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An Abstract: This research article attempts not only to show how feminism has become a highly important issue in 

contemporary thought and male devised orthodoxies about women’s nature, capacities and roles have been challenged and 

how in the 1980’s feminism emerged as a thought system, a point of view so as to reorganize the world realities, a 

positivist approach to life, a step towards sanity in human relationship but also to project Shashi Deshpande as an adept in 

depicting Indu in Roots and Shadows as a feminist essentially Indian in sensibility. It beautifully discusses how the image 

of woman and women’s issues and problems are portrayed effectively by women authors like Shashi Deshpande. 
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Feminism has become a highly important issue in contemporary thought and male devised orthodoxies about women’s 

nature, capacities and roles have been challenged. The general radical climate of the 60’s nourished the women’s 

movement, though sometimes in an indirect way. The 70’s and 80’s were distinguished by what came to be known as the 

‘Second wave’ of feminism. In the 1980’s, feminism emerged as a thought system, a point of view so as to reorganize the 

world realities, a positivist approach to life, a step towards sanity in human relationship. The feminist goal of equality with 

men has undergone a significant change in recent years. Feminism as a precisely defined concept relating to sociological 

and literary studies is a phenomenon of recent development. 

 

Feminism is committed to the struggle for equality for women. But the struggle for equal rights historically and politically 

emphasizes the value of women as they are and women are of equal human value in their own way. In the words of Linda 

Gordon, “Feminism is an analysis of women’s subordination for the purpose of figuring out how to change it”. Thus, the 

very basis of feminism is reformist. Feminist criticism emerged as an off shoot of women’s Liberation movement, sharing 

its polemical force and activist commitment. The feminist criticism protested against the exclusion of women and the 

movement provided the impetus. Elaine Showalter said: 

 

“It was through the women’s Liberation Movement that we began to draw connections between our own work and our 

own lives to note the disparities between the identifications and ambitions that had attracted us, along with thousands of 

other women, to the study and teaching of literature and the limited and secondary roles granted to fictional heroines, 

women writers of female scholars. Feminism spoke to our lived and our literary experience with the fierce urgency of a 

relation or a Great Awakening” (Showalter 5). 

 

Feminism is also defined as a mode of existence in which woman is free of the dependence syndrome. As a critical tool, 

feminism aims at providing an altogether new awareness of the women’s role in the modern complex world. No doubt, 

feminism offers a fresh perspective for critical analysis linking the study of literature with real life contexts. 

 

Fiction by women writers constitutes a major segment of the contemporary Indian writing in English. It provides insights, 

a wealth of understanding, a reservoir of meanings and a basis of discussion. Through woman writer’s eyes, we can see a 

different world, with the assistance of women, we can seek to realize the potential of human achievement. In any appraisal 

of the Indian English literature, an appreciation of the writing of its women seems essential.  
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A host of female writers, beginning especially with the 70’s started dealing with women. Their art represents neither 

tradition nor modernity, but is intensely personal. That is why their feminist tendencies become the outcome of their 

subjective experiences as women. Hence, Indian feminism as represented by these writers is not the filtered version of 

western Feminism but born out of their own personal experiences. Many of the Indian women novelists focus on 

women’s issues. Women writers like Kamala Das, Kamala Markandaya, Nayantara Sahgal, Anita Desai, Shobha De and 

Shashi Deshpande have dealt with issues related to women. The novels of Kamala Markandaya represent women on a 

quest for autonomy in a patriarchal dominated society, whereas Anita Desai’s novels are a documentation of the “radical 

female resistance against a patriarch ally defined concept of normality” (Krishnaswamy 237). 

  

Shashi Deshpande is a feminist writer. She wants woman to be looked at from the angle of woman. In her novels, she 

vividly deals with the issues related to women. She has emerged as a great literary force reflecting a realistic picture of 

contemporary middle class women. Many of the overt themes of her novels are similar to those of recent European and 

American women’s fiction, particularly in the description of various stages of a woman’s life. She was born and brought up 

in Dharwar, a small town in North Karnataka. Being the daughter of the renowned dramatist and Sanskrit scholar by name 

Adya Rangaharya, commonly known as a Bernard Shaw of Kannada theatre, she had her early education in Dharwar she 

graduated in Economics in Bombay and then moved to Bangalore to obtain a Degree in Law. Her writing career began in 

good earnest only in 1970 initially with short stories. Her first collection of short stories The Legacy was published in 

collections of her short stories are 1.It was dark, 2.The Miracle and 3.It was the Nightingale. Afterwards, she took to 

writing novels rather seriously.  She has to her credit publication of such notable novels as 1.Roots and Shadows, 2.The 
Dark Holds No Terrors, 3.If I Die Today, 4.Come up and Be Dead and 5.That Long Silence, which brought her 

into the lime light in the current literary scenario. 

  

Deshpande’s contribution to the world of fiction dates back to the 1970’s. Initially, she wanted to bring forth in her novels 

the charged society, but she was so much fascinated by her women characters that she herself said that she knew how the 

women feel and she knew the mood of India. Being influenced by such English writers as Margaret Drabble, Doris 

Lessing, Eric Jong, Bronte Sisters and Jane Austen, She is said to have gained rich inspiration from Simon de Beauvoir and 

Virginia Woolf who stimulated her writing and she also enjoyed reading Dickens and Tolstoy. Her fictional world projects 

the Indian middle class women’s turmoil’s, convulsions and frustrations and posturizes their silence as a means of 

communication. The female protagonists are the young girls who can be led astray, for example in Come Up and Be 
Dead, married women who suffer silently, for example in That Long Silence  and the working women who, are out of 

the family, coming in direct contact with society, for example, in The Dark Holds No Terrors. 

  

Shashi Deshpande’s concern for women gets beautifully reflected in her fictional world which is deeply rooted in the line 

of socio-moral sexual fiction. As her fiction is women centered, the feminine consciousness becomes the core point of her 

novels. She is neither a Marxist feminist nor lesbian feminist because her feminism is peculiarly Indian in the sense that it 

is born out of the predicament of women placed between two poles: tradition and modernity in India, between family and 

profession, between culture and nature. One can find a fusion of ‘humanism’ and ‘feminism’ in her fiction for she is gifted 

with the skill of mixing them both rather artistically in her fiction. So, her vision of the Indian women tends to be 

optimistic, though radical and she would like to call herself ‘a humanist feminist’. 

  

Generally speaking, the image of woman and women’s issues and problems are portrayed effectively by a woman author. 

Woman, no doubt, today plays diverse roles both indoors and outdoors and she takes part in all the hitherto male 

dominated spheres. Still, there is something that provokes conflict in her mind and makes her restless. Shashi Deshpande 

has succeeded in presenting a realistic picture of the middle class women caught in the crisis of a transitional society. The 

protagonists of her novels are found generally following the course and concern of her own life: Young women, career-

oriented, getting married, having children and then wondering ‘what next?’. Her first person narrators are for the most part 

intelligent, educated and familiar with literature, psychology and contemporary life. The vitality of her characterization 

stems from her own sense of perception and her experience of living. Her themes, however, are universally applicable.  

The underlying theme of all these novels is ‘human relationship’.  
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 One can see in her fiction not the identical or fictionalized but ‘the perceived and felt human relationship’, like that 

relationship between a mother and a girl’, between a father and a girl, between a husband and a wife etc., In all those 

works, the central image is occupied by the woman and significantly the narration is shifted through her feminine, feminist 

consciousness. This is very well pronounced in the novels, Roots and Shadows and That Long Silence. 

  

Shashi Deshpande is a ‘humanist feminist’ in her concern for the predicament of the Indian women. Her characters 

attempt to make sense of their lives, to find a pattern in the past and a direction for the future. Deshpande’s strength lies 

in portraying uncertainties and doubts of women who cannot see themselves as heroic but who want to make life possible. 

She gives her own definition of the ‘human predicament’.  Thus: “Inspite of the hurt, the suffering, the humiliations, you 

go on getting involved that’s the human predicament” (RS 120). In Deshpande’s novels, the woman reflects the ever 

suffering, self-effecting and self-sacrificing female. She is the ideal woman whose place is with her husband. Whatever her 

suffering is, she does not leave her husband and she strives for an ideal relationship with him, representing the typical 

Indian womanhood. 

  

Her Roots and Shadows explores  the inner struggle of Indu who represents a typical modern woman being educated 

and very much in contact with society and dealing with the critical problems like love, sex, marriage, settlement and 

individuality. The novel posturizes a woman’s attempt to assert her individuality and realize her freedom and depicts how 

it brings her into confrontation with family, with the male world and the society in general. The novelist has created Indu 

as a feminist in her approach towards life. Indu comes back to her ancestral place to attend the funeral ceremony of Akka, 

the old rich family tyrant. The large family is on the threshold of change through everybody is unaware of it. And the key 

to their future lies in the hands of Indu. 

  

Indu has been a determined girl, who always wanted to be free and independent. But, now, a number of questions come 

before her, which leave her puzzled and baffled. She is uncertain about the fact whether she has broken the stranglehold 

of family and traditions only to be dominated by love for her husband, which again, she feels, is not a true love. She 

realizes that she has accepted Jayant not for love as she used to think but because she wanted to show her family that she 

was a success. She goes back to her parent’s home to find out the roots but she finds the shadows instead. It becomes a 

time of reckoning for her, she thinks about her own life, her career, her love, the traditional concept of marriage, her own 

marriage based on love etc., After illuminating interactions with the varied personalities in her family, she works out their 

futures and also her own future. She decides to go back to find out her own home. Indu is projected against the women 

belonging to the older generation. Thus, the writer has very artistically juxtaposed two sets of woman in the Indian set up. 

One set is represented by Akka, Narmada, Sumitra, Kaki, Kamla Kaki, Atya, Sunanda Atya and the other set is represented 

by Indu. To the old generation, a woman’s life is nothing “but to get married, to bear children, to have sons and then 

grandchildren …. They were still for them the only successes a woman could have” (128). And the ideal woman is the one 

who doesn’t have her own independent identity: “A woman who sheds her ‘I’ who loses her identity in her husband’s (54). 

The new generation reviews everything with reason. Indu analyses the ideal of detachment and freedom and tries to 

achieve these. She tries to listen to the voice of her conscience and revolts. But unfortunately, in all her efforts, she fails 

miserably either due to the impact of all the culture and tradition, or fear of stigma or timidity or all these combined 

together. 

  

Besides being an educated young woman, Indu is very sensitive to the situations. She aspires to become independent and 

complete in herself but finds so many hurdles coming in her way. Indu learns the truth about herself, dismissing all the 

shadows that she had thought to be her real self. The Chimeras that she has been chasing through her life end with her 

realization that she is a writer: “That I would at last do the kind of writing I had always dreamt of doing” (205). This 

statement of Indu is her assertion of her will and self. She can no longer cheat herself saying that she will do things for the 

sake of Jayant, her husband. She shall not remain a doll or a puppet but she will take decisions for herself and affirm her 

being. As Simon de Beauvoir observes, “The move women assert themselves as human beings, the more the marvelous 

quality of the ‘other’ will die in them” (The Second Sex 73). 
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 Indu, a middle class young girl, brought up in an orthodox brahmin family, headed by Akka, “left home full of hatred for 

the family, for Akka specially” and she had sworn, “I would never go back” (P20). Indu who had lost her mother at birth 

identifies throughout the novel, Akka as a mother figure. She rebels against Akka, her world, her values and marries Jayant 

against the wishes of Akka. Akka said at her marriage, 

 

“Such marriages never work. Different castes, different languages …. It’s all right for a while. Then they realize…. “(P74). 

Akka, the mother figure in Roots and Shadows is a domineering woman. She came home as a childless widow and 

treated almost everyone with her thumb. Being the symbol of authority, everything that happens in the house is to be 

accepted by her. When she does not approve of an alliance, it is dropped. Till her death, she had maintained her power, 

her authority over everyone. Indu is much in the same mould of Akka. That she becomes the inheritor of Akka’s property, 

establishes her identity as Akka’s child. But Indu, in the beginning, refuses to accept her as a noble model and rejects 

Akka’s orthodoxy, rituals and carves a life of her own, hoping that by escaping from Akka, she will gain independence and 

freedom to live as she pleases without the sounds of the family and society. She finds dominant Akka and her family to be 

a great hindrance to achieving her goal of attaining independence and completeness. During her college studies, Akka does 

not allow Indu to meet the boys and cultivate friendship with them. So, later on, Indu leaves the house and gets married to 

Jayant, who is her own choice. It is found that she leaves one house and enters another to be independent. 

  

Jayant is an epitome of Indian husband who gives no choice to his wife and expects her to be submissive. Too much of 

passion in his wife shocks him as it is always demanded of an Indian wife to subjugate her passions and desires. Woman 

must be a subordinate to a male’s ego. When Jayant learns that his wife is an indomitable  woman and his anger, 

bewilderment and his disappointment could no more affect her and influence her, he gives her the right to do the kind of 

writing. At once place, she flares up against him that he does not know her and understand her at all. For that, he replies, 

“I know as much of you as you allow me to know” (15), which is true of most of Indian woman. After she gets married, 

she does all the activities which her husband would like. She herself notices: 

 

“When I look in the mirror, I think of Jayant, when I dress I think of Jayant, when I undress, I think of him. Always what 

he wants, what he would like, what would please him? And I can’t blame him. It is not be who has pressurized me into 

this. It is the way I want it to be…. Have I become fluid, with no shape no form of my own” (P54). Perhaps, marriage has 

taught her the things like deception and artificial show. Her desire to assert herself had driven her from affection to 

hypocrisy. Indu herself realizes: 

 

“I had learnt to reveal to Jayant nothing but what he wanted to see ….I hid my response as if they were bits of garbage” (P 

41). All these bitter facts of losing her identity in her husband’s frighten her. The paradox of the situation is that she is not 

happy with Jayant, but at the same time, she cannot live without him. She has achieved completeness with Jayant but she 

does not want this sort of completeness. She realizes the futility of her marriage: 

 

“Jayant and I …. I wish I could say we have achieved complete happiness. But I cannot fantasize” (14) she speaks about 

her own incompleteness thus: “This is my real sorrow that I can never be complete in myself. Until I had met Jayant, I had 

not known it …. That was somewhere outside me, a part of me without which I remained incomplete. Then I met Jayant 

and lost the ability to be alone” (P 34). 

 

In marrying Jayant, Indu had thought that she had found her alter ego. The conflicting situation of Indu’s marriage, her 

awakened consciousness, her confused psyche in the face of it and the consequent emotion - rooted ambivalent attitude 

towards love and marriage suggest how for a woman as a woman, realization of self can only be a self in conflict. Talking 

about her predicament in her relationship with Jayant, Indu says: 
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“What I feel for Jayant …. Can I compress all of it within this world? (Love). It is much more, so overwhelming a 

response of the whole of me to him. Sometimes I wonder if I will leave him one day and live by myself. The only way in 

which I can be myself, my whole self again. I often toyed with the idea, I even worked it out into a short story once, in 

which a young woman leaves her husband and goes away. And when a third person, a common friend asks her why, she 

says, “Because I love him too much” (P 97). 

 

According to Indu, one should listen to the dictates of one’s own conscience and be true to oneself in speech as well as 

action. And unfortunately, she herself has failed to do so either for the fear of failure or timidity. This fact makes her see 

herself as a sinner and causes deep suffering. She loves her husband too much and too passionately. She feels her sense of 

certainty confidence and assurance being destroyed in the presence of Jayant. And when she talks of such feelings to him, 

he would call it “nonsense”. Jayant never bothers to understand what she really wanted, what she really felt about things. 

In brief, there is no real communication between them. She struggles hard to understand the cause destroying her married 

life. One way she finds it to be idea of self-surrender and self-abnegation. 

 

Indu doesn’t believe in love. To her, there is no such thing as ‘love’ in real life, though it exists in books and movies. 

According to her, it is a big fraud. The trusting-upon attitude by the society in general and the family members in particular 

has made her more rebellious and aggressive. She looks at each situation from the same angle. Even, as the idea of love 

which she herself initiates, she starts doubting: 

  

“I had for some time loved Jayant. But between the idea and the reality there is an immeasurable distance. To see, to feel a 

real man was so far removed from the idea of love as it was to them… a small crack  in the perfection” (P 91). After 

experiencing some of her married life, she looks down at marriage as a trap – “A trap? Or a cage …. A cage with two 

trapped animals glaring hatred at each other” (67). She toys with the idea of leaving Jayant when she sees there is no real 

understanding between them: Love, that’s a word I don’t really understand it seems to me an overworked word …. I love 

a book, word, sari …. etc., what I feel for Jayant …. Can I compress all of it within this word” (P 97). 

 

It was not only her marriage which made her feel uneasy, but her writing also, she found herself writing  only that which 

the editor said the public would accept, no matter how many lies she had to write in the bargain. When she tried to protest, 

“That is life. What can one person do against the whole system? No point making yourself ridiculous with futile gestures” 

(52). When she told him, she wanted to resign, he told her not to be silly: “We need money, don’t we? Don’t forget, we 

have a long way to go” (52). 

 

Indu does not have a child and she fears to have one. Indu constantly fights against her womanhood because it was thrust 

on her gracelessly and brutally, the day she came of age. She develops an aversion to the body and all bodily functions. She 

is confronted with the problem of what the mother stands for and the only way out for her is to seek a new environment 

where the mother cannot exercise her will. Indu’s mind is torn between two extremes. On the one hand, she is so attached 

to her parental house that the house and voice, the sounds, the smells and the members of the house have become a part 

and parcel of her life; and on the other hand, the house turns out to be ‘a caged place’, ‘a trap’ and the family ‘a large 

amorphous group of people with conflicting interests”.  She is always in a confused state of mind struggling with the 

situations to reach a final solution. 

 

Thus, Indu’s predicament is nothing but representative of the larger predicament of women in contemporary India where 

the new socio-economic forces have shaken old cultural modes. The society continues to be male dominated and attitudes 

towards women continue to be the same. In a word, Roots and Shadows ends with affirmation of the individuality of 

Indu and also the principle of life which is endless. Indu goes in search of integrity only to realize that she lack it herself. 

Indu spray out of the world with a courage. She proclaims her identity. She was free. Shashi Deshpande says, “To assert 

yourself and not to be aggressive, to escape domination and not to dominate? … Oh! Yes, you can’t escape the shadows. 

The clearer the light the darker the shadows. They follow you everywhere” (Dhawan 35). Shashi Deshpande presents Indu 

as a feminist.  
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There are feminist characteristics in her. Indu broke away from her family out of resentment and married for love in order 

to assert her freedom. For Shashi Deshpande as for her sensitive and intelligent woman, Indu, though modern, is 

essentially Indian in sensibility. 
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