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Role of women in That Long Silence

Shashi Deshpande is a well known name in the field of Indian literature. She was born in 1938 in
Dharwad in Karnataka as the daughter of the renowned Kannada dramatist as well as a great Sanskrit
scholar Sriranga. She pursued her education in Dharwad, Bombay and Bangalore. She presently lives in
Bangalore with her pathologist husband. Shashi Deshpande as an Indian English novelist stands apart, for
she writes about certain specific concern in her own manner. Her fiction with rare insights and finesse,
bonds the author’s relation with her work. Shashi Deshpande’s major concern is to depict the anguish and
conflict of the modern educated Indian woman caught between patriarchy and tradition on the one hand,
and self expression, individuality and independence for the women on the other. Her fiction explores the
search of the women to fulfill herself as a human being, independent of her traditional role as a daughter,
wife and mother. She has examined a variety of common domestic crisis, which trigger off the search.
Despande’s concern and sympathy are primarily for the women. While revealing the woman’s struggle to
secure self-respect and self-identity for herself, the author subtly bares the multiple levels of oppression,
including sexual oppression experienced by women in our society.
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The status of woman all over the world, particularly in India, has been undergoing a rapid change in the
recent decades. So the image of woman in Indo-English novel is based on the traditional ancient literature
of India, which showed woman as a devoted wife or a devoted mother. The imaginative and creative
responses of the writers are related to the changing world view and the questioning attitude thereby
developed by it. The attitude to women has changed in recent times. Their writings are based not only on
observations of external behaviour but also on the internal journey in the psychological realm of the
feminine sensibilities. A few women novelists like Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande makes straight journey
into the psyche of their women characters that are torn on account of the tensions generated by the
discord between the individual and the surroundings. They have tried to understand Indian women and
portray her in their novels. As a researcher | am taking this problem to support my study. | am research
scholar in English. And my guide is Dr. Manish Pandya Tolani Commerce college Adipur from Kachchh
university.

The back and forth narration of Jaya makes all the women characters come together and stand presenting
different problems a woman faces.

To start with, Ajji, the eldest woman character in the novel represents the stage of widowhood. Ajji, “a
shaven widow” (26) is Jaya’s grandmother. The word shaven points to the public humiliation of tonsure
which a Hindu widow has to go through. The crown of woman, her hair is removed and this is the symbol
of the glory that widowhood deprives her off. Every hair gets pulled out to bleeding signifying the robbing
of even the slightest happiness from her. Ajji lives in complete seclusion.
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Jaya recollects that Ajji: [...] had denuded herself for all those things that make up of woman'’s life. She had
no possessions, absolutely none, apart from the two saris she wore. Her room was bare, except for the
large bed on which my grandfather had slept [...] Ajji herself sat on the bare ground and slept on a straw
mat at night. The bed was a memorial to grandfather and the chairs meant for any male who, wearing
trousers, could not sit comfortably on the ground. (26)

A widow is compelled to renounce all the luxuries and pleasure. But why doesn’t it happen with men? Why
the moment one wife dies, another is ready?

Mukta, Jaya’s neighbor at the Daddar flat is also a widow.

Jaya describes her as:

[...] a dancer, a dancer who stands stock still while the accompanying singer phrases out the song which
she has to transform into dance. Mukta, to me, was that dancer, holding in her still, mute body, all those
ideas, emotions and feeling contained in the song. Sometime, I'd often thought, the singer will stop
singing, and then it will all flow out of her. Or, did the song came to an end for her when Arun, her
husband, fell out of the train and died? (67)

Mukta seems to be living with a never ending grief. She is alone, fighting the toughest battle, the battle of
widowhood, the battle of loneliness. It looks as if life for her can never be same as it was with Arun. In fact,
the way of leading her life irritates Jaya: “If it wasn’t ‘her Saturday’, it was ‘her Monday’, or ‘her Thursday’.
[...] those fasts? - seemed meaningless, since she has already forfeited the purpose of it, the purpose of all
Hindu women’s fasts- the avoidance of widowhood” 67). Mukta is educated yet is never able to set herself
free from the orthodox, worthless norms and confinement of solitude because of the fear of society. But
Nilima, Mukta’sdaughter signifies that piece of Mukta’s heart which even now desires. Under the rubble,
this piece is still alive and awake, shrieking and protesting to assert its identity: “‘My Saturday’! Oh God,
Ma, what does it matter what day of week it is? All you fasts are so stupid” (68). Nilima is a rebel who is
outspoken and wants to live life to the fullest: ““They call me a crow too’, she had said scornfully. ‘Just
because I’'m dark. Who cares! | like crows anyway. They’re so sharp, aren’t they,

auntie?’” (62).

Through Nilima, Shashi Deshpande also discusses the issue of menstruation, which is considered to be a
hurdle, an impediment in leading a free life by women. Nilima cries “[...] why can’t | stop having it? Isn’t
any drug | can take to stop it?”

(63). Jaya wonders,

[...] whether | should have told her about my failure. | could have told her about my excitement when | had
started on the pill and taken in its possibilities. I'm a free woman now, | had thought, I've assumed control
over my body, over its clumsy, cumbersome processes. Now | will conceive only when | want to, | can even
stop menstruating if | want. It was my girlhood dream come true. But, instead, my body had seemed to go
berserk at my attempt to control it. It had simulated pregnancy. There had been queasiness, early morning
sickness, the same wretched feeling of being at war with my own body.
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Women protest against menstruation, considering it to be a nuisance. The grim, stark reality with all its
itching makes a woman resist and desist it. Yet this deep red river is a symbol of woman’s growing, caring,
feeling, loving and giving. The river is not a means to an end, it simply is. Likewise, denying conceiving is
neither feminism nor the right means to be free. Margaret Atwood describes the process of child birth in
‘Spelling’:

“At the point where language falls away
from the hot bones, at the point
where the rock breaks open and darkness
flows out of it like blood, at
the melting point of granite
when the bones know
they are hollow & the word
splits & doubles &speaks
the truth & the body
itself becomes a mouth”.

This is a metaphor. (266)

In that above passage the process of giving birth is juxtaposed and merged with the process of self-
realization and expression. The passage can be divided into the three phases of Elaine Showalter. The stage
when ‘language falls away’ is the feminine stage, where a woman silently succumbs to the conventions and
norms. Then comes the feminist stage of self protest, where uterus wall breaks and the knowledge and
realization of hollow existence comes into the woman. Finally, the last is the female stage, in which the
body becomes a mouth. Like a child comes out of the body, words from the mouth, the woman finally
speaks out in protest.

Becoming a mother is the best of all the gifts god has endowed on one half of the living beings but at the
same time children are not the identities of women. Women like Vanitamami are always desperate to give
themselves an identity through the domestic and childbearing roles allotted to them. Mukta’s fasts
reminds Jaya of Vanitamami’s pujas and fasts: “Perhaps Vanitamami had begun the discipline when there
had still been the hope in her of having children; but she had gone on with her fasts, her ritual
circumambulations of the tulsi plant, peepul tree, even when their aim had gone beyond her reach, when
her uterus has shrivelled and her ovaries atrophied” (67). But as Jaya points out, the irony is that the
uterus which could not carry the child finally carries death. Vanitamami eventually suffers from cancer. The
actual fact is that the conservative Indian society believes that the sole purpose of a woman’s birth is to
fulfil her conjugal duty by giving birth to an heir who can carry her husband’s name forward and thus a
woman who doesn’t succeeds in doing so is just a curse for the family.

Jeeja’s inability Jeeja’s inability to deliver a child makes her husband remarry. Jeeja is Jaya’s maid and what
is surprising is that the later does not protest against her husband’s act because she thinks that she has
wronged him by not giving a child. Jeeja laments: “God didn’t give us any children- that was his misfortune
as well as mine. How could | blame him for marring again when | couldn’t give him any children? How
could | blame that woman for marrying him? With whom shall | be angry?” (52). Nayana, on the other
hand, has already given birth to four children yet her husband threatens her: “[...] he says he’ll throw me
out” (28) because the two boys soon died after their birth and only the girls survived. She like Jeeja cannot
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stop him from getting another woman but retaliates by saying: “Take yourself another woman if you want,
roll in the gutters, | can’t prevent you, but just you try to throw me out of this house, [...]” (28). The hidden
reality behind this statement is that Nayana, a mere sweeper is helpless and fears the absence of ‘the
sheltering tree’ as she knows that in India a woman ‘left’ by her husband neither gets shelter anywhere
else nor is safe. Men do anything in the name of progeny and that too like Jeeja and Nayana’s husbands
who as it is do not have a name to speak still women like Jeeja, Nayana can not even imagine their life
without their husbands. Therefore, Jeeja scolds Tara, her daughter-in-law when the later curses her own
husband: “So many drunkard die, she cried, but this one won’t. He’ll torture us all to death instead” (53).
Jeeja retorts: “Stop that! Don’t forget, he keeps the kumkum on your forehead. What is a woman without
it? (53). If kumkum is everything than what does it gives to Mohan’s mother, Avva?

Kumkum gives death, a slow and silent one to Avva. Jaya gives a description of Avva’s photo hanged on
the walls of Mohan’s father’s home: “The mother look like any other woman of her time, staring blank-
faced at the world, the huge kumkum on her forehead blotting out everything in that face but the ‘blessed
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woman who died with her husband yet living’” (38). Avva’s worth in her house was no more than a piece of
furniture, which was used when and the way her husband desired. Washing, cleaning, doing menial works
of the house and producing children were the only things kumkum gave her. She constantly suffered
because of her husband. Mohan proudly says to Jaya that “My mother nave raised her voice against my
father, however badly he behaved to her [...]” (83). Mohan does not realize that she did not use to do it out
of respect for her husband but because when self respect dwindles, pain or shame is not felt. It was just a
week before her death that Avva for the first and the last time cried, shouted, shrieked as if trying to

release her pent up frustration, anger and silence.

Silence killed Avva as well as Vimala, Mohan’s sister. Vimala never told anyone about her suffering and
Jaya recalls, ““Why didn’t she tell us? Why didn’t she write to me?’ Mohan had

Cried out; but Vimala never gave us an answer, even to that question. She sank into coma and died a week
later, her silence intact” (39). Vimala never discussed her problem with anyone because she knew that a
solution to it can never be found in a society where a woman without child is considered to be a blot and
thus bleeds herself to death in silence.

Asha, Jaya’s sister-in-law is not meek like Vimala. Ravi, her husband is a man who lives by “drifting on the
edge of dishonesty” (110) and does not have a permanent job. Asha and Ravi often quarrel but Jaya knows
that their quarrels “in some way are unburdened by marriage” (109), that is, the duty of ‘traditional’ Hindu
wife could never force Asha to put herself respect at stake. Asha is courageous but this courage also stems
from the fact that she enjoys the support of her father. Her father does not believe in the conventional
notion of considering daughter to be a sheer responsibility. Ravi wants Jaya to instruct Asha: “Go home like
a good girl, Asha, | should say.

Go back home and obey your husband. And never mind

whatever it is he has done, he’s your husband, after all, and

a husband can do no wrong” (115).

However Asha is not a woman who ‘shrugs herself into her housecoat’.
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Leena, Jaya’s college friend is even more radical: “[...] she spent her weekends with a married man” (141).
Jaya had chucked her in the college, thinking her to be a bad girl.Now years later when Jaya thinks over it,
she concludes that Leena was not bad. When men can have illegitimate affairswhy women’s actions can’t
be considered with a greater understanding and flexibility. Jaya writes an apologia for Leena:

“I'm sorry, Leena, | was stupid, naive, ignorant, | was a narrow-
minded idiot and the kind of person you were was beyond

my comprehension then. Forgive me, Leena, | didn’t intend

to be cruel” (141).

As in the college, today also Leena successfully pulls her out of, ‘ugly, self-hating despair’.

Shashi Deshpande is undoubtedly a writer who looked into problems of women. She charts women
emotions starting from the pangs of a growing up girl to the void created because of the non fulfilment of a
woman’s yearnings.

Jaya like Indu of Roots and shadows and Saru of The Dark Hold No Terrors journeys from ignorance to
knowledge through suffering, going through a process of introspection, self analysis and self realization,
she emerges as a confident individual, fully in control of herself, significantly more hopeful and able to
accept life just as they do. If Indu is a journalist and Saru, a doctor, Jaya is a successful columnist and an
aspiring novelist. Jaya, to begin with, is a conservative, educated, middle class smiling placid motherly
woman” (15-16) who learns to suppress her own wishes and act according dare to protest, ( “l had learnt it
at last no questions, no retorts. Only silence”- 143). Has finally unlearned her silence, refuses to be led by
nose and affirms with confidence, “ | am not afraid any more”191)

In today’s world we can find little empowerment of women. There are various programmes and schemes
are produced for the empowerment of women. Women are seen as an equal member of the society, but it
is not fully empowered. In urban area we can find development but in remote rural area the condition is
the same. There are still people live in traditional way. The perfect empowerment can be said only when
the empowerment of all women are done. In modern time women play multiple role, as wife, mother,
sister in law, daughter, professional etc so it becomes difficult to get time for own. That is why i want to
look after the role of different women’s perception.
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