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Abstract: 

In a patriarchal society where women’s lives are limited by marital, cultural, and religious 

norms. Bapsi Sidhwa’s novel, Their Language of Love (2013), provides an in-depth analysis of the 

gender and power dynamics inherent in such a culture. It examines how women navigate their agency 

and autonomy under the confines of authoritarian regimes. The research examines the relationship 

between gender roles and power in Sidhwa’s narrative using feminist frameworks and theoretical 

views on partition, ethnicity, and Islamic law. The research elucidates the mechanisms that both 

support and contest power in women’s lives, while also revealing the intricate methods by which 

women face and repudiate patriarchy. The study results indicate that Sidhwa’s depiction of gendered 

power dynamics provides a framework for examining the possibilities for transformation and agency 

under increasingly authoritarian regimes. 
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In Bapsi Sidhwa’s Their Language of Love, power dynamics and gender are the issues that are 

examined as women negotiate the limiting structures of family, marriage, and society. The tension 

between individual desire and societal duty powerfully informs the book’s search for love and human 

relationships. Sidhwa’s portrayal of women’s lives in a patriarchy, bounded by religious and cultural 

codes, illuminates the distribution and contestation of power in the context of gender. This research 

attempts to examine these processes through the theoretical perspectives provided by Doi and Bewley 

in their examination of Islamic law, Datta’s examination of Partition narratives, and Gupta’s 

international examination of ethnicity. It attempts to examine the processes by and through which 

patriarchal institutions are reproduced and subverted in Sidhwa’s novel through an examination of the 

power and gender dynamics of the characters. 

Gender refers to the roles, behaviours, expressions, and identities constructed by cultural and 

societal forces, which are attributed to individuals by societies based on their perceived sex. Gender 

differs from biological sex, which is attributed based on physical characteristics, since gender is built 

from social expectations, traditions, and norms that cut across cultures and throughout history. Gender 

influences the way people interact with each other, the opportunities people have, and the power people 

experience. Gender is not fixed or binary; instead, it is built on a continuum and is dynamic and subject 

to reinterpretation throughout history. Gender studies critically analyse how these roles reinforce or 

transgress the dominant power relations of society. 

The power relations in Bapsi Sidhwa’s novels are intricately intertwined with issues of gender, 

class, and colonial power relations, and reflect the complex socio-political dynamics of South Asia. 

Her novels often bring to the centre the plight of marginalized subjects, particularly women, as they 

navigate patriarchal limitations and social conventions. In Their Language of Love, Sidhwa examines 

power relations at play in family, romantic, and social spheres, revealing the hierarchies that underpin 

human relations. Through an examination of tradition-modernity conflicts and the entanglements of 

class and gender, her novels reveal how power is negotiated and contested or reinforced, and how it 

ultimately shapes the identity and destiny of her characters. 

The current research endeavours to explore the dynamics whereby gender and power relations 

operate in Bapsi Sidhwa’s Their Language of Love It authentically mirrors the socio-cultural realities 

present in South Asian society. By examining the intricate dynamics between male and female 

protagonists, the current research endeavours to unveil the implications of patriarchal norms on 



Juni Khyat (जूनी ख्यात)                                                                                             ISSN: 2278-4632 

(UGC CARE Group I Listed Journal)                                     Vol-15, Issue-05, No.02, May: 2025 
 

 
 

 

 

Page | 27                                                                                                      Copyright @ 2025 Author 

identity formation, agency, and relational processes. Drawing on feminist and postcolonial theories, 

the analysis explores how power is exercised, subverted, and resisted in the realms of familial, social, 

and romantic relationships. It also analyses the intersection of gender with variables such as class, 

religion, and cultural practices, bringing out the different ways in which Sidhwa either subverts or 

sustains prevailing societal hierarchies. The current paper enriches the larger corpus of work on gender 

and power by situating Sidhwa’s fictions in the shifting context of South Asian feminist writing. 

Bapsi Sidhwa is best known for her detailed examination of gender, class, and social life in the 

context of South Asian society. As a Parsi novelist, her fiction tends to explore issues of displacement, 

identity, and marginalization, particularly from the point of view of women’s lives. Sidhwa’s novels, 

including Ice-Candy-Man (released as Cracking India in the United States) and The Pakistani Bride, 

have been widely praised for their feminist content and powerful depiction of patriarchal domination. 

In Their Language of Love Sidhwa persistently concerns herself with questions of gendered 

power relations, questioning the roles, expectations, and challenges of women in traditional and also 

contemporary contexts. Her fiction is deeply rooted in postcolonial theory, questioning the long-term 

effects of colonialism on gender relations, class relations, and cultural identity. Through compelling 

narratives, she makes a challenge to social norms while simultaneously providing large and nuanced 

portrayals of love, survival, and resistance.  
 

“Sidhwa’s men have distinct personality traits but her women are not extravagant, they 

are ordinary and devoid of feelings. In their limited orbits, they are socially active and 

lead only a superficial existence. Even though they are active, they are flat characters” 

(Rani 123). 
 

Analysis of gender and power relations within postcolonial South Asian literature is important 

to demonstrate the influence of historical, cultural, and political conditions on agency and identity. The 

literature from this region tends to reflect the deeply entrenched patriarchal systems that characterize 

societal roles and interpersonal relations while simultaneously illuminating the ways in which women 

negotiate, subvert, or negotiate these systems. This paper strives to provide critical answers to research 

questions: How does Sidhwa represent gender-based power conflicts in Their Language of Love? How 

and in what ways do class, religion, and colonial history intersect with gender roles in her fiction? How 

do female characters negotiate or construct their agency against oppressive systems? Using 

postcolonial theoretical frameworks, the paper utilizes textual analysis to study character construction, 

narrative structure, and thematic depictions of gendered power relations. 

The patriarchal structures are woven into the social fabric, shaping the lives and choices of the 

characters, particularly the women. Power dynamics rooted in gender are perpetuated by societal and 

legal systems that limit women’s autonomy. Drawing upon Doi and Bewley’s Woman in Shari’ah: 

Islamic Law, one can observe the similarities between the way Islamic legal systems restrict women’s 

rights and the societal norms imposed on Sidhwa’s characters. Bapsi Sidhwa’s fiction has been widely 

analysed for its portrayal of gender, identity, and postcolonial struggles. Scholars have examined her 

works, such as Cracking India and The Pakistani Bride, in the context of feminist and postcolonial 

discourse, highlighting her critique of patriarchal oppression and cultural constraints on women. 

Critics emphasize her ability to capture the intersection of gender, class, and religion, making her an 

essential voice in South Asian literature.  
 

“The examination of the idea of women’s agency in narratives of partition serves to 

inscribe an alternative histography from an alternative marginal vintage point it enables 

location of the marginalized to the centre stage and facilitates listening to silence that 

challenges the totalizing discursive cacophony” (Desai 15).  
 

Gender roles and power structures in South Asian literature often reflect rigid patriarchal 

systems, where women’s agency is constrained by societal norms. However, many literary works also 

depict resistance and negotiation within these structures. Theoretical perspectives from Simone de 

Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, Gayatri Spivak’s concept of the ‘subaltern,’ and Judith Butler’s ideas on 
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gender performativity provide critical tools for analysing how Sidhwa’s female characters navigate 

power dynamics, oppression, and identity in Their Language of Love. Starting from the colonial 

depiction of veiled Indian women in urgent need of emancipation from the barbaric custom of orthodox 

Hindu society to the anti-colonial nationalistic conflation of women into dichotomous categories of a 

docile housewife, a valiant amazon and symbol of the motherland and the figure of ‘woman’ as being 

conventional used as an excuse for motivated interventions  into the public sphere and social life and 

to mobilize patriarchal struggle over  community autonomy and the right of self-determination. (Mani 

30)  

According to Doi and Bewley, “The position of women in Shari’ah law is one of inequality, 

where women’s testimony is often invalid, and their bodies are subject to male ownership” (Doi & 

Bewley 35). This notion of women being subjected to male authority is mirrored in Sidhwa’s narrative, 

where the female characters are constrained by familial expectations and legal frameworks that limit 

their freedom. For example, the protagonist’s relationship with her husband is marked by submission 

to his will, reflecting a legal and cultural view of women as subordinate. 

Sidhwa highlights this submission: “She knew she was supposed to be subservient, to be content with 

the life laid out for her, but it was becoming harder to silence the voice inside her” (Sidhwa 74). This 

internal struggle illustrates the tension between societal expectations and personal desires, 

emphasizing the ways patriarchal systems dictate women’s lives. 

In this novel, marriage is depicted as a straightforward institution with rigidly demarcated 

gender roles, and patriarchal domination of women’s liberty. Women are supposed to conform to roles 

as prescribed by religious and cultural traditions, with no consideration of their own aspirations or 

wishes. Sidhwa satirizes the practice by pointing out the oppressive character of marriage in a 

patriarchal setup. 

Doi and Bewley explain, “The husband is the head of the family, and his word is final. A 

woman’s role is to be obedient, both in action and in thought” (Doi & Bewley 35). This reflects the 

treatment of women in Sidhwa’s novel, where marriage is often depicted not as a partnership but as an 

institution of male dominance. For instance, the protagonist’s husband dictates her actions and limits 

her autonomy. Sidhwa emphasizes this power imbalance: “In his eyes, she was not a person; she was 

an extension of his will, a woman who belonged to him, whose desires were irrelevant” (Sidhwa 108).  

Sidhwa depicts female protagonists operating within the confines of strict limitations of patriarchal 

society, often facing oppression, societal demands, and discrimination on the grounds of gender. 

Women are survivors and victims, fighting against cultural norms that limit their autonomy. Sidhwa 

raises themes of oppression involving forced marriages, domestic subordination, and sexual and 

emotional repression, and also moments of resistance and agency, through complex narrative 

strategies. Certain characters challenge societal norms by expressing their desires, taking 

nonconformist decisions, or reasserting their voices in male-dominated spaces. Through projecting the 

inner struggle and resilience of her female protagonists, Sidhwa not only criticizes the machinery of 

patriarchal domination but also celebrates the overt and covert acts of resistance that mark women’s 

struggle for independence in South Asian society. 

The novel introduces male figures who represent and solidify patriarchal hegemony, typically 

defining the roles and restrictions given to women in family and societal structures. Most men maintain 

their dominance through traditional power, thereby perpetuating gender hierarchies through 

domination of women’s choices, restriction of their mobility, and perpetuation of cultural values that 

promote male superiority. Fathers, husbands, and brothers are typically described as protectors of 

honour, employing social norms and economic dependency to guarantee control. Sidhwa also presents 

male characters that resist these tendencies, exhibiting tolerance and support of women’s 

independence, though within established boundaries. This is an indication of the tension between the 

deeply ingrained patriarchal beliefs and the emerging vision of men who acknowledge the injustices 

inflicted on women. By such depiction, Sidhwa denounces processes by which patriarchal values 
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reproduce themselves and also recognizes the possible scope of variation within given patterns of 

power structure. 

The oppressive apparatus of society which governs their lives permits the women of Their 

Language of Love to exhibit numerous modes of resistance and agency. Sidhwa’s portrayal of women 

characters who subvert and resist patriarchal norms provides a model for understanding the ways that 

women are able to re-assert their sense of self in such restrictive systems. The novel’s central theme is 

the re-definition of women’s sense of self as they resist patriarchal oppression. As the central 

protagonist forms a sense of her own needs and desires, she experiences a radical shift of her 

consciousness. Sidhwa writes, “For the first time, she understood that she was more than the sum of 

her obligations. She was a person, with desires of her own” (Sidhwa 146). This moment of realization 

is a key moment of resistance, in which the protagonist begins the process of reclaiming her voice and 

agency, and thus shows how the power systems which have structured her identity can be challenged. 

Gupta’s analysis of the intersection of gender and ethnicity underscores the complexity of these 

acts of resistance. According to Gupta, “The intersection of gender and ethnicity reveals the 

complexities of identity formation for women caught between the demands of multiple cultural and 

societal systems” (Gupta 580). In the novel, women’s resistance is shaped not only by their gender but 

also by the cultural and ethnic expectations placed upon them, complicating their struggle for 

autonomy.  

The patriarchal institutions can restrict the roles of women; however, they also inherently 

provide avenues for resistance and reformation. Women show the potential to negotiate and perhaps 

subvert these social relations, thereby introducing opportunities for further agency. The novel also 

analyses the intersections between gender, ethnicity, and class, demonstrating ways in which such 

multiple identities map onto women’s lived realities. Class, religious considerations, as well as other 

cultural factors, play a determinative role in constructing gendered roles and gendered power 

arrangements in various societies. Socioeconomic class rank typically determines basic resource 

access, educational access, and employment opportunity, which itself impacts gender-relevant 

expectations. Women from less privileged socioeconomic statuses frequently experience elevated 

marginalization under economic dependence as well as inaccessibility to opportunities. 

It is very important to know the difference between sex and gender. Every society has a system 

which is based on sex or gender. In short, sex is a term that is related to biology and gender expresses 

socially or culturally constructed qualities. The main focus of this paper is to explore the construction 

of female subjectivity while analysing the male characters in the novel. ‘One is not born but rather 

becomes a woman. (De Beauvoir 295) 

Religion plays a great role in defining gender norms by creating sacred scripture and culture-

based roles. The majority of religious instruction sanctions patriarchal forms and thus limits women’s 

freedoms in family life, politics, and the workplace. Other religious movements, however, have served 

as agents of feminist activism in resisting oppressive meanings. Colonialism disrupted dominant 

gender roles by imposing Western ideologies of supporting male dominance over Indigenous and non-

Western gender systems. Men were preferred to be in positions of authority and economic power, thus 

subordinating women to domestic roles. Postcolonial regimes maintained the majority of these 

frameworks and mixed colonial traces with current patriarchal norms. In spite of this, globalization 

and feminism have increasingly dismantled these hierarchies and fostered gender equality in legal, 

educational, and work environments. Despite progress, the intersection of class, religion, and colonial 

legacies continues to shape gender roles and power relations worldwide. “If women lived in a different 

country from men and had never read any of their writings, they would have had a literature of their 

own” (Showalter 3). 

In the novel, not only are women subverting dominant gender norms but are also being 

constructed through their socio-economic and ethnic background. Sidhwa writes, “She was a woman, 

yes, but she was also something more - a product of her culture, her history, her class. Every choice 

she made was shaped by these factors” (Sidhwa 113). This intersectionality demonstrates the complex 



Juni Khyat (जूनी ख्यात)                                                                                             ISSN: 2278-4632 

(UGC CARE Group I Listed Journal)                                     Vol-15, Issue-05, No.02, May: 2025 
 

 
 

 

 

Page | 30                                                                                                      Copyright @ 2025 Author 

power relationships that women must contend with, as their gendered experience is further complicated 

by ethnicity and class-based expectations. Sexuality is generally portrayed as both a vehicle for control 

and a space for resistance in power relationships within society. Throughout history, patriarchal 

societies have attempted to control sexuality, most notably that of women, in order to secure social 

order and male superiority. Purity, chastity, and honour have been used as ideals to police women’s 

bodies, thus controlling their autonomy and limiting their options. Conversely, oppressed groups have 

utilized sexuality as a space for resistance, either by reversing the norms of heteronormativity, re-

appropriating their bodily autonomy, or seeking out relationships that traverse societal expectations. 

Literature and history equally attest to the fact that people subvert repressive norms by articulating 

their desires, identities, and non-conformist relationships, thus subverting dominant power relations.  

All such experiences of love, marriage, and desire are conditioned by and shaped within social 

norms, and these are gendered. Female desires are most often regulated, defined in discourses of virtue, 

sacrifice, or duty, while men are granted greater sexual freedom and agency. In patriarchal societies, 

love and marriage are institutions through which power is enacted, presented through arranged 

weddings, economic dependency, or gendered cultural practices of male prerogative. However, stories 

also reveal acts of defiance, where characters pursue love outside conventions, challenge rigid marital 

expectations, or negotiate power within relationships, showcasing the evolving complexities of gender 

and sexuality in different cultural and historical settings. Gupta’s work helps contextualize these 

experiences, suggesting that women in transnational spaces face compounded struggles, where 

multiple societal forces shape their identities. The characters in Their Language of Love grapple with 

these intersecting pressures, reflecting Gupta’s notion of identity formation as a complex, multi-

dimensional process (Gupta 580). 

Sidhwa’s representation of gender dynamics across different narratives in her anthology reveals 

the dynamics of patriarchy, socioeconomic status, and cultural norms in building power conflicts. In 

her stories, women often live under oppressive regimes, employing strategies ranging from silent 

tolerance to subversive resistance. Contrast of different narratives foregrounds how gender-based 

disparities in power are experienced across social classes; e.g., women from privileged classes may be 

confined from within the walls of domesticity, while women of lower socioeconomic classes suffer 

both economic and sexual exploitation. Sidhwa’s work strengthens feminist theory in that it sheds light 

upon these disparities as well as in describing female agency, resistance, and the complexities of 

gendered subordination. Additional research could involve intersectional comparison with other 

postcolonial feminist works, analysis of how male characters engage with or subvert patriarchal 

regimes, and assessment of the evolving representation of gender in contemporary South Asian 

literature. 
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