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Abstract 

In contemporary Indian English literature, the exploration of existential themes offers profound insights 

into the inner lives and struggles of female protagonists. The narratives crafted by Deshpande, Desai, 

Hariharan, Mehta, and Nair are not merely personal stories but are deeply intertwined with broader 

existential questions and dilemmas. The protagonists in these novels confront their own sense of self 

and purpose while navigating the constraints and expectations imposed by society. These works 

illuminate the struggles of women striving to break free from traditional roles and societal norms to 

assert their individuality and achieve a sense of autonomy. Through the lens of existentialism, these 

stories reflect the universal quest for self-fulfillment and authenticity amid cultural and social 

pressures.The exploration of existential themes in these novels underscores the significant role of 

women’s fiction in addressing issues of gender, culture, and individuality. By presenting the personal 

battles of their female characters, these authors contribute to a deeper understanding of the existential 

crises faced by women in contemporary Indian society. Their narratives resonate with the experiences of 

many women who grapple with the tension between personal desires and societal expectations, 

ultimately highlighting the resilience and strength required to navigate such challenges. This study aims 

to shed light on the existential struggles portrayed in these works, emphasizing their relevance in the 

broader discourse on identity and autonomy in Indian English literature. 

This article explores existential themes in the works of five Indian women writers: Shashi Deshpande’s 

'Dark Holds No Terror,' Anita Desai’s 'Where Shall I Go This Summer?', Githa Hariharan’s'The 

Thousand Faces of Night,' Rama Mehta’s 'Inside the Haveli,' and Anita Nair’s 'Ladies Coupe.' These 

novels depict the complex struggles of female protagonists as they navigate their search for identity, 

autonomy, and meaning within the cultural and societal contexts of India. The study highlights how 

these characters confront existential dilemmas, reflecting broader issues of gender, culture, and 

individuality. 

Keywords: Existentialism, Indian English Literature, Women's Fiction, Identity, Autonomy, Cultural 

Context 
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Introduction 

Indian English literature offers a unique perspective on existential themes, particularly through 

the lens of women writers who explore the intricate interplay between personal identity and 

societal expectations. This article examines five novels by renowned Indian women authors, 

focusing on the existential struggles of their female protagonists. By analysing these works, the 

study aims to shed light on the nuanced ways in which these characters seek self-definition and 

meaning in their lives, set against the backdrop of Indian cultural and societal norms. 

Exploring Existential Themes in Selected Novels 

Dark Holds No Terror by Shashi Deshpande 

Shashi Deshpande’s 'Dark Holds No Terror' delves deeply into the protagonist Saru's quest for 

identity amidst the conflicting demands of her personal and professional life. Saru, a successful 

doctor, faces an identity crisis exacerbated by the societal expectations imposed on her as a 

woman. From an early age, Saru struggles with the preferential treatment given to her brother, 

which sets the stage for her lifelong quest for validation and self-definition. The novel opens 

with Saru's return to her parental home after the death of her mother, a place filled with 

memories of neglect and inferiority. Deshpande’s narrative captures the intricate details of 

Saru’s psychological landscape, presenting a character who is torn between the roles assigned 

to her and her own desires for autonomy and recognition. 

 A significant portion of Saru's existential dilemma revolves around her marriage to Manohar. 

As she rises in her medical career, Manohar feels emasculated, leading to a shift in their 

relationship dynamics. The tension between Saru's professional success and her husband's 

sense of inadequacy manifests in their domestic life, culminating in emotional and 

psychological abuse. Deshpande intricately portrays the nuances of this marital conflict, 

emphasizing the societal pressures on women to balance their careers with traditional marital 

roles. Saru’s struggle is emblematic of the broader existential conflict faced by many women 

who seek to assert their professional identities in patriarchal societies. 

 The societal expectations and pressures that Saru faces are a recurrent theme in the novel. The 

cultural norms that dictate a woman's role as subservient and nurturing are at odds with Saru's 
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ambitions and achievements. Deshpande critiques these cultural expectations through Saru's 

interactions with her family and society at large. The novel questions the rigid gender roles and 

highlights the existential angst that arises from trying to conform to societal norms while 

striving for personal fulfillment. Saru’s journey is a testament to the struggle for self-definition 

in the face of overwhelming societal expectations. 

The relationship between Saru and her mother is central to the novel’s exploration of existential 

themes. Saru’s mother embodies the traditional values that Saru finds suffocating. The mother's 

preferential treatment of Saru's brother further complicates their relationship, leading to 

feelings of resentment and inadequacy in Saru. This strained relationship profoundly impacts 

Saru’s sense of self and her existential quest for identity. Deshpande uses this mother-daughter 

dynamic to explore themes of love, neglect, and the longing for approval, all of which shape 

Saru’s existential journey. 

 At its core, 'Dark Holds No Terror' is about Saru’s search for autonomy and control over her 

life. Her professional achievements represent her quest for independence, but her personal life 

remains fraught with dependency and subjugation. The novel ends on a note of ambiguous 

hope, with Saru beginning to confront her fears and reclaim her sense of self. Deshpande’s 

portrayal of Saru’s journey is a profound commentary on the existential quest for autonomy in 

a world that often seeks to confine women to predefined roles. 

Where Shall I Go This Summer? by Anita Desai 

This novel revolves around Sita’s existential crisis and her desire to escape from the suffocating 

realities of her urban life. Sita’s journey to the remote island of Manori symbolizes her search 

for solitude and introspection. Desai’s narrative captures the intensity of Sita’s emotions as she 

grapples with her sense of isolation and disillusionment. The island, with its natural beauty and 

seclusion, offers Sita a temporary refuge from her troubled life, allowing her to confront her 

existential fears and anxieties. 

 Sita’s existential crisis is deeply rooted in her past traumas and unresolved emotional conflicts. 

Her return to Manori, where she spent her childhood, brings back memories of her father’s 

idealism and her mother’s abandonment. Desai delves into Sita’s psyche, revealing the layers 
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of pain and longing that define her existential journey. The novel explores how past 

experiences shape one’s present identity and contribute to the search for meaning and purpose. 

 A central theme in Sita’s existential journey is her quest for belonging and acceptance. Sita 

feels alienated from her family and society, unable to conform to the roles expected of her. Her 

decision to isolate herself on the island reflects her desire to find a space where she can be true 

to herself. Desai’s portrayal of Sita’s inner turmoil and her interactions with the island’s 

inhabitants highlights the universal human need for connection and acceptance, even as one 

seeks to define oneself.The novel presents a stark contrast between Sita’s inner world and the 

external demands of society, emphasizing the existential conflict that arises from trying to 

reconcile personal desires with societal norms. 

The Thousand Faces of Night by Githa Hariharan 

 Githa Hariharan’s'The Thousand Faces of Night' explores the existential crisis of Devi, who 

returns to India after studying abroad, only to find herself caught between two worlds. Devi’s 

cultural dislocation and the clash between her Western education and traditional Indian values 

create a profound identity crisis.Hariharan presents a cast of female characters, each embodying 

different aspects of strength and resilience. Through their stories, the novel critiques the 

traditional roles assigned to women and celebrates their quest for autonomy and self-

determination. Devi’s interactions with these women shape her understanding of her own 

agency and the possibilities for empowerment. 

 Intergenerational conflict is a recurring theme here.' Devi’s relationship with her mother and 

grandmother reflects the tensions between tradition and modernity. Hariharan explores the 

legacy of these relationships and their impact on Devi’s existential journey. The novel 

examines how the experiences and choices of previous generations influence the identity and 

aspirations of the next. Through this lens, Hariharan provides a rich exploration of the 

interconnectedness of personal and collective histories in shaping one’s existential quest. 

Devi’s search for meaning is intertwined with her exploration of spirituality and traditional 

beliefs. The novel presents a nuanced portrayal of Devi’s spiritual journey, as she grapples with 

questions of faith, destiny, and self-realization. Hariharan’s narrative delves into the spiritual 

traditions of India, offering a deep and reflective examination of their role in shaping individual 
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and collective identities. Devi’s engagement with these traditions reflects her quest for deeper 

understanding and fulfillment. 

 By the end of the novel, Devi’s existential journey remains complex and ambiguous. Hariharan 

does not offer easy resolutions but instead presents a realistic portrayal of the ongoing struggle 

for self-definition and meaning. Devi’s story is a testament to the multifaceted nature of 

existential quests, highlighting the importance of embracing complexity and uncertainty. The 

novel encourages readers to reflect on their own existential journeys and the various influences 

that shape their paths. 

Inside the Haveli by Rama Mehta 

 The novel explores the tension between Geeta’s modern aspirations and the traditional roles 

expected of her. The haveli, with its historical and cultural significance, serves as a symbol of 

tradition and the constraints it imposes on individual freedom. Mehta presents a nuanced 

exploration of Geeta’s inner conflict and her gradual transformation as she navigates her new 

life. The novel emphasizes the importance of personal agency and the struggle for self-

definition in the face of traditional expectations. Geeta’s journey reflects the broader existential 

themes of identity, autonomy, and the quest for meaning within a rigid cultural framework. 

The novel delves into the interpersonal relationships and social dynamics within the haveli, 

highlighting the complexities of family life and societal interactions. Mehta’s portrayal of these 

relationships provides a rich context for understanding Geeta’s existential struggles. The 

interactions between characters reveal the intricate web of expectations, obligations, and 

personal desires that define their lives.  

'Inside the Haveli' is also a celebration of cultural heritage and its role in shaping individual 

identity. Mehta’s narrative captures the beauty and richness of Rajasthani traditions, while also 

critiquing the limitations they impose on personal freedom. Geeta’s journey is a testament to 

the possibility of personal growth and transformation within the framework of cultural heritage. 

The novel encourages readers to reflect on the balance between preserving cultural values and 

embracing modernity. By the end of the novel, Geeta emerges as a stronger and more self-

assured individual. Her journey reflects the evolution of self and the empowerment that comes 
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from embracing one’s identity and values.The novel leaves readers with a sense of hope and 

possibility for personal and collective empowerment. 

Ladies Coupe by Anita Nair 

 Anita Nair’s 'Ladies Coupe' follows Akhila, a middle-aged single woman, on a transformative 

train journey where she meets other women who share their life stories. The novel explores 

themes of independence and the societal norms that constrain women’s choices. Akhila’s 

journey is a quest for self-fulfillment and autonomy, as she reflects on her life and the decisions 

she has made. Nair’s narrative delves into the existential conflict between personal desires and 

societal expectations, highlighting the challenges faced by women in asserting their 

independence. 

 The structure of 'Ladies Coupe' allows for a rich exploration of shared experiences and 

collective wisdom. The stories of the women Akhila meets on the train provide diverse 

perspectives on existential themes such as identity, autonomy, and fulfillment. Nair’s portrayal 

of these characters emphasizes the importance of storytelling and shared experiences in 

understanding and navigating existential dilemmas. Each story contributes to Akhila’s own 

existential journey, offering insights and reflections that shape her path towards self-discovery. 

Reflection and Self-Realization: Akhila’s journey is marked by deep reflection and self-

realization. As she listens to the stories of other women, she gains new perspectives on her own 

life and the choices she has made. Nair’s narrative captures the introspective nature of Akhila’s 

journey, emphasizing the importance of self-awareness and reflection in the search for meaning 

and purpose. The novel explores the transformative power of introspection and the potential for 

personal growth and self-realization. 

'Ladies Coupe' delves into the existential challenges of conformity and rebellion. Akhila’s 

struggle to break free from societal norms and assert her individuality is a central theme of the 

novel. Nair critiques the societal expectations that dictate women’s roles and behaviors, 

highlighting the existential conflict that arises from trying to conform to these norms. Akhila’s 

journey is a powerful exploration of the need to rebel against constraints and define one’s own 

path. 
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 By the end of the novel, Akhila’s journey culminates in a sense of empowerment and the 

possibility of new beginnings. Nair’s portrayal of Akhila’s transformation emphasizes the 

importance of self-empowerment and the courage to embrace change. The novel leaves readers 

with a message of hope and resilience, encouraging them to reflect on their own existential 

journeys and the potential for renewal and self-fulfillment. 

Conclusion and Future Scope 

This study has provided an in-depth exploration of existential themes in the selected works of 

Indian women writers, highlighting their unique contributions to the discourse on identity, 

autonomy, and meaning. The novels examined offer rich and nuanced portrayals of female 

protagonists navigating their existential dilemmas within the cultural and societal contexts of 

India. Future research in this area could expand on the current study by exploring existential 

themes in a broader range of contemporary Indian women’s writing, comparing these themes 

across different cultural contexts, or employing interdisciplinary approaches to deepen our 

understanding of the psychological and social dimensions of these existential struggles. The 

ongoing exploration of existential themes in Indian English literature remains a vital and 

enriching area of study, offering valuable insights into the human condition and the quest for 

self-definition. 
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