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ABSTRACT: Indian English literature has provided an important literary space for examining women’s experiences 

within family, society, and culture. Among the prominent women novelists of India, Arundhati Roy and Anita Desai 

occupy distinctive positions because of their sustained engagement with questions of female identity, social 

expectations, emotional repression, and individual freedom. This paper presents a comparative feminist study of 

Roy’s The God of Small Things and Desai’s Clear Light of Day. Although the novels differ considerably in narrative 

style and social setting, both examine the ways in which patriarchal structures influence women’s choices and 

identities. Roy’s novel presents Ammu as a woman whose desire for personal and emotional freedom brings her into 

conflict with family, caste, and social conventions. Desai’s Bim, in contrast, develops her independence through 

education, work, and a refusal to make marriage the defining condition of her life. The study argues that Roy’s 

feminism is strongly connected with caste, sexuality, and institutional power, whereas Desai places greater emphasis on 

psychological development, memory, and self-realization. Using qualitative textual analysis and feminist literary 

theory, the paper compares the representation of women, marriage, family, patriarchy, sexuality, resistance, and identity 

in the two novels. The comparison demonstrates that Indian feminist fiction does not present a single model of female 

liberation. Instead, Roy and Desai offer different but complementary representations of women’s struggle for 

autonomy. 

 

KEYWORDS: Arundhati Roy, Anita Desai, feminism, patriarchy, female identity, Ammu, Bim, Indian English 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 

The representation of women has been one of the major concerns of modern Indian English literature. Indian women 

writers have increasingly moved beyond stereotypical portrayals of women as obedient daughters, wives, and mothers 

and have explored women’s inner conflicts, desires, ambitions, frustrations, and resistance. 

 

Arundhati Roy and Anita Desai are particularly significant in this context. Desai’s Clear Light of Day, published in 

1980, investigates family relationships, memory, emotional isolation, and individual identity. Roy’s The God of Small 

Things, published in 1997, addresses family, childhood, caste, forbidden relationships, gender, and social violence. The 

two novels therefore belong to different literary moments, yet both demonstrate an interest in the restrictions placed 

upon women. 

 

The central female characters also provide an interesting basis for comparison. Ammu in Roy’s novel is a divorced 

woman whose attempt to exercise control over her emotional and sexual life places her in conflict with her family and 

society. Bim in Desai’s novel is an unmarried, educated woman who chooses an independent existence while remaining 

deeply connected to her family. 

 

The differences between these characters are important. Ammu’s resistance is expressed through a direct challenge to 

social and sexual conventions, whereas Bim’s independence develops through education, employment, self-reliance, 

and psychological reflection. 
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Existing criticism supports these broad distinctions. Scholarship on Roy frequently examines the interaction between 

gender and caste, while studies of Desai often emphasize female identity, psychological conflict, and 

independence. SSage Journals+2 

 

This paper therefore asks how two influential Indian women novelists represent female identity differently while 

sharing a critique of patriarchal expectations. 

 

II. STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

 

Traditional literary representations of Indian women have often been shaped by expectations surrounding marriage, 

motherhood, family honour, sexuality, and domestic responsibility. Such expectations can limit women’s ability to 

define themselves independently. 

 

Both Roy and Desai challenge these limitations, but they do so through different literary strategies. 

 

In The God of Small Things, the oppression experienced by Ammu cannot be separated from caste and social hierarchy. 

Recent scholarship has specifically emphasized the interconnected nature of gender, caste, and social power in Roy’s 

novel. SSage Journals+1 

In Clear Light of Day, Bim’s struggle is more strongly connected to psychological independence and the problem of 

defining oneself outside conventional expectations of womanhood. Scholarship on Desai identifies Bim as a woman 

who challenges traditional assumptions about female life and identity. IIISTE+1 

The problem addressed by this study is therefore how these two novels construct different forms of feminist resistance. 

 

III. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

 

The study has the following objectives: 

1. To examine feminist representations in The God of Small Things and Clear Light of Day. 

2. To compare Ammu and Bim as representations of female identity. 

3. To investigate the influence of patriarchy on women’s lives in the two novels. 

4. To analyse the relationship between marriage and female autonomy. 

5. To examine family as a source of both security and oppression. 

6. To compare the different forms of resistance represented by Roy and Desai. 

7. To examine the relationship between gender, caste, class, and sexuality in Roy’s novel. 

8. To explore psychological independence and self-realization in Desai’s novel. 

9. To identify similarities and differences in the feminist perspectives of the two authors. 

 

IV. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

The research is guided by the following questions: 

1. How do Roy and Desai represent women’s struggle against patriarchal expectations? 

2. How are Ammu and Bim different as feminist protagonists? 

3. How does marriage influence female identity in the two novels? 

4. How does family contribute to women’s oppression? 

5. How does caste complicate the feminist concerns of The God of Small Things? 

6. How does psychological conflict shape Bim’s identity? 

7. What different forms of resistance are available to Ammu and Bim? 

8. What do the two novels contribute to the study of Indian feminist literature? 

 

V. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This research adopts a qualitative, comparative, and interpretive methodology. 

The principal method is close textual analysis. The study examines characterization, dialogue, narrative structure, 

imagery, family relationships, gender relations, and representations of social power. 
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The primary texts are: 

• Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things. 

• Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day. 

 

Feminist literary criticism forms the principal theoretical framework. Postcolonial and intersectional perspectives are 

incorporated where they are particularly relevant. 

 

The approach is not based on statistical measurement. Instead, the research interprets how literary language and 

characterization construct ideas about women’s identity and oppression. 

 

This methodology is consistent with existing feminist studies of both novels, many of which employ qualitative textual 

analysis and close reading. LLiterary Hermeneutics+1 

 

VI. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Scholarship on The God of Small Things has developed along several interconnected lines. Feminist critics have 

examined the position of women within the Ipe family and the wider social environment. Ammu has frequently been 

interpreted as a woman whose desire challenges patriarchal expectations. 

 

Research has also emphasized the connection between gender and caste. Mandal’s study, for example, examines the 

caste-gender hierarchy represented in Roy’s novel and considers how the relationship between marginalized characters 

challenges that hierarchy. SSage Journals 

 

Other recent research has argued that gender oppression and caste discrimination should not be treated as separate 

subjects in Roy’s work. The identities of Ammu and Velutha are shaped by several overlapping systems of social 

power.  

 

Another significant direction of criticism concerns Roy’s narrative structure. Recent scholarship argues that the 

fragmented and nonlinear structure of the novel contributes to its critique of patriarchal power by representing 

suppressed memories and experiences.  

 

Scholarship on Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day has focused particularly on Bim’s independence and psychological 

development. Uddin Khan describes Bim as a woman who challenges traditional expectations of Indian womanhood.  

Other research approaches Desai’s female characters through feminist and postcolonial perspectives, emphasizing the 

difficulties faced by women who attempt to negotiate between traditional expectations and alternative models of 

identity.University of Bucharest Journals+1 

 

Recent work also emphasizes the connection between Bim’s identity and memory. Rather than treating her 

independence simply as social rebellion, such criticism considers her psychological development and her changing 

relationship with the past. ResearchGate 

 

The existing scholarship therefore provides a strong foundation for a comparative study. However, a useful research 

direction is to place Roy’s socially transgressive feminism alongside Desai’s psychologically oriented feminism and 

examine how both contribute to the broader development of Indian women’s writing. 

 

VII. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

The study primarily employs feminist literary theory. 

Feminist criticism examines the representation of women and investigates the ways literary texts reproduce or 

challenge gender hierarchies. Important concerns include: 

• patriarchal authority; 

• women’s agency; 

• female sexuality; 

• marriage; 
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• domesticity; 

• economic independence; 

• gender identity; 

• women’s resistance. 

 

The study also uses an intersectional perspective in analysing Roy’s novel. Intersectionality is especially relevant 

because Ammu’s experiences are influenced not only by gender but also by caste, class, family status, and sexuality. 

This approach is supported by recent criticism that interprets The God of Small Things through the interaction of 

gender, caste, and social hierarchy.  

 

VIII. AMMU AND FEMALE RESISTANCE IN THE GOD OF SMALL THINGS 

 

Ammu occupies a difficult position within her family. She is neither given the same authority as her brother nor 

allowed the same social freedoms. 

 

Her unsuccessful marriage does not result in genuine independence. Returning to her parental home places her in 

another form of dependence. 

 

The important feminist issue is therefore not simply that Ammu has an unhappy marriage. Her deeper problem is that 

she has very limited control over the circumstances of her life. 

 

Her relationship with Velutha becomes a decisive act of resistance. It challenges social assumptions about who a 

woman can love and with whom she can establish an intimate relationship. 

 

The relationship is particularly transgressive because Velutha occupies a marginalized caste position. Thus, Ammu’s 

personal desire becomes connected to the larger politics of caste 

. 

Scholars have repeatedly identified this intersection between gender and caste as one of the defining features of Roy’s 

feminist representation.  

 

Ammu’s tragedy consequently reveals how social institutions can punish women when they attempt to exercise 

autonomy over their own emotional and sexual lives. 

 

VI. BIM AND FEMALE INDEPENDENCE IN CLEAR LIGHT OF DAY 

 

Bim represents a substantially different model of female independence. 

Unlike Ammu, Bim does not define her identity through marriage. She remains unmarried and develops an independent 

life through education and work. 

 

However, her independence is not presented as uncomplicated happiness. She carries considerable responsibility for her 

family and struggles with feelings of resentment and abandonment. 

 

This complexity makes Bim an important feminist character. Independence does not automatically eliminate emotional 

conflict. 

 

Bim’s development is therefore primarily psychological. She must understand her memories and reconsider her 

relationships before she can achieve a greater sense of emotional freedom. 

Studies of the novel have similarly interpreted Bim’s journey as a search for independence, voice, and identity. J

Journal of Language Studies 
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X. AMMU AND BIM: COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS 

 

Ammu and Bim represent two different possibilities for female autonomy. 

 

Ammu’s challenge to patriarchy is external and confrontational. She acts against established social expectations, 

particularly concerning love and sexuality. 

 

Bim’s challenge is internal and developmental. She constructs an independent identity by refusing to accept marriage 

as the sole measure of female fulfilment. 

 

Ammu’s story ends tragically because her resistance directly threatens established social and caste boundaries. 

Bim’s story is less tragic because her struggle eventually moves toward understanding and reconciliation. 

Thus, Roy emphasizes the social consequences of transgression, while Desai emphasizes the psychological process 

of self-discovery. 

 

XI. MARRIAGE AND WOMEN’S AUTONOMY 

 

Marriage is one of the most significant institutions examined in both novels. 

 

For Ammu, marriage initially provides an escape from one restrictive environment but eventually becomes another 

source of control. Her failed marriage leaves her in an uncertain position within her parental family. 

 

Desai takes a different approach. Bim does not depend upon marriage for social identity. Her unmarried status becomes 

part of her independent identity. 

 

Both novels therefore question the cultural expectation that marriage is essential to a woman’s fulfilment. 

 

However, their conclusions differ: 

Roy: marriage can become an instrument of patriarchal control. 

Desai: a woman can construct an identity beyond marriage. 

 

XII. FAMILY AND PATRIARCHAL POWER 

 

Family is central to both novels, but neither writer presents it as entirely protective. 

 

In Roy’s novel, the family becomes an institution through which gender and caste values are enforced. Ammu’s 
position demonstrates how a woman may remain vulnerable even inside her own family. 

 

In Desai’s novel, family produces a different form of conflict. The Das family is shaped by memories, emotional 

distance, unresolved grievances, and responsibility. 

 

The contrast is significant. 

Roy emphasizes institutional power and punishment, whereas Desai emphasizes emotional inheritance and 

psychological conflict. 

 

XIII. GENDER AND CASTE IN ROY’S NOVEL 

 

Caste distinguishes Roy’s feminism from Desai’s. 

The relationship between Ammu and Velutha makes caste inseparable from gender and sexuality. Their relationship 

crosses a social boundary that the surrounding community considers unacceptable. 

 

The novel therefore demonstrates that a feminist analysis of Indian society cannot always be separated from caste 

analysis. 

Recent research explicitly describes the novel’s social structure through the interconnected categories of caste, gender, 

and social hierarchy.  
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This dimension is much less central to Clear Light of Day. Desai’s primary concern is not caste conflict but family, 

gender, memory, and individual identity. 

 

XIV. FEMALE SEXUALITY 

 

Female sexuality is another major point of difference. 

In Roy’s novel, Ammu’s sexuality becomes a central site of conflict. Her desire is treated by society as a violation of 

social order. 

 

Her experience exposes a double standard: male sexual freedom receives greater tolerance, while female sexuality is 

subjected to moral judgment. 

 

Desai’s novel approaches women’s identity differently. Sexuality is not the principal means through which Bim defines 

herself. Instead, education, work, independence, memory, and family relationships are more significant. 

 

Consequently: 

Roy’s feminism emphasizes bodily and emotional autonomy. 

Desai’s feminism emphasizes psychological and intellectual autonomy. 

 

XV. NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE 

 

The two writers also employ different narrative methods. 

 

Roy’s narrative is highly fragmented. Events do not appear in straightforward chronological order. Memories, 

childhood perceptions, repetition, and adult reflection interact throughout the novel. 

 

This fragmented form reflects the effects of trauma and suppressed experience. Recent scholarship has specifically 

connected Roy’s narrative form with her critique of patriarchal power. 

 

Desai also gives considerable importance to memory, but her purpose is more psychological. The past gradually 

becomes understandable as Bim reassesses her family and her own emotional responses. 

 

Therefore, both novels use memory, but memory serves somewhat different functions: 

• Roy: memory exposes trauma and social violence. 

• Desai: memory facilitates psychological understanding and reconciliation. 

 

XVI. SIMILARITIES BETWEEN THE TWO NOVELS 

 

Despite their differences, several similarities can be identified. 

1. Both writers question conventional expectations of Indian womanhood. 

2. Both place female identity at the centre of the narrative. 

3. Both challenge the idea that marriage must define a woman’s life. 

4. Both portray family as a complicated institution. 

5. Both examine the psychological effects of social expectations. 

6. Both provide women with forms of resistance. 

7. Both challenge patriarchal definitions of female fulfilment. 

8. Both use memory to connect the present with unresolved experiences of the past. 
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XVII. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN THE TWO NOVELS 

 

Area The God of Small Things Clear Light of Day 

Author Arundhati Roy Anita Desai 

Central woman Ammu Bim 

Major concern Social oppression Psychological identity 

Patriarchy Explicit and institutional Domestic and psychological 

Caste Central Not a major concern 

Sexuality Major theme Secondary 

Marriage Site of oppression Not essential to female identity 

Resistance Transgressive Independent and introspective 

Family Source of authority and punishment Source of memory and emotional conflict 

Narrative Fragmented and nonlinear Reflective and psychological 

Feminist emphasis Social and intersectional Psychological and individual 

 

XVIII. RESEARCH GAP 

 

Although numerous studies have examined the feminist dimensions of both novels separately, there is still value in 

placing the two texts in direct comparison. 

 

Studies of Roy commonly emphasize caste, gender, sexuality, and resistance, while studies of Desai frequently 

concentrate on psychological identity, family, and female independence. SSage Journals+1 

 

The present study brings these approaches together to argue that Indian feminist literature contains multiple models 

of resistance. 

 

Ammu and Bim should not be treated as identical feminist figures. Their differences are precisely what make the 

comparison meaningful. 

 

Ammu demonstrates the consequences of directly violating patriarchal and caste boundaries, while Bim demonstrates 

how a woman can construct an independent identity within a more psychologically complex domestic environment. 

 

XIX. FINDINGS 

 

The comparative analysis produces the following findings: 

• Roy and Desai both challenge patriarchal definitions of womanhood. 

• Ammu’s struggle is closely connected with sexuality, caste, and social authority. 

• Bim’s struggle is primarily connected with psychological independence and family responsibility. 

• Roy portrays resistance as potentially dangerous and socially punishable. 

• Desai presents independence as a gradual process of self-understanding. 

• Both novels question the assumption that marriage is necessary for female fulfilment. 

• Roy’s feminism is strongly intersectional because gender operates alongside caste and class. 

• Desai’s feminist perspective is more closely connected with psychological identity and self-realization. 

• Both novels demonstrate that women’s oppression can operate within the family itself. 

 

XX. CONCLUSION 

 

The comparison between Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things and Anita Desai’s Clear Light of 

Day demonstrates the richness and diversity of feminist writing in Indian English literature. 

 

Ammu and Bim represent two different forms of female autonomy. Ammu attempts to reclaim emotional and sexual 

freedom in a society governed by patriarchal and caste-based restrictions. Her experience demonstrates the severe 

consequences that may follow when a woman crosses boundaries established by family and society. 
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Bim’s resistance is quieter. She constructs her identity through education, work, independence, and a refusal to make 

marriage the centre of her existence. Her struggle is primarily psychological, involving memory, resentment, 

responsibility, and eventual understanding. 

 

The two writers therefore offer different answers to the question of female freedom. Roy focuses on the politics of 

social transgression, while Desai concentrates on the psychology of self-definition. 

Their novels nevertheless share a fundamental feminist concern: women should not be understood merely through their 

relationships with men, families, or social institutions. Both Ammu and Bim seek, in different ways, to become subjects 

of their own lives. 

 

The comparative study consequently demonstrates that feminism in Indian English literature cannot be reduced to one 

form of resistance. It may involve challenging caste and sexual restrictions, as in Roy’s novel, or establishing 

psychological and economic independence, as in Desai’s. The two novels expand the literary understanding of 

women’s agency by showing both the external structures that restrict women and the internal processes through which 

women attempt to redefine themselves. 
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