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Abstract: In Perumal Murugan's Trial by Silence, gender representation is explored through the
emotional and psychological aftermath of societal pressures on the protagonists, Kali and Ponna. The novel
critiques the rigid patriarchal expectations that define gender roles in a traditional South Indian community.
Ponna, after participating in a ritual to conceive a child, faces severe societal judgment despite the act being
socially sanctioned. Her character represents the double standards women endure, as they are judged for their
fertility, purity, and adherence to societal norms. Ponna's journey towards reclaiming her agency reflects the
tension between individual desire and societal control over women's bodies.

Kali, on the other hand, is consumed by silence and isolation, struggling with the blow to his
masculinity and honor. His emotional withdrawal highlights how patriarchal expectations of control, honor,
and virility also affect men, driving him into a state of psychological turmoil. This novel exhibits how
masculinity is tied to notions of control and ownership.

Through its nuanced portrayal of both male and female suffering under patriarchy, Trial by Silence
reveals the deep emotional scars gender expectations leave on individuals in traditional societies.

|. INTRODUCTION

In Perumal Murugan’s Trial by Silence (2015), a sequel to his earlier work One Part Woman, is a
powerful narrative that delves deep into the complexities of gender roles within the context of a traditional
South Indian community. This novel explores how the rigid constructs of patriarchy shape the lives of the
protagonists, Kali and Ponna, who are left struggling with their inability to conceive a child. In this society,
childlessness is not just a personal issue but a social stigma, a burden that especially weighs heavily on the
woman. Murugan uses this issue to highlight the double standards women face, showing how patriarchal
expectations confine them to roles defined by their reproductive capabilities, purity, and adherence to
societal norms. However, he does not portray men as free from the grip of these expectations. Kali’s struggle
with silence and isolation reveals how patriarchal pressures demand that men embody ideals of control,
honor, and virility, leading to their emotional and psychological breakdown when they fail to meet these
standards.

This novel is a nuanced critique of patriarchy, focusing not only on the struggles of women but also
examining the emotional toll that these same patriarchal constructs take on men. Murugan’s portrayal of
the suffering of both genders under a patriarchal regime exposes the limitations of traditional gender roles
and offers a deeper understanding of how societal pressures create emotional and psychological turmoil.
Trial by Silence can be read as a study of gender dynamics, where both men and women are bound by
societal expectations that rob them of their personal autonomy, agency, and emotional freedom.
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Il. Gender Expectations in a Patriarchal Society

Perumal Murugan’s Trial by Silence sharply critiques the patriarchal society that enforces rigid gender
roles upon both men and women. Ponna, the female protagonist, is deeply affected by the societal
expectation that women’s worth is tied to their ability to conceive and bear children. After years of being
unable to conceive, Ponna is forced to participate in a socially sanctioned fertility ritual that involves
sleeping with another man at a religious festival in an attempt to conceive. Though this ritual is accepted
within the community, Ponna is still subjected to scorn and ridicule once the act is completed. This situation
reflects the double standard that exists in the treatment of women’s sexuality. Even though her participation
is permitted, she is blamed and ostracized by society. Murugan writes, “Ponna participated in the festival
with the knowledge that it was sanctioned by the gods, but the weight of the shame fell on her alone”
(Murugan 84).

Scholars like Anupama R. have argued that Murugan’s portrayal of Ponna in Trial by Silence reflects
the harsh societal expectations placed on women in patriarchal systems. According to Anupama, “Murugan
critiques the hypocrisy of a system that allows women to engage in rituals meant to uphold the family’s
honor but punishes them for transgressing traditional norms of female purity” (Anupama 240). This
depiction of Ponna’s suffering reveals how patriarchal societies often hold women to impossible standards,
where they are simultaneously expected to conform to societal expectations and are judged harshly when
they do so.

I11. The Burden of Masculinity

While Ponna's story emphasizes the challenges women face, Kali's narrative in Trial by Silence is
equally important in highlighting the emotional and psychological toll that patriarchy exacts on men. Unable
to father a child, Kali finds his masculinity under threat, as virility is deeply tied to social perceptions of
manhood in the community. The inability to produce an heir is seen not only as a personal failure but also
as a reflection of diminished masculinity. This leads Kali into a state of emotional withdrawal, characterized
by silence and isolation, as he struggles to reconcile the societal expectations of manhood with his perceived
failure. As Murugan writes, “Kali was trapped in a silence that was louder than any sound. His manhood
had been questioned, and with it, his place in the world” (Murugan 112).

This emotional collapse is emblematic of how patriarchal structures also harm men by enforcing rigid
definitions of masculinity that leave little room for emotional vulnerability. Scholar S. Singh points out that
“Kali’s character reflects the internalized pressures of patriarchy that demand control and virility from
men, stripping them of their emotional freedom and driving them to psychological turmoil when they fail to
meet these expectations” (Singh 105). This portrayal demonstrates how patriarchal expectations can be
equally suffocating for men, leading to emotional repression and isolation.

IV. The Double-Edged Sword of Patriarchy
Both Kali and Ponna, though differently affected, are shown to suffer under the same patriarchal
system. For women like Ponna, the system enforces the control of their bodies, making their fertility and
purity a matter of public scrutiny. As Murugan observes through Ponna’s experiences, “The judgment of a
woman’s worth is always passed by others, and her body is always a thing to be governed by the rules set
for her” (Murugan 91). This societal control over women’s bodies is a critical aspect of patriarchal
oppression, where the personal becomes public, and women are often stripped of agency.

At the same time, Kali’s story reveals the opposite side of the coin: the idea that men must always
exhibit control, strength, and virility. This expectation becomes a cage for men, limiting their emotional
expression and forcing them to conform to narrow definitions of manhood. Kali’s silence and retreat from
the world symbolize his inability to break free from these imposed ideals. As Singh notes, “Kali’s silence
is not only a personal reaction but a broader commentary on the emotional imprisonment men face within
a patriarchal society” (Singh 107).

V. The Intersection of Gender and Social Expectations
Murugan’s novel further explores how societal expectations of gender roles intersect with broader
social hierarchies. The couple’s childlessness becomes a communal issue, affecting their standing within
the community and leading to social ostracism. This reflects how traditional societies often place collective
pressure on individuals, making personal matters like fertility a public concern. As Murugan writes, “The
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problem of a childless couple was not theirs alone, but a stain on the entire family and its lineage”
(Murugan 76). This dynamic underscores the way gender roles are intertwined with social expectations in
traditional communities, where individual struggles are often magnified by communal pressure.

VI. Critical Reception and Analysis

Critical responses to Trial by Silence have praised Murugan’s ability to portray the emotional depth
of his characters while also critiquing the societal structures that shape their experiences. In a review
published in The Hindu, Priya S. noted that “Murugan’s sensitivity in handling the themes of gender and
patriarchy is evident in the way he gives voice to both Ponna and Kali, showing how each is equally a
victim of a system that dehumanizes them” (Priya 34). This dual focus on both male and female suffering
has been widely recognized as a strength of the novel, allowing it to offer a comprehensive critique of
patriarchal structures.

VII. Conclusion

Trial by Silence is a profound exploration of the ways in which patriarchal norms and expectations
shape the lives of individuals, irrespective of gender. Through the characters of Kali and Ponna, Perumal
Murugan illustrates the deep emotional and psychological scars that patriarchal structures leave on both
men and women. Women are judged for their fertility, purity, and adherence to societal norms, while men
are bound by expectations of control and virility. Murugan’s novel reveals that while patriarchy enforces
these gender roles differently, both genders suffer under the weight of societal expectations. By giving voice
to both Ponna’s and Kali’s struggles, Murugan critiques the very foundations of patriarchal society, showing
how it dehumanizes individuals by reducing them to their roles rather than acknowledging their humanity.
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