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Abstract: The experiences of women have always been different from that of men. Women have 

faced patriarchal social discriminations since ages and they suffer from various disabilities 

imposed upon them by the society. The society considers women as belonging to the private 

space of the household whereas men occupy the public sphere. North-East is an area that has 

faced innumerable instances of violence, political and military unrest, insurgency etc. Women, 

who are biologically physically vulnerable to men, are the worst sufferers of these. These 

instances not only disrupt peace and security in the public sphere but affect the lives of women in 

a very different way. Even without political unrest, women face patriarchal domination and 

sexual exploitation within the society. However, due to political unrest in the public sphere, 

women have experienced more sexual exploitation. There are umpteen instances of such 

exploitation within the North East India and its literature. Thus, this paper tries to examine the 

effects of political unrest and violence in the lives of women with reference to Mitra Phukan's 

'The Collector's Wife.' 
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The Collector's Wife (Zubaan, 2005) is a novel by the Indian English writer Mitra Phukan. The 

novel is based on the Assam Student's agitation of the 1970s and 1980s which began as a 

movement for self determination and search for identity in the midst of huge influx of illegal 

immigrants into the state. This movement got escalated into insurgency leading to kidnappings, 

extortions and political instability. The novel depicts its protagonist Rukmini witnessing these 

instabilities and thriving in an atmosphere of ever- present threat of violence. The political gets 
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inextricably intertwined with the personal in the novel. From a state of witnessing the violence 

from a distance and sympathizing with the victims at the beginning of the novel, the protagonist 

encounters the violence in her own personal life towards the end. The impersonal experience of 

death culminates into a very close personal experience at the end of the novel. The novel also 

highlights the meaninglessness and superfluous nature of these movements creating the divide 

between 'us' and 'them' which also gets merged in a lot of times in the novel.  

 Mitra Phukan is a well known writer from Assam who contributes to the English dailies 

of Assam. She writes regularly for The Assam Tribune. She is also the editor of NEW Frontiers, 

the journal published by North East Writers' Forum. She is also a translator. She has also written 

several children's books and won the UNICEF-CBT award for children's writing for her book 

"Mamoni's Adventure" (1986). She is also a trained classical singer and has written extensively 

on music. Her other works include Mamoni's Adventures (1986, Children's Book Trust) • 

Chumki Posts a Letter (1989 Children's Book Trust) • The Biratpur Adventure (1994, Children's 

Book Trust) • R G Baruah The Architect of Modern Assam ( 2004, Sahitya Prakash)  • Terrorist 

Camp Adventure (2003, Scholastic) • A Monsoon of Music (2011,Zubaan/Penguin) • Guwahati 

Gaze (Bhabani Publishers, 2013) • Blossoms in the Graveyard (2016, Niyogi Publishers) • A Full 

Night's Thievery ( 2016, Speaking Tiger) She is one of the prominent literary voices in English 

from the North East.  

 The Collector's Wife as the name itself suggests is the story of Rukmini who is the wife 

of the DC Siddharth of a hypothetical town called Parbatpuri. She teaches English literature to 

students at a local college. The students have hardly any interest in Shakespeare or Keats or for 

that matter in the English subject. They can barely write a correct sentence in English without 

any grammatical errors. Moreover, her job is temporary as she cannot take up a permanent job as 

her husband gets transferred from place to place and she has to move with him. The DCs 

residence is a big beautiful bungalow on the hill top above the cremation ground overlooking the 

town below and the red river. When the wind blows, the smoke and the smell of burning bodies 

from the cremation ground below reach the hilltop and the DCs residence. The whole town is 

strife with terror and violence. Rukmini has very few friends and feels lonely most of the times. 

Her husband being the DC is away from home most of the time. In such an atmosphere, Rukmini 

ends up having an extra marital affair with a tyre salesman named Manoj Mahanta in her quest 
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for companionship. Siddharth on the other hand, is also involved with one of her colleagues 

Priyam Deka. They do not have a child even after 10 years of their marriage. Along with this 

story of her personal life runs the story of the political life which is full of protests, 

demonstrations, kidnappings, killings, extortions, youth joining groups such as MOFEH 

(movement for an exclusive homeland )etc.  

 Feminism as a movement came to the surface in the 1960s. 1830-1920 is regarded as the 

First wave of feminism which made a huge cry for equal voting rights to women. It witnessed the 

emergence of theoretical positions on women in the academia with the opening of women studies 

departments and centers' in universities. Literature played a very important role in this transition 

whereby writings by female authors representing women and their consciousness came up. 

People like Virginia Woolf, Elizabeth Robins, Olive Screener, Dorothy Richardson etc came up 

with their works.  These writings talked about the discriminations that women were facing in a 

male dominated society, the internalization of these discriminations, women not having a space 

of her own to explore her potentials etc. In the Second wave of feminism, the slogan was 

personal as political. There were a variety of issues that feminism as a movement dealt with. The 

novel The Collectors Wife can perhaps be read in the light of the concept of 'Gynocriticism' as 

introduced by Elaine Showalter in Towards a Feminist Poetics. It dealt with having "a female 

framework for the analysis of women's literature." It emphasized upon women as the writer or 

the producer of textual meaning as against women as a reader, focused on female language and 

subjectivity and attempted to create a female framework for the analysis of literature. As 

Nasrullah Mambrol puts it  

Gynocritics are primarily engaged in identifying distinctly feminine subject matter (domesticity, 

gestation) in the literature written by women, uncovering the history of female literary tradition , 

depicting that there is a feminine mode of experience and subjectivity in thinking and perceiving 

the self and the world and specifying traits of women's language, a distinctively feminine style of 

speech and writing. 

 It concerns the representation of female characters in the writings of women and the 

novel The collector's Wife fits into this category. In The Madwoman in the Attic by Sandra 

Gilbert and Susan Gubar there is the representation of 'anxiety of authorship'. This anxiety stems 

from the belief that literary authorship and creativity is a predominantly male prerogative. This 
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anxiety leads to the creation of the monster figure, who is the opposite of the ideal, submissive, 

obedient woman as in the case of the figure of Bertha Mason in Jane Eyre.  

 Similarly, Mitra Phukan being a female writer has focused more upon the female 

characters in her novel as opposed to the male characters like the protagonist Rukmini, the SP's 

wife Nandini Deuri etc. The narrator is narrating the whole story from the perspective of a 

woman, Rukmini. The protagonist Rukmini is the epitome of women's psyche. Although initially 

Rukmini displays patience and tolerance and not boldness in the novel, but eventually she does 

emerge as a strong independent individual challenging the social stereotypes and taboos. She is 

the opposite of the stereotypical conservative Assamese women. She doesnot want to identify 

herself only as the wife of the district collector. Hence she takes up her job as a professor in the 

DS College. She displays a subversive mindset whereby she doesnot want to fit into the socially 

accepted norms of femininity. 

 The novel The Collectors Wife can very well be read from such a perspective. The social 

realism and the political instabilities depicted in the novel also carry with them the parallel 

feminist perspective. The protagonist is a female and the third person narrator narrates the novel 

from her perspective and not from a male perspective. The unavoidable nature of the political 

circumstances in the personal lives of the people is being emphasized upon in the very beginning 

of the novel.  

 The novel begins with the description of a wedding which the protagonist attends. The 

women there are all decked up with makeup and jewellery. Three elderly women who are the 

relatives of the bride talk about the jewelleries that came from the groom's side. Rukmini 

ponders herself about the vanity of these women. She laughs at them. The novel, within that 

episode of marriage also focuses upon how the societal standards define what is acceptable and 

what is not. Putting a vermilion mark on the forehead is shown to be the duty of a married 

woman and not doing so is almost like a transgression. Similarly, the elderly women are 

disappointed with the fact that Rukmini does not have a child even after 10 years of marriage. 

They quickly judge her as barren and her coming to the wedding as a sign of bad omen. The 

protagonist Rukmini is being shown by the narrator here as not outright defensive and protesting 

against these discriminatory superstitious talks but she silently goes through them even though 

she does not like these talks. The narrator somewhere depicts here how it's not just men who 
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perpetrate patriarchal norms and beliefs but women and most often elderly women also do the 

same. They internalize these patriarchal social norms and then foster them.  

 The novel highlights that as opposed to the question of barrenness being asked to 

Rukmini again and again, the same is not the case with Siddharth. He being the male is not being 

held responsible or in any way questionable for the same. However, there are instances within 

the novel as well where the elderly woman are more sensitive and knows what to say and what 

not. For instance, the mother in law of Rukmini is sensitive caring and is considerate of them not 

having a baby. She does not judge Rukmini like the other woman did.  

 The novel also depicts the hypocrisy of the people reflected in newspaper advertisements. 

In an advertisement that Rukmini, the protagonist reads in a newspaper, the advertisee needs a 

female ovum donor of fair complexion and below thirty years of age. It basically highlights the 

hypocrisy of the society and the obsession with the colour of the female. It's the female who has 

to be white. Rukmini's subversive mind thinks of a "male ovum donor" when she reads the 

advertisement. She questions the fact that society looks up at women as an object, a machine of 

giving birth.  

 All throughout the novel, there is a sense of loneliness that permeates the female 

character Rukmini. Her house is on the hilltop aloof from the city below. She does not have 

many friends. Her job is not permanent because of having to move with her husband wherever he 

goes. She doesnot like teaching but she has to keep herself engaged somewhere and thus she 

teaches. So the female character within the novel is trapped. She has a latent desire to do the job 

that she desires, like going into advertising or journalism. But she is unable to take that step 

forward, stay away from her husband and do what she wants to do independently. When she 

meets Manoj Mahanta, the person she has an affair with, she finds a companion in him. She finds 

similar interests with him and he urges her to pursue advertisement. This indecisiveness ends 

when at the end both her husband and the person she has an affair with dies. It is almost as if in 

their death only she is able to be independent and think about herself.  

 There is another woman within the novel named Nandini Deuri. She is the wife of the SP 

of Parbatpuri. In the beginning, Rukmini envies her for being busy with her husband and 

children and shrouded in her domesticity while Rukmini herself did not have much to do. But 

PROTEUS JOURNAL

VOLUME 11 ISSUE 10 2020

ISSN/eISSN: 0889-6348

http://www.proteusresearch.org/     Page No: 515



6 
 

Nandini's husband, the SP is shot dead and Rukmini gets to see a very different Nandini. After 

her husband's death, she fulfills her dream of opening up a bakery shop and thus takes care of her 

children. 

 The novel highlights the plight and vulnerability of women in a terror stricken place 

where anything could happen anytime. Although Rukmini is the wife of the DC and is 

surrounded by security guards all the time, yet she is not aloof from what is happening 

politically. She feels a geographical and personal isolation but she is still very much a part of the 

happenings in the political sphere. These things do have a grave impact in her personal life as 

well. One of the interesting things about the novel is that it is written by a woman writer and the 

book is also from the perspective of a woman. However, what the novel lacks is the fact that it is 

very much an upper-class, elitist perspective on the social and the political situation. The third 

person narrator speaks from the perspective of Rukmini, who is at a vantage point, looking at 

everything and commenting and critiquing.  Being English educated, upper class woman she 

laughs at the follies of others, their prejudices, priorities and preferences in life. Hence, there is 

no way of knowing about the lives of the normal people and their situations. There is a 

patronizing sense in the voice of the narrator towards the common people. 

 At the beginning of the novel, women are depicted as coy and domesticated. However, 

towards the end, after the husbands die, especially in the case of Nandini and Rukmini, they 

emerge as independent and somewhere able to take their own decisions. Apart from these issues, 

the novel very much contains the issues of student movement in Assam in reaction to the entry of 

illegal immigrants basically from Bangladesh. Due to this movement there are certain groups that 

are getting formed which are against the administration. These groups have recruited the youth 

and trained them in various ways including the training in use of weapons. Unemployment, 

poverty etc are fuelling the urge of these youth to join these groups as being shown in the novel. 

Rukmini's students particularly Bibek and Bondona are shown as actively participating in the 

protests and demonstrations. So, there is resistance in terms of protests and a subculture of 

resistance runs behind the mainstream dominant culture. As Raymond Williams has put it that at 

any particular point of time, certain traits of a culture are dominant, residual and emergent. In the 

novel, the culture of resistance is the dominant culture.  
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 Apart from these issues, the novel also displays a strong sense of social realism. It has 

presented the Assamese society as it is, with all its nuances, beliefs, stereotypes, traditions etc. 

There is no attempt anywhere for an ideal representation. Rather the author has laid bare the 

social realities and political happenings of the 1970s and 1980s in front of its readers in a blatant 

and straightforward way.  
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