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Abstract 
Anita Desai is widely regarded as one of the most significant figures in Indian English literature, particularly for her profound 
exploration of human psychology and emotional complexity. Her works are distinguished by their focus on the inner lives of characters, 
especially women who struggle within restrictive social and cultural frameworks. The novel Cry, the Peacock (1963), her debut work, 
stands as a landmark in psychological fiction and presents a deeply moving portrayal of the suppression and isolation experienced by 
women in a patriarchal society. This paper seeks to analyse the various dimensions of female oppression as depicted through the 
character of Maya, the protagonist of the novel. Maya is portrayed as a sensitive, imaginative, and emotionally intense woman who finds 
herself trapped in a loveless and unfulfilling marriage with Gautama, a rational and emotionally detached husband. The lack of emotional 
communication and understanding in their relationship intensifies Maya’s sense of alienation and loneliness. Cry, the Peacock serves as a 
powerful critique of the social structures that confine women and remains a significant contribution to feminist and psychological 
literature in India. 
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Introduction 
Anita Desai is a pioneering figure in Indian English literature 
whose works are distinguished by their deep psychological 
insight and sensitive portrayal of human emotions. Her fiction 
is primarily concerned with the inner emotional lives of 
individuals, particularly women who find themselves 
confined within rigid and restrictive social structures. Unlike 
many traditional novelists who emphasize external events, 
action, and social realism, Desai turns inward, focusing on the 
complexities of the human psyche, emotional conflicts, and 
the subtle nuances of personal relationships. Her writing 
marks a significant shift in Indian fiction toward 
psychological realism and introspection. One of her most 
celebrated early works, Cry, the Peacock (1963), stands as a 
landmark novel in Indian English literature for its intense 
exploration of the female psyche. The novel departs from 
conventional storytelling by concentrating on the mental and 
emotional state of its protagonist, Maya, rather than on 
external plot developments. Through Maya’s character, Desai 
presents a deeply moving account of a woman trapped in a 
loveless and emotionally barren marriage, highlighting the 
lack of communication and understanding between husband 
and wife. 
The novel also reflects the broader socio-cultural realities of 
Indian society, particularly the patriarchal framework that 
governs women’s lives. In such a system, women are often 

expected to conform to traditional roles of obedience, silence, 
and self-sacrifice, with little regard for their emotional or 
psychological well-being. Their desires, fears, and aspirations 
are frequently suppressed, leading to a sense of alienation and 
loss of identity. Maya’s experience is not merely personal but 
symbolic of the condition of many women who suffer in 
silence within the confines of domestic life. Through Maya’s 
tragic journey, Anita Desai exposes the harsh realities of 
female suppression and highlights the urgent need for 
emotional understanding, personal freedom, and recognition 
of women’s individuality. Cry, the Peacock not only serves as 
a psychological study but also as a subtle yet powerful 
critique of patriarchal norms, making it a significant and 
enduring work in feminist literature. 
 
Objectives of the Study 
The present research aims to: 
i). To analyse the theme of suppression of women in Cry, 

the Peacock.  
ii). To examine the psychological isolation experienced by 

the protagonist Maya.  
iii). To explore the impact of patriarchal norms on women’s 

identity and mental health.  
iv). To study the role of marital relationships in shaping 

female experiences.  
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v). To evaluate Anita Desai’s narrative style and its 
effectiveness in portraying inner conflict.  

vi). To interpret the novel from a feminist perspective.  
 
Research Methodology 
This research is based on a qualitative and analytical 
approach. 
• Primary Source: The main text, Cry, the Peacock, is 

used for close reading and textual analysis.  
• Secondary Sources: Critical essays, literary journals, 

and scholarly articles are referred to for deeper 
understanding.  

• Method of Analysis:  
 Thematic analysis (suppression, isolation, identity 

crisis)  
 Psychological analysis of the protagonist  
 Feminist critical approach  

 
Background of the Novel- 
Published in 1963, Cry, the Peacock is Anita Desai’s first 
novel and a significant contribution to Indian English fiction. 
It focuses on Maya, a young woman who is deeply sensitive 
and emotionally intense. The narrative revolves around: 
• A troubled marriage  
• A prophecy predicting death  
• Emotional alienation  
• Gradual psychological collapse  
 
The novel is not plot-driven but character-driven, 
emphasizing Maya’s inner world. 
 
Suppression of Women in the Novel- 
• Patriarchal Structure and Marriage: In Cry, the 

Peacock, Anita Desai presents marriage as a crucial site 
where patriarchal values are reinforced and sustained. 
Maya’s marriage to Gautama reflects a rigid and 
traditional patriarchal structure in which the husband 
occupies a position of authority while the wife is 
expected to be submissive and compliant. Gautama is 
portrayed as a man of logic and reason, emotionally 
detached and intellectually oriented. His personality 
stands in stark contrast to Maya’s sensitive and emotional 
nature, creating a deep imbalance in their relationship. 
Gautama consistently dismisses Maya’s fears and 
anxieties as irrational and insignificant, refusing to 
engage with her emotional needs. His inability or 
unwillingness to provide emotional support intensifies 
Maya’s sense of neglect. Instead of attempting to 
understand her psychological state, he expects her to 
conform to his worldview, which values reason over 
emotion. This lack of empathy transforms their marriage 
into a space of control rather than companionship. Maya 
is not treated as an equal partner but as someone who 
must adjust and remain silent, reflecting the broader 
condition of women in a patriarchal society where their 
voices are often disregarded. 

• Emotional Suppression: Emotional suppression is one 
of the most significant aspects of Maya’s suffering in the 
novel. From the beginning, it is evident that Maya longs 
for love, affection, and emotional intimacy—basic human 
needs that remain unfulfilled in her marriage. Her 
husband’s indifference and emotional distance deepen 
her loneliness, making her feel abandoned even within 
the confines of her own home. Maya’s attempts to 
communicate her fears, particularly her anxiety about the 

prophetic prediction, are met with cold rationality and 
dismissal. As a result, she is forced to internalize her 
emotions rather than express them. Society further 
reinforces this suppression by discouraging women from 
voicing dissatisfaction or challenging their 
circumstances. Women are expected to endure silently, 
prioritizing social harmony over personal well-being. 
This prolonged emotional suppression leads to intense 
internal conflict within Maya. Her unexpressed feelings 
accumulate, creating psychological tension and 
instability. Desai effectively illustrates how emotional 
neglect can be as damaging as physical confinement, 
gradually eroding an individual’s mental health and sense 
of self. 

• Identity Crisis: Maya’s emotional suppression and lack 
of recognition as an individual contribute significantly to 
her identity crisis. Throughout the novel, she is defined 
primarily in relation to others—especially as a wife—
rather than as an independent individual with her own 
desires and aspirations. Her personal identity is 
overshadowed by societal expectations that dictate how a 
woman should behave within marriage. Her desires, 
thoughts, and emotional needs are consistently ignored, 
leaving her unable to assert her individuality. She finds 
herself caught between her inner world, filled with 
imagination and sensitivity, and the external world, 
which demands conformity and restraint. This conflict 
creates a deep sense of confusion and fragmentation 
within her psyche. Maya’s struggle reflects a broader 
issue faced by many women in patriarchal societies, 
where personal identity is often sacrificed in favor of 
prescribed roles. The inability to reconcile her inner self 
with societal expectations intensifies her psychological 
distress, ultimately contributing to her mental breakdown. 

 
Isolation in the Novel- 
• Psychological Isolation: Psychological isolation is a 

central theme in the novel and is most vividly 
experienced by Maya. She feels profoundly disconnected 
not only from those around her but also from reality 
itself. Her thoughts become increasingly obsessive, 
revolving around the prophecy that predicts death in her 
marriage. This fear gradually consumes her mind, 
distancing her from the external world. Maya’s 
heightened sensitivity and imagination, which could have 
been sources of creativity and emotional richness, instead 
become sources of anxiety and distress due to the lack of 
emotional support. Her inner world becomes both a 
refuge and a prison—while it provides an escape from 
her immediate surroundings, it also traps her in a cycle of 
fear and obsession. Desai’s use of stream of 
consciousness effectively captures Maya’s mental state, 
allowing readers to experience her psychological 
isolation firsthand. The gradual progression from anxiety 
to madness highlights the devastating impact of 
prolonged emotional neglect and internalized fear. 

• Social Isolation: In addition to psychological isolation, 
Maya also suffers from social isolation. Despite living in 
a comfortable and privileged environment, she lacks 
meaningful human connections. Her interactions with 
others are limited and superficial, offering no real 
emotional support or companionship. Her relationship 
with her husband is marked by a lack of communication, 
and she does not have friends or family members with 
whom she can share her thoughts and feelings. This 
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absence of a supportive social network intensifies her 
loneliness and sense of alienation. Even within her own 
home—a space that should provide comfort and 
security—Maya feels like an outsider. This aspect of 
isolation emphasizes that loneliness is not merely a result 
of physical separation but can exist even in the presence 
of others. Desai highlights how emotional and social 
disconnection can be deeply damaging, particularly for 
individuals who are already vulnerable. 

• Symbolism of the Peacock: The symbol of the peacock 
plays a crucial role in reinforcing the themes of 
suppression and isolation in the novel. The cry of the 
peacock is a recurring motif that reflects Maya’s inner 
anguish and emotional turmoil. Traditionally associated 
with beauty and grace, the peacock in this context 
becomes a symbol of pain, longing, and unfulfilled 
desire. The peacock’s cry represents a desperate call for 
connection and expression, mirroring Maya’s own 
suppressed emotions. It also serves as a reminder of the 
inevitability of suffering and the looming presence of 
tragedy. The association of the peacock with the 
prophetic theme further intensifies the sense of 
impending doom. Through this powerful symbolism, 
Desai deepens the emotional impact of the narrative, 
allowing readers to understand Maya’s suffering on a 
more profound level. The peacock becomes not just a 
symbol but an extension of Maya’s psyche, embodying 
her pain, isolation, and ultimate fate. 

 
Psychological Breakdown 
In Cry, the Peacock, the psychological breakdown of Maya 
forms the emotional and thematic core of the narrative. Anita 
Desai carefully traces the gradual disintegration of Maya’s 
mental state, showing that her collapse is not sudden or 
accidental but the result of prolonged emotional neglect, inner 
conflict, and social repression. One of the primary causes of 
Maya’s breakdown is her obsessive fear of death, rooted in a 
childhood prophecy that predicts the death of either her or her 
husband. This fear, instead of being alleviated through 
emotional support or rational reassurance, is intensified by her 
isolation and her husband’s indifference. Over time, the fear 
grows into an uncontrollable obsession that dominates her 
thoughts and distorts her perception of reality. As Maya’s 
mental condition deteriorates, she begins to lose control over 
her thoughts. Her imagination, once a source of sensitivity 
and creativity, turns into a mechanism of anxiety and 
paranoia. She becomes increasingly trapped in her own mind, 
unable to distinguish between reality and illusion. Her 
thoughts become fragmented, repetitive, and filled with dread, 
reflecting her deep psychological instability. Ultimately, this 
intense mental pressure culminates in a tragic act—the murder 
of her husband. This act is not merely an expression of 
violence but a symbolic release of her repressed emotions and 
frustrations. It represents a desperate attempt to break free 
from the suffocating conditions of her existence. Maya’s 
psychological breakdown thus illustrates the devastating 
consequences of emotional neglect, isolation, and the denial 
of individuality 
 
Feminist Perspective 
From a feminist perspective, Cry, the Peacock serves as a 
powerful critique of the traditional roles and expectations 
imposed on women in a patriarchal society. Anita Desai 
subtly yet effectively exposes the ways in which women are 
marginalized, silenced, and denied emotional fulfilment. 

Maya, the protagonist, can be seen as a representation of the 
silenced female voice. Despite her intense emotions and inner 
richness, she is unable to express herself freely within her 
marriage or society. Her thoughts and feelings are either 
ignored or dismissed, leaving her without a platform for self-
expression. She also embodies the emotional victim of 
patriarchy. Her husband’s dominance, emotional detachment, 
and intellectual superiority reflect a system in which male 
perspectives are valued over female experiences. Maya’s 
suffering is not acknowledged as legitimate, highlighting the 
lack of empathy and understanding within patriarchal 
relationships. At the same time, Maya’s character reflects the 
struggle for autonomy and self-identity. She yearns for 
emotional connection, recognition, and freedom, but these 
desires remain unfulfilled due to societal constraints. Her 
tragic end can be interpreted as both a consequence of 
oppression and a form of resistance against it. Through 
Maya’s story, Desai emphasizes how societal expectations—
such as obedience, silence, and self-sacrifice—can suffocate 
women’s individuality and severely impact their mental 
health. The novel thus becomes a significant feminist text that 
questions and challenges traditional gender roles. 
 
Narrative Technique and Style 
Anita Desai’s narrative technique and style play a crucial role 
in conveying the themes of suppression, isolation, and 
psychological conflict in the novel. Her writing is marked by 
a strong emphasis on interiority, allowing readers to deeply 
engage with Maya’s mental and emotional state. One of the 
most important techniques used by Desai is the stream of 
consciousness, which provides direct insight into Maya’s 
thoughts and feelings. This technique enables readers to 
experience her fears, anxieties, and obsessions in an intimate 
and immediate way, making her psychological turmoil more 
vivid and impactful. Desai also makes extensive use of 
imagery, creating rich and evocative descriptions that reflect 
Maya’s emotional landscape. Natural elements, colours, and 
sensory details are used to mirror her inner state, enhancing 
the overall mood of the novel. 
Symbolism is another key feature of Desai’s style. Symbols 
such as the peacock, the prophecy, and elements of nature add 
layers of meaning to the narrative, reinforcing the themes of 
suffering, isolation, and impending tragedy. Furthermore, the 
novel is grounded in psychological realism, focusing on the 
inner experiences of the character rather than external events. 
The plot is secondary to the exploration of Maya’s 
consciousness, making the novel a deeply introspective and 
character-driven work. Desai’s poetic language, combined 
with her introspective narrative style, creates a powerful and 
immersive reading experience, allowing readers to fully 
comprehend the depth of Maya’s suffering.  
 
Conclusion 
Cry, the Peacock is a profound and compelling exploration of 
the suppression and isolation of women in Indian society. 
Through the tragic story of Maya, Anita Desai reveals the 
deep psychological consequences of emotional neglect, 
patriarchal dominance, and the loss of personal identity. The 
novel highlights how women’s emotional needs are often 
overlooked and how societal expectations force them into 
roles that deny their individuality. Maya’s suffering is not just 
personal but representative of a larger social reality in which 
women are silenced and marginalized. As a work of both 
feminist and psychological fiction, Cry, the Peacock occupies 
a significant place in Indian English literature. It not only 
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provides insight into the inner world of its protagonist but also 
serves as a critique of the social structures that contribute to 
her downfall. The novel remains a timeless reminder of the 
importance of empathy, emotional understanding, and 
individual freedom. 
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