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Abstract 

 Female friendships in the postcolonial Indian English novel need to be read from the 
homosocial angle to understand the underlying traits of lesbianism. The women in Anita 
Nair’s Ladies Coupe form bonds that transcend the margins of sexual brackets imposed by 
institutions fuelled by patriarchal power centres. Akhila, the protagonist, herself bonds 
with women around her and these bonds aid her in her quest for identity in the male 
dominated world. Also during her train travel she learns of the various kinds of bonds that 
women enter into for survival on the physical or psychological plain. Bonds/friendships 
provide women the space to act according to their will. This journey into one’s sexual self is 
studied as a primary requisite for identity formation. Homosocial behaviour may or may 
not include physical sexual union and yet it provides a sheltered space for dialogue 
between the female selves. 
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 In the sphere of postcolonial Indian English novel by contemporary women 
novelists inter-women relationships play a distinctive role in the construction and 
existence of the postcolonial female. The fictionalised representation of the Indian woman 
in the Indian English Novels written in the first half of the twenty first century show 
feminine bonds emerge as the vortices of power relations on primarily the familial and 
secondarily on the societal plane. Homosexuality being a silenced and repressed practice in 
this part of the world has conveniently aided the emergence of homosocial liasions that 
exist within the dialectics of performed sex and repressed desire.  Hence homosociality 
leads to the sexual and/or social bonding in the postcolonial female space which in turn 
elicits feminist cultural critics to read the texts anew thereby re-defining the quest for 
identity of the new Indian woman.  
 Sociologist Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in her essay “Between Men” states, 

“The apparent simplicity- the unity- of the continuum between “woman loving 
women” and “women promoting the interests of women” extending over the erotic, 
social, familial, economic and political realms, would not be so striking if it were not 
in strong contrast to the arrangement among males. 

 In the context of Indian gynofiction female friendships are often analysed as 
individual cases for study and not as a part of the “lesbian continuum” that Adrienne Rich 
had spoken of in the Western Feminist theoretical domain. This  camaraderie that existed 
in South-Asian societies since times immemorial have historically known to thrive in 
harems,  hammams,   kitchens and  other  places  where   traditionally   the   women   were  
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subjected to interact with women. Sedgwick’s statement corroborates the contention that 
while male homosexuality and homosociality are dysjunct  practices, female homosexuality 
and homosociality do not exist in a state of “diacritical opposition”. In Anita Nair’s Ladies 
Coupe inter women relationships do not follow the societal norms of sexuality. Sex here 
becomes an instrument of gaining and maintaining hegemony in a predominantly 
patriarchal space - both in the familial space in particular and the societal space in general. 
More often than not sex is used a metaphor.  
 Ladies Coupe hosts a number of women characters who engage in homosocial 
bonding in order to establish their identity in the matrix of power equations by patriarchal 
institutions. Instead of being bracketed by the binaries such as “lesbian/straight” that 
define their existence against the backdrop of institutionalised sexual practices the women 
in Nair’s novel create their own definitions of sexuality and identity. Every bond carries a 
strong undertone of identity quest. The bonds not only unite the women but also provide 
them their necessary social /familial/economic/sexual identity. The bonds define the 
women characters and make them feel. 
 The economically independant female protagonist Akhilandeswari embarks on a 
solitary train journey,in a ladies’ coupe, to the southernmost tip of India- Kanyakumari, to 
find answer to an existential question - whether she should stay single or get married. 
Akhila’s quest is actually a quest for a cultural identity. She has been conditioned to believe 
in the socially accepted sexual institution – marriage. Her father’s early death had urged 
her to take the role of the single bread earner of the large family that she was born into. 
Akhila’s mother did not want her daughter to get married as it would lead to financial crisis 
in the family. Her younger sister Padma gets married and has children but none in the 
family take any step for Akhila’s marriage. Her mother turns her into a masculine feminine. 
She starts living her life as a pseudo father. Her mother and herself are completely aware 
that their bond of understanding is for the sake of the family and is built on Akhila’s 
spinsterhood because her marriage would mean, in the Indian cultural context, a division of 
her income.  As a compensatory gesture Amma allows her to boil and eat eggs in the same 
kitchen inspite of them belonging to the vegetarian Tamil household. The mother-daughter 
relationship here takes a homosocial turn. Amma finds her dead husband in her daughter, 
“Amma accepted her taste for eggs like she had endured Akhila’s father’s fondness for 
snuff.” (Nair, 89) 
         Akhila is allowed to rest on the same swing on Sunday afternoons and treated with the 
same culinary delicacies that used to be enjoyed by her father. Akhila realises her need to 
financially support her family but at the same time also undertstands that she was not 
being given the freedom to live her life on her own terms. Akhila performs her duties 
mechanically. 
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“Akhila saw the relief in Amma’a eyes and felt what at first was pride. Only later it 
turned to a sense of heaviness that caused muscles to knot into tight hard lumps in 
her shoulders. To Amma, Akhila had become the head of the household. Someone 
who would chart and steer the course of the family’s destiny to safe shores.” (Nair, 
76) 

       Adrienne Rich writes in Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Institution,: This 
cathexis between mother and daughter-essential, distorted, misused- is the great unwritten 
story.” (Rich, 225) 
  Hence when a lady of the locality, Sarasa, under similar circumstances of her 
husband’s sudden demise leads her young daughter into prostitution Akhila’s mother feels 
insecure as she too thrives on her daughter’s income but with a difference. Sarasa uses her 
daughter’s body and this lady uses her daughter’s mind and both the daughters in question 
accept their roles as surrogate fathers of the families. Akhila had always admired Sarasa 
and been very close to her. Akhila’s mother therefore views Sarasa as a competitor in 
Akhila’a attention and prevents her from mixing with Sarasa. The mother-daughter duo 
actually acts as a homosocial couple. Sexuality becomes a metaphoric presence in this 
mother-daughter bond, “Amma had Akhila to replace her husband as the head of the 
household.” (Nair, 84)However Akhila is not satisfied with this existence. She is unsure of 
her identity as a spinster and constantly dwells on the thought of marriage. She had 
witnessed a loving marriage between her parents and wished the same for herself. 
      In “(E)Merging Identities: The Dynamics of Female Friendship in Contemporary Fiction 
by Women”  Elizabeth Abel states that, 

“The impression created by … works of fiction that use female friendship primarily 
as a device for exploring the different trajectories of women’s lives, is that women 
seek complementarity rather than commonality in their friends.” (Abel, 415) 

 Akhila’s quest for identity urges her to seek other women with similar quests. Akhila 
forges another homosocial bond with Katherine Webber, an Anglo-Indian colleague. 
Katherine is what Akhila could never become. Katherine’s way of life was culturally 
different and Akhila was attracted to it. The ever obedient Akhila tasted egg at the behest of 
Katherine, flouting the socio religious taboo of vegetarianism among Tamil Brahmins. The 
egg becomes a symbol of sexual independence. During lunch hours in her office: 

“Akhila watched Katherine tap the egg on the table...She watched as Katherine 
removed all the fragments of the shell and it seemed to Akhila that it must be the 
most pleasurable thing anyone could do.” (Nair, 87) 

 Katherine tells Akhila that eating an egg without salt is akin to “kissing a man 
without moustache” (Nair, 88). Akhila’s repressed sexual desires form a strong undertone 
in the quoted lines. The episode of taking the egg out of the shell becomes symbolic of the 
removal of clothes before the actual sexual act. Akhila- Katherine bond contains hints of  
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latent lesbianism, “In that office of husbands and wives, Katherine and Akhila were thrown  
together” (Nair, 86).  
 Akhila admired Katherine’s appearance and Katherine was on a kind of civilising 
mission trying to make Akhila realise that there was more to the life she was living. These 
intercultural and interracial friendship of Akhila and Katherine was a result of their 
individual experiences in pain and sacrifice .Together they were victims of the demands of 
the institution called family that controlled their lives. They were both “single and 
lonely”.(Nair,8) Akhila’s quest for identity is aided by this homosocial bond as she comes to 
terms with her own desires- be it the love of eggs or her heterosexual relation with her 
boyfriend Hari. 
    Nair’s novel demonstrates a plethora of inter women relationships. A unique homosocial 
bond is studied in a close relationship between a grandmother and granddaughter. While 
mother daughter bonds have been and are still being explored from every possible angles 
and visions this bond between two women across the fabled generation gap becomes 
interesting due to the novelist’s treatment. In chapter -4 of Ladies Coupe, aptly titled “Go 
grandmother, Go”. Akhila meets Sheela in the compartment of the train. She is a teenager 
and on enquiry reveals that her maternal grandmother, Ammumma, had recently passed 
away and she was accused of tampering unceremoniously with the dead lady’s corpse. 
 Ammumma was rich and dominating. She was not the typical grandmother who 
doted on their grandchildren. Sheela actually compared her with her paternal grandmother 
Achamma who was busy in her own world. Ammumma was different. 

“Affection for her grandmother meant a squeeze of the arm, a hundred rupee note 
slipped into Sheela’s hand at the end of the holidays and a meal at the best 
restaurant in town. But then, she was unlike most grandmothers.” (Nair, 62) 

Sheela had accepted her as she was and was fond of her idiosyncracies. 
“Sheela called her Ammumma rather than ammama. Her grandmother preferred it 
so, for she hated any kind of reminders that she was getting old. Ammumma was 
ambiguous while Ammama meant only one thing-Grandmother.” (Nair, 63) 

 Sheela understood that this minor alteration of address pleased Ammumma and 
maintained so. She did not accept all of her grandmother’s notions on femininity but 
nonetheless her grandmother was closer to her than her mother whom Sheela found quite 
weak and wanting. Ammumma believed in a culture conditioned feminine existence in the 
male dominated world and chooses her granddaughter Sheela as the heir to her hegemonic 
matriarchal ideologies that she was unable to transmit to her daughters. Ammumma’s 
concept of female identity lay in the reproductory ability of the woman. She was obsessed 
with breasts and measured a woman’s femininity by the size of her breasts. Sheela becomes 
aware of her sexuality through the interactions with her grandmother. Ammumma tries to 
teach Sheela the need of women to look good for themselves and to teach her the ways of  
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maintaining power in a family. Sheela understands Ammumma better than her mother. 
Ammumma had a cancer in her womb and it was about to be operated upon. To this lady 
the removal of her womb meant the end of her sexual existence which was the core of her 
being. Motherhood was her claim to power and authority- between her and her children 
existed a type of master-slave relationship. Before her death Amumma had in her delirium 
addressed her dead mother. Nair shows how the identity of a woman is dominated by the 
mother figure.  “Women turn to their mothers when they have no one else to turn to."(Nair, 
71) 
 Rich in her famous chapter on “Motherhood and Daughterhood” in Of Women Born 
speaks of “counter-mothers”. The counter mother is different from the biological mother in 
that she is a mother of choice by the daughter. In Sheela’s case her Ammumma becomes the 
“counter-mother” and she tries to honour her last wish of staying pretty in sleep by 
decorating the corpse of her grandmother with cosmetics, thereby inviting wrath from the 
family. The bond between Sheela and Ammumma is homosocial because the 
communication between them is based on the formative and summative stages of a 
woman’s sexuality.  
        Akhila also comes across a lady named Marikolanthu whose homosocial bond with her 
employer Sujata Akka is perhaps the perfect example of the Kosofskian contention that, 

“...the adjective “homosocial” as applied to women’s bonds ...need not be pointedly 
dichotomized as against “homosexual”, it can intelligibly denominate the entire 
continuum”.* (Kosofsky, 697) 

 Marikolanthu was a helper in the kitchen of Sujata along with her mother. Sujata is a 
lesbian leading a heterosexual life for the need of social security and power as the 
matriarch of the household. Marikolanthu slowly becomes favourite helper and Sujata 
teaches her to be a fashionable woman. In the course of the novel Marikolanthu is 
employed in the household of two Western lesbians namely Missy K and Missy V. She could 
feel that they lived like a couple but could not identify them as lesbians. After her return to 
the household of Sujata she gets into a physical relationship with her out of love. The 
emotional attachment for Sujata makes Marikolanthu engage with her on the erotic level. 

“It was I who had sought to give her pleasure and in her pleasure lay my reward....I 
had loved her with all my heart for so long; it seemed natural that I  love her now 
with my body; my thwarted dreams and unfulfilled desires.” (Nair, 261) 

         Marikolanthu-Sujata bond takes on a new dimension when the former lets the latter’s 
husband to have sex with her. Marikolanthu feels that by doing so she is saving her 
homosexual partner the trauma of heterosexual physical union. However Sujata 
minterprets her intention and sees her as a contender to her power as the matriarch of the 
Chettiyar household and sends her out of the house.This bond is the most complicated of all  
bonds as it graphically describes inter-woman sexual relations and shows its justification  
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in subverting the male domination in the familial space. 
 Anita Nair’s novel Ladies Coupe shows how in the face of patriarchy or patriarchal 
hegemonic institutions female bonds exist as a parallel line of power. They question the 
very essence of female existence in the postcolonial world where women are still leading 
colonised lives under the domination of various institutions of domination. In the context 
of the Indian cultural backdrop female homosocial bonds provide the necessary cover for 
inter women sexual relationships and thereby contribute towards the formation and 
realisation of their individual identities. 
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