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ABSTRACT
The most vital element next to companionship is the love and sex factor. Love, considered as a divine element
is not flouted and, sex was a secret discussed only within the four walls. The Indian woman desires the
spiritual union of two souls. However, love denotes two different things for man and woman. To women, love
is an unrestrained gift of her body and soul, expecting nothing. But for a man, it is a sort of a bargain to
achieve his unfulfilled aims. An ideal Indian wife is constructed on the image: as a slave, while serving, a
minister when counselling; goddess Lakshmi in her personality; the earth in endurance; a mother while
feeding; Ramba the celestial prostitute in bed. She believes that love is something far more than carnal
passion; free, generous and wholehearted, and can survive separation and death. Love is not merely mutual
physical attraction, it is self-sacrifice and consideration for the other. When love succeeds, it is a foretaste of
heavenly life; and can sweep all anxieties in a rush of emotion at once erotic and spiritual.
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Love is one of the most important elements in human life and does not denote any and every relation between
the sexes, but only one involving considerable emotion, and a relation which is physical as well as
psychological.Love is worthless when it is merely possessive and considered a duty. On the other hand
itflourishes when it is free and spontaneous.The lover must learn to respect the ego of the beloved person as
one’s own ego. Love is an anarchic force which can cross all boundaries created by the custom or society.

In India, marriages often take place at the behest of the elders and therefore, the couples get acquainted with
each other physically and it is in the latter half of their life they develop affection and love for each other.
Sigmund Freud in his book, On Sexuality speaks of how the original human beings were cut up into two
halves –man and woman and how these are always striving to unite again in love (46).This is an allusion to
the theory expounded by Aristophanes in Plato’s Symposium. This combination of unequal halves can be a
cause for marital disharmony depicted in Desai’s novels.
In this modern scientific world, it is unwise to allow love to interfere with his career, religion or wealth. It
would be imprudent to sacrifice career completely for love and vice versa. In most of Desai’s novels, the male
protagonist is committed to his career and hardly has any time to spare for his wife.Maya in Cry, The
Peacockyearns for Gautama’s love, but he believes in the doctrine of detachment.According to Gautama, deep
attachment is the root cause of unhappiness and misery, and he always maintains a distance physically as well
as mentally He himself tells of his family and himself that they are all egoists who work for ‘fame, name and
money’ (117).Gautama’s indifference to eros takes root from his own family: “In Gautama’s family one did
not speak of love’’ or “affection, they spoke—of discussions in parliament, of cases of bribery and corruption
revealed in government, of newspaper editors accused of libel - - -’’(46)
In her relationship with Gautama, Maya is not seeking a fulfilment of mundane love but of archetypal love.
She is yearning for the union like Radha and Krishna. Maya wishes Gautama to be responsive enough to her
sensitive and sentimental longing for him. Maya yearns for the communion inwhich body, mind and soul
unite. As MeenaBelliappa in Anita Desai: A Study of her Fiction puts it "Maya's experience oflove is not
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ecstasy that is short-lived, but of ecstasy that never attained” (14). Maya longs for love and a sexual union
with Gautama.Usha Bande in Anita Desai: A Study of her Fiction argues that Maya’s sexual demands and
ungratified desires is the resultant pain, agony and frustration as depicted through the powerful symbol of the
peacock (52).

Even the women in the family hardly speak of love or touch. “They dreaded this as their son and brother had
dreaded passion, as wise men dread their flesh” (217). When Gautama suggests that she spend the summer
with her father, she could not even bear to think of the separation. To quote Simone de Beauvoir in The
Second Sex, for “a woman, on the contrary the absence of her lover is always a torture, he is an eye, a judge,
and as soon as he looks at anything, other than herself, he frustrates her; whatever he says, he robs her off
away from his, she is dispossessed, at once of herself and of the world; even when seated at her side reading
or writing, he is abandoning her, betraying her. She hates his sleep. (667). To Maya Gautama always seems to
be a far-off figure either awake or in slumber.

Gautama fails to be with her in her world of senses. As Erich Fromm in The Art of Loving observes: “While
one is consciously afraid of not being loved, the real though unconscious fear is that of loving. To love means,
to commit oneselfwithout guarantee”. (105)

To quote Erich Fromm,Maya’s love for Gautama is immature. Maya says,” I love you because I need you’. It
is a feeling of dependence rather than a sense of sharing. Maya is obsessed with the albino’s prophecy of
death after four years of their married life. She turns into a neurotic and her love for her husband “masks itself
under the sadistic impulse.” Sigmund Freud in New Introductory Lecture on Psychoanalysisobserves thatin
obsessional neurosis“the impulse to love must then mask itself under the sadistic impulse’ and that ‘the
impulse concerns only the nearest and most beloved persons’ (289). Gautama’s inadequacy leaves Maya
sexually starved which is suggested by the novelist thus:

In a damp white handkerchief, gathered into a nest, lay a heap of white

Jasmine buds . . . There they lay, almost palpitating with living breath,

Open, white, virginal. I plunged my face into them and kissed them

with a wild longing to pierce through that unimpeachable, immaculate

chastity of whiteness (106-107)

Theungratified desires of Maya are revealed through the sexual images in the novel. Maya’s repeated
references to “the frenzied dance of the peacock for its mate, the cooing and mating calls of the pigeons, the
heavy silk cotton trees, the male papaya trees, the withered pink carnations and red roses” reflect her repressed
sexual desires. The repetitive use of the words ‘chaste’ and ‘virginal’ throughout the novel with reference to
flowers and the moon with whom Maya seeks an identification is suggestive of her erotic starvation and
unfulfilled passion. Her longing and despair are projected in an image of the moon, ‘moon—moon rising
falling, now waning, now waxing. The eternal flux, the eternal decay of a world of rubies and butterflies is
juxtaposed with her unattained closeness with her husband.

In her recollection of the albino astrologer, Maya thinks of him as a “sluggish white worm indoor always”
(28). The worm is a phallic symbol, a symbol of sexuality, and white symbolizes the pallor of death that
masks his face. The entire scene with the albino astrologer is packed with eroticism and death. The astrologer
keeps “flicking the garment that slipped about his hips” (32) as a “lizard flicks its tongue at a petrified victim”
(32) Maya is the victim caught in the “sticky net of his shadows” (32).

While Maya longs for love, Monisha and her brother Nirode, in Voices in the City, lack this vital element.
Monisha is unable to create any life-giving rapport with Jiban. Like Gautama, Monisha and Nirode fear love
and attachment. She writes in her diary:” It is the absence of this that makes us brother and sister, such
abjectrebels, such craven tragedians. In place of this love. .  .  .we possess a darker, fiercer element - fear.
(135)

A.V.Krishna Rao in Perspectives on Anita Desai observes that the lack of love makes her” feel lonely, lost
and bitter. She defines love as “an awake condition of the conscience but fears and avoids it because love then
implies a sense of duty.”(170) Like Gautama’s family, Jiban’s family too talk of politics, her (Monisha)
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organs, fallopian tubes, the reason why she cannot have a child. Jasbir Jain in Stairs to the Attic believes that
“Monisha’s barrenness is a recoil from her mother’s voluptuousness” (120). But it is not so. It is true Monisha
leads a passionless life and seems to be physically and sexually frigid, but still, whenever she hears Jiban’s
family discussing her fallopian tubes, she is filled with sorrow and regards her insides critically. She writes in
her diary: They put me away in a steel container, a thick glass cubicle, and I have lived in it all my life,
without a touch of love or hate or warmth on me” (239)
Monisha’s parents do not love each other, and since the children are brought up in such an atmosphere, love
has no value in their lives and they do not know how to love others. They make their adjustment in a negative
way to an environment that seems hostile to them. Amla, the youngest, is a lovable character who too leaves
to Calcutta. Her need for love is brought out in her reverie: “She saw no glimmer, no shade, no sound of love.
Did love exist here at all?

(193)

Despite Monisha’s,Nirode’s and Aunt Lila’s advice, Amla falls in love with Dharma, an elderly married man,
who fulfils her emotional need though he cannot promise to give her tangibility and permanence. But they do
not make any physical advances. To use Erich Fromm’s phrase what they feel for each other is not love but
‘psychic symbiotic union’. Amla’s presence fills his life with a purpose, he has an authority over her, she
meanwhile enjoys her submission to that authority.

Later, Amla realizes that Dharma has outgrown his need for her, and he is committed to his wife and society
and will not be able to love her. There is no commitment in their relationship and that is shown in the long
railway track Dharma paints again and again. Dharma’s rejection of his daughter for falling in love with her
cousin, comes as a brutal shock to Amla, leaving her exhausted.

Nirode is repelled by sexual promiscuity and shuns human touch or contact. Perhaps it may be his obsession
that forces him to come to wrong conclusions about his mother. That’s why when Amla desires to know about
Dharma, Nirode advises her “to go home to mother a while, and grow up a bit by listening to her experiences
of love” (190). Nirode’s sense of revulsion and hatred for Major Chadha who has a great share in his mother’s
affections is reflected in the following image: “she turned to greet  .  .  .  the large bumbling creature grope at
the garden gate .   .   .   (28)

Again he envisages the major to be odious like a hairy ape “with bushes of hair .  .  .  . and his red pop eyes
trying to nudge the sari off her shoulder”(191)Finally Monisha’s suicide brings about a cathartic effect on
him. With Monisha’s death, Nirode experiences a partial psychic death, death of the negative vision of life. As
a result, the suppressed positive part of his psyche comes fully into being and all the long-suppressed love and
affection for his family wells up within him: .  .  .  He pressed them (Amla and Aunt Lila) to him with hunger
and joy, as if he rejoiced in this sensation of touching other flesh.  .  .  which till now had been agonizingly
neglected”. (248)
Desai’s female characters value love above anything else in life and find fulfilment only in it. Lack of
response from the other person is interpreted as rejection. Sita in Where shall we go this Summer? wants
Raman as well as the children to be dependent on her. When they move out and are busy with their work and
lessons, Sita feels desolate and rejected. Raman, who has gone through the different stages in life loves Sitain
his own way. When she finds difficulty in living with his parents, he is ready to rent a flat: when she
pronounces her desire of going to Manori, so as to avoid giving birth to her fifth child, Raman has to give in.
Desai’s women face the problems of marriage, the women do not habitually adapt themselves to their
husbands and their lives have a firmly established independent lifestyle. Desai’s protagonists live in their
separate apartments and cannot see why they should join up in a ‘home’ and take up housekeeping duties. The
women represent the feminine tradition. Maya has no knowledge of wifely duties and her only perception of
the values of a male creature as such was for fatherhood.

In love, one tries either to absorb the other’s freedom or to make oneself completely dependent on the other.
In both the cases, freedom is impaired. Sita longs for a complete harmony with Raman and a free
unquestioning love. Monisha in Voices in the City too longs for such love ”that is not binding, that is free of
rules, obligations, complicity and all stirrings of mind or conscience, then—but there is no such love”(135).
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Sita’s one happy memory does not relate to her personal life but to her experience as an observer of a young
woman dying of tuberculosis and being devotedly attended to by a person who loved her. This kind of love
transcends the self and makes no claims. It is this kind of love which she wants from Raman, but which she is
unable to achieve.

Jean Paul Sartre in his book, Being and Nothingness sees love only as abattle where one person wins and
decides and the other loses and becomes dependent. Love appears as not more than a manipulation or a desire
to possess the other preventing that person from being himself or herself. There is no lost between Nanda Kaul
and her husband in Fire on the Mountain. Nanda is denied love from her husband and her children and
therefore chooses the life of a recluse in Carignano. Since her children do not rely on her for any of their
needs, she behaves in the same manner to Raka, her great-granddaughter. Women who long for love will
unconsciously hope for others to seek love from them. This is what Nanda desires, but Raka hardly
approaches her. Nanda, therefore, decides to seek the attention of the child by inventing false stories of her
happy childhood, loving husband and affectionate children. But Raka’s childhood is hardly worth mentioning,
therefore she pays no ear to it.

Nanda’s maladjustment is not basically psychological; there is a strong reason behind it: the lifelong
faithlessness of Mr.Kaul. The marriage is maintained solely for social status and he lives a double life without
any commitment either to his wife or to his mistress.

Nanda finally dreads the company and love of her old friend Illa Das, who is a living spectator to all her ill-
used life, and fears that her unhappy days would be exposed, shattering the lies she has narrated to Raka.

Gillian Hanscombe in Between Friends states that to penetrate ”a woman represents the invasion of her body
space and her psychological space as well, just as penetrating anything represents invasion” (29). To rape a
woman is to dishonour her whole self. Adrienne Rich, foremost among American’s contemporary women
poets, in her poem “Rape” speaks about the formidable hold a man has over a woman, forcing her into an
intolerable position, sadistically enjoying her hysteria over the revolting experience she has undergone. Rape
does not end with the rape of the body alone, but with the rape of the mind as well. Illa Das, the lecturer
turned social worker, prevents Preet Singh, a villager, from getting his seven-year old daughter married to a
rich but old landowner, is ruthlessly raped and murdered. If Preet Singh merely wants to eliminate Illa Das
from the scene, he could have killed her, but his act of raping suggests his hatred and revenge and this is the
only weapon with which he can satisfy his need for ego assertion, a need that has become unbearably and
uncontrollably paramount in him as an echo of centuries of traditions of male dominance and female
submission. Illa’s rapeand murder by Preet Singh is so gory and ghastly that there is none to match it in
Desai’s fictional world. This is the novelist’s comment on our society where violence or sheer brute force
alone speaks and survives. KrafftEbing’s pioneering explanation of sadism explains Preet Singh’s rape:” It
affords man great pleasure to win a woman, to conquer her; the modesty of the woman, who keeps herself on
the defensive until the moment of surrender, is an element of great psychological significance and
importance”.
Love is forgiveness. Aman who loves obviously has no enmity. Only through love can a person achieve bliss
and peace. In Clear Light of Day, Bimla the elder daughter of the Das family takes it as her duty to love and
let live her brothers and sister. As a tree, she shelters her younger ones. Bim gives consent to Tara’s marrying
Bakul, Raja marrying his Muslim love, thereby shouldering the responsibility of looking after her invalid
brother, Baba. But Raja’s letter saying Bim can have the old house at the same rent disturbs and humiliates
her. She tries to have her spite on Baba, but the poor helpless Baba who neither sulks nor grudges but remains
always the same, dawns light on her, and she realizes how she loves him, loves Raja and Tara. There could be
no love more deep and full and wide than forgiveness. There is no one else on earth whom she is waiting to
forgive more readily or completely or defend more instinctively and instantly than her brothers and sister.
Hence there spreads a peace within herselfand her relationship with others, so that their life could be
continued as before.

Desai has evaded from portraying intimate details of sex. Sex stands as an alienating factor. The spouses
engage in intellectual activities and have hardly any time for their wives. There exists some sort of love
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between Adit and Sarah, Bakul and Tara and between Tara’s parents and between Matteo and Sophie, yet
descriptions of love and sex are absent.

Desai has aptly portrayed in her novels that love as well as sex generated from love is the key factor in marital
happiness. It is supposed that the truly healthy woman responds passively to male energy, accepting
dependence upon the male to achieve the final goal of sexual life and motherhood. All other feminine
strivings for identity and freedom are considered out of place. Desai highlights marital disharmony owing to
the absence of love and sex.
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