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ABSTRACT 

The abstract proves the sense of isolation disharmony that women faces is 

raised with the character, internally traumatizes and weakens the character, 

as this is stereotypically represented. 

This study aims to explore the theme of isolation female protagonists in 

Anitha Desai’s novels. 

The analysis delves into the diverse thought patterns arising from the 

characters experiences in the novels. 

Despite existing literature on women by both genders, scientific studies on 

women have increased only recently. The exploration of the psyche, tied to 

reality and politics, is a woman theme in Indian English Literature. Writers 

like Nayantharasahgal, Mulk Raj Anand, Kamala Markandeya Anitha Desai 

have extensively explored thus theme in their novels. 

Voices in the city is a powerful novel that examines Feminine consciousness. 

It follows the lives of three women in post-independence India, exploring 

their identities and the challenges they face in patriarchal society. It's a 

thought-provoking read that delves into themes of societal expectations and 

the complexities of being a woman. 

Her novel depict notion that women need something more than food, clothes 

and accommodation. She is one of the Indian writers who tried to change 

contemporary society with her pen. I chose this topic because I felt the 

thoughtless in living in this society being a woman. 
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CHAPTER-1: INTRODUCTION 

   In “Voices in the City” by Anita Desai, a profound exploration of feminine 

consciousness unfolds within the intricate tapestry of the novel. Set against the 

backdrop of an urban landscape, the narrative intricately weaves the lives of female 

characters, providing a nuanced examination of their thoughts, experiences, and 

struggles. Anita Desai, known for her keen insights into the human psyche, employs her 

literary prowess to delve into the complexities of feminine identity and the socio-cultural 

context that shapes it. 

The urban environment serves as both a canvas and a crucible for the female 

characters in “Voices in the City,” reflecting the tensions and contradictions of modernity. 

Within the bustling streets and cramped apartments, Desai captures the essence of 

urban life, where traditional values clash with modern aspirations, and where the pursuit 

of individual freedom often intersects with societal expectations. 

Through the lens of feminine consciousness, Desai navigates themes of alienation, 

confinement, and longing, painting a vivid portrait of women grappling with their place in 

a rapidly changing world. From the stifling confines of domesticity to the lure of 

independence and self-discovery, the female characters in “Voices in the City” navigate 

a complex web of desires, obligations, and societal constraints. 

Central to Desai’s exploration of feminine consciousness is her depiction of female 

relationships and the bonds that unite and divide women in the urban landscape. 

Whether it be the fraught dynamics between mothers and daughters, the solidarity of 

female friendships, or the subtle power struggles within familial hierarchies, Desai 

skillfully captures the nuances of female interactions, revealing the intricate dance of 

love, loyalty, and betrayal that shapes women’s lives. 

At the heart of the novel lies an interrogation of societal expectations and the 

constraints imposed on women’s autonomy and agency. Through the experiences of her 

female characters, Desai exposes the rigid gender roles and patriarchal norms that 

govern their lives, challenging readers to confront the pervasive inequalities and 

injustices that persist in society. 
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Through a careful examination of Desai’s narrative techniques and character 

development, this thesis seeks to unravel the nuances of feminine experiences, offering 

a comprehensive understanding of the interplay between gender, culture, and individual 

identity in “Voices in the City.” By delving into the inner worlds of Desai’s female 

characters, this study aims to illuminate the complexities of feminine consciousness and 

the enduring struggle for selfhood and autonomy in the urban landscape. 

Indian Writing in English has evolved into a captivating literary phenomenon, offering a 

diverse and multifaceted exploration of Indian experiences, cultures, and identities 

through the medium of the English language. Originating during the British colonial 

period, English literature gained prominence in India as a means of communication and 

education, laying the foundation for a rich tradition of Indian English writing. As Indians 

became proficient in English, a new generation of native authors emerged, bringing 

forth their unique perspectives on the complexities of Indian society, culture, and history. 

The pioneering authors of Indian Writing in English have played an instrumental role in 

shaping the literary landscape of the country. Rabindranath Tagore, the first non-

European Nobel laureate in Literature, left an indelible mark with his evocative poetry 

and prose, which resonated deeply with the Indian ethos. Similarly, R. K. Narayan’s 

simple yet profound storytelling, exemplified in works such as the “Malgudi Days” series, 

captured the essence of everyday life in India with remarkable authenticity. 

One of the defining features of Indian English literature is its exploration of a wide array 

of themes and subjects, reflecting the rich tapestry of India’s cultural, linguistic, and 

socio-political diversity. From the colonial experience to contemporary socio-political 

issues, Indian authors engage with a range of topics, including identity, nationalism, 

caste, gender, globalization, and urbanization, providing readers with a nuanced 

understanding of the complexities of Indian life. 

Indian Writing in English  

Indian Writing in English is often regarded as a significant component of postcolonial 

literature, exploring the aftermath of colonialism and its enduring effects on identity and 

culture. Influenced by global literary movements, Indian authors experiment with various 
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styles and genres, incorporating both traditional and modern elements to create 

narratives that resonate with readers both at home and abroad. 

Notable authors such as Salman Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, and JhumpaLahiri have 

garnered international acclaim for their literary contributions, bringing Indian stories and 

voices to a global audience. Their works, characterized by intricate storytelling, vivid 

imagery, and profound insights into the human condition, have earned prestigious 

literary awards and cemented Indian Writing in English as a force to be reckoned with 

on the world stage. 

Language and identity play a crucial role in Indian English literature, with many authors 

navigating between English and regional languages to reflect the multilingual nature of 

Indian society. This bilingualism contributes to the exploration of hybrid identities, as 

authors grapple with the complexities of reconciling traditional roots with contemporary 

influences. 

In contemporary Indian literature, female voices have emerged as powerful agents of 

change, addressing gender issues and providing unique perspectives on Indian life and 

society. Writers like Arundhati Roy, Kiran Desai, and Anita Desai have made significant 

contributions to the literary landscape, challenging stereotypes and amplifying 

marginalized voices through their powerful narratives. 

In summary, Indian Writing in English is a dynamic and evolving tradition that captures 

the complexities and contradictions of Indian life with nuance and depth. Rooted in the 

colonial past yet firmly anchored in the present, Indian authors continue to push the 

boundaries of literary expression, enriching the global literary landscape with their 

diverse narratives and profound insights into the human experience. Writing in English. 

Style and writing 

Anita Desai, an accomplished Indian author, possesses a distinctive style and nuanced 

approach to storytelling. Her writing is characterized by a rich tapestry of language, 

meticulously crafted to evoke a sensory experience for the reader. Desai’s narratives 

often delve into the complexities of human relationships and the intricate web of 

emotions that bind individuals. She has a keen eye for detail, painting vivid scenes that 
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transport readers into the heart of the settings she creates. Desai’s prose is both 

elegant and introspective, exploring the psychological landscapes of her characters with 

a profound depth. Her use of symbolism and metaphor adds layers to her storytelling, 

inviting readers to unravel deeper meanings beneath the surface. In essence, Anita 

Desai’s style is a harmonious blend of literary finesse, cultural insight, and a keen 

understanding of the human condition, making her a revered figure in contemporary 

literature.Anita Desai’s distinctive writing style goes beyond mere storytelling; it’s a 

literary journey that invites readers to explore the intricacies of the human soul. She 

skillfully weaves together a mosaic of words, creating prose that is not only eloquent but 

also emotionally resonant. Desai’s narratives often unfold against the backdrop of 

intricate cultural landscapes, reflecting her acute awareness of the nuances that shape 

human experiences. Her characters, finely etched and multifaceted, grapple with 

identity, tradition, and the subtle interplay between the personal and the societal. What 

sets Desai apart is her ability to infuse even the mundane with profound significance, 

rendering everyday moments with a timeless beauty. Themes of alienation, 

displacement, and the search for self permeate her works, echoing the broader 

complexities of the human condition. This literary alchemy, where language becomes a 

powerful conduit for introspection, marks Anita Desai as a literary luminary whose 

writing transcends the ordinary, leaving an indelible imprint on the minds of her readers. 
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CHAPTER-2: Evolution of Feminine 

Feminism 

Feminism has emerged as a powerful socio-political movement and critical lens through 

which to analyze literature, particularly in the exploration of women’s experiences and 

consciousness. This theoretical framework provides a nuanced understanding of gender 

dynamics, societal structures, and power relations, inviting readers to interrogate the 

complexities of female identity and agency within literary texts. In the context of Indian 

literature, feminism plays a pivotal role In unraveling the intricate intersections of gender 

with other facets of identity such as class, caste, and ethnicity. 

Anita Desai, a prominent figure in contemporary Indian literature, has masterfully crafted 

narratives that delve into the depths of feminine consciousness, offering readers 

poignant insights into the lived experiences of women in India. Desai’s novel “Voices in 

the City" stands as a testament to her keen understanding of human emotions and 

societal dynamics, as she navigates the complexities of urban life in post-independence 

India through the lens of her female protagonists. Set against the vibrant backdrop of 

Calcutta, “Voices in the City” intricately weaves together the stories of several women, 

each grappling with their own struggles, aspirations, and societal expectations. 

At the heart of feminist literary criticism lies the interrogation of gendered narratives and 

the deconstruction of patriarchal structures within literature. “Voices in the City” offers 

fertile ground for such analysis, as Desai skillfully portrays the complexities of feminine 

consciousness amidst a rapidly changing urban landscape. Through her exploration of 

the inner lives of her female characters, Desai invites readers to confront the 

multifaceted challenges faced by women in negotiating their identities and aspirations 

within patriarchal societies. 

One of the central themes that permeates Desai’s narrative is the negotiation of space 

and agency within urban environments. As her female characters navigate the bustling 

streets of Calcutta, they are confronted with the constraints of societal expectations and 

gendered norms that dictate their behavior and aspirations. From the stifling confines of 

domesticity to the liberating allure of independence, Desai paints a vivid portrait of 
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women grappling with the complexities of selfhood and autonomy in a rapidly 

modernizing city. 

Furthermore, “Voices in the City” offers a nuanced exploration of the intersectionality of 

gender with other axes of identity, such as class and caste. Desai’s characters inhabit 

diverse socio-economic backgrounds, each facing distinct challenges and opportunities 

shaped by their intersecting identities. Through her portrayal of these intersecting 

narratives, Desai underscores the importance of recognizing the complex interplay of 

privilege and oppression in shaping women’s experiences and consciousness. 

In this study, we aim to undertake a comprehensive analysis of feminine consciousness 

in “Voices in the City” through a feminist lens. Drawing upon interdisciplinary feminist 

scholarship, we seek to unravel the complexities of Desai’s portrayal of women and 

their place within the urban milieu of post-colonial India. Through close textual analysis, 

theoretical engagement, and socio-historical contextualization, we endeavor to shed 

light on the ways in which Desai challenges and reimagines traditional narratives 

surrounding femininity, thus contributing to a broader conversation on gender, power, 

and representation in literature. 

Feminist Movement From 17th  to 20th  Century 

The beginnings of women’s increasing protests against male dominated culture can be 

traced back to the Seventeenth century, though it is not the beginning of feminism. The 

growth of early capitalism, puritanism and new ideas of reason and science, led people 

to see various questions in a new light. These forces also caused doubts,  to be 

expressed about the nature of the relationship between men and women. In the 

meantime there were basic changes in commodityproduction and they began to affect 

the position of women in the structure of work and in society. 

Changes in industrial organization affected women’s position in the structure of work. 

Their position was progressively weakened. The entry of women into trades was closed 

and their limited education made their entry into professions impossible. In the 

Nineteenth century, the most decisive and irreversible changes in the status of women 
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were initiated. The industrial revolution with its technical, economic and social 

upheavals, led to transfer of production from home to factory. 

The industrial revolution affected middle and upper class women in a different way. The 

shift of productive activity from home to factory led to a realization of their economic 

uselessness, thus incurring loss of self respect on the part of middle class women. 

Among working class women leading a sub human life, the temptation to accommodate 

rather than to resist was strong. They were not, in fact, submissive but their resistance 

erupted in crime or sexual immorality. The revolt against ‘their’ world was a personal 

one. 

Collectively, their protest is seen in the Eighteenth Century Food riots, the traditional 

manner in which the poor tried to re-assert a pre-capitalist moral economy. 

Ethel Snowden noted in 1913 that the roots of the modern feminist movement lie in the 

loss of work by women. The founders of the movement were women of the educated 

middle class with only one or two women having aristocratic connections. After more 

than sixty years of agitation, the movement included women of every class and 

condition. 

The resistance of these working class women was in fact against the new kinds of 

industry and trade. They were not connected with the feminist consciousness, which 

was developing amongst a few privileged women. 

In a nutshell, while women of the upper middle class claimed political freedom, right to 

work and improved educational facilities, working class women drawn into large-scale 

industry began to demand improvements in the conditions of work. They wanted 

protection. The middle class women were fighting for equality and the working class 

women were fighting for better treatment. 

Feminism in India  

Feminism in India is a series of movements aimed at defining, establishing and 

defending equal political rights within Indian society. Like their feminist counterparts all 

over the world, feminists in India seek gender equality : the right to work for equal 
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wages, the right to equal access to health and education, and equal political rights. 

Indian feminists also have fought against culture and specific issues  within India’s 

patriarchal society, such as inheritance laws and the practice of widow immolation 

known as Sati. 

The history of feminism In India can be divided into three phases : the first phase, 

beginning in the mid nineteenth century, initiated when male European colonists began 

to speak out against the social evils of ‘Sati’. The second phase, from 1915 to Indian 

Independence, when Mahatma Gandhi incorporated women’s movements into the ‘Quit 

India’ movement and independent women’s organizations began  to emerge ; and 

finally, the third phase, post independence, which has focused on fair treatment of 

women at home after marriage, in the work force and in the political sphere. Despite the 

progress made by Indian feminist movement, women living in modern India still face 

many issues of discrimination. India’s patriarchal culture has made the process of 

gaining land-ownership rights and access to education challenging. In the past two 

decades, there has also emerged a disturbing trend of sex-selective abortion. To Indian 

feminists, these are seen as injustices worth struggling against. 

As in the west, there has been some criticism of feminist movements in India. They 

have especially been criticized for focusing too much on women already privileged and 

neglecting the needs and representation of poorer or lower caste women. This has led 

to the creation of caste-specific feminist organizations and movements. 

In India, women’s issues first began to be addressed when the state commissioned a 

report on the status  of women to a group of feminist researchers and activists. The 

report recognized the fact that, in India, women were oppressed under a system of 

structural hierarchies and injustices. During this period, Indian feminists were influenced 

by the western debates being conducted about violence against women. However, due 

to the difference in the historical and social culture in India, the debate in favour of 

Indian women had to be conducted creatively and certain western ideas had to be 

rejected. Women’s issues began to gain an international prominence when the decade 

of 1975-1985 was declared as  ‘United Nations Decade for Women’. 
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Historical circumstances and values in India have caused feminists to develop a 

feminism that differs from western feminism for e.g. the idea of women as ‘powerful’ is 

accommodated into patriarchal culture through religion, which has retained visibility in 

all sections of society. This has provided women with traditional ‘cultural spaces’. In 

India the individual is usually considered  to be just one part of the larger social 

collective. Survival of the individual is dependent upon co-operation and self-denial for 

the greater good is valued. 

Indian women negotiate survival through an array of oppressive patriarchal family 

structures : age, ordinal status relationship to men through family of origin, marriage and 

procreation as well as patriarchal attributes. Examples of patriarchal attributes include 

dowry, siring sons etc. kinship, caste, community, village, market and the state. It should 

be however noted that several communities in India, such as the Nairs of Kerala, 

Shettys of Mangalore, certain Maratha clans, and Bengali families exhibit matriarchal 

tendencies. In these communities, the head of the family is the oldest woman rather 

than the oldest man. Sikh culture is also regarded as relatively gender-neutral. 

The heterogeneity of the Indian experience reveals that there are multiple patriarchies, 

contributing to the existence of multiple feminism. Hence, feminism in India is not a 

singular theoretical orientation; it has changed over time in relation to historical and 

cultural realities, levels of consciousness, perceptions and actions of individual women 

and women as a group. The widely used definition is “An awareness of women’s  

oppression and exploitation in society, at work and within the family and conscious 

action by women and men to change this situation.” 

There have been intense debates within the Indian women’s movements about the 

relationship between Western and Indian feminisms. Many Indian feminists 

simultaneously claim a specific ‘Indian Sensitivity’ as well as an international feminist 

solidarity with groups and individuals worldwide. The rise of liberal feminism in the west 

in the 1970s focused deeply on demand for equal opportunities in education and 

employment, as well as ending violence against women. To a large extent, the emerging 

feminist movement in India was influenced by western ideals. These called for 

education and equal rights, but also adapted their appeals to local issues and concerns, 
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such as dowry related violence against women, sati, sex selective abortion and 

custodial rape. Some Indian feminists have suggested that these issues are not 

specifically ‘Indian’ in nature but rather a reflection of a wider trend of patriarchal 

oppression of women. 

For most Indians, the term “feminism” means nothing, except a microscopic number of 

highly westernized, elite people. Neither does that particular term has  any equivalents 

in any of the Indian language. If anything, the term has acquired many negative 

connotations in recent years. Most urban English-speaking Indians are familiar with the 

term “feminism,” but their understanding of it remains vague and veiled too. There is a 

general skepticism about its usefulness. Among the urban literate, the awareness of 

feminism is largely confined to what is perceived of as the moral corruption of woman 

abroad, a result of their outlandish freedom to think and say, and choose what they want 

out of life. The conservative structures and Indian panorama of seeing things have not 

so far allowed it to become a widely apprehended phenomenon. For most Indian males, 

feminism is an offensive word, which they feel, has tremendous negative effects on the 

minds of Indian woman. Since the Indian woman has always been a considerably more 

conditioned product, totally custom-made and usually forced into a mindless acceptance 

of male dictates, possibility of a reasoned, open-minded approach to the concept of 

feminism has been at best sporadic. 

Of course, Indian society has always been highly hierarchical. The concept of equality 

as a correlative of the concept of individual freedom is alien to Indian society. In reality, 

Indian history reveals an almost opposite experience. Western educated Indians were 

inspired to reflect upon their own value system and to examine the inequalities, 

injustices and oppressions of their own culture. 

The special feature of Women’s movement is that it was initiated by men. Hence, the 

struggle did not acquire the overtones of gender warfare as it did in the West. None of 

this means that the situation of women in India is satisfactory or acceptable. Practices 

such as the denial of re-marriage to upper caste Hindu windows, polygamy, and dowry, 

similarly made illegal, still continue. Worse yet, some of these practices have gained 

strength in new forms. The widespread incidence of bride-burning and dowry deaths 
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reflect the traditional practice of dowry in a new and ghastly form. Thus, in spite of 

constitutional and legal provisions aimed at facilitating their status as equals, women 

continue to suffer. Moreover, most Indian women are unlikely to be able to make the fine 

distinction between sorrow and oppression. Their lives are ruled by the single  word 

“compromise”. They are too confused to decide their priorities in their lives. For 

example, in the recent times, women are too confused to choose between “career” and 

“homemaking” and their incessant efforts to make both ends meet only degrade their 

capabilities and potentialities. 

 

Feminist in India 

Feminism in India is a multifaceted movement that seeks to address and dismantle 

gender-based inequalities and discrimination. It encompasses a wide range of 

ideologies, strategies, and actions aimed at promoting gender equality and women’s 

empowerment across various spheres of life. 

One of the key aspects of feminism in India is its intersectionality, acknowledging that 

gender oppression intersects with other forms of discrimination such as caste, class, 

religion, ethnicity, and sexuality. This intersectional approach recognizes that women’s 

experiences and struggles are shaped by multiple factors and that any meaningful 

feminist movement must address these intersecting forms of oppression. 

Feminist movements in India have a rich history that dates back to the 19 th century 

when pioneering figures like SavitribaiPhule and PanditaRamabai advocated for 

women’s education and social reform. The struggle for women’s rights gained 

momentum during the Indian independence movement, with women like Sarojini Naidu 

and Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay playing prominent roles. 

In the post-independence period, feminist activism in India intensified, with campaigns 

focusing on issues such as legal reforms, reproductive rights, violence against women, 

and political representation. Organizations like the All India Women’s Conference 

(AIWC) and the National Federation of Indian Women (NFIW) played crucial roles in 

advocating for women’s rights and mobilizing women across the country. 
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The 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence of the women's liberation movement In India, 

influenced by global feminist waves and characterized by grassroots activism, 

consciousness-raising efforts, and the formation of women’s collectives and groups. 

This period also witnessed significant legislative reforms, including the introduction of 

laws addressing dowry, domestic violence, and workplace harassment. 

In recent decades, feminism in India has continued to evolve and diversify, with a 

growing emphasis on issues such as sexual and reproductive rights, LGBTQ+ rights, 

environmental justice, and economic empowerment. Women from marginalized 

communities, including Dalits, Adivasis, Muslims, and LGBTQ+ individuals, have been 

at the forefront of these struggles, challenging both patriarchy and other forms of 

oppression. 

Feminist discourse in India is also reflected in literature, art, media, and popular culture, 

with writers, artists, filmmakers, and activists using various creative platforms to raise 

awareness about gender issues, challenge stereotypes, and amplify marginalized 

voices. 

Overall, feminism in India is a dynamic and vibrant movement that continues to push for 

social transformation and gender justice, striving to create a more equitable and 

inclusive society for all. 

Writers like Nayantharasahgal, Mulk Raj Anand, Kamala Markandaya, and Anitha Desai 

have extensively explored thus theme in their novels. 

Feminism in Indian literature is a rich and multifaceted topic that spans centuries and 

encompasses a wide range of perspectives and voices. 

Historically, Indian literature has depicted women in various roles, often reflecting 

societal norms and expectations. However, feminist movements in India have led to a 

reevaluation and reinterpretation of these representations, as well as the exploration of 

female experiences and perspectives. 

In ancient Indian literature, such as the Vedas and epics like the Mahabharata and 

Ramayana, women are often portrayed in complex and multifaceted ways, but they are 
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also subject to patriarchal norms and restrictions. However, there are instances of 

strong female characters challenging societal norms, such as Sita in the Ramayana and 

Draupadi in the Mahabharata. 

During the colonial period, Indian women writers began to emerge, using literature as a 

tool to express their experiences and challenge colonial and patriarchal oppression. 

Figures like Kamala Das, IsmatChughtai, and Sarojini Naidu used their writing to 

explore themes of gender, sexuality, and identity, laying the foundation for feminist 

discourse in Indian literature. 

In the post-independence period, feminism in Indian literature gained momentum with 

the emergence of writers like Mahasweta Devi, Arundhati Roy, and Anita Desai, who 

addressed issues such as women’s rights, domestic violence, and the intersection of 

caste, class, and gender. 

Contemporary Indian literature continues to be enriched by feminist voices from diverse 

backgrounds, including LGBTQ+ writers, Dalit feminists, and those from marginalized 

communities. They use literature to challenge patriarchal structures, advocate for 

gender equality, and amplify the voices of those who have been historically silenced. 

Overall, feminism in Indian literature is a dynamic and evolving field that reflects the 

complex realities of gender relations in India, while also providing a platform for women 

to assert their agency, challenge stereotypes, and envision more inclusive and equitable 

societies. 

Feminism in India is a multifaceted movement that seeks to address and dismantle 

gender-based inequalities and discrimination. It encompasses a wide range of 

ideologies, strategies, and actions aimed at promoting gender equality and women’s 

empowerment across various spheres of life. 

One of the key aspects of feminism in India is its intersectionality, acknowledging that 

gender oppression intersects with other forms of discrimination such as caste, class, 

religion, ethnicity, and sexuality. This intersectional approach recognizes that women’s 

experiences and struggles are shaped by multiple factors and that any meaningful 

feminist movement must address these intersecting forms of oppression. 
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Feminist movements in India have a rich history that dates back to the 19 th century 

when pioneering figures like SavitribaiPhule and PanditaRamabai advocated for 

women’s education and social reform. The struggle for women’s rights gained 

momentum during the Indian independence movement, with women like Sarojini Naidu 

and KamaladeviChattopadhyay playing prominent roles. 

In the post-independence period, feminist activism in India intensified, with campaigns 

focusing on issues such as legal reforms, reproductive rights, violence against 

women,and political representation. Organizations like the All India Women’s 

Conference (AIWC) and the National Federation of Indian Women (NFIW) played 

crucial roles in advocating for women’s rights and mobilizing women across the country. 

Feminist discourse in India is also reflected in literature, art, media, and popular culture, 

with writers, artists, filmmakers, and activists using various creative platforms to raise 

awareness about gender issues, challenge stereotypes, and amplify marginalized 

voices. 

Overall, feminism in India is a dynamic and vibrant movement that continues to push for 

social transformation and gender justice, striving to create a more equitable and 

inclusive society for all. 

Feminism in Indian writing in English 

Feminism in India writing in English is a complex and dynamic phenomenon that has 

evolved over centuries, reflecting the changing social, cultural, and political landscape 

of India. From the colonial era to the present day, Indian authors writing in English have 

engaged with feminist themes, challenging patriarchal norms, and advocating for 

gender equality. In the colonial period, figures like PanditaRamabai and Sarojini Naidu 

laid the groundwork for feminist discourse through their advocacy for women’s 

education and social reform. 

 The post-independence era witnessed the emergence of a vibrant feminist movement, 

with writers like Kamala Das, IsmatChughtai, and AttiaHosain exploring themes of 

female sexuality, agency, and resistance in their works.  
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The 1970s and 1980s saw the rise of the women’s liberation movement in India, 

influencing feminist writing and activism. Authors like Shashi Deshpande, Anita Desai, 

and Arundhati Roy grappled with issues of gender, identity, and power, contributing to 

the diversification of feminist literature. In recent years, Indian feminist writing in English 

has become increasingly intersectional, addressing the intersecting oppressions of 

caste, class, religion, and sexuality. Writers from marginalized communities, such as 

LGBTQ+ individuals and Dalit feminists, have amplified their voices, challenging 

dominant narratives and expanding the scope of feminist discourse. 

 Despite challenges such as censorship and backlash, feminist literature in India 

continues to play a crucial role in advancing gender justice and social transformation, 

offering a platform for marginalized voices and inspiring collective action towards a 

more equitable and inclusive society. 

Anita Desai [Author]: 

Anita Desai stands as one of the most celebrated figures in contemporary Indian 

literature, renowned for her insightful portrayals of human emotions, cultural 

complexities, and societal dynamics. Born on June 24, 1937, in Mussoorie, India, 

Desai’s literary journey has been marked by a profound exploration of the human 

condition, often situated within the rich tapestry of Indian culture and society. 

Throughout her prolific career, Desai has garnered critical acclaim and numerous 

accolades for her poignant storytelling and nuanced characterizations. 

Raised in a multilingual household with roots in India, Desai’s early exposure to diverse 

languages and cultures laid the foundation for her keen sensitivity to the nuances of 

human experience and intercultural dynamics. Her upbringing, influenced by her 

Bengali mother and German father, provided her with a unique perspective on identity, 

belonging, and the complexities of cultural hybridity, themes that would later permeate 

her literary works. 

Desai’s literary career began in the 1960s with the publication of her debut novel, “Cry, 

the Peacock” (1963), which established her as a formidable voice in Indian literature. 

Since then, she has authored numerous novels, short stories, and children’s books, 
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each marked by her distinctive narrative style and profound exploration of themes such 

as alienation, identity, and societal change. 

One of Desai’s defining characteristics as a writer is her ability to intricately weave 

together the personal and the political, situating individual narratives within broader 

socio-cultural contexts. In her exploration of feminine consciousness, Desai offers 

readers a nuanced portrayal of women grappling with societal expectations, familial 

obligations, and the pursuit of personal autonomy. Whether set against the backdrop of 

urban landscapes or rural communities, Desai’s female characters navigate the 

complexities of gendered experiences with resilience, introspection, and a profound 

sense of humanity. 

Among Desai’s notable works, “Voices in the City” (1965) occupies a significant place, 

showcasing her ability to capture the essence of post-independence India through the 

lens of her female protagonists. Set in the bustling city of Calcutta, the novel offers 

readers a glimpse into the lives of individuals striving to carve out their identities amidst 

the cacophony of urban life. Through her exploration of feminine consciousness in 

“Voices in the City,” Desai invites readers to confront the multifaceted challenges faced 

by women in negotiating their roles within patriarchal societies, while also celebrating 

their resilience and agency. 

In this study, we aim to delve into Desai’s exploration of feminine consciousness in 

“Voices in the City,” situating her work within the broader landscape of feminist literature 

and post-colonial discourse. By examining Desai’s portrayal of women in urban India, 

we seek to unravel the complexities of gendered experiences and societal expectations, 

while also highlighting the ways in which Desai’s narrative disrupts and subverts 

traditional gender norms. Through our analysis, we endeavor to shed light on the 

enduring relevance of Desai’s work in shaping conversations about gender, identity, and 

power in contemporary literature. 

The Honors and Awards  

         Anita Desai is a  member of the Advisory Board of  English for  the National 

Academy  of Letters in New Delhi. She is also a member of American Academy of Arts 
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and letters. She is a fellow of the Royal society of literature in London. She has been 

awarded the Neil Gunn International fellowship for 1944. [Tandon. Neeru, : Anita Desai 

and her Fictional world, p 11] Her novels have drawn worldwide attention and she 

stands in the fore front in the world of fiction. She also received the ‘Padmashri Award’  

from the government of India and the Taraknath Das award for promotion  of  Indo –  

U.S relations. Anita Desai has been honored for her work by national and international  

prestigious rewards. 

Anita Desai won the Winifred Holt by prize of the Royal Society of Literature for the 

novel; Fire on the Mountain  (1978) and the Guardian Award for children’s literature for 

Village by the Sea  (1984). She also won the ‘SahityaAcademy Award’ and ‘National 

Academy of Letters Award’. Her three novelsClear Light of Day, In Custody  and Fasting 

Feasting  have been nominated for the Booker Prize. (Tandon  11) 

What is important is that her writing has not prevented her from looking after her family 

and her four children. She says. ‘I write for three and half hours in the morning while the 

children are away at school. Once they are back my entire time is taken with them.” 

Thus maintaining a proper balance between home and literary career, she has 

presented an ideal image of modern New Woman. 

Desai has attained an immense popularity as a novelist. She is solely conscious of her 

role as a woman writer and has tried her best to maintain the tradition of other women 

writers. 

Alienation and Loneliness: 

In Anita Desai's novel "Voices in the City," the themes of alienation and loneliness 

reverberate through the lives of its characters, particularly the female protagonists. Set 

against the backdrop of post-independence Calcutta, Desai intricately weaves together 

narratives that highlight the profound sense of isolation experienced by individuals 

navigating the complexities of urban life. Through the lens of feminine consciousness, 

Desai offers a poignant exploration of the alienation and loneliness that stem from 

societal expectations, familial dynamics, and personal aspirations. 
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Alienation, as a theme, manifests in various forms throughout the novel, reflecting the 

characters' struggles to find a sense of belonging amidst the bustling metropolis. The 

urban landscape of Calcutta serves as a backdrop for the characters' existential crises, 

as they grapple with the disconnect between their inner selves and the external world. 

Whether it be the estrangement from their rural roots, the detachment from familial 

bonds, or the sense of displacement in an unfamiliar city, Desai's characters confront 

the pervasive sense of alienation that permeates their lives. 

Central to the theme of alienation is the protagonist, Monisha, whose journey embodies 

the struggle to reconcile conflicting identities and desires. As a young woman navigating 

the urban milieu, Monisha grapples with the dissonance between her aspirations for 

independence and the societal expectations imposed upon her gender. Her sense of 

alienation is compounded by the fractious relationships within her family and the cultural 

dislocation resulting from her migration to the city. Through Monisha's narrative arc, 

Desai underscores the profound impact of societal norms and gendered expectations 

on individual autonomy and selfhood. 

Alongside alienation, loneliness emerges as a pervasive emotional undercurrent in 

"Voices in the City," reflecting the characters' profound sense of isolation amidst the 

bustling cityscape. Desai deftly portrays the characters' inner struggles with loneliness, 

capturing the ache of unfulfilled longing and the emptiness of unspoken desires. 

Whether it be the solitary existence of Monisha's aunt, the stifling loneliness of the 

widowed Mrs. RupaMehra, or the existential despair of Monisha herself, Desai's 

characters grapple with the palpable absence of meaningful connection and intimacy in 

their lives. 

Moreover, Desai situates the theme of loneliness within the broader socio-cultural 

context of post-independence India, highlighting the erosion of traditional support 

structures and communal bonds in the urban landscape. As the characters navigate the 

impersonal rhythms of city life, they confront the alienating effects of modernity, 

globalization, and social fragmentation on their sense of belonging and connection to 

others. 

 



19 
 

Women Supporting Women: 

Anita Desai's novel "Voices in the City" offers a compelling exploration of feminine 

consciousness, intricately weaving  narratives together that highlights the complexities 

of women's experiences in post-independence India. Among the myriad themes that 

resonate throughout the novel, the portrayal of women supporting women emerges as a 

powerful testament to the resilience, solidarity, and sisterhood that permeates the lives 

of its characters. Set against the vibrant backdrop of Calcutta, Desai's narrative 

illuminates the ways in which female protagonists navigate societal expectations, 

familial dynamics, and personal aspirations with the support and solidarity of other 

women. 

The theme of women supporting women is central to understanding the multifaceted 

relationships depicted in "Voices in the City," as Desai deftly portrays the bonds of 

sisterhood, friendship, and solidarity that emerge amidst the complexities of urban life. 

Through the lens of feminine consciousness, Desai offers readers poignant insights into 

the ways in which women draw strength from one another, forging connections that 

transcend societal barriers and patriarchal constraints. 

One of the primary manifestations of women supporting women in the novel is evident 

in the relationships between female family members. Whether it be the nurturing 

guidance of mothers, the unwavering support of sisters, or the empathetic 

understanding of aunts, Desai's characters find solace and strength in the familial bonds 

that unite them. These relationships serve as sources of resilience and empowerment, 

offering characters a sense of belonging and validation in the face of adversity. 

Moreover, Desai explores the theme of women supporting women through the portrayal 

of friendships and alliances forged between female characters from disparate 

backgrounds. In the vibrant tapestry of Calcutta, women from diverse socio-economic 

strata come together, offering each other companionship, empathy, and solidarity in 

navigating the challenges of urban life. Whether it be the camaraderie between Monisha 

and her friend Rekha, the solidarity among the women of the neighborhood, or the quiet 

acts of support exchanged between strangers, Desai celebrates the transformative 

power of female friendships and alliances. 
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Furthermore, Desai's narrative underscores the ways in which women support each 

other in asserting agency and autonomy in the face of patriarchal oppression. Through 

acts of resistance, solidarity, and mutual empowerment, Desai's characters challenge 

traditional gender roles and societal expectations, carving out spaces of autonomy and 

self-determination within the patriarchal confines of Indian society. 

In this study, we aim to undertake a comprehensive analysis of the theme of women 

supporting women in "Voices in the City," situating Desai's portrayal within the broader 

context of feminist literature and post-colonial discourse. Through close textual analysis 

and theoretical engagement with feminist scholarship, we seek to unravel the 

complexities of Desai's depiction of female relationships and solidarity, while also 

exploring their implications for gender identity, agency, and empowerment. By delving 

into the interconnected lives of Desai's female characters, we endeavor to shed light on 

the transformative potential of women supporting women in navigating the complexities 

of feminine consciousness and forging paths towards resilience, empowerment, and 

collective liberation. 
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CHAPTER-3: Violence against women 

The violence which is practiced in Indian society  will be studied and through it violence 

with Desai’s female characters will be analyzed in detail. 

The term violence against woman refers to many types of harmful behavior directed at 

women and girls because of their sex and inequal status as compared with men in 

society. The effects of violence can be devastating to women’s reproductive health as 

well as to other aspects of her physical and mental well-being. In addition, violence 

increases women’s longterms risks with a number of other health problems including 

chronic pain, physical disability etc. 

Surinder Khanna discusses about violence in “Violence Against Women and Human 

Rights”. The history of violence against women is tied to the history of woman being 

viewed as property and a gender role given to be subservient to men and also other 

women. Violence against women is a technical term refers to violent acts which are 

primarily or exclusively committed against women. Such a type of violence targets a 

specific group with the victims’ gender as a primary motive. According to the United 

Nations General Assembly, violence means “violence against women” is an act of 

gender based violence. In such type of violence, women are threatened and tortured 

physically and mentally in public or private life by men. 

Violence against women is common and partly a result of gender relations that assumes 

men to be superior to women. Giving  the subordinate status of women, much of gender 

violence is considered normal and enjoys, social sanction. Manifestations of violence, 

include physical aggression, such as blows of varying intensity, burns attempted, sexual 

abuse and rape, psychological violence through insults, humiliation, emotional threats 

and control over speech and actions. These expressions of violence take place in a 

man-woman relationship within the family, state and society. 

“Voices in the City” by Anita Desai is set in post-independence India and explores 

various themes including urbanization, modernization, and the changing roles of women 

in society. Violence against women is depicted in the novel, albeit indirectly and subtly. 
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One example is the character of Monisha, who faces emotional and psychological 

violence within her marriage. Her husband, Nirode, is portrayed as emotionally distant 

and controlling, which reflects a form of violence within the domestic sphere. 

Additionally, societal norms and expectations restrict the freedom and agency of women 

in the novel, contributing to their vulnerability to various forms of violence. 

In Anita Desai’s “Voices in the City,” the depiction of violence against women is nuanced 

and multifaceted, reflecting the complex social dynamics of post-independence India. 

The novel explores the lives of characters grappling with urbanization, modernization, 

and the shifting roles of women in society. Here’s a detailed examination of how 

violence against women is portrayed in the novel: 

 The most overt form of violence against women in the novel is domestic violence. 

Monisha, the protagonist’s sister-in-law, is trapped in an abusive marriage with Nirode. 

While the physical violence is not explicitly described, there are hints of it, but the 

emotional and psychological abuse she endures is prominently depicted. Nirode is 

portrayed as controlling, manipulative, and emotionally distant, exerting power over 

Monisha and stifling her autonomy. 

The novel also explores how societal expectations and gender norms perpetuate 

violence against women. Women are often relegated to traditional roles as homemakers 

and caretakers, with limited agency and freedom to pursue their own aspirations. For 

example, Monisha’s dreams of becoming a professional dancer are crushed by her 

marriage and the expectations placed upon her as a wife and mother. 

 The urban landscape depicted in the novel is fraught with instances of sexual 

harassment and objectification of women. Characters like Monisha and Pinky, the 

protagonist’s sister, face unwanted advances and leering gazes from men in public 

spaces. This constant threat of sexual violence contributes to a sense of insecurity and 

vulnerability among women in the city. 

Economic exploitation is another form of violence against women explored in the novel. 

Pinky, who works as a secretary, faces discrimination and exploitation in the workplace. 
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Her male colleagues undermine her abilities and dismiss her contributions, perpetuating 

a cycle of marginalization and economic dependency. 

Cultural expectations and traditions also play a role in perpetuating violence against 

women. The novel portrays how patriarchal values dictate women’s behavior and limit 

their choices, reinforcing power imbalances and unequal relationships. 

Through its portrayal of violence against women, “Voices in the City” sheds light on the 

pervasive nature of gender-based oppression and the challenges faced by women in 

navigating a rapidly changing society. It underscores the need for societal 

transformation and the empowerment of women to challenge and resist systems of 

oppression. 

In Anita Desai’s “Voices in the City,” violence against women is depicted as a pervasive 

and deeply entrenched issue within the socio-cultural fabric of post-colonial India. 

Through the lens of various female characters, Desai explores the multifaceted nature 

of this violence, shedding light on its psychological, social, and economic dimensions. In 

this analysis, we will delve into key instances of violence against women in the novel, 

examining their causes, consequences, and broader implications within the narrative. 

One of the central characters through which Desai portrays violence against women is 

Monisha, a young woman trapped in a loveless marriage with a violent and abusive 

husband, Dev. Monisha’s experiences encapsulate the suffocating reality faced by many 

Indian women in oppressive marital relationships. Dev’s physical and emotional abuse 

towards Monisha serves as a poignant illustration of the systemic power imbalances 

and patriarchal norms that perpetuate violence against women in Indian society. Desai 

skillfully portrays the internal turmoil and psychological trauma endured by Monisha, 

highlighting the profound impact of such violence on the individual psyche. 

Furthermore, Desai explores the socio-economic dimensions of violence against women 

through the character of Nirode, Monisha’s brother, who becomes involved in the 

exploitation of female laborers in the city’s garment factories. The exploitation and 

objectification of women in the workplace serve as another manifestation of gender-

based violence, as women are subjected to harsh working conditions, meager wages, 
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and sexual harassment. Desai’s portrayal of Nirode’s complicity in this exploitation 

underscores the complicit role played by men in perpetuating systems of oppression 

against women. 

Moreover, Desai also examines the societal stigma and victim-blaming faced by women 

who dare to defy traditional gender roles or assert their agency. This is evident in the 

character of Monisha’s friend, Sarla, who faces ostracization and condemnation from 

her conservative family and community for pursuing a career in acting. Sarla’s journey 

highlights the double standards and constraints imposed on women’s freedom and 

autonomy, where any deviation from prescribed norms is met with societal censure and 

punishment. 

Desai’s narrative is also enriched by the portrayal of the relationship between Monisha 

and her grandmother, Saru, who serves as a source of wisdom and resilience in the 

face of adversity. Saru’s own experiences of hardship and sacrifice serve as a 

testament to the resilience of women in the face of systemic oppression. Through the 

intergenerational dynamics between Monisha and Saru, Desai underscores the 

importance of female solidarity and support networks in navigating patriarchal 

structures. 

Furthermore, Desai employs symbolism and imagery to convey the pervasive nature of 

violence against women in “Voices in the City.” The recurring motif of the city itself as a 

labyrinthine maze mirrors the entrapment and confinement experienced by women 

within oppressive social structures. The dilapidated and claustrophobic setting of the 

city serves as a metaphor for the suffocating reality faced by women trapped in cycles 

of violence and exploitation. 

In Anita Desai’s “Voices in the City,” violence against women is a central theme that 

permeates the narrative, serving as a lens through which the complexities of gender 

dynamics and societal power structures are explored. Set in post-colonial India, the 

novel follows the lives of several characters living in the bustling city of Calcutta, each 

grappling with their own struggles and aspirations within a society marked by economic 

disparity, social hierarchies, and patriarchal norms. Through the experiences of female 

characters like Monisha, Sarla, and Saru, Desai vividly portrays the various forms of 
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violence inflicted upon women, ranging from physical abuse and emotional manipulation 

to systemic oppression and social marginalization. 

One of the primary manifestations of violence against women in “Voices in the City” is 

domestic abuse, which is depicted through the character of Monisha. Monisha’s 

marriage to Dev, a volatile and abusive man, becomes a suffocating prison from which 

she struggles to escape. Desai paints a harrowing picture of Monisha’s life, portraying 

the cycle of violence and manipulation that characterizes her relationship with Dev. 

From physical beatings to psychological torment, Monisha endures unspeakable 

suffering at the hands of her husband, highlighting the devastating impact of intimate 

partner violence on women’s lives. 

Desai delves into the psychological complexities of domestic abuse, depicting 

Monisha’s internal turmoil and sense of powerlessness in the face of Dev’s relentless 

aggression. Despite her inner strength and resilience, Monisha finds herself trapped in a 

cycle of abuse, unable to break free from the chains of societal expectations and familial 

obligations. Through Monisha’s narrative arc, Desai sheds light on the pervasive nature 

of domestic violence within Indian households and the societal norms that enable and 

perpetuate such abuse. 

Moreover, Desai explores the intersecting dynamics of gender and class oppression, 

particularly through the character of Sarla. Sarla, a talented actress with dreams of 

pursuing a career in theater, faces resistance and condemnation from her conservative 

family and community. Desai vividly portrays the societal stigma and victim-blaming 

faced by Sarla, who is ostracized for daring to defy traditional gender roles and pursue 

her passion. Sarla’s story serves as a poignant commentary on the constraints imposed 

on women’s autonomy and agency, particularly those from marginalized socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

Additionally, Desai examines the exploitation of female laborers in the city’s garment 

factories, shedding light on the systemic violence inherent in the capitalist mode of 

production. Through the character of Nirode, Monisha’s brother, Desai exposes the 

harsh realities faced by women working in the garment industry, where they are 

subjected to grueling working conditions, meager wages, and sexual harassment. 
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Nirode’s complicity in the exploitation of female workers underscores the complicit role 

played by men in perpetuating systems of oppression against women. 

Desai also explores the theme of generational trauma and resilience through the 

relationship between Monisha and her grandmother, Saru. Saru, a widowed matriarch 

who has weathered life’s storms with unwavering strength and dignity, serves as a 

source of wisdom and solace for Monisha. Despite the hardships she has endured, 

Saru remains a beacon of resilience and hope, imparting invaluable lessons to her 

granddaughter about resilience, self-reliance, and the enduring power of the human 

spirit. 

Furthermore, Desai employs symbolism and imagery to convey the pervasive nature of 

violence against women in “Voices in the City.” The city itself serves as a metaphor for 

the labyrinthine maze of oppression and exploitation that women navigate in their daily 

lives. The dilapidated streets and crowded alleyways mirror the suffocating reality faced 

by women trapped in cycles of violence and exploitation, while the recurring motif of 

darkness and shadows underscores the hidden nature of their suffering. 

In conclusion, Anita Desai’s “Voices in the City” offers a searing portrayal of violence 

against women in post-colonial India, exploring its myriad manifestations and 

consequences within the lives of its female characters. Through nuanced 

characterizations, socio-economic analysis, and symbolic imagery, Desai sheds light on 

the pervasive nature of gender-based violence and the complex interplay of power 

dynamics that perpetuate it. By centering the voices and experiences of women, Desai’s 

novel serves as a powerful indictment of patriarchal norms and a testament to the 

resilience and agency of those who dare to defy them. 

Analyzing the theme of violence against women in Anita Desai’s novel “Voices in the 

City” within the framework of feminine consciousness is a profound exploration that 

requires a comprehensive examination of characters, narrative techniques, cultural 

contexts, and thematic nuances embedded within the text. In this study, we will delve 

deeply into the portrayal of violence against women in the novel, its impact on the 

feminine psyche, and the broader socio-cultural implications depicted by Desai. 
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“Voices in the City” offers a poignant portrayal of the myriad forms of violence that 

women experience, both overt and subtle, within the patriarchal structures of Indian 

society. Through the characters of Monisha, Charu, and others, Desai illuminates the 

pervasive nature of gender-based violence and its profound effects on women’s lives. 

Monisha, as one of the central characters, serves as a focal point for exploring the 

theme of violence against women. From childhood trauma to the oppressive dynamics 

within her marital relationship, Monisha’s journey reflects the various manifestations of 

violence that women endure. Desai sensitively portrays the psychological toll of such 

violence, depicting Monisha’s inner turmoil and her struggle to assert agency in the face 

of systemic oppression. 

Charu’s character also offers insights into the insidious nature of gender-based 

violence, particularly within the domestic sphere. Through Charu’s narrative arc, Desai 

explores themes of emotional abuse, coercion, and the erasure of women’s voices 

within familial structures. Charu’s experiences underscore the ways in which patriarchal 

norms perpetuate cycles of violence and silence women’s narratives. 

Moreover, Desai’s depiction of the broader social context provides a backdrop for 

understanding the roots of violence against women in Indian society. From entrenched 

gender roles to the normalization of misogyny, “Voices in the City” offers a searing 

critique of the structural inequalities that underpin gender-based violence. Desai 

interrogates the complicity of institutions, such as the legal system and the media, in 

perpetuating narratives that further marginalize and victimize women. 

In analyzing Desai’s narrative technique, we must consider the ways in which she 

employs symbolism, imagery, and language to convey the impact of violence on 

feminine consciousness. Through vivid descriptions and evocative prose, Desai 

captures the visceral experiences of her characters, immersing the reader in their 

emotional landscapes. The use of symbolism, such as the recurring motif of darkness 

and confinement, underscores the suffocating nature of patriarchal oppression and its 

effects on women’s psyches. 
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Furthermore, Desai’s narrative structure, which shifts between past and present, allows 

for a nuanced exploration of the intergenerational transmission of violence and trauma. 

By tracing the interconnected stories of multiple characters, Desai highlights the cyclical 

nature of violence and the ways in which it reverberates across generations. 

A comparative analysis of "Voices In the City” with other works of literature addressing 

similar themes can provide valuable insights into the universality of gender-based 

violence and its representation in literature. By examining parallels and divergences 

across texts, we can discern recurring motifs, narrative strategies, and ideological 

frameworks that shape the portrayal of violence against women. 

In conclusion, a comprehensive study of violence against women in Anita Desai’s 

“Voices in the City” within the framework of feminine consciousness reveals the depth 

and complexity of this pervasive social issue. Through nuanced characterizations, 

incisive critique, and evocative storytelling, Desai offers a searing indictment of the 

structural inequalities that perpetuate gender-based violence and its profound impact on 

women’s lives. 

Domestic Violence  

There is domestic violence in families due to various reasons. It includes not only inter-

spousal violence, but also violence caused by other family members, which Monisha 

has to tolerate in the novel Voices in the City.  Her situation is a typical picture of Indian 

joint family and as if she is a representative of numerous young brides in India who 

have to bear endless torture and humiliating behaviour of the husband’s family 

members, she say, 

“Look at me, my equipment, my back wardrobe, my family, my duties of serving fresh 

chapattis to the uncles as they eat, of listening to my mother-in-law as she tells many 

ways of cooking fish.”  (Desai 111-  112) 

Monisha’s husband, Jiban’s posting was at Calcutta and she has to live with her joint 

family. Her mother-in-law was a typical Indian mother-in-law, who pokes her nose in 

each and every matter of her son.  
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Monisha was tolerating her mother-in-law from the very first day of her marriage. So she 

says —  “while placing her hand on my head in blessing, also pushes a little harder than 

I think necessary, and still harder and go down on my knees to touch her feet.” (109) 

Monisha has to behave as per her mother-in-law’s, wishes. She can not talk with her 

husband freely. Indirectly the old woman threatens Monisha, and she is always ready to 

obey the old woman’s instructions. Even one day Monisha was accused of theft by her 

mother-in-law and without thinking she says, “Money has been stolen, you know Jiban’s 

money. After all you were the only  person who was in the room” (317) This treatment by 

the mother-in-law is a type of domestic violence. 

A role of women  in modern literature 

Analyzing the role of women in modern literature, specifically in the context of feminine 

consciousness as portrayed in Anita Desai’s novel “Voices in the City,” is a rich and 

multifaceted endeavor. Desai’s work delves into the complexities of women’s 

experiences, their struggles, aspirations, and the societal constraints they navigate. To 

embark on a comprehensive study, we must explore various themes, characters, 

narrative techniques, and cultural contexts embedded within the novel. 

The narrative landscape of "Voices In the City” offers a nuanced portrayal of feminine 

consciousness through the lens of different female characters. Each character 

embodies distinct aspects of womanhood, reflecting the diversity of women’s 

experiences in a rapidly changing society. Through characters like Monisha, Charu, and 

Adit, Desai explores themes such as tradition versus modernity, familial expectations, 

gender roles, and the quest for identity and autonomy. 

Monisha, as one of the central characters, symbolizes the struggle of many women 

caught between tradition and modernity. Her journey reflects the tension between her 

desire for independence and the societal expectations imposed upon her as a woman. 

Through Monisha’s narrative arc, Desai interrogates the limitations placed on women’s 

agency and the repercussions of defying societal norms. 

Charu, on the other hand, represents a more traditional archetype of womanhood, 

bound by familial duties and societal expectations. Her character serves as a foil to 



30 
 

Monisha, highlighting the contrasting paths women may choose in navigating their 

identities within patriarchal structures. By examining Charu’s experiences, we gain 

insight into the internalized oppression that often shapes women’s choices and 

behaviors. 

Additionally, Adit’s character provides a male perspective on the feminine 

consciousness portrayed in the novel. Through his interactions with Monisha and other 

female characters, Desai explores the dynamics of power and privilege inherent in 

gender relations. Adit’s role in the narrative underscores the interconnectedness of male 

and female experiences and the ways in which they shape each other’s perceptions and 

realities. 

Beyond individual characters, the setting of the novel also plays a significant role in 

shaping the portrayal of feminine consciousness. Set against the backdrop of post-

colonial India, “Voices in the City” captures the social, political, and cultural upheavals 

that influence women’s lives. From the bustling streets of Calcutta to the confines of 

domestic spaces, Desai paints a vivid picture of the various forces at play in shaping 

women’s identities and experiences. 

In analyzing Desai’s narrative technique, we must consider the use of voice and 

perspective in conveying the feminine consciousness. Through shifting points of view 

and lyrical prose, Desai immerses the reader in the inner worlds of her characters, 

allowing for a nuanced exploration of their thoughts, emotions, and desires. The use of 

symbolism and imagery further enhances the thematic depth of the novel, inviting 

readers to contemplate the broader social and cultural implications of the characters’ 

experiences. 

Moreover, a comparative analysis of “Voices in the City” with other works of modern 

literature can provide valuable insights into the evolution of feminine consciousness in 

literature. By examining themes, motifs, and narrative techniques across different texts, 

we can trace the development of feminist discourse and its impact on literary 

representation. 
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In conclusion, a thorough study of the role of women in modern literature, as 

exemplified by Anita Desai’s “Voices in the City,” requires a multifaceted approach that 

considers characters, themes, narrative techniques, and cultural contexts. Through 

close reading and analysis, we can gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of 

feminine consciousness and its representation in literature. 
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CHAPTER-4:Quest for self identity: 

“Voices in the City” by Anita Desai is a poignant narrative that delves into the complex 

dynamics of identity, belonging, and self-discovery against the backdrop of post-colonial 

India. Set in the bustling city of Calcutta (now Kolkata), the novel follows the lives of the 

Das family and their struggles to find their place in a rapidly changing society. At the 

heart of the story lies the quest for self-identity, as each character grapples with their 

own sense of belonging and purpose amidst the cacophony of voices in the city. 

The novel opens with the arrival of Monisha, the eldest daughter of the Das family, who 

returns to Calcutta after spending several years in England. Her homecoming marks the 

beginning of a journey of self-discovery as she navigates the unfamiliar terrain of her 

native city, which has undergone significant transformations in her absence. Through 

Monisha’s eyes, Desai vividly captures the sights, sounds, and smells of Calcutta, 

painting a vivid portrait of the city as a character in its own right. 

As Monisha reconnects with her family and childhood friends, she is confronted with the 

stark realities of urban life, including poverty, inequality, and social injustice. These 

encounters force her to confront her own privilege and question the assumptions she 

once held about her place in the world. In her quest for self-identity, Monisha grapples 

with conflicting desires—to embrace her Western education and pursue a career, or to 

conform to traditional societal expectations and settle into the role of a dutiful daughter 

and wife. 

Central to Monisha’s journey is her relationship with her family, particularly her younger 

brother, Monu, who becomes her confidant and ally in the face of adversity. Together, 

they navigate the complexities of family dynamics and strive to carve out their own 

paths amidst the pressures of tradition and modernity. Through their bond, Desai 

explores the themes of siblinghood, loyalty, and the enduring power of familial love in 

shaping one’s sense of self. 

In addition to Monisha and Monu, Desai introduces a rich cast of characters whose 

voices reverberate throughout the city, each with their own aspirations, struggles, and 

dreams. There is the enigmatic Mr. Chaudhuri, whose mysterious past and 
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unconventional lifestyle challenge the norms of society; the ambitious and determined 

Mrs. Ranga, who defies gender expectations to pursue her passion for music; and the 

disillusioned Nirode, whose search for meaning leads him down a path of self-

destruction. 

Through these characters, Desai explores the myriad ways in which individuals navigate 

the complexities of identity in a rapidly changing world. Whether it is through the pursuit 

of education, career advancement, or personal relationships, each character grapples 

with their own sense of self and their place in society. Yet, amidst the chaos and 

uncertainty, there is a sense of resilience and hope that shines through, as characters 

strive to forge connections, find meaning, and ultimately, discover their own voices in 

the city. 

At its core, “Voices in the City” is a story about the search for belonging and the quest 

for self-identity in a world that is constantly in flux. Through her lyrical prose and keen 

insight into the human condition, Anita Desai captures the essence of urban life in post-

colonial India, offering a poignant reflection on the universal themes of love, loss, and 

the enduring pursuit of happiness. As Monisha and her fellow characters navigate the 

labyrinthine streets of Calcutta, they come to realize that true fulfillment lies not in 

conforming to societal expectations, but in embracing the richness and complexity of 

their own identities. In the end, it is their voices—their hopes, dreams, and aspirations—

that resonate most deeply in the cityscape, echoing long after the final page is turned. 

“Voices in the City” by Anita Desai is a captivating exploration of the quest for self-

identity amidst the bustling streets of post-colonial Calcutta. Through the lens of the Das 

family and a diverse cast of characters, Desai delves into the complexities of identity 

formation, belonging, and the search for meaning in a rapidly changing society. In this 

detailed analysis, we will examine how each character grapples with their own sense of 

self and belonging, and how their experiences reflect broader themes of social 

upheaval, cultural conflict, and personal growth. 

“Voices in the City” is set in the vibrant city of Calcutta during the 1950s, a time of great 

political and social change in India following independence from British colonial rule. 

Against this backdrop, the novel follows the lives of the Das family—particularly the 
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eldest daughter, Monisha—as they navigate the complexities of urban life and struggle 

to reconcile their own identities with the expectations of society. Through Desai’s 

evocative prose and vivid imagery, the reader is transported to the bustling streets, 

crowded 

markets, and dilapidated neighborhoods of Calcutta, where the clash of tradition and 

modernity is palpable at every turn. 

Main Characters: 

Monisha Das: The protagonist of the novel, Monisha returns to Calcutta after several 

years in England, where she received her education. As she reacquaints herself with 

the city and her family, she grapples with questions of identity, purpose, and belonging. 

Monisha’s journey serves as the central narrative thread, through which Desai explores 

themes of cultural displacement, alienation, and the search for self-fulfillment. 

Monu Das: Monisha’s younger brother, Monu, is her closest confidant and ally in the 

family. Despite their differing personalities and aspirations, Monu shares Monisha’s 

sense of displacement and yearning for something beyond the confines of traditional 

society. Through his eyes, Desai offers a unique perspective on the challenges facing 

young people in post-colonial India, as they navigate the tension between tradition and 

modernity. 

Mr. Chaudhuri: A mysterious and enigmatic figure, Mr. Chaudhuri occupies a central role 

in the lives of the Das family. His unconventional lifestyle and ambiguous past challenge 

the norms of society, prompting Monisha and Monu to question their own beliefs and 

values. Mr. Chaudhuri’s presence serves as a catalyst for self-reflection and personal 

growth, as the Das siblings grapple with the complexities of identity and moral 

ambiguity. 

Mrs. Ranga: A talented musician and close friend of the Das family, Mrs. Ranga defies 

gender expectations and societal norms to pursue her passion for music. Through her 

character, Desai explores the constraints placed on women in traditional Indian society, 

as well as the transformative power of artistic expression in shaping one’s sense of self. 
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Nirode: A disillusioned and embittered young man, Nirode represents the darker side of 

urban life in Calcutta. Haunted by his past and disillusioned by his inability to find 

meaning and purpose, Nirode succumbs to despair and self-destruction. His character 

serves as a cautionary tale, highlighting the consequences of societal pressure and 

personal disillusionment on individual identity and well-being. 

Cultural Identity and Displacement: One of the central themes of “Voices in the City” is 

the exploration of cultural identity and displacement. As Monisha and Monu navigate the 

complexities of life in Calcutta, they grapple with the tension between their Western 

education and Indian heritage. Their experiences reflect the broader phenomenon of 

cultural dislocation experienced by many Indians during this period of transition, as they 

sought to reconcile conflicting cultural influences and forge a sense of belonging in a 

rapidly changing world. 

Tradition vs. Modernity: Desai examines the clash between tradition and modernity in 

post-colonial India through the lens of the Das family and other characters in the novel. 

Monisha’s desire for independence and self-fulfillment conflicts with her family’s 

traditional expectations of marriage and domesticity, while Monu’s aspirations for a 

career in journalism challenge the conservative norms of society. Through their 

struggles, Desai highlights the tensions inherent in India’s transition from a colonial past 

to a modern, independent nation, and the challenges faced by individuals seeking to 

carve out their own paths amidst conflicting cultural influences. 

Gender Roles and Expectations: The novel also explores the constraints placed on 

women in traditional Indian society, as seen through the experiences of characters like 

Mrs. Ranga and Monisha. Mrs. Ranga’s defiance of gender expectations in pursuing her 

passion for music serves as a powerful example of female agency and empowerment, 

while Monisha’s struggles to assert her independence and autonomy highlight the 

pervasive influence of patriarchal norms on women’s lives. Desai’s nuanced portrayal of 

gender dynamics sheds light on the complex interplay between tradition, modernity, and 

gender identity in post-colonial India. 

Social Injustice and Marginalization: Throughout the novel, Desai exposes the harsh 

realities of urban life in Calcutta, including poverty, inequality, and social injustice. 
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Characters like Nirode represent the marginalized and disenfranchised members of 

society, whose voices are often ignored or silenced amidst the cacophony of the city. 

Through their experiences, Desai shines a light on the systemic injustices that pervade 

Indian society, and the enduring struggle for social equality and justice. 

Narrative Structure and Style: 

Desai employs a multi-layered narrative structure in “Voices in the City,” weaving 

together the perspectives of multiple characters to create a rich tapestry of voices and 

experiences. Through alternating viewpoints, Desai offers a kaleidoscopic view of life in 

Calcutta, capturing the diversity and complexity of the city and its inhabitants. Her prose 

is lyrical and evocative, filled with vivid descriptions and sensory details that bring the 

streets of Calcutta to life. Through her masterful storytelling, Desai immerses the reader 

in the sights, sounds, and smells of the city, creating a vivid and immersive reading 

experience. 

In “Voices in the City,” Anita Desai offers a compelling exploration of the quest for self-

identity in post-colonial India, as seen through the experiences of the Das family and a 

diverse cast of characters. Through their struggles, triumphs, and personal journeys, 

Desai illuminates the complexities of cultural identity, tradition, and modernity in a 

rapidly changing society. As Monisha, Monu, and their fellow characters navigate the 

labyrinthine streets of Calcutta, they come to realize that true fulfillment lies not in 

conforming to societal expectations, but in embracing the richness and complexity of 

their own identities. In the end, it is their voices—their hopes, dreams, and aspirations—

that resonate most deeply in the cityscape, echoing long after the final page is turned. 

Monisha Das: 

As the protagonist of the novel, Monisha Das serves as a focal point for exploring 

feminine consciousness in “Voices in the City.” Returning to Calcutta after several years 

in England, Monisha grapples with the conflicting demands of tradition and modernity, 

as well as the limitations imposed by her gender. Despite her Western education and 

aspirations for independence, Monisha is expected to conform to traditional gender 

roles and societal expectations, particularly in relation to marriage and domesticity. Her 
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journey of self-discovery involves navigating these tensions and asserting her autonomy 

in the face of familial and societal pressure. 

Monisha’s relationship with her family, particularly her mother and grandmother, 

highlights the generational divide in attitudes towards femininity and womanhood. While 

her mother urges her to embrace her role as a dutiful daughter and future wife, Monisha 

yearns for something more—a life of purpose and fulfillment beyond the confines of 

domesticity. Through her interactions with other female characters in the novel, such as 

Mrs. Ranga and Aunt Ganga, Monisha grapples with questions of identity, agency, and 

self-expression, ultimately forging her own path towards self-realization and 

empowerment. 

Intersectionality: Desai highlights the intersectionality of gender, class, and privilege in 

shaping feminine consciousness and experiences. Characters from different social 

backgrounds navigate unique challenges and opportunities, reflecting the diverse 

realities of women in post-colonial India and the complex interplay of identity, power, 

and social dynamics. 

Resilience and Resistance: Despite the obstacles they face, the female characters in 

“Voices in the City” demonstrate remarkable resilience and resistance in the pursuit of 

their goals and aspirations. Whether through acts of defiance, creativity, or solidarity, 

these women challenge societal norms and expectations, forging their own paths 

towards self-realization and empowerment. 

In The Second Sex  Simone De Behavior expresses her views about struggle of 

women. The post-modern English Literature concentrates on several dimensions of the 

society. It reflects various social aspects and shows a variety of themes. In the modern 

Indian English Literature the struggles of Indian women in the orthodox Indian society 

are put forth by the novelists. 

Post-Colonial Literature is a part of cultural studies. It is called as the literature of 

resistance. It studies cultural, political and sociological situation of the people. It 

analyzes the unjust power relationships as manifested in cultural products like literature, 

film and art. 
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 The colonial discourse favours domination of the strong over the weak. Feminism is a 

part of post-colonial literature as it opposes all sorts of domination of man on woman. 

Post colonial literature fights for the weak and demands justice for them. It voices the 

plight of marginalized minority groups, subaltern sections of society and women.  

Post-colonial feminism has attracted the attention of the world to the problems of the 

women throughout the world. In the west, the post-Freudians, with a prominent stress 

on primary activity further hastened the feminist spokespersons to give a call for the 

liberation of women. 

 Needless to say, nature primarily depends on femininity in its choice of evolution and 

progress. For an introspective analysis, the traditional women’s conditions in the context 

of family as well as society had turned to be that of a slave without any independent and 

individual sanction of freedom for her feelings, emotions and desires. 

The feminists, having felt the humiliation of male domination and aggression of men for 

centuries, discovered for themselves a unique opportunity to give outlet to their 

suppressed feelings for equality.  

This naturally hastened the ideas of supremacy of reason, justice, freedom and equality. 

The social and cultural scenario started advancing on these lines. Though feminism 

grew as an ideology alongside the concept of Humanism. Feminist writings evolved as a 

literary genre at a larger stage. 

 Many women writers have contributed to this genre of literature. In the twentieth 

century, writers like Simone de Beauvoir of France and Virginia Woolf of England made 

conscious analysis of the partriarchal traditions and conventions, which defeat the 

ultimate purpose of woman in being woman. The feminist liberation movement started 

with the writings of these women. Beauvoir very powerfully expresses the need for 

woman to encounter the system of patriarchy. 

Modern feminist liberation movement took its initial roots in the revolutionary tracts and 

fictional writings of Simone De  Beauvoir and Virginia woolf. The work of women writers 

has given a distinct dimension to the total picture of women in family and in society. 
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CHAPTER-5: Conclusion 

 

An In-depth exploration of feminine consciousness in “Voices in the City” by Anita Desai 

reveals a rich tapestry of female experiences in post-independence India. Through the 

lens of Desai’s narrative, the study unpacks the multifaceted dimensions of 

womanhood, highlighting the internal struggles, societal pressures, and quest for 

identity faced by the novel’s female protagonists. 

Central to the analysis is the theme of isolation, which serves as a poignant metaphor 

for the alienation experienced by women in a patriarchal society. Through characters 

such as Monisha, Nirode, and Matilda, Desai exposes the deep-seated loneliness and 

disconnection that often accompany the pursuit of personal freedom and fulfillment. The 

study delves into the psychological ramifications of this isolation, exploring how it 

shapes the characters’ perceptions of themselves and their place in the world. 

Furthermore, the study examines the process of self-discovery and empowerment 

depicted in the novel, as the female protagonists navigate their way through societal 

expectations and patriarchal structures. Through their journey of introspection and 

growth, Desai celebrates the resilience and agency of women, challenging stereotypes 

and asserting the importance of female autonomy. 

Moreover, the study contextualizes Desai’s portrayal of feminine consciousness within 

the broader socio-political landscape of post-independence India. By situating the novel 

within its historical context, the analysis illuminates the ways in which societal norms 

and cultural traditions intersect with gender dynamics, shaping the experiences of 

women in complex and often contradictory ways. 

In conclusion, the study of feminine consciousness in “Voices in the City” by Anita Desai 

offers a nuanced understanding of the female experience in post-independence India. 

Through meticulous literary analysis and contextual interpretation, the study highlights 

the enduring relevance of Desai’s work as a testament to the resilience, complexity, and 

agency of women. It underscores the importance of literature as a vehicle for amplifying 
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marginalized voices and challenging entrenched power structures, inviting readers to 

engage critically with issues of gender, identity, and social justice. 
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