> Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

IJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Consent Beyond the Groom: Negotiating Female
Agency and the Institution of Marriage in Indian
Literature and Culture

Ms. Niharika N
Assistant Professor, Department of English, Soundarya Institute of Management and Science

ABSTRACT

This paper, titled “Consent Beyond the Groom: Negotiating Female Agency and the Institution of
Marriage in Indian Literature and Culture,” explores a significant yet often overlooked dimension of
marital consent in the Indian context: the difference between agreeing to a prospective groom and choosing
marriage as an institution. In many families, a daughter may be consulted about whether she accepts a
particular man, while the larger question of whether she wishes to marry at all, or whether she is ready to
enter marriage at that point in her life, may remain unaddressed. The social perception that a woman
should marry once she reaches a certain age further reinforces the idea of marriage as an expected stage
of womanhood rather than an individual decision. Through selected Indian literary narratives, this paper
examines how such expectations shape women’s choices, silence, identities, and negotiations with familial
authority. The study is informed by feminist perspectives, particularly Simone de Beauvoir’s observation
that “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman,” which highlights the social processes through which
gendered roles are constructed. It also engages with Deniz Kandiyoti’s concept of the “patriarchal bargain”
to understand how women negotiate their agency within established structures of family and patriarchy.
Further, the feminist understanding of marriage as a social institution rather than merely a private
relationship provides a framework for questioning the assumption that a woman’s acceptance of a
prospective husband automatically constitutes consent to marriage. By placing literary representations of
women alongside the cultural expectations surrounding marriage in India, the paper argues that genuine
consent must encompass more than the selection of a partner. It must include the freedom to decide
whether to marry, when to marry, and whether marriage corresponds with an individual woman’s
aspirations and sense of self. The paper therefore seeks to reposition female marital consent as an essential
component of agency and to examine how Indian literature gives voice to, challenges, or complicates this
negotiation between individual choice and social expectation.

KEYWORDS: Female Agency; Marital Consent; Indian Literature; Patriarchy; Women’s Autonomy;
Feminist Literary Studies; Familial Expectations; Gender and Culture.

CHAPTER 1

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Marriage is a significant social and cultural institution in India, often associated with family, tradition,
security, and social expectations. Although contemporary families increasingly acknowledge a daughter’s
opinion in selecting a life partner, an important question remains: is she being asked whether she wants to
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marry, or only whether she agrees to the person chosen for her? This distinction forms the central concern
of the present paper. A woman may be given the freedom to accept or reject a prospective groom while
the assumption that she should marry remains unquestioned. The attainment of a socially perceived
“marriageable age” can further strengthen this expectation, making marriage appear less like an individual
choice and more like an inevitable stage of a woman’s life.

This issue is closely connected with the idea of female agency. Agency in the context of marriage should
not be restricted to choosing a partner; it should also include the freedom to decide whether, when, and
under what circumstances one wishes to marry. Simone de Beauvoir’s understanding of womanhood as
something shaped by social structures is relevant here, particularly her observation that “One is not born,
but rather becomes, a woman.” Her perspective helps examine how expectations surrounding femininity
and marriage are socially constructed. Similarly, Deniz Kandiyoti’s concept of the “patriarchal bargain”
provides a useful framework for understanding how women negotiate personal choices within established
familial and social structures.

Indian literature offers an important space to explore these negotiations because literary narratives
frequently portray the tensions between women’s individual desires and familial expectations. Through
representations of daughters, wives, families, and marriage, literary texts can reveal both visible and subtle
forms of constraint, negotiation, resistance, and silence. Rather than treating arranged and love marriages
as opposing categories, this paper focuses on the deeper question of what exactly a woman is consenting
to when she agrees to a proposed marriage.

Thus, “Consent Beyond the Groom: Negotiating Female Agency and the Institution of Marriage in Indian
Literature and Culture” examines the distinction between consent to a prospective husband and consent
to marriage itself. Through selected Indian literary narratives and feminist perspectives, the paper seeks
to argue that genuine marital consent must include the freedom to question the institution of marriage
itself, rather than limiting a woman’s choice to the acceptance or rejection of a particular groom.

1.2 Review of Literature:

The relationship between marriage, patriarchy, and women’s agency has been widely examined within
feminist scholarship, sociology, gender studies, and literary criticism. However, these discussions often
approach women’s marital agency through questions of partner selection, marital relationships, domestic
roles, or resistance within marriage. The present study builds upon this scholarship while focusing more
specifically on an earlier and less examined stage of the process: whether a woman is given meaningful
freedom to decide about marriage itself.

Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex remains an important theoretical foundation for understanding the
social construction of women’s identities. Her argument that womanhood is produced through social and
cultural processes rather than determined solely by biology allows marriage to be examined as one of the
institutions through which gender expectations are maintained. Beauvoir’s discussion is particularly useful
for understanding how women can be encouraged to associate fulfilment, femininity, and social
recognition with marriage. Her idea of woman as the socially constructed “Other” also provides a basis
for examining situations in which women’s life choices are understood primarily through their relationship
to family and men.

Deniz Kandiyoti’s influential essay ‘“Bargaining with Patriarchy” (1988) offers another significant
framework for the present study. Rather than presenting women simply as passive victims of patriarchal
structures, Kandiyoti examines the ways women negotiate within the limitations created by those
structures. Her concept of the “patriarchal bargain” is particularly relevant to marriage because it draws
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attention to the compromises women may make in exchange for security, acceptance, status, or other forms
of social benefit. Kandiyoti also emphasises that such arrangements can change over time, creating
possibilities for renegotiating gender relations. This perspective is valuable to the present research because
a daughter’s apparent agreement to a marriage cannot automatically be interpreted as complete freedom
of choice; her decision may be shaped by several social and familial considerations.

An important empirical contribution to the discussion comes from Biswamitra Sahu, Patricia Jeffery, and
Nakkeeran’s study “Contextualizing Women’s Agency in Marital Negotiations: Muslim and Hindu
Women in Karnataka, India.” Based on interviews with Hindu and Muslim women in Karnataka, the study
examines agency in relation to both spouse selection and the timing of marriage. Its findings are
particularly significant because they challenge the assumption that education automatically results in
greater marital autonomy. The researchers identify different forms of agency, including resistance and
forms of accommodation, and demonstrate that women’s decisions are influenced by the specific
relationships and social circumstances surrounding marriage negotiations. This study is especially relevant
to the present paper because it establishes that when a woman marries can itself be an important dimension
of agency, rather than treating agency only as the ability to choose a husband.

Literary scholarship has similarly examined marriage as a site where women encounter competing
expectations concerning identity and autonomy. Recent research on contemporary Indian women’s novels,
for instance, has examined Shashi Deshpande’s A Matter of Time and Shobhaa De’s Second Thoughts to
explore changing perceptions of marriage, limited choices, psychological conflict, and women’s
experiences within marital relationships. Such studies demonstrate that Indian women’s writing frequently
moves beyond portraying marriage as a private relationship and instead examines the emotional and social
structures surrounding it.

Indian feminist literary criticism has consequently opened up possibilities for reading marriage through
concepts such as silence, domesticity, selfhood, resistance, and negotiation. Literary representations of
women can reveal forms of agency that may not appear as direct rebellion. A character’s hesitation,
withdrawal, negotiation with family members, refusal to conform, or decision to remain silent can carry
different meanings depending upon the social environment represented in the text. This approach is useful
for the present study because consent itself need not always appear as an explicit verbal declaration.
Literary texts can reveal how consent is shaped by circumstances, expectations, emotional obligations,
and the perceived consequences of refusing socially accepted choices.

The existing scholarship therefore provides several important insights: feminist theory establishes the
relationship between gender and social institutions; Kandiyoti demonstrates that women negotiate
patriarchal structures rather than merely exist outside them; empirical studies of Indian women show that
marital agency is influenced by context; and literary criticism demonstrates how marriage can become a
space for examining women’s identity and autonomy. However, a specific gap remains. Much of the
discussion of marital choice concentrates on whom a woman marries, while comparatively less attention
is given to the prior question of whether she has independently chosen marriage itself. Similarly, the
cultural assumption that an unmarried woman should eventually marry, particularly as she reaches a
socially perceived marriageable age, requires further literary examination.

The present study seeks to address this gap by shifting the focus from consent to the groom to consent to
marriage. It does not treat arranged marriage and love marriage as simple opposites, nor does it assume
that parental involvement necessarily eliminates agency. Instead, it examines the conditions under which
a woman’s agreement can be understood as meaningful choice. By bringing feminist theory into
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conversation with selected Indian literary narratives, the study proposes to examine how literature
represents the difference between selecting a partner and exercising the more fundamental right to decide
whether marriage is part of one’s desired life. In doing so, the paper seeks to extend existing discussions
of female agency from the question of “Who should she marry? ” towards the more fundamental question
of “Does she choose to marry?”
1.3 THEORITICAL FRAMEWORK
The present study is situated within the broader framework of feminist literary theory, with particular
emphasis on the concepts of female agency, social construction of womanhood, patriarchy, and marital
consent. The framework is primarily informed by the ideas of Simone de Beauvoir and Deniz Kandiyoti.
These perspectives are useful in examining how marriage, though often regarded as a personal and private
decision, is also shaped by larger social, cultural, and familial expectations.
Simone de Beauvoir's feminist thought provides an important starting point for the study. Her
understanding that womanhood is socially constructed helps explain how certain roles and expectations
come to be associated with being a woman. In the Indian cultural context, marriage is often viewed as an
important and expected stage in a woman's life. This expectation can influence the way a woman's choices
are understood by her family and society. Beauvoir's perspective therefore helps the study question
whether a woman is genuinely free to decide about marriage or whether marriage has already been
presented to her as an inevitable part of her future. The study uses this idea to examine how literary
narratives represent the connection between femininity, identity, family expectations, and marriage.
The second major theoretical concept used in the study is Deniz Kandiyoti's idea of the patriarchal bargain.
Kandiyoti explains that women do not always simply accept or openly reject patriarchal structures.
Instead, they may negotiate and make choices within the limitations created by family and society. This
concept is particularly relevant to marriage because a woman's agreement to marry may be influenced by
emotional attachment to her family, social expectations, the desire for acceptance, or the consequences of
refusing a proposed marriage. Thus, an apparent agreement should not automatically be understood as
complete and independent consent. The concept of the patriarchal bargain enables the study to explore the
complex ways in which women exercise agency while functioning within existing social structures.
Together, these feminist perspectives help the study make a clear distinction between consenting to a
particular groom and consenting to marriage as an institution. A woman may be allowed to accept or reject
a prospective husband, but the more fundamental question of whether she wishes to marry at all may not
always be considered. The theoretical framework therefore expands the meaning of marital consent
beyond partner selection. It understands meaningful agency as including a woman's freedom to decide
whether to marry, when to marry, and whether marriage corresponds with her own aspirations and sense
of self.
Using this framework, the selected literary narratives are examined for representations of silence,
hesitation, negotiation, accommaodation, resistance, and refusal. These responses are not treated simply as
signs of weakness or rebellion; instead, they are understood within the specific familial and social
circumstances of the women represented. Thus, the theoretical framework helps the study analyse
marriage as a social institution shaped by gender and patriarchy, while also recognising the different and
often complex ways in which women negotiate their individual choices and agency.
1.4 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS USED
e The study adopts a qualitative, analytical, and interpretative approach to explore female agency,
marital consent, and the social and cultural expectations surrounding marriage.
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e Selected Indian literary narratives are analysed through feminist literary perspectives, with particular
reference to Simone de Beauvoir's ideas on the social construction of womanhood and Deniz
Kandiyoti's concept of the patriarchal bargain.

e The research examines familial expectations, social pressures, negotiation, silence, resistance, and
women's autonomy, with particular emphasis on the distinction between consenting to a prospective
groom and independently choosing marriage as an institution.

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

e How do selected Indian literary narratives represent the distinction between a woman's consent to a
prospective groom and her consent to marriage as an institution?

e How do familial expectations, patriarchal structures, and social pressures influence women's agency
in deciding whether and when to marry?

1.6 CHAPTER DIVISION

Chapter 1: Introduction

This chapter introduces the central issue of the study—the difference between a woman's consent to a

particular groom and her independent consent to marriage itself. It presents the research problem,

objectives, research questions, scope, and significance of the study. It also establishes female agency and
marital consent as the key concerns of the paper.

Chapter 2: Feminist Perspectives on Marriage, Consent, and Female Agency

This chapter discusses the theoretical basis of the study through feminist perspectives. It focuses

particularly on Simone de Beauvoir's ideas on the social construction of womanhood and Deniz

Kandiyoti's concept of the patriarchal bargain. The chapter examines how patriarchy, family, and social

expectations shape women's choices regarding marriage.

Chapter 3: Marriage as a Social Institution and the Question of Consent

This chapter explores marriage beyond the idea of a personal relationship and examines it as a social and

cultural institution. It focuses on the central argument of the paper: a woman may be given the choice to

accept or reject a groom without necessarily being given the freedom to question marriage itself. The
chapter considers the role of familial expectations, marriageable age, and social pressure in shaping this
decision.

Chapter 4: Negotiating Marriage and Female Agency in Selected Indian Literary Narratives

This chapter forms the core textual analysis of the paper. Through selected Indian literary narratives, it

examines how women experience, negotiate, accept, question, or resist marriage. Particular attention can

be given to expressions of agency such as silence, hesitation, accommodation, negotiation, refusal, and
resistance.

Chapter 5: Consent beyond the Groom: Rethinking Choice and Autonomy

This chapter brings together the major arguments emerging from the literary analysis. It examines whether

agreement to a proposed marriage can always be considered genuine consent and highlights the need to

recognise a woman's right to decide whether and when she wants to marry. The chapter ultimately

redefines marital agency as a broader form of autonomy rather than merely the freedom to choose a

husband.
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Chapter 2

Feminist Perspectives on Marriage, Consent, and Female Agency

Feminist theory provides the central theoretical foundation for this study because marital consent cannot
be separated from the social structures that influence women’s choices. Consent is often understood as a
woman’s acceptance or rejection of a particular groom; however, such a view may overlook family
expectations, patriarchal values, ideas of femininity, and socially defined notions of marriageable age.
Therefore, this study understands marital consent through the interconnected concepts of patriarchy,
female agency, social construction of womanhood, and negotiation.

Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex is significant for understanding how society constructs ideas of
womanhood. Her argument that womanhood is shaped through social and cultural processes helps explain
why marriage is often presented as an expected part of a woman’s life. Women may be associated with
roles such as wife, daughter-in-law, and mother, while remaining unmarried may be viewed as socially
unconventional. Beauvoir’s concept of woman as the “Other” further highlights how women’s identities
and choices are often understood in relation to men and family. This perspective is particularly relevant to
the study because it raises the question of whether a woman’s choice is truly autonomous when she is
allowed to select a groom but is not encouraged to question marriage itself.

Deniz Kandiyoti’s concept of the “patriarchal bargain” complements Beauvoir by explaining how women
negotiate within patriarchal structures. Women are not necessarily passive recipients of social
expectations; they may make strategic choices to gain security, acceptance, familial support, or stability.
In marriage, a woman may accept certain expectations while negotiating others. Her agency may therefore
appear through hesitation, negotiation, compromise, postponement, or refusal rather than only through
open resistance. This concept helps the study recognise that accepting an arranged marriage does not
automatically indicate an absence of agency, just as rejecting one does not automatically prove complete
freedom.

Together, Beauvoir and Kandiyoti provide a framework for examining the family as both a space of
negotiation and a structure through which patriarchal expectations can be reproduced. The study therefore
distinguishes between choosing a partner and choosing marriage itself. A woman may have the freedom
to reject one prospective groom while still being expected to marry. This distinction is central to
understanding the difference between consent to a person and consent to the institution of marriage.
Female agency is consequently understood in this study as the ability to make, negotiate, or assert choices
within specific social circumstances. Agency may be expressed through agreement, hesitation, silence,
negotiation, accommodation, or resistance, depending on the context. The study therefore avoids
categorising women’s decisions simply as “free” or “forced” and instead examines the social conditions
surrounding those decisions.

This theoretical framework will guide the analysis of the selected Indian literary narratives by examining
how female characters respond to marriage, family expectations, and socially prescribed gender roles. It
also avoids presenting arranged marriage and love marriage as straightforward opposites. Instead, the
focus remains on the extent to which women are able to determine whether, when, and under what
circumstances they wish to marry. Thus, Beauvoir’s understanding of socially constructed womanhood
and Kandiyoti’s concept of patriarchal negotiation together provide the foundation for examining whether
women are merely choosing a groom or exercising meaningful agency over marriage itself.
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CHAPTER 3

Marriage as a Social Institution and the Question of Consent

This chapter examines marriage not merely as a private relationship between two individuals but as a
social institution shaped by family, culture, tradition, and gender expectations. In many Indian social
contexts, marriage is closely connected with ideas of family honour, social stability, adulthood, and
responsibility. As a result, a woman’s decision regarding marriage may involve more than her personal
feelings or preferences. The chapter therefore questions whether consent can be considered complete when
the decision is made within a social environment where marriage is already treated as an expected stage
of a woman’s life.

A central concern of the chapter is the distinction between consent to a particular person and consent to
marriage itself. In many marriage arrangements, a woman may be introduced to a prospective groom and
asked whether she accepts him. Although this appears to provide her with a choice, the larger assumption
that she will eventually marry may remain unquestioned. Her freedom may therefore be limited to
selecting the person she will marry rather than deciding whether marriage is something she wants at that
point in her life. The chapter uses this distinction to question the adequacy of understanding marital
consent only through the acceptance or rejection of a groom.

Family plays an important role in shaping this process. Marriage decisions are often influenced by parents
and relatives who may consider factors such as compatibility, social background, financial security,
education, caste, community, and family reputation. Family involvement is not necessarily coercive in
every situation, and it may sometimes provide support and opportunities for discussion. However, the
chapter examines how familial expectations can influence women’s choices even when there is no direct
force. A woman may agree because she does not want to disappoint her parents, create conflict, or
challenge established expectations. Therefore, the chapter considers consent as something that must be
understood within the relationships and circumstances surrounding the decision.

The concept of marriageable age is another important aspect of the discussion. Social expectations often
establish an appropriate age by which a woman is expected to marry. Once she reaches this perceived age,
questions about marriage may become increasingly frequent, and remaining unmarried may be treated as
a problem requiring explanation. Such expectations can gradually transform marriage from a personal
choice into a social obligation. Consequently, even when a woman is technically free to refuse a particular
proposal, she may feel that refusing marriage altogether is not a socially acceptable option. This
demonstrates how social pressure can operate indirectly by narrowing the range of choices that appear
realistic or acceptable.

The chapter also examines the relationship between consent and social conditioning. A decision cannot be
understood entirely through the final response of “yes” or “no” without considering how that response
was produced. A woman may willingly accept marriage, but her willingness may exist alongside years of
social conditioning that present marriage as an essential component of respectable womanhood. This does
not invalidate her decision; rather, it encourages a more nuanced understanding of agency. The purpose is
not to suggest that women are incapable of making genuine choices, but to examine the circumstances
within which those choices are made.

Another important aspect of the chapter is the distinction between formal consent and meaningful consent.
Formal consent may occur when a woman explicitly agrees to marry a particular person. Meaningful
consent, however, requires a broader consideration of whether she has been able to express her
preferences, question expectations, consider alternatives, and make a decision without excessive social or
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familial pressure. This distinction strengthens the central argument that simply asking a woman whether
she accepts a groom may not be sufficient to establish complete marital agency.

The chapter will also consider how marriage functions differently for men and women. While both may
experience family expectations, women are often more strongly associated with responsibilities
concerning domesticity, motherhood, family honour, and adjustment within the marital household. These
gendered expectations can affect how women evaluate marriage and the consequences of refusing it. The
possibility of social judgement, strained family relationships, or concerns about future security can
influence the decision-making process. Thus, the question of consent must also be examined through the
unequal social expectations placed on women.

By analysing marriage as an institution rather than merely a personal relationship, this chapter establishes
the broader context necessary for understanding female marital agency. It demonstrates that consent is
shaped not only by individual preference but also by family structures, cultural expectations, ideas of
appropriate womanhood, and social pressure. The chapter ultimately argues that meaningful marital
consent should include the freedom to decide whether to marry, when to marry, whom to marry, and under
what conditions. This framework prepares the ground for the subsequent literary analysis, where these
questions can be examined through the experiences, choices, negotiations, and conflicts of female
characters.

CHAPTER 4

Negotiating Marriage and Female Agency in Selected Indian Literary Narratives

This chapter forms the central analytical section of the study and applies the theoretical perspectives
discussed in the previous chapters to selected Indian literary narratives. It examines how marriage is
represented in women’s lives and how female characters respond to the expectations surrounding it. Rather
than viewing marriage simply as a personal relationship or a traditional social arrangement, the chapter
explores the ways in which family, patriarchy, culture, and personal desire interact to shape women’s
decisions. The narratives will therefore be analysed to understand whether women are given meaningful
agency in determining their marital lives.

A major focus of the chapter is the distinction between consent and compliance. A woman’s agreement to
marriage does not necessarily indicate that the decision is entirely free from social influence. The selected
narratives can be examined for the circumstances surrounding a woman’s acceptance, including family
pressure, emotional expectations, fear of social judgement, or the desire to maintain familial relationships.
At the same time, the analysis should avoid assuming that every woman who accepts marriage is passive.
Acceptance may also represent a conscious decision based on personal preference, negotiation, or practical
considerations. The significance of the decision therefore depends on the context in which it is made.
The chapter will particularly examine different forms through which female agency is expressed. Silence
may reveal the absence of a voice when women are denied meaningful participation in decisions, but it
may also function as a deliberate response or a form of indirect resistance. Hesitation can indicate
uncertainty, discomfort, or an attempt to reconsider an expected decision. Accommodation may
demonstrate the ways women adapt to social expectations while attempting to protect their own interests.
Similarly, negotiation can reveal agency when women communicate their preferences, establish
conditions, delay decisions, or seek compromises with family members. These forms of agency are
important because women’s resistance does not always appear as direct or dramatic rejection.
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The narratives will also be examined for instances of refusal and resistance. Refusing a marriage proposal,
questioning family authority, rejecting prescribed gender roles, or choosing an alternative way of life can
represent explicit forms of agency. However, the chapter will consider the consequences of such resistance
as well. A woman’s ability to refuse may be limited by economic dependence, family relationships, social
reputation, or cultural expectations. Therefore, resistance should not be evaluated simply according to
whether a character says “no,” but by examining the risks and possibilities associated with that refusal.
The chapter will further explore the role of family in shaping female agency. Families may function
simultaneously as sources of emotional support and as institutions that reproduce patriarchal expectations.
Literary narratives may reveal situations in which women negotiate with parents, relatives, or other
authority figures regarding marriage. Such interactions can demonstrate that agency exists within
relationships rather than outside them. This approach also allows the study to identify subtle forms of
negotiation that might otherwise be overlooked if agency were defined only as complete independence.
Another important area of analysis will be the difference between choosing a groom and choosing
marriage itself. The narratives will be examined to determine whether women are given the opportunity
to question the expectation of marriage or whether their choices remain limited to selecting an appropriate
partner. A character may reject one proposal but continue to face pressure to accept another, suggesting
that her freedom exists only within the institution of marriage. Conversely, a character who questions
whether she wants marriage at all may demonstrate a deeper form of agency by challenging the assumption
that marriage is an inevitable part of womanhood.

The chapter will also consider how the literary representation of arranged and love marriages complicates
conventional assumptions about agency. Arranged marriage will not automatically be treated as
oppressive, nor will love marriage automatically be considered liberating. Both forms can involve
negotiation, family influence, social pressure, and individual choice. The analysis will instead focus on
the degree of autonomy available to the female characters and the extent to which their decisions reflect
their own desires and circumstances.

Overall, this chapter will demonstrate how Indian literary narratives represent the complex relationship
between marriage, patriarchy, consent, and female agency. By examining silence, hesitation,
accommodation, negotiation, refusal, and resistance, the analysis will move beyond a simple division
between empowered and oppressed women. It will show that agency can exist in complex and sometimes
contradictory forms, particularly when women negotiate choices within social structures that limit their
possibilities. The chapter ultimately seeks to establish that meaningful marital consent involves more than
accepting or rejecting a particular groom; it also involves the ability to question, negotiate, or reject the
expectations surrounding marriage itself.

CHAPTER 5

Consent beyond the Groom: Rethinking Choice and Autonomy

This chapter brings together the major arguments developed through the theoretical and literary
discussions and reconsiders the meaning of consent in the context of marriage. The central concern is
whether a woman’s agreement to marry a particular man can automatically be understood as complete and
meaningful consent. The chapter argues that consent should not be limited to the moment when a woman
accepts or rejects a proposed groom. Instead, it must be understood within the wider social, familial, and
cultural circumstances that influence her decision.
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The chapter particularly emphasises the distinction between choosing a husband and choosing marriage.
In many social contexts, women may be given an opportunity to express their preference regarding a
prospective groom while the expectation that they will eventually marry remains largely unquestioned.
Such a situation creates a limited form of choice in which the woman has some control over whom she
marries but not necessarily over whether she wants to marry. The chapter therefore argues that meaningful
marital consent must include the freedom to accept or reject the institution of marriage itself.

The literary analysis also demonstrates that consent exists on a spectrum rather than as a simple “yes” or
“no.” A woman may agree to marriage because she genuinely desires it, because she has negotiated
favourable conditions, because she considers it the most practical option, or because refusing it may lead
to familial conflict or social consequences. These different circumstances do not carry the same meaning.
Therefore, the chapter examines the conditions surrounding consent rather than judging agency solely by
the final decision.

The concept of female autonomy is central to this discussion. Autonomy does not necessarily mean
complete independence from family or society. Rather, it refers to a woman’s meaningful ability to
participate in decisions concerning her own life. In relation to marriage, this includes the ability to decide
whether to marry, when to marry, whom to marry, and under what circumstances. A woman’s agency can
therefore exist even when she considers family opinions or cultural expectations, provided that she has
meaningful space to negotiate and make decisions.

The chapter also revisits the ideas of Simone de Beauvoir and Deniz Kandiyoti in light of the literary
findings. Beauvoir’s understanding of the social construction of womanhood helps explain why marriage
may be presented as an expected part of female identity. Kandiyoti’s concept of the patriarchal bargain,
meanwhile, helps explain why women may negotiate, accommodate, or strategically accept certain
expectations while attempting to retain control over their lives. Together, these perspectives demonstrate
that agency cannot be measured simply by whether a woman conforms to or rejects social expectations.
An important argument of the chapter is that agency and consent can coexist with negotiation and
compromise. A woman does not necessarily lose her agency because she considers her family’s wishes or
makes compromises. Similarly, resistance is not the only evidence of empowerment. What matters is
whether she has the opportunity to understand her choices, express her preferences, consider alternatives,
and participate meaningfully in the decision. This broader understanding prevents the study from
presenting women as either completely empowered or completely oppressed.

The chapter further challenges the assumption that arranged marriage and love marriage represent two
fixed categories of consent. Both forms of marriage can involve genuine choice as well as social pressure.
An arranged marriage may involve considerable negotiation and mutual consent, while a love marriage
may still be influenced by family expectations, economic circumstances, or social restrictions. The
determining factor, therefore, is not the form of marriage but the degree of agency available to the woman
within that process.

Ultimately, this chapter redefines marital agency as a broader form of autonomy that extends beyond the
selection of a husband. Meaningful consent requires more than agreement to a particular proposal; it
requires recognition of a woman’s right to determine the direction of her own life. The chapter thus
reinforces the central argument of the study that consent to a groom should not automatically be equated
with consent to marriage itself. By recognising the right to choose whether, when, and under what
circumstances to marry, the study proposes a more comprehensive understanding of female agency,
autonomy, and marital consent in Indian literary and cultural contexts.
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CHAPTER 6
KEY ARGUMENTS

The key argument of this paper is that a woman’s consent to a particular groom should not automatically
be understood as her consent to marriage itself. In many social contexts, women are given the opportunity
to accept or reject a proposed husband, but the more fundamental question whether they want to marry at
all—may never be openly considered. The paper therefore challenges the limited understanding of marital
consent and argues that genuine consent must extend beyond the selection of a partner.

The paper further argues that female autonomy includes the right to decide whether, when, whom, and
under what circumstances a woman wishes to marry. The freedom to reject one proposal has limited
meaning if the woman is continuously expected to accept another proposal. Therefore, the possibility of
remaining unmarried or postponing marriage should also be recognised as an important dimension of
agency.

Another important argument is that consent cannot be understood merely through a woman's final answer
of “yes” or “no.” Her decision may be influenced by family expectations, cultural traditions, social
pressure, emotional obligations, concerns about reputation, and the fear of disappointing family members.
The paper does not suggest that every socially influenced decision is forced or invalid; instead, it calls for
a deeper understanding of the circumstances and alternatives available to women when they make marital
decisions.

The study also presents female agency as something that can operate through negotiation rather than only
through direct resistance. Women may express agency by asking for time, communicating their
preferences, setting conditions, compromising, delaying marriage, or negotiating with family members.
Similarly, a woman's acceptance of marriage should not automatically be interpreted as passivity or
submission, since acceptance may result from genuine desire, practical consideration, or meaningful
negotiation.

The paper also challenges the common assumption that arranged marriage is necessarily oppressive while
love marriage is automatically liberating. Both forms of marriage can involve varying degrees of choice,
family involvement, social pressure, negotiation, and autonomy. Therefore, the important issue is not
simply the type of marriage but the extent to which the woman has meaningful control over the decision-
making process.

Drawing on Simone de Beauvoir and Deniz Kandiyoti, the paper argues that women make choices within
existing social and patriarchal structures. Beauvoir's ideas help explain how marriage and femininity are
socially constructed, while Kandiyoti's concept of the patriarchal bargain helps understand the ways
women negotiate within these structures. Thus, agency is understood not as complete independence from
family and society but as the ability to make meaningful choices, negotiate expectations, and, where
possible, challenge restrictive structures.

Ultimately, the paper redefines marital agency as a broader form of autonomy. It argues that meaningful
consent requires more than formal agreement to marry a particular man; it requires recognition of a
woman's right to determine the role that marriage will play in her own life. The central argument of the
entire paper therefore moves the discussion from the question, “Does she agree to this groom?” to the
more fundamental question, “Does she genuinely have the freedom to decide whether marriage is what
she wants for herself?”
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CONCLUSION

This study has examined the relationship between marital consent, female agency, and the institution of
marriage in Indian literature and culture. Its central argument is that a woman's consent to a particular
groom should not automatically be understood as her complete consent to marriage itself. While
contemporary women may increasingly be given the opportunity to express their opinion regarding a
prospective husband, the more fundamental question of whether they wish to marry at all may still remain
outside the scope of discussion.

The study demonstrates that meaningful marital consent cannot be reduced to a simple “yes” or “no.” A
woman's decision is often shaped by familial expectations, social pressures, cultural ideas of womanhood,
emotional obligations, and concerns about acceptance and security. Therefore, agency must be understood
within the social circumstances in which decisions are made. At the same time, the paper avoids viewing
women simply as either oppressed or completely independent. Female agency can be expressed through
negotiation, hesitation, accommodation, postponement, compromise, refusal, and resistance.

The theoretical perspectives of Simone de Beauvoir and Deniz Kandiyoti further strengthen this
understanding. Beauvoir's ideas help explain how womanhood and marriage are shaped through social
expectations, while Kandiyoti's concept of the patriarchal bargain highlights the complex ways in which
women negotiate their choices within patriarchal structures. Together, these perspectives show that
conformity does not always mean the absence of agency, just as resistance alone cannot be considered the
only form of autonomy.

The study also challenges the simple opposition between arranged marriage and love marriage. Neither
form automatically guarantees oppression or freedom. What remains significant is the extent to which a
woman has the opportunity to understand her choices, express her preferences, negotiate her
circumstances, and make a meaningful decision about her own life.

Ultimately, the paper redefines marital agency as a broader form of autonomy. Genuine consent should
include not only the freedom to choose whom to marry but also the freedom to decide whether and when
to marry. By shifting the discussion from “Does she agree to this groom?” to “Does she have the freedom
to choose marriage itself?”, the study places the woman's individual aspirations and self-determination at
the centre of the discussion. Thus, recognising consent beyond the groom becomes essential to developing
a more meaningful understanding of female agency, autonomy, and marital choice in Indian literary and
cultural contexts.
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