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Abstract: Anita Nair is a prolific writer and an- eminent novelist in Indian Writing 
in English. She is an expert in delving into the psyche of women and portraying the 
subjugation and tribulations faced by women in patriarchal Indian society.Anita 
Nair’s “Ladies Coupe” is a compelling narrative which highlights the societal 
expectations, cultural limitations, and personal dilemmas that contribute to the 
fragmentation and reformation of female identity in a patriarchal context.  “Ladies 
Coupe“ centers around the life of Akhila,the protagonist, a middle-aged woman who 
is in search of her true identity.  Her train journey to Kanyakumari becomes a 
transformative space where Akhila listens to the stories of other women—Janaki, 
Sheela, Margaret, Prabha Devi, and Marikolanthu—each grappling with her own 
identity issues.  Akhila begins to seek answers to the questions that have been 
haunting her all her life: Can a woman stay single and be happy, or does she need a 
man to feel complete? Their narratives provide Akhilandeswari with a spectrum of 
experiences and awaken her to the possibility of living life on her own terms.The aim 
of this present paper is to project the Identity - Crisis endured by women of various 
social strata and their conflictual relationship with the norms of the patrarchial 
Indian society. 
Keywords: Identity-Crisis, Self-Independence, Subjugation, Patrarchial Society, 
Tribulances, Self-Discovery 
 
In every era, women are regarded as 
marginalised section of the Indian 
society. Since centuries women are being 
subjugated in various aspects in this 
patarchial Indian society. However, 
women have been exhibiting undeterred 
resistance for sustaining their Self-
Identity. Indian women writers like 
Kamala Markandeya, Mahasweta Devi, 
Anita Desai, Shashi Deshpande, Anita 
Nair, Sudha have given a new 
meaningful dimension   for the quest for 
identity by women, in their exemplary 
literary works. 
Anita Nair, a post -modern novelist, 
portrays the psyche of women in its true 
sense. She has penned many novels and 

short-stories. She has carved a niche for 
herself in Children’s Literature also. She 
has also edited an anthology of writings 
titled “Where the Rain is born”, which is 
about her birthplace, Kerala. As a 
novelist she has gained immense fame 
with the publication of her bestselling 
novel, Ladies Coupe (2001), which was 
rated as one of 2002's top five books of 
the year and was translated into various 
languages across the world. Nair has 
also written some other popular novels 
like Mistress (2003), The Better Man 
(2005), The Skating Squirrel (2006), 
Living Next door to Alise (2007) and The 
Magical Indian Myths (2008). She is 



International Journal of Academic Research   
ISSN: 2348-7666; Vol.10, Issue-4, October-December, 2023 
Impact Factor: 6.023; email: drtvramana@yahoo.co.in  
 

www.ijar.org.in    
 

90 

recipient of Kerala Sahitya Akademi 
Award (2012) 
 Identity is not merely a name or a label; 
it is the very essence of who a person is. 
In a society where gender roles are 
rigidly defined, a woman’s identity is 
often shaped not by her choices, but by 
societal expectations. Anita Nair’s 
Ladies Coupé delves deeply into this 
issue through the life of Akhila, a 45-
year-old unmarried woman struggling 
with an identity crisis. The novel uses 
Akhila’s train journey as a metaphorical 
and literal exploration of her life, where 
she meets five other women, each telling 
her story that reflects the various ways 
in which women confront, conform to, or 
resist their prescribed roles."Can a 
woman stay single and be happy, or does 
a woman need a man to feel complete?" 
— Akhila's question is the backbone of 
Ladies Coupé. The novel navigates 
Akhila's internal and external conflicts 
as she travels in a ladies-only 
compartment, encountering stories from 
five women that mirror, challenge, and 
reshape her own understanding of self.  
strengthens this association. A woman, 
especially in her married life is placed in 
a coop, in a narrow confine limiting her 
freedom in every way. It also suggests 
how Akhila’s life is severely restricted by 
her family’s demands on her. The ladies, 
who travel with her in the coupe of the 
train, are also severely constricted in 
their life one way or the other. They are 
all subjected to the limitations imposed 
on them by the social and family 
relationships. The restricted area of  the 
coupe symbolizes Indian woman’s life.  

The novel is divided into 11 chapters, 
with names given for alternating 
chapters in which the passengers on the 
train speaks (or rather, reminisces) 
about their life. The unnamed  chapters 
are in Akhilandeswari’s first person 
perspective. The narration is in stream 
of  consciousness and the literary device 
enables us to give more insight into the 
characters’ lives.  
The titles of the chapters are as follows: 
Chapter-2: A Certain Age (Janaki 
Prabhakar) 
Chapter-4: Go, Grandmother, Go (Sheela 
Vasudevan) 
Chapter-6: Oil of Vitriol (Margaret 
Shanthi) 
Chapter-8: Afloat (Prabha Devi) 
Chapter-10: Sister to Real Thing 
(Marikolanthu) 
Chapter-11: Akhila Speaks 
At its core, Ladies Coupé is a feminist 
bildungsroman where the protagonist 
Akhila (Akhilandeswari) struggles to 
reconcile her identity as a dutiful 
daughter, sister, and employee with her 
suppressed desires for autonomy and 
companionship. The journey is not just 
geographical but symbolic of a 
psychological transformation. Akhila's 
identity crisis is rooted in years of 
internalized patriarchy, duty, and 
silence. 
"All her life she had been a daughter, a 
sister, an aunt, a provider. Never a 
person in her own right." 
This line underscores the fragmented 
identity imposed by gender roles. 
Akhila’s lack of self-definition is the crux 
of her identity crisis — she has been 
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everything for others but nothing for 
herself. Akhila’s life has been one of 
silent sacrifice. After her father’s death, 
she assumes the responsibility of her 
family, putting aside her own ambitions 
and desires. As the years pass, Akhila 
begins to question her existence: Who is 
she outside the roles assigned to her? 
What does she want? These unanswered 
questions reflect the core of her identity 
crisis. 
The society around her insists that a 
woman needs a man to be complete. 
Akhila, still unmarried at 45, is seen as 
an anomaly. Her discomfort with this 
label, and the quiet desperation it 
causes, pushes her to embark on a 
journey—not only to Kanyakumari but 
to her inner self. The question, "Can a 
woman stay alone and be happy?" 
becomes her central dilemma. Akhila 
represents a generation of Indian women 
who have seen conditioned to suppress 
their individuality for the sake of family 
and tradition. 
 The Ladies’ Coupé on the train is more 
than a setting—it is a symbolic space of 
freedom, reflection, and sisterhood. For 
the duration of the journey, the women 
are away from the gaze of society, and in 
this protected space, they begin to share 
their life stories. These narratives, 
diverse in experience but united by 
struggle, offer Akhila new ways of seeing 
her own life. 
Each woman represents a different 
response to gendered expectations: 
• Akhila (Akhilandeshwari): A 45-

year-old single woman, Akhila’s 
journey is symbolic of many Indian 

women who begin to question 
societal scripts later in life. 

"I want to know if I can live by myself. 
That’s why I am going to Kanyakumari." 
Akhila’s travel to Kanyakumari, the 
southernmost tip of India, 
metaphorically represents the edge of 
societal expectations and the start of 
personal exploration. 
• Janaki: A pampered wife who clings 

to dependence. She has always 
leaned on her husband, accepting 
dependency as a way of life. Her 
story represents the traditional 
model of womanhood. Janaki 
represents the traditional, pampered 
woman, moulded by her roles as wife 
and mother. 

"A woman is like a bank locker... 
someone has to deposit something in her 
first before she has anything to give." 
Her identity is shaped and validated 
only through her husband and children 
— a contrast to Akhila's desire for 
independence. 
• Sheela: A perceptive young girl with 

early insights into womanhood. She, 
the youngest, is on the verge of 
understanding her individuality. 
Her innocence and clarity offer hope 
for a new generation. A precocious 
teenager, Sheela brings a different 
dimension to identity. At thirteen, 
she is observant and aware of the 
female body and its implications. 

"My grandmother died with a secret... I 
saw the dignity in her silence." 
Sheela's story shows how identity is 
shaped early — not just by experiences 
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but by silences, secrets, and cultural 
codes. 
• Margaret Shanti: A chemistry 

teacher who reclaims herself after 
years in a toxic marriage. She 
reclaims power in a stifling marriage 
by manipulating her husband’s diet, 
a symbolic act of resistance. A 
chemistry teacher married to a 
controlling man, Margaret 
eventually poisons her husband's 
meals to weaken him — a metaphor 
for reclaiming power. 

"Slowly, bit by bit, I put the woman I 
was to sleep." 
Her story is a chilling yet powerful 
commentary on what women are driven 
to when their identities are crushed by 
domination. 
• Prabha Devi: A woman who 

rediscovers joy through swimming 
and self-care. She finds liberation in 
swimming, an activity that becomes 
a metaphor for breaking free from 
social constraints. Prabha's 
transformation after learning to 
swim becomes a metaphor for 
reclaiming her sense of self. 

"For the first time in her life, she felt her 
own body rise and fall, float and sink by 
her will." 
Swimming symbolizes liberation from 
the constraints of a controlled, 
submissive identity. 
• Marikolanthu: A victim of abuse who 

learns to live with pain. She 
narrates a harrowing tale of sexual 
exploitation, highlighting the 
trauma and social alienation faced 
by victims. A chemistry teacher 

married to a controlling man, 
Margaret eventually poisons her 
husband's meals to weaken him — a 
metaphor for reclaiming power. 

"Slowly, bit by bit, I put the woman I 
was to sleep." 
Her story is a chilling yet powerful 
commentary on what women are driven 
to when their identities are crushed by 
domination. 
These dialogues are not merely 
confessional but instrumental in 
reshaping Akhila's narrative. Each story 
becomes a mirror, a cautionary tale, or 
an inspiration.These stories become both 
mirrors and windows for Akhila—
mirrors of her own suppressed voice, and 
windows to alternative possibilities. 
Akhila listens, reflects, and slowly 
reclaims her voice. The coupé becomes a 
crucible in which her transformation is 
forged. 
 Anita Nair employs storytelling as a 
therapeutic device. As Akhila listens to 
each woman, she undergoes a 
psychological transformation. What 
begins as an escape becomes a 
confrontation with her inner fears and 
suppressed desires. The act of listening 
helps her piece together fragments of her 
identity. These stories reassure her that 
women can live lives of dignity, passion, 
and independence, even in the face of 
trauma or nonconformity. 
The novel thus becomes a celebration of 
female solidarity. In a society that often 
pits women against one another or 
expects them to remain silent, the 
Ladies’ Coupé becomes a space of 
healing, resistance and growth. Nair 
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constructs a circle of care where each 
woman’s pain finds resonance, and each 
voice adds strength to another. Ladies 
Coupé fits squarely within feminist 
literature, especially within the Indian 
context. Nair critiques the patriarchal 
system that defines women only through 
their relationships with men. The novel 
interrogates the cultural script that 
equates womanhood with marriage and 
motherhood. 
Akhila’s struggle to assert her 
individuality—her refusal to be defined 
solely as someone’s daughter, sister, or 
potential wife—is a radical feminist act. 
Her crisis is not just personal, but 
political. By choosing to live on her own 
terms, she resists cultural expectations 
and claims her agency. Her final decision 
to take control of her own life, even if it 
means solitude, is a powerful assertion 
of selfhood. 
Akhila’s life has been one of silent 
sacrifice. After her father’s death, she 
assumes the responsibility of her family, 
putting aside her own ambitions and 
desires. As the years pass, Akhila begins 
to question her existence: Who is she 
outside the roles assigned to her? What 
does she want? These unanswered 
questions reflect the core of her identity 
crisis. 
Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé offers a rich 
exploration of identity, particularly the 
crisis faced by women who dare to ask, 
“Who am I?” Akhila’s journey from 
uncertainty to empowerment illustrates 
how the search for identity is often 
sparked by shared stories and quiet acts 
of rebellion. The novel suggests that true 

freedom for women begins when they 
stop measuring themselves against 
societal standards and start listening to 
their own voices. 
The identity crisis, as portrayed through 
Akhila and the other women, is not a 
sign of weakness but a powerful moment 
of awakening. Through introspection and 
solidarity, they begin to reshape their 
identities—one is not dictated by gender 
roles, but chosen through self-awareness 
and courage. Ultimately, Akhila’s 
realization that she can live life on her 
own terms is both a personal and 
political triumph. 
Anita Nair uses a polyphonic narrative 
to allow each woman’s story to 
contribute to Akhila’s self-discovery. The 
ladies’ compartment becomes a safe 
space, almost womb-like, where stories 
can unfold, and healing can begin.  
By the end of the novel, Akhila attempts 
to define her identity on her own terms. 
In a bold move, she calls her former lover 
Hari, not to return to him, but to affirm 
her autonomy. 
"I can live alone. I can earn money. I can 
live without a man." 
This declaration is Akhila's moment of 
Emancipation — not from society alone, 
but from her internalized doubts. Akhila 
emerges with a renewed sense of self. 
She understands that identity is not 
given—it is chosen. It signifies that she 
is no longer seeking validation from 
society or from a man, but rather from 
within.  
Ladies Coupé is a powerful commentary 
on the struggle for self-identity in a 
patriarchal world. Anita Nair skillfully 
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uses the motif of travel to symbolize 
transformation, and the women in the 
coupé become catalysts in Akhila’s 
journey of self-realization. The novel 
doesn’t offer a final answer but rather 
emphasizes that the quest for identity is 
ongoing and deeply personal. Through 
Akhila and her companions, Nair gives 
voice to the silent battles many women 
fight every day-making Ladies Coupé a 
vital literary exploration of gender, 
selfhood, and liberation. Ladies Coupé is 
not just a story of one woman’s identity 
crisis but a collective portrait of Indian 
womanhood in transition. Through 
layered narratives, Anita Nair 
challenges the archetypes of docility, 
submission, and dependence, offering 
instead a chorus of voices redefining 
identity on their own terms. Akhila’s 
journey is one of unbecoming to become 
— shedding inherited roles to embrace a 
self-fashioned identity. In doing so, the 
novel stands as a feminist testament to 
the power of storytelling, solidarity, and 
self-definition. 
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