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Abstract: 

 

The research paper examines the themes of tradition versus modernity, identity and meaning, 

loneliness and isolation, escapism, and postcolonialism in Anita Desai’s novels Cry, the Peacock, 

and Clear Light of Day. Through the postcolonial lens, the paper analyses how Desai’s characters 

navigate the tensions between cultural heritage and contemporary values, grapple with their sense of 

self in rapidly changing societies, and experience feelings of alienation and the desire for escape. 

The study sheds light on the universal human struggles depicted in Desai’s works and their 

relevance in understanding the complexities of postcolonial identity formation. 
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Introduction: 

 

Anita Desai, a prominent novelist of in Indian literature, has intricately depicted the manifold 

dimensions of human existence in her novels, often traversing the tumultuous terrain of postcolonial 

India. In her literary works Cry, the Peacock and Clear Light of Day, Desai delves into the profound 

struggles individuals encounter amidst the collision of tradition and modernity, the pursuit of 

identity and significance, the pervasive sensations of solitude and seclusion, and the allure of 

escapism. Set against the backdrop of a swiftly evolving Indian society in the mid-20th century, 

these literary pieces serve as poignant reflections of the human condition, prompting readers to 

contemplate the universal themes interwoven into the societal fabric. 

At the essence of Desai’s narratives lies the dialectic between tradition and modernity, a theme 

deeply resonant in the lives of her characters. Through protagonists such as Maya in Cry, the 

Peacock and Bimla in Clear Light of Day, Desai portrays individuals grappling with the pressures of 

conforming to societal norms while yearning to forge their own paths in a world increasingly 

influenced by Western paradigms. The tension between adherence to cultural conventions and the 

yearning for personal autonomy provides a poignant backdrop against which the characters navigate 

their turbulent journeys of self- exploration. 

Central to the exploration of identity and meaning is the characters’ profound quest for self-

definition amidst a society in flux. Maya’s existential crisis in Cry, the Peacock and Bimla’s 

introspective odyssey in Clear Light of Day illuminate the complexities of navigating one’s identity 

amidst societal upheaval. As they confront their own aspirations and desires, they wrestle with the 

question of belonging in a world characterized by swift social and economic transformations, 

underscoring the universal struggle to discover meaning and purpose in an ever-evolving milieu. 

Loneliness and isolation emerge as recurrent motifs in Desai’s works, underscoring the profound 

sense of detachment experienced by her characters. Whether through Maya’s descent into madness 

or Bimla’s sense of detachment, Desai depicts the isolating effects of societal constraints and 

personal traumas, offering a poignant commentary on the human need for connection and belonging 

in a fragmented society. 
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Escapism serves as a coping mechanism for the characters, offering temporary respite from the 

harsh realities of their existence. Through Maya’s flights of fancy and Bimla’s retreat into 

reminiscences, Desai explores the allure and limitations of escapism, ultimately emphasising the 

impossibility of fully evading one’s past or present circumstances. 

Through a nuanced examination of Desai’s works, this research paper aims to elucidate the intricate 

interplay of tradition and modernity, the quest for identity and significance, loneliness and isolation, 

and escapism within the context of postcolonial India. By delving into the lives of Maya, Bimla, 

and other characters, we gain insight into the universal struggles that define the human experience, 

prompting readers to contemplate the enduring relevance of these themes in our rapidly changing 

world. 

 

Conflict between Tradition and Modernity 
In Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day, the conflict between tradition and modernity is a central theme 

that runs through the narrative. The novel is set in postcolonial India and follows the Das family, 

particularly the relationships among siblings—Raja, Tara, and Bimla—and their interactions with 

the changing social and cultural landscape. 

The novel depicts the tension between traditional family structures and the emerging individualistic 

values in modern society. Bimla, the central character, struggles to reconcile her responsibilities to 

her family with her desire for personal fulfilment and intellectual pursuits. The story is set against 

the backdrop of a rapidly changing India after gaining independence. The characters grapple with the 

impact of modernisation, urbanisation, and Western influences on traditional Indian values and 

customs. The conflict is evident in the differences between the older and younger generations of the 

Das family. The older characters, particularly the aunt, are more rooted in traditional ways, while 

the younger generation is exposed to and influenced by modern ideas and lifestyles. The tension 

between tradition and modernity is reflected in the relationships between characters. For instance, 

Tara’s marriage to Bakul is influenced by modern ideas of love and companionship, contrasting 

with the more arranged and traditional marriages of the past. Bimla, the central character, reflects on 

the past and the family’s history. 

There is a sense of nostalgia for a time when traditions were more intact, contrasting with the 

present where the family has dispersed, and traditional bonds have weakened. 

Overall, Clear Light of Day provides a nuanced exploration of the clash between tradition and 

modernity in the context of a changing Indian society. 

The characters grapple with their individual aspirations and desires in the face of shifting cultural 

norms and values. 

 

Search for Identity and Meaning 

The theme of the search for identity is a significant aspect of Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day. The 

novel explores the complex journey of self- discovery and identity formation for its characters, 

particularly through the lens of memory, family dynamics, and the evolving socio-cultural 

landscape of post- colonial India. The characters in the Das family, especially Bimla and Tara, 

grapple with their individual identities in relation to their family background. 

The novel delves into how personal identity is shaped by familial bonds, roles, and responsibilities. 

Memory plays a crucial role in the characters’ quest for identity. The novel is structured around 

memories of the past, and the characters revisit their childhood and formative years to make sense 

of their present selves. Memory becomes a tool for self-discovery and understanding one’s roots. 

The novel explores the challenges faced by women in defining their identities within a traditional 

societal framework. Tara struggles with her role as a wife and mother, and her search for identity 

involves questioning societal expectations placed upon women. Bimla’s intellectual pursuits and her 

career as a teacher contribute to her sense of identity. The novel reflects on the tension between 

intellectual fulfilment and familial obligations, highlighting the complexities of defining oneself in 

a rapidly changing society. The characters navigate the complexities of their identity in the 

aftermath of British colonial rule. The changing socio-political landscape adds another layer to their 
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sense of self as they negotiate the influences of tradition and modernity. The novel examines the 

differences in identity across generations within the Das family. The older generation, represented 

by the aunt, holds on to traditional values, while the younger generation, represented by Bimla and 

Tara, grapples with the challenges of modernity. The characters in Clear Light of Day also confront 

questions of cultural identity in the context of a rapidly modernizing India. The novel reflects on the 

tension between preserving cultural roots and embracing the changes brought about by 

Modernisation. In essence, the search for identity in Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day is a 

multifaceted exploration that encompasses personal, familial, gender, intellectual, and cultural 

dimensions. 

The characters’ journeys toward self-discovery unfold against the backdrop of a nation undergoing 

significant transformation, making the quest for identity a central and richly layered theme in the 

novel. 

In Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, the theme of the search for identity is explored through the 

protagonist, Maya. The novel delves into the psychological and emotional struggles of Maya as she 

grapples with her own sense of self and tries to navigate the societal expectations imposed upon her. 

Maya’s internal world and psychological state become central to her search for identity. The 

narrative delves into her troubled mind, fears, and anxieties, offering insights into the complexity of 

her emotional life. Maya’s identity is significantly shaped by her marriage to Gautama, a much 

older man. The novel explores the dynamics of their relationship and how Maya’s sense of self is 

influenced by societal expectations related to marriage and the role of women. The societal norms 

and expectations related to gender roles play a crucial role in Maya’s search for identity. The novel 

raises questions about the constraints imposed on women in a traditional society and the impact on 

their individual identities. Cry, the Peacock is set in a traditional Indian society, and Maya’s 

struggle is framed within the cultural and social expectations of that environment. The clash 

between tradition and Maya’s desire for individuality contributes to the overarching theme of 

identity. Maya’s sense of isolation and alienation from the world around her intensifies her search 

for identity. The novel portrays her as a lonely figure, disconnected from the people and events in 

her life, emphasizing the internal nature of her struggle. Maya’s preoccupation with death and her 

belief in her own predestined demise become significant elements in her quest for identity. The 

novel explores how Maya’s thoughts about mortality shape her understanding of herself and her 

place in the world. Maya’s search for identity involves a rejection of societal norms and 

expectations. Her unconventional thoughts and desires challenge the established order, and her 

journey is marked by a constant struggle against societal constraints. In Cry, the Peacock, Anita 

Desai creates a narrative that delves into the intricate and troubled psyche of Maya, using her 

character to explore broader themes of identity, societal expectations, and the challenges of 

individuality in a traditional setting. The novel offers a nuanced portrayal of the psychological and 

emotional dimensions of the search for identity, making it a central theme throughout the narrative. 

 

Identity Crisis, Loneliness and Isolation 
In Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, the protagonist, Maya, experiences a profound identity crisis that 

is central to the novel’s exploration of psychological and existential themes. Maya’s internal 

struggles and her perception of the external world contribute to a sense of disorientation and crisis. 

Maya’s mind is portrayed as a battleground of conflicting thoughts, fears, and anxieties. Her 

psychological turmoil becomes a significant element of her identity crisis, leading to a sense of 

disintegration and confusion. Maya grapples with societal expectations, particularly regarding 

marriage and traditional gender roles. Her fear of losing her individuality in the prescribed roles of 

wife and mother contributes to her identity crisis. Maya rejects societal norms and expectations, 

challenging traditional ways of thinking and living. This rejection of established conventions adds 

to her sense of crisis as she navigates a path that diverges from societal expectations. Maya is 

preoccupied with thoughts of death, and her contemplation of mortality intensifies her identity 

crisis. The fear of death becomes a symbolic representation of her broader existential concerns. 
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Maya’s isolation from others and her inability to connect with the external world contribute to her 

identity crisis. She feels estranged from conventional societal interactions, deepening her sense of 

alienation. The breakdown in communication between Maya and her husband, Gautama, 

exacerbates her identity crisis. The inability to express her innermost thoughts and feelings leaves 

Maya isolated and adds to her internal conflict. Maya embarks on a spiritual quest, seeking answers 

to her existential questions. This spiritual exploration reflects her attempt to find meaning and 

identity beyond the confines of conventional societal structures. The peacock, a recurring symbol in 

the novel, represents Maya’s inner turmoil. The peacock’s cry is a metaphor for Maya’s emotional 

and psychological distress, adding a symbolic layer to her identity crisis. Maya’s emotional 

detachment from the people around her, including Gautama, contributes to her identity crisis. Her 

struggle to form meaningful connections further isolates her from the external world. In Cry, the 

Peacock, Anita Desai skilfully portrays Maya’s identity crisis as a complex interplay of 

psychological, existential, and societal factors. Maya’s internal struggles, fears, and rejection of 

societal norms contribute to a narrative that explores the depths of an individual grappling with the 

complexities of selfhood and societal expectations. 

In Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day, the theme of identity crisis is explored through the lives of the 

Das family, particularly the characters Bimla and Tara. The novel delves into their individual 

struggles with identity, memory, and the impact of societal and familial expectations. Bimla, the 

central character, experiences an identity crisis related to her intellectual pursuits. Her role as a 

teacher and her dedication to education become integral to her sense of self. The conflict arises as 

she questions the significance of her intellectual achievements and whether they fulfil her deeper 

emotional needs. Tara’s identity crisis revolves around her role as a wife and mother. The choices 

she makes in her marriage to Bakul and her struggle to find fulfilment within traditional gender 

roles contribute to her sense of identity crisis. The characters grapple with memories of the past, and 

these memories shape their current identities. Bimla’s reflections on her childhood, the Partition, 

and family dynamics contribute to her internal conflicts and sense of crisis. The novel explores the 

identity crisis stemming from generational shifts within the Das family. The aunt represents an 

older generation with traditional values, while Bimla and Tara embody the challenges of reconciling 

these values with the changing norms of post-colonial, modern India. Both Bimla and Tara 

experience a sense of crisis due to unmet expectations. Bimla, in particular, grapples with the 

disappointment of unfulfilled potential and missed opportunities, leading to a questioning of her 

own identity and purpose. The characters navigate the complexities of their cultural identity in the 

face of modernisation. The clash between traditional values and the influences of modernity 

contributes to the characters’ sense of disorientation and identity crisis. The relationships between 

siblings contribute to their individual identity crises. Bimla’s caretaking role and Tara’s desire for 

emotional connection highlight the complexities of sibling bonds and how they influence personal 

identities. The search for personal fulfilment becomes a crucial element of the identity crisis. The 

characters grapple with the question of whether their chosen paths, whether intellectual or familial, 

provide the sense of purpose and fulfilment they seek. In Clear Light of Day, Anita Desai paints a 

nuanced picture of identity crisis through the lens of familial relationships, societal changes, and 

individual aspirations. The characters’ struggles with their roles, memories, and evolving societal 

norms contribute to a rich exploration of the complexities of self-discovery and identity formation. 

 

Escapism 
In Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, escapism is a central theme that runs through the narrative, 

particularly in the life of the protagonist, Maya. The novel explores Maya’s attempts to escape from 

the harsh realities of her life through various means. Maya often retreats into her own imagination 

and fantasy world to escape the harshness of reality. She creates elaborate mental landscapes to 

distance herself from the challenges and conflicts in her everyday life. Maya turns to spiritual and 

mystical beliefs as a form of escapism. Her interest in Eastern philosophy and mysticism reflects a 

desire to find solace and answers beyond the confines of the material world. Escapism in Maya’s 

case is driven by a fear of facing the harsh realities of life, particularly her troubled marriage to 
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Gautama. The impending sense of doom and her preoccupation with death lead her to seek refuge in 

alternate realities. Maya’s self-imposed isolation becomes a way to escape from social interactions 

and the expectations of conventional societal norms. She distances herself from others, including 

her husband, contributing to her overall sense of escapism. The peacock serves as a symbolic 

element representing Maya’s escapism. Its cry, which only she seems to hear, becomes a symbol of 

her detachment from the external world and her escape into a realm of her own perception. 

Escapism is evident in Maya’s alienation from the cultural and social norms of her surroundings. 

She rejects societal expectations and isolates herself from the cultural fabric, seeking a sense of 

freedom through detachment. Maya engages in intellectual pursuits as a form of escapism. Her 

interest in books and knowledge becomes a way to divert her mind from the challenges of her 

personal life, providing a temporary escape from emotional turmoil. Maya’s marriage becomes a 

source of distress, and her escapism includes avoiding the traditional roles and expectations 

associated with being a wife. She rebels against societal norms, seeking a path that allows her to 

break free from conventional expectations. Maya’s fascination with death is a notable aspect of her 

escapism. The contemplation of mortality allows her to detach from the mundane concerns of life 

and serves as a means to distance herself from the immediate challenges she faces. In Cry, the 

Peacock, Desai portrays Maya’s escapism as a multifaceted response to the difficulties in her life. 

Whether through imagination, spirituality, isolation, or intellectual pursuits, Maya seeks avenues to 

escape from the realities that cause her distress. The novel explores the consequences and 

limitations of such escapism in the face of internal and external pressures. In Anita Desai’s Clear 

Light of Day, escapism is a theme that emerges through the lives of the Das family members, 

particularly in the characters of Bimla and Tara. The novel explores how individuals cope with their 

present circumstances by seeking refuge in various forms of escapism. Bimla, the intellectual sister 

of the Das family, engages in scholarly pursuits to escape the challenges of her personal life. Her 

dedication to teaching and reading becomes a way to divert her mind from emotional complexities 

and familial responsibilities. Both Bimla and Tara often escape into memories of their childhood, 

recalling a time when family bonds were stronger. Nostalgia serves as a form of escapism, allowing 

them to temporarily retreat from the present difficulties and uncertainties. The characters, 

particularly Bimla, exhibit a sense of detachment from the present. Bimla’s focus on the past or on 

intellectual pursuits becomes a way to escape from dealing directly with the challenges and changes 

occurring in the contemporary world. Tara indulges in romantic fantasies and dreams, using them as 

a means of escapism from the monotony of her daily life. These fantasies provide a temporary 

reprieve from the less satisfying aspects of her marriage and family dynamics. The characters often 

avoid confronting their present conflicts directly. Whether it’s Bimla’s avoidance of discussing the 

family’s past or Tara’s reluctance to address the challenges in her marriage, the avoidance of direct 

confrontation is a form of escapism. Bimla’s intense focus on her work as a teacher serves as a form 

of escapism. Her commitment to education becomes a way to channel her energy and attention 

away from personal and emotional challenges. Tara’s aspirations for a more affluent lifestyle and 

her desire for material comfort can be seen as a form of escapism. The pursuit of material success 

becomes a way to escape from the less satisfying aspects of her current life. Both Bimla and Tara 

experience moments of isolation as a means of escaping from the demands of familial relationships. 

Bimla’s solitary walks and Tara’s moments of introspection and separation reflect their attempts to 

find solace in solitude. Tara engages in social fantasies and imagines relationships that exist outside 

the confines of her actual life. These imagined connections serve as a form of escapism from the 

realities of her current social interactions. In Clear Light of Day, Anita Desai portrays escapism as a 

coping mechanism for the characters to navigate the complexities of their lives. Whether through 

intellectual pursuits, nostalgia, or avoidance of direct confrontation, the characters employ various 

forms of escapism to temporarily distance themselves from the challenges and uncertainties of their 

present situations. 
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Postcolonialism 

Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock explores postcolonial themes within the context of Indian society 

following the country’s independence from British rule. While the novel primarily focuses on the 

psychological and emotional turmoil of the protagonist, Maya, certain elements reflect the broader 

postcolonial context. The novel presents a clash between traditional Indian culture and the 

influences of Western modernity. Maya, grappling with her own identity crisis, reflects the broader 

struggle of a society in transition as it navigates between the weight of tradition and the impact of 

colonial history. The presence of Western elements in Maya’s life, such as her education and 

exposure to Western literature, signifies the influence of colonialism on Indian culture. The conflict 

between traditional values and modern, Western ideas is evident in Maya’s internal struggles. The 

novel is set in post-independence India, and Maya’s anxieties and fears can be seen as reflective of 

the uncertainties and challenges faced by the nation during its initial years of independence. The 

psychological unrest in Maya’s character mirrors the larger social and political shifts in postcolonial 

India. Maya’s experiences as a woman in postcolonial India highlight the evolving role of women in 

a society undergoing transformation. Her internal conflicts and struggles represent the challenges 

faced by women as they negotiate traditional expectations and emerging opportunities in the 

postcolonial era. Maya’s rejection of societal norms and expectations can be interpreted as a form of 

resistance against the lingering impact of colonial ideals. Her refusal to conform to traditional roles 

and her pursuit of alternative paths signify a resistance to imposed norms. 

Maya’s individual identity crisis reflects broader questions of identity in postcolonial India. The 

tension between individual aspirations and collective identity is explored as characters grapple with 

personal desires against the backdrop of societal expectations. The peacock, a recurring symbol in 

the novel, can be interpreted as a representation of India itself. Maya’s relationship with the 

peacock, with its majestic yet mournful cry, symbolizes the beauty and struggles of a nation finding 

its voice in the aftermath of colonial rule. Maya’s psychological turmoil can be seen as a metaphor 

for the psychological impact of colonialism on the collective Indian psyche. The novel delves into 

the internal struggles of characters dealing with the aftermath of colonial rule. While Cry, the 

Peacock primarily focuses on the psychological dimensions of its characters, Anita Desai subtly 

weaves postcolonial themes into the narrative. The novel offers a nuanced exploration of the 

individual and societal complexities that arise in the aftermath of colonialism in India. 

Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day explores postcolonial themes within the context of Indian society 

in the aftermath of British colonial rule. The novel delves into the complexities of identity, memory, 

and familial relationships against the backdrop of a changing postcolonial India. The novel is set 

against the backdrop of the Partition of India in 1947, a crucial historical event that marked the end 

of British colonial rule. The scars of Partition linger in the memories of the Das family, reflecting 

the socio-political upheaval caused by the end of colonialism. The characters in the novel grapple 

with questions of cultural identity in a postcolonial context. The blending of traditional Indian 

values with modern influences reflects the hybrid nature of postcolonial identities as individuals 

negotiate between their cultural roots and the changing world. The Das family’s exposure to British 

education and literature is a reflection of the colonial legacy. The tension between traditional Indian 

values and the influence of Western education symbolizes the enduring impact of colonialism on 

Indian society. The novel depicts the Urbanisation and Modernisation of postcolonial India. The 

setting in Old Delhi undergoes changes as traditional structures give way to a more modern and 

cosmopolitan environment. This transformation is emblematic of the evolving postcolonial 

landscape. The generational differences within the Das family mirror the changing values and 

perspectives in postcolonial India. The older generation, represented by the aunt, holds onto 

traditional values, while the younger generation, represented by Bimla and Tara, grapples with the 

challenges of modernity. The characters’ memories of the past and the family history are 

intertwined with the colonial period and its aftermath. The memories of Partition and the family’s 

experiences during that time contribute to the construction of a collective postcolonial identity. The 

characters reflect on the political changes and the aspirations of a nation seeking to redefine itself 

after gaining independence. The female characters, especially Tara and Bimla, grapple with 
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evolving roles for women in postcolonial India. The novel explores the challenges and opportunities 

presented to women as they navigate traditional expectations and changing societal norms. 

Language serves as a medium through which postcolonial themes are expressed. The characters use 

English, a language inherited from colonial rule, alongside their native languages. The use of 

language becomes a reflection of the complex linguistic legacy of the colonial past. Clear Light of 

Day offers a nuanced portrayal of postcolonial India through the lens of individual and familial 

experiences. Anita Desai’s exploration of cultural identity, memory, and the impact of colonial 

history contributes to a rich understanding of the complexities of postcolonial existence in the 

Indian context. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, it can be said that the analysis of Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock and Clear Light of 

Day reveals a rich tapestry of themes that resonate deeply with readers across cultures and time 

periods. Through the exploration of conflict between tradition and modernity, the search for identity 

and meaning, loneliness and isolation, escapism, and postcolonialism, Desai masterfully captures 

the complexities of the human condition in the context of mid-20th century India. Desai’s portrayal 

of characters such as Maya and Bimla offers profound insightsinto the challenges of navigating 

cultural expectations while striving for personal autonomy and fulfilment. The tension between 

tradition and modernity serves as a backdrop against which these characters grapple with their sense 

of self and struggle to find their place in a rapidly changing society. Furthermore, Desai’s depiction 

of loneliness and isolation highlights the universal human need for connection and belonging, while 

her exploration of escapism underscores the allure and limitations of seeking refuge from the 

complexities of life. Through a postcolonial lens, Desai’s works also offer a poignant commentary 

on the legacy of colonialism and its impact on individual and collective identities. The characters’ 

experiences of alienation and displacement reflect broader themes of postcolonial societies 

grappling with the complexities of forging their own identities amidst the lingering influences of 

colonial rule. 

Overall, the themes explored in Cry, the Peacock and Clear Light of Day transcend geographical 

and cultural boundaries, inviting readers to reflect on the enduring relevance of these universal 

human struggles in their own lives. Anita Desai’s poignant narratives serve as a testament to the 

power of literature to illuminate the human condition. 
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