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Shashi Deshpande came on the Indian 
literary scene in the late 1970s and soon occupied 
a prominent place among the Indian English 
novelists. With her novels she has strengthened 
the tradition of Indian women novelists writing 
in English. 

The feminine psyche in Anita Desai, Bharati 
Mukherji and Shashi Deshpande is expressed 
through the subjective, stream of consciousness 
mode while the moderate stance of writers like 
Jhabvala, Markandaya and Nayantara Sahgal 
are presented through objective narration. The 
women novelists of the post-Independence era 
reflect dual aspects of the feminine psyche – one 
which accepts the male definitions and identity 
and the other, the androgynous aspect that 
revolts against the traditional constraints that 
obstruct a woman from making her own choice 
and living life on equal terms with men. In the 
post-Independence period woman’s quest for an 
identity became a recurring motif with women 
novelists. Women began to protest against the 
injustices heaped upon them in an orthodox 
society. 

In the literary works with a distinct male bias 
the image of woman tended to be stereotyped – 
either as a symbol of self-sacrifice and endurance 
who negated her own happiness for the happiness 
of her husband and children or as an object of 
sex and sensuousness. The women novelists tried 
to free fiction from the falsity of these images. 
They depicted women as human beings with their 
dreams and aspirations, strength and weaknesses, 

happiness and grief. They presented women 
as in their hard struggle to break through the 
pattern of sexuality and sensuality and to discover 
themselves as human beings. In fact, their writings 
are the chronicles of the realities of the life of 
today’s woman who is standing on the crossroads 
of tradition and modernity. The endeavour of 
these writers is not to discard tradition blindly 
but to bring necessary changes in the attitude of 
people and at the same time to be relevant to their 
culture by presenting characters and situations 
rooted in the Indian ethos. 

The Hindu, a leading newspaper of India, 
writes about Shashi Deshpande: 

 “Shashi Deshpande has many avtars. In 
literary circles, she is the author of the 
1990 Sahitya Akademy-award-winning 
novel, That Long Silence…..At intellectual 
discussions; she champions the cause of 
English as an Indian language, and fights for 
the recognition of women as individuals.” 
(The Hindu, online edition, Metro Plus, Aug. 
28, 2003)

 Deshpande was born into a highly educated 
and liberal family of Karnataka, being the 
daughter of the noted Kannada playwright 
and Sanskrit scholar Sriranga. She was born 
at Dharwad in 1938 and received her early 
education there. Later she studied at Bombay and 
Bangalore. She has degrees in Economics and 
Law, as well as post-graduate degree in English 
and a diploma in Journalism. “I did my M.A. so 
late in life partly because of the usual Brahminical 
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thing about not doing an M.A., partly to do some 
structured reading. Although, on the whole, it 
wasn’t worth it. The thing I got out of my M.A. 
was Emily Dickinson. I wouldn’t have read her 
otherwise. It was such a treasure for me. I was 
very glad that I did my M.A. just for that. And 
King Lear. . . . But to do it at the age of forty five!” 
said Deshpande in an interview.

At Dharwad, she had a wonderful and happy 
childhood, where her father was teaching in a 
college. The literary legacy of her father and the 
happy childhood spent at Dharwad went a long 
way in shaping her genius. As a result of these 
childhood memories, she wrote her first book 
for children in 1978, A Summer Adventure, at a 
time when there was no real “Indian” writing 
for children. She says in an interview given to 
Nandini Nayar in June 2005 for ACHUKA:

 We had wonderful time as children in 
Dharwad where our father was teaching in 
a college; we were wonderfully free, able to 
go out everywhere- which would have been 
impossible in a big city, which is why we did 
have our own adventures, some real, some 
we made up…. All these things came back 
to me and converged into the writing of A 
Summer Adventure. A lot of nostalgia has gone 
into the book.

At the age of 24 Shashi Deshpande was 
married to a doctor, hailing from a well to do 
landed family. Marriage exposed her to rural life. 
This exposure to a new ethos totally fascinated 
her. It influenced her writing for children. Several 
of her short stories celebrate the joys of rural life. 
Recalling the impact of rural life on her writings, 
Deshpande says in the same interview to Nandini 
Nayar:

 My husband’s family lived in a village 
where they had their ancestral home and 

most of their land. I had lived in a district 
town, Dharwad, and then in Bombay. This 
village life was something new to me and I 
was my totally fascinated. When I thought 
of writing my second book, it made itself 
the locale of my story. I must say I enjoyed 
creating the village very much which is 
partly my husband’s village and partly my 
own creation.

In her novels, however, she does not 
write about rural life. She writes about the 
average middle class city life that she has herself 
experienced. Since her first collection of stories, 
The Legacy, which she published in 1978, she has 
been creating an authentic picture of India in all 
her works. Her novels and short stories do not 
depict India as exotic or sensational, or as a land 
of snake charmers or Maharajas. She describes 
emotional deprivation of women; women who 
are denied love, understanding or championship. 
Though Shashi Deshpande was happily married 
with two lovely sons, yet she had a feeling of 
incompleteness which ultimately led to her 
writings. She admits:

 When I read Betty Friedan’s “The problem 
without a name”, it appealed to me. Frankly, 
that was my problem. I couldn’t name it. I 
felt: ‘I’m not only a woman; I’m a human 
being with a mind. It gave me a lot of 
unhappiness that my intellect wasn’t being 
connected to my female self. I was always 
Mrs. Deshpande, Raghunandan’s mother, 
Vikram’s mother…… that anger ultimately 
translated into feminism. This is when she 
started writing about women, their problems, 
their predicaments, and their life. (Interview 
with V. Vishwanath) 

Shashi Deshpande is a widely read person. 
She has never identified herself with any 
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particular group of writers, whether in India or 
abroad. She has nonetheless admitted that she 
has admired and in some way or the other been 
influenced by writers like Somerset Maugham, 
Jane Austen, Dickens, Tolstoy and Doris Lessing. 
She has also admitted that Simon de Beauvoir and 
Germaine Greer have stimulated her writings. 
Notwithstanding her readings and familiarity 
with works both Victorian or modern, Shashi 
Deshpande is essentially a self-taught writer. 
She began her writing career rather late. In 
an interview to Vanamala Viswanath, Shashi 
Deshpande says:

 My husband was a Commonwealth scholar 
and we went to England. We were there 
for a year. I thought it would be a pity if I 
forgot all our experience there. So I started 
writing them down and gave them to ‘Decan 
Herald’ which published them promptly. So 
I became a writer very accidentally. Then I 
was looking for ‘The Onlooker’ when one 
of the sub-editor said to me “why don’t you 
write a story? So I wrote one. For a first 
story I thought it was very good, a somewhat 
Maughamish kind of story. And then I wrote 
on and on as though I was crazed. There was 
no thinking or worrying about the theme, 
technique or publisher I simply wrote.

 (Shashi Deshpande, Literature Alive, 9.)

 Shashi Deshpande’s second novel, Roots and 
Shadows, was, in fact, the first novel to be written 
by her, but it was published in 1982, after The 
Dark Holds No Terror. Parvati Bhatnagar writes 
about the novel:

 It deals with a woman’s attempt to assert 
her individuality and realize her freedom. It 
depicts how it brings her into confrontation 
with the family, with the male world and 
the society in general. In the end comes 

the realization that freedom lies in having 
the courage to do what one believes is the 
right thing to do and the determination and 
tenacity to adhere to it. (133)

Roots and Shadows explores the inner struggle 
of Indu, who represents a set of modern women 
who are educated and are very much keen to 
shape their own lives. The novel deals with a 
woman’s attempt to assert her individuality and 
realize her freedom. It depicts how all this brings 
her in conflict with family, the patriarchal system 
and the society in general. Indu lives in a joint 
family where four generations of the family live 
together in a house built years ago by the great 
grandfather of Indu. Right from her childhood 
Indu had seen that women occupied a secondary 
place in the family. As a child she was taught to 
be obedient and unquestioning. When she had 
gathered courage to ask the reason for it, she was 
told that it was the only way women lived and 
survived. Indu resented all this suppression. She 
left her family and went to live ion a girls’ hostel, 
only to hate the utter feminity that prevailed 
there. When she met Jayant, she fell in love with 
him. Her marriage with him was also an act of 
revolt. Her husband was not different from the 
average Indian male. The novel presents Indu’s 
consistent exploration of her self. An extra-marital 
affair helps her in breaking free from emotional 
bondage to matrimony and makes her aware of 
herself. The novel presents two other significant 
female characters – Mini and Akka. Mini 
symbolizes a traditional Indian woman. Devoid of 
any aim in her life, she devotes herself to the other 
members of the family. Mini’s obedience, silence 
and submission never allow her to go beyond the 
rules and regulations set by the family for girls. 
Women like Mini , who are always involved in the 
fetishes of tradition and household work, have no 
other option but to remain satisfied with the things 
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provided. The novel also presents another facet 
of deprived womanhood through the character 
of Akka who is the youngest sister of Indu’s 
grandfather. She returned to her parental home 
after her husband’s death as a rich widow and 
gradually came to control the entire household. 
Indu always regarded her as a callous woman 
lacking compassion. It was only when she came 
to know about her early life that she realized the 
tragedy of her life. She was married at the age of 
twelve to a man much older than her. She tried 
to run away from the bestial sexual behaviour of 
her husband, but her mother-in-law whipped her 
and kept her locked in a room without food for 
three days. She has to endure further indignities 
and hardships when later on she fails to give birth 
to a living child. Her husband’s relationship with 
other women made the matter worse for her. Thus 
her tyranny in her later life is only a reflection 
of what she received in her own life. Thus the 
novel is a protest against the cruel customs of the 
patriarchal society. It, like other novels of Shashi 
Deshpande, does not end on a pessimistic note. 
Deshpande sees a new beginning for women who 
with the help of education and strong will have a 
desire to live a life of their own.

During this period Shashi Despande also 
published two detective novels, If I Die Today 
and Come Up and Be Dead. In the first novel the 
protagonist is a young college lecturer. He is 
married to a doctor and they live in the campus 
of a big medical college and hospital. The arrival 
of Guru, a terminal cancer patient, disturbs the 
lives of the doctors and their families. Old secrets 
are revealed and two murders take place. After a 
series of events the mystery of murders is resolved 
and the culprit is caught. One of the memorable 
characters in the novel is Mriga, a fourteen year 
old girl. Her father, Dr. Kulkarni, appears to be 
modern with advanced views, but he also suffers 

from the traditional desire of a son. He never 
forgives Mriga for not being a son. Mriga’s mother 
is a sad and depressed woman, too weak to give 
her daughter the love and support that a child 
needs to grow into a balanced adult. Come Up 
and Be Dead is a psychological thriller. Deshpande 
here has been able to keep up the suspense till the 
end which is needed for a good thriller.

It was Shashi Despande’s novel That Long 
Silence (1988) that made her reputation. It also 
won for her the Sahitya Akademi Award. It is the 
story of Jaya, an educated and sensitive housewife, 
who maintained her silence throughout her 
life but ultimately breaks it in order to find a 
meaningful existence. Shashi Deshpande says 
about this novel:

 A lifetime of introspection went into the novel, 
the most autobiographical of all my writing, 
not in personal details but in the thinking and 
ideas . . . It was with articulation of all that had 
been in me through the years that I came to 
feminism, to a consciousness of myself as a 
feminist. (Indian Literature 107)

Jaya has been leading an apparently satisfied 
life with Mohan, her husband, and her children. 
Crisis comes in their life when Mohan is accused of 
corruption. He is advised by his colleague Agarwal, 
who is also a partner in the crime, to hide himself till 
the issue settles down. The children are sent away 
on a vacation with friends and Jaya and Mohan 
move to a humble flat in Dadar. It is her stay in the 
vacant flat that belonged to her family that triggers 
Jaya’s early memories and makes her ruminate 
over her life. She soon realizes the nothingness of 
what had seemed a busy and full life. She now feels 
that true companionship that should mark a really 
happy married life is missing in her relationship 
with Mohan. Analyzing her life she comes to the 
conclusion that so far she had only done what she 
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thought would please her husband. Even her writing 
which she did for a woman’s magazine was puerile, 
conforming only to the accepted norms. Though she 
was gifted with creative writing, she had stopped 
writing as she wanted to do because Mohan had 
protested against it, forcing her to write only about 
the so called womanly subjects. This reminds her of 
Kamat who lived in the flat above this flat. He had 
once inspired her to be a writer. She had developed 
a soft corner for him, but when he was dying and 
had extended his hand towards her seeking help, 
she had run away from there. She had been afraid 
of what others would say because she was Mohan’s 
wife. While she is lost in her ruminations, Mohan 
accuses her of having no concern for the problems 
of her husband. In a fit of anger he leaves her alone 
in the flat and goes away from there without any 
clue for his whereabouts. Jaya is frightened, but this 
crisis helps her in coming to terms with herself. In 
the final stage Jaya emerges as a woman divested 
of all self deceptions and artificialities that she has 
all along been living with. Mohan’s telegram from 
Delhi that all is well does not affect her much. She 
no longer subscribes to the philosophy of silence 
and surrender.

Deshpande’s next novel, The Binding Vine 
came out in 1992. The narrator in this novel is 
Urmi who is grieving over the death of her baby 
daughter, and is surrounded by but rebuffing 
the care of her mother and childhood friend, 
Vanna. One day she meets, Shakutai, a lower 
class working woman whose daughter, Kalpana, 
has been raped. Urmi is also caught up in her 
long-dead mother-in-law’s poetry, written when 
she was a young woman. Mira, Urmi’s mother-in-
law, was a victim of marital rape. She hated the 
word, ‘love’ as it was uttered by her husband all 
the time as she knew that it was only a physical 
obsession. Her body no longer her own she 
clung desperately to her inner self reflected in 

her poetry. The anticipatory joy of giving birth 
to her child though he is product of a loveless 
marriage fills Mira as it is her creation just like 
her favourite poem. At the same time the fear 
that this child would make her vulnerable and 
that she would have to bear the burden of conflict 
if the child happens to be a daughter makes her 
wish for a male child. Kalpana, a young girl of 
another generation, also becomes a victim of male 
rapacity. The pain in the lives of Kalpana and 
Mira take Urmi out of her own pain. 

A Matter of Time , published in 1996, is a complex 
novel in which Shashi Despande combines her 
feministic concerns with philosophical speculations. 
Sumi is an educated middle class housewife, living 
with her lecturer husband, Gopal, and their three 
daughter. Her smoothly going life turns topsyturvy 
when one day Gopal walks out of her life, giving 
no reason but some abstract, philosophical one. 
Sumi does not want Gopal to come to her against 
his wishes. She tries to evolve her own identity 
through a job. The novel presents the story of three 
generations. Sumi’s story is parallel to that of her 
mother, Kalyani, who has never been forgiven 
by her husband for being responsible for the loss 
of their son. The story is carried forward by the 
daughters of Sumi, the third generation in the story. 
After the desertion of Gopal, Sumi is forced to go 
from their rented house to the Big House, Sumi’s 
ancestral house. She takes some time in coming 
to terms with the changed situation of her, but 
her determination sees her through the emotional 
crisis in which she was suddenly plunged. Her 
daughters want their father back or at least to make 
him responsible for them but Sumi has no desire to 
punish him. She understands the inner compulsions 
of Gopal and also the fact that he has left her for no 
other woman or any other material concern. She is 
on the verge of making a new beginning in her life 
when death in a road accident brings everything 
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to an end. It is Aru, her daughter, who now takes 
up the reins. 

Small Remedies is different in tone and 
subject matter from Deshpande’s earlier novels. 
Its strength lies in its optimism and its force in 
opening fresh avenues for portrayal of women in 
search of their identities. The setting of the novel 
consists of families from different castes, religions 
and classes, namely, Brahmin, Muslim and Goan 
Christian, and locations from cities to small towns. 
Savitribai, Leela and Madhu, belong to different 
sections of society and are involved in entirely 
different activities. Savtribai is a noted classical 
singer, Leela is social worker helping poor women 
and Madhu, struggling to cope with the loss of 
her young son, has become a biographer. Another 
strong and confident woman in the novel is Leela. 
From childhood she was interested in studies. 
She was married to an ordinary man with limited 
financial means. He, however, realized her strong 
yearning for education and helped her in doing 
her matriculation. But the untimely demise of 
her husband crippled her ambition and future 
plans. After recovering from the shock, she took 
up a job in order to support her in-laws. Later on 
when she marries Joe, a medical practioner, she is 
able to help the poor women of chawls suffering 
from tuberculosis. She becomes a member of 
the Communist Party and works actively for it. 
Madhu, the narrator also goes through a series 
of emotional vicissitudes but succeeds in finding 
her mission in life. 

Shashi Deshpande did not feel very happy with 
the tag of being a feminist writer in the beginning 
but later on changed her stance. She says:

 I now have no doubts at all in saying that I 
am feminist. I have my own life, I mean. But 
not consciously as a novelist. I must also say 
that feminism has come to me very slowly, 

very gradually and mainly out of my own 
thinking and experiences and feelings. I 
started writing first and only then discovered 
my feminism. And it was much later that I 
actually read books about it. (Holmstrom 26)

Since her novels deal with the concerns and 
aspirations of middle class educated women, she 
may be termed as a feminist writer. From this 
point of view she belongs to the line of her earlier 
contemporaries, particularly Nayantara Sahgal.
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