
VOICES IN THE CITY : DISCOURSE OF 
A MUTED WOMAN 

In discourse theory perspective, commentary, though not an entirely selfless act, 

attributes richness, density and permanence to the text when it creates those values by the act 

of commentary (Sara Mills, 1997 : 68). On this view, Anita Desai's second fiction. Voices in 

the City, may be said to be gaining in richness, density and permanence because since its 

publication in 1965, it has been commented upon by different critics from different points of 

view. Madhusudan Prasad describes it as 'an existentialist fiction about the meaninglessness 

of lives devoid of commitment to a cause' (1981 : 22-86). Ramesh K. Shrivastava considers 

it to be 'a study of the predicament of the artist torn between aesthetic and material values' 

(R. K. Dhawan (ed.) Vol-3, 1991 ; 95-101). Again Darshan Singh Maini looks upon Nirode, 

a bohemian male character, as the protagonist of the novel, ignoring the other two female 

characters, Monisha and Amla, who are regarded by him as £irtistic failures. He argues that 

seeing no way of carrying Nirode's story forward except through a vicarious involvement in 

the lives of his sisters, Desai has simply transferred his nihilism to Monisha's tragic life and 

her final suicide, whereas Amla's more 'gay and provocative existence does not quite fit into 

the pattern established by her Hamletian brother' (K. K. Sharma (ed.) 1977 : 221-222). 

Another critic like Subhas Chandra locates the 'Beat hero in Nirode-the Beat hero is a non

entity, courts anonymity, consistently fails or even seeks failure for he knows that in an 

otherwise ruthelessly competitive society where everyone is striving for success, only failure 

can give one a sense of being or identity' (R. K. Dhawan (ed.) Vol-3 1991:122). All these 

readings, though seemingly apolitical, are essentially androcentric. However, in a 

Foucauldiem feminist perspective >this fiction can be explored to resurrect the subjugated 

knowledge of a muted woman about her victimization in her parental family as well as in her 

in-law's house which is produced through the construction of a confessional discourse in the 
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form of a personal diary in which she accrues power to herself by representing herself as a 

frigid muted woman. Besides this, the fiction can also be explored to see how her exhortative 

discourse and the discourse of her self-immolation make an effect upon Amla's subjectivity 

to construct her as a resistant female subject. Lastly, the figure of the widow in the novel can 

be studied as subverting the Hindu patriarchal ideology of widowhood. 

Structurally, Voices in the City is divided into four parts, each named after one of the 

members of the Roy family. While Part-I, III and IV are in Third person narration, Part-II 

with the heading of 'Monisha, her diary', is rendered in the First person narration. This 

makes it clear that Part-II is differently designed to serve a special purpose in this context. In 

Part-I, III & IV one male bohemian and two female characters-Amla and Otima-are 

rep resented, one as an independent unmarried woman with the career of a commercial artist 

and the other as a sensual widow. In Part-II, however, Monisha takes the subject position to 

produce her subjugated knowledge about the patriarchal oppression towards her through the 

construction of a confessional discourse in the form of a personal diary in which she accrues 

power to herself by representing herself as a muted fi"igid woman Monisha whose voice has 

been gagged in her in-law's house appropriates the means of writing personal diary in order 

to articulate her repressed self Spatially, Monisha's personal diary may be construed as a no-

man's land where she is privileged to enjoy power and autonomy which she has been denied 

in her in-law's house. And metaphysically, Part-II highlights the feminist consciousness of 

the vicitimization of the Hindu women in the structure of Hindu patriarchal society. It is so 

placed as to help develop other parts of the fiction in opposition to Part-I. Embedded into the 

traditional Hindu patriarchal ideology, its ulterior purpose is that of subverting or 

transforming it. 

Part-I which is written from Nirode's perspective focuses almost exclusively on his life : 

his experieilces as a petty4©umalist, his attempts to start a little magazine, his dealings with 

the Calcutta pseudoliterati and his existential musings upon life and death. What is 

significantly noticeable is that but for two letters from Otima to Nirode, it maintains a near-

total silence on the woman question. Out of idle curiosity, only once in his narrative does 

Nirode think of his two sisters - to wonder what they thought of their father's funding for 
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Arun's education abroad rather than their own. Besides this, he does not seem to care to 

know anything about them. 

As Harveen Sachdeva Mann observes, pursuing his own dreams single-mindedly and 

restricting the women to the margins of a male-dominated world, Nirode reflects the 

selfishness of the arrogant Indian Hindu men (Parker & Starky (eds.) 1995 : 155). Mann also 

adds that as a journalist he conflates Indian servitude under colonial rule with the Bengali 

Hindu women's modem-day circumscription, and projects the latter as 'one of those vast, 

soft, masses-of-rice Bengali women. ... They did make up a bit during the Independence 

movement, ... but they're back to their old beauty sleep of neglect and delay and corruption' 

(81). Although in his nihilism he is not so much hopefiil for the betterment of men's 

condition, yet he recounts the stories of his known persons like Sonny Ghosh, Jit Nair and 

David Gunny sympathetically. But his accounts of the women's lives are dismissive and 

parenthetical. However, in Part-IV the discourse of Monisha's self-immolation contributes 

towards the transformation of Nirode's attitude to women's life, although he maintains a 

harsh attitude towards his mother whom he finally associates with Kali, blood-sucker of her 

own children. 

Monisha is a not-common woman, but a highly sensitive and stubborn one, 

knowledgeable about European literature and the Gita, nonetheless she is victimized by 

male-hegemony. Out of malice towards her mother, her fether gives her in marriage to Jiban : 

'a boring non-entity, a blind-moralist, a minute-minded and limited oflBcial, a complacent 

quoter of Edmund Burke and Wordsworth, Mahatma Gandhi and Tagore' (198). Besides, her 

father treats her not as a human being but as a site on which he inscribes his masculine 

desires. 

One may argue that Monisha's compliance with her fether's decision on her marriage 

contributes towards the perpetuation of male-hegemony and thereby makes herself a 

compliant subject. But it would be a phallic judgement to label her as a compliant subject 

because though her fether exercises a form of patriarchal power over her body, yet he does 

not know the inside ofher mind and the secret of her soul. In other words, Monisha accepts 
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the marriage of his choice, but against her will which she does not expose to other persons. 

She is remarkably silent on this matter. As she confesses ; 

My silence, I find, has powers upon others, if not on me (130). 

From her confession it is clear that her silence is a protest against patriarchal power. Protest 

may have different forms : here silence is one of the forms of protest against the patriarchal 

power which is exercised over her body only, but she is recalcitrant and intransigent inside 

her mind and soul. All this is revealed through her confessional discourse (personal diary). 

Unlike the subservient and docile Indian Hindu women, Monisha is aware of the 

dominance of patriarchal culture. On the very day of her reception, Monisha observes that the 

traditional Hindu patriarchal culture enjoins her to be submissive and obedient. While she 

has no wish to prostrate before the heads of her husband's many-headed family, she is 

persuaded by her husband to do so : 

In the small of my back, I feel a surreptitious push fi-om Jiban and am propelled forward into 

the embrace of his mother ... who, while placing her hand on my head in blessing, also pushes 

a little harder than I think necessary, and still harder, till I realise w^at it means, and go down 

on my knees to touch her feet. They are rimmed red with aka. Another pair of feet appears to 

receive my touch, then another. How they all honour their own feet (109). 

After the reception, Monisha observes that her bedchamber is not bedchamber but bridewell. 

The 'dark balconies', intricately criss-crossed metal railings and the impregnable iron bars 

may be regarded as the symbols of enclosure and incarceration which emphasise the barriers 

not only to Monisha's but also to all Indian women's articulation of an independent self in 

Indian joint families. 

Monisha, as she confesses, is badly treated in her in-law's house. Though she is the 

daughter-in-law, she is not regarded as an integral part of the family. Rather she is excluded 

as an intruder and threat to the family : 
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Kalyani di who has begun to think me dangerous, an infidel ... I am too silent for them, I 

know : they all distrust silence (119). 

The privacy and aloneness in which she can retrieve her wholeness are frequently disturbed 

by her sisters-in-law whose shallow talk about her sjiris and books on European literature is 

irritating to her. More painful to her is their open discussion about her barrenness : 'The 

overies, the fallopian tubes are blocked, it is no good' (Ibid). They indirectly try to make 

Monisha understand that the barren woman has no honour and dignity in patriarchal family. 

Critics like Jasbir Jain think that 'Monisha's barrenness is a recoil from her mother's 

voluptuousness' (J. Jain 1987 : 120). But refuting Mrs. Jain's remark, S. Indira argues that it 

cannot be so because Monisha does not make any mention of her mother's voluptuousness 

and only admits that she is whole and does not really require her children's reciprocation 

(1994 : 32). However, Monisha's barrenness may be construed both as a resistance to 

motherhood and a resistance to the perpetuation of patriarchal family. This is because 

Monisha longs for love 'that is not binding, that is free of rules, obligations, complicity' 

(135). But she finds that 'there is no such love' (Ibid) in a male-dominated world What her 

husband offers her in the name of love is nothing but a domination over her feminine self 

Once she understands this, she begins to behave like a frigid woman. Through her frigidity 

she opposes the heterosexual marriage norms. 

The term 'power', according to Foucault, designates relationships between partners 

(Jame d. faubian (ed.) 1994 : 337). In power relations her husband and mother-in-law try to 

exercise power over Monisha, but their power ceases to get a hold on her body and mind 

because Monisha refuses to act as a subject of their power. They always try to have a control 

over her movement through a kind of surveillance. But Monisha refiises to be disciplined by 

them. She shows her disobedience to her mother-in-law by her act of going out with Nirode. 

Not only that, instead of complying with her husband's request to 'be a little friendly to 

them' (Jiban's sisters) (118), she labels both her husband and his sisters as mean : 'they have 

indoor minds' (139). Thereafter she shows a token struggle against submission of her 

subjectivity to Nirode by disallowing him to read Nirode's manuscript: 
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I snatch it away in fUry. This violence of action-where has it sprung from? I thought I have 

subdued everything inside me, laid it in a dark and quiet place to sleep. Yet it has leapt out, 

this violence, and made me snatch manuscript out of Jiban's astonished hands... the 

humiliation of touch and communication - I'll save Nirode as much of it as I can; as I save 

my own self from it (133). 

In disallowing Jiban to read Nirode's play she indeed resists the power Jiban tries to exercise 

over her as much as showing up an irresistible difference between herself and the traditional 

Bengali Hindu women who, as she observes, always follow paces behind their men. She feels 

ashamed when she thinks of 'the generations of Bengali women hidden behind the barred 

windows of half-dark rooms, spending centuries in washing clothes, kneading dough and 

murmuring aloud verses from the Bhagavad-Gita and Ramayana, in the dim light of sooty 

lamps. Lives spent in waiting for nothing, waiting on men self-centred and indifferent and 

hungry and demanding and critical, waiting for death and dying misunderstood, always 

behind bars, those terrifying black bars that shut us in, in the old houses, in the old city' 

(120). 

Monisha refuses to identify herself with the passive Bengali Hindu women. Again she 

cannot take her bleeding heart as part of her life, or as her destiny. But she cannot find out 

her mode of release. She observes that life in a joint family is as much strangling as in city 

which is also full to the brim with grime, darkness, poverty and diseases, leaving no choice, 

no route of escape. 

Monisha is not what she is accused of by her mother-in-law with a support from the 

latter's son. They again try to subjugate her by imposing an identity of a thief over her or by 

summoning her to massage her mother-in-law's legs, yet she is still tied to her own feminine 

identity by her self-knowledge. This is what she confesses in her diary : 

For two hours my exile is lifted from me and I am simimoned to massage her legs. I go and 

massage them. It is not difficult at all. My heart stays perfectly quiet, enclosed in a sheath of 

such darkness as none of them would ever dare to toudi. And as I massage, I do not tell 

myself: she is Jiban's mother, her legs give her pain, I am helping to relieve it because she is 
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Jiban's mother and old. I tell myself: she thinks I am touching her. She thinks I am touching 

her feet. But I am not. I do not touch her, nor does she touch me- there is this darkness in 

between. They will never reach through it to me (139). 

This confessional discourse, by its claim to truth, makes it clear how much recalcitrant and 

intransigent she is inside her mind. However, with this new subjectivity she faces two 

alternatives : 'choice between death and mean existence' (122). Mean existence means the 

surrender of her autonomy, which she cannot do. So finally she declares her 'Great No' to the 

patriarchal power by committing suicide. Her final words - 'No! No! No!' (242) - articulate 

that great refusal 

In the fiction Monisha's self-immolation is described as 'cloistered tragedy' with a note 

that 'no ashes of the fire drifted out over the city, no wind carried the smoke away to inform 

others' (242-243). The claim of this discourse is literally true, but not symbolically. Literally 

it is found that beyond the periphery of these two families none is affected by her death. Its 

impact is immediately felt as Jiban confesses his fault before everybody : 

If this terrible thing is the fault of anyone - it is mine. Forgive me (246) 

Not only Jiban's, Nirode's subjectivity too gets changed by the discursive pressure of 

Monisha's self-immolation. While Monisha was alive, he knew that Monisha was denied all 

sorts of freedom, that she was living a life of humiliation and incarceration, yet he showed 

no concern about her sufferings and torments. Now all his love wells up within him. His 

concern about Monisha's charred body bears testimony to the fact. Moveover, Nirode 

appears to be filled with an immense care for the world. He embraces his sister Amla and 

aunt again and again 'with the hunger and joy, as if he rejoiced in this sensation of touching 

other flesh, others' pain, longed to make mingle with his own, which till now had been 

astonishingly neglected' (248). This transformation has no doubt been brought about by 

Monisha's self-immolation. Monisha's self-immolation may be construed as a triumph over 

his bohemian self, because Nirode's claim in Part-I that in the face of cowardly compromise, 

it is 'better not to live' (18) is fulfilled by Monisha with a grand gesture of revolt against a 

form of patriarchal power. 
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Not only Nirode's, but Amla's subjectivity too gets affected by the discursive pressure 

of Monisha's self-immolation and her exhortative discourse ; 'Amla, always go in the 

opposite direction' (160). Part-Ill focuses on Amla who, unlike Monisha, could escape the 

oppressive structure of marriage due to her father's sudden death. She is now in Calcutta, 

bubbling with enthusiasm. Young,extrovert Amla is enjoying her economic independence as 

a commerical artist in an advertising firm, although she is horrified to note that 'something 

had laid its hands upon her, scarred and altered her' (142)^and her suspicion is confirmed by 

aunt Lila : 'It is this city' (Ibid). However, for self-fulfilment she tries to establish a 

relationship with Dharma, an artist. But surprisingly she discovers in Dharma an indifferent 

husband, a possessive father and a selfish artist and, above all, an exploiter. Actually Dharma 

used her candour and freshness as a model, enabling himself to break out of the stultifying 

surrealism into a fresh realm of realism in his paintings. Afler his use is over, he discards her 

in favour of other models. 

However, Monisha's death makes her realise how insecure women's lives are in 

patriarchal society Amla observes : 

Her feet were still bare, that she had gone into the city in bare feet (247). 

The insecure life of woman in patriarchal society is suggested by the image 'bare-feet'. 

Monisha's death also leads her to constitute a new subjectivity : 

Monisha's death had pointed the way for and would never allow her to lose herself. She knew 

she would go through life with her feet primely shod, involving herself with her drawings, 

safe people like Bose, precisely because Monisha had given her a glimpse of what lay on the 

other side of this stark, uncompromising margin (248). 

With this new subjectivity Amla decides to 'go in the opposite direction'. Instead of a 

marriage that identifies women with house-wives and mothers, she takes up her career of an 

independent commercial artist in collaboration with a safe man like Mr. Bose. What is clear 

here is that the dead Monisha is more powerful than the living Monisha as Caesar's spirit is 

more powerful than Caesar the king in Shakespeare's Julius Caesar. Monisha's death is no 
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doubt a sacrifice to save Amla from the life of subjugation. Not only this, Monisha's self-

immolation symbolically is a clear warning to all women about the age-old patriarchal 

oppression and, at the same time, a call to resist it by reconstructing womanhood in terms of 

new-found consciousness of autonomy. Thus the truth-effects of Monisha's discourse of self-

immolation belie the narrative's claim that 'no ashes of that fire drifted out over the city, no 

wind carried the smoke away to inform other of the cloistered tragedy' (242). 

The effect of Monisha's self-immolation is also visible in her widow-mother Otima who 

is made to appear in the form of Kali, anomalous figure representing uncontrollable inherent 

female power. According to Hindu patriarchal ideology, a widow must be self-abnegating, 

dependent and passive. But Otima refuses to behave in accordance with that ideology. Since 

her husband married her for her inheritance, she has feh herself liberated by his death. 

Independent and sensual even in her middle age, she consorts with Major Chanda, thereby 

subverting the repressive pattern of sexuality and behaviour culturally prescribed for widows. 

Besides this, in Hindu patriarchal culture mother is expected to be marvellous, unselfish, all-

suffering, all-caring and all-forgiving. But Otima is seen to maintain a distance from her 

children and lead an independent life. Though she has been pained by Arun's marriage to an 

American woman and is shaken by Monisha's suicide, she keeps herself detached from other 

two children, Nirode and Amla. In her repeatedly associating herself with the mountain 

Kanchenjunga, she asserts her postion as an independent mother-widow. Thus Voices in the 

City is seen to inscribe a feminist discourse whose three female subjects go in the opposite 

directions to create different forms of resistance to patriarchal hegemony. 
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