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Abstract:

What can a woman paralyzed by marital despair in Cry, the Peacock teach a corporate leader
about organizational burnout? What can a Bombay clerk pasting newspaper cuttings in Voices in the City
reveal about the psychological costs of meaningless labour? This article argues that the fiction of Anita
Desai constitutes an unacknowledged archive of human psychology under modern professional and
economic pressures. Through close analysis of Desai's protagonists, Maya, Nirode, Bim, and the capitalist
figures who surround them, I demonstrate that her novels systematically explore the psychological
consequences of contemporary life: the alienation of repetitive work, the anxiety of financial uncertainty,
the identity crisis produced by rapid social change, and the distorted interpersonal relationships that arise
within modern households. For a conference examining recent developments in professional fields, Desai's
work offers three urgent interventions: (1) a critique of the psychological damage inflicted by indifferent
systems and exploitative practices; (2) a feminist analysis of unpaid labour and dependency, and (3) a
humanistic model of "psychological capital” that professional training has yet to adequately theorize. The
article concludes by proposing those literary studies—far from being ornamental—provides diagnostic
tools essential for humane and sustainable professional practice across all sectors.

Keywords: Anita Desai, Psychological Fiction, Labour Alienation, Feminist Analysis, Professional
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Introduction: The Psychological Cost of Desai, a three-time Booker Prize nominee

Professional Life:

Examining recent developments in
professional fields will rightly concern itself with
data analytics, technological transformation, and
systemic efficiency. These are necessary
conversations. But this article issues an
uncomfortable provocation: the most
sophisticated analysis of human psychology under
professional pressure available to us may not be
found in management case studies or self-help

literature, but in the novels of Anita Desai.

and one of India's most significant English-
language novelists, is rarely discussed in
professional or organizational terms. Criticism
has focused on her feminism, her existentialism,
her narrative technique, and her exploration of
alienated consciousness. Yet her novels are
saturated with the pressures of modemn
professional life—and, more importantly, with the
characters

psychological interiority of

experiencing those pressures. Her protagonists are
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not merely sad; they are sad within specific
material and professional conditions.

This article proceeds in four parts. First, I
establish Desai's literary project as fundamentally
psychological and examine its unexpected
relevance to professional life. Second, I analyze
two novels, Voices in the City and Clear Light of
Day, as case studies in professional psychology.
Third, I examine Desai's explicit critique of
modern systems as producers of psychological
damage. Finally, I outline what professionals
across fields can learn from literary methods of

reading human interiority.

Anita Desai's Psychological Turn: From
Society to Psyche:

Desai's place in Indian English literature
is distinctive. As one critic notes, the first
generation of Indian novelists, Anand, Narayan,
Rao, focused on "social, economic and political
realities of India, especially the gross realities of
caste and class conflicts, exploitation and the
proverbial Indian poverty”. Desai belongs to a
second wave, one that shifts focus "from society
to psyche”.

This is not, however, an abandonment of
the social. It is a deepening of it. Desai herself
described her creative process with striking
candor: "I have an intuitive and deep fear that by
speaking of something subterranean and
subconscious, [ will destroy it—it is something so
very frail”. Her novels are diggings of that
subterranean region where professional and
material conditions become psychological states.

Scholars have noted Desai's exploration
of "rootlessness, alienation, anxiety, domestic
disharmony, interpersonal relationships and
patriarchal dominance”. But these are not free-
floating  existential conditions. They are
materially produced. The alienation of Desai's
women is alienation from agency and autonomy.

The anxiety of her clerks is anxiety about

livelihood and meaning. The domestic
disharmony in her households is disharmony over
unrecognized labour and dependency.

For a conference on professional practice,
the implication 1is direct: professional and
economic systems do not merely allocate
resources and organize work; they produce
psychological interiors. If professional training
continues to treat "human resources" as a
technical problem of recruitment and retention, or
"employee wellbeing" as a matter of wellness
programmes, it will remain blind to the interior
lives that determine organizational and

professional outcomes.

Case Study One: Voices in the City and the
Alienation of White-Collar Work:

Voices in the City (1965) follows Nirode,
a young man working as a clerk in a Calcutta
office. His job: to read newspapers and
magazines, extract "important information," and
paste cuttings into a file.
Professional context: The novel presents a
scathing portrait of clerical labour under
postcolonial capitalism. Nirode works for British
employers who, as his colleague Jit observes, "are
not here to pay us big salaries and help us live
comfortably like Sahibs. They are here for
money, money, money”. The office is a site of
extraction disguised as respectable employment.
Nirode's

psychological state is not mere dissatisfaction but

Psychological dimension:
ontological nausea. He reflects:
"How dare they be arrogant when working at such
senseless jobs? Spend their lives, their entire
energy and intelligence on something that does
not matter? How can one? ... Better to peep out
of the window and end it all instead of smearing
this endless sticky glue of senselessness over the
world”.

This is not hyperbole. It is a clinical

description of  what  occupational
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psychology now calls "workplace
meaninglessness"—a condition linked to
depression, burnout, and turnover.

Nirode's job requires his intelligence but

refuses his humanity. He is, in Desai's

rendering, a ghost performing gestures.

The novel also presents Monisha, Nirode's

sister, trapped in a joint family and a

loveless marriage. Her psychological state

is one of suffocation:
"I am a fish caught in the net. They have netted
me and left me to lie on the sand, gasping”.

Monisha's imagery is precise: she is not
suffering a personal neurosis but an
environmental suffocation. The joint family, the
marriage without love, the absence of any
autonomous space—these are not psychological
failures but systemic conditions that produce
psychological distress. Her eventual suicide is not
an individual tragedy but a systemic indictment.
Professional relevance: The phenomenon of
"quiet quitting" and widespread disengagement
are not mysteries. They are the aggregate
outcome of millions of Nirodes and Monisha’s
deciding that senseless labour and suffocating
environments are no longer survivable.
Professional literature has produced copious
research on employee engagement. Desai's novel
suggests that engagement is impossible when the
work itself is, objectively, meaningless, or when
the environment is, objectively, suffocating. No
amount of wellness programmes or team-building
exercises can remedy the fundamental alienation
of labour that serves no purpose beyond someone
else's profit, or the fundamental suffocation of
environments that offer no autonomy.

For leaders across sectors, the lesson is
uncomfortable but necessary; meaning matters.
Autonomy matters. Professionals who cannot
articulate why their organization’s work matters,
beyond shareholder value or institutional survival,
will preside over hollowed-out teams performing

hollowed-out labour. Professionals who cannot
create environments where people can breathe

will preside over gasping, drowning teams.

Case Study Two: Clear Light of Day and the
Psychology of Unrecognized Labour:

Clear Light of Day (1980) centers on

Bim, a Delhi University history lecturer who
sacrifices her career ambitions to care for her
autistic younger brother, Baba, and manages the
family household after her parents' deaths.
Professional context: The novel tracks two
professional paths. Raja, Bim's brother, marries
into wealth and inherits property—a landlord
capitalist who "rides his white horse in the
evening along the bank of Jamuna" while a
servant runs before him clearing the way. Bim, by
contrast, remains in the crumbling family home,
teaching at a local college and managing
household affairs with scarce resources. Tara, her
younger sister, marries a diplomat and lives a life
of comfort and travel.
Psychological dimension: Desai's psychological
insight here concerns the invisibility of care work
within professional and social recognition. Bim's
labour—teaching, managing the household,
nursing her brother, maintaining the family
property—is never adequately recognised as
valuable. She is simply "the sister who stayed."
Her bitterness is not personal temper; it is the
actual anger of someone whose contribution has
been systematically erased from the record.

When her successful brother Raja visits

with his family, Bim confronts the gap between
their worlds:
"They sat in the drawing-room of the house that
was still hers, but which now seemed to belong to
them. They talked of things she did not know,
people she had never met. She felt like a servant
in her own home”.

The passage captures the psychological
experience of those whose labour sustains
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systems but who are excluded from the rewards
and recognition those systems generate. Bim's
psychological complexity deepens when she
confronts her own anger and resentment. She is
not a saintly figure of self-sacrifice; she is a
woman who has given everything and received
little in return. Her moment of crisis comes when
she realizes:

"I have worked all my life, I have slaved, I have
sacrificed everything, and for what? For them to
come back and treat me like a servant?”.

Desai does not resolve this crisis with
easy forgiveness. Bim must work through her
anger, must recognize that her labour had
meaning even if it went unrecognized, must find a
way to continue caring without being consumed
by resentment. This is not sentimental; it is
psychological realism.

Professional relevance: Organisations and
professions are sustained by innumerable forms
of labour—emotional, administrative, relational,
supportive, maintenance—that do not appear on
org charts or in job descriptions. Professionals
who cannot see this labour, or who treat it as
merely ancillary, replicate the structural blindness
that consigns people like Bim to decades of
unacknowledged contribution. The contemporary
discourse on "invisible work" in organisations—
the labour of coordination, of maintaining
relationships, of smoothing over conflicts, of
supporting  colleagues, of keeping things
running—finds its literary analogue in Bim.
Professionals who learn to see and value this
labour make better colleagues and better leaders.
Moreover, Bim's psychological journey offers a
model for those engaged in unrecognized labour;
the work of recognizing one's own worth
independent of external validation, of finding
meaning in contribution rather than reward, of
continuing to care without being consumed by

resentment. These are not soft skills; they are

survival strategies for sustaining oneself in

systems that routinely fail to see.

Desai's Critique of Modern Systems as
Psychological Producers:

Across her fiction, Desai systematically
analyzes the psychological effects of modern
professional and economic systems—not only on
the poor and marginalized, but on the privileged
as well.

The psychology of privilege: Desai's privileged
characters are not villains in the melodramatic
sense. They are diminished human beings. In
Clear Light of Day, Bim's father is a man who
"goes to office at times and lives a luxurious life,"
spending most of his time at clubs. His children
must wait until night, after his return from
drinking and cards, to ask him questions. He is
not cruel; he is absent. His position has purchased
the right to non-presence. The psychological cost
to his children is lifelong.

The psychology of entitlement: Desai also
analyzes the entitled who fail. Brij, in Clear Light
of Day, delegates his business entirely to a
manager who eventually embezzles everything.
Brij's father comments bitterly: "What did they
think? Someone else will work so that they can
eat?”. The line is shocking because it captures the
delusional structure of power- the sincere belief
that reward can be detached from effort, that one
can benefit without contributing, that someone
else will always do the work.

The psychology of obliviousness: In Cry,
the Peacock, Maya, daughter of a wealthy
landlord, feeds bananas to a performing bear
while the animal's trainer stands hungry. When
the trainer protests—"If he is hungry, do I not
starve?"—Maya registers no recognition. Desai's
insight is that privilege produces a specific
cognitive disability: the inability to perceive the
humanity of those who serve you. This is not
merely a moral failing; it is a professional failure.
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Leaders and professionals who cannot see those
around them as fully human make catastrophic
decisions.

The psychology of the system itself:
Across these portraits, Desai suggests that modern
systems produce characteristic psychological
patterns: anxiety in the precarious,
meaninglessness in the alienated, resentment in
the unrecognized, emptiness in the privileged,
delusion in the entitled, blindness in the powerful.
These are not individual pathologies; they are
systemic effects.

What Professional Practice Can Learn from
Literary Psychology:
[ offer five

competencies that Desai's psychological method

specific,  transferable
develops—competencies directly relevant to
contemporary professional practice across sectors.
1. Reading interiority from behaviour:

Desai never tells us directly that Maya is
depressed or that Nirode is suicidal or that Bim is
resentful. She shows us patterns: sleeplessness,
thoughts,

irritability, explosive anger, numb compliance.

obsessive withdrawal, sudden
Professionals who work with people—whether as
managers, colleagues, or service providers—must
learn to interpret these signals. They are not
intrusions into privacy; they are data about human
wellbeing and organizational health. A manager
who cannot distinguish between a lazy employee
and a burnt-out one is not managing; they are
guessing.

2. Distinguishing personal failure from
systemic exhaustion:

Desai's characters consistently blame
themselves for conditions that are structurally
produced. Nirode believes he is lazy because he
cannot tolerate meaningless work; Bim believes
she is bitter because she is unmarried; Monisha
believes she is inadequate because she cannot
thrive in a suffocating environment. Desai's

psychological method reveals the gap between

self-narrative and material reality. This is
precisely the diagnostic skill needed in
organisations where burnout is routinely
individualized as resilience failure, where
systemic problems are routinely treated as
personal inadequacies.

3. Recognizing the full scope of human
contribution:

Desai's homes are not backdrops; they are
sites of labour. The household budget, the
division of domestic work, the cost of illness, the
labour of care, the maintenance of relationships,
the emotional work of keeping a family
functioning—these are not private concerns but
essential human activity. Professional training,

n

which typically separates "work" from "life,"
lacks the conceptual vocabulary to understand
how domestic reality shapes professional
behaviour. Desai provides that vocabulary.
Professionals who understand that their
colleagues have whole lives outside work—Ilives
of care, of struggle, of maintenance—make better
decisions about workload, flexibility, and support.
4. Understanding modern systems as
psychological environments:

Desai demonstrates that professional and
economic systems are not merely technical
devices but producers of subjectivity. They
produce characteristic anxieties (precarity, status
competition, fear of obsolescence), characteristic
pleasures (achievement, recognition, acquisition),
and characteristic = pathologies (alienation,
burnout, narcissism, resentment, emptiness).
Professional education that teaches systems as
technical  devices  while ignoring their
psychological architecture is training technicians
who do not understand the environments they
operate within. A leader who does not understand
that their organization produces anxiety is a
leader who will be surprised by anxious

behaviour.

359



I[JAAR

Vol. 7 No. 15

ISSN - 2347-7075

5. Valuing what cannot be quantified:

Desai's novels are filled with things that
resist measurement. Bim's decades of care for
Baba; Monisha's suffocation; the trainer's hunger
that Maya cannot see; the meaning that Nirode
cannot find. Contemporary professional life is
obsessed with metrics, key performance
indicators, measurable outcomes, calculable
results. Desai reminds us that what is most
valuable is often what is most difficult to count;
love, care, meaning, dignity, recognition,
belonging. Professionals who cannot hold this
paradox—who demand measurable outcomes for
everything, will systematically undervalue the
very things that sustain their organisations and
communities. They will count what can be
counted and miss what counts.

6. Attending to what is not said:

Desai's psychological method teaches us
to read silence. What characters do not say is
often more revealing than what they say.
Monisha's silence before her suicide. Bim's long
years of unspoken resentment. Nirode's inability
to articulate what he needs. Professionals who can
attend to silence, who notice when someone has
stopped speaking, when a team has stopped
questioning, when an organization has stopped
listening, have access to information that remains
invisible to those who only hear words.
Conclusion: Toward a Humanistic
Professional Practice:

The  distinguished
humanist Deirdre McCloskey have argued that

economist and

modern professional disciplines became scientific
when they abandoned rhetoric for mathematics—
and that this was, in some respects, a loss. Human
beings do not maximize utility functions; they tell
stories. They do not optimize portfolios; they
manage anxiety. They do not calculate marginal

returns; they seek dignity and meaning.

Anita Desai has spent five decades
documenting these truths. Her novels are not case
studies; they are not professional handbooks; they
are not psychological treatises. They are
something more valuable: records of what it feels
like to live within modern systems not of our
making.

For a conference, examining recent
developments in professional fields, I propose a
development that is not yet visible but urgently
needed: the integration of literary-psychological
methods into professional education and practice.
Not as a concession to the humanities, but as a
rigorous diagnostic discipline. Not to teach
professionals to appreciate literature, but to teach
them to read human beings with the same
sophistication they bring to spreadsheets, strategic
plans, and technical problems.

What would it mean for a manager to read
their team with the attention Desai brings to her
characters? What would it mean for a leader to
understand their organization as a psychological
environment, not just a technical system? What
would it mean for a professional to recognize that
the people they serve, clients, patients, students,
colleagues, have interior lives as complex and
fragile as Desai's protagonists?

Anita Desai's characters do not need our
sympathy. They need our attention. They are not
sad women and exhausted clerks; they are precise
diagnostic portraits of modern professional life as
it is actually lived. Until our professional models
and practices can account for their interior
experience, those models will remain, in the
deepest sense, inadequate to reality.

The ledger of any profession must include
not only outcomes, efficiencies, and measurable
results, but also the fragile, subterranean,
infinitely ~ valuable  substance of human
psychological life. Anita Desai has been keeping
this ledger for sixty years. It is time we learned to
read it.
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