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Abstract: Indira Goswami (popularly known as Mamoni Raisom Goswami) remains one of the most 

influential Indian literary figures of the late 20th and early 21st centuries, especially in Assamese literature. 

Her novels break away from traditional portrayals of women and create complex female characters who 

articulate struggles against patriarchy, social injustice, marginalisation, and cultural constraints. Unlike 

conventional depictions of Indian women as passive sufferers or silent embodiments of virtue, Goswami’s 

women assert agency, resist systemic oppression, and occupy public as well as private spheres of 

resistance. This paper analyzes the evolving representation of women in selected novels by Goswami, 

focusing on how she redefines gender roles and womanhood in a socio-cultural context that is 

simultaneously traditional and rapidly modernizing. The study deploys feminist and postcolonial literary 

frameworks to demonstrate how Goswami’s works contribute to a new face of women—one shaped by 

resilience, defiance, existential questioning, and socio-political consciousness. The paper examines key 

texts including The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker and The Blue-Necked God to foreground how female 

characters negotiate identity, resistance, and social belonging within oppressive structures. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The portrayal of women in Indian literature has undergone significant transformations across the colonial and post-

colonial eras. From stereotypical roles of dutiful wives and sacrificial mothers, female characters gradually moved 

towards more autonomous and critical representations. This shift mirrors broader socio-cultural changes in Indian 

society—urbanization, women’s education, political activism, and feminist discourse. Indira Goswami’s literary corpus 

is a compelling site to study this transformation. Writing primarily in Assamese but widely translated into English and 

other Indian languages, Goswami imbues her female characters with depth, consciousness, and agency that challenge 

patriarchal norms. 

Goswami’s female figures differ from traditional literary depictions in two major ways. First, they are not idealized or 

reduced to symbolic roles; they carry the weight of personal and collective experiences. Second, their narratives engage 

critically with social realities, exposing systemic oppression while asserting resistance and resilience. Goswami’s 

narrative imagination thus offers a new face of women—a face that resists victimhood and foregrounds female agency, 

complexity, and existential depth. 

This research situates Goswami’s work within feminist and postcolonial literary criticism, examining how her novels 

contribute to reshaping female representation in Indian literature. It analyzes the thematic contours of women’s lives 

depicted in her major works and places them in dialogue with contemporaneous feminist literature. 

 

II. METHODOLOGY  

This research adopts a qualitative literary analysis approach, combining close textual reading with feminist and 

postcolonial critical frameworks. The primary texts selected for analysis include The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the 

Tusker and The Blue-Necked God. Secondary sources include scholarly articles on Indira Goswami’s works, including 

feminist interpretations and thematic studies of marginalisation, social oppression, and resistance. The methodology 

consists of: 
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 Textual Analysis: Detailed reading of primary novels to identify thematic patterns related to women’s 

representation. 

 Contextual Framework: Situating texts within socio-political and cultural contexts of Assam and broader 

Indian society. 

 Critical Perspectives: Applying feminist theories (e.g., gender oppression, agency, resistance) and 

postcolonial lenses (marginality, subaltern voices). 

 Comparative Reading: Drawing parallels with other works in Indian feminist literature where relevant to 

highlight innovations in Goswami’s narrative. 

By combining textual interpretation with theoretical insights, the study maps the contours of women’s representation 

and its evolution across Goswami’s literary canvas. The research also draws on secondary academic articles that 

analyze specific stories and female characters, particularly those focusing on marginalised and subaltern women. 

1. Women and Patriarchy: Breaking the Traditional Mold 

Traditional Representation vs. Goswami’s Innovation 

In traditional Indian literature, women were often portrayed through moralistic lenses as virtuous, self-sacrificing, and 

bound by familial duties. In contrast, Goswami rejects idealization and instead portrays women as flawed, 

contradictory, and deeply human. Her characters inhabit real social spaces, marked by rigid caste norms, gender 

constraints, and economic limitations. 

For example, The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker foregrounds widowed women—traditionally marginalised figures 

in Indian society—and explores their navigation of feudal and Brahminical patriarchy. The protagonist Giribaala 

embodies resilience and self-assertion while confronting prejudice and social restrictions that seek to erase her agency. 

Through her narrative, Goswami exposes how gender and caste intersect to compound women’s oppression in rural 

Assam. 

 

Subaltern Feminist Voices 

Goswami’s women often belong to the subaltern realm—widows, poor peasants, ostracized lovers—whose experiences 

are typically excluded from dominant literary discourses. By centering these voices, she challenges hegemonic norms 

and amplifies previously silenced experiences. Scholars have noted how characters in The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the 

Tusker resist patriarchal constraints not only through overt defiance but also through subtle acts of autonomy that 

undermine social expectations.  

 

III. GENDER, OPPRESSION, AND RESISTANCE 

Depicting Social Oppression 

Patriarchy, caste dynamics, and religious orthodoxy form recurring matrices of women’s oppression in Goswami’s 

fiction. In The Blue-Necked God, female characters experience isolation and marginalization not merely as individual 

experiences but as structural conditions shaped by society’s patriarchal fabric. The novel offers a critique of how 

religious traditions and cultural practices reinforce gender hierarchies, thereby perpetuating systemic inequities. 

Women’s Resistance and Agency 

Rather than depict women as passive sufferers, Goswami’s novels explore multiple forms of resistance—from overt 

confrontation to covert defiance. Some female characters resist through personal agency, asserting their choices against 

entrenched norms, while others redefine their identities through quiet endurance and spiritual transformation. Despite 

facing societal suppression, these characters engage in resistance that destabilizes the narrative of passive victimhood. 

 

IV. THE ECOLOGICAL AND FEMININE CONNECTION 

Recent scholarship explores Goswami’s writings through an ecofeminist lens, drawing parallels between the oppression 

of women and environmental exploitation. Ecofeminism highlights the interconnected subjugation of women and nature 

within patriarchal structures. In novels like The Blue-Necked God and The Man from Chinnamasta, female suffering 

and environmental degradation are linked, reflecting systemic hierarchies that dominate both women’s bodies and 

natural landscapes. This framework positions Goswami’s female characters within broader critiques of culture, religion, 

and ecological exploitation. 
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V. SPIRITUALITY, BODY, AND IDENTITY 

While many Indian texts equated women’s spirituality with purity and renunciation, Goswami redefines feminine 

spirituality as embodied, experiential, and transformative. Research on stories like “Ishwaree” shows how spiritual 

journeys are enacted through women’s emotional and physical experiences—blurring the dichotomy between body and 

spirit. Such portrayals underscore a holistic female agency that transcends reductive spiritual ideals. 

 

VI. COMPLEXITY OF FEMALE SUBJECTIVITY 

Goswami’s women are not monolithic; they reflect diverse subjectivities shaped by social class, caste, age, and 

experience. Their inner worlds are marked by contradictions, desires, fears, and longings. These nuanced 

characterisations challenge simplistic depictions of women as either purely oppressed or solely emancipated. Instead, 

Goswami presents women as complex individuals navigating layered social realities. 

 

VII. CONCLUSION 

Indira Goswami’s novels signify a paradigm shift in the representation of women in Indian literature. By foregrounding 

female characters who negotiate patriarchy, marginalisation, religion, and cultural norms with agency and resilience, 

Goswami reshapes the narrative landscape. Her women are not merely symbols of oppression; they are active 

participants in their destiny, asserting voice, choice, and existential depth. Through her critical lens, the new face of 

women emerges—one that embodies struggle, resistance, autonomy, and transformative self-realization. 

Goswami’s work continues to inspire feminist and postcolonial scholarship, reinforcing her place as a seminal figure in 

Indian feminist literature. Her narratives not only reflect socio-cultural realities but actively engage readers in a 

reimagining of women’s roles in literature and society. 
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