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Abstract

The representation of women’s identity and selfhood has been a significant concern in literary
studies, particularly within feminist discourse. This research paper undertakes a comparative
analysis of selected novels of George Eliot and Manju Kapur to examine how women’s identity
is constructed, negotiated, and expressed in different socio-cultural contexts. While Eliot’s
novels reflect the restrictive and morally rigid structure of Victorian England, Kapur’s works
portray the complexities of women’s lives in postcolonial Indian society marked by tradition
and modernity. The study focuses on themes such as selthood, agency, marriage, education,
and resistance. It argues that despite cultural and temporal differences, both authors highlight
the continuous struggle of women to assert individuality within patriarchal systems.
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1. Introduction

The question of identity and selfhood has been central to human existence, but for women, it
has historically been shaped and constrained by patriarchal structures. Literature provides a
powerful medium to explore these constraints and the ways women negotiate their place within
society. Feminist literary criticism, in particular, has emphasized the need to understand how
women’s experiences are represented and how their identities are constructed in literary texts.

The works of George Eliot and Manju Kapur offer rich and nuanced portrayals of women’s
lives in different cultural and historical contexts. Eliot, writing in the Victorian era, presents
women who struggle within rigid moral and social codes, while Kapur, a contemporary Indian
novelist, depicts women negotiating the tensions between tradition and modernity.

This study seeks to explore how these two authors represent women’s identity and selthood in
their novels. It examines the ways in which female characters confront societal expectations,
assert their individuality, and navigate the complexities of their personal and social lives.

2. Review of Literature

Feminist literary criticism has provided a framework for analyzing women’s representation in
literature. Simone de Beauvoir, in The Second Sex, argues that women have historically been
defined as “the Other,” their identity shaped in relation to men. This idea is central to
understanding the struggles of female characters in both Eliot’s and Kapur’s works.

Elaine Showalter emphasizes the importance of women’s writing in creating a distinct female
literary tradition. She argues that women writers often challenge dominant narratives and offer
alternative perspectives on identity and experience.

Scholars have extensively analyzed Eliot’s works, particularly Middlemarch, focusing on
themes of morality, social reform, and women’s roles. Critics have noted that Eliot’s female
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characters often exhibit a strong sense of moral responsibility but are constrained by societal
expectations.

Similarly, Manju Kapur’s novels, such as Difficult Daughters, have been studied for their
portrayal of women’s struggles in Indian society. Critics have highlighted Kapur’s focus on
issues such as marriage, education, and female autonomy.

However, there is limited comparative research that examines the representation of women’s
identity and selthood in the works of Eliot and Kapur. This study aims to fill that gap by
providing a cross-cultural analysis.

3. Research Objectives

1. To analyze the representation of women’s identity in selected novels of George Eliot
and Manju Kapur.

2. To examine the concept of selfhood and individuality in their female protagonists.

To compare the socio-cultural contexts influencing women’s lives in Victorian England
and postcolonial India.

4. To explore the role of education, marriage, and social norms in shaping women’s
identity.

5. To identify similarities and differences in the feminist consciousness of both authors.

4. Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative and analytical research methodology based on textual analysis.
Selected novels of George Eliot and Manju Kapur are analyzed using feminist literary theory.

The approach is comparative in nature, focusing on themes, character development, and
narrative techniques. Secondary sources, including critical essays and theoretical works, are
used to support the analysis.

5. Theoretical Framework

The study is grounded in feminist theory, particularly the ideas of Simone de Beauvoir and
Elaine Showalter. Beauvoir’s concept of women as “the Other” helps in understanding how
female identity is constructed in relation to male dominance.

Showalter’s concept of gynocriticism emphasizes the importance of analyzing women’s
writing as a distinct literary tradition. This framework enables a deeper understanding of how
Eliot and Kapur portray women’s experiences and identity.

6. Women’s Identity in George Eliot’s Novels
6.1 Social Constraints and Identity Formation

In the novels of George Eliot, women’s identity is deeply influenced by societal expectations.
Victorian society placed strict limitations on women, confining them to domestic roles and
emphasizing virtues such as modesty and obedience.

In Middlemarch, Dorothea Brooke represents the struggle for selthood within these constraints.
She is intelligent and idealistic, seeking a meaningful life beyond conventional roles. However,
her aspirations are limited by her marriage to Casaubon, which stifles her intellectual growth.
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6.2 Inner Conflict and Moral Responsibility

Eliot’s female characters often experience intense inner conflict as they navigate the tension
between personal desires and social expectations. Their identity is shaped by moral
responsibility and a sense of duty.

Dorothea’s journey reflects this conflict, as she gradually realizes the limitations imposed on
her and seeks to redefine her identity through self-awareness and personal growth.

6.3 Subtle Resistance

Unlike more overtly rebellious characters in modern literature, Eliot’s women exhibit subtle
forms of resistance. Their strength lies in their moral integrity and resilience rather than open
defiance.

7. Women’s Identity in Manju Kapur’s Novels
7.1 Tradition and Modernity

The novels of Manju Kapur reflect the complexities of Indian society, where tradition and
modernity coexist. Women'’s identity is shaped by cultural norms, family expectations, and the
desire for independence.

In Difficult Daughters, Virmati’s struggle for education and autonomy highlights the
challenges faced by women in a patriarchal society.

7.2 Assertion of Individuality

Kapur’s female characters are more assertive in their quest for identity. They actively challenge
societal norms and seek to define themselves on their own terms.

Virmati’s decision to pursue education and her relationship with a married man reflect her
desire for selfhood, even at the cost of social acceptance.

7.3 Role of Education

Education plays a crucial role in shaping women’s identity in Kapur’s novels. It serves as a
tool for empowerment and a means of achieving independence.

8. Comparative Analysis
8.1 Cultural Context

Eliot’s works reflect the rigid structure of Victorian England, while Kapur’s novels depict a
society in transition. These differences influence the portrayal of women’s identity.

8.2 Agency and Resistance

Eliot’s characters exhibit passive resistance, whereas Kapur’s protagonists demonstrate active
rebellion.

8.3 Marriage and Identity

In both authors’ works, marriage plays a significant role in shaping women’s identity.
However, while Eliot’s characters often accept their roles, Kapur’s women question and
challenge them.

8.4 Education and Empowerment

Education is a key factor in Kapur’s novels but is less emphasized in Eliot’s works.
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9. Discussion

The comparative analysis reveals that women’s identity and selfhood are shaped by both
individual aspirations and societal constraints. While Eliot’s characters reflect the limitations
of their time, Kapur’s protagonists represent a shift toward greater autonomy and self-
expression.

Both authors highlight the importance of self-awareness and personal growth in the
development of identity. Their works contribute to feminist discourse by offering insights into
the challenges and possibilities of women’s lives.

10. Conclusion

The study demonstrates that the representation of women’s identity and selthood in the novels
of George Eliot and Manju Kapur reflects both cultural specificity and universal themes.

While Eliot portrays women navigating restrictive social norms, Kapur presents women
actively challenging these norms. Despite these differences, both authors emphasize the
ongoing struggle for autonomy and self-definition.

The comparative approach highlights the evolution of feminist consciousness and underscores
the importance of literature in understanding women’s experiences across cultures and time
periods.
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