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Abstract: 

Woman is constructed by the dominant patriarchal discourse. A woman is marginalized 

by the authoritarian hierarchy of the patriarchy.  According to the dominant discourse, she is the 

other; a mute sufferer in the society and man is the self. It is the male gaze which defines 

womanhood and locates a woman in the society. Bhupen Hazarika in a number of his songs 

gives space to articulate the voice of the gendered subaltern. In a patriarchal social set up, the 

relation between subjectivity and agency make women marginalized, and through his songs 

Bhupen Hazarika exposes this politics. Moreover, in these songs Bhupen Hazarika tries to give 

space to women to narrate their stories of subordination and oppression. The lyrics contain 

feminist discourse which questions the hegemony that oppresses and drives away women from 

the centre. This marginalized section of humanity comprises peasants, day labourers, tea garden 

women, widows, tribal women, concubines etc. The dominant image of woman in Bhupen 

Hazarika’s lyrics is a rebel woman. Though they suffer under the hegemonic dominance, 

ultimately they come into consciousness and are ready to wage a battle against the oppressors. 

Hence, this paper attempts to study, firstly, who are the subaltern women portrayed by Bhupen 

Hazarika in his songs; secondly, how the gendered subalterns are allowed to speak about 

themselves.  
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 1.0 Introduction             

The Subaltern Studies Project defines the subaltern as a group of peoples who are 

―subordinate in terms of class, caste, age, gender and office, or in any other way‖ (Sen 203). In 

the context of patriarchal society, a woman is treated as other. Man is the self, woman is the 

other. In patriarchal hierarchy, women are marginalized. She acquires the language of the 

dominant class by ―abandoning‖ her own voice and imitates the voice of the dominant class. All 

the institution in this patriarchal social structure values what is said, thought or dictated by the 

men or the patriarchs. It has been observed that socialization helps to inculcate the habit of 

making a good woman by being silent even at the time of acute injustice. It is well-known that 

the notion of the feminine (rather than the subaltern of imperialism) has been used … within 

deconstructive criticism within certain varieties of feminist criticism‖ (Spivak 287). This social 

tradition is a phallocentric tradition. ―Phallus‖ literally means male sex organ, denoting power. It 

is seen that while ―a figure of ―woman‖ who is at issue, one whose minimal prediction as 

indeterminate is already available to the phallocentric tradition‖ (Spivak 287), she faces lots of 

pressure. Subaltern historiography points out questions of method that would prevent it from 

using such a ruse. For the ―figure‖ of woman, the relationship between woman and silence can 

be plotted by woman themselves; race and class differences are subsumed under the charge 

(Spivak 287).  

Bhupen Hazrika (1926-2011) in a number of songs and films questions patriarchal 

hierarchy and in his meticulously woven tune and thought not only reveal the real condition of 

women in Indian society, but also gives a space to articulate their voice against the dominant 

discourse. Various facets of gendered subaltern such as female labourer, wife, poor widow, 

landless peasant,  tea garden labourers, harlots etc. are given the central position while the 

authoritarian discourse and societal norms have marginalized them.  

2.0 An Ecofeminist Purview: Nature as Prakriti  

Ecofeminism provides a critique to make a comprehensive comparison between mother 

earth and the oppression on women. A number of songs composed by Bhupen Hazarika can be 

studied from the perspective of ecofeminism. Bhupen Hazarika presents a mother figure in some 

of his songs, who has to bear silently exploitation, colonial suppression, oppression and torture : 
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―Ramake Jamake asil mor Asomi … Company ahile … barghar xomale/ xelere bukute hani/ 

Swadhin Asomir dingite arile/ Lohare xikalire mani” (Hazarika 432-33). This song refers to 

colonial oppression and exploitation as well as suffering and agony of the motherland under the 

colonial rule.  

In her book Staying Alive (1988), Vandana Shiva criticizes civilizing process as 

patriarchal. What harms exerted to women by patriarchy resembles that which is done by 

man/civilization to nature, prakriti, and how Prakriti has to bear all these oppressions and torture 

silently. Nothing can make it clear than to discuss it from ecofeminist perspectives. In his song 

‗Asom Amar Rupohi‘ Bhupen Hazarika compares his motherland with a beautiful maiden, a 

mother figure who is benevolent that epitomizes beauty and bounty. Words used for glorifying 

this figure are quite different; beauty and bounty described in relation to some natural 

phenomena which makes this land resourceful from the point of material as well as spiritual 

aspects that has been continually oppressed by the forces of imperialism, tyrannical rulers, 

capitalists and unruly power mongers. 

3.0 Woman as Object 

Very ardently depicting women‘s subjugation, oppression and helplessness under the 

pressure of the phallocentric institutions Bhupen Hazarika in his popular songs questions the 

patriarchal hegemony and the politics of domination and subjugation. Simone de Beauvoir says:  

The destiny that society offers women is marriage. Even today, most women are, were, or 

plan to be married, or they suffer from not being so. Marriage is the reference by which 

the single woman is defined, whether she is frustrated by, disgusted at, or even indifferent 

to this institution (451).  

In ‗Tumi Biyar Nishar Sayan Patir’ (You are the Tuberose of Wedding Bed); Hazarika 

unearths the covert and overt agenda of suppression and oppression on women through this 

institution. ―Marriage has always been presented in radically different ways for men and for 

women… women have never constituted a caste establishing exchanges and contracts on an 

equal footing with men‖ (Beauvoir 452). An adroit process of exclusion starts on the part of 

women immediately after marriage:  
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You are a tuberose of the wedding bed 

                           Your value is just for a night 

Next day at dawn  

                 Before the sunrise, 

                            You turned into good for nothing. (Hazarika 254) 

The utter sense of neglect displayed towards the tuberose (rajanigandha) after its use and 

also its transitoriness  is a powerful motif in this song to show how the patriarchal society 

subjugates women.  The woman is treated as a commodity; just as it considers the tuberose as a 

piece of ornament, beautiful and fragrant. The song writer here uses a complex metaphor.  The 

irony attached to this metaphor is that the bride herself faces the same fate that a tuberose is 

destined to. The changed condition posed to a woman after marriage is political.  

By political, [I] mean question of power. The feminist theory of power is that sexuality is 

gendered as gender is sexualized … the eroticization of dominance and submission 

creates gender, creates woman and man in the social form in which we know them to 

exist. Thus, the sex difference and the dominance-submission dynamic define each other. 

(MacKinnon 107) 

 In Sexual Politics (1969) Kate Millett criticizes this sexual relationship between men and 

women as political. By marriage, the man becomes the master, and finds the legitimate power to 

administer rule over the wife. What a life a woman has to live. Society makes marriage 

mandatory for a girl to make the continuation of the family line through sons‖ (Lerner 111). 

Moreover, the society divides the women into different classes such as wife, concubine, married 

women, (sadhaba), celibacy, virgin, widow (bidhaba) etc.  Guided by these norms women desire 

to be married. It is as if ―in a more or less disguised way, her youth is consumed by waiting. She 

is waiting for a man (Beauvoir 352)‖. But while he comes everything is dashed into the dust, 

because ―men are, without any question, the masters of the world‖ (Beauvoir 352), everybody 

expects a girl to be grown up to be the ―vassal‖ (Beauvoir 352) of men. Through marriage ―she 

will free herself from her parents‘ home, from her mother‘s hold; she will open up her future not 

ISSN/eISSN: 0889-6348

http://www.proteusresearch.org/     Page No: 115

PROTEUS JOURNAL

VOLUME 11 ISSUE 10 2020



5 

 

by an active conquest but by passively and docilely delivering herself into the hands of a new 

master (Beauvoir 353)‖.  

 The song ‗Tumi Biyar Nishar‘ again reminds us the status of the mother figure, the 

Prakiti or Nature. Indifference to flower signifies ―violence against Nature‖.  From the 

perspective of production and profit, human understanding of a woman and nature as the source 

of profit and gain is the same. The man-woman relationship from this perspective a profit 

oriented one, for perpetuation of family line, for bearing child for the family, to have 

heirs.Women in India are an intimate part of nature, both in imagination and in practice.  

 

 At, one level nature is symbolized as the embodiment of the feminine principle, and at 

another, she is nurtured by the feminine to produce life and provide sustenance. From the 

point of view of Indian cosmology, in both the exoteric and esoteric traditions, the world 

is produced and renewed by the dialectical play of creation and destruction, cohesion and 

disintegration. The tension between the opposites from which motion and movement 

arises is depicted as the first appearance of dynamic energy (Shakti).  

 

 Hazarika addresses his country as ―Suryya utha desh‖ (land where the sun rises) which 

epitomizes Shakti. ―All existence arises from this primordial energy which is the substance of 

everything, pervading everything‖ (Shiva). The manifestation of this power, this energy, is called 

nature (Prakriti).  Nature, both animate and inanimate, is thus an expression of Shakti, the 

feminine and creative principle of the cosmos; in conjunction with the masculine principle 

(Purusha), Prakriti creates the world. In this song Bhupen Hazarika‘s motherland takes the form 

of this benevolent Prakriti. But, many a times Bhupen Hazarika focuses on how this ‗mother 

figure‘ is oppressed, subjugated and humiliated, even dehumanized The living, nurturing 

relationship between man and nature here differs dramatically from the notion of man as separate 

from and dominating over nature.   

4.0 Women and Silence: 

  The relationship determined by society between women and silence is questioned by 

Bhupen Hazarika. In India, Vedic Sastra and the law givers ascribe lower status to women. What 
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is dictated by these Sastras still remains intact even in modern society.  ―The importance of a 

woman lies in her ability to be a mother of a son. One who cannot give birth to children she has 

no place in her husband‘s house. A childless woman should be left out after ten years, one who 

only gives birth to female child should be left away after twelve years, who gives birth to still 

child she should be left away after fifteen years and quarrelsome women should be immediately 

given up‖ (Manu Samhita 9/4). Ajanta Rajkhowa in her discussion on Vedic women observes, 

―A wife (bharyya) is for delivering sons. In Satapath Brahman it is said that woman should be 

kept within the inner chambers, otherwise her power would be decreased. Those inside women 

then become imprisoned‖ (quoted in Rajkhowa 29). Married woman had to live a life of 

imprisonment, she cannot look at the face of any other male person other than her husband. She 

even could not watch any object which signified masculinity‖ (Rajkhowa 28).In Agastya 

Dharmasutra , it is said, ― a woman is offered through marriage not only to her husband but also 

to her husband‘s family‖ (2/10/27/3). Thus ―woman after marriage turned into property of the 

whole family. She would be used by everyone in her husband‘s family as they wish. In Assamese 

Bihu song, that is why, it is stated about marriage, ―Jaboloi olaisa jowagoi Lahori/ Kandi bhat 

khaboloi paba‖ (You are going, my dear/ You will have to weep to feed yourself‖ (Barua 31). 

Muslim women have to cover their body with burkhah. Men are allowed to marry two or more 

wives.  ―In our society fidelity is counted only from the woman. Men are always free. In her 

autobiography, Eri Oha Dinbor (Days Left Behind), eminent Assamese poet Nalini Bala Devi 

says about the condition of women during her youth, ―Dark days these are covered by purdah. 

Like today women were not allowed to walk freely. Especially those who belonged to so called 

‗bhadra‘ society young woman from her eleven years of age could not go outside her house. 

Married as well as unmarried all women had to live under horrible condition, under purdah, in 

the corner of her inner chamber. If she had to go outside, she would have to go covered by two 

‗borjapi‘ (traditional conical shaped umbrella made of bamboo), with veil over her head‖ (12). 

Even after independence parents were not interested to send their daughters to schools for formal 

education. Child marriage, early marriage was prevalent in the society. On the backdrop of such 

a superstitious, illiterate, obnoxiously prejudiced society, women are the worst sufferers of 

various malpractices going on in the society. She is denied freedom at any rate. In Bohagote Pati 

jao Biya (1969), Hem Barua also observes, ―the chief objective associated with the institution of 
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marriage is to procure family line‖ (47). Even, noted philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche remarks, 

―Man shall be trained for war and woman for recreation of the warrior: all else is folly‖ (XVIII).  

In Vedic Mantras which have to be chanted before the sacred fire, woman is advised to 

take care of her husband, to obey him, not to confute or argue. But nothing is said about the care 

that a husband should take of his wife. For such long lingering injustice and discrimination 

women have to remain far behind the man folk. The life and status of a woman resembles that of 

a slave.  

The girl is required to stay home; her outside activities are watched over: she is never 

encouraged to organize her own fun and pleasure‖ (Beauvoir 357).  

Moreover, she is expected to be coy, docile, devoid of self-confidence and silent. During 

her life time she never feel free do anything to fulfill her desire. Again a significant observation 

made by the feminist writer Beauvoir is worth quoting here. She states: 

For the girl, erotic transcendence consists in making herself prey in order to make a 

catch. She becomes an object; and she grasps herself as object; she is surprised to 

discover this new aspect of her being; it seems to her that she has been doubled; instead 

of coinciding exactly with her self, here she is existing outside of her self. (360)  

In the song ―You are the tuberose of the wedding bed‖ (‘Tumi Biyar Nixar Sayan Patir’) 

the woman immediately after her marriage identifies herself with an object only; she can 

apprehend her subordinate condition. It is also equally true as Gerda Lerner states: 

Women have for millennia participated in the process of their own subordination because 

they have been psychologically shaped so as to internalize the idea of their own 

inferiority. (57-58) 

The excitement of the wedding night extinguishes, as she is mutilated; her emotions and feelings 

would not be cared for.      

Bhupen Hazarika in one of his songs says about the complex stricture of patriarchal 

hierarchy of power. In this hierarchical order, as Virginia Woolf observes in A Room of One’s 

Own, ―Women have served all these centuries as looking glasses possessing the magic and 
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delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size‖ (35). In this way, a 

woman is imprisoned in a web:  

   Got imprisoned in the dark age-old web  

                       I am invisible and disembodied stranger, 

                    Mutilated, falling here 

                         Now I am weeping (Hazarika 165) 

Most importantly a woman has to live a life of compulsion; she has to ―continue to work 

within the parameters laid by her role in a patriarchal system characterized by power, dominance, 

hierarchy and competition. ―For women bound by the conservative power structure of the 

patrilineal society the crisis as already stated, continues endlessly. The gender roles in a 

patriarchal society run on stereotypical lines. The sexual temperament, role and status are clearly 

marked—aggression, force and efficacy in the male and passivity ignorance, docility, ―virtue‖ 

and ineffectuality in the female‖ (Millet 26). That is why Bhupen Hazarika puts a quest ion in the 

same song:  

                          Beyond the mist of forgetfulness  

                           I am lying for a century 

                           I am lying here. 

On the silent shore 

             This lyric is symbolic of the unconscious, prejudiced, orthodox society. Patriarchal 

society is always unjust and inhuman towards the female counterparts.   In a patriarchal society a 

female child is transformed to a ‗woman‘ through the process of socialization, how she is 

confined within the house with some rigid compulsion and rules as the  famous feminist writer 

Simone de Beauvior  says in The Second Sex (1949), ―One is not born, but rather becomes, a 

woman‖ (301). The social reality is manifested through the literature of a society. This song very 

forcefully reveals the agony and hidden anger as well as dissatisfaction of the women folk with 

their social status. When a girl attends puberty, she is instructed through all the institutions and 
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observances the duty of a housewife, how she would have to behave and act in her in-law‘s 

house after her marriage. It is also expressed in Assamese marriage songs: 

                You would have to get up early in the morning 

                Then, you would clean the yards and the rooms inside 

                After taking bath bring water, prepare food for everyone. 

  A female child is brought up in such an environment so that she can internalize her 

femininity. ―Gentleness, preservation, nurturance, sensitivity, supportiveness, humility and 

unselfishness are categorized as ‗feminine‘ psychological traits‖ (Rathor 36).  A woman is 

expected to be ―seen as preservers of sanctity. They have to nurture the society back to a life of 

sanity‖ (Rathor 36). Thus ―her sex condemns her to a mutilated and fixed existence‖ (Beauvoir 

322). 

 ‘Kuwali, Kuwali’ (Mist, O Mist) is imbibed with the complex stricture of power politics. 

Most of the women all over the word have to suffer amidst the turmoils of patriarchal social 

structure. Though in Vedic period women enjoyed high status in the society, during the period of 

the Smritis –the period of codification of social laws-women were bracketed with the Sudras, 

and were denied the right to study the Vedas, or utter Vedic mantras and to perform Vedic rites. 

Hence, during such an age, it was not to be expected that women would continue to enjoy the old 

privilege of choosing a life of celibacy and asceticism. On the other hand, marriage or domestic 

life became compulsory for women, and unquestioning devotion to, and self effacing service of, 

husbands their only duty (Ahmed 23). Here, the well known diction of Manu can be quoted: ―A 

woman is protected by her father during childhood, by her husband during childhood, by her 

husband during youth, and by her sons during old age. She is never fit for freedom‖ (IX 3).  

 In Assamese folk literature also, a girl is depicted as a flower. That means traditionally a 

girl is nothing but an object, for providing recreation as Nietzsche once said. It is her inevitable 

destiny from which she cannot make herself free. In different ways power has been taken away 

from women.  Again in the last part of the song, the flower is compared to a young maiden- 

―Patgabhorur lekhia mai”. Both are mutilated by power. 
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                           On the first morning of Bohag  

                            Bloomed a new Kopou flower  

                          Whispers in the ears of the wasp 

                          Hello, I have bloomed 

                         I am so young and tender 

                           Please, don‘t suck honey from me. (Hazarika) 

Most remarkably the flower and wasp both are stereotypes; both significantly present the 

sexual power politics; both show the process of commodification and consumption attached to 

the figures. A flower is commodified (the quality of being ‗komoliya’- tenderness is attached to 

her, signifying she is suitable for consumption). With wasp, manliness is attached. It becomes 

powerful by nature with its poisonous sting. The sting denotes male organ which signifies power. 

The concept of the wasp or the ‗bhomora‘ is again phallocentric. The subject position of a flower 

is counter-posed to that of a ‗tender, weak and frail‘ female human being. The famous Assamese 

saying is also worth mentioned: Nari tumi abala (Women, you are really naive). 

          A single line in Bhupen Hazarika‘s songs, ensembles a long history. The history of 

domination and oppression over women constitutes the motif of his lyrics. From the time of birth 

discrimination against girls are seen in our society. When a boy is born, the whole family 

becomes very happy, mangal uruli is uttered by the women, but when a baby girl is born, 

everybody looks sad, and there is a custom to hit the walls (Bardoloi 14) or to strike a bamboo -

mate. Thus, gender discrimination as social evil prevails in our society from the distant past. 

Bhupen Hazarika voices the misery of the women folk. This song reminds the unjust, prejudiced, 

orthodox mind of patriarchal society who have not been able to listen to the hidden suffering of 

the women folk. Patriarchal society is always unjust and inhuman towards them.   

Bhupen Hazarika is an outspoken journalist, writer and singer who fights for equality 

between men and women in the society. Education is the only weapon which can help her to 

attain equal rights. The general tone of the society is expressed by Bhupen Hazarika in his songs 

like ‗Ei Mahila Mahila’ (O‘ Lady). In an Assamese proverb it is said that how big the bottle 
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gourd is, it would have to remain under the leaves. The meaning of the proverb is that even if a 

girl is highly educated or qualified or though she holds a higher office, she too is ruled over by 

her husband. She is denied a life of her own, an idea that again denies her individuality. 

                        In one of the songs from his film ‘Banjui’ (Forest-fire), Hazarika presents another 

point of view about women:  

                          Oi Ram strir babe swamir saran puta punya thai 

   For a woman worshipping (the feet of) her husband is just like going for a pilgrimage. The 

common belief is that a husband is the guru, the mentor, the decision-maker and the guide for a 

wife. Therefore, a husband should be worshipped like a god. In Assamese society it is frequently 

said ‗pati param devata’ or ‗pati param guru’. (Husband is the best teacher; husband is the 

Lord). There are thousands of popular beliefs prevalent in Assamese society in the form of 

‗Daakor Bachan‘, ‗Phakara Jojona‘ etc.  Even a woman should not find fault with her husband 

for infidelity towards her. He must occupy the entire space of her body and mind, however great 

a sinner or scoundrel he may be. Simone de Beauvoir comments on man-woman relationship, ―A 

man enforces chastity upon a woman‖ but for himself looks for pleasure (Singh 214). )  

Bhupen Hazarika‘s songs exquisitely reveal how women‘s body, bosom and womb 

become the identity marker by their ‗usefulness‘. In a song ‗Kanchiye ringiyai o more bagigai 

buli’ (‗Kanchi shouts at her white cow‘). The use of the colour ‗white‘ is significant. Society 

demands a girl to be fair-skinned (white) and attractive. The song is suggestive of Kanchi‘s 

‗beauty‘; Kanchi‘s cow is the best from the points of production and reproduction. Women or 

any female creature is exorbitantly related to production and reproduction. ―By the logic of the 

production of value they (both) are means of production…as the field-beast‖ (Guha 102). Here, 

the subject is female, and the question is not only of class but of gender (Spivak 117).  What is 

considered is their ‗use value‘ and ‗excess value‘ in Marx‘s terms. The cow is useful not only for 

her ‗use value‘ but also for the market value- the cow is the best in that neighbour because of her 

production of milk, none can give milk as much as she does ( Ei suburit tair man gakhirati nai). 

Bhupen Hazarika told he mingles both the females in one tincture by the connotation of 

‗usefulness‘. Both woman and cow are considered Lakshmi as they are useful. 
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                      Phut gadhulite kapili khutit 

                      Kon gorkhali gabhorure gaijani heral 

                    Gaijanino kene 

                    Tulana je nai 

                    Sei suburit tair man  

                    Gakhirati nai.  

                     At dusk in a barn, Kapili 

                    Some Gorkhali young girl‘s cow is missing 

                    What a cow she is 

                   In that neighbourhood  

                    She resembles none. 

                   Her udders are heavy with milk. 

                   Kanchi  shouts, O‘ my bogi gai 

                   O‘ my Lakshmi gai 

                   If you won‘t come  

                  My business would collapse. (Hazarika 331) 

              The renowned deconstructionist, post-colonial critic, Gayatri Chakravarty Spivak, in her 

much read essay ―Can the Subaltern Speak?‖ addresses some of the contemporary subaltern 

issues; she also deals with the problematics of gender. While she reflects on the status of Indian 

women, especially the Sati women practices under the British colonial rule, she calls the sati 

women a subaltern group. Hindu women have been losing their voice in different situations as 

they have been constantly under pressure of their matrix of culture: girlhood, womanhood, 
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wifehood, motherhood, widowhood. The social aspiration and their search for identity always 

clashes within these complex corollaries of womanhood.  

Conclusion: 

Bhupen Hazarika himself was a liberal, who fought for the freedom of mankind. As he 

represents the patriarchal, colonial as well as feudal hegemony that procure oppression and 

domination over the women, at the same time he represents their consciousness. Many of his 

songs trigger emancipation of women, the prime focus of which is empowerment, equal rights 

through education and dynamic participation in socio-economic and political life. Virginia Woolf 

in A Room of Her Own speaks of the necessity of women‘s material prosperity to obtain power: 

―A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write a novel‖ (4). The whole 

thesis of this paper arrests the attention to the economic empowerment of women. The following 

lullaby brings out her dream:  

      Amare bhanti suba ye                     Our sister will sleep 

       Soponor desholoi jabo ye               She will go to the dream land 

        Sukula rangore mithakoi soponak   The bright sweet dream 

                                                                    … 

        Amare bhanti mahila habo              She would be empowered 

     Arogya nioketan garhiba                   will build a sanatorium 

Bhijnanere rugiajanoke                And will take care of the sick people. 

      Here again the nurturing mother figure appears in another form.  The ―voice-consciousness‖ 

(Spivak 285) with which the subaltern can speak of themselves, because, after acquiring ‗Shakti‘ 

only freedom, a ―room of her own‖ is possible. Hence, this room leads her to social inclusion. 

Her writing of a ‗novel‘ is what we can call ―voice-consciousness‖.  Emancipation and equal 

rights go hand in hand; if one is denied, denied the both.  Women have to fight against hegemony 

as well as various agencies for their right and opportunity. These ideas are clearly delineated by 

Bhupen Hazarika in his songs.  Thus in a number of his songs and films Hazarika deploys 
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diverse metaphors to unravel the hierarchy of power. Hazarika‘s focus is on voicing the silence 

of the silenced folk who have been crushed under the hegemonic power structure and 

authoritarian domination.    
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