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Abstract:  This paper examines Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock (1963) as a powerful critique of gendered 

oppression and the silencing of women’s voices within the patriarchal context of 1960s India. Through an 

in-depth analysis of the protagonist Maya’s psychological deterioration, the study explores how Desai 

portrays the impact of marital alienation, societal expectations, and emotional invalidation on women’s 

mental health. The paper argues that Maya’s internal turmoil—symbolized through literary motifs such as 

the peacock’s cry, dust storms, and moon imagery—serves as a silent rebellion against systemic 

marginalization. Drawing from feminist literary theory and postcolonial perspectives, the analysis 

underscores how Anita Desai uses narrative techniques and symbolism to reveal the devastating effects of 

silenced emotional needs and gendered subjugation. The findings illuminate the novel’s enduring relevance 

to feminist discourse, particularly in its exploration of psychological trauma, female agency, and resistance 

within oppressive social structures. 

 

Index Terms - gendered oppression, silenced voices, female marginalization, patriarchy, 

psychological realism, feminist literature, symbolism. 

Anita Desai stands as a notable figure in Indian English literature, recognized for her profound 

exploration of the inner lives and psychological experiences of women within the context of a transforming 

Indian society. Her narratives often delve into the intricate emotional landscapes of her female protagonists, 

revealing their anxieties and struggles within domestic spheres. Desai's literary contributions have added a 

significant dimension to contemporary Indian English fiction, marked by her keen observation of social 

trends and her focus on the complexities of the modern human condition. Cry, the Peacock, published in 

1963, was Desai's inaugural novel, immediately drawing attention to her distinct narrative style and 

thematic concerns. This early work notably examines the psychological development of its female 

protagonist, offering a deep dive into her internal world amidst the societal pressures of the time. 

The socio-cultural environment of 1960s India provides a crucial backdrop for understanding the 

experiences depicted in Cry, the Peacock. This period represented a complex juncture for women, 

characterized by the granting of legal rights in the post-independence era (1947-1960s) alongside the 

persistence of deeply entrenched patriarchal norms and social inequalities. While women were increasingly 

visible in various professions, the nation also witnessed a rise in incidents of violence and discrimination 

against them. Although the Indian constitution guaranteed equality between the sexes, the struggle against 

prevailing social evils and the establishment of a robust women's movement were still in their nascent 

stages. A significant mobilization around issues of gender violence gained momentum later in the 1970s, 

indicating that the 1960s were a period preceding widespread activism, even though earlier efforts existed. 

Traditional Hindu doctrines and prevailing social customs historically positioned women in subservient 

roles, highlighting the deep-rooted patriarchal structures that shaped the era. The changing roles of middle-

class women, who began entering the workforce, added another layer of complexity, as they often continued 

to bear the weight of societal expectations and domestic responsibilities. This transitional period, marked by 

legal advancements yet enduring traditional constraints and the initial stirrings of organized feminist 
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thought, forms the intricate context within which the narrative of Cry, the Peacock unfolds. 

This report will argue that Cry, the Peacock powerfully explores the themes of gendered oppression and 

silenced voices, primarily through the psychological turmoil of its protagonist, Maya, and her fraught 

relationship with her husband, Gautama. The analysis will demonstrate how societal expectations and 

limitations, coupled with the patriarchal structure of marriage, contribute to Maya's profound sense of 

isolation, marginalization, and eventual descent into madness. 

The societal landscape of 1960s India placed significant expectations and limitations on women, particularly 

within the institution of marriage, as portrayed in Cry, the Peacock. The prevailing patriarchal structure 

often confined women to subordinate positions within the family unit, limiting their autonomy and 

opportunities for self-determination. Dominant male perspectives and long-standing traditions frequently 

dictated the roles and boundaries for women, often prioritizing familial obligations and male well-being 

over the individual needs and aspirations of females. Married women, in particular, were often expected to 

prioritize the welfare of their husband's family and suppress their own desires, a burden that could lead to 

emotional distress and difficulties in adjusting to married life, especially for those who had experienced a 

more privileged upbringing. The novel vividly illustrates how marriage, within this patriarchal context, 

could function as a restrictive environment for women, demanding obedience and the stifling of personal 

needs. 

Maya's character becomes a central figure in understanding the conflict against these deeply ingrained 

patriarchal norms and expectations. She is depicted as a highly sensitive and emotional woman who deeply 

yearns for love, affection, and understanding within her marriage to Gautama. However, Gautama embodies 

the detached and rational patriarchal ideal, creating a fundamental discord between Maya's emotional needs 

and her husband's capacity to fulfill them. Possessing a pronounced "feminine sensibility," Maya's 

imaginative and deeply emotional nature clashes with the prevailing patriarchal order, leading to a struggle 

to reconcile her inner world with the external expectations placed upon her. Her oversensitivity and 

difficulty in navigating the practical aspects of her husband's world result in feelings of dejection and 

profound loneliness. Ultimately, Maya emerges as an individual actively resisting the constraints imposed 

by a gender-oriented tradition, embarking on a quest for her authentic self. Her experiences directly reflect 

the gendered oppression inherent in the patriarchal structure of society, highlighting her isolation and the 

suppression of her fundamental emotional requirements. The narrative underscores the tension between a 

woman's intrinsic emotional landscape and the limiting expectations of a male-dominated society, revealing 

the significant psychological distress that arises from this fundamental conflict. 

The theme of silenced voices and female marginalization is poignantly explored through Maya's experiences 

within her marriage and the broader societal framework depicted in Cry, the Peacock. Gautama's consistent 

dismissal of Maya's emotional needs and desires as unreasonable exemplifies the silencing of women's 

perspectives within a patriarchal marital structure. This dismissal not only invalidates Maya's feelings but 

also underscores the societal tendency to devalue women's emotional experiences when they deviate from 

rational, male-centric norms. The lack of meaningful communication and genuine understanding between 

Maya and Gautama leads to her profound loneliness and desolation. This isolation within her home mirrors 

the broader marginalization of women within the domestic sphere, where their inner lives and emotional 

well-being are often overlooked or considered secondary to the needs of their husbands and families. 

Literary analyses of postcolonial texts, including Cry, the Peacock, suggest that women often employ 

"silence" as a powerful means of expressing their marginalized status and resisting societal prescriptions. In 

this context, Maya's internal turmoil and unspoken anguish, often likened to the cries of peacocks, can be 

interpreted not as a mere absence of voice but as a form of silent protest against her marginalized position. 

Even her expressed desire for death is described as "thunder in the silence," emphasizing the potent, 

unspoken meaning embedded within her quiet suffering. The novel explicitly addresses female marginality 

as a central concern, highlighting Maya's feelings of insignificance and her struggle against patriarchal 

structures that deny women access to significant human experiences and fail to acknowledge the validity of 

their perspectives. The oppressive patriarchal system denies Maya the space to articulate her inner world, 

leading to profound anguish and a desperate yearning for self-integration, often sought through a connection 

with nature. The consistent lack of fulfillment of her emotional desires and the breakdown of 

communication with Gautama contribute significantly to Maya's deteriorating mental state, illustrating the 

damaging psychological consequences of being consistently silenced and unheard. The narrative portrays 

the silencing of women's emotional and personal needs within a patriarchal framework as a profound form 

of oppression, resulting in feelings of marginalization, isolation, and severe psychological distress for 

characters like Maya. Maya's "oriental silence" can be viewed as a form of resistance against the sexual 

discrimination she faces, her internal anguish serving as an unspoken rebellion against her marginalized 
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existence. 

Anita Desai skillfully employs a range of symbols and literary devices to effectively convey the themes of 

gendered oppression and the psychological impact of silenced voices on Maya. The central motif of the 

peacock's cry resonates deeply with Maya's emotional state, symbolizing her inner anguish, her intense 

yearning for love, and the overarching themes of life intertwined with the inevitability of death. Desai's 

distinct symbolist style and her adept use of imagery serve to illuminate the inner struggles and complex 

psychological states of her characters, particularly Maya's gradual descent into mental instability. The very 

name "Maya" carries symbolic weight within a Hindu context, signifying "illusion," which can be linked to 

her increasingly distorted perception of reality under the weight of oppression. Natural imagery plays a 

crucial role in reflecting Maya's turbulent emotions, her profound sense of isolation, and her growing 

obsession with both sensuality and death, further underscoring the themes of oppression and psychological 

distress. 

Desai's narrative techniques, including the prominent use of stream of consciousness, flashbacks, and free 

indirect discourse, provide readers with direct access to Maya's innermost thoughts and feelings of 

oppression, effectively portraying the experience of having a silenced voice. Through vivid imagery, 

metaphors, and symbols, Desai objectifies Maya's subjective experiences and her internal battles, with 

symbols like the window and lizards representing her desperate yearning for liberation. Analyzing the novel 

through a psychoanalytical lens further reveals how these literary devices serve to uncover the deeper 

psychological truths about the impact of oppression on Maya's psyche. 

To further illustrate the themes of silenced voices and the psychological impact of gender inequality, an 

examination of specific passages and dialogues from Cry, the Peacock is essential. Maya's internal 

monologues frequently reveal her deep yearning for emotional connection and her profound frustration with 

Gautama's persistent detachment. For instance, her reflections on her childhood, filled with the affection of 

her father, stand in stark contrast to the emotional aridity of her marriage, highlighting her unmet needs and 

the silencing of her desire for a similar intimacy with her husband. Dialogues where Gautama dismisses 

Maya's feelings as irrational or overly sentimental exemplify the societal tendency to invalidate women's 

emotional experiences. Maya's desperate attempts to communicate her fears, particularly those related to the 

astrological prophecy and her longing for a more passionate and engaged relationship are consistently met 

with Gautama's philosophical detachment or outright indifference, showcasing the profound silencing of her 

voice within the marital dynamic. Passages describing Maya's increasing mental instability and her 

symbolic identification with the suffering of the peacocks further underscore the psychological toll of 

gender inequality and her inability to articulate her inner turmoil in a way that is understood or validated by 

those around her. 

In conclusion, Cry, the Peacock offers a powerful portrayal of gendered oppression and silenced voices 

within the socio-cultural context of 1960s India. The novel vividly depicts the stifling impact of patriarchal 

societal expectations on women, particularly within the confines of marriage. Maya's experiences serve as a 

poignant illustration of the theme of silenced voices and the detrimental psychological consequences of 

female marginalization. Anita Desai's masterful use of symbolism and narrative techniques effectively 

conveys these themes, immersing the reader in Maya's internal world and highlighting the profound 

disconnect between her emotional needs and the patriarchal realities she faces. Cry, the Peacock remains a 

significant work for its nuanced exploration of the psychological impact of gendered oppression and the 

enduring struggle for women's voices to be heard within restrictive social structures. 
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Table 1.1 

 

Characteristic Maya Gautama 

Emotional 

Expression 
  Sensitive, Yearning for love, Obsessive Detached, Rational, Philosophical 

Outlook on Life 
  Emotional, Imaginative, Focused on 

personal connection 

Pragmatic, Objective, Focused on 

intellectual pursuits and detachment 

Response to Maya's 

Needs 

  Dismissed as irrational, Understood as                    

childish, Met with indifference       

Indifferent, Dismissive of emotional 

needs, Offers philosophical advice 

Role within Marriage 
  Submissive role expected, Resists through 

emotional outbursts 

Dominant, Patriarchal, Views marriage 

as an adjustment 

 

 

 

Table 1.2 

 

Symbol Significance in Relation to Gendered 

Oppression and Silenced Voices 

Peacock's Cry Represents Maya's inner anguish, yearning 

for love and connection, and the 

intertwined themes of life and death, 

mirroring her emotional turmoil and 

unfulfilled desires within a restrictive 

marriage. 

The Moon Symbolizes Maya's isolation, emotional 

instability, and connection to a more 

imaginative, less rational world, contrasting 

with Gautama's pragmatic view and 

highlighting her marginalized perspective. 

Dust Storm Represents impending doom, the destructive 

forces within Maya's psyche as a result of 

her oppression, and the breakdown of her 

sanity under the weight of societal and 

marital pressures. 

Toto (the dog) Represents Maya's unfulfilled maternal 

instincts and her need for emotional 

connection, highlighting the lack of such 

connection with her husband and her 

subsequent feelings of loss and isolation. 
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