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Abstract: The journey of Feminism which set out with thpict®n of torments and tortures
faced by a woman has transformed its course at neghglons as some of the contemporary
Indian women writers have shifted their focus frdaminine sensibility to existential
predicament of an individual. Shashi Deshpanddse ane of such writers who tries to explore
‘journey within an individual’ besides ‘journey \ih a woman’. The present paper tries to
demonstrate how Deshpande takes a comprehensmeofidife by projecting the existential
predicament of her characters irrespective of thgender. It also probes to examine the
different stages of absurdity and anxiety wherdarahvidual finds himself a victim of his own
conflict and claims for his existence. It attemjptsdentify the deeper recesses of human psyche
as explored by Deshpande to bring out the morelehging aspects of her characters than the
feministic ones. It also tries to show how Deshpapresents the image of a suffering human
being both male and female who seems to be premctwpth his inner world, sulking on
frustration and a storm within.
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Introduction

Ever since the dawn of civilization, there has beestruggle to liberate women from
male oppression. Feminism is an expression of tesent at the unjust treatment meted out to
any woman. It is the advocacy of women’s rightgdmove the restrictions that discriminate
against women. It relates to the notions that wostesuld have the same social, economic and
political rights as men possess. Emanating fromWhest, it is no longer a new concept for
Indian writers. The literary world of the Indian @ish fiction has spread a red carpet for women
writers also. Consequently more and more womernevgriaire articulating their anxieties and
concerns focusing on woman’s issues and creatingody of literature of their own.
Transcending through all the limits of nationalitaste, creed and culture, feministic issues are
banging at the door of writer’'s hearts compellihgrh to express their turmoil against the purely
masculine world. One of the major concerns of tveemporary literature all over the world has
been to highlight the plight of women, their incsieay problems, their physical, financial and
emotional exploitation and their mental anguishe Women writers with the main focus to bring
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into light the oppression faced by women arguettierexistence of a female as a human being
with an individuality, honor and dignity. Many womevriters and even a few male writers such
as in their writings have analyzed the female psythe inner turmoil of the women. But now
there is a shift in feminist psyche as some ofwtbenen writers along with their counterpart feel
not the male but the human existence and its albgwaslthe root cause. An intensive reading of
some of the Indian novelists shows that there atehmmore complex issues of human
predicament than feministic ones that are confebtge the characters portrayed by them. The
advancement of science and technology of the moderld has awakened the Indian mind but
has made asleep his heart where a human beingsstdorte even in the multitude of people in
an incomprehensive world. The dilemmas and thetgudshe modern man bring out his worst
instincts and cut him off from his traditional, mband spiritual peace and contentment. Man’s
existential anguish finds compelling expressiomiany Indian novels by depicting a sensitive
individual pitted against the ontological realitlemwever,

The existential underpinnings in Indian English elsvare due to the specific
Indian situation that these novelists encounteral@nation occurring due to a
Western education coming in conflict with nativeas! (Kaushik, 1)

The modern feminist writers are beginning to imathat all human beings exist in a
spiritual void and vacuum and are subject to theairtunities and anxieties of a fragile universe.
Therefore, the anguish felt by a female is notedéht than the anguish of a male in the society.
As Dr. Sanjay Kumar has also stated in his article:

Observed closely it appears that female writersingriin a spiritual squalor today
believe that human being stands alone in an incehgmsive world and confront
meaninglessness in all human endeavors as thersaitiey inhabit, snubs them
with its indifference’ (Kumar, 44)

Discussion

Shashi Deshpande is also one of the noted Indiamigt writers who has shown her
serious concern with the depiction of women inréitare and expressed restlessness with the
traditional positioning of women. But besides tlsise is much concerned with the inner weather
of her characters and tries to capture the innendil of human psyche irrespective of their
gender. The present paper is a study to probehetoarious shades of the existential hue which
enable a human being to confront much more complesstions of his own existence than
feministic kind.

Shashi Deshpande, a Sahitya Academy Award winimsists in a public meeting on
‘Gender and Censorshipam not a feminist, i am a human being and i waib®ut other human
beings who happen to be woniefTOIl, 2001) Major part of the research on Shaséstipande
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appears to be heavily preoccupied with feminidticughts and confine her in the walls of a
‘feminist writer’ which she does not like as shates:

The way | see the world is colored by the fact of being a woman, but the
historical and social circumstances of a womariés My themes, therefore , my
characters and possibly, to a certain extent , ewetanguage may differ from a
man’s...Nevertheless, when | sit down to write | amtja writer---my gender
ceases to matter to me . | am concerned with thee garoblems of language,
narrative structure and continuftyDeshpande, 14)

Her gender may have restricted the approach ofdseters but has in no way acted as a
constraint on her choice of subject matter, sedaotif characters or milieu. Her novels show the
all possible shades of human life irrespectiveaidgr, age, class and creed. Each of her novels
offers sufficient food for thought especially iretbontext of human relationships and emotions
as Anita Myles points out:

Her characters are so realistically portrayed thate is a tendency to recognize
oneself in them it would not be an exaggeratiogsaypthat their experience extend
a soothing and healing touch for the read€Myles, 64)

She explores the intricate facts of human expeediearing upon the central experience
of psychic tensions of her characters. In ordesetioup their identity as an individual a female as
well as a male finds himself struggling againstriie@re complexities which he faces as a human
being. As Shashi Deshpande says in The Binding:Vine

The contradictions that exist within one lead thade within oneself that is the
hardest to bridge; the hardest to accept, to liik.%(Deshpande, 201)

One such example is ifihe Dark Holds No Terrorsvhere besides the depiction of
feminine sensibility, the author takes a compreilvengiew of life by projecting the existential
predicament of an individual through the incompatitouple of Manohar and Saru who are the
victims of their own conflicting claims of existemcTheir conflicting claim makes it very
apparent and the oppressed and oppressor appedlyeout of sorts. Though the feministic
reaction of the author is clearly visible when slepicts Manohar as sadist who rapes his wife
and imposes his superiority by torturing her in lyetl the unexpressed vulnerability of him is
also discernible. The physical union of Saru anchdher is physical assault rather. Besides the
brutal animal like shade of Manohar who looks pdulevhen he is making Sarita his prey on
the bed, the author minutely perceives the nerwsteck that lurks behind the obviously
vehement person. Despitke monstrous invadefll) who makes his wifa terrible trapped
animal (12) the author concentrates on his vulnerabdityg loneliness in doing so. The mood of
isolation, violence and a fragmented individualdgms large in Manohar’s brutal and berserk
psychechanging now, like some protean monster, into thkedn of rape. This was not to be
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death by strangulation; it was a monstrous invassdmy body (11yvhereas another part of the
same instance makes itself visible suggestivelynthe author paints the color in the character
of Saru showing her as a victim of Manohar’s tyrartder helplessness becomes pathetic when
she is captured by the nightmare:

The hurting hands, the savaged teeth, the monsasaailt of a horribly familiar
body, And above me, a face | could not recognizgtalTnon comprehension,
completely: bewilderment, paralyzed me fearful rgtb which overwhelmed
me...It is like a monstrous invasion...wriggling undére weight pinned it
down...she has no respite from her nocturnal tort|{fes12)

Her pitiable condition reminds of the existentiablplem giving her no relief and no rest.
But in the deeper levels it can be observed that Banot alone in her struggle to find herself in
her futile physical union but Manohar is also tasritrapped in it. The brutal possession of
Saru’s body by Manohar shows the multiplicationhi$ pain: pain of loss of identity and
superiority, pain of wounded male ego, pain of ptaissuffering and pain of mental anguish.
The claim for the assertion of his own existen@deapart him totally and distorts him from a
lovable poet to a hideous being. His frustratieadls to aggression. The author presents the
image of a suffering human being both male and Fenado is preoccupied with his inner
world, sulking frustration and the storm within.

Another instance of a similar sort makes itselfibles when the reporter asks about
Manohar’'s position in the family whether as a breddner or as a bread eater. The basic
guestion about his position in the family createsdc to his relation with his wife as for
Manohar the position of his wife as bread winnett himself as a bread eater is more torturous
and it leads him to suffer from internal probleri$ie alienation and the fragmentation of a
dejected person searching for the sense in higditeeautifully explored by the author. Their
married life is disintegrated which makes him momneel and brutal towards his wife as well as
towards his life. Besides the feministic colors gwthor deftly captures the mood of apathy and
the matrimonial boredom. A loving father and dotimgsband during the day.he had been
sitting with his foot upon a stool,...soft, whitemarked and flabby “like his hands. And almost
his laugh...it was rather silly... a kind of bray altidsl35) but what makes him to become so
cruel and so repulsive during the dark hours ofriigat “it was like seeing a man she had never
seen, never seen, never known...now that she knewhemather despised’135) It is an acute
sense of realization of failure in his life.

The above instances of their shattered marriedblifeses of a terrible physical relation
clearly show how Shashi Deshpande probes intcaiigsicape of human psyche to describe they
are victimized by their own preposterousness. 8kens to be sympathetic to her characters that
have made their tragic wastes due their own anxeetylfill the roles of wives and mothers or
husbands and fathers. The helplessness and th®lifgllof Saru and Manohar encompass the
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varied strains of their life. This is the existah@liliemma of the self of Saru and Manohar in the
society and in their mind. Owing to an unbridgeapldf between herself and Manohar after
fifteen years of their married life Saru’s self r@ms clouded with terrors sparked off by various
reasons as she realiziéss a strange new fear of disintegration, teeii consciousness of not
existing. (22)

Shashi Deshpande explores the deeper recessesahlsubjects and tries to bring out
the grimmer and more challenging aspects of tivas| Saru’s futile quest for finding meaning
in a hopeless life leaves her struggling againstensomplicated questions of her existence. The
author studies the alienation and the existentigstof both the characters and their search for
meaning in their life which leave them battling img& each other. Through the dark hours of
night, the novelist tries to capture the dark layef their minds. The question asked by the
reporter about Manohar’s position in the family @gahhim to ask himself the question of the
purpose of his life which divides him into two difent person’s altogether-a loving husband as
well as a brutal rapist of his wife.The realizatmiiridiculous human existence imprisons him in
the chaotic and choking trap where he finds no an$ovr his existential questions.

The conflicting claim in Saru starts early in h&ildhood when she is rejected by her
mother who always prefers Dhruv, her younger saaAhild her gender gives her a fault for
life that she is responsible for the death of hethHer. Her mother’s preference to her younger
brother makes it impossible for her to understaedywounger brother. When he is drowned to
death accidently, Sarita is hurt by her mother'sdsd‘'Why didn’t you die? Why are you alive,
when he’s dead?191) she has to bear the guilty conscience throwigher life so she hates her
mother. The taunting punches of her mother's tonige her wounded and bruised. The
loneliness and the rejection compels her to poatleut the meaning and purpose of her own
existence which split her more and she tries to @at solace in secret place of mango groove.

| stood there and sniffed like a dog, trying toeati myself. There was only one
mango orchard in that area and that not far fromméno. The strange place, the
darkness that unfolded...unusual solitude.(191)

Growing up in this environment hatred and hostilgfie nurtures the seed of rebellion
within her. Saru’s decision to marry Manohar andstiady MBBS is the representation of her
feeling of revolt and rebellion. As Sandhu states:

As she always feels insecure in her parent’s hdme,marriage to Manu is a
means of that love and security which she had avagked in her life. He is the
ideal romantic hero who has come to rescue her fiosecure, loveless
existence. (Sandhu, 20)
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Saru’s association with Manu begins in her colldggs when Manu was very popular
and very handsome. Manu has ladaura of distinctior(50) about him as a promising poet, an
orator and a director of many plays. He has ba®n of the known namégS0) in his college
days.As a macho figure he used to take the girls bynst@50) she considers herself privileged
because he makes her his companion. In the stamizag of marriage Manu seems to rescue her
from her insecure existence in her maternal honteabuher social and financial status as a
doctor grows far beyond him who is an under padduler in a college, the rift between them
broadens day by day. He feels jealous of Saru &omat ask her to leave job also because he
knows that they cannot lead a luxurious life if sh@ps earning, but at the same time, it is a big
blow to his male ego. Her profession satisfies dgw but does not bring happiness at home.
Ultimately both of them bear the abuse of mentshak. She analyzes and finds:

My brother died because | heedlessly turned my hckim, my mother died
alone because | deserted her. My husband is addiacause | destroyed his
manhood. (217)

The novelist beautifully explores the existentiddthps afflicting the lives of her
characters. Manohar whose own experience standstask reminder of brutality and futility of
human existence is also haunted by the recolledtidwis past happy married life. The anguished
cry at the heart of Manohar in the search of somgthissing is inevitable and indispensable.
The loneliness and the rejection in the charadt&aou is truly representative of the existential
theme of quest. As Premila Paul states in hernyiti

The guilt had come to stay and she is destinecetm lthe dock perennially. Her
husband, dead brother, dead mother and even Hdrechiare the accusers and
she the accusédPaul, 67)

It can be noted that Saru’s increasing popularéglides the happiness of family which
makes her a subject to a series of conflictingterital claims. The tortures that she bears every
night are the way she punishes herself. The guoiltdwed from the past combined with the
tortures of present drag her to question the levevfanu as well as of Manu and let her even
ashamed of it. She already has deep rooted corbpieg of an unwanted child and added to this
the physical trauma of sexual harassment that rstggcélly suffers, leaves an impact on her
psyche.

The terrors are inside us all the time. We cargnthwithin us and like traitors
they spring out, when we least expect them to sleraihd maul. (85)

Initially she camouflages her identity as a dodiat the exterior conversion does not
give her relief instead it arguments her existémiadicaments that have their impact upon her
children Renu and Abhi also. The drawing of a dan#d frightful picture by Renu clearly shows
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her loneliness, an uncaring child attitude, longiogmother’s love:What about that guarded
watchful look in Renu’s eyes as she looks at us&\athout Abhi’s hostility to me recently? (78)

The different levels awareness and attachmentgatelithe different types of vacuum
existing in the family relationships. The inner fimts emanating from each of the relationships
brings for the essential nature of man’s inner tiifat everything and everyone is in the state of
flux. This can be noticed by a deep surge into 'Sanner realms to know what could have
triggered her to take the extreme step of leavingpar husband home and going back to her
parental home after fifteen years of marriage. $acas the same situation as Jaya facdhe

Long SilenceRedefining her existential situation in her owmts Jaya is seen feeling a sense of
nothingness and mechanization:

It was not the conundrum of what we were to do with lives that confronted us,
it was a simple puzzle- What are we to do with elwes this moment, this day,
the next moment, the next day.(Deshpande, 24)

These questions are similar to those of neurotim&r seen in T.S.Eliot'$he Waste
Land:

What shall | do now? What shall | do?

.................. What shall we do tomorrow?
What shall we ever dd? (Eliot, 34)

She even tries to find happiness in extra marg#dtionship with Padmakar Rao and
Bozzie but she abruptly withdraws from them andsetiet relationship and finds no comfort.
She saysNow, | knew it was not just the consequences leteaand hated. What | had

imagined? Love? Romance? Both, | know too well wieigons, and not relevant to my life any
way. (33)

The true substance of the novel lies in the meptacesses through which Saru
undergoes during her apparently eventless existanceer father's home. She thinks and
analyses all the dark corners of her soul. Her Ibagrs of introspection change her attitude
towards her life and she decides to be a more aemti person. The attachment and the
detachment results in the creation of inner cotsflfor existence. In her own search for the self
she meets many moments of futility, meaninglessaesispurposelessness of life. She realizes
that entangled in the absurdity of life, Manohas'sio less victim than her who also undergoes
the problems of loneliness and the controversiesestrangement. Atleast Saru recognizes that
their realization of loneliness has complicatedrtier-personal relationships which aggravate
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their ennui and heighten the chaos existing betwbem. Shocked and chocked to face the
existential queries and quandaries they realizétimean conflicts for existence.

Shashi Deshpande seems to be asserting Albert Chsmas According to him the
realization of the absurdity of human existenceaisiecessary condition for accomplishing
anything in life. The unbearable pain and terrothef darkness give Saru the knowledge of truth
that she is caught like an animal in the world @apl that everyone in the world is alone facing
the same crisis a little bit more or a little l@s$. She realizes that we come into this worldealon
and go out of it alone. The period in between mrisiind all those ties we cherish as eternal and
long lasting are more ephemeral than a dewdr@p8|

After this realization she cuts herself off frone thast conflicting claims of her existence.
Her fears are faded out and she realized theliattshe is a human being, an individual and she
has an urge for life. This realization of the urge,expression and its fulfilment can be called
the purpose of her existence. She overcomes hdlictiolg claims and is prepared to fight her
own battle firstly as a doctor and then as a madineras a wife.

You are your own refuge
There is no other refuge
This refuge is hard to achieve. (6)

Her conflicting claims of existence have led hecdoclude that human life is basically a
lonely struggle against the odds of life where tstk@s charge of her mind and body, exhibits her
will and volition. According to Dr. Srinivasa:

Sarita Strips herself of self-deceptions, guilt ptemes and emotive illusions,

and Shashi Deshpande’s language itself flickers bk candle and blobs of

remembrance melt and form icicles of furrowing thlol Sarita cannot forget her

children or the sick needing her expert attentiod ao she decides to face her
home again. In this unpredictable world, even togpair can open up a new
spring of elemental self-confidente(Srinivasa, 758)

Saru’s decision to go back to her husband’'s honogvster final control over herself
because from this action onwards, she is able ndlaanot only her life but also the lives of her
husband and children. Her self-introspection legaisi to conclude that dark holds no terrors for
her now. In the same way JayaTihat Long Silenceealizes that it is not “two bullocks yoked
together but in life itself there are so many crogsrs so many choicé?(Deshpande,198he
realizes that Manohar’s sense of inferiority changén into a sadist who gets pleasure in
insulting his wife, harassing and hurting her séiyu®©n the surface it can be seen as a male
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dominating his wife by making her his prey but @glenderstanding unravel the facts that it is a
part of the series of insult, harassment and hbithvhe has suffered because of the absurdity of
his own existence. The bread —winning position @fuShas disrupted the bread eating position
of her husband and shrinks the inner human psyth@rowhich compels him to claim for his
own existence and he tries to achieve it by tantu&aru.Ultimately this darkness changes into
the light and enlightens her .With the dawn conongSaru she is determined to spread rays in
the life of her husband, Manohar as well as hes.kithe darkness holds no terrors now by
Saru’s confidence in her existence and identitys kKind of awareness can be noticed only when
the life of an individual undergoes various changessformation, metamorphoses through
various stages of slavery of mind and body. AsdPaltates: “Confrontation of opposites
compels human beings to renew themselves in ormleevblve to the higher degrees of
consciousness® (Pallan, 11)

It is clear that the purpose of Deshpande is aoly to show the female quest for her
identity rather it is a struggle which both husbamdi wife go through to find out the meaning
and purpose of their lives. Both of them are trapjmethe vicious circle of human predicament
with no way left out. Shashi Deshpande being veell aware about the human faults and errors
deftly displays that it is not only Manohar whoresponsible for the boredom of their married
life rather Saru is also equally responsible fakstshe also realizeH,| have been a puppet it is
because | make myself o(#20) Towards the end of the novel Saru tells his fathéanu
comes tell him to wait. I'll be back as soon asihc(221) From the above line it is clear that if
Saru has changed her mind and decided to go withuNtzen there is a change in Manu also as
he is also coming to take Saru with him. May behag also decided to face the conflicts of his
existence along with Saru.

Conclusion

It can be observed that Shashi Deshpande’s chesagach to a state where there is
hardly any battle for equality rather they seemagdu their journey of life. They are equally
victims of human existence and its absurdity. Theeh proposes the pitch for the postmodern
dilemma of an educated woman who refuses to inieendhe generally accepted norms
attacking her female individuality and it also ly$nforth the conflicts of a man who finds
himself helpless in the trap of modernity whereghaes all freedom to his wife in the day time
projecting his modernity but also at the same tiimds his male dominating image threatened
by the superior position of his wife. Her toneagery and language are all interwoven together
to give meaning to the existential absurdity. Tloeat is replete with existential watch words
such as ‘absurdity’ ‘nothingness’ ‘death’ ‘frustcat’ ‘lonely’ ‘loneliness’ ‘anxiety’ ‘terrors’
‘darkness’ ‘silence’. Deshpande is aware of thgtgliof her characters and projects their inner
climate. She delineates the changes, the con#giots the divisions arise from the existential
guestions, spiritual confusions and psychologicatties at multiple level of human
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consciousness. Conflicts become troublesome evélretsubconscious and unconscious mind of
a human being and he questions the very foundatidrs own life, whether his life has any
meaning, purpose or value. The trauma of humartemde and the travails to exist as separate
human being torment him and result in a loss oftithg rootlessness, alienation, the agonistic
ambivalence increases an acute sense of isolat@menthe person is more victimized by his
own nagging doubts, dilemmas, endless enquiri¢g e purpose of his own existence as well
as his own life. By her meticulous introspectiom gusychological probing of subconscious and
unconscious selves of her characters she exploeesiéeper layers of the disturbed human
psyche. Although she beautifully depicts the fensallesibility of her protagonist but her strength
lies more in the rich portrayal of human existeand its predicament. On the basis of findings it
can be asserted that Deshpande is a gifted wnitdrher canvas cannot be restricted to a
particular category. More than being a feminist gha humanist as she expresses her desire to
be a humanist in an interview

| want to reach a stage where | can write aboutdmubeing and not about women
in relation to men. | don’t believe in having a pagandist or sexist purpose to
my writing. If it presents such perspective, ibidy a coincidencé? (Viswanatha,
237)
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