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Abstract - Shashi Deshpande is gifted with an in born literary bent of mind which matured with her experience in life.  She 
has presented the state of women in India.  She is at her best in creating a central character, which not only describes her own 
experience as a woman, but also makes a fuller study of women in society.  Her sincere concern for women and their 
oppressive lot is reflected strongly in all her novels and stories.  The article shows how Sarita the protagonist of the novel 
The Dark Holds No Terror undergoes the trauma of a middle class working woman who has become a trap in the male 
dominated society.  Sarita’s life is but a series of incidents which came one after the other, all by themselves, to deprive her 
of even simplest of joys.  The novel observes regretfully that woman, irrespective of her class and character, has to play a 
second fiddle to man and has no room of her own. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Shashi Deshpande is an award winning novelist.  Her 
novels usually have women as the protogonists.  This 
has led readers to call her a feminist writer.  She is 
considered as one of the most accomplished 
contemporary Indian women writers in English.  
Deshpande is gifted with an inborn literary bent of 
mind which matured with her experiences in life.  
Shashi Deshpande is known for creating women 
characters that are contemporary.  Deshpande’s 
women protogonists are victims of the prevalent 
gross gender discrimination, first as daughters and 
later as wives.  They are conscious of the great social 
inequality and injustice towards them, and struggle 
against the oppressive and unequal nature of the 
social norms and rules that limit their capability and 
existence as a wife.Fettered to their roles in the 
family, they question the subordinate status ordained 
to them by society. 
 
Her works have drawn great critical attention and 
acclaim for her sensitive and realistic representation 
of the Indian middle-class women.  Her sincere 
concern for women and their oppressive lot is 
reflected strongly in all her novels and stories.  
Deshpande is a master writer in the way she 
articulates human emotions, the fears and feelings 
experienced by humans, by women.   Her 
protagonists being women, one of the things they 
question is the fact of their being females, what it has 
done to them.  But they are also probing the human 
condition, the human predicament.   
 
Shashi Deshpande believes that women have a great 
strength that all humans have.  Actually women have 
reserves we are often unaware of.  But for the woman 
the situation is made more complex by the fact that 
they have been told they are weak, they are made to 
believe in their weakness.  Andoften they learn to 

hide their own strength, because a woman’s strength 
seems to weaken a man.  She says that women are the 
main support of the family, though the male is the 
titular head.  Women are better at dealing with 
emotional traumas.  This is because women, unlike 
men, have never had to suppress, their emotional 
selves, they are more open about their problems-
bothin articulating them and understanding them. 
 
II. GENDER DISCRIMINATION IN “THE 
DARK HOLDS NO TERROR” 
 
Shashi Deshpande’s novels are concerned with a 
woman’s quest for self; an exploration into the female 
psyche and an understanding of the mysteries of life 
and the protagonist’s place in it.  In Shashi 
Deshpande’s novel The Dark Holds No Terror,Sarita 
is the protagonist.  She is a successful lady doctor.  
The discord and the disillusionment of the educated 
woman in a tradition bound ‘Indian Society’ is the 
theme of the novel.  This novel explores the trauma 
of a middle class working woman who has become a 
trap in the male dominated society.   The heroine of 
the novelSarita seeks freedom without impinging on 
her obligations and responsibilities and achieves 
harmony in life.  It shows how she undergoes trauma 
when her professional success has cast a shadow on 
her married life and how boldly she stands up to the 
situation and audaciously accepts the challenges of 
her own protégé. 
 
Sarita was nicknamed Saru at home and among 
friends.  She was the daughter of a Bank clerk and a 
reactionary mother.  Neither of her parents has been 
addressed by his/her name, throughout the novel 
except once when her father called her mother, 
Kamala perhaps because the novelist wants to say 
that she is writing about women in general, not about 
any one woman in  general, not about any one woman 
in particular.  Sarita’s is a tragic story.  She was the 
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victim of circumstances and conventions of an 
orthodox and reactionary society.  Her family 
consisted of only four persons –her parents, younger 
brother named Dhruva, and herself.  In Indian middle 
class families as they are, son is always given a 
preferential treatment, while the daughter is subjected 
to a strict discipline and treated as a burden at times.  
Sarita was no exception to this general rule. 
Sarita’s life was but a series of incidents which came 
one after the other, all by themselves, to deprive her 
of even the simplest of joys.  Her life began with the 
serious charge of killing her brother Dhruva.  She was 
just a victim of fate.  She was to go out of the house 
to show her anger to her parents for not allowing her 
to go to the film with Smita’s family.  Children very 
often show their resentment against the parents, but 
when Sarita did it, her brother, pampered and self-
willed as he was, followed her and got drowned.  She 
made every possible effort that a child could make to 
retrieve her brother, but she couldn’t succeed.  The 
child was branded a murderer and the stigma stuck to 
her till the end.  The stroke of fate alienated her from 
her mother completely.  Her mother said time and 
again that she was the murderer and that she should 
have also died.  The child could not bear the false 
allegation.  She stopped calling her Ai, while her 
mother opposed her in every possible way.  Even 
when she proposed to go to Medical College, her 
mother said that she wouldn’t be able to spare money 
for this purpose, as she was to spend on her marriage.  
Sarita‘s father was a timid fellow, a non-entity type.  
Sarita, consequently was deprived of love even of the 
parents from childhood.  This particular fact of her 
life was the cause, to a great extent, for her miseries. 
Shashi Deshpande in the novel TheDarkHoldsNo 
Terror, observes regretfully that woman, irrespective 
of her class and character, has to play a second fiddle 
to man, has no room of her own.  A woman is put 
under several restraints right from the day a girl 
becomes a woman due to menstruation.  Sarita was 
told by her mother, “You are growing up.  You 
should be careful now about how you behave.  Don’t 
come out in your petticoat like that.  Not even when 
it’s only your father who’s around” (P 62). She was 
aghast to hear that she was to be ashamed of herself, 
even in the presence of her own father.  It became 
torturous when she was prohibited to enter the 
kitchen or puja room during those three days.  She 
had virtually became a pariah in her own home as she 
was to sleep on a straw mat covered with a thin sheet, 
eat out of a cup and plate placed by her side and 
served from a distance as if her touch would cause 
pollution.  A kind of shame engulfed her when she 
was told at sixteen that she was a woman, and classed 
with her mother.Sarita did not want to be a woman 
like her mother, who had an unshapely figure.   
Women in Indian society have to live virtually a life 
of a maid servant. Sarita had the example of her 
mother before her.  She had to retreat to the kitchen to 
dress up, go to a dingy and dark room to comb her 

hair and apply kumkum. She slept in bed like an 
over-night guest in a strange place.  She had literally 
no room of her own.  Sarita realized, “And I have so 
much my mother lacked.  But neither she nor I have 
that thing, ‘a room of our own” (P.136). They had 
never desired it also since they had accepted it as fait 
accompli.  Sarita had experiences during her married 
life to show that women are often victims of male 
chauvinism.  It happened once with herself also.  
Once she went home late in the night because she had 
to visit a newly admitted patient.   She had to go 
directly from consulting room to the nursing home.  
She had asked her compounder to inform her husband 
that she would be late.  Yet when she reached home, 
she found Manohar, her husband in a brooding mood. 
Sarita couldn’t understand what she had done to spoil 
the mood of her husband.  Manohar was not prepared 
to talk to her.  Therefore she had to express her 
penitence and contrition.  He joined her at dinner only 
after she had served both of them.  Again, while 
living in a chawl, Manohar was upset to see that 
people greeted his wife, showed greater regard for 
her.  In order to be rid of such a humiliating situation, 
he declared that he was fed up of the place and 
wanted to shift to a new house.  The situation became 
a cause for troubles of her married life.  Man always 
tries to dominate over woman in Indian society. 
 
Sarita had heard about several women who lived 
utterly neglected yet they did not revolt or try to 
change their lives.  Her own grandmother, she was 
told, had been deserted by her husband only a few 
years after marriage.  She had experiences which 
made it clear to her that wives were treated as a 
possession and show pieces.  She recollected that she 
and Manohar went to pay a visit to a friend.  They 
had lunch with him.  But when they were going back 
home, Manoharstarted humming a tune, showing that 
he was exceedingly pleased.  It was his usual way, 
she first thought it was relief at getting away.  But 
later she realized, “It had been complacency, not 
relief.  Complacencyat having shown off a prized 
possession.  His wife, a lady doctor”(P.158). She was 
hurt to see that she had become a possession, and a 
show piece to be proud of.  All the above instances 
went deep into Sarita’s mind.  She was of the view 
that women in general were living a despicable life 
due to male chauvinism.   
She had realized that women of all classes had to 
suffer neglect and humiliation she feared she might 
also have the same fate.  She knew that her father had 
helped her against the wishes of her mother, but the 
question that tormented her was whether her father 
fought for her or against her mother, whether he used 
her as a weapon against her mother.  If he used her as 
a weapon, it would change the whole scenario.  
Instead of being helped, it would mean exploitation 
of a daughter against her mother, and exploitation of 
a woman by a man.  If that was the case, it was to 
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cause bitterness in her mind against her father, 
because he had exploited her daughter. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Shashi Deshpande has presented the state of women 
in India.  She has shown that woman suffers due to 
man and marriage.  Shashi Deshpande is at her best in 
creating a central character, which not only describes 
her own experiences as a woman but also makes a 
fuller study of women in society. She has showed 
although woman has acquired education and 
knowledge along with economic independence, they 
have been observed as a victim of domestic violence 
as wellas not getting legal rights outside home. She is 
very realistic on presenting different aspects of the 
problems and facets of a girl’s life. She has shown 

how the heroine of this novel had to pass through 
difficult situations all of her life. Shashi Deshpande 
has made a survey of women who suffered due to 
superstitions prevailing in the society or male 
chauvinism. 
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