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Abstract 

Shobha De's Socialite Evenings presents a compelling exploration of female identity, gender politics, and the struggle 

for selfhood within the patriarchal structure of contemporary urban Indian society. Through the character of Karuna, 

the novel examines the emotional, psychological, and social challenges faced by women who seek autonomy and self-

realization in a male-dominated world. Karuna's life reflects a continuous quest for individuality as she resists 

conventional expectations associated with marriage, domesticity, and feminine submissiveness. Her experiences 

expose the inequalities embedded within marital relationships, where women are often marginalized and denied 

emotional fulfillment despite fulfilling traditional roles. The novel portrays marriage as a complex institution that 

frequently restricts female freedom and personal growth. Karuna's dissatisfaction with her emotionally barren 

marriage motivates her search for alternative forms of fulfillment, leading her to challenge patriarchal norms and 

assert her independence.The novel ultimately presents the struggle for selfhood as an ongoing process, emphasizing 

the importance of self-awareness, resistance, and autonomy in the pursuit of female empowerment. 
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Kate in Jane Wagner's The Search for Signs says: 

 

I am sick of being the victim 

of trends I reflect 

but don't even understand. (53) 

 

Unlike women who passively accept the restrictions imposed upon them by society, Karuna in Socialite Evenings 

becomes acutely conscious of the limitations and constraints that shape her existence. Determined to escape these 

restrictions, she challenges the social structures that seek to define women as subordinate beings. From childhood, 

Karuna displays a rebellious temperament. At home, she refuses to submit unquestioningly to the authority of elders, 

while at school she resists conventional norms of discipline and appearance. These early acts of defiance foreshadow 

her later rejection of traditional expectations associated with femininity. Karuna emerges as a woman who actively 

asserts her individuality and challenges established norms. Rather than being portrayed as a passive victim, she is 

represented as a figure of resistance who continually struggles against social and cultural constraints.  

 

Karuna's exposure to sophisticated social circles, beginning with her association with Anjali and the elite environment 

of Malabar Hill, further broadens her outlook. However, her growing independence also attracts criticism from others, 

who perceive her as ambitious, rebellious, and sexually assertive. Her relationships and experiences, including her 

encounters in different cities and abroad, contribute to the development of a stronger sense of self-confidence and 

individuality. Exposure to international environments further enhances her self-assurance and strengthens her 
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determination to challenge traditional gender expectations. Despite numerous pressures to conform, Karuna 

consistently resists stereotypical definitions of womanhood and refuses to submit to patriarchal authority. Her journey 

reflects a persistent effort to assert her identity and autonomy in a society where gender relations remain unequal. In 

this context, her character exemplifies the struggle for female selfhood, freedom, and empowerment against the 

backdrop of dominant masculine structures. 

 

“…man represents both the positive and the neutral, as is indicated by the common use of man to designate human 

beings in general; whereas woman represents only the negative, defined by limiting criteria, without reciprocity” 

(Selden 1988: 534) 

 

A woman is never regarded as an autonomous being since she has always been assigned a subordinate and relative 

position: 

 

“Man can think of himself without woman. She cannot think of herself without man. And she is simply what man 

decrees ... she appears essentially to the male as a sexual being. For him she is sex absolute sex, no less. She is defined 

and differentiated with reference to man and not he with reference to her she is the incidental, the inessential as 

opposed to the essential.”  (Selden 1988: 534). 

 

Socialite Evenings presents a vivid portrayal of the marginalization of women within the institution of marriage and 

the broader social structure of urban India. Through its female characters, particularly Karuna, the novel highlights 

women not merely as passive participants but as active agents who shape their own destinies and influence the lives 

of others. Karuna's marriage is depicted as emotionally barren and deeply unsatisfying. It lacks affection, 

companionship, and mutual understanding, leaving her feeling trapped in an unfulfilling relationship. Through 

Karuna's observations, the novel critiques the condition of many married women whose lives become devoid of 

aspirations, excitement, and personal fulfillment. Marriage appears to her as a burdensome institution that gradually 

erodes women's dreams and individuality. Yet rather than allowing herself to be defeated by this reality, Karuna 

confronts it with resilience and pragmatism. She comes to view marriage not as an idealized romantic union but as a 

social arrangement that one must learn to negotiate and endure. 

 

“We were reduced to being marginal people. Everything that mattered to us was trivialised. The message was "you 

don't really count, except in the context of my priorities". It was taken for granted that our needs were secondary to 

their. And that in some way we ought to be grateful for having a roof over our head and four square meals a day.”(69) 

 

In a patriarchal society dominated by male authority, men are often granted the power to command, criticize, 

reprimand, and control, while women are expected to remain silent, patient, and submissive. The internalization of 

subordinate social roles often leads women to suppress aspirations for freedom, equality, and self-determination.  

 

The novel suggests that the subordinate position often assigned to women within marriage is closely linked to male 

insecurity and the desire to preserve traditional authority. According to this perspective, many husbands perceive 

independent and self-reliant women as a challenge to their established position within the family.  

 

“…how could we communicate anything at all to men who perpetually sat reading pages of the Times of India while 

concentratedly picking their noses?” (68) 

 

During a social gathering hosted by a finance director, Karuna encounters Ritu, who suggests that men, much like 

animals, can be influenced through a system of rewards and punishments. This idea prompts Karuna to reflect upon 

her own marriage and question whether such an approach could ever be effective in dealing with her husband. Living 

in such a monotonous and uninspiring environment, Karuna struggles to find intellectual and emotional satisfaction. 

As a result, she often turns to books, imagination, crossword puzzles, and newspaper games as means of escaping the 

boredom and emptiness of her daily life.  

 

Rabindranath Tagore said in one of his early songs: 

http://www.jetnr.org/


                                                                             © 2026 JETNR | Volume 4, Issue 6 June 2026 | ISSN: 2984-9276 | JETNR.ORG 

 

 

JETNR2606135 Journal of Emerging Trends and Novel Research (www.jetnr.org) 
 

 

b99 
 

 

O Woman, you are one-half woman and one-half dream. 

 

Karuna's character is shaped by an intricate blend of reality and imagination. Alongside her experiences in the real 

world, she nurtures a rich inner life filled with dreams, desires, and fantasies. Her unfulfilled emotional and physical 

longings often find expression through these imaginative reflections, which serve as an escape from the limitations 

and frustrations of her everyday existence.The luxurious and sophisticated environment of Anjali's residence in 

Malabar Hill, a place frequently visited by Karuna, functions symbolically within the novel. However, these dreams 

often remain elusive, revealing the gap between aspiration and reality. What appears attractive and attainable may 

ultimately prove to be an illusion rather than a genuine source of happiness. Karuna's character illustrates how fantasy 

and reality coexist within the female experience. Virginia Woolf says: 

 

“ Imaginatively she is of the highest importance. Practically she is completely insignificant.... Some of the most 

inspired words, some of the most profound thoughts in literature fall from her lips; in real life she could hardly read, 

could hardly spell and was the property of her husband.” (A Room of One's Own: 45-46). 

 

In this regard, a closer study of Karuna's attitude toward the loveless and meaningless marriage in which she is trapped 

is essential. 

 

I think our marriage was over the day our awful honey-moon started. We've got nothing going. I don't love you never 

have. As for you I really don't know to this day why you chose to marry me. I don't think you even know who you 

married. You don't have a clue what sort of woman I am. I'm tired of your smugness, your irritating mannerisms, the 

way you take me for granted and expect me to fall into your overall scheme of things I was another one for your well-

calculated deals” (185) 

 

Trapped within a fragile and ultimately unsatisfying marriage, Karuna experiences a profound sense of emotional 

emptiness and isolation. Meaningful communication between her and her husband is virtually absent. Their 

relationship lacks warmth, companionship, and mutual understanding. Conversations, shared laughter, and open 

exchanges of thoughts and feelings are replaced by distance and silence. Karuna herself acknowledges the deep gulf 

separating them, admitting that despite her efforts to establish a connection, she and her husband seemed to belong to 

entirely different worlds. 

 

“ I've thought over the whole thing carefully. I would've thrown you right now but I'm prepared to give you one more 

chance. I'm not a mean man. You've been a good wife I'm prepared to cancel this one black mark on your performance 

record and start with a clean slate. But you have to swear you'll never see or keep in touch with that man again you 

have sinned but I must be generous and forgive you.”  (184) 

 

 

Despite her unconventional choices, Karuna is portrayed as a morally complex and fundamentally sincere individual. 

She represents the modern woman who seeks independence, self-respect, and personal fulfillment while remaining 

rooted in aspects of traditional culture. Although she outwardly performs the role of a respectable and conventional 

Hindu wife, she simultaneously challenges the limitations imposed upon women by patriarchal society. Through her 

character, the novel illustrates how the institution of marriage can restrict female self-development by confining 

women within predetermined social roles and limiting opportunities for personal growth and self-realization. 

Rosemarie Tong maintains:  

 

“ Sometimes women play their roles not so much because they want to, as because they have to in order to survive 

psychologically. Virtually all women engage in the feminine role playing. ” (Feminist Thought: 200) 

 

Karuna assumes multiple identities throughout her life in an effort to satisfy her emotional, psychological, and creative 

needs. She performs a variety of roles as a model, wife, socialite, writer, actress, and lover each reflecting a different 

aspect of her quest for self-expression and fulfillment. The novel suggests that marriage often places limitations upon 
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women, restricting their freedom and reducing life to a repetitive routine devoid of personal meaning and growth. 

Furthermore, the subordinate position traditionally assigned to women within patriarchal societies reflects a broader 

hierarchy of social and moral values. Such structures create oppositions between dominance and submission, activity 

and passivity, conformity and resistance. Through Karuna's character, the novel challenges these binaries and 

advocates a vision of womanhood grounded in autonomy, self-awareness, and the courage to resist restrictive social 

norms. Helene Cixous says: 

 

“A male privilege can be seen in the opposition between activity and passivity. Traditionally, the question of sexual 

difference is coupled with the same opposition: activity/passivity.”  (Lodge 1989: 288). 

 

Women are often the symbols of passivity. Cixous further maintains: 

 

“ Either the woman is passive; or she doesn't exist. What is left is unthinkable, unthought of. She does not enter into 

the opposition, she is not coupled with the father who is coupled with the son.” (Lodge 1989: 288). 

 

Within a patriarchal social structure, women are often reduced to the status of objects and denied recognition as 

autonomous individuals. Such objectification reflects a phallocentric worldview in which women are valued primarily 

in relation to male desires, expectations, and authority. In Socialite Evenings, Karuna frequently experiences this form 

of marginalization, as her husband tends to view her not as an equal partner but as someone whose role is defined by 

his preferences and decisions. At the heart of Karuna's character lies a strong desire for emotional expression and 

meaningful human connection. She seeks fulfillment through love, understanding, and the freedom to articulate her 

inner feelings and aspirations.  

 

“ I love this friend of yours, and I want to be with him in Venice. There is a good chance that I will feel thoroughly 

disillusioned after that. May be he will have some truly foul personal habits that will disenchant me. In which case it 

will really be A Death in Venice. You know by now that I'm not the flighty sort. I don't flirt at random like my other 

friends. I'm steady and grounded. It's the Taurean in me that's surfacing these days. Treat this as a short-term mania 

that will wear itself out.” (186) 

 

Karuna seems to share only a superficial and formal relationship with her husband. Their marriage lacks genuine 

emotional and physical closeness, as reflected in Karuna’s refusal to address him by his actual name. Instead, she 

mockingly refers to him as “Black Label,” a nickname that conveys her resentment and emotional distance. Through 

such linguistic choices, Shobha De skillfully manipulates language to challenge and undermine patriarchal authority, 

exposing the fragility of male ego and questioning traditional assumptions about male dominance within marriage. 

 

“…the fact that his wife had taken a lover excited him. It seemed immoral that we should make love under the 

circumstances, but there was no point in resisting - it would have only consumed more time.”  (188) 

 

Shobha De presents women not merely as submissive figures who resist oppression quietly, but also as symbols of 

strength and power. In Karuna’s character, this feminine power, or Shakti, emerges as a constructive and positive 

force. In contrast, Winnie represents the darker and more destructive aspect of feminine power, resembling the fierce 

image of Kali. This contrast becomes evident in the way Karuna’s husband describes the captivating and manipulative 

Winnie: 

 

“ She is a very strange and powerful woman. I feel ashamed to admit this, but I'm scared of her. I can't do anything 

because I know she will destroy me. She has that power.” (264) 

 

Anjali rejects traditional moral restrictions and ambitiously climbs the social ladder. She chooses to marry Abe, a man 

known for his adventurous lifestyle and controversial reputation, and pursues a life driven by passion and personal 

desire. Her relationships reflect her search for physical and emotional fulfillment. Similarly, Karuna abandons rigid 

traditional expectations and engages in a relationship with Krish, prioritizing her own desires over conventional social 

values.  
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“ I felt like an indifferent boarder in the house, going through the motions of house-keeping and playing wife but the 

resentment and rebellion remained just under the surface, ready to break out at the smallest provocation.” (69) 

 

Shobha De’s novel portrays the struggle of women against a patriarchal and exploitative social order. However, her 

version of feminism, often associated with the image of the rebellious and glamorous woman, does not offer a clear 

path to liberation for women who challenge traditional norms. In their efforts to break free from male dominance and 

establish an independent identity, many of her female characters ultimately encounter disappointment, alienation, or 

victimization.  

Karuna is one such character who grows increasingly resentful of her husband’s hypocrisy, manipulation, and 

insincerity. As a result, she rejects his hollow reassurances and challenges the authority and superiority that he seeks 

to maintain, thereby undermining the traditional male ego. 

 

“ …you are even more of a worm than I thought. You deserve Winnie. I hope she's got a wax doll of yours. I'll send 

her some extra pins to stick into it. ” (264) 

 

Karuna stands apart from the other Bombay socialites portrayed in the novel. Unlike many of them, she challenges 

the assumptions and expectations of a patriarchal, male-dominated society that conflicts with her own understanding 

of life. Most of the other women do not openly resist the norms imposed by this androcentric world. Anjali, for 

example, struggles with emotional uncertainty after separating from Abe and begins searching for a suitable partner.  

 

“ …make them feel you have done them a favour by marrying them... make them feel insecure. Let them think you'll 

walk out on them if they don't toe the line. That's what keeps them in their place.”  (86) 

 

Like Ritu, women are compelled to engage in a strategic game of gender relations, often appealing to male vanity in 

order to gain advantages. This notion of sexual power politics places women in a dominant position while reducing 

men to submissive figures. Karuna's mother prefers the traditional way of life: 

 

 “ A woman cannot live alone. It is not safe. We are here today but who knows about tomorrow? A woman needs a 

man's protection. Society can be very cruel ... a woman's real place is in her husband's house her parents' Take your 

time but marry. And marry the right one that is important.... Before we die, we want to see you secure and at peace.”  

(275-276) 

 

 

Karuna rejects the patriarchal hierarchy of values that marginalizes women and reduces their identity to an inferior 

position. Her words reflect a strong desire to affirm her individuality and feminine selfhood. This quest represents an 

attempt to discover an authentic female identity within a male-dominated, phallocentric society. This vision resonates 

with feminist theorists such as Millett, who argues that true gender equality can only be achieved when both sexes 

enjoy the same degree of sexual freedom. Shobha De vividly portrays the inner world of her female characters, 

emphasizing femininity as an essential aspect of human identity. As Marilyn French suggests, a society shaped by 

feminine values is more humane than one dominated by masculine ideals. Through rebellious characters like Karuna 

and Anjali, De challenges oppressive gender roles and presents women as agents of change who resist social 

conformity. Ultimately, the psychological struggles experienced by women in De's novels reflect a broader issue: the 

ongoing challenge of achieving genuine individual freedom in contemporary society. Viola Klein says: 

 

“ Being in the position of outsiders, intruding into a finished system, and restricted by a century-old history of 

submissions, which had bred in them a sense of inferiority women's chief claim in their struggle was, as a natural 

result, to prove that in all respects they were just as good as men.”  (Feminine Character: 34) 

 

Critics have argued that De's works represent an experimental and sensationalized version of feminism, sometimes 

described as "vamp feminism." While her novels explore themes of female sexuality and independence, they are often 

criticized for relying heavily on explicit sexual content. As a result, some scholars contend that De has yet to establish 
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herself as a fully committed feminist novelist and continues to face criticism for being associated with pornographic 

fiction rather than serious feminist literature. A.G. Khan, for instance, suggests that her writing tends to prioritize 

sexual sensationalism over artistic depth. Furthermore, De's novels reflect her departure from the traditional literary 

approaches adopted by earlier women writers. They can be seen as acts of self-expression and self-dramatization, 

illustrating a woman's effort to define her own artistic identity. Her works also reveal a desire to distinguish herself 

from male writers while addressing a female readership, even as they express an awareness of the conservative 

attitudes of traditional male readers. 
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