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Abstract 
This study examines Anita Nair’s novel Lessons in Forgetting through the lens of resistance and 
identity reconstruction. The novel explores the protagonist, Meera, as she embarks on a distressing 
journey of self-discovery and resistance against the societal and patriarchal structures that have 
shaped her identity.  This exploration highlights Nair’s portrayal of female agency, memory, and 
the complexities of identity formation in patriarchal society. This paper investigates the novel in 
light of the strategies of resistance Meera employs to assert her agency and the implications of 
her journey for understanding female identity in a patriarchal context. She attempts to free herself 
from the clutches of tradition. Meera’s journey symbolises the tensions between societal pressures 
and individual desires, as she seeks to redefine herself beyond the roles of daughter, wife, and 
mother. Nair depicts Meera’s resistance as a multifaceted process involving remembering and 
forgetting as tools for identity reconstruction. Through her evolving relationships and self-
absorption, Meera gradually reclaims her sense of self, challenging the patriarchal narratives 
that have defined her. Lessons in Forgetting presents an intricate portrayal of a woman’s struggle 
to reclaim her selfhood, offering insights into the complexities of identity reconstruction in the 
face of societal and personal challenges. This research will add and contribute a new perspective 
to examining the novel in the context of urban women’s quest for the self as they struggle with the 
challenges of a broken marriage and explore the possibility of second chances.
Keywords: Emotional Journey, Feminist Narratology, Identity Reconstruction, Postcolonial 
Feminism, Women Empowerment

Introduction
	 Literature serves as a mirror to society, reflecting the complexities of 
human experiences, cultural norms, and the relationship between tradition and 
modernity. One of the important considerations of postcolonial literature of 
Indian Writing in English is ‘reclaiming the self, ’ which is especially evident 
in the genre of fiction. This theme was explored by late twentieth-century 
novelists. The Indian woman’s search for the self is reflected in the works 
of women novelists, one of whom is Anita Nair. She is a significant voice 
in contemporary Indian literature, known for exploring themes of identity, 
gender, resistance, and societal complexities, and offering insights into the 
human condition. Born in Kerala, India, Nair’s work has gained international 
recognition. She won the Sahitya Akademi Award, was shortlisted for 
international awards, and had her works translated into multiple languages. 
Nair discusses women’s sexuality, physical relations, extramarital affairs, and 
sex without marriage. These thoughts are not unusual but are still considered 
unacceptable in Indian society.
	 Anita Nair’s Lessons in Forgetting (2010), later retitled The Lilac House 
(2012) for worldwide distribution is a reflective literary analysis of the 
interaction between memory, gender, identity, and conflict within the socio-
cultural material of contemporary India. 
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	 Both titles narrate the same story, but they carry 
different symbolic qualities that shape a reader’s 
understanding of the novel’s themes. Lessons in 
Forgetting implies a philosophical engagement with 
past traumas and the emotional effort of healing, 
whereas The Lilac House portrays domestic space 
as a site of both oppression and resistance. These 
central themes do not function as contradictions but 
as complementary frameworks, offering insights into 
the understanding of space, memory, and gender in the 
characters’ lives. This duality is purposeful, framing 
the novel’s core concern with revealing intimate 
narratives of loss and recovery as intrinsically 
political acts of resistance against patriarchal norms. 
In Indian society, a woman conditioned to embody 
the archetype of an ideal wife is composed, obliging, 
and defined by her husband’s identity.
	 Lessons in Forgetting deals with three-generation 
stories. Culturally identical challenges such as 
mentally affected psyche, physical changes, identity 
crises, and searching for personal identity were 
the major concerns in this novel. Living life for a 
purpose and need was recognized as culture, and it 
was interconnected with society. In this novel, traces 
of identity change can be found in the characters. 
These changes were contrasted in different aspects. 
This novel aligns with contemporary research 
on reclaiming the self, resistance, and identity 
reconstruction in Anita Nair’s Lessons in Forgetting 
as a narrative of redemption, forgiveness, and second 
chances.

Objective of the Study
	 The primary objective of this study is to analyze 
and examine the portrayal of women as victims in a 
patriarchal society and to understand how the female 
characters struggle to reclaim their selves. It will 
investigate how the inner trauma of the character 
had crisis due to abandonment by her husband with 
whom she has had a love marriage, deserts her due 
to his dominant ambitions. This study hopes to 
contribute to the ongoing discussions on her pursuit 
of self and her efforts to reconstruct her life with 
fresh beginnings in the context of her way of life.
	
Literature Review
	 In recent years, much research has been 
conducted on feminism and the quest for identity, as 

it is a growing area of study. Anita Nair’s Lessons 
in Forgetting has bring attention for its emotional 
portrayal of a woman’s journey towards self-
discovery within societal and patriarchal pressures. 
The novel’s exploration of identity, trauma, 
resistance, and eventual empowerment situates it 
within the broader discussions of feminist literature 
and identity politics in India.
	 Yadav and Rohitashwani (2024) examined the 
pervasive influence of patriarchy and its impact on 
women’s self-perception in the novel. Their study 
highlights how female characters are conditioned 
to internalize societal expectations and subordinate 
their identities within domestic and emotional 
space. However, through experiences of betrayal 
and disillusionment, the protagonist, Meera, begins 
to question these roles. The authors argue that self-
discovery becomes an act of resistance, enabling 
women to dismantle patriarchal dominance and 
to reconstruct their identities. This process of 
“forgetting” signifies a rejection of oppressive norms 
and the reclaiming of autonomy.
	 Similarly, Venibha and Godsen (2024) focused on 
the portrayal of women’s aspirations and struggles, 
emphasizing the gradual evolution of individuality. 
Their analysis reveals that the female characters’ 
journeys are marked by emotional conflict, societal 
pressure, and the desire for independence. This study 
suggests that identity reconstruction is not immediate 
but occurs through continuous negotiation between 
personal desires and social expectations. This 
reinforces the notion that reclaiming the self is a 
dynamic and transformative process.
	 Revathi and Jayashankar (2022) further 
contribute to this discourse by examining the identity 
reconstruction in a patriarchal society. They argue that 
the novel presents women’s identities as fragmented 
because of emotional trauma and societal constraints. 
However, these “shards” are gradually rebuilt into a 
coherent sense of self through resilience and self-
awareness. Their work underscores the importance 
of inner strength and personal agency in overcoming 
patriarchal oppression and redefining one’s identity.
	 Sontakke (2020) situates the narrative within 
a broader sociocultural context, examining the 
tension between tradition and modernity. This study 
argues that identity reconstruction is influenced by 
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cultural expectations and evolving social norms. The 
novel’s women navigate these conflicting forces, 
ultimately redefining their roles and asserting their 
individuality. This cultural dimension reinforces the 
idea that reclaiming oneself involves both personal 
and societal transformation.
	 Collectively, these studies demonstrate that 
Lessons in Forgetting presents identity as fluid 
and evolving, shaped by resistance to patriarchal 
structures and the pursuit of self. In the literature, 
much research has been conducted to explore the 
internal conflicts women face between personal 
ambition and social anticipation. In Lessons in 
Forgetting, several studies have been conducted to 
explore the freedom of women to fulfil their different 
conventional responsibilities as daughters, wives, 
mothers, and so on. While previous research has 
addressed themes of feminism, trauma, and cultural 
identity, there remains scope for a more integrated 
analysis of resistance and identity reconstruction 
as interrelated processes. Therefore, this study 
seeks to bridge this gap by examining how acts of 
resistance—both internal and external—enable 
women to reclaim their sense of self and reconstruct 
their identities in the face of adversity.
	
Methodology and Limitations
	 The Paper “Reclaiming the Self: Resistance and 
Identity Reconstruction in Anita Nair’s Lessons in 
Forgetting” uses a qualitative research approach 
to examine the themes of selfhood, resistance, and 
identity reconstruction. The primary text chosen for 
this research is Anita Nair’s Lessons in Forgetting, 
which employs a descriptive methodology to analyze 
the text. A close reading approach was used to 
analyze key themes, character interactions, and the 
representation of reclaiming the self, resistance, and 
identity reconstruction. Specific attention is given 
to how the protagonist negotiates emotional trauma, 
social expectations, and patriarchal constraints 
in her journey towards self-realization. Existing 
research and literature on women’s writing were 
examined as secondary sources. This method helps 
us understand how fictional narratives reflect real-
world problems. This research primarily focuses on 
the interrelationship between reclaiming the self and 
resistance, thereby foregrounding psychological and 

emotional dimensions. Other influential factors, such 
as class, economic conditions, intersectionality, and 
broader socio-political structures, were not examined 
in detail. This selective focus, which is necessary to 
maintain analytical depth, inevitably narrows the 
interpretative framework. These limitations highlight 
the need for further research that implements 
a comparative or interdisciplinary approach, 
incorporating multiple texts and diverse theoretical 
perspectives to achieve a broader understanding of 
identity reconstruction in contemporary literature.

Analysis of Lessons in Forgetting
Meera’s Journey: Trauma and Dislocation
	 The main protagonist of the novel, Meera, is 
a perfectly trained wife who cares only for her 
husband’s wishes. However, one day, she is left 
alone at a party by her husband, Giri, a corporate. 
She seeks for herself. Women in India are trained to 
fulfill the desires of their life partners, even if they 
have to kill their own. Meera loved her husband too 
much. She does not want to disappoint him at any 
time. Meera defines to be “The woman behind his 
success” (Nair 38) and she suppresses her desires for 
Giri, her Zeus. The quote proves her dedication and 
devotion towards her husband,
	 “She was tired. It had been a long and weary day, 
but she wanted to make up for Giri. Smoothen any 
wrinkles that remain between them. Restoring the 
limbo of their lives. If he wanted to make love, she 
was willing and ready. If somewhere deep within, 
a little voice taunted her that she was bartering 
her body for peace, she knew how to silence it 
effectively” (Nair 110).
	 Meera was not able to accept the pain of Giri’s 
sudden absence in her life. Even more shocking was 
that her own children blamed her for Giri’s departure. 
Her total dependency on her husband has prevented 
her from realizing her potential and strength. Meera’s 
hopes of Giri’s return were ruined when he brought 
up the Lilac house again. She realizes that Giri 
married her for her property and not for love. Meera 
determined to hold onto her Lilac house and move on 
from Giri. Meera is abandoned by her husband, Giri, 
forcing her to change from a dependent housewife 
to an economically independent, strong individual. 
This highlights the postcolonial feminist imperative 
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to redefine identity beyond the roles enforced by 
patriarchal norms.

Resistance as Reclamation
	 Meera’s life turns chaotic when her husband 
leaves her, with two kids, her mother, and 
grandmother. She takes up a research assistant job 
with the JAK. Giri starts a new life and asks for a 
divorce. When Meera’s mother dies in an accident, 
Giri does not support her. Meera’s grandmother, 
Lily advices Meera: “I don’t want to talk about the 
wind or the trees. If they bother you so much, chop 
them down!”(Nair 269). She becomes an assistant to 
Prof. J. A. Krishnamurthy. She becomes financially 
independent and takes responsibility for her family. 
She decides to start her new life with Professor J. 
A. Krishnamurthy. Kala Chiti is another example of 
woman’s resistance against old traditions. She resists 
patriarchal rules by cutting her hair and reclaiming 
her name Vaidehi, resisting her husband’s wishes. 
Ambi, her husband plans to remarry because after 
seven years of marriage they do not have child. She 
lives with Sarada by continuing her old name, Kala 
Chithi. When Kala’s father forces her to go and live 
with her husband, she tells her father, “I am not 
going back. I said that I would never grow my hair 
again. If you force me, I will leave home. I will be 
a whore, but I will not be a wife. I am not Ambi’s 
wife, and do not call me Vaidehi ever again. I am 
Kala, do you hear me?” (Nair 206).She reclaims her 
identity by cutting her hair and leaving her name, 
which she feels weighs her down. This symbolizes 
her resistance to oppressive traditions.

Memory and Identity Reconstruction
	 The title of the novel, Lessons in Forgetting, 
represents Meera’s attempts to reconstruct her life 
by overcoming the crisis. Meera emerges as a new 
woman when she succeeds in reconstructing her life. 
Meera finds her inner strength when she courageously 
faces Raj in the party: “Now that she has dealt with 
the wolf, Meera is confident enough to gambol with 
the lambs” (Nair 186). Her grandmother, Lily, also 
encourages her to live her own life as an independent 
woman. Jak also motivates Meera to carry on her 
research and encourages her to write books.

	 Ambi, Kala Chiti’s husband, admiring on her 
hair rather than regarding her as a person. He leaves 
her for being unable to bear a child and decides to 
remarry to fulfill his desires. Kala Chiti, breaks free, 
shaping a new path and choosing to live with Sarada, 
reclaiming her sovereignty.           
	 “I finally had a reason to leave him. Even my 
father could not fault me for this. I was the wronged 
wife, so I left him. Before I left, I cut my hair at the 
nape of my neck. I gave it to Ambi. A long braid 
woven with jasmine and kanakambaram flowers. 
This is all you have ever wanted from me. Keep 
it. And let me go, I said, walking out of the room.  
(P 232)
	 In Indian society, when women are dominated 
and troubled many, cannot fight back and accept 
a troublesome life for society and children. In this 
novel, Meera does not fight back, but after Giri’s 
separation, she hopelessly thinks about what comes 
next because whatever happens, life must go on, and 
she must come out from her past and reconstruct 
her future life according to her desires. The novel 
Lessons in Forgetting  is a significant postcolonial 
feminist  text explores deep-seated issues such as 
female feticide and the pervasive silence around 
gender-based violence, especially through the 
character of Smriti
 
Discussion
	 Lessons in Forgetting portrays the female 
characters as breaking free from traditional norms 
and repressions. The female characters in this novel 
never give up on life, even when things get tough. 
When their husbands leave them they are capable 
enough to choose a better life. When men have 
reasons, women have choices. Giri blames Meera for 
the cause of his lost opportunities in his profession, 
she is shocked and hurt by his accusations. Her world 
collapses in the storm of his betrayal when he leaves 
her. Life teaches everyone to adapt to survive in 
critical times and circumstances. Meera joins as a 
research assistant to Jak. She willingly changes her 
old identity to a new one. She visits a beauty salon 
and gets a new hairstyle.  The attendant in the salon 
seeks her asks for confirmation.
	 ‘Are you sure?’ She remarks “I am. I have had 
the same hairstyle for the last twenty-two years. 
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Even since Giri came into my life. I did not want 
to change anything. My hair, my home, my dreams, 
and myself. I wanted it to be what he wanted. But it 
is time I became a new woman someone I would like 
to be” (Nair 177).
	 Meera excels in her job. She does everything on 
her own, without depending on anyone. She goes to 
Vinnie’s party on her own. Nair remarks, “A woman 
by herself at a party is like a man by himself” (188).
	 Meera’s grandmother advises her, “I do not want 
to talk about the wind or the trees. If they bother you so 
much, chop them down!”(Nair 269). Meera discovers 
that men and trees are the same. Meera realizes that 
if the trees are a bother, they can be cut down. She 
decides not to please her Zeus, Giri. Lily suggests to 
Meera, “It is not about cutting your hair or acquiring a 
new wardrobe….A new look that transforms you into 
a new woman. Get real, Meera. Get real before your 
life slips away from you” (Nair 274).
	 She guides her to be true to herself and cherish 
her dreams. This inspires her to pursue her dreams.
	 Kala another protagonist in the novel becomes 
victim of patriarchal society. She could not cut her 
long hair because her husband liked it. She suffered 
neck pain because of her long hair, and the doctor 
advised her to cut her hair short. However, both 
her husband and father allowed her to cut her hair 
because they considered it a wealth, an ornament of a 
married woman, and she had no choice but to tolerate 
the pain. She says, “What am I to do then? Will I 
have to live with this pain until I die? (Nair 194).
	 Lily, Meera’s grandmother, has become a 
national award-winning actress. She goes to Mysore 
to live with her friend Zahira, an actress, whose son 
is a successful television producer who wants Lily 
to act in a new series. She is too old, but her voice 
is alive with excitement, showcasing her genuine 
enthusiasm for work.
	 The female characters in Lessons in Forgetting 
can be viewed through the theoretical lens of 
Postcolonial Feminism, which highlights the layered 
oppression faced by women within patriarchal 
and culturally conditioned societies. The novel 
reveals how the protagonist’s identity is shaped by 
internalized norms of gender and social expectations, 
as seen in the idea that “a woman always learns to 
adjust” (Nair 89), which depicts the normalization of 
female subordination.        

Findings and Conclusions
	 By examining Lessons in Forgetting, this study 
emphasizes reclaiming the self through resistance and 
identity reconstruction of the characters. The novel’s 
female characters try to subdue their past memories 
by embracing new beginnings and learning a lesson 
in forgetting to move on with life. Meera, Kala, Lily, 
Vinnie, and other characters erase patriarchal norms 
and societal expectations by empowering women 
and challenging conventional notions of female 
identity. The freedom of the woman to fulfil her 
different responsibilities as a daughter, wife, mother 
and other things is discovered in Nair. The concept 
of self-discovery, which is central to her work, is 
also addressed in this study. As the title suggests, 
women forget the lessons they were taught by the 
patriarchal society to live their lives independently 
by reclaiming their self. This study showcases the 
fine balance required to achieve self-identity and 
reconstruction through resistance, challenging 
patriarchal conventions, while celebrating individual 
strength and resilience. As quoted in the review, 
“Book of the Month: Lessons in Forgetting,” she 
desires to be able to determine, “Who she is, what 
she wants to be, and how she decides the trajectory 
of her life is for her, and her alone, to deal with.” 
The study illustrates how identity is not fixed but 
continuously negotiated and how reclaiming the 
self emerges from resisting imposed roles and 
reconstructing one’s sense of individuality within a 
postcolonial sociocultural framework.

Scope for Further Research
	 Further research can be conducted on other 
similar works, such as Lessons in Forgetting, to 
analyze similar themes in other contemporary 
Indian novels, highlighting diverse perspectives, 
experiences, and narratives of self-reclamation. 
Comparative studies can be conducted by comparing 
the novel’s representation of Indian cultural norms 
and their impact on women’s identities with other 
cultural contexts. Other factors like caste, class, 
and sexuality intersect with patriarchal oppression, 
influencing women’s experiences and resistance 
strategies can be further dealt with so on.
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