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Abstract 

This paper explores the intricate relationship between language, metaphor, and cognition in 

Anita Nair’s Mistress (2005) through the lens of cognitive linguistics. Drawing primarily on 

the conceptual metaphor theory of George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, the study examines how 

metaphors in Nair’s narrative embody complex emotional, psychological, and cultural 

dimensions of identity. Mistress weaves together the worlds of Kathakali, gender, and selfhood, 

making it a fertile text for cognitive-linguistic exploration. By analyzing key metaphorical 

patterns—especially those related to performance, desire, and self-perception—the paper 

demonstrates how Nair’s use of figurative language transcends decorative aesthetics to shape 

conceptual understanding. The findings reveal that metaphors in Mistress serve as cognitive 

tools that enable readers to perceive inner experiences, emotional transformations, and 

gendered consciousness, positioning Nair as a writer deeply attuned to the psychology of 

language. 

Keywords: Anita Nair, Mistress, cognitive linguistics, conceptual metaphor, identity, 

Kathakali, feminist discourse 

Introduction 

Language is not merely a vehicle for communication—it is a structure through which human 

beings perceive, categorize, and make sense of their experiences. In literature, this cognitive 

dimension of language becomes most visible through metaphor, where abstract concepts are 

rendered tangible through concrete images. Anita Nair’s Mistress (2005), a richly layered novel 

exploring art, desire, and selfhood, offers an ideal site for a cognitive linguistic investigation 

of metaphor. 

Cognitive linguistics, especially as articulated by Lakoff and Johnson (1980) in Metaphors We 

Live By, argues that metaphors are not linguistic ornaments but conceptual frameworks that 
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shape human thought. This paradigm shift redefines metaphor from a poetic flourish to a 

cognitive mechanism. Within Nair’s narrative world, metaphors are deeply tied to the 

protagonists’ efforts to understand their own identities—particularly through the language of 

art and body. 

Mistress interlaces the world of Kathakali, a traditional South Indian dance-drama form, with 

the modern struggles of love, betrayal, and artistic obsession. The novel’s dual structure—

juxtaposing the mythic and the personal—makes it an ideal case for exploring how metaphor 

bridges inner cognition and outer expression. This paper examines how Nair employs 

metaphorical language to construct her characters’ psychological realities, focusing on how 

conceptual metaphors illuminate emotional states and gendered consciousness. 

The study thus aims to answer the following questions: 

• How do conceptual metaphors in Mistress reflect the cognitive and emotional processes 

of the characters? 

• What role do metaphors play in articulating themes of art, desire, and identity? 

• How does Nair’s linguistic style embody the principles of cognitive metaphor theory? 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

Cognitive Linguistics and Conceptual Metaphor Theory 

Cognitive linguistics emerged in the late 1970s as a reaction against the formalist and 

generative traditions in linguistics, emphasizing meaning, embodiment, and conceptualization 

as central to language. According to Langacker (1987), meaning arises from conceptual 

structures that are grounded in human experience. Within this framework, metaphors are not 

simply figures of speech but fundamental mechanisms of thought. 

The most influential contribution to this field remains George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s 

Metaphors We Live By (1980), which posits that metaphors structure human understanding by 

mapping knowledge from a concrete source domain to an abstract target domain. For example, 

in the conceptual metaphor LOVE IS A JOURNEY, expressions such as “we’ve come a long 

way” or “we’re at a crossroads” reflect how people cognitively frame relationships through 

spatial experience. Lakoff (1993) further developed the notion of conceptual mapping, 

demonstrating that metaphorical thought is grounded in bodily experience—what he terms 

embodied cognition. 

Subsequent scholars like Kövecses (2002) and Gibbs (1994) expanded the scope of metaphor 

analysis, emphasizing cultural variation and the dynamic interaction between language, 

thought, and emotion. In literary studies, this approach is often known as cognitive poetics, 
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where metaphor is seen as a key to understanding how readers mentally construct meaning 

(Stockwell, 2002). 

In the context of fiction, cognitive linguistics allows us to study how metaphor creates 

coherence across characters’ emotions, narrative structures, and cultural environments. By 

applying this lens to Anita Nair’s Mistress, metaphors are interpreted as cognitive events that 

both reflect and shape consciousness. 

Anita Nair’s Fiction and the Language of the Mind 

Anita Nair is among the most linguistically sophisticated voices in contemporary Indian 

English fiction. Her works—including The Better Man (1999), Ladies Coupé (2001), and 

Mistress (2005)—are marked by the intersection of gender, culture, and psychological 

introspection. Scholars have noted that Nair’s narratives employ rich metaphorical textures to 

depict women’s self-discovery and the tension between tradition and individuality (Rajan, 

2016; Kumar, 2018). 

Mistress, in particular, situates metaphor at the heart of narrative expression. The novel’s 

central character, Radha, lives within a marriage devoid of emotional fulfillment, while her 

uncle, Koman, channels his existential struggles into Kathakali performance. The linguistic and 

visual imagery of dance, masks, and mythology operates as a sustained metaphorical network 

that externalizes internal states. As Ghosh (2020) argues, the novel’s “aesthetic syntax” blends 

bodily and spiritual imagery to articulate the complexity of human emotion. 

Prior research on Mistress has primarily approached it through feminist and cultural lenses. 

Bhattacharya (2019) examined the novel as a critique of patriarchal performance cultures, 

while Iyer (2021) analyzed its representation of female desire within the constraints of Indian 

social norms. However, very few studies have examined Mistress from a cognitive linguistic 

perspective. A cognitive analysis allows for a deeper understanding of how Nair’s metaphoric 

language functions as an instrument of psychological insight and reader cognition. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study draws primarily on Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) as articulated by Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980, 1999), supplemented by insights from cognitive poetics (Stockwell, 2002; 

Semino, 2008). The analysis identifies recurrent metaphorical patterns in Mistress and 

interprets them as conceptual mappings between experiential domains. Three dominant 

metaphorical structures emerge from the text: 

LIFE/IDENTITY IS PERFORMANCE – The Kathakali framework becomes a metaphor 

for identity construction and self-presentation. 
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DESIRE IS FIRE/WATER – Bodily and elemental metaphors embody passion and conflict. 

LOVE IS ART/DEVOTION – Artistic expression becomes a cognitive framework for 

emotional connection and moral struggle. 

By tracing these metaphorical structures, the paper analyzes how Nair’s linguistic style 

transforms abstract concepts—identity, love, art—into tangible experiences. Each metaphor 

will be examined for its conceptual mapping, cultural grounding, and cognitive implications 

for both characters and readers. 

Significance of Cognitive Linguistic Approach to Nair 

Applying cognitive linguistics to Anita Nair’s work serves two major purposes. First, it 

uncovers how linguistic structures in Mistress reveal patterns of embodied cognition—how 

characters think and feel through the metaphoric lens of art and mythology. Second, it situates 

Nair within a broader discourse of cognitive literary studies, where Indian English fiction 

engages with universal cognitive mechanisms while retaining cultural specificity. 

As cognitive linguist Peter Stockwell (2002) observes, literature “stimulates and organizes the 

mind’s conceptual systems,” allowing readers to inhabit alternate perspectives. Nair’s Mistress 

exemplifies this process through its rhythmic prose and symbolic imagery, where every 

metaphor becomes a cognitive bridge between mind and world. 

Methodology and Analysis 

Research Design and Approach 

This paper employs qualitative textual analysis grounded in cognitive linguistic methodology. 

The analysis focuses on identifying and interpreting conceptual metaphors within Anita Nair’s 

Mistress (2005), using the framework of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT) developed by 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980, 1999). 

The text was read multiple times to locate metaphorical expressions associated with three 

recurring conceptual domains—performance, desire, and identity. Each metaphorical instance 

was then categorized according to the source domain (the concrete conceptual area, such as 

“dance” or “fire”) and target domain (the abstract concept being described, such as “life” or 

“emotion”). This mapping enables us to understand how linguistic metaphors in Nair’s 

narrative embody complex cognitive and emotional experiences. 

The analysis integrates literary interpretation with linguistic description, aligning with 

Semino’s (2008) definition of cognitive stylistics—a synthesis of linguistic evidence and 

interpretive insight. 

Metaphor 1: LIFE / IDENTITY IS PERFORMANCE 
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One of the most pervasive metaphors in Mistress is the conceptualization of life as 

performance. Through the figure of Koman, the Kathakali dancer, Nair constructs a world in 

which art is not distinct from existence but is its cognitive and emotional language. 

Early in the novel, Koman reflects: 

“The dancer is the story he tells, and the story tells the dancer.” (Mistress, p. 27) 

This circular structure exemplifies the metaphor LIFE IS PERFORMANCE, where identity is 

framed as a role enacted through social and emotional scripts. The source domain of 

Kathakali—a codified, ritualized art form—is mapped onto the target domain of human 

experience. 

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) observe that “structural metaphors” like this shape entire systems 

of thought. Here, the performance metaphor organizes the narrative at both linguistic and 

conceptual levels. Radha, Koman’s niece, is also trapped within performances of gender and 

respectability. Her marriage to Shyam becomes another stage upon which social roles are acted 

out. 

Radha’s internal monologue reveals her awareness of this cognitive framing: 

“All my life I have been playing a part someone else wrote for me” (p. 132). 

This line exemplifies metaphoric embodiment (Gibbs, 2006), where emotional entrapment is 

conceptualized through performative imagery. The stage, costume, and mask become tangible 

symbols of social identity—indicating that cognition and culture are intertwined. 

In Nair’s narrative economy, metaphor thus becomes not merely descriptive but ontological: 

the characters’ understanding of themselves is mediated through performance schemas deeply 

embedded in Indian artistic traditions. 

Metaphor 2: DESIRE IS FIRE / WATER 

The second major conceptual metaphor structuring Mistress is DESIRE IS FIRE/WATER, 

representing the fluid and destructive forces of passion. Cognitive linguistics recognizes such 

metaphors as ontological metaphors, where physical phenomena are mapped onto emotional 

experiences (Kövecses, 2002). 

In describing Radha’s affair with Christopher, the novel frequently invokes heat and burning: 

“Desire licked at her like a flame that refused to die down” (p. 156). 

The source domain of fire (heat, burning, transformation) maps onto the target domain of 

emotional intensity. This aligns with the universal conceptual metaphor EMOTION IS HEAT, 

but in Nair’s usage it acquires distinctly cultural nuances. In classical Indian poetics, especially 

śṛṅgāra rasa, passion is portrayed as both creative and destructive. 
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Simultaneously, the novel introduces a counter-metaphor of DESIRE AS WATER, suggesting 

flow, surrender, and cleansing: 

“She wanted to drown in him, to let the water of his body erase all memory of her own” (p. 

211). 

The coexistence of fire and water metaphors reflects the ambivalence of Radha’s cognitive and 

emotional state. While fire symbolizes the consuming, transgressive nature of her desire, water 

represents release and renewal. Through this duality, Nair linguistically captures the embodied 

cognition of passion—how the body conceptualizes emotion through sensory experience 

(Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). 

This metaphorical network also mirrors the Kathakali motif, where elemental symbols are 

integral to performance. Thus, the metaphors are culturally embedded rather than merely 

universal, resonating with the aesthetics of Indian embodiment and performance. 

Metaphor 3: LOVE IS ART / DEVOTION 

The third major metaphor connects love and art, reflecting how emotional and creative energies 

intertwine. In Koman’s reflections, the act of dance becomes a metaphor for both divine 

devotion (bhakti) and human affection: 

“To dance is to offer yourself—each gesture a prayer, each rhythm a heartbeat” (p. 85). 

This metaphor maps the source domain of artistic expression onto the target domain of 

emotional connection. The result is a cognitive blending where performance and affection 

merge into one conceptual frame (Fauconnier & Turner, 2002). 

Radha, however, perceives love not as devotion but as a struggle between self-expression and 

suppression. Her inability to distinguish between artistic passion and romantic longing results 

in emotional dissonance. The narrator notes: 

“Art was his faith; love was her heresy” (p. 243). 

Here, the metaphor LOVE IS DEVOTION transforms into an ironic inversion, showing how 

gendered perspectives shape metaphorical cognition. The same source domain—devotion—

produces divergent mappings: for Koman, it is transcendence; for Radha, submission. 

From a cognitive linguistic perspective, this variation exemplifies the contextual flexibility of 

conceptual metaphors (Gibbs, 2011). Metaphor is not a static mapping but a dynamic mental 

process shaped by social, emotional, and gendered experiences. 

Cultural and Cognitive Integration 

The metaphors identified—LIFE IS PERFORMANCE, DESIRE IS FIRE/WATER, and LOVE 

IS ART/DEVOTION—illustrate how Nair integrates embodied cognition with cultural 
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semiotics. Each metaphor arises from embodied human experience (movement, heat, rhythm) 

but is filtered through Indian aesthetic frameworks such as rasa, bhakti, and abhinaya. 

This reflects Lakoff’s (1993) claim that while conceptual metaphors are grounded in bodily 

experience, their expression is culturally mediated. Nair’s Mistress exemplifies this interplay, 

where Indian traditions provide the cognitive scaffolding for universal emotions. 

Moreover, the recurrent metaphors shape the reader’s cognitive engagement with the text. As 

Stockwell (2002) argues, readers interpret literature through “conceptual resonance”—the 

mental alignment between their own experiences and the metaphorical structures of the 

narrative. Through these metaphors, Nair invites readers to inhabit her characters’ embodied 

consciousness, transforming reading into an act of cognitive empathy. 

Summary of Findings 

Conceptual Metaphor Source 

Domain 

Target 

Domain 

Cognitive 

Function 

Cultural 

Context 

LIFE / IDENTITY IS 

PERFORMANCE 

Dance / 

Theatre 

Selfhood, 

social roles 

Constructs 

identity as 

enactment 

Kathakali 

aesthetics 

DESIRE IS FIRE / 

WATER 

Elements 

(fire, water) 

Passion, 

emotional 

conflict 

Embodies 

physical and 

emotional 

sensation 

Indian rasa 

theory 

LOVE IS ART / 

DEVOTION 

Art, 

worship 

Emotional 

union, 

spirituality 

Blends aesthetic 

and moral 

cognition 

Bhakti and 

artistic 

tradition 

These findings suggest that Nair’s metaphoric language is cognitively structured, culturally 

grounded, and emotionally resonant, offering a sophisticated linguistic model for representing 

consciousness. 

Result and Discussion  

The cognitive linguistic reading of Anita Nair’s Mistress reveals how metaphor operates as 

both a linguistic and psychological mechanism for organizing experience. Through metaphors 

of performance, elemental passion, and artistic devotion, Nair constructs a linguistic 

architecture that mirrors the human mind’s capacity to conceptualize emotion and identity. 

From the standpoint of Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), each of these metaphorical 

networks performs a distinct cognitive function. The LIFE IS PERFORMANCE metaphor 

structures the characters’ understanding of social identity, portraying life as a stage where roles 

are enacted and emotions rehearsed. This echoes Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) argument that 

metaphors are central to reasoning, not mere ornamentation. In Nair’s narrative, this metaphor 
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extends beyond linguistic expression to become a model of lived cognition—each gesture and 

silence reflecting internalized scripts of gender and duty. 

The metaphors of DESIRE IS FIRE/WATER capture emotional ambivalence through 

embodied imagery. These metaphors illustrate the fundamental cognitive principle that abstract 

emotions are conceptualized through physical experience (Kövecses, 2002). The dual imagery 

of fire and water reflects a culturally situated emotional cognition—rooted in the rasa 

aesthetics of Indian classical performance, where emotional excess is simultaneously sacred 

and dangerous. 

The metaphor LOVE IS ART/DEVOTION reveals Nair’s most profound cognitive insight: that 

creativity and emotional attachment arise from similar neural and cultural processes of 

projection, embodiment, and sacrifice. By mapping art onto love, Nair aligns human passion 

with the Indian bhakti tradition, where devotion is an act of both surrender and transcendence. 

Together, these metaphors form an integrated cognitive system. The novel does not present 

isolated metaphoric expressions; rather, it establishes a metaphoric ecology, where every 

sensory and symbolic element reinforces the embodied experience of the characters. As Gibbs 

(2006) notes, the power of metaphor lies in its capacity to simulate experience, allowing readers 

to “feel through” the characters’ mental worlds. 

Nair’s linguistic strategy, therefore, embodies what cognitive poetics calls experiential realism 

(Stockwell, 2002)—a mode in which language evokes not just images but lived sensations. The 

reader’s engagement with metaphor becomes a cognitive act of empathy, transcending cultural 

boundaries through shared bodily understanding. 

Furthermore, this study situates Nair within the expanding field of cognitive literary studies, 

which bridges neuroscience, linguistics, and narrative theory. While Indian English fiction has 

often been analyzed through postcolonial or feminist frameworks, a cognitive linguistic 

approach highlights how Indian writers like Nair universalize the cognitive and emotional 

dimensions of storytelling while preserving cultural specificity. 

Conclusion 

Anita Nair’s Mistress exemplifies how literary metaphor functions as a cognitive instrument—

an expressive mode through which both writer and reader organize and interpret experience. 

By applying Conceptual Metaphor Theory, this study has shown that Nair’s metaphoric 

language embodies deep-seated cognitive structures related to performance, emotion, and 

identity. 
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The metaphors LIFE IS PERFORMANCE, DESIRE IS FIRE/WATER, and LOVE IS 

ART/DEVOTION not only structure the narrative’s thematic core but also illustrate how 

cognition is culturally mediated. Nair’s use of metaphoric imagery grounded in Indian artistic 

traditions demonstrates the universality of cognitive patterns and the particularity of cultural 

expression. 

Ultimately, Mistress transforms metaphor into a tool of psychological insight and cultural 

reflection. It illustrates that to understand human consciousness; one must study the metaphors 

through which it is expressed. As Lakoff and Turner (1989) remind us, “Poetic metaphor is not 

separate from ordinary thought but continuous with it.” Nair’s linguistic artistry embodies this 

continuity, fusing poetic vision with cognitive realism. 

This cognitive-linguistic reading, therefore, not only broadens our understanding of Anita 

Nair’s literary craft but also contributes to the interdisciplinary dialogue between linguistics, 

psychology, and Indian literary studies. Future research might extend this analysis to other 

works by Nair, or compare her metaphorical systems with those of contemporaries like 

Arundhati Roy or Kiran Desai, to further illuminate how Indian English fiction maps the mind 

through metaphor. 
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