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Abstract  

 Manju Kapur (1998-present) is an internationally acclaimed Indian woman novelist and the author of six novels. 
She earned worldwide fame and recognition through her very first novel Difficult Daughters (1998). The novel also 
won her the Commonwealth Prize 1999 (Eurasia Section) and was a number one bestseller in India. Manju Kapur 
accounts the complexities of life, varied histories, cultures and diverse structures of values in her stories. Manju Kapur 
discloses the deviations, modernity is leading in our society, and the hollowness of modern life. Manju Kapur's fifth 
novel Custody exposes the life of Metropolitan cities where people have become the victims of modernity. It is 
stimulated by globalization, privatisation and economic liberalization. The protagonists of Custody quite naturally 
have materialistic pursuits. The novel is about Raman, a developing marketing executive, his wife Shagun and another 
woman Ishita. It ultimately talks of exploitation, partiality, loneliness, suffering, victimization, and manipulation. Each 
character has a unique set of notions and ideas, reflecting the ‘modern virtues’ that we have been adapting. The birth 
of “new woman” in India is a reality, as the concept and position of womanhood have changed in the modern context. 
She is an assimilation of western influences as well as her native culture. She is a hybrid who despite all kinds of 
upheavals can strike a balance among diverse spheres of her life. This paper focuses on the emergence of new women 
in Manju Kapur’s Custody, who try to establish an individual place in the society as well as in their family. 
Keywords: New woman, emergence, hybrid, liberation, individuality, tradition, culture 

 
 Indian writing in English is a relatively recent phenomenon as far as literature in India goes. Though 

one can trace writers in India to a century back, Indian writing in English has become prominent only in 

the last few decades. But recently, India’s most accomplished and remarkable women writers of 

postcolonial strand have brought a tremendous change in the trend of portraying women characters. 

Women writers such as Kamala Markendaya, Nayantara Sahgal, Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande, 

Bharathi Mukherjee, Manju Kapur, Shobhaa De, Gita Hariharan and the others have intuitively perceived 

the gender issues which upset women and present women as individuals who fight against suppression 

and oppression of the patriarchy. Womesn novelists unveil the hidden secrets and enfold the deliberate 

denials that are refutable in today’s context. They have been portraying woman as an individual 

rebelling against the traditional role, breaking the shackles of exploitation and oppression, awakening 

with a sense of identity, to assert her individuality. Their novels speak about women’s frustrations, 

refusals, retaliations, and their breach of conventional expectations. 

 Manju Kapur is the author of six novels – Difficult Daughters, A Married Woman, Home, The 

Immigrant, Custody, and Brothers. Her fifth novel Custody is mostly set in the mid-nineties in the 

thriving, upper-middle-class colonies of Delhi, against the backdrop of the early surge of foreign 

investment in India. 

 Raman and Shagun, a couple with two children, belong to the upper-middle class society, reap the 

monetary benefits and the accompanying lifestyle of Raman’s work at the Brand, a company that invests 

chiefly in the manufacture of soft drinks. 
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 Into the picture comes Ashok, Raman's boss at the office. Shagun develops an intimate relationship 

with Ashok and she finds herself struggling to define her roles as wife, mother, and lover. When she asks 

Raman for a divorce, he delves into anger and self-pity as his perfect life crumbles around him. 

 At the other end of the city, in a colony governed by far more traditional bonds, Ishita, a young 

divorcee, strives to find satisfaction in being independent and in doing social work. She is drawn 

towards Raman, the divorcee and to the temptation of familial fulfillment, which she has been yearning 

for all along. Amid the demands and hysterics of the four grown-ups in this tale of broken marriages, the 

children remain quietly in the background till the novel's second half. It is then that we begin to see the 

disastrous repercussions of the fight for their custody, their trauma, and their life seems to have torn 

between two mothers, two homes, and two countries. 

 Kapur's novel throws light on the uncertainties in life after marriage. The novelist describes with 

painstaking sincerity the wife's sense of suffocation, the husband's fear of loneliness and the frequent 

shifting of the children, like commodities, from one home to the other. 

 Although marriage is a well-trodden territory for Kapur, her possession of the subject here is 

complete. Custody becomes something more than just a social commentary because of its immense 

detailing, and Kapur’s tone of emotional restraint. This novel is true to the universal torment of modern 

marriage, with its burden of individualism. 

 The phrase “new woman” was coined originally by Henry James and intended by him to 

characterize American expatriates living in Europe. Women of affluence and sensitivity exhibited an 

independent spirit and were accustomed to acting on their own. The socio-political and economic forces 

brought about awareness in women who took up the new roles in the social, political and economic life. 

 The novel begins at the point where both Raman and Shagun have nothing in common, nor do they 

seem to possess any hope of a promising future which can guarantee a happy life. Their marriage had 

been arranged along the standard lines, she the beauty, he the one with the brilliant prospects. Raman’s 

practicality puts the marriage at stake. He spends long hours in his office working for a flourishing 

company that manufactures soft drinks. The country has started to march towards globalization, and 

rising Indian enterprises have started projecting their business all over the country and abroad. Raman 

is depicted as a stereotyped hard-working man who with his perseverance and handiness tries to 

establish himself in his office. At the beginning of the story, we see Raman in his traditional role as 

father and husband; as the head of the family who goes out to struggle and make money; as one who has 

to be taken care of when he comes back home, but also who does not bother much for his own wife or 

children. His professional career seems to have made his family life clouded with uncertainty. Shagun 

realizes that there is nothing promising in this married life. As a result, the marriage falls to 

unanswerable questions. 

 Daily both of them start their life disinterestedly with some complaints that do not mean to be 

heard and sensing the seeds of dissolution of their nuptial tie. In the very beginning of the novel, the 

marriage is revealed to be devoid of any zeal. Only an inconspicuous tinge of guilt is there in their 

minds.  

“The woman left first; she believed that the spirits of the universe at the service of betrayed 

partners were tracking her movements, keeping of note of incriminating times and places.”  

 It seems as if Raman has already considered this impending separation as their destiny, a kind of 

fate that he does not even wish to evade. Perhaps the sort of work that Raman does, demands his 

attention more, and as such drains him of his interest in his wife. Both of them expect each other to 

initiate and understand their plight, but both fail. As a result, the breach keeps on widening. A desire to 

cherish the prime time of her life dawns on her and takes the shape of the clash with Raman when the 
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latter asserts that she should devote herself to their son. Her feminism expects her to lead her life in her 

direction without any other consideration. She even asserts this to Raman making him realize how 

lonely and a monotonous life she has to endure.  

 The kind of atmosphere she received from her mother ingrained in her a revolting instinct from the 

very beginning. She was deprived of what she wanted to be in her life. Her spirit, like that of so many 

other women, was different. She could never direct her life in her own way. Everything was decided by 

her parents, family, and cultural customs. She wanted to be a model, but her mother strongly opposed to 

a career that would allow all kinds of lechery near her lovely daughter. Her mother suggested that 

whatever she wanted to be she could be after marriage but then there had been a child quite early. Then 

the claims of husband, family, and friends make a career hard to justify, especially since money is not an 

issue. Shagun’s mother finds the tinge of the evil consequences of her violating the family norms in 

leading her life on her own. Even she warns her when she reveals her feminine assertions. Here at this 

point, the dilemma of an educated and professional woman who encounters competing ideologies of 

traditional femininity and empowered femininity has also been depicted. Shagun’s act of sexual 

violation celebrates female sexual self-assertion embodied in a new feministic assumption that woman 

is a desiring subject with an intense longing for sexual expression, satisfaction, and fulfillment. Shagun 

follows her heart, and seeks a divorce from Raman, and embarks on a new life with Ashok. Shagun does 

not want to sacrifice her own life and happiness. She wills to be a satisfied career woman and wants to 

build her space in the world. 

 A new chapter in Raman’s life begins with the advent of an unfortunate divorcee who comes into 

Raman’s path through his parents. Raman’s marriage is not the only one that has failed. Dissolution of 

Ishita’s marriage also gives new implications which become her misfortune. Her marriage collapsed 

because she could not have children of her own. 

 It is quite natural for Kapur to focus on the most significant aspects of a nation- its values, morals, 

and ethics. In Custody, parallel to Shagun's story runs Ishita's story in which she has been deprived of 

her rights. Kapur through Ishita's life exposes the shallowness of marital life where a woman is 

alienated because of her infertility and the fact that she cannot carry forward the family name. She is 

subjected to cruelties and mental torture with no one to support her. Even her husband who declared 

his undaunted love for her takes his parents’ side. Raman’s mother behaves like the typical mother-in-

law of the Indian patriarchal society where a daughter and a daughter-in-law are treated differently. 

 Ishita has an arranged marriage, but as soon as her husband and in-laws discover that she can’t 

conceive, despite the many painful and tedious medical treatments she undergoes, she feels small and 

psychologically distorted. 

 Life gives her a second chance as a social worker in Mrs. Hingorani’s NGO, and she even considers 

adopting a child. However, her psychological feebleness and her constant exposition to the subtle 

ideology that regards women as procreators and guardians of the family makes her hate herself and her 

sexuality: In her fiction, Kapur treats the gendered body as both empowered and disempowered, subject 

and object, a source of rejection and celebration in the socio-political culture. In her new life, Ishita tries 

to find some satisfaction and a sense of identity in social work, but she leaves it when she meets Raman. 

She believes she can be happy as a stepmother to Roohi. Perhaps this is the only option to render some 

meaning to her fragmented life. 

 Kapur succeeds in exposing how a daughter-in-law is treated with bias in the house and in the 

family. Ishita has to suffer tremendously because of her infertility. The theme of loneliness in marriage 

runs throughout the novel in every plot and subplot. Mostly it is the women who have to bear the 

burden of loneliness in life. Simone de Beauvoir concludes; “One is not born, but rather becomes a 
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woman." The Woman has been reduced to a meek and docile animal today. The home is the crucial site 

of a woman's oppression. Kapur's Ishita is only a body, neither mind nor soul, for her relatives. Simone 

de Beauvoir in her The Second Sex argues that society only permits women to be "being-in-itself" an 

object, while men are "being-for-themselves". She states,  

"Woman has always been man's dependent, if not his slave; the two sexes have never shared the 

world in equality. And even today woman is heavily handicapped, though her situation is beginning 

to change."  

 Kapur’s Custody travels through a series of events and incidents with separation, divorce, 

remarriages of the four adults and with it follows a series of ugliness with the legal process or the 

custody battle with the emotions of the children at stake. The soreness and loneliness of the two 

children of Shagun and Raman are well portrayed by Manju Kapur. The story can be called as a legal 

drama of the Indian society. Kapur's women are bold and confident enough to face the unkind, ruthless 

and slow turns of the Indian judiciary and the way it functions. Manju Kapur's women are not confined 

within the four walls of the family and traditional values and they want to lead a life on their own. They 

try their level best to come out of the clutches of the conventional barriers and dogmas of the 

patriarchal society or the bondss of incompatible marriage. Kapur presents her brave women 

characters as real women of flesh and blood possessing emotions and sentiments. Her women also 

aspire to be a part of the intellectual movements of the day, trying to establish their identity. 

 Kapur doesn't hesitate to tell that women like Ishita who believe in showering love to family and 

remain happy being the guardian of other's children also exist in today's world. On the other hand, 

Shagun's character is projected as an independent woman who dares to stray for her lost identity. 

Kapur tries to bring both her protagonists from the marginal position assigned to them. They do not 

achieve liberation through occupations or feministic revolts but through deviational behaviour pattern 

depicting a process of psychological and spiritual aspect. 

 Since the establishment of the society, the woman is stamped as the weaker sex, denied full justice, 

social security, economic liberation and political awareness. Kapur reveals the life of women, their 

struggle for basic rights, their quest for identity, survival and living a life of their wish and desire. Hence, 

Custody is entirely a representation of Modern Indian woman, who tiled the new path in the peripheral 

world. Self - boldness and seditious, the new woman is rising in modern Indian society. Kapur’s novel 

divulges the unimagined suspicions of modern marriage occurring in present time. 
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