
International Journal of Linguistics Applied Psychology and 

Technology https://ijlapt.strjournals.com/index.php/ijlapt 
vol. 02 issue 07 (2025) 
ISSN: 3048-4529 
 

 

22 

 

Deconstructing the Female Psyche: A Gendered Reading of Shashi 

Deshpande’s The Dark Holds No Terrors 

Ahmed Faruqi 

Faculty of arts, University of Allahabad, India 

Abstract 

The perception of women as subordinate—biologically, psychologically, or socially—to men has 

long been embedded in patriarchal thought, though it lacks factual basis. Shashi Deshpande, 

through her literary voice, critiques these deeply rooted structures. Her work portrays the female 

as a product of, and a response to, male-dominated systems. Feminist literature, especially since 

the 1960s, has aimed to liberate women from patriarchal control and envision a more equitable 

cultural paradigm. Deshpande, a leading voice in Indian feminist fiction, uses The Dark Holds No 

Terrors to explore the internal conflicts of a professionally successful woman negotiating societal 

expectations and personal trauma. This paper aims to examine the psychological turmoil and 

gendered identity crisis experienced by the protagonist, drawing upon Simone de Beauvoir's 

existential feminist theory as articulated in The Second Sex. 
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Introduction 

Shashi Deshpande’s The Dark Holds No Terrors traces the life of Sarita (Saru), a woman grappling 

with the gendered expectations imposed upon her by both her family and society. Raised in a 

traditionally conservative household, Sarita suffers from emotional neglect by her mother and 

alienation from her brother Dhruva. Her transformation from a curious and defiant adolescent into 

a self-aware adult is marked by emotional turbulence and existential questioning. In her broader 

oeuvre, Deshpande repeatedly engages with themes of female identity and autonomy. Her novel 

Roots and Shadows, for instance, explores similar tensions through Indu, a working woman caught 

in a patriarchal social structure. Like Indu, Sarita too seeks to define herself beyond societal labels. 

Her journey is not just geographical—from the city back to her hometown—but also symbolic, 

representing a return to suppressed memories and unresolved emotions. The narrative captures 

how women internalize societal expectations, leading to identity fragmentation and psychological 

distress. 

Research Methodology 

This study is guided by a feminist theoretical framework, particularly drawing from Simone de 

Beauvoir's existentialist critique of gender roles. A mixed-method approach informs the larger 

research project; however, this paper focuses solely on the qualitative analysis that assesses how 

gender identity and societal expectations affect women’s psychological states. This analysis is 

grounded in literary interpretation, supported by feminist scholarship and textual analysis of 

Deshpande’s work. 
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Discussion and Results 

Shashi Deshpande’s contribution to Indian English literature is significant, not only for her 

storytelling but also for her candid portrayal of women’s psychological landscapes. Born in 

Karnataka and trained in journalism, Deshpande has chronicled the lived experiences of Indian 

women with striking realism. Her first novel, The Dark Holds No Terrors (1980), was a milestone 

in feminist literature, earning her critical acclaim and awards such as the Sahitya Akademi Award. 

In The Dark Holds No Terrors, Deshpande focuses on how societal constructs damage women’s 

sense of self. Sarita is shown to be a successful doctor, yet her success breeds resentment in her 

husband, Manohar, who feels emasculated by her accomplishments. The emotional abuse she 

endures—culminating in marital rape—exemplifies how patriarchal insecurities can turn violent. 

Sarita’s return to her parental home after years of estrangement serves as a metaphorical retreat 

into her subconscious, where she confronts childhood guilt, societal rejection, and internalized 

oppression... 

Feminism in Deshpande’s Narrative 

Deshpande's work aligns closely with the ideas presented in The Second Sex. She depicts women 

as struggling against their objectification and marginalization, not through grand gestures, but 

through subtle assertions of selfhood. Sarita, in particular, embodies the internal conflict of a 

woman torn between societal roles and personal desires. Her character arc illustrates the painful 

but necessary journey from victimhood to agency. Throughout the novel, Deshpande addresses 

themes such as economic independence, sexual violence, emotional repression, and the societal 

conditioning of women. She critiques the notion that a woman’s worth is tied to her physical 

appearance or her obedience. By highlighting Sarita’s trauma and eventual growth, Deshpande 

calls attention to the urgent need for redefining female identity in Indian society. 

Gender Identity in The Dark Holds No Terrors 

The novel questions rigid gender binaries and emphasizes the need for self-exploration. Sarita’s 

reflections reveal how patriarchal standards dehumanize women by denying them emotional and 

sexual autonomy. Despite her accomplishments, Sarita is treated as the “other” in both her natal 

and marital homes. Her journey is one of psychological emancipation. She rejects the role of a 

submissive wife and begins to see herself as a complete individual, capable of making her own 

decisions. Her story is not just about marital discord, but about reclaiming her identity in a society 

that seeks to erase it. Deshpande’s message is clear: women must reject imposed roles and craft 

their own narratives. 

Conclusion 

The Dark Holds No Terrors is a poignant exploration of female identity, trauma, and resilience. 

Through Sarita’s story, Shashi Deshpande challenges the norms that confine women and urges a 

shift toward psychological and emotional freedom. The novel’s strength lies in its authenticity and 

the depth of its feminist inquiry. It underscores that societal change begins with individual self-

awareness, and that women, like men, have the right to selfhood, voice, and agency. Deshpande 



International Journal of Linguistics Applied Psychology and 

Technology https://ijlapt.strjournals.com/index.php/ijlapt 
vol. 02 issue 07 (2025) 
ISSN: 3048-4529 
 

 

24 

 

does not romanticize the female struggle; rather, she presents it as a continuous journey of 

negotiation with social realities. Sarita’s transformation into a ‘new woman’ is emblematic of a 

larger cultural shift that recognizes women as autonomous beings. Her narrative offers a realistic, 

yet hopeful, vision for gender equality in contemporary India. 
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