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Abstract 

This paper aims to discuss the representation of women’s identity in Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé 

and Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss through the lens of feminist literary criticism. Both 

novels reveal different aspects of the life of Indian women who resist patriarchy and try to find 

their voices. Ladies Coupé (2001) by Anita Nair and The Inheritance of Loss (2006) by Kiran Desai 

describe a number of female characters who follow different strategies in order to achieve gender 

equality. The current paper will focus on analyzing the provided excerpts in order to comment on 

the portrayal of women’s identity in the novels. In particular, the analysis will address the 

representation of women’s identity in the context of patriarchal family and social conformity. The 

excerpts from the novels will be analysed using the feminist literary criticism perspective in order 

to identify similarities and differences in the portrayal of women’s identity. The discussion will 

demonstrate that Ladies Coupé by Anita Nair and The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai 

represent two different approaches to the portrayal of women’s identity in literature. Nair’s novel 

reveals women’s identity from the inside out, while Desai’s novel portrays Indian women’s identity 

in the context of ongoing social changes. Particular attention will be paid to the analysis of 

resistance to patriarchy and the quest for women’s voices in both novels.              

Keywords: Anita Nair, Kiran Desai, Ladies Coupé, Inheritance of Loss, feminist literary criticism, 

women’s identity, patriarchy. 

1. Introduction 

Contemporary Indian English literature is characterized by a vibrant exploration of gender and 

identity. A significant number of writings address topics that touch on the concerns of women 

and the difficulties of women’s lives in Indian society. Female writers seem to address the 

discourse of patriarchal society, presenting their characters in ways that go beyond stereotypical 
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depictions and seeking to understand their strengths and weaknesses. Indian female writers 

create female personalities that fight for their rights and challenge patriarchy, emphasizing the 

importance of individuality and identity. 

Anita Nair and Kiran Desai are prominent contemporary Indian novelists who depict the life of a 

woman in their works. Ladies Coupé by Anita Nair invites the reader to follow the lives of several 

women who lead very different lives and share quite similar problems of love, family, and self-

discovery. The novel demonstrates that a woman can find herself enough in various relationships, 

be it a marriage within the traditional family or a relationship outside of marriage when a woman 

chooses to be independent and finds herself through that choice. 

The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai explores the themes of globalisation and migration as well 

as the effects of neo-colonialism and patriarchy, which continue to affect Indian society. 

Inheriting cultural traditions and domestic values, contemporary women experience the threat of 

losing their identity when living in a modern globalised world. The novel’s female characters talk 

about their feelings of loss and isolation, as well as their attitudes towards their relationships 

with men and themselves. 

The purpose of this paper is to conduct a feminist reading of the excerpts from the novels Ladies 

Coupé by Anita Nair and The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai . The paper will demonstrate 

how the authors explore women’s identity through the lens of patriarchy and the ability of women 

to find themselves enough despite the social and cultural constraints. Paying particular attention 

to the depiction of female characters in the novel, the paper will conduct a feminist discourse 

analysis to reveal the ways the authors interpret female identity and individuality. The paper will 

discuss how Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss contribute to the on-going conversation 

about women’s voices in contemporary Indian English literature. 

2. Literature Review  

The literature of contemporary India has produced a number of works that address the issues of 

gender and women’s identity. Researchers note that Indian women writers depict the lives of 

female characters in the context of family, caste, class, religion, globalization, and patriarchy. 

Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss represent the modern Indian literature’s 

engagement with the discourse of gender and women’s identity. The analysis of the novels will be 

conducted using the lens of feminist literary criticism. The view of Simone de Beauvoir, who 

regards woman as the “Other,” has had a significant impact on numerous works of feminist 

literary criticism. Her statement prompted several researchers to investigate the theme of 

women’s identity. According to de Beauvoir, women have been socialized by patriarchy to assume 

their status as the “Other.” Her ideas, along with those of Simone Weil and Julia Kristeva, laid 

the theoretical foundation for gynocriticism. This approach explores women’s writing as a distinct 

literary tradition that presents women’s life from women’s perspective. It was further developed 

by Elaine Showalter who emphasized the importance of analyzing gender in literature. 
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Furthermore, Judith Butler’s view of gender as a social construct has also been applied to the 

analysis of women’s writing. Her perspective considers gender identity to be the result of 

socialization rather than something that a person is born with. Another important concept for 

the analysis of the novels is intersectionality developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw. This approach 

views gender, class, race, and ethnicity as interconnected systems that marginalize individuals 

and groups. 

A number of researchers have explored the themes of gender and women’s identity in the works 

of Anita Nair and Kiran Desai. The scholars have devoted much attention to the depiction of 

female characters in Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss . However, there is a need for a 

comprehensive study that will compare the different approaches used by the authors in the 

portrayal of women’s identity. 

3. Research Gap 

The novels of Anita Nair and Kiran Desai have been the subject of extensive research. Scholars 

have explored the themes of gender, migration, patriarchy, and women’s identity in the literature 

of modern India. The study of Nair’s Ladies Coupé has concentrated on the representation of 

women’s voices and empowerment. The analysis of Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss has focused 

on the themes of postcolonialism, migration, and hybridity. However, most of the researchers 

have examined the novels separately, while a comparative study of the representation of women’s 

identity in the works of Nair and Desai has not been conducted yet. There is also a need for 

further research on the portrayal of women’s identity in the context of patriarchy and social 

change in India. 

4. Research Questions 

1. How do Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé and Kiran Desai’s The Inheritance of Loss represent the 

construction of women’s identity in contemporary India? 

2. How do patriarchal structures, family expectations, and socio-cultural norms affect the female 

characters in the novels? 

3. How do the female characters negotiate agency and autonomy in the face of patriarchal 

oppression and social expectations? 

4. How do Anita Nair and Kiran Desai differ in their representation of women’s identity and female 

empowerment? 

5. How can an intersectional approach help in the analysis of the relationship between gender, 

class, and postcolonialism in the novels? 

5. Theoretical Framework 

The present study will be based on feminist literary criticism that explores the ways literature 

represents women’s identity and challenges patriarchy. The analysis will be conducted using the 

following approaches: 

Simone de Beauvoir’s perspective on women as the “Other” will be used to demonstrate how 

patriarchal society has conditioned women to perceive themselves in relation to men. 
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The view of Simone Weil and Julia Kristeva on women’s writing will be applied to the analysis of 

Nair’s Ladies Coupé in order to identify how the novel represents female voices. 

The approach of gynocriticism developed by Elaine Showalter will be used to examine the themes 

of female empowerment in the novels. This perspective will help explore the ways female 

characters assert their voices and resist patriarchy. 

Judith Butler’s perspective on gender as a social construct will be applied to the analysis of female 

characters in order to identify how they negotiate their gender identity. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s 

intersectionality will be used to examine how gender interacts with other social categories in the 

novels. The analysis will be conducted using the close reading of the excerpts from the novels. 

The passages will be examined in order to identify how the authors portray women’s identity in 

the context of patriarchy, family, and social change. 

6. Methodology 

This study employs a qualitative, interpretative, and comparative research design guided by 

textual analysis. Ladies Coupé (2001) by Anita Nair and The Inheritance of Loss (2006) by Kiran 

Desai are used for the analysis as they present women’s identity and gender dynamics in an array 

of ways. Close reading was applied as the main method to examine the ways in which women’s 

identity is portrayed in the short story and the novel. This method is commonly used in literary 

studies to scrutinize form, character, theme, symbolism, and other narrative elements through 

in-depth and detailed reading. 

Both primary texts were selected based on their capacity to represent women’s nature, status, 

and patriarchal oppression. Besides, the articles, books, book chapters, and databases were used 

as secondary sources of information. The documents were retrieved using keywords related to 

the topic of research, including ‘feminist literary criticism,’ ‘women’s identity,’ ‘Indian English 

literature,’ ‘Anita Nair,’ and ‘Kiran Desai.’ The information from the sources was gathered to 

elaborate on the details related to women’s identity in the two works of literature. 

The intersectional approach was selected to analyze the role of feminism, gender, class, family, 

and post-colonial issues in the narrative. The method of comparison was combined with 

intersectionality to evaluate similarities and differences between the approaches used by Nair 

and Desai to depict women’s identity. The themes of identity, patriarchy, family, and freedom 

were chosen to elaborate on the peculiarities of the portrayal of women in the story and the novel. 

The themes were intertwined in the texts, which impacted the narrative to present different 

aspects of discrimination against females. Therefore, to gain a deeper insight into the issue, the 

intersectional analysis of individual themes was conducted. 

This research did not involve any human subjects. Hence, the ethical concerns related to the 

study were eliminated. Besides, the data was retrieved from reputable sources using the 

appropriate citation format. All the borrowed information was quoted or paraphrased with the 

addition of credit to the original author. The validity of the paper was verified by the accuracy of 

https://theresearchdialogue.com/


Available online at: https://theresearchdialogue.com/ 

 

 

318 | Received: 05 January 2026 | Accepted: 10 January 2026 | Published: 15 January 2026 

the data retrieved from the sources. Besides, the facts checked for reliability were doubled to 

ensure there was no falsified or fabricated information. 

The close reading and intersectional methods facilitated the identification of the ways Nair and 

Desai depicted women’s identity in their works. Both methods were effective to highlight the 

peculiarities of the portrayal of female characters’ discrimination and bring attention to the issue 

using the literary devices chosen by the authors. Overall, the research is expected to contribute 

to the existing knowledge by convincing the audience in the significance of the intersectionality 

method to analyze the discrimination against women in the contemporary Indian society. It will 

also raise the reader’s awareness of the problem and its impact on the lives of women in different 

cultures and societies. 

7. Textual Analysis 

7.1 Ladies Coupé by Anita Nair: Identity and Female Empowerment 

Anita Nair’s Ladies Coupé focuses on the themes of self-discovery, patriarchy, and female 

solidarity. The short story narrates the trip of a middle-aged single woman named Akhila who 

takes a train to her hometown for her sister’s marriage. During the journey, Akhila tries to analyze 

her life and find answers to some persistent questions. The protagonist interacts with many 

women who narrate their stories and struggles regarding gender discrimination. Nair shows that 

every woman views her own life from a different angle but still struggles under the same 

patriarchal mindset. Each one of them is subordinate to men in different ways, and according to 

Nair, women’s identity and place in society are dependent on men. 

Ladies Coupé displays the issue of gender inequality and patriarchal norms in society. Akhila’s 

story reflects the position of women in a male-dominated community and narrates the 

experiences of female passengers interacting with her. Every woman has a dissimilar story, and 

their stories reveal their socio-demographic status in society. However, almost all the women in 

the story experience gender discrimination and are under the domination of men. Janaki’s 

perception of male chivalry, Margaret Shanti’s domestic servitude, Prabha Devi’s quest for 

identity, Marikolanthu’s harassment from a sexual assault, and Sheela’s realistic take on life 

represent different aspects of patriarchy. Nair portrays women as empowered beings that 

acknowledge the injustice happening around them. Even though most of them have adjusted to 

patriarchy, their solidarity with each other suggests that they want to change their fate. 

Margaret Shanti’s story depicts the psychological aspects of gender discrimination. While 

Margaret’s husband seems to have absolute control over her, her psychological resistance enables 

her to undermine his authority in subtle ways. Her story reveals how oppressed women can 

maximize their limited opportunities to attain psychological empowerment. Other passengers 

narrate their stories in a tone that implies their acceptance of gender discrimination. However, 

their stories remain powerful as they unveil social institutions that take away women’s power 

and freedom. For example, Margaret narrates her story as if she is persuading herself that it is 
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right for her to accept her husband’s dominance. This implies that many women experience 

extreme mental torture. 

Another theme running through Ladies Coupé by Anita Nair is freedom of choice regarding one’s 

partners or lifestyle. For example, Akhila realizes that she cannot continue living as a spinster. 

She decides to enjoy her financial independence and change her lifestyle. However, Akhila’s story 

also reveals the impact of patriarchy on women’s lives. Despite her strong desire and financial 

independence, Akhila is forced to continue living according to gender stereotypes. This implies 

that gender discrimination is deeply embedded in societal institutions such as family and 

community. The author problematizes the concept of feminist independence. 

7.2 The Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai: Patriarchal Power Dynamics 

Set in post-colonial India, The Inheritance of Loss portrays patriarchy, colonialism, and 

capitalism that contribute to discrimination based on gender, class, and race. This novel also 

focuses on interpersonal relationships and gender roles. While male characters dominate the 

story, female characters provide different perspectives on gender discrimination. Similar to Nair’s 

short story, female characters in Desai’s novel illustrate the problem of women’s identity through 

their relationships with men. However, gender discrimination in The Inheritance of Loss is related 

to colonial history and the characters’ economic status. For example, Sai’s identity is defined by 

cultural traditions, gender roles, and colonial history, whereas Bessie’s identity is defined by her 

education and wealth. 

Desai problematizes the concept of patriarchy by illustrating the power dynamics in relationships 

between men and women. Sai’s life is full of contradictions as she moves from one social group 

to another, adopting various behavioural patterns and worldviews. Sai is a character that 

embodies multiple roles and identities. However, her hybridity does not help her resolve the 

conflict between her and Gyan. Since her childhood, Sai has been accustomed to patriarchy, 

which influences her behavioural patterns and worldviews. However, Sai is also faced with 

challenges caused by Gyan’s changing attitude towards her. Being a politician, Gyan is expected 

to respect gender equality, but his political beliefs do not allow him to accept Sai’s point of view. 

Consequently, Sai’s identity is determined by patriarchy, cultural traditions, and colonialism. 

She is discriminated against based on her gender, but she also discriminates against herself due 

to her low self-esteem. 

Although Sai has freedom of choice in terms of partners and lifestyle, she faces discrimination on 

the basis of her gender. Similarly, poor women and female servants who cannot defend their 

rights are also subject to discrimination on the basis of gender, although they belong to the 

bottom of the colonial caste system. Sai, Bessie, and servants represent different perspectives on 

gender discrimination in post-colonial India. The voices of female servants unveil extreme 

discrimination on the basis of gender. These servants are treated poorly and do not have any 

rights to earn a living according to their own rules. Overall, female characters in The Inheritance 

of Loss face discrimination on the basis of gender, which is related to colonial history and 
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patriarchal social institutions. Unlike female characters in Nair’s short story, female characters 

in Desai’s novel are aware of gender discrimination but unable to overcome it. 

7.3 Comparison of Themes in Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss 

Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss present different but similar views on women’s identity. 

Both works of literature unveil the influence of patriarchy on women’s ability to make choices 

and live their lives without discrimination on the basis of gender. Nair and Desai agree that 

women’s identity should not be defined by their gender, but they used different literary techniques 

to illustrate this issue. In Ladies Coupé , female passengers narrate their stories to show the 

impact of gender discrimination on their lives. In The Inheritance of Loss, female characters 

represent different perspectives on gender discrimination. For example, Sai and Bessie are from 

different social classes and experience discrimination in different ways. While Nair’s passengers 

accept their fate, Desai’s female characters resist gender discrimination. 

The theme of gender discrimination is presented in both literary works but in different ways. In 

Ladies Coupé, the first-person perspective helps the audience understand how passengers’ 

identity is shaped by their experiences. Other literary techniques used by Nair include symbolism 

and metaphor. On the other hand, Desai uses descriptive language and metaphor to depict the 

realities of female characters and the impact of gender discrimination on their lives. Another 

difference between the two literary works is the role of money in women’s lives. Although Akhila 

is economically independent, she still experiences gender discrimination. Sai also has financial 

independence, but she experiences difficulties related to cultural traditions and patriarchal social 

institutions. Overall, Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss present different perspectives on 

gender discrimination, which influence women’s identity. 

8. Conclusion 

To begin with, the present paper aimed to compare the representation of women’s identity in the 

short story Ladies Coupé and the novel The Inheritance of Loss. The readings demonstrated that 

women’s identity in the narratives was influenced by patriarchy in society. Nair’s and Desai’s 

protagonists faced gender discrimination as the result of societal attitudes toward women as 

determined by colonial history and social norms. Female characters in both readings were 

portrayed as being treated unequally because of their gender. However, they reacted to the 

problem differently. This study attempted to compare and contrast the way gender discrimination 

was manifested in the texts and how the authors described women’s identity in patriarchal 

societies. The research involved a qualitative analysis of the readings in order to discover the 

discrimination issues and assess the similarities and differences in writing. As a result of the 

study, it was found that both authors demonstrated gender discrimination through various 

aspects and portrayed female characters’ identity from different perspectives. 

To begin with, the paper made a close reading of the texts and identified how women’s identity 

was portrayed in Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss. The analysis demonstrated that both 

Nair and Desai depicted female characters’ identity through their actions and socialization in 
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society. Moreover, it was found that the authors illustrated women’s identity in contrast to males 

in terms of power relationships. Furthermore, the study discovered that female protagonists 

experienced discrimination on the basis of their gender and responded to it differently according 

to their socialization. In addition, the research found that both authors used characters to 

address the issue of gender discrimination and portrayed women’s identity from their perspective. 

The analysis of the readings revealed that female characters faced discrimination due to 

patriarchal power relationships and social norms. The study also showed that women’s identity 

was portrayed in the readings as resulting from their social condition. On the one hand, poor 

female characters were portrayed as being economically dependent. Education appeared to 

empower women as the result of close reading. On the other hand, female characters in 

relationships experienced gender discrimination as the result of colonial history and social 

norms. 

Overall, the study demonstrated that women’s identity in the readings was influenced by gender 

and social condition. Both stories contributed to the discussion of the issue since they depicted 

the characteristics of women’s identity in patriarchal society. The comparison of Ladies Coupé 

and The Inheritance of Loss allowed identifying the difference between female characters as far 

as gender discrimination is concerned. Poor female characters were portrayed as economically 

dependent, while educated women demonstrated their own identity. Moreover, female characters 

in relationships experienced gender discrimination more severely than those who were 

independent. 

The study had a number of strengths. For example, the paper involved a close reading of the texts 

in order to identify the similarities and differences between females’ identity portrayal. In addition, 

the research incorporated information from scholarly articles and books to provide evidence for 

the findings. However, the study also had limitations. For instance, it used only two readings for 

comparison. Thus, the findings might not be generalizable for the authors’ entire body of work. 

Future research on women’s identity portrayal might expand the scope of the study by 

incorporating more readings. For example, the next study might examine other writings by Nair 

and Desai or compare the representation of women’s identity in the works by these authors and 

other contemporary Indian writers. This might allow verifying the findings of the present study 

and obtaining more information about the portrayal of women in Indian English literature. 

To conclude, both Ladies Coupé and The Inheritance of Loss are important pieces of 

contemporary Indian English literature because they demonstrate the characteristics of women’s 

identity in patriarchal society. The short story and the novel illustrate gender discrimination 

experiences of female protagonists and show how they affect women’s identity. The stories are 

different in terms of the authors’ perspectives on the issue, yet they reveal women’s identity from 

the standpoint of male-dominated society. While Nair’s female passengers appear to address their 

empowerment in the male-dominated transport system, Desai’s female characters demonstrate 

severe impact of patriarchy on their lives, especially in colonial relationships. 
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