
www.ijcrt.org                                               © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 6 June 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2606635 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org f937 
 

Female Identity and Colonial Transition in 

Namita Gokhale’s Things to Leave Behind  
 

Mrs.M.Kanimozhi, Ph.D Research Scholar in English,  

Gobi Arts & Science College, Gobichettipalayam – 638 453 

Dr. A. Venkateshkumar, Assistant Professor of English, 

 Gobi Arts & Science College, Gobichettipalayam – 638 453 

Abstract 

Namita Gokhale’s Things to Leave Behind explores the emotional struggles and identity crisis faced by 

women during colonial India. Through the character of Tilottama, the novel portrays the conflict 

between tradition and modernity in a patriarchal society. The novel also reflects the impact of colonial 

influence on education, family structure, and social values. This paper analyses themes such as 

feminism, memory, colonial transition, and female selfhood in the novel. Gokhale presents women as 

individuals who silently resist oppression and search for dignity and intellectual freedom. The study 

further examines how memory and history are reconstructed through women’s experiences. Thus, the 

novel becomes an important feminist and historical text in contemporary Indian English literature. 
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Namita Gokhale is one of the important contemporary Indian English writers whose novels mainly focus 

on women’s lives, emotions, and identity. Her novel Things to Leave Behind combines history with 

feminist concerns and portrays the social and cultural changes taking place during British colonial rule 

in Kumaon. Through the life of Tilottama, Gokhale presents the emotional struggles of women living 

within a patriarchal society. 

The novel is set during the British colonial period, a time when Indian society experienced major social 

and cultural changes. Western education, modern ideas, and colonial administration slowly began to 

influence traditional Indian customs and family life. Gokhale uses this historical background not simply 

to narrate political events but to examine how these transformations affected ordinary individuals, 

especially women. Through the central character Tilottama, the novelist presents the condition of 

women who lived in a conservative society where freedom, education, and individuality were often 

denied to them. 

Tilottama emerges as one of the most memorable female characters in contemporary Indian English 

fiction. She is intelligent, curious, emotionally strong, and different from the women around her. Unlike 

traditional female characters who silently accept social restrictions, Tilottama questions the customs 

imposed upon her. She develops interest in books, learning, and intellectual growth. Her desire for 

knowledge symbolizes a woman’s attempt to move beyond the narrow boundaries of domestic life. In 

many ways, Tilottama represents the changing identity of women during colonial India. 

One of the major themes in the novel is female identity. In patriarchal society, women are often expected 

to remain obedient daughters, wives, and mothers. Their identity is shaped by family expectations and 
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social traditions rather than by personal choice. Gokhale strongly questions this condition through 

Tilottama’s experiences. Although Tilottama belongs to a conservative environment, she refuses to 

completely surrender her individuality. She desires emotional freedom and intellectual independence. 

Through her thoughts and actions, the novel suggests that women possess aspirations and identities 

beyond domestic responsibilities. 

The novelist also presents how patriarchy operates within everyday life. Women are expected to follow 

social customs without questioning them. Marriage, family honour, religion, and tradition become tools 

that control female behaviour. In such an environment, even education for women is often discouraged. 

However, Tilottama gradually develops confidence through her exposure to knowledge and independent 

thinking. Her resistance may not always be loud or revolutionary, but it is emotionally powerful. 

Gokhale therefore presents resistance as a gradual process of self-awareness and emotional courage. 

Another important aspect of the novel is the portrayal of colonial transition. British colonial rule brought 

several changes to Indian society. English education, missionary influence, administrative reforms, and 

modern scientific ideas slowly entered traditional Indian communities. The younger generation became 

attracted to Western education and new opportunities, while older generations attempted to preserve 

established customs and values. This tension between tradition and modernity forms the emotional 

background of the novel. 

Gokhale portrays colonialism not merely as political domination but as cultural transformation. The 

arrival of modern education creates new possibilities, especially for women. Education encourages 

questioning, intellectual growth, and awareness of individuality. At the same time, colonial modernity 

also creates confusion and cultural conflict. Families struggle to balance traditional values with modern 

influences. Through this conflict, the novel reflects the transitional nature of Indian society during the 

colonial period. 

The conflict between tradition and modernity is clearly visible in Tilottama’s life. She belongs to a 

traditional society that values obedience and domesticity, yet she also feels attracted toward intellectual 

freedom and self-expression. This creates emotional tension within her personality. She is neither 

entirely traditional nor completely modern. Instead, she exists between two worlds. Through this 

conflict, Gokhale realistically portrays the struggles faced by many women during social transition. 

Memory is another important theme in Things to Leave Behind. The novel reconstructs history through 

personal memories, family stories, and emotional experiences. Instead of focusing only on political 

events and historical figures, Gokhale gives importance to domestic life and ordinary women’s voices. 

In many traditional historical narratives, women’s experiences remain invisible. However, this novel 

brings those hidden experiences to the centre. 

Through memory and storytelling, Gokhale creates an emotional understanding of history. Family 

relationships, conversations, traditions, and emotional conflicts become significant aspects of the 

narrative. The novelist suggests that history is not limited to wars and political changes; it also includes 

the silent emotional experiences of ordinary people. In this sense, the novel becomes a feminist 

reconstruction of history. 

The title Things to Leave Behind itself carries deep symbolic meaning. It suggests that certain oppressive 

customs, beliefs, and attitudes need to be abandoned for society to progress. Women cannot achieve 

freedom and individuality if they continue to remain trapped within outdated social structures. At the 

same time, the title also reflects emotional loss and cultural transition. As society changes, individuals 

are forced to leave behind certain traditions, memories, and relationships. Thus, the title reflects both 

personal and social transformation. 

The emotional depth of the novel is one of its strongest qualities. Gokhale presents her characters with 

sensitivity and realism. Tilottama is not portrayed as a perfect heroine. She experiences confusion, 

loneliness, emotional pain, and uncertainty. These emotional struggles make her character realistic and 
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relatable. Readers are able to understand her inner conflicts because the novelist focuses deeply on her 

psychological experiences. 

The novel also highlights the emotional condition of women living within patriarchal families. Women 

are expected to sacrifice their desires for family honour and social acceptance. Their emotions often 

remain suppressed. Gokhale portrays how women silently negotiate power within domestic spaces. They 

may not openly rebel against society, but they gradually search for dignity, self-respect, and emotional 

independence. 

Another remarkable aspect of the novel is its portrayal of relationships. Family relationships in the novel 

are complex and emotionally layered. Love, duty, sacrifice, and social expectation constantly influence 

human interactions. Gokhale realistically portrays how social traditions affect personal relationships. 

The emotional conflicts between family expectations and individual desires become an important part 

of the narrative. 

The role of education in the novel is highly significant. Education symbolizes freedom, awareness, and 

change. Through Tilottama’s interest in reading and learning, Gokhale suggests that knowledge has the 

power to transform women’s lives. Education helps women understand themselves beyond traditional 

gender roles. It gives them confidence to question social restrictions and develop individuality. 

At the same time, the novel also shows that education alone cannot completely eliminate patriarchal 

oppression. Even educated women continue to face social restrictions and emotional struggles. 

Therefore, Gokhale presents social change as a slow and complex process. Women require not only 

education but also emotional support, dignity, and equal opportunities in society. 

Nature and landscape also play an important role in the novel. The descriptions of Kumaon’s mountains, 

rivers, and villages create beauty and authenticity within the narrative. Nature is not merely decorative; 

it reflects the emotional atmosphere of the story. The mountains symbolize continuity, tradition, and 

stability, while travel and movement symbolize change and modernity. Through these natural images, 

Gokhale connects human emotions with the physical environment. 

To conclude, Things to Leave Behind is a powerful feminist and historical novel that portrays women’s 

search for identity and independence during colonial India. Through Tilottama’s life, Namita Gokhale 

highlights women’s emotional struggles, resistance, and desire for self-expression. Therefore, the novel 

remains an important work in contemporary Indian English literature. 
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