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Abstract

This paper is an analysis of the institution of marriage in the novel Cry, the Peacock (1963) as an alienating
patriarchal institution, in which there is an emotional neglect, a power imbalance and a systematic
silencing of emotional needs of the female character. In the feminist reading and in close reading of the
text, the paper uses the theories of Simone de Beauvoir's "the Other" and Elaine Showalter's gynocriticism
as the methodological framework to claim that Maya's psychological breakdown is not from her personal
neurosis, but rather the direct effects of the oppressive and negative conditions of her marriage. The paper
interacts with the critical works of Aruna and Peruvalluthi, Varshney, Kousalya and Prabhakaran, Gore
and Dar to fit into the vast discussion on alienation and feminist interpretations on Desai's fiction. The key
theme is that marriage in cry the peacock is not a place of companionship and mutual fulfilment, but is the
main institutional cause for Maya's alienation and ultimate mental breakdown, thus marking Desai as a
strong critic of the traditional institution of marriage in a patriarchal society.

Keywords: Anita Desai, Cry, the Peacock, marriage, patriarchal oppression, female alienation, emotional
neglect.

1. Introduction

No one could have more of a unique and significant place in the tradition of Indian writing in English than
Anita Desai. Desai was far more introspective than several of her contemporaries who focused on social,
political and historical aspects of Indian life in their fiction, placing her emphasis on the inner lives of her
characters and especially on the psychological and emotional lives of women. Gore comments that Desai
attempts to look into the psychology of her female protagonists as she feels that the inner life of any
woman determines her character more than the outer life of the world (Gore 1). This is a dedication to
interiority -- to the portrayal of feeling, consciousness, subjectivity -- that makes Desai one of the
psychologically most sophisticated novelists in the Indian literary tradition, and it is this dedication that
gives Cry, the Peacock her remarkable and enduring power when she published her first novel in 1963.
Cry, the Peacock is a tale of Maya, an emotionally sensitive young woman who is married to the older,
rational and emotionally detached Gautama, a lawyer. The novel is almost entirely narrated in Maya's
mind, where she shares her inner psychological world with a reader who is granted direct and intimate
access to Maya's mind, through a stream-of-consciousness approach. Maya and Gautama's marriage is
central to the novel and, far from being warm and mutually satisfying, it is cold, silent and most of all,
emotionally unfulfilling. This marriage, and the circumstances it puts Maya in, is what this current paper
will explore.
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The novel's issue from a feminist viewpoint is the issue of how marriage affects women. Maya comes into
marriage with needs and desires that are all human and all reasonable, the need to be understood, the need
to be loved, the need to be viewed as a full human being, not as a rational and detached person's accessory.
The denial of these needs is institutionalized within marriage, as Desai describes it, and is the denial over
four years that wields Maya's alienation and ultimately her destruction. In this paper, it is argued that
marriage in Cry, the Peacock does not provide a place of companionship or mutual fulfilment but is a
patriarchal institution which creates female alienation by emotionally depriving women, by giving them a
place where they are not on par with their spouses, and by silencing women's emotions. Maya's distress
can not be blamed on her, but is the fault of a structural mismatch between the institution of marriage,
organized by patriarchal society, and the complete humanity of women.

2. Literature Review

There are a wealth of critical discussions about Cry, the Peacock, and the scholarship is diverse, so that
existing discussion will provide useful frameworks for the present argument. As this review will reveal,
however, although the themes of alienation, feminine sensibility, and feminist approaches to the novel
have all been discussed in the existing literature, none of them has treated marriage as the point of
oppression itself for an extended, focused period of time. The present paper aims at filling this gap.

One of the most detailed accounts of alienation in the novel is given by Aruna and Peruvalluthi in their
study, The theme of Alienation in Anita Desai's novel, Cry the Peacock. According to them, Desai's main
focus is on the isolated individual who lives in a desertified, forgotten life of personal deprivation, and
that the characters in her fictional world are alienated who struggle to adjust to reality (Aruna and
Peruvalluthi 1). Their analysis reveals that there are a number of factors that are responsible for Maya's
alienation, such as her over-sensitive disposition, her morbid thoughts on death, her lack of children and
her husband's emotional distancing from her and she places these factors against the backdrop of Indian
women's experience of marriage. They see Indian women as displaced from their family of origin at the
time of marriage and the ongoing struggle in the family of the husband and wife erodes women's freedom
(Aruna and Peruvalluthi 6). That's an important thought, but Aruna and Peruvalluthi do not use it to build
a sustained argument about marriage as a patriarchy, but rather about alienation as a psychological and
social theme.

In “Anita Desai's Novel Cry, the Peacock and Feminine Sensibility,” Varshney reads Maya in a
theoretically rich way, using the theories of Simone de Beauvoir and Melvin Seeman. According to
Varshney, drawing inspiration from de Beauvoir's position that woman is the Other, forced into living in
aworld that compels her to assume this role (Varshney 1), Varshney places Maya's alienation in a 'feminist
philosophical paradigm' that sees patriarchy as its cause. She also uses Seeman's five modes of alienation,
powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, social isolation, and self-estrangement to sketch out all
the spheres of Maya's mind state (\VVarshney 2). Theoretically rich and immediately relevant to the present
discussion, Varshney's analysis does not single out marriage as the place where such forms of alienation
are created and maintained.

In the paper "Self-Alienation in Anita Desai's Cry, the Peacock", Kousalya and Prabhakaran dwell on the
psychological aspects of Maya's condition, describing the symptoms of self-alienation and how Maya's
psychological illness worsens. Their analysis offers a rich description of the development of Maya's mental
breakdown and the pivotal scenes and events that signal her journey toward alienation from herself. Their
emphasis is mostly psychological, however, and although they recognize the influence of Maya's marriage
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on her unhappiness, they never build up a sustained argument that the institution of marriage itself is the
leading cause of her ailment.

In his paper 'Feministic Approach in Anita Desai's Cry, the Peacock’, Gore discusses the novel from a
predominantly feminist angle and concentrates on the larger theme of the patriarchy of the social and
cultural system. Gore suggests that Maya's murder is against a brutal social and materialistic system, and
she would like to be liberated from the bondage of custom and traditional norms and rules of society (Gore
3). This reading is pertinent to the current argument, but since Gore is interested in the social order as a
whole, the institution of marriage is not the central object of analysis.

Dar's paper, Feminine Sensibility in Anita Desai's Cry, the Peacock, presents a comprehensive description
of the relationship of Maya and Gautama as well as description of Maya's character and how she handles
it, and also gives an insightful description of the power dynamics and emotional neglect in their marriage.
Dar portrays Maya as a woman who doesn't fit in with Gautama's world, and, for her, the complete
economic reliance on Gautama means she feels quite insecure and powerless (2). This is an observation
of the oppressive aspects of Maya's marriage but does not build up into a sustained argument on marriage
as a patriarchal institution in Dar's paper.

The need for a new scholarship then is evident. All five papers identify marriage as a factor in Maya's
oppression, but none see marriage as the oppressive system itself, the particular system in which the power
of men produces alienation of women. The present paper attempts to fill this gap.

3. Problem Statement

The main issue which this paper seeks to discuss is the tendency to see Maya's suffering as a neurosis in
the critical readings of Cry, the Peacock, rather than as a result of the patriarchal institution of marriage.
If Maya's breakdown is taken as the result of her being overly sensitive, her obsession with death, or her
mental illness, the structural aspects of her situation are neglected. The difficulty with this is not only that
it is analytically incomplete, but that it is a repeat of the neglect of Maya's inner life that the novel itself
deems a source of her anguish. It is easy to misinterpret Maya's loneliness and isolation as her personal
neurosis, and to see her as a person who is "overreacting”, "unnecessarily emotional”, "stupid", or "reacting
as a child" when she does; to see her as that kind of person.It's easy to see Maya's loneliness and isolation
as her personal neurosis, to think of her as a person who is "overreacting”, "unnecessarily emotional”,
"stupid", or "reacting as a child," treating her emotional response as a sign that something is wrong with
her, that she is overreacting, and that she is too emotional.

This paper is based on the premise that marriage, as Desai describes it in Cry, the Peacock, is contrary to
women's emotional well being. It is not an accident of incompatibility, it is an integral part of it. The
marriage in the world of the novel is arranged on the basis of the idea of male-domination, female
subordination, emotional distancing, and economic dependence, while it systematically excludes women
from the conditions for psychological health and fulfillment. The reason that Maya breaks down isn't
because of her personal character, but because she has been subjected to four years of constant exposure
to an institution that was never supposed to embrace her humanity.

4. Methodology

This paper uses a qualitative descriptive text analysis method. Literary research requires qualitative
analysis as it enables a depth of interpretation and sensitivity to the nuances of language, imagery,
characterization and narrative structure which constitute the meaning of a literary text. There are no
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quantitative methods or empirical data collection used in the paper, and all evidence used is from the
primary text and the secondary critical sources mentioned above.

The theoretical framework of the paper is feminist literary criticism, two important concepts are
emphasized. Both are Simone de Beauvoir's notions of woman as "the Other", which she developed in The
Second Sex (1949), which have been applied to the novel by Varshney's critical reading. De Beauvoir's
theory that women are forced into a subordinate and secondary status to men offers a basis for
understanding the denial of emotions in Maya's marriage. The theory of the forced position of women as
subordinate and secondary to men is the philosophical basis to understand the denial of emotions in Maya's
marriage. The second is Elaine Showalter's notion of gynocriticism, a study of women writers' renderings
of female experience from the inside, which employs narrative techniques, like Desai's stream of
consciousness, that validate and centre female subjectivity.

The paper will emphasize upon the following moments in the novel where close reading is required: death
of Toto and Gautama's reaction to his death, the moment when Maya realizes that Gautama must die at
the sight of the moon, Maya's soliloquy on loneliness and the lack of communication, and the final
murderous episode when Gautama is Killed on the rooftop. These scenes have been chosen as they have
the strongest and clearest implications of female oppression in marriage as found in the novel.

5. Analysis

5.1 Temperamental Incompatibility and Age Based Power Imbalance

Maya's oppression in her marriage is rooted in the basic incompatibility between Maya's temperament and
Gautama's, exacerbated by the power imbalance inherent in their marriage that is caused by their ages. As
explained by Gore, the novel "Gore" is a story which is about the marital status which has been created
through the incompatibility between two characters who represent opposite outlooks on life (Gore 1).
Although this is true, it does not demonstrate the difference in their incompatibility in relation to Maya
and Gautama. They are opposites that place an advantage in favor of Gautama at the expense of Maya.
Varshney clearly explains the nature of this incompatibility: Maya is alienated from Gautama because he
is pragmatic, unromantic, unsentimental, and believes in detachment on every count, while Maya is highly
sensitive, gifted with poetic imagination and deeply emotional (Varshney 7). Where relationships are
structured by patriarchal norms, these differences do not result in a negotiated accommodation, they result
in a hierarchy in which Gautama's rationality is regarded as the norm, while Maya's emotionality is
regarded as deviance. Maya's feelings are not just different from Gautama's, they are discounted as less
valid, less serious and less worthy of being acknowledged. This hierarchy itself is an outgrowth of
patriarchy which has long identified reason with the male and emotion with the female, and has always
accorded greater status to reason than to emotion.

This hierarchy is manifested in both real and material ways through the difference in age between Maya
and Gautama. Varshney observes that by marrying a man twice her age, Maya had probably already
minimized her chances for a good husband-wife relationship (Varshney 7). Gautama is not just an
emotionally different lover, but an older, more socially mature, and more economically successful one.
By creating the age difference, Gautama becomes the rational, the child who is to be managed, and Maya
becomes the emotional, a child to be met, a woman to be treated as an equal. Aruna and Peruvalluthi depict
Gautama using the images of Desai's words: "He is like the mediator under the Bo tree, too squeamish to
discuss such things as love, with their horror of physical demands, and even spiritual demands of
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‘possession’ and 'rights’ (5). This picture portrays the detachment of Gautama not as wisdom, but as a
refusal; a refusal to join in with the humanity of the woman whom he has taken in marriage.

This incompatibility is evident in the way Dar is presented as the repercussions of Maya's realization that
the marriage is a battle to the death, one party must kill the other (Dar 2). The novel's main symbol of this
dynamic is the peacocks who destroy one another despite being passionately in love. Marriage is not a
place of fulfillment but a battlefield and a battlefield where the condition of marriage is determined by
patriarchal norms, which are always in favor of the man.

5.2 Emotional Neglect as Oppression

Emotional neglect is the most consistent and most debilitating kind of oppression Maya suffers at the
hands of Gautama — the withholding of acknowledgement, responding to, or caring for Maya's inner life.
This is not a dramatic, violent kind of neglect, it's a quiet, persistent kind of neglect, through the little
dismissals and little silences that accumulate over four years, and chip away at Maya's sense of herself as
a person whose feelings matter.

The best focus and most vivid example of this emotional neglect is when Maya's dog, Toto, dies. When
Toto died Maya was completely shaken, but Gautama didn't even try to comfort her, only with the problem
of what to do with the carcass (Aruna and Peruvalluthi 3). This is a devastatingly precise response.
Gautama doesn't ignore Maya's sadness, he just doesn't feel it. He's only concerned with the issue, the
body, and Maya is in a state of grief. The two reactions to the same incident are typical of the essential
incompleteness of their marriage: Gautama's world of action, rationality has no place for the emotional
reality of Maya, and he remains unaware that he's being indifferent.

This event is vividly captured in a story in the book of Gore, where Gautama's emotional detachment is
clearly expressed. He presented Maya with an opal ring to wear on her finger, and saw no translucent skin
below the blue flashing veins under the bridge of gold (Gore 2). Then he tells her to go to sleep and he
pens papers, without considering her soft willing (Gore 2) body and the lonely waiting mind waiting near
the bed. In the following passages, it is very clear that the man is physically present in the relationship,
but not emotionally there for her when she needs him. He provides her with physical possessions, jewelry,
a home, security, but unfortunately he cannot provide her with what she truly needs from him which is
emotional support.

It is clear that such emotional negligence in life can result in feelings of loneliness, which Varshney
describes as one of the longest-lasting symptoms of Maya's disease. She discovers her solitude in the
marital home, and whispers softly, “I am alone” (Varshney 7). It's not a grand recognition that it speaks
of, but a quiet, resigned one, more wounding for its quietness. In a literal sense Maya is not alone, she
lives in a shared home with her husband. But she is alone in just one way — she is alone because she is
truly known and truly cared for by another human being. This emotional isolation caused by the
circumstances of her marriage is the main reason she feels alienated, and eventually leads to her
psychological breakdown.

In the rewritten section of Maya's life in Dar, she narrates her personal experience of this disconnect. She'd
longed for a connection deeper than flesh — a connection of thought — and she'd longed to pass on to
Gautama the laughter and the emotion that swelled up in her, but those were the times when she
acknowledged the loneliness of the human soul and kept her mouth shut (Dar 2). This is a silence that she
does not choose for herself; on the contrary, it should have been accompanied by spoken words, and that
makes this one of the most powerful feminist messages conveyed in the novel. Maya finds herself
incapable of speaking out when there is nobody who will understand her. This silencing isn't dramatic
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censorship, it's the quiet, systematic impact of emotional neglect over an extended period of time.

5.3 Psychological Consequences: Alienation to collapse

The novel and critics track the psychology of the oppressive circumstances of Maya's marriage with great
precision. Varshney uses the five modes of alienation described by Seeman to show how Maya's situation
is manifesting itself at various levels: powerlessness, meaninglessness, normlessness, social isolation, and
self-estrangement (Varshney 2). These are all modes that she will have directly created out of her marriage.
She's powerless, as is a woman who can't change a husband, can't change a social situation, and can't walk
away from a marriage she's economically dependent on. The meaninglessness of her life is the
meaninglessness of her life when her emotional needs are ignored at all times. Her normlessness is the
experience of a woman whose sensitivities and longing for real connection are perceived as abnormal by
the social and marital norms in her world.

The albino prophecy, which states that either Maya or Gautama will die in the fourth year of their marriage,
compounds the already intolerable situation. As the witches' prophecy affects Macbeth, so does the
prophecy affect Maya, filling her consciousness with terror (Gore 2). But most importantly, Maya can't
share this terror with Gautama, who sees death no differently than a philosophical matter. The prophecy
is not what causes Maya to feel alienated, it is just a catalyst to make it worse and to speed it up, which
has already been underway since the circumstances of her marriage. It provides her with some focus for
her suffering, some story; it takes the vague psychological pain she experiences and focuses it, terrorising
her.

This is followed by the killing of Gautama on the roof of his house. While in a "maddening fury,” Maya
pushes her husband off the roof (Gore 2). This is the worst and most frightening result of her absolute
entrapment in marriage. It's not an act of reason or planning, it's the act of a mind pushed past its breaking
point and one that has no other way of asserting itself. Gore calls it a protest against a “callous social and
materialistic order” (Gore 3) and, as a feminist, it is fitting that he makes that identification. Maya's killing
of Gautama is no mere case of personal derangement, but the violent and tragic outcry of a woman who
will no longer allow herself to be oppressed under such conditions.

6. Conclusion

This paper has suggested that marriage in Cry, the Peacock is not a place of companionship and mutual
fulfilment, but is a patriarchy imposed environment causing female alienation through emotional
deprivation, age hierarchy and the systematic silencing of women's emotional needs. In the first place, the
paper has shown the necessity of close reading, by means of which key scenes in the novel can be analyzed
and explained; in the second place, it has found that Maya's breakdown is not due to her personal neurosis,
but is a direct and inevitable result of four years of constant emotional neglect in a marriage based on the
rule of the man.

The paper has demonstrated that the incompatibility between Maya and Gautama is not just a personal
incompatibility, but a structural incompatibility between a woman who is a full human being whose
emotional needs are just as legitimate, and an institution that refuses to acknowledge women's emotional
needs, on principle. It has proved that the emotional neglect Maya suffers from in her marriage, whether
from the lack of Gautama's emotional support in the aftermath of his wife's death, the fact that he never
took her loneliness into account or the lack of his ability to be her emotional partner, is a form of oppression
which is not less real because quiet and undramatic. It has followed the psychological effects of this
oppression through Seeman's five modes of alienation to the last catastrophe, Maya's murder of Gautama,
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and in this paper | will try to make it clear that this is not madness, but the tragic expression of a woman's
desperate refusal to remain invisible.

In this reading, Desai is clearly seen as a feminist writer, one who creates a feminist critique of marriage
that is relevant because of the unique context of Indian women's lives.

7. Contemporary Relevance

Desai's feminist critique of marriage is not only of historical importance. The cause of Maya's alienation
— emotional neglect, power difference on the age factor, economic dependence, and neglecting women's
emotional needs — is witnessed in many marriages of today's India and around the world. Current
discussions around emotional labor in marriage have highlighted the emotional expectations placed on
women's shoulders in marriage, and how their emotional demands are mostly neglected, underestimated
and not to be found in marriage. Maya's pleading voice, "I am alone," echoes over the years, and resonates
with women who are physically in the marriage but not emotionally.

It is also highly relevant to the current day discussion on women's mental health and domestic oppression
in modern-day India. Desai' links between marriage and psychological collapse of her female protagonist
anticipates contemporary research into the link between domestic emotional neglect and women's mental
health. The novel does not attribute Maya's condition — her anxiety, her obsessive thinking, her gradual
withdrawal from reality — to a woman's weakness, but rather to a rational and easily predicted reaction to
an intolerable situation. The insight gained in a fictional mode more than sixty years ago is still compelling
today in a world where the psychological pain of women in marriage is still more often due to her personal
failings than to the structural conditions that cause it.
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