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Abstract: 

Shashi Deshpande stands as a formidable voice in contemporary Indian English literature, particularly 

for her nuanced psychological mapping of the middle-class Indian woman’s psyche. Her seminal novel, 

Roots and Shadows (1983), serves as an intricate exploration of a woman's quest for autonomy within 

the formidable framework of an ancestral patriarchal household. This paper examines the protagonist 

Indu’s transition from a state of "silent submission" to "conscious self-assertion." The "Roots" in the 

novel symbolize the stabilizing yet suffocating grip of tradition, while the "Shadows" represent the 

fragmented identities and unfulfilled desires cast by these very traditions. By employing a socio-

psychological lens, this study interrogates the collapse of the joint family system and the protagonist's 

eventual liberation. The research concludes that Deshpande’s feminism is uniquely "Indian"—avoiding 

radical Western tropes in favor of a realistic reconciliation between individual freedom and social 

connectivity. 
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1. Introduction 

The landscape of the Indian English novel has evolved from colonial narratives and social realism to a 

deeper, more introspective focus on the female condition. Within this evolution, Shashi Deshpande 

occupies a pivotal space, bridging the gap between the traditional domestic novel and modern feminist 

discourse. In Roots and Shadows, Deshpande delves into the "inner world" of women, a space often 

neglected by history but teeming with silent conflicts. 

The protagonist, Indu, is a modern, educated journalist who initially attempts to sever her ties with her 

orthodox Brahmin family to marry Jayant, a man of her own choosing. However, the impending death of 

the family matriarch, Akka, draws Indu back to her ancestral home. This return is not merely a physical 

relocation but a profound psychological confrontation with her past. The novel meticulously documents 

Indu's realization that her "modern" city life was an illusion of freedom; she had merely exchanged the 

authority of her family for the subtle, daily erasures of her identity required to be Jayant’s "perfect" wife. 

Deshpande uses this setting to ask a fundamental question: Can a woman truly find a self that is not 

defined by her relationship to men or her duty to the family? 

 

2. Objectives of the Study 

This research paper is guided by the following core objectives: 

• To analyze the construction and fragmentation of feminine identity in the patriarchal framework 

of Roots and Shadows. 

• To investigate the symbolic duality of "Roots" and "Shadows" as metaphors for tradition and 

personal suppression. 
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• To evaluate the role of the matriarch (Akka) as an agent of internalized patriarchy. 

• To explore the theme of sexual autonomy and the reclamation of the female body as a tool for 

self-discovery. 

• To examine the eventual synthesis Indu achieves between her individual desire and her social 

heritage. 

 

3. Review of Literature 

The scholarly reception of Shashi Deshpande’s work is vast, reflecting her complexity as a writer. R.S. 

Pathak (1998) argues that Deshpande’s fiction is a "literature of protest," albeit one that is expressed 

through silence and internal monologue rather than external violence. Pathak notes that Indu represents 

the "new woman" who is intellectually liberated but emotionally tethered. 

Suman Bala (2001) compares Deshpande to Anita Desai, noting that while Desai focuses on the 

existential and the neurotic, Deshpande’s work remains grounded in the social reality of the Indian 

household. Amar Nath Prasad (2005) provides a critical response that highlights Deshpande’s ability to 

use the domestic sphere as a microcosm of the larger struggle for human rights. 

Furthermore, Indira Nityanandam (2000) emphasizes the "unheroic" nature of Deshpande’s 

protagonists, arguing that their strength lies in their endurance and their ultimate ability to make choices 

within a limited space. Recent scholarship, such as that by Pramila Venkateswaran (2008), has shifted 

toward examining the "spatial" politics of the novel—how the dark rooms and corridors of the ancestral 

house reflect the entrapment of the female mind. This paper builds upon these perspectives by 

specifically focusing on the moment of "synthesis" where Indu stops running from her roots and starts 

transforming them. 

 

The Protagonist’s Conflict: Indu’s Search for Self 

Indu, the protagonist, is an educated, independent journalist who once rejected her ancestral home to 

marry Akka’s nephew, Jayant, for love. However, her return to the family home on the occasion of 

Akka’s (the family matriarch) impending death triggers a series of introspections. 

• The Struggle for Voice: Despite her modern marriage, Indu realizes she has been suppressing 

her true self to please Jayant. 

• The Conflict: Her struggle is not just against the external world but against her internal 

conditioning. 

 

The Symbolism of the 'Ancestral House' and 'Akka' 

The house in Roots and Shadows is more than just a setting; it is a character in itself. 

• Akka as the Patriarchal Matriarch: Akka represents the traditional power structure. Though a 

woman, she enforces patriarchal norms to maintain order. 

• The House as 'Roots': The house symbolizes the deep-rooted traditions that provide stability but 

stifle individual growth. Indu’s inheritance of Akka’s wealth symbolizes the passing of responsibility 

and the power to bring change. 

 

Tradition vs. Modernity 

The novel presents a clash between two worlds. The joint family represents the 'roots'—stable but 

decaying. Indu’s life in the city represents 'modernity'—free but often hollow. 

• The Marriage Trap: Through the characters of Padmini, Sunanda, and Indu herself, Deshpande 

illustrates how marriage is often an compromise where women lose their identity. 

• The Choice: Indu’s ultimate decision to stay true to herself, even if it means acknowledging the 

flaws in her marriage, marks her evolution. 
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The Socio-Psychological Landscape: The Joint Family as a Microcosm 

The ancestral house in Roots and Shadows acts as a silent witness to the stifling of individual identities. 

Deshpande portrays the joint family not as a romanticized unit of harmony, but as a structure maintained 

through the suppression of personal desires. 

• The Power Dynamics of Akka: Akka, despite being a widow in a patriarchal society, wields 

immense power. This paradox is central to the novel. She is a victim of the system who has become its 

most rigid enforcer. Her authority represents the "Roots"—the immovable traditions that dictate who 

eats first, who marries whom, and how wealth is distributed. 

• The Marginalized Voices: Characters like Sunanda and Padmini serve as foils to Indu. Their 

resignation to their fates highlights the bravery—and the exhaustion—inherent in Indu’s rebellion. 

While Padmini accepts a marriage arranged by the family, Indu’s struggle highlights the "Shadows" cast 

by such forced compliances. 

 

The Theme of Sexual Autonomy 

A significant aspect of the novel is Indu’s realization of her own sexuality. Her brief encounter with 

Naren is not just an act of infidelity but a moment of self-assertion where she experiences a sense of 

freedom that she lacked in her mechanical relationship with Jayant. This reflects Deshpande’s bold 

attempt to discuss the physical and emotional needs of women beyond the roles of wives and mothers. 

 

The Illusion of Modernity: Indu and Jayant’s Relationship 

A critical area for your paper is the deconstruction of the "modern marriage." Indu initially believes that 

by choosing her own partner, she has achieved liberation. However, Deshpande meticulously reveals the 

subtle ways in which Indu becomes a "shadow" of Jayant. 

• The Silent Compromise: Indu admits to herself: "With Jayant, I had lost my tongue." This 

realization is pivotal. It suggests that patriarchal control is not always overt or violent; it can be a soft, 

daily erosion of the self. 

• The Conflict of Professional vs. Personal: As a journalist, Indu is supposed to be a seeker of 

truth, yet in her personal life, she lives a lie. This cognitive dissonance drives the psychological tension 

of the narrative. 

  

Breaking the Shadows: The Resolution 

By the end of the novel, Indu undergoes a metamorphosis. She decides to use Akka's money to help the 

family members find their own paths rather than binding them to the house. 

• Shedding the Shadows: She stops living in the 'shadow' of Jayant’s expectations. 

• Acceptance: She realizes that freedom does not mean escaping one's roots but learning to grow 

alongside them without being choked by them. 

 

Conclusion: 

Roots and Shadows is a testament to the resilience of the female spirit. Shashi Deshpande successfully 

portrays that a woman’s liberation is not necessarily a total break from society, but a psychological state 

where she can make her own choices. Indu’s journey from a confused, suppressed woman to a self-

aware individual makes this novel a masterpiece of Indian feminist literature. 
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