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Abstract

This paper examines the portrayal of subaltern women and their resistance against patriarchal and
socio-cultural constraints in Indira Goswami’s ‘The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker’ and Anita
Desai’s ‘Fire on the Mountain’ Through a postcolonial and feminist lens, it analyzes how Goswami
and Desai depict marginalized female characters—widows and isolated women—who navigate
oppressive social structures. Goswami’s novel, set in a rural Assamese sattra, critiques Brahminical
patriarchy and feudal decay, while Desai’s work, set in the Himalayan solitude of Kasauli, explores
psychological isolation and gendered expectations. Using textual examples, the paper highlights
characters like Giribala and Nanda Kaul, who embody resistance through rebellion and withdrawal,
respectively. By comparing their narrative strategies, thematic concerns, and socio-cultural contexts,
this study underscores the authors’ contributions to Indian literature, emphasizing the agency of
subaltern women within restrictive frameworks. This analysis aligns with postcolonial and feminist
discourses, offering insights for global literary studies.
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Introduction

Indira Goswami’s ‘The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker’ (1986, translated 2004) and Anita Desai’s
‘Fire on the Mountain’ (1977) are seminal works in Indian English literature, addressing the plight of
women within patriarchal and socio-cultural frameworks. Goswami’s novel, rooted in the Assamese
sattra system, explores the decay of feudal and Brahminical traditions through the lens of widows like
Giribala, who resist oppressive norms. Desai’s novel, set in the isolated hills of Kasauli, portrays
Nanda Kaul’s retreat from familial and societal expectations, only to confront her suppressed trauma.
Both texts engage with subalternity, defined by Spivak as the marginalized voices lacking discursive
power, and feminist concerns, highlighting women’s agency in oppressive settings. This paper
employs postcolonial and feminist frameworks to compare how Goswami and Desai depict women’s
resistance—through rebellion in Goswami’s text and withdrawal in Desai’s—against patriarchal
constraints. By analyzing textual examples, it argues that both authors critique gendered oppression
while foregrounding the socio-cultural specificities of their settings. The study contributes to Scopus-
indexed literary scholarship by bridging regional (Assamese) and national (Indian English) narratives,
offering a nuanced understanding of subaltern agency.

Methodology

This comparative study adopts a qualitative approach, utilizing close textual analysis to examine ‘The
Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker’ and ‘Fire on the Mountain’. The theoretical framework combines
postcolonial theory, particularly Spivak’s concept of the subaltern, and feminist criticism, drawing on
Beauvoir’s notion of women as the “Other.” The analysis focuses on key female characters—Giribala,
Durga, and Saru Gossainee in Goswami’s novel, and Nanda Kaul, Raka, and Ila Das in Desai’s—
exploring their resistance to patriarchal norms.

"Part time faculty, Dept of English, Dikhowmukh Collge
10



Subaltern Voices And Patriarchal Constraints In Indira Goswami’s ‘The Moth-Eaten Howdah Of The Tusker’ And Anita
Desai’s ‘Fire On The Mountain’

Textual examples are selected to illustrate themes of oppression, rebellion, and isolation. Secondary
sources, including peer-reviewed articles from Scopus-indexed journals, provide critical context. The
comparison highlights similarities (subalternity, gendered oppression) and differences (regional vs.
cosmopolitan settings, active vs. passive resistance). The study ensures academic rigor by grounding
arguments in textual evidence and scholarly discourse, aligning with the standards of Scopus-indexed
publications.

Analysis and Discussion

1. Subalternity and Patriarchal Oppression

Both novels portray women as subaltern figures marginalized by patriarchal and socio-cultural
structures. In ‘“The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker’, Goswami critiques the Brahminical sattra
system, where widows like Giribala and Durga face severe restrictions. Giribala, widowed young, is
confined to her paternal home and forbidden from consuming meat, symbolizing the erasure of her
desires. Her act of eating meat in defiance—‘she tore at the meat with her teeth, her face smeared
with grease” (Goswami, 2004, p. 87)—marks a bold rebellion against Brahminical purity norms.
Similarly, Durga silently endures her widowhood, her “invisible shell” (Goswami, 2004, p. 102)
reflecting internalized oppression. Saru Gossainee’s unfulfilled love for Mahidhar, betrayed by
societal norms, underscores the suppression of female desire: “Her heart was a moth-eaten howdah,
crumbling under the weight of tradition” (Goswami, 2004, p. 145). These examples illustrate how
Goswami uses the decaying sattra and the titular metaphor of the moth-eaten howdah to symbolize
feudal and patriarchal decline.

In ‘Fire on the Mountain’, Desai explores psychological rather than institutional oppression. Nanda
Kaul, a retired matriarch, seeks solitude in Kasauli to escape her role as a dutiful wife and mother.
Her rejection of social ties—*“I want no one, nothing” (Desai, 1977, p. 17)—is a passive resistance to
gendered expectations. However, her solitude is disrupted by her great-granddaughter Raka and friend
Ila Das, forcing Nanda to confront her suppressed trauma. Ila’s rape and murder, described starkly—
“her body lay broken, a rag doll in the ravine” (Desai, 1977, p. 142)—exposes the vulnerability of
women in patriarchal societies. Unlike Goswami’s overt rebellion, Desai’s characters resist through
withdrawal or silence, reflecting a cosmopolitan, introspective critique of gendered roles.

Both authors depict subaltern women, but Goswami’s characters actively challenge institutional
norms, while Desai’s engage in introspective resistance. The sattra’s communal oppression contrasts
with Kasauli’s individualistic isolation, highlighting regional versus universal feminist concerns.

2. Resistance and Agency

Goswami’s Giribala embodies the “new woman” who defies patriarchal norms. Her suicide, after
repeated defiance, is a tragic assertion of agency: “Giribala’s body swung from the banyan tree, a final
protest against the sattra’s chains” (Goswami, 2004, p. 210). This act aligns with Spivak’s notion of
subaltern resistance through “strategic essentialism,” where marginalized voices assert identity
through radical acts. Similarly, Indranath’s efforts to combat opium addiction and feudalism—* I will
not inherit this rotting legacy” (Goswami, 2004, p. 65)—complement Giribala’s rebellion, suggesting
collective resistance against systemic decay.

In contrast, Nanda Kaul’s resistance in ‘Fire on the Mountain’ is internal. Her refusal to engage with
Raka—*“she looked at Raka and saw only wilderness” (Desai, 1977, p. 94)—reflects her rejection of
familial roles. Raka, a child who prefers solitude and sets the forest ablaze, symbolizes untamed
rebellion: “The fire was her own, a secret she shared with no one” (Desai, 1977, p. 136). Ila Das’s
social work, despite her poverty, represents active resistance, yet her death underscores the limits of
agency in a patriarchal world.

Giribala’s overt rebellion contrasts with Nanda’s withdrawal and Raka’s symbolic defiance.
Goswami’s rootedness in Assamese culture emphasizes collective struggle, while Desai’s
cosmopolitan narrative privileges individual psyche, reflecting their distinct literary approaches.
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3. Socio-Cultural Contexts and Narrative Strategies

Goswami’s novel is steeped in Assamese socio-cultural realities, using the Kamrupi dialect and sattra
setting to ground its critique. The moth-eaten howdah and the tusker symbolize decaying traditions,
as seen in the elephant Jagannath’s death: “The tusker fell, and with it, the sattra’s pride” (Goswami,
2004, p. 223). Her narrative blends realism and metaphor, amplifying subaltern voices.

Desai’s minimalist prose and psychological depth universalize her critique. The barren Kasauli
landscape mirrors Nanda’s emotional desolation: “The hills were dry, the house empty” (Desai, 1977,
p. 12). Her stream-of-consciousness style contrasts with Goswami’s vivid realism, reflecting their
respective regional and cosmopolitan sensibilities.

Goswami’s regional specificity enriches her socio-cultural critique, while Desai’s universal themes
appeal to a broader audience. Both employ symbolic landscapes—sattra and hills—to underscore
patriarchal decay.

Conclusion

Indira Goswami’s ‘The Moth-Eaten Howdah of the Tusker’ and Anita Desai’s ‘Fire on the Mountain’
offer powerful critiques of patriarchal oppression through subaltern female characters. Goswami’s
Giribala and Desai’s Nanda Kaul navigate distinct socio-cultural landscapes—rural Assam and urban
isolation—yet both resist gendered constraints, through rebellion and withdrawal, respectively.
Textual examples, such as Giribala’s meat-eating defiance and Nanda’s rejection of familial roles,
highlight their agency within oppressive structures. By employing postcolonial and feminist lenses,
this paper underscores the authors’ contributions to Indian literature, bridging regional and national
narratives. Goswami’s rootedness in Assamese culture and Desai’s cosmopolitan introspection enrich
their portrayals of subalternity, offering nuanced feminist discourses. Future research could explore
their ecological or psychoanalytic dimensions, further aligning with Scopus-indexed scholarship. This
comparative study affirms the enduring relevance of Goswami and Desai in global literary studies,
amplifying marginalized voices against patriarchal hegemony.
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