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Abstract

This paper employs the psychologist Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory of development, the
theoretical framework that represents the psychosocial dimensions of alienation in Anita
Desai’s novel Voices in the City are examined. The study analyses resolved undevelopmental
problems, related to identity and intimacy, resulting in existential disconnection, emotional
isolation, and a fractured sense of self while focusing on the psychological paths of the main
characters-Nirode, Monisha, and Amla. Desai’s portrayal of contemporary urban life in post-
independence India serves as a crucial background for these psychological conflicts. This paper
demonstrates how Desai’s characters represent the psychosocial consequences of alienation by
applying Erikson’s stages of ldentity vs. Role Confusion and Intimacy vs. Isolation. In addition
to providing a deeper understanding of Desai's narrative technique, this interdisciplinary

approach reveals the psychological theories enduring significance in literary analysis.
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Introduction

Psychologists, sociologists, and literary academics are all intrigued by the concept of self-
alienation, particularly in light of contemporary life in urban areas. It is a psychological
condition where people feel deeply alienated from everyone like from their inner selves, from
individuals and from the society at large. Burkitt (2019) explores how modern capitalist
societies foster alienation by disrupting social bonds and emotional connections, leading
individuals to feel isolated from their communities and themselves. He emphasizes that
alienation is not merely an economic or structural issue but deeply affects emotional well-being
and interpersonal relationships. Characters who struggle with identity, purpose, and emotional
fulfilment are frequently the manifestation of this tendency in literature. In Voices in the City,
one of India's best-known insightful modern novelists, Anita Desai explores these existential
issues in extensive detail. The story, which takes place in Calcutta after independence, depicts
the inner turmoil of a group of siblings as they attempt to reconcile the demands of social

norms, familial expectations and personal desire.

Erik Erikson's psychosocial framework and Desai's description of internal conflict and
emotional alienation are highly compatible. According to his psychosocial development theory,
a person goes through eight stages throughout their life. Each of which is characterized by a
unique psychological conflict. If these conflicts are not resolved at the crucial points, it may
result in confusion, stagnation and alienation. This study explores how the characters of Anita
Desai represent the unsolved psychosocial crises by using Erikson's theoretical framework to
analyse the novel Voices in the City, with specifically regard to the stage ‘intimacy and
identity’. The goal of this study is to determine how the state of alienation is influenced by the

interaction between social circumstances and individual psychology.

By applying this interdisciplinary approach, the present study not only offers a deeper
understanding of Desai's thematic concerns and narrative technique but also puts her work on
a wider debate for mental health, identity and the human condition in a society that is rapidly
modernizing. By doing this, it highlights how Erikson's psychosocial development theory is
still relevant today for understanding the literary representations of social and personal

alienation and psychological sufferings.
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1. Literature Review

The concept of alienation has been a frequently discussed subject in literary and psychological
discourse, especially in relation to modernity, urbanization, and identity fragmentation. Nandini
Sahu (2007), in her analysis of alienation in Indian English fiction, emphasizes the way Anita Desai
portrays the characters in Voices in the City who are "chronically detached from the social framework."
She claims that the metropolitan setting of Desai's story contributes to the protagonists' identity conflicts
and psychological isolation, especially for Nirode and other intellectually inclined characters. Erikson's
psychosocial stages, particularly the struggles of Identity vs. Role Confusion and Intimacy vs.

Isolation, are strongly aligned with this emotional dislocation and chronic detachment.

According to N. R. Gopal (2004), who echoes Sahu's findings, Desai's characters represent
postcolonial Indian anxieties in which rooted the conventional and familial demands often
come into conflict with the allure of Western individualism. According to him, the identity
issues in the novel Voices in the City are psychological as well as cultural, representing a
broader social struggle in a developing Indian environment. Gopal's analysis further supports
the applicability of Erikson's theory and believes that identity fragmentation and emotional
disintegration result from the failure to resolve crucial psychosocial stages. As a whole, these
critical viewpoints demonstrate how Anita Desai's literature skilfully balances individual
emotional struggle with the sociocultural reality of Indian urban life after independence.

Scholars such as Erich Fromm (1955) and R.D. Laing (1960) has highlighted the
psychological foundations of alienation, linking it to the loss of meaningful social relationships
and genuine selfhood. In the literary studies, alienation has often been analysed through
psychoanalytic and existentialist frameworks, specifically in the context of modernist and

postcolonial novels where social dislocation and identity crisis are prominent.

The literary works of Anita Desai are often analysed for their psychological complexity and
exploration of inner awareness. Critics such as S. Indira (1994) and Meena Belliappa (1992)
have highlighted Desai’s skill in portraying the inner lives of her characters, particularly
women, who often feel imprisoned inside the rigid familial and societal structures. The
portrayal of alienation in the post-independence urban Indian setting in Voices in the City in
particular has attracted scholarly attention. The protagonists of the book-Monisha, Amla, and
Nirode-struggle with reconciling their own wishes with the demands placed on them,
displaying a profound sense of existential despair and emotional isolation.
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Applying Erikson’s theory into the literary analysis not only enhances Desai's characters'
psychological conditions, but also throws light on how the cultural and social context of
metropolitan India increases individual issues with alienation and identity. Scholars like
Sudhir Kakar (1981) and Ashis Nandy (1983) have used this interdisciplinary approach that
bridges psychology and literature to emphasize the significance of cultural specificity in
psychological development in postcolonial countries.

Although Desai's themes of identity and alienation have been extensively discussed by critics,
there are a few studies that apply Erik Erikson's psychosocial theory to her books. Desai's
characters' psychosocial conflicts can be better comprehended through the perspective of the
model given by Erikson, which depicts a lifelong pathway of identity development by giving
the resolution of psychosocial issues. In the present study, when analysing the crises that the
main characters in Voices in the City experience, the focus on stages like ldentity vs. Role

Confusion and Intimacy vs. Isolation is particularly relevant.

The current paper seeks to provide a complex reading of Voices in the City through establishing
this study within these critical discussions. This reading emphasizes the psychosocial aspects

of self-alienation and shows how Erikson's theory is still relevant in modern literary criticism.
2. Methodology

This study adopts an interpretive and qualitative approach grounded in the psychoanalytic
literary criticism, with a special emphasis on Erik Erikson’s theory of psychosocial
development. The major objective is to analyse the characters in the novel of Anita Desai i.e
Voices in the City in terms of their identity struggles, psychological conflicts, and experiences
of alienation. The analysis revolves around the key stages given by Erikson in his psychosocial
theory-particularly the stages Identity vs. Role Confusion and Intimacy vs. Isolation-as these

are most relevant to the emotional and developmental ways of the novel’s main characters.

The methodology's fundamental element is textual analysis, which involves carefully
reviewing selected texts that highlight instances of internal conflict, emotional turmoil, and
personal and social alienation. The psychosocial aspects of alienation are investigated using
the characters of Nirode, Monisha, and Amla as key case studies. To find unresolved
psychosocial crises and their effects, their ideas, actions, and interpersonal interactions are

analysed in the context of Erikson's developmental stages.
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The sociocultural background of post-independence urban India is also taken into consideration
in this study. This background serves as more than just a setting for Desai's story; it actively
influences the psychosocial experiences of the characters. This understanding of the context is
important for implementing the theory of Erikson in a way that is sensitive to cultural
distinctions, ensuring that the theoretical framework is modified to fit the text's particular
cultural and historical circumstances rather than being imposed inflexibly.

Secondary sources, including research papers and critical articles on Desai’s works and
foundational books on Erikson’s theory, supplement the analysis. This interdisciplinary
methodology allows for a thorough investigation of how psychological theories can deepen our
understanding of literary characters and themes, especially those related to alienation, identity,
and the self.

3. Analysis

Through the lives of three siblings-Nirode, Monisha, and Amla-each of them represents
different aspects of isolation from society and psychological crises, Anita Desai's VVoices in the
City offers a haunting study of alienation. According to Erikson's psychosocial theory, the
novel shows how identity confusion, loneliness, and emotional instability are the signs of

unresolved developmental conflicts at the critical points in life.

Erikson's stage of Identity vs. Role Confusion can be seen by Nirode, the disillusioned
intellectual character. Being caught up in the crosscurrents of social change results in him
feeling both alienated and neurotic. Erik Erikson's Identity vs. Role Confusion stage, which is
particularly relevant during adolescence and early adulthood, provides the finest framework for
analyzing his character. The search of one's own individuality and the conflict to define oneself
in the face of familial and social expectations are the main topics of this stage. Being the oldest
son in the family, Nirode suffers the most from the negative effects of an unwholesome lifestyle
at home. He was subjected to harsh, prejudiced, and unfair treatment by his father. Nirode is
subordinated to his brother Arun. As Desai (1965) states, Nirode felt his brother’s arm and
shoulder still, their solidity beneath the light material of his clothing. He didn’t believe he would
ever feel them again. highlighting his loss of basic confidence. Bernard Paris (1986) analyses
something significant regarding this condition, “Frustration... so alienates the individual from
the essential nature and so disturbs the cause of his developments that he is no longer aware of

his own best interests or able to pursue them. Nirode seems to be the best example of this
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condition. The rejections, one following another, emotional conflicts and bitter experiences
make him an alienate of the neurotic, neurosis being the result of the conflict between the

conscious and the unconscious.”

The negligence of his father seriously disturbs Nirode's mental state. He becomes a "congenital
failure™ and loses self-assurance. He feels "hated and corroded by Arun." (Desai, 1965). The
youngest sibling, Amla, even claims that her father liked Arun better than Nirode. She reveals
to Dharma that Nirode was treated unfairly by her father. According to Nirode, Arun would
have "undimmed brightness” in the future. (Desai, 1965). Everyone shows their love and
support to Arun, and his siblings recognize his potential. Nirode's inferior mentality pushes him
to fall into a pit of self-pity and hopelessness. "Shadows, silence, and stillness” are the things
he wishes to embrace. His perception of his father's neglect is so ingrained in his mind that he
protests against his father's favouritism of Arun and proclaims his hatred for him as he leaves

the train station to bid farewell to Arun, who is departing to pursue higher education abroad.

“It might have been him, he knew that had he not, as a child, an emotional and disorderly boy,
fallen from his horse and declared to his father, through tears, that he hated horses, sports and
would never ride again. If Arun had not ridden like prince, captained the cricket team and won
all top honours in all examinations. If his father, while dictating his will to an obese solicitor,
had not weighed these distinctions before laying aside a sum of money for the education of one
of his two sons. If Arun had not been the favourite and Nirode a congenital failure.” (Desai,

1965)

Parental biases result in Nirode growing arrogant and bitter. In line 190, he refers to his father
as "the cobra" and describes his mother as a "she-cannibal.” (Desai, 1965) Even the sisters
express their disagreement with their father's biased attitude towards Nirode, which creates a
breach among the brothers. Everything that happens causes Nirode to adopt a pessimistic view
on life in general and his family in particular. Nirode's hatred for his father is not the only one;
as he grows older, Nirode's hate of his mother gets deeper when he finds out about her secret
relationship with Major Chadda. At one point, Nirode compares her to both the goddess Kali
and an evil character. He oscillates between reverence and revulsion, calling her “a goddess,
Kali, presiding over death and blood, destruction and desecration”’(Desai 189). These grotesque
and mythological pictures convey danger, terror, and maternal dominance. Nirode’s use of such
stark metaphors indicates that he mythologizes his pain. His dual nature is reflected in the Kali
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archetype, a mother who is both loving and destructive: he wants to have her acceptance but
hates her moral decisions, particularly her relationship with Major Chadha. Nirode is clearly
stuck in the Identity vs. Role Confusion stage of Erik Erikson’s psychosocial development.
Because his family relationships are corrupted by repression, favoritism, and manipulation, he
is unable to establish a solid sense of who he is. Internal fracture and identity dispersion result
from his inability to reconcile his idealized view of a nurturing mother with the actual behavior
of her. He finally comes to the conclusion that he has completed everything and has stopped
talking and telling. Additionally, Monisha, his highly sensitive sister, does not engage with
others and withdraws herself. The brother and sister are not aware that their lack of interaction
leads them to live in an emotional and spiritual wasteland. Nirode loses interest in any
interpersonal relationships as he gets older. He is unable to connect to his mother, and he feels
it disgusting that she is having an affair with Major Chadha. He throws harsh criticism at his
mother because of his deep affection with her, but this is really a defense against the "haunting

oedipal love" he secretly holds for her.

Nirode, feeling alienated from his mother, travels to Calcutta in search of a fresh start. Nirode
is not even able to adjust to his environment in Calcutta. He has tension because his thoughts,
emotions, and actions are not coordinated. He becomes pessimistic, loses his identity, and
travels around seeking chances to reaffirm who he is. He becomes alienated from society
because he lacks the drive to uphold societal rules and regulations or face the challenges, despite
his many commitments. He hates his job as a clerk in a newspaper firm and instead he prefers
to call himself as a "journalist,” because it's a witty and fancy phrase. Nirode expresses his
disagreement in the position when Bose, who is known as the professor, wants to appoint him
to write a column about the upcoming elections. He says he finds newspapers, news, and
noteworthy topics to be worthless. Additionally, he discloses that he has already discussed the
matter thoroughly and asserts that his time of working at the Patrika's opulent offices is ended.
(Desai 189). Nirode again expresses his hatred of newspapers to David and Jit in the coffee
shop: No. The newspaper follows the writer only as it moves closer and closer to the impersonal.
In the news, everything is about you. I never exist. What fascinates me right now is the I’ (Desai
34).

Needless to say, Nirode did not enjoy the company of others. Because the work is dull and
repetitious, Nirode despises being a printer. He recognizes the machinery's futility. Soon after,

he leaves his job as a clerk, starts a magazine, and then writes a play about his own life. That
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being said, Nirode hates responsibility. No one else is able to employ him. He proceeds to other
activities. He names his publication “Voice” and wants the liberty to work whenever he desires.
Because it conveys Nirode's suppressed desire to speak, the name evokes deep emotions. For
any magazine to be successful, networking, competitiveness, and communication are essential.

Nirode dislikes all of these, and his high ambitions are all futile.

Nirode rebels against all forms of authority and establishment. Being an individual with a free
mind, he wishes to choose carefully who he speaks to. He would prefer to be alienated than to
tell everyone about it. He prefers to live in complete alienation and hates any involvement in
life, social interactions, events, and aspirations. Nirode suffers from existential anxiety making
a creed of failure. Anita Desai simply describes Nirode’s nature, To explore that depth, he
would much rather go from failure to failure, all the way to the bottom. It is evident throughout

the novel that he is cynical and hates life. It only takes one passage to illustrate this:

“Happy? They are done for you (David) fool. What worse death than at the hands of happiness?
Anyone who feels happy deserves to die. If we were all to become happy”, he (Nirode) used
the word with unfamiliarity, “the world would come to a standstill, and no one would move
another step. How would you like your trains to stop dead once they’ve arrived at some lunatic

happy station? Wouldn’t that be death to you?” (Desai, 1965).

Nirode's fragmented and unbalanced cognitive processes are the source of his unusual
argument. He is brimming with joy, responsibility, ambition, community and relationships.
Because of his strong sense of independence, he actively seeks out distance. This is a common
tactic employed by someone who has chosen to live a life that deviates from the norm or
engages in intellectual sin after becoming estranged. Nirode withdraws into a relaxed mindset,
using three nights of drinking and a secluded room to try to deal with his problems. He makes
the decision to use his right to withdraw and his right to protest. He decides to isolate himself
from the outside world and dwell in the shadows. Alienation becomes a natural state for him.
Despite his conscious mind's hatred of his mother, Nirode's unconscious mind longs for her
affection. He remains unmarried and refuses to break his virginity. In words, thoughts, and
actions, he wishes to remain solitary and aloof. Most likely, his fixation with his mother is the
reason he dislikes marriage. Anita Desai outlines in brief everything she finds unappealing

about him:
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“Marriage, bodies, touch and torture... he [Nirode] shuddered and, walking swiftly, was almost
afraid of the dark of Calcutta, its warmth that clung to one with a moist, perspiring embrace,
rich with the odours of open gutters... he decided, and indeed all that had to do with marriage

was destructive, negative, decadent. He could waste no time on it.” (Desai, 1965).

The emotional consequences from his sister Monisha's sad death and his sister Amla's suffering
profoundly influenced Nirode's path toward reconciliation and overcoming alienation. His
distaste for his mother is inextricably linked to his distaste for Calcuttan Voices in the City.
According to her research, Dr. Usha Mandhan (2019) describes how Nirode, his sisters Monisha
and Amla, and themselves suffer from severe self-absorption and a conscience that prevents
them from having mental serenity. Nirode is forced to face more profound problems with his
life and relationships as a result of Monisha's death and Amla’s suffering, which serve as
catalysts for his thinking and personal development. He is forced to face the realities of loss
and the frailty of life after Monisha's death. He considers his relationships, especially with
Monisha, and the lost chances for understanding and connection that result from this grief. He
starts to understand the value of emotional ties and the need to cherish the people he loves as a
result of this process. Nirode's empathy and comprehension of the human condition are also
enhanced by Amla's suffering, which highlights the value of helping one another through trying
times. As he observes Amla's hardships, Nirode reconsiders his own emotional detachment and
the manner in which he has isolated himself from everyone. Dr. Saikia (2019) observes that the
novel "echoes the mute voices of the characters who feel outlandish in the city of Calcutta,"

highlighting their deep sense of disconnection and alienation from their surroundings.

The combined burden of these family tragedies forces Nirode to reflect deeply, challenging his
past decisions and the alienating patterns that have defined his existence. He avoids a
disconnected life by gaining clarity about his identity and desires as a result of this introspective
trip. He is driven by a desire for change and actively looks for a more fulfilling life after
realizing that he needs to overcome his loneliness in order to support Amla and pay tribute to
Monisha. This insight strengthens his resolve to build stronger bonds with his family and

become more involved in the world.

Nirode consciously tries to get back in touch with his surviving family members as he struggles
with his loss, becoming more supportive and present. He gains the ability to express his
emotions and communicate honestly, which not only helps the family heal but also lessens his
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own sense of alienation. In the end, Nirode's adventure helps him discover his purpose. He
learns that genuine fulfillment comes from living life to the fullest and appreciating
relationships by accepting the lessons learnt from Monisha's passing and Amla's suffering. His
sense of aimlessness is lessened by this newfound purpose, which gives him direction. In the
end, the effects of Amla's hardships and Monisha's death greatly aid Nirode's reconciliation and
escape from alienation. He develops into a completer and more integrated person by mourning,
reflection, and a dedication to building relationships; in the end, he finds meaning in his family's

embrace and the understanding of life's frailty.

Finally, Nirode perceives his mother as an embodiment of Goddess Kali! Despite his artistic
and social isolation from the Competitive Society, Nirode finds the fortitude to confront life
head-on in order to reimagine and reinvent his life. His state shifts from one of self-alienation

to self-identification.

Nirode’s sister, Monisha, on the other hand, is unable to overcome her overwhelming
claustrophobia. She feels “totally neglected, isolated and lonely even in a bustling, joint family
in crowded Calcutta.” (Desai, 1965). Not only does her husband ignore her, but the entire family
is also responsible for her alienation. Erikson's "Identity vs. Role Confusion" stage, which is
usually experienced during adolescence, is closely aligned with Monisha's life, especially her
sense of loneliness and inner struggle. People find it difficult to establish a sense of direction
and personal identity at this phase. As alluded to in Voices in the City, Monisha may not have
fully found her identity during her early years, which exhibits signs of unresolved identity
formation. This confusion is shown in her separation from her family and her incapacity to
conform to social norms, particularly in her marriage and in-laws' household. Because she
doesn't seem to have a strong sense of self, she feels disoriented and unable to handle the strict
regulations that are placed on her as a woman in a conventional society. Her adult life appears
to be plagued by this unresolved identity dilemma, which ultimately leads to hopelessness and
self-destruction. Erikson's description of internal conflict in this developmental stage is directly
reflected in Monisha's effort to balance her identity with the life that is expected of her.

In addition to her controlling and materialistic mother, Monisha inherited her father's quiet and
harsh personality. Her parents see her as almost morbid, and they think she should be married
off to "a stolid, unimaginative family as that, just sufficiently educated to accept her with
tolerance™ (Desai, 1965). The inadequacy of a conventional joint family is first experienced by
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Monisha at the reception organized by this family. She is urged by several aunts and uncles to
touch their feet. She is thereafter limited to talking, sleeping, and getting water and iron, even
though cooking and washing are regarded as essential activities. Since silence is disliked by
Jiban's family, Monisha feels elevated and uplifted in it. Occasionally, she talks about this
silence in her diary, writing, "My silence, | find, has powers over others.” Her sister-in-law is
unable to comprehend why she prefers books to sarees. “Kalyani di throws open my wardrobe
in order to inspect my sarees. The whole wardrobe is full of books. Tony, perplexed, she laughs.
| see that of course she cannot know there is nothing to laugh at in Kafka or Hopkins or

Dostoevsky or my Russian or French or Sanskrit dictionaries.” (Desai, 1965).

In a household with too many relatives and not even one person who understands her, an
imprisoned woman's strong desire for independence, solitude, and individuality is masterfully
portrayed by Desai. She is a childless woman living in a typical Bengali household where even
her sisters-in-law make fun of her plugged tubes. Her marriage incompatibility and conflict
with family members are total. She explains in great detail, in complete frustration, how they
exposed even her insides, “my ovaries, my tubes, all my recesses moist with blood, washed in

blood, laid open, laid bare to their scrutiny.” (Desai, 1965).

Monisha, who feels alone and alienated mentally, yearns for solitude in life but is unable to
find it in her own bedroom, which is supposed to be a private place. The room, which was once
thought of as her bridal chamber, no longer has the symbolic intimacy. She is unable to avoid
her sisters-in-laws' overbearing presence, as they take up her bed and discuss private topics like
fertility in passing, depriving the room of any privacy. The barred windows, which isolate her
from the outside world and intensify her sense of isolation and hopelessness, highlight her
confinement even more. For a while, she believes that there is somewhere in Calcutta where
people may relax and find relief from claustrophobia. A simple trip to the zoo with her nieces
and nephews feels like a little relief and a breath of fresh air. According to the author, Monisha's
severe claustrophobia stemming from her confinement to her home is so terrible that the only

way to overcome it is to leave the city entirely.

Her husband is not just inappropriate and out of step with her hobbies and disposition, but her
family is also unsuited to her goals. When her partner does not show her love and affection, she
chooses to live a life of loneliness and indifference. Her distance assumes the tint of a self-
reliant soul.
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Jiban, her husband, disregards her wants, feelings, and emotions. In a busy joint family with
traditional living, Monisha's intense yearning for a contemporary, private, and unrestricted
lifestyle is not possible. She desires for a home exclusively belonging to Jiban and herself. In
Bidulata Chaudhary's (2002) words, “There is nothing unnatural, to expect her husband and
house solely to herself. Her awareness of this fact, encourages her to make a silent revolt against

conventionalism of life with the family”.

To Monisha’s helplessness, Desai gives the powerful expression, "Jiban urges her to be a little
friendlier to his family after noticing her coldness and unwelcoming behaviour toward them.
They only want a small amount of friendship from you.” (Desai, 1965). Monisha feels upset
and even blames a family for stealing when she is suggested to be friends with them. Perhaps
to compensate for her loneliness, she deliberately made herself into a superior being while
living with her in-laws, surpassing all the other women in the house. Her exaggerated self-
image suddenly disintegrates at the thought of being viewed so poorly by both men and women

because of the weight of the charge.

She has to accept the fact that she is not a part of the family because of her disdain for the entire
unit. He also seems to be placing the blame on her when he asks, "Why didn't you tell me before
you took it?" in reference to Jiban's knowledge (Desai, 1965). Her spouse's mistrust of her
behavior hurts her much more. She is completely dissatisfied and, possibly due to complete
despair and disappointment, ends her chaotic and painful life by killing herself because she has
no one to turn to. As a result, Monisha takes on the distinct persona of Mrs. Desai, who neither
finds comfort when she is with her parents after marriage nor experiences the happiness of a

peaceful environment while she is with them.

The turmoil in her personal and social life stems from the discomfort she endures at the hands
of her husband's family, and to make matters worse, her husband offers no support. Given these
circumstances, her feelings of disillusionment and despair are inevitable. When this despair
becomes unbearable, she breaks free from her numbness and turns to fire, symbolizing both life
and destruction. In a frantic search for emotion overwhelmed by a desperate urge to act, she
throws herself into the fire and is consumed by its warmth, heat, terrible heat and pain,

symbolically finding in death the essence of life that had always been denied to her.

Monisha’s eventual suicide is the tragic culmination of her inability to reconcile with her

alienation, her family, and her life circumstances. Her death is a powerful statement of her

106
1355-5243/© The Authors. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).



Corrosion Management ISSN: 1355-5243

(https://corrosion-management.com/)
Volume 35, Issue 02 — 2025

' SCOPUS

isolation and despair. It reflects not only her personal failure to overcome the constraints placed
on her but also a broader societal failure to accommodate the emotional and intellectual needs

of women like her.

Through Monisha's tragic fate, Desai portrays the inescapable oppression faced by women in
traditional Indian families and the emotional toll of their silent suffering. Monisha's inability to
find freedom or reconciliation highlights the existential crisis that runs throughout Voices in the
City. Her life and death serve as a poignant critique of the roles assigned to women and the

psychological impacts of alienation in a rigidly patriarchal society.

Monisha does not succeed in dealing with the alienation or familial discords in her life. Her
story is one of deep existential isolation, and her suicide symbolizes the failure of both her
family and society to understand or accommodate her inner life. Through Monisha, Desai
reflects on the suffocating social norms that confine women, leaving them with few avenues

for self-expression or fulfilment.

Amla, the youngest sibling in Anita Desai’s Voices in the City, represents the voice of tentative
resistance and fragile hope. As an aspiring artist, she initially appears to defy the psychological
stagnation that engulfs her elder siblings - Nirode and Monisha. Unlike them, Amla seeks
individuality and emotional freedom through aesthetic expression and romantic exploration.

Her creative aspirations are not merely hobbies but a desperate pursuit of self-definition.

In terms of Erik Erikson’s psychosocial theory, Amla oscillates between the stages of Identity
vs. Role Confusion and Intimacy vs. Isolation. Her art is her tool for identity formation.
However, the fragmented relationships around her-especially the suffocating dynamic with her
mother and the disillusionment with her siblings-lead her to question the authenticity of her
choices. Amla’s struggle is emblematic of a generation caught between tradition and

modernity, where cultural scripts often suppress personal authenticity.

As Desai narrates, “She painted not so much out of pleasure but to escape” (Voices in the City,
1965, p. 203). This expression underscores Amla’s alienation: her art is not pure creation but
an emotional refuge. It becomes an act of survival rather than liberation. Her brief romantic
encounters are not empowering either; instead, they deepen her sense of isolation, making her
aware of her emotional vulnerability. She becomes a metaphor for a fractured post-

independence urban youth-searching, struggling, and seldom finding.
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Meena Belliappa remarks that Desai's characters “struggle to define their individuality amidst
the silence of familial expectations” (Indian Women Novelists, 1992, p. 87). Amla, though
appearing to rebel, is ultimately enveloped by the same forces that consumed her siblings. Her
partial awareness does not grant her psychological clarity but amplifies her internal
contradictions. Her rebellion is inward and incomplete, leaving her psychologically suspended

between the past’s pull and an undefined future.

Erikson believed that failure to resolve the stage of identity formation could impair one’s ability
to form meaningful connections. This is evident in Amla’s emotional detachment. Despite her
longing for intimacy, she experiences isolation-both physical and emotional. R.S. Pathak
observes, “Desai’s women characters are often trapped in a web of emotional conflict, never
truly liberated from the familial binds that seek to define them” (Indian Fiction in English,
1991, p. 123).

Amla's journey, thus, is not a narrative of triumphant individuality but of faltering progress.
Her desire for freedom is real, but so is her vulnerability. In her, Desai creates a subtle portrait
of a young woman trying to carve a space for herself in a world that insists on pre-defined
roles. Amla remains a symbol of fragile hope, embodying the incomplete psychological

evolution of an individual in a society that both reveres and represses the self.

Throughout Voices in the City, the modern landscape of Calcutta serves as a symbolic extension
of the inner disillusionments of the characters. The city is vibrant with life but emotionally
empty for the protagonists, aggravating their psychological fragmentation. Erikson’s theory,
when applied to the characters of Desai, reveals not only individual problems but also the
systemic social forces-familial pressures, cultural constraints, and gender expectations-that

inhibit psychosocial development and contribute to alienation.
4. Conclusion

Voices in the City by Anita Desai is a powerful literary examination of the human mind that
provides deep understanding of the fractured inner lives of people trapped between their own
social expectations and desires. The novel's representation of alienation takes on a more
significant psychological and developmental component when viewed through the lens of Erik
Erikson's psychosocial theory. The characters of Monisha, Nirode, and Amla embody the

unresolved conflicts central to Erikson’s stages of Identity vs. Role Confusion and Intimacy vs.
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Isolation, revealing how failure to deal with these crucial stages results in existential
detachment, emotional paralysis, and ultimately self-destruction.

Desai’s characters do not only reflect individual psychological issues but they also represent
the identity crisis faced by many people in post-independence urban India. The urban setting
becomes both symbolic, as well as literal space of alienation, mirroring the characters’ internal
chaos. By the integration of psychological theory with literary narrative, this study underscores
the importance of interdisciplinary approaches in exploring the complex human experiences,

especially those pertaining to alienation, identity, and the search for meaning.

Voices in the City is ultimately a timeless remark on the fragile nature of the self when subjected to
continuous familial, emotional, and cultural pressures. Erikson’s theory offers a valuable interpretive
tool that enhances our understanding of the inner conflicts of the psychological realism of Desai’s
characters. The novel, and its analysis through psychosocial theory, invites further research on

how literature can both reflect and illuminate the psychological dimensions of human life.
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