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The study on gender and its dual constructs has occupied the literary firmament as a 

contested arena that witnesses interpretations and contestations from postmodern theorists, 
critics, queer theory, sociology, psychology and post-structuralists. The rise of the second-wave 
feminist movement is the impetus for studies on masculinity. Whitehead says, ‘Masculinity 
reflects social and cultural expectations of social behavior rather than biology’ (16).  Gender, a 
social and cultural construct is differentiated from sex, which is a biologically determined factor. 

Traditional masculinity is associated with assertiveness, virility, aggression, 
competitiveness, ambition, courage, physical strength and vitality, while femininity bears traits 
as submission, meekness, tolerance, endurance, softness and delicacy. Verma and Mahendra, in 
“Construction of Masculinity in India: A Gender and Health Perspective’, opine, ‘A real man 
should be daring, courageous, confident and commend respect, should be responsible towards 
family and a real man should be able to prove his manliness or masculinity’ (73). Colonialism, 
post-colonialism and globalization have fostered the induction of the plural masculinities to 
establish that masculinity is not a monolithic whole. Sociologist Kimmel opines, ‘However, to 
pluralize the term does not mean that all masculinities are equal. Typically, each nation 
constructs a model of masculinity against which each man measures himself’ (Global 6).  
Masculinities are a complex weaves of characteristics that are unique to different groups of 
people.  

That Long Silence, by Deshpande revolves around Jaya and Mohan, who belong to a 
middle-class Indian Brahmin family. Mohan is involved in a swindle and hence he has to move 
away from his house to a temporary residence till the case is resolved. The family has to comply 
since he takes decisions without consulting his wife or anybody else in the family. He exercises 
hegemonic masculinity. The hegemonic image of manhood is constructed through differences 
with a variety of ‘others’- racial or sexual minorities and women. The hegemonic definition of 
masculinity is ‘constructed in relation to various subordinated masculinities as well as in relation 
to women’, writes sociologist Connell (183). Mohan takes Jaya for granted. Though Jaya does 
not want shift, she is forced. She says: 
            I remember now that he had assumed I would accompany him, had taken for 
            granted my acquiescence in his plans.  So had I.  Sita following her husband into  
            exile, Savitri dogging Death to reclaim her husband, Draupadi stoically sharing 
            her husband’s travails…. (That Long11) 

The reference to Indian mythology indicates the extent to which patriarchy is deep- 
rooted in the culture of the family. The woman has to follow the dictates of her husband without 
questioning. She recalls Vanitamani telling her, ‘Look at you – for everything a question, for 
everything a retort. What husband can be comfortable with that?’ (27) The duties of a woman are 
taught at an early age and the wife has to dutifully obey the customs. Mohan exercises complete 
control over the family. Moreover, Jaya recalls Vanitamani’s opinion: 
             Remember, Jaya, a husband is like a sheltering tree….Without the tree, you’re 
             dangerously unprotected and vulnerable.  This followed logically.  And so, you 
             have to keep the tree alive and flourishing, even if you have to water it with 
             deceit and lies. (32) 
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Here, Jaya’s interests are insignificant. She is a puppet in the hands of her family. Ever since her 
marriage, she has viewed her family being pulled by ‘a pair of bullocks yoked together’ (97). She 
does not want any differences of opinion with Mohan for this reason. She says, “Two bullocks 
yoked together… it is more comfortable for them to move in the same direction.  To go in 
different directions would be painful; and what animal would voluntarily choose pain? (12). Jaya 
has immense faith in Mohan’s potentials, not her own: 
            The truth is that it was Mohan who had a clear idea of what he wanted, the kind 
            of life he wanted to lead, the kind of home he would live in, and I went along 
            with him.  But I cannot blame Mohan, for even if he had asked me – what do 
            you want? – I would have found it hard to give him a reply. (25) 
Years of servitude has made her a mere cog in the wheel of life. Mohan’s career and comfort 
matter the most. 

 Jaya contrasts the treatment in her own home, when she used to argue or express 
opinions over issues, and her family would comply with her ideas.  Her mother was often the 
decision- maker who interfered with he lives of her relatives too. Jaya’s father gave importance 
to Jaya’s wishes, ambition and desires. In Mohan’s house, matters are different. She notices:  
             It was when I first visited her home that I had discovered how sharply defined a 
             woman’s role was.  They had been a revelation to me, the women in his family,  
             so definite about their roles, so well-trained in their duties, so skillful in the right  
             areas, so indifferent to everything else. (83) 

When Prema, Mohan’s sister tells him that he has a button missing, Jaya does not realize 
the ridicule behind it.  She ‘was expected to feel ashamed, to take the shirt immediately and saw 
on the missing button’ (83). On another occasion, Mohan tells her, ‘My mother never raised her 
voice against my father, however badly he behaved’ (83).  Since then, she has controlled her 
anger. Jaya’s pregnancy brings both joy and troubles. Her morning- sickness gets worse and does 
not permit her to cook. When she asks Mohan to cook, he scornfully replies, ‘You want me to 
cook? (81) The women and the girls in the house laugh at her suggestion. Mohan is taken aback 
at Jaya’s request. Jaya remembers how bad Mohan felt about it:  
           But with Mohan it had been different.  He had been utterly crushed by the things I 
           had said.  How could you? I never thought my wife could say such things to me. 
          You’re my wife… he had kept repeating. (82) 
Realization comes to her that she has been unjust to herself and her career as a writer has failed 
only because she is afraid of inviting any displeasure from her husband. Jaya remembers the 
untold bed-time tale of the crow and the sparrow, where the male crow was outwitted by the 
female sparrow.  She wonders:  
           It occurs to me now that perhaps I did a wiser thing than I knew in rejecting this 
          story as a bed-time tale for Rahul.  Imagine what it could do to a little boy, this 
          story in which the victim, the crow, is a male, and the victorious sparrow a female.  
          (17)  
She believes that she has done the right thing in not telling the tale to her daughter, for she may 
develop the tendency to go against societal impositions. According to Gopalan and Shiva: 
            Based on patriarchal institutions and values, women are socialized to be good,  
            obedient and sacrificing daughters, wives and daughters-in-law. They are trained 
            not to challenge discrimination, subordination, exploitation and subjugation at  
            various levels in the system. The term ‘parayadhan’…implies that parents have 
            eventual hand over to prepare them for the guiding principles for socializing 
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            girls in the Indian families. (Voluntary 4) 
This reveals that despite torture and troubles, women lack the courage to revolt against traditions.  
Patriarchy has strong roots that cannot be uprooted easily. 

Jaya’s servant, Nayana tells her about the desire for a male child. When Jaya asks her the 
reason for this attitude, Nayana tells her that the life of a woman is distraught. Nayana  has to put 
up with her husband who is a drunkard, and she would not want her own daughter to suffer a 
similar fate.  Each class in the society has its cultural characteristics and the working-class, 
below poverty- line families have to tolerate injustice at the hands of the male- folk, who often 
live at the expense of their wives. Jaya hears a similar story from Manda, the daughter of her 
servant at the temporary residence:  
          Nobody had money for batatawadas.  Baba beats up Ai because she has no 
          money to give him, and if she gives him any money, Ajji scolds her.  She said 
          matter of factly. (53)  
Rajaram, Manda’s father beats up his wife Tara if she does not provide the income for his drinks. 
The men of the lower- income group are forced to subordinate themselves and exhibit 
subordinate masculinity. Courtenay observes that the individual pursues alcohol, smokes and 
fights, engages in sexual conquests to compensate for one’s subordinate status in the society.  He 
further states that the rejection of feminine behavior, oppression of women and less powerful 
men contributes to the developments of masculinities. This behavior also proves man’s 
superiority over woman and of his ranking among true masculine nature (6). The women have to 
put up with such situations in order to keep life going on. 

During her marriage, Jaya develops a relationship with Mr. Kamat, who portrays the 
liberal masculine.  A liberal masculine is one who realizes that every individual has the right to 
live by equal standards. He is interested in Jaya’s hidden personality as a writer. She remembers, 
‘And just as I got rid of that house – proud woman who had been me, it came to me that the 
woman had had a name as well.  Suhasini’ (14). This is how she is addressed by him. With 
Kamat, Jaya recognizes her true self and her interests.  She can nurture her art under him. She 
recalls Kamat telling her, ‘Take yourself seriously, woman.’(99). Jaya, once a regular contributor 
to the Seeta fortnightly, now, trembles at the thoughts of writing after a long gap.  In the 
presence of Mohan, she is frail and submissive. Kamat’s death is a serious loss to her. Jaya is 
educated, yet she cannot fulfill her desire to write.  Through Jaya, Deshpande reveals that 
modern, educated women possess the desire and the ambition, but they lack efforts and support. 
Kamat’s death, Mohan’s indifference and her lack of assertion inhibit the fruition of her desires.  
 
 
When Mohan realizes that Jaya does not want to further go into hiding for the wrong he has 
committed, he leaves the house to give Jaya the time to think and decide for herself. In his 
absence, she realizes, ‘The thought of living without him had twisted my insides.  His death had 
seemed to me the final catastrophe.  The very idea of his dying had made me feel so bereft that 
tears had flowed effortlessly down my cheeks’ (96-97). This projects the extent to which Mohan 
has controlled her individuality. Jaya, like other women, becomes an introvert and finds it unable 
to live without her husband. She has the urge to be independent, no doubt, but she lacks the 
courage to revolt against her husband. 

Saru, in The Dark Holds No Terrors, visits her father, years after her marriage to 
Manohar.  On this day, she finds she has to confide something personal to her father, who: 
         He had always been so much a man, the “master of the house”, not to be bothered  
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          by any of the trivials of daily routine.  And yet he seemed comfortable in this new  
          role, as if his earlier inactivity has been a giving-in to his wife’s ideas, nothing to 
         do with himself.  (The Dark16) 
He had always been by her side, supporting her in every possible manner. When Saru opts for 
medicine, her mother exclaims, ‘Medicine! Five, six, seven….God knows how many years.  Let 
her go for a B.Sc… you can get her married in two years and our responsibility will be over’ 
(130-131). This shows the indifference of her mother’s attitude towards her. The daughter is a 
commodity that is priced and sold.  With the support of her father, she wins her way to medicine. 
Saru’s mother has been careful about her daughter’s appearance: 
            Don’t go out in the sun.  You’ll get even darker.   
            Who cares? 
            We have to care if you don’t.  We have to get you married.   
            I don’t want to get married. 
           Will you live with us all your life? 
            Why not? 
            You can’t.  
            And Dhruva? 
           He’s different.  He is a boy.  (40) 

Gender bias prevailed in the early phase of the post- colonial period, in India. Later, she 
is given lessons on her conduct.  ‘You should be careful now about how you behave.  Don’t 
come out in your petticoat like that.  Not even when it’s only your father who is around’ (55). 
She is taught to grow up shamefully in the presence of her own father. Though Saru feels 
embarrassed, she is forced to follow the rules of the society.  

Saru qualifies as a doctor and contrary to her parents’ wishes, marries Manohar. Her 
family does not approve of Manohar because he belongs to a lower caste. She recalls the 
discussion in her house: 
           What caste is he? 
           I don’t know. 
           A Brahmin?  
          Of course not. 
          Then, cruelly… his father keeps a cycle shop.   
          Oh, so they are low caste people, are they? (The Dark 87) 

The young couple starts a family, but there is bitterness between them. Saru emerges as a 
well- reputed doctor, earning more than her husband. She is revered by all in their locality but 
Manohar is neglected. ‘And now when we walked out of the room, there were nods and smiles, 
murmured greetings and namastes.  But they were all for me, only for me.  There was nothing for 
him.  He was almost totally ignored.  Hurt, he says, ‘I’m sick of this place.  Let’s get out of here 
soon (36). Later, Saru realizes: 
           But now I know that it was there it began…this terrible thing that has destroyed 
            our marriage.  I know this too… that the human personality has an infinite 
            capacity for growth.  And so the esteem with which I was surrounded made me 
            inches taller.  But perhaps, the same thing that made me inches taller, made him 
            inches shorter.  He had been the young man and I his bride.  Now I was the lady 
           doctor and he was my husband. (37) 

This creates a rift, and Saru is left helpless. The divide between them grows wider, and 
one day, when she is interviewed for a special issue on career women, and Manohar is asked, 
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‘How does it feel when your wife earns not only the butter but most of the bread itself?’ (181), 
he unleashes the cruel side of him. ‘He attacked me like an animal that night.  I was sleeping and 
I woke up and there was this.. this man hurting me.  With his hands, his teeth, his whole body’ 
(182). Since then, Manohar has been gnawing at her, turning into a ‘sadist’ (88). She becomes 
the victim of his frequent sexual assaults every night. When asked about the sources of male 
violence against women, in an interview, sociologist Kimmel says: 
            Some of the sources of male violence as we've now come to understand come  
            not from the initiation of aggression, not from the claiming of power, but rather  
            men tend to be violent against women when they feel that their power is eroding, 
            when it's slipping. In the patterns of male violence against women that we 
            observe, spouse abuse, for example, rape, battery, things like that. The pattern of  
            these responses tends to occur when men feel that their control over women is 
            breaking down. So men, we see from the outside, we might see men initiating 
            aggression against women, we might see men acting against women, but the men 
            they don't experience it that way. (No Safe Place)  

Manohar feels that his masculine image is threatened. “Description on violent behaviors”, 
say Verma and Mahendra, “was an integral component of describing a ‘real man’ and manliness” 
(Construction 73). The anxiety to reclaim his lost image makes him retaliate. His efforts are to 
bring his wife under his control, and to see that she does not deserve an equal footing. To him, 
the wife is a mere means of support. When Saru thinks of quitting her practice, he says, ‘On my 
salary? Come on, Saru, don’t be silly.  You know how much I earn.  You think we can live this 
way on that?’ (The Dark 73). Saru is reminded of her teacher, who once told a group of students: 
               A wife must always be a few feet behind her husband.  If he’s an M.A, you 
          should be a B.A. If he’s 5 feet 4 inches tall, you shouldn’t be more than 5 feet 3 
          inches  tall.  If he’s earning Rs. 500, you should never earn more than Rs. 499. 
          That’s the only rule to follow if you want a happy marriage. Don’t ever try to 
          reverse the doctor-nurse, executive-secretary, principal- teacher role.  It can be 
          traumatic, disastrous…. It will always be unequal, in favor of your husband.            
               a + b they told us in mathematics is equal b + a.  But here, a + b was not,  
         definitely not equal to b + a.  It became monstrously unbalanced equation, lopsided, 
          unequal, impossible. (123-124) 

Saru decides to discuss the issues with Prof. Kulkarni, but the thoughts of the  questions 
she has to answer deter her: 
            Your Manohar? He is a wreck, a ruin, a sadist.  
            Can I divorce my husband? 
            Any reasons? 
           He is cruel.  
          How? Will you be specific? Please give details. (88) 
She believes that Manohar is not manly in his approach. ‘It was something else… a nebulous 
aura of feminity about him, faked, spurious and, therefore, all the more assertive’ (89). These 
thoughts in mind, she decides to ask her father, his opinion. The thoughts of a possible treatment 
would make matters worse. ‘He needs treatment.  It’s not so easy, Baba.  They’ll say … I need 
treatment too.  They’ll go on and on about things that happened long ago’ (185). Baba can do 
nothing to console her. He asks her to discus the matter with her husband to resolve the crisis.  
Saru is tired. She asks: 
             But there can never be any forgiveness. Never any atonement. My brother died 
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             because I heedlessly turned my back on him. My mother died  
             because I deserted her. My husband is a failure because I destroyed his 
            manhood. (198) 
Baba finds no other solution to her problem. Saru decides to confront her husband. She is 
unwilling to receive Abhi, her son, who would probably come down to fetch her. At the moment, 
her attention is diverted to a small girl, Sunita, whose convulsions need her immediate attention.  

When sociologist Kimmel is asked what should be done to help men change these 
patterns and how to show that violence against women won't be tolerated, he replies: 
                Well I think that men need to take individual responsibility for the problem, but 
            I think that there are several prongs to this…. That men begin to take individual 
           responsibility for their own behaviors that they begin to think about their own 
           behaviors, not only from their own perspective, the perspective of someone maybe  
           even but the perspective of the ones who it's done against. So that they begin to 
           see both sides of it, that it's seen as an initiation or aggression. That would be one  
          part…. 
                 I also think it's important for men to begin to realize and I think here's the real 
          pay off. If we as men make it very clear to the women in our lives that we don't 
           support men's violence against women, that we are actively opposed to it, that we 
            are willing to confront other men who we see doing aggressive things, then our 
          relationships with women will actually improve. … Women also know now that 
           they can say yes, that they can want and like sex. But they can only do that in a 
           context in which they are certain no means no. So, if men make it clear to women 
          that I understand what that means, I support that. You set these limits, I will respect 
           them. I won't try to transgress these boundaries, then in fact, women will be able to 
           get to the voice inside of them that says, what do I want? What do I want to say  
         yes to? And in fact, men will actually have quantitatively better relationships with 
          women…. What's waiting on the other side of this is if men actively stand up,  
        confront other men around these sorts of things, actively take this kind of individual 
         responsibility, not only will women be safer, but men will have qualitatively better 
          relationships with women and with other men. (No Safe Place) 
It is important to respect each other’s individuality. Studies on masculinities reveal that every 
society has certain criteria that determine the placement of an individual in society. Gender roles 
are the product of socialization that play a decisive part in the construction and the manifestation 
of both constructs- masculinity and femininity. They have to be mutually nurturing and 
symbiotic.  

Deshpande’s portrayal of masculine sensibility in the novels emphasizes that the Indian 
society of the early postcolonial period was under the grip of the traditional form of masculinity 
despite changes in perspectives in the post-modern period. Siddhartha Sharma remarks:  
            She has constructed motifs of patriarchy and oppression by employing the 
           methods of negation and affirmation. Her protagonists are victims of Indian 
           patriarchy and her initial submission resists the oppressive situation, thereby 
           reflecting the author’s view that a woman must assert herself within marriage to  
           preserve her individuality. (111) 

Gender and its subtle manifestations are subject to sociological, economic, psychological 
and psycho-analytic factors that continually reinforce and adapt to the circumstances.   What is 
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required is an in-depth analysis to grasp the nuances of the term gender as its diversifications 
with age, class and society.   
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