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MOTHER DAUGHTER CONFLICTS 

     Difficult Daughters is a story of three continuous generations of women:  Ida, the narrator, who is 
a divorcee.  Virmati, her mother, who marries an already married professor.    The novel is an attempt to 
resolve the conflict which runs deep through the three generations of women; the older one passes it on to 
the younger one, till resolved in the end by the creation of a narrative where female voice gets a space. The 
mother in every period acts like a flag bearer of culture and passes on the legacy of patriarchal system to her 
daughter, who may accept it, question it or rebel against it. Mother – daughter conflicts around which the 
story revolves between are:  Kasturi's mother Vs Kasturi, Kasturi VsVirmati and Virmati Vs Ida.  In this 
novel, Kasturi and Virmati under their mothers' watchful eyes imbibe all their proper rules, etiquettes and 
behavior.  

Mothers emphasize the importance of marriage and respect for the patriarch in the girl's life.  
Mothers in all periods act like flag bearers of culture and passes on the legacy of patriarchal system to their 
daughters, who may accept it, question it or rebel against it.  Maternal alienation can be sensed all through 
the thoughts and deeds of daughters.  The apathy that starts from the mother gives birth to this sense of 
alienation.  Daughters never feel oneness with their mothers.  The relationship has always an aura of 
estrangement.  Daughters suffer in silence but are not able to share their private sorrows with their mothers.  
Firstly, because the mother is not inclined to share and secondly but more importantly because most of these 
sorrows are inflicted by the mother herself. A daughter's quest for identity begins with her identification 

Abstract:

Manju Kapur's novel Difficult Daughters is a story of a daughter's journey back 
into her mother's painful past.  It spans the genres of fiction and history and falters in 
both.  In the beginning, Ida, the narrator and daughter of protagonist, trying to reclaim 
her mother's secret life, turns out to be main story. Difficult Daughters was the outcome 
of her own conflict with her mother Virmati and Virmati with her mother Kasturi.  Set in 
the pre-independence era, the novel traces the story of Virmati, the daughter of well-to-
do Arya Samaji Brahmin parents.  Virmati's entire life is a battle against tradition, 
against her parents and against the inevitable end of a girl's life-marriage.  Her progress 
parallels the new-found freedoms of educated Indian women, but double standards 
prevail, increasing awareness of the ties that bind.  This paper brings out the mother – 
daughter conflicts in the novel.  
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with her mother.  Daughters search for self-realization through their mothers.  (Ida in Difficult Daughters 
begins a journey into the history of her mother with a purpose to discover herself).  Ironical it is then that the 
conflict in this relationship begins when daughters start their quest.  For as long as daughters are asexual 
children and are not conscious of their individuality, the relationship runs quite smoothly.  But as soon as 
the child becomes aware of her sexuality and starts asserting her individuality, the strain starts building up.  
     Difficult Daughters is the outcome of Manju Kapur's own conflict with her mother.  Set in the pre-
independence era, the novel traces the story of Virmati, the daughter of well-to-do Arya Samaji Brahmin 
parents.  Virmati's entire life is a battle against tradition, against her parents and against the inevitable end of 
a girl's life-marriage.  Early in the novel, the issue of patriarchy, which denies a woman voice and freedom, 
is raised.  Virmati is the eldest child of a mother who is almost always in a state of pregnancy.  Being the 
eldest, Virmati finds herself mothering a big number of siblings.  She wants to study but hardly finds the 
time and it is assumed that very soon she must marry and resign herself to a fate very similar to her mother's.  

While she is at Lahore for higher education, Virmati befriends her roommate Swarna Lata, who 
introduces her to a new world of Women's Conferences and the most revolutionary and progressive ideas.  
Discussions on the role of women in the freedom struggle open Virmati's mind.  However, Manju Kapur 
effectively brings out the conflict in Virmati's life.  Ida makes a nostalgic journey back to the childhood 
haunts of her mother after the latter's death.  Virmati's life is described in greater detail than that of her 
grandmother or that of Ida. A sort of argument set the pattern of Kasturi-Virmati relationship.  There was no 
female bonding, no emotional depth in Virmati's relations with her mother.  Her parents were even 
considering a good proposal for her from an engineer.  The generation gap was having obvious effect, with 
the daughter having to fight with her mother in order to delay the inevitable prospect of an arranged 
marriage.  

She decided to broach the subject of further studies to delay marriage.  Her mother felt bitter and 
angry.  When she mentioned her cousin Shakuntala's  choice in remaining single, her mother reminded her 
that, unlike her cousin, who was an only daughter, she had five sisters younger to her, waiting to get married 
and she owed them a duty, rather than harming them by not marrying.  Moreover, her fiance was getting 
tired of waiting for her.  Kasturi conveniently forgot that she herself, in her mouth, had refused to bow down 
to the practice of child marriage common in those days.  Her own mother had quarreled and was worried 
over her leanings towards Christianity as she had studied in a missionary school.  Instead, with the support 
of her uncle she “became the first girl in her family to postpone the arrival of the wedding guest by a 
tentative assault on learning” (57). But, unlike the present Virmati, Kasturi got educated and at the same 
time managed household accounts and chores including expertise in knitting and cooking, in order to 
'please her in-laws.'  Even during her formal schooling, it was never forgotten that marriage was her destiny.  
Her father always felt that her tranquility, beauty and modesty would be 'rewarded' by a good husband.  
Kasturi had a traditional wedding.  She had always been submissive to her husband.  In fact at times of 
Kasturi resented her arrogance revealed in her refusal to submit to tradition.  It came as a shock to her when 
Virmati chose to go her way.  She never forgave her until the end.  

Ida escaped, making a disastrous marriage that ended in a quick divorce.  Her mother was sad and 
disapproving as she lamented about what would happen to her when she was gone.  She kept on mourning 
that she was nothing, husbandless, childless.  History was repeating.  The earlier conditioning, in spite of 
her own not too successful a marriage, was being expressed by Virmati.
     In the relationship between Virmati and Ida, her daughter, it is told that Ida found her mother silent, 
brisk and bad tempered.  She tried to drill into Ida that she had always to 'adjust, compromise, adapt' – 
lessons she had tried unsuccessfully to follow in her own lifetime.  Things were always wrong and difficult 
between them.  We are told that people commented on Ida's divorce that it was not surprising as she was 
Virmati's daughter – a case of the daughter outdoing her mother in breaking society's norms.  Ultimately, 
Virmati gained nothing much from breaking away from tradition.  To be enslaved to the man she loved, to 
be insecure as his second wife, all in the name of love.  Just as she hurt her mother, her daughter sought to 
hurt her, going one step further.  Ida never wanted to be like her mother.  She broke her maternal bonds and 
made a further mess of her own life.  Perhaps, Virmati was not at all that happy even when he got her 
professor to herself in the end and she turned out to be the loser compared to her mother in terms of society's 
conventional codes.  
 The novel points to how a mother's influence could be unsettling to the daughter under different 
hate and bitterness, how a mother, traditionally an epitome of sacrifice and goodness, could become a 
symbol of selfishness and resentment to her children.  Difficult Daughter is certainly autobiographical to 
some extent. Like Virmati, Manju Kapur was born in Amritsar and teaches in a college.  Manju Kapur's 
father was a professor like Virmati that she herself had been a difficult daughter for her mother whose 
priority was nothing but marriage.  

The entire novel is an answer to Ida's declaration at the beginning that she did not want to be like 
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her mother.  She closes the story by asking her dead mother to leave her alone and not to haunt her anymore.  
Manju Kapur narrates a powerful story of universal mother-daughter conflict.  As Sandhu Sarabita says, 
Virmati's daughter Ida develops hatred towards her mother who comes in the way of her progress.  The 
writer has remarkably shown the gap in the mother –daughter relationship.  In other words, it is a conflict 
between the old and the young; the traditional and modern” (Sarabit Sandhu 1991)

In Difficult Daughters one finds that it is basically Virmati's story during the 1930s but the 
landscape of emotional and sexual life of the three women living at different times in history disrupts the 
linear time period. In short, the time period shift is within the text- the narrative moves from Virmati to 
Kasturi to Ida. Virmati, like so many other sub-continental women, is asked to accept a typical arranged 
marriage. She rebels against that destiny, to the lasting shame of her family, above all of her mother.

Virmati has to fight against the power of the mother as well as the oppressive forces of patriarchy 
symbolized by the mother figure. The rebel in Virmati might have actually exchanged one kind of slavery 
for another. But towards the end she becomes free, free even from the oppressive love of her husband. 
Virnati is even not allowed to attend the funeral of her father. The novelist has portrayed her protagonists as 
a woman caught in the conflict between the passions of the flesh and a yearning to be a part of the political 
and intellectual movements of the day. Throughout this novel Ida's declaration echoes that she doesn't want 
to be like her mother and wants to assert her autonomy and separate identity. Ida wants liberty and doesn't 
want to compromise as did her mother. This idea of the novel can be summed up in the utterance of angry 
Ida: 

“This book weaves a connection between my mother and me, each word-brick in a mansion I made with my 
head and my heart. Now live in it, Mama and leave me be. Do not haunt me anymore.” (108)

Virmati's daughter Ida, who belongs to the post-independence generation, is strong and 
clearheaded.  She breaks up her marriage as she is denied maternity by her husband.  The forced abortion is 
also the termination of her marriage.  Ida by severing the marriage bound frees herself from male 
domination and power and also from conventional social structures which bind women.  She has that 
strength which Virmati lacks.  Manju Kapur brings out the underlying comparison of the three generation 
of women Kasturi, Virmati and Ida.  

Ida in her quest for identity begins the search of the person who was her mother.  She begins with 
resolution that she would not be like her mother but as the story unravels she finds herself indentifying with 
her mother.  What started as alienation ends up in complete identification.  But not all daughters are as 
fortunate as Ida.  

Virmati herself could never belong to her mother Kasuri.  Her pleasures, her pains, her pathetic 
life as a mistress and then a second wife all remained her private sorrows.  She could never share them with 
her mother.  Kasturi never understands her, never attempts to understand her.  Virmati becomes used to the 
tartness in Kasturi's voice.  There seems a barrier between them which Virmati fails to poll down.  Ida tells 
the readers:

From time to time Viramti glanced furtively at her mother, and the wall she encountered forbade 
her from making the attentive gestures that might have made the journey bearable for both (102).

Besides all other allegations, Kasturi grudges Virmati the fact 'She's become so independent' (161).
     

When the daughter, Virmati, who was difficult for her mother to handle, herself becomes the 
mother of a daughter, then she realizes the meaning of being a mother. She imposes the same restrictions 
over her daughter, Ida, which was once imposed upon her by her own mother, Kasturi. Ida states candidly: 
“My mother tightened her reins on me as I grew older; she said it was for my own good. As a result, I am 
constantly looking for escape routes” (Kapur 279). The daughter who first felt alienated from her mother, 
now, by reconstructing the past of her mother, arrives at a better understanding.

Even though Kapur highlights the daughters' fight with the familial bondage, she never fails to 
showcase about how families would be broken because of a woman's feminist way of thinking 
(disagreements, parting or divorce). In this novel, Virmati does not give ears to her mother's advice and thus 
she loses all brothers and sisters in her family. She is not allowed to talk to them and her mother also hates 
her very much. As the Professor parts with her first wife, his children lose the love of their father. They are 
not able to be intimate with their father since their mother has parted with him and someone else has come in 
that place. Ida is also unable to be cheerful, because she comes to know about the tearful story of her mother 
which breaks her heart. So, she also abhors married life and eventually divorces her husband.

3Review Of Research   *   Volume  2  Issue  6  * March  2013

MOTHER DAUGHTER CONFLICT IN DIFFICULT DAUGHTERS

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyclonic


CONCLUSION

Manju Kapur's novel, Difficult Daughters, thus touches various dimensions of mother daughter 
relationship. Initially, the daughter, belonging to the same sex, identifies herself with the mother. Then a 
stage comes when in her attempt to assert her identity, the daughter breaks away from the mother and feels 
alienated. However, when the same daughter, after being an experienced self, looks back at the past of her 
mother, she realizes what it is to be a mother in a patriarchal society.
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