be expected to tolerate injustice
indefinitely. The sociocultural context here is the late
20th-century India where economic changes led to
new social dilemmas; Murthy embeds the message
that true progress cannot be measured in rupees
alone, but in how people (men and women) uphold
values and relationships. As one commentator of the
novel noted, “it shows how a woman should stand for
what she believes in”, reinforcing a feminist stance
that cuts across generations. House of Cards
ultimately conveys that the empowerment of women
involves moral courage as much as social equality - a
woman’s courage to walk away from a toxic
environment is as much a feminist act as demanding
the right to work or to be educated. Mridula’s
courageous break is akin to many real stories of
Indian women in the 1990s-2000s who began to
challenge the expectation that a “good wife” must
silently endure. Her journey, therefore, becomes an
instructive narrative for understanding how
generational values can shift: her mother may have
endured, but Mridula changes the script, inspiring
her son’s generation to see women differently.

Empowerment and Identity in Gently Falls the
Bakula

Murthy’s Gently Falls the Bakula is a thoughtful
exploration of a woman’s search for identity and
fulfillment, depicting the intricate balance (or
imbalance) between marriage and personal growth.
This novel spans the early years of a marriage into its
maturity, effectively examining generational changes
through time and personal evolution. Gently Falls the
Bakula introduces us to Shrimati and Shrikant, a
young couple from a small town (Hubli) who move to
Bombay. At the outset, their story might seem like a
typical tale of love and domesticity: Shrimati is an
academically brilliant, ambitious young woman, and
Shrikant is her equally bright college competitor-
turned-husband. However, upon marriage, Shrimati
makes the fateful decision to sacrifice her higher
studies and career aspirations so that she can
support Shrikant’s professional rise in the corporate
world. This decision reflects the traditional
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expectation (prevalent in older generations) that a
woman, no matter how educated or talented, should
prioritize her husband’s career and family over her
own ambitions. In the early years of their marriage,
Shrimati fits the model of the dutiful, self-effacing
wife: she becomes “uncomplaining, a
silent...[presence] that fulfills the duties of being the
wife of a corporate leader”.

Murthy uses the symbol of the bakula flower - a
delicate, fragrant blossom that Shrimati and Shrikant
cherished in their courtship - to mirror Shrimati’s
character. Like the bakula, Shrimati's qualities of
sweetness, patience, and devotion are subtle and
often overlooked in the bustle of life. The bakula
flower’s slow fading in the background of their lives
is a metaphor for how Shrikant begins to take
Shrimati’s love and sacrifices for granted as he
single-mindedly pursues success. As years pass,
Shrikant’s career soars, and Shrimati dutifully
manages their home, entertains his colleagues, and
tends to his needs - all while suppressing the
intellectual spark and curiosity that once defined her.
This scenario is painfully familiar in the context of
mid-20th-century and even late-20th-century India,
where countless educated women were expected to
drop out of the workforce after marriage. Murthy
provides sociocultural context through small details:
Shrimati’s in-laws and peers initially praise her for
being the ideal wife who stands behind her
husband’s achievements, reinforcing to Shrimati that
she’s doing the “right” thing by societal standards.
However, as Gently Falls the Bakula progresses, it
becomes clear that this one-sided arrangement is
eroding Shrimati’s sense of self. She grows
increasingly isolated emotionally; her husband,
absorbed in corporate life, has little time or regard
for her inner world. The novel “unfolds the tale of a
marriage that failed due to a lack of time and
communication”, as one review succinctly put it.
Murthy gradually builds Shrimati’s quiet frustration
- a “meek yearning” that turns into an awakening of
her own needs. The turning point comes when
Shrimati reconnects with an old professor who
recognizes her intellectual potential and gently
prompts her to reflect on what she has given up. This
encounter acts as a mirror, forcing Shrimati to see
how “unfortunate and inopportune” her life has
become by denying herself any personal growth.
Murthy uses Shrimati’s awakening to represent the
newer generational perspective that begins to value
a woman’s identity outside of her roles as wife or
mother. The novel “deconstructs the notion of male
domination, divulging the female restraints in married
life”, shining light on how unilateral decision-making
by husbands (like Shrikant never consulting Shrimati
about major life choices) can effectively trap women
in stunted lives. In Shrimati’s case, Shrikant assumed
that his wife’s world should naturally revolve around
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his career - an “outdated thought” that the narrative
challenges as unfair and damaging.

As Shrimati becomes conscious of her “shattered
environment surrounded by a busy partner, a
bewildered mother-in-law, and many others”, she
realizes that she has been living merely as an
appendage to her husband, not as her own person.
The phrase “she is a woman in search of identity”
emerges in the text, underlining the central feminist
theme: a woman'’s quest to reclaim herself from the
shadow of patriarchal marriage. This theme of a
“search for self” resonates strongly with feminist
literature worldwide and in India (it echoes, for
instance, the sentiments of writers like Shashi
Deshpande, whose novel That Long Silence also deals
with a housewife’s repressed voice). What makes
Murthy’s treatment notable is that she couches this
journey in a generational shift - Shrimati’s
realization is representative of many educated
women of her time who, having dutifully followed
the path prescribed by their elders, eventually
confront a personal crisis and begin to ask, “What
about my dreams?”

The resolution of Gently Falls the Bakula is both
liberating and bittersweet. Empowered by her new
self-awareness, Shrimati finally voices her
unhappiness to Shrikant. In a climactic moment, she
articulates the years of loneliness and
unacknowledged sacrifice, effectively breaking her
long silence. She decides to seize an opportunity to
study further - accepting a scholarship (in some
versions of the story, to go abroad) which she had
once declined. By doing so, Shrimati chooses to
follow through on the promise of her own talent.
“Shrimati opens up to Shrikant about her
afflictions...desires to determine herself and attain
freedom from the clasps of household anxiety”, as
summarized by one critic. This marks a clear
generational leap in mindset: unlike her mother or
grandmother’s generation, who might have endured
a lifetime of quiet despair, Shrimati steps into a new
chapter where her own aspirations take priority. She
leaves Shrikant (at least temporarily, if not
permanently - Murthy leaves some ambiguity, but it
is strongly implied she departs to pursue her
academic life). For Shrikant, this is a rude awakening.
In the final pages, he is left “disheartened without
Shrimati”, coming to the painful realization of “his
cruelty in not providing Shrimati her due” and
regretting how his ego and career consumed him.
Shrikant’s regret, much like the regret of Gauramma
in Dollar Bahu or Sanjay in House of Cards, serves to
vindicate the protagonist’s choices. It is a narrative
device that reinforces the feminist standpoint: the
women were right to seek self-fulfillment, and the
men (products of an older patriarchal mindset) were
wrong to take them for granted. The bakula flower -
symbol of their love - still falls gently, but now it also
signifies the fragility of a marriage thatlacked mutual
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respect and the quiet strength of a woman who has
found her voice.

Critics have noted that Gently Falls the Bakula, while
one of Murthy’s earliest novels, is “considered a
feminist text [that] emphasises the importance of
women’s empowerment and self-assertion”. It is
indeed a prescient commentary on the generational
transition happening in India during the late 20th
century: women of Shrimati’s cohort were among the
first to have higher education en masse, and with that
came new expectations - but societal attitudes were
slower to change, leaving many such women in a
bind. Murthy’s novel gave voice to their silent
discontent and modeled a path forward. The
character of Shrimati aligns with what the Indian
media and literature often term the “New Indian
Woman” - educated, aware of her rights, and
increasingly unwilling to remain a passive spectator
in her own life. The novel’s conclusion, with Shrimati
pursuing her individual identity, inspires readers to
imagine a future where marriages in India could be
partnerships of equals rather than one-sided
compromises. It implicitly calls for a generational
reimagining of marital relationships: future
generations (like Shrimati and Shrikant’s, if they had
children, or the young readers of the novel) should
strive for what their predecessors did not have -
mutual respect and personal growth for both partners.
The broader sociocultural significance of Gently Falls
the Bakula is reflected in academic discussions of the
book: it's frequently cited in analyses of Indian
English literature as a work that “portrays the
tyranny of a young Indian woman'’s social conditioning
and her eventual rebellion”, thereby shedding light on
the emotional imbalance women face in a male-
dominated society. By ending on Shrimati's
courageous choice, Sudha Murthy effectively
suggests that the baton passes to the next generation
to build on that courage - to create marriages and
societies where the Shrimatis of the world do not
have to choose between love and selfhood in the first
place.

Comparative Analysis: Generational
Perspectives on Feminism

Across these four novels, a clear pattern emerges:
Sudha Murthy uses generational differences -
whether between individuals of different ages or the
same woman'’s evolving perspective over time - to
explore the shifting contours of feminism in Indian
society. Her stories span diverse contexts (rural vs
urban, domestic vs professional spheres) and
address different challenges (materialism, stigma,
marital neglect, etc.), yet they collectively depict a
trajectory from constraint to empowerment. The
older generation in Murthy’s works is generally
characterized by an internalization of patriarchal
norms. They often uphold traditions that limit
women’s agency: Gauramma’s insistence on a
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subservient bahu and obsession with status,
Anupama’s mother-in-law’s cruel adherence to social
stigma, Sanjay’s mother’s equation of money with
prestige, or the initial societal approval Shrimati
receives for abandoning her career. These attitudes
reflect the historical context in which many of these
older characters came of age - a time when gender
roles were rigid and unquestioned. For instance,
women of Gauramma’s era (mid-20th century) in
India were typically taught that good women
maintain the family at any cost, and the idea of
“equality” in marriage was alien. It is therefore
significant that Murthy does not demonize all older
characters; rather, she shows that they are products
of their time, sometimes capable of change (like
Gauramma’s eventual remorse or Shrikant’s late
realization of wrongdoing). In doing so, Murthy
acknowledges the complexity of generational
change: progress often comes from younger
generations challenging the norms, but also from
older generations learning and adapting when
confronted with new realities.

The younger generation of women in Murthy’s
novels symbolize the waves of feminist awakening in
India. They strive for education, respect, and self-
fulfillment - aims that align with both India’s
women’s movement and global feminist currents.
Characters like Anupama, Mridula, and Shrimati
demonstrate a marked difference in aspirations
compared to the expectations their mothers or
mothers-in-law had at their age. These fictional
women seek what the sociologist Leela Dube
described as the transformation from the
“patriarchal daughter” to the “individual woman” -
carving an identity not just as someone’s daughter,
wife, or mother, but as herself. Often, Murthy places
these heroines at a crossroads where they must
make difficult choices: stay within the bounds of
tradition or risk social disapproval to claim their
rights. Their choices to pursue careers, leave
unhappy marriages, or simply demand respect are
emblematic of a larger generational shift in Indian
society from the late 20th century onwards.
Increased access to education, legal reforms (like
those protecting women'’s rights in marriage and
inheritance), and exposure to feminist ideas have
empowered many women of Murthy’s generation
and after to envision lives different from their
foremothers. The novels echo this sociocultural
evolution. In Mahashweta and Gently Falls the Bakula,
for example, Murthy highlights the role of education
and economic independence as enablers of female
emancipation. Anupama’s ability to work in
Mumbai’s theater scene and Shrimati’s scholarship
opportunity both illustrate that the younger
generation of women can leverage opportunities that
were either unavailable or socially frowned upon for
the older generation.
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Another key generational theme in these works is the
changing conception of marriage and family
relationships. In the older patriarchal view, marriage
was sacrosanct and asymmetrical - a woman was
expected to endure and uphold it no matter what. We
see this in the pressure on Vinuta to stay dutiful
despite abuse, or the initial expectation that Mridula
and Shrimati should tolerate neglect since their
husbands are providing financial security (a
rationale often given by elders). However, through
the younger women'’s eyes, Murthy presents an
emerging ideal of marriage as a partnership of equals
based on mutual respect. When this ideal is breached
(through disrespect, infidelity, or lack of support),
the younger women are willing to question or even
leave the marriage, as Mridula and Shrimati do. This
reflects broader changes in Indian society: while
divorce rates in India remain low compared to
Western countries, the late 20th and early 21st
centuries have seen a growing acceptance of women
choosing separation or divorce to escape oppressive
marriages. The fact that Murthy’s protagonists are
not “punished” in the narrative for their choices
(indeed, they are portrayed sympathetically and end
up in a better place emotionally) is important. It
sends a message to readers that a woman asserting
herself - be it Anupama refusing to return to her
estranged husband, or Shrimati leaving to study - is
not morally wrong but is in fact justified and
necessary. This narrative stance itself is a feminist
one, aligning with the idea that personal happiness
and dignity are valid priorities for women, not just
duty and sacrifice.

Murthy’s treatment of male characters also deserves
a generational analysis. While the focus of this study
is on feminism from women’s perspectives, it's
notable that the men in these novels often embody
the tensions of their generation regarding gender
roles. Characters like Anand (Mahashweta), Shrikant
(Bakula), and Sanjay (House of Cards) are men caught
between tradition and modernity. They enjoy the
benefits of educated, capable wives, yet they are not
prepared (initially) to reciprocate in terms of
equality or emotional partnership. Their failings—
abandonment, neglect, or betrayal—highlight the
patriarchal conditioning of older times which taught
men to expect unwavering female support without
needing to change themselves. However, through the
consequences these men face (losing their partners’
respect or presence), Murthy suggests a path
forward for the next generation of men: to learn from
these mistakes and become better partners. Even
characters like Sishir (Mridula’s son) illustrate that
generational improvement is possible - he starts as a
chauvinistic boy but grows to respect his mother.

In a sense, the feminist generational evolution in
Murthy’s novels is not only about women'’s actions
but also about gradually educating men and society.
This resonates with real-world developments in
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India, where each generation of women'’s increased
empowerment has often been accompanied by legal
and social reforms that require men (and
institutions) to adapt - for example, laws against
domestic violence, equal inheritance rights, or
simply the normalization of women in professional
workplaces altering traditional male attitudes.
Furthermore, Murthy’s stories underscore the
importance of inter-generational dialogue and
empathy. While conflict between generations drives
much of the drama, resolution often involves
understanding or change. Gauramma’s remorse in
Dollar Bahu indicates that the older generation is
capable of growth when confronted with the lived
reality of the younger generation. On the flip side, the
younger characters also display empathy at times:
Vinuta, despite her suffering, never becomes cruel;
instead, her gentle steadfastness eventually makes
Gauramma see her worth. In Gently Falls the Bakula,
Shrimati does not leave in a storm of hatred; she still
cares for Shrikant but can no longer ignore her own
needs, and Shrikant’s regret implies an
understanding of Shrimati’s perspective he lacked
before. These nuances suggest Murthy advocates for
bridging the generational gap through mutual
respect. As one contemporary commentary notes,
older Indians often saw feminism “as a challenge to
societal norms and family values,” associating it with
Western individualism, whereas younger Indians
frame it as a quest for “justice and equality” that
doesn’t necessarily reject family but seeks to remove
oppressive structures.

Murthy’s narratives essentially dramatize this very
divide and its possible reconciliation. By the end of
each novel, the aim is not to pit generations
permanently against each other, but to show that
change is both necessary and possible. The older
generation’s fears (of losing tradition, of family
breakdown) are allayed when they realize that
empowering women leads not to chaos but to more
genuine harmony and fulfillment. For example, once
Gauramma accepts Vinuta, it is implied the family
would be more at peace; if Shrikant were to support
Shrimati’s ambitions, their love could deepen rather
than weaken.

In summary, the generational perspectives on
feminism in Murthy’s works reveal a journey from
“duty and silence” to “agency and voice.” Her fiction
mirrors the real transformations in Indian society:
earlier generations of women broke certain barriers
(education, legal rights) but still remained bound by
many expectations, whereas the next generations
built on those gains to push further (demanding
career equality, respect in relationships, freedom
from stigma). Each novel, in its specific context,
shows a microcosm of this larger feminist evolution.
As Murthy’s characters traverse the space between
tradition and modernity, they highlight both the
significant progress made - women attaining greater

Expert Opinion Article

independence and challenging patriarchy - and the
ongoing challenges - persistence of patriarchal
mindsets, the emotional toll of change - that women
continue to face. Through it all, one constant in
Murthy’s portrayal is the resilience and strength of
women. Whether it is Vinuta enduring hardship with
dignity, Anupama rebuilding her life, Mridula
standing up to corruption, or Shrimati seeking her
identity, these characters personify what one scholar
described as women who “emerge triumphant as
effective individuals, mocking all fears, dilemmas...
and [overcoming] limitations”.

In doing so, they become inspirations not only to
readers but to the other characters around them,
planting the seeds for attitudinal shifts in their
fictional families that parallel shifts happening in
society at large. Murthy’s generational approach to
feminism thus serves as both social commentary and
a beacon of hope - illustrating how each successive
generation can challenge and refine the definition of
gender equality.

Conclusion

Sudha Murthy’s novels Dollar Bahu, Mahashweta,
House of Cards, and Gently Falls the Bakula
collectively offer a profound exploration of
generational perspectives on feminism in India.
Through a comparative analysis of these works, we
observe how Murthy’s storytelling maps the
evolution of women’s roles, rights, and self-
perceptions over time. The older generation of
women in her stories often grapple with traditional
expectations - they face or enforce societal pressures
to be obedient wives, self-sacrificing mothers, and
silent sufferers. In contrast, the younger generation
of women begins to question and resist these
pressures, embodying the changing landscape of
feminist ideals. This generational shift is portrayed
not as a facile leap, but as a complex and often painful
negotiation, both within families and within the
characters’ own consciences. Murthy’s narratives
highlight that the path to gender equality is neither
straight nor smooth: it involves confronting deeply
entrenched patriarchal values, enduring personal
losses or conflicts, and gradually changing mindsets.
Significantly, the progress from one generation to the
next is evident in each novel - whether it's the
incremental change in Gauramma’s attitude toward
Vinuta, the bold agency Anupama and Shrimati seize
for themselves, or Mridula’s insistence on moral and
personal respect.

By situating these individual stories in their
sociocultural context, Murthy’s work reflects and
contributes to the broader discourse on women'’s
empowerment in India. Her fiction resonates with
the historical trajectory of Indian feminism - from
early social reforms and the first assertions of
women’s rights in the 19th and mid-20th centuries
(when women like Murthy’s older characters fought

Doi: 10.69980/ajpr.v28i1.107

1548-7776 Vol. 28 No. 1 (2025) April

387/389


https://ajprui.com/index.php/ajpr/index

Ritu Kalra

American Journal of Psychiatric Rehabilitation

for education and legal status), through the second-
wave and post-independence efforts that questioned
domestic gender roles (mirrored in Murthy’s middle-
generation characters), to the more recent
intersectional and individual-centric approaches of
the 21st century (embodied by the youngest voices
in her narratives, who seek personal fulfillment and
equality in all spheres of life).

The novels underscore that while much has changed
- today’s young women have opportunities and
voices that their grandmothers could not have
imagined - some struggles persist, requiring
continuous dialogue and advocacy. For instance,
themes like the double burden on women, societal
stigma, or the devaluation of women’s work at home
remain pertinent. Murthy does not offer simple
solutions to these issues, but her characters’
journeys end with notes of optimism and growth that
are instructive. They suggest that education,
empathy, and courage across generations can break
cycles of inequality. Murthy also subtly indicates that
feminism is not a western import incompatible with
Indian culture (a misconception held by some older
characters initially); rather, the core feminist values
of justice, respect, and equality are in harmony with
the fundamental human values long cherished in
India. By weaving these values into traditional
settings and family narratives, Murthy bridges the
gap between tradition and modernity, showing that
empowering women ultimately strengthens, not
weakens, the social fabric.

In academic terms, Murthy’s work can be seen as a
case study in the localization of feminist thought -
how global ideas of women’s liberation take on a
distinct flavor when filtered through the lens of
Indian generational experiences. Her novels
frequently affirm what scholars of gender in India
have noted: that change often comes through
evolution rather than revolution, through everyday
acts of assertion and understanding in homes and
workplaces rather than grand manifestos. Thus, the
generational perspectives in her stories highlight
both the continuity of women’s quest for autonomy
and the change in form and intensity of that quest
over time. Murthy’s contribution as a writer is
significant because she reaches a broad readership,
influencing public consciousness. Her approachable
narratives carry implicit lessons about gender
equality to readers who might never pick up an
academic text on feminism. In doing so, she amplifies
feminist awareness across generations of readers as
well. It is fitting that her own life - from being the
only female student in her engineering college to
becoming a philanthropist and author - mirrors
some of the battles and triumphs she writes about,
lending authenticity to her portrayals.

In conclusion, Generational Perspective on Feminism
in the Works of Sudha Murthy reveals a tapestry of
transformation: from the grandmother who upholds
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patriarchal bargains to the daughter who quietly
questions them to the granddaughter who breaks
free. Murthy’s novels collectively celebrate the
resilience of women and the progress that has been
achieved, while also calling attention to the work still
to be done. They remind us that each generation
inherits both the burdens and the wisdom of those
before it. The feminist journey - much like the
blooming and falling bakula flowers across seasons -
is ongoing and cyclic, with each generation
contributing petals of change. As Murthy’s characters
illustrate, when women find the courage to reclaim
their voices and redefine their roles, they not only
transform their own lives but also pave the way for a
more equitable and inclusive society for future
generations. Sudha Murthy’s fiction thereby stands
as a testament to the power of storytelling in
furthering the feminist cause: it educates, inspires,
and bridges generations in the shared pursuit of
gender equality.
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