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ABSTRACT 

In Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni’s novel Sister of My Heart, the exploration of feminine sensibility through the lives of 

Anju and Sudha unveils a compelling narrative of resilience, struggle, and self-discovery in the face of societal pressures 

and male dominance in India. As the protagonists navigate the complexities of patriarchal society, their experiences shed 

light on the psychological impacts of entrenched gender norms and the challenges of carving out individual identities 

within a rigidly defined feminine role. Divakaruni skillfully contrasts Indian and American notions of feminism, delving 

into how cultural and sociological differences shape feminine sensibility and influence familial and marital relationships 

– underscoring the emotional toll wrought by societal, cultural, and psychological pressures on women. Through an 

examination of Anju and Sudha’s journeys, this research paper aims to delve deeper into the multifaceted nature of 

feminine roles and identities, offering insights into the intricate interplay between personal agency and external 

constraints in shaping women’s lived experiences. 
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FEMININE SENSIBILITY IN THE LIVES OF ANJU AND SUDHA 

In Sister of My Heart, Anju and Sudha’s navigation through societal pressures and male dominance in India is poignantly 

explored by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni. The novel delves into the status of women in India, shedding light on their 

struggles against patriarchal norms and expectations. Specifically, Divakaruni examines the needs and demands of the 

new woman, who strives to break free from age-old traditions of obedience, passivity, duty, and self-denial. Anju and 

Sudha’s lives are emblematic of these struggles, as they face emotional crises rooted in social, cultural, and psychological 

factors that contribute to their subjugation. The novel poignantly illustrates the suffering endured by women subjected 

to persistent male tyranny and ego, highlighting how societal pressures thwart their capabilities. Anju says, reflecting 

her sensitivity towards the experience of motherhood and the continuation of femininity, “I touch her stomach with my 

palm as though to reassure myself that I have really created someone. A girl, maybe, who will hear my voice gentle in 

her head when I sing her lullabies,” (59). Through their journey, Divakaruni not only portrays the vulnerabilities and 

loneliness these women face but also their resilience and continuous fight against male predominance. Thus, the 

narrative of the novel serves as a powerful commentary on the complex interplay between traditional gender roles and 

contemporary aspirations, urging a re-evaluation of women’s positions within society. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACTS OF PATRIARCHAL SOCIETY ON THE FEMALE PROTAGONISTS 

The psychological impacts of a patriarchal society on the female protagonists Anju and Sudha are intricately examined 

by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni in Sister of My Heart. Both women are portrayed as victims of a patriarchal system, 

which imposes strict societal and cultural expectations on them, leading to significant emotional stress. The novel 

juxtaposes the traditional Indian notion of feminine virtue, defined largely by male standards, against the evolving 

feminist ideals the protagonists encounter in America. This intersection of cultural expectations creates a dichotomy in 

their identities, further exacerbating their psychological struggles. The migration experience highlights the double 

standards that exist for men and women in Indian societies, where women like Anju and Sudha suffer under the weight 

of rigid societal rules and restrictions that favour men. Anju’s pledge displays the immense pressure to live up to familial 

and societal expectations, often at the cost of personal desires. “I made a promise to myself: I will be everything they 

want me to be. I will make up for the disgrace wanted or inflicted, for my birth and for my mother” (125). Divakaruni’s 

https://doi.org/10.61841/turcomat.v15i2.14723


Turkish Journal of Computer and Mathematics Education (TURCOMAT)       Vol.15 No.2(2024),241-243 

242 

 

 
 
 

Research Article  

narrative thus not only feminizes the history of these protagonists but also underscores the pervasive influence of 

patriarchy on their mental well-being, emphasizing the need for a departure from male-centric narratives and greater 

freedom from hegemonic control. 

COMPLEXITY OF FEMININE ROLES AND IDENTITIES 

The complex roles and identities of women in the novel are intricately portrayed through the experiences of characters 

like Sudha, who navigate the multifaceted challenges of immigration, cultural expectations, and personal aspirations. 

Sudha’s struggle with financial instability following her divorce is a poignant reflection of the unequal treatment of 

women in certain situations, underscoring the systemic disparities that persist despite geographical relocation. The 

financial strain intensifies as Sudha struggles to find employment due to her lack of professional skills and the added 

responsibility of caring for her baby, Dayita. This situation illustrates how economic and familial pressures often 

intersect to stifle women’s autonomy. Sudha’s internal dialogue reveals the sacrifices and self-denial often required of 

women, emphasizing the conflict between personal desires and imposed roles. She says, “I quiet the voice inside me 

that is asking, What about my likes and dislikes? What about what I want?” (148). 

Additionally, Sudha’s narrative is laden with societal expectations, as evidenced by the prioritization of her marriage 

over education, a decision heavily influenced by her mother Nalini’s adherence to traditional gender roles. Sudha’s 

emotional entanglements further complicate this depiction; her love for Ashok signifies a romantic involvement and 

underscores the novel's broader theme of female oppression. Together, these elements reveal the intricate web of cultural, 

emotional, and economic factors that shape the experiences of Indian immigrant women, ultimately emphasizing the 

need for a nuanced understanding of their struggles and the pursuit of genuine empowerment. 

CULTURAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL DIFFERENCES IN FEMININE SENSIBILITY 

In Sister of My Heart, Divakaruni contrasts Indian and American notions of feminism through the experiences of her 

characters, particularly Anju and Sudha. The novel poignantly illustrates how Indian immigrant women grapple with 

the expectations and pressures of their cultural heritage, even as they navigate life in a new country. Anju, for example, 

often finds herself caught between the traditional values she was raised with and the more liberal attitudes she encounters 

in America. “Being in America has changed me, I realize. Here, women can walk alone, be independent, have careers” 

(28). Anju’s reflections on living in America contrast with her experiences in India, revealing cultural differences in 

gender norms. Despite facing personal challenges, such as quarrels with her husband, she tends to remain silent, 

reflecting the deep-seated cultural norm of enduring pain quietly. This silence is a testament to the mythical influences 

that instil docility in women, as observed by Nabar, who notes that stereotypes like Sita and Draupadi perpetuate 

submissive behaviour. 

On the other hand, Sudha struggles with understanding the American concept of living for oneself, as she has been 

conditioned to find her happiness and identity in others. This contrast highlights the broader sociocultural differences 

between Indian and American feminist ideals. While American feminism emphasizes individualism and personal 

freedom, Indian notions often tie a woman’s worth to her roles within the family and society. These conflicting ideologies 

create complex challenges for the characters, underscoring the need for a more nuanced understanding and integration 

of diverse feminist perspectives. 

FAMILIAL AND MARITAL RELATIONSHIPS IN SHAPING FEMININE SENSIBILITY 

Familial and marital relationships are pivotal in shaping feminine sensibility, particularly highlighted through Sudha’s 

journey in the novel. Sudha’s belief in a “magical circle” that protects Indian women as long as they adhere to societal 

expectations underscores the cultural constraints placed upon them. This metaphorical circle represents the traditional 

and patriarchal boundaries within which women must operate to feel secure, reflecting broader themes of feminine 

sensibility. However, Sudha’s decision to leave this protective circle to seek freedom and independence in America 

illustrates the fragility and vulnerability of feminine sensibility when defying societal norms. Her migration is not just 

a physical relocation but a profound emotional and psychological journey driven by her desire to break free from 

dependence and pursue autonomy for herself and her daughter. Yet, this pursuit of independence is marred by the reality 

of leaving behind precious opportunities and the fear that such chances may never arise again, even in a land of perceived 

boundless possibilities. “Do you think it ever leaves you - the need for your family’s approval? Even when they’re 

gone?” (59). Sudha’s question reveals familial expectations’ deep, lasting impact on personal identity and sensibility. 
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Sudha’s struggle highlights the tension between traditional expectations and the quest for self-empowerment, 

emphasizing the complex interplay between familial ties and individual aspirations in shaping feminine sensibility. 

EMOTIONAL STRESS CAUSED BY SOCIETAL, CULTURAL, AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PRESSURES ON 

WOMEN 

The novel delves deeply into the emotional stress caused by societal, cultural, and psychological pressures on women, 

particularly through the character of Sudha. Sudha’s decision to flee her husband’s home rather than conform to the 

demand for an abortion is a potent illustration of maternal strength and courage. This act of defiance signifies not only 

a personal rebellion but also a broader protest against the patriarchal structures that seek to control women’s bodies and 

choices. As Sudha navigates the challenges of single motherhood, she finds satisfaction and a sense of purpose in her 

role as a mother despite the accompanying hardships. This satisfaction underscores the novel’s exploration of female 

independence and identity, as Sudha believes she can provide a better life for her daughter in America, away from the 

restrictive norms of Indian society. The internal and external conflicts that Sudha and her cousin Anju face highlight 

their collective yearning for freedom and independence, reflecting a long-cherished ambition to break free from their 

current existence as women in India. This search for independence is a recurring theme that resonates with the 

transformative journeys of both characters, who constantly seek to redefine their identities and assert their autonomy. 

By portraying these struggles, Divakaruni prompts readers to reflect on the impact of societal expectations on women’s 

behaviours and choices, revealing the complex interplay between personal desires and cultural constraints. In his 

Literary Review analysis, Robert Ross states, “Divakaruni intricately portrays the psychological weight borne by her 

female protagonists, capturing the mental strain induced by their sociocultural milieu” (21). Ultimately, the novel 

advocates for reimagining traditional gender roles and the need for societal change to alleviate the emotional and 

psychological burdens placed on women. 

CONCLUSION 

The discussion section of this research paper delves into the profound exploration of feminine sensibility in Chitra 

Banerjee Divakaruni’s novel Sister of My Heart. Through the experiences of Anju and Sudha, the paper highlights the 

struggles faced by women in India against patriarchal norms and societal pressures. Divakaruni skillfully portrays the 

psychological impacts of male dominance on the female protagonists, emphasizing their emotional crises rooted in 

social, cultural, and psychological factors. The narrative not only sheds light on the suffering endured by women under 

persistent male tyranny but also showcases their resilience and determination to challenge traditional gender roles. The 

juxtaposition of traditional Indian notions of feminine virtue with evolving feminist ideals encountered in America 

underscores the complexity of women’s identities in different cultural contexts. The characters’ experiences of 

immigration, cultural expectations, and personal aspirations serve as a poignant commentary on the interplay between 

traditional gender roles and contemporary aspirations. Furthermore, the discussion suggests avenues for future research 

to delve deeper into the complex interplay between personal desires and cultural constraints, ultimately contributing to 

advancing knowledge in feminist literature and gender studies.  
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