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ABSTRACT 
 The historical novels by Indu Sundaresan offer a fascinating examination of female characters, 
emphasizing their roles, tribulations, and autonomy in the sociopolitical milieu of Mughal India. 
Sundaresan provides a nuanced perspective of historical female figures in works like The Twentieth Wife, 
The Feast of Roses, and Shadow Princess, which vividly depict women navigating the complexities of love, 
power, and identity. In order to better understand how women are portrayed in Sundaresan's fiction, this 
study will look at how these characters both follow and defy the gender norms of their era. The study 
emphasizes how Sundaresan's female protagonists assert their agency and significantly impact the 
political and cultural landscape of the Mughal empire, even though they are positioned within patriarchal 
structures. 

This study examines the various roles that women play in Sundaresan's stories through a targeted 
analysis, from the more subdued but tenacious characters like Jahanara to the political influencer 
Mehrunnisa (Empress Nur Jahan). The study highlights the internal and external struggles that these 
women encounter, emphasizing their agency in a world where they frequently have to deal with social 
norms that restrict their freedom. It also explores how relationships—whether romantic, familial, or 
political—influence the characters' decisions and give them the ability to take charge of their own lives. 

The goal of the study is to highlight how Sundaresan's female characters contribute to larger 
historical narratives by presenting them as active rather than passive participants in the creation of 
history. By examining these dynamic representations of women, the study will advance knowledge of 
gender and power in the Mughal era of India and shed light on the intricacies of female identity and 
agency in historical fiction. 

This in-depth analysis shows how Indu Sundaresan's books offer a new perspective on the lives and 
legacies of women in Indian history while simultaneously challenging conventional notions of gender roles 
and celebrating the tenacity and strength of women. 
 
KEYWORDS: Women in History, Indu Sundaresan, Female 
Characters, Historical Fiction, Gender Roles, Mughal India, Agency and 
Empowerment, Jahanara Patriarchy, Mehrunnisa (Nur Jahan). 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 The historical novels by Indu Sundaresan, which are mostly 
set in the Mughal era, provide vivid descriptions of women 
negotiating intricate social, political, and cultural environments. 
Sundaresan vividly depicts the stories of women who were active 
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contributors to the events and ideologies of their era rather than merely passive characters in the 
background of history in works like The Twentieth Wife, The Feast of Roses, and Shadow Princess. By 
demonstrating how they handled the complexities of power, love, and identity, the women in these 
novels—including well-known historical figures like Mehrunnisa (Empress Nur Jahan) and Jahanara—
challenge preconceived ideas about female passivity. This study examines how women are portrayed in 
Sundaresan's fiction and considers how they fit into Mughal India's social structures. The investigation 
of women's agency within a patriarchal system that frequently limits their political influence and 
personal freedom lies at the core of Sundaresan's stories. The novels illustrate the various roles women 
played in the Mughal court and beyond by painting a complex picture of female empowerment, whether 
via calculated political alliances, royal marriages, or silent acts of defiance. 

Although Sundaresan's female protagonists frequently seem to be limited by the gender norms 
of their era, they are also shown to be strong, resourceful, and able to forge their own paths in spite of 
these restrictions. Understanding these characters requires an understanding of the conflict between 
individual desires and societal expectations. They usually have to strike a balance between their desires 
for political power, independence, and personal fulfillment and the roles that are thrust upon them, 
such as wives, mothers, or daughters of rulers. The purpose of this study is to investigate how these 
women manage their identities in a setting where their connections to men and the royal family 
frequently determine their opportunities for power. It will concentrate on how Sundaresan's female 
characters subvert gender norms, show resiliency in the face of hardship, and subtly yet significantly 
wield power. The study will also look at how Sundaresan's depiction of these women critiques 
historical gender dynamics while also enhancing historical narratives. 

The research aims to advance knowledge of how historical fiction, especially Sundaresan's 
writings, depicts the roles and agency of women in Indian history through this targeted analysis. This 
study will shed light on the intricacies of the female experience in Mughal India by examining 
Sundaresan's treatment of female characters. It will also provide a new understanding of the historical 
significance of these works and the ways in which their stories subvert traditional literary depictions of 
women. 

 
AIMS AND OBJECTIVES:  
Aims: 

This study's main goal is to investigate and evaluate how women are portrayed in Indu 
Sundaresan's historical fiction, with an emphasis on their roles, agency, and struggles within Mughal 
India's patriarchal systems. The goal of the study is to advance knowledge of gender, identity, and 
power in historical fiction by investigating how Sundaresan's female protagonists assert their authority, 
negotiate their personal and political environments, and defy social norms. This study aims to challenge 
conventional notions of female passivity in historical contexts and highlight the complex 
representations of women in Sundaresan's works, ultimately illuminating their important contributions 
to historical narratives. 

 
OBJECTIVES: 
1. To analyze the roles and agency of female characters  
in Indu Sundaresan's books, paying particular attention to figures like Jahanara, Mehrunnisa (Empress 
Nur Jahan), and other notable female characters. In the Mughal court and larger historical contexts, the 
study will look at how these characters deal with the complexities of gender, power, and social 
expectations. 
2. To explore the relationship between female characters and power, 
both private and political. The study will look into how Sundaresan's female protagonists use political 
alliances, royal influence, and strategic marriages to exert influence within the patriarchal framework of 
the Mughal Empire. 
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3. To examine the intersection of personal desires and societal expectations.  
The study will examine how Sundaresan's female characters negotiate these roles in the quest for self-
empowerment by balancing their personal goals with the roles that society has assigned them, such as 
those of wives, mothers, or daughters of rulers. 
4. To critique the representation of women in historical fiction. 
The study will assess how Sundaresan's books subvert conventional historical narratives by providing a 
more nuanced and inclusive depiction of women's lives, emphasizing their agency and contributions to 
the course of history. 
5. To contribute to the broader discourse on gender in historical literature.  
The study intends to contribute to the current discussion about women's representation in literature 
and history by concentrating on the women in Sundaresan's novels. It will also examine how gender 
affects how historical narratives are told and how women have shaped history. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW:  

An extensive framework for examining the function and agency of female characters in Indu 
Sundaresan's works is provided by the literature on the representation of women in historical fiction, 
especially in the context of Indian literature. Although historical fiction as a genre and Sundaresan's 
novels in particular have seen a great deal of scholarly attention, more research is still needed to fully 
understand how women are portrayed in her works, particularly with regard to their sociopolitical 
roles, agency, and negotiation of gendered power structures. In addition to critical evaluations of 
Sundaresan's writings, this literature review will look at important scholarly works on gender, power, 
and women's representation in literary and historical contexts. 

 
1. Women in Historical Fiction and Indian Literature 

Gender roles have long been examined in historical fiction, particularly in relation to imperial 
and pre-colonial histories. In cultures where women's contributions have been overlooked or 
marginalized by traditional histories, scholars have highlighted how historical fiction enables the 
reinterpretation of women's roles in historical events. contends that historical accounts frequently fail 
to recognize women's political agency, especially in patriarchal cultures. Understanding how 
Sundaresan's female characters, like Mehrunnisa and Jahanara, assert their political and personal 
agency in a world dominated by men is made easier with the help of O'Connor's framework. By putting 
historical women at the heart of the story, Sundaresan's novels subvert the traditional silencing of these 
women. 

 
2. Gender and Power in Mughal India 

Mughal India, with its complex political, social, and religious structures, provides a rich 
backdrop for exploring issues of gender, power, and identity. Research on Mughal women demonstrates 
how women frequently used their connections with strong men to negotiate their identities while 
simultaneously using their agency in small but meaningful ways. gives a thorough historical account of 
the Mughal Empire and sheds light on the political climate that allowed women like Nur Jahan to 
flourish. Sundaresan's depiction of Mehrunnisa as a politically astute and strategic woman is based on 
the historical context that Eraly's research provides. This work establishes the framework for 
comprehending how women in the Mughal court were able to exert considerable influence despite 
frequently being constrained by social norms. 

 
3. Feminist Literary Criticism and Historical Reimaginings 

In order to examine how Sundaresan reimagines historical women, feminist literary criticism 
offers a crucial framework that challenges both gendered presumptions and historical omissions. 
Scholars have long maintained that by providing alternative depictions of women's lives and 
experiences, literature—particularly historical fiction—can either support or challenge prevailing 
patriarchal narratives. highlights how crucial it is to comprehend how colonialism, power, and gender 
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intersect. Despite being set in pre-colonial India, Sundaresan's books also examine themes of resistance 
and power that are relevant to feminist criticisms of patriarchal and colonial oppression. The female 
characters in Sundaresan's writings, especially those in the Mughal court, serve as excellent examples of 
how women negotiate authority and control in a society that is predominately male. 

 
4. Critiques of Indu Sundaresan’s Fiction 

Although Sundaresan's work has received little direct scholarly attention that is specifically 
focused on gender, a number of critical reviews have emphasized her nuanced representation of 
women in historical contexts. examines the ways in which Sundaresan's female protagonists defy 
literary and historical norms. Despite their historical constraints, Sharma contends that Sundaresan 
provides a “feminist retelling” of Mughal history by granting her female characters agency and 
autonomy. This critical viewpoint helps place Sundaresan's writing in a larger feminist literary tradition 
and validates her claim that she is an author who reimagines historical women as powerful, assertive 
individuals. 

 
5. Conclusion of Literature Review 

By placing Indu Sundaresan's writings within the larger academic discourse on gender, power, 
and historical representation, this literature review provides the framework for analyzing the roles 
played by women in her novels. The review emphasizes the importance of Sundaresan's female 
characters, who provide a subversive reimagining of Mughal women, by referencing historical research, 
feminist literary criticism, and criticisms of her work. By giving readers sophisticated, strong female 
characters who successfully negotiate both personal and political spheres, Sundaresan's novels add to 
an expanding corpus of writing that questions conventional depictions of historical women. Building on 
these academic underpinnings, this study intends to investigate further how Sundaresan's fictional 
depictions of women provide fresh perspectives on gender and power in the context of Mughal history. 

 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY:  

Both qualitative and literary analytical methods are used in the research methodology for this 
in-depth investigation of how women are portrayed and their roles in Indu Sundaresan's fiction. The 
study attempts to offer a thorough grasp of how female characters are portrayed, especially in relation 
to power, agency, and historical narratives, by analyzing Sundaresan's novels in the frameworks of 
gender theory, historical fiction, and feminist literary criticism. 

 
1. Textual Analysis (Literary Analysis) 

Close reading and textual analysis of Sundaresan's major novels—especially The Twentieth 
Wife, The Feast of Roses, and Shadow Princess—will form the basis of the research methodology. The 
researcher will be able to investigate the language, narrative strategies, character growth, and thematic 
issues that influence how female characters are portrayed using this method. The primary female 
characters in the novels, including Mehrunnisa (Empress Nur Jahan), Jahanara, and other noteworthy 
female characters, will be thoroughly examined. Their roles, the development of their characters, and 
the ways in which their choices and actions either support or contradict the gendered norms of their 
era will all be examined in this study. 

 
2. Feminist Literary Criticism 

The framework for evaluating the gender dynamics in Sundaresan's novels will be feminist 
literary theory. Understanding how women are portrayed, their agency, and how stories either 
reinforce or challenge patriarchal norms are the main goals of feminist criticism. The study will 
investigate how Sundaresan's female characters exercise agency in a patriarchal society using feminist 
theory. This entails looking at how they deal with love, power, social constraints, and personal desires. 
The main emphasis will be on how these characters take charge of their lives, question conventional 
roles, and use their connections with men to make their voices heard in social and political arenas. 
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3. Historical Contextualization 
Historical contextualization is a crucial part of this research methodology because Sundaresan's 

novels are set in the Mughal Empire's historical setting. The study will evaluate the author's accuracy 
and creative license by contrasting how women are portrayed in Sundaresan's fiction with actual 
historical accounts. In order to analyze how Sundaresan manages the conflict between her fictional 
representations of Mughal women and their historical reality, the study will also look at how she blends 
historical fact with fictional embellishment. This methodological component will assist in determining 
how closely Sundaresan follows or deviates from historical accounts in order to develop strong female 
characters. 

 
4. Comparative Analysis 

Sundaresan's novels will be compared to other historical fiction works that address related 
subjects, especially those set in South Asian or Indian historical settings. This will enable a more 
comprehensive comprehension of the representation of women in Indian historical fiction and the ways 
in which Sundaresan's writings advance the genre. Sundaresan's depiction of women will be contrasted 
with works like Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's "Palace of Illusions" and Katherine Frank's "Indira: The 
Life of Indira Nehru Gandhi," which both have strong female characters in historical settings. This will 
evaluate Sundaresan's distinct contribution to the genre and place her writing within the broader 
context of Indian historical fiction. 

 
5. Qualitative Interviews (Optional) 

The study may include qualitative interviews with academics who specialize in feminist theory, 
historical fiction, and Indian literature, if appropriate and practical. Further understanding of 
Sundaresan's work's relevance within the framework of literary and cultural studies would be possible 
through interviews. Expert opinions would help readers understand how women are portrayed and 
how power is distributed in Sundaresan's books. Interviews with scholars or critics who have written 
about Sundaresan’s works or the depiction of women in Mughal history could provide valuable 
perspectives on how her novels are perceived in terms of gender representation and historical 
accuracy. 

 
6. Data Collection and Analysis 

Textual information from Sundaresan's novels will serve as the study's main source of data, 
with secondary literature on gender in Indian history and literature, academic journals, and historical 
sources added for context. Thematic analysis will be used to examine how Sundaresan's narratives 
construct women's roles and experiences, paying special attention to societal roles, power dynamics, 
and individual agency. 

 
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM:  

Mughal India serves as the setting for Indu Sundaresan's historical novels, which prominently 
feature nuanced female characters navigating the sociopolitical climate of the era. Although male 
emperors, generals, and rulers have dominated much of the historical discussion surrounding the 
Mughal era, Sundaresan provides a novel viewpoint by emphasizing the lives and hardships of women, 
especially when they were subjected to a patriarchal system. Sundaresan presents women who, in spite 
of existing within the constrictive social and political frameworks of the Mughal empire, assert their 
agency and play crucial roles in influencing history through her works, including The Twentieth Wife, 
The Feast of Roses, and Shadow Princess. 

But there is still a lack of research on how women are portrayed in historical fiction, especially 
in the Mughal setting. Although Sundaresan's books are praised for their realistic depictions of these 
women, there is a dearth of academic literature that critically analyzes how these female characters 
defy and negotiate social expectations, gender norms, and power dynamics. The issue is that 
Sundaresan's female protagonists provide a complex portrayal of women in the Mughal era, but they 
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also both comply with and defy the constraints placed on them by their historical setting. By providing a 
focused examination of how these women's identities and roles change over time, how their agency is 
depicted, and how they subvert or negotiate roles that society has traditionally assigned them, this 
study seeks to close this gap. 

This study specifically aims to answer the following important questions: How do the female 
characters in Sundaresan deal with the social, political, and cultural restrictions of Mughal India? Even 
though they live in a patriarchal society, how do they exercise their agency? What does Sundaresan's 
depiction of the interplay between gender, power, and individual identity tell us about the complexity of 
the female experience in historical fiction? By examining these issues, the study hopes to improve 
knowledge of gender dynamics in Sundaresan's writings, illuminating women's roles in historical 
accounts and promoting a more inclusive perspective on Mughal history and its literary portrayal. 
 
DISCUSSION: 

Women are frequently explored in Indu Sundaresan's fiction as multifaceted, complex 
characters who negotiate the shifting terrains of culture, history, and individual identity. An in-depth 
analysis of Sundaresan's portrayal of female characters would probably look at how she subverts 
gender stereotypes and represents the changing roles of women in South Asian societies. An in-depth 
analysis of women in Sundaresan's fiction should focus on the following important topics:  

 
1. Historical Context and Women's Agency 

The Mughal Empire in The Twentieth Wife or the early years of post-Independence India in The 
Splendor of Silence are two examples of the historical settings that frequently appear in Sundaresan's 
novels. In addition to influencing the overall story, these historical settings have an impact on women's 
lives, frequently emphasizing their agency—or lack thereof. Despite the fact that women in many of 
Sundaresan's stories appear to be bound by the social and cultural norms of their era, they frequently 
manage to express their independence through subtly defiant behavior, personal ambition, or 
resistance. 

 
2. Empowerment Through Personal Relationships 

Characters by Sundaresan usually have complicated relationships with strong men, whether 
they be artists, military commanders, or rulers. In her fiction, women's character development revolves 
around the power dynamics in these relationships. But by presenting women who, in spite of their 
marginalization, have an impact on the political and social developments of their era, Sundaresan 
muddies these connections. For example, Mehrunisa and Emperor Jahangir's relationship in The 
Twentieth Wife Mehrunisa is positioned as a strong, strategic figure in the court by her relationship 
with Emperor Jahangir, which goes beyond the usual historical romance. 

 
3. The Intersection of Tradition and Change 

Many of Sundaresan's female characters are caught between traditional roles (like the dutiful 
wife or mother) and the possibilities of modernity or self-determination. This dichotomy frequently 
shows up in the way they balance their aspirations for individual autonomy with those of society. A 
targeted study would probably show how women either defy or follow cultural norms, emphasizing the 
conflict between tradition and change as a recurrent theme. 

 
4. Identity and Self-Discovery 

The female protagonists of Sundaresan frequently set out on self-discovery quests, traversing 
intricate emotional terrains that mirror larger social conflicts. Sundaresan's women are frequently 
depicted as seeking their own identities, independent of the labels society imposes on them, whether 
it's Mehrunisa in The Twentieth Wife, who must learn to balance ambition with her responsibilities as a 
wife, or other characters battling their own desires and limitations. 
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5. The Role of Family and Kinship Structures 
The lives of Sundaresan's characters are significantly shaped by family. For women, the 

expectations of their families frequently clash with their own aspirations. A focused study would look at 
how these kinship structures affect women's choices and social positions, especially in royal or 
aristocratic families. For many of Sundaresan's female characters, the conflict and personal 
development stem from the conflict between family responsibilities and personal goals. 

 
CONCLUSION: 

In conclusion, a careful examination of women and their roles in Indu Sundaresan's fiction 
demonstrates her extraordinary talent for creating strong, multifaceted female characters who defy and 
negotiate the constrictive historical and cultural contexts in which they find themselves. Through her 
portrayal of women in a variety of contexts—from intimate family settings to royal courts—Sundaresan 
explores the relationship between gender, power, and individual agency, showing how women continue 
to express themselves subtly and overtly despite frequently being confined by social norms. With many 
of them juggling the roles that their families and societies have assigned them while pursuing personal 
autonomy and self-realization, Sundaresan's female protagonists exemplify the conflict between 
tradition and change. These women are depicted as both influencing and being influenced by their 
environments, whether through calculated partnerships, intellectual disobedience, or silent acts of 
defiance. Readers are given a nuanced view of women's roles in historical and cultural contexts through 
their relationships with men, their families, and their own desires, which speak to larger issues of 
identity, independence, and empowerment. 

In the end, Sundaresan's fiction highlights the richness and complexity of women's experiences 
by showing them as active participants in history rather than passive objects. Her contributions to the 
literary examination of women's roles are priceless and timeless, as evidenced by the way her stories 
not only examine the limitations faced by women but also their transformative potential and tenacity. 
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