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ABSTRACT:

This research paper examines the representation of identity crisis in selected novels of Anita
Desai, namely Cry, the Peacock, Where Shall We Go This Summer?, and Fire on the
Mountain. The objective of the study is to analyse how Desai portrays fragmented selfhood
through marital alienation, psychological anxiety, domestic confinement, maternal conflict,
solitude, repression, symbolic space, and existential alienation. The paper further investigates
how female identity in Desai’s fiction is shaped by gendered expectations, family structures,
emotional neglect, and socio-cultural pressures. Methodologically, the study adopts a
qualitative research design based on manual close reading and thematic content analysis. The
selected novels are examined as primary texts, while feminist, psychoanalytic, and existential
critical perspectives are used to interpret the recurring patterns of identity crisis. The findings
reveal that Maya’s crisis in Cry, the Peacock emerges from conjugal alienation and
psychological instability; Sita’s crisis in Where Shall We Go This Summer? develops through
maternal anxiety, domestic suffocation, and resistance to social normalcy; and Nanda Kaul’s
crisis in Fire on the Mountain is expressed through solitude, repression, and the fragile desire
for autonomy. The study argues that Desai does not represent identity crisis as merely
personal weakness or emotional abnormality; rather, she presents it as a literary response to
patriarchal structures, emotional invisibility, and existential loneliness. The paper contributes
to Indian English literary criticism by offering a systematic content-analysis-based
interpretation of female identity crisis in Anita Desai’s selected fiction.

Keywords: Identity crisis; Anita Desai; content analysis; female subjectivity; psychological
alienation; Indian English fiction.
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Figure 1. Graphical abstract presenting the research design, primary texts, thematic categories, analytical process, key findings, and
literary implications of the study on identity crisis in Anita Desai’s selected novels.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Identity has become one of the most important concerns in modern literary studies because
literature often records the tension between the inner self and the outer world. In fiction,
identity is not merely a personal label but a complex formation shaped by memory, gender,
family, culture, language, class, and social expectation. Modern novels frequently present
characters who are unable to reconcile what they feel internally with what society demands
externally. This conflict becomes more intense when the individual is placed within
restrictive domestic, patriarchal, or cultural structures. In women’s fiction, identity crisis is
especially significant because female characters are often represented as negotiating between
personal desire and socially prescribed roles such as daughter, wife, mother, widow, or
caregiver. Brubaker and Cooper (2000) argue that identity should not be treated as a fixed
essence but as a relational, unstable, and analytically complex category. This understanding is
useful for literary analysis because fictional characters often experience identity as a process
of fragmentation, resistance, negotiation, and reconstruction. Therefore, the study of identity
crisis in literature enables the researcher to examine both psychological disturbance and the
social conditions that produce such disturbance.

In the context of Indian English fiction, identity crisis becomes deeply connected with
postcolonial modernity, gendered subjectivity, domestic conflict, and cultural transition.
Indian women novelists have frequently explored the silent suffering of women whose inner
lives remain unrecognised within conventional family systems. Anita Desai’s fiction is
particularly important in this respect because her novels move away from broad socio-
political narration and enter the psychological interiors of sensitive, alienated, and
emotionally deprived individuals. Her international literary position also justifies sustained
scholarly attention, as she was shortlisted for the Booker Prize three times, in 1980, 1984, and
1999 (The Booker Prize Foundation, n.d.). Akter (2024) observes that Desai’s fiction
repeatedly examines women’s struggle against familial and social restrictions and interprets
feminine identity crisis through autonomy, oppression, and psychological conflict. This
makes Desai’s novels appropriate texts for a focused content analysis of identity crisis.

The present study, titled “Content Analysis of Identity Crisis in Selected Novels by Anita
Desai,” focuses on three novels: Cry, the Peacock (1963), Where Shall We Go This Summer?
(1975), and Fire on the Mountain (1977). These three novels cover a span of fourteen years
and represent three different but interrelated phases of female identity crisis: the crisis of a
young married woman, the crisis of a middle-aged pregnant wife and mother, and the crisis of
an elderly woman who chooses solitude after a lifetime of domestic responsibility. Banerjee
(2023) identifies Maya’s crisis in Cry, the Peacock through psychological distress, patriarchal
constraint, alienation, neurosis, and symbolic madness. Similarly, Devi (2020) argues that
Where Shall We Go This Summer? presents Sita’s identity crisis through feminine sensitivity,
marital disharmony, loneliness, and socio-cultural alienation. Behera (2019) further shows
that Fire on the Mountain presents identity crisis through three female figures—Nanda Kaul,
Raka, and lla Das—who experience victimisation, emotional withdrawal, and the search for
selfhood.

The significance of the topic lies in the fact that Desai does not portray identity crisis as a
simple mental weakness. Rather, her fiction suggests that psychological disturbance often
emerges from emotional neglect, failed communication, gender inequality, domestic
confinement, traumatic memory, and existential loneliness. In Cry, the Peacock, Maya’s
marital alienation and obsessive fear expose the collapse of emotional security within
marriage. In Where Shall We Go This Summer?, Sita’s refusal to accept ordinary domestic
life reflects a deeper protest against mechanical family existence and the violence of the
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external world. Rai (2013) notes that Sita lives at a psychological and existential level,
whereas Raman remains attached to practical and material life, thereby creating a conflict
between two incompatible temperaments. In Fire on the Mountain, Nanda Kaul’s withdrawal
to Carignano becomes both an escape from family duties and a fragile attempt to construct an
independent identity.

Methodologically, content analysis is suitable for this study because it permits systematic
identification, classification, and interpretation of recurring themes in literary texts. Hsieh and
Shannon (2005) explain that qualitative content analysis may be conventional, directed, or
summative, and that it is used to interpret meaning from textual data through coding and
category formation. Elo and Kyngds (2008) further describe qualitative content analysis
through three major phases: preparation, organisation, and reporting. Applying these
principles to Anita Desai’s selected novels enables the researcher to move beyond general
thematic commentary and develop a structured analysis of identity crisis through categories
such as alienation, marital disharmony, psychological anxiety, maternal conflict, domestic
confinement, solitude, repression, and self-fragmentation.

The study is significant for Indian English literary criticism, feminist literary studies,
psychological criticism, and qualitative literary research. It provides a focused framework for
examining how Desai transforms private suffering into a wider critique of gendered existence
in Indian society. By analysing three selected novels through content analysis, the paper
contributes to a more systematic understanding of identity crisis as a literary, psychological,
and socio-cultural phenomenon. It also demonstrates how Desai’s narrative techniques—
symbolism, interior monologue, silence, landscape imagery, memory, and psychological
realism—make visible the hidden conflicts of female subjectivity. Thus, the proposed paper
is relevant not only as a study of Anita Desai but also as an inquiry into the broader literary
representation of selfhood, alienation, and gendered identity in modern Indian English fiction.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

The scholarship on identity crisis had developed through psychological, sociological,
feminist, and literary approaches. Erikson’s theory of identity formation provided one of the
earliest conceptual foundations for understanding identity crisis as a condition of instability
between the self and its social environment. In Identity: Youth and Crisis, Erikson explained
identity not merely as an individual mental condition but as a psychosocial process shaped by
personal history, social expectation, memory, and role conflict (Erikson, 1968). Although
Erikson’s work was not literary in its method, it used psychoanalytic and developmental
interpretation to explain how individuals struggled to construct a coherent self. His
theoretical contribution became relevant to Anita Desai’s fiction because Desai’s protagonists
frequently failed to achieve harmony between inner emotional needs and externally imposed
roles. Maya, Sita, and Nanda Kaul appeared as fictional subjects whose psychological
instability arose from unresolved emotional deprivation, marital incompatibility, and social
expectations.

A later theoretical development was offered by Brubaker and Cooper, who questioned the
excessive and vague use of the term “identity” in social analysis. Their study was conceptual
and critical in methodology, and it examined how identity had been used in political, cultural,
and social theory (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). They argued that identity should not be treated
as a fixed essence but as a category involving identification, self-understanding,
commonality, connectedness, and group positioning. This argument was useful for the
present research because identity crisis in Anita Desai’s novels could not be reduced to one
psychological cause. Rather, it emerged through layered relations among gender, family,
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memory, domestic responsibility, emotional alienation, and the desire for selfhood. Their
work helped shift the study of identity from a stable personal possession to a dynamic process
of negotiation.

The methodological basis for the present paper was supported by Hsieh and Shannon’s study
on qualitative content analysis. Their research was methodological in nature and
distinguished three major approaches: conventional, directed, and summative content analysis
(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). They found that content analysis was suitable for interpreting
textual meaning through coding, category formation, and thematic interpretation. Their
discussion was significant because literary studies often depended on interpretive reading but
did not always explain how themes were systematically identified. For the present paper,
their model helped justify the use of thematic codes such as marital alienation, psychological
anxiety, domestic confinement, maternal crisis, solitude, repression, symbolic crisis, and
existential emptiness in the selected novels of Anita Desai.

Elo and Kyngéas further strengthened the methodological foundation by explaining content
analysis as a process involving preparation, organisation, and reporting (Elo & Kyngas,
2008). Their study discussed both inductive and deductive content analysis and showed that
qualitative textual data could be analysed systematically when categories were clearly formed
and reported. Their findings were useful for this research because the selected novels required
both inductive reading from the text and deductive interpretation through psychoanalytic,
feminist, and existential frameworks. The study therefore supported a methodological
movement from impressionistic literary interpretation to structured content-based analysis,
where recurrent identity-related patterns could be traced across three novels.

In Anita Desai scholarship, Singh and Popli studied Maya and Sita with reference to Cry, the
Peacock and Where Shall We Go This Summer? using psychoanalytic literary analysis (Singh
& Popli, 2017). Their methodology depended on close textual reading and psychological
interpretation of female protagonists. They found that Maya and Sita represented sensitive
individuals undergoing intense mental conflict, emotional repression, and neurotic strain.
Maya’s crisis was linked with loneliness, prophecy, and lack of reciprocal love, whereas
Sita’s crisis was connected with repressed childhood memory and domestic dissatisfaction.
Their discussion was important because it established a comparative basis between two major
Desai protagonists; however, it remained more focused on psychological predicament than on
a systematic coding of identity crisis.

Devi examined women’s quest for self in Where Shall We Go This Summer? through a
feminist and psychological reading of Sita’s character (Devi, 2020). The study used
descriptive textual analysis and focused on the emotional exploration of Indian women’s
inner lives. Devi found that Sita’s identity crisis was shaped by marital disharmony, family
relations, loneliness, alienation, and the socio-cultural atmosphere of a male-dominated
society. The study discussed Sita as a nervous and sensitive middle-aged woman who felt
emotionally displaced within her family. This work contributed to the development of the
field by showing that Sita’s withdrawal to Manori Island was not simply escapism but a
symbolic attempt to recover selfhood. Yet the study concentrated on one novel and did not
comparatively examine identity crisis across different phases of womanhood.

Priyanka’s ecofeminist study expanded the discussion by connecting psychological
landscapes with environmental landscapes in Cry, the Peacock and Where Shall We Go This
Summer? (Priyanka, 2022). The methodology of the study was close reading through an
ecofeminist lens. Priyanka found that Maya and Sita’s self-exploratory journeys were linked
with lack, loss, longing, and patriarchal oppression. The study argued that landscape in
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Desai’s fiction was not merely external setting but a psychological and cultural space that
reflected female anguish. This contribution was significant because it developed the field
beyond domestic and psychological analysis and showed how nature, space, and environment
participated in the construction of female identity. For the present study, this insight
supported the interpretation of house, island, mountain, and fire as symbolic spaces of
identity crisis.

Behera focused specifically on Fire on the Mountain and examined the search for identity
among Nanda Kaul, Raka, and lla Das (Behera, 2019). The study used qualitative textual
interpretation and character-based analysis. Behera found that all three female characters
were victims of different forms of deprivation, indifference, violence, and emotional
abandonment. Nanda Kaul’s withdrawal to Carignano was interpreted as a response to
lifelong domestic neglect, while Ila Das’s death exposed the violence faced by women within
patriarchal society. Raka’s destructive act of setting fire to the forest was treated as a
symbolic response to trauma and violence. The study was important because it showed that
identity crisis in Fire on the Mountain was intergenerational, affecting old age, childhood,
and socially vulnerable womanhood.

Banerjee offered a recent study of Cry, the Peacock by examining Maya’s fractured psyche
and patriarchal constraints (Banerjee, 2023). The methodology was close textual analysis
supported by feminist and psychoanalytic interpretation. The study found that Maya’s
neurosis resulted from an overprotective childhood, emotionally detached marriage,
patriarchal subjugation, and the prophecy of death. Banerjee also discussed the peacock as a
symbolic representation of desire, fear, life, death, and psychological disturbance. This study
was valuable because it connected Maya’s inner collapse with patriarchal structures rather
than treating madness as an isolated psychological defect. However, like many existing
studies, it remained limited to a single text and did not develop a comparative content-
analysis framework across multiple novels.

Akter’s recent study examined feminine identity crisis in Anita Desai’s fictional work
through an intersectional feminist perspective (Akter, 2024). The study adopted descriptive
methodology, primary textual reading, thematic exploration, character analysis, and socio-
psychological interpretation. Akter found that Desai’s women struggled against familial
oppression, social restrictions, sacrificial roles, and patriarchal assumptions of female
inferiority. This study was useful because it broadened identity crisis as a feminist and socio-
psychological issue across Desai’s fiction. It also showed that Desai’s women were not
merely passive sufferers but figures of resistance, endurance, and partial emancipation.
Nevertheless, the study remained broad in scope and did not offer a novel-wise coded content
analysis of the selected texts.

The major literature gap was that existing studies had examined identity crisis, alienation,
feminism, psychological conflict, and selthood in Anita Desai’s novels either through single-
text analysis or broad thematic commentary. However, very few studies had systematically
analysed identity crisis through a defined qualitative content-analysis framework across Cry,
the Peacock, Where Shall We Go This Summer?, and Fire on the Mountain. This gap was
significant because these three novels represented three different stages of female identity
crisis: young married womanhood, maternal-domestic crisis, and elderly withdrawal. A
structured content analysis could identify recurring categories such as marital alienation,
psychological anxiety, domestic confinement, maternal exhaustion, solitude, repression,
symbolic space, and existential emptiness. Addressing this gap would make the study more
methodologically rigorous and suitable for international research standards.
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3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The present study adopted a qualitative research design based on manual close reading and
thematic content analysis. The methodology was designed to fill the identified literature gap
by systematically examining identity crisis across three selected novels of Anita Desai rather
than discussing the theme in a general or single-text manner. The primary sources of data
were Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock (1963), Where Shall We Go This Summer? (1975), and
Fire on the Mountain (1977). These novels were selected through purposive sampling
because they represented three different phases of female identity crisis: young married
womanhood, maternal-domestic crisis, and elderly withdrawal from family and society.

The textual data were collected directly from the selected novels. The units of analysis
included character-centred passages, internal reflections, dialogues, symbolic descriptions,
narrative comments, spatial imagery, and scenes showing alienation, anxiety, emotional
repression, domestic confinement, marital conflict, solitude, and psychological
fragmentation. The study was limited to the major female characters: Maya in Cry, the
Peacock, Sita in Where Shall We Go This Summer?, and Nanda Kaul, Raka, and Ila Das in
Fire on the Mountain. The analysis did not cover Anita Desai’s complete fiction,
biographical writings, short stories, or non-fiction works.

Manual close reading was used as the main data analysis tool. Each novel was read
repeatedly to identify recurring textual patterns related to identity crisis. The relevant
passages were marked, grouped, and interpreted under predefined thematic categories:
marital alienation, psychological anxiety, domestic confinement, maternal crisis, solitude,
repression, symbolic space, and existential emptiness. These categories were derived from the
literature gap and were applied consistently across all three novels. The interpretation was
supported by psychoanalytic, feminist, and existential perspectives. No statistical software
was used because the study was qualitative and interpretive in nature. The findings were
developed through comparative textual analysis, where similarities and differences among the
protagonists’ identity crises were examined in relation to gender, family, psychology, space,
and narrative technique.

4. THEMATIC INTERPRETATION AND LITERARY IMPLICATIONS

This section presents the thematic interpretation of identity crisis in Anita Desai’s Cry, the
Peacock, Where Shall We Go This Summer?, and Fire on the Mountain. The analysis is based
on manual close reading of the selected primary texts and is organised around eight major
thematic categories: marital alienation, psychological anxiety, domestic confinement,
maternal crisis, solitude, symbolic space, silence and repression, and existential alienation.
These themes are significant because Desai’s female protagonists experience identity crisis
not merely as private emotional instability but as a condition shaped by marriage, family,
gendered expectations, memory, trauma, domestic responsibility, and social alienation. The
analysis directly addresses the research objectives by explaining how identity crisis is
represented, what conditions produce it, and how Desai’s literary techniques convert interior
suffering into a wider critique of gendered existence.

4.1 Marital Alienation and the Crisis of Conjugal Selfhood

Marital alienation is one of the central causes of identity crisis in Desai’s fiction. In Cry, the
Peacock, Maya’s relationship with Gautama is marked by emotional asymmetry. Maya
desires tenderness, attention, and affective recognition, whereas Gautama responds through
logic, detachment, and philosophical distance. Her complaint, “You notice nothing at all,”
reveals her sense of emotional invisibility within marriage (Desai, 1963, Part |1, Chapter One,
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p. 17). This line indicates that Maya’s crisis does not emerge simply from individual
hypersensitivity; rather, it develops from a marital structure in which her emotional life
remains unrecognised. Banerjee (2023) similarly interpreted Maya’s psychic disturbance as
inseparable from patriarchal indifference and conjugal incompatibility.

In Where Shall We Go This Summer?, Sita’s marriage to Raman similarly reflects emotional
estrangement. Raman represents social practicality, urban routine, and domestic adjustment,
while Sita represents inward disturbance, resistance, and refusal. Her inability to accept
ordinary family life indicates a conflict between socially approved wifehood and individual
emotional truth. Thus, in both novels, Desai presents marriage not as a stable institution of
identity but as a space where female selfhood may become fragmented, suppressed, and
psychologically threatened.

4.2 Psychological Anxiety and Fragmented Consciousness

Psychological anxiety is a major mode through which Desai represents identity crisis. In Cry,
the Peacock, Maya’s consciousness is shaped by fear, loneliness, obsessive memory, and
emotional intensity. Her statement “I am alone” condenses the central psychological
condition of the novel (Desai, 1963, Part Il, Chapter One, p. 8). The statement is brief, but it
carries deep interpretive weight: Maya is not only physically isolated; she is emotionally and
existentially abandoned. Erikson’s (1968) theory of identity crisis is relevant here because
Maya’s selthood becomes unstable when her inner needs fail to receive relational support.

Sita’s anxiety in Where Shall We Go This Summer? is expressed differently. Her
psychological crisis is associated with pregnancy, fear, anger, and refusal. She travels to
Manori because she has come there “not to give birth” and to seek the “miracle of keeping
her baby unborn” (Desai, 1982, Part One: “Monsoon ’67,” p. 31). These phrases reveal that
her anxiety is not ordinary domestic dissatisfaction; it is a crisis of existence, motherhood,
and moral resistance to violence. Desai therefore presents psychological anxiety as a
heightened form of perception, through which the female protagonist recognises the brutality
and emptiness of ordinary social life.

4.3 Domestic Confinement and Gendered Role Conflict

Domestic confinement is another major source of identity crisis in the selected novels.
Desai’s women are not merely shown as dissatisfied with domestic life; they are represented
as subjects whose inner identities are reduced by repetitive social and household roles. In
Where Shall We Go This Summer?, Sita’s married life becomes associated with suffocation,
routine, and excessive domestic order. The narration states that the “whole house seemed to
be a kitchen,” indicating that domestic life has consumed all available space for individuality
(Desai, 1982, Part One: “Monsoon ’67,” p. 49). Devi (2020) argued that Sita’s quest for
selfhood is shaped by marital disharmony, loneliness, and socio-cultural restriction. The
present reading extends this argument by showing that her identity crisis is specifically
produced through the conflict between domestic role and inner autonomy.

In Fire on the Mountain, domestic confinement is represented retrospectively. Nanda Kaul’s
old age withdrawal to Carignano is the result of a lifetime of service, obligation, and social
performance. At the beginning of the novel, she has “no wish for letters,” which reveals her
rejection of family communication and social claims (Desai, 1977, Part I: “Nanda Kaul at
Carignano,” Chapter 1, PDF p. 13). Her identity in old age is therefore constructed through
negation: she refuses visitors, letters, emotional duties, and familial dependence. This
condition corresponds with de Beauvoir’s (1953) feminist argument that women are
frequently defined through service, relationality, and social otherness.
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4.4 Maternal Crisis and Reproductive Identity

Maternal crisis is most strongly developed in Where Shall We Go This Summer? Sita’s fifth
pregnancy becomes the centre of her psychological and existential conflict. Her wish to keep
the child unborn is not presented as simple rejection of motherhood; it is a refusal to deliver
life into a violent and morally exhausted world. Her journey to Manori is therefore symbolic
of her desire to suspend time, prevent birth, and protect the unborn child from worldly
violence. The page 31 passage is crucial because it connects pregnancy with fear, resistance,
and impossible hope (Desai, 1982, Part One: “Monsoon ’67,” p. 31).

This treatment of motherhood challenges conventional literary and cultural idealisations of
maternity. Sita’s maternal identity does not stabilise her; rather, it intensifies her crisis. She is
biologically a mother, socially a wife, and emotionally a resisting subject. Brubaker and
Cooper’s (2000) view of identity as unstable and relational is useful here because Sita’s
maternal self is divided between attachment, fear, rebellion, and social duty. Desai therefore
represents motherhood not as a natural completion of female identity but as a contested
psychological and social condition.

4.5 Solitude, Withdrawal, and the Desire for Autonomy

In Fire on the Mountain, solitude becomes a central expression of identity crisis. Nanda Kaul
believes that Carignano gives her the selfhood she has long desired. The narrator states that
she “wanted no one and nothing else” (Desai, 1977, Part I: “Nanda Kaul at Carignano,”
Chapter 1, PDF p. 13). This line shows that her solitude is not accidental loneliness but a
consciously chosen mode of withdrawal. She attempts to build an identity free from
dependence, family, memory, and social obligation.

However, Desai complicates this apparent autonomy. Nanda’s desire “To be a tree” suggests
a wish to become still, impersonal, self-contained, and free from human demand (Desali,
1977, Part I: “Nanda Kaul at Carignano,” Chapter 1, PDF p. 13). Behera (2019) observed that
Nanda’s withdrawal reflects emotional deprivation and wounded selthood. The present
analysis supports this view but further argues that her solitude is not pure freedom. It is a
defensive identity formed after emotional exhaustion. Her withdrawal is therefore both
resistance and repression.

4.6 Symbolic Space and the Externalisation of Inner Crisis

Desai’s selected novels use physical space as a symbolic extension of inner crisis. In Cry, the
Peacock, the house becomes a psychological enclosure rather than a secure marital home.
Maya’s perception of the natural and domestic world is charged with fear, sensory excess,
and symbolic threat. Her observation that a flowering plant “attracts snakes” reflects how
beauty and danger merge in her disturbed consciousness (Desai, 1963, Part 11, Chapter One,
p. 11). The domestic environment therefore becomes an external form of psychological
anxiety.

In Where Shall We Go This Summer?, Manori Island symbolises memory, retreat, and
suspended reality. Sita believes the island may protect her from birth, violence, and urban
domesticity. Yet the island does not resolve her crisis; instead, it exposes the impossibility of
complete escape from family and social responsibility. In Fire on the Mountain, Carignano’s
barren landscape reflects Nanda’s desired emotional state. Desai describes Carignano through
barrenness, starkness, rock, pine, light, and air, thereby making landscape an extension of
Nanda’s self-denial and emotional minimalism (Desai, 1977, Part I: “Nanda Kaul at
Carignano,” Chapter 1, PDF pp. 13-14). Priyanka (2022) rightly argued that landscape in
Desai’s fiction reflects female anguish and self-exploration.
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4.7 Silence, Repression, and Unspoken Trauma

Silence functions as a major narrative strategy in Desai’s fiction. Maya’s silence hides
psychic terror, Sita’s silence carries resistance, and Nanda Kaul’s silence conceals emotional
exhaustion. In Fire on the Mountain, Nanda’s rejection of letters and visitors shows her
desire to silence the claims of the past. However, the arrival of Raka and Ila Das breaks this
silence and exposes the repressed history beneath Nanda’s carefully constructed solitude.

The collapse of Nanda’s self-protective identity becomes explicit in Part I1l, Chapter 13.
After the telephone call reporting Ila Das’s rape and death, Nanda recognises the falsehood of
her own life-narratives. Her admission, “It was all a lie,” marks the collapse of the identity
she had tried to create for herself before Raka (Desai, 1977, Part III: “Ila Das Leaves
Carignano,” Chapter 13, PDF p. 146). Akter (2024) argued that Desai’s women struggle
against familial oppression, social expectations, and sacrificial roles. In Nanda’s case, the
struggle ends not in liberation but in the exposure of repression.

4.8 Existential Alienation and the Search for Selfhood

The selected novels ultimately present identity crisis as an existential condition. Maya, Sita,
and Nanda Kaul differ in age, social situation, and response, yet each confronts the question
of how to exist authentically in a world that denies her emotional truth. Maya’s crisis moves
toward psychic disintegration; Sita’s crisis moves toward reluctant negotiation; Nanda’s crisis
moves toward exposure and symbolic collapse.

In Where Shall We Go This Summer?, Sita’s temporary release occurs when Raman
withdraws from her emotional drama and she feels “at last she was free” (Desai, 1982, Part
One: “Monsoon *67,” p. 149). However, this freedom is ambiguous because it does not lead
to permanent separation from domesticity. Rather, it reveals the difficulty of sustaining
autonomous identity within social and familial bonds. In Fire on the Mountain, the
concluding fire becomes the outward sign of internal devastation. The final image of the
ravine where “flames spat and crackled” transforms private crisis into symbolic destruction
(Desai, 1977, Part III: “Ila Das Leaves Carignano,” Chapter 13, PDF p. 147). Thus, Desai’s
literary implication lies in her ability to represent female identity crisis as psychological,
gendered, symbolic, and existential at the same time.

5. DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to examine the representation of identity crisis in Anita
Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, Where Shall We Go This Summer?, and Fire on the Mountain
through manual close reading and thematic content analysis. The central argument developed
through the analysis was that identity crisis in Desai’s fiction is not an isolated psychological
abnormality but a literary condition produced through the interaction of gendered roles,
marital alienation, domestic confinement, maternal anxiety, emotional repression, symbolic
space, and existential loneliness. The findings demonstrated that Desai’s female protagonists
experience identity as a fractured and unstable formation rather than as a fixed social
category. This interpretation is consistent with Brubaker and Cooper’s (2000) view that
identity should be understood as a process of self-understanding, positioning, and relational
negotiation rather than as an essential or permanent state.

The analysis of marital alienation showed that Desai repeatedly located female identity crisis
within emotionally inadequate relationships. In Cry, the Peacock, Maya’s complaint to
Gautama, “You notice nothing at all,” revealed the emotional invisibility that defines her
married life (Desai, 1963, Part 1l, Chapter One, p. 17). This textual moment is significant
because it presents marriage as a site where female subjectivity is not recognised. Gautama’s

Published By: National Press Associates Page 210
& Copyright @ Authors



Journal Literary Aesthetics ISSN: 2347-8705
Volume No: 13, Issue No: 1, Year: 2026 (January-June) Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8)
PP-202-214 Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org

rationalism does not merely differ from Maya’s emotional intensity; it invalidates her mode
of being. In psychological terms, Maya’s crisis emerges from the collapse of affective
communication. In feminist terms, it reflects the patriarchal tendency to classify female
sensitivity as irrationality. This finding aligns with Banerjee’s (2023) observation that Maya’s
fractured psyche is shaped by patriarchal and conjugal constraints. However, the present
study extends such scholarship by showing that Maya’s crisis is not simply madness or
neurosis; it is a coded response to relational erasure.

A comparable but structurally different form of alienation was found in Where Shall We Go
This Summer? Sita’s conflict with Raman arises from the opposition between pragmatic
domestic normalcy and inward revolt. Raman’s responses to Sita’s distress are practical:
doctor, hospital, telephone, safety, and social order. Sita’s response is existential: refusal,
escape, and the desire to suspend birth itself. When she tells Raman, “T’ve tried to tell you but
you haven’t understood a thing,” the sentence summarises the communicative failure at the
centre of the marriage (Desai, 1982, Part One: “Monsoon ’67,” p. 33). This finding connects
literary analysis with psychology because the novel portrays emotional invalidation as a
cause of anxiety and identity fragmentation. It also connects with sociology because marriage
is shown not merely as a private relationship but as a social institution that demands
conformity from women.

The study further found that domestic confinement operates as a major structural cause of
identity crisis. In Where Shall We Go This Summer?, the domestic space is repeatedly
associated with suffocation and repetition. The statement that “the whole house seemed to be
a kitchen” makes the household appear as an all-consuming structure in which food, routine,
and domestic management replace individuality (Desai, 1982, Part One: “Monsoon ’67,” p.
49). This finding deepens Devi’s (2020) argument that Sita’s self-search is shaped by
loneliness and socio-cultural restriction. The present interpretation shows that the domestic
space itself functions as a mechanism of identity reduction. Sita is not merely unhappy in the
house; she experiences the house as a symbolic enclosure where her selfhood is absorbed into
repetitive domestic performance. This aligns with de Beauvoir’s (1953) feminist argument
that patriarchal society often defines women through relational and domestic functions rather
than through autonomous subjectivity.

Maternal crisis emerged as one of the most significant findings of the study. Desai’s
representation of pregnancy in Where Shall We Go This Summer? challenges the cultural
idealisation of motherhood. Sita’s journey to Manori is explicitly described as an attempt “not
to give birth” and as a pilgrimage for “the miracle of keeping her baby unborn” (Desai, 1982,
Part One: “Monsoon ’67,” p. 31). This finding is important because it shows that Sita’s crisis
is not a rejection of life but a refusal to deliver life into a violent and spiritually exhausted
world. Her maternal identity is divided between protection and resistance. In philosophical
terms, the unborn child becomes a symbol of suspended existence; in psychological terms,
Sita’s pregnancy intensifies her fear of violence, repetition, and loss of self. The study
therefore advances existing criticism by interpreting Sita’s maternal crisis as a form of ethical
protest rather than as escapism or emotional instability alone.

The interpretation of Fire on the Mountain revealed that identity crisis in Desai’s fiction is
not limited to young or middle-aged women. Nanda Kaul’s late-life withdrawal to Carignano
represents another stage of female identity crisis. Her desire to be alone is not a simple
preference for solitude but a reaction against a lifetime of domestic and social obligation. The
narration states that she wanted “to be alone, to have Carignano to herself,” and later frames
her inward protest through the questions, “Have I not done enough and had enough? I want
no more. [ want nothing” (Desai, 1977, Part I: “Nanda Kaul at Carignano,” Chapter 5, PDF p.
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28). This finding supports Behera’s (2019) argument that Nanda’s withdrawal reflects
wounded female identity. At the same time, the present study adds that Nanda’s solitude is
not full liberation. It is a defensive identity formed through negation: she becomes herself by
refusing visitors, letters, duties, memory, and family claims.

Symbolic space was another major finding. Desai’s spaces are not passive backgrounds; they
externalise psychological conditions. Maya’s house in Cry, the Peacock becomes a site of
fear and sensory excess; Sita’s Manori Island becomes a space of memory and impossible
miracle; Nanda’s Carignano becomes a landscape of barrenness, reduction, and withdrawal.
In Fire on the Mountain, the forest fire is described as “silent, swift and threatening,” giving
visible form to suppressed violence and psychic unrest (Desai, 1977, Part II: “Raka Comes to
Carignano,” Chapter 12, PDF p. 92). This supports Priyanka’s (2022) ecofeminist view that
landscape in Desai’s fiction reflects female anguish and self-exploration. The present study
extends this view by showing that symbolic space also functions as a content category
through which identity crisis can be systematically traced across the three novels.

The study also found that silence and repression are central to Desai’s narrative method.
Raka’s trauma in Fire on the Mountain reveals how violence becomes internalised and
wordless. Her memory of her father “beating at her mother” and of her mother lying on the
floor weeping links childhood trauma with later withdrawal, secrecy, and fascination with
destruction (Desai, 1977, Part II: “Raka Comes to Carignano,” Chapter 11, PDF p. 89). Ila
Das’s rape and death further expose the vulnerability of women outside protective social
structures. This finding connects literary analysis with gender studies, trauma studies, and
sociology, because Desai shows how domestic violence, social neglect, and patriarchal power
produce damaged identities across generations.

The findings therefore align with existing scholarship on Desai’s psychological realism,
feminist consciousness, and representation of alienation, but they also challenge the tendency
to treat each novel separately. By analysing the three novels through a common content-
analysis framework, this study shows a developmental pattern: Maya represents young
conjugal crisis, Sita represents maternal-domestic crisis, and Nanda Kaul represents late-life
withdrawal after domestic exhaustion. This comparative structure fills the gap identified in
the literature by offering a systematic thematic model rather than a general discussion of
alienation or feminism. The study contributes to Indian English literary criticism by
demonstrating that Desai’s fiction provides a layered account of female identity across
different life stages and social positions.

In a contemporary context, the study remains relevant because the issues raised by Desai—
emotional invisibility in marriage, the burden of domestic labour, maternal anxiety, gendered
violence, elderly isolation, and the search for personal autonomy—continue to shape social
and cultural debates. The novels speak to current concerns in psychology, women’s studies,
family sociology, and literary criticism. Nevertheless, the study has limitations. It was
restricted to three novels and focused primarily on female identity crisis. It did not examine
Desai’s complete fiction, male subjectivity, class in detail, or the full postcolonial dimensions
of her work. Further research may compare Desai with other Indian English women novelists
such as Shashi Deshpande, Kamala Markandaya, or Nayantara Sahgal, or may apply trauma
theory, narratology, ecofeminism, or comparative postcolonial theory to expand the
interpretive scope.

6. CONCLUSION

The present research examined identity crisis in Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, Where Shall
We Go This Summer?, and Fire on the Mountain through a qualitative methodology based on

Published By: National Press Associates Page 212
& Copyright @ Authors



Journal Literary Aesthetics ISSN: 2347-8705
Volume No: 13, Issue No: 1, Year: 2026 (January-June) Peer Reviewed & Refereed Journal (IF: 5.8)
PP-202-214 Journal Website www.literaryjournal.org

manual close reading and thematic content analysis. The central argument of the study was
that Desai’s representation of identity crisis is not confined to individual psychological
disorder but emerges from the complex interaction of gender, marriage, domesticity,
motherhood, memory, symbolic space, repression, and existential alienation. The selected
novels reveal that identity in Desai’s fiction is unstable, relational, and deeply affected by
emotional deprivation and social expectation.

The most significant insight of the study is that Desai’s female protagonists represent three
different stages of identity crisis. Maya in Cry, the Peacock embodies the crisis of a young
married woman whose emotional needs are invalidated within a rational and patriarchal
marriage. Sita in Where Shall We Go This Summer? represents the crisis of a mother and wife
who resists domestic repetition, reproductive expectation, and the violence of ordinary
existence. Nanda Kaul in Fire on the Mountain represents the crisis of an elderly woman who
attempts to construct autonomy through solitude but remains haunted by memory, family, and
repressed emotional injury. These findings directly answer the research objectives by
showing how identity crisis is represented, what conditions produce it, and how Desai’s
narrative strategies make interior suffering visible.

The study contributes to literary studies by providing a systematic thematic framework for
analysing identity crisis in Anita Desai’s selected fiction. While previous criticism has often
discussed Desai’s psychological realism, feminist concerns, or alienated women separately,
the present research brings these elements together through a content-analysis approach. It
demonstrates that marital alienation, domestic confinement, maternal anxiety, solitude,
symbolic space, silence, and trauma are not isolated motifs but interconnected categories
through which Desai constructs female subjectivity. This interpretation offers an original
perspective by tracing identity crisis across different phases of womanhood: youth,
motherhood, and old age.

The broader literary and cultural significance of the study lies in its demonstration that
Desai’s novels transform private suffering into a critique of social structures. Her fiction
questions the assumption that marriage, motherhood, family, and domestic duty naturally
complete female identity. Instead, Desai shows that these institutions can become sites of
erasure when they deny emotional recognition and personal autonomy. Her use of interior
monologue, symbolic landscape, silence, and psychological intensity places her within the
tradition of modern psychological fiction while also grounding her work in the specific
realities of Indian domestic and gendered life.

In contemporary contexts, Desai’s fiction remains highly relevant. Questions of women’s
emotional labour, mental health, marital communication, reproductive autonomy, domestic
violence, elderly solitude, and the right to selfhood continue to shape social and cultural
discourse. The selected novels therefore invite readers to reconsider identity not as a stable
social role but as a fragile and contested process. Ultimately, Desai’s fiction asks a question
that remains urgent: when social institutions define a woman’s life for her, what space
remains for the private self to survive, speak, and become whole?
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