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Abstract— In the early twenty-first century, Indian English literature has experienced a remarkable increase 

in feminist stories that challenge patriarchy, caste systems, heteronormativity, and other overlapping power 

dynamics. This article surveys the historical background of this literary movement, explores its main themes, 

examines stylistic changes, and discusses its critical and commercial success. The current study remains 

accessible while using an academic approach suitable for an international audience, showing how modern 

Indian feminist writing both mirrors and influences social and political realities.   
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Introduction 

Feminist Indian English literature in the twenty-first century 

represents a significant shift from earlier gender-focused 

fiction by emphasizing intersectionality and employing 

mixed language forms. As India experiences rapid social 

and economic changes, writers use novels, memoirs, poetry, 

and digital texts to challenge dominant narratives about 

gender, caste, sexuality, and class. A variety of authors—

from Dalit feminists like Bama and Yashica Dutt to writers 

like Jhumpa Lahiri and Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni—have 

transformed Indian English literature through their bold 

reimaginings of identity and social justice. These stories 

reflect real experiences and provide important commentary 

on global feminist frameworks adjusted to fit Indian 

contexts.   

The literature of this century features characters dealing 

with complicated issues such as bodily autonomy, mental 

health, marital abuse, queer desire, caste-related 

discrimination, and environmental destruction. These 

interconnected themes highlight the transition from second-

wave feminism to an intersectional and postcolonial 

viewpoint.   

This article examines the rise and development of feminist 

writing in 21st-century Indian English literature through 

seven focused sections: historical roots, main themes, 

narrative innovations, publishing and reception, readership 

dynamics, emerging trends, and future directions. Each 

section engages critically with representative texts, 

scholarly interpretations, and the wider cultural 

implications of this vibrant literary movement.   

 

Historical Roots of Feminist Writing in Indian English 

Literature   

The roots of feminist writing in India go back to the late 

nineteenth century when an educated minority of women 

began to write poetry and prose in English as a form of 

public self-expression. Toru Dutt’s Ancient Ballads (1882) 

and Sarojini Naidu’s The Golden Threshold (1905) used 

Romantic lyricism to explore devotion, nationalist longing, 

and female inner life in subtly provocative ways. Their work 

connected with early social reform movements for women’s 

education and age of consent laws, linking literary creativity 

with emerging feminist politics.   

Independence in 1947 opened up new thematic possibilities, 

but it was Kamala Das who sparked a significant stylistic 

change. Her confessional volume Summer in Calcutta 

(1965) expressed female desire, anxiety, and bodily self-

awareness with a sincerity that challenged patriarchal 
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morals. Alongside Das, writers like Ismat Chughtai—

although mainly writing in Urdu—engaged in open 

discussions of sexuality that resonated with their English-

language counterparts.   

The 1970s and 1980s saw a shift toward interior realism in 

novels by Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande, and Githa 

Hariharan, who examined the constraints of domestic life, 

the burden of caregiving, and the quiet rebellions of middle-

class women. Their complex female characters paved the 

way for intersectional explorations of caste and class that 

emerged in the 1990s through Dalit autobiographical works 

like Bama’s Karukku (1992; English trans. 2012).   

The release of Tharu and Lalitha’s two-volume anthology 

Women Writing in India (1991) was a significant event; it 

recovered over a century of overlooked female voices, 

legitimizing feminist scholarship and sparking new creative 

efforts. Together, these developments created a literary 

lineage that today's authors draw on even as they critique 

neoliberalism, Hindu nationalism, and globalization. 

 

Major Themes in Modern Feminist Writing   

Contemporary feminist texts encompass fiction, memoir, 

poetry, and digital storytelling, yet all share a commitment 

to dismantling overlapping hierarchies of gender, caste, 

class, sexuality, and religion. Bodily autonomy remains a 

central focus: Meena Kandasamy’s When I Hit You (2017) 

addresses marital rape through unflinching interior 

monologue, revealing legal loopholes that protect spousal 

abuse. Similarly, Tishani Doshi’s Small Days and Nights 

(2019) emphasizes reproductive choice and bodily self-

definition within rural patriarchy.   

The intertwining of caste and gender appears in 

autobiographical works like Yashica Dutt’s Coming Out as 

Dalit (2019) and Bama’s Karukku, which portray the 

psychological effects of passing, ostracism, and structural 

bias. These narratives enhance intersectionality—a concept 

first developed in U.S. Black feminism that has been 

effectively recontextualized within the Indian social and 

legal landscape.   

Diasporic dislocation and the tension between tradition and 

modernity shape Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Lowland (2013), 

where two sisters navigate Naxalite rebellion, migration, 

and widowhood, linking national history with personal 

sorrow. Mythological retellings, such as Chitra Banerjee 

Divakaruni’s The Palace of Illusions (2008) and Volga’s 

Telugu short stories, portray Draupadi and Sita as agents of 

sensuality, anger, and self-creation.   

Finally, queer and transgender identities play a prominent 

role in Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 

(2017), which tells the story of Anjum, a Hijra navigating 

the political turmoil in Delhi. Together, these themes present 

a powerful challenge to heteropatriarchal and Brahmanical 

standards, asserting that feminist liberation in India must be 

fundamentally inclusive.   

 

Narrative Innovations and Experiments   

Formal experimentation distinguishes twenty-first-century 

feminist writing from earlier works. Many genres blend: 

Kandasamy combines autobiographical confession with 

metafiction, while Priya Basil’s essays mix memoir, 

political pamphlet, and recipes. Arundhati Roy’s unique 

structure in The Ministry of Utmost Happiness breaks 

chronological order and shifts focus to represent voices 

scattered across Kashmir, Old Delhi, and the forests of 

Bastar.   

Writers also use multiple languages to disrupt colonial 

language hierarchies; phrases in Tamil, Urdu, or Kannada 

are included without italics, inviting readers to interpret 

meaning rather than relying on exoticized glossaries. 

Digital poets like Nikita Gill share their work on Instagram, 

which later transitions to print, blurring the line between 

oral storytelling, social media, and traditional publishing.   

Mythical retellings are another notable feature. 

Divakaruni’s first-person Draupadi uses present tense for a 

cinematic effect, contrasting sharply with Vyasa’s all-

knowing epic voice. Speculative eco-fictions by Vandana 

Singh merge climate science with feminist ethics, 

exemplifying a trend toward climate fiction activism.   

Such stylistic risk-taking is not merely for show; it 

highlights subaltern knowledge systems and resists the 

traditional linear and realistic approaches tied to colonial 

education. In essence, the form itself becomes a political 

tool, reflecting the fragmented identities and layered 

oppressions that characterize contemporary Indian 

womanhood.   

 

Awards, Publishing Ecosystem, and Public Reception   

Global literary markets are increasingly recognizing 

feminist Indian writing. Arundhati Roy’s Booker Prize 

(1997) showed a worldwide interest in subaltern narratives, 

while Avni Doshi’s Booker shortlisting (2020) confirmed 

their lasting significance. Domestically, the Sahitya 

Akademi, Crossword, and JCB Prizes have honored works 

focusing on gender and caste. Independent publishers like 

Zubaan, Navayana, and Yoda curate collections centered on 

queer, Dalit, and Adivasi perspectives often ignored by 

mainstream publishers.   

Despite success, market inequalities remain. Distribution 

networks favor urban bookstores, leaving readers in Tier II 
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cities and rural areas reliant on costly shipping or pirated 

PDFs. Additionally, conservative groups have targeted 

works labeled ‘anti-Hindu’ or ‘obscene,’ leading to bans or 

self-censorship, as seen with Tamil writer Perumal 

Murugan.   

Nonetheless, digital platforms reduce barriers. E-commerce 

giants, crowdfunding, and print-on-demand services allow 

authors to bypass traditional gatekeepers, while literary 

festivals—like Jaipur, Kerala, and Hyderabad—promote 

direct interaction between writers and diverse audiences. 

Critical discussions in international journals have become 

more nuanced, placing Indian feminist literature within 

larger discussions on world literature and postcolonial 

thought.   

 

Readership, Recognition, and Resistance   

Research shows a growing but uneven readership. Survey 

results from the National Library Mission show that 

increased female literacy and English proficiency correlate 

with higher sales of feminist titles in urban areas. Online 

book clubs—like #DalitHistoryMonth and #ReadWomen—

help build community-driven canons, bringing attention to 

backlist titles like Karukku.   

However, language privilege remains a challenge; Dalit 

autobiographies translated into English often reach global 

academics before they reach local readers. Social media has 

also become a contentious space: authors like Meena 

Kandasamy face coordinated harassment and legal threats, 

revealing the fragility of so-called ‘freedom’ in the digital 

age.   

Recognition is intertwined with resistance. While academic 

programs increasingly include feminist literature, school 

boards often exclude or sanitize these texts, reflecting 

ideological battles over cultural heritage. Readers engage in 

counter-hegemonic activities through grassroots libraries, 

feminist bookstores, and podcasts that reinterpret classic 

works from Dalit queer perspectives.   

 

Emerging Trends in the Third Decade of the Century   

Recent publications signal new thematic avenues. Disability 

activism intersects with feminist issues in Hansda 

Sowvendra Shekhar’s short stories, while Jerry Pinto’s 

mental health memoir Em and the Big Hoom emphasizes 

caregiving responsibilities. Concerns about climate change 

shape Vandana Singh’s speculative fiction, connecting 

environmental decline to gender-based resource scarcity.   

The precariousness of the gig economy appears in modern 

urban tales where female food delivery workers and app-

based beauticians navigate surveillance capitalism, echoing 

the land rights struggles of women in agrarian settings. 

Meanwhile, Muslim women writers from Kashmir and the 

Northeast, like Farah Bashir, portray state violence 

alongside personal narratives, complicating one-

dimensional portrayals of Indian womanhood.   

Digital serialization on platforms like Substack and Wattpad 

lets marginalized voices build global audiences without 

needing institutional support. The rise of audiobooks, often 

narrated by the authors themselves, further increases access 

for visually impaired and rural listeners.   

 

Future Directions for Feminist Indian English Writing   

Looking forward, scholars expect a continued deepening of 

intersectional practices. The intertwining crises of climate 

change, authoritarian nationalism, and inequality driven by 

the pandemic are likely to enhance feminist dialogues on 

biopolitics and environmental justice. Genre boundaries 

will blur further as authors try out graphic novels, podcast 

dramas, and virtual reality narratives.   

Academically, combining literary studies with sociology, 

digital humanities, and indigenous knowledge will 

strengthen critical frameworks. Translation efforts will 

remain vital, ensuring that feminist insights are shared in 

both English and India’s 22 officially recognized languages. 

Projects like the Dalit Panther Library digitization initiative 

highlight this democratic spirit.   

Finally, the formation of collectives like The Sisterhood of 

Survivors emphasizes collaborative storytelling, marking a 

shift from the notion of the solitary genius to community-

focused narratives. By prioritizing care, shared experiences, 

and reparative reading approaches, twenty-first century 

feminist writing aims not only to reflect reality but also to 

envision fairer futures. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Feminist writing in 21st-century Indian English literature is 

not just a literary movement; it serves as a strong 

sociocultural intervention. From the early poetic works of 

Toru Dutt and Sarojini Naidu to the diverse and 

interconnected stories by Arundhati Roy, Meena 

Kandasamy, and Yashica Dutt, Indian women writers have 

consistently pushed back against patriarchal structures. 

They have reshaped both aesthetic and political discussions. 

This change mirrors a wider cultural shift where literature 

becomes a platform for asserting marginalized identities, 

revealing systemic inequalities, and envisioning alternative 

futures.   

Importantly, contemporary feminist writing deeply engages 

with issues such as caste, class, sexuality, region, and 

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.104.8


Mandal                                                                                                        Feminist Reimagining in 21st Century Indian English Writing 

IJELS-2025, 10(4), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.) 

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.104.8                                                                                                                                                      48 

religion. These are not just side topics; they are key areas of 

focus. The range of themes—from bodily autonomy and 

queer desire to climate justice and exploitation in the gig 

economy—shows how the genre responds to the realities 

faced by people in a rapidly changing nation. Additionally, 

new approaches to storytelling, blending languages, and 

sharing work through digital means highlight the active 

connection between feminist art and new media 

environments.   

Even though the publishing world is still unequal, the 

growth of independent presses, literary festivals, online 

platforms, and grassroots reading communities has 

increased the visibility and influence of these stories. 

Resistance still exists through censorship, online 

harassment, and exclusion from curricula, but recognition 

also continues to grow through national and international 

awards, academic acknowledgment, and public 

appreciation.   

Looking ahead, the strength and flexibility of Indian 

feminist writing will keep it relevant. As it engages with 

pressing environmental, economic, and political issues, 

feminist literature will remain a vital force. It will not only 

represent women’s voices but also challenge and reshape 

the very foundations of storytelling and justice. In this light, 

literature serves not just as a reflection of society but as a 

powerful instrument for meaningful change. 
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