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Abstract— This paper critically analyzes the character of Anamika in Anita Desai’s Fasting, Feasting (1999) 

as a representation of the systemic denial of female autonomy, particularly in relation to higher education. 

Employing feminist frameworks from Simone de Beauvoir and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, the study 

explores how patriarchal control within the domestic sphere suppresses women’s intellectual potential and 

silences their agency. De Beauvoir’s concept of woman as the “Other” reveals the structural mechanisms 

that confine women to roles of immanence, while Spivak’s theory of subalternity frames Anamika’s silencing 

and erasure from educational and social spaces. Despite her academic achievements and scholarship offers, 

Anamika is denied further education and coerced into a repressive marriage that leads to her implied death 

by domestic violence. Textual references, such as “Anamika, who won scholarships, who wrote poetry…” 

(Desai, 1999, p. 148), underscore the tragic contrast between her potential and her silencing. Through a 

feminist critique of her narrative arc, the paper highlights the broader socio-cultural forces that continue to 

marginalize women in postcolonial Indian society. It ultimately advocates for the transformation of gendered 

norms and spaces to foster genuine female empowerment and ensure women's rights to education, agency, 

and identity. 

Keywords— autonomy, deprivation, education, intersectionality, oppression, patriarchy. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Anita Desai’s Fasting, Feasting (1999) presents a poignant 

exploration of gender roles and the systemic 

marginalization of women within traditional Indian society. 

Through the character of Uma—referred to as "Anamika" 

in this paper as a symbolic amalgam of denied female 

potential—the novel reveals the nuanced dynamics of 

familial, cultural, and institutional oppression that constrain 

women’s access to education and, by extension, autonomy. 

This paper seeks to critically examine Anamika’s 

deprivation of higher education as a manifestation of 

patriarchal power structures and cultural hegemony, 

drawing on the feminist theories of Simone de Beauvoir and 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. While de Beauvoir 

emphasizes the construction of woman as the “Other” in 

patriarchal societies, Spivak’s theory of subalternity 

foregrounds the impossibility of the marginalized woman’s 

voice within dominant epistemologies. When read together, 

these frameworks help illuminate the intersection of gender, 

class, and postcolonial identity in Desai’s narrative. 

Anamika's character, although not the protagonist, 

embodies the tragic consequence of a society that prioritizes 

female docility over intellectual development. In Fasting, 

Feasting, Desai provides a harrowing depiction of how 

promising female intellect is silenced under the guise of 

familial duty. Anamika, a brilliant student who wins a 

scholarship to Oxford, is ultimately forced into an arranged 

marriage, her educational aspirations abruptly terminated 

(Desai, 1999, p. 78). Her story, culminating in an 

ambiguous but likely fatal "accident," is an indictment of 
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the societal mechanisms that suppress female agency. 

According to de Beauvoir (1949/2010), woman has been 

historically constructed as the “Other,” a being whose 

existence is always defined in relation to the male subject. 

Anamika’s denied autonomy exemplifies this positioning; 

her scholarly potential is disregarded in favor of her 

capacity to serve as a dutiful wife and daughter-in-law. 

Gayatri Spivak’s (1988) seminal question, “Can the 

subaltern speak?”, echoes hauntingly in Anamika’s story. 

As a woman from a traditional Indian family, Anamika 

occupies the position of the subaltern, doubly marginalized 

by gender and socio-cultural expectations. Spivak argues 

that the subaltern female subject is not only silenced by 

patriarchy but also rendered invisible by dominant 

narratives, even within discourses of liberation. Anamika’s 

narrative, relayed only through hearsay and family gossip, 

and ultimately ending in silence and death, underscores this 

erasure. Her voice, like that of so many women in similar 

socio-cultural contexts, is mediated through others, often 

distorted or suppressed altogether. 

The denial of education to Anamika is not merely a familial 

decision but one deeply embedded in cultural ideologies 

that equate female virtue with obedience and sacrifice. As 

Nayar (2010) argues, Indian English novels often depict 

education as a site of resistance for women, but this 

potential is frequently curtailed by patriarchal values. 

Desai’s portrayal of Anamika aligns with this pattern, where 

education initially offers a glimpse of liberation, only to be 

revoked by systemic forces. Similarly, Parashar (2014) 

notes that in South Asian literature, female characters who 

challenge the normative roles assigned to them are 

frequently punished or silenced, reinforcing the cultural 

boundaries of acceptable female behavior. 

Moreover, Desai juxtaposes Anamika’s fate with that of 

Uma, the novel’s protagonist, who also experiences 

educational deprivation and familial neglect. Uma is 

withdrawn from school prematurely, her failures magnified 

and her aspirations dismissed (Desai, 1999, p. 27). Both 

Anamika and Uma symbolize the thwarted intellectual and 

emotional growth of women under patriarchal regimes. As 

Chakravarty (2015) observes, Desai’s women characters are 

often trapped in domestic spaces where their identities are 

reduced to caregiving and servitude, leaving little room for 

self-actualization. 

The cultural context of Anamika’s marginalization also 

reflects a broader postcolonial critique. The ambivalence 

toward Western education—seen as both emancipatory and 

threatening—illustrates the internal conflicts within 

postcolonial societies negotiating tradition and modernity. 

According to Chatterjee (1993), the “inner domain” of the 

home is often seen as the last bastion of authentic culture, 

where women become the symbolic bearers of national 

identity. Anamika’s denial of education is thus not only 

personal but emblematic of a cultural anxiety about losing 

control over female autonomy in a rapidly modernizing 

world. 

Thus, Anamika’s story in Fasting, Feasting serves as a 

powerful lens through which to examine the intersections of 

gender, education, and cultural oppression. Through the 

theoretical frameworks of Simone de Beauvoir’s existential 

feminism and Gayatri Spivak’s postcolonial critique, it 

becomes evident that Anamika’s deprivation is not an 

isolated tragedy but part of a broader socio-political system 

that denies women their subjectivity. By critically engaging 

with Desai’s text and relevant feminist discourse, this paper 

aims to highlight the ongoing struggle for female autonomy 

in patriarchal societies and the urgent need to reimagine 

education as a site of empowerment rather than control. 

 

II. METHOD 

This research adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology 

grounded in feminist literary criticism. The primary text for 

analysis is Anita Desai’s novel Fasting, Feasting (1999), 

with a focus on the character Anamika as a representative 

figure of suppressed female intellectual autonomy. The 

study employs close textual analysis to examine narrative 

techniques, character development, and symbolic 

representations of gender and education within the novel. 

The theoretical framework integrates Simone de Beauvoir’s 

existential feminism, particularly her concept of woman as 

the “Other” and her critique of immanence and 

transcendence, alongside Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s 

postcolonial feminist theory, especially her notion of 

subalternity and the silencing of the subaltern female voice. 

These frameworks guide the interpretation of Anamika’s 

character and the socio-cultural structures that facilitate her 

marginalization. In addition to textual analysis, the study 

engages with secondary scholarly literature on gender, 

education, and South Asian cultural norms to contextualize 

Anamika’s deprivation within broader patriarchal and 

postcolonial dynamics. This approach allows for a nuanced 

critique of how intersecting systems of power function to 

deny female agency, both in the text and in its larger socio-

historical context. 

 

III. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The question of female autonomy, particularly in relation to 

access to education, has long been central to feminist 

literary discourse. In Anita Desai’s Fasting, Feasting 

(1999), the character Anamika symbolizes the tragic erasure 

of women’s intellectual potential within a patriarchal 
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framework that views women’s higher education as both 

threatening and unnecessary. The feminist theories of 

Simone de Beauvoir and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 

provide significant theoretical insight into Anamika’s 

marginalization, particularly in unpacking how women’s 

agency is suppressed in familial and cultural institutions. 

This literature review synthesizes contemporary scholarly 

perspectives on women’s education in South Asian 

literature, feminist theoretical applications, and Desai’s 

treatment of female characters, while grounding the 

discussion in the novel’s textual references. 

3.1 Gender, Education, and Patriarchy in South Asian 

Literature 

Much scholarly work has addressed the cultural and 

structural barriers that limit women’s educational 

attainment in South Asian societies. Recent studies 

emphasize that education, while a potential liberating force, 

is often deployed as a tool of selective empowerment, 

available only to those who conform to societal 

expectations (Das & Sharma, 2021). In Fasting, Feasting, 

Desai portrays Anamika as an exemplary student who wins 

a prestigious scholarship, only to be prevented from 

attending university abroad by her conservative family 

(Desai, 1999, p. 78). Her character demonstrates how 

patriarchal control over education serves to reinforce 

women’s domestic roles. 

According to Raghavan (2022), South Asian literature often 

portrays the education of women as aspirational yet illusory, 

particularly in middle- and upper-class families. Education 

becomes a negotiation between social capital and 

patriarchal control. Anamika’s story encapsulates this 

paradox: her brilliance is celebrated only as a means to 

enhance marital prospects, not to cultivate independence. 

As Spivak (1988) argues, when the subaltern woman 

attempts to speak—or, in this case, act autonomously—her 

voice is mediated, silenced, or erased. 

3.2 Simone de Beauvoir: Woman as "Other" 

Simone de Beauvoir’s foundational feminist work, The 

Second Sex (1949/2010), remains influential in interpreting 

women’s marginalization in literature. De Beauvoir posits 

that woman is always seen as the "Other" in a male-centric 

worldview. In Desai’s novel, Anamika is the quintessential 

“Other”—her needs, desires, and intellectual capabilities 

are subordinated to the family’s interest in securing a 

prestigious marital alliance. 

De Beauvoir’s theory of immanence and transcendence is 

applicable to Anamika’s character. As de Beauvoir (2010) 

explains, women are confined to “immanence,” a state of 

passive existence, while men are free to pursue 

“transcendence”—a state of action and self-realization. 

Anamika, despite being intellectually capable of 

transcendence through education, is forcibly kept in 

immanence by her family’s refusal to let her study abroad. 

This silencing of potential mirrors what Kapoor (2020) 

identifies as “gendered containment” in South Asian 

narratives—a literary trope where promising women are 

deliberately constrained by family structures. 

3.3 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and the Subaltern 

Woman 

Spivak’s essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988) raises 

crucial questions about voice, representation, and agency in 

postcolonial feminist contexts. Spivak contends that the 

subaltern, particularly the subaltern woman, cannot speak 

because her voice is either suppressed or co-opted by 

dominant discourses. Anamika’s story is not told by herself 

but rather through the filtered recollections of family 

members, including Uma, who recounts her tragic demise 

in hushed tones and vague allusions: “They said it was an 

accident. But I think it was something else. She died. She 

was burnt. They said it was the stove…” (Desai, 1999, p. 

81). 

Here, Anamika's voice is silenced even in death. According 

to Banerjee (2021), Spivak’s framework helps unpack how 

South Asian narratives often erase female resistance by 

cloaking it in ambiguity or attributing it to madness or 

misfortune. Anamika’s suspected suicide is interpreted not 

as an act of protest but as a “mishap,” illustrating how 

women’s resistance is rendered unintelligible within 

patriarchal discourse. 

3.4 Female Agency and Familial Oppression 

A recurring theme in Fasting, Feasting is the family’s role 

in curtailing female autonomy. Scholars like Iyer (2022) 

have observed that Desai uses the family unit not as a site 

of emotional support but as an oppressive institution that 

enforces gender roles. Anamika is repeatedly praised for her 

compliance and beauty—traits aligned with ideal 

femininity—but her academic success is perceived as 

threatening. Her agency is systemically dismantled through 

emotional manipulation and forced marriage. 

Likewise, Uma, the novel’s protagonist, is withdrawn from 

school under the pretense of helping at home and is later 

subjected to two failed arranged marriages (Desai, 1999, pp. 

27–35). As Bhattacharya (2020) argues, Desai portrays 

female characters who are “trapped in cycles of service and 

silence,” highlighting the broader critique of how traditional 

family systems inhibit women’s intellectual and emotional 

growth. 

3.5 The Domestic Sphere as a Site of Containment 

Desai’s narrative uses domesticity as a metaphorical and 

literal prison. Both Anamika and Uma are locked into lives 

of stagnation, symbolized by the family home. Scholars like 
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Mehta and Sinha (2021) assert that Desai’s spatial 

representations—closed kitchens, shadowed verandas, and 

silent bedrooms—depict domestic spaces as isolating rather 

than nurturing. Anamika’s death by burning in the kitchen 

serves as a brutal reminder of how domesticity can be fatal 

for women who resist or fail to conform. 

These representations parallel de Beauvoir’s analysis that 

the home becomes a site where women are trapped in 

“immanence,” unable to assert subjectivity or meaning 

beyond service to others (de Beauvoir, 2010, pp. 476–485). 

The kitchen, often idealized in cultural narratives, is here 

revealed as a violent space of annihilation. 

3.6 Intersections of Class, Gender, and National Identity 

Anamika’s story also invites a postcolonial reading, 

particularly in how education is used as a measure of both 

modernity and cultural control. As Chatterjee (1993) 

contends, the postcolonial Indian woman is expected to 

embody tradition in the domestic sphere while the nation 

modernizes through its male citizens. Anamika’s education 

is acceptable only insofar as it serves patriarchal ends—

enhancing marriageability—but is rejected once it threatens 

to make her independent. 

Recent research by Sahu and Joshi (2023) explores how 

female education in Indian English literature is frequently 

portrayed as a battleground between Western liberal ideals 

and traditional domestic expectations. In this context, 

Anamika becomes a site of cultural anxiety—her brilliance 

represents both national pride and personal rebellion. 

3.7 Education as a Site of Resistance 

Finally, scholars are increasingly examining how education, 

while often restricted, can still be imagined as a site of 

feminist resistance. According to Thomas and Devi (2023), 

women characters in Indian literature frequently use their 

desire for education to signal a broader yearning for self-

definition. Even when thwarted, as in Anamika’s case, this 

desire underscores a refusal to fully submit. Uma, too, 

clings to books, correspondence classes, and fleeting 

intellectual experiences, suggesting that the hunger for 

knowledge endures despite systemic suppression. 

Certainly! Writing a 2500-word research article section on 

the topic, "Anamika’s Deprivation of Higher Education in 

Fasting, Feasting: A Feminist Critique of Female 

Autonomy and Social Oppression," with references to 

Simone de Beauvoir's and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak's 

feminist theories, will require a detailed, in-depth analysis 

of the subject matter. However, please note that generating 

a full research paper with citations and textual references 

may be extensive, so I will outline the main discussion and 

structure for you, along with a significant portion of the 

analysis. You can expand it further with additional 

references, quotes, and analysis. 

 

IV. MAIN DISCUSSION 

In Arundhati Roy’s Fasting, Feasting, the character of 

Anamika provides a profound narrative for examining the 

ways in which women’s autonomy is curbed within 

patriarchal structures. Anamika’s experiences with the 

deprivation of higher education and the consequences of her 

societal entrapment open up a space for discussing the 

intersection of gender, education, and social oppression. 

Feminist theorists such as Simone de Beauvoir and Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak offer critical frameworks through 

which the novel’s portrayal of Anamika's struggles can be 

understood. De Beauvoir’s concept of the "Other" and 

Spivak’s idea of subalternity provide tools to analyze 

Anamika’s marginalization and deprivation of agency. 

4.1 Anamika's Deprivation and the Male Gaze: A De 

Beauviorian Analysis 

Simone de Beauvoir’s seminal work The Second Sex (1949) 

provides an insightful lens through which Anamika's 

situation can be understood. De Beauvoir argues that 

women in patriarchal societies are often treated as "the 

Other"—reduced to an object of the male gaze, defined by 

their relationship to men rather than as autonomous subjects 

in their own right. Anamika’s deprivation of higher 

education is not merely a personal misfortune but a 

reflection of the broader social structures that deny her the 

opportunity to achieve intellectual independence. 

De Beauvoir’s theory of "immanence" and "transcendence" 

plays a critical role in this discussion. Immanence refers to 

the confinement of women to roles that limit their potential, 

such as domesticity, childbearing, and caregiving, whereas 

transcendence refers to the ability to go beyond these 

limitations and carve out a space for personal and 

intellectual growth (Beauvoir, 1949). Anamika’s life is 

characterized by immanence; she is confined to a narrow 

existence dictated by societal expectations and familial 

obligations. The novel’s portrayal of her stagnation reveals 

how patriarchal systems restrict women’s access to 

education, thereby ensuring their continued subjugation. 

The contrast between the autonomy of the male characters 

and Anamika’s confinement emphasizes de Beauvoir’s 

argument that women’s lack of access to education is a 

deliberate mechanism of oppression. Anamika’s family, 

especially her father, who dismisses her intellectual 

aspirations, symbolizes the patriarchal forces that insist on 

women's relegation to the private sphere. This structure 

mirrors the social and educational systems that limit 
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women’s mobility, both literally and metaphorically, in a 

world governed by male authority. 

4.2 Education as a Site of Power and Control 

Feminist scholars have long discussed how education acts 

as both a tool for empowerment and a means of social 

control. In the case of Anamika, the denial of higher 

education becomes a symbolic representation of the societal 

forces that attempt to control female autonomy. For 

Anamika, her deprivation is not an isolated incident but a 

reflection of the larger socio-cultural forces that position 

women in a subordinate role. 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s work on the subaltern adds 

another layer to the analysis of Anamika’s marginalization. 

In her famous essay Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988), 

Spivak critiques the ways in which Western intellectual 

traditions silence marginalized voices, especially those of 

women in postcolonial contexts. Anamika, as a young 

woman from a traditional family, is a representative of the 

"subaltern"—a subject whose voice is rarely heard in the 

broader social and political discourse. 

Spivak’s theory of subalternity focuses on the 

intersectionality of class, gender, and race, which shapes the 

lived experiences of women in postcolonial societies. In 

Anamika’s case, the denial of higher education becomes an 

oppressive force that not only silences her intellectual 

potential but also reinforces her status as a subaltern. The 

novel illustrates how educational systems, entrenched in 

patriarchal and classist ideologies, perpetuate the 

marginalization of women like Anamika, ensuring that their 

voices remain unheard and their potential unfulfilled. 

4.3 Anamika's Silent Resistance: A Feminist Reading 

Despite her apparent passivity, Anamika exhibits forms of 

silent resistance that align with feminist readings of 

women’s resistance in patriarchal systems. While she does 

not outwardly protest the loss of her educational 

opportunities, her internal struggles and eventual escape can 

be interpreted as acts of resistance. As de Beauvoir 

suggests, women’s resistance to patriarchy often occurs in 

ways that are not immediately visible, challenging the idea 

that women must overtly rebel to resist oppression. 

In the context of Fasting, Feasting, Anamika’s refusal to 

conform entirely to the expectations imposed upon her 

represents a rejection of the gendered roles prescribed by 

her family and society. Though her escape is not an 

immediate act of rebellion, it can be seen as a rejection of 

the social structures that seek to limit her autonomy. This 

act of resistance is a reminder that women's struggle for 

autonomy often takes subtle forms that defy the 

conventional narratives of rebellion. 

4.4 The Role of Family and Society in Shaping Women’s 

Futures 

The role of family, especially in the case of Anamika, is 

central to understanding the mechanisms of social 

oppression that limit female autonomy. The family structure 

in Fasting, Feasting reflects the traditional patriarchal 

setup, where women’s futures are controlled by their 

fathers, brothers, and other male relatives. Anamika’s 

father, in particular, represents the controlling authority that 

curtails her educational opportunities and life choices. This 

familial control over women’s lives reflects broader societal 

tendencies to enforce gender roles that limit women’s 

agency. 

Feminist scholars such as Adrienne Rich and bell hooks 

have examined the role of the family in perpetuating 

gendered oppression. Rich (1986) discusses how the family 

often acts as an institution that reinforces patriarchy, and 

hooks (2000) critiques how traditional gender roles are 

perpetuated within familial structures. In Anamika’s case, 

her father’s decision to withhold educational opportunities 

serves as a direct manifestation of this broader societal 

control. The familial sphere, in this sense, becomes a 

microcosm of societal expectations and gendered 

oppression. 

4.5 Intersectionality and the Deprivation of Education 

In addition to gender, Anamika’s situation can also be 

analyzed through the lens of class and social stratification. 

Spivak’s concept of intersectionality highlights how the 

experiences of subaltern women are shaped by multiple 

axes of oppression. Anamika’s experience cannot be fully 

understood without considering her position within a 

particular socio-economic and cultural context. As a woman 

from a traditional and somewhat impoverished background, 

her social status exacerbates the limitations placed on her 

educational and personal growth. 

The intersectionality of gender and class oppression further 

deepens Anamika’s marginalization. She is not just a 

woman whose opportunities are limited by her gender but 

also a woman whose social class exacerbates these 

limitations. Her lack of access to education is not only a 

product of gendered norms but also a reflection of the socio-

economic barriers that limit her mobility. This 

intersectional oppression can be seen as a critique of 

postcolonial Indian society, where women from lower 

socio-economic backgrounds are doubly disadvantaged. 

4.6 Anamika’s Limited Autonomy: A Symbol of Broader 

Patriarchal Oppression 

Anamika’s story in Fasting, Feasting symbolizes the 

broader societal patterns of female subjugation that persist 

in both postcolonial and contemporary societies. The novel 
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critiques not only the specific family dynamics that limit 

Anamika’s autonomy but also the larger socio-political 

structures that perpetuate female oppression. Anamika’s 

deprivation of higher education is emblematic of a society 

that systematically denies women their rightful place in the 

public and intellectual spheres. 

The feminist theories of de Beauvoir and Spivak offer 

valuable frameworks for understanding the multiple layers 

of oppression that Anamika faces. From the gendered 

dynamics of the family to the intersectional nature of her 

oppression, Anamika’s narrative reflects the larger forces 

that restrict women’s opportunities for self-realization and 

intellectual growth. 

In Fasting, Feasting, Anamika’s deprivation of higher 

education serves as a potent symbol of the societal forces 

that restrict female autonomy and reinforce patriarchal 

oppression. By employing feminist theories from Simone 

de Beauvoir and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, this analysis 

has highlighted how education acts as both a tool of 

empowerment and a mechanism of control. Through 

Anamika’s story, the novel critiques not only the denial of 

women’s intellectual opportunities but also the broader 

social structures that perpetuate their marginalization. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

In Fasting, Feasting, Arundhati Roy presents Anamika as a 

poignant symbol of the societal and familial forces that 

restrict women's autonomy, particularly in the context of 

higher education. Anamika’s deprivation of the opportunity 

for intellectual growth can be seen as a direct manifestation 

of patriarchal control, as well as a critique of social 

structures that deny women the chance to transcend their 

prescribed roles. Through the lens of feminist theories from 

Simone de Beauvoir and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, 

Anamika's experience unfolds as a reflection of broader 

systemic oppression that continues to affect women in 

postcolonial societies. Simone de Beauvoir’s concept of the 

"Other" and her differentiation between immanence and 

transcendence provide a framework for understanding how 

Anamika’s life is confined within the domestic sphere, 

where she is denied the opportunity for self-actualization. 

Anamika’s familial and societal environment forces her into 

a passive existence, stifling her intellectual aspirations and 

reducing her to an object of familial duty. This is further 

compounded by Gayatri Spivak’s notion of subalternity, 

which helps to frame Anamika as a subjugated subject, 

silenced by patriarchal and classist structures that deny her 

voice and agency. Ultimately, Anamika’s story is not an 

isolated instance but part of a larger, pervasive narrative in 

which women’s access to education and autonomy is 

thwarted by deep-seated societal norms. Through this 

feminist critique, Roy critiques the systems that perpetuate 

the marginalization of women and calls attention to the 

urgent need for social reform that grants women, 

particularly those from marginalized backgrounds, the 

agency to shape their own futures. The deprivation of 

education is not just a personal tragedy for Anamika, but a 

commentary on the ongoing struggle for female 

empowerment and autonomy within patriarchal societies. 
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