
  

 (Sep 2011). Psychoanalytic Reading of Mother-Daughter Relationships in Anita Desai’s Fire on the 
Mountain 
International Journal of Economic Perspectives, 5(1), 64-67. 

Retrieved from: http://ijeponline.com/index.php/journal 
 

© 2011 by The Author(s). ISSN: 1307-1637 International journal of economic perspectives is licensed under a 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 

Submitted: 27 July 2011, Revised: 09 Aug  2011, Accepted: 18  Aug  2011 Published  Sep 2011    

           64   

Psychoanalytic Reading of Mother-Daughter Relationships in Anita Desai’s Fire 
on the Mountain 

___________________________________________________ 
Dr Devendra Pratap Singh  

Asstt Professor  

Department of English  

NBGSM College Sohna GGN (Hry) 

Email dpsdevendra@gmail.com  

Abstract 

    This article offers a psychoanalytic reading of mother-daughter relationships in Anita Desai’s Fire on 

the Mountain (1977), exploring the complex interplay of alienation, repression, and identity within a 

postcolonial Indian context. The novel centers on Nanda Kaul, an elderly matriarch seeking solitude, 

and her strained interactions with her daughter and great-granddaughter, Raka. Through a 

psychoanalytic framework, this study examines how these relationships reflect unconscious conflicts, 

shaped by maternal ambivalence, generational trauma, and societal expectations. Drawing on 

Sigmund Freud’s theories of repression and Melanie Klein’s object relations, the analysis investigates 

Desai’s use of narrative techniques, symbolism, and character dynamics to depict the psychological 

tensions between mothers and daughters. The findings reveal Nanda’s retreat into isolation as a 

defense against maternal failure, contrasted with Raka’s detachment as a rebellion against inherited 

trauma, highlighting Desai’s nuanced portrayal of fractured familial bonds and the quest for selfhood. 
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Introduction 

Anita Desai’s Fire on the Mountain (1977) is a poignant exploration of familial disconnection, set 

against the stark backdrop of Kasauli’s hills in post-independence India. The novel focuses on Nanda 

Kaul, a reclusive widow who rejects her past as a mother and wife, and her unexpected confrontation 

with her great-granddaughter, Raka, whose arrival disrupts her solitude. The mother-daughter 

dynamics, though mediated across generations, reveal deep psychological tensions, marked by 

alienation, repression, and the struggle for identity. This article employs a psychoanalytic approach to 

analyze these relationships, focusing on how unconscious conflicts shape Nanda and Raka’s 

interactions, as well as the absent yet influential presence of Nanda’s daughter, Tara. By integrating 

Sigmund Freud’s theories of repression and Melanie Klein’s object relations, the study examines 

Desai’s narrative strategies—stream-of-consciousness, symbolism, and sparse dialogue—to illuminate 

the psychological underpinnings of maternal ambivalence and generational trauma. The analysis aims 
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to uncover how Desai portrays the mother-daughter bond as a site of conflict and potential 

reconciliation in a postcolonial context. 

Methodology 

The study focuses on a detailed analysis of Fire on the Mountain, selected for its rich depiction of 

mother-daughter relationships and psychological depth. The methodological framework includes: 

1. Psychoanalytic Theory: Utilizing Freud’s concepts of repression and the unconscious to 

explore hidden conflicts, and Klein’s object relations to analyze maternal ambivalence and 

internalization of the mother figure. 

2. Textual Analysis: Close reading of narrative techniques (e.g., stream-of-consciousness, 

flashbacks), symbolism (e.g., the barren landscape, fire), and character interactions to assess 

psychological themes. 

3. Postcolonial Contextualization: Considering how colonial legacies and patriarchal norms 

influence familial dynamics, drawing on Frantz Fanon’s insights into psychological alienation. 

The primary text is supplemented by secondary sources, including critical studies on Desai’s work, 

psychoanalytic theory, and feminist readings of mother-daughter relationships, to situate the analysis 

within broader scholarly discourse. 

Analysis 

Nanda Kaul: Repression and Maternal Ambivalence 

Nanda Kaul’s character embodies repression, as defined by Freud, as she seeks to erase her past as a 

dutiful mother and wife. Her retreat to Carignano, a desolate hilltop house, symbolizes a psychological 

withdrawal from maternal responsibilities, reflecting her ambivalence toward motherhood. 

Flashbacks reveal Nanda’s resentment of her role in a patriarchal family, where she raised children—

including her daughter, Tara—while suppressing her own desires. Klein’s object relations theory 

illuminates Nanda’s internal conflict: she projects her unfulfilled self onto her children, perceiving 

them as “bad objects” that drain her identity. Her fabricated memories of a harmonious past, shared 

with Raka, are a defense mechanism, masking guilt over her emotional absence as a mother. Desai’s 

stream-of-consciousness narration captures Nanda’s fractured psyche, with disjointed thoughts 

revealing repressed anger and longing. The barren Kasauli landscape mirrors her emotional sterility, 

underscoring her alienation from the maternal role. Nanda’s interaction with Tara’s daughter, Raka, 

rekindles these tensions, as she resists forming a bond, fearing a return to the engulfing demands of 

motherhood. 

 

Raka: Detachment and Generational Trauma 



  

 (Sep 2011). Psychoanalytic Reading of Mother-Daughter Relationships in Anita Desai’s Fire on the 
Mountain 
International Journal of Economic Perspectives, 5(1), 64-67. 

Retrieved from: http://ijeponline.com/index.php/journal 
 

© 2011 by The Author(s). ISSN: 1307-1637 International journal of economic perspectives is licensed under a 

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 

Submitted: 27 July 2011, Revised: 09 Aug  2011, Accepted: 18  Aug  2011 Published  Sep 2011    

           66   

Raka, Nanda’s great-granddaughter, represents a younger generation marked by inherited trauma and 

detachment. Her silence and preference for solitude echo Nanda’s isolation, suggesting a cyclical 

pattern of alienation rooted in dysfunctional mother-daughter ties. From a Kleinian perspective, Raka’s 

avoidance of Nanda reflects a rejection of the “bad mother” archetype, internalized from her own 

mother’s neglect and Nanda’s emotional unavailability. Freud’s notion of the unconscious is evident 

in Raka’s fascination with desolation—burnt houses, barren hills—which symbolizes her unarticulated 

pain. Desai’s sparse dialogue between Nanda and Raka highlights their mutual detachment, with 

Raka’s terse responses signaling resistance to familial expectations. The novel’s climax, where Raka 

sets fire to the mountain, is a symbolic act of rebellion, externalizing her repressed anger and asserting 

an autonomous identity. Yet, this act also connects her to Nanda, whose own suppressed rage surfaces 

upon learning of her friend Ila’s death, suggesting a shared, unspoken trauma across generations. 

Interplay of Alienation and Identity 

The mother-daughter dynamics in Fire on the Mountain reveal a complex interplay of alienation and 

identity, mediated by psychoanalytic tensions. Nanda’s repression and Raka’s detachment reflect a 

mutual failure to connect, rooted in the patriarchal and postcolonial pressures that fragment familial 

bonds. The absent figure of Tara, Nanda’s daughter and Raka’s mother, looms large, her neglect 

bridging the generational gap between Nanda’s maternal ambivalence and Raka’s rebellion. Desai’s 

use of fire as a symbol—both destructive and purifying—underscores the potential for transformation, 

as Raka’s act of arson and Nanda’s emotional collapse expose their suppressed identities. The novel 

critiques the societal constraints that alienate women from their roles as mothers and daughters, 

aligning with Fanon’s view of colonial alienation as a psychological burden. However, Desai offers no 

facile resolution, instead portraying identity as a contested space where alienation fosters self-

awareness, however painful. 

Conclusion 

This psychoanalytic reading of Fire on the Mountain illuminates Anita Desai’s nuanced portrayal of 

mother-daughter relationships, marked by alienation, repression, and the quest for identity. Through 

Nanda Kaul and Raka, Desai explores the psychological toll of maternal ambivalence and generational 

trauma, using stream-of-consciousness, symbolism, and sparse dialogue to reveal unconscious 

conflicts. The novel critiques patriarchal and postcolonial structures that fracture familial bonds, while 

suggesting that alienation can catalyze self-discovery, albeit incomplete. By integrating Freud’s and 

Klein’s theories, the analysis underscores the complexity of mother-daughter dynamics in a 

postcolonial Indian context. Future studies could compare Desai’s depiction with other Indian English 

novelists or explore additional psychoanalytic perspectives, such as Jungian archetypes, to further 

unpack these themes. 
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