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Abstract

This paper explores how Vaikom Muhammad Basheer reimagines traditional literary
archetypes in Balyakalasakhi, placing the novel firmly within the context of regional Indian
literary traditions. Set against the rich socio-cultural backdrop of Kerala, the narrative
presents an intimate portrayal of love, loss, emotional wvulnerability, and social
marginalization. In doing so, Basheer challenges the rigid and idealized archetypes
commonly found in classical and colonial literary models. By centering ordinary individuals
and their lived emotional experiences, the novel reshapes conventional ideas of masculinity,
femininity, romance, and suffering. Drawing on archetypal criticism, postcolonial theory,
and humanistic literary perspectives, this study examines how Basheer dismantles dominant
narrative structures and creates alternative forms of identity and subjectivity. The central
characters, Majeed and Suhra, diverge from traditional heroic and romantic ideals. Instead,
they embody emotional honesty, fragility, and existential uncertainty, offering a more
realistic and empathetic vision of human relationships. This representation disrupts
conventional binaries of strength and weakness, allowing for a more inclusive understanding
of emotional life. From a postcolonial viewpoint, Balyakalasakhi resists colonial literary
conventions by privileging indigenous voices, local cultural expressions, and emotional
authenticity. The paper also employs cultural materialism to explore how social class,
economic hardship, religious identity, and historical realities influence character
development and narrative progression. Basheer’s simple yet powerful style, marked by
colloquial language and emotional intensity, enhances the realism of the text and reinforces
its connection to everyday lived experience. Through these thematic and stylistic choices,
Basheer foregrounds marginalized voices and questions dominant cultural hierarchies. By
reinterpreting conventional archetypes, he revitalizes narrative traditions and contributes
significantly to the growth of modern Indian fiction. His work bridges the personal and the
political, as well as the regional and the universal, enabling deeper insights into emotional
truth and cultural identity. In the end this study argues that Balyakalasakhi stands as a
landmark text that reshapes archetypal representation and enriches postcolonial literary
discourse through its humane, pluralistic, and culturally grounded vision.
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Introduction

Vaikom Muhammad Basheer stands as one of the pioneers of literary Renaissance and
romanticism in Indian writing. In Balyakalasakhi, he reinterprets conventional archetypes by
situating the novel within the framework of regional Indian literary traditions. Through this
work, Basheer challenges dominant narrative structures and offers alternative understandings
of identity and subjectivity. The novel explores profound themes such as love, compassion,
loss, separation, and the death of a female character, all of which contribute to its emotional
depth. By foregrounding everyday lived experiences, Balyakalasakhi strengthens its realism
and connects literature closely with ordinary life. This study adopts a comparative approach,
employing psychoanalytic feminist perspectives to reinterpret conventional archetypes
presented in the novel.

The Transformation of Archetypes in Basheer’s Modern Indian Fiction:

Archetypal transformation in modern Indian fiction finds a powerful expression in
Vaikom Muhammad Basheer’s Balyakalasakhi, where familiar literary archetypes are
reshaped through a deeply regional, realistic, and modern sensibility. The novel draws upon
well-known archetypes such as innocent childhood love, the romantic hero, and the journey
of life, yet Basheer consciously dismantles their idealized and heroic forms. Majeed, the
protagonist, never emerges as a triumphant hero; instead, he remains an ordinary and fragile
individual whose life is shaped by poverty, social limitations, emotional dependence, and
profound existential suffering. Likewise, romantic love—traditionally associated with
fulfillment, transcendence, or heroic sacrifice—is reimagined as a story of unfulfilled
longing and tragic inevitability. The love between Majeed and Suhra is destroyed not by
moral failure or villainy, but by harsh social realities. The journey motif, which usually
signifies growth and self-realization, becomes cyclical and stagnant in Balyakalasakhi,
marked by loss, displacement, and emotional paralysis, reflecting a distinctly modern sense
of disillusionment. Basheer’s use of colloquial language and a simple, non-heroic narrative
voice further grounds these archetypes in everyday life, stripping them of mythic grandeur
and situating them within the lived experiences of ordinary people in colonial Kerala.
Through this reworking, the novel questions the universality of classical archetypes and
reveals how human emotions and destinies are shaped by historical, social, and economic
conditions. At the same time, Balyakalasakhi negotiates the crisis of historicity and
individual freedom, presenting a literary portrait of a fragmented modern world. Love is
portrayed in its purest and most sincere form, yet it remains painfully unfulfilled. The lovers,
bound by friendship and devotion, endure suffering, separation, and sacrifice, only to
discover that life offers no reward for their endurance.

Research questions:

1. How does Basheer subvert the traditional image of the tragic romantic hero in
Balyakalasakhi?

2. In what ways does Balyakalasakhi question or challenge the assumed universality of
Jungian archetypes?
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3. Can Basheer’s use of a simple, vernacular narrative voice be viewed as an archetypal
feature of regional Indian literature in its own right?

The traditional conception of the tragic romantic hero:

Basheer redefines the tragic romantic hero by stripping away heroism, idealism, and
grandeur, and presenting instead an ordinary, emotionally fragile individual shaped by harsh
social and economic realities. In Balyakalasakhi, Majeed is not portrayed as a noble or self-
sacrificing hero who attains moral or spiritual greatness through suffering. Rather, he is an
ordinary man overwhelmed by poverty, insecurity, and deep emotional dependence. Unlike
classical or Romantic heroes whose suffering leads to transcendence or redemption,
Majeed’s tragedy remains quiet, unresolved, and painfully human. His love for Suhra does
not elevate him or offer salvation; instead, it exposes his vulnerability, helplessness, and
inability to take decisive control of his own life. From my perspective, Majeed’s suffering is
especially intense because his circumstances deny him agency—he is unable to make
meaningful choices, and the letter announcing Suhra’s death leaves him psychologically
shattered, trapped in a state of living death. He cannot detach himself from the loss or move
forward, as her absence continues to define his emotional existence. The death of his beloved
becomes the central tragic moment of the novel, and yet their mutual love is portrayed with
sincerity and tenderness, making the romance deeply moving even in its inevitable failure.
Through this portrayal, Basheer replaces heroic tragedy with the tragedy of everyday life,
revealing how modern suffering often arises not from grand moral conflicts, but from social
limitations and emotional fragility.

“Majeed loved Suhra with a love he himself did not fully understand.” (Chapter-2)

Questioning the Universality and Cultural Neutrality of Jungian Archetypes in
Balyakalasakhi:

Balyakalasakhi challenges the idea that Jungian archetypes are universal and
culturally neutral by reshaping them within specific social, cultural, and historical contexts.
Basheer demonstrates that archetypal patterns such as romantic love, the life journey, and
the tragic hero are not fixed psychological structures but are deeply influenced by lived
realities. Set in colonial Kerala, the novel shows how poverty, rigid social hierarchies, and
limited personal freedom shape human destiny. The separation of the lovers is not the result
of fate or an inevitable psychological pattern, as classical archetypal theory might suggest,
but rather the outcome of social inequality and material hardship. By grounding archetypes
in regional experience, Basheer reveals their flexibility and cultural specificity. At the same
time, a Jungian reading of Balyakalasakhi allows us to trace the psychological journey of the
protagonist, Majeed, particularly through themes of individuation, the shadow self, and the
workings of the personal unconscious. Largely autobiographical in nature, the novel charts
Majeed’s painful transition from innocent childhood to a traumatic adulthood, highlighting
the enduring conflict between desire and reality that defines his inner life.

164 A One-Day National Seminar on Empowering Women of Pages and Pixels: From Vulnerability
to Agency by Department of English, Government College (A), Ananthapuramu, on 31-01-2026



SP Publications
International Journal of English and Studies (IJOES)

An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal, Volume 8, Special Issue-2: 2026
ISSN: 2581-8333 | Impact Factor: 8.337(SJIF)

Archetype of Regional Narrative Voice:

Basheer’s vernacular narrative voice itself functions as a literary archetype that
represents regional identity, realism, and a quiet resistance to elitist literary traditions. His
use of simple, colloquial language prioritizes lived experience over stylistic ornamentation,
allowing the everyday lives, emotions, and struggles of ordinary people to take center stage.
By mirroring common speech, Basheer challenges dominant literary forms that privilege
polished language, refined aesthetics, and heroic subjects. Over time, this accessible and
authentic narrative voice has come to characterize much of regional Indian writing, where
social realism and emotional honesty are valued more than grandeur or linguistic elegance.
In this sense, Basheer’s style becomes archetypal-—not because it is universal, but because
it embodies a distinctly regional and modern humanist sensibility. His pioneering,
“democratic” use of language brings marginalized and local voices into literature, breaking
away from grammatical rigidity, caste-bound expressions, and elite linguistic norms.
Through this down-to-earth approach, Basheer reshapes literary expression itself, making
simplicity a powerful tool of realism and cultural assertion.

Emotional Realism through Gender:

Balyakalasakhi presents gender and emotional realism with remarkable sensitivity,
showing how deeply personal emotions are shaped and often restricted by social expectations
and gender roles. Basheer portrays Suhra not as an idealized romantic heroine, but as a young
woman whose desires and feelings are controlled by patriarchal authority, family pressure,
and rigid social conventions. Her silence, obedience, and eventual separation from Majeed
reflect the limited agency available to women, making her suffering quiet, internalized, and
deeply moving. At the same time, Majeed’s masculinity is depicted in distinctly non-heroic
terms. He is emotionally dependent, indecisive, and vulnerable, challenging traditional
notions of male strength, dominance, and control. Through this reversal of gender
expectations, Basheer achieves a powerful emotional realism that avoids melodrama and
romantic excess. Love in the novel is sincere and intense, yet it remains unfulfilled—not
because of personal failure, but because of harsh social realities.

“The past returned again and again, like a wound that never healed.” (Chapter-6)

The female experience in the novel is marked by emotional devastation and silent
endurance, while the male protagonist’s suffering is expressed through psychological
withdrawal and helplessness. After the accident that changes Majeed’s life, he is unable to
share his pain either with his family or with Suhra, who by then has been married into a male-
dominated household. Similarly, during Majeed’s migration away from his hometown,
Suhra’s inner feelings remain unheard and suppressed. Silence becomes the shared emotional
language of both characters. Ultimately, Majeed’s receipt of the letter announcing Suhra’s
death leaves him emotionally paralyzed, suspended between memory and loss. The novel’s
unresolved ending -leaving us to wonder what Suhra might have said had she lived, captures
the essence of Basheer’s emotional realism, where love, loss, and separation are experienced
not as dramatic closure, but as lingering emotional uncertainty rooted in everyday life.
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Rethinking Conventional Oppositions and Narrative Power

Vaikom Muhammad Basheer' "Balyakalasakhi" breaks away from conventional
literary binaries and rigid narrative hierarchies by refusing to frame the story around clear-
cut oppositions such as hero and villain, strength and weakness, masculinity and femininity,
or success and failure. Instead of celebrating dominance, action, or heroic control, the novel
foregrounds emotional vulnerability, silence, and the quiet struggles of ordinary lives.
Majeed is not portrayed as a powerful male figure who shapes his destiny, nor is Suhra
reduced to a passive romantic ideal. Both characters share a space of emotional dependence
and social limitation, blurring strict gender roles and expectations. Basheer further unsettles
traditional storytelling by avoiding grand plot developments or dramatic climaxes, choosing
instead to focus on everyday moments, inner conflicts, and emotional pauses. His use of
simple, colloquial language flattens literary hierarchy by giving value to ordinary speech
over refined, elite expression. By centring the emotional experiences of common people and
resisting tidy resolutions, Balyakalasakhi challenges dominant narrative traditions and
presents a modern, democratic form of storytelling that reflects the fragmented and uncertain
realities of its time.

“Love remained, even when everything else was destroyed.” (Last chapter)

Comparative approach on Anita Desi's 'cry the peacock' with Basheer's
""Balyakalasakhi":

A comparative reading of Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock and Vaikom Muhammad
Basheer’s Balyakalasakhi shows how modern Indian fiction explores love, suffering, and
psychological conflict through deeply personal yet culturally rooted narratives. Although the
two novels differ in language, setting, and narrative technique, both focus on individuals
caught between emotional longing and social reality, making them powerful portrayals of
inner turmoil and emotional realism. In Cry, the Peacock, Anita Desai enters the intense inner
world of Maya, a sensitive woman trapped in a marriage marked by emotional neglect and
existential anxiety. The novel is highly introspective, employing stream-of-consciousness
narration and rich symbolism to trace Maya’s growing sense of alienation and eventual
mental breakdown. Her suffering arises largely from emotional isolation within marriage and
the oppressive expectations placed on women in a patriarchal society. Desai’s focus remains
firmly on the interior mind, where love gradually transforms into fear and obsession,
culminating in psychological collapse.

Balyakalasakhi, by contrast, presents suffering in a quieter and more restrained
manner through the life of Majeed. Basheer avoids intense psychological dramatization and
symbolic excess, portraying emotional pain as something silently endured over time.
Majeed’s tragedy does not arise from inner obsession but from external forces such as
poverty, social hierarchy, and historical circumstance. His love for Suhra is sincere and
mutual, yet it remains unfulfilled because social realities deny them the freedom to shape
their own lives. While Maya’s suffering is explosive and self-destructive, Majeed’s is slow,
muted, and unresolved. Gender plays a crucial role in both novels, though it is expressed
differently. Maya’s emotional intensity reflects a woman’s struggle for affection and
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recognition within marriage, whereas Suhra’s silence reveals the limited agency granted to
women in a traditional social order. At the same time, both novels challenge conventional
ideas of masculinity: Gautama’s emotional detachment in Cry, the Peacock and Majeed’s
vulnerability in Balyakalasakhi undermine the notion of men as emotionally dominant or in
control. In both narratives, emotional imbalance emerges from unequal relationships shaped
by rigid social expectations.

Desai and Basheer take contrasting approaches through their narration. Desai’s dense,
symbolic, and psychologically rich style immerses readers in the turbulence of the mind,
while Basheer’s simple, colloquial voice brings emotional pain closer to everyday
experience. Despite these stylistic differences, both writers aim to expose the fragility of
human relationships and the heavy cost of emotional repression. Together, Cry, the Peacock
and Balyakalasakhi offer two distinct yet complementary visions of modern Indian fiction.
Desai captures the chaos of an individual psyche, while Basheer portrays the quiet tragedy
of ordinary lives shaped by social constraint. Both novels suggest that love in modern Indian
literature is rarely fulfilling or redemptive; instead, it is marked by loss, silence, and
unresolved longing, reflecting the emotional and psychological struggles of individuals
living within restrictive social worlds.

Kristeva's Theory:

Julia Kristeva, a French psychoanalyst and literary critic, is best known for her
influential work in structuralist linguistics, psychoanalysis, semiotics, and philosophical
feminism. Kristeva’s feminist and psychoanalytic perspectives can be meaningfully applied
to Vaikom Muhammad Basheer’s Balyakalasakhi to understand the emotional and
psychological complexities of its characters. Through this theoretical lens, the novel reveals
the silencing of the female voice, particularly in the character of Suhra, whose inner thoughts
and emotional struggles remain suppressed due to patriarchal constraints and feminist
marginalization. At the same time, Majeed’s accident and the intense suffering that follows
expose his psychological fragility. His pain shared yet unspoken remains hidden from both
his family and his beloved, reflecting a deep emotional imbalance. The unexpressed anguish
of both characters highlights how repression, silence, and social expectation shape their inner
lives, aligning closely with Kristeva’s ideas about subjectivity, emotional rupture, and
psychological dislocation.

Julia Kristeva’s psychoanalytic and feminist theories provide a valuable lens for
reading both Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock and Vaikom Muhammad Basheer’s
Balyakalasakhi, as both novels explore fractured identities, emotional repression, and the
silencing of inner lives. Kristeva’s concept of the “subject-in-process” is particularly
relevant, since the central characters in both texts are not stable or unified selves but
individuals continually shaped by inner conflict and social pressure. In Cry, the Peacock,
Maya exists in a state of deep psychological instability, caught between her intense emotional
needs and the rigid symbolic order of marriage and patriarchy. Her inner voice filled with
fear, obsession, and longing reflects what Kristeva describes as the semiotic, a realm of raw
emotion and instinctive drives that disrupt the structured language and authority of social
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norms. Maya’s eventual mental collapse can thus be read as the failure of the symbolic order
to contain or validate her emotional reality.

In Balyakalasakhi, Basheer offers a quieter yet equally compelling exploration of
Kristeva’s ideas. Suhra’s inner world remains largely unspoken, silenced by patriarchal and
social structures that suppress feminine desire and expression. Her suffering is absorbed
inward rather than articulated, echoing Kristeva’s observation that women’s voices are often
marginalized within dominant symbolic systems. Majeed’s psychological trauma
particularly after his accident and the loss of Suhra can be understood through Kristeva’s
notion of abjection, as his sense of self begins to collapse, leaving him suspended between
emotional life and inner death. His pain remains unexpressed and unresolved, revealing the
fragility of identity under sustained emotional and social pressure. Together, the two novels
reflect Kristeva’s belief that identity is never fixed but is constantly negotiated through
memory, loss, and emotional experience. While Desai portrays psychological crisis through
intense interior monologue and symbolic imagery, Basheer communicates it through silence,
restraint, and everyday realism. Read alongside each other, Cry, the Peacock and
Balyakalasakhi demonstrate how Kristeva’s feminist and psychoanalytic theories illuminate
the emotional breakdown, gendered silencing, and unstable subjectivity that lie at the heart
of modern Indian fiction.

Conclusion

Vaikom Muhammad Basheer’s iconic Malayalam tragic novel Balyakalasakhi is
reinterpreted in this article through the lens of conventional archetypes within the framework
of Indian literary tradition. The study critically examines the assumed universality of Jungian
archetypes and traces how they are transformed in modern Indian fiction. Through a
comparative reading of Balyakalasakhi and Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, the article shows
how Basheer replaces heroic tragedy with the tragedy of everyday life, revealing that modern
suffering arises not from grand moral conflicts but from social limitations and emotional
fragility. The analysis is further enriched by engaging with Julia Kristeva’s feminist and
psychoanalytic theories, which illuminate the silenced emotions, fractured subjectivity, and
gendered experiences in the text. From my perspective, Indian literary tradition is not fixed
or uniform; rather, it remains open to continuous reinterpretation through the reworking of
conventional archetypes.
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