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Abstract :

The Advaita Vedanta, as expounded by Sankara, asserts that the ultimate
goal of all Vedanta texts is to establish the absolute unity af the Self (Ammaikatva-
vidvd). This realization can be alteined only by eliminating the wrong notion
fadhyisa) thar gives rise to all forms of evil. Sankara's commentary on the
Brahma-sirras aims to demonstrate thar alf Vedd@nra rexts converge on this
central  purport, nomely  the knowledge of non-duslity  (advaita-jidana ), The
Upeanisads, which constitute the fountainhead of all Veddnta thoughit, express
three approaches: bleda (difference ). abheda (non-difference), and bheddbheda
fdifference-cum-non-difference). The highest reurh, according o Advaita Veddanta,
is non-dual, and the witimate reality is called Brahman. Sankara describes
Brafman as atiribureless (nirgune) and withowt assignable marks, with an
exgential natire of pure exisience (sat) and consciousness (cit). However, day-to-
day empivicel experiences do not reveal thiv veality, giving rive to mdyd-avidya,
which is attributed fo pariie] apprehensions of saf and cif. The origin of mdyvd con
be traced back to the Upanigads, where wo lendencies emerge: the subjective
approgek, which seeks the essence of one’s own being, and the objective
approgek, which seeks the ultimate cause behind the external world, The true Self
ftimare) of man 5 concealed beneath lavers of material identiffcations, and the
inabifiry to perceive this esoteric truth is the source of human misery, fear, and
wunhappiness. The Upanisads present different theories aof causation, including
satkdrvavada and asatbdrvavado, Saikare’s rational argument i grounded in
sotkdrvavdde, which holds thar the effect (kdrya) pre-exists in s cause (kdrana,
Just as the por pre-exists in clay. The world, in this view, s an appearance
fvivarta) with Brahman ag ity substratem (adhisthanal. The world thus arises
throwgh adhvdsa (superimposition or projection), which is nothing but erronecus
cognition of the cause. The aim of this research paper i to underiake a stady of
mava in Advaita Vedanra, with particidar focus on its historical imporsance and
philosophical relevance. .

Keywards:Advaita Veddnia, Sorkara, Mdvd, Bralman, Moksa
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Introduction:

The Advaita Vedanta of Sankara represents a system of remarkable
speculative depth and uncompromising intellectual rigor. Its relentless logic,
pursued with little regard for human hopes or religious dogmas, exemplifies a
purely philosophical enterprise. As Dr. Radhakrishnan observes, “It is impossible
to read Sankara’s writings, packed as they are with serious and subtle thinking,
without being conscious that one is in contact with a mind of very fine penetration
and profound spirituality... his philosophy stands, whether we agree or differ, as
complete in itself, requiring neither a before nor an after. The penetrating light of
his mind never leaves us where we were.”' According to Sankara, the central aim
of all Vedantaparticularly the Upanisadic texts is the realization of the absolute
unity of the Self (drmaikatva-vidy@). This realization is attained through the
removal of false notions (adhydsa), which are the root of ignorance and the cause
of human suffering. Liberation (moksa) is achieved only when ignorance is
entirely dispelled, for knowledge itself is synonymous with salvation.“This
duality is mere illusion (mdyd); for Brahman is non-clual.Sarikara explains that all
distinctions (subject-object, cause-effect) are creations of Mayd, and the only
reality is non-dual Brahman.”

Sankara'sBralhma-satra-bhasya begins with the express intention of
demonstrating that all Vedanta texts ultimately converge on this single purpose:
the attainment of unitary knowledge and the overcoming of avidvd. The
Upanisads, as the foundational source of Vedanta philosophy, are primarily
concerned with the liberation (parama-purusartha) of human beings from the
cycle of transmigration. Their teachings, however, are presented in three forms:
passages that emphasize bheda (difference), those that emphasize abheda (non-
difference), and those that combine both, teaching bhedabheda (difference-in-
non-difference). Advaita Vedanta, relying primarily on the abheda passages of the
Upanisads, maintains that the highest truth is non-dual and that the ultimate
reality is Brahman. Sankara, in accordance with the Upanisadic tradition,
describes Brafiman as attributeless (mirvikdra) and without any definable
characteristics (nirvisesa), whose essential nature is pure existence (sar) and
consciousness (cif). Yet, in ordinary empirical life, this reality is not directly
perceived; rather, human experience offers only partial glimpses of sar and cir.
The cause of this limitation is attributed to mdyd-avidya.

Sankara supports this claim through his analysis of the theory of causation
known as sarkdryvavada, which asserts that the effect (karyva) already exists within
its cause (kdrana), just as a pot pre-exists in clay. In the same manner, the world
pre-exists in Brahman; without this substratum, it would amount to mere
imagination, comparable to a “city in the sky™ (gandharva-nagara) or “the son of
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a barren woman™ (bandhydaputra). The world is, theretore, only an appearance
(vivarta), with Brahman as its underlying substratum (adhisthana).Sankara
introduces the concept of adhydsa (superimposition or projection) in the preamble
to his Brafima-sira-bhdsya. Since superimposition constitutes a misapprehension
of the cause, adhyvdsa is nothing but avidva or ajiigna. As he explains: ram
etamevamvidha-laksanamadhydsampanditahavidveri  manyame’-  “The  wise
regard such superimposition, characterized in this way, as ignorance.”

Ohjectives and Methodology:

The primary objective of this paper is to analyzethe concept of Maya in
Advaita Vedanta. It seeks not only to elucidate the philosophical foundations of
the concept but also to underscore its historical significance and continuing
relevance within the broader framework of Indian philosophy. The study is based
entirely on secondary sources. Data has been collected from authoritative books,
resecarch papers, scholarly articles, published reports, academic joumnals,
periodicals, and selected online resources. The methodology adopted is analytical
and interpretative, aiming to synthesize existing scholarship in order to provide a
coherent understanding of Mdava as envisioned by Sankara and later Advaitins.
Discussions:

Historical Significance of Maya:

The origins of Mayd can be traced primarily to the Upanisads, although
references are also found in the earlier hymns of the Vedas. Within Upanisadic
thought, two distinct tendencies emerge: a subjective approach, directed toward
uncovering the essence of one’s own being, and an objective approach, concerned
with identifying the ultimate cause underlying the external world. The former
culminated in the realization of the Atman, while the latter pointed toward
Brahman. Concealed beneath various “layers™ (kosa) of matter, the true Self of
man is revealed only through profound introspection and meditation, where it is
realized as essentially one with Braltrnan. Humanity's failure to apprehend this
esoteric truth gives rise to avidyad, for the perception of multiplicity generates fear,
suffering, and bondage.

The Upanisads also explore different theories of causation, such as
setk@rvavada and asatkdrvavida. Although the specific term Mayvd is not
emploved in the Upanisads in the later Advaitic sense. the idea of
avidydgignorance and misapprehension of reality was already promunent. Over
time, Maya came to denote illusory reality, and passages in the Upanisads reflect
both cosmic (saprapaiica) and acosmic (nisprapaiica) perspectives. Often, avidva
15 described through synonymous terms such as anrta (falsehood), emphasizing
that ignorance of the subjective essence of reality was a primary concern of the
sages, even more than its objective dimension.
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In the post-Upanisadic period, the concept of Mava developed further,
most notably in the Bhagavad Gna. As a condensed synthesis of Upanisadic
teaching, the Gid adopts both subjective and objective approaches while
introducing a theistic form of monism, where Brahman is depicted as both
immanent and transcendent, As the immanent principle (ksara), He is identified
with Prakrti, yet He also transcends it as the imperishable (aksara). The
dependence of Prakrti on the Supreme Person (purusortama), who embodies
Brahman, is also emphasized.*

On the subjective plane, the Gird analyzes human nature in ways closely
resembling the Upanisads, at times gquoting them verbatim, In Chapter XIII, for
example, the body is described as the ksetra (field) and the soul as the kserrajiia
(knower of the field). Here, avidya is defined as the failure to realize the Arman
and is identified as the cause of samsdra.” Furthermore, Prakrei and the gunas are
shown to be the reasons for this failure of realization. Importantly, the word Maya
in the Gitd does not yet signify illusion in the Advaitic sense. but rather the
wondrous power through which the Supreme Godhead bnings forth creation,
ensnaring countless beings. This creative power is equated with Prakreti, which
causes the delusion of the knower, the known, and the process of knowing, In this
way, the Bhagavad Gitd becomes a point of convergence, where Maya, Avidvd,
and Prakyri are articulated in different contexts but remain intricately interwoven.

Acirya Gaudapada, deeply impressed and influenced by Buddhist thought,
retlects these affinities in his works, most notably the Mdanditkya-kirika. Sankara,
in tum, was significantly inspired by Gaudapada. His adoption of the doctrine of
ajdati-vada (non-origination) and the use of the aldrgcakra (firebrand-wheel)
analogy both originally Buddhist in origin were subsequently adapted and further
developed within Advaita Vedanta.The extent of Sankara’s indebtedness to
Buddhist philosophy remains a matter of scholarly controversy. Yet the essential
point of divergence lies in their treatment of ultimate reality: while Sankara
maintains that the world's unreality must presuppose a real substratum
{(adhisthana), the Buddhists particularly the Madhvamikasdeny even this, reducing
all phenomena to the emptiness of Sinyvard.

The concept of Mava in Advaita Vedanta finds a striking parallel in the
Buddhist doctrine of sinyard. Both traditions grapple with the problem of the
world's apparent reality and its ultimate ground. Yet, while they share certain
philosophical tools and analogies, they diverge significantly in their
conclusions. Buddhist thought evolved through five stages: beginning with the
foundational teachings of the Buddha, it advanced through the Realistic
Vaibhasika, the RepresentationalistSauirantika, the Idealist Yogacara, and finally
culminated in the Mddhyamika school. Across this evolution, the concept of
illusion deepened from an emphasis on the impermanence of phenomena to the



53 Fiwwelig e

radical sinyatd (emptiness) of all existence in the Madhyamika. Here, the
phenomenal world is viewed as entirely devoid of independent or ultimate
reality. Acirya Gauglapada, regarded as Sankara's spiritual forebear, was
profoundly influenced by Buddhist philosophy. His Mandikva-karika reflects
notable Buddhist affinities, particularly in its exposition of ajati-vada (the
doctrine of non-origination) and its use of the dlaracakra (firebrand-wheel)
analogy to explain the illusory nature of appearances. Sankara, inheriting these
ideas, refined them within the Advaitic framework, making them central to his
exposition of Mava and avidya.

New perspectives of Philosophical Relevance of Mayi:

In modemn times, thinkers such as Swami Vivekananda and Dr. 5.
Radhakrishnan offered fresh perspectives on Maya, approaching the doctrine not
only from philosophical but also from scientific standpoints. These so-called
“Neo-Vedantins” introduced innovative interpretations that expanded its relevance
in the contemporary world. Radhakrishnan outlined six distinct approaches to
understanding Maya, while Vivekananda was among the first to reinterpret the
doctrine through the lens of modern science.” He argued that what we call
“matter” does not exist in itself but is merely a particular state of force; properties
such as solidity and hardness are simply the results of motion.

By the early twentieth century, scientific inquiry began to resonate with
Advaitic insights, particularly the doctrine of Maya. In 1899, Indian Nobel
laureate Jagadish Chandra Bose conducted pioneering experiments that blurred
the boundary between the living and the non-living. His studies on metals
revealed that, hke lhiving beings, they exhibited “fatigue”™ under stress and
recovered after rest.” In a lecture delivered in May 1901, Bose emphasized in
almost Vedantic terms that rigid distinctions between physics and physiology are
untenable, echoing the ancient Upanisadic vision of unity in diversity: “They who
see but One in all the changing manifoldness of the universe, o them belongs
Eternal Truth.”

Advances in quantum physics further reinforced these parallels. Einstein's
theory of relativity and subsequent research demonstrated that atoms, once
thought to be indivisible, are in fact complex fields of energy.” Nobel laureate
Steven Weinberg observed that particles such as electrons and protons are not
eternal entities but merely quanta of energy. These particles exhibit dual
characteristics behaving as measurable, material entities subject to natural laws,
and as immaterial waves that transcend space-time categories. This indeterminate
duality mirrors the Advaitic description of Maya as anirvacaniva (indescribable),
neither real nor unreal (sadasadvilaksapa), a view upheld consistently from
Sankara to Vivekananda.



oW

What Vedanta proclaimed centuries ago finds an echo in modern science:
creation is but the projection of name and form upon the infinite Brahman, whose
nature is Absolute Existence-Consciousness-Bliss.'" American physicist John
Wheeler likened matter to “quantum foam,” floating as quanta of energy upon an
underlying ocean of cosmic energy.'' Similarly, Fritjof Capra asserts that behind
all matter lies a quantized field of energy. perpetually created and destroyed a
vision he likens to the continuous cosmic dance of Siva.”

The impetus given by science and its encounter with mysticism opened a
new era of Vedantic development in the 20"century. Ramana Maharshi, Sri
Aurobindo, Dada Bhagawan, and many other saints and sages came to the
forefront to present Advaita in new, and sometimes different, lights. They taught
in simple and direct language, bringing abstract Advaitic principles down to the
level of the ordinary person. In Gujarat, Sri Ambalal Muljibhai Patel, popularly
known as Dada Bhagawan, pioneered a holistic and scientific approach to
integrating Advaita into daily life. His teachings, though profound, reflect
simplicity and beauty. His methodology included down-to-earth illustrations,
anecdotes, and a direct question-and-answer style to present intricate doctrines
such as adhydsa and Mdayd.

In his description of Mayd, Dada Bhagawan comes very close to Sankara
and uses Mdayd and Avidyd interchangeably. His focal point, however, seems to be
the individual. He says:

“Mdayd is ignorance itself... In reality, ignorance of one's own real

identity is Mdaya. Once this ignorance is removed, Mdaya will no longer

remain. Projection of anything where it is not is Maya. The description of
. . Mava in scriptures is more by way of similes. Like Mava saving, ‘Anger,
The Doctrine of Mayain Advaiig Vefania: & JeiIOseRIRAHAPIRA Whred, these six are my sons and I
am the seventh. Thus this family plant will remain green forever.””"
For Dada Bhagawan,

“Mavyd is nothing but ignorance of the true Self as a pure soul. The

delusion that becomes ingrained through countless cveles of birth- thar "1

am this name-bearer”- is the voot cause of Mdava, This misconception

gives rise 1o its progeny: anger, pride, deceit, greed, amachment, and
harred. This individual-specific illusion of Mava remains unconguerable
until one artains Self-realization and full enlightenment. "

Thus, it is clear that His Holiness equates Maya with Avidyd. This
subjective aspect operates much like adhydsa, or superimposition, in the way
Sankara explained the mutual superimposition of the Self and the non-Self. His
Holiness describes this through the term prafisthitarvam, which becomes the
starting point of human misery in the world, Yet, that which perceives and knows
the superimposed soul is the pure Self The knowledge acquired through the
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senses belongs to the superimposed soul, while the knowledge that transcends the
senses belongs to the pure soul. The superimposed soul possesses indirect and
limited knowledge, whereas the pure soul possesses direct and unlimited
knowledge." Dada Bhagawan further clarifies these as $uddha-cetana (pure
consciousness) and niscetana-cetana (derived consciousness). The confusion
between the two leads to wrong notions about the Self and results in passionate
actions.

Therefore, man must free himself not by abandoning the world, but by
understanding its workings. Like Swami Vivekananda. he preached practical
living and criticized false renunciates who withdrew from the world in the name
of Maya. Similarly, Sankara himself did not advocate abandoning the world; his
active life stands as evidence of this, Dada Bhagawan too emphasized that
vyavahdrikajivana (relative living), which results from the functioning of Prakri,
must be understood—not renounced.In the Bhagavad Gitd, Krishna reminds
Arjuna of this very fact: “Be free from the triple modes the dispositions of Prakrri
(sattva, rajas, and tamas); be a Purusa.” Liberation comes only when the Gum
blesses the $isva with transcendental knowledge, just as it occurred between
Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and Narendra (later Swami Vivekananda).
Conclusion:

From the above discussions, it becomes evident that the concept of Mayd—
cannot be overlooked. Despite external criticisms and ongoing polemics within
the Advaita Veddnta tradition itself, Mavad—Avidyd has endured through centuries
as a pliant and resilient doctrine, capable of adapting and reshaping itself
according to the age and intellectual context in which it is invoked. Over time, this
adaptability has also contributed to its increasing complexity, enriched by a well-
developed dialectical framework consolidated by successive generations of
Advaitins.In the twentieth century, industrialization and technological
advancements altered not only humanity's vision of the universe but also its
modes of thinking, which became increasingly scientific, evidence-based, and
logic-driven. In such an intellectual climate, nigid and unyielding philosophical
systems risk being relegated to the status of passive historical artifacts. Traditions
such as Vaisesika atomism and Sa@mkhya dualism began to appear outdated,
unable to provide a logically convincing worldview in the modern era.By contrast,
Advaita Vedantaanchored in its central teaching of Mdyd and supported by a long
tradition of rigorous intellectual inquiry demonstrates a unique ability to remain
relevant. While rooted in scriptural authority, Advaita thrives on reasoning and
dialectical argumentation, making it both spiritually significant and
philosophically adaptable. This dual grounding explains why Advaita continues to
appeal not only to philosophically inclined thinkers but also to those shaped by
scientific rationality. Advaita’s vast body of literature, composed by Sirrakaras,
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Bhasyakdaras, and Vrttikaras across centuries, addresses a wide spectrum

of themes and caters to all levels of seekers from the average devotee to the highly
intellectual philosopher. Its core teachings the ultimacy of consciousness as the
substratum of all beings, the relative and illusory nature of the universe, and the
interplay of Maya, Brahman, and Atman continue to offer answers to humanity’s
perennial quest for truth. Ultimately, Advaita Vedanta directs the seeker toward
the highest goal of human existence: moksa, or liberation.
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Abstract :

Eco-Feminism emerges as a critical discourse that interlinks the exploitation
of women and the degradation of nature, positing that patriarchal systems of
domination are responsible for both. This paper attempts to examine Eco-Feminism
dimensions in “Sahebpurar Barasun’ novel by Anuradha Sharma Pujari, one of the
leading voices in Assamese literature. Through the portrayal of characters like Barsha,
Prantik, Binodini, Rakhi, Rukmini, and Barsha’s mother, Pujari highlights the
intersection of gender, environment, and social structures. The novel unveils how
patriarchal oppression suppresses female subjectivity and at the same time
commodifies nature, while women closer to life, compassion, and sustenance become
spokespersons for both their own dignity and the preservation of humanity. By
engaging Eco-feminist theories articulated by Vandana Shiva, Carolyn Merchant,
Val Plumwood, and Greta Gaard, this article explores how “Sahebpurar Barasun”
presents a unique Eco-feminist narrative deeply rooted in Assamese socio-cultural
ethos.

Keywords : Eco-Feminism, Assamese Literature, Gender, Nature, Patriarchy,
Resistance, Anuradha Sharma Pujari
Introduction :

Eco-Feminism, also known as environmental feminism, is a philosophical, literary,
and socio-political discourse that explores the deep interconnection between the domination
of women and the exploitation of nature under patriarchal-capitalist systems. It arose as an
intellectual and activist movement in the 1960s and 1970s, gaining global attention during
the following decades. The first ecofeminist thinker is widely recognized as Francoise
d’Eaubonne (1920-2005), who coined the term “écoféminisme” in her path-breaking
book Le Féminisme ou la Mort (Feminism or Death, 1974). In this seminal text, d’ Eaubonne
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established the foundational idea that the oppression of women and the destruction of
nature are two sides of the same coin, both arising from patriarchal attitudes of control and
exploitation. She warned that unless patriarchal domination is dismantled, both women
and the environment would continue to face destruction hence, “feminism or death.”

The term later gained scholarly acceptance through the efforts of the Institute of
Social Ecology, which applied it in English contexts and introduced Environmental Feminism
as an academic discipline. Early Western ecofeminist thinkers such as Carolyn Merchant,
Rosemary Radford Ruether, Ynestra King, Susan Griffin and Val Plumwood expanded the
scope of the theory by linking philosophy, science, and literature. Carolyn Merchant, in
“The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology and the Scientific Revolution” (1980), exposed
how scientific rationalism and industrialization transformed both women and nature into
passive objects of manipulation. Val Plumwood, in “Feminism and the Mastery of Nature”
(1993), identified dualistic thinking of man/woman, culture/nature, reason/emotion, as the
philosophical root of systemic oppression. Greta Gaard, in her ecofeminist literary criticism,
highlighted the way literature can challenge anthropocentric and androcentric ideologies
by foregrounding alternative relationships between humans and the natural world.

Another major contributor, Vandana Shiva, through her influential work “Staying
Alive: Women, Ecology and Development” (1989), revealed that women particularly those
in agrarian and forest-dependent societies experience environmental destruction directly
and thus have become the central figures of ecological resistance. Later, in collaboration
with Maria Mies, she co-authored “Eco-feminism” (1993), one of the most significant
texts in global Eco-feminist thought. This book formulated the ethics of care,
interdependence, and sustainability, which constitute the moral and ecological core of Eco-
Feminism.

Eco-Feminism thus became both a philosophy and a critical method. It challenges
the dual hierarchies that place men, culture, and reason above women, nature, and emotion.
Itinsists on viewing the world as an interconnected web rather than a hierarchy of domination.
In literature, Eco-Feminism became a lens through which narratives of women and nature
could be reinterpreted showing how patriarchal oppression mirrors environmental
exploitation.

As aliterary movement, Eco-Feminism was first applied by Western critics and
novelists to understand how female experience and ecological consciousness intersect in
fiction. Writers like Margaret Atwood (Surfacing), Barbara Kingsolver (Prodigal Summer),
and Toni Morrison (Beloved) embedded Eco-Feminist sensibilities in their works. Their
narratives portrayed women'’s struggles for freedom alongside images of wounded
landscapes and violated ecosystems, symbolizing resistance and renewal. Thus, Eco-
Feminism became both a theoretical framework and an artistic impulse that sought harmony
between humanity and nature. In India, the Eco-feminist movement took shape not only
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through theory but through grassroots activism. Thinkers such as Vandana Shiva, Bina
Agarwal, and Nirmal Selvamony localized Eco-Feminism by connecting it with women’s
environmental struggles. The 1970s and 1980s witnessed several significant movements
like the Chipko Movement in Uttarakhand, the Appiko Movement in Karnataka, and the
Bishnoi Movement in Rajasthan etc. where women physically embraced trees to prevent
deforestation. These movements symbolized women’s deep ecological wisdom and their
understanding of nature as a living being, not a resource for exploitation. Vandana Shiva’s
Staying Alive and her co-authored Eco-Feminism with Maria Mies further anchored the
idea that women’s oppression and ecological destruction are interlinked outcomes of
patriarchal and capitalist systems. Bina Agarwal added a socio-economic dimension, arguing
that access to resources such as land, forest, and water determines women’s empowerment
inrural economies.

Eco-feminist themes found expression in several major Indian novels. Anita Desai’s
“Fire on the Mountain” depicts women’s alienation within patriarchal society against a
backdrop of desolate natural landscapes. Arundhati Roy’s “The God of Small Things”
explores environmental and gender politics in Kerala, portraying nature as both nurturer
and victim. Amitav Ghosh’s “The Hungry Tide”” combines ecology with human struggle in
the fragile ecosystem of the Sundarbans. Kamala Markandaya’s “Nectar in a Sieve” parallels
the exploitation of women with the suffering of the earth in agrarian India. In Assamese
literature, Eco-feminist awareness can be observed in the works of modern women writers
who depict both gender oppression and ecological degradation within local socio-cultural
settings. Arupa Patangia Kalita’s “Felani” reflects the pain and resilience of women amid
social and natural turmoil. Anuradha Sharma Pujari’s “Sahebpurar Barasun” stands as a
landmark Assamese novel that interweaves womanhood, nature, and humanism into a
unified Eco-feminist vision.

In “Sahebpurar Barasun”, Pujari presents Barsha as the central heroine whose life
journey embodies both rebellion and renewal. Sixteen days before her arranged marriage,
Barsha makes a radical decision to leave the security of her urban existence and step into
the remote village of Tiluwa, a symbolic act of liberation from the patriarchal order. There,
she meets Shekhar Hussain, a humanitarian worker who inspires her to join Insite - an
organization dedicated to social service. Through her involvement with Insite, Barsha’s
worldview expands from personal sorrow to universal empathy.

Within this nurturing yet challenging space, Barsha’s interactions with other women
like Binodini, Rakhi and Rukmini portray the subtle strength and solidarity of women bound
by compassion. These female figures, though marginalized, exhibit a regenerative force
that parallels the rhythms of nature itself , wounded yet healing, silent yet powerful. Their
shared experiences of love, loss, and endurance reflect Eco-Feminist consciousness, where
the subjugation of women and the exploitation of nature are seen as intertwined oppressions.
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The novel critiques patriarchal suspicion, economic disparity, and social hypocrisy,
while simultaneously celebrating humanity, compassion, and the interdependence of all life.
Through Barsha’s transformation from confinement to consciousness, Pujari projects a
moral and ecological awakening that aligns perfectly with the principles of Eco-Feminism,
care, coexistence and sustainability.

This chapter, therefore, attempts to study Anuradha Sharma Pujari’s “Sahebpurar
Barasun” through an Eco-Feminist lens. It explores how Pujari’s narrative embodies the
intersection of gender, ecology, and ethics; how the oppression of women parallels the
exploitation of nature; and how both find liberation through empathy, resistance, and renewal.
By examining the novel within the broader framework of global, Indian, and Assamese
Eco-feminism, this study highlights Pujari’s unique contribution to feminist-environmental
discourse in regional literature.

Main Discussion: ‘Sahebpura Barasun’ — Eco-Feminism Perspective

Anuradha Sharma Pujari’s “Sahebpurar Barasun”, written in 2003 and awarded
the Kumar Kishore Memorial Award by Assam Sahitya Sabha, is set in the drought-
stricken region of Kishanganj, Bihar. The novel revolves around Prantik, the male
protagonist, and Barsha, the heroine, and narrates their personal struggles in the backdrop
of societal norms. The narrative is presented in the third person and emphasizes the conflict
between personal freedom and patriarchal control.

The story begins with the fateful train journey of Barsha and Prantik from Delhi to
Assam, which is disrupted at Sahebpura station in Bihar. This incident catalyzes the conflict
between Barsha and Prantik, ultimately leading to Barsha leaving her prospective husband
before marriage. Through Barsha, the novelist foregrounds the self-respect and autonomy
of women, reflecting a profound Eco-Feminism ethos: the freedom and dignity of the
individual are inseparable from their environment and social context. The six chapters of
the novel are structured around the metaphor of heavy rains, representing Barsha’s emotional
journey and life transformations.

Barsha’s early dialogues with Prantik reveal her critique of patriarchal norms. She
observes:

“But I have always seen times and circumstances favor my husband. As I see my
mother-my aunt, my grandmother, everyone, I still don’t know what they like. But in our
house we all know when our uncle drinks tea, when he goes for a walk, when his father
comes home playing cards, what his grandfather’s hobbies are” (Pujari 10).

Prantik, frustrated by her stance, remarks:

“You’re talking like a feminist” (Pujari 10).

Barsha’s words critique not only immediate male authority but the entrenched
patriarchal systems that restrict women’s autonomy, echoing Eco-Feminist insights about
the intersection of patriarchy and control over both women and nature. As Vandana Shiva
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asserts, “The domination of women and nature are intimately connected; ecological
destruction parallels the subjugation of women” (Shiva 47). And also Carolyn Merchant’s
analysis resonates here: “The domination of women and nature stems from the same logic
of control and objectification” (The Death of Nature, p. 5). Barsha’s critique of Prantik
reflects this logic, refusing to be objectified or silenced.

Through such exchanges, Barsha emerges as a woman of independent thought,
challenging traditional expectations. When she perceives Prantik’s arrogant behaviour, she
refuses to compromise her principles. The novel portrays her courage when she leaves the
AC coach and descends into the impoverished village of Tilua, Bihar. This decision reflects
her protest against masculine domination, aligning with Carolyn Merchant’s observation
that “the historical subjugation of women mirrors the exploitation of the natural world, and
reclaiming agency is both feminist and ecological”” (Merchant 112).

Barsha’s defiance culminates in her breaking off her marriage sixteen days before
the scheduled wedding. She asserts:

“Sorry, Prantik. I cannot be your wife because of your opinion of misconception.
there will be no dignity in my life”” (Pujari 36)

This act foregrounds a central Eco-Feminist tenet: women’s liberation is inseparable
from ethical responsibility to social and environmental justice. Eco-Feminist theorists like
Maria Mies argue, “Women’s liberation cannot be separated from the struggle against
environmental degradation and patriarchal oppression” (Mies 78). Barsha’s insistence on
autonomy mirrors these ideals, emphasizing personal and social accountability.

The novel further introduces Binodini, Sanjeev Das’s mother, whose life also
exemplifies ecofeminist values. Despite her traumatic past of her father’s violence and
social neglect.Binodini aligns herself with Netaji Subhas Bosu’s Azad Hind Fouj and the
Rani Jhansi Brigade, advocating women’s empowerment and national liberation. As noted:

“Binodini listened to Netaji’s speeches, read the printed papers of the speeches
and instructions carefully. Netaji was a bit radical and adamant. He stood firmly for the
equal rights of women, was as conscious of the dignity of minorities and the development
of ethnic groups as he was of the endless luxuries and politics of some people. Subhash’s
dream of liberation is entertaining. And the dream of liberation of countless women like
Binodini’s mother had become one. Binodini therefore became a member of the Rani
Jhansi Brigade. She also became a good organizer” (Pujari 92).

Binodini’s life illustrates how oppression can be transformed into agency. Her
courage andresilience echo Val Plumwood’s perspective: “Oppression of women and
degradation of nature stem from the same logic of domination; resisting both requires
reclaiming autonomy and agency” (Plumwood 103).

Other secondary characters, like Rakhi and Rukmini, further develop the Eco-
Feminist theme. Rakhi resists a forced marriage with a man who is greedy and morally
weak, declaring:
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“I also know that a man who is mentally impotent enjoys possessing the prophet’s
body. Vasudeva is such an eunuch, a coward. But I also believe in the wealth of the
heart. .. Can I take a strong heart and give my body to an eunuch? You will not understand
how painful it is. I hated my mother more than Vasudeva. . ... The Vasudevas have become
brave” (Pujari 110).

Here, Rakhi’s resistance exemplifies the intersection of personal autonomy and
moral courage, central to Eco-Feminist ideology, as articulated by Greta Gaard: “Women’s
resistance to patriarchal structures is inherently linked to a broader ecological consciousness,
demanding justice for both humans and the earth” (Gaard 91).

Rukmini, who has suffered immense personal loss, embodies altruism and service,
prioritizing community over self-interest. Similarly, Barsha’s mother teaches her:

“Girls are arrogant and stubborn, these are not good things. Girls should be people
like Mother Earth” (Pujari 59).

This advice, coupled with Barsha’s lived experiences, demonstrates the dual
responsibility of women: nurturing life and resisting patriarchal and environmental injustices.
As Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva argue, the empowerment of women is inseparable
from ecological stewardship.

Barsha’s love for Sanjeev, intertwined with her reverence for rain, symbolizes the
unity of human emotion and natural cycles. Her comparison of herself to rain reflects
ecofeminist principles:

“The rain began to fall again. The rain stood in the rain in the middle of the courtyard.
The same sky from the middle of Sahebpura to Majuli, the rain fell from one sky”’ (Pujari
160).

Just as the destruction of nature destabilizes ecological balance, patriarchal control
threatens the dignity and development of women. Through these analogies, the novel
conveys that women’s liberation and environmental ethics are deeply intertwined, a central
argument in Eco-Feminist theory (Shiva 59).

The novel’s vivid depiction of nature alongside human struggles reinforces the Eco-
Feminist paradigm. Through the main character of the story, Barsha, the novelist emphasizes
the comfort of women by giving priority to the dignity and self-respect of a woman, stressing
itto be equal to that of a man in society. Itis the story of a self-contained woman narrated
in a humanistic tone. Characters like Barsha, Binodini, Rakhi, and Rukmini work tirelessly
for social welfare, reflecting the Eco-Feminist claim that women’s empowerment and
environmental sustainability are mutually reinforcing. Only through such agency can women
enjoy freedom equal to men and contribute meaningfully to society.

Conclusion

“Sahebpurar Barasun” is a seminal work that intertwines feminist consciousness

and environmental awareness, exemplifying Eco-Feminist philosophy. Through Barsha and
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other female characters, Anuradha Sharma Pujari illustrates that women’s liberation requires
courage, autonomy, and resistance to patriarchal oppression. The narrative emphasizes
that true emancipation is inseparable from ethical engagement with social and ecological
systems.

Barsha’s rejection of a socially advantageous marriage in favor of personal freedom,
Binodini’s resilience in the face of adversity, Rakhi’s refusal to submit to exploitation, and
Rukmini’s altruism collectively highlight a society where women’s dignity, social justice,
and ecological responsibility converge. Echoing Vandana Shiva, Maria Mies, Carolyn
Merchant, Val Plumwood, and Greta Gaard, the novel asserts that patriarchal oppression
and environmental degradation are interconnected. The text therefore advocates for a
society where women’s autonomy and ecological stewardship are central to progress.

Ultimately, “Sahebpurar Barasun” envisions women as agents of social and
environmental transformation, demonstrating that feminist ideals and ecological ethics can
coexist to shape a just, sustainable, and liberated society.
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Abstract :

This article analyses selected folktales from the Mising tribe, interpreting
them as eco-texts that convey ecological values, gendered wisdom, and indigenous
cosmology. It draws upon the theoretical framework of ecofeminism and the
ethnographic insights gathered through fieldwork. Since the past few decades, in
Sfeminist discourses and deliberations, the concept of ‘Ecofeminism’ and the spirituality
of women and nature appears to be an intriguing matter of discussion. The human
race for their living, interlace and reciprocate with their closest existing environment
which they worship as ‘Mother Nature’. Nature enriches the worldly life of the human
society with both mundane and spiritual ways of living. The long-standing interest
of literature studies in these matters generated the initiative most commonly known
as ‘Eco-feminism’. It is the concept of the connection between women and nature.
Perspectives of ecofeminism, emphasize the significance and prominence of the
connection between women and nature based on both pragmatic and symbolic space
in Mising culture. The habitual needs and the day-to-day usage of environmental
resources furnish the materialistic appeal as well as spiritual and aesthetic value.
Worship of women and nature and the power of ecological ethics and indigenous
spirituality are enlightened through the purity and innocence of the Goddesses. Gender
equality, rights and moral ethics are introduced by Mother Nature in Mising
Cosmology. The article demonstrates how these oral narratives serve as archives of
ecological memory, tools of moral instruction, and vehicles of resistance against
ecological and patriarchal domination.

Keywords : Mising, Eco-texts, Indigenous Cosmology, Ecofeminism, Mother
Nature.
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Introduction

Understanding the worldview of the Mising tribe is essential to contextualizing their
folktales within an ecofeminist framework. ‘Women’ and ‘nature’ in Mising culture have an
intense relation since the pre-ancient era. The folktales of the Misings are not merely imaginative
stories; they are repositories of environmental ethics, gender roles, and community values.
Women, in particular, play a vital role in the narration, preservation, and performance of
these tales, making them central to both ecological stewardship and cultural continuity.

The Misings officially recorded as Miri in the list of Scheduled Tribes of India
under Constitution Order 1950 are originally a hill tribe of the Himalayan region of North
eastern India. The etymological meaning of ‘Mising’ means people of mother earth. Most
of the narratives are not recorded in scripts which signify that Misings have a strong grip on
their folklore.

An authentic historical period of the Misings emerge only from the time they are
elevated in the historical chronicles called Buranji (historical chronicles of the Ahom rulers
of Assam) and the Vaishnavite literatures of medieval Assam. They migrated down along
the Siyang river in several small groups in different period of history. It is believed that the
first group of Misings landed in the upper region of the valley sometime between 13th and
14th century A.D.. when the area around Sadiya was ruled by the Chutiya kings. When it
comes to religion, by faith, the Misings are worshippers of ‘Do:nyi’! and ‘Po:10’2. It is
noteworthy that they refer ‘Do:nyi’ as ‘Ane-Do:nyi’® and ‘Po:1o0” as ‘Abu-Po:lo’* meaning
thereby the Sun is the female cosmic principle and the Moon the male cosmic principle
comparable to ‘Prakriti’ and ‘Purush’ of Vedantic philosophy. After creation of this earth,
air, water, etc ‘Sedi-Melo’?, the supreme power, created ‘Do:nyi’ and ‘Po:lo’ and man.
And then they stood apart leaving ‘Do:nyi’ and ‘Po:lo’ to take care of mankind. Hence, the
Misings worship ‘Do:nyi-Po:lo’ as their supreme deities and consider them above all other
lesser Gods and Goddesses.

Ecofeminism, as an interdisciplinary framework, critiques the interconnected
domination of women and nature under patriarchal and capitalist structures. It challenges
anthropocentric and androcentric worldviews and calls for a reconceptualization of the
human-nature relationship based on care, cooperation, and interdependence. Key
ecofeminist thinkers such as Vandana Shiva, Carolyn Merchant, Maria Mies, and Val
Plumwood have emphasized that women’s traditional roles as caregivers, cultivators, and
custodians of biodiversity have made them both victims of ecological degradation and
agents of ecological resistance. In the context of Mising folktales, ecofeminism helps uncover
the symbolic and literal associations of women with rivers, forests, animals, and spirits.
Narratives that foreground women as healers, protectors of nature, and moral interlocutors
can be highlighted. Ecofeminism explains the cultural worldviews that nature is not just an
object but a kin or spirit, often feminised or maternal.
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The Misings and its mountainous natives have a popular myth about the origin of
man. Their folktales primarily focus on their rituals, agrarian practices, and socio-religious
customs that has deep-rooted connection with worships of nature. While there are some
ethnographic accounts, a focused literary and ecofeminist analysis of their folktales is largely
missing. This study attempts to bridge that gap. Through this article, I have made an attempt
to analyse three Mising folktales from an ecofeminist lens, from secondary sources and
fieldwork.

Objectives of the Paper

® To examine the representation of women and nature in Mising folktales.

® To analyse how ecological values and gender dynamics are embedded in
Mising folktales
Review of Literature

Review of literature is an essential aspect of a research project. An adequate
familiarity with the work that has already been done in any field of knowledge is of utmost
necessity for any worthwhile study. This article surveys existing scholarship on ecofeminism,
indigenous folktales, and Mising culture.

1. Ecofeminism :

Scholars like Vandana Shiva, Maria Mies, Ariel Salleh, and Karen Warren have
laid the groundwork for understanding the interconnectedness between ecological
exploitation and the oppression of women. Ecofeminism in the Indian context draws attention
to grassroots movements like Chipko and Narmada Bachao Andolan, emphasizing women’s
embodied ecological knowledge.

2. Mising Culture and Folklore:

“Mising Foklore” (1992), edited by Dr. Jawahar Jyoti Kuli is an attempt to assimilate
the materials of folklore from different publications, resource persons, internet source, as
well as personal field work and experience. It has been the enlarged previous work titled
“Folk Literature of the Misings”. Traditional life of the Misings of Assam has been extensively
explained here. This book provides a systematic overview of oral history illustrated with
examples from the existing published oral histories in the most accessible style.
Research Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative and interpretive paradigm, integrating ethnographic
fieldwork with complementary analytical methods to investigate how Mising folktales reflect
ecofeminist values and indigenous ecological consciousness. The design is guided by the
belief that folktales are not merely aesthetic or mythic artifacts, but living cultural texts that
reveal the community’s relationship with land, gender, and memory.

o Ethnographic Fieldwork (with ethical guidelines and permissions)

® Narrative Analysis of folktales (collected from elders, local storytellers,
texts, etc.)
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The Misings of Assam

The Misings are a part of the greater ‘Tani’® clan including the other tribes such as,
Adis, Mishimis, Pa:dams, Minyongs, Galongs, Daflas, Hill Miris, Delu, Apatanis and many
more. They share their origin and history with these tribes. They are still alike culturally and
this signify that the Misings are the earlier migrators of these tribes. The Mising tribe of
Assam, previously known as the Miris forms a fragment of the greater Mongoloid horde
occupying the hills and dales of north-eastern India.

The Mising, known as Miri also till very recent time, with a population of 6, 87,310
(as per 2011 Census), constitute the second largest plain tribes of Assam, the first being
the Bodo —Kachari group with a total population of 8, 87,142 as per the census of the
same year. The settlement areas of the tribe are Dhemayji, Lakhimpur, Dibrugarh, Tinsukia,
Sibsagar, Sonitpur, Darrang, Jorhat and Golaghat districts of Assam. They are mostly
agriculturists and their economic structure is essentially based on agricultural production.
They subsist primarily on an agricultural economy based on production of rice, mustard
seeds, black pulse, jute, potatoes and some other vegetables. Livestock is reared for
commercial purpose, namely, fowls, pigs, goats and many more. Wooden plough, spade,
dao, axe are some of their common implements used in agricultural operations. They maintain
close ties with forest and river ecosystems.

Although, the Misings have no any written documents of their own as to their
origin and migration they, none the less possess a rich oral chronicles in the form of legend,
myths, folk-tales and folk songs which have been transmitted down from generation to
generation. A legend, in which human generations are allowed to play freely, may, however,
conceal a kernel of historical truth. Elderly generations took them as actual happenings at
certain point of time in the unknown past, and therefore moulded their inward mind according
to the moral of the tale. Thus, social system rested on the gravity of these stories. Usually
every tribe has alegend of its origin and migration believed by the succeeding generations
as true. The legends of the Misings have been preserved through their age-old traditions,
and no traditions can be built on absolute untruth. Of course, we may not accept the
Mising legends or myths as historically true events, but they are also not necessarily untrue
in every detail. These legends are part of their tradition, which bring to recapture some
unforgettable events by knitting a tale around them and then reflecting on them. So, in
absence of written documents these oral chronicles could be used as a source material to
trace out their origin and early migration.

The Misings believe that each objects, places, and creatures all possess a distinct
spiritual essence which is referred to as Animism. Itis thus understandable that the cosmology
of the Misings is deeply animistic and ecological. The natural world is not seen as inert or
separate but as animated by Uii’, deities, and ancestral forces. Their worldview reflects a
holistic environmental ethic, where humans, animals, rivers, and forests co-exist in a web
of mutual respect and caution.
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Their key spiritual beliefs are as follows :

® Donyi-Polo (Sun and Moon): Symbolic of balance, guidance, and cosmic
thythm.

® Ui (spirits): Present in rivers, forests, and hills; stories about them often reflect
cautionary ecological morals.

® Gumin Soyin: Supreme household deity, associated with protection, fertility,
and health.

e Ritual Ecology: Agricultural festivals like Ali Ai Ligang® mark sowing seasons
and invoke blessings from the land spirits.

These beliefs form the philosophical base of environmental stewardship in Mising
society, often embedded in folktales as myths, warnings, or wisdom narratives.

Concept of Ecofeminism

Ecofeminism is the dawn of new cognizance of redefining the intertwined status
and role of women. It unearths the embedded logic of Ecological Consciousness from the
pluriform cultural, religious and philosophical traditions specifically in India. It primarily
explores the connections between women and nature. The term is coined by the French
writer, Francoise d’Eaubonne in her book, “Le Féminisme ou la Mort” in 1980.

Women and nature have an age-old association and an affiliation that has persisted
throughout culture, language and history. Their ancient interconnections encompasses
both ecology and feminism. This twin concept is justified by saying that ecology or
environment is closely associated with female. From time immemorial women have been
seen as similar with that of nature as both are giving and sacrificing entities. It is interesting
that Ecofeminist thought emerges from this basic assumption that both women and nature
are equally oppressed by male ways of thinking and action. Both women and nature
suffered abject exploitation and violence of the patriarchal capitalist society since a long
time now. According to ecological feminists, a historical look at the ways in which women
and other oppressed groups have been associated with the natural and the ways in
which nature has been associated with the ‘womanly’ or with the ‘feminine’ in western
contexts reveal important connections. In this regard, a lot of literature can be found in
both Griffin and Merchant.

In the last few decades, Eco-feminism as a philosophy and a movement has gained
much momentum. This concept links the exploitation and degradation of the natural world
with the subordination and oppression of women and hardly comprehends any incongruity
between them by delineating parallelism between feminism and green movements. In a
way which humans seize nature by chopping trees or grazing land, similarly the deep-
rooted patriarchy’s domination towards the declining matriarchy. The Vedic® period is the
basic Indian literary period in which the worship of mother nature as a Goddess (mountains,
trees, rivers etc.) is embraced, with the fear from nature in the form of earthquakes, flood,
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drought and all natural calamities as the initial stage and sometimes thanking for shelter and
warmth. The Anthropologists have elevated this with their theories of the Ideologies such
as Animism, Animatism and Ancestral worship. Therefore, the Vedic literature denotes
Ecofeminism as “We come from trees; we mix after we die”. The concept of ‘Moksha’!?
is personified with God of fire, that when he is worshipped by the people while cremating,
the dead human would reach the heaven through the smoke and ultimately attain moksha.
In ancient Indian literature, according to Srimad Valmiki Ramayana by saint poet Valmiki,
Goddess Sita is believed to be born from Mother earth’s womb. This legend has a
connotation that Sita and mother nature connects deeply. It is surprising how fascinatingly
the representation of feminism and mother nature is perceivable here with the birth of a
woman from the land of an infertile paddy field. It is unavoidably beautiful how body of
women is personified with a flower or a fruit. For instance, in one of the Poems of Sangam
literature, a hero and heroine meets under a tree and when the hero was about to kiss her,
the heroine was shy as she considered the tree (Punnai) as her sister with whom she played
in childhood. Another instance is Meghdoot, a lyric poem written by Kalidasa. It recounts
how a yakca'' after being exiled for a year to Central India for neglecting his duties,
convinces a passing cloud to convey a message to his wife at Alaka on Mount Kailash.
Moreover, in another scripture of Kalidasa, Abhijanan Shakuntalam, the intense relation
of Shakuntala with the nature is romanticised. Through the Mising cosmology, it can be
discerned that this tribe worships the sun as Aané Do:nyi as the most significant Goddess
which signifies the presence of feminism and mother nature since the pre ancient era. Itis
undoubtedly provable that all the rivers of India except the river Brahmaputra are worshipped
as Goddesses. This however implies to the justification of the existence of the since the
Vedic era.
Criteria for Folktale Selection and Interpretation

The stories analysed here were:

® Collected from elder women and male storytellers in the villages of Golaghat
district

® Translated with the help of bilingual informants

e Contextualised through interviews and observations
Representation of Women, Nature and Culture in the chosen Mising Folktales

The themes in the major Mising folk tales revolve around the valor and courage
of the women characters. The stories selected for analysis are the following,
Tale 1 : “The Forest Bride”
Summary:

A man ventures into the sacred forest and returns with a beautiful woman who
agrees to marry him under one condition, that he must never cut a tree again. He agrees,
but years later breaks his promise. The woman vanishes, and the forest withers.
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Ecofeminist Interpretation :

® Nature Personified as Woman: The bride is the forest embodied, her withdrawal
aresponse to ecological betrayal.

® Conditional Harmony: The story reflects a relational ethics — harmony with
nature is possible only with respect and restraint.

1% Woman as Custodian of Balance: The bride acts as a moral force, not as
apassive figure. Her departure signals an eco-moral rupture.

1% Moral Ecology: The story critiques male hubris and exploitation, showing
how violation leads to spiritual and environmental loss.

Tale 2 : “Karpunpuli”’
Summary :

Karpunpuli is a Mising folk narrative of the creation of constellation in the sky.
Karpun and Puli are two young sisters who were known for their knowledge, art, innocence
and kindness. Both the sisters were attacked by the Yumrang'? while they were looking
for some edible herbs in the forests. The sisters with great devotion invoked the épom’?
seeking for protection. The Goddess shielded the sisters from the Yumrang and whisked
them to the sky creating the constellation of stars. Karpun and Puli are rewarded to be
worshipped by the humans for their integrity and kindness.

The relation of women and nature is strongly depicted here. Mother Nature’s
protection for children is highly noticeable. Worship of women and nature is enlightened.

Ecofeminist Interpretation :

® Woman as Mediator of Nature: Karpun and Puli’s relationship with the forest
goddess is intimate and spiritual, symbolizing the gendered role of protector and
communicator with nature.

® Women as Knowledge Bearer: The knowledge of herbs that Karpun and Puli
aquired represents indigenous eco-wisdom, often carried by women in oral cultures.

® Nature as Protector: Mother Nature’s protection for children is highly noticeable.

® Indigenous Worship of Nature: Worship of Mother Nature in the form of
Forest Goddess.

Tale 3 : “The Bride of the River Spirit”
Summary :

A young woman named Ajuri falls in love with the river spirit who appears in
human form. When her community attempts to dam the river to expand farming, Ajuri
pleads with them to stop. Her warnings go unheeded, and the river floods the village. Ajuri
vanishes, and elders believe she became one with the river to calm its fury.

Ecofeminist Interpretation :

® Woman as Mediator of Nature: Ajuri’s relationship with the river is intimate and
spiritual, symbolizing the gendered role of protector and communicator with nature.
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® Resistance: Ajuri’s plea against the damming is a form of eco-resistance, echoing
modern ecofeminist protests (e.g., Chipko movement).

e Sacrifice and Integration: Her disappearance into the river signifies a non-dual
worldview — woman and nature as one, not separate entities.

e Spiritual Ecology: The flood is not a ‘disaster’ but a cosmic rebalancing —a
common motif in tribal ecological thinking.
Common Ecofeminist Themes Across Tales

Conclusion :

The analysis of the Mising folktales, reveal a profound ecological consciousness
rooted in gendered spiritual ethics and indigenous cosmology. It is found that representation
of women and nature in Mising society has a positive and progressive presence. At a
closer reading of the folk tales, we are led to understand that women have had equal
representation in the political, economic and social spare in the Mising community. Folk
tales as narrative framework can be relied upon to give us the true picture of a particular
community, culture and tradition of a particular time period. The discussed folktales like
“The Forest Bride”, “Karpunpuli”, and ““The Bride of the River Spirit”, when read through
an ecofeminist and ethnographic lens, provides us with ample information on the
representation of women and their status at par with men. The folktales of the Misings
reveal such practices in their culture even though the ‘telling of the tales’ it has gone through
several changes. Thus, a re-reading of the Mising folk tales reveals a strong representation
of women, which helps us understand the family set up, customs and practices and equal
treatment in men-women relationship.

Mising women’s stories, rituals, and resistance are not just literary motifs but living
expressions of a worldview that values relationality, balance, and care. These narratives
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act as both warnings and wisdom keepers, urging a return to a world where nature is not
conquered but communed with, and where women are not silenced but central to ecological
knowledge.

End notes :

! Sun in Mising language

2 Moon in Mising language

3 Mother Sun in Mising language

* Father Moon in Mising language

> Father Sky and Mother Moon

6 A clan of Tibet-Burman ethnic group

7 gpirits

8 Amajor seed sowing festival of the Mising tribe
% Period spanning around 1500 BCE to 500 BCE
10-Salvation

!-a subject of Kubera (the god of wealth)

12 Deity of forest. This deity is very furious and angry most of the times
13- Forest nymph
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Abstract :

This research paper critically examines the political implications of Asam
Sahitya Sabha (ASS) in the 21st century, positioning it as a significant civil-society
actor at the intersection of culture, language, and politics in Assam. Established in
1917, the Sabha has historically functioned as a custodian of Assamese linguistic
and cultural identity. In the contemporary era, its interventions in debates surrounding
citizenship (such as NRC and CAA), language policies, and indigenous rights
underscore its sustained political relevance. Drawing upon both primary sources
(interviews with literary figures and Sabha members) and secondary sources (archival
records, journalistic and academic literature), the study explores how the Sabha
shapes public opinion and indirectly influences electoral discourse. The findings reveal
that while ASS on longer engages in direct political mobilization, its normative power
in setting cultural and identity-based agendas remains strong. However, its perceived
alignment with Assamese nationalism, limited inclusivity, declining influence on policy,
and weak youth engagement present significant challenges. The study argues that
the Sabha’s future political relevance will depend on its capacity to embrace inclusivity,
strengthen grassroots engagement, and adapt to digital modes of cultural activism.

Keywords: Asam Sahitya Sabha, Assamese nationalism, identity politics,
language policy, civil society.

Introduction:
The Asam Sahitya Sabha is an organization of Assam and the North- East
formed for the comprehensive development of the Assamese language, literature and
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culture as part of the Assamese Nation. Not only is the language, literature and culture
limited to the development, but the Assam Sahitya Sabha has been playing an important
role in building the Assamese national life. The event is closely linked to the development
of the Assamese nation and nationalism (Borah 20). The Sabha was established on
December 26, 1917, in Sivasagar, Assam, under the leadership of Padmanath Gohain
Baruah, since then it has acted as the cornerstone of Assamese cultural and literary
identity.

Acting as the sole preserver of Assamese language and cultural identity-fostering
a sense of Assamese nationalism-it is inevitable that the decisions, measures, and steps
taken by the Sabha would be reflected in the political decisions of the governments of
the time, particularly during periods of political upheaval in 20th century Assam. The
most significant historical instance of political engagement was during the Assam
Movement (1979-85), a mass agitation led by the All Assam Students Union (AASU)
and supported by the All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad (AAGSP), of which the Sabha
was a constituent. Through this research we shall analyse the stance of Assam Sahitya
Sabha on the literary, cultural, social, and political life of Assamese people in 21st century
and its implications on the political discourse of the state.

21st century reflects a dynamic blend of continuity and transformation, shaped by
globalization, technological advancement, socio-political changes, and the growing assertion
of cultural identities. These organisations play a crucial role in persevering heritage, shaping
public opinion, and influencing political and social discourse, though they also face significant
challenges. In the 21st century, social and literary organisations have undergone a major
shift in their modes of functioning. Digitalization of platforms has allowed organisations to
reach audiences beyond local boundaries. Literary organisations like Sahitya Akademi in
India have adapted digital tools for publishing and conducting literary events, making
literature more accessible. One of the key roles of literary and social organisations in the
21st century is safeguarding indigenous languages, folk traditions, and regional literature as
rapid modernization has endangered many local languages and cultural practices. In many
societies, literature and social movements are deeply interconnected. Literary forums often
act as spaces of resistance against social inequality, discrimination, and authoritarianism.
The literary organisations act as a platform where critical ideas and debates on democracy,
rights, and justice are articulated through literature. Unlike in the early 20th century, modern
literary and social organisations are more inclusive, involving voices from marginalized
communities, women, dalits, indigenous peoples, LGBTQ+ groups, and youth. Despite
these advancements, such organisations face several structural and socio-political challenges:
Commercialization of literature, shrinking funding, and state support, digital divide, and
political pressures and censorship. The condition of social and literary organisations in the
21stcentury is thus complex, but it remains crucial to cultural identity, democratic discourse,
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and social change. Their ability to adapt, resist, and innovate will determine their strength
and relevance in the years to come.
Review of Literature:

Dhriti Sonowal (2024) in her article entitled, “CULTURAL ELITES AND
MIDDLE-CLASS POLITICS IN POST-INDEPENDENCE ASSAM” states that by
looking at organisations such as the Assam Association and the Axom Sahitya Sabha, the
paper locates how cultural elites create exclusionary spaces, which thereby shape the
political discourse for a region.

Randhir Gogoi (2021) in his thesis entitled, “IDENTITY, POLITICS AND THE
ASSAM SAHITYA SABHA IN ASSAM, 1950-1990” states that the Assam Sahitya
Sabha (ASS) was a significant cultural organization in post-independence Assam, promoting
the Assamese language and identity. Despite facing resistance from minorities, it shifted
towards a more inclusive approach in the mid-1980s, influencing broader scholarly discourse
on patronage, identity politics, and language-based nationalism.

Ivy Dhar (2006) in her thesis entitled, “ CULTURAL ORGANISATIONS AND
POLITICS OF IDENTITY IN ASSAM: THE ROLE OF ASOM SAHITYA SABHA
AND BODO SAHITYA SABHA” CULTURAL ORGANISATIONS AND POLITICS
OF IDENTITY IN ASSAM: THE ROLE OF ASOM SAHITYA SABHA AND BODO
SAHITYASABHA” states that the relationship between cultural organizations and identity
politics in Assam, focusing on the Asom Sahitya Sabha (ASS) and Bodo Sahitya Sabha
(BSS). It argues that identity is shaped by historical, social, and political consciousness,
often influenced by elite leadership. The study emphasizes the importance of integrating
diverse identities for peaceful coexistence and development.

The Assam Tribune (2025) in its article entitled, “Assam Sahitya Sabha slams
ABMSU over language remark; questions its legitimacy” states that those who thrive on
Assam’s soil cannot question rights of its native people.

Earlier foundational work, such as “Assam Sahitya Sabha - Culture and Politics”
in Economic & Political Weekly (1982), takes up the longstanding tension between the
Sabha’s cultural mission and its incipient political interventions. It underscores how literary
bodies often serve as arenas where culture and ideology meet.

In the historiography of Assamese nationalism, Guha (1980) contributes a critical
lens by describing Assamese cultural mobilization as prone to “‘chauvinism” when elite
cultural institutions with marginalized communities. This helps frame contemporary debates
over inclusion and exclusion in language politics.

A 2024 article in IMER titled “Role of civil society in the changing political landscape
of Assam” treats the Assam Sahitya Sabha as a prime instance of an ostensibly non-
political cultural body that, over time, became entangled in identity politics. The paper
sketches how the Sabha championed Assamese as the state’s official language, participated
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in language medium movements, and collaborated, at times, with the All Assam Students’
Union (AASU) during the Assam Movement.

The thesis “The Assam Movement and the construction of Assamese identity”
(Price, 1997) argues that identity politics in Assam has long depended on the construction
of difference (especially vis-a-vis “the other,” often migrants). The Assam Sahitya Sabha,
while not always central in Price’s narratives, is part of the broader environment of cultural
institutions that help mediate identity formation.

Another useful source is “Politics and Conflicts in Assam’ by Bordoloi (2014),
which although not exclusively about the Assam Sahitya Sabha, maps the fault lines of
language, ethnicity, and regional autonomy in Assam’s politics. It helps situate the Sabha
within broader conflict dynamics.

The study “Tai Ahom Identity Assertion in Assam” (Boruah) provides a case of
another ethno-cultural grammar in Assam, showing how Assamese identity (often advanced
through institutions like ASS) is contested from within by sub-ethnic movements. While
not focused on ASS itself, the insights help you place the Sabha in a multi-identity ecosystem.
Objectives of the Study:

The objectives of this study are:

1. To analyse the political engagements and interventions of Assam Sahitya Sabha
in the 21st century.

2. To explore how the Sabha influences public opinion and electoral politics, directly
or indirectly.

3. To document public perception of Assam Sahitya Sabha’s political role through
one on one interview.

Research Methodology:

Research design: This study adopts a qualitative research design to analyse the
role Assam Sahitya Sabha and its Political Implications in 21st century.

Sources of Data :

A) Primary sources

For primary data, the data is collected through interviews of the members of Assam
Sahitya Sabha and other the renowned literary persons of the state. The questions in the
interviews were of open-ended in nature.

B) Secondary sources

® Archival records of Assam Sahitya Sabha resolutions and publications.

® News articles, interviews, and public statements by Sabha leaders.

® Discourse analysis of Assam Sahitya Sabha’s role in contemporary political
issues of Assam.

Discussion:
The discussion is as follows:
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1. Political engagements and interventions of Assam Sahitya Sabha in the
21st century: The Sabha has intervened in citizenship debates, notably during the NRC
update process, when it declared its intent to approach the Supreme Court to ensure the
inclusion of “‘original inhabitants™ in the citizens’ register (“‘Assam Sahitya Sabha to Move
SC on NRC”). This positioned the Sabha as an intermediary between state institutions and
indigenous concerns. Its consistent opposition to religion-based citizenship laws, especially
the Citizenship Amendment Act, illustrates how cultural organizations in Assam take firm
political stances (“‘Assam Sahitya Sabha Opposes Amendment to Citizenship Act””). Even
previously, the Assam Sahitya Sabha raised its voice and also offered massive support
during the time of the famous Assam Movement, which was against illegal immigrants
entering into Assam from foreign territories. When the CA A rules were notified in March
2024, the Sabha’s earlier position continued to shape discourse as identity politics resurfaced
(“Citizenship Amendment Act Rules Notified”; “Everything You Wanted to Know about
CAA, NRC and the Politics Around it”’). Even though the actual implementation has been
limited, with only three people granted citizenship as of September 2025 (“CAA Reality
Check: Only 3 Granted Citizenship”), the Sabha’s framing of indigeneity remains influential.

ASS’s long-standing role as the custodian of Assamese language makes it a key
player in language policy. In December 2024, its former president urged the Chief Minister
to pursue an independent Unicode slot for Assamese and to enforce the State Languages
Act (“Former Assam Sahitya Sabha President Urges Assam CM to Promote Assamese
Language”). This demand aligned with the state’s April 2025 notification declaring Assamese
as the official language across the state (“Notification Regarding Use of Assamese as the
official Language in the State of Assam’). The Sabha’s appeals in September 2025 to
promote cross-language learning to foster unity demonstrate how language issues extend
beyond linguistic identity to social cohesion (“We Are One’: Assam Sahitya Sabha Calls
for Cross-Language Learning for Unity”).

2. Sabha’s influence in generating public opinion and electoral politics, directly
or indirectly: Scholars have long read the Sabha as a site where language activism and
politics intersect, influencing identity formation and electoral discourse (Mishra). In Assam’s
current context-where issues like delimitation, citizenship, and language rights are politically
charged-Sabha’s resolutions and statements help set the terms of debate. Political parties
often build upon these normative positions to mobilize voters, making the Sabha a key
opinion-shaping institution rather than a partisan actor (“Opposition Slams Election
Commission over Assam Delimitation Draft”’; “‘Final Delimitation Order for Assam”).

The Sabha continues to engage with the grassroots through initiatives like the 2025
“Setubondhon” outreach, which aims to strengthen Barak-Brahmaputra integration (“Assam
Sahitya Sabha’s 3-Day ‘Setubondhon’ Aims to Mobilise Grassroots Engagement”). Its
public demand to honor cultural icons such as Zubeen Garg with the Bharat Ratna illustrates
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how it leverages cultural symbolism to shape political discourse (“Assam Sahitya Sabha
Urges Bharat Ratna for Zubeen Garg”).

3. Public perception of Assam Sahitya Sabha’s political role through one on
one interview: Firstly, when asked about what can be considered the major achievements
of Assam Sahitya Sabha in the 21st century during our interview we have been made
aware that the most significant achievement of Assam Sahitya Sabha in the 21st century is
the publication of the Assamese Visvakosh (encyclopedia) during the tenure of Homen
Borgohain as the president, along with that some of the interviewees also emphasised
about the importance given to the Assamese language by the Assam Sahitya Sabha. The
Sabha has also promoted Assamese language in this digital age and has digitized many old
Assamese books and journals like, Jonaki and Banhi.

When asked whether the Assam Sahitya Sabha has become politically more vocal
in recent years, the interviewees responded to it by saying that it won’t be correct to say
that Assam Sahitya Sabha has become more politically vocal in recent times. The Sabha
showed its political attitude much before, in a more active way, particularly in the times of
the famous ‘Assam agitation’ against the illegal migrants from 1979 to 1985. However,
some other interviewees were of the opinion that in recent years the Assam Sahitya Sabha
has become more politically vocal. According to them the changes are driven by a
combination of external pressures like CAA, language threads and internal evolution like
digital reach and societal expectations. Another section of the interviewees feels that the
influence of social media and internal problems like those of finance and leadership of
Assam Sahitya Sabha have pulled it back from becoming more politically vocal in the
more recent years.

Again, when asked about the Sabha’s role in the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)
protest, about how it was received by the public, the interviewees responded that though
the Sabha expressed its concerns regarding the implementation of the CAA and its ill
effects which might cause harm to the very fabric of the Assamese society both linguistically
and culturally, Sabha could have done much more in leading the common protest into the
people’s movement. According to some other interviewees, the voice of the Sabha was
lost amid many other voices and therefore it couldn’t earn the desired response from the
people.

Meanwhile, asking the interviewees about the Sabha’s influences on government
policies related to language, education or cultural affairs, they responded very cautiously
that in recent times they haven’t seen any instance where the Sabha could exert its influence
on any government policy. Although, a certain section of the interviewees have praised the
Sabha’s influential work on pushing forward the Assamese language as the official medium
of language in government offices and public arena. The push for Clause 6 of the Assam
Accord leading to a high level committee formation by the government on indigenous



S8 Tl

status have only been possible due to the relentless efforts of the Assam Sahitya Sabha.

In between, the criticism faced by Sabha due to its political stance also came to the
forefront during the interviews where the interviewees also agreed that the Assam Sahitya
Sabha have often faced criticism for its political stances. In recent years, they faced sharp
criticisms for its internal politics. The Sabha have also been criticized for not taking any
hard political stance and instead of responding to such criticism, it has preferred to remain
silent.

When the discussion over the Sabha’s real influence over political opinion and
electoral behavior came up most interviewees stated that the Sabha’s role in respect to
political opinion and electoral behavior appears to be merely symbolic. In matters or electoral
politics the Sabha is found to be maintaining a completely non-political image, which stripes
it off the scopes in respect of building up a political opinion. While other interviewees
emphasized that the Assam Sahitya Sabha primarily functions as a cultural and literary
organization so its direct influence on political opinion and electoral behavior is limited.

Moreover, concerning the perception of Assam Sahitya Sabha among the younger
generation the opinions received were of mixed kind. The interviewees opined that the
Sabha hasn’t been keen on picking up any broader strategy to lure the younger generation
towards it. Some younger Assamese view it as somewhat traditional or slow to adopt
contemporary issues, especially in terms of modern literary trends and digital engagement.
But still, certain section of the interviewees opined the sabha hasn’t become irrelevant in
the cultural and political consciousness of the younger generation, because there is no
other such alternative as big as the Sabha.

Lastly, while responding to whether the Sabha maintains a politically neutral stance,
or it is influenced by specific ideologies or power structure, the most obvious response
which came up was that the Sabha tries to prove itself to be politically neutral but there’s
no denying that it’s so called neutrality is also a reflection of its response to the existing
power structures. A certain section of people belonging to other ethnic groups feels that
the Sabha has shown an inclination towards Assamese nationalism, which at times has
bought it to such a narrow compass that some other ethnic groups of Assam have often
misunderstood it and preferred to stay away from the Sabha.

Findings:

1. Asam Sahitya Sabha as a Civil Society Actor: The Sabha continues to play
an influential role as a normative civil-society institution rather than a direct political actor.
Its political engagement is shaped around cultural, linguistic, and identity concerns, rather
than electoral politics. This positions it as a powerful moral and cultural authority in Assam’s
public sphere.

2. Political Engagement through Citizenship and Language Issues: ASS has
intervened in crucial political debates, especially during the NRC update process and in its
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opposition to the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019 (CAA). By advocating for
“indigenous” rights and opposing religion-based citizenship laws, the Sabha positioned
itself as a custodian of Assamese identity. Similarly, its campaigns for Assamese language
promotion, including Unicode recognition and official language enforcement, highlight its
continued political relevance.

3. Indirect Political Influence: While the Sabha does not engage in party politics,
its resolutions and statements often set the discursive framework around issues like language
rights, identity, and indigeneity. Political parties and movements frequently build upon these
normative positions to mobilize public opinion, demonstrating the Sabha’s agenda-setting
role in Assam’s political landscape.

4. Diverse Public Perceptions: Some interviewees argue that ASS has always
been politically vocal, particularly during the Assam Movement (1979-1985), while others
believe it has become more vocal recently due to external pressures like CAA and language
threats. During the CAA protests, the Sabha’s voice was perceived as symbolic rather
than mobilizing, as it could not convert its concerns into a mass movement. While the
Sabha claims political neutrality, sections of the population-particularly other ethnic groups-
view its ideological leanings as aligned with Assamese nationalism, creating both influence
and alienation.

5. Influence on Policy and Governance: Interview response show mixed opinions
about ASS’s impact on government policies. While many note its role in language policy-
particularly in pushing for Assamese as an official language- its influence on broader state
policies is perceived as declining in recent years.

6. Challenges in Engaging the Younger Generation: The Sabha is perceived
by many younger respondents as traditional and slow to adapt to contemporary trends,
which has affected its ability to connect with youth. Nevertheless, it remains relevant due
to its unique position as the largest cultural organization in Assam with no comparable
alternative.

Conclusion:

The political role of As am Sahitya Sabha in the 21st century is best understood as
that of a cultural institution with significant normative and discursive power rather than an
overtly political organization. Its historical legacy, linguistic activism, and ability to shape
identity narratives give it a symbolic authority that influences both public opinion and political
discourse in Assam. However, the Sabha’s influence is uneven-while it remains a moral
authority on language and cultural issues, its direct impact on political mobilization and
state policy has waned over time. External factors such as changing political contexts
(CAA, NRCO), internal organizational weaknesses, and the challenge of engaging a new
digital-savvy generation have complicated its political role. Importantly, the perception of
Assamese nationalism and limited inclusivity has sometimes alienated ethnic minorities,
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underscoring the need for the Sabha to redefine its inclusivity and outreach strategies. To
sustain its political relevance in the evolving socio-political landscape of Assam, the Sabha
may need to: Strengthen grassroots connections beyond Assamese-speaking communities,
Engage youth through digital platforms and new literary-cultural forms, Build strategic
alliances with other civil society organizations, and balance its role as a cultural guardian
with a plural, inclusive vision of Assamese identity.
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