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 This article examines the complex and captivating relationship between Maan 
Kapoor and Saeeda Bai in Vikram Seth's A Suitable Boy, exploring themes 
of sensuality, intimacy, and emotional connection. Through a close analysis 
of the text, this study argues that Maan's passion for Saeeda challenges 
societal norms of age-shaming elderly women and objectifying women, 
showcasing his admiration for her as a person.  
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1. Introduction 

 “The love between man and woman is the greatest and most complete passion the world will ever 

see, because it is dual, because it is of two opposing kinds.” -DH Lawrence 

Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy (1993) is one of the longest novels ever published in a single volume, 

set in post-colonial India during the early 1950s. The novel explores diverse dimensions of human 

relationships, particularly those between men and women, through a rich and intricate web of 

characters. Maan’s relationship with Saeeda Bai, a beautiful and talented courtesan, is one of the most 

vividly depicted in A Suitable Boy.  This article focuses on how their bond transcends societal 

boundaries and expectations, which is marked by intense physical attraction and sensuality. For Maan, 

Saeeda Bai initially embodies the exotic and the unattainable, a woman of mystery and sensual allure. 

However, as their relationship deepens, he sees a more vulnerable side of Saeeda Bai. In this novel, 

Saeeada's desire is not objectified or commodified; it's acknowledged and respected. As Seth notes, 

"She wanted him, and she was not ashamed of it" (P.1227). 
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2. The Sensual and Passionate Relationship between Maan Kapoor and Saeeda Bai 

"The heart has its reasons, which reason knows nothing of." - François La Rochefoucauld  

Saeeda Bai, as a courtesan, is called a fallen woman who occupies a liminal space in society—desired 

by men yet ostracised and disrespected by the same society that consumes her art.  She is a woman 

who commands respect and admiration for her beauty and artistic talents, yet she is also acutely aware 

of the precariousness of her position in a patriarchal society. 

Saeeda's character defies traditional representations of courtesans in Indian literature. She exercises 

agency, navigating complex power dynamics and asserting her autonomy. As Seth writes, "She was a 

courtesan, but she was also a woman with a mind of her own" (Part 5, Chapter 22). 

Maan and Saeeda Bai's relationship, unlike the more socially acceptable relationships in the novel, 

begins outside the institution of marriage and in defiance of societal expectations. 

Maan is immediately captivated by Saeeda Bai's singing and her physical presence, a relationship that 

begins in the context of sensual indulgence. Unlike the conventional, marriage-oriented romances in 

the novel, Maan’s love for Saeeda Bai is primarily emotional and passionate.  

Saeeda's emotional labor creates a safe space for Maan, allowing him to confront his vulnerabilities. 
Their intimacy is built on mutual respect, trust, and understanding. As Maan expresses openly, "You 
are the only person who has ever seen me, truly seen me" (P.1209). 

Seth presents this relationship as one that exists in a realm beyond societal norms, suggesting that 

sensuality and love can exist outside traditional boundaries, though not without complications. 

Their bond is woven with deep rooted musical connection and emotional intimacy. 

"The voice was like dark honey, and it flowed through the room like a warm current through water" 

(P.1157).  

Maan's fascination with Saeeda's voice and artistic expression highlights the sensual aspect of their 

relationship. As Seth writes, their emotional intimacy is evident in their deep conversations, revealing 

vulnerabilities and desires. 

"I have never spoken to anyone as I have spoken to you, Saeeda." (P.1173) 

Their hearts are filled with mutual respect and unspoken understanding. Despite societal constraints, 

Maan and Saeeda treat each other with respect and admiration, adding depth to their bond. They both 
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know how society looks at them. It is shown when Maan acknowledges, "You are a courtesan, 

Saeeda, and I am a badmash - what business do I have thinking of you?" (P.1191).  

But their interactions often convey unspoken emotions, showcasing a profound connection that goes 

beyond words. Their passionate relationship defies societal norms. Maan's passion for Saeeda 

challenges societal norms of age-shaming elderly women and objectifying women, showcasing his 

admiration for her as a person. As Seth notes, "He had never felt like this about anyone, and he did 

not care what the world thought" (P.1234). 

Saeeda Bai’s relationship with Maan reveals her emotional depth, her longing for stability, and her 

struggles with the societal constraints placed upon her. Saeeda Bai’s fate remains uncertain at the end 

of the novel, but her relationship with Maan underscores the novel’s exploration of class, gender, and 

the fluidity of social roles. 

"She looked at him, and he knew that she knew that he knew." (P.1213) 

Maan’s relationship with Saeeda Bai places him in direct conflict with his family, particularly his 

father, Mahesh Kapoor. Mahesh is a respected politician who represents the values of social propriety 

and political duty, and Maan’s relationship with a courtesan is an embarrassment to the family’s 

reputation. This conflict between personal desire and familial obligation is a key theme in the novel, 

and Maan’s defiance of his family’s expectations is emblematic of the broader generational and 

cultural shifts occurring in post-independence India. 

3. Conclusion 

 "Passion is blind to caste and creed, it sees only the soul." - Swami Vivekananda (Indian Hindu 

monk and philosopher) 

Maan Kapoor and Saeeda Bai's relationship is one of the most compelling and complex relationships 

in A Suitable Boy. It encapsulates the tension between passion and societal norms, the exploration of 

sensuality, and the journey of emotional maturation. Through Maan, Vikram Seth explores the themes 

of love, obsession, and redemption, showing how personal desire can both liberate and entrap 

individuals in a world defined by social expectations. Maan and Saeeda's relationship is a testament to 

the power of genuine connection, transcending societal expectations and norms. Ultimately, Maan’s 

relationship with Saeeda Bai serves as a powerful narrative of growth, illustrating the transformative 

power of love and the necessity of balancing personal desires with the demands of family and society. 
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