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Abstract 

The impact of the social-cultural framework of dowry system in Shobhan Bantwal’s “The Dowry Bride” (2007) 

has closely examined the way in which female agency is represented and transformed. This study has considered 

the sociological and legal frameworks. However, there are relatively few literary analyses that focus on 

intersectionality and context sensitive feminist theory, even though dowry has been extensively studied within the 

legal and sociological framework. Hence, it is mandatory to focus on how Indian feminist discourse reimagines 

this practice in fictional works.  

How multiple axes of identity – gender, class, familial roles, and socio-cultural norms – intersect to shape the lived 

experiences of the protagonist, Meghan is the prime concern of this paper. This is done through a close textual 

analysis that is based on Kimberlé Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality and supplemented by the 
feminist perspectives of Madhu Kishwar and Nivedita Menon. 

This article emphasizes the trajectory of Megha’s journey from subjugation to self-determination, and 

demonstrates how the novel portrays ‘dowry’ as a socio-cultural institution and a narrative mechanism that drives 

transformation. Moreover, it examines the role of male solidarity in reshaping gender relationships and the 

understanding of feminist approach to women’s empowerment. 

Finally, this study claims that The Dowry Bride represents a significant shift in Indian feminist fiction. 

Additionally, it transforms dowry from a condition of oppression into a facilitator for agency, and at the same time 

contributes to feminist literary discourse by the integration of a structural critique that is grounded in contextual 

interpretations of gender and power. 

Keywords: Dowry, Domestic Violence, Patriarchy, Intersectional feminism, Female agency, Indian feminist 

literature, South Asian literature 

 

1. Introduction 

The dowry system persists in India as one of the most deep-rooted indicators of gender inequality in spite of the 

Dowry Prohibition Act (1961).  Dowry continues as a deeply entrenched socio-cultural institution even though the 

legal interventions attempt to regulate the practice. The consequences manifest themselves in emotional coercion, 

economic exploitation, domestic violence and dowry-related deaths. This reveals the persistent patriarchal norms 

and limitations of the judicial system in addressing the sanctioned structures of power that are rooted in culture. 

The critical function of dowry goes beyond its socio-legal dimensions in literature since it takes on the role of a 
narrative trope that manifests itself in structural inequalities. Fiction is not a mere reflection of this practice, rather 

it depicts dowry as a symbol of material mechanism that is found in gendered hierarchies, such as economic 

control, social coercion and these are then enacted and contested. From this viewpoint, dowry is a potential literary 

device that exposes systemic violence and enables the possibility of resistance and transformation within the 

narrative space.  

The Dowry Bride (2007), reveals itself as a captivating tale of these undercurrents at work. The experiences of its 

protagonist, Megha clearly depicts dowry as a materialistic and structural demand that shapes marital relationships 

and individual response to both. Her marriage is controlled by social expectations. These disregard her ambitions 

and places her in the domestic environment as a person who is undergoing an ever-increasing financial demands 

and control by force. The novel evolves from emotional abuse to a murderous attempt on her life. This draws 

attention to how dowry functions as a means of domination in a marriage. 
Bantwal re-creates this painful situation and transforms it into a force that bring about personal and narrative 

change. Megha’s subservient acceptance of this cruelty paves the way for her psychological anguish that includes 

inner anxiety, suicidal thoughts and grievous mental torture. These experiences are in line with Heise’s in-depth 

studies on violence related to dowry and the mental health of such victims. Her categorical escape from the marital 

home points to a critical rupture within patriarchal expectations and leads to a process of self-reconstruction. But, 

Megha converts the scene of dominance into the necessary groundwork for agency by seeking refuge, continuing 

her education and asserting her independence.  
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The role of Kunal supports Megha’s transformation. His compassionate involvement is exemplary. He stands as a 

contrast to the oppressive nature of Megha’s husband and his role as a friend provides a chance of recovery without 

undervaluing her individuality, and in turn, complicates the traditional feminist interpretations of empowerment. 

Kunal’s presence emphasizes the relational dimensions of resistance and also maintains the significance of 

Megha’s self-determined growth.  
The novel, The Dowry Bride, situates dowry within the material and symbolic framework and validates how 

literature supports feminist discourse as it is able to transform oppressive customs into areas of critique, negotiation 

and resistance. The plot of the story exposes the structural violence that is concealed in regular practices and 

reimagines corridors through which women can renegotiate their identity and agency even in unfavourable socio-

cultural contexts.  

Besides, intersectionality, the context-sensitive feminist perspectives of Madhu Kishwar and Nivedita Menon 

provide the grounds for the analysis within the existing realities of the Indian socio-cultural scenario.  

Thus, this paper discusses that The Dowry Bride is an obvious example of how female identity can be reconfigured 

by transforming ‘dowry’ from a place of subjugation into a force that promotes agency and further, illustrates how 

literature serves as a crucial tool to re-interpret structural disparities and ensure new possibilities of individualism 

through an intersectional lens.   

2. Background 

The dowry system is historically rooted in the concept of stridana. Over time, it has undergone a profound 

transformation. Ancient Indian traditions treated stridana as deliberate favours given to the bride for monetary 

security and as their personal property. Unfortunately, this system developed into one of coercion wherein, the 

bride’s family has to provide a large amount of material wealth to the groom’s family. Many scholars have 

mentioned that this change is nothing but the assertion of patriarchal control over the economic resources and 

social status of women in the Indian society (Oldenburg). 

Dowry is a cultural and economic transaction in contemporary India. It is found in middle-class communities, 

where social status and mobility cross each other as a part of traditional marriages. This conventional system is 

connected to Hypergamy, which is a situation that encourages families to marry off their daughters into high 

society, which could strengthen the existing hierarchies (Anderson). This framework treats women as financial 

burdens, and supports such discriminatory practices. Further, they lead to the negligence of a girl’s education and 
sometimes fosters female foeticide. 

Different real-world studies have unquestionably acknowledged the link between domestic violence and 

unreasonable dowry demands. Failure to meet such demands most often ended in abuse, harassment, and even 

homicide in extreme cases. These incidents, normally referred to as “dowry deaths” expose the range to which 

economic expectations are connected with violence against women. In spite of legislative measures such as, 

Section 304B and 498A of the Indian Penal Code, their enforcement is still erratic and often obstructed by the 

social stigma that follows. Additionally, institutional limitations and underreported cases, further aggravate the 

situations (Srinivasan and Lee 1108). 

This selected novel deals directly with such socio-cultural realities. It delineates ‘dowry’ not as a benign tradition 

but as an extreme measure of control and exploitation through the experiences of the protagonist. Moreover, it 

compels the readers to realise that “marriage” has become a mere transactional institution that evaluates the bride’s 

value in terms of her economic status and thereby subordinates her autonomy to familial expectations. 
The storyline reveals the paradoxical conditions in the Indian cultural system. It is ironical that while 

characteristically valuing their daughters, they regard them as economic liabilities because of the detrimental 

effects of the dowry system. This mirrors the deep-rooted nature of the patriarchal system that flaunts a 

contradictory situation where, both reverence and discrimination coexist. The curtailed aspirations and subsequent 

victimisation of Megha is a perfect example of many women whose identities are changed and shaped by the 

conflicting expectations of family and society.  

The novel mainly focuses on emotional and psychological aspects of a marriage within the dowry system. Bantwal 

highlights the absence of emotional reciprocity and intellectual companionship that increases the imbalance in 

power relations, and reduces marriage to just a fixed arrangement. Within this harsh environment, Megha’s 

transformation towards self-independence symbolises her personal resistance and becomes a critique of the social 

structures that accept such disparities. 
3. Objectives of the Study 

This study is an attempt to address the following questions using close reading for an in-depth textual analysis 

based on the intersectional feminist theory: 

● To construct ‘dowry’ in the novel as a narrative and socio-cultural mechanism that reflects structural 

inequalities across gender, class, and familial hierarchies, 
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● To show how the text represents Megha’s transformation from subjugation to self-determination through 

specific narrative strategies and character development, 

● To identify the ways in which an intersectional framework illuminate the multiple and overlapping forms 

of marginalisation that shape Megha’s experience, as well as her negotiated agency, 

● To represent male solidarity and how this complicates feminist interpretations of empowerment, 

autonomy, and dependency, and  

● To portray how The Dowry Bride, when situated within Indian feminist literary traditions, contributes to 

a shift from representations of passive endurance to active agency.    

4. Research Questions   

1. How does the novel, The Dowry Bride reveal inequalities in gender, class and family hierarchies? 

2. What is the transformation in Megha and how does the novelist highlight this change in her character? 

3. In what way does the intersectional framework depict the several intersecting forms of side-lining that 

transform Megha’s personal experience and her negotiated agency? 

4. What is the impact of male solidarity on feminist elucidations of empowerment, autonomy, and 

dependency? 

5. To what extent does The Dowry Bride, contribute to a shift from representations of passive endurance to 

active agency when placed within the Indian feminist literary traditions?  

5. Theoretical Framework: Intersectionality 

This study uses Kimberlé Crenshaw’s concept of intersectionality as its principal analytical framework. In her 

ground-breaking essay, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex,” Crenshaw acquaints us with the term 

‘intersectionality’.  It challenges single-axis approaches to oppression and demonstrates how race, gender, class, 

and socio-economic identities intersect and produce complex and layered forms of downgrading. Rather than 

considering such categories as discrete, the framework accentuates their mutual components and the cumulative 

effects of intersecting systems of power. 

Black feminist thought began in America. However, the theory of intersectionality is often adapted to various 

socio-cultural contexts and this includes South Asia too. Intersecting structures of patriarchy, caste, class, religion, 

and economic dependency, producing forms of vulnerability that cannot be adequately understood through gender 

alone are shaped by women’s experiences within the Indian context (Rege). This extended framework is useful to 

analyse literary representations, where societal hierarchies are mirrored and reshaped through various narrative 
strategies. 

Convergence of multiple determinants mould the position of Megha in The Dowry Bride. She is from middle class 

with limited financial independence. Further, she is entrenched into the Indian familial system that gives 

importance to societal expectations and marital stability over individualistic ideals and feelings. Because of her 

position as a ‘daughter-in-law’, she is vulnerable to the hierarchical domestic structures that are under the influence 

of human authority and control. These are the identities that intersect and constrain her individual choices, which 

in turn, shape and reshape her experiences of suppression.   

Intersectionality ensures a proper understanding of Megha’s agency as a negotiated form of resistance instead of 

an absolute condition. Her personal development takes place in her character and she is able to decide to escape. 

Moreover, she does not rely on alternative support systems but chooses to pursue education and self-reliance. 

The character, Kunal introduces the dimension of privilege and male solidarity positioned within a relative social 

advantage. He supports Megha’s autonomy unconditionally without trying to dismantle the deep-rooted societal 
inequalities that have impacted her personal experiences. This interpersonal dynamic emphasises the capacity of 

intersectionality to be responsible for both limitation and transformation. 

Nevertheless, the application of Crenshaw’s framework to South Asian contexts has its own limitations. Originally, 

it emphasizes that race-gender intersections are not totally capable of capturing the pivotal role played by caste in 

the Indian society. Rege claims that caste operates as a foundational axis of power that influences gendered 

experiences that are quite distinct from that of the Western world. Moreover, an indiscriminating application of 

intersectionality is risky because it imposes externally derived categories on native social formations such as, those 

connected with kinship, endogamy and the parameters established for women’s sexuality. 

Pursuant to the above situation, Indian feminists have understood the need for other versions of context-sensitive 

theories. In connection to this, Madhu Kishwar underlines the significance of analyzing social practices that exist 

in their own lived cultural situations. It would be more practical when compared to employing abstract or universal 
frameworks. This standpoint is obviously relevant to the study of dowry that does not stand by itself. Rather, it is 

an integral part of multi-dimensional cultural and social matrix. Moreover, it involves family structures, economic 

conditions and normative expectations. Thus, Kishwar’s perspective complements intersectionality and embeds it 

within the complex cultural fabric of the Indian society. 

Correspondingly, Nivedita Menon goes a step forward and conceptualizes feminism as not just a critical discourse 
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on women’s rights. She mentions that feminist analyses become a critical lens that is able to reinterpret social 

institutions. Furthermore, the institution of marriage and family, historically comprises of situations of power. 

They are also influenced by external power of politics in society and is frequently accepted as the “natural” social 

order. Her interaction with post-structuralist feminist thought illuminates how identities are constructed, regulated, 

and potentially reconfigured within shifting contexts. She is more concerned with idea that gender is more 
performative rather than innate.  

The application of intersectionality along with contextual sensitivity becomes a productive analytical tool in spite 

of its limitations. The Dowry Bride provides an interesting understanding of how multiple forms of marginalization 

influence Megha’s life. It also accentuates the possibilities of resistance and transformation within those 

constraints. This study adopts a flexible and contextually grounded framework that is attentive to caste, kinship, 

and cultural specificity since it integrates intersectional analysis with insights from Indian feminist thought. Such 

an in-depth interpretation and analysis reveals how gender, power, and agency are constructed and contested within 

the novel. 

6. Literature Review: Gender, Dowry, and Feminist Theory 

The dowry system has been the subject of extensive scholarly analysis within feminist, sociological, and legal 

studies of South Asia. Here it is both a historical institution and a contemporary mechanism of gendered control. 

Traditionally, dowry stems from stridana, a form of voluntary gift that is meant to be a financial security for the 
bride. However, later on, it transformed into a coercive system that began to treat women as commodities and 

linked marriage to economic exchange (Oldenburg). Contemporary dowry practices are embedded within the 

broader framework of patriarchy, class hierarchy, and social stratification (Anderson 269; Bloch and Rao 1029). 

This is in line with what many scholars describe as a path-dependent institution that replicates itself through 

cultural legitimation, social approval, and belief in its normative necessity. 

Dowry is connected to hypergamy, which is a tradition of getting the girls married into high society. This is one 

of the key analytical frameworks, and it provides women with social mobility while burdening their birth families 

with a drastic increase in financial obligations (Anderson). This system perceives daughters as economic liabilities. 

Such perceptions leads to an unequal investment in their education and in a few extreme cases ends up in sex-

selective abortions and female foeticide. Sociological and psychological studies on Feminism validate that dowry 

system works as a structural mechanism. It regulates women’s right to property, labour and marital prospects, and 
thus emphasizes gender discrimination across generations. 

An extensive body of scholarship has examined the relationship between dowry and gender-based violence. Dowry 

deaths, are a proof of the escalation of physical, emotional and psychological abuse. This situation is one in which 

women are killed or driven to suicide by their husbands or in-laws (Srinivasan and Lee 1108; Jejeebhoy and Cook 

S10; Bloch and Rao 1029). This understanding proves that dowry is only a financial transaction. It is a well-

orchestrated arrangement that tolerates gendered power relations. Recent studies identify the fundamental nature 

of such domestic violence, and exposes how dowry-related coercion is strengthened by family honour, social 

stigma, and institutional complicity (Banerjee, et al; & Chowdhury). 

The Dowry Prohibition Act (1961) has identified certain legal measures to deal with cases of cruelty and dowry 

deaths in spite of the legislation laid down by the Indian judiciary. This exposes the gaps in the implementation of 

the available laws as they are unable to handle the cultural norms within the arranged marriage system. According 

to Chowdhury, many scholars point towards underreporting of domestic violence, social acceptance, and weak 
enforcement as key factors contributing to the continuation of dowry-related violence. 

The study of marriage market dynamics has proved that dowry is still an integral component of society and it 

continues to be influenced by societal expectations and economic incentives that are interwoven into the traditional 

and cultural structure. This is substantiated by most of the recent theoretical work. Furthermore, it enables 

transformation only when there is a shift in the collective beliefs and cultural values (Anukriti, et al). 

Explicit incorporation of intersectional and inter-disciplinary approaches have expanded the scholarship after the 

year 2015. Recently, many studies have begun to draw upon feminist economics, legal anthropology and digital 

humanities in order to understand how dowry is arbitrated across class, caste and regional differences (Banerjee, 

et al; Palriwala and Uberoi). Next, they also studied how narratives in media, law or literature could change the 

perceptions of victims and perpetrators in society. Further, this led to the reshaping of possibilities in relation to 

resistance and reform. These studies have accentuated how these practices were either accepted or contested and 
also represented. Hence, new openings were identified as these could support the analysis of the relationship 

between narrative and social change.  

Feminist studies have been instrumental in questioning the basic foundations of the dowry system. This was done 

by including it within the structure of patriarchy that considered women’s bodies, labour and sexuality as 

commodities available in the market of marriage. This led to the condition where dowry is a part of the larger 

picture that controls women’s mobility, economic participation and reproductive choices (Kishwar). Even 
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contemporary feminist researches are based on the intersectional frameworks and emphasise how caste, class, and 

region produce different experiences of dowry-related oppression. They also attend to the affective dimensions of 

power that include fear, shame, and honour. 

Dowry and gender representations have significantly evolved in literary studies. Previously, most of the narratives 

depicted women as always within the confines of different restrictions, and the qualities of endurance and suffering 
were glorified. Nectar in a Sieve by Kamala Markandaya’s portrays the character Rukmani whose womanhood 

was described as a life filled with tolerance and comprise in the midst of poverty and displacement. In all this, 

dowry functioned as the underlying force. Manju Kapur’s Difficult Daughters explored the conflict between 

personal desire and social expectation through the role of Virmati. Her resistance was constrained by the deep-

rooted patriarchal system. Similarly, Shashi Deshpande’s The Dark Holds No Terrors revealed the impact of 

gendered domination even in the absence of dowry. This clearly, elucidated the importance of education and 

economic independence that were not powerful enough to dismantle the power wielded by the patriarchal system. 

All these novels strengthened women’s agency and it remained partial and negotiated over the years, but this was 

frequently accompanied by emotional and social consequences. 

The debate on gender and cultural norms that need to be extended into transnational contexts is the main focus of 

writers like Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, particularly in the diasporic Indian fiction. Their 

writings deal with practices followed in the dowry system, such as marital bargaining, family honour and gendered 
expectations. These are renegotiated within the migrant communities.  

The underlying logic of dowry is not always obviously stated, yet they continue to exist in all narratives that 

surround tales of marriage, identity and intergenerational conflicts. The recent works of Lahiri and Divakaruni 

delineate how their female characters contend with tensions between tradition and modernity. They illustrate how 

these deep-rooted practices impact society even in new socio cultural background. Eventually, this places dowry 

problems within the wider spectrum of the global structure related to gender and migration. 

However, Shobhan Bantwal’s The Dowry Bride enters the modern perspective of feminist literature. Dowry 

becomes the focal point of its narrative. It tries to think about the possibility of female agency. In this way, this 

novel does not focus only on endurance as depicted in the previous novels. Instead, it creates a journey of self-

independence, and presents the protagonist as a resilient person who attempts to reconstruct her identity even under 

oppression. The novelist demonstrates Megha’s personal fight within the context of dowry-related violence, legal 
shortfalls, and feminist dissatisfaction. In short, the novel aligns itself with recent literary works that do not hesitate 

to document the detrimental impact of dowry on women and also envisions the different ways in which they can 

transform themselves. 

Nonetheless, there is a critical gap despite the numerous studies on sociological and feminist research on the 

aspects of dowry. While the legal and sociological studies stress on dowry-related violence, institutional lapses 

and structural disparity, many of the literary analyses have overlooked how fiction portrays female agency that is 

embedded in the oppressive systems. Further, it does not pay full attention to how cultural practices like dowry 

can be transformed into areas of critique and resistance. 

This study has addressed that gap by examining how The Dowry Bride characterizes dowry not only as a 

manifestation of basic gender disparity but also as a narrative mechanism that empowers the protagonist’s 

movement from subjugation to agency, and thus contributes to the broader spectrum of feminist literary discourse. 

7. Research Methodology 

Qualitative research method is used in this literary analysis as it is appropriate and examines how dowry functions 

as a literary device that contests and reflects the basic gender disparities. It focuses on interpretive depth rather 

than measureable data. This ensures a detailed investigation into the themes, meanings and representations that are 

rooted in their socio- cultural and feminist contexts. 

Shobhan Bantwal’s The Dowry Bride is the primary source selected for this analysis as it is based on the thematic 

centrality, contemporary relevance and its characteristic feminist intervention. This novel is quite popular in Indian 

English fiction. It unequivocally highlights dowry as the focal point of the narrative concern, and simultaneously 

engages with issues of marital coercion, women’s resistance and domestic violence. The storyline is significant in 

that, it depicts the protagonist as one who is actively renegotiating her submission and is willing to move beyond 

being a victim to a more self-determined individual. The narrative style and its wide readership have made it an 

important cultural domain where feminist ideas regarding female agency and structural unfairness transcend 
academic contexts. 

A theoretic and systematic close reading of the text is the primary method used to conduct a close textual analysis. 

The basis of this deliberation is based on three main criteria. First, thematic issues like dowry, patriarchy, gender-

based violence, resistance, and agency are analyzed. Second, narrative techniques, such as plot construction, 

focalisation, use of suspense, and shift in tone that envision dowry as a threat and a catalyst for transformation are 

studied in depth. Finally, the character transformation that Megha undergoes is dealt with. This indicates her 
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pathway from suppression to self-assertion, and the conflicting masculine reactions symbolised by her husband 

and Kunal. Moreover, special attention is paid to the imagery, recurring symbols and language used to indicate 

domestic space, economic transaction and physical vulnerability. These three criteria helped trace how the plot 

unfolded itself to focus on the social practices related to the dowry system in the world of fiction.  

This method is perfected by a theoretical framework rooted in intersectionality that provides a lens for the analysis. 
It reveals the ways in which manifold forms marginalization happens in relation to gender, class and familial power 

and their interaction with one another throughout the plot of the story. Intersectional analysis helps the study to 

transcend individual psychology and examines the way in which Megha’s experiences are transformed by the 

intersecting structures of disparity. The integration of close reading and the feminist theory are necessary to analyze 

what the novel represents. Additionally, it indicates how the analysis symbolically and formally interacts with the 

wider structures of power and societal hierarchy. 

In conjunction with the primary textual analysis, the study used secondary sources from feminist theory, sociology, 

legal studies, and gender studies. The primary and secondary sources laid the foundation for the conceptual and 

contextual framework that placed The Dowry Bride within the broader intellectual and academic deliberations on 

the dowry system, patriarchal norms and women’s agency. Furthermore, an in-depth understanding of the 

fundamental dimensions of domestic violence related to dowry were found in legal and sociological research. On 

the other hand, literary criticism provided analytical tools to study narrative style, form, voice and genre that were 
responsible for the expression of subjectivity and resistance. Such an interdisciplinary method endorsed an 

inclusive appreciation of the interaction between personal experience and systemic injustice. 

The study primarily focuses on a single text. It adopts a limited comparative perspective by situating Bantwal’s 

portrayal of dowry and female agency in connection with the earlier feminist novels that focus on women’s 

fortitude within oppressive marital structures. This comparison emphasizes on how The Dowry Bride moves away 

from only victim-centred narratives by portraying its main character in a more assertive and transformative role. 

In this way, the novelist describes dowry not only as an instrument of control but also as a narrative mechanism 

that advocates the presence of a female agency. 

The novel represents the evils of the dowry system and this selected text is a strategic example of patriarchal 

mindset within contemporary Indian feminist literature. Thus, the scope of this study is limited to an in-depth 

analysis of The Dowry Bride. 
The results of this analysis is not meant for a quantitative research. It is completely qualitative as such a research 

method helps collect rich and in-depth information. Furthermore, this approach offers an opportunity to 

demonstrate how literature reflects, critiques, and reimagines socio-cultural practices. The study underscores the 

prospective of literary texts to mirror lived realities of harassment and to envision alternative patterns of gender, 

power, and social change. The intersection of narrative representation, structural inequality, and feminist theory 

are the focus of this study. 

8. Analysis and Discussion 

Empowering Narratives of Growth: Megha’s Metamorphosis 

The principal theme of The Dowry Bride revolves around Megha. It is her transformation from a compliant 

daughter-in-law who was socially conditioned into an independent, self-reliant woman that captures the attention 

of the reader. She takes control of her own life. This transfiguration is the major focus of the novel’s feminist 

intervention, and demonstrates that agency can emerge even in the midst of conservative sociocultural contexts. 
According to the novel, dowry is not only a social practice, it is also a narrative mechanism that promotes Megha’s 

transition from suppression to agency. 

Bantwal uses “focalization” as his main strategy to expose the evils of dowry. He does this through the perspective 

of the protagonist, Megha. Moreover, he escalates the tension in the plot and uses domestic environment as the 

main place for the conflict. Here there is a chance to transform dowry from a background practice into the principal 

narrative force. It is this technique that holds the attention and interest of the readers and is thus able to identify 

themselves with Megha’s surfacing consciousness and focuses on her experiential dimensions of subjugation. 

To begin with, Megha brings alive the social conditioning that is ingrained in the nature of women who live in 

restricted and traditional marital frameworks. She considers herself as a subservient object who has to be 

dependent, and incomplete without male support since these values were internalised into her upbringing. Her 

arranged marriage is depicted as an inevitable milestone, and there was no scope for her own personal aspirations. 
In her marital home, she is exposed to ever-increasing dowry demands and emotional abuse, which initially, she 

silently tolerates because it was in line with the societal expectations of a “good” wife. 

However, the intensification of domestic violence disrupts her passive acceptance. She begins to realise that her 

life is in danger and this compels her to reconsider her position in her marital home. Finally, she decides to escape 

and this part of the storyline constitutes a radical departure from the regular demands of society that prompted 

women to save their marriages at any cost. Nevertheless, this decision is the first stage in her transformation that 
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reveals her inner resilience and becomes the moment of her ‘self-assertion’. Now, she is ready to leave her 

‘victimhood’ behind and move forward into a life of ‘independence’. 

The Indian socio-cultural context perceives marriage as the chief identity of a woman and if she returns to her 

parents, then it is considered a stigma on her life. That is why this decision is significant to the usual society values. 

However, Megha is aware of these limitations and yet she chooses a life of independence that underscores the risks 
concomitant to her choice. Her refusal to accept violence as a norm is a clear signal that she is prepared to redefine 

the boundaries that are acceptable for her all-round development.  

Her journey is both a physical and psychological transformation.  Megha chooses to re-establish her life 

independently and refuses to go along with the internalized values of the traditional patriarchal system. She rejects 

the belief that her identity depends on marriage. Therefore, she decides to continue her education and understands 

that her professional development would strengthen this psychological shift and allow her to achieve financial 

security and an intellectual self-definition. 

Megha’s transformation is not something that happens overnight. On the other hand, it is gradual and filled with 

courage and patience.  It involves a irrepressible desire to break free from fear, talk over volatile situations, and to 

redefine the sense of individuality. This entire process accentuates the complexity of agency that breaks out 

through tireless and sustained efforts rather than single acts of rebelliousness. As a result, her journey exemplifies 

that strengthening oneself is a personal choice and a social process. This has to be done through one’s own choices 
and basic conditions in which they find themselves. 

 

Male Solidarity and the Reconfiguration of Gender Relations 

Megha’s transformation is significantly influenced by the character of Kunal. He represents an alternative model 

of masculinity within the conventional patriarchal belief system. In contrast to the intimidating nature of Megha’s 

husband, Kunal is portrayed as a person who has values, respect, empathy and ethical responsibility. His bold 

decision to support Megha is appreciable since it directly poses a challenge to the existing societal expectations 

that do not allow interactions between men and women outside the approved roles. If an outside male figure tries 

to offer such support, it is considered a social stigma and attracts moral scrutiny, particularly in conservative 

societies. Yet, Kunal selects Megha’s personal safety and dignity over social conditions and norms. This action 

stands out as a choice of ethics over what is supposedly to be correct, that is, it goes against the narrow walls of 
societal expectations. 

Kunal’s role does not encourage dependency. In fact, it supports Megha’s desire to be self-sufficient and maintain 

her self-dignity even in a society that is filled with sociocultural restrictions. Without seeming to control Megha, 

Kunal allows her to decide her future actions. This attitude is crucial because it prevents the narrative from 

replacing one form of patriarchist authority with another one. In this way, Kunal remains Megha’s supporter who 

permits rather than directs her journey. His empathy and respect for Megha’s individual personality are visible in 

everyday moments. For instance, he encourages her to feel free to make choices that go beyond conventional 

norms. “Why only saris, why don’t we buy you some salwar kameez?” (Bantwal 95). Such gentle gestures sustain 

her right to self-expression and autonomy. 

Megha navigates the institutional processes and considerably contributes to her psychological recovery and 

empowerment because of Kunal’s non-judgmental attitude.  His support extends into the legal and emotional 

domains, and his friendship reflects gender justice. It paves the way for her transformation through collaboration 
instead of individual resistance. The appreciative behaviour between Megha and Kunal results in respect and 

emotional reciprocity. Thus, the usual hierarchical dynamics of her marriage challenge the deep-rooted ideas about 

male dominance within the Indian society, and this makes all the difference. 

Another difference in the narrative is the character of Vinayak, Megha’s father-in-law. His portrayal is such that 

it complicates the idea of masculinity. He is a man with a conscience and this moral awakening is a sign that even 

in socially conditioned patriarchal system, there is a possibility for real transformation. Though he chooses to be 

indifferent and silent at the beginning, he “mentally applauded her for her brave decision” to leave the abusive 

household later on.  He went the extra mile and supported her independence with financial assistance and 

encouraged her to rebuild her life by suggesting remarriage: “Please consider it as a gift. It may even help you to 

remarry” (Bantwal 184). This unforeseen change in attitude accentuates the fact that male solidarity need not be 

restricted only to the younger and progressive thinking male figures. Personal introspection and ethical 
reconsideration within traditional roles can help achieve this transformation. 

Placed within the wider scope of Indian feminist writing, Bantwal’s portrayal of male support reveals both 

continuity and distinction. Contemporary South Asian writers such as Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, Tanuja Desai 

Hidier, and others describe male characters who are supportive of women’s autonomy and ready to provide 

emotional backing and respect for their individuality. But, such representations remain in the area of affective 

support because most male characters validate women’s choices in a passive manner and never actively confront 
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the actual patriarchal system that is innate in our Indian society. 

On the contrary, Bantwal’s portrayal of male solidarity is different. It is more active and interventionist. For 

instance, Kunal accepts Megha’s desire for independence, and this is not a passive situation. Relatively, it is a 

created condition that guarantees its existence, even at the risk of not being accepted by society. But, Kunal’s 

willingness to support Megha reflects a conscious challenge to the normal societal constraints, even at the risk of 
being slandered. It is a conscious attempt on the part of Kunal that is exceptional to Bantwal’s narrative. His 

narration recognizes male solidarity as an ethical commitment that can disassemble gendered hierarchies. In short, 

it is not a passive and tacit endorsement. 

Besides, Bantwal disassociates masculinity from dominance and associates it with ethical responsibility, emotional 

integrity and respect for women’s empowerment. This is his re-definition of male dominance. It helps the novel to 

come up with the ideal of equality in marital relationships where feminism and romance are not adversaries to each 

other, but complement each other. The trust and friendship between Megha and Kunal typify a form of intimacy 

that depends on mutual consent, reciprocity, and shared growth. It proves that love should not materialize at the 

expense of the woman’s autonomy. 

The Dowry Bride compels the readers to rethink the structure of marital relationships that should include both men 

and women. That means this needs both women’s resistance and men’s active participation in confronting the 

patriarchal system. As depicted in the novel, male solidarity functions as a facilitator for personal transformation 
and a wider and deeper social change, and this should ensure the emergence of a more equitable and ethically 

based gender relationships. 

Cultural Shifts: Negotiating Tradition and Modernity 

The negotiation between tradition and modernity in the Indian society is best reflected in Megha’s journey of 

cultural transformation within the contemporary society. Her personal metamorphosis reveals the conflict between 

inherited norms and emerging contemporary values that are more inclined towards women’ autonomy and gender 

parity. 

Megha’s role is defined by her worth through marriage, servitude and economic exchange within the confines of 

her marital home. Her identity is limited to household chores and her value is measured through her ability to 

endure the internalized gender hierarchies. Such an atmosphere is a modern mirror that reflects the social 

conditioning she has received in her parental home. It also once again proves that women’s labour is essential yet 
undervalued. 

However, when she chooses to escape from the confines of her marital home, life introduces her to an alternative 

model of gender relationships. Now, her identity is not decided by her domestic roles. On the other hand, she is 

encouraged to pursue her aspirations. This shift in the dynamics of her life is a reflection of the societal changes 

that are happening in the modern world, where more and more women are acquiring education, employment and 

self-reliance. 

The central aspect of Megha’s transformation is her courageous decision to continue her education and build a 

career for herself. She enrols in a journalism programme, which helps her gain financial independence and provides 

with her with an outlet to freely express her experiences and ambitions. In her journalistic writings, she focuses on 

real issues like dowry-related domestic violence. Thus, her writings serve as a means through which she could 

transform her personal distress into a form of social critique. Finally, it is her individual voice that allowed her to 

move from the role of a victim to that of an agent of change.  
Moreover, one should not forget that Megha does not replace one form of dependence with just another one. She 

embodies the change within herself. Irrespective of Kunal’s support, she personally asserts her independence 

before giving a meaning to their relationship. Her bold decision to transform herself reflects her in-depth 

acceptance of self-reliance. Relationships ought to be based on equality and not on necessity is the core theme of 

the novel. 

What's more, this change is decisive as it depicts her emotional evolution. Megha reveals her resilience and voices 

her thoughts by asserting herself in her confident choices. Additionally, she even challenges the antiquated 

patriarchal traditions that controlled women from expressing their ideas and feelings. This has resulted in a total 

transformation that stands as an example of the broader movement of emotional agency and self-assertion. 

All these developments represent the changing scenario of gender roles in modern society. Nowadays, there is a 

definite acceptance and move towards egalitarian relationships through the increase in the rate of literacy among 
women and their contribution in different work places. This new perception highlights Megha’s journey that 

echoes with the higher cultural changes. Moreover, these illustrate how individual acts of confrontation can 

become tools that result in major systemic changes. 

Contextual Feminism: Re-reading Dowry through Kishwar and Menon 

The Dowry Bride has to be read within the context of feminist frameworks laid down by Madhu Kishwar and 

Nivedita Menon. This helps the readers to get a thorough understanding of power, agency and gender in the novel. 
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Such an intensive and analytical reading provides contextual and theoretical comprehension of the central theme 

“dowry”. Kishwar focuses on the need to interpret social practices as situated within their lived cultural complexity. 

Whereas, Menon accentuates that feminist analysis has to consider gender and related institutions as politically 

contested and historically constructed. The combination of their claims are complementary to the intersectional 

analysis. In turn, this foregrounds the oppression that is included in the social structures and provides the possibility 
of its critique and transformation. 

Moreover, Kishwar’s central point is that she refuses to consider Indian traditions as tremendously suppressive. 

But, Bantwal tries to make her narrative reflect this intricacy by his portrayal of the dowry system as not only a 

rigid cultural artefact but also a practice that is embedded in societal values. These values are often shaped by 

familial anxieties, concerns over status and economic pressures. That’s why the novel evaluates dowry as an 

institutions that is detrimental to society and the individual. Further, it goes on to demonstrate how this evil persists 

through internalised old-age beliefs and exaggerated social expectations. This is best exemplified at the start of the 

narrative when Megha’s birth was called a “burden”. Her parents had already had two daughters and she was 

viewed as “another infant girl…with all the wants, needs, and tribulations of a female” and “all the burdens of a 

Brahmin woman,” creating anxiety over the future payment of “three varadakshinas – Dowries” (Bantwal 11). 

These words clearly prove that dowry functions as an extra layer of oppression that will only intensify the existing 

hierarchies of gender, class and caste. 
The marginalisation of these intersecting forms are emphasized and thereby resonate with Kishwar’s and Menon’s 

acceptance of the truth that gender oppression is never properly understood all by itself. The stratified familial and 

social order, and her gender have shaped Megha’s experiences. Additionally, the dowry system functions as a tool 

that exacerbates the overlapping structures of disparity, and thus it aligns with an intersectional understanding of 

power. 

Menon’s framework allows a critical re-reading of the “naturalness” of gender roles and other domestic norms and 

expectations. But, in The Dowry Bride, all these domestic responsibilities are described as constructed by society, 

instead of only being inherently feminine. After marriage, Megha’s life is depicted as a continuous process of 

relentless household chores, where rest is a rarity and sleep is described as “only relief for the fatigue that resulted 

from the daily drudgery of hauling home rations from the market, cooking elaborate meals, and keeping her 

husband and in-laws content” (Bantwal 14–15). As the reader comes across such moments, it proves once again 
how patriarchal rules are cruelly practised through routine chores, and this strengthens Menon’s argument that the 

domestic sphere is politically motivated. 

Kishwar and Menon primarily focus on the limitations of legal or external solutions to the deep-rooted social 

problem, such as ‘dowry’. This novel, however, reflects this skepticism by showing how oppressive practices are 

continued even within the intimate realm of the family. For instance, Megha’s mother-in-law justifies extreme 

violence by calling Megha “worthless” and holding her responsible for her father’s failure to fulfill the demands 

of dowry. This is further aggravated by her reference to the barrenness of Megha that becomes the worst indictment 

against her (Bantwal 18). This situation exposes the cruelty of the deeply and blindly internalized societal 

expectations that govern human behaviour. Thus, this reminds us that legal interventions alone are inadequate to 

deal with such oppression if there was no corresponding shift in social attitudes. 

These theoretical perspectives are united by the question of agency. In line with Kishwar’s rejection of a totally 

victim-centered narrative, the transformation in Megha is delineated as not just a sudden movement away from 
tradition but it is actually a slow and painful process of negotiation and resistance within a cruelly restricted 

environment governed by male supremacy and oppression. With this situation as the backdrop, her decision to 

escape the shackles of subjugation and being labelled as a “bahu who fled home suddenly” (Bantwal) is 

praiseworthy. The novelist, thus openly illustrates the risks associated with defiance against the socio-cultural 

norms. Likewise, her decision to take shelter in Kunal’s flat even at the expense of it being “a ludicrous idea” 

seems to be the only best and safest option available (Bantwal 45). This event just proves how agency frequently 

operates even within limited and imperfect conditions. 

The deterioration of basic structures is specifically evident in Megha’s moment of realization and escape and this 

is in line with Menon’s emphasis on “destabilization”. When Megha comes face to face with the danger to her life 

in the form of a staged “accident”, she realizes the urgency to “Run now!. . . She had to escape. Somewhere” 

(Bantwal 19). Through this moment, the breach in the ideological social framework is identified. For a long time, 
Megha’s life was governed by such harmful social conditioning, and finally, this marks the beginning of her 

awakening and transformation from a passive victim into a self-aware agent. In other words, she began to 

understand her self-worth. 

Towards the end, the novel mirrors the complex role of the family as a place for oppression and a space for potential 

transformation. Bantwal explains that kinship structures are areas where power, care and conflict coexist rather 

than only structures that are uniformly oppressive. This clear-sightedness supports Kishwar’s profound 
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comprehension of familial structures. Similarly, Menon’s perception helps demonstrate how such structures can 

be reinterpreted and renegotiated, instead of being rejected. 

Summarily, The Dowry Bride characterizes the ideological shift within feminist literary traditions in India. The 

main plot of the novel moves far away from the older versions of female acceptance and tolerance. It focuses on 

self-reliance, self-determination and structural critique. Agency and social realism are integrated and Bantwal’s 
novel contributes to this noteworthy discourse on gender, resistance and power relationships in present day Indian 

fiction. 

The Dowry Bride is a thought-provoking novel and it portrays the contextually situated feminist critique. This 

resonates with Kishwar’s emphasis on real life complexities and Menon’s focus on the socially constructed and 

political nature of gender. The juncture between structural constraint and negotiated agency proves the concept of 

“intersectionality”. Further, the novel satirizes dowry as an evil institution and re-imagines the way in which dowry 

is viewed in society. It stresses the need for victims of dowry related violence to wake up to their personal rights 

and begin to resist and transform themselves within the social values of Indian culture. 

9. Conclusion 

Shobhan Bantwal’s The Dowry Bride is a significant intervention in the critical discourse on gender, dowry, and 

female agency in contemporary Indian society. First, it demonstrates how Megha’s experiences are shaped by the 

convergence of gender, class, marital status, and economic dependency. Second, it also exposes the structural 
nature of her vulnerability within a deeply deep-seated patriarchal system. Third, the novel has shown how Dowry 

emerges as a cultural practice and an instrument of control that encourages women’s subordination and economic 

insecurity. The novelist does this through an intersectional framework. 

While portraying the character of Megha, the plot promotes the chances of transformation within the usual social 

constraints. Her courageous journey from subservience to self-determination is a challenge to the societal 

expectations of female tolerance and patience within the limits of oppressive marital frameworks. However, in the 

midst of this domestic chaos, her decision to escape from her abusive household and continue her education is a 

decisive assertion of agency as it could help her reconstruct her individuality. Megha’s persistent transformation 

is material and psychological as it is a reflection of the advent of an autonomous female subjectivity that is ready 

to contend and redefine the existing patriarchal standards being practised even in the 21st century. 

The analysis focuses on the dimensions of empowerment through the character of Kunal. He is supportive of 
Megha’s decision to escape the violent atmosphere in her marital home. Furthermore, his role symbolises an 

alternative male model of masculinity filled with empathy, respect, and non-coercion. He encourages Megha’s 

autonomy without falling back upon the hierarchies of power. The novel, finally suggests that patriarchal structures 

need to be dismantled, and for this, women’s resistance and the ethical participation of men is equally essential. 

This study has identified the wider socio-cultural and policy implications, which are normally beyond its literary 

significance. The plot of the novel foregrounds dowry as an inevitable reality and a narrative construct. The 

novelist accentuates the limitations of the legal frameworks and highlights the need for more effective 

implementation of legislative measures that could control the harmful impact of dowry system. Furthermore, the 

legislation has to be strengthened along with continual efforts towards gender sensitization, education, and public 

awareness. Primarily, the novel emphasizes economic independence through education and argues for the 

establishment of strong support systems. But, these should allow women to renegotiate their coercive practices 

and social positions.  
This novel corroborates how feminist narratives can document oppression and reimagine agency to reshape 

cultural insights of identity, power and gender. The literary perspective of The Dowry Bride presents a decisive 

transformation in the depiction of women characters created in Indian feminist fiction. Modern fiction shapes them 

as individuals who know themselves and are actively involved in becoming stronger and self-reliant women 

capable of confidently asserting their choices. From this perspective, Literature functions not only as reflection but 

as a critical instrument of intervention that is capable of transforming oppressive customs into spaces of critique 

and resistance. 

This study unlocks new avenues for additional research even though it focuses only on a single novel. There is a 

scope for other studies to explore the intersectional dimensions of dowry and gender based violence. This can be 

done irrespective of caste, socio-economic contexts and regions. It is extended as a comparative analyses across 

the Indian diasporic fiction. Moreover, interdisciplinary approaches are also possible since they can investigate the 
psychological and cultural dimensions of dowry related practices. Finally, policy-oriented research would 

definitely be able to address the lacuna between the legislative measures provided by the constitution and the actual 

lives of real people who suffer such atrocities. 

The Dowry Bride, thus represents the portrayal of women who are victims of the dowry system. They are depicted 

as those who are no more ready to passively accept their fate, but are willing to take the risk and move towards 

becoming individuals who can fight for their rights and maintain their self-esteem. Integration of intersectional 
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analysis along with context-sensitive feminist frameworks taken from Madhu Kishwar and Nivedita Menon’s 

researches demonstrate the potential for literature to reflect and critically evaluate the existing socio-cultural 

practices that are ingrained into the Indian societal structure. Hence, the novel confirms that dowry is not just a 

social institution but it can be treated as a narrative instrument that can expose and contest the structural disparities 

in a socially-conditioned environment. 
The in-depth literary analysis of Bantwal’s novel is a serious attempt to contribute towards the expansion of 

feminist literary criticism with its principal focus on intersectionality. If this is adapted to local contexts, it would 

reveal the limitations and probabilities for agency in Indian fiction. Moreover, the role of literature is redefined as 

a didactic tool that advocates the space for personal transformation that could reconstruct cultural narratives that 

emphasize on gender, power and resistance issues that actually exist in Indian society as portrayed in Feminist 

Indian Fiction. 
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