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Abstract: Mistress, a novel by Anita Nair, deals with the subjugation of women by patriarchal 
hegemony. In this novel the author depicts women from across the different rungs of society grappling 
to find meaningful existence. They willingly enter into relationships that are taboo and detrimental to 
their well being. This paper examines how Nair's novel portrays the defiance of women who are not 
afraid to fight for their rights. The results of these acts of defiance are unimaginably punishing, yet these 
women act as would their western counterparts. Normally such acts of violation of societal norms could 
prove lethal to the Indian woman. These middle-class Indian women boldly follow their dreams and 
fulfil their heart's desires with a vengeance aiming at proving their worth in a man-made world. The 
paper attempts to study women in contrasting roles as contenders for traditionality and on the contrary 
as breakers of societal norms held sacrosanct.   
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Introduction: Authors like Anita Nair, Arundathi Roy and Gita Mehta have attempted to break away 

who find themselves in extraordinary situations at different points of their lives. The roles defined are 
non-traditional and ascribe to the modern scenario where women are forced to face unnatural situations 
which lead them to fend for themselves. Most of the women depicted are portrayed as strong and 
capable of fighting odds to carve an identity for themselves. They defy societal norms and throw caution 
to the winds in attempting to prove that they are worthy contenders in a patriarchal set-up. They 
deliberately set out to cross the lines ascribed by the society which chains them to traditional norms.   
 

Mistress in one such novel, which boldly experiments with the woman question. It attempts 
to find answers to questions women ask in search of meaningful existence in a society that is 
traditionally bound. Some, on the other hand, are found to adopt traditional roles in the role assigned to 
them in families. One such character is Shyam's old sister, Rani Oppol. Her marriage took place 
according to traditional rituals and hence was an expensive one for the family to bear. Though she is 
married to a man who is lower in status to her she maintained a sort of superiority in the family owing 
to her motherhood. Rani Oppol was verifiably fertile and found herself able to criticize Radha for 
not bearing children. She criticizes her for her inappropriate behaviour of being close to a man out of 
the marriage while at the same time chides her for not honouring tradition She frowns upon Radha's 
utter disregard of tradition. She also finds fault with her not going out and getting herself a good job as 
smart and intelligent girls were prone to: (Nair: 60). Radha is denounced for her lack of skills in cooking, 
producing children and even dressing sense. She even tells her brother that maybe his wife needed to be 
taken to a doctor to check her up for her flow of not producing children. "Maybe there is something 
wrong with her. You must go to a specialist and get it verified "(Nair: 202). Rani Oppol is similar to 
Mammachi's character in Roy's God of Small Things. She preferred to stick to the norms of society like 
other women of the middle class did. She wanted to save the reputation of her family. Her motivation 
for conforming to rules laid down by society reflects the internalization of traditional expectations by 
generations of women. Rani Oppol stands for traditional values which she sets about to defend. Never 
being exposed to an alternative way of life she considered traditional ways of society were the ones 
women were expected to conform to. Hence she became a strong contender for upkeeping those very 
norms that Radha set about to break. She lived her life as her parents did and so she was expected to by 
her fore father and parents. She found meaning in her life when anyone broke those norms. Crossing the 
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limits of these laws laid for people's eyes helped her find her own internal limits. On the other hand, she 
took a decision that freed her from the limitations of her soul and the limits of faith that brought 
freedom to it. 
 
Mistress depicts the changing relationships of husband and wife in marriage. When a woman crosses the 
barriers of this relationship she has to pay the price by sacrifying her mental and emotional well being. 
By transcending the limits of economic and social freedom the woman is caught in the web of intricate 
human relationships that shape her future.     The novel deals with the lives of five women who are able 
to handle crises that arise and also rise above the problems created. Each of the women depicted is 
strong and has her own individuality. They are strong enough to follow their own hearts. Out of all the 
women depicted it is Saadiya, who is caught amidst the stifling orthodoxy of a Muslim tradition. 
However, she too is able to break away from the stronghold of custom and convention and is able to 
make her own dictates of her heart come true. 
 
Saadiya, the young daughter of a Muslim family from Arabipattanam was brought up in a family that 
believed that Arabs had to safeguard the blood line of the Muslims. Her father upheld the rigid doctrine 
that the family belonged to the lineage of prophet Mohammed. Saadiya resented his  restrictions as she 
was keenly observant as to how women were closeted in rooms with the twenty by thirty feet sky above 
their heads. They had to stay in the confines of their homes and denied access to the roads and streets. 
They were not allowed to be seen by other men and other human beings. Saadhiya, being the youngest 
in the family hankered for freedom and longed to get away from the confines of her room and home, she 
had to be content watching the sky and the small alleys near her home. She yearned to get out of the 
confines of her prison-like home which walled her in, away from the dream world that lay beyond. She 
had been told by her father that the family was descended from the original Kahirs of Arabia. She 
proudly declares this superiority in blood:  

In me is the purest of Arab blood. Islam as we practise it is a religion that demands 
sacrifice. In your village, the Muslims are converts-No matter what, they will never know 
what it is to be a true  Muslim.(57) 

 
Saadiya has an ingrained sense of pride in her religious background that surfaces after she lives with 
Sethu.Years later she began to understand the consequences of marrying Sethu whom she had taken to 
be one Hamid because he had been familiar with only one religion and community. However, she 
realized that the freedom she had yearned for came at a high cost. Marriage with a Hindu proved to be a 
challenge as she had been brought up in a situation that was rigid and restricted owing to its religious 
fanaticism. Her upbringing had denied her freedom to live and had failed to expose her to the attractive 
world outside. She had been trained in nations that women had to be pure and that only the Muslims 
were true to God. 
 
 Saadiya becomes a victim of the patriarchal system of Indian belief that children go to the father and do 
not belong to the mother. Despite Saadiya wanting to name her son after her family name, Sethu her 
Hindu husband whom she had married defiantly,claims the child to be his alone. She is thus denied the 
night of ownership of her own son because of the dominant male belief that women were subservient to 
men. Saadiya's story is one of gender discrimination caused by religion. Her religion had forced her into 
a slave like cloistered life in a ghetto. Abandoned by her family, Saadiya found refuge in marriage which 
turned out to be a fiasco, as her husband too played a dominating role in suppressing her. She was 
forced to give up her religious beliefs and even the right of deciding who her son would become. She 
disobeyed the rules and was strictly punished. In the end, she took her life, unable to find an answer to 
her puzzling existence. Her life is an example of women defying societal pressures which rob their 
identities by sacrificing their very lives.  
 
Another woman who is in search of a meaningful existence is Radha, the woman - protagonist of the 
novel. It is around her that the novel chiefly revolves tracing her growth from uncertainty, to defiance 
and then to acceptance of fate. She knew she was attractive and intelligent and also that her husband 
Shyam was an incompatible husband. Her advanced and liberated mind hated being controlled by 
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Shyam who had a superiority complex that tried to crush her individuality. She found him to be 
materialistic, crass, dominating and insensitive to her inner needs. All he wanted was a warm body in his 
bed to fulfil his desires and a woman to be seen as his wife by society.  
 
I am your wife. your wife, do you hear me? But you treat me as if I am a kept woman. A bloody mistress 
to fulfil your sexual needs and with no rights (73) 
 
Despite her efforts to display her independence Shyam does not allow her any kind of recognition of her 
skills or her contribution to the family. This leaves Radha restless and yearning for independence. She is 
not accorded or acknowledged individuality and acceptance of who she is and this leaves her yearning 
for more. As Simone de Beavoir opines that marriage mars the spontaneity of feelings when the couple is 
incompatible. Freely given f
(Beauvoir 1953, 445). The unequal marriage of Shyam and Radha results in a kind of incompatible 
wrestle of egos. She finds happiness in the arms of another man Chris. With Chris, Radha begins to 
blossom like a flower. With Shyam she is like "a butterfly caught and pinned to board when it was still 
alive, its wings spread so as to display the markings, oblivious that somewhere within, a little heartbeat, 

 
 
Radha's story is a strong rejoinder about the helplessness of women in deciding their lives. Though 
Radha appears to be a strong woman who was capable of deciding the course of her life she is plagued 
by doubts. She realizes that even Chris was an unsuitable life partner for her. Her marriage had been one 
of convenience and she had been a prisoner in it. As a post-modern protagonist, she is torn between the 
need for freedom and the compulsions of traditional morality. As she loved independence she breaks the 
norms of marital life. Anita Nair has thus attempted to portray three different kinds of women in her 
novel Mistress. Saadiya, the intensely religious sixteen years old who falls in love with Malik but is 
disenchanted when she realizes that he is a Hindu Sethu , Radha the liberated woman who is not afraid 
to put herself first and face the consequences of making choices that bring her happiness and Rani  the 
tradition bound woman who suffers.  
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