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Abstract 

The ideas of healing and recovery emerge as defining concerns in Anita 
Nair’s fiction, articulating the strength and vulnerability of individuals 
navigating the layered realities of postcolonial and patriarchal India. 
Through novels such as Ladies Coupé and Mistress Nair explores the 
intertwined processes of emotional renewal, cultural reconciliation, and the 
reclamation of identity. Her characters, often wounded by personal and 
social constraints, undertake journeys of introspection that lead to 
empowerment and self-awareness. Nair’s narrative world engages deeply 
with the intersections of gender, memory, and autonomy, revealing how the 
remnants of colonial thought continue to shape contemporary 
consciousness. Yet, within these spaces of constraint, she discovers the 
potential for healing through storytelling, empathy, and self-realisation. 
Her protagonists embody resilience, challenging the moral and cultural 
hierarchies that suppress individuality while asserting their right to 
redefine the self. In examining these personal quests for wholeness, Nair’s 
fiction transcends the private sphere to address collective renewal, offering 
a vision of recovery that unites personal agency with cultural affirmation. 
Her works thus stand as compelling studies of the human capacity to heal, 
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remember, and reimagine identity within the fractured realities of 
postcolonial existence. 

Keywords: recovery, Healing, Self-discovery, introspection, post-colonial 
identity. 

Anita Nair: Exploring Identity and Self-Discovery 

Along with various socio-cultural, political, and economic concerns, 
the focus on the self has been an inevitable assertion of writers during 
the last quarter of the twentieth century. Contemporary women 
novelists emphasise the inner struggles of modern women caught 
between age-old traditions and evolving modern values. They 
explore feelings of frustration, isolation, and emotional conflict 
within a patriarchal society. These narratives highlight the subtle 
complexities of feminine identity and psychological depth. The 
authors underscore a persistent tension between inherited cultural 
traditions, familial duties, and societal norms, and the opposing drive 
for personal autonomy and the intricate task of self-definition. 

The psychological landscape of women from various social strata 
engaged in their existential battles has provided a rich source of 
inspiration for Indian women novelists. Anita Nair is among the 
writers who have highlighted the marginalisation of women within 
Indian society. As a bestselling author of both fiction and poetry, Nair 
has consistently demonstrated a passion for writing and the 
determination to pursue her craft regardless of circumstances. Her 
works resonate with the diverse roles women assume throughout 
their lives, a theme that is prominently featured in her literature. 
Nair’s writing is characterised by its vibrant energy and the creation 
of remarkable narratives. 

Anita Nair’s fiction captures the struggle of Indian women to 
assert their individuality and rights within the confines of traditional 
social institutions such as marriage. Her novels often reflect the 
transformation of women who reclaim their sense of self and evolve 
into fully realised individuals by redefining the relationships that 
shape their lives. Through her writing, Nair sheds light on the 
ongoing search of contemporary Indian women for meaningful 
connections and personal renewal. Her journey as a writer mirrors 
the resistance faced by women who sought to engage in feminist 
discourse in India during the mid-twentieth century, a period marked 
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by deep-rooted social conservatism. Writing from a woman’s 
perspective, Nair not only articulates the realities of women’s 
experiences but also strives to establish her identity as an author 
deeply concerned with women’s emotional and intellectual worlds. 
Her fiction probes the complexities of the human mind, portraying 
women who, despite their education and financial independence, 
remain bound by social expectations and external control over the 
most crucial decisions in their lives. In this way, Nair underscores the 
paradox of modern womanhood in India that is empowered in 
appearance, yet constrained by invisible social and psychological 
barriers. 

Anita Nair’s fiction focuses on the psychological depth of Indian 
women’s inner lives, portraying with empathy the emotional 
struggles they face within patriarchal structures. Her narratives 
reveal the silent endurance and resilience of women seeking balance 
and meaning amid social and emotional constraints. In The Better 
Man (2000), translated into over twenty languages, Nair depicts 
individuals who transcend traditional roles to pursue personal 
growth and fulfillment. Set against the cultural landscape of South 
India, her writing combines emotional realism with intellectual 
sensitivity, reflecting a belief in the transformative power of self-
awareness and perseverance. As Kumar and K observe, Nair’s 
nuanced portrayal of women “deconstructs patriarchal binaries” and 
redefines identity as a dynamic process of self-discovery and 
empowerment.(Kumar and Janardhanreddy)  

Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Mistress serve as compelling 
reflections of modern Indian society, portraying women’s struggles 
for identity, freedom, and emotional fulfillment. While Ladies Coupé 
captures the collective suffering and awakening of women within a 
patriarchal framework, Mistress delves into the crisis of identity 
through the intertwined lives of Radha, Shyam, and Koman, where 
art functions as a metaphor for desire and self-expression. Nair’s 
narrative technique, grounded in realism and psychological depth, 
reveals how her characters navigate the conflict between personal 
autonomy and societal expectations. As Sooraj Kumar and Seema 
Rajan note, Ladies Coupé “employs a fragmented narrative structure 
… [which] attempts to deconstruct traditional gender roles, exposing 
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the vulnerability of social constructs that impose marriage, 
motherhood, and female submissiveness” (Kumar and Rajan). 
Similarly, Richa and Singh observe that in Mistress, “female rebellion 
emerges not from defiance alone, but from a yearning to redefine 
emotional and moral boundaries” (Richa and Singh). Although 
distinct in form and style, both novels converge in their exploration 
of the human need for self-realisation and the search for meaning 
within the intricate web of relationships that shape identity. 

Ladies Coupe: A journey towards self-exploration 

Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupe, published in 2001, is a classic feminist 
novel that explores the inner worlds of women struggling with 
identity and autonomy in a patriarchal culture. The story revolves 
around Akhilandeswari (Akhila), a single Tamil Brahmin woman and 
income tax clerk who is 45 years old, and travels by train to 
Kanyakumari. Within the cosy confines of the ladies’ coupe, she 
meets five women, namely Janaki, Margaret Shanti, Prabha Devi, 
Marikolanthu, and Karpagam, whose lives provoke her introspection 
and pursuit of autonomy. Through an analysis of Akhila’s 
transformational process and the stories of her co-passengers, the 
discussion sheds light on Nair’s representation of women’s resilience 
and self-discovery. 

As stated by Geeta Doctor, “In Ladies Coupé Nair has resorted 
to one of the oldest ploys. She has taken a leaf out of Chaucer’s mixed 
crowd of pilgrims travelling to Canterbury, telling tales to each other. 
He himself, as is well known, borrowed from Boccacio, who had his 
well-heeled cast of characters relating stories to each other while 
sitting out the plague. Nair’s characters, too, are singularly life-
affirming.” Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupe focuses on the heroine 
Akhilandeshwari, or Akhila, a forty-five-year-old spinster working as 
an income tax clerk whose life has been defined by familial duty and 
strict social roles. Constantly playing in roles assigned by others as 
daughter, sister, aunt, and breadwinner, Akhila never had the luxury 
of defining her own self or her own desires. The story picks up when 
she takes a solo train ride to the seashore town of Kanyakumari, an 
act that denotes physical and existential freedom. She is attempting 
independence for the first time in her life, trying to break free from 
the social norms of her traditional Tamil Brahmin upbringing. 
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Along the way, Akhila ends up in a women-only train 
compartment, the eponymous “ladies coupe” with five other women, 
each of whom embodies a different aspect of womanhood. Janaki, a 
spoiled but insecure wife and mother; Margaret Shanti, a chemistry 
teacher held captive in a loveless marriage to an egotistical husband; 
Prabha Devi, a conventionally compliant woman whose perspective 
is transformed through contact with modern recreational culture; 
Sheela, a sensitive teenager gifted with intuitive perception; and 
Marikolanthu, a woman whose tragedy and loss of innocence 
continue to inform her character. Through their personal confessions 
and life history, Akhila is induced to look at her own repressed 
desires and hidden fears. Akhila begins the conversation after a 
preliminary introduction. She says: 

As far as I am concerned, marriage is unimportant, companionship, yes 
I would like that. The problem is I wish to live my myself but everyone 
tells me that a woman can’t live alone. What do you think? Can a 
woman live by herself? (Nair, p. 21) 

To this her fellow traveller Janaki replied, “why should a woman live 
by herself? There is always a man who is willing to be with her.” 

(Nair, p. 21) 

Janaki, the eldest among the women in the Ladies Coupé, recounts a 
life marked by affection, duty, and quiet endurance. Married at 
eighteen to Prabhakar, she shared with him a bond rooted in mutual 
respect and emotional warmth. Together they raised their son, 
Siddharth, with care, only to face disillusionment when his marriage 
altered his temperament and estranged him from his parents. The 
ensuing emotional distance compelled Janaki and Prabhakar to 
withdraw from their son’s home. Throughout her life, Janaki 
embodied the roles of devoted wife, nurturing mother, and 
accommodating mother-in-law and each defined by selflessness and 
stability. Yet, within the reflective space of the coupe, she recognises 
that beneath her dependence lies an enduring strength. Her quiet 
resilience and capacity to adapt reveal a woman who, despite 
conforming to familial expectations, preserved an inner core of 
autonomy and emotional intelligence. 

Sheela’s narrative in Ladies Coupé offers an important reflection 
on childhood, loss, and the formative power of feminine wisdom. 
Her bond with her grandmother, Ammumma, shapes her 
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understanding of dignity and moral awareness. Even in illness, 
Ammumma’s grace and self-discipline affirm a quiet strength that 
profoundly influences Sheela’s perception of beauty and resilience. A 
crucial episode arises when Ammumma forbids Sheela from visiting 
a friend’s house, a prohibition later revealed as a protective gesture 
rooted in the trauma of another child’s abuse. This moment awakens 
in Sheela an early consciousness of boundaries and self-preservation. 
The death of Ammumma deepens Sheela’s awareness of 
womanhood, as she honours her grandmother’s memory through 
ritual care and remembrance. Through Sheela’s recollections, Anita 
Nair delicately addresses the realities of child sexual abuse and the 
silent vigilance women maintain across generations. The narrative 
captures how emotional inheritance and intuitive strength shape a 
young girl’s evolving sense of identity within a world marked by 
unspoken dangers and societal restraint.  

“Love is a colourless, volatile liquid. Love ignites and burns. 
Love leaves no residue – neither smoke nor ash. Love is a poison 
masquerading as the spirit of Wine.”(Nair, p. 104) Margaret Shanti’s 
account in Ladies Coupé unfolds as a study of repression, trauma, and 
gradual self-assertion within a patriarchal marriage. Initially 
enamoured of her husband, Ebenezer Paulraj, Margaret soon discerns 
the subtle coercion concealed beneath his affection and intellect. Her 
individuality is stifled by his self-absorption and rigid ideals of 
womanhood. The coerced termination of her pregnancy becomes the 
decisive rupture that transforms emotional compliance into 
awakening. In her reflection, Margaret conceives of herself as water – 
fluid yet potent – capable of both sustaining and eroding. This 
metaphor encapsulates her journey from vulnerability to self-
possession. By manipulating Ebenezer’s vanity through his appetite, 
she quietly destabilizes his authority, reclaiming a sense of power 
denied to her. Through Margaret’s transformation, Anita Nair 
exposes the psychological mechanisms of control that sustain marital 
patriarchy while illuminating the subtle forms of female resistance. 
The narrative thus reveals emancipation not as defiance alone, but as 
an inward reclamation of selfhood and dignity within a culture of 
silenced women. 
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The immediate first-hand experience in Ladies Coupé that 
followed was that of Prabha Devi whose life journey encapsulates the 
silent negation of women in family circles and social mesh, though 
one is fooled by the sheen of material well-being. Right from a young 
age, Prabha Devi had been denied emotional acknowledgement by 
her father, who considered her presence an inauspicious sign for his 
business transactions. This superstition ended up creating a father-
daughter relationship that was a far cry from the warm, but only 
practical, involvement of her mother, who saw her daughter as a 
safeguard for domestic skills and heirlooms. Within this milieu of the 
home, Prabha Devi herself was repeatedly neglected emotionally and 
turned into less of an active individual and more of a passive 
recipient.  

The convent school is a space that not only serves as an 
educational institution but also a disciplinary space in which 
bourgeois notions of womanhood are insisted upon. She later 
married Jagadeesh, a rich diamond merchant, and had a decent and 
happy married life on the surface. Prabha Devi was always thanking 
her stars and was content in the socially permitted privileges of a 
domestic woman. In this context, Prabha Devi’s decision to learn 
swimming takes on symbolic significance. The action is a metaphor 
for self-help, flexibility and recovering control. She was determined 
to master swimming without anyone to teach her, without any 
guidance or push at all back from the norms of passive dependence 
implanted into her very being as a child. In her story, the water 
represents both an alien land and a space where she is changed. It is 
in this environment that she starts to form a self-defined identity, one 
which comes from her experiences. Even with everything that one 
could call life’s comforts wrapped around them, Prabha Devi’s life 
profoundly explains an assertion in modern feminism: the pursuit of 
a life where identity is formed is far greater, even if the person’s 
existence seems outwardly stable.  

Anita Nair, through the life of Prabha Devi, makes an argument 
against the so-called comforts of a household and domestication that 
women passionately crusade for and shows us the far more valuable 
crusade these women instead take upon themselves as silent 
warriors: finding meaning beyond their everyday life dictated by 
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society. Prabha Devi’s journey is one of metaphorical swimming 
where she learns to gracefully glide between the boundaries of 
tradition and the individual strife for unparalleled freedom, which 
paralleled her self-discovery. 

“The sixth passenger rolled her magazine and said, ‘I’m not telling you 
that women are weak. Women are strong. Women can do everything as 
well as men. Women can do much more. But a woman has to seek that 
vein of strength in herself. It does not show itself naturally.”(Nair, pp. 
209-210) 

The final testimony in Ladies Coupé comes from Marikolanthu, whose 
narrative serves as the most viscerally tragic and socially charged 
account of gendered violence and marginalisation. A survivor of 
sexual assault, Marikolanthu recounts her traumatic past with raw 
honesty. Born into poverty and denied formal education, she 
occupied the lowest rung of the social hierarchy, both economically 
and culturally. From a young age, she was burdened with adult 
responsibilities, contributing to her family’s survival by working in 
the household of the affluent Chettiar family. 

Her life was irrevocably altered at the age of nineteen when 
Murugesan, a relative within the Chettiar household, violated her 
physically and emotionally. The assault destroyed not only her bodily 
autonomy but also her sense of self, leaving deep psychological scars. 
Her youth and innocence were stolen, and in her confusion and 
trauma, she initially processed the violation through denial – treating 
the experience as an unbearable nightmare rather than confronting its 
harsh reality. The violence resulted in an unplanned pregnancy, 
which further alienated her from her own body and emotions. Her 
response to the birth of her son, Muthu, was marked by deep 
resentment and detachment. Unable to reconcile the child with the 
circumstances of his conception, she distanced herself entirely, 
leaving the care of the infant to her mother. Only after her mother’s 
death did Marikolanthu reluctantly assume responsibility for the 
child. Over time, however, her attitude evolved. With emotional 
maturity and self-reflection, she came to regret the pain she had 
inflicted on Muthu through her indifference and eventually 
embraced him with compassion and maternal acceptance. 
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Marikolanthu’s journey is one of profound transformation-from 
a position of voiceless suffering to an assertion of independence and 
self-worth. Despite enduring one of the most dehumanising 
experiences a woman can face, she refuses to let society’s judgment 
define her. She chooses not to be shamed or silenced by the violence 
inflicted upon her. Instead, she seeks to live authentically, guided by 
her inner resolve and her belief in her intrinsic dignity. Anita Nair, 
through Marikolanthu’s narrative, presents a powerful critique of 
class- and gender-based oppression, illuminating how systemic 
inequalities render women vulnerable to exploitation and erasure. 
Yet, Marikolanthu’s refusal to internalise the stigma of victimhood 
reclaims her agency in a society eager to deny it. Her story is 
emblematic of a radical feminist vision, one that does not merely 
expose patriarchal violence but insists on the possibility of healing, 
reclamation, and self-definition beyond trauma.  

Akhila’s transformation forms the emotional and ideological core 
of the narrative. After engaging with the deeply personal and diverse 
stories of the five women she shares the train compartment with – 
Janaki, Margaret Shanti, Prabha Devi, Sheela, and Marikolanthu – 
Akhila undergoes a significant shift in her perception of self, 
womanhood, and independence. Each story functions as a mirror and 
a challenge to her own internal conflicts, prompting her to re-
evaluate the conventional, patriarchal roles she has performed 
throughout her life. Together, the stories narrated by her fellow 
travellers force Akhila to grapple with the primal question on which 
her life is premised: can a woman have a purposeful, happy life on 
her own terms, or must fulfilment necessarily be dependent on the 
presence of a man? The novel, therefore, is an arena for dialogue in 
which female agency, survival, and right to self-determination are 
interrogated with deep complexity. 

The culmination of the novel suggests an affirmative answer. 
Akhila begins to believe that she does not need a man or society’s 
approval to validate her existence. The act of undertaking the journey 
to Kanyakumari alone symbolises a metaphorical pilgrimage toward 
selfhood, and her decision to revisit her relationship with Hari on her 
own terms, possibly to reclaim it or perhaps to let it go, is emblematic 
of her newly acquired agency. 
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Anita Nair, through Akhila’s transformation, dismantles the 
entrenched myth that a woman’s completeness is contingent upon 
marriage or motherhood. Instead, she foregrounds the idea that 
selfhood is not derivative but autonomous. The novel closes not with 
finality, but with the quiet empowerment of a woman who has 
learned to listen, to reflect, and to choose – on her own terms. In 
doing so, Nair reimagines Indian womanhood not as a monolithic 
identity but as a multiplicity of voices, each valid, each powerful, and 
each deserving of space in both narrative and society. 

Mistress: Identity Crisis and Self-Discovery 

In literary studies, the intricate relationship between cultural conflict 
and identity is a pivotal area of exploration, particularly in narratives 
situated within multicultural societies. Cultural conflict arises when 
individuals or groups with differing cultural norms, values, or 
practices come into contact, often leading to tensions or 
misunderstandings (Bhabha). These conflicts may be explicit, 
involving visible clashes over cultural customs, or implicit, 
manifesting as internal struggles tied to issues of identity and 
belonging (Said). Identity in such narratives is typically shaped by 
both self-perception and external recognition, deeply rooted in 
cultural heritage, social context, and individual experience(Hall). In 
multicultural frameworks, identity is rarely fixed; instead, it reflects a 
dynamic and hybrid construct formed at the intersection of diverse 
cultural influences(Clifford). Characters in these settings often find 
themselves negotiating fragmented identities, oscillating between 
their cultural origins and the influences of the surrounding 
environment. 

Anita Nair’s third novel Mistress, is situated within this literary 
tradition, offering a nuanced portrayal of characters profoundly 
affected by cultural conflicts and identity crises. Mistress is 
structurally organised into three distinct sections, each comprising 
nine chapters that align with the classical Indian aesthetic theory of 
‘Rasas’- the nine fundamental emotional states. These Rasas include 
Sringaram (love), Hasyam (humour), Karunam (compassion), 
Raudram (anger), Veeram (heroism), Bhayanakam (fear), Bibhatsam 
(disgust), Adbhutam (wonder), and Shantam (peace). Each chapter 
embodies one of these emotional essences, serving as a thematic lens 
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through which the internal and external conflicts of the central 
characters are portrayed. The narrative unfolds across the 
geographical landscapes of Kerala, Tamil Nadu, and the fictional 
town of Arabipattanam, and is delivered through a multi-voiced first-
person perspective, allowing a rich exploration of individual 
subjectivities and emotional depth. 

The opening prologue of Mistress sets the emotional and 
thematic undertone that resonates throughout the novel: 

Look at me. Look at my face. The naked face, devoid of colour and 
make-up, glitter and adornment. What have we here? The forehead, 
the eyebrows, the nostrils, the mouth, the chin, and thirty-two facial 
muscles. These are our tools and with these we shall fashion the 
language without words. The navarasa: love, contempt, sorrow, fury, 
courage, fear, disgust, wonder, peace.(Nair, Mistress, p. 1) 

Radha’s journey is marked by emotional conflict and societal 
pressure. Before marriage, she is everything a modern woman aspires 
to be: intelligent, attractive, and financially independent. However, 
her life takes an unexpected turn when she becomes involved with a 
senior colleague, believing his promises of leaving his wife to be with 
her. When she discovers that he has no intention of doing so and has 
a history of similar affairs, she is left devastated. To avoid public 
shame, her parents intervene, arranging for her to terminate the 
pregnancy and marry a man named Shyam, without truly 
considering her feelings. Although hesitant, Radha ultimately agrees, 
prioritising her family’s reputation over her own desires. Her 
experience echoes Simone de Beauvoir’s claim that society has long 
defined a woman’s fate as inevitably tied to marriage: “The destiny 
that society traditionally offers women is marriage” (De 
Beauvoir,452). 

The arrival of Christopher Stewart, a foreign traveller, marks a 
pivotal moment in the evolving relationship dynamics between 
Radha and Shyam. When Radha accompanies her uncle Koman and 
her husband to the railway station to receive Chris, she is 
unexpectedly drawn to him. His ability to pronounce her name, 
Radha, with unusual precision immediately captures her attention, 
signalling a subtle emotional shift. In contrast, Chris’s 
mispronunciation of Shyam’s name as “Sham” irritates Shyam, 



20      Literary Oracle – Vol.9, Issue II, December 2025 

revealing a layer of insecurity masked by politeness. Nevertheless, 
Shyam puts on a gracious front, recognising the potential value Chris 
represents. Shyam sees Chris as an opportunity to elevate the 
visibility and prestige of his resort, Near-the-Nila, especially if Chris 
chooses to feature it favourably in his travel writing. Proudly, Shyam 
shares details of the resort’s development and his personal 
accomplishments, positioning himself as a successful entrepreneur in 
front of the foreign guests. This initial encounter not only introduces 
Chris as a catalyst for forthcoming changes but also hints at deeper 
emotional and relational shifts that may unfold, particularly as 
Radha’s curiosity and attraction begin to surface. Shyam says: 

Each time I look at Near-the-Nila, I feel a great frisson of excitement 
shoot through me. This is mine, I tell myself, all of it, from the concept 
to the last tile. If it wasn’t for me, Shoranur would have remained a 
dying railway town. Now there is a tickle of life, which I have breathed 
into it. I, Shyam, twice removed poor nephew and outsider. It is I who 
have done this, nor the heaving bulwark of Radha’s family.(Nair, 
Mistress, pp. 17-18) 

Shyam’s constant need to assert dominance in the marriage often 
manifests through his dismissal of Radha’s opinions and preferences. 
While he occupies the space with confidence and control, Radha 
finds herself increasingly detached, merely observing rather than 
participating. Within the framework of their marriage, she feels 
imprisoned, emotionally stifled by a relationship that denies her 
equality. In Radha’s eyes, she is no more than a treasured object; 
valued, perhaps, but not respected. She reflects that Shyam does not 
seek a partner but rather a mistress- someone to charm, please, and 
remain compliant. This internal conflict is poignantly captured in 
Radha’s comparison of herself to a butterfly captured, pinned, and 
displayed, its delicate wings spread for admiration, yet painfully 
alive and yearning to escape. 

... I think that for Shyam, I am a possession. A much-cherished 
possession. That is my role in his life. He doesn’t want an equal; what 
he wants is a mistress. Someone to indulge and someone to indulge 
him with feminine wiles.… I think of the butterfly I caught and pinned 
to a board when it was still alive, its wings spread so as to display the 
markings, obvious that somewhere within, a little heartbeat, yearning 
to fly.(Nair, Mistress, p. 53) 
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Radha longs for freedom, for the chance to unfold and reclaim her 
autonomy. Beneath her quiet demeanour lies a restlessness. She is 
waiting for the moment when she can step out of the psychological 
cage that Shyam’s emotional coldness has built around her. His 
inability to truly connect or acknowledge her as an intellectual and 
emotional equal makes her invisible in the relationship, pushing her 
to question not only her marital role but her very identity as a 
woman. In search of comfort and emotional support, she turns to her 
uncle, Koman. During one of her visits, she is surprised and quietly 
pleased to find Chris sitting with him. As their eyes meet, a quiet yet 
unmistakable joy passes between them-an unspoken connection that 
momentarily lifts the weight she carries. Koman, ever perceptive, 
notices the tension and subtle energy in their gaze. Reflecting on 
what he sees, he compares the moment to the silent passion of 
Kathakali performances. He begins to contemplate: 

I think of Nala and Damyanti. Of lovers in Kathakali who embrace 
without actually doing so. Only an experienced veshakaaran, an actor 
with more than mere technique, can perform that embrace. With arms 
that do not touch the woman, and with only his eyes, he lets her know 
that he desires her.(Nair, Mistress, p. 29) 

Over time, Koman begins to notice Radha’s deepening feelings for 
Chris. Rather than reacting with disapproval or moral judgment, he 
finds himself quietly pleased. For the first time in years, he sees 
genuine happiness in his niece’s eyes-something her marriage to 
Shyam has never brought her. Choosing empathy over interference, 
Koman decides to support Radha in whatever brings her fulfilment. 
He understands that the joy Radha now feels in Chris’s presence has 
been absent throughout her eight years of married life. Wanting to 
build a bridge between their personal histories, he invites both Radha 
and Shyam to his home so he can share his past with Chris. Yet, 
Shyam grows increasingly uncomfortable. He becomes resentful of 
Radha’s frequent visits to Koman’s home and especially of her visible 
bond with Chris. Shyam’s jealousy deepens as he witnesses Radha’s 
emotional shift. Meanwhile, Radha herself is unsettled by the 
strength of her attraction to Chris. It takes her by surprise-this 
powerful connection that defies the boundaries of her existing life, 
forcing her to confront feelings she had long buried beneath duty and 
routine. As she reflects on it: “I don’t understand what is happening 
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to me, a married woman, a wife. When I married Shyam, I swore I 
never to flout the rules of custom again. How have I become so 
disdainful of honour, so contemptuous of convention? “ (Nair, 
Mistress, p. 54). Though Radha’s relationship with Chris is ultimately 
a betrayal of her marriage, she experiences it as a response to the 
emotional void and suppression she has long endured. For her, the 
affair becomes less about romantic fulfilment and more about 
reclaiming a sense of self. Yet, the moment their bond turns physical, 
Radha is overwhelmed by guilt. She started getting confused 
between her identity as a wife and herself. She says, “What can I do? 
You knew I was married. I didn’t spring it on you, all of a sudden. Do 
you think I like lying, or that I enjoy this deception? It makes me feel 
sordid, too. It kills me, this guilt over what I am doing to Shyam. He 
has very frail sense of dignity and if someone found out about us, he 
wouldn’t be able to handle it.”(Nair, Mistress, p. 252) 

Radha finds herself trapped between two competing emotions. 
On one hand, her relationship with Chris becomes a silent protest 
against the restrictions Shyam has placed on her autonomy. On the 
other hand, her conscience constantly reminds her of the ethical cost 
of her actions. Radha confronts her inner thoughts and confesses to 
herself, “I feel disgust for what I am doing. Can anything be worth 
this repugnance? How much longer can I do this? This cheating, 
lying and pretence?”(Nair, Mistress, p. 290). Radha’s attempt to 
challenge societal norms and understand her own moral boundaries 
through her relationship with Chris is filled with inner conflict. She 
neither fully escapes her marriage to Shyam nor finds lasting 
meaning in her affair. The relationship with Chris does not bring her 
the identity or freedom she hoped for. In the process, she breaks trust 
with both men and is left alone when Chris leaves for London. Upon 
learning she is pregnant, Radha decides to raise the child by herself. 
Surprisingly, Shyam accepts her and the unborn child, expressing 
love and support she had not expected from him. Radha confronts 
her own truth and confesses to herself: 

All my life, I have stumbled from one thing to another, persuading 
myself that this is how I should be. I have never behaved as if I have a 
mind of my own. I have never made a decision. I have let myself be 
swept along. Isn’t it time I assumed some responsibility for my life? 
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What will you do? I don’t know. But I will, one of these days.(Nair, 
Mistress, p. 402) 

At the end of the novel, Radha attains her self-realisation in bringing 
up her child by playing the role of a caring mother. Thus, the journey 
of Radha’s life paves the way for her future happiness. In conclusion, 
Anita Nair’s Mistress offers a compelling portrayal of one woman’s 
search for selfhood in a world shaped by rigid traditions and social 
expectations. Radha’s journey serves as a powerful lens through 
which the novel explores the emotional and psychological 
complexities of identity formation. As Radha navigates through love, 
duty, guilt, and desire, the narrative captures her inner struggle to 
define herself beyond the roles imposed upon her. Her choices, 
especially the emotionally charged relationship with Chris reveal 
both her need for connection and her yearning for freedom. While 
she tries to break away from societal norms, she is also forced to face 
the consequences of doing so. Through Radha’s evolving 
relationships and her quiet moments of introspection, Nair sheds 
light on the deeper tensions between personal fulfilment and the 
constraints of tradition. 

A Comparative Analysis 

Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Mistress stand as remarkable portrayals 
of women’s search for identity and selfhood in the context of Indian 
society. Through characters like Akhila and Radha, Nair brings to 
light the struggles of women who strive to define themselves beyond 
the limitations imposed by patriarchy. Her narratives give voice to 
women from varied social and economic backgrounds, showing that 
the desire for independence and dignity is universal among them. 
The women in her novels refuse to conform to traditional 
expectations and instead undertake a journey toward self-awareness 
and emotional freedom. Nair’s writing reflects a distinctly Indian 
perspective, sensitive to the cultural and moral frameworks that 
shape women’s lives, yet questioning the norms that silence their 
individuality. Her characters, grounded in everyday reality, express 
the inner turmoil and resilience of women caught between personal 
longing and social duty. Both Ladies Coupé and Mistress reveal that 
liberation is not merely external but deeply psychological and a 
process of recognising one’s worth and choosing one’s path with 
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courage. In depicting this evolution, Nair reaffirms her belief in 
education, introspection, and emotional honesty as instruments of 
empowerment, making her novels significant contributions to the 
ongoing discourse on women’s emancipation in Indian literature. 

Conclusion 

Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Mistress together encapsulate the evolving 
discourse of postfeminist thought in contemporary Indian fiction. Both 
novels reveal the struggle of women to negotiate freedom within the 
constraints of social and emotional expectations, thereby offering a 
nuanced redefinition of autonomy. Nair’s protagonists – Akhila and 
Radha – are emblematic of modern Indian women who refuse to be 
confined by traditional ideals yet do not entirely reject their cultural 
roots. Instead, they seek meaning through self-reflection, emotional 
courage, and the acceptance of personal responsibility. As Debotri Dhar 
observes, Nair’s Mistress “dislocates centre–periphery, global–local and 
universal–particular binaries,” situating female desire within a dynamic 
space of self-definition rather than simple rebellion(Dhar). Similarly, 
Ladies Coupé celebrates the power of introspection and female solidarity 
as transformative tools that enable women to redefine their identities 
within patriarchal frameworks. Sharma and Chauhan note that Nair’s 
women transcend subjugation through resilience and introspection, 
portraying the shift from feminist resistance to postfeminist self-
awareness.(Sharma and Chauhan) Through these narratives, Nair 
affirms that liberation is not merely an act of opposition but a journey of 
self-realisation, where women reclaim their voices and assert 
individuality within the evolving socio-cultural fabric of India. 
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