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Abstract
The purpose of this diploma thesis is to analyze the parent-child relationship in selected
novels by Anita Desai. The novels chosen for the analysis are Cry, the Peacock; Clear Light
of Day; Fire on the Mountain; Fasting, Feasting.
The aim of the theoretical part is, firstly, to introduce Anita Desai and her style of writing,
secondly, to lay the theoretical basis for further analysis of the attachment between
children and their parents. In this part the author presents the Attachment theory,
behavioural patterns and parenting styles (authoritarian, authoritative, permissive,
uninvolved). The theoretical part is concluded by a portrait of Indian society and typical
Indian family structure - the environment in which Desai’s protagonists live. The practical
part consists of thorough analysis of the selected novels. The analysis shows Desai’s
tendency to portray such parenting styles that instil insecurity in children. The results
prove that these approaches to raising a child affect the personality development
negatively. It was interesting to find out that gender bias influences not only the life-path
and self-concept of the protagonists but also the quality of their relationship with their
parents.

Keywords: Anglophone Indian Literature, Anita Desai, childhood experience, the
Attachment theory, behavioural styles, parenting styles, Indian family, gender bias

Abstrakt
Smyslem této diplomové práce je analýza vztahu rodič-dítě ve vybraných románech Anity
Desai. Romány pro tuto analýzu jsou Cry, the Peacock; Clear Light of Day; Fire on the
Mountain; Fasting, Feasting.
Cílem teoretické části je zaprvé představit Anitu Desai a její styl tvorby; za druhé položit
teoretické základy pro další analýzu vztahu mezi dětmi a jejich rodiči. V této části autorka
popisuje teorii konceptu přimknutí, vzorce chování a styly výchovy (autoritářskou,
autoritativní, shovívavý, zanedbávající). Teoretickou část uzavírá popis indické společnosti
a struktury uvnitř typické indické rodiny – prostředí, v němž žijí postavy Anity Desai.
Praktická část se skládá z podrobné analýzy vybraných románů. Tato analýza dokládá
sklon Anity Desai k zobrazování takových výchovných stylů, které vyvolávají v dětech pocit
nejistoty. Výsledky analýzy dokazují, že tyto postoje k výchově negativně postihují rozvoj
osobnosti. Zajímavé bylo zjištění, že diskriminace na základě pohlaví ovlivňuje nejenom
životní cestu a sebepojetí protagonistů, ale i povahu vztahu mezi nimi a jejich rodiči.

Klíčová slova: Anglofonní indická literatura, Anita Desai, dětství, koncept přimknutí,
vzorce chování, styly výchovy, indická rodina, diskriminace na základě pohlaví
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1

Introduction

It has been 50 years since Anita Desai published her first novel Cry, The Peacock. For
these 50 years, she has continued writing and so far, she has written 12 novels, few
children books and many short stories. Desai is an internationally known author who has
won critical acclaim as a writer with a keen insight into the human mind, a great observer
of human condition and a creator of remarkable characters. Three of her novels have
been shortlisted for the Booker Prize for fiction. However, neither Clear Light of Day, In
Custody nor Fasting, Feasting received the award. On the other hand, Desai’s children
book The Village by the Sea won Guardian Children’s Fiction Prize.
Nonetheless, when I came across her novel Fasting, Feasting, I had no idea who Anita
Desai was or what to expect. To be honest, I bought the book because I was intrigued by
its cover. Yet, after reading it, I realised I found a treasure for I was mesmerised by Desai’s
way of portraying characters and by her skill to depict a foreign world so vividly. Since
then, I have started to take interest in the Anglophone Indian literature and have read
most novels by Anita Desai.
I have always found it a pity that she is relatively unknown in the Czech Republic. Because
of that and also because of my admiration for Desai’s work, I have decided to write a
diploma thesis on her characters. In almost all her novels, childhood and childhood
memories play a very significant role as they help to unveil the motivation for
protagonists’ actions or their state of mind. By using the method of close reading, I will
analyse the four selected novels by Anita Desai, Cry, the Peacock; Fire on the Mountain;
Clear Light of Day and Fasting, Feasting, in hope to find a connection between
protagonists’ childhood experience, their personality traits and the way they live their
adult life.
Therefore, the objective of this diploma thesis is, firstly, to look into the relationship
between main protagonists and their parents and to examine their reaction to a
particular parenting style; secondly, to present the specifics of Indian culture that might
influence the parent-child attachment and to look for this kind of cultural influence in the
selected novels.

7

Presumably, it will be determined that unfavourable conditions in the childhood can have
a negative impact on an individual and that their parents have in some cases handicapped
the protagonists. To what extent and whether they manage to overcome the negative
consequences of their childhood are questions that this diploma thesis will strive to
answer.
The actual analysis is to be found in the second part of the diploma thesis. In the first part
there will be an introduction to Anita Desai and her style of writing, followed by the
description of the attachment theory, different parenting styles and children’s
behavioural response. The theoretical part will be concluded by presenting a typical
Hindu family with its hierarchy and gender bias.
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2

Theoretical Part

2.1

Anita Desai

2.1.1 Anita Desai – brief biography
Anita Desai was born in 1937 in Mussoorie to a Bengali businessman, D.N. Mazumdar,
and a German mother, Toni Nime, and was raised in a anglicised middle-class Indian
family of a mixed cultural heritage. Desai said in an interview1 that it was common to
speak German at home but English was the language of education for her. Not only that,
it was for her also a language of literature for she loved the classics of English literature.
Anita’s aspiration was to become a writer and her family supported this decision. Desai
started writing short stories at the age of seven, and when she was nine one of her stories
was published in a children’s magazine. She completed her studies of English literature in
1957 and one year later she married a businessman named Ashvin Desai. They had four
children - the youngest is Kiran Desai who won the Man Booker Prize for fiction in 2006.
Since 1987 Anita Desai has been living in the USA where she has been teaching at several
educational institutions, e.g. at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology as an emeritus
professor of writing.
Anita Desai completed her first novel, Cry, the Peacock, in 1963. So far, Desai has written
twelve novels2, from these Clear Light of Day, In Custody and Fasting, Feasting were short
listed for the Man Booker Prize.

2.1.2 Influences on Anita Desai’s writing
When we look at the work by Anita Desai, we can notice that her unique personal
experience has had an impact on her writing: that is her family, the education she
received, being a woman and India itself with its culture and history.
1

http://www.sawnet.org/books/writing/desai_interview.html 26 Jan 2013

2

For the list of novels and their abbreviations used in this diploma thesis see Appendix 1

9

2.1.2.1 Desai’s family background and education
The first tremendous influence on Anita Desai was the family she grew up in. Despite
having adopted the ways of an Indian woman, Desai’s mother still brought the western
element to their home. Anita Desai once said that they used to listen to western music
and read western literature3. Desai’s family thus opened the door to literature for Anita.
The family house was full of books and literature was, beside education, very important.
Anita and her two sisters were encouraged in their goals and were provided with
appropriate schooling, enabling them to graduate from a university. One sister became a
civil servant and the other a paediatrician. Anita grew up to be a recognized Indian author
of well-received novels.
Desai’s studies of English literature at the New Delhi University introduced her not only to
canon literature and Urdu poetry but also to both Indian and European philosophy. Her
knowledge of world literature and of the Vedas is woven into her stories and novels in the
form of numerous quotations and poems. The existentialistic view on life, which was
according to N.R.Gopal quite popular in India in the 50s and 60s 4, in particular Albert
Camus and his philosophy, influenced Anita Desai a lot. One of her protagonists, Nirode,
in Voices in the City even proclaims himself to be as Camus’s crab. However, not only
Voices in the City bares the trace of Camus’s philosophy. In many of Desai’s other novels,
e.g. Fire on the Mountain, there are elements of existentialism to be found: above all in
the social fatalism, fears and the void in the life of an individual, and the search for
meaning of life.

2.1.2.2 Being a woman
Desai’s family background gave Anita Desai a detached point of view on the Indian society
and its certain customs, beliefs and traditions. In an interview with Corrine Demas Bliss in
1988 Desai admitted that she “feels about India as an Indian but thinks about it as an

3

http://www.sawnet.org/books/writing/desai_interview.html 26 Jan 2013

4

N.R. Gopal, A Critical Study of the Novels of Anita Desai (New Delhi : Atlantic publishers and distributors,
1999) 5.
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outsider”5. Thus Desai has both: the insight and the detachment that are necessary for
her keen analysis in her writing, noticing for instance the unfavourable situation that
many Indian women of (upper) middle class find themselves in.
Anita Desai feels strongly about the wrongs that fall on Indian women, such as child
marriages, dowry deaths, women’s low value in a society where boys are considered a
blessing and girls a trouble. She often pictures women trapped, somehow oppressed and
dissatisfied and yet trying to establish themselves as a person, an individual with desires
and opinions. Being a woman herself, Anita Desai had to face such wrongs too, though
not to such degree as her heroines. Desai still could see the injustice in her surroundings.
Writers, especially at the start of their careers, like to write about what they know and
Anita Desai is no exception. In her later novels we can actually see her moving from this
theme and exploring the male world too.

2.1.2.3 India
Another important influence is of course India itself. It has provided Desai with material
for her novels and Desai took the challenge, presenting India to her readers as seen and
experienced through the protagonists she created. The protagonists live in India and
through their vivid observation readers can imagine to be there too. This feeling is
strengthened by Desai’s use of Indian words, familial addressing or names of dishes or
animals, which in order to catch the Indian atmosphere are left without translation or
explanation.
Anita Desai witnessed the cruelty and absurdities of dividing the nation in two and the
violence of religious wars that accompanied this painful process. She portrayed this
dramatic period of time in her novels Clear Light of Day and Baumgartner’s Bombay. The
Partition and gained independence from Great Britain meant that the society structure
and tradition themselves were undergoing changes which often resulted in a conflict
between the old ways and the new ways, between traditionalistic thinking and modern

5

Rama Kundu, ‘Journey to the East‘ Once Again: Anita Desai’s Journey to Ithaca in the book edited by
Shubha Tiwari, Critical Responces to Anita Desai – Volume II (New Delhi : Atlantic Publishers and
Distributers, 2004) 283.
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ideas – and in the middle of this clash was the individual, feeling confused and lost,
alienated.
Desai’s living in the USA has widened her horizon and given her new material for further
writing, e.g. the protagonist in her latest novel The Zigzag Way is an American who is
travelling to Mexico in order to explore his roots. Her new home has also inspired her to
draw parallels between the West and the East; the best example of this effort is Desai’s
novel Fasting, Feasting.

2.1.3 Style and technique6
Anita Desai’s early novels, such as Cry the Peacock, Voices in the City and Where Shall We
Go This Summer, fall under the category of psychological realism. Psychological realism is
a modification of traditional realism; the emphasis lies on inner lives and on psychological
motivation for protagonists’ actions whilst the outer world is portrayed as seen through
the mind of the protagonist7.

The stream of consciousness, inner monologue,

psychological time and flashbacks are techniques more than suited for this genre because
they are the best way to look inside the mind and follow the thoughts, feelings, motifs
and past dramas of a novel’s characters. These techniques are to be found in the novels
by Anita Desai as well. However, Desai has later abandoned writing psychological novels,
in favour of realism, paying more attention to occurrences of the outer reality and
adjusting her writing style accordingly; an example of this transition would be her fifth
novel, Fire on the Mountain.
Nonetheless, both in her early as well as her later novels, Anita Desai likes taking her
characters back to their childhood’s days, making them remember a past situation in
order to explain the present state of her protagonists’ mind, why he or she has this
attitude, this feeling or that fear. For example in Fire on the Mountain Raka’s witnessing
the madness of a party that culminates in a man with an animal head coming towards
Raka and so making her run fast away. While running, she has a flashback of her father
returning home drunk and beating her mother to a pulp (FOM 69-70), which might be an
6

After this chapter, mostly abbreviations will be used instead of the full titles of Desai’s novels

7

http://www.superglossary.com/Definition/Literature/Psychological_Realism.html 26 Jan 2013
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explanation for Raka’s withdrawal and unwillingness to get close to anyone. Despite, or
maybe because of this moving backwards and forwards, Anita Desai manages to build a
balanced whole.

2.1.3.1 Structure of Desai’s novels
It is possible to find harmony in the form of how the novels are constructed. In
Baumgartner’s Bombay Lotte’s story of her coming home with the dress smeared with
blood, which opens the book, and her rushing to Hugo’s flat after hearing he was
murdered, which closes the book, is a solid frame to Baumgartner’s life story. Also in Cry,
the Peacock the prologue and epilogue are both written in the Er-form, introducing and
concluding Maya’s story whereas the middle part of the novel is told by Maya herself in
the Ich-form. Another way to create a perfect circle is used in Clear Light of Day, in a
novel that starts in the morning with birds’ song and that ends with a song sung in the
evening by an old singer.
Furthermore, there is a heavy foreshadowing throughout Desai’s novels. Indications that
often point at something unpleasant that is about to come or to be exposed, build up
tension and contribute to the readability of Desai’s work, which otherwise lacks action. In
Cry, the Peacock the very first sentence suggests a foreboding future, as Maya suddenly
realises that there is a strange horror in her sub-consciousness that is later confirmed by a
prophesy foretelling her death. In Fire on the Mountain the danger of the forest fire is
implied even in the title of the book and what can be a better foreshadowing of a tragedy
than Lotte returning home shaken, covered in blood and then the story of Hugo
Baumgartner starts?

2.1.3.2 Poetic Language
Sudhakar T. Sali highlights in his book8 Desai’s gift for dressing the happenings in her
novels into a poetic prose.

8

Sudhakar T. Sali, Anita Desai’s Female Protagonists (New Delhi : Adhyayan Publishers and distributors,
2006) 125.
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The rich lyrical style is profound in Desai’s early novels. It is especially so in Cry, the
Peacock where one beautiful image glides into another one, creating a stream of
sensuous descriptions of nature. Flowers are used to relate to Maya’s feelings or describe
an atmosphere in which Maya finds herself. Carefully chosen words help to imagine
everything; shapes, colours, even the sense of smell and touch are involved. The following
example shows how through a flower and its smell it can be told with what feelings Maya
awaits the inevitable summer:
“[…] petunias – sentimental, irresolute flowers, I always felt, and yet, at dusk they emitted
such a piercing swoon of scent, a poignant, half-sweet, half-sad fragrance that matched
my mood to perfection, and I started to it with the embrace of recognition, taking in deep
breaths of this gentle, fading odour that was so laden with wistful remembrance of the
winter, a sense of all good things having to come to an end, and only the long, weary
summer to look forward to... a Sunday evening sense that precedes each tedious
Monday.”(CP 22)
These long sentences of Maya’s observations tell us as well, how hypersensitive she is.
Metaphors and images play crucial role even in Desai’s later novels, in which she has
reduced the lyricism. Not only because she uses them to refer to emotions and feelings
but also because with their help she can successfully present her characters. For instance,
animal imagery is frequently used in FOM, where e.g. Raka is described as insect-like, as
“[...] one of those dark crickets that leap up in fright and do not sing, or a mosquito,
minute and fine, on thin, precarious legs” or, as “...skipping behind [Ram Lal] like a pet
insect.” (FOM 54)

2.1.3.3 Intertextuality and symbolism
Anita Desai is also well known for intertextuality and symbolism in her novels. Desai often
quotes Hindu and English classics (such as T.S. Elliot, Urdu poets, Gita, or Camus among
others), incorporating their thoughts into the story. These quotations always play some
role in the novel and, just like Desai’s metaphors, contribute to understanding of what is
not visible at the first glance. Elaine Yee Lin Ho ponders in her book on Anita Desai the
reason behind many German nursery rhymes in Baumgartner’s Bombay and comes to a
conclusion that they speak of Baumgartner’s cultural roots and of a bond between him
14

and his family in Germany on one hand and on the other they are used to portray the
sharp discrepancy between the rhyme that speaks of happy times and the reality
Baumgartner has to face9.
Unfortunately, there is not enough space to elaborate in detail on either intertextuality or
Desai’s use of symbolism. Nevertheless, some symbols should be mentioned for they
enrich Anita Desai’s writings so profoundly. For instance, it is common that women are
represented in Desai‘s novels as birds - Maya compares her agony to that of peacocks’,
her silent cries to their loud, passionate ones (CP 82), and while Sita in Where Shall We Go
This Summer associates her situation with that of an eagle being attacked and ripped
apart by a peck of crows (WSWGTS 38-42), Monisha in VIC sees the Bengali women as
Bleeding Heart Doves and their home as a “cage of doves” (VIC 121, 125). Other repetitive
symbols are the sun, light, the moon and water which mostly stand for archetypical
forces, e.g. the white moon in Cry, the Peacock reflects Maya’s gradually growing insanity.

2.1.4 Themes
In her novels Anita Desai focuses on an individual who is somehow in a conflict with the
community and in search for a meaningful life. The recurrent themes are the
unfavourable situation of Indian women, marital disharmony, alienation, isolation and
loneliness, anxiety or other neurosis, rootlessness, history and time, cities, violence and
death.
At the centre of Desai’s novels stands the family. The notion of family is present even in
BB despite Baumgartner’s hermit-like life. As N.R. Gopal points out, family is on
Baumgartner’s mind simultaneously in the form of countless memories and the
emptiness in his life10. The family interrelationships influence the protagonists greatly and
in a way define who they are. However, the emphasis does not lie on the protagonist’s
relationship towards others but mostly on how he/she reacts and how they perceive
themselves.

9

Elain Yee Lin Ho, Anita Desai (New Delhi : Atlantic Publishers and Distributors, 2010) 53-55.

10

N.R Gopal, A Critical Study of the Novels of Anita Desai (New Delhi : Atlantic publishers and distributors,
1999) 32.
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There are many publications and critical articles about Desai and her concern for the
silent suffering of women – e.g. Anita Desai’s female protagonists by Sudhakar T. Sali or
Women and Society in the novels of Anita Desai by Bidulata Choudhary. It only confirms
that women are a major topic of her writings.
Being a woman herself but having been raised differently makes her very sensitive and
observant towards the wrongdoings that Indian patriarchal society imposes on its female
members. S. Sharmila even goes so far as to claim that the role of a woman is reduced to
being a household slave, social ornament or a womb for producing children, preferably
only sons11. In novels such as VIC, FOM or FF Anita Desai gives these women a voice. Yet,
she does not write about the plight of poverty, she rather focuses on women of the
middle-class or upper middle-class who do not have to worry about making the ends
meet. According to her, however, such women suffer as well – emotionally or
intellectually. Their dreams, opinions or desires are not important and self-sacrifice is
expected of them. Thus the quest for retaining or establishing their individuality is quite
difficult in an environment where a woman is asked to forget herself and “... become one
half of her husband” as Chintan A. Mahida suggests in his article on marital problems in
Anita Desai’s novels12.
Nevertheless, her one-sided concentration on female protagonists is typical for Desai’s
early novels. Later she has shifted the attention to male characters and so expanded her
concern to human condition in general. Most of the themes Anita Desai writes about are
connected with existential problems. In her novels she depicts protagonists who struggle
with alienation from society, family, with an estrangement from a husband, brother or
the real self. As Dr Arvind M. Niwale reminds us, this notion of non-belonging weights on
Desai’s protagonists and pushes them to extremes.13 Unable to communicate they often
get depressed, anxious and lose their mental poise and in Maya’s and Monisha’s case

11

http://sites.google.com/site/journalofenglishliterature/archives/vol-1-no-2-oct--dec-2009/4-emotionalbonds 26 Jan 2013
12

http://www.isrj.net/Sep/2011/English_Decoding_Marital_Problems_in_Anita_DesaisNovels.html 26 Jan
2013
13

A. M. Nawale, Alienation and Isolation in Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock in a book edited by A. M. Nawale,
Anita Desai’s Fisction: Themes and Techniques (Delhi : B.R. Publishing Corporation, 2011) 1, 6.
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even their sanity. Desai analyses their feelings and tries to find out when and how the
estrangement started and if it is possible to reconcile with others and self alike.
It is remarkable how many of Desai’s protagonists are alone or lonely. In FOM all three
main female characters say at one point that they are alone: Nanda Kaul after years of
being a wife of a vice chancellor and mother of many can almost triumphantly sigh
“finally alone”, Raka rejoices in the solitude of the mountains in Kasauli finding herself to
be “shipwrecked and alone..., alone in [her] boat in the sea” and Ila Das proclaims
defiantly “I am always alone. I am never afraid.” It might seem that they are happy about
it and yet, there is a bitter undertone. Nanda Kaul had no other option; Raka was
mistreated and distrusts others; and Ila Das was let down by those who should have
looked after her and failed her instead. Like the author herself, Desai’s characters tend to
love solitude because it gives them time for self-reflections. Yet, being alone must be
voluntary and not forced on them like in the case of Maya or caused by their inability to
communicate or identify as it is so in Baumgartner’s case. Then it is just a plain isolation.
Anita Desai does not neglect to write about history. However, she prefers to look at
Indian or German history through the lives of her protagonists. Interestingly enough, in
CLD there is a moment when Bim and her brother discuss what is more important: private
history (parents dying, Aunt Mira Masi ill, neighbours disappearing) or the national
history of the partition and its horrors. Desai also notices the changes in the society but
only when they affect the characters directly. The clash between old and new is
sometimes disastrous and Desai does not shrink from portraying violence or deaths which
is after long beautifully poetic passages the more horrific.

2.1.5 Characters
Apart from Desai’s style it is her characters that leave deep impression on the reader. At
first glance, Desai’s protagonists might seem ordinary people living ordinary lives.
However, these protagonists are all unique individuals who have their inner universes and
secrets to tell. In general, they admire nature, appreciate solitude, like self-reflection and
are very sensitive. Atma Ram interviewed Anita Desai about what makes characters
attractive to her:
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“I am interested in characters who are not average but have retreated or been
driven into despair and so turned against the general currents. It is very easy to flow with
the current ... it costs no efforts. But those who cannot follow it, whose heart cries out
the great NO, who fight the current and struggle against it, may know what demands are
and what it costs to meet them.” (Bande 2000 : 19)
These “costs” are the alienation and loneliness that result from their refusal to face the
reality and rather to escape into the world of illusion, or to retreat from the society.
Desai’s characters might be haunted by their anxieties and lose their mental health (Maya
in CP). Other times, the need to rebel makes them poor and dependent (Nirode in VIC).
However, sometimes it makes them self-sufficient and to a degree independent. Such
protagonists have to learn to accept and adjust first - like Bim in CLD.
Even though the life of Desai’s characters may seem uneventful on the outside, in their
minds there is a turmoil caused by a conflict between them and others, or within
themselves. To explain their behaviour (to the reader), Desai often takes her characters
back to the especially significant moments in their childhood and thus demonstrates the
immense importance of early experience as a source of these conflicts.

2.2

Childhood experience

2.2.1 Theory

2.2.1.1 The Impact of childhood experience in general
Although many scientists and psychologists argue what is more important, biological
factors and innate disposition, or personal growth or a style of parenting, it is widely
acknowledged that childhood plays a significant role in an identity formation and may
have great influence over the life of an individual even later in his or her adult life. To
what extent is a question and a topic of numerous studies. For example Ann and Alan D.
B. Clarke in their book Early Experience and the life Path14 and Janet Empson with David
Hamilton in chapter 3 and 4 of the book Atypical Child Development in Context
14
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concentrate on the connection between an early childhood experiences (especially the
traumatic ones) and later psychological problems (such as behavioural or anxiety
disorders). Empson and Hamilton assert that negative parenting in early years contributes
to developing emotional and behavioural difficulties. They state that a short term
reaction to a traumatic event such as immediate fear, anger or depression can in long run
be the reason for low self-esteem, destructive behaviour, withdrawal and thus can
hamper relationship with others as well as cause a negative perception of oneself.15 The
Clarkes claim, on the other hand, that such negative parenting does not have to be
significant at all. They add, however, that the longer a child experiences e.g. abuse or
neglect, the more probable it is that it would have consequences for the child.
There are numerous factors to be taken into account when drawing a correlation
between a childhood experience and its impact on a child. Empson and Nabazuka
summarise them into three cathegories: “... the child, immediate family and the wider
society” (Empson and Nabazuka 2003 : 17). Under the category of the child fall the
various factors of biological nature and biological determinants, such as a child’s genetic
disposition, health, his or her vulnerability to stress or learning disabilities etc. Equally
important is the immediate family with its relationships among family members, the
atmosphere at home, parenting style and the quality of attachment between children and
their caregivers (for more see the subchapter on the attachment theory). When the wider
society and its impacts are discussed, the values and specifics of a particular society, a
child is growing up in, have to be considered. There are of cause other factors, for
instance socioeconomic, such as poverty. However, for the purpose of this Diploma
thesis, only the cultural influence on the Indian family, particularly gender bias and family
hierarchy as well as the influence of family in early and middle childhood will be of
primary focus; especially early years as they are the time when not only self-image but
also self-esteem and such skills like the ability to motivate and control oneself are being
moulded. Furthermore, a child is acquiring social skills and expanding its autonomy which
is crucial for deciding whether he or she will turn up to be a secure individual who is
emotionally stable and socially competent.

15
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2.2.1.2 Family influence
When a child is born, he is fully dependent on a care of another. He needs protection and
nourishment which a child usually finds in his parents’ arms. A parent or a caregiver
becomes then a source of child’s fulfilment of his needs and an indispensable source
without which he would not survive. Consequently, there is a bond established between a
child and his caregiver; a bond which should ensure that it should be taken care of not
only the child’s physiological requirements for food, clothing and shelter but also of his
need for safety, love, guidance and stimulation which would encourage child’s
psychological growth.
This bond should be unconditional because only then the parents can be a secure haven
for their children. If a child feels that he is loved and appreciated without any conditions,
he has no reason for questioning himself. According to Stenhouse, a child psychologist
and an author of Confident Children, a healthy self-esteem is “...a fundamental factor and
a decisive influence on [the] ability to function as effective, independent, emotionally
stable individuals16.” Therefore being accepted and loved is crucial as it is necessary for
gaining confidence and enhancing self-worth which makes it possible for a child to have a
positive self-concept, to believe in his own skills and to trust others that they are helpful
and will not hurt him. As a result, a child won’t doubt his surroundings and will explore it
freely. Exploring the world, learning about how it works and making mistakes in the
process is a further move towards independence and self-reliance. Letting a child learn
how to face the reality and how to cope with life challenges is one of the central tasks of
being a parent; an opinion which is for example endorsed by Bradley and Corwyn,
important researchers in the field of psychology.17

16
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2.2.1.3 The Attachment theory
Providing a child with the above mentioned and showing him that he can always rely on
his caregiver means that the attachment between them can be described as secure. The
nature and the quality of an attachment, for example whether it is secure or insecure,
and its effects on the child is a subject of John Bowlby’s Attachment Theory. This
approach highlights the connection between childhood experience and his behavioural
and psychological development (ed. Balter and Tamis-Lemonda 2006 : 53).
In accordance with this theory, Mary Ainsworth introduced in 1978 three main
attachment pattern: secure, avoidant and ambivalent attachment; and a few years later,
in 1986, Main and Solomon added a fourth pattern: insecure-disorganised pattern of
attachment (Empson, Nabazuka 2003 : 27). These patterns show how various types of
attachment have an impact on a child’s self-perception and his perception of others, e.g.
when the pattern is secure, the child sees himself as competent and love;, he is able to
show affection and views others as available, helpful and trustworthy. However, when
the pattern is ambivalent, the child perceives himself as dependent on others, seeking
affection from the outside, unsure of his own value. In the eyes of such a child, the others
are seen as insensitive and ignoring. Furthermore, these patterns of attachment result in
certain behavioural response of a child - in a specific behaviour manner. Attachment in
Middle Childhood is a work dealing with these different behavioural responses. Junger,
Corby and Perry, the authors of the chapter on Dimension of Attachment, categorise the
responses into the preoccupied, avoidant and secure behavioural style18.

2.2.1.4 Behavioural styles
The effects of a secure attachment and bond have been described earlier in this chapter.
Hence, a secure style of behaviour corresponds with it and denotes that a child acts
confidently and does not fear unusual situations and challenges. Moreover, a child leans
toward having positive expectations, which can make it easier for the child to connect
with other people. His positive mindset may therefore increase his chances to be
18

Jennifer L. Yunger, Brooker C. Corby and David G Perry, Dimension of Attachment in Middle Childhood in a
book edited by Kathryn A. Kerns, Rhonda A. Richardson: Attachment in Middle Childhood (New york :
Guilford press, 2005) 90.

21

successful as he trusts his skills, thinks about a problem positively and believes in a good
ending. On the other hand, preoccupied and avoidant children have to deal with their
insecurity.
The reason for insecurity in the lives of preoccupied children is that the love from a
caregiver is conditioned. A child is therefore eager to please and fulfil the caregiver’s
conditions and expectations because only then he deserves his parent’s affection, so he
believes. Such belief might have devastating consequences for the child because it may
lead him to seek approval of his worth only from the outside, forsaking his true self and
desires just to get it and lowering his own value in his eyes. Often the child deems himself
unloved and if his caregiver or a partner does not respond according to his wishes, he
thinks that he is the one to blame. The more a child thinks that, the more “clingy” he
becomes. As a result, children like these tend to be dependent on others - first it is their
caregiver, than this style of attachment is transferred onto someone else, a friend or a
partner. And yet, they are perceived as fickle, insensitive and not understanding. Signs of
this particular behaviour style are emotional immaturity, low self-esteem, proneness to
developing anxiety disorders and fear to be left alone.
In the case of avoidant children, the affection of a parent or a caregiver has been often
withheld from them or they have been abused. Some might have been present to violent
scenes, for example a father beating their mother. One way or the other, adults have
disappointed and hurt them. Therefore, they have a problem with trusting others,
awaiting either a lack of concern or a refusal if they ask for help. This can make avoidant
children view others with suspicion, complicate making friends and connecting to others.
Nonetheless, they are likely to be very self-sufficient as they prefer to do things, e.g. solve
problems, by themselves (Empson, Nabazuka 2003 : 27).
Thus, the insecurity that both types (preoccupied as well as avoidant children) suffer
from, is converted into a fear –“... a fear of autonomy [and] a fear of proximity” (Kerns
and Richardson 2005 : 98). The former might be experienced by a child with preoccupied
behaviour style and the latter by avoidant children.
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2.2.1.5 Parenting styles
Based on the mentioned link between the manner parents or caregivers express their
affection and their child’s response, it can be concluded that whether a child is prone to
behave according to one pattern or the other dependents on a particular parenting style.
In the late 60s and early 70s Diana Baumrind conducted a research focused on pre-school
children and the effect of different parenting styles on them. Based on the data she
collected, Baumrind distinguished three types of parenting: Authoritarian parenting style,
Authoritative parenting style and Permissive parenting style. Interestingly, the permissive
parenting style included not only parents who easily succumbed to their children’s whims
but also indifferent parents - they also discipline low amount of control over their
children. However, the reason for giving their children freedom to do whatever they like
is very different: over-indulgence on one hand and the lack of interest on the other.
Furthermore, the outcomes of indifferent upbringing differ from those of permissive one.
Therefore Eleanor Maccoby with John Martin introduced later a fourth parenting style,
the Uninvolved parenting style. These four parenting patterns are closely discussed in
several publications on developmental psychology, for example in the books
Developmental Psychology: Childhood and Adolescence by Shaffer and Kipp19 and Social
and Emotional Development in Infancy and Early Childhood and its chapter Parenting
styles and their effects by M.M. Bornstein and D. Zlotnik. 20
Authoritarian parenting style
For parents who practice the authoritarian parenting style is typical their need for control
over their children. They are unwilling to take into consideration their children’s feelings
and to answer when their children question the rules they have set. They generally dislike
questioning their authority and instead of explaining, or praising, they prefer a system of
punishment. In extreme cases, authoritarian parents abuse their children physically or
emotionally, manipulating their children to do as they are told. Nevertheless,
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authoritarian parents, unlike parents who abuse their children and who see little in them,
have high expectations of their children, pushing them towards goals they have set for
them. Although children of authoritarian parents are more likely to perform better at
school than those of permissive or indifferent ones, this parenting style affects their selfimage and social competence negatively. Stenhouse sees the reason for their low selfesteem in the frequent criticism and lack of communication when children’s “... feelings
and opinions are usually ignored [and] they seldom have chance to develop judgement or
exercise responsibility” (Stenhouse 1994 : 52). These children may appear withdrawn,
moodier or more unfriendly than their peers. Furthermore, children who witness or are
the object of violence at home might express their frustration onwards in the form of
aggression or delinquency.
Authoritative parenting style
It may seem that authoritative parents have many things in common with their
authoritarian counterparts because they also insist on rules and also exercise control over
their children. However, the degree and means, as well as the overall approach, are
different from those of authoritarian parents. Unlike in the authoritarian parenting style,
punishments are replaced by praise and positive motivation, rules are explained and
children can reason with their parents. According to Bornstein and Zlotnik, these
discussions boost child’s intellectual growth and self-assertiveness (ed. Rubin, Laursen
and Bukowski 2009 : 290). Additionally, being adequately controlled tells children not
only that their parents are interested in them but also that it is safe for them to explore
and attain autonomy. The authoritative parents can therefore equip their children with
skills and self-esteem which will help them in various life situations, making them good at
problem solving or resistant to peer pressure. Another positive outcome, as Shaffer
states, is that children of authoritative parents tent to perform well at school. The
authoritative parenting style is thus considered to be the best one with most positive
outcomes (Shaffer and Kipp 2010 : 612).
Permissive parenting style
Parents whose upbringing manner corresponds with following two parenting styles are
not interested in having the control. In the case of the permissive parenting the reason is
that parents “shower” their child with love and affection but fail to set or keep any rules
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or boundaries, giving in to child’s pleas or excuses. The child decides what is best for him
and has difficulty accepting “no”. The child can have problems with authority and his
peers since his expectations do not often correspond with the reality. He might be too
self-centred and lack self-control. Over-indulgent parents tend to be overprotecting of
their children. They believe that their children are not capable or ready to face
unfavourable situations. They rather shield their children from these situations,
preventing them to test themselves and learn in the process how to deal with anything
unpleasant or how to be even on their own. Parents’ fears and low expectations are likely
to transfer on their child whose self-esteem and trust could get damaged and the
undeveloped self-reliance may lead to dependency. Sometimes children of permissive
parents may develop a parent-fixation, an unhealthy attachment, which might later
hamper future love relationships.
Uninvolved parenting style
The other reason why some parents execute only little control over their children is
mostly that they do not care about them. Such parents are labelled as neglectful and
uninvolved. Frequently, these parents or caregivers are either ill, addicted or depressed.
Sometimes, the (single) parents spend most of their time at work and even though they
might provide for their off-spring’s physical needs, such as food, shelter, or give them
expensive toys, they are not physically and emotionally present. The effects of the
uninvolved parenting style are devastating.
On the basis of the research that Shaffer and Kipp mention in their book and which
uncovered the risks and negative outcomes of this particular parenting, it can be said that
this is the least favourable parenting style (Shaffer and Kipp 2010 : 611). The bond
between a caregiver and a child cannot thrive and is unhealthy. A child will ask why it is so
and whether he is worth the parent’s affection. He may start to rebel or otherwise seek
his caregiver’s attention. According to Shaffer and Kipp, these children might be in their
adolescence full of resentment and are likely to “get even”; they are then at risks of drug
abuse, delinquency or truancy. Furthermore, because of parents’ lack of concern about
their future or school results, these children have to motivate themselves and often do
not have long-term goals (Shaffer and Kipp 2010 : 611). On the other hand, children of
uninvolved parents tent to be very self-reliant and have no fear of being left alone.
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However, the cost is very high. If they perceive that their parents or caregivers shun
them, their self-concept and esteem are harm. They are likely, apart from rebelling as
mentioned above, to pull back, finding it hard to be close with other people. They might
seem detached, indifferent or self-annihilating. They have no experience in maintaining
close relationship and their social competence is very low. Because the emotional needs
of a child are not met and child suffers, neglect is also considered to be an abuse – an
emotional abuse.

2.2.2 Indian childhood experience - cultural influence
The task of the social integration of a child belongs to the central tasks of parenting
because a child is not born and raised in a vacuum. He is born and brought up in a society
his parents are part of and in accordance with the values and beliefs of the culture his
parents or caregivers live in. A particular society has its own specifics and from them
arising requirements that put pressure on parents to pass down to their off-springs the
appropriate customs and behaviour patterns. Children thus learn through their parents,
and later from their teachers as well, what is acceptable, what is desirable and valued in
that particular culture – the same can be said about the Indian society too. Its diversity
might seem chaotic to Europeans - so many ethnicities living next to each other, so many
various traditions, religions and cuisines may be confusing. And yet, there is a fix order
affecting also the family life.
The following subchapters discuss the Hindu Indian family with its hierarchic structure.
They will elaborate on stereotypes the gender prejudice that exist in the Indian culture
and that influence the self-concept and the life path of an individual living in the Indian
society.

2.2.2.1 The Hindu family in India
Whereas in Europe the individuality and personal wishes tend to be of priority in the
person’s life, in India it is the community with its interests that is mostly given the
preference. The family is an institution where this imperative stands out the most. A good
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example is the way Indians view the marriage of two people. As a sociologist M. Abraham
explains, a marriage n South Asia is a union of two families rather than two individuals.21
Therefore, it is preferred in India to have the so called arranged marriage when it is up to
parents or the head of the family to find the suitable bride or groom. CNN reporter
Sumnima Udas states in her reportage on arranged marriages that 95% of marriages in
India are arranged and that the same number of Indian young people agree with arranged
marriages. They believe that their parents know them better and will find them a good
partner of similar social and cultural background22. It is no surprise that the very first
thing Dr Dagmar Marková23 writes about in the chapter on the Indian Family is that an
Indian is nothing without his or her family24.
The family (particularly the head of the family, being it either the father or the oldest
brother) gives permissions or restrictions, arranges marriages and otherwise intervenes in
the lives of its members. A Hindu family stands for protection and is a secure base for its
members. It is a duty of the head of the family to protect and care for the others.
According to Marková, family plays a crucial role in a country where just few are at the
receiving end of the social security scheme (Marková 2011 : 15-16).
However, a typical Hindu family, which could be characterised by being extended and
joint into one household, has been undergoing many changes. Few socialists, among
them for instance A.M. Shah, ask whether the traditional joint families are disintegrating
and whether they are not being replaced by the new model, the so called nuclear or
elementary family type25. The former can be defined as a group of males that descend
21
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lineally from a common ancestor and are organised in one household that also includes
their spouses, children and unmarried daughters. The latter consists of a husband, his
wife and children they have together or adopt (Shah 1998 : 26 and 15). The model of the
nuclear family is becoming more common in large Indian cities, whereas the extended
family composing of three or so households jointed in one, is nowadays rather rare in
modern India. Nevertheless, as Marková points out, the model of “small extended
family”, by which is meant a nuclear family extended by one or both grandparents, is the
most widespread family type in today’s Indian society (Marková 2011 : 14).

2.2.2.2 Relationships and the hierarchy within a Hindu Indian family
In order for an extended family to function, a clear division of power is needed. The
hierarchy of a joint family and its less extended version reflects the fact that India is a
patriarchal society: the person in charge is either the father or (when he dies or grows
weaker) his oldest son. If he dies and does not have a son but an older brother, his older
brother then takes on the responsibility for his brother’s widow and children. As a result,
the order in which boys are born in a family is very important as it decides the status of
the brothers. The oldest one enjoys the highest status and respect. Interestingly, whether
a daughter has an older or a younger sister does not play such an important role. It is
mainly so because the status of a woman comes from the man she marries; the wife of
the oldest son has better position in the family than the wife of the second oldest son and
much better position than the wife of an even younger son.
Nevertheless, it is the mother-in-law who has the bigger say in the family for she gave
birth to the man her daughter-in-law is married to. In the Indian society a husband is the
source of all his wife’s blessings - social position and protection. Moreover, the married
part of the life is in Hinduism considered the best part of a woman’s existence. As such it
is expected that a daughter-in-law loves and respects her parents-in-law even more than
she loves and respects her own parents.
It is a common belief in India that a woman must be shielded from harm that might befall
her or that she might cause to her family through inappropriate behaviour. At first, it is
her father who protects her, then it is her husband and after him, it is her son, who
should take care of her. Having brothers is considered a good fortune as well because
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they are also responsible for the well-being of their sister(s) and help if needed, making a
bride with brothers more appealing to her future in-laws. All this and more contribute to
the pressure to have sons. To sum up, the reasons that stand behind the hunger for sons
in Indian society are threefold: economic, religious and social.
In general, men are still viewed to be the breadwinners and parents think that their sons
will help them with the income and household costs. On the other hand, a daughter is
since her birth thought to belong to another family because she, after her wedding and
sometimes even sooner, joins the house of her in-laws’. This makes sons better
“investment” for the future. The religious reasons that speak in favour of sons are that
having a son is crucial for a Hindu man for it is his son who lights the burial pyre, providing
his father with proper rites in accordance with Hindu beliefs. Furthermore, having a son
also insures a continuation of the family name. No wonder that a married couple without
sons is looked upon with pity, especially upon the wife as she is usually blamed for the
misfortune.
Mothers are in India highly regarded, however, mothers of a son even more. Many have
suffered the pressure to have a son and giving a birth to one not only means an end to it
but also a higher status in the family and society. She has fulfilled her duty as a woman
and a wife by giving her husband an heir. The arrival of a boy is most celebrated; both
parents usually swell with pride. However, if there is such a value put upon boys, what is
then the reaction to a daughter being born?

2.2.2.3 Daughters in India
CNN reporter Sumnima Udas has done much coverage on this region and also on the
situation of Indian women. Frequently, she points out the growing gap between the
number of girls and boys being born in India - the so called sex ratio that shows that
fewer and fewer girls are being born in comparison to boys. According to a census carried
on in 2011, there are just 914 girls aging six years or younger for every 1000 boys. The
north of India is infamous for abysmal sex ratios. For example in Rajasthan there were in
2011 only 883 girls for every 1000 boys. In comparisson to the sex ratio in this state from
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2001 that counted 909 girls for 1000 boys, it is clear that there is a dangerous trend in
India – disappearing daughters26.
In 2006, the British medical journal Lancet published an article by Shirish S. Sheth on
missing baby girls in India, which states that prenatal sex determination is to be blamed
for the decreasing number of girls being born27. Despite having been prohibited, sex
selective abortion is still common in India. While Sheth finds the reason that makes
parents decide to terminate a female foetus to be of economic nature7, Elisabeth Croll in
her book titled Endangered daughters – discrimination and development in Asia mentions
the social embarrassment and teasing from friends and family that the expecting parents
fear might follow if they have another daughter, especially, if they do not have a son
yet28.
As it has been already mentioned, there is a high cultural value placed on having sons,
and their birth is for many the happiest day in their life; Elisabeth Croll uses the phrase
“sunrise in the abod of the gods” to describe this happy event. On the contrary, a social
status of a girl child is not so good and it is said a daughter arrives without an invitation
(Croll 2002 : 97).
Upon analysing the strength and closeness of relationships within an Indian family, the
sociologist Maria Mies concluded that a mother and her son share the strongest bond
followed by the relationship between a brother and his sister29. To the reasons why
mothers adore their son(s), which have been already mentioned, that is a solidified
position and the knowledge that a mother can hold on to a son for all her life, Marková
adds that they also look forward to having a daughter-in-law one day, whom they may
repay all what they have encountered as daughters-in-law themselves. Furthermore, the
daughter not only leaves her parents house to take care of her husband (and her
26
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husband’s parents), leaving them without financial support as a result, but also her birth
means a burden for her parents in the form of a dowry. Despite having been illegal since
1961, some kind of dowry (from luxury equipment and gold to a moped or a cow) is
expected even nowadays to be given to the future son-in-law and his family. It would be
impolite to bring nothing into the new family and it could be a bad start of a new life
together. Unfortunately, this means that girls, wanted or unwanted, are financial liability
to their parents.

2.2.2.4 Crimes against women in the Indian society
Parents might not only worry about finances but also about the hardship they daughter
will likely face in the Indian society; dowry deaths, burning brides or kitchen fires,
domestic violence, child marriages and sexual violence to mention the most serious
threats.
Dowry deaths which is a death resulting from teasing and harassing the new daughter-inlaw for additional money or goods, resulting in a suicide or death under suspicious
circumstances is often connected to kitchen fires. Regrettably, these deaths are not so
uncommon. UNICEF estimated in 2000 that more than 5,000 women are killed a year
because of their dowry30 and a study done by MKCG Medical College that researched
incidents of fatal burns that happened 1998-2003 in area around Berhampur, Eastern
India, found out that out of 58 burned wives, 32 (55.1%) were homicidal burns, mostly of
young childless women living in joint families and in rural districts31.
Another problem of the Indian society is its tolerance towards domestic violence. Wife
beating is justified by sayings that she either deserved it or that it is a punishment for her
sins committed in her previous life. Moreover, it is unlikely that a wife would leave her
husband or even file for a divorce because if she left her husband, a shame would fall on
the entire family (Marková 2011 : 67). This unfortunate tendency to “blame the victim”
may fuel the widespreading of sexual violence and harassment, because victims rarely
speak up, fearing that they would be socially ostracised. However, the demonstrations
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following the heinous crime from December 201232 suggest that people have enough and
will no longer tolerate crimes against women. The public eye is now on the government,
demanding preventive and retaliatory measures. Since the incident, newspapers have
paid more attention to the victims of (gang) rapes, encouraging them to speak up.
Child marriages are yet another problem in India; especially in rural India. Since 1978 the
legal age for marrying has been 18 and older. Nevertheless, a nation-wide survey from
2005 claims that 44,5% of brides were under eighteen, 2,6% of which were married off
before turning thirteen33. D. Marková writes that the reasons speaking for marrying a
child off to another family are connected with the former cast system as the girl’s family
feared their daughter might run off with somebody of a lower cast or of a different
religion, blemishing the family name. Further reasons might be that the new family can
shape the girl to their image of a perfect bride and that a young wife might give them
more children34. UNICEF sees child marriages as a violation of human rights and points
out that the victims are in risk of many health complications, mainly connected with
childbearing. Yet, this phenomenon is still rooted in the Indian culture. Moreover, the
problem of female feticide has caused an increase in human trafficking.
Nonetheless, the situation is slowly improving since there are notions to change the
unfavourable situation of Indian girls and women. Alongside the efforts of the Indian
government ( e.g. the “save the girl child” programme), UNICEF, and similar organisations,
there are also other programmes that want to help: in Dharhara village, when a girl is
born, her family plants at least 10 fruit trees, not only to celebrate her birth but also to
raise money for the girl’s dowry by selling the fruit35. Surprisingly, there is even a game on
the market called “Angry Brides”, which seeks to draw the attention to the problem of
dowry in a fun way – household objects are being hurled at the groom, who demands
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dowry and every proper hit lowers the demanded amount of dowry 36. Furthermore,
Sociologist Gaurang Jani37 speaks of a positive trend, which takes traditional lullabies and
purges them of gender bias, so that daughters might feel welcome too. There is also a
hope that the more women become literate, go to work, earn money, the less will they be
viewed as a liability and their status in the society will improve.
However, there is still long way to go before India can be said to be a safe place to grow
up and live as a woman. According to UN, India is still one of the four most dangerous
places to be a woman38.

2.2.2.5 Children and Gender bias
When Dagmara Marková describes the way people in India treat small children, she uses
the story of the somewhat cheeky little child Krishna to convey that in Hindu tradition
children are loved and respected as an image of the god. Although they are rarely left
alone in joint families, children are allowed to be mischievous to the age of five. Then
they start to take on the role given to them by their cultural environment (Marková 2011
: 25). The way of upbringing boys and girls starts to be different depending on the gender.
Both biological and social factors play the role in gender knowledge acquisition: everyday
arrangements, role models, different tasks assigned to girls (usually concerning
household) and boys (often connected with school and preparation to take over
responsibilities)39.
Stenhouse claims that gender is a major part of our identity as it helps define our selfconcept and often leads to different expectations placed on an individual depending
whether he or she is a male or a female (Stenhouse 1994 : 80). From what has been
written so far on the topic of sons and daughters, it can be concluded that there is gender
36
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bias in India and women are being discriminated against. Girls are often considered to be
subordinate to boys, not only in their status but also in their needs. In February 2013, the
UN revealed that an Indian girl aging 1-5 years was 75% likelier to die than a boy of the
same age.40 An article on how gender bias contributes to ignoring heart problems if the
person with health problems is a girl or a woman, Dr Ramakant Panda only confirms that
their health issues are of low priority in their families41.
Furthermore, parents often prefer giving their son(s) the best possible education, while
their daughter is rather asked to help with the household chores, often asked to take care
of her younger siblings. Therefore, in India, gender stereotypes limit the chances of a
proper health care and also of a better education for its girls.
Their bond to their parents might suffer too. However, that is very individual and better
showed on examples. The Indian family and the ties between parents and their children,
as they are presented in selected novels by Anita Desai, are the topic of the following
practical part of this diploma thesis. The four novels CP, CLD, FOM and FF were chosen
because they depict the relationship between the children and their parents and are thus
perfect material for the analysis of the parent-child bond. Furthermore, the novel Fasting,
Feasting deals with many cultural events and as such is suitable for the analysis of the
influence of the gender bias on the nature of parent-child attachment and on the
protagonists themselves.
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3

Family in Anita Desai’s novels

The family that Anita Desai depicts in her novels typically belongs to the middle or upper
middle class of the Indian society. Education for children is expected to be provided and
servants are there to take care of the household, or in the case of ayahs, the nannies, of
the children. The family, presented in Desai’s works, is usually quite small for the Indian
standard. There are the father and the mother, in few cases only one of them, their
children and from time to time visiting relatives. The childhood of the protagonists is
therefore rather solitary. Unlike what one might expect in a small family, the bonds
between the members, especially between parents and their children, are not tight. In
many cases the interaction between them displays not only insecure ties but frequently
also an estrangement. Very peculiar is the relationship of Desai’s protagonists towards
their mother; she is either not there (CP), or her presence is very scarce (CLD), or she is
surprisingly indifferent (FF, FOM) or too dominant (FF).
Possible reasons that stand behind the nature of these relationships might be traced to
the particulars of the Indian culture. However, the cultural impact on the family and in
particular on parent-child bond is the topic of later chapters. First, this diploma thesis will
deal with the types of parents that frequent Desai’s novels and their influence on the lives
of their children; that is the protagonist’s personality, attitude towards life and on
decision making. What follows is not an enumeration. The effects of a specific manner of
upbringing and parent-typed behaviour will be shown on a specific protagonist chosen as
a representative example of this connection.

3.1

Parenting styles and its influence in selected novels by Anita Desai

3.1.1 Permissive and overprotecting parents in Cry, the Peacock
The possible outcomes of a bond between a child and his permissive or overprotected
parent have been described earlier in chapter 2.2.1.5. Nevertheless, can these outcomes,
for example a child’s immaturity, dependability, lack of boundaries or likelihood of acting
out, be found in Anita Desai’s novels in which she depicts this type of a parent?
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Cry, the Peacock is the perfect novel for this analysis as it portrays not only psychological
turmoils of a woman going insane and her relationship with her husband but also her
bond with her father through flashbacks. Maya’s father is thus the best example of a
permissive and also overprotecting parent in Desai’s novels. Other strong parent figures
can be found in the lives of Nirode (VIC) and Hugo Baumgartner (BB); in their cases one
could raise a question whether it is the mother-fixation that stands behind their later
behaviour and lifestyle in their adult years.

3.1.1.1 Maya
Maya is a young, beautiful, intelligent and sensuous woman who has been married to a
lawyer Gautama for four years. She lives with him in his house alone for they do not have
any children.
Maya grew up in a grand house with a beautiful garden where she lived her princess-like
childhood. Even such trivialities as having a breakfast was to her something very special
for the breakfasts at her home with her father were in her mind eye as good as splendid
parties of fairies and elves (CP 41). In the centre of her world was Maya’s father, the “Taj
Mahal”, the “benevolent despot” whose treasure she was. Rai Sahib was a strict man with
others, expecting from them a lot in accordance with his sense of perfection.
Nevertheless, he adored his daughter, paying a lot of attention to her and what she liked
or disliked, always letting her do what she wanted, tolerating her mischief and actually
laughing at it. There was thus a strong discrepancy between how he treated Maya and
others, including her brother Arjuna.
When Arjuna rebelled against their father, he met only with his father’s anger and
coldness and after Arjuna had left one day, escaping the stifling world of his father for
good, he was never looked for and was never mentioned by them both again. That was
the second loss in Maya’s life. The first was her mother. She had then only her father and
his love. Seeing how different he was to others and her fear of losing his affection might
explain Maya’s desire to please her father and avoid making him angry (for example
asking about Arjuna). She admired and adored him extensively for to her, he was the
pillar of her life, her protector who soothed her in her distress with his calming words and
who shielded her from any harm, providing Maya with a pretty cocoon world.
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In Maya’s opinion her childhood was the happiest time of her life and she frequently goes
in her mind back to her childhood days as an escape from her unhappy days and
loneliness of being a wife to Gautama. What a surprise it was then to her when, as she
finally found the courage to challenge her husband and express her desires and needs, he
told her how he sees the fruits of her upbringing and childhood: “A spoilt baby, […] all you
ever knew was happiness. What a crime!” (CP p.98) However, why should such a way of
protecting and raising a child be a crime? How did Maya’s father influence her in such a
way that it would be a crime in her husband’s eyes? Did his manner of upbringing, the
permissive way with conditioned love, hurt Maya? Did it cripple her in anyway? Can his
parenting be responsible for her downfall?

3.1.1.2 Negative outcomes of Maya’s upbringing
First of all, Maya was never encouraged to deal with difficult and stressful situations,
which is very unfortunate since she is extremely sensitive. Maya is also very affectionate
towards animals and witnessing their misery, for example that of a caught bear which was
brought to her father’s garden to entertain her and other children, disturbed her so
greatly that it caused a fever state with nightmares. Yet, instead of guiding her how to
process her excitement and distress, everything that caused her emotional upheaval was
prohibited by her father to enter her world, just like the performing animals were from
his garden (CP p.75-78). Maya was never allowed to and therefore not able to confront
her fear, try to do something to help and test her skills, being proud of her achievements
as a result. It left her impractical and passive even after she became a grown up woman.
The case with the monkeys only verifies her helplessness for upon seeing “…[that]horrible
vision of hell” (CP p.129) of the monkeys plagued by thirst, hunger and lack of space she
cannot do anything but give in and have an emotional breakdown while her husband does
not comprehend why the tears and his mother rushes off to seek to it that the monkeys
get some water.
Furthermore, it has left her dependent on others. Maya depends on them not only to
solve her problems and to calm her down but also to confirm her own value. She often
questions their attitude towards her and looks for a proof of their feelings. She fears
others might despise her for her inactivity and powerlessness and thus view her as not
worthy of their love. And the more she feels unwanted, the more she is desperate for
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their love. The more she thinks Gautama shuns her, the more she clings onto him.
Growing up she clung onto her father, then she was given away to Gautama, her father’s
friend and a man of similar age like Rai Sahib, onto whom she has transferred her
dependency for protection, guidance and love. However, affection must be showed in the
way she is used to – her father’s way. If not, if her demands are not met, others are
perceived as cruel, insensitive, and thought not being able to understand her and her fear
that started to gnaw on her sanity after Toto’s death.
Although Maya once pointed out the gradually growing restrictedness of her childhood,
indeed admitting the unnaturalness of living “as a toy princess in a toy but pretty
world”(CP p.78), she fails to noticed how it harmed her. For her father has also never
allowed her to grow out of her childhood and become mature; Maya is aware of her
immaturity because both she and Gautama refer to her on several occasion as being
childish or childlike. Just like a little child she cannot be on her own as she cannot find
ways how to occupy herself and relies on others to make a program for her, constantly
seeking their attention. Considering this together with Maya despising herself for her lack
of self-reliance, her incapability to employ herself in an empty house and to deal with her
loneliness, and her low self-esteem, it is no wonder that when she remembers a
prophecy, saying that when four years of her marriage are passed either she or her
husband will die of unnatural death, she immediately thinks it is her who is going to die
and is thus haunted greatly by the constant fear of dying.
Maya’s father and his way of raising her may have strengthened Maya’s fright for her
father’s practice of making from scary matters taboos provided Maya with hidden fear
that was pushed into her subconsciousness only temporarily. Arjuna’s letter suggests that
her father made a great deal of a fuss when he learnt about the prophesy, and despite
being a Brahmin and thus believing in astrology and its role in a Brahmin’s life, he banned
the words “palmistry”, “prophesy”, “astrology” and “fate” to be uttered ever since. This
reaction of otherwise stoic man must have shocked Maya and therefore his reaction may
have cemented her belief in the inescapability of the prophecy.
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3.1.1.3 Maya’s road to damnation
Unfortunately for Maya, her father has given her many disadvantages; no way how to
cope with her extreme responsiveness to anything unpleasant is one of them, marrying
her to Gautama is another. Nevertheless, if we want to find out to which degree Maya’s
childhood was responsible for her breakdown and actions, it is necessary to also consider
the situation she found herself in four years into her marriage and look for other possible
motivation and explanation.
The novel starts with a rotting body and Maya who just cannot face the reality of her
beloved pet Toto dead, leaving him rather in the sun to the flies, not being able to do
anything but to count on Gautama to handle it. She is shaken tremendously and
devastated because to her Toto was more than just her pet dog - he was her substitution
for a child. In the aftermath of his demise an old horror slowly resurfaces. At first, she is
unsure whether the memory of the prophecy is real or not but despite that, she starts
believing in it concluding that “… the time had come. It was now to be either Gautama, or
[her]“ (CP p.32).
With Toto gone Maya is left alone in a big house with no purpose or something to do but
tormenting herself with the question of the inevitability of her fate and the possibility of
her own death. The loneliness that she feels is almost tangible. Her friends have betrayed
her, so she thinks. First Leila and her fatalism and then her friend Pom whom she admired
for her way of life, especially her lack of concern for the tradition, suddenly wants to visit
a shrine in order to pray for a son – so one friend has given in into “the fate”, the entity
that Maya fears the most, and the other is not only becoming a traditionalist but is also
pregnant. She cannot seek their help or compassion and therefore have no one to talk to,
not even Gautama.
Maya was very unlucky to marry someone like Gautama because he is her complete
opposite: Maya is all about feeling and her love of nature while Gautama knows only logic
and ignores natural beauties; Maya wants to love and be loved, she seeks closeness and
wants to touch while Gautama despises it and is very cold; and as she craves attachment,
he preaches to her the philosophy of detachment, trying to change her, ignoring Maya’s
“but I am not like that”(CP p.100).
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She is aware of the distance Gautama keeps from her. She complains about his talking
about cups of tea, or other trivialities, and about philosophy just so that he can prevent
her from talking about herself and her desires. There is no way for Maya to access his
male world and be part of it. There is a moment in the book when she contemplates if she
were bold enough to knock on the door, enter his study, disturb him from his books and
to told him about the loneliness and the terror she has of it, only to conclude that it is
useless and hopeless (CP p.28). There is no communication possible, not a proper one.
Later, when she fears for her sanity and is getting more and more ill, she hides it and is
desperate not to let Gautama know about her “secret” for she believes that if he knew
about the prophecy, there would be a murder – hers. Rather she bottles her anxieties,
her self-contempt (“Only a dream. An illusion. Maya – my very name means nothing.” (CP
p.144)), her self-hate (“Attachment! Maya! Traitor! (CP p.155)”) and frustration and anger
inside. The psychosomatic symptoms follow: headaches, fever states, hearing the drums
and deliriums. Her distress is even visible as she is growing thinner. Nevertheless,
Gautama notices nothing.
The sleep deprivation is caused by Maya’s being insomniac. It corrodes her mind just as
much as the constant fear of her fate does. She also finds herself to be trapped in the
summer heat and the house, her golden cage and “black tomb”, where she keeps on
waiting, passively, waiting, fearing that there is nothing else for her, no sleep, no relief,
but only death and waiting (CP p. 84). And then the dust storm comes and with it the
resolution to do something and to survive. The death sentence over Gautama is
cemented by his question who Toto was. Judging that unredeemable, Maya finally vent
her rage and throws her husband off the roof where they were to take a stroll, plunging
Gautama to his death and herself to insanity, returning at last to her beloved childhood
and becoming a child again.

3.1.1.4 Conclusion
In Maya we have a perfect example of somebody who displays all the important
attributes of a preoccupied child; that is of a particular response to an insecure bond with
her father which distinguishes itself by excessive clinginess. Maya’s father’s love for her
did not equip her for the life of a mature, confident, self-reliant and independent
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individual. However, are the consequences of Maya’s upbringing responsible for her
downfall? It would be unwise to blame solely the father for Maya’s misfortune. Granted,
he spoilt her, hurt her self-image, married her too young and immature to Gautama, a
man of his age, and was not there for Maya when she needed him the most.
Nevertheless, there are other factors to be taken into account when trying to pinpoint the
reason of Maya’s and Gautama’s tragedy: Maya and Gautama themselves and their
mismatched marriage.
The assumption made by Yunger, Corby and Perry that the worst possible match would
be a marriage of a preoccupied woman and a detached man42 manifested itself in Maya’s
case. Being left alone, isolated and unable to communicate her thoughts and feelings,
Maya makes a series of false interpretations and decisions that marks her downfall to
which, however, Gautama remarkably contributes. For she tries to escape both the house
and so her loneliness by trying to persuade Gautama to leave with her and travel south to
see the Kathakali dancers but Gautama’s logic is to wait for them to come to the city.
Furthermore, his unresponsiveness and failure to notice how Maya was seriously
depressed together with his arrogance fueled Maya’s suffering and her anger into which
projected also her anger at her father for she saw him in Gautama.
Therefore, all three protagonists, Maya, her father and Gautama, are responsible.
However, it was above all Maya’s isolation, helplessness and loneliness that caused her
insanity for when there was someone with her in the house she could interact with, that
is Gautama’s mother and sister, Maya’s condition has improved only to regress and
worsen after their departure.

3.1.2 Uninvolved parents in Clear Light of Day
Indifferent or uninvolved parents were in one of the previous chapters described as the
least desirable ones as they make it very hard for their children to create a bond with
them, leaving them thus without parents’ care, attention or affection. It was said that the
consequences of such impaired bond may be devastating for the child. Whether they are
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or are not for the children of the Das family, the main protagonists of Desai’s novel Clear
Light of the Day Bim, Tara and Raja, is the topic of the analysis of their childhood.
Clear Light of the Day was chosen as it depicts the best example of this particular parenttype behaviour among Desai’s novel. However, indifferent attitude of parents toward
their child can be found in other Desai’s writings, e.g. FOM speaks, among other things, of
a vicious circle of neglect and indifferent attitude towards own children that is passed
from a mother to her daughter and from the daughter to the next generation.

3.1.2.1 The Das family – Parents and Mira-masi
The Das family lives in Old Delhi. The father owns an insurance company but he prefers to
spend his time rather going to clubs or playing cards than with work. His wife is his loyal
companion who accompanies him on his way there and back, who spends her days either
resting in her bed, looking in pain and distant, or working on her bridge skills. They live in
their own world made of paper cards and bridge is more or less always on their minds;
indeed when speculated, what the mother would mutter if she woke up from the comma,
the answer was “… the names of familiar cards (CLD p.53).” They have four children, Bim,
Raja, Tara and Baba, but they act as if they had none.
They are very indifferent to them, paying close to none attention to them. Surprisingly,
the mother is as indifferent as the father. Complaining that carrying and feeding Baba is
an unwanted distraction that dulls her bridge, she hands him over as she has done so with
her other children. The responsibility of taking care of them is passed over to the ayah
and when she cannot handle the care of Baba, the youngest boy born mentally deficient,
Aunt Mira is sent for to look after him. Not being interested in them, pushing them aside
and refusing to engage in conversation, the parents are almost strangers to their children,
strangers who are almost unapproachable. Tara once confessed that it would have
actually scared her if they had approached her for she was not used to their presence, or
of them addressing her at all.
At night, as soon as parents’ footsteps are heard, children’s conversation ceases and they
all pretend to be fast asleep for though it would attract parents’ attention, it would be the
wrong kind of attention. Raja and Bim are unhappy and angry with their parents,
vouching to take revenge on the cards that, in their opinion, have taken them from them:
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Raja swears that one day he would boldly set fire to them and Bim that she would
secretly cut them into smallest pieces while Tara hides away, seeking by her aunt the
warmth of other human being’s affection so “… as not [to] feel the need to wreck her
parents’ occupation or divert their attention” (CLD p.22).
The arrival of Mira-masi is a blessing for the children. They are amazed by the presents
she has made for them because before her arrival no one had time or cared. The mother
brushes them away irritably when approached “ I’m just going to the club, I’m waiting for
the car.” The ayah threatens to beat them if they bother her and their father, “the master
of the entrance and the exit”, is just impossible to talk to (CLD p.105 and 53). And then
Aunt Mira comes and offers to play with them. It is Aunt Mira who nurses them if they are
ill and who patiently devotes herself to Baba. Given time and affection, Baba thrives and
his progress is remarkable - he can eat and get dressed by himself and is even able to play
games, all to his siblings’ happiness. Thus, she becomes the centre of their lives, giving
them all she can in order for them to prosper. Although they know how fragile and
awkward their Mira-masi is, they love her more than their mother.
When their mother dies, Raja and his sisters feel guilt for not feeling the way they are
supposed to, not mourning her death as they should and they decide to hide it from the
people who come to condole them and even shed tears for their mother. When their
father suddenly dies in a car accident, they are spooked by the presence of the car in the
garage for the sight of it is very unusual to them but their father’s absence is not. They
both might have been just in the club playing cards.

3.1.2.2 The children’s response
With no parents to help or advise them, it has been up to Raja, Bim and Tara to find out
what they would like to become. They have had to motivate themselves, set their goals
and find a way to reach them. The goal usually involved leaving their home, escaping thus
the house with its stifling, sickening atmosphere of decay and neglect.
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3.1.2.3 Raja
The position of the oldest son is typically very significant in an Indian family as he is
regarded as an heir and continuation of the family name and tradition and is therefore
usually given special treatment and attention. However, it is not so in the Das family
where all the children are treated with the same indifference and neglect. Nevertheless,
on one occasion Raja has met with unforeseen involvement of his father towards him.
Raja’s interests has for a long time been Urdu language and poetry. He has longed to be
someone like Lord Byron, brave and talented, always staying loyal to his principles and a
hero. Raja himself has decided to be a poet and what better language there is in India
than Urdu, the musical language of Igbal’s. He thus decides to continue his studies of
Urdu at the college of his choice, at Jamia Millia. Raja has prepared himself for a struggle
for father’s attention because the father has to sign the application form but he has
expected no resistance from him for why should his father care now? Yet, the father
refuses to do so and shows shocking determination not to allow his son to study at a
college for Muslim boys as he fears the approaching partition of India’s. He continues to
be “a father” for a few weeks, upsetting the girls and Aunt Mira by his visits and shocking
Raja by his interest in his safety, only to resume his former ways and stop caring when he
has defeated Raja who gives in and goes to college for Hindu boys. This is the only
instance when Raja has experienced parenting from his parents.
Nevertheless, he has found a father figure in their neighbour and landlord. Raja used to
spend his boy’s days playing with his sister near the river where he admired the elegant
Hyder Ali who would ride pass them on his white horse accompanied by his noble dog.
Speechless and in utter amazement Raja accepted one day Hyder Ali’s invitation to visit
his house and use his library full of Urdu literature. Little by little, Raja has become a part
of Hyder Ali’s family, welcomed to Hyder Ali’s circle of friends who meet to discuss
matters or enjoy singing and reciting. The colourful and charming world stands in sharp
contrast to Raja’s home and he is naturally drawn to “... society, company, applause” (CLD
p.49). To Raja, Hyder Ali is an Idol, someone he looks up to. However, he can be more as
the following quotation shows:
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“There was something gently loving in [Hyder Ali‘s] gesture of placing his arm across the
boy’s shoulders as he came up, somehow making Raja think that Hyder Ali had no son,
only a daughter” (CLD p.56).
Such a welcome despite the increasing hostilities between Muslim and Hindu community!
And then Hyder Ali with his family vanishes, leaving Raja desperate and overcome by
tuberculoses behind.
The illness might have saved Raja’s life for otherwise he would defend his principles and
love for his Muslim friend despite the danger of it; not that he was spared being called a
traitor. Shaken by his illness and the events of summer 1947, he is helpless and cannot do
anything. Raja is furious at his powerlessness and the mockery that he, a hero, should lie
in bed when the world is burning. However, where is this hero and his principles when he
decides to follow Hyder Ali to Hyderabad, shed all the responsibilities of the oldest son
and leave his sister Bim to shoulder the household and care of Baba?
In spite of his closeness with his sister Bim, Raja rather lets her down, and in her opinion
also his principles and vocation, in order to escape the prospect of living, or “rotting”, in
his father’s house and in order to find a new life, a better life in Hyderabad in the family
he has found for himself and which has accepted him and given him what he needed - an
opportunity to live his life being appreciated, acknowledged and included. Having married
Hyder Ali’s only daughter, Benazir, he is also the heir and an only son in his new and rich
family. His decision might be very cold towards Bim but it is also very practical and
understandable.

3.1.2.4 Tara
Tara was the baby of the family. Being younger than her siblings, she was happy to trail
behind her mother who was compelled to taking walks during her late pregnancy. When
Baba was born, all the little attention that she had been given was taken away and she
was left alone, left out of the childhood games of her older siblings as she was too young
and too different. Whereas Raja and Bim were bold and boisterous and liked memorising
poetry and reciting, she was timid, frail and could not remember a line. The arrival of
Aunt Mira was important for all four siblings, but for Tara it was especially so for unlike
Bim and Raja who were quite independent and were not in need for protection, Tara was
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insecure and in Aunt Mira she found not only a companion for her plays but also someone
whom she trusted, who was a safe haven for her, finally. Unfortunately it led to “an
irritating habit” of clinging to Mira-masi and unwillingness to leave the comfort of the
warm cocoon world she now found at home.
Easily intimidated as Tara was, she had a very hard time at school. She was frightened by
the multitude of loud people and did not know how to approach them, how to make
friends and was rather socially awkward. Having no friends, she stood others apart,
miserable. However, her behaviour was misinterpreted as conceit and snobbishness,
making others to avoid her even more. Furthermore, she was constantly being compared
with her more active sister that unlike Tara excelled at sport and was respected by both
teachers and class-mates. No wonder that Tara hated going to school for
“...school to Tara was a terror, a blight, a gathering of large, loud, malicious forces that
threatened and mocked her fragility ... when confronted by a challenge, [she] shrank back
into a knot of horrified stupor ... [gazing] dully at the teachers“ (CLD p.122/123).
Bim pretended not to notice her sister’s misery. However, the Misra girls, their
neighbour’s daughters of a similar age, took pity and decided to take Tara under their
protecting winds, taking her with them on their errands in the city, to the cinema, and
even introducing her to other Old Delhi families, for example at Roshonara Club. This club
was the place her parents spent their time by playing bridge in its card room, completely
unaware of their daughter’s whereabouts. It should have been them who should have
introduced their daughter to the society and who should have been looking for a right
husband for her for that was Tara’s ambition; to marry and to be a mother. Her parents
have failed her, but not the Misras. Thanks to them she met Bakul, an aspiring young
diplomat who decided to take Tara with him to his new post in Ceylon as his wife. Thus
the one who was happiest at home for its safety left it first.
Years later she and Bakul, their daughters joining them few days later, come to stay with
Bim and Baba for couple of days before proceeding to Raja’s daughter’s wedding in
Hyderabad. Tara seems changed: her movements are decisive, she is brisk and efficient.
She appears to be the sophisticated, modern wife of a diplomat but as she herself admits,
it is pretence. She is not so sure and resolved and firm as her husband and daughters
would like her to be. Still her husband thinks he has succeeded in training her to be
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“active, organised woman who look[s] up her engagement book every morning and
[makes] plans” (CLD p.21).
It is notable that Tara is under her husband dominance. But she has struggled for her
autonomy and while Bakul might sometimes think her hopeless as in the days before he
had married her, it is not true. She knows what she wants, is slightly afraid to say it loud
but she does and stands even up to her husband. She still might be uncertain, a bit
childish and not as confident as her sister Bim (acknowledging that despite her looks it is
Bim who is actually attractive) but she has walked quite the distance from being that
scared, little girl she used to be in her youth.

3.1.2.5 Bimla
Bim and her brother Raja used to be the best of friends. They played together, they talked
of future together and they shared similar vigour and interests, though Raja’s favourite
books were about adventure of one sort or the other while Bim preferred factual
literature, for example about history. As they were growing up so was the gap between
them; Raja started leaving the world of Aunt Mira’s stories and started looking for boys as
a company, eluding the company of both sisters. That hurt Bim and made her be cruel to
Tara on some occasions.
Bim’s ambition was to be a heroine, to be independent, strong and helpful like her idols,
Joan of Arc and Florence Nightingale. In the 40s and 50s to be an independent woman in
India, remaining unmarried in order to pursue one’s calling was unheard of. But Bim was
very courageous and strong-willed. She knew like her sister that she needs to leave home,
find a way out of it and a way how to be independent. At first, Bim did not know exactly
how she would achieve it but she saw her chance in educating herself and therefore she
drove herself to excel at school. She liked school a lot not only because to her it was a
ticket to a better future but also because she escaped the air of dullness at her parents’
house and could be her best. At school Bim was respected, admired for her resolution,
involvement and intellect.
However, she was also aware of the limitation: the incident with trousers made her
realize how inferior and negligible they were in the saris which limit free, fast movement
to those wearing trousers – boys (CLD p.132). Furthermore, she could not expect any help
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from her parents. Years later she complains about this: “[f]ather never bothered to teach
me. For all father cared, I could have grown up illiterate […] So I had to teach myself
history, and teach myself how to teach” (CLD p. 155). Teaching history, that was an
answer to Bim’s question how she might gain some independence and perhaps leave
home.
Nevertheless, their mother died, then Raja fell seriously ill, father died too and Aunt Mira
started to act “funnily”, becoming delirious from being a secret alcoholic, and Bim had to
worry about all of it. Suddenly, she became the head of the family who gave permission
to Tara to date and then a blessing to marry, who nursed both Raja and Mira-masi. Dr
Biswas that came almost on daily basis to help wanted to marry Bim, but she declined.
Yet not for the reasons Dr Biswas thought she did so, that is for sacrificing herself for the
sake of others, but because she wanted to be independent, to “do things” and “earn” her
own living (CLD p.140).
After Raja had recovered from Tuberculoses, Bim resumed her studies, enduring Raja
mockery at her ambition. Then he left, leaving her behind to take care of Baba and the
house. Although it meant binding herself to the house she had wanted to leave, Bim
stayed and accepted the responsibility. However, since then there has been bitterness
and anger towards Raja in her that she has been keeping bottled up inside her.
The middle-aged Bim, grey, with short hair and smoking, lives in the old house, teaches
history at a college for girls and is still admired for her personal strength, decisiveness and
firmness. She is like a mother to Baba, loves her animals and students who she calls her
babies and who she tries to teach how to be the new type of a woman – modern and
freer than her. When Tara asks her husband how it is possible that it seems that, despite
never leaving the house, Bim has found everything she wanted in life, Bakul states that:
“She did not find it – she made it. She made what she wanted” (CLD p.158). Nevertheless,
Tara has noticed Bim’s unhappiness and anger, her unwillingness to forgive and the chaos
that Bim leaves in her wake in the house. And Bim is really resentful and often dwells in
self-pity.
The resentment towards Raja and the anger at him not only for abandoning her but also
for not living up to his ideals and going for something less in life, making from poetry just
his hobby and becoming fat and rich and boring, is in Bim’s opinion unforgivable as is his
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letter that insulted her pride. To her is Raja a “landlord” who has just used her and who
she cannot bear to ask for help. She is frustrated that in spite of preaching to her students
that they have to be independent she still is and fears their mockery if they would ever to
find out. Moreover, there is this deep sense of failure for as a teenager Bim wanted to be
much more and also of fury at all of them for draining her and then turning their backs on
her when they were full. The anger and the self-pity could not be contained any longer
and Bim vents it out on poor Baba.
However, the effect of this outburst is very cleansing and it opens Bim’s eyes to see her
brother and her own life in a different light. The novel closes with her realization of how
much she loves him and that she will forgive and seek forgiveness.

3.1.2.6 Conclusion
Bim’s, Raja’s, Tara’s and Baba’s parents failed them. They provided them with a home
that was marked by neglect and indifference and they themselves took no interest in the
lives or dreams of their children. Thus the children had to look somewhere else for
affection and help, inspiration and a role-model. Both Raja and Tara found a family which
accepted them into their circle and helped them to self-realize. On the other hand, Bim
opted for independence and wanted to achieve her goals without anybody else’s help.
Bim, Raja and Tara chose different goals and different ways how to reach them. Bim and
Tara wanted to gain more personal freedom and though one is tied to a household and a
brother who needs her care and the other has to more or less obey her husband, they
have, to a certain degree, attained it.
It might seem that all of the three siblings have overcome the disadvantages of their
childhood. Nonetheless, their childhood is not connected with happy times; Tara
remembers “the dullness and boredom” that she hated so much (CLD p.20) and Bim does
not want to even recall them. The hopeless situation at their home made them want to
leave and almost have made them rootless. They might not have acted out in order to
attract their parents’ attention, but it was only so because they knew it would have been
futile even if they had tried. Nevertheless, they felt resentment towards their parents and
felt hurt. Still, Tara has been the most affected by the negative results of the neglectful
parenting. She withdrew to a shell and the lack of social contacts that her parents never
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cared to arrange might explain Tara’s awkwardness and timidity that led to her suffering
at school.
However, when compared to Maya’s case and her father, it might seem that this type of
parenting is not as damaging as the permissive and overprotecting one. All four siblings
have survived and apart from Baba are quiet self-sufficient. Yet, who knows what might
have become of Raja and the others if they had not had Aunt Mira and others to help
them. Let it be concluded that both cases, Maya’s and that of the Das parents’, depict
extremes and that both permissive and uninvolved parenting styles are very harmful.

3.1.3 Authoritarian parents in Fasting, Feasting and abusive parents in Fire on the
Mountain
There is only one example of an authoritarian parenting style among the selected novels –
Arun’s parents in Fasting, Feasting. On the other hand, there are a few examples of more
or less abusing spouses or parents, especially when considering that an abuse does not
have to be only physical but also emotional. There is then the alcoholic father in The
Village by the Sea and the father who beats his wife even though the daughter is nearby
in Fire on the Mountain. That daughter is little Raka and this diploma thesis will look into
her story and try to answer whether her parents’ marital discord has had influence on her
and whether it can be linked to Raka’s peculiar behaviour and actions. Admittedly, nineyear-old Raka is one of the youngest protagonists in Desai’s novels and the readers do not
get a glimpse of her future neither as a teenager nor as an adult and so the long-term
impact might be questionable. However, setting a forest on fire is rather drastic way of
expression oneself and is therefore worth looking into.
Whether authoritarian parents have succeeded in giving Arun direction in his life and
made him prosper or whether its effects are of rather limiting nature will be discussed
later.

3.1.3.1 Raka – a daughter of an abusive father
New York, Delhi, Madrid, Mali or Geneva, little Raka has been to all these places and has
lived there with her mother, a weak and nervous woman, and her father, a diplomat who
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takes his family with him to all his new posts. Thanks to a long-term illness Raka is sent to
her great-grandmother Nanda Kaul to recuperate in the mountains of Kasauli.
When Nanda Kaul sees Raka for the first time, she is surprise at the appearance of her
great-granddaughter that despite having been named after the moon lacks any radiance
or serenity. On the contrary, Nanda’s first impression of Raka is that of a frightened and
jumpy insect, “a cricket that never sings” (FOM p.39), and she notices a hint of despair
surrounding little Raka.
However, Nanda Kaul is soon intrigued by Raka’s natural ability to be indifferent and by
her strange personality and behavior that is so different from what one might expect
from children of that age: Raka is withdrawn, quiet, overly independent, rather gone than
loved and shown affection, without needs and someone who flees when paid too much
attention. Nanda sees herself in her for Raka, just like her Nani, seeks out solitude and
silence. Nevertheless, her great granddaughter vexes her by vanishing and arriving
noiselessly like a ghost from her explorations of the surrounding slopes and ravines that
she loves to undertake on her own, once even in the dead of the night, returning to
Nanda dirty, bruised and scratched. Moreover, she refuses to be coaxed into letting her
Nani get close to her.
The only person that Raka finds interesting is Ram Lal who tells her not only ghost stories
but also about the Pasteur Institute that angers Raka by its presence, by being ”a square
dragon”, a threat to the place Raka has fallen in love with. In Kasauli she can be free of
discipline, order and obedience. She can be by herself and does not have to worry or be
afraid of “stepping on the wet jelly”.
The jelly is her mother who is wet because of her tears. In a traumatic revelation of what
has been happening behind the closed door(her father returning home drunk and beating
her mother until she cannot move and just cries) her mother is compared by Raka to a
wet jelly, shaking and shaken, weak and in pain. Raka does not want to contribute to her
mother’s suffering and cause her any more troubles. Therefore, Raka is against her
father’s attempts to socialize her for it involves putting her mother on the battle front for
she has to prepare and host e.g. a birthday party or go to restaurants. She finds the rare
endeavours painful for both of them. However, in Kasauli it seems that Raka can be a
grasshopper and jump around and be carefree.
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Ram Lal tells Raka also about the club where young children should go nicely dressed to
play and drink lemonade while their parents play tennis or card games and about a big
summer party that takes place at night at the club. Raka is not interested in pretty things
nor in dressing herself up and entering a world which she has only observed, not going in
as she has not felt welcome in it, and “always seemed to lack the ticket” (CLD p.52). Yet,
she wants to see the party and so leaves at night Carignano in order to come to the club,
hide behind curtains and peek in at the people there. What a mistake! The madness of
the party, the chanting “Mama, she loves Papa… Papa, he loves mama” and the headless
man that seemingly darted towards her make her flee in panic and remember the above
mentioned traumatic event of wetting her bed while her mother lies on the floor
whimpering (CLD p.71-72).
The night visit to the club has changed Raka for she becomes agitated and tense and on a
look out for possible danger, being actually thrilled by the prospects of forest fires. She
also starts to see reminders of hers and her mother’s situation around her; a langur
mother that was left by her band behind with her young, a baby monkey, in her arms for
the young boys to throw stones at makes a scene that brings Raka to beg “leave her,
leave, her” (CLD p. 78); or the sight of a ruin that used to be a small cottage and now was
a charred shell and the nearby unfinished smaller cottage left abandoned for the forest
fire attracts Raka’s attention. She is fascinated by places where she can find devastation
and where “the safe, cosy, civilized world” (CLD p.91) has lost its battle against the nature
and fire.
Raka might seem on the outside calmed down after chanting that she does not care, does
not care for anything and may seem indifferent to the news of her mother’s breakdown
and hospitalization but on the inside she is not. She sets the forest on fire. Why has she
done it? It is difficult to answer that because in the book there is only one sentence about
it, Raka’s announcing to her great-grandmother her deed, and that is all. However,
several assumptions can be made.
It might have been a revenge to other people for not caring, not seeing and letting the
beating happen (“Hate them - hate them…” CLD p.71) and she perhaps wanted to be for
once the one destroying and hurting than the one on the receiving end of an violent act.
Or it could have been an attempt to cleanse the forest of all intruding and threatening
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forces, e.g. the institute. It is also possible that it was a very desperate cry for help and
that she was tired of waiting passively, being helpless and all alone in her suffering, so
that she took the matter into her hands and instead of waiting for the fire she caused it.
These are, however, just assumptions and who knows it might have been a mixture of
these possible reasons or none of them. Nonetheless, from the tension that has been in
Raka gradually building up since the incident that reminded her of the suffering and the
inner turmoil that it has caused, it is safe to conclude that the setting of fire to the forest
was a reaction to her home situation.

3.1.3.2 Arun – a son of authoritarian parents
The day Arun was born was perhaps the happiest day in his father’s life. However, the
feeling of happiness was soon exchange for worries about his son’s progress, diet,
education and future and as his father wanted to be sure that his only son get the best of
everything, he watched over Arun’s achievement and made a step-by-step plans for him.
Everything was for Arun scheduled, even when and what he should eat, when and how
and with whom he can play and this planning obsession, this constant need of control
over Arun’s life, got worse with Arun entering school years. Arun has learnt to accept his
daily routine the way it was and yet there have been moments his father thought that
Arun had done things so as to spite him. For instance, his son refused to eat eggs and
meat, a privilege his father was so proud of. Furthermore, his only son has always been
fragile, making his father never happy with Arun’s progress, exclaiming once: “ have you
seen the Joshis’ son: he is already playing cricket!” (FF p.32)
Perhaps because of all those difficult times when the father had to study at night under a
street lamp it is so important for him that Arun gets the best education possible with the
goal of sending him abroad to foreign university so that he can get a foreign degree. Year
after year Arun went to school only to return to more tutoring at home that ended
shortly before the sun-set, leaving only little room or energy for playing or anything else.
Finally, when the letter of acceptance from an American university arrives, Uma expects
Arun to show some feeling of joy or fear, relief or sadness but Arun’s face shows no such
thing. He has just a blank face devoid any expression. Laughter, smiles and frowns have
been taken from him by the strict regime and now he will go abroad just because his
father wishes him to not because it is something that he wants
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Thus, it can be said that Arun has suffered and is suffering because he is his parents’ only
son and their way how to fulfil the dreams they once dreamt for themselves. His parents
want only the best for him. Yet, it is what they think is the best for him and not what Arun
might want or like, not even letting him to find out what that might be.

3.1.3.3 Conclusion
Raka has not been the victim of violence; that is she was not hit by her father and
probably not even shouted at. However, the effect on her psyche is tremendous.
According to UNICEF when a child witnesses a parent abusing another, it is very stressful
for the child and is considered to be an emotional abuse. It has a negative impact on a
child’s development. Among the problems that a child might develop is his distrust
towards adults and a feeling of being alone with his problem. Furthermore, a child can
also become very cautious and sometimes anxious. Home as a safe place and a parent as
a source of comfort were taken from such children. Instead the parent is viewed as a
source of fear. 43
Raka exhibits all these attributes and suffers similarly. Even as she likes her mother, she
knows that she is afraid for her and so experiences fear because of her. Raka has an
insecure attachment to both her parents and reacts by being avoidant – indifferent,
withdrawn and detached. Her parents have hurt her incredibly for she has been
disappointed in adults. As a result, she avoids company and feels as an outsider who is
not welcome in the society where others are safe and take joy in nice things. Another
consequence of witnessing violence or being a violence victim is the possible aggressive
behaviour of the child. Setting something on fire certainly is.
Nevertheless, Arun has had a very difficult life because of his parents, too. They have also
hurt him by wanting to accomplish their dreams through him. To his father it is the best
possible education and for the mother a successful son. They keep ignoring Arun’s likes
and dislikes, and his wishes, too. However, what are Arun’s wishes?
He has never had a chance to make some for himself, he was not allowed to set his own
goals and there has never been time to discover his interests or even to find out who he
43
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is. When he finally escapes to the United States, on his parents wish, and so is free of his
parents’ clutches, he does not know what to do with his freedom and is thus very
unhappy and depressed.

3.1.4 Authoritative parents
There are no parents in the analyzed novels who can be described as being authoritative.

3.2

Cultural influence and gender bias in novels by Anita Desai

Although in Desai’s novels the members of a family usually live in an enclosed world,
seemingly a world apart, their world is not isolated from the society. Its impact on the
family can be for instance found in the way a family is organized or in the way parents
treat their children and have different expectations from sons and daughters. Anita Desai
notices this influence and does not leave it out from her writings.
Desai often writes about how despite promising a protection the patriarchal system in
India actually fails women and wrongs them. It is expected that a man shall take charge of
women and protect them. However, Desai frequently portrays men who do the opposite:
they flee their responsibility as in Raja’s case; or they are useless and their sisters have to
work to support them as it is so in the Misras family where the daughters of the family
have to not only endure their brothers’ whims but also sustain the whole family by having
an incredible work load. Or the daughters have to watch silently as their parents waste
money on their brothers only to be left unprovided for as the brothers, after their father’s
death, take the family money and vanish. Ila Das and her sister then has to find a way
how to survive and earn money. Both Ila Das and Bim complain that they were not
prepared for this and lack the appropriate education; Ila Das in fact exclaims “ isn’t it
absurd […] how helpless our upbringing made us […] French lessons, piano lessons,
English governesses – my, all that only to find it left us helpless, positively handicapped”
(FOM p.127).
Furthermore, Anita Desai uses powerful descriptions to portray the sufferings of an Indian
woman that originates from her position in the Indian society. So much is taken for
granted and so little is given in return. A wife has to be subordinate, obedient and has to
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respect her husband even when he beats her (wife beating is tolerated and is not a
reason for leaving the husband) or is “a failure”. This arrangement not only hurts pride
and limits a woman’s potential but it also damages the relationship between her and her
husband. For instance, in the novel In Custody Devan is thinking about putting his arm
around his wife’s shoulders to let her know that he understands and shares her
disappointments but then he decides against it for “… it would have permanently
undermined his position of power over her […] if she ceased to believe in it, what would
there be for her to do, where would she go? Such desolation could not be admitted. So he
turned aside” (IC p.214).
Arranged marriages and all that is connected with them are also criticized by Desai. Some
of her protagonists live in an ill-matched marriage with sometimes fatal consequences –
Monisha commits suicide in VIC and the way Maya’s marriage ends has been a subject of
one of previous chapters. However, the worst case is that of Anamika’s in Fasting,
Feasting. She was considered to be blessed by Gods for she was beautiful, humble, good
and loved and excelled in just everything. She was such a good student that she won
scholarship to Oxford but the letter of acceptance was just yet another leverage for
finding a good suitor who would be a good match to Anamika’s accomplishments. Her
parents chose the worst possible man for their daughter, old and grim, conceited and
utterly immune to Anamika’s charms and someone who let his mother mistreat her so
badly that she miscarried and could not have any more children and became “damaged
goods” (FF p.70-71). But because people would talk, she was not taken back home to her
parents and was left to spend long years cooking in kitchen and receiving beatings on
regular basis. And then she died under very suspicious circumstances, burnt alive.
Anamika’s tragic life is together with that of Mira-masi in CLD and Ila Das in FOM the most
shocking one. All three can be described as the victims of the Indian society.
Another evil that grows there is the gender bias. Anita Desai often mentions the glowing
joy of fathers’ at having a son and the sadden faces if daughters and their prospects are
thought of, especially the prospect of dowry. There is a nice scene in CP that describes
this feeling perfectly. A woman at being asked if she has other children, other sons,
replies that she has four daughters.
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“[Maya] ought to have been able to rejoice at this. Yet the word brought up visions of
dowries, of debts, humiliations to be suffered, and burdens so gross, so painful that the
whole family suffered from them […] the prim lady clucked her tongue in sympathy,
[Maya] said nothing” (CP p.63).
Gender bias can affect the attachment a parent has to their child. How strong the impact
can be will be shown by examining the relationship between Uma and her parents.

3.2.1 Gender bias in Fasting, feasting
It can be said that Uma’s family is a typical modern Indian family – they live according to
modern standards but still have traditional thinking, especially of what is or what is not
appropriate for a girl and a boy. They are rather materialistic and concerned about
keeping up appearances. The parents are viewed as an inseparable entity for what one
thinks that thinks the other one too and what one says is as if both of them have said it.
At first, they have only two daughters: the older one is Uma who is an obedient if
somewhat slow-learning and clumsy girl, the younger one is Aruna who is self-confident,
clever and pretty. The news that their mother is pregnant is very embarrassing as late
pregnancies in India tend to be but because of a chance of being it finally a long-wishedfor son it is not aborted even though the mother suffers excruciatingly all through the
pregnancy.
“A boy! A bo-oy! Arun, Arun at last!” (FF p.17) The happy news makes Uma’s father jump
around which is to Uma as great of a shock, for her father always tend to it that he looks
respectfully at any circumstances, as is to Aruna the message that her birth was met with
disappointment as a boy, Arun, was expected to arrive after Uma and not another
daughter. This realization has made her not only cold towards her parents but also
determined and very self-assertive, willing to use tools such as her attractiveness to find
a better life, which she does when the time comes to marry. Aruna chooses the best
suitor with the best chances of a dreamlike life. Nevertheless, even though that she leads
a life of a rich successful wife and mother who dominates everybody, even her husband,
she is never happy as she sees everywhere and in everyone flaws that mares her vision of
a perfect world.
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The birth of Arun changes others in the family as well. The mother has an air around her
of pride and of a highest achievement there could be in the life of a Hindu woman while
the father now has to worry greatly about the well-being of his son, determined to
provide him with the best there is. However, their lifestyle does not change for neither of
them for there is the ayah and Uma to take care of the boy. Uma even has to drop out of
school so that she can look after her little brother and her pleas that the ayah can manage
that by herself as she did so with her and Aruna are only met with a flat statement that
Arun needs “ proper attention” (FF p.30). Moreover, what is the point for Uma continuing
her education? Her mother has received almost none and has never regretted it.
While it is important that their son goes to school and gets good grades so that if needed,
money is spent on tutors, education does not play such a crucial role in the life of their
daughters for they are raised to be married off one day. Therefore, in spite of her love for
school and instead of training her mental abilities, Uma has to learn how to fold nappies,
hold her brother and do all the other necessary things. Uma has thus become an unpaid
servant and nanny with no time for her interests and no future to hope for. Unless she of
course marries well.

3.2.1.1 Marrying Uma off
There have been two attempts to marry Uma off and both failed spectacularly. Finding a
groom for Uma was a hard work, so when finally someone agreed to it, his offer was
accepted without asking any questions about the family of the future son-in-law and his
family received a fair share of Uma’s dowry in advance only to find out that they were
swindled of the money. Furious, the parents started to look for a new husband for Uma
but despite their neighbour’s warning they were so desperate to “dispose” off Uma that
they married her to a much older looking man without running a background check about
his family. A month later, Uma was fetched from the house of her in-laws and her
marriage annulated because her husband was still married to another woman, had four
children and only needed Uma’s money for his business. No one cared about the
humiliation Uma felt. All were frantic about the dowry that was lost again.
Uma is after those two disasters branded “ill-fated” and no more husbands are searched
for. In a society where nothing else is expected from a woman than to get marry and have
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children is Uma taken for cursed and a failure. She stays on at her parents’ house and is
kept busy by them. Her mother is envious of Aunt Lila’s Anamika who is unlike Uma
successful at almost anything and Uma accepts it and sees in it the reason why Anamika is
loved by her mother while her mother’s love for her is scarce. Anamika continues to be
considered happier and more successful than Uma even despite her misfortunes in her
new family for she is a married woman. However, when the family gathers to see to
Anamika’s last rites, her mother surprisingly clutches Uma’s hand almost as if to express
that she is happy that Uma is alive and there with her on a boat. In this instance, Uma
does not wrench her hand free, as she did when her mother tried to coax her into
accepting the new order of things after Arun’s birth, and is happy for the bond that is in
that moment between them.
Nonetheless, this moment of appreciation is an exception in Uma’s life-long fasting.

3.2.1.2 Uma’s starving
The title of the novel Fasting, Feasting may well refer to the fact that while Arun stands in
the centre of his parents’ world and all their attention is focus on his future, education
and even the things he eats, Uma is rarely cared for. She is taken for granted and is there
as a useful servant who takes care of household and who submissively heeds her parents’
commands. When her parents are at home, their favourite pass time is to make sure that
Uma is kept busy and not on her own as she might do something silly again. The lack of
privacy is abysmal and all that is left for Uma is looking forward to the moments of
solitude when both her parents leave the house and she can go over her beloved
collections of bangles and Christmas cards.
Other joys have been either taken from her or she has to fight for them, e.g. for a chance
to visit her friends, enduring her father’s reproachful remarks about receiving phone calls.
Once Uma visited a shrine in the hills with her aunt Mira and it was an incredible
experience for her. She rejoiced in being unsupervised, comparing her life as it had been
so far to one “full of barks, howls, messages, and now – silence” (FF p.61). She might have
stayed there for people at the shrine regarded her as the one possessed by their lord (due
to Uma’s epileptic fits) and therefore hold her in esteem. However, she was tricked into
returning back to her old, dull life.
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Many times must have Uma heard her parents saying how useless and foolish she was,
being even called a disgrace of the family and an idiot, and many times she must have felt
like an unwanted burden. A career, living on her own and leaving her home have been to
Uma unreachable dreams. Yet, one day Dr Dutt comes and offers Uma a job that she can
actually be good at. However, her parents would never allowed such thing, letting their
daughter work when there is no need for it, not when they are alive and can provide for
her. They ignore Dr Dutt’s arguments that Uma works all the time at home and rather lie
to keep Uma from making a fool out of them for what would people say!
Thus Uma’s life is full of unfulfilled dreams and hopes but, surprisingly, she has come to
terms with it and even feels pity for her sister who cannot be happy even if she can be
and for her brother who has to lead “a mechanical life” of someone for whom all decision
are made and who has never had time to find out what he wants and who he is.
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Conclusion

The family in Anita Desai’s selected novels is for Indian standards relatively small. The
childhood of Desai’s protagonists is therefore rather solitary since they grow up in a
private and enclosed world of their parents’ house. In none of the analysed novels was it
possible to find a secure attachment between a child and his parents. On the contrary,
the parents depicted in those novels are too selfish or helpless to provide their child with
an unconditioned affection and a safe haven. Instead they offer their off-springs a home
of either excess or neglect, thus influencing negatively their healthy character
development.
The exposure to a particular parenting style and the corresponding quality of attachment
that is hence established has, to a greater or lesser extent, an impact on the protagonist.
Her or she has to cope with the consequences. As a result, the protagonist acquires
specific personality traits. In the analysis it is examined what kind of consequences the
protagonists have to deal with, how these ramifications have changed them and whether
they managed to overcome the handicap that their parents had bestowed on them or
not. It was found out that:
-

Although Maya’s father loved her very much, she felt that she had to please him. This
arrangement suggests an insecure bond to which Maya reacted by exhibiting
attributes associated with preoccupied behaviour style. Her father failed Maya
because he did not teach her how to be independent and self-reliant. Consequently,
she became a helpless, indecisive, immature and overly anxious young woman. The
permissive and overprotecting style of raising Maya contributed significantly to
Maya’s tragedy because she never overcame the disadvantages handed over to her
by her father.

-

Arun was an object of excessive parents’ attention too. However, unlike Maya’s,
Arun’s life was subjected to many limitation and his parents never allowed him to
make plans according to his wishes. The severe discipline robbed Arun of all
emotions, turning the cheeky and energetic boy he once was into an expressionless
youth who is indifferent, passive and lost without guidance. Whether he might
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neutralise the affects of his parents’ upbringing is not known for the story stops while
he is at loss with what to do with the newfound freedom.
-

The importance of having a father-figure is shown on Raja’s story. Despite the fact
that his father was unavailable for Raja, he managed to find a new father-figure in his
neighbour who motivated him and was there for him. It might seem that the
indifferent parenting Raja experienced had almost no influence on him. Yet, his
father had passed on him the lack of responsibility and thus it was easy for Raja to
leave all the worries (for his sister to cope with them), to escape and to start a
completely new life.

-

Raja’s sister Bim found an escape from her parents’ house as well. At school, she
could be in her element and, just like her brother, she seemed not to suffer from the
consequences of the uninvolved parenting style. Nevertheless, it can be speculated
that it made her overly motivated to become independent and made it hard for her
to ask for anybody’s help. However, she came to terms with where the life took her
and she managed to make the most of her situation, becoming a respected teacher
and a beloved sister. The sibling who suffered the most due to the neglectful
parenting was the second youngest child in the Das family, Tara. The insecurity that
she felt contributed to her timidity, social awkwardness and her dislike of challenges.
Had she not found help from a different family, she might have never learnt to
express herself.

-

Probably the most harmful way parents can affect their children was shown on Raka,
a frail girl of nine. Raka’s parents were a source of fear for her. Her father was a
threat to her because he kept beating her mother without taking any regard to her
presence and witnessing her mother’s pain; Raka’s mother was a source of fear
because Raka worried about her and felt afraid of somehow triggering her father’s
anger. Therefore, Raka preferred to stay home as not to create any inconvenience to
her mother. As a result of the unhappy situation at home, she felt helpless and
frustrated, becoming withdrawn, quiet and tense. The fact that she was overly selfreliable and did not need help with anything suggest that Raka was used to doing
everything on her own as she probably had no help at home. Raka’s reaction to her
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parents’ problems was extreme. It stirred in her the need to set a forest on fire and
thus endanger the property and lives of many people.
This diploma thesis also wanted to establish a link between the specifics of the Indian
culture and the quality of attachment in a parent-child relationship. It was thus looked
into the characteristics of the position of women and the gender bias that hinders their
prospects. Uma’s life story was used to demonstrate this connection since it was used to
describe how gender bias affected her life and damaged Uma’s relationships with her
parents.
Being the oldest daughter, it was expected from Uma to help with small errands even
though she was just a child. Her parents diverted her attention from studies to fulfil their
wishes and Uma obediently listened to their commands. The submissive attitude was
instilled in her because it made her life easier. However, when her mother told her that
she was to drop out of school in order to look after the new born son in the family, she
objected. Her arguments were not strong enough because education was not considered
important for girls.
The influence on the bond between the parents was such that her father was cool and
detached towards Uma while he was obsessed with his son’s happiness. Uma’s mother
saw in her not a beloved daughter but someone who can be useful, while her father saw
that she would need dowry in order to be married off. The plan for Uma was clear bur
when it turned impossible and she remained unmarried, it backfired to make Uma’s life
even more miserable. For now she was considered cursed, a shame and the burden of the
family. Uma’s self-esteem suffered considerably and she was haunted by the feeling of
guilt for not being good enough. Yet, when she received a chance to prove herself,
contribute to household budget and fulfil her dream, she was not allowed to accept it.
Keeping up the appearances was more important than Uma’s dreams.
The results obtained from the analysis of the four novels by Anita Desai were not
surprising. They confirmed the crucial role that childhood - to be more precise a parentchild bond - plays in the life of Desai’s protagonist. Most of the time, the particular
childhood experience resulted in conflicts that the protagonist has to deal with in order to
resolve his or her present situation. However, what was surprising was the impact that
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gender bias has on the protagonist’s self-perception and self-confidence and how it
marred interpersonal relationships within a family.
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Appendix 1

Abbreviation Novels

CP

Cry, the Peacock (1963)

VIC

Voices in the City (1964)

BBBB

Bye-Bye, Blackbird (1971)

WSWGTS

Where Shall We Go This Summer? (1975)

FOM

Fire on the Mountain (1977)

CLD

Clear Light of Day (1980)

VBS

The Village by the Sea (1982)

IC

In Custody (1984)

BB

Baumgartner’s Bombay (1988)

JT

Journey to Ithaca (1995)

FF

Fasting, Feasting (1999)

ZZW

The Zigzag Way (2004)
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