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Abstract

Folklore is one of the most prominent elements in Bangladeshi culture.
The tradition of folklore is an ancient but one of the richest creations in
Bangladeshi culture. Folk literature plays a vital role in defining folklore,
as it includes oral practice of marriage songs, songs regarding women'’s
life, fairy tales, songs of justice, ballads etc. Since the middle ages
women have played a significant role in observing social customs and
rituals. Not only that, women used to compose songs on the basis of
their daily affairs, physical attributes, suppressed feelings, blessings for
new brides and family functions. They represent their own happinesses,

sorrows, pains, sacrifices and agony through their songs.

The research that | took part in aims to explore the projection of women
characters in the some assigned ballads from Chittagong and
Mymensingh districts. In this paper, | have made an attempt to glean the
portrayal of women characters in terms of their biological differences,
personal lives, sexual lives, family lives, standards of living, the
struggle of upholding family and social values, the restrictions of
observing women'’s rights within a patriarchal framework etc. The part
of the research that | dealt with contained writings composed by men
and it was interesting to see the portrayal of women from male writers’
perspectives. In addition, | have applied feminist theories to analyze the
themes of the Gitikas and point out the connection between feminism

and the features of folklore.



Chapter 1 — Introduction

Folklore is the customary artistic element of any community or folk society and it is associated
with the beliefs, morality, conceptions, feelings and traditions of the common people. Basically
folklore includes proverbs, riddles, songs, jokes and anecdotes, rituals at births deaths, marriages,
and yearly celebrations and traditional dance and plays performed during communal gatherings.
The spheres of folklore are mainly verbal compositions and social rituals, which are practiced by
oral tradition rather than written down in a text. According to famous Bangladeshi folklore
promoter Dr. Ashraf Siddiqui

Whenever a lullaby is sung to a child; whenever a tongue twister or a

riddle or a counting out time is used in nursery or school; whenever

sayings or proverbs are told; whenever a mother shows her daughter how

to sew, spin, weave, embroider, bake an old-fashioned pie; whenever a

farmer on the ancestral plot trains his son in the ways long familiar,

whenever a village craftsman - carpenter, carver, shoemaker, blacksmith

- trains his apprentice in the use of tools; ...and the practices of the past

are handed down by examples or spoken word, by the elder to the new

generation, without reference to books or print, then that is called

folklore.

The main feature of folklore is that it is vivid, diverse and it gets conveyed through a strong oral

tradition and natural modification. According to the prominent Bangladeshi folklore researcher

! Siddiqui, Ashraf, “Folkloric Bangladesh”. Bangladoot._Sﬂ’ Jan 2007.
<http://www.bangladoot.org/Folkloric%20bd.doc




Shamsuzzaman Khan
Folklore is the valuable cultural element of ancient, traditional and rural
agricultural customary society but due to social changes, modernization
of transportation and the advancement in science and technology these

elements are rapidly getting extinct.’

As a discipline, folklore is regional but its practice remains international. According to scholars
it is not easy to figure out when and where folklore first emerged in Bangladesh. In ancient days
the festivals or rituals of villagers were related to village gods or goddesses. In fact, religious
festivals or social rituals used to go hand in hand. In his book Adhunik Folklore Chinta
Shamsuzzaman Khan defines a term called Mangal Gitika, which was practiced by women in the
middle ages as a part of festival or enjoyment in the wedding ceremony. Blessings were
associated with those songs, which were also sung by women whom were called Mangal
Gayeeka, and they were professional singers. Gradually, our folk culture or the culture of
common people emerged as a part of these religious and social rituals or festivals. Different
dynasties such as the Mouryas, the Guptas, the Palas, the Senas and the Muslims, who were part
of our social and ethnic context, influenced folklore in Bangladesh. Each played a vital part in
enriching our branches of folklore through their ethnic norms and values. Folklore covers a wide
range of branches such as Marriage Songs, Ballads, Baromaasis, Fairytales, Pala Gaan, Khonar

Bochan, Folk literature, Folk dance, and Folksongs efc.

*Khan, Shamsuz Zaman; Adhunik Folklore Chinta, Dhaka: Anupam Prokashani, 2001

p- 7(my translation)



I have had the opportunity to work with a prominent and well-established Bengali writer called
Shaheen Akter. She intends to produce an anthology, entitled Women in Bangla Literature,
which is expected to depict the projection of women as well as the overall position of women in
Bangla literature. 1 worked in that project as a novice researcher with the main researcher.
Basically the main research focused on Bangla writings such as prose, poetry, songs, folklore
and oral literature to produce an anthology. The part of the project that I was associated with is
folk literature, that is, folklore and oral literature in which we find projections of everyday life of
women in Bangladesh. Bangla literature has a past of about one thousand years and gender
issues have always been present in Bangla literature.  Specifically gendered roles and the
relationships between men and women have been significant in the depiction of women in
Bangla literature. The research intends to focus on the portrayal of women characters in terms of

their attitudes, aspirations and responsibilities.

As we know the range of folk literature is vast, so the primary researcher has done a kind of
selection for her convenience. The selected items were Biyer Geet, Gitika, Baromaasi, Khonar
Bochan, Brotokotha, Proverbs, Rhymes, and Folksongs etc. There are two forms of folk
literature written and oral, which are prominent in our rural Bangladeshi culture. I focused on
the secondary elements of folk literature, which are available in book form. Due to time
constraint, I did not go to the field to collect the folk literature myself. Basically my job was to
do a kind of primary selection from published works for the main researcher. I had read Gitikas
from Chittagong and Mymensingh districts and I made synopses regarding various stories, which
are written in the form of Gitikas and in addition to this I analyzed the main features of those

stories.



In this paper, I will discuss my experiences and contributions of taking part in the process of
producing the described research. Basically I will concentrate on the portrayal of women
characters in the assigned ballads from Chittagong and Mymensingh districts. Moreover, the
relationship of the female characters with other characters, their lifestyles, attitudes, aspirations
and above all women’s issues will be presented from the perspective of feminism. The related
themes of the stories need to be pointed out, but the relationship between men and women and its
impact on the women in society will be my priority. The connection between feminist
perspectives and the parts of folk literature needs to be pointed out thoroughly. The analysis of
the research elements such as Gitikas from Chittagong and Mymensingh districts will define how
the analysis of folk literature will satisfy the objectives of the main research. As the branches of
folk literature that, I dealt with was composed by men, the portrayal of women characters by

male writers will be highlighted in this paper.

As I mentioned earlier, feminist analysis is the most important part of my work. I want to begin
this by discussing the emergence of feminism and feminist literary criticism. Toril Moi who

(13

works on feminist theory and women’s writing defines feminism as “.... Political labels
indicating support for the aims of the new women’s movement which emerged in the late
1960s. ... is a specific kind of political discourse: a critical and theoretical practice committed to

the struggle against patriarchy and sexism.”® In her book The Remembered Gate: Origins of

American FFeminism author Barbara Berg defines feminism

3 Moi, Toril “Feminist, Female, Feminine” Feminisms. Ed. Kemp, Sandra and Judith Squires,

Oxford University Press, 1997. p-246



It is the freedom to decide her own destiny, freedom from sex-
determined roles: freedom from society’s oppressive restrictions,
freedom to express her thoughts fully and to convert them freely into
action. Feminism demands the acceptance of a woman’s right to
individual conscience and judgment. It postulates that a woman’s
essential worth stems from her common humanity and does not depend

on the other relationships of her life.*

The position of women of England in the 19" century was utterly different from the position of
women in today’s world. Either her father or husband controlled the life of a woman. There was
no scope for women to get higher education and better jobs. They could not vote, they could not
own property and they were treated with little respect. Marriage was the top most priority of a
woman’s life. Women were expected to stay at home and take care of their husbands and
children. In this regard Memunah Sillah, comments on American writer Margaret Fuller’s
Woman in the Nineteenth Century

What, however, is clear is Fuller's argument for the spirituality of

woman, the "immortal being" that is being deprived of its "nature to

grow, as an intellect to discern, as a soul to live freely and unimpeded, to

unfold such powers as were given to her" by the creator. It is the

importance of this immortal soul, or rather, the inability of man to

acknowledge its importance, that Fuller sees as the cause of much of

? Barbara Berg qtd in Hooks, Bell “Feminist, Femalee, Feminine” Feminisms. Ed. Kemp, Sandra and Judith Squires,
Oxford University Press, 1997.p-24



woman's suffering. Marriage, considered compulsory for a woman, "if it
be only to find a protector, and a home of her own", is all too often
arranged for "convenience and utility" rather than as a "meeting of the

souls".’

In United States the movement of feminism occurred in two waves- first wave feminism (1830-
1920) and second wave feminism (1960 to the present). The first wave of feminism occurred in
the 1920’s when women fought for the right to vote and the extension of civil rights for women.
The second wave of feminism emerged in the 1960’s with the widespread growth in educational
opportunities for women. This wave of feminism is sometimes referred to as Women’s
Liberation. This time the movement involved issues of reproductive rights such as birth control

and abortion as well as equality in the workplace and female representation in the government.

According to the Glossary of Literary Theory Litgloss
Feminist criticism is an approach to literature that seeks to correct or
supplement what may be regarded as a predominantly male-dominated
critical perspective with a feminist consciousness. Feminist criticism
places literature in a social context and uses a broad range of disciplines,
including history, sociology, psychology, and linguistics, to provide a

perspective sensitive to feminist issues. Feminist theories also attempt to

3 Sillah, Memunah “On Woman in the Nineteenth Century”. Transcendentalism. 7" Jan 2007.

<http://www.vcu.edu/engweb/transcendentalism/authors/fuller/sillahonfuller. html>




understand representation from a woman’s point of view and to explain

women’s writing strategies as specific to their social conditions.®

Toril Moi says that feminist criticism is not likely to be associated with the idea of being female.
According to her
If feminist criticism is characterized by its political commitment to the
struggle against all forms of patriarchy and sexism, it follows that the
very fact of being female does not necessarily guarantee a feminist
approach.... It is a truism, but it still needs to be said that not all books
written by women on women writers exemplify anti-patriarchal
commitment. This is particularly true for many early works on women
writers, which often indulge in precisely the kind of patriarchal
stereotyping feminists, want to combat. A female tradition in literature

or criticism is not necessarily a feminist tone. ’

The author Cheri Register in this regard says that
... feminist writing should express female experience authentically, but
also that authors should not feel obligated to offer an exact
representation of their own lives... the text should express a
representative female experience which we, the readers, can accept as an

authentic reflection of our lives. And each individual woman should be

S “Litgloss”. Bedfordstmartins. 3 Jan 2007. <http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/litgloss/>
" qtd in Moi 246



struggling to find her own true identity, for which task strong,

independent female characters may provide inspiring role models.®

British writer Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792) is regarded as
the first feminist text of women's effort for equal rights, and therefore it is the first step in
awareness for the equality of the sexes. Wollstonecraft was influenced by the principles of the
French revolution regarding the equal rights of individuals. In this text Wollstonecraft pitches
her writing to middle class women. She states that a false system of education exists in society,
which teaches women to make themselves alluring. According to her women are inferior to men
physically not in terms of intellect or talent. The writer condemns women for being sentimental

and not being able to curb their emotions.

The conduct and manners of women, in fact, evidently prove that their
minds are not in a healthy state; for like the flowers which are planted in
too rich a soil, strength and usefulness are sacrificed to beauty; ...one
cause of this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of education,
gathered from the books written on this subject by men who, considering
female rather as women than human creatures, have been more anxious
to make them alluring mistresses than affectionate wives and rational

mothers:;’

¥ Eagleton, Mary;, Feminist Literary Theory A Reader, 2nd edition. Oxford: Blackwell, 1996 .p-

151
*Wollstonecraft, Mary. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Boston, 1792.p-101



Later on A Room of One's Own (1929) by British writer Virginia Woolf is an important piece of
feminist literary criticism. Here, Virginia Woolf argues that the male dominated patriarchal
society prevents women from realizing and exposing their talents and potential in literary fields.
Women should have financial independence to afford a room and a fixed income to pursue their
talents. She believes that if women were given the financial sources and freedom available to

men, they would be as productive.

In the first place, to have a room of her own, let alone a quiet room or a
sound-proof room, was out of the question, unless her parents were
exceptionally rich or very noble, even up to the beginning of the
nineteenth century.... Such material difficulties were formidable; but
much worse were the immaterial. The indifference of the world which
Keats and Flaubert and other men of genius have found so hard to bear

was in her case not indifference but hostility. '

In the essay Professions for Women Virginia Woolf states that she had to kill "the Angel in the
House" in order to write her novels and critical works. She argues that the very fact of being a
woman has always been an obstacle for women to exercise their literary talent. She describes the
difficulties of being a female writer in those days. To be a writer one has to destroy the
conventional image of a housewife and mother. In other words, women writers have to pursue

their dreams of being a writer wholeheartedly and exercise their talent to reach to their success.

' Woolf, Virginia. 4 Room of One’s Own, Cambridge University Press, 1988. p-59



And while I was writing this review, I discovered that if I were going to
review books I should need to do battle with a certain phantom. And the
phantom was a woman, and when I came to know her better I called her
after the heroine of a famous poem, The Angel in the House. It was she
who used to come between me and my paper when I was writing
reviews. It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so

tormented me that at last I killed her."'

Again she adds to her lecture
Had I not killed her she would have killed me. She would have plucked
the heart out of my writing. For, as I found, directly I put pen to paper,
you cannot review even a novel without having a mind of your own,
without expressing what you think to be the truth about human relations,
morality, sex. And all these questions, according to the Angel of the
House, cannot be dealt with freely and openly by women... Killing the

Angel in the House was part of the occupation of a woman writer. "2

Since this paper is based on Bengali folk literature, I want to mention the contribution of
prominent writer and feminist Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hussain to the path of establishing
equal gender rights in the society. She strongly criticizes the traditional approaches of society to

women through her writings and the way Bengali Muslim society inhibits women from acquiring

"' Woolf, Virginia. The Death of the Moth: And other Essays, New York, 1980
"2 ibid
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education. According to her, instead of covering about half of the population, women lag behind
for not having the equal social acceptance and rights in the society. She strongly believes that
education is the only device for women to remove all the discrimination and women are
themselves responsible for putting an end to the enforced slavery of their life. ~ She introduces
Bengali women to the world outside the bundles of saris and ornaments and encourages them to
come out of the boundaries of patriarchal social frameworks. She says, “We constitute half of
the population. How will society move forward if we remain backward? How far can a man limp
if one of his legs is tied? Our interest is not different from men’s—it is the same. We have the

»1% Again she says, “we cannot attain anything by merely wishing for it; one

same goals in life.
has to work hard for it. Nobody is going to come to our doorsteps with pitchers full of
knowledge just because we thirst for it. The fountain does not come to the thirsty; it is the thirsty

that must proceed towards the fountain.”"

Feminist literary critics have established the novel, as the special field for women’s writings.
Most of the novels written in the 19th century by women used the home as the central image,
because, like their heroines, female writers were almost utterly confined to the home. As they
were isolated especially from social, political and economic activities, the experiences of female
writers were not as broad as their male counterparts.

In this regard the author Terry Lovell says,

"> Moudud, Baby “ Pabitra Rokeya Path” The Daily Star December 8, 2006
" ibid
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In terms of masculine\ feminine poles of ideology, novel-writing is
deeply ambivalent, like all categories of so called creative writing. It is
paid work, work for breadwinners; and despite recurrent male complaints

of female competition, it is dominated by men. "’

Mary Eagleton says,
Because the novel’s genesis lay partly in forms of writing familiar to
women- the diary, the journal, letters- the form could seem more
accessible and approachable. .. the novel was often considered and still is

an appropriate form for women.'®

Now I will discuss the connection between feminist literary criticism and the practice of folklore
by women. At first 1 will start with the definitions of Gitika. Gitika is known as ballad in
English. It is said that Dr. Dinesh Chandra Sen first introduced this term to describe Pala Gaan.
Gitika is also known as Gatha. Basically Gatha means narrative poems. We can also consider

Gathas to be narrative folk tales.

Dr. Ashraf Siddiqui asserts in the introduction of Mymensingh-Gitika
If we consider ancient Sanskrit poetry as the aristocracy of literature then
Jatra and Pala Gaan should be the feudalism of literature and Gathas are

absolute democracy of literature because Gatha Gaan are created by the

" Lovell, Terry. “Writing Like a Woman: A Question of Politics” Feminist Literary Theory A Reader, Ed. Mary
Eagleton, 2nd edition. Oxford: Blackwell, 199683
' qtd in Eagleton, 88
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people, for the people and of the people, these are creation of the masses

rather than the classes.'”

There was social motivation behind creating these Gitikas. In this regard, Dr. Ashraf Siddiqui
says “if Gittika is only used as an equipment to propagate religion, if it lacks the appeal of love
of if it never get extended in folk tradition then we are not able to include these to our folk
literature.”'® Gitikas are composed in the language of the local people, which has a strong oral
tradition. Most probably Bangla Gitikas were composed in the 16™ century. But most of the
Gitikas have been collected in this century and many changes and expansions have occurred in

this long period of time.

Md. Shahidur Rahman who is a professor of Bangla literature has given a list of some traits of

Gathas and Gitikas.

1. These are folk songs, which are introduced by common people.
2. Singers used to sing and dance with these songs.

3. These are based on one single story.

4. These songs have simple and lucid language.

5. Repetition is a common trait of these songs.

6. Both of these are narrative.

"Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar: Sikdar Abul
Bashar, 1995. p-4 (my translation)

' ibid,7(my translation)
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7. Sometimes the traits of the play remain in these songs. "’

If we analyze the features of Gitikas, we find some similarities between a novel and Gitikas. It
appears that the essence of narrative stories remain in both the novels and Gitikas. As we know
through a novel the writer can express the thoughts, expressions and feelings more profoundly,
the writer can prolong the novel accordingly. On the other hand poetry requires more creativity
and sophistication, as the poet has to follow the rhyme, rhythm, and stress while composing a
poem. But Gitikas are narrative folk tales, which are composed in the form of poems. We can
define Gitikas as something in between poetry and novel, as it has both the qualities of a poem
and a novel. Gitikas are always based on one single story. According to feminist literary critics,
novel has been the special field for women’s writing where women writers highlight the private
lives of women characters. Mary Eagleton says “...novels could be viewed dismissively as the
best that women were capable of: men study classics; women amuse themselves with novels.?’
Generally composing poetry requires full concentration, which was not easy for women to
provide, as they were busy performing household activities. Similarly in the Gitikas women
characters are centered on family life and household. Therefore the qualities of a novel are

present in Gitika but we get more variations in Gitika. They are associated with singing and

dancing as a part of entertainment.

The relationship between feminism and the features of folklore is very relative and intimate. If

we consider the history of folklore, we find the presence and contribution of women is very

' Rahman, Shahidur; Mymensingh Gittikai Nari Choritrer Shorup, Dhaka: Bangla Academy

press, 1998 (my translation)
* qtd in Eagleton, 88
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much present in terms of pursuing traditional rituals such as Biyer Geet, Mangal Gitika,
Baromashi, Brotokotha etc. Women used to compose songs for observing the rituals or
customary occasions from the middle ages. Not only that, women used to compose songs on the
basis of their daily affairs, physical attributes, suppressed feelings, blessings for new brides or
family functions. They represent their own happinesses, sorrows, pains, sacrifices and agony
through their songs. We know that feminist writing is based on female experiences or
characterizations, not necessarily written or composed by women writers. Male writers with
extensive elaboration of female characters and their experiences basically composed Gitikas and
Rupkothas. As we know, most of the Gitikas are based on one single story, and it requires the
emergence of female characters. The existence of female characters makes the Gitikas self-

sufficient and credible.

There are Gitikas where the main plots are centered on the female characters. In this regard, |
want to focus on Mymensingh Gitikas where female characters such as Mohua, Molua,
Chandraboti, Kajolrekha etc play the vital role in the Gitikas. Not only that these, Gitikas are
also named after those central female characters. In Mymensingh Gitikas female characters
stand for fidelity, virtuosity, honesty and sacrifice for love. According to American writer
Margaret Fuller marriage was the prior commitment of a woman'’s life in the nineteenth century.
We get the similar kind of reflection in the life of heroines of the Gitikas like Molua,

Chandraboti and Kajolrekha etc.

We know that feminist literary critics discovered that the female characters of nineteenth century

novels are basically centered in the home. Similarly, the female characters of these Gitikas are

15



also busy maintaining the family life. These characters completely devote themselves to
pursuing the love for their beloved male counterparts. They are confined to the four walls of
their home. They are not involved in any kind of productive works, which require intellect or
talent. If I consider the perception of one of the pioneers of feminism Mary Wollstonecraft, I can
easily relate them to my research observations. Male writers are concerned in making the female
characters ‘woman’ and the biological differences of being a woman have been highlighted in
these Gitikas. The female characters are getting the ‘false education’ to make themselves alluring
and capable of attracting perfect bridegrooms. The most important part in the portrayal of these
female characters is based on the common notion of people that women are fragile, weak and

insignificant creatures, who need to be protected by their strong male counterparts.

In this regard I want to mention the observations of Italian thinker Gramsci on culture and
literature. Literature can be manipulated to establish a set of values and beliefs to control people
and society. Gradually people start believing and accepting these concepts without question.
Gramsci uses a term called hegemony that views and evaluates things and people from the
perspective of a dominant group or class. Basically it serves the interests of the powerful group
by getting social consent. Edward Said says in his book Orientalism

Culture, of course, is to be found operating within civil society, where

the influence of ideas, of institutions, and of other persons works not

through domination but by what Gramsci calls consent. In any society

not totalitarian, then certain cultural forms predominate over others, just

as certain ideas are more influential than others; the form of this cultural

16



leadership is what Gramsci identified as hegemony, an indispensable

concept for any understanding of cultural life in the industrial West.*’

I find that female characters of the Gitikas I have researched on are socially constructed and are
part of a patriarchal hierarchy. Through the characterizations of women characters, the authors
of these Gitikas satisfy the patriarchal framework and stereotypical mindset. In our society
generally the identity of a woman is determined by her relationship with a male such as
somebody’s daughter, wife or sister. Not only that, in these Gitikas women’s physical attributes
are mostly highlighted than their individuality. The identity of a woman is mostly associated
with her superficial portion called ‘Sundori’. We are habituated to see woman as someone
fragile, submissive, and utterly dependent on her male counterpart. So we can say that the
characterization of female characters mainly reflects the core conceptions about women in our

society. The authors try to project the scenario that we can easily identify with our life.

?! Said, Edward; Orientalism, Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd 1978. p-134
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Chapter 2- Chittagong Gitikas

The anthology, entitled Women in Bengali Literature, not only focuses on writings by women
writers but also writings by male writers about women. In this way, it is going to be a unique
piece of work. The research that I took part was basically writings produced by male writers and
mainly the depiction of women characters is made from the perspectives of male writers. As I
mentioned earlier, Gitikas from Chittagong and Mymensingh districts were my concentration in
that research. In this chapter, I will focus on Chittagong Gitikas and take an attempt to glean the
portrayal of women characters in terms of their biological differences, standard of living, the
struggle of upholding family and social values, the restrictions of observing women’s rights
within a patriarchal framework etc. In this regard, I will focus on the projection of women

characters’ personal lives, sexual lives, family lives and so on.

Chittagong Gitika is a collection of folk ballads from the Chittagong region. A collection of
these Gitikas has been published by the Bangla Academy. The most common themes of these
Gitikas are the practice of polygamy and its effects on women, the practice of infidelity, love at
first sight between young hearts, the friendship between co-wives, the utter submissiveness of
women characters towards the husband, a mother’s spontaneous love for children etc. The
Chittagong Gitikas that I will focus on in this paper are Pachtola Konna, Dukhraj and Sukhraj,

Surjomoni Konna, Chanmoni Surjomoni, and Manik Soudagor.

18



I have gone through eight Gitikas from Chittagong district from which I have selected five

Gitikas for the analysis in this paper.

The following table will show the procedure of my

selection of Chittagong Gitikas. The reason I exclude Khulana Konna, Delobor Kumerer Pala

and Hiralal Poddomoni is basically repetition of themes such as utter dependence on male

character, idealized physical beauty of female characters, the lament for not getting married on

time, the sense of faithfulness and plight of woman character to establish chastity etc.

The name of total number of The selected Gitikas Common themes in these
assigned Gitikas Gitikas
Pachtola Konna Pachtola Konna The painful experiences of

childless couples, the practice
of polygamy and its effects on
women, the continuous lament
for a son, the sense of
faithfulness and chastity, the
lament of female character for
not getting married on time,
internal conflict between co-

wives etc.

Dukhraj and Sukhraj

Dukhraj and Sukhraj

Traditional approach of
stepmother towards
stepchildren, infidelity, the
sense of faithfulness and

chastity, friendship between
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co-wives, a mother’s
spontaneous love for children

etc.

Surjomoni Konna

Surjomoni Konna

The violation of the bondage
between siblings, the utter
submissiveness towards the

husband etc.

Chanmoni Surjomoni

Chanmoni Surjomoni

The separation pain between a
mother and children,
spontaneous mother’s love for
children, negligence for baby

daughter etc.

Manik Soudagor

Manik Soudagor

The sense of faithfulness and
chastity, the plight of a woman
character to establish chastity

etc.

Khulana Konna

Delobor Kumerer Pala

Hiralal Poddomoni
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Pachtola Konna
The story of Pachtola Konna starts with the marriage between the king Arab Singh and Afima
Sundori. One of the most common features of these Gitikas is labeling women’s name with the
term Sundori.
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The king remains childless even after three years so he chooses to get married again. But
unfortunately the king remains childless even after marrying another woman. The desire for a
son leads Arab Singh to marry four times. The lament of the king for a child really expresses the

desire for a son and the universal appeal of a son.
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*? Chowdhury, Momen, Bangla Academy Folklore Sonkolon: 55 Chittagong Gitika-2, Dhaka,
Bangla Academy, 1993
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In our social context, specifically in a rural community childless couples are not accepted easily
and this lack of acceptance adds to their mental agony. In Pachtola Konna, the king is not
treated well by the sweeper because of his inability to become a father.
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The practice of polygamy is obvious here and it leads to internal family conflict between co-
wives. Generally women are the victims of this practice. We know that biologically men are
responsible for determining the gender of a child. But in this Gitika female characters are
projected as commodity which is expected to be able to produce child specifically son. We can
say that the practice of polygamy carries out by the male characters to satisfy their hunger to a
son. The king Arab Singh gets more attracted towards his youngest wife Jamina as she reveals
her utter faithfulness and devotion towards her husband. The expressions of faithfulness
ultimately make Jamina a fragile and submissive character. The way she pleads to her husband

virtually represents her sense of slavery to her husband.
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Jamina claims that if she is a virtuous woman she will definitely be able to produce a son.
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Jamina expresses her helplessness and anxiety at being left alone at the news of her husband’s
departure. Not only that, she is also worried about the restlessness she feels because of her
youth. Her way of expression ultimately shows her sexual desires. I think her bold expression

makes her different from her other co-wives.
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Arab Singh brings miraculous banana for his wives, which is supposed to be eaten by the co-
wives equally in order to have a son. But the first two wives of the king get involved in a
conspiracy against Jamina as she gets more attention from the king. They do not let Jamina have
the banana and make the king believe that Jamina is unfaithful. They bring a false charge against
Jamina of bearing an illegitimate son and exile her to a deep forest.
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One of the most common incidents in these Gitikas is loss of female chastity. The women are
not allowed to explain their situation and the male partners put the blame on them and they
accept the judgments without question. In Pachtola Konna, we get a picture of the lack of faith
and commitment from a husband towards his wife and Arab Singh is portrayed as an absolutely
gullible person. Jamina is sent to a deep forest and eventually finds shelter in a carpenter’s house
and gives birth to a baby son called Chittro Singh. Chittro Singh meets his soul mate Pachtola
Konna in course of time. The narrator idealizes the physical beauty of Pachtola Konna. The

description is utterly associated with sexual desire.
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They fall in love with each other at first sight and start thinking about each other constantly.
This attraction ultimately leads to physical relationship and Pachtola Konna becomes pregnant.
Supernatural elements are added to this folk story. For example when Arab Singh goes for a
business trip, he does not take Jamina’s permission. Consequently, he has a dream where he is
asked to take permission from Jamina otherwise his boat would be stuck in the middle of the
river.
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Through this incident Jamina is given a kind of voice or importance by the narrator. Not only
that, when Jamina suggests to her father to sell the wood in the market for their betterment, we
find her exercising her intellect. Basically the narrator makes the female characters feel that their
lives are centered on getting married, make a family and keep on trying to save their chastity
throughout the life. However, there are certain points in the Gitika when female characters

express their own individuality.

Dukhraj and Sukhraj

In the Gitika Dukhraj and Sukhraj, king Sultan is aware of the bitter experience of having more

than one wife.
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But he cannot resist the fact that he needs an owner of his property and only his son can make

him proud.

= Chowdhury, Momen, Bangla Academy Folklore Sonkolon: 55 Chittagong Gitika-2, Dhaka,
Bangla Academy, 1993
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In this Gitika, we get he description of friendship between two co wives Akima and Mukima for

bearing a child and making their husband happy. The friendship between co-wives is unusual in

our social context but these two women make a compromise between themselves.
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In Dukhraj and Sukhraj, we get a portrayal of the destructive nature of women’s character. The

character called Diborni is called a ‘witch’ and she appears to be a cannibal.
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She captivates the king through her irresistible charms and this attraction leads to a physical

relationship between them.

@3 A B3 S Giew i35 7
ToR =t T o e arers
72 % T3 ww onee g w3
i i ey wify 93 Wi @2 |

(FeATeT @ TE, B MEHI-3, 4-359)

Consequently, we get the presence of Diborni in the palace and she takes over the charge of the
palace. King Sultan spends most of the time with his new wife and expresses his complete
tenderness to Diborni. She snatches Sukhraj away, who is a son of Akima and out of jealousy

she sets him a drift in the river.
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She sends Akima to the forest after imposing a false blame on her and Akima’s husband king
Sultan also behaves like an insensible person. Diborni switches the baby Sukhraj with the

wooden witch doll.
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The female characters of the Gitika shower their spontaneous and selfless love on their children

even if they are not their own children. In Dukhraj and Sukhraj, we get a character called
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Lalmoti who nourishes Sukhraj without any earthly desires. She even accepts the blame of
infidelity of being a virgin mother of Sukhraj out of love for the child.
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In these Gitikas we get female characters expressing their sexual desires with spontaneity and
full spirit. Therefore we can say that the female characters are allowed to exercise their freewill
in this regard. They are not asked to suppress their sexual desire or expression of emotions. In
this Gitika, Jorina is a stunning looking girl who is only twelve years old. She conveys the
restlessness and loneliness she feels in the absence of her beloved and she cannot resist the
appeal of her youth. She blames her parents for being unable to arrange her marriage on time.
She is longing for the happiness and enjoyment of being united with her future beloved.
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Surjomoni Konna

In Surjomoni Konna, Komolbosku and Komoljan are siblings and both of them come to the
community of king Hamard in disguise. Komoljan who is a female character changes her
feminine outfit to that a soldier. In this way, she appears to be a male character to the

community and somehow she gains the authority that male characters possess in these Gitikas.
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She continues her role of a soldier but Hamrad king recognizes her identity and he reveals his
notions of love, which is based on physical attraction, which leads them to establish physical

relationship with each other.

* Chowdhury, Momen, Bangla Academy Folklore Sonkolon: 54 Chittagong Gitika-1, Dhaka,
Bangla Academy, 1993
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Gradually, king Hamrad exposes himself as a deplorable character who uses Komoljan as a
device to satisfy his wishes. Komoljan gets involved in a conspiracy against his brother in the
process of hiding her relationship with king Hamrad. She and her husband send Komolbosku to
perform daunting tasks. She violates the bondage between siblings by turning her brother

Komolbosku to a lizard.
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The character called Surjomoni Konna reveals her utter dependence and submissiveness to her

husband Komolbosku. Not only that, she is under a false impression that by proving her chastity
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she will be able to make her husband return to her. She expresses her desperation over the

situation when she is left alone without shelter.
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Chanmoni Surjomoni

In Chanmoni Surjomoni, we come across a character called Champaboti who plays the role of a
stepmother. The narrator depicts the traditional insincere approach of a stepmother through this
character. Though initially the narrator portrays her as a caring mother, gradually she becomes
an unreliable character. She becomes unfaithful in her husband’s absence. She ignores her
responsibility towards the children because she spends time with the king’s assistant. In the
previous Gitikas we find that the people around women impose baseless charges against them.
But in this Gitika the charges are based on truth and Champaboti carries the blame throughout
the Gitika.
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There is another female character Roti whois the caregiver of Chanmoni and Surjomoni in this
Gitika. She saves the siblings from the trap of their stepmother and sends them to another

country far away from the evil shadow of Champaboti.
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I think the most beautiful depiction of this Gitika is the celebration of motherhood by the
narrator. Chanmoni and Surjomoni’s actual mother dies at the beginning of this Gitika. The
narrator depicts the overwhelming feelings of the mother, which is based on upcoming

separation from her children and anxiety about their upbringing.

» Chowdhury, Momen, Bangla Academy Folklore Sonkolon: 54 Chittagong Gitika-1, Dhaka,
Bangla Academy, 1993
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Chanmoni and Surjomoni also long for the mother’s love and their way of expression reflects the
eternal nature of a mother and child relationship. The universal appeal of being attached with the
mother has been depicted beautifully.
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Manik Soudagor

In the Gitika Manik Soudagor we find that the character Manik Soudagor goes for a business trip
leaving his wife Sonai in charge of his mother. Both Manik Soudagor and Sonai feel the urge to
meet each other secretly and get consequently united. After meeting his wife Manik Soudagor
forgets to close the door of his wife’s room. And this mistake brings the charge of being
unfaithful on Sonai. Manik Soudagor is aware of his mistake, but he does not come back to
clarify the situation. He knows that his wife Sonai would have to pay the cost of losing her
chastity. In this case we find that a woman is being blamed and ultimately punished for the

mistake of her male counterpart.
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2 Chowdhury, Momen, Bangla Academy Folklore Sonkolon: 54 Chittagong Gitika-1, Dhaka,
Bangla Academy, 1993
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In this Gitika we find that Sonai tries to clarify her situation and raises her voice against the
blame being put on her. This is the first time we find any female character raising her voice

against injustice.
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In this Gitika we come to know another character called Maleka Bibi who gives birth to six
daughters and becomes pregnant again. Maleka’s husband threatens her that if she gives birth to
a baby daughter this time, he will exile her to a forest. But she again gives birth to a baby
daughter and this time she plots to steal Sonai’s son Muktadhor to make her husband happy.
This is one of the pathetic scenarios of a male dominated society where women are considered as
trivial creatures. We can easily identify with the situation in our social context where women are

considered to be responsible for producing a baby son.
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After analyzing the Chittagong Gitikas, I can say that the roles of female characters are shown in
a traditional approach. They are identified as somebody’s daughter or dependent wife and their
name is distorted by labeling the term ‘Sundori’ by the narrator. That means women’s physical
attributes or sexuality are highlighted more than their intelligence or originality. In this regard
Mary Wollstonecraft says

Novels, music, poetry and gallantry, all tend to make women the

creatures of sensation, and their character is thus formed in the mould of

folly during the time they are acquiring accomplishments, the only

improvement they are excited, by their station in society, to acquire.

This overstretched sensibility naturally relaxes the other powers of the

mind, and prevents intellect from attaining that sovereignty which it

ought to attain to render a rational creature useful to others, and content

with its own station: for the exercise of the understanding, as life

advances, is the only method pointed out by nature to calm the

; 27
passions.

L Wollstonecraft, Mary. 4 Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Boston,1792.p-121
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Women characters undergo trial of chastity constantly to prove their faithfulness to their
husbands. The dual role of women has been projected in these Gitikas. However, we come to
know the aspirations, desires or dreams of the women’s characters through their speech. In this
way, the narrators convey the celebration of womanhood or motherhood. On the other hand,
through the practice of polygamy, the continuous lament for a son, the internal conflict between
co-wives or the suspicion of husbands on their wives, we come to the know the depiction of
exploitation, oppression and objectification of women’s characters. The most striking part of
the female characterization is that the narrators basically produce absolute positive or negative
approach of the characters. The narrators depict some female characters with the qualities of
supreme sacrifice, submissiveness, modesty and tolerance. On the other hand, negative
characters are shown with ultimate cruelty, jealousy, infidelity and conspiracy. There is a little

scope for female characters to exercise their cognitive and rational skills.
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Chapter 3— Mymensingh Gitikas

Mymensingh Gitikas were another concentration of my research for the anthology entitled
Women in Bengali Literature. Through the research I came across the diversity and versatility of
Mymensingh Gitikas in terms of characters and allegorical representations. Mymensingh Gitikas
are based on the lives of the inhabitants of the Mymensingh region. These Gitikas are mainly
based on love stories but there are differences in plots and characterizations. Like Chittagong
Gitikas, male writers have mainly composed Mymensingh Gitikas and the depiction of women
characters is made from the perspectives of male writers. We get the depiction of the lives of
people from both Muslim and Hindu religions. The most common themes are the glorified
physical beauty of women, the practice of child marriage, objectification of women, the fight to

protest chastity and self-esteem and so on.

In this chapter, I will focus on the projection of women characters in Mymensingh Gitikas such
as Mohua, Molua, Chandraboti, Komola, Kajol Rekha, and Firoj Kha Dewan. Through the title
of the Gitikas we see that most of the Gitikas are named after women. The reason I have
selected these six Gitikas among others is basically the dimensions in themes and traits of
women characters that have helped me to explore the main objective of this research that is to
glean the various roles of women play in these Gitikas. Specifically I have selected Komola and
Firoj Kha Dewan to show they are playing two contradicting themes that is women

charecters’exceeding traditional outlook and their ability to exercise their freedom.
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The selected Gitikas Common themes in these Gitikas

Mohua The objectification of women, the glorified

physical beauty etc.

Molua The fight to protest chastity

Chandraboti The influence of woman over men

Komola Raising voice against the evil character

Kajol Rekha The sense of faith in predestination

Firoj Kha Dewan Breaking the convention, women character is

the role of a soldier etc.

Mohua
Mohua is a daughter of a snake charmer called Humra but he is not her real father. Humra
snatches her away from her real parents. She is a natural beauty from the very early stage of her

life and this fact can be one of the main reasons why she is kidnapped.
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2 Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar: Sikdar Abul
Bashar, 1995
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Mohua’s present father Humra named her daughter ‘Mohua Sunundori’. There is a practice of
labeling female character’s name as ‘Sundori’. 1 think it is done intentionally to make the
women characters more alluring to the readers.
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Through this description we come to know that Mohua is a stunning looking young girl. But
somehow we get the idea that the narrator is idealizing the beauty of a woman and physical
attributes are highlighted unnecessarily. Mohua has become one of the major members of the
snake charmers’ group. Her appealing approach makes her distinct in their group. She has been
shown as an object that is supposed to grab people’s attention and attract them through her

appearance.
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Not only that she is depicted as a device of gaining success for their team. Her father is utterly

dependent on her to make profit.
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Mohua meets her soul mate in course of time. Love and physical beauty have worked equally to
bring about the relationship between two young hearts. Mohua’s approach towards her first love

is associated with sexual desire.
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Mohua has to go through a trial to establish her notions of love and deep attraction towards her
beloved. Initially she remains hesitant to accept her feelings for him. But eventually she accepts

her first love and wants to get associated with her beloved Noddar Thakur.

wifsy A onsifE agea ofd stera e
St @ =1t wiRee 23 A

ot AT TR A Afe

T I TS I T 2800 PN
TS RINE A AT AT @

Q=R M, &, 94-38)

Mohua reveals her feelings for Noddar Thakur with spontaneity and gallantry. She is predicting
the sheer pain of loneliness and separation from her beloved. Though Mohua feels a deep
attraction for Noddar Thakur she curbs her emotion for the time being to keep pace with her
family. But through the portrayal she comes across as helpless and dependent. Though Mohua is
an active member of their team, she never realizes her importance. She is always taught to be
dependent on her male counterparts who think of her only in terms of physical attributes.

wifar (@ e W Wi $ A
AT A FE (oire 7 A7 T

IGrT 72 A @ A 72T g

TFIH IRIT A1 T AT AR Sy

A



(iR e, =, 4-5¢)

Mohua shows her love for her beloved after they get separated from each other. She stops doing
her daily affairs and gets immersed into thinking of her beloved, Noddar Thakur.
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She gets back her life seeing Noddar Thakur after six months. But this time her father wants her

to kill him.
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Mohua is unable to make her father happy, as she can never think of taking his life by herself.
Finally she decides to elope with Noddar Thakur regardless of the consequences. Through this
attempt she reveals her straightforward attitude and tries to break the conventional social norms.
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Accidentally, Noddar Thakur drowns in the river and Mohua is left alone and taken away by a
man called Dusman Saudagor. He tries to tempt Mohua with his sweet words and flattery. He
also claims he is the only shelter left for Mohua in this world and nobody will accept her in

future. There is a tendency to make a woman character fragile and vulnerable.
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Finally, Mohua frees herself from this trap and regains her freedom. Mohua brings her beloved
Noddar Thakur back to life through her determination and patience. But she does not see the
light of dawn yet, as her father eventually finds them. The love story of Mohua does not meet a
happy ending rather it turns into a tragedy as her father kills both the young people. The
depiction of Mohua is done in a traditional way and the narrator describes her beauty as a tool to
have control over others. Though she is confined in a patriarchal society, she effortlessly
expresses her limitations of being a woman. The positive side of the plot is that Mohua makes

an effort to prove her true feelings through the sacrifice of her own life.

Molua

The story of Molua depicts the life of haor inhabitants in Mymensingh region. At the beginning
of the Gitika we find that Binod, the male protagonist’s mother persuades him to go the field and
cut the rice. She also reminds him of the period of starvation they go through almost every year.
Through her speech we come to know their economic struggle to earn a livelihood and the

struggle for survival in the rural context.
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Binod goes to another country for hunting and earning a livelihood. He meets the female
protagonist Molua there. Molua is the twelve year old daughter of a fellow called Hiradhor and
she has five brothers. Molua gets concerned about the stranger’s situation and she expresses her

kindness and wants to take him to her home.
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After getting up Binod is enchanted at the tenderness of Molua’s beauty. Like the previous
Gitikas the narrator romanticizes the beauty of Molua.
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» Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar: Sikdar Abul
Bashar, 1995

48



O] TN (TF NGAF T
Gister wge Sife g A B
QI (FATE S “AToeT 22 T

bR e, T3, 9-3)

Molua also blushes to see the stranger and she feels attracted to the opposite sex for the first time

in her life.
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Molua’s family is concerned about her marriage, as she is already twelve years old. The practice
of child marriage prevails in this Gitika. Neighbours are also busy gossiping on Molua’s passing
youth and the need of her getting married soon. But her family is searching for an affluent

bridegroom who can assure financial security for her.
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Eventually Binod and Molua get married through a formal marriage proposal through an

intermediary. Binod works as a labourer and prepares for the marriage. Women sing traditional

Biyer Geet along with bride’s mother at the marriage ceremony and give their blessings and wish

a happy married life for Molua.
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The conflict of the plot begins when Molua goes to her in law’s home and a fellow called Kazi

offers his evil hands to her. But Molua denies the proposal immediately and says she is

extremely happy with her husband Binod.
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Molua’s refusal makes the Kazi vindictive and he convicts Binod falsely of not paying debt on
time. Binod leaves Molua and his mother alone in utter frustration, which is an immature act on
his part. This incident makes Molua helpless but she does not lose her patience. Binod insists
that Molua go to her father’s home for financial security but Molua decides to accept her present
situation.
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Molua faces a cruel situation as she constantly struggles to survive with her mother-in-law. She
sacrifices all her ornaments in her battle against poverty. As Molua’s parents are affluent and
she has never dealt with this type of situation before, it is a sheer hardship for her. Molua shows

her strength and resilience and sticks to her decision.
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Molua’s five brothers come to see their beloved sister and take her with them. They also say that
Molua’s mother was longing to see her daughter and they want to take her with them to Molua’s
father’s home. But Molua decides to remain with her mother-in-law and accompanies her in the
struggle for survival. The narrator depicts a beautiful bond between mother-in-law and daughter-
in-law in this Gitika. They support and accompany each other in this crucial time and their

relationship is such that they can share their feelings easily.
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After returning home Binod is arrested for not paying the due debt and instigated by Kazi an
influential man in the village called Dewan kidnaps Molua. Binod is punished for not paying the
debt on time but Molua has to pay the debt at the cost of her chastity. Like the previous Gitika
we see the objectification of woman here. Dewan wants Molua to live with him as his mistress.

Eventually Molua frees herself by applying her intellect. Bur the society does not accept her
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cordially rather puts a blame of being unchaste on her shoulders, as she stayed with Muslim
Dewan for three months. The stereotypical notion of violating the norms of the family exists
here and a Molua is the sufferer for the crime she has not committed.
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In this stage of the story Molua makes an incredible sacrifice of allowing Binod to go for a
second marriage to keep peace in his family and putting an end to the constant accusations
brought against her. She also wants to serve as a servant in her in-laws house and the practice of
women becoming slaves intentionally or unintentionally occurs in the Gitika.
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The story ends in tragedy as Molua commits suicide to save her husband’s reputation. After her
death everybody seems to sympathize with her but she becomes the scapegoat because of the so-

called observance of family values and tradition.

Chandraboti
Chandraboti is the daughter of a worshiper called Bansidas. She has a childhood friend called
Joyanando and they meet each other while plucking flowers for the puja. They meet in a serene

environment and they fall in love with each other.
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In this Gitika we get the emergence of the practice of sending love letter and Chandraboti and
Joyanando keep in touch with each other and convey their feelings through love letters.
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% Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar: Sikdar Abul
Bashar, 1995
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Chandraboti is worried about her father while answering the letter and she reveals her

helplessness in this regard.
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Chandraboti reveals the fact that she is deeply in love with Joyanando and through her speech it

seems that she is romanticizing her notion of love.
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Chandraboti’s father, Bansidas is concerned about his daughter’s marriage and he wants the

bridegroom to be affluent and influential.
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Chandraboti and Joyanando get married through an intermediary. We come to know about the
occasion called Biyeer Geet, which is one of the prominent features of Bangla folk literature.

The women sing songs as a part of entertainment or giving blessings to the new bride.
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Joyanando appears unfaithful and falls in love with a Muslim girl. The narrator seems to put the
blame on destiny rather than on the guilty Joyanando. There is a tendency to exceed the male
character whereas a woman character is always made responsible for the same misdeed.
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Chandraboti is shattered after getting the news of her husband’s infidelity. She stops doing her

daily tasks and becomes absolutely heart-broken.
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Chandraboti shows her determination and resilience to get back to her real life. She decides to
give all her concentration on Shiv Puja and composing Ramayana rather than getting married or
making family again.
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Her father helps her to ignore Joyanando and curb her emotion and keep the promise she has

made with herself.
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Eventually Joyanando commits suicide and somehow attains the redemption. The narrator gives
more importance to Chandraboti and a male character sacrifices his life for a female character in
this Gitika. In most of the Gitikas the sacrifices or compromises are shown on a woman’s part.
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Komola
Komola is the daughter of Manik Chaklader of Hulia village. Karkun, a servent proposes
Komola through a love letter with glorified and fanciful words.
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But Komola strongly refuses the proposal, which shows her self-esteem and self-confidence.
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Komola is aware about the fact that she is an extremely beautiful girl and she is proud of her
virginity and beauty. She is waiting for her soul mate to come and make her dreams come true.
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' Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar: Sikdar Abul
Bashar, 1995
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Komola exercises her freedom to express her thoughts wholeheartedly when Karkun says he
wants to marry her. She expresses all her anger and contempt for Karkun in her speech. The
narrator portrays her inner feelings, making the readers hear the voice of a woman. The most
common aspect of these Gitikas is that women characters do not identify their potential and self-
respect. But this Gitika seems to gain weight in this regard and somehow Komola rebels against

the custom of accepting any suitor.
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Kajol Rekha

Kajol Rekha is a fairy tale and the narrator uses both prose and poetic forms to narrate the story.
The story is based on faith in predestination as Kajol Rekha goes through trials to get the
ultimate happiness in her life. Kajol Rekha is the daughter of a businessman called Dhoneshor.
Dhoneshor expresses his frustration for not being able to arrange his daughter’s marriage. A
miraculous bird called Sukpakhi foretells the destiny of Kajol Rekha and according to her Kajol
Rekha will marry a dead and she has to be sent to a forest. The life of Kajol Rekha is associated
with a bird and through the symbolic representation the narrator shows the passivity of the
woman character.
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Dhoneshor deceives his daughter and exiles her to a forest where she is locked in a room with a
dead man. Her father says her that the dead man is her husband and she has to prove herself

virtuous and make this dead man come alive.

2 Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar: Sikdar Abul
Bashar, 1995
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Kajol Rekha expresses her sadness over her destiny and simultaneous fascination over her young
good-looking husband. She is worried about her present situation but she accepts the dead man
as her husband and is concerned about his condition.
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In this Gitika we get to know the hostility of a woman’s heart and the insensitive practice of
stealing another woman’s husband. Kankon Dashi who is a servant deceives Kajol Rekha and
takes her place in her husband’s life. Kajol Rekha becomes the servant but she cannot reveal her

identity out of compulsion.
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Kajol Rekha shows her talent and artistic capability in every aspect such as cooking, painting etc.
The narrator attributes all the positive aspects of Kajol Rekha in comparison with Kankon Dashi.
Again there is a tendency to portray absolute positive or negative women characters in the
Gitika.
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Firoj Kha Dewan

In this Gitika we come to the woman character called Sokhina who appears to be a soldier who
decides to go the battlefield to free her husband from the evil hands of his enemy and fights the
war to give support to her husband. As Sokhina’s husband Firoj Kha Dewan fights the war
against Sokhina’s father, Omar Kha, she is prepared to go against her father and thus she shows
great mental strength. She refuses the traditional outlook and shows her bravery in the
battlefield.
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* Sen, Sridineshchandra, and Rai Bahadur, Purbobongo: Mymensingh Gitika, Banglabazar:
Sikdar Abul Bashar, 1995
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Sokhina is proud of her courage and she chooses to disguise herself and hide her true identity as
women were not allowed to go to the battlefield in those days. Sokhina promises to her mother-
in-law that she will win the battle and makes Firoj Kha Dewan free.
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But the most pathetic scene appears when Sokhina receives divorce letter from her husband in
the battlefield. She is utterly shattered after getting this news that the person she is fighting for
lets her down and abandons her. She is heart-broken and loses all her determination and strength

and falls in the ground from the horse. It seems that Firoj Kha Dewan abandons her at the fear of
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losing his life and doing so he becomes a treacherous person. Sokhina cannot bear this shocking

news and thus dies out of shock.
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At the end of this chapter we can say that the Mymensingh Gitika is a wonderful creation of
Bengali folk literature. These Gitikas are unique in terms of exploring new dimensions in the
plots and characters where women’s voices are heard. In this regard women characters of
Mymensingh Gitikas are more vibrant than Chittagong Gitikas. Women characters in
Mymensingh Gitikas are more diverse in their attitudes, tastes and aptitudes. They are aware
about their respective position in the Gitika. In some cases they try to break the conventions and
establish their notions. Md. Shohidur Rahman who is a professor of Bangla literature says in his
book Mymensingh Gittikai Nari Choritrer Shorup
We come to know versatile traits while exploring the aspects of women

characters in Mymensingh Gitika. The traits include ties of love,
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restraint, patience, innovative capability, determination, chastity, devoted
to husband, sacrifice, self-awareness, personality and simplicity. With
the attachment of these traits women characters specifically female

protagonists becomes more vibrant and prominent than others.**

In Mymensingh Gitika female characters try to get out of the traditional framework of patriarchal
society where women are subjugated not necessarily physically but verbally. In my research I
basically came across women occupying the role of daughter, wife or mother or women are
portrayed as a symbol of beauty, chastity, maternity, sacrifice and so on. But in these Gitikas we
come across women playing exceptional roles. In these Gitikas we see women playing
unconventional roles such as that of defensive teenager, disobedient daughter, soldier in the

battlefield, devoted to doing Shiv Puja rather than going for a second marriage etc.

3 Rahman, Shohidur; Mymensingh Gittikai Nari Choritrer Shorup, Dhaka: Bangla Academy
press, 1998, p-43(my translation)
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Conclusion

In this concluding part I will apply the feminist theories and analyze the themes of the Gitikas
both from Chittagong and Mymensingh districts. Firstly 1 will point out feminist perspectives
from the western world. The pioneer of feminist literary criticism Mary Wollstonecraft blames
the false education system, which is responsible to make women vulnerable and submissive to
the society by labeling the superficial term ‘beauty’ with them.

Women are told from their infancy, and taught by the example of their

mothers, that a little knowledge of human weakness, justly termed

cunning, softness of temper, outward obedience, and a scrupulous

attention to a puerile kind of property, will obtain for them the protection

of man; and should they be beautiful, every thing else is needless, for, at

least, twenty years of their lives.*®

I mentioned earlier that male writers mainly produce the Gitikas that I have gone through.
Therefore we get the projection of women that is done from male perspectives. According to
American literary critic and feminist Elaine Showalter

...one of the problems of the feminist critique that it is male-oriented. If

we study stereotypes of women, the sexism of male critics, and the

limited roles women play in the literary history, we are not learning what

»* Wollstonecraft, Mary. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Boston,1792.P-105
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women have felt and experienced, but only what men have thought

women should be.*

Their male counterparts basically manipulate the notion of love that women possess in the
Gitikas. Their concept of love is based on false thought that men are stronger than them and they
need to be taken care of by their male-counterparts. And men, both writers of the Gitikas and
male protagonists, are responsible for developing this notion in women.
Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain says in this regard

Men always tell us they have kept us deep in their hearts and threaten us

saying that we will never receive as much affection from any other

source in this world. That is why we melt and stream towards them! As

a consequence it is there affection that must be seen as harming us. They

are confining us within their hearts and depriving us from sunlight and

fresh air, and we are being smothered by their love!*’

We can say this false education and perception ultimately constructs feminist ideology.
According to writer John Storey “ ideology can refer to a systematic body of ideas articulated by

a particular group of people.”®® Again he states that ideology creates masking, distortion,

* Showalter, Elaine. “Towards a Feminist Poetics’, “Women Writing and Writing About Women™
Feminist Literary Theory A Reader, Ed. Mary Eagleton, 2nd edition. Oxford: Blackwell, 1996 p-105.

* Moudud, Baby “ Pabitra Rokeya Path” The Daily Star December 8, 2006

* Storey, John. An Introduction Guide to Cultural theory and Popular Culture. Athens: The University of

Georgia Press, 1993.p-3
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concealment and false consciousness. Women are under a false consciousness that being
obedient and respectful to the decision of their male counterparts will prove their faithfulness
towards their partners. But they are unaware about the fact that they are being scapegoats and
subjugated by their partners. It makes them undergo any hardship without raising questions.
Not only that they shower boundless love on their partners, which is distorted by relating utter

submissiveness and sexual desires.

I think the anthology entitled Women in Bengali Literature will bring out both accepted pictures
of women’s life and women playing unfamiliar roles in context of folk literature. The inspiring
part of the research is it does not come across incidents of violence against women such as
women battering. It is interesting to see women come out of the accepted roles in the ballads and
make their own way to create spaces for themselves. Readers can hear women’s voice in both
the contexts. As women are confined in the patriarchal framework where they are supposed to
uphold family vales and conventions, there is little opportunity for them to speak out their desires
and complaints. But still the way they express their desires and raise voice against injustice

exceeding social constraints is commendable.
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