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Abstract

This research paper delves into the intricate layers of Namita Gokhale’s seminal work, Paro:
Dreams of Passion, with a particular focus on the utilization of wit and satire as mechanisms
to unveil societal hypocrisies, especially within the context of gender dynamics, power
structures, and the cultural identity crises faced by the Indian elite. Through a detailed
analysis, the paper elucidates how Gokhale employs humour and irony not merely as
narrative embellishments but as potent tools for social commentary and critique. The satirical
lens of Paro: Dreams of Passion magnifies the absurdities and contradictions inherent in the
adherence to traditional gender roles, revealing the performative nature of societal
expectations and the commodification prevalent in male-female relationships among the
upper class. The paper explores Gokhale’s incisive portrayal of the Westernized lifestyles and
existential voids of the Indian elite, reflecting a profound commentary on the superficial
adoption of foreign cultures and the ensuing loss of authentic cultural identity. Through
exaggerated characterizations and sharp dialogues, Gokhale’s narrative exposes the
viciousness beneath the veneer of sophistication, prompting a re-evaluation of the values and
norms that govern elite Indian society.
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Introduction

Namita Gokhale is a celebrated figure in Indian English literature, known for her acute
portrayal of the socio-cultural fabric of India woven through the lives of her vivid characters.
Her debut novel, Paro: Dreams of Passion (1984), stands out for its daring exploration of the
Indian elite’s decadence and the multifaceted nature of female sexuality, presented with an
unmatched wit and satirical sharpness. The novel disrupted conventional narratives by
spotlighting the opulent yet vacuous lives of high society, employing satire to expose the
veneer of respectability that often conceals moral decay. Critics applauded Gokhale’s
narrative flair and her incisive commentary on societal pretensions. The Hindustan Times
praised her for adeptly “capturing the absurdities of the Delhi elite with biting humor and
keen observation” (Dutta, 1985). Gokhale herself reflected on her narrative approach in an
interview, stating, “I endeavored to peel away the layers of societal grandeur to reveal the
underlying hypocrisies” (Sharma, 1986). Through Paro: Dreams of Passion, Gokhale not
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only established herself as a literary maven but also introduced a narrative style that would
influence subsequent generations of Indian writers to navigate social satire with grace and
efficacy.

In the realm of literature, wit and satire serve as powerful instruments, sharpening
narratives with humour and critical insight to expose societal follies and vices. The role of
these literary devices becomes particularly pronounced in Indian English literature, where
they bridge the cultural and linguistic diversity of the subcontinent, offering a unique lens
through which the complexities of Indian society can be explored and critiqued. The tradition
of using satire in Indian literature can be traced back to ancient texts, but its incarnation in
English has provided a global stage for Indian voices, offering a nuanced critique of post-
colonial society, politics, and the intricacies of everyday life. Renowned literary critic
Meenakshi Mukherjee remarked, “Satire in Indian English literature has evolved as a tool of
resistance, a voice to challenge the status quo” (Mukherjee, 1992). This observation
underscores the transformative power of satire, not just as a vehicle for entertainment but as a
medium for social commentary and reform. The works of authors like R.K. Narayan and
Khushwant Singh, who masterfully employed wit and satire, reflect the socio-political
undercurrents of their times, capturing the absurdities and contradictions inherent in the
Indian societal fabric.

In the context of Paro: Dreams of Passion, Gokhale harnesses these devices to dissect
the pretensions and hypocrisies of the Indian elite, crafting a narrative that is both engaging
and enlightening. Literary scholar Anjali Joshi notes, “Gokhale’s wit is not just humor for
humor’s sake; it’s a scalpel cutting through the fagade of high society to reveal the raw, often
uncomfortable truths beneath” (Joshi, 1998). This perspective highlights the strategic use of
wit and satire in Gokhale’s narrative to provoke thought and introspection among readers,
challenging them to look beyond surface appearances. The significance of wit and satire in
Indian English literature, particularly in works of Gokhale lies in their ability to foster a
critical consciousness among readers. By wrapping keen observations in humour, these
literary devices invite readers to engage with the text on a deeper level, prompting reflection
on societal norms and personal values. In doing so, wit and satire not only entertain but also
educate and empower, cementing their place as vital components of literary expression in the
Indian context.

Analysis

In Paro: Dreams of Passion, Namita Gokhale masterfully employs wit and satire to dissect
the veneer of Indian high society, revealing the contradictions and hypocrisies that underpin
it. Gokhale’s narrative is a deft tapestry of sharp observations and scathing humour, rendered
through her distinctive use of language and keen understanding of social dynamics. Her prose
is replete with irony and playful banter, which serve not only to entertain but also to critique.
Gokhale’s technique is particularly evident in her portrayal of the eponymous protagonist,
Paro, and the elite circle she navigates. Paro’s interactions and the ensuing dialogues are
meticulously crafted, with each exchange laced with underlying satire that reflects the
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absurdities of the characters’ lifestyles and values. A notable critic, in The Literary Review,
praised Gokhale for her “ability to infuse her narrative with a wit that is both cutting and
clever, exposing the shallow preoccupations of her characters without resorting to cynicism”
(Srivastava, 1989). Gokhale herself shared insights into her approach in an author’s note,
stating, “My aim was to hold up a mirror to society, using satire not just as a stylistic device
but as a lens through which the complex layers of social pretence could be unravelled”
(Gokhale, 1990).

Through her adept manipulation of language, Gokhale creates scenes that are both hilariously
absurd and thought-provoking, encouraging readers to ponder the deeper implications of the
characters’ actions and societal norms. Her use of satire extends beyond mere humour,
serving as a critical commentary on the ostentation and moral bankruptcy that she perceives
in the echelons of the elite. Gokhale wields wit and satire as instruments to dissect the
intricate layers of Indian high society, making her narrative technique and language not just a
medium of storytelling but also a critical commentary on the ostentation and superficiality
prevalent within elite circles. Gokhale’s adept manipulation of language, characterized by its
sharpness and humor, brilliantly captures the contradictions and absurdities of her characters,
which are ostensibly cultured yet deeply flawed. Gokhale’s narrative is replete with instances
where her wit not only entertains but also provocatively questions societal norms. For
example, her portrayal of Paro, the protagonist, is done with such satirical finesse that it
challenges the reader’s perceptions of morality and virtue. A literary critic, in praising
Gokhale’s technique, observed, “Through Paro, Gokhale employs satire as a scalpel, cutting
through the pretentious fabric of high society to reveal its inherent vices” (Srivastava, 1987).
Gokhale herself shared insights into her narrative approach in an enlightening discussion,
stating, “My use of satire is deliberate, aimed at invoking reflection amidst the laughter. It’s
about painting reality in strokes of irony and humor” (Gokhale, Interview with “Fiction
Today”, 1989).

One of the most striking examples of Gokhale’s use of satire is her portrayal of the
protagonist, Paro, an emblem of beauty and charisma, yet a character deeply enmeshed in the
superficialities of the elite world she inhabits. Paro’s navigation through high society, her
interactions, and her personal ambitions are depicted with a biting wit that reflects Gokhale’s
critical stance on the vacuous nature of social elites. For instance, Paro’s observation, “In our
circles, darling, marriages are not made in heaven but in five-star hotels,” not only showcases
her wit but also satirizes the commodification of personal relationships among the elite
(Gokhale 84). Gokhale further employs satire in her depiction of social gatherings, parties,
and the extravagant lifestyles of her characters, where the conversation often veers into the
ludicrous. The banal dialogues at these gatherings, peppered with Gokhale’s sharp wit, serve
as a critique of the superficial and often pretentious discourse that characterizes the social
interactions of the elite. A memorable scene involves a cocktail party where a character
quips, “Darling, your idea of an existential crisis is when the wine cellar runs low,”
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highlighting the trivial concerns that preoccupy the elite, juxtaposed against broader
existential dilemmas (Gokhale 98).

Gokhale’s narrative technique is not just about critiquing but also about engaging the
reader with humor that is both intelligent and reflective. Her use of language is deliberate,
crafting sentences that are laden with irony and humour, forcing the reader to pause and
reflect on the underlying truths being presented. This strategic use of language not only
entertains but also enlightens, making Paro: Dreams of Passion a significant work that
utilizes wit and satire not just for the sake of humor but as a means to provoke thought and
challenge societal norms.

Gender and Power Dynamics

In Paro: Dreams of Passion, Namita Gokhale ingeniously employs wit and satire to dissect
and critique the deeply ingrained gender roles and power dynamics prevalent within the
echelons of Indian society. Through the juxtaposition of characters and the unravelling of
their personal narratives, Gokhale exposes the superficiality and the often contradictory
nature of traditional gender expectations. The character of Paro, with her flamboyant defiance
of societal norms and her unabashed pursuit of personal desires, serves as a central figure in
challenging the conventional paradigms of femininity. Gokhale crafts Paro’s character with a
deliberate exaggeration, her actions and decisions often bordering on the scandalous, thereby
magnifying the societal discomfort with independent and assertive women. One of the most
striking instances is Paro’s retort to a society lady, “Darling, in our world, being conventional
is the only sin,” which encapsulates her rebellion against the boxed identities prescribed for
women (Gokhale 35).

The satire becomes even more pronounced through the contrast with other female
characters who adhere to traditional roles, thus highlighting the performative aspect of gender
and the societal expectation for women to conform. Gokhale’s narrative suggests that the
power dynamics at play reinforce these roles, where women’s agency is often compromised
for the sake of maintaining social facade. A poignant moment that illustrates this is when a
character reflects, “We wear our roles like costumes, terrified of what lies beneath if we were
to strip them away” (Gokhale 49). This metaphor not only critiques the societal imposition of
roles but also hints at the internal conflict experienced by individuals forced into these
archetypes. Furthermore, Gokhale’s use of humor and irony in dialogues and situations serves
to underline the absurdity and hypocrisy of the societal constructs around gender. The wit is
not merely for entertainment but acts as a subtle knife cutting through the layers of social
pretense, revealing the underlying disparities and injustices. In exploring the gender
dynamics and societal expectations, Gokhale does not just tell a story but holds up a mirror to
society, urging a reflection on the arbitrary and often oppressive structures that govern
personal freedoms and identities. Gokhale’s masterful use of satire not only entertains but
also provokes thought, challenging the readers to question and, perhaps, redefine their
understanding of gender roles in the context of contemporary Indian society.
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Gokhale artfully uses satire to explore and critique the dynamics of male and female
relationships within the Indian elite, revealing the underlying power struggles and societal
pressures that shape these interactions. The relationships depicted in the novel are often
caricatured to expose the absurdities and hypocrisies of high society, particularly in how they
reflect and perpetuate gender stereotypes and inequalities. She portrays the male characters in
the elite as figures of authority and influence, often wielding power in both public and private
spheres. However, through her satirical lens, these characters are also depicted as deeply
flawed, their authority undercut by their own vices and follies. The female characters, on the
other hand, navigate these relationships with a mix of subversion and compliance, revealing
the complex negotiations women undertake within a patriarchal setup. For instance, in a
humorous yet telling exchange, a character jestingly remarks, “The only way to get ahead in
our circles is either to be born a man or marry one,” highlighting the limited avenues of
power and respect available to women (Gokhale 61).

Gokhale’s satire extends to the performative nature of these relationships, where
social gatherings and parties become stages for the enactment of gender roles and power
plays. The frivolity and extravagance of these events are often used to mask the underlying
tensions and discontent, a point Gokhale emphasizes through her vivid and often ironic
descriptions of such gatherings. “At these parties, the air was thick not just with smoke and
perfume, but with unspoken agreements and silent battles for dominance,” she writes,
capturing the dual nature of these social interactions (Gokhale 37). Moreover, the novel
delves into the commodification of relationships within the elite, where marriages and
liaisons are often strategic, aimed at consolidating power or enhancing social standing.
Gokhale employs irony to critique this transactional view of relationships, as seen in the
character of Paro, whose romantic entanglements often serve as a lens to view the larger
societal norms and expectations regarding marriage and fidelity. Through her satirical
portrayal of male and female relationships within the elite, Gokhale not only entertains but
also provokes thought; inviting readers to reflect on the artificial constructs of gender and
power that pervade even the upper echelons of society. Her work stands as a compelling
critique of the social fabric of the Indian elite, marked by its insightful humour and keen
observation of human nature.

In her work Gokhale deftly utilizes satire to explore the Westernized lifestyles of the
Indian upper class, presenting a nuanced commentary on the cultural identity crisis and the
superficial nature of such adoptions. The narrative is replete with instances that highlight the
ostentatious display of Western customs and practices, often at the cost of indigenous
traditions and values, revealing a deep-seated insecurity and a desire for social validation
among the elite. Gokhale’s portrayal of lavish parties, extravagant lifestyles, and the
characters’ penchant for Western attire and mannerisms serves as a satirical mirror reflecting
the absurd lengths to which the Indian elite go to emulate Western standards of living. One
character quips, “Darling, speaking French at parties is more important than understanding
your own roots,” encapsulating the superficial valorization of Western culture over native
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heritage (Gokhale 58). This satirical observation underlines the disconnection and alienation
from traditional Indian culture, suggesting an identity crisis that plagues the upper echelons
of society. The narrative further delves into the superficiality of such Western adoptions,
where characters engage in debates over European art and wine, not out of genuine
appreciation, but as a means to assert their social standing. Gokhale cleverly uses these
scenarios to underscore the hollowness and performative aspect of the elite’s Westernization,
suggesting that such pursuits are mere veneers masking a void of cultural substance. A
poignant satire comes to light when a character, adorned in the latest Parisian fashion, fails to
recognize a classical Indian melody, prompting the narrator to observe, “In their rush to the
West, they’ve trampled over their own roots” (Gokhale 64). The novel delves into the lives of
the Indian elite with a satirical lens, particularly focusing on their Westernized lifestyles and
the ensuing cultural identity crisis. Through her vivid portrayal of high society, Gokhale not
only unveils the superficiality that often characterizes the upper echelons but also prompts a
deeper contemplation on the loss of cultural identity amidst the blind emulation of Western
norms. Gokhale’s narrative is replete with instances where the Westernized lifestyles of the
Indian elite are depicted with a blend of humour and irony. The characters, often seen
flaunting their foreign-educated accents and designer attire, become caricatures representing
the deep-seated colonial hangover that pervades the upper strata of Indian society. For
instance, a character’s preference for single malt over traditional Indian spirits is not merely a
matter of taste but a symbol of social status, subtly ridiculed through Gokhale’s witty prose.
“He sipped on his Scotch like it was a potion of sophistication, unaware of the caricature he
had become in his pursuit of Western validation,” Gokhale writes, capturing the absurdity of
such affectations (Gokhale 44).

Beyond the satire, Gokhale’s narrative harbours a poignant commentary on the
cultural identity crisis that afflicts the Indian elite. The characters’ relentless pursuit of
Western ideals often leads to a superficial existence, devoid of any genuine connection to
their own cultural heritage. This dissonance is brilliantly encapsulated in a scene where a
lavish party, themed after a Western idea of an ‘exotic East,” becomes a spectacle of cultural
disarray. “They adorned themselves in garish interpretations of traditional attire, turning their
heritage into costumes for amusement,” Gokhale observes, laying bare the superficial
engagement with their own culture (Gokhale 49). Through such depictions, Gokhale not only
critiques the Westernized facades maintained by the Indian elite but also raises questions
about the authenticity and depth of their engagement with their own cultural identity. The
characters, in their quest to embody a certain image of affluence and sophistication often
borrowed from the West, reveal a poignant estrangement from their roots, traditions, and the
rich tapestry of Indian culture.
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Conclusion

In Paro: Dreams of Passion by Namita Gokhale, the use of wit and satire emerges not merely
as stylistic devices but as profound tools for social commentary, unmasking the intricacies of
gender dynamics, power structures, and the identity crises of the Indian elite. Through the
novel, Gokhale deftly navigates the opulent yet vacuous lives of her characters, employing
humor and irony to expose the contradictions and hypocrisies veiled behind a facade of
sophistication and propriety. The exploration of gender roles and power dynamics reveals a
society clinging to outdated norms, where the empowerment of characters like Paro serves to
challenge and ridicule the traditional expectations imposed on women. Gokhale’s narrative
technique, characterized by sharp dialogues and exaggerated scenarios, accentuates the
absurdity of these roles, highlighting the dissonance between individual desires and societal
pressures. The relationships between men and women within the elite are depicted with a
satirical edge, revealing the underlying transactions and negotiations that often define these
interactions, thus critiquing the commodification and manipulation inherent in such
dynamics. Moreover, Gokhale’s portrayal of the Westernized lifestyles of the Indian upper
class serves as a poignant critique of cultural dislocation and the superficial adoption of
foreign values. The satirical depiction of characters ensnared in the allure of Western norms
reflects a deeper identity crisis, where the blind emulation of Western culture leads to a loss
of authenticity and a sense of cultural rootlessness. The novel adeptly captures the tension
between tradition and modernity, offering a satirical glimpse into the existential void that
often accompanies the relentless pursuit of a Westernized identity.

Through her work Paro Gokhale invites readers to reflect on the societal constructs that shape
human interactions and cultural identities. The novel stands as a testament to the power of wit
and satire in literature, not only to entertain but to provoke thought, to challenge the status
quo, and to inspire a reevaluation of the values and norms that govern our lives. Gokhale’s
work underscores the enduring relevance of satire as a means of societal introspection and
critique, affirming its role in fostering a more conscious and reflective engagement with the
world around us. In conclusion, Paro: Dreams of Passion serves as a vibrant mosaic of
human folly and societal pretensions, unraveling the complexities of life within the Indian
elite with humor, insight, and an unyielding candor.
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