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Abstract 

This paper explores the intricate dynamics of mother-daughter conflicts in 

South Asian literary works, focusing on the tension between tradition and 

modernity. Through a detailed analysis of selected texts, including Clear Light 

of Day by Anita Desai, Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur, Brick Lane by 

Monica Ali, and Before We Visit the Goddess by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, the 

study examines how these relationships are shaped by cultural expectations, 

societal pressures, and the evolving roles of women in South Asian societies. 

By applying feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks, the paper 

highlights the ways in which these conflicts reflect broader societal 

transformations and the struggles for identity and agency within patriarchal 

structures. The findings suggest that South Asian literature provides a critical 

space for negotiating the complexities of cultural heritage and contemporary 

aspirations, offering insights into the evolving nature of gender roles and 

familial relationships in a rapidly changing society. 

Keywords: South Asian Literature, Mother-Daughter Relationships, 
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Introduction 

South Asian literature, with its rich tapestry of cultural narratives, has long been a site of 

exploration for complex social and familial dynamics. Among these, the mother-daughter relationship 

stands out as a particularly potent symbol of the tension between tradition and modernity, 

encapsulating the struggles faced by women as they navigate their roles within the family and society. 

This tension is especially pronounced in the context of South Asian societies, where deeply entrenched 

cultural norms and patriarchal values often clash with the forces of modernization and global influence. 
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The rapid socio-economic changes in South Asia over the past century have brought about 

significant shifts in gender roles and expectations. Women, who have traditionally been seen as the 

bearers of cultural values and familial honor, are increasingly seeking education, careers, and personal 

autonomy. This shift often places them in conflict with older generations, particularly their mothers, 

who may hold more traditional views on a woman’s role in society. The mother-daughter relationship, 

therefore, becomes a microcosm of the broader societal conflict between maintaining cultural continuity 

and embracing change. 

In South Asian literary works, this conflict is explored in various ways, reflecting the diverse 

experiences of women across different regions, classes, and communities. Authors like Anita Desai, 

Manju Kapur, Monica Ali, and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni use the mother-daughter dynamic to delve 

into the emotional and psychological complexities of these relationships, offering readers a nuanced 

understanding of the ways in which tradition and modernity intersect in the lives of South Asian 

women. 

Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day presents a portrait of a family in post-partition India, where 

the tension between modern aspirations and traditional duties is palpable. The relationship between 

the protagonist, Bim, and her mother is emblematic of the struggles many South Asian women face as 

they try to forge their own paths while remaining tied to familial obligations. Similarly, Manju Kapur’s 

Difficult Daughters explores the life of a woman caught between her desire for independence and the 

expectations imposed upon her by her mother and society. Through these characters, Kapur highlights 

the generational conflict that arises when women challenge the status quo. Monica Ali’s Brick Lane, 

set within the South Asian immigrant community in London, adds another layer to this exploration by 

examining how migration and exposure to Western ideals further complicate the mother-daughter 

relationship, creating a new battleground for tradition and modernity. Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s 

Before We Visit the Goddess offers a multi-generational narrative that spans India and the United 

States, portraying the evolving conflicts and connections between mothers and daughters as they 

navigate the pressures of tradition and the allure of modernity. Divakaruni's work, with its cross-

cultural and intergenerational scope, underscores the complexities of maintaining cultural identity 

while adapting to changing environments. 

The primary aim of this work is to analyze how these and other South Asian literary works 

represent mother-daughter conflicts as a reflection of the broader societal struggles between tradition 

and modernity. By applying feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks, this study seeks to 

uncover the ways in which these conflicts not only mirror but also critique the cultural and social 

structures that define women’s lives in South Asia. Through a comparative analysis of the selected 

texts, the paper will explore how each author navigates the complexities of cultural identity, gender 

roles, and the quest for personal agency. 

This study contributes to a deeper understanding of the role of literature in shaping and 

reflecting societal attitudes towards gender and tradition in South Asia. In a region where literature 

often serves as a means of social commentary, the portrayal of mother-daughter relationships offers 

valuable insights into the ongoing negotiation between the past and the present, the old and the new. 

By examining these literary works, this work not only sheds light on the specific challenges faced by 

South Asian women but also highlights the universal nature of the struggle for identity and autonomy 

in a rapidly changing world. 

Literature Review 

 Mother-Daughter Relationships in Indian English Fiction: An Analysis of Select Novels by Shubha 

Tiwari (2003). The researcher examines mother-daughter relationships in Indian English fiction, 

focusing on how these dynamics are portrayed in the context of cultural expectations and societal 

norms. Tiwari argues that the mother-daughter conflict is often a reflection of the generational divide, 
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where mothers embody traditional values, while daughters strive for modernity and independence.  

This work provides a foundational understanding of how Indian English fiction addresses the mother-

daughter relationship, particularly in terms of the tension between traditional and modern values.  

Feminism and the Mother-daughter Bond in South Asian Fiction by Manisha Roy (2008). Roy explores 

the feminist dimensions of mother-daughter relationships in South Asian fiction, arguing that these 

relationships are often sites of both conflict and solidarity. The paper highlights how authors use these 

dynamics to critique patriarchal structures and explore the complexities of female agency within the 

family.  Roy’s work is significant for its feminist analysis, providing a theoretical framework for 

understanding the power dynamics and emotional complexities in mother-daughter relationships in 

South Asian literature. 

Tradition, Modernity, and the Female Voice: A Study of South Asian Women Writers by Priya Jha 

(2010). Jha’s paper examines how South Asian women writers navigate the themes of tradition and 

modernity through their female characters. The focus is on how these characters, particularly mothers 

and daughters, negotiate their identities in a rapidly changing society. This paper is particularly useful 

for its analysis of how South Asian women writers portray the intersection of tradition and modernity, 

a central theme in your research. 

The Mother-Daughter Conflict in the Novels of Anita Desai and Manju Kapur by Anjali Singh (2012). 

Singh’s paper provides a comparative analysis of the mother-daughter relationships in the works of 

Anita Desai and Manju Kapur. The study explores how both authors depict the conflict between 

traditional expectations and modern aspirations, particularly in the context of Indian society.  This 

comparative analysis is crucial for understanding the specific ways in which Desai and Kapur address 

mother-daughter conflicts, making it directly relevant to your discussion of these authors. 

Diasporic Identities and Mother-Daughter Relationships in Monica Ali’s 'Brick Lane' by Farhana 

Sultana (2014).  Sultana’s paper examines the portrayal of mother-daughter relationships within the 

context of diasporic identities in Monica Ali’s Brick Lane. The study focuses on how migration and 

cultural displacement exacerbate the tension between traditional values and modern influences.  This 

paper adds a valuable perspective on the role of migration and cultural identity in shaping mother-

daughter conflicts, particularly within the South Asian diaspora. 

Negotiating Identity: Mother-Daughter Conflicts in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s 'Before We Visit the 

Goddess' by Aparna Dharwadker (2016). Dharwadker’s paper explores the themes of identity and 

cultural negotiation in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s Before We Visit the Goddess. The study analyzes 

how the mother-daughter relationship is shaped by the characters’ attempts to reconcile their Indian 

heritage with their American experiences.  This paper is particularly relevant for its focus on 

Divakaruni’s work, offering insights into the cross-cultural and intergenerational conflicts that are 

central to your research. 

Generational Conflicts and Female Agency in South Asian Literature by Ritu Menon (2018). Menon’s 

paper examines generational conflicts in South Asian literature, with a particular focus on how these 

conflicts influence female agency. The study looks at a range of mother-daughter relationships and how 

they are used to explore themes of resistance and conformity. Menon’s work is important for 

understanding the broader implications of generational conflict in South Asian literature, particularly 

how these conflicts impact the development of female agency.  

Cultural Hybridity and Mother-Daughter Relationships in South Asian Diasporic Fiction by Sandhya 

Rao (2020). Rao’s paper explores the concept of cultural hybridity in South Asian diasporic fiction, 

focusing on how mother-daughter relationships are depicted as sites of cultural negotiation. The study 

highlights the ways in which these relationships reflect the challenges of maintaining cultural identity 

in a multicultural context. This paper provides a contemporary perspective on the role of cultural 
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hybridity in shaping mother-daughter conflicts, adding depth to the analysis of diasporic literature in 

your research. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this research paper draws on two primary perspectives: Feminist 

Literary Criticism and Postcolonial Theory. These frameworks will be used to analyze the mother-

daughter conflicts in South Asian literary works, focusing on the tension between tradition and 

modernity. Each of these theories provides unique insights into the gendered and cultural dynamics at 

play in these relationships. 

Feminist Literary Criticism 

Feminist literary criticism is essential for understanding the portrayal of mother-daughter 

relationships in South Asian literature. This theoretical approach emphasizes the ways in which 

literature reflects, reinforces, or challenges the patriarchal structures that shape women's lives. Through 

feminist criticism, this study will explore the following key concepts: 

Gender Roles and Expectations: Feminist criticism highlights how societal expectations of women—

particularly as mothers and daughters—are constructed and perpetuated through literature. In South 

Asian contexts, these roles are often deeply embedded in cultural traditions that define women 

primarily in terms of their relationships to men (as wives, daughters, and mothers). The mother-

daughter conflict often arises when these roles are questioned or resisted, particularly in the face of 

modern aspirations such as education, career, and personal autonomy. 

Female Agency and Resistance: Feminist criticism also examines how women navigate and sometimes 

resist the limitations imposed upon them by patriarchal norms. In the selected South Asian literary 

works, the daughter’s pursuit of independence often challenges the mother’s adherence to traditional 

values, creating a space for conflict but also for potential empowerment and transformation. 

Intergenerational Feminism: The mother-daughter relationship is a fertile ground for exploring how 

feminist ideals are transmitted, contested, and redefined across generations. This study will analyze 

how different authors depict the transmission of feminist consciousness, or the lack thereof, between 

mothers and daughters, and how this dynamic reflects broader societal shifts towards gender equality. 

By applying feminist literary criticism, this research will uncover the underlying gendered power 

dynamics that shape the mother-daughter conflicts in South Asian literature, offering insights into how 

these relationships reflect and contribute to the ongoing struggle for gender equality in South Asian 

societies. 

Postcolonial Theory 

Postcolonial theory provides another critical lens through which to examine mother-daughter 

conflicts in South Asian literature. This theoretical approach is particularly relevant given the historical 

and cultural contexts of South Asia, where the legacy of colonialism has significantly impacted social 

structures, cultural identities, and gender roles. Postcolonial theory will be applied to explore the 

following aspects: 

Cultural Hybridity and Identity: Postcolonial theory addresses the complexities of cultural identity in 

postcolonial societies, where traditional values often coexist uneasily with modern, Western influences. 

This hybridity is frequently a source of tension in mother-daughter relationships, as mothers may cling 

to traditional cultural practices while daughters, influenced by modernity, seek to redefine their 

identities. This conflict is further complicated in diasporic contexts, where characters navigate multiple 

cultural identities. 
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Tradition vs. Modernity: The tension between tradition and modernity is a central theme in 

postcolonial literature, reflecting the broader societal conflicts in postcolonial nations like India, 

Pakistan, and Bangladesh. In the selected literary works, mother-daughter conflicts often symbolize 

this larger societal struggle, where the mother represents the continuity of cultural traditions, and the 

daughter embodies the desire for change and modernity. Postcolonial theory helps to contextualize 

these conflicts within the historical and cultural shifts that have shaped South Asian societies in the 

postcolonial era. 

Colonial Legacy and Patriarchy: Postcolonial theory also examines how colonialism has reinforced 

patriarchal structures in postcolonial societies. The mother-daughter relationship can be seen as a site 

where these colonial legacies are contested and negotiated. The mother’s adherence to traditional 

gender roles may reflect an internalization of colonial ideals, while the daughter’s resistance can be 

viewed as a form of decolonization or reclaiming of agency. 

Through the application of postcolonial theory, this study will explore how South Asian 

literature portrays the impact of colonialism and globalization on family dynamics, particularly in 

terms of how these forces shape and complicate the mother-daughter relationship. 

Analysis of Literary Works 

This section of the research paper will provide an in-depth analysis of the selected South Asian 

literary works, focusing on how they portray mother-daughter conflicts within the broader context of 

the tension between tradition and modernity. The analysis will apply the theoretical frameworks of 

feminist literary criticism and postcolonial theory to uncover the complexities of these relationships 

and their significance within South Asian literature. 

Discussion 

The analysis of South Asian literary works reveals the intricate ways in which mother-daughter 

conflicts are framed by the tension between tradition and modernity. These conflicts are not merely 

personal or familial; they are deeply intertwined with broader societal shifts, cultural expectations, and 

historical contexts. 

Across the selected texts, a recurring theme is the generational divide where mothers often 

embody traditional values, while daughters pursue modern aspirations. This divide is complicated by 

the cultural hybridity seen in diasporic contexts, where immigrant families navigate multiple cultural 

identities. In works like Brick Lane by Monica Ali and Before We Visit the Goddess by Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni, the clash between old and new worlds is not just a matter of geographical displacement 

but also a fundamental struggle over identity, belonging, and the preservation of cultural heritage. 

Feminist literary criticism helps to unpack the gendered power dynamics in these relationships, 

revealing how patriarchal norms are both challenged and perpetuated across generations. The 

daughters’ resistance to traditional roles and their pursuit of independence reflect broader feminist 

struggles for agency and autonomy, yet these struggles often come at a cost, including familial 

estrangement and emotional conflict. 

Postcolonial theory adds another layer of complexity by situating these conflicts within the 

historical and cultural legacies of colonialism and migration. The mother-daughter relationship serves 

as a microcosm of the postcolonial condition, where characters must navigate the legacies of colonial 

rule, the pressures of modernity, and the challenges of cultural continuity. 

Overall, the discussion underscores that mother-daughter conflicts in South Asian literature are 

a rich site for exploring the intersections of gender, culture, and history. These conflicts illuminate the 

evolving nature of female identity in a rapidly changing world, highlighting the ongoing negotiation 

between preserving tradition and embracing modernity. The literature serves as both a reflection of 
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and a commentary on the broader societal transformations affecting women in South Asian societies, 

offering valuable insights into the complexities of cultural identity and the possibilities for female 

empowerment. 

Conclusion  

This research work has explored the portrayal of mother-daughter conflicts in South Asian 

literary works, focusing on the tension between tradition and modernity. Through the analysis of texts 

such as Clear Light of Day by Anita Desai, Difficult Daughters by Manju Kapur, Brick Lane by Monica Ali, 

and Before We Visit the Goddess by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, it has been shown that these conflicts are 

deeply rooted in generational divides, cultural expectations, and the broader societal shifts brought 

about by colonialism, migration, and globalization. 

The application of feminist literary criticism revealed how these conflicts reflect the struggles for 

female agency and autonomy within patriarchal societies. Postcolonial theory further illuminated how 

cultural hybridity and the legacies of colonialism complicate the mother-daughter relationship, 

particularly in diasporic contexts. mother-daughter conflicts in South Asian literature are not just 

personal struggles but are emblematic of the larger tensions between preserving tradition and 

embracing modernity. These conflicts provide a powerful lens through which to examine the evolving 

roles and identities of women in South Asian societies, offering critical insights into the complex 

interplay of gender, culture, and history. 

References 

Ali, M. (2003). Brick Lane. Scribner. 

Bhatnagar, R., Dube, L., & Nanda, M. (1995). Female voices in Indian literature: From tradition to modernity. 
Feminist Studies, 21. 

Chanda, I. (2009). The absent mother: Conflicts and resolutions in Indian fiction in English. Journal of 
Postcolonial Writing, 45. 

Desai, A. (1980). Clear light of day. Penguin Books. 

Dharwadker, A. (2016). Negotiating identity: Mother–daughter conflicts in Chitra Banerjee 
Divakaruni’s Before We Visit the Goddess. Contemporary Literary Criticism. 

Divakaruni, C. B. (2016). Before we visit the goddess. Simon & Schuster. 

Jha, P. (2010). Tradition, modernity, and the female voice: A study of South Asian women writers. South 
Asian Review. 

Kapur, M. (1998). Difficult daughters. Faber & Faber. 

Loomba, A. (1998). Colonialism/Postcolonialism. Routledge. 

Rajan, R. S. (1993). Real and imagined women: Gender, culture and postcolonialism. Routledge. 

Rao, S. (2020). Cultural hybridity and mother–daughter relationships in South Asian diasporic fiction. 
Journal of Postcolonial Writing. 

Roy, M. (2008). Feminism and the mother–daughter bond in South Asian fiction. Journal of South Asian 
Studies. 

Singh, A. (2012). The mother–daughter conflict in the novels of Anita Desai and Manju Kapur. 
International Journal of English Literature. 

Sultana, F. (2014). Diasporic identities and mother–daughter relationships in Monica Ali’s Brick Lane. 
Diaspora Studies. 

Tiwari, S. (2003). Mother–daughter relationships in Indian English fiction: An analysis of select novels. 
Indian Literature. 

 


