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Abstract

This paper investigates how Anita Nair’s fiction redefines Indian womanhood through
language. Using a linguistic—stylistic framework that integrates Systemic Functional
Linguistics (SFL), Appraisal Theory, Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), and discourse—
pragmatic tools, the study offers a close reading of Ladies Coupé (2001), Mistress (2005),
Lessons in Forgetting (2010), and Eating Wasps (2018). Across these novels, Nair’s narratorial
strategies—shifts in focalization, transitivity patterns, multilingual resources, and intertextual
revoicing of myth—construct subjectivities that resist stereotypical scripts of docility, sacrifice,
and silence. Findings indicate consistent foregrounding of women’s material and mental
processes; systematic deployment of positive self-appraisal; pragmatics of resistance through
refusal, counter-questions, and irony; and recuperation of culturally resonant metaphors to
reframe gendered norms. The paper contributes a linguistically grounded account of feminist

narration in contemporary Indian English writing.

Keywords: Anita Nair; Indian womanhood; Systemic Functional Linguistics; Appraisal;
Critical Discourse Analysis; stylistics; feminist narratology; discourse and gender;

multilingualism.
1. Introduction

Stereotypical representations of Indian women often align with scripts of docility, sacrifice,
and silence (Mohanty, 2003). Anita Nair’s oeuvre challenges these, offering protagonists who
negotiate desire, labour, kinship, and public life with agency. While previous literary criticism
has explored Nair’s feminist themes (Spivak, 1988; Butler, 1990), fewer studies show /how

linguistic choices realise these themes at the level of lexicogrammar, discourse structure, and
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narrative voice. This paper addresses that gap by providing a linguistic analysis of selected

novels to demonstrate how womanhood is reimagined through language.

Research questions: (1) How do transitivity patterns distribute agency among women and men
(Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004)? (2) How does evaluative language (Martin & White, 2005)
construct selthood and resistance? (3) What discourse—pragmatic strategies negotiate power in
dialogue (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Tannen, 1990)? (4) How do intertextuality and metaphor
recast cultural frames of gender (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980)? We argue that Nair’s writing
systematically repositions women as knowers, doers, and evaluators within social worlds

aligned against them.
2. Literature Review

Feminist narratology (Lanser, 1992; Warhol, 1989) highlights how voice, focalization, and
narrative authority intersect with gender. Indian English women’s writing has shifted from
archetypes to plural, intersectional identities (Cameron, 1992; Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Nair’s
Ladies Coupé has been read as a polyphonic testimony (Menon, 2005), while Mistress is
praised for its Kathakali framework (Rajesh, 2011). Lessons in Forgetting and Eating Wasps
extend concerns to trauma and shame (Sarkar, 2020). Prior readings thematise emancipation

but lack linguistic detail.

In linguistics, CDA interrogates how texts reproduce or challenge power (Fairclough, 1995;
Wodak, 2001). Appraisal Theory models stance (Martin & White, 2005). Pragmatics clarifies
refusals, irony, and politeness (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969). Conceptual Metaphor Theory
reveals cultural frames (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). This paper integrates these frameworks to

foreground Nair’s feminist stylistics.
3. Theoretical Framework

The present study draws upon a multidisciplinary linguistic framework to examine Anita Nair’s
redefinition of Indian womanhood. Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen,
2004) is employed to analyse transitivity, modality, and agency, revealing how women
characters negotiate power, subjectivity, and social roles through grammatical choices.
Appraisal Theory (Martin & White, 2005) further enriches this analysis by uncovering
evaluative stances, emotional expressions, and dialogic positioning that foreground female

resistance and solidarity. Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1995; van Dijk, 1997)

Language in India www.languageinindia.comISSN 1930-2940 Vol. 25:9 September 2025
Dr. Ravindra Goswami

Beyond Stereotypes: A Linguistic—Stylistic Study of Indian Womanhood in Anita Nair’s
Fiction 65



http://www.languageinindia.com/

situates these linguistic patterns within larger socio-political contexts, exposing the ideological
struggles and interdiscursive negotiations between patriarchy, tradition, and modernity.
Pragmatics, informed by Speech Act Theory (Austin, 1962) and Politeness Theory (Brown &
Levinson, 1987), sheds light on conversational strategies—such as irony, directives, or face-
saving devices—through which women assert or resist authority. Finally, Metaphor and
Intertextuality (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Kristeva, 1986) reveal how Nair revoices cultural
myths, metaphors of journey and rebirth, and intertextual references to reconstruct womanhood
beyond stereotypes. Collectively, this integrated framework enables a nuanced linguistic and

cultural interpretation of Nair’s feminist poetics.

3.1 Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL): Systemic Functional Linguistics, as developed
by Halliday and Matthiessen (2004), provides a comprehensive framework for analysing how
language creates meaning in social contexts. It focuses on the functional organisation of
grammar through the ideational, interpersonal, and textual metafunctions. Within this study,
transitivity, modality, and agency are central. Transitivity analysis helps uncover how
experiences and actions are distributed among characters, showing whether women are
depicted as active agents or passive recipients. Modality highlights obligation, probability, and
inclination, reflecting the power dynamics shaping women’s voices. Agency, encoded in
grammatical structures, reveals ideological stances, especially in how women reclaim
subjectivity. Thus, SFL allows us to see how linguistic structures embody gendered worldviews

and empower Nair’s redefinition of womanhood.

3.2 Appraisal Theory: Appraisal Theory, proposed by Martin and White (2005), extends SFL
into the domain of evaluation, focusing on how language expresses attitude, negotiates stances,
and builds solidarity. Its three subsystems—attitude, engagement, and graduation—are highly
relevant in analysing Anita Nair’s novels. Attitude explores affect (emotion), judgement
(ethics), and appreciation (aesthetics), enabling us to see how women’s experiences are
evaluated. Engagement examines how voices interact dialogically, whether through expansion
or contraction of perspectives. Graduation reveals the intensity or scaling of evaluation,
showing how emotions and ideologies are intensified or downplayed. Through this lens, Nair’s
characters articulate resistance, irony, and solidarity, redefining female subjectivities. Appraisal
theory thus highlights the nuanced ways in which women’s identities are negotiated,

challenged, and affirmed within the discourse of Indian womanhood.
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3.3 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA): Critical Discourse Analysis, as theorised by
Fairclough (1995) and van Dijk (1997), examines the interplay between language, power, and
ideology. CDA views discourse as both shaped by and shaping social structures, exposing how
dominant ideologies are reproduced or resisted in texts. For analysing Nair’s works, CDA is
useful in exploring how patriarchal ideologies are embedded in everyday speech and cultural
narratives. It emphasises interdiscursivity—the blending of discourses such as tradition,
modernity, and feminism—through which Nair redefines womanhood. CDA also uncovers the
ways women resist hegemonic norms by constructing counter-discourses. By examining
linguistic choices within broader socio-political contexts, CDA reveals how Anita Nair not only
critiques gender inequalities but also constructs transformative spaces for female agency and

empowerment.

3.4 Pragmatics: Pragmatics, drawing on Austin’s (1962) Speech Act Theory and Brown and
Levinson’s (1987) Politeness Theory, examines language use in interactional contexts. Speech
acts such as directives, commissives, and expressives in Nair’s works highlight how women
assert, resist, or negotiate power. For instance, imperatives often mark resistance against
patriarchal commands, while commissives reflect women’s determination to change their lives.
Politeness strategies show how characters manage face needs in unequal relationships, with
irony often functioning as a subversive tool. Pragmatic analysis reveals how Nair’s characters
challenge societal hierarchies not just through what they say but how they say it. Thus,
pragmatics highlights the subtle, performative dimensions of resistance and identity formation,
illuminating the conversational strategies women employ in asserting agency within patriarchal

structures.

3.5 Metaphor & Intertextuality: Metaphor and intertextuality provide powerful tools for
uncovering the symbolic and cultural dimensions of Anita Nair’s discourse. Lakoff and
Johnson’s (1980) Conceptual Metaphor Theory demonstrates how metaphors shape thought
and social perception. Nair frequently employs metaphors of confinement, journey, and rebirth
to articulate the struggles and resilience of women. Intertextuality, as theorised by Kristeva
(1986), highlights how texts echo and revoice cultural narratives. By reworking mythological,
literary, and folk references, Nair repositions Indian womanhood within feminist frameworks,
offering new interpretations of cultural traditions. These revoicing challenges patriarchal

appropriations of cultural heritage and empowers alternative readings. Together, metaphor and
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intertextuality reveal how Nair’s novels transcend mere narrative to engage with broader

cultural discourses, reshaping the collective imagination of Indian womanhood.
4. Corpus and Methodology

Primary texts: Ladies Coupé (2001), Mistress (2005), Lessons in Forgetting (2010), Eating
Wasps (2018). Close reading with coding for transitivity, appraisal, pragmatics, and metaphor.
Extracts are paraphrased. Analysis steps: identify scenes; code processes; annotate evaluation;
map speech acts; trace intertext and metaphor. The corpus for this study comprises four major
novels by Anita Nair—Ladies Coupé (2001), Mistress (2005), Lessons in Forgetting (2010),
and Eating Wasps (2018)—as these texts most explicitly engage with questions of womanhood,
identity, and resistance. These works were selected for their thematic continuity and their
representation of different stages of Nair’s literary career, offering a comprehensive view of
how her feminist poetics evolves across time and context. The study adopts a qualitative,
interpretive methodology grounded in linguistics and feminist literary criticism. Specifically,
it employs Systemic Functional Linguistics (Halliday & Matthiessen, 2004) to examine
transitivity, modality, and agency in character discourse; Appraisal Theory (Martin & White,
2005) to explore evaluative strategies; and Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1995; van
Dijk, 1997) to interrogate ideological underpinnings. Pragmatic analysis (Austin, 1962; Brown
& Levinson, 1987) is used to unpack speech acts, irony, and politeness strategies, while
metaphor and intertextuality frameworks (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; Kristeva, 1986) illuminate
cultural revoicing and symbolic resistance. The methodology combines close textual analysis
of selected excerpts with secondary scholarship on feminist discourse in Indian English
literature. By integrating these frameworks, the study foregrounds the interplay between
language, narrative form, and feminist ideology, providing a multi-layered understanding of

how Nair redefines Indian womanhood through linguistic choices.
5. Analysis and Discussion

Anita Nair’s novels collectively demonstrate how language reshapes Indian womanhood by
dismantling stereotypes and foregrounding female agency. In Ladies Coupé, women’s
narratives highlight material and mental processes that emphasize decision-making and self-
assertion, while modality and pragmatic strategies of irony and refusal resist patriarchal

coercion (Menon, 2005). Mistress, through the intertextual lens of Kathakali moods, articulates
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female desire using active processes and evaluative discourse, repositioning intimacy as a site
of empowerment (Rajesh, 2011). In Lessons in Forgetting, institutional erasure of agency is
countered by reinstating survivors’ voices and shifting appraisal from victims to systemic
negligence (Chaudhuri, 2014). Finally, Eating Wasps reframes shame in digital publics by
using semantic inversion, irony, and metaphors of fire and stings to reclaim resilience (Sarkar,
2020). Across these works, Nair’s linguistic strategies—ranging from transitivity choices and
appraisal to pragmatics and metaphor—construct a discourse that redefines Indian womanhood

beyond stereotypes.

5.1 Ladies Coupé: In Ladies Coupé, Nair’s narrative foregrounds women’s voices through
material and mental processes such as doing, deciding, and remembering, which highlight
autonomy rather than passive endurance. This linguistic strategy challenges the stereotype of
women as confined to relational roles like being “good wives” or dutiful daughters. Passive
forms are often used to expose coercion, such as when women recount how decisions were
imposed upon them, thereby unveiling structures of patriarchal domination. Yet, modality shifts
the power dynamic: self-authored declarations such as “I must for myself” subvert the imposed
obligations of familial duty. Pragmatically, women employ refusal, irony, and counter-
questions, destabilising patriarchal scripts and reframing personal narratives. Such discursive
practices illustrate how language becomes a medium of resistance and redefinition (Menon,

2005).

5.2 Mistress: Mistress 1is structured around the aesthetic and emotional palette of Kathakali
moods, an intertextual device that frames the exploration of passion, betrayal, and artistic
expression (Rajesh, 2011). Within this framework, female desire is articulated through active
processes that foreground agency and initiative, contrasting traditional portrayals of passive
femininity. The language of appreciation and judgement is used to reframe both intimacy and
art, challenging conventional morality. Pragmatically, dialogues are charged with bold
assertions, rhetorical questions, and playful mitigation, which together construct a negotiation
of erotic ethics. Through this dialogic interplay, women’s voices emerge as authoritative and
self-validating, repositioning female sexuality not as transgression but as a legitimate mode of

self-expression within India’s cultural poetics.

5.3 Lessons in Forgetting: In Lessons in Forgetting, Nair confronts institutional discourses

that often erase women’s agency by using nominalisation, reducing acts of violence to abstract
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“incidents.” Against this linguistic erasure, Nair reinstates survivors’ epistemic authority by
foregrounding actors, voices, and their narratives of resistance (Chaudhuri, 2014). The
appraisal framework is evident in how systemic negligence, rather than victims, is evaluated
critically, thereby shifting the blame from individuals to institutions. Pragmatic strategies such
as pointed questioning and dialogic challenges restore accountability to social and legal
frameworks that otherwise silence women. Through this narrative, Nair not only critiques
systemic failures but also reconstructs solidarity among women, reinforcing resilience and

collective responsibility through the linguistic re-authoring of their experiences.

5.4 Eating Wasps: Eating Wasps examines the stigma of shame in contemporary media and
digital publics, portraying how women are judged and vilified in hyper-visible spaces (Sarkar,
2020). Nair reframes these discourses by shifting evaluative judgement from women to the
society that polices them. Linguistically, semantic inversion is used to reclaim derogatory
labels, transforming insults into emblems of empowerment. Pragmatically, irony and
subversive speech acts destabilise the authority of public shame narratives. Metaphors of fire
and stings, recurring throughout the text, function as symbolic vehicles for resilience,
embodying both the pain of social scrutiny and the power of survival. By linguistically
reclaiming spaces of humiliation, Nair highlights women’s capacity to resist cultural silencing

and reconstruct dignity on their own terms.
6. Cross-Textual Synthesis

Reading Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé (2001), Mistress (2005), Lessons in Forgetting (2010), and
Eating Wasps (2018) together reveals a coherent yet evolving linguistic and thematic project
that challenges entrenched stereotypes of Indian womanhood. Across these novels, Nair
consistently foregrounds women’s agency by reworking transitivity structures and modality to
shift women from passive recipients of patriarchal authority to active agents of choice, memory,
and desire. In Ladies Coupé, self-authored obligations such as “I must for myself” contest the
imposed duties of wifehood and motherhood, while in Mistress, female desire is openly
articulated through bold assertions that refuse cultural silencing. Lessons in Forgetting extends
this trajectory by problematizing institutional discourses that obscure agency through
nominalisation, while Nair reinstates actors and survivors as epistemic authorities,
demonstrating a critical discourse intervention. Similarly, Fating Wasps takes this resistance

into the realm of media and digital publics, where shame and judgement are reconfigured
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through semantic inversion and metaphorical reclamation, thereby underscoring resilience in

the face of contemporary scrutiny.

Appraisal theory deepens this synthesis by showing how Nair crafts affect, judgement, and
appreciation across her texts. The women of Ladies Coupé express solidarity through shared
emotional evaluations, while in Mistress, desire and art are reframed through aesthetic
appreciation that validates women’s subjectivity. In Lessons in Forgetting, solidarity emerges
in the condemnation of systemic negligence rather than individual blame, marking a shift from
private struggle to collective critique. Finally, Eating Wasps expands the evaluative spectrum
into the digital sphere, where irony and revoicing challenge the circulation of stigma.
Pragmatically, her characters employ refusal, irony, questioning, and mitigation as strategies

that destabilize hegemonic scripts, ranging from familial authority to societal morality.

Metaphor and intertextuality further bind the novels together. Whether through the motif of
journeys in Ladies Coupé, the Kathakali moods in Mistress, the narrative of forgetting in
Lessons in Forgetting, or the fiery metaphors of Eating Wasps, Nair continually revoices
cultural symbols to recast womanhood as plural, self-determining, and dialogic. The cross-
textual synthesis thus reveals a feminist poetics rooted in linguistic agency, evaluative
solidarity, and intertextual creativity, positioning Nair not merely as a storyteller but as a

cultural critic who redefines the discursive space of Indian womanhood.
7. Implications

The linguistic and literary analysis of Anita Nair’s novels carries wide-ranging implications for
feminist literary criticism, discourse studies, and cultural rethinking of Indian womanhood.
First, by applying Systemic Functional Linguistics (SFL), the study demonstrates how
women’s agency can be traced and redefined through grammar itself—transitivity, modality,
and agency become tools of resistance against narratives that historically silenced women. This
implies that literature is not only an artistic space but also a linguistic battlefield where

structures of oppression and liberation are encoded and challenged.

Second, the integration of Appraisal Theory highlights the ways in which affect, judgement,
and appreciation articulate solidarity among women, enabling a reconfiguration of collective
identity. This suggests that evaluative language can create alternative communities of meaning

where women are validated not for conformity but for self-determined choices.
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Third, through Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the findings show how Nair destabilizes
institutional discourses—marriage, art, media, and law—that perpetuate gender hierarchies.
This implies a critical intervention in how cultural ideologies are both circulated and resisted
in narrative form. Pragmatically, the novels demonstrate that speech acts such as refusal, irony,
and questioning are not mere stylistic choices but pragmatic acts of resistance, modeling how

women may reframe interactional dynamics in real life.

Finally, the use of metaphor and intertextuality implies that feminist narratives can revoice and
transform cultural traditions without rejecting them entirely. By reworking Kathakali
aesthetics, metaphors of journeys, or symbols of fire, Nair exemplifies how tradition can be
dialogically appropriated to generate new meanings of womanhood. These findings carry
broader implications for South Asian gender studies, suggesting that linguistic and cultural
analyses can reveal how literature operates as a site for reclaiming identity, fostering resilience,

and challenging stereotypes in a rapidly globalizing yet patriarchal world.
8. Limitations and Future Research

Corpus limited to four novels. Future research: corpus-based quantification, comparison with
contemporaries (Roy, Desai, Kandasamy), inclusion of paratexts. While this study offers
valuable insights into Anita Nair’s redefinition of Indian womanhood through a linguistic lens,
certain limitations must be acknowledged. The analysis, though grounded in Systemic
Functional Linguistics, Appraisal Theory, and Critical Discourse Analysis, remains selective,
focusing on specific texts and representative excerpts rather than exhaustive coverage of her
complete oeuvre. Moreover, the scope of pragmatics and metaphorical analysis is constrained
by cultural and contextual interpretations that may vary across readers and regions. Another
limitation lies in the reliance on secondary criticism, which, though rich, may not capture the
full range of reader responses or lived experiences of women engaging with Nair’s works.
Future research could adopt comparative frameworks, situating Nair alongside other Indian or
global women writers to trace transnational patterns of linguistic resistance. Additionally,
corpus-based methods or digital humanities approaches could provide quantitative support to
qualitative findings, while ethnographic or reception studies might illuminate how diverse
audiences interpret and internalize these narratives. Such extensions would enrich our
understanding of the interplay between language, literature, and gender in shaping

contemporary feminist discourses.
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9. Conclusion

Anita Nair’s fiction redefines Indian womanhood through linguistic mechanisms of agency,
stance, and resistance. Her narratives not only depict but perform emancipation, expanding the
poetics of Indian womanhood beyond stereotypes. This study has examined how Anita Nair,
through her novels, redefines Indian womanhood by challenging stereotypes and offering
nuanced linguistic articulations of agency, desire, and resistance. Using Systemic Functional
Linguistics, Appraisal Theory, Critical Discourse Analysis, Pragmatics, and Metaphor Theory,
the analysis revealed how her female characters disrupt patriarchal discourses through active
processes, self-authored modality, evaluative solidarity, and pragmatic resistance. Nair’s
narratives reposition women not as passive bearers of tradition but as dynamic subjects who
negotiate identity within familial, cultural, and institutional frameworks. By reframing shame,
reclaiming labels, and interweaving tradition with feminist voices, her works foreground
literature as a powerful site for reimagining gender relations. Ultimately, the study
demonstrates that language is central to feminist transformation, and Nair’s writing exemplifies
how narrative and discourse can empower women to move beyond stereotypes into self-

determined subjectivities.
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