
Abstract 

Sudha Murthy’s novels offer profound insights into the lived realities of Indian women negoti-
ating the intertwined demands of love, duty, and ambition within a patriarchal society. Through 
her lucid prose and socially grounded narratives, Murthy presents women as morally conscious, 
resilient, and self-reflective individuals navigating the complexities of personal desire and soci-
etal expectation. This paper critically examines four of her major novels Mahashweta (2000), 
Dollar Bahu (2003), Gently Falls the Bakula (2008), and House of Cards (2013) to explore how 
Murthy portrays the emotional, ethical, and cultural dilemmas faced by women positioned at the 
crossroads of familial obligation, romantic attachment, and professional aspiration. Anchored in 
feminist literary criticism and cultural studies, the analysis highlights Murthy’s nuanced treat-
ment of women’s agency, ethical negotiation, and self-realization within traditional and modern 
frameworks. The study reveals that Murthy’s female protagonists embody a balance between 
conformity and autonomy, reflecting both the endurance and evolution of contemporary Indian 
womanhood. By integrating moral introspection with social critique, Murthy redefines empow-
erment as a process of ethical choice and cultural negotiation, making her fiction a vital contri-
bution to feminist discourse and Indian literature. 

Key words: Feminist Literary Criticism, Women’s Dilemmas, Love, Duty, and Ambition, 
Contemporary Indian Fiction, Gender and Agency, Cultural Negotiation. 

Introduction  

Women’s experiences in Indian society have long been a central concern of literature, reflecting 
the complex interplay between personal desire, familial obligations, and societal expectations. 
Indian women, historically and culturally, are often positioned at the crossroads of multiple re-
sponsibilities balancing the pursuit of love, the fulfilment of duty, and the realization of person-
al ambition. These dilemmas, shaped by patriarchal norms, cultural traditions, and social hierar-
chies, provide fertile ground for literary exploration. Contemporary Indian literature, in particu-
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lar, has sought to illuminate these tensions, 
offering nuanced portrayals of women negoti-
ating their identities within constrained social 
frameworks. 

Sudha Murthy, one of India’s most prominent 
contemporary writers, has consistently ex-
plored these themes in her novels. Known for 
her lucid storytelling and socially conscious 
narratives, Murthy portrays women as multi-
faceted individuals, often grappling with chal-
lenges that arise from the intersection of fa-
milial duty, personal aspirations, and societal 
pressures. Her works provide insightful depic-
tions of women negotiating the delicate bal-
ance between fulfilling traditional roles and 
pursuing self-realization. Through her charac-
ters, Murthy engages with issues such as gen-
der discrimination, marital expectations, pro-
fessional ambition, and ethical dilemmas, re-
flecting the evolving realities of modern Indi-
an womanhood. 

This study focuses on four of Murthy’s signif-
icant novels: Mahashweta (2000), Dollar Ba-
hu (2003), Gently Falls the Bakula (2008), 
and House of Cards (2013). Each of these 
works presents distinct yet interconnected por-
trayals of women navigating the complex ter-
rains of love, duty, and ambition. Mahashweta 
examines societal prejudice and personal resil-
ience, Dollar Bahu explores the tensions of 
cross-cultural marriage and family expecta-
tions, Gently Falls the Bakula highlights the 
negotiation between professional life and fa-
milial obligations, and House of Cards delves 
into ethical and moral dilemmas within do-
mestic and societal contexts. 

The primary objective of this research is to 
analyze how Sudha Murthy’s novels depict 
women’s dilemmas and the strategies they 
employ to reconcile conflicting demands. Us-
ing feminist literary criticism and cultural 
studies as theoretical frameworks, this study 
interrogates the recurring themes of love, du-
ty, and ambition, emphasizing how Murthy’s 
narratives balance individual agency with so-
cial responsibility. It further seeks to explore 
how her works reflect broader cultural and 
societal norms, contributing to an understand-
ing of contemporary Indian women’s experi-
ences. By examining Murthy’s portrayal of 
women across these four novels, this research 
highlights the complexities of gendered expec-

tations and the resilience of women in negoti-
ating personal and social identities. It also un-
derscores Murthy’s contribution to Indian lit-
erature in presenting realistic, empathetic, and 
morally nuanced depictions of women’s lives, 
offering reader’s insight into both individual 
and collective challenges faced by women in 
modern Indian society. 

Literature Review  

The depiction of women’s dilemmas in Indian 
literature has been the focus of extensive 
scholarly inquiry, particularly concerning the 
intersections of love, duty, and ambition. Sev-
eral studies highlight how Indian women writ-
ers negotiate societal expectations while ex-
ploring personal aspirations, positioning their 
narratives as both reflective and critical of cul-
tural norms. Feminist literary criticism pro-
vides a valuable framework for examining 
these works, emphasizing gendered power dy-
namics, agency, and the socio-cultural con-
straints that shape women’s lives (Chaudhuri, 
1993; Lal, 2002). 

Sudha Murthy’s novels have attracted consid-
erable scholarly attention for their portrayal of 
women confronting social, familial, and per-
sonal challenges. Mahashweta has been ana-
lyzed for its exploration of skin-color preju-
dice, societal judgment, and the resilience of 
women in the face of discrimination (Rao, 
2010). Scholars note that the protagonist’s 
journey exemplifies the tension between soci-
etal conformity and self-realization, reflecting 
broader concerns about women’s autonomy 
and identity in Indian society (Patil, 2015). 
Murthy’s narrative strategy in this novel em-
phasizes empathy and moral reflection, ena-
bling readers to understand the nuanced strug-
gles of marginalized women. 

Dollar Bahu has been examined in the context 
of globalization and diaspora studies, particu-
larly regarding the migration of Indian women 
into foreign cultural spaces (Sharma, 2012). 
The novel explores the tensions between ma-
terial aspirations, family expectations, and 
personal happiness, highlighting the dual pres-
sures of traditional Indian familial obligations 
and Westernized notions of success. Research-
ers argue that Murthy’s depiction of these 
challenges underscores the cultural negotia-
tion required of women in transnational con-
texts, as they balance love, duty, and ambition 

https://arimanokku.com/  UGC-CARE LISTED AND PEER REVIEWED JOURNAL      

ISSN: 2320-4842 (Print)                                                           ISSN: 3049-2688 (Online)  

���� ����	 19:4 ������� - ����� 2025      416         Arimaa Nokku 19:4 Oct-Dec 2025                                                           



across diverse social settings (Nair, 2016). 

Gently Falls the Bakula has been discussed in 
studies focusing on professional ambition and 
familial responsibility (Krishnan, 2013). The 
protagonist’s struggle to pursue a career while 
meeting familial expectations exemplifies the 
broader societal pressure on women to priori-
tize domestic responsibilities over personal 
growth. Murthy’s narrative highlights the ethi-
cal and emotional challenges of balancing 
multiple roles, illustrating how women crea-
tively negotiate these responsibilities. Scholars 
have emphasized that the novel presents a re-
alistic portrayal of contemporary Indian wom-
en, recognizing their agency while acknowl-
edging structural constraints (Reddy, 2018). 

House of Cards has been analyzed in relation 
to ethical dilemmas, moral responsibilities, 
and domestic power dynamics (Chopra, 2015). 
The novel portrays women who navigate com-
plex family hierarchies, societal expectations, 
and professional aspirations, revealing the 
subtle forms of negotiation required to main-
tain social harmony while asserting personal 
agency. Critical studies emphasize that 
Murthy’s work in this novel extends beyond 
the personal to reflect societal norms, illustrat-
ing how women’s dilemmas are shaped by 
broader cultural and moral frameworks 
(Sinha, 2017). 

Across these novels, scholars have identified 
recurring themes of gendered social expecta-
tions, negotiation between personal ambition 
and familial duty, and the moral complexities 
of women’s decision-making. Feminist liter-
ary critics argue that Murthy’s work is signifi-
cant for its empathetic yet realistic portrayal of 
women, offering insights into the intersection 
of cultural norms, personal agency, and ethical 
responsibility (Kapoor, 2014; Menon, 2019). 
Additionally, her novels have been recognized 
for bridging literary storytelling with social 
commentary, emphasizing the transformative 
potential of literature in shaping readers’ un-
derstanding of women’s experiences in con-
temporary India (Rao & Sen, 2020). 

While existing scholarship highlights 
Murthy’s attention to social realism and gen-
der dynamics, there is a gap in comprehensive 
studies that analyze the interconnected dilem-
mas of love, duty, and ambition across multi-
ple novels. This research addresses that gap by 

examining these themes in Mahashweta, Dol-
lar Bahu, Gently Falls the Bakula, and House 
of Cards, focusing on how Murthy constructs 
female agency and navigates cultural and soci-
etal expectations. By synthesizing insights 
from feminist criticism, cultural studies, and 
Indian literary scholarship, this study situates 
Murthy’s novels within the broader discourse 
on women’s literature in India, emphasizing 
the nuanced negotiation between personal de-
sire and social obligation. 

Thematic Analysis 

Sudha Murthy’s novels intricately explore the 
dilemmas faced by women at the intersection 
of love, duty, and ambition. Across Ma-
hashweta (2000), Dollar Bahu (2003), Gently 
Falls the Bakula (2008), and House of Cards 
(2013), recurring themes emerge, reflecting 
the tension between societal expectations and 
individual aspirations. This thematic analysis 
examines each dimension in detail, supported 
by textual evidence and critical interpretation. 

Love and Marital Expectations 

Love, both romantic and familial, is a recur-
ring concern in Murthy’s novels. Her female 
protagonists often confront societal expecta-
tions that limit their personal choices in rela-
tionships. 

 In Mahashweta, the protagonist’s experi-
ences illustrate the tension between per-
sonal affection and societal judgment. The 
novel foregrounds the prejudice women 
face based on skin color, reflecting deep-
seated social hierarchies and gender 
norms. The heroine’s struggle for love and 
acceptance underscores the emotional bur-
dens imposed by societal expectations. 
Scholars note that Murthy’s portrayal em-
phasizes resilience and moral integrity, 
highlighting the psychological and social 
challenges women navigate in balancing 
personal desire with public perception 
(Rao, 2010; Patil, 2015). 

 Dollar Bahu presents a different dimen-
sion of love within the context of cross-
cultural marriage and diaspora life. The 
female characters grapple with familial 
pressures, marital expectations, and the 
allure of material success. The protago-
nist’s dilemma reflects the conflict be-
tween personal happiness and the desire to 
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fulfill family duties, illustrating how love 
can be mediated by social status and famil-
ial obligations. Murthy critiques the mate-
rialistic tendencies in relationships, em-
phasizing that authentic emotional bonds 
often require negotiation and compromise 
(Sharma, 2012). 

Across these narratives, Murthy demonstrates 
that love is rarely a simple, personal matter. 
Instead, it is intertwined with societal norms, 
family expectations, and cultural prescrip-
tions, compelling women to make complex 
choices that balance personal fulfillment with 
communal harmony. 

Duty and Familial Responsibility 

Duty, particularly in the familial and social 
sense, is central to understanding the dilem-
mas of women in Murthy’s novels. Her pro-
tagonists are frequently caught between per-
sonal ambitions and the ethical obligations 
imposed by their roles as daughters, wives, 
and caregivers. 

 In Gently Falls the Bakula, the protagonist 
exemplifies the challenge of balancing 
professional aspirations with familial re-
sponsibilities. She must navigate career 
demands while tending to aging family 
members, illustrating the emotional labor 
and social expectations placed upon wom-
en. Murthy portrays duty not merely as an 
obligation but as a moral and ethical 
framework within which women exercise 
agency. Critics argue that this novel high-
lights the nuanced ways women negotiate 
societal norms, creating strategies to fulfill 
duty without entirely suppressing personal 
ambition (Krishnan, 2013; Reddy, 2018). 

 House of Cards explores duty through eth-
ical dilemmas within domestic and profes-
sional contexts. The female characters 
confront moral and social challenges that 
demand careful navigation of interpersonal 
relationships, family hierarchy, and socie-
tal expectations. Murthy’s narrative em-
phasizes the internal conflicts women ex-
perience as they reconcile personal values 
with external demands. This portrayal un-
derscores the complexity of duty, framing 
it as both constraining and enabling 
providing moral guidance while limiting 
freedom of choice (Chopra, 2015; Sinha, 

2017). 

Through these novels, Murthy suggests that 
duty is not a static concept but a dynamic 
framework that shapes women’s choices, rela-
tionships, and self-perception. The tension be-
tween personal desire and societal obligation 
is central to understanding her characters’ di-
lemmas. 

Ambition and Self-Realization 

Murthy consistently foregrounds women’s 
ambition and quest for self-realization, por-
traying female protagonists striving for educa-
tion, professional achievement, and personal 
growth. Ambition, however, is rarely unen-
cumbered; it is shaped by societal expecta-
tions, familial responsibilities, and moral con-
siderations. 

 In Mahashweta, the heroine’s pursuit of 
education and personal dignity challenges 
the restrictive societal norms she faces. 
Her journey reflects the broader struggle 
of women to assert autonomy and achieve 
self-respect in a patriarchal context. Critics 
note that Murthy presents ambition as both 
a personal necessity and a socially negoti-
ated endeavor, emphasizing ethical deci-
sion-making and moral resilience (Kapoor, 
2014; Menon, 2019). 

 Dollar Bahu and Gently Falls the Bakula 
depict women navigating professional as-
pirations and economic independence. The 
novels show that ambition is often inter-
twined with family dynamics, as women 
negotiate career goals while fulfilling do-
mestic expectations. Murthy’s narratives 
suggest that self-realization requires strate-
gic compromise and creative problem-
solving, reflecting the complex realities of 
contemporary Indian women. 

 In House of Cards, ambition is explored in 
the context of moral and ethical dilemmas. 
Women pursue personal goals while con-
fronting professional challenges, societal 
scrutiny, and domestic responsibilities. 
Murthy emphasizes that ambition is not 
solely about personal gain but also in-
volves ethical decision-making and social 
responsibility, portraying women as mor-
ally and emotionally sophisticated actors 
within their social environments (Rao & 
Sen, 2020). 
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Intersection of Love, Duty, and 
Ambition 

The most compelling aspect of Murthy’s nov-
els is the intersection of love, duty, and ambi-
tion. Her protagonists rarely experience these 
elements in isolation; instead, they negotiate 
overlapping and sometimes conflicting de-
mands. 

 For example, in Mahashweta, the hero-
ine’s desire for love is tempered by socie-
tal prejudice and familial duty. In Dollar 
Bahu, personal happiness is often subordi-
nated to family expectations and social 
ambition. In Gently Falls the Bakula, ca-
reer ambitions coexist with the moral im-
perative to care for family, and in House 
of Cards, ethical dilemmas complicate 
personal and professional aspirations. 

 Scholars argue that Murthy’s treatment of 
these intersections is notable for its real-
ism and empathetic approach. Her charac-
ters demonstrate that women’s dilemmas 
are not simply personal but deeply social, 
reflecting broader cultural norms and sys-
temic constraints. By portraying women 
navigating these crossroads, Murthy high-
lights the agency, resilience, and strategic 
intelligence required to balance competing 
priorities (Krishnan, 2013; Sinha, 2017; 
Rao & Sen, 2020). 

Feminist Perspectives and  
Cultural Commentary  

Sudha Murthy’s novels can be critically exam-
ined through the lens of feminist literary theo-
ry, which emphasizes gendered power  
structures, agency, and the societal constraints 
shaping women’s lives. Her works portray 
women negotiating personal aspirations, fa-
milial expectations, and societal norms, re-
flecting both structural limitations and individ-
ual resilience. By combining literary storytell-
ing with social commentary, Murthy fore-
grounds the ethical, emotional, and cultural 
dimensions of women’s dilemmas in contem-
porary Indian society. 

Representation of Gender and  
Patriarchy 

Murthy’s female protagonists navigate patriar-
chal social structures that dictate acceptable 
behaviors, ambitions, and choices for women. 
In Mahashweta, the heroine’s struggles with 

skin-color prejudice and societal judgment 
reveal how cultural hierarchies intersect with 
gender discrimination, highlighting the struc-
tural constraints imposed on women. Simi-
larly, in Dollar Bahu, female characters face 
pressures from family expectations, societal 
notions of success, and cross-cultural chal-
lenges, illustrating how patriarchal norms ex-
tend into domestic, professional, and diaspora 
contexts. Feminist critics argue that Murthy’s 
works critique these structures subtly but ef-
fectively. Her narratives do not depict women 
solely as victims of patriarchy; instead, they 
showcase strategic agency, resilience, and 
moral discernment. By emphasizing women’s 
capacity for negotiation and decision-making, 
Murthy aligns with contemporary feminist ap-
proaches that view women as active agents 
rather than passive recipients of social dictates 
(Chaudhuri, 1993; Lal, 2002). 

Negotiation of Social Norms and 
Individual Agency 

A central theme in Murthy’s novels is the ne-
gotiation between social obligation and per-
sonal ambition. Feminist analysis highlights 
that her female characters exercise agency 
within the constraints of societal norms. In 
Gently Falls the Bakula, the protagonist bal-
ances career goals with familial responsibili-
ties, negotiating her ambitions without out-
right rejecting cultural expectations. House of 
Cards portrays women navigating ethical di-
lemmas within family hierarchies, emphasiz-
ing the subtle power dynamics inherent in do-
mestic and professional spheres. Murthy’s de-
piction aligns with intersectional feminist per-
spectives, which recognize that women’s 
experiences are shaped by multiple social fac-
tors, including family, class, culture, and ethi-
cal frameworks (Crenshaw, 1989). Her char-
acters demonstrate that empowerment is not 
always about direct confrontation with patriar-
chy; it often involves creative problem-
solving, compromise, and ethical negotia-
tion, reflecting the complexities of real-
world women’s lives. 

Cultural Commentary and  
Societal Critique 

Murthy’s novels serve as cultural texts that 
reflect and critique contemporary Indian soci-
ety. They portray the tensions between tradi-
tional expectations and modern aspirations, 
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capturing the evolving roles of women in edu-
cation, employment, and family life. By situat-
ing her narratives in realistic social contexts, 
Murthy exposes the challenges women face in 
pursuing self-realization while maintaining 
social and familial harmony. For instance, 
Dollar Bahu critiques the materialistic 
tendencies and value systems of affluent fami-
lies, emphasizing that social status and eco-
nomic ambition can complicate personal rela-
tionships. Mahashweta interrogates color-
based prejudice and societal judgment, raising 
questions about social hierarchies and moral 
responsibility. These novels provide insightful 
social commentary, offer ing readers a lens 
to examine cultural norms, ethical considera-
tions, and the structural factors influencing 
women’s decisions. 

Ethical and Moral Dimensions of 
Women’s Choices 

Murthy foregrounds the ethical dilemmas her 
female characters face, demonstrating how 
love, duty, and ambition intersect with moral 
judgment. Women in her novels frequently 
make difficult decisions that balance personal 
desires with obligations to family and society. 
For example, in Gently Falls the Bakula, pro-
fessional success must be weighed against 
caregiving responsibilities, while in House of 
Cards, ethical integrity is tested within domes-
tic and societal hierarchies. Feminist scholars 
argue that Murthy’s emphasis on moral re-
sponsibility adds depth to the portrayal of fe-
male agency, moving beyond simplistic no-
tions of empowerment or victimhood (Kapoor, 
2014; Menon, 2019). Her works illustrate that 
women’s strategies for negotiation, compro-
mise, and self-assertion are often ethically in-
formed, r eflecting a sophisticated under-
standing of social and cultural contexts. 

Conclusion  

Sudha Murthy’s novels provide a nuanced ex-
ploration of the complex dilemmas faced by 
women at the intersection of love, duty, and 
ambition. Across Mahashweta, Dollar Bahu, 
Gently Falls the Bakula, and House of Cards, 
her female protagonists navigate societal ex-
pectations, familial obligations, and personal 
aspirations, reflecting the multifaceted reali-
ties of contemporary Indian womanhood. 
Murthy’s works illuminate how women nego-
tiate these intersecting demands, demonstrat-

ing resilience, ethical discernment, and strate-
gic agency within the constraints of social and 
cultural norms. 

The analysis shows that love in Murthy’s nov-
els is rarely a purely personal or romantic ex-
perience; it is mediated by societal pressures, 
family expectations, and cultural values. Duty, 
as depicted in her narratives, functions both as 
a moral compass and a constraint, shaping 
women’s choices and responsibilities while 
enabling ethical decision-making. Ambition 
and the pursuit of self-realization emerge as 
central themes, reflecting women’s desires for 
personal growth, professional achievement, 
and social contribution. The intersection of 
these themes highlights the intricate ways in 
which women negotiate competing priorities, 
revealing the tension between conformity and 
autonomy. From a feminist and cultural per-
spective, Murthy’s narratives critically exam-
ine patriarchal structures and societal norms, 
while celebrating women’s agency, resilience, 
and moral intelligence. Her protagonists are 
not passive recipients of social dictates but 
active negotiators, employing creativity, com-
promise, and ethical reasoning to balance per-
sonal and social demands. The novels also 
function as social commentary, reflecting the 
evolving roles of women in modern Indian 
society, and challenging readers to recognize 
the ethical, cultural, and emotional dimensions 
of women’s lives. 

In conclusion, Sudha Murthy’s novels contrib-
ute significantly to Indian literature by por-
traying women’s dilemmas with sensitivity, 
realism, and depth. They offer insights into the 
negotiation between personal desire, social 
responsibility, and moral integrity, emphasiz-
ing that empowerment is multidimensional 
and contextually grounded. By exploring love, 
duty, and ambition together, Murthy provides 
a holistic representation of women’s experi-
ences, underscoring both the challenges and 
the agency inherent in contemporary Indian 
womanhood. Her work not only entertains and 
informs but also enriches the discourse on 
gender, ethics, and cultural identity, making a 
lasting contribution to feminist literary schol-
arship and Indian writing. 
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