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1) Abstract: Bhabani Bhattacharya, one of the foremost Indian English novelists, is widely 

recognized for his humanistic vision and commitment to social reform. Music for Mohini presents a 

sensitive portrayal of the tension between entrenched patriarchal traditions and the emerging 

consciousness of women in post-independence Indian society. The novel foregrounds the conflict 

between rigid cultural norms that seek to confine women within domestic silence and the growing 

aspiration for selfhood and autonomy. This paper examines Mohini as a crucial site of negotiation 

where submission to tradition coexists with subtle forms of resistance. Rather than portraying overt 

rebellion, Bhattacharya delineates women’s agency as an inward, ethical process shaped by emotional 

strength, moral reasoning, and self-realization. Employing a feminist and socio-cultural framework, the 

study undertakes a close textual analysis to explore how patriarchal power operates within familial and 

social institutions and how Mohini gradually asserts her identity within these constraints. The paper 

argues that Music for Mohini advocates a model of transformation that is gradual, non-violent, and 

humanistic, emphasizing reform through understanding rather than confrontation. The novel remains 

relevant to contemporary debates on gender, patriarchy, and women’s empowerment, particularly in 

societies negotiating the complex interface between tradition and modernity. 

 

Index Terms - Women’s Agency, Patriarchy, Tradition, Transformation, Feminism, Bhabani Battacharya 

2) INTRODUCTION: CONTEXT AND RELEVANCE 

 Bhabani Bhattacharya occupies a significant position in Indian English fiction as a novelist deeply 

committed to social realism and humanistic values. Writing during a period of intense socio-political 

transition in India, Bhattacharya consistently addressed issues such as poverty, exploitation, moral decay, 

and the need for ethical reform. His novels reflect a strong Gandhian influence, emphasizing non-

violence, moral responsibility, and social change achieved through inner transformation rather than 

radical confrontation. Unlike writers who depict social realities with pessimism, Bhattacharya’s vision 

remains fundamentally optimistic, grounded in the belief that human values can reform oppressive 

structures. This humanistic concern forms the ideological foundation of Music for Mohini, a novel that 

explores the complexities of tradition, modernity, and gender relations in Indian society. 
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 Music for Mohini is set against the backdrop of rural India, particularly within the rigid 

framework of a traditional joint family system. The novel presents a clash between inherited customs and 

evolving social consciousness, focusing on the domestic and cultural spaces that regulate women’s lives. 

At its core, the narrative examines how deeply entrenched patriarchal norms govern familial authority, 

social behaviour, and gender expectations. The central conflict arises from the encounter between 

orthodox traditions that demand female obedience and the emergence of modern values shaped by 

education, urban exposure, and ethical awareness. Through this conflict, Bhattacharya presents a nuanced 

critique of social conservatism without entirely rejecting tradition, instead advocating reform from 

within. 

 The position of women in traditional Indian society, as reflected in Music for Mohini, is marked 

by restriction, silence, and subordination. Women are expected to conform to prescribed roles of dutiful 

daughters, obedient wives, and self-sacrificing members of the household. Their individuality is often 

subsumed under familial honour and social respectability. The novel portrays how patriarchal authority 

operates subtly yet powerfully through customs, rituals, and moral codes that regulate women’s mobility, 

speech, and personal choices. Mohini, the female protagonist, becomes a representative figure through 

whom these oppressive structures are revealed. Her experience exposes how women are denied agency 

not always through overt coercion but through emotional conditioning and cultural expectations that 

normalize submission. 

However, Music for Mohini does not present women merely as passive victims of patriarchy. Mohini’s 

character embodies a complex process of negotiation between compliance and self-assertion. Educated 

and exposed to modern sensibilities, she enters a traditional rural household where her autonomy is 

gradually curtailed. Her struggle is internal as much as external, marked by moments of doubt, resilience, 

and moral awakening. Rather than resorting to rebellion, Mohini’s response to patriarchal control is 

characterized by patience, ethical reasoning, and quiet resistance. This portrayal highlights women’s 

agency as a gradual process that unfolds within restrictive social frameworks, challenging the notion that 

empowerment must always take the form of overt defiance. 

 The relevance of Music for Mohini extends beyond its immediate historical and cultural context, 

resonating strongly with contemporary social realities. Gender inequality continues to persist in various 

forms, particularly within domestic and cultural institutions that regulate women’s behaviour and choices. 

Issues such as control over women’s mobility, surveillance of their speech, and the expectation of 

unquestioning obedience remain prevalent in many societies today. The novel’s depiction of the tension 

between tradition and modern values mirrors present-day debates on women’s rights, education, and 

autonomy. In an era where women increasingly navigate between cultural expectations and individual 

aspirations, Mohini’s struggle acquires renewed significance. 

 Moreover, the novel addresses the broader conflict between tradition and transformation, a theme 

that remains central to contemporary discourse. While tradition often provides cultural continuity and 

identity, it can also function as a mechanism of control when rigidly enforced. Bhattacharya’s novel 

raises critical questions about how traditions can be ethically reinterpreted to accommodate social change 

without losing their humanistic essence. This balanced perspective is particularly relevant in present 

times, where societies grapple with reconciling cultural heritage with the demands of gender justice and 

equality. 

 The research problem addressed in this study arises from the need to examine women’s agency in 

Music for Mohini not as a radical rupture from tradition but as a negotiated process of ethical 

transformation. Existing criticism has often focused on Bhattacharya’s humanism or social realism, with 

limited attention to the subtle dynamics of female agency operating within patriarchal structures. This 

paper seeks to address this gap by analyzing how Mohini navigates the tension between submission and 

resistance, revealing empowerment as a slow, inward process shaped by moral strength and self-

awareness. 

 The central thesis of this paper argues that Music for Mohini presents a model of women’s 

empowerment rooted in gradual, ethical, and humanistic transformation rather than aggressive 

confrontation. Through Mohini’s character, Bhattacharya articulates a vision of social reform that 

challenges patriarchal control while simultaneously advocating understanding, dignity, and moral 

responsibility. By situating women’s agency within the larger framework of tradition and change, the 

novel offers enduring insights into the complexities of gender relations, making it a valuable text for 

contemporary feminist and socio-cultural analysis. 
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3) TYPE STYLE AND FONTS 

 The critical scholarship on Bhabani Bhattacharya and Music for Mohini reveals significant 

engagement with his humanistic concerns and socio-cultural portrayals. However, intersecting analyses 

of gender roles, women’s agency, and patriarchal resistance in his narratives remain comparatively 

underexplored. This section reviews existing literature across three complementary domains: 

Bhattacharya’s humanism, gender roles in Indian English fiction, and previous interpretations of Music 

for Mohini. It concludes by identifying a research gap that motivates the present study. 

 

3.1 Bhabani Bhattacharya’s Humanism 

 Scholars frequently highlight Bhattacharya’s commitment to humanistic ideals as central to his 

literary project. Critics such as AyyappaPaniker observe that Bhattacharya’s novels embody a Gandhian 

ethic of moral reform and social upliftment, advancing non-violence, compassion, and ethical 

responsibility as mechanisms for change. Many commentators emphasize that Bhattacharya’s 

engagement with social issues—be it class disparity, cultural conflict, or moral decay—is consistently 

tempered by an optimistic belief in intrinsic human goodness. This lens positions his male and female 

characters as agents of reform rather than victims of structural oppression. 

 Bhattacharya’s focus on social assimilation, cultural reconciliation, and ethical negotiation 

distinguishes him from contemporaries who foreground revolt or disillusionment. Scholars argue that his 

humanism is not a naïve idealism but a strategic literary stance that challenges exploitative systems 

through gradual moral evolution rather than radical rupture. While this body of work elucidates the 

ethical matrix of Bhattacharya’s fiction, it often treats gender and agency as ancillary to broader 

humanistic themes, leaving a niche for gender-specific inquiry. 

 

3.2 Gender Roles in Indian English Fiction 

 The representation of gender roles in Indian English literature has been extensively examined 

within feminist and post-colonial criticism. Studies by critics such as Rajeswari Sunder Rajan and 

Meenakshi Mukherjee have illuminated the pervasive patriarchal structures that constrain female 

characters across canonical texts. These works trace how literary narratives reproduce or subvert 

traditional gender hierarchies through plot development, character agency, and symbolic signification. 

 A substantial strand of this scholarship highlights female subjugation, cultural repression, and 

contested autonomy as recurring motifs in Indian English fiction. Analyses of works by authors like 

Anita Desai, Kamala Markandaya, and Shashi Deshpande reveal female protagonists navigating familial 

control, social expectations, and conflicted identities. Feminist criticism in this domain often centers 

around agency, resistance, and self-assertion, positioning literary female figures as either challenging or 

conforming to patriarchal norms. 

 Despite this broad critical focus, comparatively less attention has been directed toward texts that 

combine humanistic reform with gender negotiation in a rural Indian setting, particularly in relation to 

Bhattacharya’s work. Moreover, much of the existing literature emphasizes either direct rebellion or overt 

emancipation as markers of agency, overlooking more subtle, ethical, and negotiated forms of 

empowerment. This distinction is crucial when analyzing novels that depict social change as incremental 

rather than revolutionary. 

 

3.3 Previous Interpretations of Music for Mohini 

 Critical engagement with Music for Mohini has traditionally centered on its sociological and 

cultural dimensions. Scholars recognize the novel for its sensitive portrayal of rural life, traditional family 

structures, and the tensions between orthodox values and nascent modernity. Many readings foreground 

the conflict between tradition and change, focusing on Bhattacharya’s critique of social conservatism and 

his affirmation of reformist ideals. Discussions often underscore how the narrative problematizes rigid 

customs that limit personal freedom, particularly within the institution of marriage. 

 Some critics have drawn attention to the narrative’s negotiation of intergenerational conflicts, 

analyzing characters’ struggles to reconcile inherited norms with contemporary demands. These studies 

emphasize the novel’s depiction of rural–urban dichotomies and the psychological conflicts faced by 

individuals in transitional socio-cultural landscapes. While such interpretations acknowledge Mohini’s 

plight, they often concentrate on external socio-cultural conflict rather than on her internal negotiation of 

agency. 
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 Although a few feminist scholars have referenced Music for Mohini in broader surveys of Indian 

women in literature, detailed critical analyses focusing on female subjectivity and agency within 

patriarchal settings remain sparse. Existing studies tend to treat Mohini’s characterization in relation to 

social transformation at large without isolating the gendered dimensions of her negotiation between 

submission and agency. 

 

3.4 Identification of Research Gap 

 The survey of literature reveals two interconnected lacunae. First, while Bhattacharya’s humanism 

has been thoroughly examined, there is limited scholarship that specifically explores how his humanistic 

framework engages with gendered power structures. His female characters, especially in Music for 

Mohini, are frequently discussed in socio-cultural terms without a focused interrogation of their gendered 

agency as a process of transformative negotiation. 

 Second, within feminist readings of Indian English fiction, most discussions of agency emphasize 

revolutionary or oppositional resistance rather than gradual, ethical assertion within constraining systems. 

Mohini’s struggle is neither overt protest nor passive acceptance, but a nuanced negotiation that 

intertwines personal dignity with moral agency. This subtle form of empowerment, mediated through 

ethical consciousness and cultural context, has not been adequately foregrounded in existing criticism. 

 

3.5 Justification of the Present Study 

 In response to these gaps, the present study aims to foreground women’s agency in Music for 

Mohini as a process of transformation grounded in ethical negotiation and humanistic reform. Unlike 

conventional readings that privilege either conformity or rebellion, this paper proposes that Mohini’s 

empowerment emerges from internal moral resilience and strategic negotiation, reflecting a form of 

agency that is complex and contextually situated. By applying a feminist and socio-cultural textual 

analysis, this research brings greater specificity to Bhattacharya’s representation of gender, enriching 

both feminist literary criticism and the understanding of his humanistic ethos. 

 Through this focus, the study contributes to contemporary debates on gender inequality, cultural 

tradition, and individual autonomy. It underscores the continued relevance of Music for Mohini to 

feminist discourse, particularly in contexts where women’s empowerment is negotiated through ethical, 

gradual transformation within traditional structures rather than overt resistance. 

4) PREPARE YOUR PAPER BEFORE STYLING 

 The present study adopts a feminist and socio-cultural theoretical framework to examine the 

dynamics of women’s agency and patriarchal control in Bhabani Bhattacharya’s Music for Mohini. Given 

the novel’s emphasis on ethical reform, gradual transformation, and humanistic values, the study 

primarily draws upon liberal feminism and socio-cultural feminism rather than radical feminist 

paradigms. These approaches are particularly relevant as they foreground women’s rights, individuality, 

and selfhood while recognizing the social and cultural structures that shape women’s lived experiences. 

 

4.1 Feminist Theory: Liberal and Socio-Cultural Perspectives 

 Liberal feminism provides a useful lens to analyzeMohini’s quest for self-expression, dignity, and 

autonomy within a patriarchal framework. It emphasizes women’s access to education, rational agency, 

and moral equality with men, advocating reform through legal, social, and ethical change rather than 

revolutionary upheaval. Mohini’s education and exposure to modern ideas reflect liberal feminist 

concerns, as her growing self-awareness becomes the foundation for her agency. The novel’s portrayal of 

empowerment through reasoned negotiation aligns with liberal feminism’s emphasis on individual rights 

and gradual social reform. 

 Complementing this, socio-cultural feminism enables an exploration of how gender roles are 

constructed and sustained through cultural practices, family structures, and social institutions. This 

perspective is particularly suited to Music for Mohini, which situates women’s lives within the traditional 

joint family system and rural social norms. Socio-cultural feminism emphasizes that women’s oppression 

is not merely individual but embedded in cultural codes, rituals, and moral expectations. By employing 

this framework, the study examines how patriarchal values are internalized and normalized, shaping 

women’s behaviour and limiting their choices. 
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4.2 Concept of Agency within Constraints 

 Central to this study is the concept of agency within constraints, which challenges the binary 

opposition between submission and rebellion. Feminist scholars have increasingly argued that women’s 

agency often manifests in subtle, negotiated forms rather than in overt acts of resistance. Within 

restrictive socio-cultural environments, agency may involve endurance, moral reasoning, emotional 

resilience, and strategic compliance. Mohini’s character exemplifies this form of constrained agency, as 

her empowerment unfolds through inner strength and ethical awareness rather than open defiance. 

 In Music for Mohini, Mohini’s agency operates within clearly defined patriarchal boundaries. She 

does not reject tradition outright; instead, she engages with it critically, negotiating space for selfhood 

and dignity. This framework allows the study to interpret Mohini’s actions not as passivity but as 

meaningful assertions of subjectivity within limiting circumstances. By foregrounding agency as a 

process rather than an event, the study redefines empowerment as gradual and context-sensitive. 

 

4.3 Patriarchy as a Cultural and Institutional System 

 The study conceptualizes patriarchy not merely as individual male dominance but as a systemic 

and institutionalized structure sustained through family hierarchies, social customs, and moral codes. In 

Music for Mohini, patriarchy operates through everyday practices that regulate women’s speech, 

mobility, and emotional expression. These controls are often subtle, masked as cultural propriety or 

familial duty, making them particularly resistant to challenge. 

 By viewing patriarchy as a cultural system, the study examines how women’s subordination is 

perpetuated through internalized norms rather than overt coercion. This approach highlights how women 

themselves may participate in maintaining patriarchal values due to social conditioning. Mohini’s 

struggle, therefore, is not only against external authority but also against internalized expectations. This 

perspective enables a nuanced understanding of power relations in the novel and reveals how 

transformation requires ethical and psychological shifts as much as structural change. 

 

4.4 Methodology 

 The methodology of this study is qualitative and interpretative, grounded in close textual analysis 

and contextual socio-cultural interpretation. Close reading of the primary text focuses on narrative voice, 

characterization, dialogue, symbolism, and key episodes that reveal patriarchal control and women’s 

agency. Particular attention is paid to Mohini’s inner conflicts, moments of moral awakening, and 

interactions within the family structure. 

 Contextual socio-cultural interpretation situates the text within its historical and cultural milieu, 

drawing on post-independence Indian social realities, Gandhian ethics, and traditional family systems. 

This method allows the study to connect textual representation with broader social practices, thereby 

enhancing interpretative depth. Secondary sources on feminist theory, Indian social structures, and 

Bhattacharya’s humanism support and contextualize the analysis. 

 

4.5 Rationale for the Chosen Framework 

 The selection of a feminist and socio-cultural framework is justified by the novel’s emphasis on 

ethical reform rather than radical rupture. Radical feminist models, which foreground confrontation and 

rejection of patriarchal systems, are less suited to Bhattacharya’s humanistic vision. In contrast, liberal 

and socio-cultural feminist approaches accommodate gradual transformation, moral negotiation, and 

cultural continuity—key aspects of Music for Mohini. 

 Moreover, the concept of agency within constraints aligns with contemporary feminist discourse 

that recognizes diverse modes of empowerment. By adopting this framework, the study avoids simplistic 

categorizations of women as either submissive or rebellious, instead highlighting the complexity of 

women’s lived experiences. This theoretical and methodological approach thus enables a nuanced reading 

of Mohini’s character and reinforces the central argument that Bhattacharya envisions women’s 

empowerment as an ethical, humanistic, and transformative process. 

 

5.1 Representation of the Joint Family System 

 The joint family in Music for Mohini functions as a central institution that upholds patriarchal 

authority. It is portrayed as a hierarchical structure where senior male members exercise unquestioned 

power, while women are positioned as subordinate participants expected to preserve family harmony. The 

joint family is presented as a space where tradition is safeguarded and transmitted across generations. 
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While it promises security and social stability, it simultaneously restricts individual freedom, especially 

that of women. 

 Within this system, personal identity is subordinated to collective values, and women are expected 

to merge their individuality into the family structure. Decision-making authority rests largely with male 

elders, leaving women with little autonomy. Bhattacharya’s portrayal exposes how the joint family, 

though culturally revered, becomes an effective mechanism for sustaining gender inequality by 

institutionalizing obedience and surveillance over women’s lives. 

 

5.2 Male Authority and Control over Women’s Lives 

 Male authority in Music for Mohini is exercised through social norms that grant men the power to 

determine women’s roles, responsibilities, and behaviour. This authority is rarely questioned, as it is 

legitimized by tradition and moral justification. Men occupy positions of decision-makers and moral 

guardians, while women are relegated to the private sphere of domestic labour and emotional support. 

 Control over women’s lives extends to regulating their movement, speech, and social interactions. 

Women are expected to seek approval for even minor decisions, reinforcing their dependency. Such 

control is not always enforced through coercion but through expectations of loyalty, gratitude, and fear of 

social disapproval. Bhattacharya thus demonstrates how patriarchal dominance is maintained through 

consent and internalization rather than force. 

 

5.3 Suppression of Female Voice and Autonomy 

 One of the most significant manifestations of patriarchy in the novel is the suppression of 

women’s voices. Female expression is discouraged, and questioning authority is often interpreted as 

moral failure. Silence is valorized as a feminine virtue, equated with dignity and respectability. This 

silencing operates as a powerful tool of control, preventing women from articulating dissent or asserting 

personal desires. 

 Autonomy is similarly curtailed, as women are denied the freedom to shape their own identities or 

life choices. Their roles are pre-defined by social norms that prioritize obedience over individuality. 

Bhattacharya’s narrative highlights how such suppression leads to emotional alienation and psychological 

conflict, revealing the hidden costs of maintaining patriarchal order. 

 

5.4 Traditional Expectations: Obedience, Silence, and Sacrifice 

 The novel vividly portrays traditional expectations imposed on women, particularly obedience, 

silence, and sacrifice. Obedience is presented as the cornerstone of ideal womanhood, with women 

expected to submit unquestioningly to familial authority. Silence becomes a moral imperative, 

discouraging women from expressing dissatisfaction or asserting independence. Sacrifice, meanwhile, is 

glorified as a feminine virtue, reinforcing the belief that women’s worth lies in their ability to endure 

suffering for the sake of family stability. 

 These expectations function as ideological tools that sustain patriarchy by normalizing women’s 

subordination. Bhattacharya critically exposes how such virtues, though culturally celebrated, contribute 

to the erosion of women’s selfhood and agency. By portraying the emotional toll of these expectations, 

the novel questions their ethical legitimacy. 

 

5.5 Mohini’s Position within These Structures 

 Mohini’s position within the patriarchal framework of the joint family highlights the tension 

between tradition and individuality. Educated and exposed to modern values, she enters a social 

environment that seeks to reshape her identity according to rigid norms. Her autonomy is gradually 

restricted, and she is expected to conform to ideals of silence and obedience. 

However, Mohini does not entirely succumb to patriarchal control. While outwardly compliant, she 

retains an inner sense of dignity and moral clarity. Her struggle reveals the complexity of women’s 

experiences within patriarchal systems, where resistance often takes subtle and inward forms. Mohini’s 

position thus becomes central to understanding how women negotiate agency within oppressive 

structures, setting the stage for ethical transformation rather than radical rebellion. 

 

6. Mohini and the Question of Women’s Agency 

 Mohini, the protagonist of Music for Mohini, represents Bhabani Bhattacharya’s nuanced 

understanding of women’s agency within a patriarchal social order. Rather than portraying empowerment 

as a dramatic act of rebellion, Bhattacharya presents Mohini’s journey as a gradual process of self-
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awareness and ethical self-assertion. Her character illustrates how women negotiate autonomy within 

restrictive cultural frameworks, making her an important figure in feminist readings of Indian English 

fiction. 

6.1 Mohini’s Education and Exposure to Modern Ideas 

 Mohini’s education and exposure to urban life play a crucial role in shaping her consciousness 

and sense of individuality. Unlike women who are entirely conditioned by traditional norms, Mohini 

enters the joint family system with a background that has acquainted her with modern values such as 

rational thinking, personal dignity, and emotional independence. Education equips her not merely with 

knowledge but with the capacity to reflect critically on social practices that govern her life. 

This exposure creates a contrast between Mohini’s internal world and the external reality she encounters 

in the traditional household. While she respects cultural traditions, she is not uncritically bound by them. 

Her education fosters an awareness of selfhood that prevents her complete assimilation into patriarchal 

expectations. As a result, Mohini becomes conscious of the gap between what is imposed upon her and 

what she perceives as ethically just. 

6.2 Inner Conflict between Obedience and Self-Expression 

 A defining aspect of Mohini’s character is her intense inner conflict between obedience to 

tradition and the desire for self-expression. The patriarchal environment demands silence, conformity, 

and unquestioning submission, while Mohini’s inner consciousness urges her to assert her individuality 

and moral autonomy. This psychological struggle forms the emotional core of the novel. 

Mohini’s obedience is not born out of weakness but of a deliberate attempt to maintain harmony and 

moral balance within the family. However, this obedience often comes at the cost of emotional 

suppression. The tension between her inner voice and external expectations leads to moments of self-

doubt and alienation. Through this conflict, Bhattacharya reveals how patriarchy operates not merely 

through external restrictions but through internal emotional turmoil, particularly in the lives of women 

who possess awareness and sensitivity. 

6.3 Subtle Forms of Resistance 

 Mohini’s resistance to patriarchal control is subtle and inward rather than confrontational. One of 

the primary ways she resists is by questioning norms, both internally and ethically. While she may not 

openly challenge authority, she reflects critically on the fairness and moral validity of traditional 

practices. This questioning marks the beginning of agency, as it disrupts passive acceptance. 

Emotional resilience constitutes another significant form of resistance. Mohini endures emotional 

hardship without allowing it to erode her sense of self-worth. Her ability to sustain dignity amidst 

suppression becomes an act of quiet defiance. By preserving her emotional integrity, she resists the 

patriarchal aim of reducing women to silent, obedient subjects. 

Ethical reasoning further strengthens Mohini’s agency. She evaluates tradition through a moral lens, 

distinguishing between customs that promote harmony and those that perpetuate injustice. This ethical 

discernment aligns with Bhattacharya’s humanistic vision, which privileges moral reform over radical 

upheaval. Mohini’s resistance, therefore, is rooted in conscience rather than confrontation. 

6.4 Agency as Self-Assertion within Limits 

 Mohini’s agency does not manifest as open rebellion against patriarchal authority. Instead, it takes 

the form of self-assertion within limits, a model of empowerment that acknowledges cultural constraints 

while refusing complete submission. She negotiates space for dignity and identity without severing ties 

with her social environment. This mode of agency challenges dominant feminist paradigms that equate 

empowerment solely with defiance. 

By asserting her moral and emotional autonomy, Mohini redefines resistance as an ethical process. Her 

actions suggest that transformation can occur from within oppressive systems through patience, 

reflection, and moral courage. Bhattacharya thus presents a vision of women’s empowerment that is 

realistic, culturally sensitive, and humanistic. 

 In portraying Mohini’s journey, Music for Mohini foregrounds a form of agency that is neither 

passive nor revolutionary but deeply transformative. Mohini emerges as a symbol of women who 

negotiate identity and dignity within tradition, offering a powerful commentary on the complexities of 

empowerment in patriarchal societies. 
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7. Tradition versus Transformation: The Core Conflict 

 The central tension in Music for Mohini emerges from the conflict between entrenched tradition 

and the possibility of ethical transformation. Bhabani Bhattacharya constructs this conflict not as a simple 

opposition between the past and the present, but as a complex negotiation between rural orthodoxy and 

modern sensibility. Through this dynamic, the novel interrogates the rigidity of social customs while 

simultaneously exploring the potential for reform from within traditional structures. 

7.1 Clash between Rural Orthodoxy and Modern Sensibility 

 Rural orthodoxy in Music for Mohini is represented through conservative social norms, 

hierarchical family structures, and unquestioned patriarchal authority. These traditions emphasize 

conformity, obedience, and the preservation of inherited values. Such orthodoxy resists change by 

invoking cultural continuity and moral discipline, often at the cost of individual freedom, particularly that 

of women. The rural household becomes a microcosm of a society that fears disruption and equates 

stability with rigid adherence to custom. 

 In contrast, modern sensibility enters the narrative through education, ethical awareness, and 

exposure to urban ideas. Mohini embodies this sensibility, as her outlook is shaped by rational thought, 

self-respect, and a belief in moral equality. The clash between these two worldviews generates 

psychological and emotional conflict, particularly for women who are caught between respect for 

tradition and the desire for autonomy. Bhattacharya does not present modernity as an outright rejection of 

tradition; instead, he frames it as a critical engagement that seeks to reform oppressive practices without 

dismantling cultural identity. 

7.2 Symbolic Significance of “Music” as Harmony and Change 

 The metaphor of “music” in the novel carries profound symbolic significance. Music suggests 

harmony, balance, and emotional resonance—qualities that contrast sharply with the rigidity of 

patriarchal norms. Rather than representing disruption or chaos, music becomes a symbol of gentle 

transformation, suggesting that change can be melodic rather than violent. 

Music in the novel functions as a unifying force, capable of bridging emotional divides and softening 

rigid attitudes. It represents the possibility of coexistence between tradition and modernity, where reform 

is achieved through harmony rather than rupture. This symbolism reinforces Bhattacharya’s belief that 

social change, like music, requires sensitivity, rhythm, and mutual understanding. Through this metaphor, 

the novel articulates a vision of transformation that is organic and humane. 

7.3 Gradual Transformation of Relationships and Attitudes 

 A key aspect of Music for Mohini is its emphasis on gradual transformation rather than abrupt 

change. Relationships within the family evolve slowly as rigid attitudes are challenged through 

experience, empathy, and moral reflection. Bhattacharya demonstrates that transformation is not achieved 

through confrontation but through sustained ethical engagement. 

Mohini’s dignified endurance and moral clarity contribute to this process of change. Her presence and 

conduct subtly influence those around her, exposing the emotional limitations of patriarchal rigidity. Over 

time, this leads to shifts in perception and behaviour, suggesting that ethical consistency can provoke 

introspection and reform. The novel thus underscores the importance of patience and resilience in 

effecting meaningful social change. 

7.4 Bhattacharya’s Advocacy of Change without Violence 

 Bhattacharya’s vision of social reform is deeply rooted in Gandhian philosophy, which 

emphasizes non-violence, moral persuasion, and inner transformation. In Music for Mohini, this 

philosophy manifests as an advocacy of change without violence or aggressive confrontation. The novel 

rejects both passive submission and radical rebellion, proposing instead a middle path of ethical 

resistance and cultural negotiation. 

 By portraying transformation as a gradual and humane process, Bhattacharya challenges dominant 

narratives that equate change with disruption. He suggests that lasting reform emerges from 

understanding and moral awakening rather than force. This approach aligns with his broader humanistic 

outlook, which prioritizes dignity, compassion, and ethical responsibility. 

The conflict between tradition and transformation in Music for Mohini thus becomes a reflective 

exploration of how societies can evolve without losing their moral core. Through its emphasis on 

harmony, patience, and ethical reasoning, the novel offers a compelling model of social change that 

remains profoundly relevant in contemporary debates on gender, culture, and modernity. 
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8. Humanism and Ethical Feminism in the Novel 

 Bhabani Bhattacharya’s Music for Mohini is deeply informed by a humanistic vision rooted in 

Gandhian philosophy. His approach to social reform emphasizes moral responsibility, compassion, and 

the transformative power of ethical consciousness. Rather than advocating radical rupture or violent 

resistance, Bhattacharya presents social change as a process of inner awakening and moral reorientation. 

This humanistic framework significantly shapes the novel’s representation of women’s empowerment 

and offers an alternative feminist model grounded in dignity, patience, and ethical reasoning. 

8.1 Bhattacharya’s Gandhian Humanism 

 Bhattacharya’s Gandhian humanism is characterized by faith in human goodness and the 

possibility of reform through moral persuasion. Influenced by Gandhian ideals of non-violence (ahimsa), 

truth (satya), and self-discipline, the novelist envisions social transformation as an ethical journey rather 

than a political struggle. In Music for Mohini, this humanism manifests in the portrayal of characters who 

are capable of introspection and change when confronted with moral truth. 

This humanistic outlook rejects pessimism and cynicism, instead affirming the belief that oppressive 

structures can be reshaped through understanding and empathy. Bhattacharya does not deny the existence 

of injustice, particularly against women, but he situates resistance within a framework that prioritizes 

moral clarity over confrontation. His narrative thus foregrounds ethical reform as a sustainable path 

toward social harmony. 

 

8.2 Moral Reform over Radical Confrontation 

 One of the novel’s defining features is its emphasis on moral reform rather than radical 

confrontation. Bhattacharya deliberately avoids depicting violent rebellion or aggressive defiance as 

viable solutions to social inequality. Instead, he portrays transformation as a gradual process achieved 

through ethical engagement and sustained moral pressure. 

 n the context of gender relations, this approach is particularly significant. Women in Music for 

Mohini do not overthrow patriarchal authority through rebellion; rather, they expose its moral limitations 

through endurance, dignity, and ethical consistency. Mohini’s conduct challenges patriarchal norms not 

by confrontation but by revealing their incompatibility with human values. This strategy underscores 

Bhattacharya’s belief that lasting change arises from internal moral awakening rather than external force. 

8.3 Women’s Empowerment through Dignity and Self-Respect 

 Women’s empowerment in Music for Mohini is closely tied to dignity and self-respect. Mohini’s 

strength lies not in her ability to dominate or retaliate but in her refusal to internalize humiliation as 

virtue. Her moral self-respect becomes a powerful form of resistance, affirming her agency even within 

restrictive conditions. 

 Bhattacharya redefines empowerment by shifting the focus from outward action to inward 

strength. Mohini’s sense of dignity allows her to retain autonomy over her emotional and ethical self, 

even when her external freedom is limited. This portrayal challenges patriarchal assumptions that equate 

obedience with virtue and silence with moral superiority. Through Mohini, the novel asserts that true 

empowerment begins with self-recognition and moral self-worth. 

8.4 Ethical Feminism as an Alternative to Aggressive Resistance 

 The feminist vision articulated in Music for Mohini can be described as ethical feminism, a model 

that emphasizes moral agency, cultural negotiation, and humane reform. Unlike radical feminist 

approaches that advocate dismantling patriarchal systems through confrontation, ethical feminism seeks 

to transform these systems from within by appealing to conscience and shared humanity. 

 Ethical feminism recognizes the complexity of women’s lived realities, particularly in traditional 

societies where overt resistance may lead to social exclusion or violence. By advocating patience, moral 

clarity, and strategic negotiation, Bhattacharya offers a feminist paradigm that is culturally sensitive and 

ethically grounded. This approach does not undermine women’s agency; rather, it expands the definition 

of empowerment to include endurance, ethical reasoning, and emotional resilience. 

 Through Music for Mohini, Bhattacharya demonstrates that feminism need not be antagonistic to 

tradition but can function as a force for ethical transformation. The novel thus contributes a distinctive 

perspective to feminist discourse, one that values harmony over hostility and moral reform over radical 

disruption. In doing so, it reaffirms the enduring relevance of humanistic and ethical approaches to 

gender justice in contemporary society. 
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9. Contemporary Relevance of the Novel 

 Although Music for Mohini is rooted in a specific historical and cultural context, its thematic 

concerns continue to resonate strongly in the contemporary world. The novel’s exploration of gender 

inequality, patriarchal control, and ethical transformation mirrors many of the challenges faced by women 

today. By foregrounding the lived realities of women negotiating autonomy within traditional structures, 

Bhattacharya’s work remains a significant text for understanding the persistence of gendered power 

relations in modern society. 

 

9.1 Parallels with Present-Day Gender Issues 

 One of the most striking aspects of Music for Mohini is its relevance to ongoing issues of marital 

control. In many societies, marriage continues to function as an institution that regulates women’s 

choices, mobility, and personal freedom. The expectation that women must adjust, sacrifice, and suppress 

personal desires for marital harmony persists even in contemporary contexts. Mohini’s experience 

reflects the emotional and psychological constraints imposed on women within marriage, highlighting 

how marital relationships can become sites of unequal power dynamics rather than mutual respect. 

The silencing of women’s voices is another enduring issue addressed by the novel. Despite increased 

access to education and legal rights, women across cultures continue to face social and institutional 

pressures that discourage them from speaking out against injustice. Cultural norms that equate silence 

with virtue and assertiveness with defiance remain prevalent. Mohini’s struggle to assert her voice within 

a patriarchal family echoes the experiences of many modern women who navigate similar constraints in 

domestic, professional, and public spaces. 

 The novel also engages deeply with the negotiation between tradition and modernity, a challenge 

that remains central to contemporary gender discourse. As societies undergo rapid social and 

technological change, women often find themselves at the crossroads of cultural expectations and 

personal aspirations. Music for Mohini captures this tension by portraying modern sensibility not as a 

rejection of tradition but as a critical engagement that seeks ethical reform. This nuanced approach 

reflects the lived realities of women who strive to balance cultural identity with individual autonomy. 

 

9.2 Relevance to Contemporary Debates 

 Music for Mohini contributes meaningfully to current debates on gender justice by exposing how 

inequality is sustained through everyday practices rather than overt discrimination alone. The novel 

underscores the need to address cultural and psychological dimensions of patriarchy alongside legal 

reforms. By highlighting women’s moral and emotional struggles, Bhattacharya broadens the discourse 

on justice to include dignity, respect, and ethical recognition. 

 The novel also emphasizes the transformative role of women’s education. Mohini’s education 

becomes the foundation of her moral awareness and capacity for self-reflection. This aligns with 

contemporary views that education is not merely a means of economic advancement but a powerful tool 

for empowerment and social change. Music for Mohini reinforces the idea that educated women are 

better equipped to question oppressive norms and negotiate autonomy within restrictive environments. 

 In terms of cultural reform, Bhattacharya’s work offers a balanced and humane perspective. 

Rather than advocating the abandonment of tradition, the novel calls for its ethical re-evaluation. This 

approach is particularly relevant in modern multicultural societies where debates on reform often polarize 

between cultural preservation and progressive change. Music for Mohini suggests that sustainable reform 

lies in reinterpretation rather than rejection. 

 

9.3 Why Music for Mohini Still Matters Today 

 Music for Mohini continues to matter because it addresses gender inequality as a lived, emotional 

experience rather than an abstract concept. The novel foregrounds the complexity of women’s agency, 

presenting empowerment as a gradual process shaped by ethical reasoning and cultural negotiation. In 

doing so, it challenges simplistic narratives that equate liberation solely with rebellion or conformity. 

 Moreover, the novel’s advocacy of non-violent, ethical transformation offers an alternative 

framework for addressing social injustice in an increasingly polarized world. Bhattacharya’s humanistic 

vision emphasizes empathy, dialogue, and moral responsibility—values that are urgently needed in 

contemporary discussions on gender and social reform. 

 By portraying women’s agency within the constraints of tradition, Music for Mohini remains a 

relevant and powerful text that speaks to ongoing struggles for gender justice. Its insights into marital 
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control, silencing, and ethical resistance ensure its continued significance in feminist literary criticism 

and contemporary socio-cultural discourse. 

 

10. Conclusion  

 This study has examined Music for Mohini as a significant literary text that interrogates the 

complex relationship between patriarchy, tradition, and women’s agency within the socio-cultural 

framework of Indian society. The central argument advanced in this paper is that Bhabani Bhattacharya 

does not portray women’s empowerment as a radical or confrontational break from tradition, but as a 

gradual, ethical, and humanistic process of transformation. Through a close feminist and socio-cultural 

reading of the novel, the study demonstrates how patriarchal structures operate subtly within domestic 

and familial spaces, shaping women’s roles, voices, and identities. 

 Mohini emerges as a powerful symbol of transformative female agency. Her growth is marked not 

by overt rebellion but by self-awareness, moral reasoning, and emotional resilience. Educated and 

ethically conscious, Mohini negotiates her identity within restrictive structures, asserting her dignity and 

voice without abandoning her cultural roots. Her journey reflects a nuanced form of agency that operates 

within constraints, challenging the assumption that empowerment must necessarily manifest as open 

defiance. In this sense, Mohini represents a realistic and relatable model of women’s resistance in 

traditional societies, where survival and self-assertion often depend on negotiation rather than 

confrontation. 

 A key insight of this study is that Music for Mohini does not reject tradition outright; instead, it 

calls for its ethical reshaping. Bhattacharya critiques the rigid and oppressive aspects of patriarchal 

customs while preserving the humanistic values embedded within Indian culture. His Gandhian vision of 

social reform emphasizes moral transformation, empathy, and dialogue over violence and rupture. By 

advocating change from within, the novel proposes a sustainable and humane path toward gender 

equality—one that remains relevant in contemporary debates on cultural reform and women’s 

empowerment. 

 The present study contributes to feminist literary criticism by shifting the focus from rebellion-

centered narratives to an understanding of women’s agency as a continuous and evolving process. It 

foregrounds ethical feminism as a viable alternative framework for interpreting Indian English fiction, 

particularly in contexts where tradition and modernity intersect. By re-evaluating Music for Mohini 

through this lens, the paper expands critical discourse on Bhattacharya’s humanism and enriches feminist 

readings of mid-twentieth-century Indian novels. 

 There is considerable scope for further research in this area. Comparative studies may be 

undertaken to examine women’s agency in Bhattacharya’s other novels such as So Many Hungers! Or 

alongside works by contemporaries like R.K. Narayan and Kamala Markandaya. Future research could 

also explore intersections of gender with class, education, and nationalism in Indian English fiction. 

Additionally, interdisciplinary approaches drawing from sociology, ethics, and cultural studies may offer 

deeper insights into the enduring relevance of ethical feminism in literature. 

 In conclusion, Music for Mohini remains a vital literary text that offers a compassionate and 

insightful vision of women’s empowerment. By portraying agency as an ethical and transformative 

process, Bhattacharya affirms the possibility of meaningful change without cultural alienation, making 

the novel a lasting contribution to feminist thought and humanistic literature. 
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