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Abstract

This research paper explores the pragmatic dimensions of silence and speech as crucial
mechanisms of female agency in the fiction of Anita Nair, with a particular focus on Ladies
Coupé (2001) and Mistress (2005). Situated within the theoretical frameworks of linguistic
pragmatics—especially Speech Act Theory, Grice’s Cooperative Principle, and Politeness
Theory—and informed by feminist linguistic criticism, the study investigates how women in
Nair’s narratives manipulate both silence and verbal expression as strategic communicative
acts within patriarchal social structures. The analysis reveals that silence, often stereotypically
associated with submission, becomes in Nair’s fiction a powerful act of defiance, resistance,
and self-preservation, while speech functions as a performative assertion of selthood and
liberation. Drawing upon insights from Austin (1962), Grice (1975), Lakoff (1975), and Mills
(2003), the paper demonstrates how Nair’s protagonists navigate the gendered politics of
communication, transforming silence into meaningful discourse and discourse into instruments
of autonomy. By interpreting female characters’ linguistic choices through a pragmatic and
feminist lens, this study argues that both silence and speech emerge as complementary, context-
dependent strategies of empowerment. Ultimately, Nair’s fiction redefines communication
itself as a space of agency, where women reclaim power not merely by speaking, but also by

choosing when—and how—to remain silent.

Keywords: Anita Nair, pragmatics, silence, speech acts, female agency, feminist linguistics,

discourse analysis
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Language functions not merely as a vehicle of communication but as a social instrument that
shapes identity, power, and gender relations. Within patriarchal societies, women’s linguistic
behavior—especially their patterns of speech and silence—has often been interpreted through
stereotypical lenses of submission or emotional restraint (Lakoff, 1975; Tannen, 1990).
However, recent feminist linguistic studies have reconceptualized silence as a potential site of
resistance and agency (Mills, 2003). In this context, the fiction of Anita Nair, one of India’s
most perceptive contemporary writers, offers a rich terrain for exploring how silence and
speech function as pragmatic tools through which women negotiate autonomy, power, and

selfhood.

This paper focuses on Nair’s Ladies Coupé (2001) and Mistress (2005), both of which
foreground female protagonists who struggle to reclaim control over their voices in a gendered
world. By examining the pragmatics of communication—the implied meanings, conversational
implicatures, and strategic uses of politeness—the study seeks to uncover how linguistic acts
within these narratives represent deeper social performances of female identity. Drawing upon
Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969), Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975), and
Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987), the analysis interprets speech as performative

action and silence as an equally potent communicative act.

In Ladies Coupé, Nair’s protagonist Akhila’s journey from imposed muteness to self-
expression exemplifies the transformative power of linguistic agency. Similarly, in Mistress,
Radha’s use of silence becomes an introspective form of defiance that redefines emotional
independence. Both narratives thus illustrate that speech and silence are not binary opposites
but complementary strategies of empowerment, deeply rooted in cultural and interpersonal
contexts. By situating Anita Nair’s work within the intersection of linguistic pragmatics and
feminist discourse analysis, this study aims to demonstrate that women’s communicative
choices in her fiction are conscious, context-sensitive acts of resistance. The paper argues that
silence, far from indicating passivity, embodies a nuanced pragmatics of self-definition and

agency.
Literature Review

Pragmatics, as defined by Levinson (1983), is “the study of the relations between language and

context that are basic to an account of language understanding.” It investigates sow meaning
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is constructed in interaction, emphasizing speech acts, implicature, presupposition, and

contextual inference.

According to Austin (1962) and Searle (1969), language is performative; to speak is to act. This
idea was expanded into feminist linguistics, where speech acts become a lens to examine
gendered communication. Women’s speech is often constrained by social expectations of
politeness and decorum (Tannen, 1990; Lakoft, 1975). Consequently, women develop indirect

or nonverbal strategies—silence, suggestion, or evasion—to navigate social hierarchies.

Feminist pragmatics, introduced by scholars such as Sara Mills (2003) and Deborah Cameron
(1998), redefines silence as a form of discursive agency rather than mere absence. Silence can
resist participation in patriarchal discourse, turning non-communication into a strategic

communicative act (Jaworski, 1993).

Nair’s fiction is deeply invested in the psycholinguistics of female identity. Ladies Coupé
presents six women who narrate their life stories in a train compartment—a metaphorical and
literal space of transition—allowing speech and silence to intersect meaningfully. As each
woman tells her story, silence becomes both a narrative device and a symbol of power

(Bhattacharya, 2019).

In Mistress, Nair uses the rhythm of Kathakali, a performative art form, to parallel Radha’s
inner dialogue. The alternation between voice and silence represents the duality of social
conformity and inner rebellion. Critics such as Iyer (2021) emphasize that Nair’s use of silence

is not a void but a semiotic space where meaning is internally negotiated.

Austin’s (1962) foundational account of performative utterances reframes speech as action
rather than mere description. His distinction between locutionary, illocutionary, and
perlocutionary acts underpins analyses of how female utterances in fiction do power (e.g.,

declarations of independence) rather than simply report it (Austin, 1962).

Searle (1969) systematizes speech acts (assertives, directives, commissives, expressives,
declarations). This typology helps identify the illocutionary force of women’s utterances in
Nair’s novels (e.g., Akhila’s commissive speech acts that instantiate new social realities)

(Searle, 1969).
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Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle and maxims explain how speakers convey more than
literal content. In patriarchal contexts, strategic flouting or observance of maxims (quantity,
relation, manner, quality) becomes a pragmatic tool for resistance—central to interpreting

silence as meaningful implicature (Grice, 1975).

Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory frames face and the mitigation of face-
threatening acts. Feminist critiques build on this to show how politeness norms can constrain
women’s speech and how deviation from these norms can be agentive (Brown & Levinson,

1987; Mills, 2003).

Lakoff’s (1975) classic account about language and women’s social position (tag questions,
hedges, politeness features) still provides a starting point for discussing why women’s speech

often appears constrained—and how literature can subvert that appearance (Lakoff, 1975).

Sara Mills (2003) reframes politeness and pragmatic choice in gendered terms, arguing that
silence and indirectness may function as discursive resources rather than deficits. This
perspective is essential for reading Nair’s female silence as strategic rather than passive (Mills,

2003).

Jaworski (1993) and Jaworski & Coupland’s work on the social power of silence argues that
silence conveys varied meanings (respect, resistance, complicity) depending on context. Their
frameworks support nuanced readings of silence in Ladies Coupé and Mistress (Jaworski,

1993).

Saville-Troike (1985) documents the communicative functions of silence cross-culturally,
showing it can index politeness, power, thoughtfulness, or dissent—empirically useful when
contrasting silence between domestic and intimate contexts in Nair’s fiction (Saville-Troike,

1985).

Tannen (1990, 1994) distinguishes “rapport” vs. “report” talk and shows how gendered styles
of interaction shape interpretation. This is relevant when contrasting women’s dialogic
storytelling in Ladies Coupé (rapport-building) with the more private, internal speech in

Mistress (Tannen, 1990).
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Levinson (1983) offers a comprehensive model of pragmatics—relevance, implicature,
presupposition—that serves as methodological backbone for close readings of implied meaning

in narrative silence and minimal speech (Levinson, 1983).

Cameron (1998) and subsequent feminist discourse scholars highlight how language
reproduces gender relations. Their methods inform critical readings of narrative voice and the

political valence of women’s utterances in Indian English fiction (Cameron, 1998).

Fairclough’s (1995) critical discourse analysis connects language use with social power
structures; his approach helps situate strategic silence/speech within wider patriarchal

discourse practices and ideological reproduction (Fairclough, 1995).

Butler’s (1990) theory of performativity (gender as repeated acts) suggests silence and speech
are performative acts that produce gender identity. This theoretical frame helps read Nair’s

characters as performing (or refusing) gender through linguistic acts (Butler, 1990).

Jaworski & Sachdev (2006) discuss silence in cultural contexts, showing how culturally
embedded silence (e.g., South Asian contexts of honor and discretion) influences pragmatic

interpretation—valuable for culturally grounded readings of Nair (Jaworski & Sachdev, 2006).

Literary-critical studies (e.g., works on interiority and speechlessness) demonstrate how silence
in fiction can index interior agency and resistance; such analyses inform readings of Radha’s
silence as private autonomy rather than mere repression (see Semino & Culpeper on cognitive

poetics and interiority) (Semino, 2008).

Research on women’s storytelling as empowerment (oral narrative studies) shows how
communal narrative spaces (like the train compartment in Ladies Coupé) enable re-voicing and

pragmatic reclamation of authority (Ochs & Capps, 1996).

Scholarship on Indian women writers (e.g., Nair, Deshpande, Roy) notes recurring pragmatic
strategies—reticence, coded speech, irony—to negotiate social constraints. Comparative
studies provide context for genre-specific pragmatic choices (Rajan, 2016; Kumar, 2018).
Work linking pragmatics to emotion (Gibbs, 2006; Kovecses, 2002) shows how silence can
embody affective states and regulate interpersonal power. These insights are crucial for reading

Radha’s silences as emotional boundary-setting (Gibbs, 2006).
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Scholarship on South Asian performance traditions (abhinaya, Kathakali) links performative
gesture and silence to expressive economy; studies in performance theory help decode how
artistic metaphors in Mistress inform pragmatic meaning (Zarrilli, 2004; Dalmia, 1997).
Contemporary literary criticism on Nair’s oeuvre (e.g., Bhattacharya, Ghosh, Iyer) highlights
Nair’s attention to voice, silence, and the body. While much criticism treats thematic content,
integrating pragmatic frameworks remains less common—hence the value of the present study

(Bhattacharya, 2019; Ghosh, 2020; Iyer, 2021).

Theoretical Framework: This study draws upon three key frameworks from linguistic

pragmatics:

Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969): Speech is performative; utterances carry
illocutionary force. In Nair’s fiction, speech acts such as refusal, confession, or assertion

serve as acts of emancipation.

Grice’s Cooperative Principle (1975): Communication depends on cooperative
maxims—quantity, quality, relation, and manner. Violating these maxims can convey
implicit meanings (implicatures). Nair’s characters often flout these maxims, using silence

and indirectness to subvert expectations.

Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Mills, 2003): Women’s linguistic behavior
often follows politeness conventions designed to protect “face.” Nair’s women manipulate

politeness and silence as face-saving strategies that reclaim dignity in oppressive settings.

Additionally, feminist pragmatics (Mills, 2003) informs this analysis by recognizing that
pragmatic choices—what is said, how it is said, and when silence is maintained—are deeply

embedded in gendered power relations.

LADIES COUPE — Short quotes + Original analytical sentences
Text IPA Transcription
“I want to live for myself.” /a1 wa:nt tu liv fo:r mar'self/

“Silence teaches me courage.” /'sailons 'ti:tfiz mi 'k3-1d3/
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Text IPA Transcription

b

“Listening is my rebellion.’ /'lison1n 1z mar 1 beljon/

“Her silence is a refusal.” /h3-: ‘sailons 1z o 11 fjuzal/
“Words are freedom.” /w3-dz a:r 'fri:dom/
“I decide when to speak.” /a1 di'said wen tu spi:k/

“Her voice changes her world.” /h3: vois ‘tfeind3iz h3- w3-:1d/

“I am not asking. | am stating.” /a1 @m nat "@skiy a1 &m stertiy/

“Silence is my strength.” /'sarlons 1z mar strenk6/

“Speech makes me visible.”  /spi:t/ meiks mi 'vizabol/

These sentences show: Speech as performative power, Silence as strategic resistance, Agency

in language choice

MISTRESS — Short quotes + Original analytical sentences

Text IPA Transcription

“Silence is a decision.” /'sailons 1z o d1's1309n/

“You can speak and still say nothing.” /ju kan spi:k @nd stil ser 'na0m/

“My voice is not an apology.” /mar vois 1z nat &n o palodzi/
“Silence shields me.” /'sailons [i:1dz mi/

“I choose what to reveal.” /a1 tfu:z wat tu 11 vi:l/

“My speech is my escape.” /mar spi:tf 1z mar € skerp/
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Text IPA Transcription

“Words burn bridges and build them.” /w3-:dz b3-:n 'brid3iz a&nd bild dem/

“Silence is survival.” /'satlons 1z sor varval/

“I speak because I refuse to disappear.” /a1 spi:k b1 'koz a1 r1'fjuz tu  diso'pir/

“Meaning lies between words.” /'mi:niy laiz br' twi:n ws-:dz/

These illustrate: Flouting of Gricean maxims — Silence communicates non-cooperation
Speech as a performative act — uttering creates change
Discursive agency (Mills) — choice of voice or silence = power

Analysis: Pragmatics of Silence and Speech in Nair’s Fiction

Silence as Resistance in Ladies Coupé

In Ladies Coupé, Akhila’s journey symbolizes the movement from imposed silence to self-
articulated voice. As a single woman in a patriarchal family, she internalizes silence as a

survival mechanism:
“All her life she had swallowed words that could have burned her tongue”
/3:1 har latf fi haed "'swoloud w3:dz det kud hav b3:nd her tan/
(Nair, 2001, p. 23).

This silence initially functions as what Lakoft (1975) describes as a linguistic constraint—a
learned behavior reinforcing female decorum. However, through the stories of other women in

the train, Akhila learns to reinterpret silence as agency rather than oppression.

Each woman she meets—Janaki, Margaret, Prabha Devi, Sheela, Marikolanthu, and

Karpagam—represents a distinct pragmatic function of silence:
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Janaki'’s polite silence maintains social harmony (Brown & Levinson, 1987).

Margaret’s strategic silence in her marriage denies her husband the satisfaction of
communicative dominance—a pragmatic violation of Grice’s Cooperative Principle (Grice,

1975).
Prabha Devi's silence becomes self-protection against humiliation.

Thus, silence in Ladies Coupé transforms from absence of speech to assertion of self-control—

a silent refusal to conform.
Speech as Liberation
When Akhila finally articulates her desires—
“I want to live for myself”
/a1 wont tu lrv fo:r mar'self/
(Nair, 2001, p. 253)

her statement becomes a performative speech act (Austin, 1962). The utterance does not merely

describe change; it creates it.

According to Searle (1969), such an utterance functions as a commissive act, expressing

commitment to future action. Akhila’s speech thus enacts liberation rather than symbolizing it.

Through speech, Akhila reclaims illocutionary force—the power to perform actions through
language. Her dialogue with Karpagam demonstrates female solidarity and conversational

equality, reflecting Tannen’s (1990) notion of “rapport talk” rather than “report talk.”
Pragmatic Ambiguity and Emotional Silence in Mistress

In Mistress, Radha’s silence functions differently—it is not social but psychological and erotic.
Her silence toward her husband, Shyam, communicates emotional withdrawal. In contrast, her

silences with her lover, Christopher, signify intimacy and vulnerability.

When Radha says:
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“In silence, I find the only space that is truly mine”
/in ‘sarlons a1 faind 81 "ounli speis 0zt 1z “tru:li mam/
(Nair, 2005, p. 141),

she redefines silence as self-possession. Here, silence carries what Grice (1975) calls an
implicature—it implies meaning beyond words. The pragmatic interpretation depends on the

hearer’s inference, highlighting silence as an act of control.

By withholding speech, Radha flouts the maxim of relation, asserting independence from
conversational expectations. This non-cooperation aligns with Jaworski’s (1993) idea that

silence can “redefine communicative power.”
The Gendered Pragmatics of Politeness and Power

Both Akhila and Radha navigate politeness conventions that govern female speech. According
to Brown and Levinson (1987), politeness mitigates face-threatening acts. However, in

patriarchal contexts, it often reinforces subordination.

Nair’s women subvert this by deploying politeness strategically. For example, Margaret in
Ladies Coupé feigns compliance but internally withdraws cooperation—a pragmatic face-
saving act that protects self-respect while undermining control. Similarly, Radha’s restraint and
verbal economy serve as politeness strategies that invert gendered expectations. Her silence

ceases to be deference and becomes defiance.
Silence and Speech as Complementary Strategies

In both novels, silence and speech coexist as interdependent pragmatic choices. Speech
expresses transformation, while silence expresses introspection. Silence and speech function
as complementary strategies of agency, rather than opposing forces, in Anita Nair’s fiction.
While speech represents the explicit articulation of desire, defiance, and identity, silence
becomes an equally powerful form of communication—one that allows women to withdraw
from patriarchal demands, resist emotional labor, and assert personal boundaries. Silence
enables introspection and self-preservation, offering characters the cognitive space to evaluate

their circumstances before transforming thoughts into action. Speech, on the other hand,
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becomes a performative act of empowerment—an intentional breaking of imposed silence to
assert selthood. Together, silence and speech allow Nair’s women to choose how, when, and
whether to engage, thereby reclaiming control over their voices. In this way, silence is not a
lack of expression, nor speech merely its presence; instead, both operate as conscious and

strategic modes of resistance, resilience, and self-definition.

Pragmatic Function Ladies Coupé Mistress
Silence Resistance to  patriarchal | Assertion  of  emotional
intrusion autonomy
Speech Declaration of independence | Confession of desire and
identity
Outcome Social liberation Psychological liberation

Thus, Nair constructs a continuum of agency: speech as external action, silence as internal

assertion.
How socio economics may play a role in women's silence

Socio-economic factors significantly shape women’s silence in Anita Nair’s fiction,
particularly in Ladies Coupé and Mistress, where economic dependence becomes a decisive
force in determining who speaks and who remains silent. In Ladies Coupé, Akhila’s silence
throughout much of her life stems from her role as the sole breadwinner for her family after
her father’s death; her economic responsibility paradoxically limits her agency, as she must
suppress her desires and opinions to maintain familial stability. Other women in the coupe,
such as Janaki, illustrate how financial security within marriage still reinforces silence—Janaki
remains voiceless not because she is poor, but because economic comfort is used to justify
compliance and submission. Similarly, in Mistress, Radha’s marital silence emerges from her
financial dependence on her husband Shyam, who controls both economic resources and
domestic decision-making. Radha’s affair with Chris momentarily gives her a sense of voice,
but she ultimately realizes that without financial autonomy, her speech carries little weight in
shaping her own life. Through these narratives, Nair exposes how economic structures do not

simply silence women from the outside; they internalize the belief that silence ensures survival,
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while speech risks the loss of financial security and social respectability. Thus, socio-economic
inequity functions as a central mechanism of silencing, making women’s voice and agency

contingent on their economic independence.
Discussion

The pragmatic analysis of Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Mistress reveals that silence and
speech function not as oppositional forces, but as complementary strategies of female agency.
Through linguistic examination grounded in Speech Act Theory, Grice’s Cooperative Principle,
and Politeness Theory, this study demonstrates that Nair conceptualizes communication as an
instrument of empowerment. The findings show that women in Nair’s narratives consciously
select silence or speech based on contextual demands, thereby exercising what Mills (2003)

identifies as discursive agency: the power to control one’s participation in discourse.

The results show that silence, frequently interpreted as passive or submissive, carries semiotic
value in Nair’s fiction. Following Jaworski’s (1993) notion of silence as a semiotic strategy,
the characters in Ladies Coupé and Mistress employ silence to negotiate emotional boundaries,
assert autonomy, and challenge patriarchal expectations. In Ladies Coupée, Akhila’s initial
silence reflects social conditioning, yet as the narrative progresses, her silence becomes
deliberate—an act of resistance and observation. Silence allows her to withhold compliance,
create cognitive space, and formulate her own identity free from external influence. Thus,

silence becomes a communicative tool that asserts presence without speech.

Parallel to this, speech in Nair’s novels gains significance as a performative act. Through
Speech Act Theory, each verbal articulation by Akhila or Radha is understood as more than
language—it becomes a transformative action. When Akhila chooses to express her desires
vocally, her speech performs freedom; it functions as a declaration of independence. Radha’s
speech in Mistress similarly operates as an assertion of emotional authenticity. The narratives

show that speech is not a passive linguistic output but a deliberate act of self-definition.

The application of Grice’s Cooperative Principle further reveals that the characters
purposefully violate conversational norms. Their silences can be interpreted as flouting Gricean

maxims—especially the maxim of relevance—to subvert male dominance or avoid imposed
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emotional labor. By refusing to respond when expected, they disrupt patriarchal conversational

scripts and reclaim control over interaction.

Additionally, Politeness Theory illustrates how the female characters balance assertiveness
with social expectations. Instead of conforming to ingrained politeness rules, they selectively

adopt or reject politeness strategies, thereby reclaiming communicative dignity.

Hence, Nair’s narrative discourse itself is pragmatic feminism—her characters’ linguistic
behaviors mirror the negotiation between speech and silence in real-world gendered

communication.

The results show that silence and speech in Anita Nair’s fiction operate as dynamic, context-
dependent acts of agency. Rather than being linguistic limitations, they function as empowered
tactics of resistance, self-preservation, and identity formation. Nair ultimately demonstrates
that communicative choices are acts of autonomy, allowing her female characters to claim

linguistic and personal authority.

Table 1: Speech Acts and Female Agency in Anita Nair’s Fiction

Speech Act | Illustration from | Illustration from | Interpretive Result

Type (Searle, | Ladies Coupé Mistress

1969)

Assertive Akhila asserts, “I | Radha tells Shyam | Both women use assertives

(stating, want to live for | she feels “nothing” | to redefine truth and

claiming) myself.” for him. identity;, truth-telling
becomes empowerment.

Directive Margaret directs her | Radha instructs | Directives invert gender

(ordering, husband to treat her | Chris to see her | power—women initiate

requesting) with respect. beyond the body. control in discourse.

Commissive Akhila’s resolve to | Radha promises | Commissive speech acts

(promising, travel alone is a | herself to end | mark performative self-

pledging) commissive act. liberation.
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emotional

dependence.
Expressive The women’s | Radha’s confession | Expressives turn emotion
(emotion storytelling of desire functions | into language of self-
display) expresses  shared | as emotional | recognition.
pain and resilience. | catharsis.
Declarative Akhila’s declaration | Radha’s refusal to | Speech becomes an act of
(changing social | of autonomy | apologize is a self- | becoming, performing
reality) changes her social | declaration of | transformation.
position. worth.

Table 2: Pragmatics of Silence — Functions and Meanings
Type of | Textual Example Pragmatic Function | Interpretation /
Silence Feminist Qutcome
Submissive | Akhila’s silence | Politeness, power | Initially imposed silence
Silence during family | imbalance (Brown & | reflects patriarchal

conversations. Levinson, 1987). conditioning.
Strategic Akhila’s refusal to | Violates Grice’s | Silence as indirect
Silence justify  her travel | maxim of relation; | resistance and assertion of

decision. conveys defiance. independence.
Protective Radha’s quiet | Self-protection, Silence functions as face-
Silence withdrawal from | emotional boundary- | saving and self-

marital dialogue. setting. preservation.
Reflective Akhila’s internal | Cognitive processing, | Silence reclaims mental
Silence contemplation in the | inner speech. space for self-discovery.

train.
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Defiant

Silence

Radha’s silence after
emotional

confrontation.

Refusal to cooperate

(Grice, 1975).

Silence signifies rejection

of patriarchal dialogue.

Table 3: Pragmatic Strategies of Speech and Silence

Theoretical Observed Strategy | Pragmatic Effect Example
Framework in Nair’s Fiction
Grice’s Flouting maxims of | Generates implicature | Akhila’s ambiguous
Cooperative relation and | of resistance. responses to family
Principle quantity. pressure.
Politeness Theory | Negative Softens resistance | Radha’s calm but firm
(Brown & | politeness: through politeness. tone with Shyam.
Levinson) maintaining

autonomy.
Feminist Using silence as | Redefines Both  Akhila and
Pragmatics (Mills, | agency. speechlessness as | Radha choose when to
2003) empowerment. speak or withdraw.
Speech Act | Performative Speech acts create | Akhila’s declaration:
Theory (Austin, | utterances as self- | new female identities. | “I am enough for
Searle) liberation. myself.”
Contextual Interpreting silence | Shows pragmatic | Silence shifts meaning
Relevance via situational | dependence on social | from submission to
(Levinson, 1983) | meaning. context. control.

Table 4: Comparative Linguistic Outcomes — Ladies Coupé vs. Mistress
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Aspect Ladies Coupé | Mistress (2005) Analytical Result
(2001)
Dominant Dialogic Introspective Speech dominates
Communication storytelling, open | monologue, Akhila’s empowerment;
Mode conversation. fragmented silence dominates
dialogue. Radha’s.
Narrative Social cohesion and | Emotional Silence functions socially
Function of Silence | shared reflection. isolation and self- | in Ladies Coupé,
definition. psychologically in
Mistress.
Transformation Silence — Speech | Speech — Silence | Opposite trajectories
Pattern — Empowerment. | — Liberation. highlight dual agency.
Pragmatic Theme | Voice as reclaiming | Silence as | Speech and silence form
social agency. reclaiming complementary linguistic
emotional strategies.
freedom.
Outcome Verbal assertion of | Non-verbal Both symbolize linguistic
identity. assertion of | control and pragmatic
autonomy. empowerment.

Table 5: Overall Pragmatic and Feminist Findings

Dimension Findings Scholarly Link
Linguistic Silence and speech perform social actions; | Austin (1962); Searle
Pragmatics both carry illocutionary force. (1969).
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Gendered Women’s language shaped by patriarchal | Lakoff (1975); Tannen

Communication expectation yet creatively subverted. (1990).

Politeness & Power | Strategic politeness and controlled speech | Brown & Levinson

preserve self-respect. (1987); Mills (2003).
Feminist Agency Silence becomes a communicative tool of | Jaworski (1993);
resistance and reflection. Butler (1990).
Overall Nair’s women navigate between speech | Supported by Rajan
Interpretation and silence to construct selthood. (2016); Iyer (2021).

Conclusion

The present study, grounded in the pragmatic theories of Austin, Grice, and Sara Mills,
establishes that Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Mistress demonstrate a powerful linguistic
politics of female agency, in which silence and speech serve as deliberate strategies of self-
definition. Through close observation and analysis, the research reveals that Nair does not
present silence as passivity nor speech as mere verbal expression. Instead, she constructs both
as meaningful communicative acts that enable women to reclaim power within patriarchal

structures.

In Ladies Coupé, Akhila’s journey reveals how silence initially operates as a forced social
condition. Throughout her life, she remains silenced by familial expectations, gender norms,
and societal regulations that deny her autonomy. However, the narrative trajectory shows that
silence gradually transforms from suppression into introspection. Akhila uses silence to
observe, evaluate, and eventually challenge the structures that confine her. When she finally
chooses to articulate her needs and desires, her speech becomes a performative act of liberation
in the Austinian sense—it does not merely communicate her transformation; it enacts it. The
break from silence to speech marks her linguistic and social emancipation, signifying a

reclaiming of agency.
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Similarly, in Mistress, Radha’s communication patterns are shaped by emotional conflict and
psychological struggle. Unlike Akhila, Radha does not transition linearly from silence to
speech. Rather, she oscillates between the two, demonstrating that silence can be a space of
reflection and emotional ownership, while speech functions as assertion and confrontation. Her
shifting communicative choices illustrate that agency does not require rejecting silence;
instead, it lies in choosing when to be silent and when to speak. Through Radha, Nair challenges
the stereotype that a woman must always speak to be empowered. Silence can be strategic, a
refusal to comply with expectations, and an assertion of personal boundaries. Thus, in Nair’s

narrative framework, silence becomes resistance, while speech becomes transformation.

The application of Grice’s cooperative principles further reveals how Nair’s female characters
consciously violate or manipulate conversational norms to subvert patriarchy. When silence
disrupts expected social responses, it refuses male authority. When speech breaks the
“linguistic rules” imposed on women—rules of politeness, obedience, and emotional
restraint—it exposes the inequity embedded in gendered communication. Mills’s feminist
linguistic concepts reinforce this analysis by highlighting that women’s communicative
behavior is shaped by cultural expectations, yet Nair’s protagonists actively reclaim their

voices from these constraints.

Overall, the study concludes that Anita Nair’s fiction portrays language—whether spoken or
withheld—as a site of power negotiation. Both novels demonstrate that female agency is not
solely achieved through vocal assertion; it can also manifest through purposeful silence. Nair
dismantles the binary where silence equals oppression and speech equals freedom. Instead, she

redefines both as fluid modes of self-expression and resistance.

By giving her female characters authority over their communicative choices, Nair challenges
the patriarchal control of language and reshapes silence and speech into tools of empowerment.
Her fiction ultimately celebrates women who learn not only to speak—but also to choose the

right moment and manner of speaking or not speaking at all.
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