
59 

International Journal of Educational Research and Studies 

www.multidisciplinaryarticle.org 

Online ISSN: 2664-6811, Print ISSN: 2664-6803 

Received: 22-04-2024, Accepted: 13-05-2024, Published: 08-06-2024 

Volume 6, Issue 2, 2024, Page No. 59-62 

 

Exploring the representation of gender roles in Shashi Deshpande's *That Long Silence* 

Manju 

Associate Professor, Department of English, Aditi Mahavidhyalaya (Delhi University), Delhi, India 
 

 

 

 

Abstract 

Shashi Deshpande's *That Long Silence* is a seminal work in Indian literature that delves into the complexities of gender 

roles and the silencing of women's voices within a patriarchal society. This paper explores how Deshpande portrays gender 

roles through her protagonist, Jaya, and other characters, illustrating the struggle for identity and autonomy faced by women. 

The analysis reveals the intricate interplay between tradition, culture, and individual aspirations, highlighting Deshpande's 

critique of societal norms and her call for a redefinition of gender roles. 
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Introduction 

Shashi Deshpande is renowned for her nuanced portrayal of 

women's issues in contemporary Indian society. “That Long 

Silence”, published in 1988, is a poignant narrative that 

centers on Jaya, a housewife and aspiring writer, who 

confronts her suppressed desires and silenced voice within 

the confines of a traditional marriage. This paper examines 

the representation of gender roles in the novel, focusing on 

how Deshpande challenges the existing norms and 

advocates for female empowerment and self-expression. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

To analyze the representation of gender roles in “That Long 

Silence”, this paper employs feminist literary criticism, 

particularly focusing on the concepts of patriarchy, identity, 

and female agency. Simone de Beauvoir's theory of "The 

Other" and Judith Butler's notion of gender performativity 

provide a theoretical basis for understanding how 

Deshpande critiques the prescribed roles for women and 

explores the possibilities for their subversion. 

In "That Long Silence," Shashi Deshpande critiques the 

traditional roles prescribed for women in Indian society and 

explores the possibilities for their subversion through the 

protagonist Jaya's journey of self-discovery and rebellion 

against patriarchal norms. 

 

Critique of Prescribed Roles 

Deshpande highlights how marriage and domesticity are 

central to the societal expectations imposed on women. 

Jaya's role as a wife and mother confines her to a life of 

routine and subservience. Her husband, Mohan, represents 

the patriarchal figure who expects her to conform to his 

expectations without question. This dynamic illustrates the 

traditional view that a woman's identity is primarily defined 

by her familial roles. 

Shashi Deshpande's novel “That Long Silence” delves into 

the themes of marriage and domesticity through the 

experiences of its protagonist, Jaya, a middle-aged woman 

who reassesses her life and her role within her marriage and 

family. The novel is a powerful exploration of the silent 

suffering and internal struggles faced by women in a 

patriarchal society. 

Deshpande portrays marriage as an institution deeply rooted 

in traditional gender roles, where the husband often holds 

power and the wife is expected to be submissive. Jaya’s 

husband, Mohan, embodies the traditional male authority, 

while Jaya’s initial compliance highlights the societal 

expectation for women to be dutiful wives. This dynamic is 

evident in Jaya’s reflections on her life, where she realizes 

how much of herself she has suppressed to meet these 

expectations. 

The novel's title itself points to the silence that pervades 

Jaya’s marriage. The lack of open communication between 

Jaya and Mohan is a significant theme. Jaya’s silence 

represents not just her personal inability to express her 

thoughts and feelings but also the broader societal 

expectation for women to remain voiceless in their 

marriages. This silence leads to a build-up of unspoken 

resentment and unfulfilled desires. 

Deshpande illustrates the extent to which women are 

expected to compromise and sacrifice their aspirations and 

identities for the sake of their families. Jaya’s journey is one 

of self-discovery, where she confronts the sacrifices she has 

made over the years, such as giving up her writing career, to 

conform to the role of a ‘good wife.’ 

The novel also touches upon issues of infidelity and trust 

within marriage. Mohan’s infidelity is a catalyst for Jaya’s 

introspection. It forces her to confront the cracks in their 

relationship and question the foundations of their marriage. 

This betrayal underscores the fragility of trust and the pain it 

causes when broken. 

Domesticity is portrayed as a confining space for Jaya, 

where her identity is reduced to that of a wife and mother. 

The home becomes a symbol of her entrapment, reflecting 

the limited scope of her world and the suppression of her 

individuality. 

Deshpande critiques the idealization of the role of a 

housewife. Jaya’s realization that her domestic duties have 

consumed her life and stifled her personal growth is central 

to the narrative. The repetitive and often thankless nature of 

domestic work is highlighted as a form of oppression. 

Motherhood is another aspect of domesticity explored in the 

novel. While it brings Jaya joy, it also adds to her burdens. 

The expectations placed upon her as a mother further 

contribute to her sense of inadequacy and guilt whenever 

she feels she is not living up to these ideals. 

The domestic space also isolates Jaya from the outside 

world, intensifying her loneliness. Despite being surrounded 
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by family, Jaya often feels profoundly alone, underscoring 

the emotional isolation that many women experience within 

their homes. 

The novel ultimately charts Jaya’s journey towards self-

realization and empowerment. Through her introspection 

and the act of breaking her silence by writing about her 

experiences, Jaya begins to reclaim her voice and identity. 

Deshpande thus offers a critique of the traditional roles 

assigned to women and advocates for a more equitable and 

communicative marital relationship. 

“That Long Silence” by Shashi Deshpande provides a 

poignant exploration of marriage and domesticity, 

highlighting the silent struggles of women trapped in 

conventional roles. Through Jaya’s story, Deshpande calls 

for a re-examination of these roles and emphasizes the 

importance of self-expression and personal fulfillment. 

The title itself, "That Long Silence," signifies the enforced 

silence of women. Throughout her marriage, Jaya 

suppresses her own desires and ambitions to maintain 

harmony in the household. This silence symbolizes the 

broader societal expectation that women should not voice 

their opinions or challenge male authority. Deshpande uses 

Jaya's internal monologue to expose the psychological 

impact of this enforced silence on women's self-esteem and 

sense of identity. 

The novel critiques the cultural norms that dictate a 

woman's behavior, such as the expectation to be self-

sacrificing and obedient. Through various female characters, 

Deshpande portrays the diverse ways in which women 

navigate and often struggle against these constraints. For 

example, Jaya's maid, Jeeja, and her friend, Mukta, embody 

different responses to the same oppressive system. 

In "The Long Silence" by Shashi Deshpande, cultural norms 

and gender roles are central themes that shape the lives of 

the characters and drive the narrative. The novel, set in 

India, explores the internal and external struggles of its 

protagonist, Jaya, as she navigates her identity within the 

confines of traditional gender expectations and societal 

pressures. Here's a detailed look at how these themes are 

portrayed in the book: 

The novel is set in a patriarchal society where male 

dominance is pervasive. Women are expected to adhere to 

roles that primarily involve caregiving, household duties, 

and supporting their husbands. 

Jaya's life is heavily influenced by the expectations placed 

upon her as a wife and mother. Her aspirations and desires 

are often suppressed in favor of maintaining her household 

and fulfilling her husband's needs. 

Marriage is depicted as an institution that reinforces 

traditional gender roles. Jaya's relationship with her 

husband, Mohan, is marked by an imbalance of power. She 

is expected to be obedient and submissive, putting her own 

ambitions aside to support him. 

The societal pressure to maintain a harmonious marriage 

often leads women like Jaya to silence their voices and 

tolerate injustices. 

The title "The Long Silence" itself is a metaphor for the 

enforced silence of women in the society depicted in the 

novel. Jaya's journey is a reflection of many women's 

experiences of being silenced and marginalized. 

Throughout the novel, Jaya struggles with the internal 

conflict of expressing herself versus conforming to societal 

expectations. Her silence represents the larger issue of 

women's voices being stifled. 

Traditional roles of women are emphasized, with a focus on 
their duties as wives, mothers, and daughters-in-law. Jaya's 
sense of self is closely tied to these roles, and she grapples 
with the expectations to be the ideal woman. 
The novel illustrates how these roles often lead to the 
neglect of women's personal growth and happiness. Jaya's 
creative aspirations and intellectual desires are 
overshadowed by her domestic responsibilities. 
Jaya is a complex character who embodies the struggles of 
many women trying to find their identity within restrictive 
cultural norms. Her journey is one of self-discovery and 
awakening, as she begins to question and challenge the 
traditional roles imposed on her. 
Her internal monologues and reflections reveal her 
dissatisfaction with her life and the roles she is expected to 
play. Through Jaya, Deshpande explores the theme of self-
liberation and the courage it takes to break free from 
societal constraints. 
Mohan represents the traditional male figure who benefits 
from the patriarchal structure. His expectations of Jaya align 
with societal norms, and he struggles to understand her need 
for self-expression and independence. 
His character highlights the challenges that arise when 
deeply ingrained gender roles are questioned, and the 
resistance that often follows. 
Silence is a recurring theme, symbolizing the suppression of 
women's voices. Jaya's eventual breaking of her silence is a 
powerful act of defiance and self-assertion. 
The contrast between silence and voice in the novel 
underscores the importance of self-expression and the 
liberation that comes with finding one's voice. 
The novel juxtaposes traditional cultural norms with modern 
aspirations, reflecting the tension between maintaining 
cultural heritage and embracing individual freedom 
Jaya's character arc is representative of this conflict, as she 
seeks to balance her cultural identity with her personal 
ambitions. 
The Long Silence" by Shashi Deshpande offers a poignant 
exploration of cultural norms and gender roles, portraying 
the intricate and often oppressive dynamics of a patriarchal 
society. Through Jaya's journey, Deshpande sheds light on 
the struggles women face in finding their voice and identity 
within a framework that seeks to define and limit them. The 
novel is a powerful commentary on the need for self-
liberation and the ongoing quest for gender equality. 
 

Exploration of Subversion Possibilities 
1. Self-Reflection and Writing: Jaya's journey towards 

self-awareness begins when she starts reflecting on her 
life and writing about her experiences. Writing becomes 
a means of reclaiming her voice and asserting her 
individuality. Deshpande uses this act of writing as a 
metaphor for resistance against patriarchal norms. 
Jaya's rediscovery of her passion for writing signifies a 
break from her imposed silence and a step towards 
personal liberation. 
 

2. Questioning and Rebellion: Throughout the novel, 
Jaya begins to question the legitimacy of the roles 
imposed on her. This questioning is a crucial step in her 
process of subversion. By scrutinizing the expectations 
placed on her and the inherent injustices, she slowly 
moves towards a more autonomous identity. Her 
eventual decision to confront her husband about their 
relationship and her dissatisfaction is a pivotal moment 
of rebellion. 
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3. Solidarity Among Women: Deshpande also explores 
the theme of female solidarity as a means of subversion. 
The support and understanding between female 
characters in the novel highlight the potential for 
collective resistance against patriarchal oppression. The 
sharing of personal stories and struggles among women 
fosters a sense of community and empowerment. 

 
4. Personal Empowerment: Jaya’s transformation by the 

end of the novel is emblematic of personal 
empowerment. She recognizes the need to assert her 
own desires and make choices independent of societal 
expectations. Deshpande suggests that true subversion 
of prescribed roles begins with individual 
empowerment and the courage to challenge traditional 
norms. 

 

Analysis 

Jaya: The Protagonist's Journey 
Jaya is a complex character whose internal conflict and 
journey towards self-awareness are central to the narrative. 
Initially, she embodies the traditional roles of wife and 
mother, adhering to societal expectations and suppressing 
her own ambitions. Her silence is emblematic of the larger 
silencing of women within a patriarchal framework. 
Traditional Roles and Patriarchal Expectations: Jaya's 
marriage to Mohan exemplifies the conventional gender 
dynamics, where her identity is largely defined by her 
husband's success and societal standing. Her role is 
primarily domestic, and any deviation from this norm is met 
with resistance. 
Silence and Self-Effacement: Jaya's silence is both literal 
and metaphorical, representing her lack of agency and the 
internalization of societal norms that dictate women's 
behavior. This silence is a coping mechanism as well as a 
form of rebellion against the expectations imposed on her. 

 

Other Female Characters 
The novel presents a spectrum of female characters, each 
embodying different responses to the gender roles imposed 
by society. 
In the novel *That Long Silence* by Shashi Deshpande, a 
diverse array of female characters is portrayed, each 
responding uniquely to the societal gender roles imposed 
upon them. This spectrum of characters offers a nuanced 
exploration of how different women navigate, resist, or 
succumb to these expectations. Here are some key 
characters and their responses: 
 

Jaya 
Jaya, the protagonist, epitomizes the internal struggle many 
women face between conforming to traditional roles and 
pursuing personal identity and freedom. Throughout the 
novel, Jaya reflects on her roles as a wife and mother, often 
feeling constrained by these identities. She grapples with her 
own silence and suppressed ambitions, symbolizing the 
broader issue of female subjugation and the difficulty of 
finding one's voice in a patriarchal society. 

 

Mohan 

Mohan, Jaya's husband, indirectly highlights the pressures 

on women through his traditional expectations and 

demands. His character reinforces the conventional gender 

roles that Jaya feels suffocated by, making her journey 

towards self-realization more challenging and poignant. 

Kamat 

Kamat, Jaya's neighbor and confidant, represents an 

alternative perspective. His open-mindedness and 

intellectual companionship provide Jaya with a glimpse of 

what life could be like beyond societal constraints. Though 

a male character, Kamat's influence on Jaya's thought 

process is crucial in her journey towards self-awareness. 

 

Kusum 

Kusum, Jaya's cousin, is a tragic figure whose life illustrates 

the devastating effects of societal pressures on women. 

Kusum's mental breakdown and eventual suicide underscore 

the extreme consequences of a rigidly patriarchal 

environment, highlighting the dire need for change and the 

high cost of silence and repression. 

 

Mukta and Manda 

Mukta and Manda are other significant female characters 

who showcase different aspects of resistance and 

conformity. Mukta, a widow, adheres strictly to societal 

expectations, leading a life of quiet resignation. In contrast, 

Manda, who comes from a lower socioeconomic 

background, exhibits a certain defiance and resilience, 

challenging the norms in her own way. 

 

Jaya's Mother and Ajji 

Jaya's mother and grandmother (Ajji) represent older 

generations that embody traditional female roles. Jaya's 

mother is a figure of self-sacrifice, having conformed 

entirely to her roles as a wife and mother, while Ajji holds 

onto the old ways, believing in strict adherence to societal 

norms. Their lives and attitudes provide a backdrop against 

which Jaya measures her own experiences and desires. 

 

The Collective Voices 

The novel also includes the collective voices of women Jaya 

encounters, such as her maid servants and neighbors, who 

each reflect different facets of the female experience within 

the socio-economic spectrum. These characters, though 

sometimes in the background, contribute to the rich tapestry 

of female perspectives in the narrative. 

 

The Symbolism of Silence 

Silence in *That Long Silence* is a powerful symbol that 

reflects the constraints placed on women and their struggles 

to assert their voices. Deshpande uses silence to explore the 

themes of repression and liberation. 

 

Narrative Technique: The narrative structure itself, with 

its introspective and fragmented style, mirrors Jaya's 

fractured identity and her efforts to reconcile her inner self 

with her outward persona. 

 

Breaking the Silence: The act of breaking the silence, both 

literally through writing and metaphorically through self-

assertion, signifies Jaya's journey towards self-realization 

and autonomy. It is an act of reclaiming her voice and 

redefining her role within the family and society. 

 

Conclusion 

Shashi Deshpande's That Long Silence is a profound 

exploration of gender roles and the silencing of women 

within a patriarchal society. Through the character of Jaya 

and the experiences of other women in the novel, 
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Deshpande critiques traditional gender roles and advocates 

for female agency and self-expression. The novel's emphasis 

on silence and the struggle to break free from it underscores 

the need for a redefinition of gender roles, aligning with 

broader feminist discourses on identity and empowerment. 

Through "That Long Silence," Shashi Deshpande not only 

critiques the rigid roles prescribed for women in Indian 

society but also vividly portrays the nuanced process of 

subversion. By highlighting Jaya's internal conflict and 

eventual assertion of her voice, Deshpande underscores the 

importance of self-awareness, questioning, and solidarity in 

the journey towards female empowerment and liberation. 
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