
CRY, THE PEACOCK : A CONFESSIONAL 

DISCOURSE THAT EMPOWERS 

Cry, The Peacock (1963), the first novel of Anita Desai, broke new grounds in Indian 

English fiction by tempting the critics to pass comments on it in regard to its validity and 

worth. Darshan Singh Maini considers the novel as 'the most poetic and evocative Indo-

Anglian novel, next to Raja Rao's The Serpent and the Rope\ D S. Maini in K. K Sharma 

(ed.) 1977:217) S. Indira appreciates the novel as 'a literary extension of a rich imagination 

with incessant clusters of images' (S Indira 1994 :12 ). Prabhat Kumar Pandaya traces in 

the novel a conflict between two attitudes towards life - one fatalistic and the other rational 

and scientific (P. K. Pandaya in R. K. Dhawan (ed.) Vol. 3 1991: 80). Kalpana S. 

Wandrekar observes : 'The Forsterian aspect of rhythm as described in his Aspects of the 

Novel manifests itself in it' (Ibid : 47 ). Ravi Nandan Sinha argues that the novel reaffirms 

the validity of the Heracleitian doctrine that all living is essentially flux, and what is 

generally called 'being' is merely a change fi"om one state of consciousness to another. In 

his view, the apparent dichotomy between flux and fixity of life is resolved through Maya 

(R, N. Sinha in V. L. V. N. Kumar (ed.) 1997:76). However, these studies have little in 

common with my study,which construes the novel as a feminist discourse, empowering a 

hyper-sensitive heterosexual woman to condemn her husband to death when she is denied 

love and sexuality. 

Now it would not be an exaggeration to refer to Foucault's observation on 'right of 

death and power over hfe' in History of Sexuality, vol.-l (1978 trans. 1990:135-37). 

FoucauU observes that the father of the Roman family was granted by the ancient patria 

potestas the absolute right to dispose of the life of his children and his slaves. Just as he had 

given them life, so he could take it away. In classical period, the sovereign enjoyed the 

same power over his subjects, though not in an absolute and unconditional way - only in 
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cases where the sovereign's very existence was in jeopardy. If he were threatened by 

external enemies who sought to overthrow or contest his rights, he could then legitimately 

wage war, and require his subjects to take part in the defense of the state. In other words, 

without directly proposing their death, he was empowered to expose their life. In this 

respect, he wielded an indirect power over their life and death. Again, the ancient right to 

take life or let live was replaced by a power to foster or disallow it to the point of death, as a 

result of which suicide was considered as a crime and was forbidden, since it was a way to 

usurp the power of death which the sovereign alone, whether the one here below or Lord 

above, had the right to exercise. But in course of time, suicide has come to be used as a 

private right that limits the political right that assigns itself the task of administering life. 

Foucault's observation above can be adapted to analyse this novel in order to resurrect the 

'subjugated knowledge ' of a hyper-sensitive young married woman in respect of her sexual 

repression and her husband's unpardonable indifference towards her. The knowledge is 

produced by her confessional discourse in which she represents herself as a duplicitous 

woman and thereby accrues power to herself and thereafter brings her action into alignment 

with god Shiva, the destroyer of evil, in order to gain the position of strength towards the 

killing of her husband, unresponsive to her sexuality and desire for love. After the murder 

of her husband, she commits suicide. Here it may be argued that in the structure of the 

patriarchal society women have been denied power of life and death on the ground that they 

can not produce life, though they have reproductive power. On the contrary, their well-

being and security have always been undertaken by man. On this assumption, power over 

life and death has ever come to be devolved on man. But in this novel, Maya is empowered 

to take her husband's life, and exercises the 'right of death' over her own life and thereby 

challenges the validity and stability of hegemonic patriarchal assumption of woman. 

In the triptyche structure of the novel, Part-I and Part- III occupy very small space 

covering three and eleven pages respectively. Both are in Third person narration focusing 

on the death of Maya's pet dog and Maya's suicide. Part-II is in the First person narration 

covering a large space in which the discursive ' F allows Maya to take the subject position 

for the articulation of her repressed voice through the construction of a confessional 

discourse. The duplicitous woman that she constructs herself in the discourse is 'one whose 
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consciousness is opaque to man, whose mind will not let itself be penetrated by phallic 

probings of masculine thought and who has a different story to tell' (Gilbert and Gubar in 

Toril Moi, 1985 : 58). Phallic criticism may dismiss the truth-claim of Maya's discourse by 

labeling it as that of an insane woman. But in feminist perspective, her discourse has 

validity and worth. 

Part-I narrates the situation that forces Maya to critique her past and present life and 

decide a course of action to free herself from her husband's governability. In this part Maya 

is constructed as a highly sensitive and dependent woman, reacting hysterically to the death 

of her pet dog, Tota. But Gautama is as much indifferent to the death of the dog as to his 

wife. His indifference to his wife seems to echo Bhatrihari's attitude to woman : 

Remembered she will bring remorse; seen she makes the mind unclean; touched she nearly 

drives one mad; why call such a creature dear ? (Bhartrihari 600 A D cited in Suniana 

Singh, 1994 : 9 ). 

In Part-II aloneness and distance from her husband compel Maya to sink into her 

childhood and adolescence, and through a review of the past she discovers that the natural 

growth of her femininity was interfered by her doting father. As she confesses ; 

My childhood was one in which much was excluded, which grew steadily more restricted, 

uimatural even, and in which I lived as a toy princess in a toy world (89). 

Through this confession Maya claims that in the exclusionary cultural practices of her 

father, her femininity was produced in accordance with her father's male desires. Her 

childhood, as she confesses, was given a dream-like quality by leading her into a world of 

fairytales through the acts of reading by her father, an inveterate reader ; 

As a child, I enjoyed, princess-Uke, a sumptuous fere of the fetitasies of the Arabian Nights, 

the glories and bravado of Indian mythology, long and astounding tales of princes and regal 

queens, Jackels and tigers, and, being my father's dau^ter, of the lovely English and Irish 

feiry tales as well, that were read out to me by him, that inveterate reader aloud, so that a 

doll dress in pink I named Rose rather than Gulab, and the guards of Buckingham Palace 

were nearly as real to me as the uniformed cavalry officers who practised, in a magnificent 
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vertigo of yellow dust, on the maidan in the army cantonment where I was sometimes taken 

for a drive, in the evenings (43 ). 

"Fairy-tales', as Karen E. Rowe observes, 'are not just entertaining fantasies but 

powerfiil transmitters of romantic myths which encourage to internalize only aspirations 

deemed appropriate to (their) real sexual functions within a patriarchy" (cited in K. K. 

Ruthven, 1985 :80 ). Not only that, "they are', according to Marcia R. Leibesman, 'training 

manuals for girls which serve to acculturate woman to traditional roles. A girl principally 

learns from the fairy tales that she is by nature a passive creature, like the princess who 

waits patiently on top of the glass Hill for the first man to climb it. She also learns that she 

is symbolically dead until brought to life by the man who will be man in her life. 

Submissive and helpless, she must expect to drift from one kind of dependency to another 

without ever exercising her autonomy, her consciousness of which has never been raised" 

(Ibid ; 80). Maya was no exception to that case. She grew under the shadow of her father 

and internalized all romantic aspirations appropriate to her real sexual ftmction. Passive, 

submissive and dependent that Maya was, she was never made to dream of a life beyond 

the Hindu patriarchal ideology 

Pita raksati kaumarye bharta raksati youvane raksanti sthavire putraU na Stri svatantryam 

arhati ( Manu Smrti). The father looks after her during childhood, the husband protects her 

during youth, and the sons take care of her when she becomes old. The woman is never fit 

for freedom (Cited in S. Singh (ed.) 1991 . 98 ) 

But her feminine self, though acculturated in Brahmin culture,, got fractured by the 

discursive pressure of an astrological discourse constructed by the albino-astrologer who 

prophesied that in the fourth year of their marriage one of them would die 'by unnatural 

causes' ( 30 ). It created such a great fear in her delicate self that she abjured marriage . 'I 

will never marry' ( 3 1 ) . But again her father enjoined her to mould her self in accordance 

with the circumstances and leave the rest to the fate. And in order to dispel the fear of death 

from her mind, he burnt the horoscope. From that very day he never uttered the word 

astrology or palmistry in her presence. But what is observed is that though her father made 

sincere attempts at driving the fear of death away from her mind through the acts of burning 

27 



the horoscope and exhortation about surrender to fate, the fear of death lay repressed in the 

inner structure of her mind to surface in no time. 

Anyway, Maya toed her father's line without a feeble protest lest she should be 

deprived of his love and protection. On the contrary, her brother Arjuna refused to be 

moulded by her father's cultural codes, so he rebelled out of the perfectionist realm of her 

despot father. Adapting Kate Millett we may say that in that Brahmin patriarchy dominance 

was made on the basis of two-fold principles . (1) Male shall dominate female. ( 2 ) Older 

male shall dominate younger ( Kate Millet 1969, Repr. 1971:25). Arjuna could free himself 

from the dominance of his father. But Maya could not, because she internalized a life of 

submission in such an ingrained way that it became a ' second nature' to her. As a result, 

she began to depend more and more on her father. This was why, as she confesses, she 

could not but accept her father's proposal: 

That I marry this tall, stooped and knowledgeable friend of his, one might have said that our 

marriage was grounded upon the friendship of the two men, and the mutual respect in which 

they held each other rather than upon anything else (40). 

Maya hoped her husband would love her with equal intensity as her father did and 

fulfil her long cherished romantic aspirations : 'contact, relationship and communion' (18 ). 

But after marriage she gets the obverse result : 'no one else loves me as my father does' 

(46). She observes Gautama is impatient of sentiment and emotion; he is ascetic to the point 

of being intolerant and indifferent to feminine charms and even shrinks from them. Maya 

cannot make him understand how.much the nights, filled with fragrances of several flowers, 

are important for their conjugal life. She feels that her femininity ,which was produced 

within the Brahmin familial structure, is now going to be repressed and fissured in the non-

Brahmin familial structure. She suffers from both the excesses of sickly selfish love 

showered upon her by her father ['there is oil enough, too much of it - it has drowned the 

wick' (30)] and the total lack of it from her husband who is devoid of all sorts of emotion. 

Coincidentally, Maya's pet-dog dies in the fourth year of their marriage. For a childless 

woman like Maya, the dog was something more than an animal. It was 'no less a 
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relationship than that of a woman and her child ' (10). Through that relationship she 

achieved a sense of wholeness. But with the demise of the dog, the sense of wholeness gets 

shattered. Aloneness and loneliness pounce on her. Love, understanding and communion or 

'jouissance'can retrieve the fragmented feminine self "Jouissance', according to Lacan, 'is a 

mysterious state of sexual joy, an erotic satisfaction which dissolves the boundaries of self 

and other" (Anthony Elliot, 1994 : 135 ). But all these panaceas are denied her, first by her 

husband's cold intellectuality and then by his age. Her longing for the sensuous enjoyment 

of life is again repressed by his liberal doses of the Gita philosophy of non-attachment; 

From attachment arises longing and from longing anger is bom. From anger arises delusion; 

from delusion, loss of memory is caused. From loss of memory the discriminative faculty is 

ruined and from the ruin of discrimination, he perishes (112 ). 

Not only this, her eflflisive emotionality is always countered by Gautama's analytical mind. 

As Kate Millett and Germain Greer argue : 

The male's sexual antipathy provides a means of control over a subordinate group, and a 

rationale for that group's inferior status ( Charvet, 1980 : 123 ). 

On this view, it may be said that the motive behind Gautama's sexual antipathy towards 

Maya is to repress her sexuality and thereby cover up his own sexual weakness caused by 

his ageing. 

Maya refuses to be repressed by her husband. Countering his logic in favour of sexual 

non-attachment, she argues : 

I am not like you, I am different from all of you (117). 

If power inheres in difference and is a dynamic of control and lack of control between the 

subjects, then Maya exercises power over her husband by asserting her difference from 

him. But her power over Gautama is for short duration because in front of Gautama's strong 

logic for detached living, she begins to feel 'innate sequaciousness rise ... within me and 

begin to drown, little by little, my struggling protests' (117). 

However, Maya's failure to have a hold over Gautama lands her in a crisis. Her moral 

scrupulosity does not allow her to cross the bounds of marital morality. Nor is she able to 
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sublimate her powerful biological urge. So she bursts into a rage by 'giving herself up to a 

fit of furious pillow beating, kicking, everything but crying' (9). Of course, there are plenty 

of images in the novel that suggest Maya's erotic desire and its starvation. Maya's repeated 

references to the frenzied dance of the peacock for its mate, the cooing and mating calls of 

the pigeons, the heavy silk cotton trees, the male papaya trees, the withered pink carnations 

and red roses reflect her sexual desires. On the other hand, the words like 'chaste', 

'virginal' and the 'moon',which are repeated several times;,emphasise Maya's erotic 

starvation. As Freud argues : 

A happy person never fantasizes, only an unsatisfied one, ... and every single fantasy is the 

fulfilment of a wish, a correction of unsatisfying reality (Freud 1908 : 146, cited in Patricia 

Waugh 1989 : 168 ). 

Again, Rosemary Jackson, discussing the subversive potential of fantasy, observes that it 

characteristically attempts to compensate for a lack resuhing from cultural constraints (R. 

Jackson 1980 : 3 ). An unhappy woman, Maya thus experiences a symbolic gratification of 

her sexual desire through some hallucinatory visions of lizards and birds copulating in 

weird settings : 

Of the lizards, the lizards that come upon you, stalking you silently, upon clawed toes, 

slipping their clublike tongues in and out, in and out with audible hiss ... they have struck 

you to a pillar of salt which, when it is motionless they will mount and lash, with their 

slime-dripping tongues, lash and lash again, as they grip with curled claws, mbbing their 

cold bellies upon yours, mbbing and grinding, mbbing and grinding (127). 

But as reality again breaks upon her, she realizes that she and her husband are inmates 

of two different worlds : 

His seemed the earth that 1 loved so, scented with jasmine, coloured with liquor, resoimding 

with poetry and warmed by amiability. It was mine that was hell. Torture, gudt, dread, 

imprisonment - these were the four walls of my private hell, one that no one could 

survive in long (102). 

But as a lover of life, she again endeavours to come out of the hell. Remembering the 

lovely time she spent with her father, she suggests Gautama to take her to Darjeeling whose 

scenic beauty and cool weather, she still believes, may soothe her tormented mind, but 
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Gautama quashes her proposal. Again, to her imploration to take her to the South, Gautama 

coolly suggests that she wait till a Kathakali troupe comes to Delhi. The most humiliating 

experience that she undergoes is in Gautama's male-party. Charmed by the vibratingly rich 

urdu poetry recited by the cultural wine-drinking gentlemen, Maya breaks an age-old rule 

and joins them. When the other men politely, but uneasily, respond to her presence, 

Gautama not only shatters her hopes of participating in the pulsating and poetry-charged 

atmosphere but also subtly drives home to her the truth that she does not belong there. This 

is what she confesses : 

Turning his back to me, he stood talking to a friend, a glass in his hand, and his voice rose, 

in order that I might hear, when he said, 'Blissful, yes, because it is unrelated to our day, 

unclouded by the vulgarity of ill-educated men, or of overbearing women (104 ). 

However, in the life of suffering from deprivation of sexuality, companionship and 

love, the fear of death as predicted by the albino-astrologer surfaces. But the question that 

she now faces is whose death her husband's or hers ? Before deciding the question, she 

wants to understand other women's attitude to their own family lives. What she observes is 

that they have willingly surrendered to the oppressive structure of the patriarchal family; 

none of her friends has yet come out of it . Leila has accepted her lot without grudge or 

complaint. She is resigned because, unlike Maya, she has accepted what she has-the sick 

and teasing husband, one room house and the drudgery of life. She has never revolted and 

Maya pathetically confesses about Leila : 

Had she raged, revolted I should have rushed to her now ( 59 ) 

On the other hand. Pom, her other friend, has the typical problem of an Indian 

housewife living with the in-laws under restrictions and hence she talks so maliciously 

about her parents-in-law. Living there means 'like two mice in two small rooms, not daring 

to creep out, for fear they'll pounce on you, ask you where're you going, when you'll be 

back, why you aren't wearing the Jewellery they gave you' (61). So she is fed up with 

living with her in-laws, but not with her husband. Maya observes how her situation is 

contrasted by Pom's. While Pom is fed up with living with her in-laws, Maya craves for the 

company of her mother-in-law and does not get it. 
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After observing her friends' attitudes to patriarchy, she realizes how alone she is in her 

fight against its ideology : 

I found myself alone with them after all. There was one of my friends who could act as an 

anchor any more, and to whomsoever I tumed for reassurance, betrayed me now ( 64 ). 

In her aloneness she finds out two options : to accept everything as inevitable and surrender 

to fate, or to revolt against the oppressive patriarchal Hindu ideology. With her 

dissatisfaction she feels like a lily upon water, rooted in water yet with its petal dry, 

untouched by it' (119). She cannot deny her biologism and refuses to play the role Gautama 

ascribes to her. Her repressed self is found to get reprieve in the 'dust-storm'. During the 

'dust-storm', through a dance in a pent-up house, she seems to celebrate her release fi-om 

bondage, from fate, from death, dreariness and dreadful dreams (S. Indira 1994 : 25). With 

this new-found consciousness of freedom, the repressed self in her resolves to murder : 

The man who had no contact with the world, or with me. What would it matter to him if he 

died and lost even the possibility of contact ? What would it matter to him ? (175). 

This is her 'unspoken decision' (195). More important is that she tries Gautama in her own 

court and condemns him to death by labeling him as guilty of sexual repression. 

Now in order to implement her decision Maya adopts a duplicitous art by virtue of 

which she seduces Gautama to the terrace. Maya's ' unspoken decision ' still remains 

opaque to Gftutama. He cannot fathom the depth of Maya's rage and anger towards him, 

his male probings fail to penetrate her invulnerable murderous mind. With a kind of 

composure, clarity of mind and purpose that the mad sometimes displays, Maya lures her 

husband to the terrace : 

Gautama, let us go up on the roof instead, shall we ? My voice loud, animated. It - it'll be 

cooler there and we haven't been there - for some time. Come ( 203 ). 

Beside this, she leads him out towards the varandah from where a flight of steep stairs leads 

up to the roof But just before passing out of the room, she catches sight of: 

The bronze Shiva, dancing just a shade outside the ring of lamp-light... fixed. And yet there 

was nothing frozen or immobile in this pose of etemal creative movement ... gracefiil foot 
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upon the squirming body of evil, and the raised leg ... raised into a symbol of a liberation 

(203 ). 

Here Maya is seen to produce an account of the dancing Shiva, Nataraj, who is believed to 

be god of destruction and liberation in Hindu religion. In describing Shiva as the god of 

destruction of evil and of liberation, she accepts god's dual powers and thereby constructs 

herself as a devout subject of Hindu religion. As a conforming member of that religion,she 

deserves a position in the society because good (obedient or devout) female is revered. But 

at the same time she assigns herself the god's other role and gains a position of strength 

needed for the killing of her husband whom she now condemns as evil, a threat to her 

feminine self In murdering her husband, Maya usurps the god's power she needs to break 

the constraints of the Hindu patriarchal discursive structure. The fact that a Hindu woman 

speaks out against her husband, ending up killing him later is highly subversive of Hindu 

'pativrata' ideology. Thus in constructing Maya as a duplicitous woman Anita Desai takes a 

radical feminist position against Hindu patriarchal ideology. 

However, in Part-Ill Maya is found to commit suicide. Obviously it draws our attention 

to its aetiology. Prabhat Kumar Pandaya argues : 'Being a sankari Hindu woman she 

suffers from guilt and remorse for killing her husband and in spite of her rationalization in 

the end she kills herself ( P.K. Pandaya in R.K. Dhawan (ed ) Vol.-3 1991 : 92 ). 

Pandaya's argument appears to be androcentric. There is no denying the fact that Maya is a 

Hindu woman who was in need of love and understanding. But nowhere in the text we find 

that Maya betrays the symptoms of sufferings from guilt and remorse for killing her 

unpardonable husband. If there is any remorse in her, it is because of her seeing that the 

truth-claim of her confessional discourse stands challenged by her sister-in-law and mother-

in-law whom she expects to support the cause of the murder of her husband and stand 

beside her in need. Both of them have already been constrained to repress their own 

passions, symptoms of which they still betray even while their son and brother are no more 

around them : 

They sat there, knee to knee, but scrupulously avoiding contact ... Neither spoke, they 

dreaded speech now that they were so close together, as though their thoughts and ideas, 

safe and controlled by each within herself, would explode out of the bounds prescribed for 
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them and spill into the open, were the two to meet and touch. They dreaded this as their son 

and brother had dreaded passion, as wise men dread their flesh (216 -17). 

In spite of their having experience of repression, they do not seem to give any heed to her 

discourse. Her mother-in-law dismisses Maya's discourse by labeling it as that of an insane 

woman and produces another account of it : Tt was an accident' (213). Nila, her sister-in-

law, cannot but support her mother's discounting of Maya's story, whereas none but at least 

she should have stood by Maya, because like Maya, she is also undergoing the sufferings of 

an unhappy marriage. 

Thus while Maya finds her mother-in-law labeling her as insane, taking a unilateral 

decision to send her to an asylum, she realizes that the life of a woman like her is absolutely 

of no consequence in the given structure of the family and she commits suicide. 

The act of suicide has more implications than one. First, through the act of suicide, 

Maya creates a locus of resistance to the patriarchal power. Second, she refuses to be 

identified as an insane woman and through this refusal she asserts herself, her identity and 

her attitude towards life. Thirdly, through the act of suicide, she seems to have exercised 

her right of death over her life which is a mode of self-assertion that usurps the power of 

death which is that of Sovereign's alone, whether one here below or the Lord above. 
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