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Abstract: In Indian society, women are bound to the preset rules of the patriarchal society. Their 

identities depend and revolve around their fathers, husbands and sons. Indian wives are more than often 

stuck within the walls of their household. Society’s imposed identity and their husbands’ indifference 

makes it difficult for them to maintain their individuality. This paper is an attempt to analyze the 

predicament of Indian wives presented in Anita Desai’s Where Shall We Go This Summer and Mitra 

Phukan’s The Collector’s Wife. This research is based on descriptive and analytical method; while 

arguments are supported by intensive close reading of the texts. The findings of this study question the 

typical image of the timid ‘housewife’ and indicate the importance of self-identity and equal status for 

them. 
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The previously neglected issues of women are coming to the forefront at the contemporary times. 

This change is very much reflected in Indian English literature. Various Indian English novelists have 

been depicting the sufferings of women in their works. The typical idea of a contented Indian housewife 

is also challenged, as the authors deal with the themes of gender discrimination and individual identity. 

Their works present the struggle, identity crisis, rebellion, alienation and loneliness of the Indian wives 

who are stuck within the four walls of their homes.  

Anita Desai is one of the pioneers of psychoanalytical women’s fiction in India. Her fictions 

present the oppression, anguish and cruelty tackled by women in Indian society. Desai’s novel Where 

Shall We Go This Summer (1975) deals with the theme of identity crisis and mental health of a 

homebound wife.  The chief protagonist Sita is sensitive and empathetic; whereas her husband Raman and 

their children are hardheaded people. In her everyday life, Sita is a lonely person even after living with 
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her husband and four children. She can share her thoughts neither with Raman nor with her four children. 

The children are close to their father while they find Sita’s sensitivity illogical and irritating.  

On the other hand, Mitra Phukan, in her novel The Collector’s wife (2005), tells the story of 

Rukmini Bezboruah, the wife of Siddharth Bezboruah, the District Collector of a small town in Assam 

called Parbatpuri. Rukmini has to go through a lot of humiliation and unpleasant experiences due to her 

childlessness even after ten years of her marriage. As she has to move from one city to another with her 

husband, she cannot find a good job nor can engage herself in any permanent job of her choice. She has to 

teach English literature to Assamese students from small towns who cannot relate to the topics of their 

discussion. But what makes her situation worse is the indifference of her husband.  

As Germaine Greer said, “Loneliness is never crueler than when it is felt in close propinquity 

with someone who has ceased to communicate. Many a housewife staring at the back of her husband’s 

newspaper, or listening to his breathing in bed is lonelier than any spinster in a rented room.”(Greer 244) 

This is prominent in the case of Rukmini Bezboruah. In the beginning of The Collector’s Wife, the readers 

can notice that Rukmini and Siddhath do not have a close relationship. They stopped having heartfelt 

conversation for a long time. Rukmini tries her best to talk with her husband but he seems to be too 

engrossed in his work to have a proper conversation. The increasing distance between them ultimately 

makes them seek comfort in others.  

Sita, in Where Shall We Go This Summer, also yearns for love and attention from her husband 

and children. But they never recognized her as an individual. For Sita, her “only happy memory” is of two 

lovers-a young woman and an old man. She saw them for a very short period of time but she was touched 

by their pure and powerful love. This is indigestible for Raman; he demands that her happiest memory 

must be of her four children. But Sita cannot find anything good in them. She is both mentally and 

physically exhausted after taking care of the children without thinking about her own needs and desires. 

She is devastated to know that her children love and trust their father more than her. Similarly, Raman 

also favors the children over Sita. He finds her irrational and thus ignores her concerns. It is clear that 

even after having four children together they cannot reach the stage of mutual understanding. Sita’s 

feeling of suffocation in her life with her family threatens to overwhelm her and she has to escape, a kind 

of exile like her mythological namesake, Sita. Therefore, when Raman, as usual asks the question, 

“Where shall we go this summer?” Sita promptly replies “to Manori.”  

In contrast to Sita, Rukmini’s dilemma increases because of her childlessness. Rukmini wants her 

husband’s companionship to fulfill her void. Though nobody from Siddharth’s family blames her for not 

being able to give birth; Rukmini desperately needs Siddharth’s assurance, both in mental and physical 
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terms. “Her body longed for the reassuring warmth of a male body beside her, for a voice to tell her that it 

wasn’t her fault that she was still childless.”(Phukan 76). But, Siddharth starts to maintain a distance from 

her, as he is afraid to talk about the artificial processes of having a baby. Rukmini’s interest in fertility 

enhancing drugs scares him as he does not want to have multiple babies. The negativity that he faces in 

his job makes him lose believe in creation. He is afraid that they will never be able to become parents. But 

he does not share his thoughts with Rukmini. The problem that could have been solved by a proper 

conversation slowly turned into an incurable one for their lack of communication. Both Rukmini and Sita 

go through existential torment and acute alienation because of their husband’s indifference towards them. 

In Where Shall We Go This Summer, when Sita becomes pregnant for the fifth time, she does not 

want the child to be born, nor does she like to abort it. She wishes to keep it safe in her womb and prevent 

it from being born into this wicked world. Raman is unable to understand her unusual idea as they have 

completely different perspectives of the world. Sita continuously tries to make him understand her logic: 

“I want to keep it, don’t you understand? …… I don’t want it to be born” (Desai 31-32). Sita’s need to 

escape to Manori to keep the baby within the womb is mystifying, irrational and not credible for a woman 

who had already given birth to four children. Deep within she knows that is not possible, but she wants 

the assurance of the world, especially of her husband to give birth to the baby. She does not want her baby 

to encounter the torment that she herself has to go through.  

Mitra Phukan’s Rukmini Bezboruah is a member of the privileged part of the society. With her 

shoulder-length hair and without the compulsory vermilion mark for Hindu married women on her 

forehead, Rukmini is an illustration of modern woman. But she is still unable to be completely free from 

the grip of the patriarchal society. Unknown to her, her husband always wants her to stand for her own. 

But, as he never voices his thoughts, she is afraid that any reference to her convent educated self will hurt 

her husband’s feelings. She hesitates to show her bilingual identity and struggles to learn equivalent words 

in Assamese, so that people do not get any more chance to criticize her. Similarly she never drinks in the 

Parbatpuri club because her husband is a teetotaler. She is unable to actively resist the norms of the 

patriarchal society which are responsible for making women’s life miserable. However, after meeting 

Manoj Mahanta, the only person who understands her, Rukmini slowly comes out of her cocoon. She 

allows herself to go out from the DC bungalow with the new acquaintance. In this process she gains a 

partial control over her life which eventually leads her to conceive Manoj Mahanta’s child.  

Sita tries to overthrows all the gender norms and live her life on her own terms when she leaves 

for Manori leaving her husband and two children behind. She smokes and talks in a way that liberates her 

from the image of a typical wife or mother. Sita’s resistance to the norms becomes evident when Raman 

comes to Manori to bring them back to Bombay. Sita “felt in her a positive cyclone of feminine instinct, a 
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mental reckoning of the clothes she had with her, preferring this and that, seeing herself thus. Then, with a 

swift onslaught of shame, she rejected such thoughts and did not change, on purpose, but kept on her 

oldest and drabbest sari and left her hair as it was.” (Desai 119). In this incident we can see that Sita 

struggles between her two identities – the one which wants to break through the image of a submissive 

wife, and the one which is formed by the overpowering force of the patriarchal society. 

One of the biggest obstacles in attaining independent selves for women up till this date is the false 

identity imposed by the society. Most of the dilemmas of women are caused by adjustment to the different 

images of the “ideal women” that does not permit them to become what they are capable of being, which 

subsequently leads them to self-rejection. Betty Friedan in The Feminine Mystique wrote: “The identity 

issue for the boy is primarily an occupational-vocational question; he will be a husband and father but he 

will also and centrally be a worker, while the girl’s identity centers more exclusively on her sex-role 

whose wife I will be, what kind of family will we have.” (Friedan 245) 

The issue of losing individuality is severe in the case of housewives, as they do not have their 

own space outside of their homes. But Indian wives are bound to give their full time and energy to their 

husbands and children. Sita is a victim of the man-centric society. She has to go through a lot of crisis to 

adjust into the situation. Whereas Raman can stay away from the conflicts as he does not actively take 

part in taking care of the children and only fulfill their demands for various things. After all these years 

spending her life as a mere wife and mother, Sita barely has a life of her own. She keeps searching for an 

identity but fails to establish one. A job or a hobby could have saved her from drowning into utter 

depression; but she had none. Sita’s desire to have a separate identity comes to forefront when she says to 

Menaka: “I used to think- after I left this island and had to think what I would do next- that if only I could 

paint, or sing, or play the sitar well, really well, I should have grown into a sensible woman. Instead of 

being what I am.” (Desai 108) 

Unlike Sita, Rukmini has her own hobbies and talents. Rukmini is not a traditional wife; rather 

she has all the qualities to start a life on her own terms. She wants to write and to be a copywriter or an 

editor; while her circumstances force her to remain as the DC’s wife without trying to make her own 

desired identity. However, Rukmini slowly learns to use the type-writer and at the end of the novel, she 

sends her resume for her dream job. Though the novel ends before she gets a reply from the employers, 

this can be regarded as the beginning of her new life. The readers can sense that even after the tragic 

death of her husband, she will be able to stand up on her own feet.  

In Where Shall We Go This Summer, Sita leaves for her childhood home, the remote island of 

Manori, after suffering for a long time in the company of her unsympathetic family. But at the end of the 
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novel, she loses faith in her plan and decides to go back to Bombay. Sita fails to find any alternative and 

has to go on compromising; and her family continues to disregard her individuality. On the other hand, 

Mitra Phukan’s Rukmini is at last able to take decisions on her own. Though she loses both her husband 

and her only friend Manoj Mahanta, she is much stronger as an individual. Her strength is seen in her 

interaction with her colleagues. As Siddharth always wanted, Rukmini can now fight her own battles. She 

comes a long way from being a lonely wife stuck within the DC bungalow to become an independent 

woman. 

Both of these novels deal with the themes of alienation and identity crisis of women though both 

of them end in different notes. These two novels portray the inner conflicts of the female protagonists and 

also underline their individuality and quest for freedom. In Where Shall We Go This Summer, Anita Desai 

makes the readers realize the predicament of the woman in a male-chauvinistic society by presenting the 

stereotype woman and her problems in an understanding and sympathetic way. There is protest but it is 

not successful, as it is not easy for a woman to move away from the path that she has been following from 

her childhood. The transition of the traditional, self-sacrificing women without choices to the one who is 

able to analyze and take decisions is portrayed in Mitra Phukan’s The Collector’s Wife. Both Desai and 

Phukan have created characters that are tormented by some sort of depression and alienation. Their 

psychological alienation can be considered as the result of the imposed false identity, their lack of 

freedom and the stifling relationships with their husbands. The silence grows around Sita as she struggles 

to cope with the pain and guilt of her existence; whereas Rukmini’s guilt of not being able to fulfill her 

duty as a wife leads her to loneliness.  

This paper is an exploratory and individualistic study of the issue of alienation faced by the chief 

protagonists of these two novels. This work analyzes the representation of the alienated wives with all the 

hardship, misery, shame and incarceration endured by them. Without any theoretical over-commitment, 

the study focuses on the textual examples in justifying the arguments. Both of the characters represent the 

majority of Indian wives who desperately need a positive change in their life. An in-depth reading of the 

two novels suggests that though the desired transcendence is not easily achievable, a woman can choose 

her own path by breaking the gender norms and asserting her true identity. 
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