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Abstract 

This article offers a critical examination of the nuanced portrayal of gender and power 

dynamics in Anita Nair's novels The Better Man and Mistress. It explores how Nair 

constructs her male and female characters within the constraints of societal expectations, 

power structures, and personal desires, and how these dynamics reflect and challenge 

traditional gender roles in Indian society. The central argument posits that Nair employs 

these dynamics not only as a critique of entrenched gender norms but also to illuminate the 

pervasive power imbalances that govern relationships, significantly influencing the 

characters' lives, decisions, and identities. Through a detailed analysis of character 

interactions, the societal norms they must navigate, and the consequences for their personal 

growth and relationships, this article seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of 

Nair's commentary on gender and power within the context of Indian society. 
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Introduction 

Anita Nair, an influential voice in 

contemporary Indian literature, frequently 

engages with the complexities of human 

relationships, particularly those shaped by 

gender and power. Her novels The Better Man 

and Mistress serve as poignant explorations of 

how traditional gender roles and power 

dynamics influence individual lives and 

relationships within the socio-cultural context 

of India (Nair, 2005). 

Gender roles refer to the societal 

norms dictating behaviors, responsibilities, and 

expectations associated with being male or 

female. In the Indian context, these roles are 

deeply entrenched in patriarchal traditions, 

often reinforcing male dominance and female 

subordination (Chatterjee, 1993). Power 

dynamics within relationships pertain to the 

distribution and exercise of power between 

individuals, often influenced by gender, social 

status, and cultural norms (Spivak, 1988). 

These dynamics can either perpetuate 

traditional roles or challenge and subvert them, 

depending on the characters' choices and 

circumstances (Said, 1978). 

In The Better Man and Mistress, Nair 

meticulously constructs her characters' lives 

around these gendered expectations and power 

structures. The Better Man, set in a rural village, 

focuses on the protagonist Mukundan's struggle 

with traditional masculinity, exploring how 

patriarchal expectations shape his identity and 

choices (Nair, 1999). Conversely, Mistress, set 

in a more cosmopolitan environment, depicts 

characters navigating complex power dynamics 
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within their personal and professional lives 

(Nair, 2005). This article posits that Nair 

critiques traditional gender roles by illustrating 

the power imbalances in relationships and 

examining how these imbalances affect the 

characters' lives and identities. The analysis 

will begin by discussing the historical and 

cultural background of gender roles and power 

dynamics in Indian society, followed by a 

detailed examination of these themes in each 

novel, and will conclude with a comparative 

analysis of the two works. 

Gender Roles and Power Dynamics in 

Indian Society 

In India, traditional gender roles have 

been profoundly influenced by patriarchal 

norms that have historically positioned men as 

the dominant figures in both the family unit and 

broader society. This patriarchal structure is 

deeply rooted in the cultural, religious, and 

legal foundations of Indian society, which have 

collectively worked to reinforce male authority 

and female subordination (Chatterjee, 1993). 

Men are typically seen as the primary 

breadwinners and decision-makers, holding 

authority over familial and societal matters. 

This dominance is not only socially accepted 

but is also perpetuated through various cultural 

practices, such as patrilineal inheritance, where 

property and familial lineage are passed down 

through the male line, further entrenching male 

dominance (Lerner, 1986). Additionally, 

religious teachings in many Indian traditions 

often idealize male strength and leadership, 

while women are frequently cast in supportive 

roles, emphasizing their duties as caregivers 

and upholders of family honor (Nussbaum, 

2000). 

Women, conversely, are often expected 

to embody qualities of submission and self-

sacrifice, primarily engaging in roles that 

revolve around caregiving, managing domestic 

responsibilities, and maintaining the family's 

reputation (Nanda, 2000). These expectations 

are deeply embedded in the social fabric, where 

cultural narratives and media portrayals 

commonly celebrate the ideal woman as one 

who is obedient, nurturing, and dedicated to her 

family (Uberoi, 1993). Such portrayals 

reinforce the notion that a woman’s primary 

identity is tied to her roles as a wife, mother, 

and daughter, with her worth often measured by 

her ability to conform to these expectations. 

Legal frameworks have also historically played 

a role in limiting women's autonomy and access 

to power. For instance, laws concerning 

marriage, inheritance, and property rights have 

traditionally favored men, thereby 

institutionalizing gender inequality (Agnes, 

1999). While reforms have been introduced 

over time to address these disparities, the legacy 

of these laws continues to influence the status 

of women in India, perpetuating a system where 

their roles and rights are circumscribed by 

patriarchal values (Kumar, 1993). 

These traditional gender roles, 

sustained by a combination of cultural, 

religious, and legal forces, have had profound 

implications for women's autonomy and their 

access to power within Indian society. Despite 

gradual progress in some areas, the deeply 

entrenched nature of these norms continues to 

pose significant challenges to achieving gender 

equality. 

Power dynamics within traditional 

gender roles are complex and often serve to 

reinforce the existing social hierarchy. In many 

traditional Indian households, power is 

predominantly concentrated in the hands of 

men, particularly elder males, who are vested 

with the authority to make decisions that impact 

the entire family (Chatterjee, 1993). Women, 

even when they wield influence within the 

domestic sphere, frequently do so in a manner 

that does not overtly challenge male authority. 

This dynamic is evident in the societal 

expectations placed on women to be dutiful 

wives and mothers, often necessitating the 

sacrifice of their own desires and ambitions for 

the welfare of the family (Uberoi, 1993). 

However, with the advent of 

modernization, increased access to education, 

and economic independence, these traditional 

roles are increasingly being questioned and 

redefined. Women are progressively asserting 

their rights and challenging the power 

structures that have historically relegated them 

to subordinate positions (Nussbaum, 2000). 

This shift has led to significant tension and 

conflict, as the evolving roles of women 

frequently clash with deeply entrenched 

societal expectations. The renegotiation of 

these roles within the family and society often 

results in a complex interplay between tradition 

and modernity, where women must navigate the 

delicate balance between embracing new 

opportunities and adhering to cultural norms 

(Kumar, 1993). 
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In her novels, Anita Nair addresses 

these intricate dynamics by placing her 

characters in situations where they must 

contend with the complexities of traditional 

gender roles and the power structures that 

sustain them. Nair’s works critically examine 

how these dynamics manifest in various social 

settings, ranging from rural villages to urban 

centers, and how they influence the characters' 

decisions, relationships, and identities (Nair, 

2005). By exploring the tension between 

traditional expectations and contemporary 

aspirations, Nair highlights the ongoing 

struggle for gender equality within Indian 

society, illustrating how personal agency and 

societal change are inextricably linked. 

Gender and Power Dynamics in The Better 

Man 

In The Better Man, Mukundan’s life is deeply 

influenced by traditional expectations of 

masculinity and entrenched power dynamics 

within his family and society. Set in the rural 

village of Kaikurussi, the novel depicts a 

patriarchal structure where rigid gender roles 

dictate behavior. Central to this exploration is 

Mukundan’s relationship with his father, 

Achuthan Nair, who embodies traditional 

masculine ideals of authority, control, and 

emotional stoicism. Mukundan, often feeling 

emasculated and powerless, struggles to assert 

himself against his father’s dominance, 

reflecting societal pressures to conform to these 

masculine ideals despite his own insecurities. 

Mukundan’s understanding of 

masculinity is further challenged by his 

interactions with Bhasi, an artist who represents 

an alternative model of masculinity. Bhasi’s 

unconventional lifestyle prompts Mukundan to 

reconsider traditional power structures, leading 

him on a journey of self-discovery and 

empowerment. 

The female characters in the novel, 

particularly Anjana, navigate these gendered 

power dynamics differently. Anjana, a widow, 

embodies traditional womanhood 

submissiveness, domesticity, and resilience. 

Her interactions with Mukundan highlight the 

subtle ways women exert influence within a 

patriarchal society, often through emotional 

intelligence and relationship management, 

despite limited avenues for asserting overt 

power. 

Through these characters, Nair 

critiques rigid gender expectations, illustrating 

how traditional roles can stifle individual 

growth and perpetuate power imbalances. 

Mukundan’s journey towards self-realization 

requires challenging imposed masculine ideals, 

while Anjana’s quiet strength underscores the 

resilience needed to navigate a male-dominated 

society with limited opportunities for overt 

power. 

Gender and Power Dynamics in Mistress 

In Mistress, Anita Nair transitions to an 

urban and cosmopolitan setting, where 

characters navigate intricate power dynamics 

within their personal and professional spheres. 

The novel centers around Radha, a married 

woman entangled in a love triangle with her 

husband, Shyam, and a visiting foreigner, 

Chris. Through the interactions among these 

three characters, Nair critically examines the 

intersections of gender, power, and desire. 

Radha's marriage to Shyam is 

characterized by a significant power imbalance, 

with Shyam occupying the dominant position 

as the breadwinner and primary decision-

maker. Shyam's control over Radha is evident 

in his expectation that she conforms to the 

traditional role of a dutiful wife, responsible for 

catering to his needs and maintaining the 

household. However, Radha's growing 

dissatisfaction with this role is palpable, as she 

longs for emotional and intellectual fulfillment 

beyond the confines of her marriage. 

Radha's extramarital affair with Chris 

represents a disruption of the established power 

dynamics within her marriage. Chris, as a 

foreigner and an outsider, challenges the status 

quo by offering Radha an alternative to the 

stifling expectations imposed by her marriage. 

The affair becomes a vehicle for Radha to 

explore her desires and assert her autonomy, 

though it unfolds within a context laden with 

moral and societal implications. Through 

Radha's relationship with Chris, Nair critiques 

the restrictive limitations placed on women by 

traditional gender roles, particularly within the 

institution of marriage. 

Shyam's response to Radha's affair 

further illuminates the power dynamics at play. 

His initial reaction, marked by denial and anger, 

underscores his inability to comprehend or 

accept Radha's assertion of independence. As 

the novel progresses, Shyam is compelled to 

confront his own insecurities and the fragility 

of his perceived power. Nair portrays Shyam's 

struggle as emblematic of the broader 
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challenges faced by men in a society where 

traditional gender roles are increasingly 

questioned and redefined. 

Chris, in contrast, embodies a different 

set of power dynamics. As a foreigner in India, 

he is simultaneously an object of fascination 

and suspicion. His relationship with Radha is 

complicated by the cultural differences between 

them, as well as by the inherent power 

imbalance—Chris, as a wealthy, educated 

outsider, and Radha, as a woman constrained by 

societal expectations. Nair utilizes Chris's 

character to explore the complexities of cross-

cultural relationships and the power dynamics 

that arise from them. 

Through these interactions, Nair offers 

a critique of traditional gender roles that dictate 

the behavior of both men and women. She 

highlights the ways in which power imbalances 

can distort relationships, leading to 

dissatisfaction, conflict, and ultimately, 

transformation. Radha's journey is one of self-

discovery, where she learns to navigate the 

power structures surrounding her and assert her 

identity, even at the cost of societal disapproval. 

Shyam, too, undergoes a transformation, albeit 

a reluctant one, as he grapples with the evolving 

dynamics of his marriage and his role within it. 

Comparative Analysis: Gender and Power 

Dynamics Across the Two Novels 

When comparing The Better Man and 

Mistress, several recurring themes emerge that 

underscore Anita Nair's critical examination of 

gender roles and power dynamics within Indian 

society. Both novels investigate the ways in 

which societal expectations shape the behavior 

of men and women and how power imbalances 

within relationships can lead to personal and 

relational conflicts. 

In The Better Man, the rural village 

setting provides a backdrop for the exploration 

of traditional masculinity and the power 

structures that reinforce it. Mukundan's struggle 

with his father's authority and his own 

insecurities reflects the societal pressure to 

conform to rigid ideals of masculinity. The 

power dynamics in this novel are 

predominantly shaped by familial and societal 

expectations, which dictate the roles of both 

men and women. Mukundan’s journey toward 

self-realization involves challenging these 

expectations and redefining his identity beyond 

the constraints of traditional masculinity. 

Conversely, Mistress is set in an urban 

and cosmopolitan environment, where the 

characters navigate power dynamics influenced 

by cultural, economic, and gendered factors. 

Radha’s affair with Chris and the ensuing 

conflict with Shyam underscore the 

complexities of modern relationships, where 

traditional gender roles are increasingly 

questioned. The power dynamics in Mistress 

are more fluid and complex, reflecting the 

evolving societal norms and the challenges 

associated with navigating multiple identities 

and desires in a rapidly changing world. 

A significant distinction between the 

two novels lies in the portrayal of female 

agency. In The Better Man, female characters 

like Anjana operate within the constraints of a 

patriarchal society, exerting influence in subtle 

and indirect ways. Their power is often 

confined to the domestic sphere, where they 

navigate relationships and manage emotions 

within the family context. In contrast, Mistress 

portrays Radha as a character who overtly 

challenges traditional gender roles. Her affair 

with Chris represents an assertion of her 

autonomy and a rejection of the limitations 

imposed by her marriage. Radha’s journey is 

one of self-empowerment, as she seeks to 

redefine her identity and assert her desires, even 

in the face of societal judgment. 

The differing settings of the two novels 

also significantly influence the portrayal of 

gender and power dynamics. The rural village 

in The Better Man reinforces traditional gender 

roles and power structures that rigidly govern 

the characters' lives. In this context, the power 

dynamics are more static, allowing little room 

for deviation from societal norms. The urban 

setting of Mistress, however, facilitates a more 

nuanced exploration of gender roles, where 

characters must navigate not only traditional 

expectations but also the influences of 

modernity, globalization, and cultural 

exchange. 

Nair’s critique of gender roles evolves 

between the two novels, offering a broader 

commentary on Indian society. In The Better 

Man, the focus is on the internal struggles of 

characters as they contend with traditional 

expectations and the power dynamics within 

their families. The novel emphasizes the 

limitations of these roles and the repercussions 

of failing to meet societal standards. In 

Mistress, Nair extends her critique to 

encompass the broader societal forces that 
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shape gender and power dynamics, particularly 

within the context of modern relationships. The 

novel suggests that traditional gender roles are 

increasingly unsustainable in a rapidly 

changing society, where individuals must 

navigate complex identities and desires. 

This comparative analysis highlights 

how Nair uses both rural and urban settings to 

explore the shifting nature of gender roles and 

power dynamics, offering a nuanced critique of 

the societal structures that shape individual 

identities and relationships in Indian society. 

Conclusion 

Anita Nair’s novels The Better Man 

and Mistress provide a profound exploration of 

gender and power dynamics within the context 

of Indian society. Through her portrayal of male 

and female characters, Nair critically examines 

traditional gender roles and the power 

imbalances that sustain them, shedding light on 

the profound impact these dynamics have on 

individual lives and relationships. 

In The Better Man, Nair delves into the 

internal struggles of her characters as they 

navigate the expectations associated with 

masculinity and femininity in a rural village 

setting. The power dynamics within the novel 

are largely shaped by familial and societal 

expectations, which dictate the roles and 

behaviors of both men and women. 

Mukundan’s journey toward self-realization 

involves a critical engagement with these 

expectations, leading him to redefine his 

identity beyond the constraints of traditional 

masculinity. 

Conversely, in Mistress, Nair shifts her 

focus to an urban and cosmopolitan setting, 

where characters navigate intricate power 

dynamics within their personal and professional 

lives. The novel explores the intersections of 

gender, power, and desire, highlighting the 

ways in which traditional gender roles are 

increasingly questioned and redefined in the 

context of modern relationships. Radha’s 

journey of self-discovery and empowerment 

represents a direct challenge to the limitations 

imposed by traditional gender roles, while 

Shyam’s struggle reflects the broader societal 

challenge of adapting to changing norms and 

expectations. 

Through these two novels, Nair offers 

a nuanced critique of gender and power 

dynamics, illustrating how traditional roles can 

stifle individual growth and perpetuate power 

imbalances. Her work serves as a critical 

commentary on the evolving nature of gender 

roles in Indian society, underscoring the need 

for a more flexible and inclusive approach to 

relationships and identity. Future research 

could further explore these themes in Nair’s 

other works or in the broader context of Indian 

literature, particularly in how they reflect the 

changing landscape of gender and power in 

contemporary society. 

This academic analysis highlights 

Nair’s contribution to the discourse on gender 

and power, emphasizing her role in challenging 

and redefining traditional norms within Indian 

literature. 
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