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Abstract

Avni Doshi’s Burnt Sugar (2020) is nominated for the Booker Prize and
stands as one of the most disturbing and incisive revelations of the mother-
daughter relationship. Chronicled by Antara, the novel shifts between
testimony and vengeance as she remembers her mother, Tara’s, neglect and
she assumes reluctant responsibility for her care. This article explores Burnt
Sugar as a narrative that portrays the dialectic between feminist critique
and postfeminist sensibility. Drawing on feminist theorists (Beauvoir,
Butler, Menon, Tharu & Sangari), postfeminist critics (Gill, McRobbie), and
trauma theorists (Caruth), the novel offers no stable resolution between
rage, care, and autonomy. Instead, it focuses on a protagonist who is
shaped by the contradictions of feminist resistance and postfeminist
selfhood in neoliberal India. It involves postfeminist themes of self-
fashioning, emotional trauma, and the commodification of autonomy
through Tara. Further, it spills the contradictions that are the outcomes of
traditional feminist values and their intersection with contemporary
postfeminist sensibilities. Moreover, the text’s formal strategies, its
fragmented narration, unreliable voice, and fragmentary structure mirror
the return of trauma and postfeminist self-curation. By framing Burnt Sugar
within the tradition of Indian feminist writing attentively resonating with
postfeminist discourses, this article demonstrates how Doshi’s novel
contributes to a rethinking of agency that is neither purely emancipatory
nor purely pathological, but anxious, ambivalent, and entangled.
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Introduction

Avni Doshi’s Burnt Sugar (2020), published in India as Girl in White
Cotton, emerges as a prevailing expression of the intense dynamics of
maternal care, memory, and autonomy within the shifting paradigm
of feminist and postfeminist theories. Set in contemporary Pune, the
novel traces the story of Antara and her mother, Tara, whose
relationship undulates between love and resentment, caregiving and
revenge. Tara’s descent into dementia forces Antara into the
paradoxical position of tending to the very woman who neglected
and traumatised her. Doshi’s narrative, spare, elliptical, and
unsettling, refuses liberation. Instead, it stages a confrontation with
the limits of feminist ethics and the contradictions of postfeminist
individualism. In many ways, Burnt Sugar reconfigures the mother-
daughter relationship that has long been occupied in feminist theory.
Drawing from Simone de Beauvoir’s assertion that womanhood is a
process of becoming rather than being. To the Indian feminist
interventions of Susie Tharu and K. Lalita, the maternal bond has
been read as a place of both oppression and resistance. Doshi
complicates this genealogy by introducing the postfeminist subject,
fragmented, self-reflexive, and complicit in neoliberal ideals of self-
reliance and self-stylisation. Antara’s conflicted voice, soaring
between confession and accusation, demonstrates that what Rosalind
Gill states as the “postfeminist sensibility” is an affective terrain
where autonomy is commodified, and empowerment becomes a
performance of choice.

At the same time, Burnt Sugar places this uncertainty within an
Indian socio-cultural matrix that continues to valorise filial duty and
motherhood as moral imperatives. Tara’s past as a rebellious woman
who abandons domestic convention collides with Antara’s present,
where caregiving becomes a reluctant act of compensation. This
double transience, of rebellion and responsibility, in the narrative,
offers a field of feminist conflict. The novel’s fragmented and
disintegrated prose reflects the structure of memory and trauma,
suggesting what Cathy Caruth describes as the “belatedness” of
traumatic memoir. In this sense, Burnt Sugar is not merely a story of
maternal neglect or filial duty, but it is a meditation on the emotional
economies of feminism in late modernity. It addresses ‘care” as an
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ethical and coercive construct and ‘autonomy’ as both liberatory and
isolating. It opens with the provocative confession: “I would be lying
if I said my mother’s misery has never given me pleasure” (Doshi 1).
From this opening statement, the novel mobilises normative
expectations of filial devotion and maternal piety. Dealing with
feminist ethics of care and postfeminist notions of selthood, this
article examines how Burnt Sugar dramatises the complex interplay
between gender, memory, and agency. Though it exposes the
structural inequities of gender and the costs of maternal neglect, it
also depicts Antara’s subjectivity as anxious, curated, and shaped by
neoliberal/postfeminist imperatives. Her voice is precise, ironic, and
relentlessly self-conscious, echoing Gill’s description of postfeminist
subjectivity as “compulsorily self-reflexive” (Gill 163). In this aspect,
this article argues that Burnt Sugar exceptionally intersects feminist
and postfeminist discourses by framing the daughter’s narrative of
care and revenge as a postfeminist text haunted by feminist
obligations, ultimately portraying contemporary female agency not
as liberation, but as a fraught and inescapable entanglement.

This article uses an interdisciplinary critical framework that
draws on feminist theory, postfeminist critique, trauma studies, and
Indian feminist scholarship.

1. Feminist Theory: Simone de Beauvoir’s The Second Sex offers
the basic theme of woman as “Other,” throwing light on the
established position of women in the patriarchal hegemony.
Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble further emphasises this view by
insisting on the performativity of gender and the subject’s
subjection to normative ideals. These ideologies are
instrumental in analysing Tara’s and Antara’s complex
negotiations of agency, selthood, and resistance within
patriarchal familial structures (Beauvoir; Butler).

2. Indian Feminist Scholarship: This article engages with Nivedita
Menon’s Seeing Like a Feminist, which critiques the limitations
of liberal feminism’s focus on individual rights and
emphasises the need to account for structural and
conventional hegemony. Moreover, Susie Tharu and
Kumkum Sangari’'s Women’s Writing in India state a critical
paradigm in understanding how cultural narratives and
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historical situations shape the gendered hierarchy. These
perspectives placed Burnt Sugar within the specific social,
familial, and cultural dynamics of contemporary Indian
womanhood (Menon, Tharu and Sangari).

3. Postfeminist Critiqgue: The article adopts Rosalind Gill’s
conceptualisation of post feminism as a sensibility
characterised by individualism, self-surveillance, and the
rhetoric of choice. Angela McRobbie’s critique of post-
feminism as the incorporation and undoing of feminism
within neoliberal culture further informs the reading of
Antara’s ambivalent autonomy and ironic detachment.

4. Trauma Studies: Cathy Caruth’s Unclaimed Experience frames
trauma as an unassimilated event that returns belatedly
through memoir and fragmented narrative. This relativity is
useful in wunderstanding Antara’s fragmented recalls,
repetitive narrative twists and the haunting presence of
unresolved emotional wounds.

By integrating these intersecting theoretical perspectives, this
article critiques normative ideals of care, destabilises memory as a
site of truth, and interrogates the limits of female autonomy in a
postfeminist and postcolonial context.

Caregiving as obligation vs. autonomy

1.1. Maternal Ambivalence

The novel’s opening confession, “I would be lying if I said my
mother’s misery has never given me pleasure” (Doshi 1), establishes
Antara’s narrative as both testimony and revenge. Feminist critics
stated that the personal harms of family life are political. Antara’s
narration presents these personal harms to visibility, the removal of
binaries such as love and hate, care and cruelty, victim and aggressor.
Moreover, it emphasises the mother-daughter relationship in a
dynamic way within a spectrum of feminist ambivalence. As
Nivedita Menon argues in Seeing Like a Feminist (2012), feminism in
India must resist “the messy terrain of everyday contradictions.”
Antara’s voice precisely includes this domain. Her honesty is a
feminist act, but her pleasure resembles her in postfeminist self-
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fashioning, where her emotions are opened to resistance and self-
display. As she begins to recollect her relationship with her mother,
Antara is an adult woman living in Pune. Her mother is suffering
from the early stages of Alzheimer’s disease, and Antara has taken on
the role of her guardian, “I owed her nothing. But here I am, looking
after her” (Doshi 71). This reveals the tension between obligatory care
and a woman’s autonomy that is central to feminist debates on
unpaid emotional labour.

The narrative row backs, when the once-neglectful mother is
dependent on the daughter who had abandoned her during her
childhood, “She could never decide if she wanted to be my mother or
my child” (Doshi 94). It reveals the reversal of roles and care becomes
cyclical, unstable, and negotiated rather than natural. Her mother’s
current suffering kindles memories of her own pain and desertion.
With these feelings, the novel quickly moves into flashbacks that
open Antara’s traumatic childhood. Tara, once a restless and
rebellious woman, abandoned her husband and later took her young
daughter, Antara, to live in an ashram with a self-proclaimed guru
named Baba. This dislocation transformed Tara’s life and
consequently affected Antara’s childhood. Tara found a place to vent
her stress and experienced psychological emancipation when she
emotionally and sexually got involved with the guru. But this act
subsequently left Antara to grow up largely neglected. The child was
left to wander, perplexed and desolated, while Tara pursued divinity
and sexual pleasures. Antara vividly remembered, “She left me in the
ashram, hungry and afraid, while she went to dance and paint”
(Doshi 22). Tara’s past in pursuit of emotional and physical liberation,
her escape from her marriage, and her embracing the ashram show
her transgression of the patriarchal system. Antara proves this with
resentment, “My mother had been many things: lover, muse, convert,
artist. A mother was not one of them” (Doshi 35). This maternal
neglect, under the light of freedom, deeply hurts Antara. She grows
up indignant and psychologically disturbed.

Thus, when the adult Antara is forced to look after Tara, who is
now losing her memory, the power dynamics invert:

« The dependent child becomes the caretaker.

« The autonomous mother becomes the helpless one.
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« The daughter finally has control over the body and life of the
mother, who once denied her care.

This disclosure, “I need space from her, even as she needs more
of me” (Doshi 111), proves as a postfeminist assertion of autonomy:.
The daughter attempts to reclaim individuality against suffocating
emotional inheritance. Antara’s statement assumes its full
significance in this situation. This reversal of dependency, the sinister
delight of witnessing the once-strong mother become vulnerable, is
the source of her “pleasure.” The act of caring for someone who has
been emotionally damaged is the main paradoxes that drive Burnt
Sugar.

1.2. Physical Neglect and Ambivalence

The complex and destructive relationship between Tara and the guru,
Baba, is central to understanding Tara’s neglect of Antara and the
trauma that defines the novel. Antara vividly recalls being
undernourished and neglected as a child in her confession, “Dripping
with milk, she would disappear every day, leaving me unfed” (Doshi
18). This striking picture emphasises Tara’s rejection of the selfless
role of a mother and represents a deep denial of both physical and
emotional nourishment. The image is visceral on a literal level as
Tara’s breasts are “dripping with milk,” but she doesn’t feed her baby
daughter. (Rosalind Gill's conceptualisation of post feminism).
Although fertile, Tara’s motherly body lacks nurturing qualities. This
illustrates the oppressive nature of her conventional responsibilities.
It also emphasises the dichotomy of womanhood within patriarchal
frameworks and the post-feminist attitude of self-care.

Early in their time at the ashram, a conversation establishes the
dynamic. When the young Antara complains or needs attention, Baba
dismisses her and supports Tara’s abandonment of her maternal role.
Tara is often represented as being in a blissful, trance-like state with
Baba, dancing or painting. While Antara is left unfed and
unattended, Baba actively encourages Tara to prioritise her spiritual
“freedom” and her connection to him over her duties as a mother. He
frames domesticity and motherhood as chains from which she has
been liberated. In one instance, he tells Tara, “The child is safe in the
universe’s hands. Your journey is with me now” (Doshi 67). This
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conversation (or the ideology behind it) gives Tara a spiritual
justification for her neglect. This relationship is the primal wound. It
perfectly captures the clash between feminist and postfeminist
values. Tara’s actions can be read through a feminist lens as a
rejection of patriarchal norms, but they are simultaneously a brutal
enactment of a postfeminist, neoliberal “choice” that disregards
relational responsibility, with traumatic consequences that ripple
across generations.

Their relationship is portrayed as a performance, less about
genuine enlightenment and more about power, rebellion, and
sensuality. There are incidents where Baba and Tara are at the centre
of the ashram’s activities; he is playing the role of the enlightened
leader, and she is his devoted muse or chief disciple. Their
conversations in these public forums are likely filled with spiritual
platitudes that mask the more chaotic and neglectful reality of their
private lives. This performance shows Tara participating in creating a
narrative of liberation that directly conflicts with the reality of her
daughter being neglected and left to suffer. The relationship
eventually sours, revealing its exploitative core. Gradually, Baba’s
interest wanes, and he moves on to other women in the ashram. A
crucial moment is when Tara is publicly shamed or sidelined. She has
a desperate conversation with Baba where he coldly dismisses her,
revealing that her “liberation” was contingent on his favour. This
rejection is a devastating blow. It demonstrates that the autonomy
Tara thought she had found was an illusion. She was merely
exchanging one form of dependency (patriarchal marriage) for
another (a patriarchal guru).

After being cast out of Baba’s intimate circle, Tara’s life becomes
distressed. She is left with nothing, no spiritual community, no
support, and a deeply traumatised daughter. There are no fond
reminiscences of Baba in her later years. Instead, the memory is a
source of bitterness and failure. Her conversations with Antara about
this period are likely defensive and evasive, filled with justifications
or a refusal to acknowledge the damage done. When Antara
confronts her, Tara’s response is not one of remorse but of self-
justification, echoing Baba’s rhetoric, “I was finding myself. There’s
nothing wrong with thinking about oneself” (Doshi 72).
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Consequently, when Antara grows, she develops varied feelings for
her mother. “I need space from her, even as she needs more of me”
(Doshi 132), a postfeminist assertion of independence. The daughter
attempts to reclaim individuality against suffocating emotional
inheritance. As she shares, “I'm tired of being defined by what she
did or didn't do” (Doshi 145), this confession of postfeminist
articulation reveals selfhood that seeks freedom from inherited
identity scripts. However, her daughter’s suffering is the foundation
of her liberation. Pain is always entwined with memory, care, and
milk in the Burnt Sugar economy. The daughter’s eventual sway turns
into her own kind of brutality, while the mother’s physical liberty
turns into her emotional hunger. Thus, Doshi turns the concept of
physical neglect into a metaphor for the moral quandaries of
caregiving, the cost of freedom, the eerie endurance of maternal
memory, and feminist and postfeminist ambivalence.

Further, Tara obstinately defends her decision to leave her
daughter for her Guru, “There’s nothing wrong with thinking about
oneself” (Doshi 72). Within the structure of Indian feminist theories,
the character of Tara resonates deeply with individuals who
challenge the constraints of domesticity. From a postfeminist
perspective, Tara’s principle of self-prioritisation and the tendency to
consider oneself superficially links with the neoliberal philosophy of
self-care and autonomy:.

1.3. The Burden of Testimony

This physical neglect built the burden of memories as a testimony to
Antara. As Tara’s memory fails due to dementia, Antara is burdened
with being the only keeper of their painful past. She laments, “My
mother is forgetting, and there is nothing I can do about it. There is
no way to make her remember the things she has done in the past, no
way to baste her in guilt” (Doshi 67), arresting Antara’s poignant
realisation that memory is no longer a mutual bond but an individual
weight. Her mother’s amnesia not only obliterates the traces of
emotional anguish but also strips Antara of the justice that
acknowledgement could have bestowed. In this poignant moment,
Antara’s voice transforms into a feminist declaration, fervently
demanding the expression of female sorrow in a society that
frequently renders it invisible. She expresses, “The past is never past
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with her. Even when she can’t remember it, I can” (Doshi 157). This
testimony reveals how daughters carry what mothers forget or
suppress. Her sorrow reveals how the struggles of women, especially
within the realms of home and motherhood, are often left
undocumented or dismissed as mere emotional overflow. Thus,
dementia evolves into a powerful symbol of patriarchal erasure. This
persists as the obliteration of women’s emotional narratives and the
refusal of recognition to their trauma. However, rather than freeing
her, Antara’s memory turns into a carceral of remembrance. She is the
only one who is aware of past mistakes and is unable to excuse or
ignore them. Her incapacity “to make her remember” reflects her
earlier helplessness as a child, when she was unable to force her
mother to care for or shield her. Because the past persists through
repetition rather than reconciliation, this cyclical helplessness
highlights the intergenerational continuity of trauma. (Cathy Caruth’s
Unclaimed Experience frames trauma as an unassimilated event that
returns belatedly through memoir and fragmented narrative).

1.4. Breaking or Repeating the Cycle

The burden of her memories leaves Antara fearing she will imitate
her mother’s actions, especially now that she is a mother herself. She
confidently admits, “I am tired of this baby” (Doshi 201), a
declaration of mixed feelings about motherhood resembling her
mother’s experience and challenges, which idealised expectations of
motherhood. The idea of an uninterrupted cycle fills her with
apprehension, and she contemplates “How do I stop myself from
making the same mistake? How do I protect this little girl from the
same burden?” (Doshi 203). It is not a statement of cruelty but of
emotional exhaustion. This moment recalls her mother Tara’s earlier
indifference, when she “would disappear every day, dripping with
milk, leaving me unfed” (Doshi 18). The connection between these
two narratives displays how trauma clearly continues through
generations despite conscious resistance. Drawing from the theories
of Adrienne Rich and Sara Ruddick, the novel presents motherhood
as an emotionally complex and socially constructed institution rather
than a purely selfless or natural responsibility. Antara’s admission, “I
am tired of this baby,” (Doshi 201). Antara’s profound uncertainty
about motherhood exemplifies the immense pressures of
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contemporary selfhood. In a neoliberal concept, which champions the
individual as a self-managing enterprise, identity becomes a project
to be carefully curated through control, productivity, and autonomy.
Antara has internalised these ideals, constructing a self-reliant
identity as an artist and an independent woman. The baby does not
solely represent a new emotional relationship. Still, it functions as a
constant, visceral reminder of the very things her neoliberal
conditioning teaches her to avoid: dependency, the sacrifice of
personal productivity, and the loss of autonomous freedom. Central
to the postfeminist sensibility is the notion that femininity is a bodily
property. It is about a ‘style of the flesh’. It is also defined by a shift
from objectification to subjectification. This involves a “self-policing
narcissistic gaze” (Gill 163). Antara’s “carefully constructed identity”
is an outcome of this self-policing gaze. Her empowerment is
conceived of as a personal quality or a property of the self, rather
than a collective political achievement.” (Gill, “Postfeminist Media
Culture” 149). Antara sees her autonomy and control as personal
achievements. In this sense, Avni Doshi positions Antara at the
intersection of two competing frameworks, feminist empathy and
postfeminist individualism.

1.5. Art as Testimony and Reclamation

Later, with these consequences, Antara turns to art to process her
trauma and testimony. Her major project, a series of drawings that
progressively distort a photograph, serves as a metaphor for her
struggle with memory and her attempt to create her own testimony.
She explains that “Each drawing is further from the original, until
there is nothing left of the photograph at all” (Doshi 147). In creating
these drawings, Antara changes art into feminist testimony. Avni
Doshi uses Antara’s art to externalise her inner conflict. She
annihilates the original image as she cannot live with the idealised or
imposed versions of the past. Her drawings and installations,
particularly the series based on her mother’s photograph, become a
symbolic exercise in reclaiming authorship over her own memory.
She observes, “I draw the outlines of her face from memory, but they
never stay the same” (Doshi 223). Each deformation emphasises an
attempt to reconfigure the mother’s image, and, by expansion, her
own identity, outside inherited narratives of femininity and care.
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From a postfeminist perspective, Antara’s art can also be read as self-
fashioning. While neo-liberalism and post-feminism celebrate self-
expression as empowerment, Doshi complicates this notion that
Antara’s art is not about visibility or validation but about survival
through self-fashioning.

Intergenerational Trauma and Resentment

The line “She could never decide if she wanted to be my mother or
my child” (Doshi 94) captures the collapse of maternal hierarchy.
Antara experienced Tara oscillating between immature dependence
and performative motherhood, forcing Antara into premature
emotional labour. This role reversal produces resentment rooted not
only in neglect but also in confusion; Antara grows up without a
stable template of what care, protection, or maternal responsibility
should look like. Antara’s memories, neglect, hunger and
abandonment, linger as emotional residues that structure her adult
psyche. This is a crucial concept. Antara doesn't just remember the
trauma, but she continually acts it out. She presents her inability to
forgive. By holding onto her rage, she keeps the wound fresh. She
wants Tara to be held accountable, to feel the guilt that her dementia
is now erasing. This desire for vindication is a performance of her
need for justice. She indulges in small reactive cruelties, acts like
feeding Tara food, but she dislikes it. This comes as a live re-
enactment of their power struggle. There are more reasons in this
context, rather than created moments where Antara performs the
resentment she has carried since childhood, actively making her
mother feel a fraction of the powerlessness she once felt. This
“performance” means the traumatic relationship is not in the past,
but it is the ongoing, daily reality of their present. The caregiving is
not healing; rather, it's a new stage on which the old drama is
performed. Caregiving becomes an emotional burden and a covert
act of resistance. Antara’s small cruelties, like feeding her mother
disliked foods, function as muted revenge: “When she winces, I feel a
satisfaction I can’t admit to anyone else” (Doshi 154). Care becomes a
battleground where love, resentment, duty, anger, and exhaustion
collide. The feminist ethic of care (Gilligan, Tronto) emphasises
relational interdependence, but Doshi shows its darker underbelly:
caring for someone who wounded you destabilises identity.
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Antara recognises that her emotional inheritance is already
shaping her behaviour, thoughts, and anxieties. Feminist
psychoanalytic theorists such as Nancy Chodorow and Marianne
Hirsch argue that mother-daughter trauma is often transmitted not
through overt acts of violence but through affective patterns, silences,
and repetitions. Doshi dramatises this idea that Antara’s inability to
forgive her mother, her fixation on making Tara remember, and her
subtle retaliatory cruelties (ignoring Tara, withholding warmth,
asserting control) demonstrate that trauma is enacted as much as it is
remembered. Thus, Doshi presents trauma as intergenerational, not
because daughters replicate the exact circumstances of their mothers’
suffering, but because they inherit the emotional vocabularies shaped
by those circumstances. Antara’s harshness, her compulsive need for
recognition, and her ambivalent attachment to her mother reveal how
deeply the past inhabits the present. Trauma becomes a script that
Antara simultaneously resists and repeats, showing how feminist
narratives of the mother-daughter bond are often structured by both
longing and resentment.

Memory Loss and Relational Trauma

In the later part of Antara’s life, memory and trauma become
integrated so that one is the shadow of the other. Recollecting her
past, Antara says, “I would be lying if I said my mother’s memory
loss didn’t affect me” (Doshi 23). This is crucial and highlights how
memory is relational and gendered as mother-daughter care becomes
a site of emotional trauma. Moreover, Doshi repeatedly counts on the
instability of memory. Antara admits, “I remember things one way,
she remembers them another. Sometimes I wonder if either of us is
right” (Doshi 48). Memory becomes a contested act, and Antara’s
voice is a combination of resentment, guilt, and doubt. It is the
unreliability flavoured with trauma that is the product of
inevitability.

This is very evident in Antara’s conflicting memories of Tara’s
behaviour. In one moment, she recalls her mother as wholly
indifferent, someone who offered no care, comfort, or attention. Yet
only a few pages later, she remembers Tara brushing her hair with
surprising gentleness or holding her closely at night. These tender
gestures contradict her earlier claims of absolute neglect. This
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oscillation between extremes demonstrates Antara’s unreliability: her
memories shift according to emotional need, resentment, and
retrospective reinterpretation, revealing how trauma produces a
fractured, inconsistent sense of the past. Her inconsistencies, shifts in
tone, contradictions in memory, and the blurred line between fact and
perception demonstrate how trauma destabilises narrative authority.
Antara recalls waiting outside her school, feeling exposed and
embarrassed as the other children were collected by their parents
while she remained alone. She initially frames this as a clear incident
of Tara forgetting her. Yet later in her narration, she complicates the
memory: she admits she is no longer certain whether Tara had
forgotten, whether she had been delayed, or whether Antara herself
misunderstood the time she was supposed to be picked up. The
shame of waiting remains vivid, but the factual details have become
unstable. Thus, when Antara assumes the role of witness to her
mother’s cruelty, the instability of her memory forces readers to
question whether her version of the past is trustworthy or shaped by
her need for control, punishment, and recognition. The facts (why
Tara was late) are blurred, contradictory, and filled with uncertainty.
This captures how Antara’s narration is shaped by impression rather
than precision, signifying that her unreliability is not deceit but a
psychological survival mechanism. Likewise, Antara’s recollection of
the guru illustrates how her memories are shaped as much by later
interpretation as by the original experience. As a child, she
remembers sensing that the guru was a threatening or interfering
presence, someone who absorbed her mother’s attention and
affection. However, as she narrates the memory in adulthood, she
begins to question whether her childhood self truly perceived him as
dangerous, or whether this fear emerged only later, after she heard
others comment on his behaviour and reputation. This uncertainty
exposes a key feature of Antara’s narrative voice. Her memories are
not static truths, but reconstructions affected by hindsight, emotion,
and external narratives. Thus, the guru memory demonstrates that
Antara’s perception of the past is filtered through layers of trauma,
resentment, and adult reflection, rather than through unmediated
childhood truth

Memory becomes inseparable as it works as both a narrative
device and a feminist metaphor. It binds Antara and Tara. As Tara’s
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Alzheimer’s progresses, memory becomes a one-sided burden: “My
mother is forgetting...and there is no way to make her remember the
things she has done in the past” (Doshi 67). Tara’s Alzheimer’s erases
history, but Antara’s fragmented recollections construct it through
trauma. Doshi writes, “Memory is a creature that forages for meaning
but feeds on lies” (p. 112). Alzheimer’s complicates the metaphor
further.

Tara forgets; Antara cannot. Burnt sugar stir up something
forever altered, like memories that have passed through fire:

« Tara’s memory is dissolving.
« Antara’s memory is intensified.

Here, memory becomes a postfeminist battleground, a space
where Antara resists both her mother’s erasure and societal
narratives that define women through self-sacrifice. Antara’s
recollections of her mother’s neglect, therefore, are less about factual
accuracy than about reconstructing an exhausted sense of self. In
narrating these fragments, Antara performs what trauma theorists
like Cathy Caruth and Dori Laub describe as belated witnessing,
speaking from within the fractures of experience rather than beyond
them. Antara articulates this tension poignantly when she admits,
“Every recollection feels like a betrayal, but forgetting her feels
worse” (Doshi 189). This confession captures the novel’s paradox at
its heart. It reveals the impossibility of self-definition without
confronting the maternal wound. Through this dialectic of
remembering and forgetting, Doshi situates Antara’s fragmented
consciousness within a postfeminist crisis of identity. Moreover,
Antara’s adulthood is marked by an anxious pursuit of autonomy
shaped by her mother’s failures. She admits, “I have built a life that
does not need her, but she is inside every thought” (Doshi 211). The
assertion that feminism is generally associated with autonomy and
liberation, post-feminism believes in emotional negotiation within a
framework of dependency. Antara’s claim, “I have built a life that
does not need her, but she is inside every thought” (p. 211), perfectly
points this paradox. Her life may appear autonomous, yet her psyche
remains haunted by maternal imprint. This conflict vents what
feminist theorist Angela McRobbie (2009) calls reflexive agency, a
form of agency that operates within social and emotional constraints
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rather than in opposition to them. Antara’s nurturing, therefore,
becomes a moral negotiation rather than a simple moral act. She
tends to her mother not out of love or duty, but from a self-reflective
awareness of shared vulnerability. “I take her hand. I don’t know if
this is the end of us or a beginning. I don’t know if we are healing or
breaking. I put my fingers on her wrist and feel the blood moving
there, the life still left in her, the life she gave me” (Doshi, p. 278).
Antara cannot escape the fundamental biological fact of their
connection. Tara’s life force is literally the source of Antara’s own.
This highlights the primal, inescapable nature of their bond, which
persists beyond reason, forgiveness, or trauma

Conclusion

Burnt Sugar ultimately reveals a mother-daughter dyad shaped by the
unresolved tensions between feminist ethics and postfeminist
sensibilities, where care becomes a site of coercion, memory a
mechanism of both preservation and injury, and autonomy an
ambivalent pursuit. By foregrounding Antara’s fractured narration,
Doshi exposes how trauma, testimonial burden, and affective labour
persist within the everyday negotiations of contemporary Indian
womanhood. This article has argued that the novel resists linear
narratives of empowerment by dramatising agency as relational,
contingent, and deeply entangled in intergenerational wounds.
Bringing together feminist theory, postfeminist critique, Indian
feminist scholarship, and trauma studies, the analysis demonstrates
how Burnt Sugar expands the field of feminist literary studies by
presenting a protagonist whose selthood is neither wholly
emancipatory nor purely damaged, but shaped by the contradictions
of neoliberal autonomy, cultural duty, and emotional inheritance. In
doing so, the novel concludes with a significant contribution to
understanding how contemporary Indian literature negotiates the
shifting terrain between feminist accountability and postfeminist self-
fashioning, revealing a new paradigm of female agency defined by
ambivalence, anxiety, and ethical complexity.
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