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Abstract 

Around the world, women are subjected to inequity, discrimination and violence. Though 

the circumstances and consequences vary from place to place and from culture to culture 

women are greatly affected in all spheres of life. Unequal treatment, unfairness in children 

rearing giving penchant to boys and women are denied from basic human rights. Most of the 

women are still longing for the right to live along with their compatriots. 

 A quick parallel between  two women writers between Asia and Afro America i.e., Anita 

Desai and Toni Morrison can be drawn up for a better understanding of the situation 

prevalent among women across the globe. They belong to different continents, the former to 

Asia and the latter to America. Anita Desai is an Indian writer who is noted for her  sensitive 

portrayal of the inner life of her female characters. She has added a new dimension to the 

achievement of Indian women writers in English. She explores with rare insight and 

observation the complexities and intricacies of human psyche. Her sixth novel Fire on the 

Mountain has won the Sahitya Academy Award. In her novel, she projects the troubles 

faced by the women through Ila Das, Nanda Kaul and Rakha. This study  also touches upon 

Toni Morrison‟s Novel A Mercy. She is the  American recipient of the Nobel Prize for 

literature. She played a vital role in bringing black literature into the mainstream of her 

novels. She shows very clearly in her novels  how black women are subjected to slavery and 

suffered in the hands of white men and black men. Women‟s voices have to be heard and 

equal importance should be given. 

*** 
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Anita Desai 

            Anita Desai portrays delicately the inner life of women characters. The concern of 

psychological reality by Anita Desai is clearly reflected in one of her masterpieces. She has 

added a new dimension by writing a novel like Fire on the Mountain to the Indian fiction in 

English probing deep into the bottomless pit of human psyche. She brings the hidden 

contours into much sharper focus. She always emphasizes on character delineation and for 

exceptional characters in exceptional circumstances aiming at final essence of subjective life 

and consciousness. The charm of her art lies in her characters, independent, agonized 

frustrated and combating with angry defence. She has procured an important place for 

herself in the Indo-English fiction writings by shifting the refrain of her fiction from outer 

reality to inner reality and by carrying the flow of the mental experience of its characters. 

She adds a new dimension to it. In a way she has presented the potentials of the post 

independent writers in English. It is true that Desai has her limits but she compensates her 

material in intensity what she lacks in variety. Desai‟s unquestionable existential and 

psychological concerns have distinguished her from other novelist of her generation 

  

Fire on the Mountain 

            This  novel mainly deals with the loneliness and isolation as well as the resultant anguish 

and agony in the deserted life of an old widow. It starts with Nanda Kaul, who has almost 

renounced the world and wants to live a quiet life in Kausali amidst the hills and pinecones 

After the death of her husband, Nanda Kaul has apparently chosen to live an isolated life of 

retirement The novel narrates the story of Nanda Kaul who lives in Carignano, a desolate and 

a haunted house in Kasauli, away from the world. 

            

            Nanda Kaul‟s happy isolation is threatened by the irritating letter from Asha, her daughter 

announcing the arrival of Raka, who is her great grand-daughter. The unexpected arrival of 

Raka comes into her life which she wants to be away from the society. She does not want to 

involve herself in any responsibilities anymore, for all she wants is to be alone in Carignano. 

But Asha‟s letter has made her apprehensive and ponders her painfully. 

 

           “Of bags and letters, messages and demands…she had wanted to be left to the pines and 

cicadas alone... Whatever else came or happened would be an unwelcomed intrusion and 

distraction”.  
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Nanda Kaul‟s great-grand child, Raka, visits her to get some relief to her mind. Because   

her parents told Nanda failed marriage, by being wild, silent, enclosed in her own world and 

pain. If Raka makes the wilderness her home, it reveals that social pressure and failed 

marriage have a deep influence on the very concept of home. It is supposed to be a natural 

shelter for women. Women characters in Desai‟s novels have their social identity linked to 

home and hearth, but the very notion of „shelter‟ is negated – as „home‟ becomes a trap for 

both women and children in Desai‟s fiction. Psychological experiment of the writer in the 

novel can also be seen on the portrayal of Raka‟s character. Psychologists attach great 

significance to the parent-child relationship, because, according to them the patterning of 

emotion takes place particularly during childhood. They argue that the prevailing quality of 

the experience the child has with his parents particularly the mother during early childhood 

is of paramount importance. Childhood is the most formative period of one‟s personality 

and socialization of the child begin in the family in the company of his parents who are the 

first individuals with whom the child interacts. Child learns the patterns of behavior which 

the parents set out to teach him in order to make him an acceptable member of the society. 

The emotion of the child depends largely on the quality of the emotional interaction that 

prevails between the child and his parents. Anita Desai‟s characters have strange childhood, 

and their experiences and interactions during this formative period when combined with 

their congenital hypersensitivity contribute towards their inability to establish and maintain 

harmonious inter-personal relationship in later life. Commenting upon her solitary and 

introspective character‟s childhood, she observes  

“I agree that the experiences of childhood are the most vivid and lasting ones.” 

Based on this the parent-child relationship in Fire on the Mountain shows how far the 

childhood interaction affects and moulds them in the ability to relate themselves with others. 

However, Raka is a born recluse. She is a victim of a broken home. She becomes an 

introvert because of the abnormal circumstances around her. She has witnessed enough of 

the ambiguity of life and has seen bitterness, distrust and violence. Raka is a victim of 

emotional deprivation. Her embarrassing loveless childhood fills her heart with distrust and 

suspicion. As a result, she turns her back upon human beings and their so called safe and 

civilized world and develops a strong fascination for the ugly, lonely, rugged and desolate 

aspects of nature. 

 

Desai presents the pathetic condition of women through the character of Ila Das who is a 

friend of Nanda Kaul. Ila Das is as a social worker who struggles against the social evils like 
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illiteracy and superstitions. And she has never enjoyed the status of a privileged person 

throughout her life. Later on, she becomes a welfare officer and comes to the Himalayan 

foot Hills to discharge her duties amongst the poor.  Just for identity, she prepares to work 

as a welfare officer. She fights against child marriage by enlightening the local people about 

the evils of this practice, and faces innumerable obstacles from the patriarchal society. She 

is very much concerned about the social evils that continue to plague India. Ila Das is 

particularly conscious of the inferior condition of women. Especially the superstitious 

practice of child marriage vexes her. Child marriage is one of the most prevalent forms of 

violence and exploitation happening to women. She empathises over the condition of girls 

and broods over “What it is for a girl to be married and bear children at the age of 

twelve.” In the valley where she works as social officer she finds that parents are consenting 

to child marriages out of economic necessity. They view marriage as a way to provide male 

guardianship to their daughters, to protect them from sexual assault, avoid pregnancy 

outside marriage, extent their child bearing years or ensure obedience to the husband‟s 

household. In spite of the efforts of government through legislation and enforcement, ending 

child marriage appears to Ila Das as a challenging because even when women who 

understand its negative impacts may find it hard to resist economic and societal pressures 

and traditions. Marrying at a young age has lifelong consequences. Early marriage thwarts 

woman‟s chances at education, endangers her health and cuts short her personal growth and 

development. She is aware of the role of women in the process of modernisation in India.  

 

Ila Das has a shrill voice, which is extremely unpleasant to her guests, relatives and 

colleagues. The extent of Ila's shrill voice can be gauged in Nanda Kaul's words. She raised 

this "voice" to encounter, injustice, cruelty and atrocity against women in the male 

dominated Indian society. She faces all-round opposition against her reforms and ideas and 

becomes a mouthpiece of the novelist in criticizing the Indian society where even religion 

supports the ill-treatment of women. She tells Nanda emphatically. 

  

When Ila Das is raped and killed, that violent action happens “offstage” at the end of the 

novel, almost simultaneously with Raka‟s announcement that she has set the forest on fire. 

While there are few important “events” in the rest of the novel, Anita Desai prepares the 

reader for the horrific ending by carefully embedding violence in her imagery and in her 

symbolism. In effect, the “fire” metaphorically smoulders within her characters before it 

literally ignites at the end of the novel. 
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Each character of the trio is evoked, linked to the place Carignano, so to Nanda‟s home. 

There is a progression from a static state to movement. Each of the characters hopes in a 

way to find a home in this place but fails. The three women are dislocated from their true 

home, even Ila Das who has to work hard to survive and lives in great poverty. The place of 

women is at home but home is not where they are happy and well-adjusted.  

 

Women in Desai‟s work are “confined within the cyclic parameters of home-womb-tomb. 

This physically deformed, neglected and isolated woman has assertiveness in her personality 

and a wider vision of humanity which makes it all the more tragic. Fire on the Mountain 

can be defined as belonging to a phase of writing which explores the painful existential 

problems of Indian women, trapped by society. Women are psychologically and socially 

dislocated because of the Indian home, and it leads to a fight to be freed.  India is a 

challenge for women because stereotypes about them are present in legends, myths and 

religion; they are part of the culture. 

 In fact, the rape of Ila is the deterioration of human values. It becomes symbolic of the 

growth of animalism in man. Modern man has lost his rational power and depends solely on 

the criminal mentality. Despite the negative forces at work in society around her, this small 

lady is all determined to fight against them. She faces the challenges of adverse 

circumstances - personal, social, economic and becomes an instance of a 'little broken bit of 

a crazy life'. Her exhibited attributes of social obligations distinguished her from others. She 

has sacrificed all her personal comforts and pleasures just for her family, then for society 

around. 

The present  paper emphasizes, with an observation of pitiful trails, on the  sufferings of 

women despite their cultural background. It tries to project through a few characters like Ila 

Das, Nanda Kaul Rakha, Florens, in the works of Anita Desai. and Toni Morrison. Most of 

the women lose their self identity and are pawns to gender discrimination. 

 

 

A comparison with Toni Morrison  who was born in Lorain, Ohio, American author, who 

was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993. Her works have explored the 

experience and roles of black women in a racist and male dominated society.  She has been 

a member of both the National Council on the Arts and the American Academy and Institute 

of Arts and Letters. 
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Morrison grew up in the black community of Lorain where she spent her childhood in the 

Midwest and read voraciously, from Jane Austen to Tolstoy. Morrison's father, George 

Wofford, was a welder, and told her folktales of the black community, transferring his 

African-American heritage to another generation. Her parents moved to escape the problems 

of southern racism. 

 

In 1949 she entered Howard University in Washington, D.C., America's most distinguished 

black college. Morrison wrote her thesis on suicide in the works of William Faulkner 

and Virginia Woolf. She received her M.A. Degree in 1955. In 1984 she was appointed to 

an Albert Schweitzer chair at the University of New York at Albany, where she nurtured 

young writers through two-year fellowships. 

 

A Mercy  

A Mercy is a novel set in 17th century America. Toni Morrison shows the desperate, 

passionate, and love-starved, character through Florens. She is the central voice of the novel 

that depicts as a slave. The novel opens with a black slave girl Florens, whose mother gives 

her up to a stranger. Florens‟ mother has an infant boy, who is a slave on the domain of a 

Portuguese planter. The planter has a debt, which he cannot discharge, to an Anglo-Dutch 

farmer and trader called Jacob. When Jacob persuaded there to take a slave in exchange; his 

eye falls on Florens' mother, then Florens‟ mother kneels down and begs him to take her 

daughter Florens rather than her small son.  

 

When Florens is eight years old, she is taken by a stranger. That she recounts herself in 

shock, pain, and bitterness at this abandonment by her minha mae, “my mother” in 

Portuguese.  Her mother hopes that she would have a better life. So, Florens suffers from her 

first "expel" and she is at the mercy of a new master.  

 

Once when Florens a young girl, visits her lover, she expresses her thoughts and feelings to 

him. Florens is a literate slave, taught by a priest. She recalls that how she is given to her 

present master, Jacob Vaark, in partial settlement of a debt. Her prior master, a slave owner 

from the brutal Portuguese slave colony of Angola, owes to Vaark. Vaark is offered Florens 

but Florens‟ mother encourages Vaark to take only her daughter Florens not to her son 

because she is still nursing a baby boy. 
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There are other two slaves: Lina, a hard-working, caring Native American woman whose 

tribe is wiped out by smallpox, and Sorrow, a melancholy young woman with an equally 

traumatic. Toni Morrison‟s novel also describes the life of other women who are Lina, 

Rebekka and Sorrow. 

 

Similarly, the mistresses of the household, Rebekka, avoid religious persecution in England 

by travelling to the colonies to marry Jacob, a man she never meets. Jacob, an orphan, has 

worked his way out of the poor houses to financial security. The kinship between the 

workers on Jacob‟s farm begins to dissipate after the completion of the mansion and its 

master‟s untimely death.  

 

After Jacob passes away from small-pox, Rebekka and the three women slaves are left to 

fend for themselves on this farm in the wilderness. Rebekka is infected by the virus that kills 

her husband. On her death bed, Rebekka recognizes this danger and sends Florens on a 

mission to find the blacksmith Florens pines for. But the blacksmith rejects Florens, and her 

feral reaction leaves her etching her tragic story on the walls of a bare room in Jacob‟s 

mansion.  

 

Rebekka, who has smallpox and lies in bed with thoughts that, “bled into one another, 

confusing events and time but not people”, Morrison shows stream-of-consciousness in 

Rebekka‟s character. She recounts her early life in England with a strict religious upbringing 

and lack of prospects until her father found Jacob Vaark‟s advertisement for a wife. She 

mourns for her lost children, the oldest of whom is a daughter who lived until only the age 

of five. She remembers her voyage to the New World and her pleasure with Vaark. Now, 

she awaits Florens return with expectations from the blacksmith, who might yet save her. 
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