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Abstract:  

Daughterhood, as a literary theme, has long been a poignant lens to examine the 

intricate dynamics of gender, power, and identity. This paper delves into the 

portrayal of daughterhood in Margaret Atwood's "Lady Oracle" and Shashi 
Deshpande's "The Darkness Holds No Fear," two novels that offer nuanced 

explorations of female subjectivity within patriarchal societies. The paper 

analyses how the protagonists, Joan Foster and Sarita, navigate the complexities 
of familial expectations, societal pressures, and personal desires, ultimately 

challenging traditional notions of daughterhood and forging paths of 

empowerment and resistance. By tracing the protagonists' journeys of self-

discovery, agency, and rebellion, the paper uncovers the transformative potential 
of feminist resistance in reimagining daughterhood as a site of empowerment. 

Through the analysis, the author intends to illuminate how these novels contribute 

to broader conversations about feminism, identity, and power, inviting readers to 
reimagine daughterhood beyond its traditional confines and embrace its 

complexities and contradictions. 
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Introduction: 
Daughterhood, as depicted in literature, serves as a rich terrain for exploring 

gender dynamics, power relations, and individual agency. It encapsulates the 

multifaceted experiences of women as they navigate familial expectations, 

societal constraints, and personal aspirations [1]. In Margaret Atwood's "Lady 
Oracle" and Shashi Deshpande's "The Darkness Holds No Fear," we encounter 
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protagonists who grapple with the complexities of daughterhood within 

patriarchal frameworks. Joan Foster and Sarita, the protagonists of these novels, 
navigate a labyrinth of societal expectations, familial obligations, and personal 

desires, challenging conventional narratives of femininity and forging paths of 

empowerment and resistance. Through a feminist Lens, we embark on a journey 
to unravel the intricate layers of daughterhood as portrayed in these literary 

works. By tracing the protagonists' journeys of self-discovery, agency, and 

rebellion, we uncover the transformative potential of feminist resistance in 

reimagining daughterhood as a site of empowerment. This paper explores how 
Atwood and Deshpande engage with the theme of daughterhood, shedding light 

on how their narratives contribute to broader conversations about feminism, 

identity, and power. Through our analysis, we seek to illuminate the nuances of 
female subjectivity and the complexities of navigating patriarchal structures, 

inviting readers to engage critically with these texts and envision alternative 

possibilities for women's lives. 
The subsequent sections of this paper are as follows: Section 2 will 

provide a comprehensive overview of previous scholarship on daughterhood, 

female identity, agency, and resistance in literature. Section 3 will offer a detailed 

examination of Margaret Atwood's "Lady Oracle" and Shashi Deshpande's "The 
Darkness Holds No Fear," highlighting how these works portray the complexities of 

daughterhood and feminist resistance. Section 4 will summarize the essential 

findings and discuss their implications for understanding the broader themes of 
gender and identity in literature. Finally, Section 5 will suggest potential areas 

for further scholarly exploration to expand and enrich the ongoing discourse on 

daughterhood in literary studies. 

Literature Review: 
The portrayal of daughterhood in literature has been a subject of extensive 

scholarly inquiry, offering insights into how gender roles, power dynamics, and 

familial relationships intersect within societal structures [2]. Works such as Simone 
de Beauvoir's "The Second Sex" and Virginia Woolf's "A Room of One's Own" 

laid the groundwork for feminist literary criticism by highlighting the 

marginalization of women in literature and society. Simone de Beauvoir's "The 
Second Sex," published in 1949, is a seminal work in feminist philosophy and 

literary theory. Beauvoir's analysis of women's oppression as rooted in the social 

construction of gender roles challenged prevailing notions of femininity. It 

provided a theoretical framework for understanding how patriarchal systems 
perpetuate inequality. By exploring how women are marginalized in literature 

and society, Beauvoir paved the way for feminist scholars to interrogate how 

gender shapes literary representation and cultural discourse [3]. Similarly, Virginia 
Woolf's "A Room of One's Own," first published in 1929, critically examines 

women's access to education, economic independence, and creative expression. 
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Drawing on her own experiences as a woman Woolf argues that women's voices 

have been historically marginalized and silenced within literary and cultural 
spheres [4]. Through her exploration of the fictional character of Judith 

Shakespeare, Woolf underscores how systemic barriers impede women's ability 

to pursue artistic endeavors and assert their creative autonomy. These 
foundational texts challenged prevailing notions of femininity and advocated for the 

recognition of women's agency and subjectivity. They provided invaluable 

insights into how gender shapes literary representation and cultural discourse, 

laying the groundwork for feminist scholars to explore the complexities of 
daughterhood and female experience in literature and society. 

In feminist literary criticism, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's seminal work 

"The Madwoman in the Attic" offered a ground-breaking analysis of women's 
literature. It explored how female authors subverted patriarchal conventions and 

reclaimed their voices. Through close readings of texts by authors such as 

Charlotte Brontë and Emily Dickinson, Gilbert and Gubar illuminated the 
complexities of female identity and how women writers navigated societal 

constraints to assert their creative autonomy [5]. 

More recently, scholars such as Judith Butler and Bell Hooks have 

expanded the scope of feminist literary theory by interrogating the intersections 
of gender, race, class, and sexuality. Butler's concept of performativity, 

introduced in her influential work "Gender Trouble," revolutionized feminist 

theory by positing that gender is not a fixed identity but an ongoing performance 
shaped by societal norms and expectations. Butler argues that gender identity is 

constructed through repeated actions and behaviors, challenging the notion of  

inherent or essential gender differences. This framework has enabled literary 

critics to analyze how characters perform and negotiate their gender identities within 
various socio-cultural contexts [6]. Bell Hooks, a prominent cultural critic and 

feminist theorist, has significantly contributed to feminist literary theory by 

emphasizing the intersectionality of oppression in works such as "Ain't I a 
Woman?" and "Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center," Hooks critiques how 

race, class, and gender intersect to shape the experiences of marginalized 

individuals and communities. She argues that mainstream feminist movements often 
overlook the specific struggles of women of color and advocate for a more inclusive 

and intersectional approach to feminist analysis. Hooks' emphasis on the 

interconnectedness of various forms of oppression has provided a valuable 

framework for understanding the complexities of identity and power in literature 
[7]. By foregrounding the experiences of marginalized individuals and 

communities, Butler and Hooks have challenged mainstream narratives and 

advocated for more inclusive and equitable representations in Literature. Their 
work has inspired scholars to examine how literature reflects and perpetuates  

social hierarchies and explore how marginalized voices can be amplified and 
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celebrated. This shift towards a more intersectional and inclusive approach has 

enriched feminist literary criticism and opened up new avenues for analyzing 
women's diverse and multifaceted experiences in literature. 

Within the specific domain of daughterhood, scholars have explored how 

female characters negotiate familial expectations, societal pressures, and personal 
aspirations. Elaine Showalter's "A Literature of Their Own" offers a 

comprehensive overview of women's literature, tracing the evolution of female 

subjectivity from the Victorian era to the modern day. Showalter highlights how 

women writers have used literature for self-expression and self-assertion, challenging 
dominant narratives and reclaiming their voices [8]. In postcolonial literature, 

critics such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Chandra Talpade Mohanty have 

examined how gender intersects with colonialism and imperialism to shape 
women's experiences. Spivak's concept of "strategic essentialism" and Mohanty's 

critique of Western feminism have provided valuable insights into the complexities 

of gender politics in postcolonial contexts. By foregrounding women's voices 
from the Global South, these scholars have challenged Eurocentric perspectives 

and advocated for more nuanced understandings of gender and power [9] [10]. 

Analysis: 

Researchers on Margaret Atwood's "Lady Oracle" and Shashi 
Deshpande's "The Darkness Holds No Fear" have focused on themes such as 

female identity and resistance [11] [12] [13]. Margaret Atwood's "Lady Oracle" 

presents Joan Foster, a protagonist who epitomizes the complexity of female 
identity through her multifaceted roles as a daughter, writer, and individual 

struggling for autonomy. Joan's life is marked by her efforts to escape the 

confining expectations of her overbearing mother and the societal norms that 

dictate proper feminine behavior. Her journey into the world of gothic romance 
writing becomes both a metaphorical and literal escape from these oppressive 

structures. Scholars have noted how Joan's ability to navigate different personas 

and her eventual confrontation with her past symbolize a provocative act against 
rigid gender norms, illustrating a broader commentary on women's quest for self-

definition within patriarchal societies [14] [15]. 

Joan's use of writing as a means of subversion is particularly significant. 
Through her gothic romances, she not only earns financial independence but also 

creates a space where she can explore and critique the limitations imposed on her 

by society. This act of creation becomes an Joan's ultimate rejection of her false 

identities and her decision to embrace her authentic self represents an act of 
rebellion, a way to carve out an identity separate from the roles imposed on her 

as a daughter and a woman. Lorraine York has highlighted how Atwood uses 

Joan's literary endeavors to comment on the power dynamics within the 
publishing industry and the larger cultural narratives that shape women's lives [16]. 

Joan's ultimate rejection of her false identities and her decision to embrace her 
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authentic self represents a profound assertion of agency, challenging the 

traditional confines of femininity and autonomy [17]. 
Similarly, Shashi Deshpande's portrayal of Sarita in "The Darkness Holds 

No Fear" delves deeply into the intersections of gender, culture, and societal 

expectations within Indian society. Sarita's struggle is rooted in her dual role as a 
daughter and a daughter-in-law, navigating the complex familial obligations and 

societal pressures of these roles. Deshpande's nuanced portrayal of Sarita's 

resilience and defiance against the oppressive structures of patriarchy has been 

the subject of extensive scholarly analysis. Sarita's journey is symbolic of the 
broader struggles for gender equality and social justice, reflecting the unique 

challenges faced by women in postcolonial India [18] [19] [20]. 

Sarita's defiance is evident in her pursuit of a medical career, a choice that 
sets her apart from the traditional expectations of women in her community. This 

professional aspiration serves as a means of personal fulfillment and a form of 

resistance against the domestic confines that seek to define her. [18] has explored 
how Deshpande uses Sarita's career as a metaphor for her struggle for autonomy 

and self-realization. The conflicts Sarita faces, both within her family and 

professional life, highlight the systemic barriers women must overcome to assert 

their independence. Her resilience in these challenges underscores the novel's 
broader feminist themes, advocating for the recognition of women's rights and 

their capacity for self-determination [19]. 

Furthermore, the emotional and psychological dimensions of Sarita's 
journey have also been a focal point for scholars [18] [19] [20]. Deshpande's 

exploration of Sarita's inner turmoil and gradual realization of her worth and 

potential challenge the stereotypical portrayals of Indian women as passive and 

submissive. Instead, Sarita emerges as a complex character whose struggles and 
triumphs resonate with the broader feminist discourse on identity and 

empowerment. By portraying Sarita's defiance and resilience, Deshpande critiques 

the patriarchal structures that limit women's lives and celebrates the strength and 
agency of women who navigate and resist these confines. 

Both Atwood's "Lady Oracle" and Deshpande's "The Darkness Holds No 

Fear" provide rich, nuanced portrayals of female protagonists who challenge and 
subvert the patriarchal expectations imposed on them. Through their journeys of 

self-discovery and resistance, Joan Foster and Sarita exemplify the complexities 

of female identity and the transformative potential of feminist agency. While "Lady 

Oracle" and "The Darkness Holds No Fear" differ in their  cultural and narrative 
contexts, they share common themes of feminist resistance and empowerment. 

Both protagonists navigate oppressive familial dynamics, asserting their agency in 

adversity. However, their experiences also reflect the unique challenges their 
respective cultural contexts pose, highlighting the intersectionality of gender, 

race, and class. Our comparative analysis aims to illuminate how these novels  
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contribute to broader conversations about feminism, identity, and power. These 

novels contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of how literature can 
be a powerful medium for exploring and critiquing gender dynamics, ultimately 

advocating for more inclusive and equitable representations of women's 

experiences. 
Conclusion:  

In conclusion, "Lady Oracle" and "The Darkness Holds No Fear" offer 

compelling portraits of daughterhood as a site of resistance and empowerment. 

Through the journeys of Joan Foster and Sarita, we witness the transformative 
potential of feminist agency as they navigate patriarchal structures and assert their 

autonomy. As readers, we are invited to reimagine daughterhood beyond its 

traditional confines, embracing its complexities and contradictions. In doing so, 
we expand our understanding of gender, power, and identity, paving the way for  

more inclusive and equitable futures. To sum up, the literature on daughterhood 

in literature offers a rich tapestry of insights into the complexities of female 
experience and how women negotiate power and agency within patriarchal 

structures. By engaging with diverse theoretical perspectives and literary texts, 

scholars continue to uncover new dimensions of daughterhood and its significance 

in shaping women's lives. This ongoing dialogue underscores the enduring 
relevance of daughterhood as a subject of inquiry. It highlights its potential to 

illuminate broader questions of gender, identity, and power in literature and society. 

Recommendation for further research: 
Future research could benefit from a comparative analysis of 

daughterhood as depicted in literature from different cultural contexts. Further 

research could delve deeper into the intersections of daughterhood with other 

aspects of identity, such as race, class, sexuality, and disability. Another 
avenue for research is longitudinal studies that trace the development of 

female protagonists over time, both within a single author's body of work and 

across different authors' writings. Exploration of the socio-political contexts 
in which these Novels could provide valuable insights into how historical and 

political factors influence the portrayal of daughterhood. An in-depth 

examination of the psychological aspects of daughterhood, including themes 
of trauma, mental health, and emotional resilience, could enrich the 

understanding of female characters' inner lives. Analyzing the relationships 

between mothers and daughters in literature can reveal how maternal 

influences contribute to the protagonists' development and resistance. This could 
involve studying the dynamics of support, conflict, and legacy within these 

relationships and their impact on the daughters' quests for autonomy. Exploring 

how contemporary feminist movements, such as #MeToo and Time's Up, 
influence literary portrayals of daughterhood can provide insights into the 

evolving nature of feminist discourse. By pursuing these recommendations, 
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scholars can continue to expand the understanding of daughterhood in 

literature, uncovering new dimensions of female identity, agency, and 
resistance. 
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