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Abstract 

The article considers KaveryNambisan’s literary ouevre as a transcendental contribution to contemporary Indian 

feminism. Through a reframing of conventional gender binaries and separatist politics, Nambisan’s novels 

explore the intersectional dimensions of caste, class, poverty and institutional indifference in the marginalisation 

of women. Reframing education, housework, and political participation as ideological battlegrounds, this article, 

grounded in a historical analysis of India’s shift from Vedic egalitarianism to post-Vedic patriarchal legal 

codification, reveals Nambisan’s negotiation of education, housework and political participation as sites of 

ideological struggle. The article offers readings of her major novels to show how Nambisan's heroines eschew 

romantic sacrifice in preference for epistemic, economic and political autonomy and self-assertion. Instead of a 

gendered politics of opposition, Nambisan offers a post-feminist humanism that universalises dignity while 

being alert to structural inequality. Her work unmasks the impotence of elite political theatre and the limits of 

monoaxial feminist arguments, advocating instead for systemic sympathies and materialism. Through a 

synthesis of textual interrogation and intersectional studies, this study showcases how Nambisan’s narrative 

techniques destabilize patriarchal historical paradigms while privileging marginal knowledges. In conclusion, 

the study suggests that Nambisan is a critical voice whose work challenges constraining paradigms of 

womanhood and provides a holistic understanding of freedom that acknowledges the connections between 

gender justice and human freedom. 

Keywords: Feminism, Womanhood, Patriarchal Structure, political autonomy and self-assertion 

Introduction 

In the post-independence Indian Literature, the literary voices have been deep-seated by interrogating and 

deconstructing as well as rebuilding the socio-cultural architectures to which human selfhood is subjugated. Of 

these, KaveryNambisan stands out as a unique chronicler whose fiction can be hardly easily classified into the 

popular techniques of feminism. Although her stories are indeed about women experience, they always go 

beyond the gendered polarities to explore how culture of caste, classes, poverty and a disinterested institution 

interact to propagate oppression.Nambisan’s literary works do not merely champion women's empowerment; 
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they seek to establish a humanist ethic that acknowledges the web of inter-connected marginalised lives within a 

divided socio-political milieu. This piece contends that Nambisan’s fiction refuses limiting gender frameworks 

and separatist orthodoxies of orthodox feminist politics by presents the gendered within a wider post-feminist 

and intersectional framework. Through her multilayered character studies, socio-economic realism, and 

denigration of patriarchal signifiers, Nambisan foregrounds the fact that instead of seeking emancipation 

through gender-segregated isolationism, one must strive to achieve it through an all-inclusive re-representation 

of human dignity, fair work, and social change. 

To understand Nambisan's literary resignification, it is crucial to understand her story as part of India's historical 

patterns of gendered oppression. The study illustrates the dramatic shift from the comparatively egalitarian 

society of Vedic times to the institutionalisation of patriarchy in the post-Vedic world. While women could 

study the Vedas, take part in public and social life, and have the choice to initiate divorce in early Vedic times, 

the Smriti period canonised female subordination through legal and social prescriptions. Manu's dharmashastras 

drafted this containment, objectifying women as wards of men. Such gender containment is canonised in literary 

and cultural memory, as reflected in the gender roles espoused through the ages. 

These prescriptive and normative divides were both poetic and societal-legal prescriptions that fixed women to 

the private world and placed men in a superior position in the public, economic, and intellectual realm. The 

internalisation of these gender prescriptions is also reflected in contemporary feminist criticism that lays bare 

archaic gender paradigms. In examining masculine fantasies of femininity, Karen Horney writes about how 

patriarchal thought constructs female inferiority as a cultural, rather than a biological, condition: “woman is 

weak, emotional, enjoys being dependent, has limited abilities for work, even that woman is masochistic” (231).  

This fabricated ontology of female passivity has been perpetuated by literary criticism. Mary Ellmann's 

pioneering list of the eleven main stereotypes of femininity supported by male critics highlights the role of 

literary tradition in limiting women's imaginative world: “Shapelessness, passivity, restlessness, entrapment, 

piety, fleshly-ness, spirit, irrationally, compliancy, the Witch, the Shrew” (55). 

Nambisan's writers take up this historical and critical legacy. In contrast to the virtuous Sita and 

unpuerileDraupadi models that feature prominently in Indian mythology, her characters find themselves caught 

between the constraints of tradition and individual freedom. Her stories uncover how patriarchy not only 

imposes itself through direct forms of domination but also through the internalisation of gender roles. By 

mapping the genealogy of these gendered norms, Nambisan locates the experience of the contemporary female 

subject as synonymous with the institutionalized exclusion that has enshrined gender discrimination in India for 

millennia. 

In Nambisan’s fiction, education is the site of ideological struggle. Women's lack of intellectual autonomy is 

historically underwritten by the patriarchy that limits female knowledge's value to the household. Nambisan's 

characters often encounter societal mechanisms that pathologise women's ambition. In The Hills of 

Angheri,(HOA)Nalli's wish to be a doctor is dismissed by her grandfather's patriarchal logic: “God would not 

have let you be a doctor if you were a boy” (HOA 7). This theodicy of gendered educational exclusion is part of 

a larger cultural apparatus that "naturalises" male intellectual superiority. Similarly, in The Story That Must Not 

Be Told, Bilkis espouses the domestic role of women's education and devolution of intellectual development 

into marriage preparation: 

A girl must learn about the family into which she marries. You won't find this in school. As an educator you will 

cram children with information when they need something else. They need their bellies fed. (TSBT 63) 

Bilkis’s pragmatic rejection of education shows how patriarchy appropriates even expressions of care to defend 

mental hunger. NayantaraSahgal's remarks on "conditioning" in society further resolve this issue: 
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Our society teaches young girls that the Purpose of Life is to get married, have children, help their husband 

establish a career by cooking enormous never-ending food for fat people, purchase the latest variety of this and 

that and so on. (81) 

Nambisan’s artistic proposal to counter this epistemic violence is premised by a confirmation of rational 

autonomy. She joins with Mary Wollstonecraft's pioneering critique of gendered pedagogy that locates male-

authored pedagogic models as the means of female subordination: 

One cause of this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of education, gathered from the books written on 

this subject by men who, considering females rather as women than human creatures, have been more anxious to 

make them alluring mistresses than affectionate wives and rational mothers. (11) 

Reasoned emotion is constant in Nambisan’s feminist-humanism. Betty Friedan’s reference to Ibsen's A Doll's 

House also appeals to this philosophical position, refuting the creation of gendered “otherness” in female 

identity: “a woman was a human being” (Friedan 62). 

Nambisan uses characters such as Shari, Nalli and Harini to dramatize the agonizing yet essential intellectual 

awakening. It is not just that Shari is defying an arranged marriage in Mango Coloured Fish, but that she is 

making quite a claim of epistemic sovereignty. As Gautam admits that he wants to mold her into a good wife, 

Shari realizes that ontological danger: It is you I want. You can be molded. (MCF 73) In a further statement to 

her housemaid Rukku, marriage is recast not as fate but as a matter of choice, and based on economic and 

educational wealth: what do you want a husband? Where does it state that a girl has to get married? Educated, 

you may secure a superior job than this, and receive higher pay. (MCF 28, qtd. in Chapter 90) 

Education, then, becomes more than credentialism, but the key instrument for breaking the bonds of patriarchy, 

for Nambisan. Nambisan's characters do not aspire to equality through masculine mimicry; they assert their 

humanity by no longer becoming consumable as marriage or domestic labour. If education is the idealized site 

of female empowerment, Nambisan’s stories painstakingly chronicle the realities of women's unpaid work. 

Nambisan displaces the notion of the domestic sphere as a virtuous site of femininity with the domestic sphere 

as an invisible economic activity. In The Scent of Pepper, Nanji exemplifies both female strength and 

invisibility. Her stoicism is at a threshold of tragedy, some critics have remarked, but Nambisan doesn't present 

Nanji as a victim. Rajkumar explains the nobility of Nanji's work: 

With the glory of women namely silence, Nanji as a mule humbly accepts the harness of the family load of Rao 

BahadurMadaiah. The novel illustrates the importance of Nanji in the family of Madaiah. Nanji soldier-like, 

continues with life, not without anguish but certainly with the 'housewife's blight'. (Rajkumar 9) 

This "housewife's blight" is not biology, but of social origin- the value of reproductive and caretaking work 

being undermined. NishaNambiar’s interpretation of Nanji as a case of female duty being sanctified to mask its 

exploitation is a typical example of dharma, which almost always ends in the denigration of the avatara of 

dharma:”Nanji is in some ways, trying to be self-realised and is successful. She thinks of work and abides by the 

biblical law of Gita that work is worship” (Nambiar 214). 

KanikaLuthra describes Nanji as the matriarch who holds the family together with stoic resilience which 

highlights the strain of unacknowledged work: 

Nanji, a true matriarch. She is the family's rock who takes everyone in charge, not scared of manual work, stoic 

in times of extreme adversity. But she's caring, affectionate and empathetic. She is never the giver up and is 

never cowed down, and one can only be inspired by her. (Luthra 22) 

Such a passive martyrdom is not valorized as virtue but analysed as injustice. Anita Singh describes this paradox 

in India’s elevation of women in virtual space and their material imbecility: 
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Women were placed in the national imaginary in a high pedestal but in reality, as we know pedestals are 

extremely precarious places. (In the newly homogenized Indian tradition women were made emblems of it, but 

sadly, their problems and disadvantages were rarely talked about. (Singh 119) 

The most dramatic questioning of patriarchal discourse on domestic work is offered by Nambisan in On Wings 

of Butterflies(OWB) in the form of a fictitious Women of Women (WOW) movement. In the movement's 

manifesto, there is a clear repudiation of the patriarchal trivialisation of housewives' work: 

Housewives should be given salaries because theirs is an unpaid work at home. Penariarchy calls it as ‘sitting-

at-home-and-doing-nothing’. She also says that a seniority scale should be fixed for them. She ranks the women: 

a woman married for two years and with no children will be as housewife junior, a woman of two to five 

married years and/or one child will be a Housewife senior. If married for six to seven years and/or two children 

is a Captain. (OWB 72) 

This ironic but telling call for proposals highlights the economic folly of unpaid reproductive work. Nambisan 

does not idealize sacrifice; she wants its compensation. In describing housework in terms of bureaucratic and 

economic management, she reveals the ideological limits of how women's work is hidden but necessary to the 

very functioning of society. 

The central tenet of Nambisan's post-feminist perspective is her insistence on considering gender in conjunction 

with other forms of socio-political discrimination. Her stories show that there is no monolithic experience of 

womanhood; caste, class, location and poverty divide any claims to homogenised “womanhood”. S. Chitra’s 

remark on historical invisibility of women in cultural preservation under the impacts of colonialism and 

nationalism illustrates this point: 

Ancestral spirit of preserving the ethnic and regional identity under extraordinary historical uses such as 

colonisation and nationalism demands tremendous physical and emotional resilience. The contribution of 

women in such a crisis is excellent but not appreciated and even more demeaned. (Chitra 84) 

Nambisan's fiction realizes this intersectionality through the traversals of female protagonists through 

landscapes of deprivation. In On Wings of Butterflies, Nambisan describes the precarious position of women in 

the patriarchal world: 

Women are an endangered species on this planet. We seek refuge in them for love. We call them by Bharati 

godly names like Laxmi, Saraswathi, Chandini, Parvathi, Ganga and then lightly grind them under our feet. Oh 

yes, most of us, all of us to fair wife, mother, sister, daughter, mistress. (OWB 64) 

The dehumanizing journey of Joseph mirrors the situation of the poor women like Heera who have to work hard 

and live their lives without basic necessities. The monologue by Heera destroys the idealized concept of female 

strengths by preempting the inhuman counting of poverty. In the same vein, the criticism by Nambisan of 

political performativity reveals that elite discourses of the rights of women are in touch with the realities on the 

ground. The validity of the collective agency is declared when the mother of the activist Evita Maria doubts the 

effect of the individual feminist organizing:“We’re somebody. Maria and Evita.” (OWB 6). 

However, Nambisan is doubtful about institutional feminism being able to bring about change. In The Truth 

(Almost) About Bharat(TAB 66), a downtrodden woman challenges politician TrilokPadmavathiShastri, 

underscoring the discrepancy between rhetorical and material support: 

Shastri Saab, you can fight for the oppressed on maidans, meetings, and newspapers. Can you prevent on 

beatings of wives, burning of brides, raping of children and selling of women like cattle? Can you wipe out 

Emmya hungry, homeless kids like mice or emaciated cows or starving dogs? You can't do anything, Shastri 

Saab, why not accept it? (TAB 66) 
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This interrogation highlights the way patriarchy, capitalism and state complacency disposes of women and the 

subaltern. Nambisan brings this analysis to caste exploitation and in her depiction of sanitation workers in The 

Story That Must Not Be Told.Mokkamma's lament reveals the degrading violence of casteism at work:  

The greatest sin we committed. Better to starve. Better to be a thief or a cut-throat than clean other people’s shit. 

Nobody comes near us except to have a sewer or a drain unchoked. They say we stink. What is it but their stink? 

(TSBT 128) 

Through her articulation of gender, caste, and class oppression, Nambisan proves that neither can liberation be 

won through one-dimensional models. She argues through her stories that the oppression of women is 

profoundly tied to other structures of inequality that institute the degradation of human dignity across various 

social identities. 

Nambisan’s characters exemplify this post-feminist vision in terms of pro-active self-assertion, rather than 

reactive self-defence. Nambisan’s characters embody Simone de Beauvoir's thesis that femininity is an imposed 

rather than a natural phenomenon: 

To emancipate women is to refuse to enclose her in the relations she sustains with man, but not to deny them; 

while she posits herself for herself, she will nonetheless continue to exist for him as well: recognising each other 

as a subject, each will remain an other for the other; reciprocity in their relations will not do away with the 

miracles that the division of human beings into two separate categories engenders: desire, possession, love, 

dreams, adventure; and the words that move us: ‘to give’, ‘to conquer’, and ‘to unite’ will keep their meaning… 

(de Beauvoir 782) 

This inclusion, rather than conflict, between the sexes is mirrored in Elaine Showalter’s account of literature's 

evolution. They transcend what Elaine Showalter describes as the "Female Phase" which is the phase of 

discovery (a looking within the independence of an other-directed condition) and gaining self-identity. This 

reintegration is implemented in Nambisan by the practical agency of Nambisan characters. The inner conviction 

and convincing power of Camilliani and Marks provide a shine of empowerment after the challenges, and 

camaraderie among others convince us that, empowerment, is realized internally, not externally validated. This 

humanist-feminist synthesis is summed up by Nambisan herself in her statement of her literary mission: 

I would like to see sex not a badge and women not caught in the glamour and service image. How to enlight 

them, that's my mission. Man will be the better and happier man for knowing what a woman is. No battles. 

(OWB 107) 

This vision goes beyond bellicose gender politics by proposing recognition and empathy. Nambisan's work 

consistently reveals that for true equality to emerge, not just patriarchy but the structures of exploitation that 

demean all marginalised communities must be eradicated. Through prioritising humanity over separatist gender 

identities, her narratives present a vision for a more humanist social change. 

 

Conclusion 

KaveryNambisan’s oeuvre is a testament to the limitations of gender fixity and the possibilities of humanist 

intersectionality. In her meticulous realist depiction of women facing educational, unpaid work, caste, and 

political oppression, she demonstrates the limits of single-issue feminism. Her work not only registers women's 

suffering but the structures that create and perpetuate it along class, caste and economic divisions. Through the 

enactments of education as epistemic liberation, domestic work as invisible economic furnishing, and agency as 

self-ascribed agency and resistance, Nambisan builds a post-feminist framework that moves beyond the dualistic 

structure of thought. Her characters do not aspire to duplicate patriarchy but to re-invest in their humanity 
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through a renegotiated social contract. In short, Nambisan shows that gender issues cannot be tackled solely in 

terms of gender; they must be engaged within the wider project of reclaiming human dignity, securing just 

rewards for sharing finite resources, and building accountable institutions.  
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