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Abstract

Shashi Deshpande stands unparalleled among women novelists in Indian English literature,
having garnered the highest acclaim, prominence, and international recognition for her
profound depiction of feminine sensibility. Her profound exploration of the female psyche,
achieved through an intricate examination of the inner workings of the mind, has garnered
widespread appreciation from readers and remains a focal point of discussion among
scholars and critics. Deshpande’s novels are deeply rooted in the psychological experiences
of women, offering nuanced insights into their desires and despair. Her protagonists
embody the struggle for autonomy, echoing the feminist ethos of 4 Room of One’s Own,
as they assert their rights over their own bodies and identities. She presents female
characters who are discontented with the restrictive social frameworks that stifle their
aspirations, needs, and hopes. Consequently, they navigate their realities in diverse ways,
exhibiting varied attitudes and temperaments. These characters undergo significant
psychological and emotional evolution, reflecting a transformative shift in their
perspectives on life and selfhood. This scholarly analysis seeks to critically examine the
feminist concerns articulated in Deshpande’s fiction through her central protagonists—
Indu in Roots and Shadows, Jaya in That Long Silence, and Saru in The Dark Holds No
Terrors. Each of these figures embodies the complexities of female subjectivity, making
Deshpande’s literary oeuvre a compelling site for feminist critique and discourse.

Keywords: psychological experiences, social frameworks, feminist concerns, central
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Introduction

Feminism is a dynamic movement advocating for women's liberation and an ever-
evolving ideology dedicated to defining, establishing, and safeguarding women's equality
across political, economic, and social domains. It seeks to dismantle the entrenched
structures of a patriarchal society to secure recognition for women'’s rights, aspirations, and
achievements. Hole and Levine assert that feminism inherently challenges the societal
status of women, interrogating political, social, and cultural institutions, the prevalent
modes of thought, and even the articulation of those very ideas (Hole & Levine, 1975). As
Maggie Humm articulates, the primary objective of the feminist perspective is "to
understand women's operation in terms of race, gender, class, and sexual preference and
how to change it" (Humm, 1990, p. 10).

Seminal works such as Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman, John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women, and Olive Schreiner’s Woman and
Labour have significantly contributed to feminist discourse. However, Virginia Woolf’s A
Room of One’s Own is regarded as the cornerstone of feminist thought, often likened to the
'Bible of feminism.' Equally influential is Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex, a
landmark text that critiques patriarchal structures for relegating women to the status of the
‘Other.’ In its English rendition, de Beauvoir posits, "She is not regarded as an autonomous
being... She is defined and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference
to her. He is the subject, the ‘Absolute,” and she is the ‘Other’" (Beauvoir, 1978, p. 295).
The feminist movement originated in the Western world, instigating substantial societal
transformations and securing women's rights in multiple spheres. Though its genesis was
in the West, globalization facilitated its dissemination, extending its influence to the Global
South, including India and several African nations, particularly following the decline of
colonial rule. Today, feminism has evolved beyond the struggle against gender
discrimination; it is an analytical lens that seeks to interpret the world through a woman’s
perspective (Hans, 2013).

In the Indian context, feminist consciousness can be traced back to the early Vedic
period, though its modern manifestation is largely a product of Western liberal thought. It
gained momentum through Mahatma Gandhi’s humanitarian philosophy, women’s
participation in the freedom struggle, constitutional guarantees of equality, and increased
emphasis on women’s education and employment. Print, electronic, and social media
further amplified feminist awareness, leading to the emergence of feminist literature that
critically examines patriarchal oppression and the stereotypical roles assigned to women in
mainstream narratives.

A central challenge confronting married women in Indian society is their
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integration into the family of their in-laws. Traditional expectations compel them to
conform to the archetypal virtues of Sita and Savitri, reinforcing self-sacrificing ideals that
constrain their autonomy. Consequently, many women find themselves unable to articulate
their emotions or assert their rights, enduring oppression in silence. Gayatri Spivak, in her
essay Can the Subaltern Speak?, encapsulates this dilemma: “Between patriarchy and
imperialism, subject constitution and object formation, the figure of the woman disappears,
not into a pristine nothingness, but into a violent shuttling which is the displaced figuration
of the “Third World Woman’ caught between tradition and modernization” (Spivak, 1988).
Narrative of Feminine Awakening in Post-Independence

The post-independence era ushered in profound social and cultural
transformations, positioning women at a juncture where they had to negotiate their
identities within shifting paradigms. The awareness of temporal and societal changes
prompted women to reassess their roles, relationships, and sense of self. This psychological
fragmentation—caused by the clash of tradition and modernity—has given rise to a
formidable cohort of female novelists who have enriched Indian English literature by
articulating the complexities of feminine sensibility. Through their works, they inspire
Indian women to reclaim their long-denied liberty, equality, solidarity, and self-identity.
The emergence of the ‘New Woman’—one who resists oppression and voices dissent
whenever subjugated—signals a fundamental shift in the female consciousness. As Kapoor
aptly notes, "Women’s education, her rights of citizenship and other legal rights, and above
all, her gainful employment and economic independence have tremendously influenced her
outlook, conjugal relationships, and attitude towards marriage" (Kapoor, 1976, p. 194).
Consequently, women have become the focal point of contemporary feminist literature in
India.

Pioneering figures who have illuminated the feminist literary landscape in India
include Anita Desai, Kamala Markandaya, Shashi Deshpande, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala,
Kamala Das, Eunice de Souza, Shobha De, Arundhati Roy, Imtiaz Dharker, Geetha
Hariharan, and Manju Kapur, among others. However, before engaging with the feminist
dimensions in Shashi Deshpande’s works, it is crucial to delineate the essence of feminism
itself. Not every discourse concerning women qualifies as feminist. A feminist is not
merely someone who supports women’s rights but someone who actively challenges
structures of oppression and advocates for systemic change. Although feminist theorists
diverge in their perspectives, fundamental tenets of feminism include the quest for
selfhood, the dismantling of institutional barriers to women’s progress (such as marriage
and family structures), economic independence, and resistance against gender
discrimination.
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Shashi Deshpande’s novels provide an insightful framework to examine these
feminist ideals. Her fiction primarily focuses on the post-independence Indian middle-class
woman, whose aspirations and ideals, once kindled during the struggle for independence,
were later overshadowed by societal expectations. Deshpande meticulously crafts her
narratives around characters, allowing their psychological depth to shape the themes of her
novels. As she states, “The point is, | always begin with characters... even the themes
emerge from characters who belong to the class I know best” (Deshpande, 4 Woman's
World All the Way, 1987, p. 12).

In her works, Deshpande portrays middle-class women grappling with the
incongruity between traditional familial bonds and the evolving socio-economic milieu.
While the industrialized West had largely moved past institutionalized family structures, in
post-independence India, marriage and family remained indispensable. However, rapid
industrialization and the shifting landscape of gender roles created a paradox, where the
expectations of tradition clashed with the exigencies of modernity. Her major novels,
particularly Roots and Shadows, That Long Silence, and The Dark Holds No Terrors,
vividly encapsulate this existential struggle.

Like her contemporaries, both in India and the West, Deshpande explores the
theme of female autonomy in That Long Silence. Her protagonist, Jaya, embodies the
feminist assertion of bodily autonomy and self-determination: “I could have told her about
my excitement when I had started on the pill and taken in its possibilities, I’m a free woman
now, | had thought, I’ve assumed control over my own body, over its clumsy, cumbersome
processes. | will conceive only when | want to...” (Deshpande, That Long Silence, 1989,
p. 63). Jaya’s revelation aligns seamlessly with feminist philosophy, as does the gradual
transformation of her other protagonists, such as Indu in Roots and Shadows and Saru in
The Dark Holds No Terrors. Initially engulfed in confusion and turmoil, these characters
undergo an introspective journey, acquiring knowledge and experience that ultimately
empower them to assert control over their lives. As Jaya affirms in That Long Silence,
“There is always hope” (Deshpande, 1989, p. 204).

Thus, Deshpande’s literary corpus serves as a crucial site for feminist critique,
offering a nuanced exploration of the struggles and triumphs of Indian women as they
navigate the intersecting forces of tradition and modernity, subjugation and autonomy,
silence and self-expression.

Theoretical Framework and Intersectionality

Feminism, as a definitive philosophy, vehemently critiques the institutions of
family and marriage, viewing them as formidable barriers to a woman's self-actualization
and progress. Jaya, the protagonist of That Long Silence, encapsulates her perception of
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family as a “cradle of bondage” and likens marriage to “a pair of bullocks yoked together”
(Deshpande, That Long Silence, 1989, p. 07). The central female protagonists in Shashi
Deshpande’s novels seem to recognize marriage as a hindrance to their personal growth,
often associating it with a confining darkness where only fear awaits. Saru, the heroine of
The Dark Holds No Terrors, feels that by entering into matrimony, she has merely
exchanged “one pair of pinching, torturing shoes for another” (Deshpande, The Dark Holds
No Terrors, 1980, p. 74). Like their parental homes, marriage appears to be a structure
delineated by “chalked lines drawn by others.” Indu, the protagonist of Roots and Shadows,
upon witnessing the impending demolition of Akka’s house, reflects, “Yes, the house had
been a trap too, binding me to a past. | felt clean as if | had cut away all the unnecessary
uneven edges of me” (Deshpande, Roots and Shadows, 1983, p. 204). To her, marriage is
stripped of its romanticized fagade, reduced to nothing more than “a cold-blooded bargain”
where two individuals are brought together for the mere purposes of procreation and
cohabitation (Deshpande, Roots and Shadows, 1983, p. 03).

For these women, autonomy emerges as their battle cry—“My life is my own.”
Initially, they seek emancipation through marriages of their choice, but their illusions soon
shatter. Saru, defying parental authority, marries Manu, only to find herself entrapped in a
disillusioning reality, leading her to an extramarital affair with Boozie—an act that signifies
her assertion of agency. That Long Silence delivers a scathing critique of family and
marriage as oppressive institutions that stifle an individual’s natural growth and self-
expression. Jaya, despite her deep emotional connection with Kamat, is bound by the fear
of societal judgment, preventing her from even paying tribute to him after his death. Her
frustration culminates in a bitter denunciation—"to hell with marriage." Indu, too, liberates
herself from the restrictive embrace of her husband, engaging in a relationship with her
cousin Naren without remorse. To her, this encounter bears no relevance to her marriage,
as she remarks, “That had nothing to do with the two of us and our life together”
(Deshpande, Roots and Shadows, 1983, p. 205). These heroines embody the sexual
liberation that feminism posits as a conduit to self-fulfillment and autonomy. Indu, who
professes passionate love for her husband, describes her night with Naren in terms of an
exhilarating release: “An ecstasy filled my body, and I could not be still anymore. There
was a joyous sense of release of passion | could experience and show and participate in. |
clung to him convulsively....” (Deshpande, Roots and Shadows, 1983, pp. 151-152). The
following morning, she experiences neither guilt nor awkwardness but rather a profound
sense of lightness and liberation. Even with full awareness of Naren’s fickle and amoral
nature, she continues to seek solace in his arms, shedding traditional notions of guilt and
shame with remarkable ease. Saru and Jaya, like Indu, transgress the boundaries of conjugal
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fidelity without hesitation, treating their sexual choices as separate from the institution of
marriage itself.

Like many feminist writers, Shashi Deshpande refrains from addressing the
question of whether marriage and sexuality can be meaningfully dissociated. Instead, her
narratives subtly challenge the conventional sanctity of marriage and family while
advocating for a reconfiguration of sexual norms. Jaya, having married Mohan by choice,
soon finds herself disenchanted with their relationship. Despite moments of physical
passion, she remains emotionally isolated, lamenting that the male-female relationship is
“nothing but a deep chasm between the two” (Deshpande, That Long Silence, 1989, p. 98).
She observes with unsettling clarity that “they are separated forever, never more than at the
moment of total physical togetherness” (Deshpande, That Long Silence, 1989, p. 07). This
reflection underscores the irony of her predicament—despite her agency in choosing
Mohan, marriage ultimately becomes an impediment to her self-realization.

Saru, in The Dark Holds No Terrors, asserts herself first by defying her mother’s
expectations and pursuing a career in medicine, then by marrying Manu, the man she loves.
Yet, far from finding fulfillment, she becomes terrorized by the nights, dreading her
husband’s violent advances. She experiences an “unbridgeable chasm” between herself and
Manu, despite their fifteen years of marriage (Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors,
1980, p. 17). Though she is a successful doctor and financially independent, her marriage
deteriorates into a psychological and physical ordeal. When she gains public recognition,
Manu’s fragile male ego crumbles, and his deep-seated chauvinism manifests in his sadistic
treatment of her. The dream of a harmonious marriage filled with love and companionship
collapses, and Saru finds herself shackled in yet another oppressive bond. In search of
solace, she ultimately chooses to leave her clinic and escape her marital entrapment. She
longs for the simplest of freedoms—*“to sleep the night peacefully through. To wake up
without pain. To go through tomorrow without apprehension” (Deshpande, The Dark Holds
No Terrors, 1980, p. 27). Ironically, she finds this peace only upon returning to her parental
home, where, for the first time in years, she experiences a semblance of security. The
juxtaposition of her childhood home with her marital house is stark—while the former
offers a measure of tranquility, the latter remains a place where “terror awaited me in our
room. I could not escape it” (Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors, 1980, p. 70). In this
moment of realization, Saru perceives herself as a “two-in-one woman” and “a terrified,
trapped animal” (Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors, 1980, p. 134). Once again, she
asserts herself through escape, abandoning both her husband and children in pursuit of self-
preservation.

Deshpande masterfully employs silence as a metaphor for the passive assertion of
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her heroines, a silence that eventually evolves into an active rebellion. Saru acknowledges
that “silence had been a habit for us” (Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors, 1980, p.
199), while Indu, reflecting on her emotionally stunted marriage, states, “I am passive and
unresponsive; I am still and dead” (Deshpande, That Long Silence, 1989, p. 192). Jaya, too,
once nurtured an idealistic vision of marriage, only to realize the void that engulfs her life.
This silence, symbolic of suppressed emotions and unarticulated desires, becomes a
representation of fractured communication, misunderstanding, and estrangement. In That
Long Silence, Jaya’s creative energy is stifled by her marital dissatisfaction, leaving her
literary pursuits devoid of passion and authenticity. As Sarabjit Sandhu aptly notes, “This
unhappiness is reflected not only in her (Jaya’s) conjugal life but also in her social life. Her
books, her stories lack anger and emotion.” The emotional sterility of her writing is a direct
consequence of her estrangement from Mohan, a chasm that widens with each passing day.
It is only in Kamat that Jaya finds a genuine connection, but his death leaves her
emotionally adrift. She continues to live with Mohan, yet a profound emptiness pervades
her existence. It is in this moment of reckoning that Jaya acknowledges her entrapment
within a “cocooned life” and resolves to reclaim her agency.

Shashi Deshpande, through her portrayal of these heroines, suggests that silence is
often a survival strategy within oppressive structures. However, as Jaya comes to
understand, it is not enough to merely endure in silence—one must break it. Deshpande
herself encapsulates this sentiment: “You learn a lot of tricks to get by in a (marriage)
relationship. Silence is one of them.” Yet, by the end of That Long Silence, Jaya refuses to
remain a passive participant in her own life. She determines to break her silence, asserting
her right to exist on her own terms.

Jaya, the protagonist of That Long Silence, draws lessons from her mother and
grandmothers, ultimately resolving to break her silence. She declares, “I am not afraid
anymore; the panic has gone” (Deshpande, That Long Silence, 1989), underscoring her
realization that change is only possible when women assert themselves. However,
contemporary feminism often lacks a nuanced understanding of the complex and diverse
historical forces that have shaped human development. While patriarchy, as a structural
system, has indeed subjected women to violence and subjugation, it is an oversimplification
to claim that all men have deliberately perpetuated this oppression. The tendency to equate
patriarchy with male agency—often out of bias—Ileads to misleading conclusions. It is not
individuals but rather entrenched systems of power, wealth, and hierarchy that have
historically orchestrated the subjugation of the marginalized, including women. Moreover,
history bears witness to women who have ascended to positions of power and influence,
yet their presence at the apex has not necessarily resulted in greater justice or equity for
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other women. Consequently, the feminist assertion that men alone are responsible for the
subjugation of women fails to account for the broader network of social, political, and
economic forces that have sustained inequality.

A thorough and critical understanding of the mechanisms of oppression is essential
for devising viable pathways to women’s liberation, yet many contemporary fiction writers
fail to capture the depth of this issue. Shashi Deshpande’s works, though powerful
explorations of female assertion, often lack clarity regarding the ultimate purpose of such
self-assertion. Even Deshpande herself acknowledges that her characters are preoccupied
with their individual selves, striving to attain personal honesty (Tambe, 1996). This
introspective journey is evident in Roots and Shadows, where Indu asserts her autonomy
by rejecting external influences and shadows that have constrained her. Her determination
to write as she has always dreamed of is an act of self-assertion, symbolizing her final
rejection of the authority figures in her life. She breaks free from Akka’s control and, in
doing so, liberates herself from the familial obligations and societal expectations that have
long dictated her choices.

Similarly, Saru in The Dark Holds No Terrors vehemently rejects the maternal
figure, equating womanhood with suffering: “If you are a woman, I don’t want to be one”
(Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors, 1980, p. 55). Her assertion of independence
manifests in her marriage to Manohar, an act she perceives as a milestone in her quest for
self-realization and happiness. Both Indu and Saru reject the constraints of their familial
homes, seeking a world where the declaration of “my life is my own” brings them a sense
of liberation. Throughout Deshpande’s narratives, the maternal figure emerges as a
metaphor for patriarchal oppression—an institution that must be renounced for the heroines
to forge their own identities. In her novels, the parental home becomes emblematic of
outdated traditions that no longer resonate with the modern, educated woman. Both Indu
and Saru marry partners of their choice in defiance of their families, believing that marriage
will grant them freedom and self-fulfillment. Saru, in particular, is disillusioned with her
role as a daughter and assumes that her transition into the role of a wife will usher in a new
era of self-determination. However, when marital life fails to provide the liberation she
seeks, she embarks on another assertion of autonomy by leaving her husband and returning
to her parental home in search of her roots.

This cyclical journey—from one form of assertion to another—reveals the
protagonists’ internal conflict and their limited understanding of freedom in a world
dominated by power struggles, selfish interests, and fragile egos. Saru’s ambivalence is
evident when she instructs her father not to open the door when Manu arrives, only to
immediately retract her decision, asking him to tell her husband to wait: “I will be back as

. __________________________________________________________________________________|
RJOE JOURNAL 137


http://www.rjoe.org.in/

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE)
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696
An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal
Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 10, Issue-2 (April -June; 2025)

soon as | can” (Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors, 1980, p. 202). This moment of
hesitation marks her transition from uncertainty to self-assurance. Having endured a period
of painful introspection, she emerges with a renewed sense of confidence in her identity as
both an individual and a professional. She ultimately affirms, “My life is my own”
(Deshpande, The Dark Holds No Terrors, 1980, p. 201), a declaration that encapsulates her
evolution from subjugation to self-possession.

The protagonists of Deshpande’s novels reach a state of realization through their
lived experiences and struggles. Their journey teaches them that no external institution—
whether legal, economic, or social—can guarantee their security or safeguard their interests
unless they themselves resist oppression and assert their autonomy. This realization
underscores the necessity of self-assertion as the only viable means of overcoming systemic
injustice. Ultimately, the heroines recognize that true freedom lies not only in the desire for
change but in the courage to act upon it with unwavering determination.

Oppression and injustice are deeply embedded within social, political, and
economic structures, and it is an undeniable reality that, historically, men have occupied
dominant positions within these systems. However, oppression is not exclusive to gender;
society comprises numerous marginalized groups, with women being among them. The
path to genuine liberation, therefore, requires an in-depth understanding of these
interconnected forces, along with a steadfast commitment to dismantling them through
conscious, deliberate assertion of one’s identity and rights.

Self-Assertion and Feminist Consciousness

Shashi Deshpande’s novels delve deeply into the struggles of women, offering a
rich and thought-provoking narrative that carries a profound message, with self-assertion
as their central theme. However, mere engagement with women’s issues does not
automatically categorize a writer as a feminist. Throughout history, various individuals and
institutions have addressed gender concerns long before feminism emerged as a structured
ideology with a philosophical foundation, particularly in the West following the Second
World War.

As an intellectual and literary figure, Deshpande naturally responds to the systemic
injustices and oppressions embedded within social, political, and economic frameworks.
She critiques societal ills such as incompatible marriages, child marriage, divorce, and
sexual violence—issues that persist without adequate resolution. In her own words, “until
women get over handicaps imposed on them by the society, outside and inner conditioning,
the human race will not have realized its full potential” (Tambe, 1996, p. 128).

In Roots and Shadows, Indu initially perceives Akka as a domineering and
inconsiderate figure. However, after Akka’s death and upon hearing her life stories, Indu
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recognizes her as a pillar of strength who had lived according to her convictions. Akka’s
unwavering faith in Indu’s resilience instills in her a sense of duty, compelling her to rise
to those expectations. Over time, Indu internalizes her uncle’s wisdom—that discipline
lends dignity to life—and ultimately attains a sense of freedom uninhibited by Akka, Atya,
or even her hushband, Jayant. The financial security she inherits from Akka grants her
newfound wisdom, and the novel underscores that reconciliation between conflicting selves
is not achieved through dominance or defeat but through understanding. By portraying
Indu’s dilemmas, Deshpande mirrors the broader predicament of the Indian middle-class
woman amid socio-economic transformations that have disrupted traditional familial
structures and redefined spousal relationships.

In The Dark Holds No Terrors, the author explores the psychological and
emotional turmoil of Saru, a woman marginalized within her own family due to gender
bias. Her mother’s blatant favoritism toward her younger brother leaves Saru with an
enduring sense of rejection. The pain is exacerbated when her brother’s birthday is
celebrated with grandeur while hers is ignored. Seeking love and validation, Saru defies
her mother’s wishes by pursuing a medical career and later asserting her autonomy by
marrying Manu, a man from a different caste. She initially perceives their physical intimacy
as a triumphant assertion of love, but as her professional success outshines her husband’s,
tensions arise. The shift in their dynamic—where she transitions from being his bride to
the esteemed "lady doctor" while he remains merely her husband—triggers Manu’s
insecurities. His response is a disturbing assertion of masculinity through sexual violence,
which Saru endures in silence, layering brick upon brick on the wall of estrangement
between them.

Overburdened by both professional and domestic responsibilities, Saru reaches a
breaking point. Upon learning of her mother’s death, she returns to her parental home,
where she is initially received as an unwelcome guest. Yet, this return becomes a journey
of self-reflection. She is overwhelmed with guilt, believing that she has been the cause of
suffering for those around her—her mother, her husband, and even her deceased brother.
Saru embodies a paradoxical blend of defiance and submission, idealism and pragmatism,
rebellion and compromise. She is emblematic of the modern, middle-class Indian woman
caught between the values instilled by her upbringing and the perspectives shaped by her
education. The clash between her mother’s traditional consciousness and her own modern
outlook intensifies the generational conflict, making her feel trapped between aspiration
and familial obligations.

Deshpande masterfully constructs Saru’s identity crisis, portraying the emotional
alienation she experiences within her family. Deprived of maternal love and confronted
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with continuous rejection, Saru seeks validation through professional success, believing it
to be the key to securing her independence. However, the very autonomy she pursues
eventually proves elusive, leading her to abandon her clinic and return home. Through her
father, she learns of her mother’s silent suffering and death, which elicits unexpected
admiration. Her resentment dissolves as she recognizes the quiet fortitude with which her
mother endured life’s hardships. The novel closes on an optimistic note—Saru, having
confronted her inner turmoil, emerges stronger and determined to reconcile with her past
rather than flee from it.

A close examination of Deshpande’s works reveals her astute artistic ability to
depict, with profound empathy, the reality of Indian middle-class women. Her fiction
revolves around the feminine consciousness, with her protagonists embodying the
existential struggles of daughters, wives, mothers, and above all, human beings striving for
identity and autonomy. Influenced by feminist thought—particularly the ideas of Virginia
Woolf—Deshpande integrates feminist themes into an Indian socio-cultural context.
However, certain aspects of her feminist discourse appear somewhat fragmented,
impractical, or biased. Issues such as marital fidelity and sexual liberation, for instance, are
handled in ways that challenge traditional norms without necessarily providing an
alternative framework.

Indu, Saru, and Jaya—the protagonists of Roots and Shadows, The Dark Holds No
Terrors, and That Long Silence respectively—share an uninhibited approach to sexuality,
where emotions often take a secondary role. Saru, despite once being deeply in love with
her husband, engages in an affair with her professor, seemingly as a means to advance
professionally. Jaya, despite possessing a strong physical attraction to her husband Mohan,
forms an intimate connection with Kamat. Meanwhile, Indu’s relationship with her cousin
Naren, which she finds liberating, challenges conventional moral expectations.
Deshpande’s portrayal of these relationships suggests a radical assertion of female agency,
yet it remains an incomplete discourse unless it proposes viable alternatives to traditional
marital structures.

The underlying message in Deshpande’s narratives is that institutions such as
marriage and family act as restrictive forces that confine women within predetermined
roles, stifling their growth and self-fulfillment. Saru’s defiant pursuit of medical education
and her choice of spouse reflect feminism’s core tenets, yet her assertion appears unilateral,
particularly when she dismisses familial ties, as seen in her statement: “For me, they
(parents) were already the past and meant nothing” (The Dark Holds No Terrors, p. 34).
Similarly, Indu, Jaya, and Saru reject traditional family roles, yearning for a form of
liberation that transcends both domestic obligations and gendered expectations. Their
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rebellion extends beyond the social and professional spheres to the realm of sexual
autonomy, aligning them with feminist ideals. However, this emphasis on sexual liberation,
at times bordering on licentiousness, aligns with the notion of bodily autonomy central to
feminist discourse—epitomized in Virginia Woolf’s declaration, “My body is my own” (A
Room of One’s Own, 1929, p. 201).

The tension in Manu and Saru’s marriage, which culminates in sexual
estrangement, is concisely captured in Saru’s realization: “He had been the young man, and
I his bride. Now I was the lady doctor, and he was my husband” (The Dark Holds No
Terrors, p. 37). Similarly, Indu in Roots and Shadows grapples with her own sexual
identity, remarking, “A woman who loves her husband too much. Too passionately, and is
ashamed of it” (Roots and Shadows, p. 92). Jaya’s journey in That Long Silence follows a
different trajectory, where physical intimacy precedes emotional attachment.

Deshpande’s heroines, described as “thinking characters,” navigate love, marriage,
and sexuality through a lens shaped by Western education and feminist philosophy. Their
perspectives often detach these institutions from their traditional Indian moorings,
presenting marriage as a mere contractual arrangement, as articulated in The Dark Holds
No Terrors: “Nothing but two people brought together after a cold-blooded bargain to meet,
mate, and reproduce” (p. 3). Similarly, Indu likens marriage to “a cage with two animals
glaring hatred at each other” (Roots and Shadows, p. 37), while Jaya trivializes it as a
child’s game of “tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor” (That Long Silence, p. 91).

Ultimately, Deshpande’s fiction questions the fundamental structures of love, marriage,
and family, aligning her narratives with feminist discourse—even if she resists being
explicitly labeled a feminist. Her protagonists not only seek intellectual liberation but also
sexual autonomy, asserting the right to define their own identities. However, in doing so,
they confront the paradoxes of their choices, as they strive to reconcile personal freedom
with the societal frameworks that continue to shape them.

Conclusion

Feminism defies a singular definition, taking on diverse regional and cultural
expressions. Shashi Deshpande’s novels reflect a distinctly Indian form of feminism, rooted
in socio-cultural realities rather than radical activism. While she has not actively engaged
in the feminist liberation movement, her works emphasize dismantling societal and
internalized constraints that hinder women’s potential. Unlike Western radical feminism,
which often attributes women's subjugation to male dominance, Deshpande’s perspective
is more nuanced. As Suman Bala notes, she avoids extremist views, understanding that
meaningful change must evolve gradually (Bala, 2001). Her narratives prioritize emotional
and relational complexities over ideological assertions, as she states, “For me, all that
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matters is human relations” (Vishwanath, 2003, p. 229). Deshpande’s contribution to
Indian English fiction lies in her intricate characterization, realism, and deep exploration
of middle-class women’s aspirations and struggles. Through her subtle yet insightful
narratives, she establishes herself as a pioneering voice in Indian feminist literature.
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