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wa A Study of Feminist Perspectives in Anita
gif Desai's Fire on the Mountain
—
2
C —
Dr. D. S. Choudhari,
Department of English,
Maharashtra Mahavidyalaya, Nilanga,
Dist. Latur.
C o)
Y

Fire on the Mountain is Anita Desai's well- known worg
of art. First published in 1977, the work is one of the pioneering
texts in exploring the female lived experiences not just because
it's from a female's point of view but as it is presented througha
prominent female protagonist. The novel has received several
awards and it is also critically appreciated. The novel is awarded
with Sahitya Akademi Award. The novel deals with various
issues like feminism, absurdity, existential crisis and resignation
from life of responsibility and care.

The plot of the novel revolves around the three female
characters--Nanda Kaul, her granddaughter Raka and Nanda
Kaul's friend Ila Das. The novel is rich in the description of pat_}l}flz
and symbolism. As it is put on the blurb of the text, c':'r1t1c H'lﬁglly
Times wrote about the novel and the nove.h'st, beautl -
accomplished and memorable... She has the a}blhty to Zhag::dent
refine a piece of her own intense imagination into an I E;P g0
work of art". (Fire on the Mountain). Whereas, the frontp :

. the nOVe';
the text also records what Daily Telegraph wrote about s

"One of the finest English language novelists of moder™ il

- i impo™
(Fire on the Mountain). As such, the novel 18 a‘; diarll) socid

document of the exploration of female psyche and
conditions.

Besides, the three major female characte -
the fourth character is a male cook Ram Lal The
characters are only reported or talked about b
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7 passtul solimde. She doex'nt want 1. However the postman
s that her granddzughter Raka is joining her for the
X2hons T-A. G Vassanjwntes. "Thus begins the story of Nanda
== frerear cool and relentless dissection and exposure of her
e ;';._4_ 13) Shc thinks that her retreat in Cangnano 1s

—= P22 2nd the ume of life that she had wanted and prep.ued
= Berllc— as she had realized on her first day at Cangnano,
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ering to relieff and at Jagt dhe
h the nature is S0 complete thy, "Szd

Id merge with pine trees and be mistaken fOronc
cou d no less, was all she was Prepareg tc(,

To be a tres no more an

dertake"(4)- .
un  the ovel do esn't talfe an overt stand against f,
Thoug it points out the evils of 1t through its impact
atriarchal order, 1L P ce, Nanda Kaul bears

or instan :
the female characters. ] d's extra marital life. Sp,

: her husban
n and palnS of she doesn't want to bring

doesn't protest lal;uﬁﬂsgbi;; SHer role in her past life is of |
embarrassment to o supportive nature. She prepares for his

complementary an Jre of all the children in the family sole
parties and ;akeslacs 211 the roles assigned to women in the
ham'j?dly'ﬁ giegl s};ciety without much ado. Even though she
mlfdflot:::sa alln these duties with vigor and enthustlari)muﬁi;ﬂ }SII:
ggesn‘t want these to be a part of her Permani?s ot different |

entire life she has only played different ro S it |
situations. "Indian women also internalize the supp _

1d be |
womanhood or wifehood, ngmely that women shou _
submissive to men based on Hindu The

Laws of Manu (Ohlz |
136). However, Nanda Kaul is fed up with this life of tradition
Indian women and wants to lead a life of her dr

eams, far away
n.
from people and bonds. In a way, she gets a room of her oW

Anita Desai takes on the general narrative thata male 52
major character and females are subsidiary and auxiliary
characters in the fiction. Here, Ram Lal is the secondary, nor
significant and auxiliary character in this novel. Anita Desd!
attempts to turn upside down the traditional gender roles assigne
by the patriarchal social order. Even though the three characters
in the novel try to lead a life as per their opinions, the mae
patriarchal order intervences in it. Raka's secretive 'u;d solitary
behawo'urlslhe result of her abusive, turb k] aQ -‘ > The
traumalic memories of her father's : P DUOINE st at home.

- backdr Ner nr o addictive behaviour are also !
the backdrop of her present life. She remey iy tour are
SE—— v nbers her tather
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with a great, cool flowering to relicr

it"(Desai 3). Her unison with the nature ig ‘“”d Al lagy g g

fancied she could merge with pine trees 51}1;(; “OMplete li\;[f"hlad |

To be a tree, no more and no less, was all S’]C Mistaken f,, e | o

undertake"(4). SHe Was PTCpare{&nF | ,,r]rr’;
0 ::;dl

. ‘Though fh_? 110_vgl (10§$l1'l' takc an overt stand apa;
patriarchal order, it points out the evils of it through i gainst th,
the female characters. For instance, Nanda f%m]]tls 'bmpactcm sarf
humiliation and pains of her husband's extra marital lc'?rs the mn’ql
doesn't protest it outright as she doesn't want t(l) Ct-)Shc nndf
embarrassment to her husband. Her role in her past life i”"g J‘LS
complementary and supportive nature. She prepares forsh'?f fmr
ies and takes care of all the children in the family 301: with
handedly. She plays all the roles assigned to women in th

jety without much ado. Even though she

traditional Indian soc1
performs all these duties with vigor and enthusiasm still she

doesn't want these to be a part of her permanent routine. Her .
entire life she has only played different roles at different e
situations. “Indian women also ‘nternalize the suppressive ideaof o

womanhood or wifehood, namely that womcn should be
submissive 10 men based on Hindu The Laws of Manu (Ohinn gy

136). However, Nanda Kaul is fed up with this life of trqditional She
indian women and wants 1O lead

a life of her dreams, far away  she

{rom people and bonds. Ina way, she getsaroom of herown. oV
. O ieg S
al narrative that a male 13! iy

Anits Desai takes on the gener
mzjor character and females arec su

bsidiary and auxiliar "
ondary, 1t

characters i the ficnon. Here, Ram Lal is the scCOl wal
sipniticant and auxihary character in this novel. Anitd pc*:” Ve
attermpts 1o turn upside down the traditional gender roles assIs™
ty the patiiarchal social order. Lven though the three ch;amclu;: hey!
i tie novel y w lead a hife as per their upiuiuus, he nv
patraichal order intervenes in it Raka's secretive and SUIIL-‘”‘
f:":““ “"'*” s the result of her abusive, turbulent past al home: ' :"
u:t“l‘i..r:‘;-mi“"" wes of her father's addictive behaviowt are b )
Wrup ot bies present lite. She remembers het fathet
_ y o
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« coming home from a party stumbling and crashing

h tﬁe curtains of night, his moth opening to let out a flood

throug o stench, beating her mother with hammers and fists using

of rohﬁ‘;nd abusive language that made Raka cower under her
gz(riscl othes and wet the mattresses in fright” (Desai 78-79).

Moreover, Ila Das has also suffered heavily due to the
same system. Nanda.Kaul has a]sQ been through a relationship of
inequality and suffering. The tragic end of Ila Das also elaborates
on the same fact that the conﬁn;s around a woman are invisible
and at times seemingly non-existent but the moment a woman
tries to make changes to it, they become strong and concrete. Any
attempt to make changes to the existing social order is answered
with violence.

The issue of unpaid house labour of daily chores and
housekeeping is also taken for discussion by Anita Desai. The
patriarchal society teaches and preaches the womankind that
eeping the house clean and tidy as well as caring for the babies is
he sacred duty of women. The same ideas are propagated
rough religious and cultural preaching. Resultantly, such ideas
reaccepted as natural and internalized by Indian women. Nanda

ul, as the mouthpiece of Anita Desai, goes against this belief.
he thinks: "I greatly dislike a woman's house when it is clean.
he has scurried about with a knowing look on her face, arranging
verything just as it should be, and when the gate is kept tightly
hut" (Desai 29). She misses on a paragraph especially, while
¢ading The Pillow book of Sei Shonagon. "When a woman
caves alone her house should be extremely dilapidated, the mud
5‘" should bft falling to pieces and if there is a pond, it should be

“I81own with water plants"(Desai 29). This is how Anita Desai
Efosed the idea that a woman should always neatly take care of

ome and should disre gard her own desires and passions.

Takin
0-calleq

Cr heart.

g Care of babies and bringing them up is one of_the
"acred duties of motherhood. Nanda Kaul has held it to
All her life ghe has attempted to carry on the duties and

Minist Fpooe :
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children. Now she has come tg
this fecling that all fertility and human relationships are ap
additional burden ona housewife. She doesn't even want to plant
any willows or the grass in the courtyard -Of her house. “She
reveled in its barencss, its cmptiness” (Desal 33). The very ideag
of connecetivity and family were despised by her now. She alg
likes “the loose pebbles of the gravel pleased as much as rich tyrg
might another. She cared not to add another tree to the group of
apricots by the veranda or the group of three pines at the gate”
(Desai 33). Such is her disenchantment with the family and crowg
that she has completely retreated from the humdrum of life.

responsibilitics of caring for the

All the three characters try to lead a life happiness ang
peace of mind. However their approaches to the present and the
past are not identical. Where Nanda Kaul has tried to retreat frop, ‘
the past memories and right to take solace in the present [la Dy
has tried to find comfort and solace 1n the glorious memories of ‘
the past. In contrast to Nanda Kaul, the past for Ila Das is more '
beautiful and comforting where else the past life of Nanda cool ‘
brings back all the unwanted and disturbing memories to her
mind. Ila Das visits Nanda to talk of the past and Nanda Kaul
avoids the people from the past to escape from it. Ila Dasssays,

“ My dear, you can't imagine. You have no idea whatit
has meant to me to have you here, to come and see you today.
Why, it's been a little bit of the past come alive. As if the past st
exists in here and I could simply come and visit you and have?
cup of tea with it when I was tired of the present!”(Desai 144)
Thus, for I1a Das past is where all the beauty of life lies and}landﬂ
Kaul is in search of beauty and peace in the present and fuur
Raka on the other hand, is struggling to come 10 terms WitP
past and her present is badly aff ected by the past.

The stories of the families mentioned in the
mostly full of female suffering and submission: t‘m [he
human relationships in the novel have 1\cg“«‘f“cwf§mcul
relationships of male characters with the femal¢ chatt

I
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(ruggle and abusive kind. The stories of female suffering and
struggi® «

jomestic violence are brought to the fore by Anita Desai. The
:((oricq of women's submission and acceptance are mostly
) d. As a part of giving voice to the voiceless, Anita Desai
ferences to such types of hidden stories.

neglected.
gives passingre
Finally, Anita Desai brings all the female characters to
confront the truths in their lives which they were so strongly
trying to hide. In a world full of pain and suffering and
suppression, women are forced to tell lies in order to make it feel
like all is fine but the actual truths are something else. The facade
made by Ila Das is brought to pieces when she confronts the truth
that she did not live here alone by choice. “She lived here alone,
because that was what she was forced to do, reduced to doing. All
those graces and glories with which she tried to captivate Raka
were only a fabrication” (158). Nanda Kaul also faces the truth
at she couldn't love her children well enough. She has always
ied to escape from the truth and live in the illusion created by
er.

To conclude, Anita Desai's novel Fire on the Mountain
cals with a complex web of feminism, existential crisis, and
atnarchal social order encroaching upon the rights of female
haracters. The three major characters in the novel have suffered
ue to the patriarchal social order as well as the systems of female
uppression. The above mentioned feminist concerns are the
ackbone of this novel. Even though the novel has three major
male characters yet, this is not the novel of female valour or the
ory of a woman's success. Even though Nandu Kaul wants to
ad a life on her own, yet her peace is disturbed by the human
ler-relationships. Despite the attempts of Nanda Kaul, Ila Das
id Raka they fail 10 lead a happy and peaceful solitary life. All
e three major characters are pushed into the corner and have to
,dd 4 marginalized life. The male characters in the novel are
;il‘?{‘i;izmdly and auxilia/ry to the major female characters.
o scc;“my ‘ol Napda Kaul w_nuld l‘\zlvc‘bcen the story of a
PEeRIng solace in nature after being frustrated by human
Cinmnsy |- ' S
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behaviour, what the story brings forth is that the women f,;; o
lead a life on their own. The gender roles assigned to mep, and
women are thwarted and a woman's attempts of making changey
(o the existing socio-cultural order are encountered by violence
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