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Abstract

Anita Desai’s fiction offers a profound
exploration of the fragmented self, particularly
through theinner lives of her femal e protagonists.
This paper examines how Desai portrays
psychological conflict and identity formation in
women navigating the pressures of tradition,
patriarchy, and moder nity. Through close readings
of novels such as Clear Light of Day, Cry, the
Peacock, and Where Shall We Go This Summer?,
the study reveal show emotional isolation, cultural

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

L displacement, and existential anxiety shape the
Author contours of female subjectivity. Desai’s women are

Dr. Nidhi Kumari often caught between silence and expression, duty
Assistant Professor and desire, reflecting a fractured self that resists
Department of English simplistic categorization. By situating these
RajendraCollege narratives within the framework of feminist
Chapra, Bihar, INDIA literary criticismand postcolonial theory, the paper

argues that Desai’s work not only articulates the
complexities of gendered identity but also
challenges dominant representations of Indian
womanhood. The analysis underscores how Desai’s huanced portrayal of interiority becomes a site of
resistance and redefinition, offering a literary space where fragmented sel ves seek coherence and voice.
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I ntroduction

AnitaDesal isagreat Indian woman novelist in English. Shefed sthat freedomimpliesliberty into, such
asthenexusof ideasthat make up the background of her conception of humanlife. Thereis, perhaps, nothing
really new intheseideas, but AnitaDesai continuestowork in her novelswith asignificant difference. Inher
novelsthereistherecognition that liberty isat onewith creativity and that only pure freedom can makethe
world happy. Yet no theory of human natureisnew. AnitaDesai stresses purposesfail miserably without
positive action and then comesto our mind some chance, purposel essnessor cross-purpose. The madness of
Anita Desai’s heroines echoes the same. Their voices terminate in madness, and again, in action that appears
half-accidenta and half-willed.

Inlarger part of her novelsshehas philosophic formulation, but not the age-old philosophic problems.
Shemerely, but adequately, describes some phenomenaof human life, such as, the problem of taste, the
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question of natureand origin of values. Her preferencescan belisted by different colors of visionthat seems
very important for telling useither what thisor that man or what men or womeningenerd are. Sheprojectsthe
situation and creates such individua swithout any recourseto theideas of beauty. Rather they haveintegral
relation to what theindividua essentialy isor becoming. Inthisconnection wehave her charactersbased on
existentia psychoanaysis. Themost magnificent part of her novelsisthedia oguesor themonologues.

In\bicesinthe City Desal givesusthreemgor charactersthat aretortured by their own meaninglessness
and hollow existence. Conscioudly or sub-consciously they go deep into their own psyche and exposetheir
inner-selves. Her Nirodeis, infact, arootless character without any definitegoal inlifeashechangeshisgods
oneafter another. Heisobsessed by failurein achieving successin lifethat createsavoid, asense of emptiness.
Thisheadmitstohisfriend David:

...l want to fail-quickly. Then | want to see if | have the spirit to start moving again, towards my
next failure. | want to move from failure to failure, step by step to rock-bottom. | want to explore that
depth. When you climb a ladder all you find at the top is apace, all you can do is leap off, all to the
bottom. | want to get there without that meaningless climbing. | want to descend quickly. (Desai,
Anita, Voicesin the City, 40)

Inaninterview with AtmaRam, replying to aquestion regarding Bye-Bye, Blackbird AnitaDesai
observes.

““.....of all my novels it is most rooted in experience and the least literary in derivation.” (Atmaram,
43)

Inthisnove Bye-ByeBlackbird wehaveher deep existentidist concern exploring adjustment, belonging
and ultimatedecisioninthelivesof threemgjor character Dev, oneof those eterna immigrantswho can never
accept their new homesand continueto walk the street life strangersin enemy-territory, frozen, listless, but
dutifully trying to be busy, unobtrusive and, however, superficially to belong. At each step Dev’s reconciliation
suggests apsychic situation that invol ves cross-cultural contacts and the impact they have no individual
respong bility.

Desai’s protagonists are placed in comparatively free positions. They are aliens or orphans either factually
or emotionally. They comefrom incompletefamilieswhere either one or both the parentsare dead or absent.
The protagonistseither disown themselvesor are disowned by their families. Maya, in Cry, The Peacock,
has only memory of her mother through the photo on her father’s desk. The Ray children in Voicesinthe
City, at least four of the, are alienated in different degrees from their mother Sita’s mother in Where Shall We
Go This Summer ? had run away from homeleaving her childrentotheareof their father. A similar withdrawa
from her parentsisthere on the part of Sarah in Bye-Bye-Blackbird. She has, at one stroke, placed herself
outsidethefamily and cultural situation by marryingan Indian. In Clear light of the Day the children resent
thelong absencesof their parentsand they areaware only of their exitsand entrances.

Natureisnot merdly amatter of heredity; rather itisametter of inclination and tendency. Itisacombination
of ingtinct, fedingsand thought, unconsciousor sub-conscious. It movestowardswholenessto reach apostion
of beingsdf-criticd. Thedivison of sdf hasitsownfunction. It leadsto self-knowledge and self-understanding.
A similar sense of unredity haunts Sarah in Bye-Bye-Blackbird. Sheworriesand wonders about her identity
and thetwo sidesof her character. Thetwo rolesdo not seem to match or meet. Shefedslifeanimposter if
sheplaystheroleof English Secretary when sheisthe Indianwife:

They wererolesand when sheisnot playing them shewas nobody, her face was only amask, her body
wondered...if she would ever be allowed to step-off the Stage, leave the theatre and enter the real world.
(Voicesinthe City, 40)

JunetoAugust 2025 www.amoghvarta.com Impact Factor 274
A Double-blind, Peer-reviewed & Referred, Quarterly, Multidiciplinary and SJIF (2025): 7.842
Bilingual Research Journal



Dr. Nidhi Kumari

ISSN : 2583-3189 (E), 2583-0775 (P) AMOGHVARTA Page No. 273 - 277

Year-05, Volume-05, |ssue-01

Where Shall We Go This Summer? (1982) ismore symbolic and anew and positivedirection to the
novelist’s creative imagination is seen in this novel. The novel is in three parts. Part one and Part three fall
under the heading “Monsoon” 67, Part two is entitled “winter” 47. The Monsoon is a season of rains, storms
and new life while winter symbolizes coldness, past and all that is dead. Here the Monsoon stands for Sita’s
(thefemale protagonist of thenovel) mental conditionsfrom the emotional storm upto thebirth of her new
sdlf, thefifth child. Winter againisthe symbol of decay, for theimage of her father degeneratesand almost
fadesin her mind during thispart of the year.

The novel “Where Shall We Go This Summer?” like its prototypes.....one time-worn and the other
trendy (The Ramayana and To Thelight House respectively) build around the metaphor of voyage. This
novel closely resembles “TotheLight House” in having an island setting; a father-fixation image and division
into three sections, among other parallelsand again it resemblesthe great epic The Ramayanain having
names of the characterswhich aresymbolic. Sita- isanamewhich in Hindu mythology is synonymouswith
troubles, torturesand separation form husband. Inthisnovel, Sitais presented asthe very embodi ment of
misery, agony and alienation. The name of Sita’s husband is Raman which sounds like Rama, the husband of
Sitain Hindu mythology: though hischaracter isnot devel oped on thislineinthenove.

The novel begins with the return of heroine Sita to her dead father’s house after long twenty years.
M oses, acaretaker of the houseright fromthetimeof her father wastill dive, recelvesher. Her father, anidol
of theidand and alwaysworshipped asGod thereistill recalled for hisgreatness. Obviously, M osesexpects
that daughter must have at least inherited her father’s dignity, but to his surprise he finds that “she didn’t have
it—had nothing in fact, not even one piece of valuable luggage, seemed quite empty, vacant, stumbling”. This
iscertainly suggestiveof vacuumin her life. Shehashad astrange, unusua childhood spent amidst the crowds,
without any sense of self-identity or belonging. Her father....a freedom fighter, who settles later in an island to
carry out hissocia and spiritual experiment; her brother and sister aredl dien and enigmaticto her. The
neglect, theconfus on and theisol ation she suffered during her formativeyearsmaking her avery unpredictable,
excessvely emotional, and intol erant woman. Her neurosisisaresult of atotal negligenceand indifference.
Shesuffersfrom father-fixation. She goesto theidland to get rid of theemptinessfor life, at least partidly. But
sheisshocked to see the miserable condition of theisand which was once agolden placeto her. She now
acceptsdefeat gracefully and returnswith her husband Raman whoisadeliverer. Thecycleiscomplete now.
Weareareback inthe 1967 M onsoon season and Sitabeginsto fill the need to accept lifeand growthiin
relation to the seafish and thechildren and they leavetheworld of magicfor theworld of redlity. Theending
is an expected one as the reader knows that Sita can’t keep the child for ever in her womb and her destiny lies
with her husband.

Clear Light of Day can betreated asafour dimensiona novel. The anguish of a sensitive young
woman caught between movement and stillness hasbeen rendered hereinthisnovel likeamusica piece of
work. The novel beginswith the song of akod and endswith the song of the old master. The Koel belongsto
the eternal world of nature but the old master’s voice belongs to age and time. The artist discovers the true
sources of agel ess and time-less experiences. The changes are explicit in the contrast between theyoung
discipleandthe old master. Thefour sectionsof thenove suggest thefour dimensionsof time. They recordthe
changesthat take placein afamily inaNew De hi. Though Bimisthecentra character, theprimary focusis
not on her. Thereisan attempt to seethe eventsin timefrom the perspective of childhood and age. Inasense,
thenovel isabout thegrowth of four childreninan absurd world.

Theyoung girlsBimand Taragrow up. Their parentsareindifferent and disinterested. They haveto
cope with ‘a diabetic mother and a father who is nothing but a master of entrance and exit’. They have also to
livewithamentally retarded brother. Besides, they havetheresponsibility of tending to ayoung tubercular
brother and an dcoholic old aunt. Thus, they haveto livein an absurd world whereindifference, diseaseand
irrationality seemto thwart al norma human responses. Thisdomestic dramaof absurdity takes place againt
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the background of partition of the country. It suggests another pattern of violence, bloodshed and absurdity.
Thedeath of the parents makesthe children emotionally destitutes. Tara, the younger girl, getsmarried and
goesabroad with her husband. Rgja, the el der of thetwo brouthers gets married to the daughter of hisMudliim
neighbor, Haider Ali. Heleaves Delhi and settlesdownin Hyderabad. Thus, Bimisleft tolook after thehouse
and thementally deficient Baba.

Thenovdist picksup the story at appoint where Taraand her husband Bakul arevisiting homeafter a
lapse of time. They have come in anticipation of the wedding of Raja’s dauthter, Moyna. This incident provides
anopportunity to seetheaction from adua perspectiveof past and present. Thisjuxtaposition of the past and
the present, the near and theremote, the subj ective and the objective, shows changing dimension of reality.

Thetitleof thenovel hasgot two perspective symbols. Thereisthe perspective of the childhood, and
thereisanother perspective of experience and maturity. Inthe one, we seethe movement, inthe other, akind
of ftillness. The contractsthat AnitaDesal suggests between thesetwo perspectivesare centrd to theaesthetic
designof thenovd.

On coming back her home, Taraisutterly surprised to find that nothing has changed in her homein
theseyearsand thesamedull stateisprevailing. Sheremarksto her elder sister, Bim:

Now everything goeson and on hereand never changes. | used tothink about it al anditisall exactly
the same whenever we come home. To...this remark Bim replies to her: But you would not want to return to
lifeasit used to be, would you?All that dull ness, boredomwaiting, would you careto livethat over again? Of
coursenot. Do you know anyonewho would secretly, sincerdly in hisinnermost sif, redlly prefer toreturnto
childhood? (Lear Light, 1980)

The\illage by the Sealisintended for the younger reader. It hasadeceptive smplicity but it continues
to go deeper on the concerns of Desai’s earlier novels. Desai has used the juxtaposition of her value structures,
the charm of theremote, and she showsissues of family relationships. It isan Indian family-story. Thestory in
thisnovd isthe story of afamily disintegrating under the pressures. Itisnot of dienation and sdf-brooding; it
ispoverty, illnessand drunkenness. Thereisconscious presentation of childhood, adol escence and adulthood.
Thenovd beginsinanaturd surrounding of village Thulewhichisstuated onthesea-shore. Lila, ayounggirl
isintroduced first to thereader. Her mother isill and her father isado-nothing type of man. Her young brother,
Hari, isprudent and intelligent. BesdesHari, shehastwo sistersBelaand Kamala. Her fisher-man father has
now sold out histo pay off thedebt. Heisin the habit of taking drink at night and deegping throughout the day.

Lilaisavery responsiblegirl. Shelooksafter her brother and sisters. By now, Lilaand Hari haveleft the
schools and they have to shoul der the domestic burden. Once Hari sees someoutsidersinthevillageand
wantsto know from hisfriend Ramaabout the affairs. Heistold that afactory isto be set-up at Thule. At this,
he sharestemporary happinesswith hisfriend as he hopesto get somejob, there. Thesamefedingheaso
shares with Lilawho comes to the field with Hari’s lunch. There they plan out their future. They are worried
about their father who was still 9 eeping with excessintakeof toddy.

Anita Desai’s novels explore the dilemma of existence. Her characters do not seek truth of life but a
meaning of existencein thelabyrinth of life. Onemay gather theimpressionthat they fail to searchameaningful
life, but anew dimension of existence has been explored. Asevery-day-life growsinsufferable, Sita, the
protagonist of Where Shall We Go This Summer? Desiresto go out to seek refugein the magicisland of
Manori: ‘If reality were not to be borne, then, illusion was the only alternative’. In Fire onthe Mountain,
Nanda Kaul wants to live all alone. This is Anita Desia’s truth of life which her characters realize through
different shades of life. The novelist’s search for meaning in life is, in fact, a search for the meaning of existence.

Conclusion

Thus, Anita Desai’s literary canvas is richly textured with the emotional and psychological landscapes of
women who grapple with the fragmentation of self in aworld shaped by cultural expectations, patriarchal
JunetoAugust 2025 www.amoghvarta.com Impact Factor 276

A Double-blind, Peer-reviewed & Referred, Quarterly, Multidiciplinary and SJIF (2025): 7.842
Bilingual Research Journal




Dr. Nidhi Kumari

ISSN : 2583-3189 (E), 2583-0775 (P) AMOGHVARTA Page No. 273 - 277

Year-05, Volume-05, |ssue-01

congtraints, and existentid uncertainties. Her protagonistsdo not conform to idealized notionsof femininity;
instead, they embody thetensionsbetween tradition andindividuality, slence and articulation, belongingand
diendion. Through introspective narrativesand evocative prose, Desal foregroundstheinner turmoil of women
whoseidentitiesarein flux neither wholly assimilated nor entirely rebel lious.

This study has shown that Desai’s portrayal of female subjectivity is not merely a reflection of societal
pressures but aprofound inquiry into the nature of selfhood itself. Her women are not passivevictims but
complex figureswhosefractured sl vesbecomesites of res stance, introspection, and potentia transformation.
By illuminating theseinner conflicts, Desai chalengesreductive representations of Indian womanhood and
opensup aliterary space where ambiguity, vulnerability, and strength coexist.

Ultimately, Desai’s fiction invites readers to reconsider identity not as a fixed essence but as a dynamic
and contested terrain. In doing so, shecontributes significantly to feminist and postcol onid discourses, offering
avoiceto those whose stories often remain unheard. Thefragmentsof the self, asdepicted in her work, are
not signs of weakness but of a deeper, more nuanced humanity—one that continues to resonate across
cultural andtempord boundaries.
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