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Abstract

This paper investigates how silence and voicelessness function as crucial tropes in
shaping gendered subjectivities in the novels of Anita Desai and Kiran Desai. Through a
comparative reading of Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountain and Fasting, Feasting, alongside
Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss, this study analyzes how female characters experience
and negotiate silences within domestic, cultural, and postcolonial spaces. Anita Desai portrays
silence as an inward retreat a psychological strategy adopted by women who are emotionally
repressed and socially constrained. Her characters, such as Nanda Kaul and Uma, navigate
patriarchal structures by embracing quietude, not as defeat, but as a mode of subtle defiance. In
contrast, Kiran Desai’s narrative expands the discourse on voicelessness into transnational
terrain, where characters like Biju and Sai experience silence as a symptom of postcolonial
displacement, cultural hybridity, and migration. Drawing on feminist and postcolonial
theoretical frameworks particularly those of Gayatri Spivak, Homi Bhabha, and Trinh T. Minh-
ha this paper argues that silence is neither purely oppressive nor entirely resistant. Rather, it
exists as a complex and ambivalent mode through which marginalized individuals, especially
women, articulate agency, trauma, and identity. The paper contends that both Desais challenge
conventional narratives of expression by suggesting that silence itself may speak volumes about
the interior lives of the gendered subject. Ultimately, this exploration reveals silence as both a
personal refuge and a political stance against gendered, cultural, and colonial forms of erasure.
Keywords: Gendered silence, voicelessness, feminist fiction, postcolonial identity, female
subjectivity, emotional repression, migration, hybridity.

Introduction

In the literary traditions of Indian English fiction, the themes of silence and
voicelessness have consistently been used to explore the internal landscapes of female
subjectivity, especially under the weight of gendered, cultural, and postcolonial constraints.
Among the most prominent voices articulating this condition are Anita Desai and her daughter
Kiran Desai. Though writing in different temporal and sociopolitical contexts, both authors
exhibit a deep sensitivity to the nuanced experiences of women whose lives are shaped and
often stifled by silence. Whether depicted as a symptom of repression, a mode of survival, or a
subtle form of resistance, silence in their fiction becomes a powerful narrative device through
which the complexities of gendered identity are expressed. Anita Desai’s fiction often focuses
on the emotional and psychological interiority of women, capturing the silent suffering and
subtle rebellions that occur within patriarchal domestic spaces. In novels such as Fire on the
Mountain and Fasting, Feasting, Desai’s protagonists are marked not by dramatic gestures of
defiance but by quiet withdrawal, solitude, and emotional muteness.
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This silence, rather than being passive, often functions as a strategy of resistance, an assertion of selfhood in a
world that denies women the right to speak freely (Desai, Fasting, Feasting 146). Kiran Desai, in her Booker Prize-
winning novel The Inheritance of Loss, expands the discourse of voicelessness into the terrain of globalization and
migration. Her characters, caught between national borders and cultural identities, experience silence as alienation and
estrangement. Biju, the undocumented immigrant in the United States, and Sai, the anglicized orphan in Kalimpong,
both suffer from an inability to articulate their place in the world. Their voicelessness arises not only from personal
circumstances but also from the larger historical forces of colonialism, nationalism, and diaspora (Desai, The
Inheritance of Loss 133). The theoretical lens of postcolonial feminism is crucial in unpacking the implications of
silence in the works of both writers. As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak famously asks, “Can the subaltern speak?” she
underscores the ways in which marginalized voices are systematically excluded from dominant discourses (Spivak
271). In the Desai novels, women and postcolonial subjects are often denied direct speech, but their silences are
pregnant with meaning. Homi Bhabha’s concept of “unhomeliness” the psychological state of being culturally
displaced also resonates in Kiran Desai’s narrative, where identity is fragmented and speech is stifled by linguistic and
cultural dissonance (Bhabha 13). By engaging with the fiction of both Anita and Kiran Desai, this paper seeks to
explore how silence functions not as a void but as a presence that shapes the gendered self. It contends that silence, in
the context of female subjectivity, should not be dismissed as mere absence of voice but rather interpreted as a
meaningful articulation of resistance, trauma, and identity. Through a comparative analysis, the paper will examine
how the mother and daughter authors represent different dimensions of voicelessness domestic, emotional, political,
and transnational each of which reflects the evolving landscapes of gender and power in Indian English fiction.

Silence as Emotional Repression in Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountain

In Fire on the Mountain, Anita Desai constructs silence not merely as absence, but as a powerful expression of
emotional repression and psychological resistance. Through the central character of Nanda Kaul, Desai explores how
silence becomes both a refuge and a manifestation of internalized trauma resulting from a lifetime of fulfilling gendered
and familial obligations. The novel delves into the solitary existence of an elderly widow who retreats to her secluded
home in Carignano, Kasauli, in search of peace what she perceives as “emptiness, silence, and peace” (Desai, Fire on
the Mountain 3). This desire for quietude is not simply a longing for solitude but a reaction to decades of suppression
and service, where her individual desires were consistently silenced in favor of her roles as wife, mother, and hostess.
Nanda Kaul’s rejection of company and conversation represents more than a preference for isolation; it is a form of
resistance against the performative roles assigned to her by society. Her silence, therefore, is a psychological strategy of
withdrawal and protection. Desai writes, “She did not want to be drawn back into the world she had left behind, into the
heat and noise of life” (Fire on the Mountain 21). Here, silence becomes symbolic of self-erasure, an attempt to reclaim
her fragmented identity through non-engagement.

However, Desai complicates this reading by introducing Raka, Nanda Kaul’s great-granddaughter, whose
wild, wordless presence disrupts the calm of Carignano. Raka’s own silence reflects trauma she is a child of illness,
abuse, and neglect and functions as a mirror to Nanda Kaul’s emotional state. Unlike her great-grandmother, Raka is
not silenced by societal obligation, but by existential alienation and disconnection. Through the relationship between
the two characters, Desai layers different shades of silence resigned, imposed, chosen, and inherited. As Meenakshi
Mukherjee notes, “the silences in Desai’s fiction are not passive but intensely communicative” (Mukherjee 154). The
juxtaposition of Nanda’s self-imposed quiet with Raka’s instinctive withdrawal reveals silence as a multigenerational
mode of coping with pain. The culmination of emotional repression is tragically revealed when Nanda Kaul is forced to
confront the reality she had so carefully silenced: the betrayal by her own family and the illusion of control over her
solitude. The novel ends with a psychological unravelling, as silence finally gives way to painful truth. Desai’s use of
language, restraint, and introspection throughout the novel points to a deep understanding of how women internalize
trauma. As Sujala Singh argues, “Desai’s characters find themselves imprisoned in their inner landscapes, unable to
articulate their desire for freedom, and so they retreat into silence as a form of expression” (Singh 98).

Ultimately, Fire on the Mountain portrays silence not simply as a lack of voice but as a richly textured
emotional and psychological condition. Through Nanda Kaul’s character, Desai interrogates the ways in which
gendered expectations force women into emotional self-effacement. The novel suggests that silence far from being a
void is filled with meaning, history, and resistance.

Female Voicelessness and Familial Obligation in Fasting, Feasting

In Fasting, Feasting (1999), Anita Desai presents a poignant exploration of female voicelessness as it
intersects with familial obligation and gendered cultural expectations in Indian society. The protagonist, Uma,
embodies the silenced woman one whose life is scripted by others and whose desires are systematically stifled by
patriarchal authority. Desai’s narrative delves into the quiet desperation of a woman trapped in a family that does not
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see her as an autonomous subject but as an extension of domestic duty and obligation. Uma’s voicelessness is not only
literal but also metaphorical. Throughout the novel, she is denied a space to articulate her individuality or protest her
confinement. Her parents, especially the dictatorial “MamaPapa” a symbolic fusion of parental authority constantly
override her choices, canceling her education and arranging failed marriages without her consent (Desai, Fasting,
Feasting 72—73). Even her attempts at rebellion such as running away to join a convent are dismissed and punished,
rendering her mute in a home that consumes her agency.

The structure of the novel itself divided into the fasting, stifled Indian half (Uma’s story) and the overfed,
emotionally starved American half (Arun’s experience) further reinforces the contrast between abundance and
deprivation, between visible presence and muted invisibility. Uma’s story is not just about familial obligation but about
the systematic erasure of women’s voices within that obligation. As Desai describes, “She could not say anything to
them there was nothing to say. Words were useless. She had tried them and they had always failed” (Fasting, Feasting
138). Uma’s silencing reflects the broader condition of gendered subjectivity in postcolonial Indian society. Her role as
caregiver, companion, and invisible laborer reinforces the traditional construction of the Indian daughter as one who
serves without question. This echoes Gayatri Spivak’s observation in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” that the subaltern
woman is doubly silenced first by colonial history and then by patriarchal culture (Spivak 287). Uma’s silence, though
deeply personal, resonates with this larger cultural pattern of subjugation.

However, Desai does not depict Uma’s voicelessness as purely passive. Her internal monologue, her moments
of retreat, and her fascination with religious and mystical experiences hint at a yearning for transcendence. As Sujala
Singh argues, “Uma’s silence is not an absence of self but a form of suppressed articulation, one that is constantly
negotiating with external control” (Singh 102). In her moments of solitude and failed escape, Uma reveals a quiet
defiance that resists complete erasure.

Moreover, the comparison between Uma and her brother Arun, who studies in the United States, reveals how
gender shapes access to autonomy. While Arun is overwhelmed by the excesses of consumer culture and emotional
isolation abroad, Uma is suffocated by the constraints of a rigid, tradition-bound family structure. Yet both siblings are
voiceless in their own ways, suggesting that silence can cross gender boundaries while remaining deeply rooted in
unequal structures of power. In Fasting, Feasting, Anita Desai masterfully uses the figure of the silent woman to
critique a culture that valorizes obedience over expression, duty over desire. Uma’s life becomes a powerful
representation of how familial obligation, when entwined with patriarchal norms, silences female subjectivity. Her
voicelessness, rendered with empathy and nuance, becomes a quiet but potent testimony to the invisible emotional
labor of women in middle-class Indian households.

Postcolonial Silences in Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss

In The Inheritance of Loss (2006), Kiran Desai explores the theme of postcolonial silence as a consequence of
fractured identities, colonial legacies, and migratory displacement. The novel is set in the Himalayan town of
Kalimpong and the immigrant underworld of New York City, two vastly different spaces linked by a shared condition
of voicelessness. Desai’s characters whether migrants, remnants of colonial privilege, or dislocated youth are often
rendered mute by cultural dissonance, class oppression, and the inarticulacy born of disempowerment. Silence in
Desai’s narrative is not only a symptom of marginalization but also a marker of postcolonial trauma and identity crisis.
Biju, the undocumented Indian immigrant working in New York kitchens, epitomizes the silenced postcolonial subject.
His invisibility in a foreign land and inability to claim space socially, legally, or emotionally exemplifies what Homi
Bhabha calls the “unhomely” condition, where the migrant is “neither here nor there” (Bhabha 13). Though surrounded
by people, Biju exists in a linguistic and cultural vacuum. His voice is drowned out by economic exploitation and racial
othering. As Desai writes, “He was still a shadow in America, trying to get a foothold but falling through the cracks”
(Inheritance of Loss 131). This silence is not simply external but internalized, manifesting as shame, confusion, and
loss of self.

Similarly, Sai, the anglicized granddaughter of a retired judge, lives in a liminal cultural space. Educated in
English, detached from her Indian roots, and alienated from both local and familial identities, Sai struggles to articulate
her place in a fragmented world. Her silences are not only personal but reflective of the broader legacy of colonial
mimicry. The judge, her grandfather, embodies the colonial subject who has internalized the values of the oppressor,
rejecting his Indian identity in favor of a fabricated Western one. His emotional repression and refusal to speak of his
past reveal the silence of colonial shame: “He had learned the lesson of his humiliation well: he no longer spoke the
language of his own people” (Desai 45). In silencing himself, he also silences the generations that follow.

Kiran Desai constructs silence in the novel as a generational inheritance a symbolic “loss” passed down from
colonized ancestors to diasporic descendants. The characters’ inability to articulate identity, history, or belonging is
rooted in the erasures of colonialism. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s critical question “Can the subaltern speak?”
resonates here, as Desai presents a spectrum of characters whose speech is always already compromised by structures
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of power and exclusion (Spivak 287). Their silence is not due to lack of thought or feeling, but because the languages
available to them whether colonial English or fragmented native tongues fail to contain their fractured selves.
Moreover, the novel suggests that silence in a postcolonial context often stems from hybridity and displacement. The
multiplicity of cultural affiliations leaves characters suspended in uncertainty. As Biju attempts to return to India, he is
still unable to speak his experiences. His silence at the end of the novel is haunting, emphasizing not closure but a
continuity of erasure. Kiran Desai thus crafts a narrative where silence becomes a persistent echo of loss not only
material or familial, but existential.

In The Inheritance of Loss, silence is deeply entwined with postcolonial subjectivity. It reveals the emotional
weight of being colonized, displaced, and diasporic. Desai’s characters do not simply lack speech they are engulfed by
a condition where speech has lost its efficacy. The novel powerfully illustrates how silence, far from being passive,
becomes an active site where identity, history, and resistance are inscribed.

Silence as Resistance and Strategy

While silence in the novels of Anita and Kiran Desai is often portrayed as a manifestation of repression and
voicelessness, it also emerges as a strategic form of resistance. Silence is not merely the absence of speech but a
conscious or unconscious refusal to conform, a protective mechanism, and at times, a powerful critique of hegemonic
structures. Both authors present characters who turn to silence not out of submission, but as a means to reclaim agency
in spaces where speech has been denied or rendered futile.

In Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountain, Nanda Kaul’s retreat into solitude represents a complex act of
resistance. After a lifetime of dutiful conformity as wife and mother, Nanda seeks refuge in silence not as escapism, but
as a deliberate rejection of societal expectations. Her refusal to engage in conversations, her withdrawal from familial
ties, and her insistence on a minimalist lifestyle all suggest a silent protest against the roles imposed upon her. As Desai
writes, “She had wanted only to be left alone... She wanted no more dialogues, no more disputes, no more
disappointments” (Fire on the Mountain 3). This calculated silence allows Nanda to carve out a space of autonomy in a
life previously dictated by others. Similarly, in Fasting, Feasting, Uma’s quiet endurance of domestic oppression can
be interpreted not as passive acceptance but as a subtle defiance of the structures that confine her. Although denied
education, marriage, and personal growth, Uma’s inner world her spiritual inclinations, her sensory engagement with
nature, and her moments of solitude suggest an alternative mode of being. She resists through withdrawal, through the
silent preservation of a self that her family refuses to acknowledge. Sujala Singh notes that “Uma’s silence is
performative; it bears witness to her suffering, but also to her refusal to be entirely colonized by familial expectations”
(Singh 102).

Kiran Desai complicates this narrative of silence by situating it in a transnational context. In The Inheritance
of Loss, silence operates both as symptom and strategy. Characters like Biju, navigating the hostile landscape of
American capitalism, find that speech especially accented, immigrant English can expose rather than protect. Hence,
silence becomes a shield. Biju, though silenced by legal and racial precarity, resists the flattening forces of
globalization by clinging to his cultural identity, even if silently. His rejection of beef in the restaurant kitchens, for
instance, is a non-verbal resistance to cultural assimilation (Desai 52).

Likewise, Sai’s growing disillusionment with her anglicized upbringing reflects a kind of epistemic resistance.
Her silences in the face of Gyan’s accusations and the nationalist unrest in Kalimpong reveal the struggle to locate
voice within a fractured cultural identity. Homi Bhabha’s notion of the “Third Space” a site where hybrid identities
negotiate meaning helps illuminate these moments. In this space, silence becomes a way to delay fixed definitions, to
resist being fully consumed by either tradition or modernity (Bhabha 38). Trinh T. Minh-ha’s assertion that “the refusal
to speak is also the refusal to be defined by others” (Minh-ha 82) is central to interpreting the silences in both authors’
works. The women in Anita Desai’s fiction and the postcolonial subjects in Kiran Desai’s novel often choose silence
when language no longer serves their truth. Rather than capitulating to systems that misrepresent or erase them, they
adopt silence as an alternative discourse an expression of selfhood that transcends articulation.

Thus, in both Anita and Kiran Desai’s fiction, silence becomes a paradoxical tool symbolizing both
marginalization and resistance. It enables characters to survive oppressive systems, critique power structures, and
maintain a sense of identity in contexts that deny them voice. By presenting silence as an active strategy, the Desais
challenge dominant narratives of agency and offer a more nuanced understanding of resistance in gendered and
postcolonial contexts.

Conclusion

Silence, in the novels of Anita and Kiran Desai, emerges as a complex and layered expression of gendered and
postcolonial subjectivity. Far from being a simplistic symbol of absence or passivity, silence in their fiction becomes a
nuanced articulation of pain, resistance, repression, and survival. Both authors foreground the ways in which societal
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structures patriarchy, family, class, colonial legacy, and globalization actively contribute to the silencing of individuals,
particularly women and the subaltern.

Anita Desai’s fiction delves into the emotional interiors of her women characters, using silence as a means to
illuminate the psychological costs of familial and social obligation. Nanda Kaul’s deliberate withdrawal in Fire on the
Mountain and Uma’s muted suffering in Fasting, Feasting expose the constraints that define Indian womanhood within
the traditional domestic sphere. As Meenakshi Mukherjee observes, Desai’s work “gives voice to women whose voices
have been drowned out by the din of duty and submission” (Mukherjee 158). Yet, these characters are not entirely
voiceless they communicate through withdrawal, through quiet gestures of self-preservation, and through the very
refusal to conform.

In contrast, Kiran Desai projects silence onto a transnational and postcolonial canvas. The Inheritance of Loss
captures the voicelessness of migrants like Biju and the cultural dislocation of anglicized Indians like Sai, whose
silences are symptomatic of historical erasure and identity fragmentation. Through these figures, Desai illustrates the
enduring legacy of colonialism, where language itself becomes inadequate to express the experiences of displacement,
loss, and unbelonging. Gayatri Spivak’s question, “Can the subaltern speak?” is answered not in affirmatives or
negatives but in silences that disrupt dominant narratives and expose their exclusions (Spivak 287).

Crucially, both authors reposition silence as an active discourse. It becomes a form of resistance against
systems that render the subject invisible or voiceless. As Trinh T. Minh-ha argues, silence may be “an act of speech not
yet recognized” (Minh-ha 96). Whether rooted in emotional exhaustion, cultural hybridity, or historical
disempowerment, the silences in Anita and Kiran Desai’s works carry immense political and psychological weight.
They remind readers that what remains unsaid often holds as much, if not more, meaning than what is spoken.
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