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Abstract: Violence is a global phenomenon; researchers in the fields of sociology, psychology, 
criminology, anthropology, and literature have been studying about this situation and also the reasons 
behind enactment of violence on such a large scale. Violence against women, especially, is an everyday 
occurrence. It can be either physical or psychological. Physical violence, the most common form of 
violence, is usually associated with its brutality.  
Literature mirrors life. Several writers depict these gruesome acts of violence against women in their 
novels, poems, plays, and essays/books. Contemporary Indian women writers in English fiction – Shashi 
Deshpande, Anita Nair and Arundhati Roy – have showcased in their novels, in detail, several forms of 
violence encountered by women. The three novelists through their ‘feminist lens’, focus on every minute 
detail of the internal and external conflicts faced by women characters in their novels. This paper is an 
analytical study of the inhuman acts of physical violence discussed in these novels. The focus is mainly 
on domestic violence and sexual violence. Under the sociological perspective, the savage acts of physical 
violence have been scrutinized through the ‘Social Learning Theory’ by Albert Bandura and ‘The 
Patriarchy Theory’ developed by R E Dobash and R Dobash. 
According to Mahatma Gandhi, “the day a woman can walk freely on the roads at night, that day we can 
say that India has achieved independence”. A very important step towards women’s empowerment is 
through women safety. An attempt is made in this paper to analyse the sociological compulsions faced 
by both male and female characters in the novels, to help us realize real reasons behind acts of physical 
violence.  
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Abstract:  

Yatra naryastu pujyante ramante tatra devata, 
yatraitaastu na pujyante sarvaastatrafalaah kriyaah 

 
This shloka from Manusmruthi means “where women are honoured, divinity blossoms there, and where 
women are dishonoured, all action no matter how noble remain unfruitful”. 
Violence is a global phenomenon; researchers in the fields of sociology, psychology, criminology, 
anthropology, and literature have been studying about this situation and the reasons behind enactment 
of violence on such a large scale. Physical violence is the most common form of violence and is usually 
associated with its brutality. Violence manifests itself in several ways; violence against women, 
especially, is an everyday occurrence. The world has progressed tremendously in the twenty-first 
century, and humans have surged ahead in technological, scientific, medical, and cultural fields.  Men 
and women have utilized their intelligent minds to discover new things, cure diseases and help society.  
Although the society is moving towards a positive direction, there is always a flip side to it. Peace and 
harmony all around the world are showing a continuous decrease.  
 
Women, especially, have been the worst sufferers of violence, most of them silent victims. According to 
the United Nations, violence against women consists of “any act of gender-based violence that results in, 
or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or psychological harm or suffering to women, including threats 
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of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of liberty, whether occurring in public or private life. 
Violence against women shall be understood to encompass but not be limited to: physical, sexual and 
psychological violence occurring in the family and in the community, including battering, sexual abuse 
of female children, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female genital mutilation and other traditional 
practices harmful to women, non-spousal violence, violence related to exploitation, sexual harassment 
and intimidation at work, in educational institutions and elsewhere, trafficking in women, forced 
prostitution, and violence perpetrated or condoned by the State”.     
 
Literature mirrors life. Several contemporary writers showcase these gruesome acts of violence against 
women in their novels, poems, plays, and essays/books. Contemporary women writers in English fiction 
– Shashi Deshpande, Anita Nair and Arundhati Roy – have discussed in their novels, in detail, the 
physical, psychological and structural forms of violence, encountered by women. The novels being 
analysed are The Binding Vine, A Matter of Time, Shadow Play, The Dark Holds No Terrors, That Long 
Silence, and If I Die Today by Shashi Deshpande; The Better Man, Ladies Coupé, Lessons in Forgetting, 
Mistress, and Cut Like Wound by Anita Nair; and The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy. The three 
novelists through their ‘feminist lens’, focus on every minute detail of the internal and external conflicts 
faced by women characters in the novels. This paper is an analytical study of these inhuman acts of 
physical violence. Under the sociological perspective, the actions of violence have been scrutinized 
through the ‘Social Learning Theory’ by Albert Bandura and ‘The Patriarchy Theory’ developed by R E 
Dobash and R Dobash.  
 
In the novels, domestic violence portrayed through several women characters is discussed. Mohan’s 
mother, the maids Jeeja and Tara, and Vimala in That Long Silence are all victims of domestic violence. 
Jeeja and Tara, face domestic violence almost every single day of their lives. In India, domestic violence 
is a menace. Patriarchy has such strong holds in the minds of both men and women, that women 
themselves are enemies of fellow women in their families. This can be seen in That Long Silence in the 
case of Mohan’s sister Vimala who conceals her sickness, suffers silently and dies a sad death.  N Desai 
and M Krishnaraj in their book Women and Society in India state:  
Wife beating is another private, family ‘problem’ never publicly acknowledged as a crime against 
women. It exists in all classes. Women from the poorer class were frequently subject to wife-beating by 
alcoholic husbands; the cause of quarrels was invariably the man demanding the hard-earned money of 
the wife for his drinking. The middle-class women are numbed with shock, and are unprepared for it 
and tend to view their case as an isolated incident. They are ashamed to talk about it and conceal it and 
attempt to keep a normal front. (253) 
 
In Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things, Soshamma or Mammachi is a victim of prolonged physical 
violence. Her husband, Pappachi, had an educated background and worked as a high-ranking 
government official. Despite this, he treated his wife with utmost cruelty. “Every night he beat her with a 
brass flower vase. The beatings weren’t new. What was new was only the frequency with which they 
took place. One night Pappachi broke the bow of Mammachi’s violin and threw it in the river” (TGST 47-
48). Her daughter, Ammu, also undergoes the physical and mental violence induced by patriarchy as she 
is beaten both by her father and husband.  
 
As mentioned above, the domestic violence scenarios showcased in the novels exist in all classes. 
According to The World Bank “One characteristic of gender-based violence is that it knows no social or 
economic boundaries and affects women and girls of all socio-economic backgrounds”. Although 
Mohan’s family belonged to the poor Brahmin caste, his father was educated. Similarly, Pappachi 
belonged to a well to do family, had a good educational background and retired from service as a top-
ranking official in a government job.  In the case of Jeeja and Tara’s husbands, they belonged to the 
lower strata and were uneducated – drunkenness and wife battering was part and parcel of their daily 
lives. Seeing that such violence is wide-spread across classes in our society, do we assume that it is an 
inborn trait of all men? That is not a reality.  
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The Social Learning Theory explains human behavior in terms of continuous reciprocal interaction 
between cognitive, behavioral, and environmental influences. It suggests that human aggression and 
violence are learned conduct, especially through direct experience and by observing the behaviour of 
others. According to this theory (Albert Bandura, Aggression: A Social Learning Analysis, 1973), the 
individual learns violence through imitation (Ahuja, Ram 215). This theory can be applied in case of the 
two maids in That Long Silence; initially it is the father beating his wife, Jeeja and later on it is the son 
beating his wife, Tara. Domestic violence, especially “physical violence” directed towards women “is 
among the most common manifestations of patriarchal strength. The perpetuation of such violence 
through ages was possible because of its cultural acceptability” (Richa 65). The Patriarchy Theory 
developed by R E Dobash, and R Dobash (Violence Against Wives, 1979) maintains that throughout 
history, violence has been systematically directed towards women. Dobash’s central theoretical 
argument is that patriarchy leads to the subordination of women and contributes to a historical pattern 
of systematic violence directed against females (Ahuja, Ram 213). Patriarchy is so ingrained in most men 
and women, especially in those belonging to the previous generations, that in all the cases of domestic 
violence depicted in these novels, one can find women accepting and living with this cruelty and 
humiliation without any protest and a belief that they are destined to suffer. 
 
In the past decade, rape has become a nightmare in the lives of young girls and women in India. The 
Nirbhaya case, the Unnao cases and the recent Hyderabad veterinary doctor’s case are all horrendous 
examples of rape happening in the Indian society. P D Mathew, in his book The Law of Rape, defines 
rape as “forcible ravishment of a woman by a man. It is one of the manifestations of her oppression and 
an expression of male chauvinism” (Kondanapally, Sunalini 142). Shashi Deshpande in her novels 
discusses the inhuman practice of rape/marital rape which destroys not only the body but also the mind 
and soul of a woman through characters like Kalpana, Seema, Mira, and Sarita. Similarly, Anita Nair 
depicts the same in her novels through her characters Marikolunthu, Smriti and Radha. Sexual violence 
is also described in The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy. Earlier rejections, revenge, expression of 
power or superiority over women are some reasons that lurk behind the physical act of rape.  
 
Sexual violence finds itself woven throughout The Binding Vine. The marital rape of Mira by her husband 
who always wants to possess her mind and soul, showcases a grim picture of obsessive love. Indrani 
Jayasing, an eminent lawyer for women, writes: “It is assumed that by marrying a man, woman has given 
her consent to sexual intercourse with her husband anytime. Thus, even if he forces himself on her, he is 
not committing an offence [of rape] as her consent is assumed. In this respect, the women’s movement 
has consistently demanded that the law of rape be changed (Trivedi, Nisha 147)”. In The Dark Holds No 
Terrors, although Sarita is a successful doctor and a mother of two children, she suffers night after night 
from the nightmarish brutality her husband inflicts on her. The novel opens with marital rape. “The 
nightmarish incident is repeated with increased brutality every time he is reminded of his inferior 
status” (Sinha, Urvashi and Gur Pyari Jandial 135). The aspects of both domestic and sexual violence find 
portrayal through the life of Kasturi, who is battered by her husband every day through beating and 
marital rape in Shadow Play. The same aspect is also seen in Anjana’s husband, Ravindran torturing her 
physically and sexually in The Better Man. Marital rape depicted in Anita Nair’s Mistress is all about the 
husband Shyam’s thought of entitlement over his wife, Radha. According to the article written by 
Sarthak Makkar in the Harvard Human Rights Journal: “While unwilling sexual contact between a 
husband and a wife is recognized as a criminal offence in almost every country of the world, India is one 
of the thirty-six countries that still have not criminalized marital rape”. So under what perspective does 
one view marital rape? 
 
When the same is viewed sociologically, the behaviour of all these husband characters in the novels is 
ruled by the thought of patriarchy. “The right of men to control the female body is a cornerstone of 
patriarchy,” observes Carole J. Sheffield. Even a slight resistance to this ‘right’ of man may be met with 
ideological aggression, physical violence, threat of rape or even rape. … “Under patriarchy men are 
entitled to sex; it is a primary vehicle by which they establish and signal their masculinity” (Abraham 
103). In the case of Manohar, as his wife climbs rapidly in her profession and earns more than him, his 
male ego is hurt. She becomes the breadwinner of the family; this evokes inferiority complex in his 

https://www.indiatoday.in/education-today/gk-current-affairs/story/marital-rape-312955-2016-03-12
https://www.indiatoday.in/education-today/gk-current-affairs/story/marital-rape-312955-2016-03-12
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mind. Indian society is dictated by the stereotypical characterization of the husband being the head and 
breadwinner of the family. In case of both Ravindran in Mistress and Kasturi’s husband in Shadow Play, 
marital rape as a mode of sexual violence in combination with physical violence like beating is used to 
indicate their power over their respective wives. This unbearable torture makes the wives submissive 
and helpless. 
 
The brutal rape of Kalpana by her uncle Prabhakar in The Binding Vine is a horrid example of what can 
be termed as “‘familial rape’. “One didn’t talk about it because it exposed the hollowness of the belief we 
have all cherished for so long––that the family is a sacred institution providing protection and succour 
to all its members, particularly the young, that parents/guardians don’t prey on their young” (Sitesh, 
Aruna 195). Her uncle who cannot stand the thought that she was marrying someone else, feels spurned 
and cruelly rapes her. In Shadow Play rape is committed on Seema by her cousin Nikhil’s friends. 
Seema’s modelling profession is considered the reason behind this rape. It is the brutal, inhuman 
violence of rape that causes Smriti’s bright young life to turn into the life of a vegetable in Lessons in 
Forgetting. Smriti, a teenager, is punished in a horrifying manner by three men sent by Dr Srinivasan, 
the chief doctor of Meenakshi Nursing Home because of her involvement in investigating the female 
infanticide happening in the hospital. Marikolunthu in Ladies Coupé suffers throughout her life due to 
physical forms of violence like rape, and sexual abuse. Marikolunthu belongs to a lower stratum in 
society and lives a life of poverty. Murugesan, Chettiar’s nephew, takes advantage of her situation and 
rapes her. He knows that he can get away after committing the crime because of his social standing.   
 
In his article on The War of the Sexes: Dimensions of Rape and Adultery in Anita Nair’s Mistress, C V 
Abraham quotes Neeru Tandon’s explanation about rape. She says that “Rape as a form of personal 
violence is not merely a physical assault …. It is in fact a conscious process of intimidation by which men 
keep all women in a state of fear” (103). In all the above mentioned situations, one can notice that 
“sexual power gets equated with masculinity, the victim of sexual violence is subsequently treated as less 
powerful” (104).   
 
According to India’s National Crime Records Bureau, registered rape cases in India have increased by 
almost 900 percent over the past 40 years. Despite this, when viewed from a sociological perspective, 
“Shakutai’s insistence that the police should not be informed as it will lead to Kalpana’s disgrace and 
exposure is, in reality, an exposure of the societal attitude toward the rape victim and the patriarchal 
ideology that rape disgraces the victim rather than the culprit”. (Guttal, Vijaya 172). The same societal 
attitude is seen in the case of Marikolunthu, also. As mentioned earlier, since the perpetrator belongs to 
a higher caste, power dynamics play a very important role and demarcates lines between the perpetrator 
and the victim. The victim ends up in a state of helplessness as the societal norms are of no assistance to 
her. If it is caste and class politics in the case of Marikolunthu, Smriti is caught in a powerless situation 
against powerful people.  
 
“Violence and aggression in women’s writing reveal the variety of subtle forms of violence against 
women and their reaction to it. It also suggests options for dealing with that violence. (Bande, Usha 162). 
Shashi Deshpande, Anita Nair and Arundhati Roy, all speak about sensitive issues like rape/marital rape 
and domestic violence. These issues endured in silence earlier are brought out of their closets and 
discussed publicly in these novels. Fiction by women writers provides searching insights and a great deal 
of human understanding (Sethuraman 164) and this is reviewed throughout this paper. As Rajeswari 
Sunder Rajan observes, “For women to ‘speak’ rape is itself a measure of liberation, a shift from serving 
as the object of voyeuristic discourse to the occupation of a subject-position as ‘master’ of narrative” 
(Palkar, Sarla 172). This view is clearly established in all the novels under discussion and has been 
analysed in this paper.  
 
According to WHO, violence can negatively affect women’s physical, mental, sexual, and reproductive 
health, and may increase the risk of acquiring HIV in some settings. “The essence of violence is a feeling 
of violation, of the transgression of what is considered to be human” (Al-Issa, Sabiha and Shirin 
Kudchchedkar 15). If literature can be analysed and solutions found for stopping such violence, can the 
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same answer not be propagated into reality also? To raise the correct questions through contemporary 
works in literature and find answers is an attempt of this paper. If we are able to understand why these 
cruel acts are committed, maybe it is easier to take better steps towards eradicating it and make this 
world a safer place for each and every young girl and woman around us. According to Mahatma Gandhi, 
“the day a woman can walk freely on the roads at night, that day we can say that India has achieved 
independence”. A very important step towards women’s empowerment is through women safety. 
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