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Abstract

This research paper presents a feminist reading of Sudha Murthy’s acclaimed novel, 'Dollar Bahu'. It argues
that the novel serves as a powerful critique of how traditional patriarchy adapts and thrives in a globalized,
consumerist world, ultimately leading to the commodification of women. Through a close analysis of the
contrasting lives of its primary female characters—Vinuta, the dutiful homemaker in India, and Jamuna, the
eponymous 'Dollar Bahu' in America—the paper examines key feminist concerns. These include the
devaluation of unpaid domestic labor, the illusion of empowerment through financial independence, the
complicity of women in upholding patriarchal structures, and the search for genuine self-worth. The paper
concludes that 'Dollar Bahu' challenges simplistic notions of female liberation, proposing instead an
empowerment rooted in inner dignity, mutual respect, and emotional fulfililment over material wealth. It
highlights the novel's enduring message on the pricelessness of human connection in a world obsessed with

price tags.
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Introduction:

In the landscape of contemporary Indian literature, Sudha Murthy holds a unique position. Her writing,
characterized by its lucid prose and profound simplicity, often peels back the layers of everyday life to reveal
deeper societal truths. 'Dollar Bahu', first published in Kannada as 'Dollar Sose' and later translated into
English, is a quintessential example of her work. On the surface, it is a simple story of two daughters-in-
law—one in India and one in America—and their mother-in-law, Gouramma. However, a deeper reading
reveals a powerful and nuanced critique of patriarchal structures, the commodification of women, and a quiet
exploration of what constitutes true female empowerment. This paper will argue that 'Dollar Bahu' is a
significant feminist text that dissects how traditional patriarchy adapts and thrives in a globalized world,
using the insidious allure of wealth to devalue women's labor, pit them against each other, and ultimately
define their worth in monetary terms. Through the contrasting journeys of Vinuta, the traditional daughter-
in-law, and Jamuna, the eponymous 'Dollar Bahu', Murthy questions the very definition of success and

liberation for women in modern India.*

The novel's central conflict revolves around Gouramma’s blatant preference for her son and daughter-in-law
in the United States over the son and daughter-in-law who live with and care for her in India. Her elder son,
Chandru, and his wife, Vinuta, lead a modest life in Bangalore, while her younger son, Girish, and his wife,
Jamuna, live the seemingly glamorous life of Non-Resident Indians (NRIs). For Gouramma, Jamuna is not
just a daughter-in-law; she is a status symbol, a source of foreign goods, and most importantly, a generator
of dollars. Vinuta, despite her tireless service, gentle nature, and unwavering devotion, is constantly
overlooked and devalued. This domestic drama becomes Murthy’s canvas for exploring complex feminist
themes: the invisibility of domestic labor, the patriarchal trap of financial dependence and independence, the
role of women in perpetuating patriarchy, and the search for self-worth in a world that consistently tries to

put a price tag on it.

The Devaluation of the Homemaker: Vinuta's Invisible Toil

Feminist theory has long highlighted the economic and social invisibility of domestic labor.? The work a
woman does within the home—cooking, cleaning, caring for children and elders, managing the household—
is often not recognized as 'work' at all. It is seen as a duty, a natural extension of her role as a wife and mother,
and therefore, unpaid and unvalued. Sudha Murthy masterfully illustrates this concept through the character

of Vinuta.
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Vinuta is the archetypal "good" daughter-in-law. She is respectful, diligent, and selfless. Her days are a
cyclical routine of fulfilling the needs of the family. She wakes up early, manages the kitchen, cares for
Gouramma, and supports her husband, Chandru. Her labor is the invisible glue that holds the household
together, ensuring its smooth functioning and the comfort of its members. Yet, this immense contribution is
rendered worthless in Gouramma's eyes. Why? Because it does not generate currency.

Gouramma’s perspective is a stark representation of a patriarchal-capitalist mindset. In her worldview, value
is quantifiable, measured in rupees and, even better, in dollars. The love, care, and physical labor Vinuta
provides are abstract concepts, whereas the mixer-grinder, the perfumes, and the crisp dollar bills sent by
Jamuna are tangible proof of worth. When a neighbor praises Vinuta, Gouramma retorts, “What is so great
about her? My Jamuna is in America. She is a dollar bahu. She earns in dollars.” This single line encapsulates
the core tragedy of Vinuta’s situation. Her identity and efforts are erased and overshadowed by the monetary

value attached to her counterpart.

This devaluation is not just emotional; it is a form of systemic oppression. By treating domestic labor as a
non-entity, society denies women economic agency and renders them dependent. Vinuta’s story is a poignant
commentary on the lives of millions of women whose immense contributions to the family and the economy
remain unacknowledged. Murthy forces the reader to confront an uncomfortable question: if a woman's work
is only valued when it comes with a paycheck, what does that say about our societal values? Vinuta’s quiet
suffering and dignity in the face of this constant invalidation make her a powerful symbol of the
unappreciated female workforce that toils in the domestic sphere. Her journey highlights the feminist
principle that the personal is political; her private struggle within the home is a reflection of a much larger,

systemic issue of gender inequality.

The Gilded Cage: The Patriarchal Trap of the 'Dollar Bahu'

If Vinuta represents the devaluation of unpaid labor, Jamuna represents the illusion of empowerment through
financial independence. On the surface, Jamuna has it all. She lives in America, the land of opportunity. She
works, earns a handsome salary, and can afford a lifestyle that Vinuta can only dream of. She is the celebrated
'Dollar Bahu', the pride of her family. This narrative seems to align with a liberal feminist idea that economic
independence is the key to a woman's liberation. However, Murthy skillfully deconstructs this notion,

revealing Jamuna’s life to be a gilded cage.

Jamuna may earn dollars, but she has not escaped patriarchy; she has merely entered a different version of
it. Her worth, as established by Gouramma, is not tied to her intelligence, her skills, or her personality, but
exclusively to her earning capacity. She is valued as an asset, an investment that yields returns in the form

of dollars and foreign goods. Her identity is subsumed by this label. She is not Jamuna; she is the 'Dollar
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Bahu'. This commodification is a subtle but potent form of objectification.

Furthermore, her life in America is far from the liberating dream it is perceived to be. Murthy paints a picture
of profound loneliness and cultural alienation. Jamuna and Girish live a life dictated by work, with little time
for genuine human connection. Their social interactions are transactional, and their lives lack the warmth
and community that Vinuta, despite her hardships, experiences in India. Jamuna is expected to be a modern
working woman but also to send back a significant portion of her earnings, fulfilling a traditional duty of
providing for the extended family. She has exchanged the patriarchy of emotional expectation for a patriarchy

of financial obligation.

The ultimate irony is that while Jamuna’s money gives her status, it does not give her true agency or
happiness. She is trapped in a relentless cycle of earning and proving her worth through material means. Her
empowerment is conditional and externally defined. She is free from the direct gaze of her mother-in-law,
but she is still tethered to her expectations. Murthy uses Jamuna’s story to caution against a simplistic view
of empowerment. Financial independence is crucial, but if it comes at the cost of one’s identity, community,
and emotional well-being, and if it merely serves to reinforce a woman's value in patriarchal terms (i.e., her
usefulness to the family), then it is not true liberation. It is simply a more modern, more glamorous form of

servitude.

The Matriarch as Enforcer: Gouramma’s Complicity in Patriarchy

One of the most compelling and uncomfortable aspects of 'Dollar Bahu' is its exploration of how women can
become agents of the patriarchy. The primary antagonist in the novel is not a man, but the matriarch,
Gouramma. Her character is a complex study in what is sometimes termed "female misogyny" or patriarchal
complicity. As a woman who has likely faced oppression herself within the patriarchal system, she does not

seek to dismantle it. Instead, she seeks to gain power and status within its existing framework.

Gouramma’s obsession with money and social standing is her coping mechanism. Having likely been valued
for her role as a wife and mother, she now seeks validation through the success of her sons. And in a
globalized world, success is measured by earning power, specifically in dollars. She internalizes this
patriarchal-capitalist logic so completely that she uses it to create a hierarchy among her own daughters-in-

law. Jamuna, the earner, is placed on a pedestal, while Vinuta, the caregiver, is relegated to the bottom.

Her actions are a masterclass in perpetuating patriarchal control. She constantly compares the two women,
creating a toxic rivalry that prevents any form of sisterhood or solidarity from developing between them. She
uses praise for Jamuna as a tool to belittle Vinuta, saying things like, "If you had a daughter-in-law like
Jamuna, you would know her worth." She wields her authority in the home to marginalize Vinuta, making

her feel like a second-class citizen in her own space.

[JCRT2509141 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | b169


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 9 September 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882
Gouramma’s journey to America is the novel’s turning point. She expects to be treated like a queen, the

revered mother of the successful son. Instead, she confronts the reality of the life her 'Dollar Bahu' leads. She
finds herself in an empty house, with no community to gossip with and no one to command. Her son and
daughter-in-law are always busy, and her time is her own, a terrifying prospect for someone whose identity
iIs built on her role within a family structure. She experiences firsthand the cold, transactional nature of a life
governed by the clock and the dollar. It is in this alien environment that she finally understands the value of
what she left behind: the selfless, unconditional care that Vinuta provided. She realizes that human
connection and genuine affection cannot be bought with dollars. This epiphany is crucial. It represents a
potential break in the cycle of patriarchal enforcement. Gouramma's transformation shows that women are
not inherently complicit; rather, they are conditioned by a system that forces them to compete for scraps of
power and validation. Her realization suggests a possibility of change, one rooted in valuing human

connection over material wealth.

Quiet Dignity as Resistance: Vinuta’s Journey to Self-Worth

In a world that screams for attention, Vinuta’s strength is her quietness. She is not a radical feminist who
openly rebels against the system.® She does not deliver fiery speeches or demand her rights. Her resistance
is subtle, internal, and arguably, more profound. Her journey is about finding and holding onto her self-worth
in a system designed to strip it from her.

Initially, Vinuta is deeply hurt by Gouramma’s constant criticism and comparisons. She internalizes the
feeling of being "less than" Jamuna. Her value system, based on love, duty, and care, is constantly
invalidated. Yet, she never allows this bitterness to consume her. Her resilience comes from two primary

sources: her own strong moral compass and her relationship with her husband, Chandru.

Chandru is a key figure in the novel’s feminist landscape. He represents a departure from the traditional
patriarchal male. He sees and appreciates Vinuta's labor. He understands her worth beyond any monetary
value. He consistently stands up for her against his mother’s unfairness, comforting her and validating her
feelings. When Gouramma belittles Vinuta, Chandru gently reminds her, "Amma, Vinuta is a wonderful
person. Please don't hurt her." Their relationship is a partnership based on mutual respect and emotional
support, a stark contrast to the more transactional relationship between Girish and Jamuna. This portrayal of
a supportive husband is Murthy’s way of suggesting that dismantling patriarchy requires the participation of
men who are willing to challenge traditional gender roles and recognize the inherent worth of their partners.

Vinuta’s ultimate empowerment comes not from changing her circumstances, but from changing her
perspective. She learns to detach her self-worth from her mother-in-law's approval. She finds fulfillment in

her role as a loving wife and a respected music teacher. Her music, in particular, becomes a symbol of her
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inner life and talent—something that is hers alone, which cannot be measured in dollars. She achieves a state

of contentment that Jamuna, with all her wealth, cannot find.

Vinuta’s story redefines the idea of a "strong woman."* Strength is not always loud. Sometimes, it is the quiet
dignity with which one endures injustice. It is the resilience to maintain one's kindness in the face of cruelty.
It is the wisdom to find happiness and self-worth from within, rather than seeking it from a society that is
determined to withhold it. Vinuta’s journey is a powerful feminist statement that true liberation is an internal

state of being, a peace that cannot be granted or taken away by external validation.

Conclusion: Redefining Sisterhood and Empowerment

Sudha Murthy’s 'Dollar Bahu' is far more than a simple family drama.” It is a deeply insightful feminist text
that uses the microcosm of a single family to explore the macrocosmic impact of patriarchy, globalization,
and consumerism on the lives of women. The novel’s genius lies in its simplicity and accessibility, making

complex feminist ideas relatable to a wide audience.

Murthy presents a compelling critique of how a woman's value is constructed and measured in society. She
challenges the notion that financial independence automatically equates to liberation, showing how the
'Dollar Bahu' can be just as trapped as the traditional homemaker, albeit in a different kind of cage. The novel
argues powerfully for a re-evaluation of domestic labor, urging society to recognize the immense, albeit non-

monetized, contribution of women like Vinuta.

Perhaps the most poignant theme is the fractured possibility of sisterhood. Vinuta.and Jamuna are positioned
as rivals, unable to connect or support each other because the patriarchal structure, enforced by Gouramma,
demands they compete. Their story is a tragedy of missed connection, a commentary on how the system
isolates women and prevents them from finding solidarity in their shared experiences. Gouramma’s eventual
transformation, however, offers a glimmer of hope. Her newfound appreciation for Vinuta is a step towards

recognizing a shared humanity, a bond that transcends monetary worth.

Ultimately, 'Dollar Bahu' advocates for a more holistic and humane definition of female empowerment. It is
not simply about earning more or living in the West. True empowerment, as embodied by Vinuta, is about
inner strength, self-respect, the freedom to find fulfillment on one’s own terms, and the ability to build
relationships based on love and mutual respect rather than obligation and transaction. By contrasting the
hollow glamour of the dollar with the quiet, profound richness of a life lived with dignity, Sudha Murthy
delivers a timeless message: the true worth of a woman can never be calculated on a currency converter. It

is, and always will be, priceless.
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