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Abstract:

Anita Desai’s Cry, The Peacock (1963) is a seminal work of psychological fiction chronicling the
catastrophic breakdown of Maya, a wealthy young woman haunted by a childhood prophecy of
imminent death. This paper moves beyond traditional readings that diagnose Maya’s state as mere
neurosis or hysteria, instead applying a psychoanalytic framework, primarily drawn from Jungian and
Lacanian theories, to argue that her descent into 'madness’' is a radical, unconscious attempt at self-
realization. Maya's psychosis is interpreted not as pathological failure, but as a necessary, albeit
destructive, psychic journey to forge a singular, autonomous identity rejected by the patriarchal,
emotionally sterile world embodied by her intellectual husband, Gautama. By examining the symbolism
of the Peacock, the Oedipal fixation on the Father, and the final act of transgression, the study
demonstrates how Maya’s shattered ego boundaries signify a powerful, albeit tragic, move toward
integrating her suppressed sensual and subconscious self. The paper concludes that madness in the
novel becomes a metaphor for the fragmented female identity struggling for recognition and autonomy.
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I. INTRODUCTION:

A. Context and Novel Introduction

Anita Desai holds a pre-eminent position in Indian English literature as a novelist of interiority. Unlike her
contemporaries who focused on historical sweep or social realism, Desai meticulously charted the emotional
landscapes and psychological turmoil of her characters, often middle and upper-class Indian women confined
by societal expectation. Cry, The Peacock stands as her most compelling exploration of this inner world,
presenting the narrative through the highly volatile, first-person perspective of Maya. The central tension of
the novel is the unbearable conflict between Maya’s Dionysian intensity, marked by her profound connection
to the sensual world and primal emotion, and Gautama’s Apollonian detachment, characterized by his
intellectual asceticism and Gandhian philosophy. The death of her beloved dog, Toto, triggers a flood of
existential dread, rooted in an ominous childhood prophecy that she or her husband will die within four years
of her thirtieth birthday.

B. Critical Gap and Thesis Statement

Existing critical scholarship on Cry, The Peacock frequently employs terms like "hysteria," "neurosis," or
"insanity" to categorize Maya's condition, focusing heavily on the social or marital incompatibility that
precipitates her breakdown. While these external pressures are undeniable, they often overshadow the novel’s
deeper psychological architecture. This paper aims to fill this gap by conducting a psychoanalytic study to
reframe Maya’s condition.

Thesis Statement: Through a deep psychoanalytic reading, this paper argues that Maya’s descent into
'madness' is not merely a consequence of external circumstances or pathological deficiency, but a necessary,
albeit destructive, psychological process—a radical, unconscious attempt at self-realization and the formation
of a singular identity rejected by the patriarchal, emotionally sterile world represented by Gautama.
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C. Roadmap

This paper will first review existing psychoanalytic scholarship on the novel, establishing the theoretical
foundation. It will then analyze Maya’s pre-traumatic identity, focusing on her arrested Oedipal stage. The
main body will be dedicated to a Jungian analysis of the symbolic descent, interpreting the Peacock as the
Shadow/Anima, and Gautama as the rigid social Persona. Finally, it will interpret the conclusion as a
paradoxical moment of self-formation achieved through transgression and psychic destruction.

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Early criticism of Desai often framed her characters as victims of domestic suffocation. However, a significant
body of psychoanalytic scholarship emerged, spearheaded by critics who recognized the modernist depth of
her work.

Ramesh Srivastava, for instance, focuses on the "neurotic sensibilities" of Desai’s heroines, seeing Maya’s
anxiety as a failure to adapt to marital and social responsibilities. Similarly, many feminist readings, while
validating the critique of patriarchy, emphasize the social causes of her pain—Gautama's emotional
withdrawal, the lack of maternal figures—thereby positioning Maya as a reactive figure.

More complex studies have applied Jungian and Freudian frameworks. Madhusudan Prasad interprets the
father fixation as an uncompleted Oedipal complex that transfers onto Gautama, a figure who inevitably fails
to fulfil the emotional vacuum. Crucially, studies by Meenakshi Mukherjee and others have highlighted the
role of the stream-of-consciousness narrative style as the literary tool of psychological realism, suggesting the
inner world is the novel's primary reality. This paper builds upon this foundation, particularly the Jungian
approach, by explicitly defining Maya’s breakdown as an attempted individuation process. While existing
criticism often ends at the diagnosis of madness, this study pushes further, viewing the destruction of the ego
as the penultimate stage before the integration of the unified Self (self-realization), however fleetingly
achieved.

II1. THE PRE-TRAUMATIC IDENTITY: THE OEDIPAL FIXATION AND THE ABSENT SELF
The roots of Maya’s fragility lie not in her marriage, but in her childhood, where she experienced an emotional
state of arrested development. Psychoanalysis suggests that a healthy identity requires a break from parental
figures and the establishment of an independent ego.

A. The Father Figure and Perpetual Childhood

Maya's early life is defined by a deep, symbiotic attachment to her wealthy, doting father, which is analyzed
here as an Oedipal fixation. This relationship created a world free of pain, responsibility, or the harsh realities
of mortality. She narrates, "I was the pampered daughter of a rich, extravagant, and fastidious parent. I had
been given all," a state which essentially arrests her passage into psychological adulthood. This perpetual
childhood ensures her selthood remains underdeveloped, reliant on external validation and protection. When
she marries Gautama, she unconsciously seeks a psychological substitute for the Father, expecting the same
all-encompassing, emotional mirroring.

B. The Absence and the Failed Persona

The death of Maya’s mother created a symbolic void—the absence of the figure who initiates the child into
social, practical reality. This vacuum contributes to her inability to manage emotional independence. Gautama,
with his intellectual rigor and lack of sentimentality, represents the "Law of the Father" in a Lacanian sense—
the entry into the symbolic order. However, Gautama’s extreme asceticism functions as an emotionally
inaccessible Persona (Jungian)—a rigid, societal mask of stoicism and intellectual control. By refusing to
engage with Maya's emotional language, Gautama fails as a transitional object. This failure shatters Maya’s
fragile, protected ego, making the world seem chaotic and hostile.

C. The Prophecy as Psychic Trauma

The astrologer's prophecy acts as the catalyst, a sudden psychic trauma that introduces the undeniable reality
of Mortality (Thanatos) into Maya's carefully curated world of Life (Eros). This prophecy, internalized, cracks
the 'safe' childhood persona she tried to maintain and initiates the terrifying descent into her suppressed
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unconscious. The prophecy is not external fate; it is the unconscious realization that the protected world has
ended, forcing her to confront her greatest fears.

IV. THE SYMBOLIC DESCENT: MADNESS AS SUBJECTIVE REALITY

Once the ego breaks, Maya's reality shifts entirely inward. Her 'madness' is the process of the subconscious
demanding integration, forcing a violent confrontation with her Shadow—the hidden, rejected aspects of the
personality.

A. The Peacock as the Anima/Shadow

The most potent symbol in the novel, the Peacock, becomes an active participant in Maya’s interior drama.
The peacock is explicitly dualistic: it is a figure of sublime beauty, fertility, and sensual life (Eros), but its
mating dance is accompanied by a haunting, despairing cry and the knowledge that the dance ends in death.
This duality represents Maya’s own psyche: her overwhelming yearning for intense life and her paralyzing
fear of death. The Peacock’s call embodies the Anima—the feminine soul-image—which Gautama rejects
and, therefore, Maya has suppressed. As her ego dissolves, the Peacock and the primal, untamed aspects of
nature (monkeys, heat, dust) overwhelm her consciousness, signifying the emergence of the repressed
Shadow, demanding to be acknowledged.

B. The Dissolution of Ego Boundaries and the Subconscious

The narrative style itself reflects the breakdown. The blurring of internal monologue and external dialogue,
the hallucinatory vision of the moon, and the feverish intensity of her sensory perceptions illustrate the
dissolution of ego boundaries. In this state, Maya enters a pre-rational, mythic realm where her personal pain
merges with universal, existential dread. She begins to embody the peacock’s cry—a lament for the transient
nature of existence—and, in doing so, temporarily sheds the artificial identity imposed by her privileged,
patriarchal upbringing.

V. REALIZATION THROUGH DESTRUCTION: THE FORMATION OF THE SINGULAR SELF
The paper asserts that the climax of the novel is the moment of greatest destruction and, paradoxically, the
moment of self-formation.

A. The Act of Transgression and Symbolic Parricide

Gautama’s death, whether accidental or intentional, is an act of transgression that shatters the emotional and
philosophical prison Maya inhabits. Interpreted symbolically, Gautama is the last, most unyielding
manifestation of the Father-figure and the repressive social order (the Superego). The act of pushing him is a
symbolic parricide—the necessary killing of the guardian of repression—to free the self. This violent act is
the ultimate rejection of the Persona and the marriage, securing Maya’s independence from the Law of the
Father.

B. The Epiphany of the Integrated Self

Immediately following the act, Maya experiences moments of intense, serene clarity—a state of Self-
Realization. She feels a quiet acceptance of mortality and a sense of completeness she never knew in her
marriage. Her intense, fragmented anxieties momentarily unify into a whole. This is the integration of the
Shadow, achieved not through peaceful reflection, but through cathartic, destructive action. The singular,
authentic 'Self' surfaces, finally free from the need for mirroring or protection.

C. The Final Isolation

The novel concludes with Maya institutionalized. While socially, this is collapse, psychoanalytically, it is the
only place left for her singular identity to exist. The final isolation confirms the tragic impossibility of
integrating her radical, newly-formed, subjective Self into a society built on repression and emotional
conformity. She is finally alone, but this loneliness is the cost of absolute autonomy.
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VI. CONCLUSION

Cry, The Peacock is a profound literary examination of the existential costs of repression. By using a
psychoanalytic lens, particularly concepts of the Persona, Shadow, and Individuation, this paper has argued
that Maya’s ‘madness’ is a desperate, destructive surge toward self-realization. Her psychic journey—from
the arrested Oedipal state, through the symbolic confrontation with the Peacock/Shadow, to the final act of
transgression—is the blueprint of an identity struggling to be born. Maya is not merely a madwoman; she is
a tragic heroine who sacrifices her social existence for the sake of her psychic truth. This reading offers a
deeper appreciation of Desai’s artistic genius in translating complex psychological phenomena into a potent
narrative of cultural and personal conflict.

Further research could compare Maya’s path to individuation with other female characters in Desai's canon,
such as Amla in Voices in the City, or explore the novel’s relationship to R.D. Laing’s theories of sanity and
madness as social constructs.
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