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Abstract 
 A feminist reading involves a close examination of the female characters and portrayed in a work of literature as 
the feminist critics consider literature to be an important tool of socialization. A woman is constructed by the society 
and from a young age, she is molded to behave as the patriarchal society expects her to. This silently leads to gender 
oppression especially when the woman is not able to speak for herself or realize that she is being denied of her rights. 
Gender oppression cuts through all other forms of domination and exploitation in human societies. In particular, it 
does not only extend beyond class conflicts, but it also cuts through all collective social realities – ethnic, national, 
religious, local. It is closely linked to the private sphere, individual and daily life. Fire on the Mountain is seen as a 
feminist perspective, and Anita Desai has given high position for the female characters. The novel starts with Nanda 
Kaul living alone at Carignana, joined by Raka, her great granddaughter and Ila, her friend. The novel ends with the 
rape and murder of Ila. The three protagonists are all women of substance who face their life with grace and dignity. 
They are all the feminist would not mind as role models for the society. The novel was published at a time when 
feminism considered to be an important theory in literary criticism in the west.  
 
Paper 

 The term feminism is an ideology in the making. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the 

term ‘Feminism’ was first used in the latter part of the 19th century and it has the qualities of females. 

The meaning of the term feminism has been gradually transformed and it means a theory of political, 

economic and social qualities of the sexes. In general, feminism is the ideology of women’s liberation 

since intrinsic in all its approaches is a woman who recognizes herself and is recognized by others as 

feminist. 

 Feminism means a sense of personal courage. The feminist consciousness in the consciousness of 

victimization. As a philosophy of life, it seeks to discover and change the more subtle and deep seated 

causes of women’s oppression. It is a concept of “raising of the consciousness” of an entire culture. 

Present day feminism is a historically specific movement, rooted in French English tenement thought 

and in British liberalism and consequently wedded in deeply critical style to notions of truth, justice 

freedom and equality.  

 A feminist is one who is awakened ad conscious about women’s life and problem, and feminist 

consciousness is the experience of certain specific contradictions in the social order. That means that a 

feminist apprehends certain features of social reality as intolerable as to be rejected is one is to 

transform the society for a better future. The concept of woman is of central importance in the 

formation of feminist theory. But as a concept it is radically problematic because it is crowded with the 

over determinations of male supremacy, invoking in every formulation, the limit construction other, or 

mediated self-reflection of a culture built on the control of women. Recent theorists resist the universal 

sing tendency of cultural feminism and highlight the difference between women and men in a way that 

undercuts arguments for the existence of an overarching gendered essence. 
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 Anita Desai is a very distinguished and distinct woman novelist. In her novels Indian English has 

acquired a depth which it seldom had before. Anita Desai has written large about women characters. 

She is pre-occupied with the theme of incompatible marital couples. We across different kinds of 

women characters in her novels. 

 A woman is constructed by the society and from her young age, she is moulded to behave as the 

patriarchal society expects her to. This silently leads to gender oppression especially when the woman 

is not able to speak for herself or realize that she is being denied of her rights. Bhasin. K points in his 

book What Is Patriarchy that “it is used to refer to make domination, to the power relationships by 

which men dominate women, and to characterize a system whereby women are kept subordinate in a 

number of ways” (3).  

 Women’s oppression takes place in a variety of ways, which include: caring, nurturing, playing a 

status enhancing role for the husband, not being able to make their own decisions, self-sacrificing and 

many more. The other theme in this novel is miscommunication and lack of understanding in married 

life. Nanda Kaul lives in an age when most of the women failed to express their feelings. They welcomed 

the belief that an ideal woman should play the role of a perfect hostess.  

 Nanda Kaul is suppressed by her husband and she accepts it, peacefully doing what her husband 

wants her to. Later, she realizes that she is tired of being a good, typical wife. But instead of fighting her 

condition she escapes it all by moving to live in isolation. The novel Fire on the Mountain throws light on 

the psychological effect of oppression on a woman. 

 Fire on the Mountain conveys the message that running away from human contacts or one’s kin is 

not a desirable proposition. Nanda Kaul played her role as the wife of an ex-vice-Chancellor with grace 

and dignity that almost everybody envied her. She clearly remembers the veranda of their house where 

in she sat in her cane chair, instructing the servants and surrounded by the wives and daughters of 

lecturers and professors of the University who whispered. “Isn’t she splendid? Is not she like a queen? 

Really, vice Chancellor is lucky to have a wife who can run everything as she does and her eyes had 

flashed when she heard, like a pair of black blades, waiting to cut them” (18). 

 But Nanda Kaul’s relationship with her husband was an unhappy one. She led her life, as wanted her 

to live, out of a sense of duty. Yet, she could never consider his house as her own. Now, she is reminded 

of the house that never really belonged to her and mentally she walked through the rooms of that house.  

 Her life as the Vice Chancellor’s wife though crowed and full of social activity, was essentially 

meaningless and unsatisfying. There had been too many guests coming and going all the time, leaving 

little privacy for her. The old house of that period of her life when she was the Vice-Chancellor’s wife 

and at the hub of a small but intense and busy world had not pleased her. Although Nanda Kaul’s busy 

schedule lacked warmth and understanding, she carried on because of her obligations to her husband. 

 Emotional deprivation is at the roots of Nanda Kaul’s disillusionment with human bonds. Her 

husband did not love her as a wife. He treated her as some decorative yet useful mechanical appliance 

needed for the efficient running of his household. She played the gracious hostess all the time and 

enjoyed the comforts and social status of the wife of a dignitary. But she felt lonely and neglected. Her 

husband carried on a life long affair with Miss David, the Mathematics mistress. This had been a source 

attachment to be the preface of a new betrayal and all socialization as fake. It creates in Nanda Kaul such 

a sickness of soul, that she distrusts all attachments and affairs. 

 After the death of her husband, Nanda vacates the Vice-chancellor’s house and come over to Kasauli. 

She identifies her self with the lonely pine tree. She likes the ‘bareness’, the emptiness of the garden of 

Carignano. The first intrusion that comes into her sequestered life is the postman’s letter informing her 

that Tara’s daughter Raka, her great grandchild will come to spend her holidays at Carignano. The letter 
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comes as a threat to Nanda, as if Raka would bring her back from the postman and thanks him in a voice 

of suffering. Carignano is presented in this novel as a contrast to the life of the city. Nanda Kaul’s dislike 

for the city life results in her escape to Carignano. She has no interest in the big family that she has to 

manage or to be the Vice-Chancellor’s wife simply to entertain guests. Asha in her letter to Nanda 

mentions about the heat of Delhi and the dust storm in summer. Asha thinks it would be very nice for 

Raka to stay at Carignano for the speedy recovery of her health. 

 The garden of Carigano is a projection of Nanda Kaul’s yearning for loneliness and privacy. The 

fresh fragrance of the flowers refreshes her as she walks across the lawn. She enjoys the sight of the 

phlox bloomed in a border edging the lawn. They are close, white and fresh giving out a scent of 

freshness and cool. The garden of Carignano is also a projection of Nanda’s self that is bare and empty. 

She does not wish to plant a tree in it like any other owner but enjoys its bareness. The garden is as 

lonely as its owner. Through age and experience the garden has arrived at a state of elegance and 

perfection like Nanda. The garden is exact and beautiful in its present state and needs no addition. 

Nanda does not want any addition to it as she does not wish to add to her own. Nanda is surprised to 

discover that Raka has the gift of disappearing suddenly and silently for hours together. Solitude never 

disturbs Raka. She never asks for anything. She is very different form other children. She has come to 

Carignano for nothing else but to be alone. Her intense love for Carignano makes Nanda think that 

Carignano belongs to none but Raka. 

 When Ila Das telephones Nanda and informs her of her arrival in Carignano, Nanda becomes 

distracted for some time. She babbles on the telephone and Nanda turns her head the other way in an 

effort to escape but she finds a white hen dragging out a worm. Nanda feels here self like the worm. The 

boys tease Ila Das like langurs. They swing about her long arm and hoot at her little grey top knot and 

wobble on top of her head. 

 These acts of violence at last culminate in the rape and tragic death of Ila Das by Preet Singh, who is 

very angry with her as she tries to prevent him from selling his daughter to a rich land owner, attacks 

her. In the evening when Ila Das comes through the forest path, Preet Singh behaves roughly with her. 

Violence looms large over this novel. 

 The figure of Preet Singh emerging from the rocks is a ghastly sight in the still hillside. But nobody 

comes to her help. The fingers of Preet Singh tighten and Ila Das lies dead. “Crushed back, crushed down 

into the earth, she lay raped, broken, still and finished” (167). The news of the tragic death of Ila Das 

shatters Nanda Kaul’s world of reverie into pieces. The illusory world which she had created as an 

emotional shelter completely breaks down. “She had dropped the telephone, with her head still thrown 

back she gasped. “No” no it is all lie! No, it cannot be. It was a lie! Ila Das not trapped, not dead she had 

lied to Raka, lied about everything” (203). 

 The novel deals with the tragedy of Ila Das. Her life symbolizes the tragic life of a woman in our 

society. This incident suggestively paints the condition of women in our society through different 

characters. Nanda’s sense of identification with the pine trees suggests her desire for absolute stillness 

and withdrawal from life. They may even be unconscious death wish in desiring to become a tree 

R.S.Sharma points out that “her withdrawal stands quotation to be given as next paragraph for 

emotional staticity, a kind of psychic frigidity that refuses to take note of any movement around”(118). 

 She holds the child’s limp hand firmly and insists on being accepted as a friend or a relation. For 

Anita Desai the childhood impressions are enduring as they shape the personality and attitudes of an 

individual. She also maintains that even in adult life one many undergo a traumatic experience that can 

obstruct the process of growth or harmony. Anita Desai exploits the situation of Ila’s rape-murder and 
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Nanda’s death to present problems that confront women in a male dominated society Ila Das, Nanda 

Kaul and Tara all suffer in one way or another at the hand of men. 

 Though Ila Das is unable to look after herself properly, she shows unending concern and love for the 

poor. Her struggle to reach home through the dark, lonely area is symbolic of her fight against the dark 

forces of life. Her journey symbolizes her courage and optimism. Her tragic death at the hand of Preet 

Singh is symbolic of the irony of life. Ila Das and Nanda Kaul represent involvement in and detachment 

from the emptiness and meaninglessness of life. When police officer gives Nanda Kaul the news of Ila 

Das’s tragic death she stunned and shocked. Ila Das’s involvement in the welfare of people makes her 

realize the worthlessness of her self centred and isolated life. She tries to defy the horrible death of Ila 

Das so that she may bridge the gap between the sordid reality and the illusion of noble life. Thus, when 

Raka returns home, setting fire to the forests, she finds her sitting. Nanda Kaul dies on the “stool 

quotations to be given as next paragraph with her head hanging, the black telephone hanging the long 

wire dangling” (121). 

 Raka’s act of setting fire to the forest is symbolic of her revolt against the cruelty and violence 

rampant in our society. The novel Fire on the Mountain is the revolt of the new generation of women 

against a world dominated by harsh and cruel men. Raka is the symbol of the new generation, like the 

fire on the mountain. The novelist spreads a burning awareness of women’s condition in our society. 

Anita Desai suggests that the myth of masculine superiority is preserved in the area of physical strength. 

This novel shows Ila Das’s rape and Nanda Kaul’s life compromises her conscious awareness of woman’s 

position in society this is the only link of relationship between modern feminists. 
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