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Abstract 

Shashi Deshpande’s novel “That Long Silence centers” on Jaya, an educated 

and talented woman who grapples with the expectations and constraints of 

patriarchal Indian society, ultimately seeking self-discovery and the courage 

to break her lifelong silence. The novel explores themes of identity, female 

silence, and self-realization in the context of contemporary Indian middle-

class life. Jaya, the protagonist, is forced into submission from childhood 

expected to be quiet, obedient, and self-effacing, mirroring the experiences of 

many women in her family and society. Deshpande uses the stream-of-

consciousness narrative technique to delve into Jaya’s psyche, portraying her 

struggle to reclaim her voice and individuality after years of mute suffering 

and repression. 
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Introduction 

Shashi Deshpande is a well-known Indian novelist, famous for her insightful contributions to 

modern Indian literature in English, particularly focusing on the lives and experiences of women in 

today's Indian society. Her writings have received significant national awards, such as the Sahitya 

Akademi Award and the Padma Shri. Shashi Deshpande was born in 1938 in Dharwad, Karnataka, as 

the second daughter of the famous Kannada playwright and author Adya Rangacharya and Sharada 

Adya. She studied in Bombay (now Mumbai) and Bangalore, where she earned degrees in Economics, 

Law, and English, along with a diploma in Journalism. Her ability to speak several languages Sanskrit, 

Marathi, and Kannada adds depth to her writing. Deshpande started her writing career with short 

stories in magazines like 'Femina' and 'Eve’s Weekly,' and she published her first collection in 1978. Her 

first novel, "The Dark Holds No Terrors," came out in 1980 and explored themes of women's 

empowerment and the quest for self-identity. She has written thirteen novels, four children's books, 

two crime novellas, and many essays and short story collections. Some of her notable works include 

"That Long Silence," which won her the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1990, "Roots and Shadows," "The 

Binding Vine," "Small Remedies," and "A Matter of Time." 
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Context & Theoretical Lens 

The socio-cultural context of the novel is essential for understanding the protagonist's journey. 

The story unfolds in the backdrop of post-independence India, a society grappling with modernity 

while holding onto traditional values. The tension between these opposing forces is prevalent 

throughout the novel. Women are expected to adhere to the norms of tradition, which restrict their 

desires and ambitions. Jaya, as an educated and articulate woman, symbolizes the conflict between 

personal aspirations and societal expectations. Her silence throughout much of the book serves as a 

metaphor for the repression faced by many women in India. 

Shashi Deshpande's That Long Silence serves as a poignant narrative that uncovers the intricacies 

of women's lives in a patriarchal society. Through an exploration of socio-cultural contexts and feminist 

perspectives, the novel reflects the ongoing struggles for identity and voice experienced by women. 

The narrative is not only a reflection of India’s societal framework but also resonates with global 

conversations surrounding women's empowerment and silence. As contemporary society continues to 

evolve, the themes presented in this novel is likely remain significant, giving rise to ongoing dialogues 

about women's rights and identity. 

Condition of Patriarchal Domination 

The novel highlights the ways in which patriarchal domination perpetuates harmful stereotypes 

and myths about women. For example, Jaya's mother-in-law, Hema, constantly reinforces the idea that 

a woman's worth is tied to her ability to bear children and her obedience to her husband. This 

perpetuation of harmful stereotypes not only limits women's opportunities for personal and 

professional growth but also reinforces the idea that women are inherently inferior to men.  Deshpande 

tackles in the novel is the impact of patriarchal domination on women's mental and emotional well-

being. Jaya's struggles with depression and anxiety are a direct result of the oppressive nature of 

patriarchy and the constant pressure to conform to societal expectations of what it means to be a "good" 

wife and mother. The novel portrays the toll that patriarchy takes on women's mental health, as they 

navigate the demands and expectations placed upon them by their families and society at large. 

Socio-Cultural Imprints and Intergenerational Conditioning 

The intergenerational theme in 'That Long Silence' is clear in Jaya's bond with her mother and 

her kids. Jaya's mom represents the traditional woman who accepts her situation without questioning 

her role. On the other hand, Jaya's children symbolize a new generation with different dreams. This 

contrast between the two generations emphasizes the changing views on gender roles. Jaya’s 

daughter’s perspective on relationships shows a break from the passive acceptance seen in Jaya’s 

mother. This change indicates a major shift in the social and cultural environment, where younger 

generations are motivated to seek independence and challenge gender expectations. 

Silent Suffering and Female Solidarity 

The novel "That Long Silence" by Shashi Deshpande explores the themes of silent suffering and 

female solidarity through the life of its protagonist, Jaya. As she navigates the challenges of her 

marriage and societal expectations, the novel sheds light on the struggles faced by women in a 

patriarchal society.  

Towards Resistance: Silence Shattered 

Silent suffering refers to the pain and struggles that individuals endure without expressing their 

feelings openly. In "That Long Silence," Jaya embodies this experience. After her husband's unjust 

incarceration, Jaya's world changes dramatically. She becomes the silent observer of her life, grappling 

with feelings of isolation and helplessness. Deshpande portrays Jaya as a representation of countless 
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women who are trapped in oppressive circumstances. Jaya's silence becomes a coping mechanism. It 

reflects her internal conflict and the societal norm that discourages women from voicing their issues 

Complex Feminist Representation 

The novel highlights the oppressive nature of patriarchy and its impact on women's lives. 

Through the protagonist Jaya's struggles within her marriage and family, Deshpande illustrates how 

societal norms and expectations dictate women's behavior and limit their freedom. For example, Jaya's 

husband, Mohan, controls her every move and decision, reflecting the unequal power dynamics in their 

relationship. Deshpande challenges traditional notions of femininity and masculinity by portraying 

diverse female characters who defy stereotypes. For instance, Jaya's friend Rita rejects societal 

expectations of motherhood and marriage, choosing instead to pursue a career and independence. This 

character demonstrates that women can have agency and self-determination outside of traditional 

gender roles. Shashi Deshpande's novel "That Long Silence" offers a nuanced portrayal of complex 

feminist representations that challenge traditional gender roles and patriarchal norms. Through the 

experiences of the protagonist Jaya and other female characters, the author explores themes of 

patriarchy, agency, liberation, and solidarity. 

Conclusion 

The novel emphasizes how oppressive patriarchy affects women's lives. Through Jaya's 

challenges in her marriage and family, Deshpande shows how societal norms and expectations shape 

women's actions and restrict their freedom. For instance, Jaya's husband, Mohan, dictates her every 

action and choice, highlighting the unequal power dynamics in their relationship. The story delves into 

the intricacies of motherhood and the pressure on women to put their children first. Jaya's difficulties 

in juggling her roles as a mother, wife, and individual illustrate the societal demands on women to 

focus on caregiving and give up their own aspirations. Shashi Deshpande's book "That Long Silence" 

provides a detailed depiction of complex feminist themes that question traditional gender roles and 

patriarchal standards. Through Jaya's experiences and those of other female characters, the author 

examines themes of patriarchy, agency, freedom, and unity. 
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