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Abstract

Food Studies is on a sudden rise with wide explorations to add contextual meaning to surface and
deep meanings. The resurgence of Food Studies has given rise to multifaceted analyses across
various disciplines, particularly in literary contexts where food often serves as a symbolic element
rather than merely sustenance. This paper delves into Anita Desai’s novel Fasting, Feasting (1999),
using the lens of food and foodways to explore the interactions of characters within the culinary
sphere and their broader implications on identity. The study emphasizes how these interactions
reveal intersectional gender identities influenced by nationality, class, and other social factors.
Additionally, it investigates the theme of marginalization, particularly focusing on gender as a
decisive element. The title of the novel itself—suggests consumption in both its presence and
absence and provides a framework for examining which characters enjoy abundance and who are
left wanting.

Keywords: Food Studies,
Introduction

Anita Desai, an Indian novelist and short story writer, is renowned for her nuanced depiction of the
inner lives of her female characters. Her works often delve into the conflicts within families and the
sense of alienation experienced by middle-class women. Desai is credited with introducing the
psychological novel genre to India, following in the tradition of Virginia Woolf, and she has been a
trailblazer in addressing feminist issues. Her exploration of male psychology goes deeper than mere
appearances, as seen in her early novels such as Cry, The Peacock (1963) and Where Shall We Go
This Summer? (1975), which tackles the themes of the suppression and oppression of Indian
women. In Fire on the Mountain (1979), she employs poetic symbolism and sound, while other
significant works like Baumgartner’s Bombay (1988) and In Custody (1984) are rich in imagery,
gesture, dialogue, and reflection.
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The novel Fasting, Feasting (1999) examines the contrasts and connections between Indian and
American cultures. With its direct language and simple structure, it nonetheless addresses
significant issues effectively. The book is divided into two sections: the first follows Uma living
with her parents in India, while the second tracks her brother Arun’s experiences studying in
America. The novel’s contextual web is framed around food, with the parents exercising control
through repressive family norms. It suggests that interpreting the novel as a binary contrast between
Indian 'fasting'—symbolizing not only religious abstinence but also the poverty endured by many—
and American 'feasting," which signifies abundance, offers a limited perspective. From the outset,
Desai highlights the theme of women's restricted roles outside of marriage. Through careful use of
characters, situations, and dialogues, she conveys this theme, along with the complex nature of
human relationships, which is a recurring motif in her work.

Anita Desai’s Fasting, Feasting (1999) has also generated significant critical attention due to its
exploration of themes such as diasporic alienation, gender roles, and psychological oppression.
Desai’s narrative offers a fertile ground for discussions about these themes, reflecting the complex
interplay of identity within a literary framework. This paper particularly engages with the novel
through the emerging field of Food Studies, which has recently expanded into literary criticism,
offering innovative perspectives on how food functions symbolically in literature.

Food Studies has brought a nuanced understanding to literary analysis, emphasizing that food is not
merely a source of sustenance but a symbol of cultural, social, and political dynamics. This
approach aligns with postcolonial and post-liberal perspectives, which highlight how material
culture, including food, reflects broader socio-political contexts and identities. As Carole Counihan
notes, food is “endlessly meaningful” and serves as a marker of ethnic identity, influencing and
reflecting various facets of identity, including gender, class, and nationality. Kimberlé Williams
Crenshaw's concept of intersectionality further enriches this analysis by examining how overlapping
social categories, such as race, gender, and class, shape individual experiences.

In Fasting, Feasting, food practices reveal significant social distinctions and gender dynamics,
particularly in the context of India and the United States. The novel's title, referencing both fasting
and feasting, encapsulates the disparity in consumption patterns and their implications for character
interactions and identities. This paper will explore these themes, focusing on how food acts as a
conduit for understanding identity, marginalization, and intersectionality within the narrative.

Feasting and Fasting: The Gender Divide

Rana Dasgupta’s introduction to Fasting, Feasting highlights the novel’s portrayal of how societal
norms, particularly concerning food practices, control individuals, especially women. Carole
Counihan's research underscores the significance of food in shaping gender relations and identities
across cultures. In Desai’s novel, food practices reflect the gendered dynamics of power and
control, reinforcing traditional roles and hierarchies.
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Food preparation and consumption are central to the portrayal of gender roles in the novel. For
instance, the character of Mama (the mother) exercises control over the kitchen and its operations,
but this control is symbolic rather than substantive. Although she oversees the cooking, her
authority is overshadowed by Papa (the father), who holds ultimate control and dictates the family's
dining norms. This dynamic illustrates how food practices reinforce patriarchal structures, with
women’s roles being constrained to service and sacrifice. Sherry Ortner added a new dimension to
the gender-role divide when she added that “...men are nature, and men are culture...the male
world is made, it is a world invented, produced rendered and controlled...an artificial environment,
configured to confer status and expression of power.” (“Is Male to Female as Nature is to
Culture?”)

The depiction of the dining table in the novel as a “fertile ground for discussion and debate” reveals
how food-related decisions are gendered. Despite Mama’s apparent authority in the kitchen, her
influence is limited by Papa’s overarching control. This reflects a broader societal trend where
women’s roles in food preparation are often undervalued compared to men’s roles in decision-
making and consumption.

The novel also portrays the gendered nature of food consumption. The ideal woman in Desai’s
narrative provides and serves food without consuming it herself. This aligns with Counihan’s
observation that men often eat first, best, and most, while women are expected to forgo their desires
to cater to others. This gendered disparity in food access and consumption highlights how food
practices reinforce social hierarchies and gender inequalities.

The portrayal of food practices in Fasting, Feasting reflects broader societal norms that dictate
gender roles. For instance, the mother’s recollections of her own experiences with restricted access
to certain foods underscore the gendered expectations placed upon women. These experiences are
mirrored in the present, where women’s access to food remains constrained by traditional norms.

The character of Uma exemplifies the impact of these gendered food practices on individual
identity. Her role as a provider of food and her forced compliance with familial expectations
highlight the limited autonomy afforded to women in the narrative. Uma’s experiences underscore
the broader theme of gendered marginalization, where women’s roles are relegated to service and
sacrifice.

Beyond Boundaries: The Transnational Experience

In the second part of the novel, Arun’s experiences in the United States provide a contrast to the
gendered food practices observed in India. Arun’s stay with the Patton family exposes him to a
different cultural context, yet the gendered dynamics of food consumption persist. The Patton
family’s food practices reflect stereotypical gender roles, with Mr. Patton engaging in masculine
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culinary activities such as grilling meat, while Mrs. Patton avoids meat consumption through her
interactions with Arun.

Arun’s dissatisfaction with Pattons’ food practices highlights his discomfort with the gendered
expectations imposed on him. His aversion to the “pervasive odor” of meat and the “grease and
blood” associated with it underscores his disconnection from the dominant food practices of his host
culture. This experience mirrors his alienation from both his Indian heritage and his current
environment. Mrs. Patton’s experience of food-related control further reflects gendered dynamics.
Her inability to assert her food preferences and her reliance on Arun’s vegetarianism to avoid meat
highlight her marginalization within her household. Her situation parallels the experiences of
women in India, illustrating how gendered food practices transcend cultural boundaries. Arun’s
interactions with Mrs. Patton and his observations of her situation evoke a sense of familiarity and
discomfort. He sees a reflection of his mother’s experiences in Mrs. Patton’s forced compliance
with patriarchal norms. This connection underscores the persistence of gendered food practices
across different cultural contexts.

The notion of food as a metaphor for identity and cultural negotiation is evident in Arun’s
experiences. His preference for impersonal food sources, such as cafeteria meals, reflects his desire
to distance himself from his past and the cultural expectations associated with it. Arun’s avoidance
of cooking and his reluctance to engage with his Indian heritage highlight his struggle with identity
and belonging. Arun’s experiences in the United States reveal the complexities of negotiating
identity within a transnational context. His interactions with the Patton family and his subsequent
avoidance of cultural practices underscore his struggle to reconcile his past with his present. This
negotiation of identity through food practices reflects broader themes of assimilation and resistance
in the context of globalization.

The Potpourri of Marginalized Identities

The experiences of marginalized characters in the novel, such as Uma, Ramu, Mira, and Anamika,
provide additional insights into the role of food in shaping identity and social dynamics. Each
character’s interactions with food reflect their status and the broader societal norms that marginalize
them.

Ramu’s character, despite his physical disability, holds a position of relative privilege due to his
gender. His role as a protector for Uma highlights the gendered dynamics of power and control.
However, his status as a disabled man also reflects the complex interplay of disability and gender in
shaping social hierarchies.

Mira, Uma’s aunt, exemplifies the marginalization of widows in the novel. Her forced asceticism
and restricted access to food reflect the societal stigma associated with widowhood. Mira’s

1977




[JFANS INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF FOOD AND NUTRITIONAL SCIENCES
ISSN PRINT 2319 1775 Online 2320 7876

Research Paper © 2012 JFANS. All Rights Reserved

adherence to religious devotion as a means of escaping marginalization underscores the intersection
of gender, social status, and religious norms in shaping identity.

Anamika’s experiences highlight the trauma and abuse associated with forced social practices. Her
marriage and subsequent treatment by her husband and mother-in-law illustrate the impact of
societal expectations on individual identity. Anamika’s transition from a promising student to a
marginalized servant reflects the broader theme of identity erosion through societal constraints.

These characters’ interactions with food and their respective social roles provide a nuanced
understanding of how identity is shaped by societal norms and marginalization. The novel’s
depiction of food practices reveals the complexities of identity formation within a context of
gendered and social hierarchies.

Conclusion

Anita Desai’s Fasting, Feasting offers a rich exploration of identity through the lens of food and
foodways. The novel’s portrayal of food practices reveals the intersection of gender, nationality,
and social status, highlighting the role of food in shaping and reflecting identity. The title’s
reference to fasting and feasting serves as a framework for understanding the disparities in
consumption and their implications for character interactions and identities.

The novel’s examination of gendered food practices underscores how societal norms and
expectations shape individual experiences. By exploring the characters’ interactions with food,
Desai highlights the complexities of identity formation within a context of marginalization and
social hierarchies. The transnational experiences of characters like Arun further illustrate the
negotiation of identity in a globalized world.

Overall, Fasting, Feasting provides a nuanced depiction of how food functions as a symbol of
identity and social dynamics. The novel’s rich portrayal of food practices and their implications for
character interactions offers valuable insights into the intersectionality of identity, revealing the
intricate ways in which food shapes and reflects the complexities of human experience.
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