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Abstract Manuscript Information 

The Bildungsroman, traditionally defined as a novel of formation or coming-of-age, has 

undergone significant transformation in its adaptation to non-Western contexts. In Indian 

English literature, the female Bildungsroman emerges as a distinctive subgenre that 

interrogates patriarchal structures while negotiating the complex intersections of tradition, 

modernity, colonialism, and postcolonial nationhood. This paper traces the evolution of the 

female Bildungsroman from its nineteenth-century origins in the works of Krupabai 

Satthianadhan to its contemporary manifestations in the writings of Anita Desai, Shashi 

Deshpande, Nayantara Sahgal, and others. Unlike its European counterpart, which typically 

charts an individual's integration into society, the Indian female Bildungsroman often depicts 

a trajectory of resistance, fragmentation, and ambivalent resolution, reflecting the 

protagonist's struggle against patriarchal and colonial constraints. Through close analysis of 

key texts, this paper argues that the genre serves as a crucial site for negotiating female 

subjectivity in India, illuminating how women writers have employed the form to critique 

social norms, explore psychological interiority, and articulate alternative visions of female 

identity. The paper further examines how postcolonial and feminist theoretical frameworks 

have enriched our understanding of the genre, revealing its capacity to register the specific 

challenges faced by Indian women in their journey toward selfhood. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The Bildungsroman, a genre that charts the psychological, 

moral, and social development of a protagonist from youth to 

maturity, has proven remarkably adaptable across cultural and 

historical contexts. Emerging from eighteenth-century German 

literary traditions with Goethe's Wilhelm Meister's 

Apprenticeship (1795-96), the genre migrated across Europe 

and eventually to colonial and postcolonial contexts, 

undergoing significant transformations in the process. In Indian 

English literature, the Bildungsroman has been appropriated by 

women writers to articulate the specific challenges of female 

subjectivity formation in a society marked by patriarchal 

traditions, colonial legacies, and postcolonial transformations. 

The female Bildungsroman in Indian English literature 

represents a distinct literary intervention that challenges both 

the generic conventions of the European Bildungsroman and the 

patriarchal norms of Indian society. Where the classical 

Bildungsroman typically depicts a protagonist's integration into 

society—a resolution that reinforces social cohesion—the 

Indian female Bildungsroman often presents a more ambivalent 

narrative: one of fragmentation, resistance, and partial 

resolution. This divergence reflects the protagonist's fraught 

relationship with a social order that systematically denies 

women autonomous subjectivity. 

This paper traces the evolution of the female Bildungsroman in 

Indian English literature, examining how women writers have 

employed the genre to explore female identity formation in the 

context of colonial and postcolonial India. It argues that the 

genre has served as a crucial vehicle for articulating feminist 

consciousness, negotiating cultural hybridity, and critiquing 

patriarchal structures. Drawing on postcolonial and feminist 

theoretical frameworks, the paper analyzes representative texts 

from the nineteenth century to the contemporary period, 

identifying key themes, narrative strategies, and ideological 

interventions that characterize the genre's development. 

 

 

2. Theoretical Framework: The Bildungsroman and Its 

Transformations 

2.1 The Classical Bildungsroman 

The Bildungsroman, literally "novel of formation," has been 

defined by critics in various ways. According to Mikhail 

Bakhtin, the genre is distinguished by its representation of "the 

image of man in the process of becoming”. The classical 

Bildungsroman follows a protagonist through a journey—often 

literal and metaphorical—that involves leaving home, 

encountering diverse experiences, and ultimately achieving a 

synthesis between individual desires and social expectations. As 

Georg Lukács observed, the genre reflects the "problematic 

individual's" quest for meaning in a world that no longer offers 

ready-made answers. 

Key features of the classical Bildungsroman include: a 

protagonist who is sensitive and intelligent, a journey away 

from home, encounters with various mentors and figures who 

influence development, a period of conflict and disillusionment, 

and ultimately a resolution in which the protagonist achieves a 

degree of maturity and integration with society. The genre 

presumes that individual development and social integration are 

compatible—a presumption that, as this paper argues, is 

problematized in the female Indian context. 

 

2.2 The Female Bildungsroman 

Feminist critics have identified the female Bildungsroman as a 

subgenre that departs significantly from its male-centered 

precursor. As scholars such as Annis Pratt, Marianne Hirsch, 

and Elizabeth Abel have argued, the female protagonist's 

journey is constrained by gender-specific expectations that limit 

her mobility, autonomy, and self-realization. The classical 

Bildungsroman's resolution—integration into society—is 

complicated for women, whose integration often entails 

submission to patriarchal roles. 

The female Bildungsroman thus tends to depict a protagonist 

who must navigate conflicting demands: the desire for 

individual fulfillment and the pressure to conform to prescribed 

gender roles. This conflict often results in narratives that are 

less linear and more ambivalent than their male counterparts. 

As one study notes, the female protagonist's journey frequently 

involves "the predicament of women who resist being cast in 

the standard mould of domesticity" . 

 

2.3 Postcolonial and Dissensual Bildungsroman 

The postcolonial context introduces additional complexities to 

the Bildungsroman genre. Postcolonial protagonists must 

negotiate not only individual development but also the legacies 

of colonialism, cultural hybridity, and the project of national 

identity formation. The term "dissensual Bildungsroman" has 

been proposed to characterize narratives in which the 

protagonist's formation involves resistance to—rather than 

integration with—dominant social structures. 

The postcolonial Bildungsroman reconceptualizes self-

formation as a process shaped by "cast, class, and culture" 

rather than purely individual agency. The protagonist's journey 

is inseparable from collective experiences of oppression, 

resistance, and community belonging. This framework is 

particularly illuminating for analyzing Indian female 

Bildungsromane, which depict protagonists whose self-

realization is mediated by their position within patriarchal and 

postcolonial structures. 

 

3. Origins of the Female Bildungsroman in Indian English 

Literature 

3.1 The Nineteenth-Century Pioneers 

The origins of the Indian English female Bildungsroman can be 

traced to the nineteenth century, a period of significant social 

and literary ferment in India. The introduction of English 

education, the rise of social reform movements, and the 

emergence of a new middle class created conditions for 

women's literary expression. As one scholar notes, "the English 

education was responsible to introduce fiction as a literary form 

in India, and newly educated women found a means to manifest 

their creative urge in it”. 

Krupabai Satthianadhan (1862-1894) is widely regarded as the 

first Indian English woman novelist. Her two novels, Saguna: A 

Story of Native Christian Life (published posthumously in 

1895) and Kamala: A Story of Hindu Life (1894), are both 

Bildungsromane that explore female development in the context 
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of nineteenth-century India. Despite their different social 

settings—Saguna depicts a Christian convert family, while 

Kamala centers on a Hindu Brahmin household—both novels 

address a common theme: "the predicament of women who 

resist being cast in the standard mould of domesticity”. 

 

3.2 Saguna: The Autobiographical Bildungsroman 

Saguna is largely autobiographical, drawing on Satthianadhan's 

own experiences growing up in a family of Hindu converts to 

Christianity. The protagonist, Saguna, must navigate multiple 

layers of identity: as a Christian in a predominantly Hindu 

society, as an educated woman in a culture that often devalues 

female education, and as an individual who seeks autonomy in 

a world that expects female submission. 

The novel documents Saguna's journey from childhood to 

adulthood, tracing her education, her struggles with loss, and 

her eventual admission to medical college. Significantly, 

Saguna's journey toward self-realization is enabled by her 

education—a theme that recurs throughout the Indian female 

Bildungsroman tradition. However, the novel also registers the 

costs of this development: Saguna's health deteriorates under 

strain, and her ambitions are constrained by the gender 

expectations of her society. 

 

3.3 Kamala: Critique of Child Marriage 

Kamala presents the story of a Brahmin woman who is married 

as a child, becomes a mother, and eventually a widow. The 

novel follows Kamala's development through these stages, 

depicting her resistance to patriarchal expectations and her 

desire for education and autonomy. Unlike Saguna, Kamala's 

journey is marked by suffering and constraint: she is "treated 

like property by his family, belittled for her education and 

independent streak”. 

The novel's critique of child marriage and its consequences 

position it as an early feminist intervention. As one critic notes, 

Satthianadhan's novels are among "the earliest articulations of 

feminist and cultural concerns in English by Indian woman”. 

The Bildungsroman form allows Satthianadhan to trace the 

protagonist's development across the life course, revealing how 

patriarchal institutions shape—and limit—female subjectivity. 

 

3.4 Other Early Voices 

Satthianadhan was not alone among nineteenth-century women 

writers employing the Bildungsroman form. Shevantibai M. 

Nikambe's Ratanbai: A Sketch of a Bombay High Caste Hindu 

Young Wife (1895) similarly addresses the theme of female 

education and development. The novel depicts an eleven-year-

old girl married at nine whose education is constantly 

challenged by family members. Nikambe's novel engages with 

contemporary debates about women's education—asking 

whether education should help women "to be better wives and 

mothers”. 

Cornelia Sorabji's Love and Life Behind the Purdah (1901) and 

its subsequent studies of Indian women present narratives that 

reveal "women caught between tradition and change”. These 

early works established the Bildungsroman as a form capable of 

addressing women's specific developmental challenges in the 

Indian context. 

4. Mid-Twentieth Century Developments 

4.1 Kamala Markandaya: The Awakened Woman 

The mid-twentieth century witnessed a significant expansion of 

Indian English women's fiction, with Kamala Markandaya 

emerging as a key figure. Markandaya's novels, including 

Nectar in a Sieve (1954), Some Inner Fury (1955), and A 

Handful of Rice (1966), present female protagonists who seek 

autonomy and equality. 

Markandaya's contribution to the female Bildungsroman lies in 

her depiction of what critics have termed the "awakened 

woman"—a protagonist who "thinks of seeking equality with 

man, asserting her own personality and emphasizing on her own 

rights as a woman" . Her protagonists, such as Rukmini in 

Nectar in a Sieve, are represented as stronger than their male 

counterparts, capable of endurance and resilience in the face of 

poverty and suffering. 

Significantly, Markandaya's Bildungsromane situate female 

development within broader social contexts: "the East-West 

encounter," "the impact of modernity on tradition-based Indian 

society," and the tensions between individual aspiration and 

collective obligation. Her protagonists must navigate these 

multiple pressures, and their development is inseparable from 

larger social transformations. 

 

4.2 Nayantara Sahgal: Political Subjectivity and Female 

Selfhood 

Nayantara Sahgal, the niece of Jawaharlal Nehru, is another 

significant figure whose novels explore female development 

within political and social contexts. Sahgal's work is 

"preoccupied with the modern Indian women's search for sexual 

freedom and self-realization”. Her novels, including This Time 

of Morning (1968), Storm in Chandigarh (1969), The Day in 

Shadow (1971), and Rich Like Us (1985), interweave personal 

development with political commentary. 

Sahgal's protagonist in The Day in Shadow, Simrit, exemplifies 

the complexities of female selfhood in postcolonial India. As 

one analysis notes, Simrit "was not able to hold the relation 

with Som any longer which only brought dissatisfaction" and 

eventually "found her artistic 'self' intact in Raj's company”. 

Her journey toward self-realization involves disentangling 

herself from patriarchal expectations and discovering an 

autonomous identity as a writer. 

Sahgal's contribution to the female Bildungsroman lies in her 

integration of personal development with political analysis. Her 

protagonists achieve selfhood not in isolation but in dialogue 

with—and often in resistance to—political and social structures. 

This characteristic is shared by other women writers of the 

period, including Anita Desai, who foregrounds psychological 

interiority in her depictions of female development. 

 

4.3 Anita Desai: The Psychology of Female Development 

Anita Desai's fiction represents a significant departure from the 

social realism of Markandaya and Sahgal, focusing instead on 

the "interior, so far unexplored region of women's psyche”. 

Desai's protagonists are "mainly women, who are introvert and 

suffer from their psychological problems and emotional 

traumas”. Her Bildungsromane explore the inner dimensions of 

female development: the psychological conflicts, emotional 
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traumas, and existential struggles that accompany the journey 

toward selfhood. 

Desai's Cry, the Peacock (1963) depicts Maya, a woman who 

"suffers pangs of misery only because she is a woman”. In 

Where Shall We Go This Summer? (1975), protagonist Sita "is 

born and brought up in an atmosphere of male neglect, male 

hypocrisy and partiality”. Desai's female protagonists are often 

alienated from their families and societies, and their 

development involves navigating this alienation rather than 

overcoming it. 

Desai's contribution to the female Bildungsroman is her focus 

on female psychological development and her refusal to depict 

development as culminating in social integration. Her 

protagonists often remain outsiders, their development marked 

by anxiety, loneliness, and ambivalence. This psychological 

focus expands the generic possibilities of the female 

Bildungsroman, allowing for more complex and less 

teleological depictions of female subjectivity. 

 

5. Contemporary Interventions 

5.1 Shashi Deshpande: The Middle-Class Bildungsroman 

Shashi Deshpande represents a significant development in the 

Indian female Bildungsroman, focusing on "the women in the 

typical Indian middle-class families struggling to survive in 

their family adhering to the norms of respectability”. Her 

protagonists are "brilliant and contemplative by nature" but are 

often constrained by incompatible marriages, tradition, and 

cultural bonds. 

Deshpande's That Long Silence (1988), which won the Sahitya 

Akademi Award, exemplifies her contribution to the genre. The 

novel follows Jaya, a woman who must confront her long 

silence about her discontent and her complicity in her own 

subjugation. As one critic notes, Jaya's journey "subsumes the 

political, economic, cultural and linguistic realities which 

obstruct the process of her becoming”. Her self-realization 

involves "abandoned the silence which was the real reason of 

her subjugation" and recognizing "the importance of taking 

uninterrupted decisions and choices”. 

Deshpande's Bildungsromane are notable for their realistic 

depiction of middle-class family life and their exploration of the 

tensions between tradition and modernity. Her protagonists 

must negotiate the expectations of family and society while 

seeking autonomy—a negotiation that often results in 

ambivalent resolutions. 

 

5.2 Manju Kapur: Education and Female Development 

Manju Kapur, whose Difficult Daughters (1998) won the 

Commonwealth Writers' Prize, explores female development in 

the context of Partition and its aftermath. Kapur's protagonists 

are typically "women struggling to find their own way through 

the family life dominated by conventions" and "young educated 

Indian Women who have to fight against traditional practices”. 

The theme of education as a pathway to self-realization—

present since Satthianadhan's Saguna—is central to Kapur's 

work. Education opens possibilities for her protagonists but also 

creates tensions with tradition and family expectations. This 

tension exemplifies the broader conflict in the Indian female 

Bildungsroman: the protagonist's development is both enabled 

and constrained by modernity. 

 

5.3 Gita Hariharan and Dalit Women's Voices 

Gita Hariharan's The Thousand Faces of Night (1992) 

reconfigures the female Bildungsroman by focusing on mother-

daughter relationships. Hariharan "looks at mother - daughter 

relationship from a new point of view," exploring how women's 

identity formation is shaped by maternal relationships. Her 

work suggests that female development is not only individual 

but relational—a recognition that challenges the Western 

Bildungsroman's emphasis on individual autonomy. 

The emergence of Dalit women's voices represents a significant 

expansion of the Indian female Bildungsroman tradition. As 

one scholar notes, Tamil Dalit writer Bama "gives voice to the 

sufferings of Dalit women, their sexual exploitation at the work 

places”. Bama's protagonists "rebel against the oppressors break 

the taboos and become revolutionaries" —suggesting that Dalit 

women's development may involve collective resistance rather 

than individual integration. 

 

5.4 Diasporic Voices 

The Indian diaspora has produced significant contributions to 

the female Bildungsroman. Bharati Mukherjee's Jasmine 

(1989), Wife (1975), and The Tiger's Daughter (1972) trace 

female protagonists' journeys across geographical and cultural 

boundaries. Mukherjee's fiction "presents the cultural, religious, 

racial and social difference and tries to portray the human 

problems arising out of globalization”. 

More recent diasporic fiction continues to explore female 

development in contexts of migration and cultural 

displacement. Smriti Ravindra's The Woman Who Climbed 

Trees (2025) presents a "chronicle of an Indian woman's 

coming-of-age" that illuminates "the transitional nature of 

women's lives and the feeling of loss they experience, as they 

give up one home and family to become part of another”. The 

diasporic female Bildungsroman depicts protagonists who must 

forge identities across multiple cultural contexts, often 

experiencing fragmentation and dislocation in the process. 

 

6. Key Themes and Narrative Strategies 

6.1 Education as Both Liberation and Constraint 

A central theme of the Indian female Bildungsroman is the role 

of education in female development. Education is depicted as 

both enabling and constraining: it opens possibilities for 

protagonists but also creates tensions with tradition and family 

expectations. From Saguna's admission to medical college to 

Jaya's professional training in That Long Silence, education is a 

catalyst for development. 

However, education does not simply liberate protagonists. It 

often places them in ambivalent positions: educated women 

may be marginalized by tradition but also find limited spaces 

for autonomy. This ambivalence reflects the broader tensions of 

modernity in India, where women's education has been both a 

reformist goal and a source of anxiety about changing gender 

roles. 
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6.2 The Conflict Between Tradition and Modernity 

The Indian female Bildungsroman is characterized by its 

protagonists' negotiation of the conflict between tradition and 

modernity. This conflict shapes the protagonists' development: 

they must navigate expectations of filial piety, marriage, and 

motherhood while also seeking autonomy and self-realization. 

This conflict is not simply resolved but often persists in 

ambivalent resolutions. As the conclusion of one study notes, 

"the postcolonial experiences of an individual in Indian context 

needs a new model of Bildungsroman genre which can record 

real experiences of a colonial subject in modern India”. The 

genre's formal features have been adapted to register this 

ongoing conflict. 

 

6.3 The Collective Dimension of Development 

Unlike the classical Bildungsroman, which focuses on 

individual development, the Indian female Bildungsroman often 

emphasizes the collective dimension of formation. The 

protagonist's journey is not merely individual but connected to 

other women's experiences—often across generations. This 

emphasis on collectivity appears in Deshpande's That Long 

Silence, where "other silenced victims throughout the novel" 

illuminate "that deep and long silences are the ground on which 

a women can find a ground of similarity and community”. 

This collective dimension reflects the specificity of female 

subjectivity in India: women's development is not isolated from 

but deeply connected to family, community, and social 

structures. The genre registers how development is mediated by 

gender, class, caste, and other social categories. 

 

6.4 Narrative Strategies: Retrospection, Silence, and 

Ambiguity 

Indian female Bildungsromane employ distinctive narrative 

strategies that reflect their protagonists' complex positions. 

Retrospective narration, in which an adult protagonist recalls 

her development, is common. This technique allows for 

reflection on the processes of formation and an ironic 

perspective on the protagonist's earlier self. 

Silence—both literal and figurative—is also a significant 

narrative strategy. Deshpande's That Long Silence engages 

directly with the theme of women's silence in the face of 

oppression. The protagonist's journey involves breaking her 

silence and finding voice—a process that is represented as 

central to female development. 

 

7. CONCLUSION 

The female Bildungsroman in Indian English literature 

represents a rich and evolving tradition that has given voice to 

the specific experiences of Indian women's development. From 

its origins in nineteenth-century autobiographically inflected 

narratives to its contemporary diasporic and Dalit variations, 

the genre has adapted to register changing social conditions and 

political contexts. 

The Indian female Bildungsroman diverges from its European 

precursor in significant ways. Where the classical 

Bildungsroman depicts individual integration into society, the 

Indian female Bildungsroman often depicts resistance and 

ambivalent resolution. This divergence reflects the genre's 

engagement with the specific challenges of female subjectivity 

formation in postcolonial India: the negotiation of patriarchal 

constraints, the legacy of colonialism, and the tensions between 

tradition and modernity. 

The genre has served as a crucial vehicle for feminist critique, 

exposing how patriarchal institutions constrain women's 

development and representing alternatives to traditional gender 

roles. Women writers have employed the Bildungsroman to 

articulate feminist consciousness, explore psychological 

interiority, and question social norms. 

At the same time, the Indian female Bildungsroman reflects the 

diversity of women's experiences in India. Dalit women writers, 

diasporic writers, and writers from different regional and 

religious backgrounds have expanded the genre's possibilities, 

offering nuanced representations of how different social 

positions shape development. 

The genre's evolution is ongoing. Contemporary women writers 

continue to explore female development in contexts marked by 

globalization, migration, and political change. The female 

Bildungsroman remains a vital form for negotiating questions 

of identity, agency, and belonging in a rapidly changing world. 

 

REFERENCES 

1. Krupabai Satthianadhan. Encyclopedia.com. Available 

from: https://www.encyclopedia.com/  

2. Shodhganga. Chapter on Indian English Women Novelists. 

Available from: https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/  

3. Maji S. All About H. Hatterr by G.V. Desani. In: 

Encyclopedic Dictionary of Diasporic Indian English 

Writing. Singapore: Springer; 2025.  

4. Dasari M. Shaila's Dance. Foreword Reviews. Available 

from: https://www.forewordreviews.com/  

5. Bhattacharya R. Railsong. Kirkus Reviews. Available from: 

https://www.kirkusreviews.com/  

6. Shodhganga. Chapter on Indian Women Writing in 

English. Available from: https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/  

7. Shodhganga. Chapter on Bildungsroman in R.K. Narayan's 

Novels. Available from: https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/  

8. Ravindra S. The Woman Who Climbed Trees. New York: 

HarperVia; 2025.  

9. Satthianadhan K. Kamala: A Story of Hindu Life. Mint 

Editions.  

10. Shodhganga. Chapter on Women Novelists in Indian 

English Fiction. Available from: 

https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/  

11. Shodhganga. Conclusion on Self, Subject and Dissensual 

Bildungsroman. Available from: 

https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/  

12. Ravindra S. The Woman Who Climbed Trees. LoveReading 

UK. Available from: https://www.lovereading.co.uk/  

13. Abel E, Hirsch M, Langland E, editors. The Voyage In: 

Fictions of Female Development. Hanover (NH): 

University Press of New England; 1983.  

14. Bakhtin MM. The Dialogic Imagination. Austin (TX): 

University of Texas Press; 1981.  

15. Desai A. Cry, the Peacock. New Delhi: Orient Paperbacks; 

1963.  

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Int. Jr. of Contemp. Res. in Multi. PEER-REVIEWED JOURNAL         Volume 5 Issue 4 [Jul-Aug] Year 2026 
 

509 
© 2026 Mohita Prasad. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY NC 

ND).https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/ 

 

16. Deshpande S. That Long Silence. New Delhi: Penguin 

Books; 1988.  

17. Iyengar KRS. Indian Writing in English. New Delhi: 

Sterling Publishers; 1983.  

18. Lukács G. The Theory of the Novel. Cambridge (MA): 

MIT Press; 1971.  

19. Markandaya K. Nectar in a Sieve. New York: Signet 

Books; 1954.  

20. Morey P. Fictions of India: Narrative and Power. 

Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press; 2000.  

21. Nayar PK. Postcolonial Literature: An Introduction. New 

Delhi: Pearson; 2012.  

22. Pratt A. Archetypal Patterns in Women's Fiction. 

Bloomington (IN): Indiana University Press; 1981.  

23. Roy A. The God of Small Things. New York: Random 

House; 1997.  

24. Sahgal N. The Day in Shadow. New York: W.W. Norton; 

1971.  

25. Satthianadhan K. Saguna: A Story of Native Christian Life. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press; 1895.  

26. Singh S. The Novels of Anita Desai. New Delhi: Prestige 

Books; 2000. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Creative Commons (CC) License 

This article is an open-access article distributed under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution–Non-Commercial–No 

Derivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) license. This license 

permits sharing and redistribution of the article in any medium or format for 

non-commercial purposes only, provided that appropriate credit is given to 
the original author(s) and source. No modifications, adaptations, or 

derivative works are permitted under this license. 

About the Author 

Mohita Prasad is an Associate Professor at SPC Government College, 
Ajmer, Rajasthan, India. She has extensive experience in higher education 

and is actively engaged in teaching, research, academic mentoring, and 

scholarly writing. Her academic interests include interdisciplinary studies, 
curriculum development, and promoting excellence in teaching and 

research. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

