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ABSTRACT: Cry, the Peacock (1963), Anita Desai’s debut novel, presents an intense psychological
exploration of the human mind, particularly focusing on the inner turmoil experienced by the protagonist,
Maya. This paper explores how Desai uses the technique of psychodrama—depicting internal conflict
through emotional intensity, vivid imagery, and complex character interactions—to delve into the
psychological states of her characters. By analyzing Maya’s troubled inner world, Desai critiques the
broader social structures that contribute to personal and existential crises. This paper argues that Desai’s
portrayal of inner turmoil in Cry, the Peacock is a compelling exploration of the human psyche, and it
positions the novel as a significant work in postcolonial and feminist literary contexts.
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1. Introduction

Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock is a novel that delves into the fragile and often fractured psyche of its
protagonist, Maya. As a psychological narrative, the novel is driven by an inner conflict that manifests
through Maya’s emotional turmoil, spurred by her deteriorating relationship with her husband, Gautama,
and her feelings of existential alienation. Desai’s portrayal of Maya’s psychological unraveling invites
readers to question the causes and implications of mental instability within the context of societal
expectations, personal desires, and marital dynamics. This paper explores how Desai uses psychodrama—
a literary technique that depicts internal conflicts as external actions—to portray Maya’s inner turmoil.
The novel’s tension, symbolism, and psychological depth offer a nuanced view of the individual’s
internal battle and the consequences of unresolved trauma.

2. Psychodrama and Inner Turmoil: Defining the Concept

The term “psychodrama” was first coined by the psychologist Jacob L. Moreno in the 1920s to describe a
therapeutic method wherein individuals act out their personal issues in dramatic form. While this
therapeutic technique is grounded in psychology, its narrative counterpart in literature allows writers to
externalize characters' inner conflicts through vivid, sometimes surreal depictions. In the context of Cry,
the Peacock, psychodrama is not only a narrative device but also a lens through which Desai explores the
psychological underpinnings of Maya’s crisis. Maya’s inner turmoil is dramatized through her
interactions with the environment, her perception of her husband, and the recurring symbolic motifs that
embody her mental state.

ISSN 2690-9626 (online), Published by “Global Research Network LLC"
under Volume: 2 Issue: 6 in August-2021 https://grnjournals.us/index.php/AJSHR

104 Copyright (c) 2021 Author (s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).To view a copy of this license,
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/




AJSHR, Vol. 2, No. 6, August 2021

Psychodrama is a therapeutic technique first developed by Jacob L. Moreno in the 1920s. It involves the
enactment of personal issues or inner conflicts in a dramatic form, often with the guidance of a therapist,
where individuals "act out" their emotional struggles. The purpose of psychodrama is to externalize and
explore unresolved psychological issues by allowing individuals to physically embody and confront their
internal conflicts. This process can offer catharsis, insight, and resolution as participants experience their
issues from a new perspective, often leading to greater self-awareness and healing.

In literary contexts, psychodrama functions as a narrative device that allows authors to portray the
psychological struggles of their characters by translating inner turmoil into vivid, dramatic actions and
symbolic interactions. Rather than directly telling readers about a character's emotional state, the author
uses external events, symbols, and other characters to mirror the internal psychological processes of the
protagonist. This technique enables the exploration of subconscious fears, desires, and mental conflicts,
bringing to life the character's inner world in a way that is both engaging and often deeply emotional.

In the case of Anita Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, the inner turmoil of the protagonist, Maya, is depicted as
a complex, unfolding psychodrama. Maya’s escalating psychological crisis is represented by her
increasingly erratic behavior and her interaction with external symbols like the peacock and death. The
emotional tension between Maya and her husband, Gautama, mirrors her inner disintegration, as her
unresolved fears and desires manifest in her obsessive thoughts and ultimately her tragic actions.

The concept of inner turmoil in this context refers to the unresolved psychological conflicts that cause an
individual’s emotional instability. Maya’s distress is driven by her inability to reconcile her intense
emotional needs with the harsh reality of her relationships and existential isolation. These unresolved
conflicts, which stem from childhood trauma, emotional dependence, and existential fears, reach a
breaking point, and through the psychodramatic lens, they are externalized in her interactions with others
and the world around her.

The combination of psychodrama and inner turmoil in Desai’s novel allows for a powerful exploration
of the character's psychological state. The interplay between Maya’s internal emotions and her external
experiences brings her inner world to life, making the novel not only a study of personal anguish but also
an insightful commentary on the human condition.

3. Maya’s Inner Turmoil: A Psychoanalytic Approach

Maya’s psyche is marked by deep psychological fractures, which can be analyzed through the lens of
Freudian psychoanalysis. Maya’s repressed desires, unresolved childhood trauma, and obsessive
emotional dependence on her husband all contribute to her mental distress. As Cry, the Peacock
progresses, the reader is confronted with an evolving sense of mental instability, where Maya's emotions
oscillate between love, anger, loneliness, and despair.

From the beginning of the novel, Maya is presented as a woman haunted by a sense of doom. The titular
“cry of the peacock,” which symbolizes the premonition of death, resonates deeply with her inner psyche.
The peacock’s cry, often associated with a portent of death in Indian culture, symbolizes Maya’s
emotional instability and impending psychological breakdown. Her obsession with this symbolic bird
reflects her inability to confront the deeper, repressed fears in her subconscious (Desai, 1963).

Freud’s concept of the unconscious is pivotal in understanding Maya’s psychological conflict. She
constantly seeks validation from Gautama, her husband, but is unable to achieve the emotional connection
she desires. Her unresolved Oedipal complex, particularly her desire to be the center of her husband’s
affection, exacerbates her feelings of isolation and loneliness. Gautama’s indifference to her emotional
needs and his cold rationalism serve as a source of frustration, further alienating Maya from herself and

ISSN 2690-9626 (online), Published by “Global Research Network LLC"
under Volume: 2 Issue: 6 in August-2021 https://grnjournals.us/index.php/AJSHR

105 Copyright (c) 2021 Author (s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of
Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY).To view a copy of this license,
visit https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/




AJSHR, Vol. 2, No. 6, August 2021

from him. Maya’s struggle is not merely with Gautama but with her own sense of self-worth, leading her
to retreat into her mind where her emotions spiral out of control.

Maya’s inner turmoil in Cry, the Peacock can be understood through a psychoanalytic lens, particularly
through Freud’s concepts of the unconscious, repression, and unresolved childhood trauma. Maya’s
psychological conflict is deeply rooted in her unresolved emotional needs and complex relationships,
particularly with her husband, Gautama, and her past experiences. Freud's theory suggests that much of
human behavior is driven by unconscious desires and fears, which, when repressed, can lead to
psychological distress and instability.

Maya’s emotional dependence on Gautama is central to her turmoil. Freud’s concept of the Oedipus
complex can offer insight into her obsessive attachment to her husband. Although Maya is an adult, her
emotional attachment to Gautama can be seen as a continuation of her childhood need for emotional
validation, something she never fully received from her father. Her intense need for affection and
attention from Gautama reflects an unconscious desire to regain the nurturing, comforting love of a parent
figure. Gautama’s indifference and emotional distance frustrate this need, leading Maya into a state of
intense frustration and loneliness. This emotional void becomes a source of profound anxiety for Maya,
triggering her feelings of alienation and desperation.

Additionally, Maya's repressed emotions from her childhood, especially the trauma of her father’s death,
contribute to her psychological distress. Freud believed that unprocessed grief and trauma can be stored in
the unconscious and resurface in adulthood as unresolved emotional conflict. Maya's obsession with
death, symbolized by the cry of the peacock, represents her inability to come to terms with her father’s
death, which she repressed. The peacock’s cry, seen as an omen of death, mirrors Maya's subconscious
dread of loss and annihilation, reflecting her deep-seated fear of abandonment and psychological
fragmentation.

Maya’s growing psychotic breakdown is also indicative of the Freudian idea of the death drive
(Thanatos), the unconscious desire for self-destruction. Her eventual destructive actions toward herself
and Gautama—culminating in the tragic final act—suggest a psychological collapse caused by the
unresolved conflict between her unconscious desires and the reality of her failed emotional needs. Her
mind, unable to reconcile these tensions, begins to unravel, manifesting as psychosis.

Ultimately, a psychoanalytic approach to Maya’s inner turmoil in Cry, the Peacock reveals the intricate
layers of her emotional and psychological suffering. Her dependence on Gautama, unresolved childhood
trauma, and repressed desires create a complex internal conflict that drives her toward a tragic conclusion.
Freud’s theories help unpack the motivations behind Maya’s actions, offering a deeper understanding of
her psychological disintegration.

4. The Psychodrama of Maya’s Relationship with Gautama

The crux of Maya’s psychological turmoil lies in her relationship with her husband, Gautama. At first
glance, Gautama’s rationality and detachment seem to be a foil to Maya’s emotional volatility. His
inability to provide the emotional intimacy that Maya craves results in a growing disconnection between
the two. Gautama’s responses to Maya's pleas are rooted in logic and practicality, but he fails to recognize
or respond to the deeper emotional and existential needs she expresses. As Maya becomes increasingly
obsessive and unhinged, Gautama’s rationalism appears as a barrier to emotional connection, leading to a
psychological standoff between the two characters.

Maya’s fixation on Gautama reveals her deep-seated emotional dependence. Desai’s portrayal of their
relationship as a psychodrama underlines how Maya’s fragile mental state is exacerbated by Gautama’s
emotional unavailability. The tension in their marriage is palpable, not only in their interactions but also
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in the way they perceive each other. Maya projects her inner chaos onto Gautama, whom she believes
holds the key to her emotional stability. Yet, his aloofness serves only to deepen her sense of alienation.
As her psychological condition worsens, Maya begins to see Gautama not as a partner, but as a symbol of
her failure to achieve emotional fulfillment.

In Cry, the Peacock, the relationship between Maya and her husband, Gautama, serves as a central axis
around which Maya's inner turmoil revolves. Desai’s depiction of this relationship is essentially a
psychodrama—a narrative in which the psychological conflicts of a character are externalized through
interactions with others. In this case, the psychodramatic tension between Maya and Gautama symbolizes
Maya’s emotional struggles and deeper psychological disintegration.

4.1 Maya’s Emotional Dependence on Gautama

Maya’s relationship with Gautama is marked by emotional dependency, which becomes the driving
force behind her internal conflict. From the very beginning, Maya is depicted as someone who seeks
constant validation and affection from her husband, but Gautama’s character is a stark contrast. He is
rational, detached, and emotionally distant, failing to meet Maya’s intense emotional needs. Freud’s
theory of attachment can be applied here: Maya’s attachment to Gautama mirrors the attachment needs
of an emotionally dependent individual who craves affection but finds it unfulfilled.

Maya’s emotional dependency is rooted in her childhood. She was neglected by her emotionally
unavailable father, and her relationship with Gautama seems to be an unconscious attempt to replace the
loss of this paternal affection. Gautama, who represents the rational adult world, cannot provide the
nurturing, emotional bond that Maya seeks, leading to an ongoing sense of disillusionment. Maya’s
increasing frustration is portrayed as an escalating psychodramatic performance, where every
interaction with Gautama amplifies her sense of alienation and rejection.

4.2 The Externalization of Inner Conflict

Desai skillfully uses Maya and Gautama’s interactions to externalize her inner turmoil. Through the
psychodramatic framework, Maya’s psychological struggles are played out in her conversations and
emotional exchanges with her husband. Every time Maya reaches out for affection or emotional intimacy,
Gautama responds with coldness, practicality, or even indifference. Their dialogue often reveals the
emotional chasm that divides them, where Gautama’s stoicism sharply contrasts with Maya’s emotional
intensity.

In one of the most telling scenes, Maya pleads for Gautama’s emotional engagement, asking for
reassurance and love. However, Gautama’s responses are clinical and dismissive, highlighting his
inability to empathize with her fragile emotional state. This emotional standoff between the two
characters becomes a psychodrama in itself: Maya’s desperation, her obsessive need for affirmation, and
her constant search for meaning within the confines of her marriage all become externalized in her
interactions with Gautama. As Maya pushes for emotional connection and finds herself continuously
rebuffed, her feelings of abandonment and psychological fragmentation intensify.

4.3 The Symbolism of Gautama’s Detachment

Gautama’s rationality and emotional distance are not just individual characteristics but are symbolic of
the broader societal structures and gender roles that constrain women in postcolonial India. Gautama
represents the intellectual, logical, and patriarchal authority of the postcolonial family unit, while Maya
symbolizes the emotional and psychological fragility of women who struggle to reconcile their desires
with the roles prescribed by society. The psychodrama between Maya and Gautama reflects not just a
personal conflict, but also a critique of societal expectations, particularly the limited emotional and
psychological space granted to women.
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In this psychodramatic narrative, Gautama’s stoicism becomes an emotional prison for Maya. His
detachment mirrors the emotional oppression that women like Maya face in a male-dominated society.
Maya’s frustration is not just with Gautama but with the patriarchal limitations placed on her emotional
expression. She seeks fulfillment through her marriage but is thwarted by the very structures that define
her role as a wife. The psychodrama between them can thus be viewed as a microcosm of the larger
socio-cultural forces that shape women’s lives in India during this period.

4.4 Maya’s Psychological Breakdown and the Final Act

As the novel progresses, the tension between Maya and Gautama reaches its breaking point, symbolizing
her total emotional collapse. Maya’s psychological breakdown is the culmination of the psychodrama
that has been unfolding throughout the narrative. Her obsessive thoughts about death, her growing sense
of alienation from Gautama, and her inability to escape the emotional void she feels all converge in her
final actions.

The climax of this psychodrama occurs when Maya, in a fit of madness, believes that the only way to
escape her emotional torment is through death. Her attempt to kill Gautama, followed by her ultimate
tragic fate, is the final externalization of her inner conflict. Her psychotic breakdown is the result of her
inability to reconcile her emotional desires with the emotional neglect she suffers at the hands of her
husband. In her mind, the only solution to this irreconcilable conflict is the destruction of the source of
her frustration, symbolized by Gautama’s figure.

The psychodrama of Maya’s relationship with Gautama is an intense portrayal of emotional and
psychological conflict, where the protagonist’s internal struggles are vividly externalized through her
interactions with her husband. Gautama’s rationality and emotional detachment act as both a foil to
Maya’s emotional volatility and a representation of the societal constraints that limit women’s emotional
freedom. This relationship ultimately serves as a symbol of oppression, where Maya’s inability to fulfill
her emotional needs leads to a breakdown of her psychological state.

In Desai’s Cry, the Peacock, the psychodramatic interplay between Maya and Gautama demonstrates how
personal relationships can become the battleground for deep-seated emotional trauma and existential
crisis. The relationship between the two characters is not only a microcosm of marital strife but also a
broader commentary on the emotional and psychological toll of societal expectations on women. Maya’s
tragic fate, culminating in the breakdown of her marriage and her subsequent emotional collapse,
underscores the destructive consequences of unresolved inner turmoil when it is compounded by
emotional neglect and societal repression.

5. The Symbolism of Death and the Psychodrama of Maya’s Mind

Death plays a central role in Maya’s psychological disintegration. From the onset, Maya is haunted by the
death of her father, which symbolizes both a personal loss and an existential void. Her recurring visions
of death, particularly her preoccupation with the death of the peacock, serve as metaphors for her inability
to escape her emotional suffering. Desai uses these symbols to externalize Maya’s inner conflict,
transforming her mental chaos into a dramatic narrative.

Maya’s growing obsession with death culminates in her tragic actions towards the novel’s conclusion.
The recurring motifs of nature—the peacock, the moon, and the monsoon rain—serve as extensions of
Maya’s psychological state. Desai blurs the boundaries between the external world and Maya’s mental
landscape, creating a world where nature mirrors the turmoil of her mind. This technique, similar to a
psychodramatic performance, allows readers to experience Maya’s inner conflict in visceral, external
terms.
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In Cry, the Peacock, death is a central and multifaceted symbol that pervades the narrative, particularly in
its connection to Maya’s psychological state. Desai uses death as a symbolic motif to explore the depth
of Maya’s emotional turmoil, her existential anxieties, and the psychodramatic nature of her inner world.
Death, as both a literal and metaphorical presence, becomes a way for Desai to externalize Maya’s
psychological conflict, offering insight into her deteriorating mental state and her eventual breakdown.

5.1 Death as a Symbol of Existential Fear

Maya’s obsession with death is introduced early in the novel through the symbolism of the peacock’s
cry, which, according to Indian tradition, is considered an omen of death. The peacock, a strikingly
beautiful and symbolic creature, embodies both the vibrancy of life and the inevitability of death. For
Maya, the peacock’s cry represents her unresolved dread and deep-seated existential fear. Her
obsession with the cry suggests that she is subconsciously aware of her impending emotional collapse.
This symbolic presence of death operates not as a tangible threat but as a reflection of the internal
fragmentation of Maya’s psyche.

In psychoanalytic terms, Maya's preoccupation with death could be seen as an expression of her death
drive (Thanatos), a concept introduced by Freud to describe the unconscious desire for self-destruction.
Maya’s emotional and psychological instability, coupled with her inability to find emotional fulfillment in
her marriage to Gautama, feeds into her growing sense of existential futility. As her emotional needs go
unmet, the symbolic death of her identity looms ever closer. Her desire for escape from this emotional
torment manifests in an obsessive fixation on mortality, culminating in the belief that death is the only
way to free herself from her suffering.

5.2 The Cry of the Peacock: An Omen and a Reflection of Maya’s Inner Turmoil

The cry of the peacock is a powerful symbol in the novel, representing more than just the literal sound of
an animal—it becomes a psychological and emotional refrain for Maya. The peacock’s cry is often heard
when Maya is in emotional distress, signaling her growing anxiety, despair, and psychic unraveling. The
peacock, with its vibrant plumage and haunting cry, functions as a metaphor for Maya’s split psyche—a
mind full of unacknowledged fears and desires that cannot be reconciled.

In many ways, the peacock’s cry mirrors the inner tension of Maya’s mind: it is at once beautiful and
disturbing, symbolic of her internal conflict. The cry is not just an omen of death in the literal sense, but
also represents the death of the self, a metaphor for Maya’s psychological disintegration. The cyclical
and recurring nature of the cry suggests the inescapability of her emotional distress, which continually
haunts her thoughts and actions.

Maya’s fixation on death and the peacock's cry leads her to a gradual psychological collapse,
culminating in her destructive actions. As the novel progresses, her obsession with death intensifies, and
she begins to see it not as an external force but as an inevitable part of her own emotional trajectory. The
peacock, therefore, becomes a symbol of Maya’s own mental breakdown, an external manifestation of
her internal emotional chaos.

5.3 Death as the Ultimate Escape: The Psychodrama of Maya’s Mind

Maya’s relationship with death evolves from a symbolic fear to an active desire for escape. In the
psychodramatic framework of the novel, death becomes the ultimate externalization of Maya’s
unresolved psychic conflict. As her emotional disintegration intensifies, her mind becomes a
battleground where she seeks to resolve the irreconcilable tension between her desire for love and her
emotional rejection by Gautama.
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The psychodrama of Maya’s mind plays out through her increasingly irrational behavior. Her thoughts
spiral into delusions and obsessions with death, eventually leading her to believe that her only solution to
her overwhelming pain is to kill Gautama, the symbol of her emotional rejection. Her self-destructive
impulse is rooted in her inability to find a way out of her mental anguish. In the psychodramatic
narrative, death serves as both a literal escape and a symbolic resolution to the emotional void that she
cannot fill through any other means. For Maya, death is the final act in a long, unfolding drama in which
she is unable to find emotional solace or psychological healing.

Maya’s tragic belief that death is the only way to release herself from her emotional imprisonment leads
her to a breaking point. Her desire to murder Gautama and the final act of suicide are direct expressions
of her psychological collapse. In the context of psychodrama, her actions represent the culmination of her
inner conflict, which has now spilled over into the external world. Maya’s tragedy is that she cannot
see beyond her own perception of death as the ultimate resolution, even though it is a final and
irreversible decision that cuts off any possibility for psychological recovery.

5.4 The Psychodrama of Nature and Death in the External World

Desai’s use of death is not limited to Maya’s mind; it also appears in the natural world, which becomes
an extension of Maya’s internal turmoil. The natural world in Cry, the Peacock is a reflection of Maya’s
emotional state, as Desai frequently blurs the boundary between the external environment and her
protagonist’s psychological landscape. The monsoon rains, the moonlit nights, and the peacock’s cry
all mirror the stages of Maya’s mental disintegration. Nature’s cyclic rhythms of life and death reflect the
cyclic nature of Maya’s internal conflict, reinforcing the psychodramatic atmosphere of the novel.

For example, when Maya believes that the monsoon rains signify rebirth and that the flooding river will
purify her soul, she is symbolically attempting to escape the confines of her emotional suffering.
However, these natural symbols of life and death, far from offering resolution, only highlight the internal
deadlock that Maya faces. The natural world, like her psyche, is caught in an inescapable cycle, and the
death motif operates as a tragic reminder that Maya’s quest for emotional freedom is unattainable.

In Cry, the Peacock, death serves as both a symbol and a literal manifestation of Maya’s psychological
turmoil. The recurring imagery of the peacock’s cry, Maya’s obsession with mortality, and her eventual
act of self-destruction all point to the deep existential crisis that defines her character. Desai uses death to
externalize the internal conflict within Maya’s mind—her inability to reconcile her emotional needs with
the reality of her relationships, particularly with Gautama.

The psychodramatic nature of the novel allows Desai to dramatize Maya’s internal chaos in a way that
transforms her mental state into a tangible narrative. Death, in this context, is not only an escape from the
emotional void but also a tragic symbol of the emotional and psychological fragmentation that has
consumed her. Maya’s obsession with death ultimately underscores the destructive power of unresolved
trauma, emotional neglect, and the limitations of self-fulfillment in a constrained social environment.
Through the symbol of death, Desai powerfully illustrates the destructive consequences of unaddressed
inner turmoil and the tragic fate of a mind caught in an inescapable psychodramatic spiral.

6. Conclusion

In Cry, the Peacock, Anita Desai offers a poignant and intense exploration of inner turmoil through the
psychodrama of Maya’s emotional and psychological disintegration. Through vivid symbolic imagery,
narrative structure, and character interactions, Desai portrays the complexity of mental anguish,
specifically as it is triggered by unfulfilled desires, emotional dependence, and societal expectations.
Maya’s crisis is both deeply personal and reflective of broader cultural and social constraints. Desai
critiques the oppressive roles that women are often forced into, particularly within the context of
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marriage, while also exploring the psychological cost of these constraints. The novel stands as a
significant literary achievement that highlights the profound effects of inner turmoil, offering valuable
insights into the human condition and the limitations of both personal and social liberation.
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