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Ty wriarchal Iesistance |
Gender Dynanics and Patri T

Jicenous Narrative
Ao's Short Stories

¢ An in-depth Analysis of Temyg,

Hawaibam Loiyump,

ABSTRACT
delves into the complex gender dynamics and patriarchy|

resisance  depicted  in Temsula Ao’s short stories, exploring how
Indicenous women in Northeast India, particularly Naga women, navigate
.1_nd-rh.1]‘.:ng-: oppressive societal structures. Focusing on “Laburnum
for My Head” “The Jungle Major,” “Soaba”™ and “The Last Song.” the
study examines how Ao’ female protagonists confront and resist the dul
challenges of militarized violence and the rigid patriarchal systems that
confine them. Through their struggles, these women forge paths toward
self~determination, showcasing their strength as they confront and resist
systemic oppression. Through layered character portrayals, Ao reveals the

This paper

comvergence of gender, culture, and state oppression, shedding light on
the strugges of women who are often marginalized both within their
commumues and i larger historical narratives,

Characters like Lentina, Khatila, Imtila, and Apenyo embody diver
torms of resstance, ranging from subtle acts of rebellion to bold acts of

courage. Lentna’s choice of a laburnum tree as her miemorial, Khatlas

mgenuity i protecting her hushand, Tnrtilas UICE perseverance i stifling
marraage, and  Apenyo's tragic victimization amidst wilitary violence
all draw attention o the multificeted ways in which women peclaun
their power. Ao narratives e deeply rooted in Indigenous gradigons:
and cultural connections berween wonie! and

cmpliasiang the spiritual
.h_l]

their environment whjle CrIGgUng the dehumanizing etfects of patrift
and SEIEC =1 acseny] SYStes

202



5 Merarch: ey :
Gender Pynamics and Patriarchal Reesistance Indigenay, MNarrat
Armatives

By weaving together themes of natire, icdenti,
critigques the structural subjugation of W
I and endurance, This paper ang

il CSEEImee. Ao 1
o e but e, el
al - ues th

owertil aHirmation of the enduring SErupele
A L

erermination i patriarchal and militrize

brates
at her storjes SCTVE ag
bor grendey cepuality
d socicties, |
iinist and postecolonial lens, the study focuse

anel
sell-4

1_"-|_-|.1ﬁ."” . ; - - 4 {”l tl."_' ‘ﬂ-l:.r]”f“.-"“.r
LADS work in elevating the voices of Indigenogs Woinen
L b :

Iy ”-lj-.’,ll‘ an

and reshaping
R .
Iy, Ao stories offer

; . 5 of WaOImen, .’Jth’q'u;'n“”g forr
it recogmition and liberation in the face of institution

qarratives of resistince and empowerment. Ulingge
: ‘I_'pl_'”t-';-ﬂ-!n';'l commentary on the lived realicje

alized oppression

wd stare violenee,

EE}"Wm'ds: Patriarchal resistance, sender violence, MNag
women, Indigenous, milicary oppression, Northe
India, Temsula Ao,

AL

INTRODUCTION

In the realm of Northeastern Indian literature, Temsula Ao stands as a
celebrated and influential figure, known for her remarkable contributions
to Indian English literatare as a short story writer. Her narmtives reflect the
oral traditions of storytelling through song, offering profound insighes into
the personal, cultural, and historical concerns of her homeland, Ao’ works
explare the rapid changes unfolding within her community, highlighting
the rich history, culture, and traditions of the MNagas while addressing the
complexities of gender identity and the risk of erasure of Indigenous
histories due to acculturation and modernity.

The assertion made by Charlotte Bronté in fane Epre resonates
powerfully: “1 am no bird; and no net ensnares me; | am a free human
being with an mdependent will, which T now exert to leave you.” (366
This sentiment echoes the struggles of Ao's fenmale protagonists s they seek
‘0 rechim their autonomy amidst oppressive structuivs.

In her short stories, Ao sheds light on the plight of women i ].'*ﬂ]l[lt‘il“":.'.
; weicularly during periods of

Yolatile and violence-ridden environments, p: :
¢ the brunt of dual

“-:“htﬂ I'"II.' []]_'}l._'m‘[j‘_"]:,; : w'::'] 1en are P[}]'tr..l'!ﬂ:";-i s ].“..:I "1l d : h ﬂ
: i < e Erert e e e T e
OPPression: the brutality of military violence and the entrenched p

: . : g «insecurity and
Orms of their society. Ao’s narratives vividly depict the ansecurn

o CAIE Histed Joursal) 203
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WOVEL R
RNUM FOR My HEAD
sl aburnum for My Head™ offers 3 g
" ThEn]

Aa’s short stary

grender Llj,fl]:Ill‘liE!i- and patriarchal resistance withiy |

: 3 T I Fige

i MNortheast [ndia. Through the protagonist Leps..
; LMLy

subversion of patriarchal traditions,
v TEe

Lanu

Temsula
exploranon of
Indisenous context o

Ao delves into the
independence, and the interconnectedness of .

as a reflection of rger thems

_',;u:lrl'n..'}.‘.
reclamarion of temale
and feminine identity. This story Serves
idigenous narratives, where women
in subtle yet profound ways.

within It challenge societal norms iy

seck empowerment
In* Laburmum for My Head " Lentina s determination to be remembend

through the blooming of a laburnum tree, rather than the conventiond

srandeur of tombstones, serves as a powerful act of resistance agins

patriarchal expectations. Traditional societal norms dictate that women'

lives. and even their memories in death, are controlled by male relatws
and ¢ b e : : A
md communiry practices. The erecting of expensive combstones to honor

(] L]
the de g A s !
dead s au.upu:l 1 parriare hal values of materialism 1 sgaus. Lentins

however, quietly defies this traditon by opting tor nattiral, organic legacy
1.1.':1|.|d|:r||I;.-_,1‘Wh':..' not have a laburnum tree }-_,.];_“11:,;_-,‘-1 on her grve. e
:-.-rj'i.uf._-h.m:u!:{ ]iv.l:.”f” over her remains instead of a slly |lt."'.14.['it;}nL'?” (An
! ; ur |.1|.|m 4} This choice aligns with Indigenous beliets in he cychicd
and nurturing aspects of nature, Her resistance extends turthet when s
-||J-ar~,|~..m| accompanying her husband on his final journey to the “m,-;.:,,unl.
dospace tradionally reserved for male ‘“'”hﬂri['}-': This *icc_lm_l” ‘r;'-mti"!'-”"

her guoet .
detiance  of ;
" TR . ; . i 1
cietal norms, cmphasizing her augenon®

Boachy ide annd death,
et
i (15

Ao story al

v albso sheds 1

and mature, oft hghe an the profound connection berwes |

' H & T i 1 . : I
cen i ecofeminse discourse. The laburmit! (e 80
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Gender Prviamics and Patciarchal Wesistanee iy Indigenous Narratives
Al '

bl of Lentina’s personal empowerment as an i:uhvidu:ll.tll:f"_.finj_-
. 5y -
4 : I N J”f“]!ﬂ}; to control bot |] WO il il G

; ; tremniene, T hie
n.ﬁll-l:I'H' F.H"-i

|-'|'I.| W h_l-q wenl ki an 'nl LU ) ] | r d 1'|.r| L, B o recurrin LA TT Wl ini
||'|[|.\ *la

et ' '

piritual connection to the land, which cmpowers them to resist

1 -,i.l."l'll'- ]
L,i..PTﬁsi'n.'r forees,
For Lentina, the laburnum is not just a tree; it is an extension of her

eatiny, her desire tor freedom.and her rejection of the socictal CONStraints
(133 a

1rn}‘-"!“-‘d an her, Retlecting on the tree, Lentina thinks, “She had always
dmired these vellow Aowers for what she thought was their fe
thev were not brazen like the gulmohars” (Ao, “Laburnum’

iies of humility, resilience, and quiet strength often

mmniniey;

'3) emphasizing

|_'|".'|.]| |
femiminity in Indigenous cultures. By rooting her ide

associated with

ntity in nature, Lenting
enges the male-centric values ot dominance, control,

chal
that underpin both colonial and patriarchal systems.

and materialism

The death of Lentina’s husband signifies a pivotal moment in the SEOTY,
grantung her the freedom to embrace her own fiecedom and pursuc her
dream of planting the laburnum tree, Before his passing, Lentina’s enthusiasm
for the wree was belitded as impractical, her desires overshadowed by her
roles as a wife and mother. As Ao nartates, "Her husband and children
were convineed that she was developing an unhealthy fetish for laburnum
and began to walk openly about this in close family gatherings. She could
not understand their concern and was inwardly hurt by their seeming
sensitivity to the beaury around them.” (“Laburnum’™ 3-4) This refleces
the dismissal of women'’s desires and passions within patriarchal structures,
where individuality is often undermined and erivialized. However, with the
batriarchal figure removed, Lenting finally gains the space and autonony

YAt according to her own wishes. This shift allows her to rechim
her indivichualicy,

breaking free from societal expectations and finding
fualf

Wment on her W Lerns.
This shif

reHects a common theme in Indigenous women'’s narratives:
the re

himing of her own identity in the absence of patrirchal conerol,
ANy newfound freedom after her husband's death svinbolizes the wider
“Tuﬂbﬂu ol WOmen in patrarchal socienes, where ther self=dererminarion 1
" SUppressed tntil they can break free from male authority. Her decision

k. ; ) : L e R .
buricd gy from her husband's grave further remforces her rejection of

) g

P
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F [ 1 o I L 1 X

plﬂ-h‘\l"-.' . I ; |
") Tl dehance o secietl norns—rtly, Wonye

(Ao, “Laburnum:

Al e ped o
. : | n 4 o refusal to e

wsertion of her individualiey amd e : be boung bk

OV TOTES, -l-hq._" I.t“‘l“:" il]llhll‘ﬂlf?i ””—‘ ECTISH }}Llr'iﬂ'l:ﬂ "Idillr“.I[]

|.'”E| II III

al fr, ed:

Iy
and cult S0V gy i
¥ 'rr

wal expectations, drawing attention to Lentings pe
her own identity and forge her own path within the constraing g
: e

by soctetal norms,

At the core of “Laburnum for My Head™is a deep ecofeminig e
where Lentinas connection to the laburnum tree transeends the Emf:,l
politics of her community. Ao’s portrayal of the tree as a symbol of feminin,
strength. growth, and resilience is not confined to patriarchal noting
women as docile or submissive. Instead, the laburnum represents a spiriny
and empowering force that resonates with Indigenous views of nature 34

source of healing, wisdom, and renewal.

Bv choosing a natural, living memorial over a material one, Lentni
actions reflect a rejection of the patriarchal rendency to colonize and contro!
both women and the environment, The laburnum becomes a metaphor for
women's resistance to the forces that seek to suppress their voices and linu
their porental. In this way, Ao weaves together themes of gender, mwe.
and Indigenous identity, creating a narrative that challenges patriarchl

power structures while celebrating the resilience and autonomy of wonkt

Temsula Ao’ “Laburnum for My Head” powerfully examines how
; . : U,

[Indigenous women, through Lentina’s defiance and connecnon 19 natt
) F ¥ Tha1L
reclaim their seli=derermination and resise patriarchal norms, emphisiziis

rhe OIEoInE ﬁrrlll-'._ﬂll' for cimpowerment and freedom.

The Juncie Majon

¥ 5 e ; . tH_'lI!
emsula Ao short story 1 I"-'J'-IIIL'JL' I*vl:l,ji}r"ﬁt.'l'x*cbx a% i porent l-‘?“"m“l.l
3 witht!

N
a e

ol 5__{1_'”-_11.1' power structures L‘[‘tﬂ”:‘.lli_{i:'i to p;m'i.'m:h-ﬂ authoriey

Indhgenous nareatives, Set aginse - the tanmaltious backdrop of il
f Punab
wl
L
Khatla, a ¢ s : _ = apith Jan
il:JL"‘L L1 ll“.l'fll. ‘vEll}‘.L‘ l'“_l'!'hlllhll :"lrIIHHIL“‘ ll.t‘- I"'b.l._l-[ |I A ﬂl.'[
ila,

:ml-.-}u-n-.Fpm-..- TEAEIIeIE, 1|-"; SOry dl-."h"ll.‘!-i into the Jives ©

political and social uphicavals, 'l'|!ll'1:|l|;_:]:| the. charscter of Khat
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jics and patriarchal Resistance in Indigenous Narratives

an

pdet Py
¥
 Aonamics that confine woimne :
g gender dyna ! en to passive roles bur

il jere ; a8 ACOvVe arents of res
oy ™ sIres [ndigenous WORE 1 a5 active agents of resistance
e [TH g .
! F" al :uhl yatriarc hal forces.

'ﬂlut"' . -
- dipand Coswami NOLes,
JgiE

\e U
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»defying

“Temsula Ao’s stories exhibit 3 unigue

41 and collective memory... Her characters, especially the
e wimnesses 1o history but also active participants, who challenge
EhL" I_'_I-I'L'lL"IIItY ﬂf- cn]'iﬂiﬂt—ﬂdd:.“n Hﬂgﬂlﬂﬁd“ {[;ni!,'l,rnn]-i}

'11”“' - "
¥ garyve o
hatla’s acnons thmughmlc the story, where she actively

' it
; 5". n . v
I rdent 11 k

i colon al

= %

authority and the patriarchal expectations placed

er ':{‘*‘mmmﬂ

is anchored in the MNaga freedom movement, where men

qre drawn into the conflict, leaving their wives and families

!.;k': |;1'11I]Zl|.'-'f'l . P ! ’ H
; the perils of a society under siege. Punaba’s involvement in

B ﬂ-l‘lig‘“ﬂ

e underg
gorermment foo

iy portrays

ihah constantly under the threat of sexual vielence as the authorities

round army subjects Khatila to scrutiny and surveillance, as
rees target the women lett behind by rebel fighters. Ao
the pﬁ}"ﬂhﬂlugitﬂ[ and physical threats women face, with

srempt to extract iformation about her husband’s whereabouts, The
afficer’s lascrvions threat, “We know how to deal with women like you,”
(Ao, “Jungle Major™ ), accentuates the gendered violence thag 1s systemic i
bath colonial and patriarchal systenms of control.

However, Ao redefines the typical narrative of female victimhood by
pitioning Khatila as a figure of resistance. While Punaba’s membership
in the independence movement places her in danger, Khatla is not 2
psive victim. Instead, she exhibits resilience and resourcefulness n the
e of extreme danger, Recognizing the imminent danger posed by the
ﬁ"“'“ﬂ'lttlﬂm forces, she devises a clever plan to protect her husband by
'I‘-gmsmg him as a lazy servant. As the search party arrives. she loudly
m::'“;i‘{;‘?.;:i]it{g out, “Hey, where is that lazy so-and-so0? Haven't you

L Ao, "Jungle Major” 6).  Khagla’s prompt acuon not only
iy Punaba’s escape but als e -atas hic consequences for
1 -:vi]lab’“- As Ao s ' h pPe 1.1.I‘|: also P[L\"L]lt'i- catastrophic conseq .

o narrates, “Had he been killed or captured that morning,

'-:'I'.Ilj]'L- g . - ' ;
village would have been punished for harboring a notorious

t
el nor i A
: about his presence 11 the

L] [P,
urﬁ? Ao, Jun

rming the government forces

tolomt gle Major” 7). Through this decisive
onial autheor

qetion, she not only
ity but also challenges the patriarchal pxpectations

b X, by

Mo Xwwr 1 .
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in “The Jungle Major,” Ao presents Khatila as 2 ]'Eﬁ,f‘j”]’.:-f.ﬁtl i
courageous figure who defies patriarchal I:]{H'll‘.l.‘i, 5]1@1::15mg “q.;lmt.u;
-.~.-.:m-s_1f roles in community survival and resistance. This characterizas.
ermphasizes the potential for Indigenous women to challenge and suby:

OPpresive power structures.

S0apa

i Temisula Ao's short story Soaba, the characrer of Imiila is vividly portrayed
* @ woman trapped in the confines of patriarchal oppression, Her ﬂl‘_“EE"f-‘-
exemphfy the significant challenges faced by women in deeply p.:lLrI;in.'}.'-J|
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e brings forth to the transformation Litila s forced 1o
15 S

g fronm a life ofstmpliciey and domesticity wo one that refleces

NT[aLL
-.l:"l."‘l-hll[" = 3 i .
sl pewlound status, She is not only expected to play the role of

| wilt bsuit also to conform to the "il-liTL"FHL'i:ﬂ Lrappings of wealth

i -h

the Junlft

) cacial shligation, Her lack of freedom, symbalized by the expensive
,1':'- o ¥ e %

3} | i I'll 1
i

e exerts aver her, Through this portrayal, Ao critiques the patriarchal
wr OF ; : . .
that reduce Wonen o mere accessories in their hushands” lives,

ds damain, further emphasizing the oppressive control

ructunes

arippme £
jmalas situation  epitomizes the orthodox patriarchal norms that

hem of their personal liberty and individuality,

piectify  women, reducing them to mere possessions controlled by
418 :

male au
mdividuality, her movements restricted by the presence of bodyguards, and

her relationships with friends and family strained due to the imtimidating
evironment her husband has created. Her isolation within her own home
doweases the psychological imprisonment women often face under
;,,m,':.,-,:]-,a'[ control, as they are separated from their support systems and

thority. The narrative demonstrates how Imtila is stripped of her

forced into lonely, constricting roles.

In a desperate attemnpt to find relief from her oppressive circumstances,
Imtilas compassion is channeled toward Soaba, an intellectually disabled
boy she takes under her protection. This act of care represents her resistance
to the dehumanizing environment around her, offering her a brief reprieve
from her emotional confinement. However, it is the tragic death of Soaba
that ultimately triggers a shift in her husband’s behavior, awakening him
from his moral decline, Imtila, despite her own suffering, takes it upon
herself to restore order and salvage her marriage. As Ao writes,”She ried to
Pick up the broken picces of their former life and create a new order from
the pathetic remains, It was not an easy task, bur she persevered because the

all.‘l_"ri Al s ) - " L LT LL]
Ve was too frightening to contemplate™ (*Soaba 20-21).

d This moment exemplifies the resilience of Indigenous women, who,
EL;I_:I;L'I‘;:“"".T'FilP;I within deeply patriarchal :-'-lt’l.ll..'l'llln.‘ﬂ.. '-i.li']'\I'L‘ 1m athirm thewr
et “_I,I“mm“ and preserve familial connections. I|11IIE;1I5 perseverane
uwrwh;u.I as both a form of survival and a subtle resistanee 1o :h-.
e fryy Mg forces that seek to dominate her. By reconstructing iet

Vthe broken remmnants of her marriage, she navigates the delicate
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I wThe Last . ' k 'I I ri' t- r th(." ‘Ju l E-
C o particularly highlighting 00 Of el
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- eed by women in conflict :E.:Jt'lcz-;-ﬂr.l-.t.:fl}rﬂ. a ir’crung girl, hfcﬂme.q; Vi
of both patriarchal oppression and 1111||.l::lr},r EUMIIW mﬂfmng the de.:wr.;:
mgrained gender dynamics of her F'Dc“?q'{ omen d“T"l"H this nlrhuh.n'l
Pl.:rmd in Nagaland are subjected to patriarchal control within their by

. g Tk
and commiunities, while also enduring the violence and dﬂhumanm-..-r

inflicted by military forces during political unrest. As Preen Gill eloquerd,
ohserves. “Temsula Ao’ work is like a mirror reflecting the traup,
everyday challenges of people living in the shadow of vialence, Her storig
don't just tell us about conflict; they make us feel the cost of it—especiaf;

i‘li{*lf": . |'

for women and marginalized communities.” (Gill)

The narrative focuses on Apenyo’s tragic experience, as she is vioknd
assaulted by an army captain during a village raid. Ao writes,"He grabbel
Apenyo by the hair and with a bemused look on his face, dragged b
away from the crowd towards the old church building” (“Last Song" X
illustrating the caprain’s dehu manizing treatment of her as an objedt o
his pleasure, Ao further critiques this abuse of power by highlig]'lﬂ[lﬁ btk
Apenyo was gang-raped “while a few other soldicrs were watching &
and seemed to be waiting for their turn™ (“Last Song”™ 28), delineatis té
complicity and systemic nature :
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of such violence.
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CoNCLUSION
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waThe Jungle Major, Soaba™ and *The Last Song” offer incisive

|.'|;.1d 2 . .
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i enions NATTAGVES. Mhrough the portrayals of characters such as Lentina
frlaadsiit

nd Khadla, Ao challenges conventional representations of women as
assive entities. instead illustrating their capacity for empowerment and
weenth. Lentina’s subtle defiance and Khatila’s bravery stress the ways in
n-hw-h Indigenous women reclaim their autonomy and assert themselves

2ranst appr::ssive SIrUCEUTes,

As Tiloyoma Miisra notes i The Cogfond Anthology -of Writings from
North-East India, “Temsula Ao's stories are not just about insurgency and
nolence; they are also about human endurance and the quiet strength of
women who defy societal expecrations and fight to carve out their own
space 1n a parriarchal sociery” (Misra) This sentiment resonates deeply with
the women in Ao’ stories, who embody a quiet but profound resistance,
refusing to be diminished by the systems that seek to control and subjugate
them. Margaret Atwood’s assertion in The Handmaid s Tale— “Don’t let the
wastards grind you down™ (Atwood)—further echoes this theme, capruring
fit essence of these characters’ quict yer powertul defhance.

Furthermore, Ao's critique of the dehumanization of women and the
.,Imr:mmim_:,a of patriarchal and govermmental systems in safeguarding the
‘-'L.I]rll:lill:ﬂli: s poignantly articulated through the experiences ot Apenyo
|I,‘i:|:I:L:: Collectively, these narratives not only illuminate .t:1.c lfi::r;ar?cuf

‘ i also advocate
or th
illtll:;!:]:;'i’fl’f?wurmunt, emiphasizing the importance of LPLLFU%:I.]:ET‘P:H -
Urvival : :md the O1ZOLEE SErEE
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on of women within Indigenous conrexts bug
thelr
crucial roles they occupy in the
ration,
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