
SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)  

ISSN:2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 11(November)2025 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

265 

Gender, Silence, and Female Subjectivity in the Novels of Shashi Deshpande 

_________________________________________________________________ 

Dr. Kasish 

Assistant Professor, Department of English, Juhari Devi Girls’ P.G. College, Kanpur 

Uttar Pradesh 

_________________________________________________________ 
Article Received: 12/10/2025 

Article Accepted: 28/11/2025 

Published Online: 30/11/2025 

DOI:10.47311/IJOES.2025.7.11.270 

Abstract 

This research paper offers an extensive feminist analysis of Shashi Deshpande’s novels, 

particularly That Long Silence and The Dark Holds No Terrors, to examine how gender, 

domestic patriarchy, and female subjectivity are constructed and contested in Indian middle-

class contexts. Deshpande’s fiction foregrounds the psychological interiority of women 

whose lives are shaped by silence, social expectations, and internalized patriarchal norms. 

Drawing upon feminist theoretical frameworks of gender construction, domestic ideology, 

and female agency, the study argues that Deshpande exposes the subtle operations of 

patriarchy within marriage, family, and social respectability while also envisioning self-

realization as a mode of resistance. Her protagonists’ journeys from silence to articulation 

illustrate the emergence of feminist consciousness rooted in introspection and emotional 

awakening. By analyzing narrative voice, marital relationships, sexuality, and identity 

formation, this paper demonstrates that Deshpande’s novels significantly contribute to 

Gender Studies in Indian English literature by revealing how everyday domestic life becomes 

a crucial site of gender negotiation and transformation. 
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Introduction: Gender Studies and the Context of Indian Women’s Fiction 

Gender Studies in Indian English literature has increasingly emphasized the 

importance of women’s writing in exposing the socio-cultural mechanisms that regulate 

female lives. Post-independence Indian women novelists began to interrogate the patriarchal 

family structure, which functions as a primary institution of gender socialization. Within this 

literary and ideological landscape, Shashi Deshpande’s novels occupy a central position 

because they examine the interior lives of middle-class women who appear socially 
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privileged but remain psychologically constrained by cultural expectations of ideal 

womanhood. 

Deshpande’s fiction is significant because it moves beyond overt depictions of 

oppression to reveal the subtle and normalized ways in which patriarchy shapes women’s 

consciousness. Her protagonists are not socially marginalized in conventional terms; they 

are educated, urban, and economically stable. Yet they experience profound emotional 

conflicts arising from the tension between personal aspirations and socially imposed gender 

roles. This tension reflects the broader feminist insight that patriarchy is sustained not only 

through external control but also through internalized norms that define femininity in terms 

of sacrifice, silence, and compliance (Beauvoir 16). 

Moreover, Deshpande situates gender identity within the everyday practices of 

domestic life, showing how routine expectations—caring for family, maintaining harmony, 

and suppressing anger—become instruments of gender discipline. Judith Butler’s concept of 

gender as performative helps illuminate this dynamic, as women in Deshpande’s novels 

repeatedly enact socially prescribed behaviors that reinforce patriarchal ideology (Butler 33). 

Thus, her works become vital texts for Gender Studies because they reveal how gender is 

constructed and negotiated within ordinary domestic experiences rather than extraordinary 

acts of rebellion. 

Domestic Patriarchy and the Ideology of Silence in That Long Silence 

In That Long Silence, Deshpande presents a deeply introspective narrative that 

captures the psychological journey of Jaya, a middle-class housewife who confronts the 

hollowness of her married life. The novel opens with a marital crisis that compels Jaya to 

reflect upon years of emotional suppression, revealing how silence has functioned as both a 

survival mechanism and a tool of self-erasure. Her realization that she has “never spoken 

out, never questioned, never rebelled” exposes the internalization of patriarchal expectations 

that define the ideal woman as patient, accommodating, and self-effacing (That Long Silence 

27). 

Deshpande’s portrayal of silence is complex and layered. On one level, silence 

symbolizes women’s lack of voice within patriarchal marriage, where their opinions and 

desires are subordinated to male authority. On another level, silence reflects women’s own 

fear of disrupting familial stability, demonstrating how emotional conditioning reinforces 

gender hierarchy. Feminist theorists have argued that patriarchy often operates through the 

regulation of women’s speech, discouraging them from expressing dissatisfaction or dissent 

(Spivak 104). Jaya’s silence thus becomes a powerful metaphor for the ideological 

suppression of female subjectivity within the domestic sphere. 

The novel also critiques the institution of marriage as a structure that shapes female 

identity through relational roles rather than autonomous selfhood. Jaya’s identity is defined 
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primarily through her husband Mohan and her children, leaving little room for individual 

aspirations such as writing and intellectual engagement. This reduction of identity echoes 

Betty Friedan’s critique of domestic ideology, which confines women to household roles 

while denying their creative and intellectual fulfillment (Friedan 57). Jaya’s suppressed 

desire to write symbolizes the silenced potential of countless women whose talents are 

subordinated to familial expectations. 

Furthermore, Deshpande reveals how silence becomes internalized as a moral virtue. 

Women are taught that endurance and patience are essential qualities of ideal wifehood, and 

expressing anger or dissatisfaction is seen as selfish or destructive. Consequently, Jaya 

experiences guilt whenever she contemplates asserting herself, illustrating how patriarchy 

shapes not only external behavior but also internal emotional responses. This psychological 

conditioning ensures the continuation of gender hierarchy without the need for overt 

coercion. 

Yet, the novel does not portray Jaya as permanently trapped in silence. Her act of 

narrating her experiences becomes a form of self-recovery, enabling her to confront the 

contradictions in her life and reclaim her voice. Deshpande thus suggests that feminist 

resistance begins with self-awareness and articulation rather than immediate rebellion. The 

movement from silence to speech signifies the emergence of female agency grounded in 

introspection and emotional courage. 

Marriage, Sexuality, and Psychological Trauma in The Dark Holds No Terrors 

While That Long Silence focuses on emotional suppression within marriage, The 

Dark Holds No Terrors examines the intersection of gender, sexuality, and psychological 

violence. The protagonist Sarita is a successful doctor who faces sexual aggression from her 

husband, whose fragile masculinity is threatened by her professional success. Through this 

narrative, Deshpande critiques the patriarchal belief that a woman’s body belongs to her 

husband after marriage, thereby exposing the normalization of marital sexual coercion (The 

Dark Holds No Terrors 112). 

The novel’s depiction of marital rape challenges traditional cultural assumptions that 

equate marriage with consent and protection. Sarita’s fear of nighttime intimacy reveals how 

conjugal relations can become sites of domination rather than mutual affection. Feminist 

scholars such as Kate Millett have argued that patriarchal marriage historically legitimized 

male control over female sexuality, transforming intimate relationships into instruments of 

power (Millet 45). Deshpande’s narrative vividly illustrates this theoretical claim by 

presenting marriage as a complex institution where love coexists with domination and fear. 

Additionally, Sarita’s psychological trauma is linked to her childhood experiences of gender 

discrimination within the family. Her mother’s preference for her brother instilled a sense of 

inadequacy that continues to haunt her adult life. This portrayal underscores Nancy 



SP Publications 

International Journal Of English and Studies (IJOES) 
An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal; Impact Factor: 8.175 (SJIF)  

ISSN:2581-8333|Volume 7, Issue 11(November)2025 
_________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

268 

Chodorow’s argument that gender identity is shaped through early familial relationships that 

assign different values to sons and daughters (Chodorow 71). Sarita’s adult insecurities thus 

reflect the long-term effects of childhood gender bias, demonstrating how patriarchy is 

reproduced across generations through emotional conditioning. 

Deshpande’s narrative also explores the theme of guilt, which functions as a 

powerful mechanism of control. Sarita feels responsible for her husband’s aggression 

because she believes her professional success has emasculated him. This misplaced guilt 

illustrates how women internalize patriarchal norms that hold them accountable for 

maintaining male ego and family harmony. By exposing this psychological burden, 

Deshpande reveals the emotional labor required of women to sustain marital relationships 

even when they experience abuse. 

However, the novel ultimately emphasizes self-realization as a path toward 

liberation. Sarita’s return to her parental home and her reflections on childhood memories 

allows her to confront the roots of her fear and guilt. Through this process, she begins to 

recognize her right to dignity and autonomy. Deshpande thus presents healing and self-

recognition as essential components of feminist resistance, suggesting that confronting 

internalized oppression is as important as challenging external structures. 

Female Subjectivity and the Crisis of Identity 

A defining feature of Deshpande’s fiction is her exploration of female subjectivity, 

particularly the tension between socially prescribed roles and individual desires. Her 

protagonists are educated and professionally capable, yet they struggle to assert their 

identities within patriarchal domestic frameworks. This contradiction reflects the transitional 

nature of postcolonial Indian society, where women gained access to modern education and 

employment but remained bound by traditional expectations of self-sacrifice and obedience. 

Deshpande portrays identity as a continuous process shaped by memory, relationships, and 

cultural norms. Her characters frequently experience fragmentation as they attempt to 

reconcile their personal aspirations with familial responsibilities. This fragmentation 

resonates with Judith Butler’s assertion that gender identity is not fixed but produced through 

repeated social performances that often conflict with individual desires (Butler 45). 

Deshpande’s protagonists embody this conflict as they oscillate between compliance and 

self-assertion. 

Moreover, Deshpande’s use of interior monologue allows readers to access women’s 

suppressed emotions, fears, and aspirations. This narrative strategy challenges patriarchal 

literary traditions that prioritize male experiences while marginalizing women’s inner lives. 

By centering female consciousness, Deshpande transforms private introspection into a 

political act that exposes the emotional costs of gender inequality. 
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Silence, Resistance, and the Possibility of Transformation 

One of the most compelling aspects of Deshpande’s feminist vision is her nuanced 

portrayal of resistance. Unlike narratives that advocate dramatic rebellion, her novels 

emphasize gradual transformation through introspection and self-articulation. Silence, 

initially a symbol of oppression, becomes a reflective space where women analyze their 

experiences and question patriarchal norms. This transformation suggests that resistance can 

emerge from emotional awakening rather than overt confrontation. 

Deshpande’s protagonists often remain within familial structures but renegotiate 

their positions by asserting psychological independence. This form of resistance is 

particularly relevant in the Indian socio-cultural context, where familial bonds and social 

expectations limit the feasibility of radical separation. By depicting subtle yet meaningful 

acts of self-assertion, Deshpande expands feminist discourse to include contextually 

grounded forms of agency. 

Furthermore, her novels highlight the importance of female solidarity in challenging 

patriarchal isolation. Conversations with female friends, memories of mothers, and 

reflections on other women’s lives create networks of empathy that validate individual 

experiences of oppression. These interactions counteract the loneliness imposed by 

patriarchal expectations and demonstrate that collective understanding can foster feminist 

consciousness. 

Middle-Class Domesticity and Gender Politics 

Deshpande’s emphasis on middle-class domestic settings reveals how patriarchy 

operates through respectability, morality, and emotional expectations rather than overt 

violence. Women in these households are encouraged to pursue education and careers, yet 

they remain morally obligated to prioritize family harmony above personal fulfillment. This 

contradiction creates a subtle yet powerful form of gender oppression that operates through 

guilt, duty, and emotional dependency. 

Her novels critique the idealization of the “perfect family,” showing that domestic 

harmony often depends on women’s emotional labor and silence. Women are expected to 

mediate conflicts, absorb frustrations, and maintain relationships, thereby ensuring the 

stability of patriarchal family structures. By exposing these dynamics, Deshpande challenges 

the romanticized image of domestic life and reveals its gendered inequalities. 

Contribution to Feminist Literary and Gender Studies Discourse 

Shashi Deshpande’s contribution to Gender Studies lies in her realistic and 

introspective portrayal of women’s lives. She shifts feminist focus from extraordinary acts 

of rebellion to the everyday negotiations that define women’s existence within patriarchal 

domesticity. Her emphasis on psychological realism broadens feminist discourse by 
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highlighting internalized oppression and emotional conditioning as crucial dimensions of 

gender inequality. 

Additionally, Deshpande bridges Western feminist theories with Indian socio-

cultural realities. While themes such as bodily autonomy, marital equality, and female 

identity resonate with global feminist discourse, she situates them within the specific context 

of Indian middle-class family structures and cultural values. This localization makes her 

work essential for postcolonial feminist studies, as it demonstrates how universal feminist 

concerns are shaped by local cultural contexts. 

Conclusion 

The novels of Shashi Deshpande provide profound insights into the complex 

interplay of gender, domesticity, and female subjectivity in modern Indian society. Through 

psychologically nuanced protagonists, she exposes the subtle mechanisms of patriarchy 

embedded within marriage, family expectations, and cultural ideals of womanhood. Her 

narratives reveal that gender oppression often operates through internalized norms that 

compel women to silence their desires and prioritize familial stability over selfhood. 

Yet Deshpande’s fiction ultimately affirms the possibility of transformation. By 

reclaiming voice, confronting past trauma, and acknowledging suppressed aspirations, her 

protagonists begin to redefine their identities beyond socially prescribed roles. Thus, her 

novels make a significant contribution to Gender Studies by demonstrating that feminist 

resistance can emerge through introspection, articulation, and the gradual dismantling of 

internalized patriarchy. 
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