16.

Kaivarta Women and the Mythological
Contours of Waterscape: Reading Homen
Borgohain’s Matsyagandha as a Critique of
Intersectional Feminism
William Sajid Sultan®! and Oindri Roy?

Abstract

This article examines Homen Borgohain’s Matsyagandha (1987; trans. 2023)
as a reimagining of the Mahabharata myth of Satyavati through the lens of
caste, gender, and subaltern resistance. By situating the Kaivarta
community within the symbolic and material waterscape of the Mohghuli
River, the study explores how Borgohain transforms myth into a vehicle for
articulating indigenous feminist consciousness. The novel’s female
protagonists — Menaka, Kamala, and Memeri — embody a dynamic
continuum between disempowerment and agency, reconfiguring their
marginality into a space of self-assertion. Through parallels with Satyavati’s
mythic trajectory, Borgohain’s narrative highlights the enduring conflict
between purity and pollution, power and exclusion, revealing how
feminine desire and survival become strategies of transgression within a
caste-stratified society. Engaging with Nivedita Menon’s critique of
intersectionality, the article argues that Borgohain’s text resists the
imposition of Western feminist frameworks by foregrounding an
indigenous intersectional reality historically embedded in India’s social
fabric. Drawing on oral narrative traditions and cyclical storytelling,
Matsyagandha emerges as both a mythopoetic and political text, where
the waterscape mediates between myth and modernity to sustain a
uniquely Indian form of feminist energy that challenges hierarchies of
caste, patriarchy, and class.
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“O’ bloody Soneswar, bloody Kolimon, while you sleep under the
mekhelas of your wives, some sons of bitches have called you Dom on
your doorstep. Can’t you hear? If you are men, get up and go”

(“Prelude”, Fisherman’s Daughter)!.

The Assamese novel, Matsyagandha (1987) was published when the
Mandal Commission report, 1980, was three years away from being
implemented. While the commission’s report would invite legislation
on Other Backward Classes, the minority question, through the dual
lens of caste and class, had gained a contentious visibility in India’s
socio-cultural milieu. Borgohain’s narrative addresses the question
through the Kaivarta-Ahom conflict, dating back to the 18th century
‘Moamoriya rebellion’? in which the Kaivartas fought against the Ahom
community. Borgohain narrates that one of Digambar’s ancestors was
a part of the rebellion, who had “alone killed six scores of ‘Ahom’
soldiers” (Borgohain 37). The pain and anger of Menaka, the
protagonist, on hearing the word Dom, reflected in the extract above,
suggests that the word bears a certain derogatory nature for her. The
word Dom is associated with humiliation, insult and injustice for her.
When one of the two wayfarers addresses the people of this
community as low-caste, “dirty and uncultured”, she expresses her
anger at them using a diatribe. She becomes rebellious, unwilling to
accept the low-caste status imposed on her community by the social
hierarchy. The scope of inquiry in the novel also discerns another
major intersectional factor, gender, and unsettles the issue of
urbanised, upper-class feminism in India.

It is to be noted that the Kaivarta caste had been included in the
list of Scheduled Caste Communities of Assam, according to the
Constitution (Scheduled Castes) Order, 1950. The Tribal Research
Institute, in its survey (1987) reports the Kaivarta caste as occupying
“the second largest position having a total population of 2,94,809 as
per 1971 Census” (2). Fishing is considered to be the primary
occupation of these Kaivarta people. Etymologically, the term
Kaivarta has been derived from the root words ‘ke’ or ‘ka’ (water) and
‘vrit’ (exist). So, people who live in water or by water are known as
Kaivartas. The term has largely been used to indicate the fishing
communities like Doms, Nadiyals, and Jaluwa Keots. The term has its
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different histories of origin in different myths. In Mahabharatha,
Kaivarta is mentioned as a distinct community. Satyavati, the
fisherman’s daughter, who later became the queen of the Hastinapur
dynasty, was addressed by her stepson Devavrata as “Daseyi”, one of
the Dasa or Kaivartta clan (Pargiter 69). The community is also
mentioned by Kalidasa in Abhijnanam Sakuntalam while depicting the
scene where the lost ring is recovered from the stomach of a rahu fish
(Labio Rohita) caught by a fisherman (Sarma 23). The great Manu
Sambhita also considers fishing as the main profession of the Kaivarta
community (23). In the Jatakas also the community is also called as
Kevartta (ke-water, and varta-livelihood) (23).

The mythological underpinnings of the origin of the community
imply that the Kaivartas derive their daily livelihood largely from
water. The Kaivarta community, with its close connection to the
water, further directs the interpretation of the novel, especially
through its protagonist. The fact that she is a fisherman’s daughter of
the Kaivarta community further connects the narrative to the
mythical Satyavati from the Mahabharata. Like Satyavati, she
exemplifies the tension between purity and impurity, power and
oppression, negotiating her transgression within a caste stratified
society. The narrative’s ambiguous feminist energy is enabled
through this tension, as Borgohain’s characters struggle for their
social prestige.

Matsyagandha, first published in the Assamese language, was
translated and published as The Fisherman’s Daughter in 2023. The
recent translation reintroduces the novel to the contemporary re-
emergence of mythological retellings in Indian writings. In its
attempt to re-materialise the negotiation between female sexuality,
duty and power through the figure of Kamala and Menaka, the
narrative carries the reverberation of Satyavati, the mythic great-
grandmother of the Kauravas and the Pandavas. He transforms a
mythic figure to be the embodiment of modern subjectivity that
subverts the dominant structure of caste and gender. The translation
revitalises Matsyagandha as a timeless text which exposes how myths,
once regionalised to interrogate the dominant power structure
asserted by the epic, continue to evolve in interpretation across
language, temporal and ideological shifts. — But it is to be noted that
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Borgohain does not construe the conventional ‘retelling-of-myth’
genre that has gained popularity in the last few decades. Kavita Kane
portrays Satyavati as the grand matriarch who set off the Kuru
dynasty in the Mahabharata. But, as the article shall argue, the
narrative strategy and the feminist energy that emanate from
Borgohain’s narrative are different from Kane’s narrative.

As such, the article shall examine the vortex of caste and gender
as it becomes the mechanism for the oppression, exploitation and
marginalisation of the Kaivarta women who eventually assert their
female agency in subverting such vortex. The first section of this
study seeks to investigate how mythological reverberations sustain
the feminist energy that the Kaivarta women employ to negotiate the
oppressive structure of society. The second section offers a feminist
interpretation of the waterscape portrayed in Matsyagandha. It shall
examine water as a contested space; how it functions both as a site of
exclusion and transgression for the low caste women, especially
Menaka and Kamala. The final section undertakes the theoretical
scaffolding, discussing whether (or not) Menaka’s victory plays into
the political and critical oeuvre of intersectional feminism in India.

A Fisherwoman, a Mahabharata Myth and Empowering Female
Sexuality

“There is no village in India, however mean, that has not a rich
sthala-purana, or legendary history of its own”, writes Raja Rao in his
widely read novel Kanthapura (“Foreword”, Kanthapura). Rao further
adds, “In this way the past mingles with the present. . . bright”
(“Foreword”). Rao’s observation reflects an ambiguous gender
politics where the characters of Indian myths are ‘men and gods’,
whereas the storyteller, the grandmother, is a woman. This article
shall interpret the mythical underpinnings of the novel,
Matsyagandha, corroborating Rao’s claim about the mythopoeic fabric
of Indian villages; however, “mean”, like the Kaivarta community.
However, it is a male author, now, narrating a story about a
fisherwoman, thus subverting the ways of ‘men and gods’.

Accordingly, the trajectory of Menaka, a Dom woman and the
protagonist, ostensibly follows the regular pattern of oppression and
subversion. Bezbaruah states that “the word ‘dom’ was once used by
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the upper caste people in their day-to-day conversation to identify
the Kaivarta as a low caste community” (Bezbaruah 45). In the 1881
census in Assam, the Kaivartas were categorised into two folds:
‘halwa kewats’ — the Kaivartas involved in cultivation — and ‘nadiyals’
or ‘kaivartas” — the Kaivartas involved in fishing (Saikia 272). The
former was conferred a higher status in comparison to the latter,
which was accorded much lower status (272). As such, the word
‘dom’ has no official use to indicate the status of the lower caste. But
the continuous usage of the word by upper caste people earns it the
status of ‘untouchability’. Gradually, it becomes associated with
discrimination and deprivation for the Kaivartas.

Consequently, being a Dom, Menaka has been exposed to the
horrors of caste discrimination and poverty from her early childhood
days after the death of her father and brothers. Her life becomes “a
curse for taking birth as a Dom” (Borgohain 7). She recalls an
especially painful memory of getting slapped by an unnamed upper
caste woman when she was only five or six years old. In order to
borrow some rice grains, her mother takes her along to an upper
caste house. There, Menaka is reprimanded and gets a “resounding
slap” from the house owner’s wife as her “parboiled rice” spread out
in the courtyard to be dried was touched by her shadow (3). She
further recollects the humiliation of the Dom people that she
witnessed in her childhood days: “[T]he very touch of the Doms made
all foods inedible. If a Dom happened to be very thirsty, he or she will
have to take a leaf of arum plant from the roadside and approach a
house owner for water to be poured on to that” (6-7). What
Borgohain tries to foreground through his narrative is the ritualised
dehumanisation of the Dom people. The caste-based horror leads her
towards opium addiction and being an aggrieved woman. Living a
life of bitterness, lashing out at everyone who addresses her and her
community as Dom, cursing her husband and her sister, who married
Jayahari (the more industrious brother of her husband), Menaka
remains on the lookout for an opportunity to improve her social
standing, both as an individual (an impoverished woman) and as a
member of her community (an impoverished Kaivarta woman). It is in
the illegitimized pregnancy of Kamala (her sister-in-law) that Meneka
finds such an opportunity.
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Notably, Borogahin’s novel does not simply re-tell Satyabati’s
story but causes the myth to emerge through echoes. In Rao’s words,
the “past mingles with the present”. The word Matsyagandha refers to
the mythical Satyabati, who was brought up by a fisherman and
helped her family earn a livelihood by ferrying boats. Satyabati’s
subaltern status is signified by her name “She who smells like fish”
due to the smell emitting from her body, coalescing her livelihood,
her family background with her sense of self (Ganguly LXIII)3. As the
novel’s title, the word refers to the protagonist Menaka, who, along
with her mother and sister, lives on rice-grains borrowed from elite
Ahom families in exchange for “fish and snail-lime” (Borgohain 20).
The smell of fish from Menaka’s body symbolises her marginalised
status, caused by her mother’s inability to procure “contracts to
harvest paddy from a few wealthy farmers Kadigaon and Mohghuli”
unlike other Kaivarta women (21). Menaka’s sense of inferiority with
her socially outcast self is further underscored by her distaste for the
word ‘Dom’. Whenever she hears someone using the word, she
remembers the “full handed slap” (7) from an upper caste woman,
and begins throwing invective words at him/her.

Remarkably, the mythological reverberations run beyond the
lowly birth-status of the Mahabharata character and Borgohain’s
protagonist. Satyavati in the Mahabharata belongs to the Nishada, a
lower caste fisher-folk community. Satyavati, along with Matsya, was
born to Adrika, a cursed apsara who was turned into a fish. Their
father, Uparichara Vasu, a Chedi king, accepted the male child,
Matsya, who became the founder of the Matsya kingdom and
abandoned the female child, Satyavati. The female child was then
brought up by Dasharaja, a fisherman who named her Kali — “the
dark one” — because of her complexion (Ganguly LXIII). She had to
undergo unbearable difficulty in leading her life as a lowly status of a
fisherman’s daughter. Due to the stinky fish-like smell emanating
from her body, she was ignored as an untouchable and unpleasant
presence.

However, in Rishi Parashar’s attempt to seduce her across the
river Yamuna, she finds the opportunity for her upward mobility. In
exchange for satisfying his sexual desire, she asks the sage to make a
promise to keep the sexual union secret and her virginity intact. She
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also asks him to grant her eternal beauty, sweet fragrance, and to
make her son born from the union as famous as the great sage. The
sage grants all her wishes, and she is transformed into Yojanagandha
(“She whose fragrance can be smelled across a yojana”) and gets her
virginity back. The son then came to be known as Krishna (“the dark
one) or Dvaipayana (“One born on island”), and would later become
Veda Vyasa as the compiler of the Vedas, author of the Puranas and the
Mahabharata, fulfilling Parashara’s promise. The coitus with Parashara
becomes a catalyst for Satyavati, which gives her life a new
dimension. This transformation was her first success in getting rid of
her social exclusion.

Furthermore, the mission of her social upliftment reaches its
peak when Shantanu, the king of Hastinapur, is captivated by
Satyavati’s beauty. King Shanatanu expresses his love for Satyavati
and she avails the advantage to be the queen of Hastinapur. When
asked by King Shantanu for Satyavati’s hand, Dasharaja, not satisfied
with her just being a queen, cunningly said that his daughter would
marry the king on the condition that her lineage would continue
ruling the throne of Hastinapur. But Shantanu becomes disappointed
at such a proposal because he already had a son Devavrata mothered
by Ganga. Devavrata, however, looking at his father’s distressful
condition, takes a vow of celibacy, thereby renouncing his right to the
throne. Finally, Satyavati marries Shantanu and bears him two sons-
Chitrangada and Vichitravirya-who would later sit on the throne of
Hastinapur. But, unfortunately, Satyavati’s desire to continue her
lineage is shattered when her two sons meet an untimely death
without leaving heirs to the throne. Determined on her mission, she
asks Devavrata to marry the widows of Vichitravirya and be the king.
But he refuses to remind her about his vow of celibacy. On
Devavrata’s suggestion that a Brahmin could be summoned to father
children of the widows, Satyavati persuades her son Vyasa to have
niyoga with his brother’s widows — Ambika and Ambalika. From the
coitus between Vyasa and the widows, Dhritarashtra and Pandu were
born, who would begin the Kuru dynasty and Pandava dynasty,
respectively. Satyavati thus transcends her subaltern status to be the
queen of Hastinapur and the grand-matriarch of the Kauravas and
Pandavas.
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In contrast, Menaka’s marriage does not fulfil her goal. This is
unlike Satyabati, who would have become the second wife, but her
father can manipulate Debabrata (Vishma) to quit his right to the
throne, securing the throne for Satyavati’s lineage. Memeri,
Satyavati’s mother, finds a glimpse of hope for their social upliftment
from the horrors of caste-based discrimination in marrying her
daughters to the sons of Digambar, the richest and most respected
person of the Kaivarta village. Memeri “encourages Purna [One of
Digambar’s sons] to become intimate with Menaka” (Borgohain 43),
believing that such a union will ensure for her daughter social
dignity and economic stability. Menaka begins to enjoy the elevated
status as the daughter-in-law in Digambar’s prosperous household.
But her sense of empowerment is crushed when Purna is thrown out
of the house and made to set up a separate establishment by
Digambar due to his “laziness and addiction to bhang” (44). This
leads to the loss of his right to the family wealth. But this loss proves
to be more devastating for Menaka than for Purna. For it not only
decimates her economic mobility, but it also fractures her agency to
get rid of her social exclusion.

However, through Kamala, Menaka has another opportunity to
reclaim her feminist agency. Kamala’s seduction mirrors that of
Satyabati’s by Parashar. While crossing the Mohghuli river in
Moniram’s boat, Kamala’s “fierce youthful beauty” (78) is exposed to
Moniram’s (an upper caste Ahom boy) male gaze due to the heavy
rains. Attracted by the beauty of Kamala, Moniram asks her to make
love with him. Initially, Kamala doesn’t surrender her body to
Moniram’s urge. But when Moniram repeatedly promises to marry
her after the sexual union, her dream of dismantling the social
division, taking revenge against her social exclusion, is sparked. She
finds an opportunity for her social ascent in her marriage to an
upper-caste boy, Moniram. Conscious of her subjugated state, she
employs her sexuality and feminine charm to negotiate power and
agency within the hierarchical norms of caste and gender. Satyavati
demands her beauty and virginity back from Rishi Parashara by
quenching his sexual desire. Kamala performs her agency to take
revenge against their exploitation and humiliation. She reveals:
“[TThese were the people who have always hated us for belonging to
a low caste; and now if he actually married me, there would certainly
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be chaos in the society. It would be nice to see such a thing. It would
certainly be a proper revenge for the injustice done to us” (84).
Kamala’s consent to intimacy transforms her body into an act of
retribution against social discrimination, depravity and disparity.

Moreover, Kamala’s consent is also directed by her participation
in economic activities, her desire for a better life by getting married to
someone with wealth and riches. She clearly states that Moniram is
“the owner of four puras of agricultural land. If he marries me, I will
also be a co-owner of those four puras of land. I will be going to my
own land to reap paddy crops. I will bring rice grains from my own
fields into my granary...” (86). Borgohain suggests that conscious
articulation of female sexuality can disrupt power and hegemony
prevalent in society and retrieve the agency of the marginalised
communities. Kamala’s consent is not just a submissive surrender. It
is for Kamala a mechanism for ensuring her social recognition and
female agency within both a patriarchal structure and a hierarchical
structure based on caste and gender.

Yet, Kamala does not have the strength to execute her
manipulation of male desire, where Menaka’s perseverance becomes
significant. After the sexual union, Moniram rejects Kamala, refusing
to marry her because of her status as a Dom girl. Kamala is denied her
dignity and legitimacy due to the rigid caste hierarchy. Bereft of
social acceptance and fraught with her illicit pregnancy, she is driven
to despair and attempts to commit suicide. But Menaka does not give
up her attempt to transgress the caste boundary. Menaka’s strategy of
retribution against her social exclusion reaches its peak with the
illegitimate pregnancy of Kamala. The love affair becomes a miracle
(which she wished for in the beginning of the novel) for her to shatter
the long-held caste discrimination. Despite her hostile relationship
with Kamala’s family, she decides not to abort the foetus from
Kamala’s womb. Rather, she clearly states that she shall “ensure a
safe conception to save the life of a Dom, to save the honour of a
Dom” (102). Rather, she uses the illegitimate foetus to convince
Moniram to marry Kamala, which she believes would disrupt the
caste hierarchy and compensate for the deprivation and injustice
done to them. Finally, Menaka succeeds in her mission when
Moniram marries Kamala and leaves his home permanently to live as
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the residential son-in-law in Kaivarta village. Interestingly, Menaka’s
manipulation of male desire using the illegitimate foetus to assert her
feminine energy in subverting the hegemonic structure of the society
echoes that of Satyavati’s. Satyavati too, not being able to have heirs
from her sons born from the marriage with Shantanu, summoned her
illegitimate son Vyasa to father children of her son’s widows in order
to continue her lineage on the Hastinapur throne. Thus, Dhritarashtra
and Pandu were born to establish the Kuru and Pandava dynasties,
respectively, making Satyavati the grand-matriarch in the
Mahabharata.

As such, Meneka’s victory sustains through the mythological
overtones of Satyabati’s creation of the Kuru dynasty. To celebrate the
marriage between Kamala and Moniram, the Doms arrange for a
procession where “the spiritual head of the Doms will uplift him to
the caste of the Dom” (118). Menaka believes that Moniram is not
‘lowered’, but he is uplifted to the status of Dom. This belief evidently
subverts the caste hierarchy that considers the Doms as a low caste.
Menaka asserts: “Today, one man of your caste has been uplifted...
Your time is coming, too. One by one I will uplift all of you to this
caste” (119). Menaka’s assertion implies the rearticulation of her
subaltern identity as a medium of reclamation. She thus rises from
her doubly exploited state of subalternity to the level of an
‘authoritative’ matriarch and the queen of Kaivarta community,
dismantling the social hierarchy.

However, Romila Thapar notes that Satyavati has been
decontextualized within later interpretations of the narrative. She
observes that “attempts were made later to suggest that Satyavati was
actually the daughter of a Kshatriyas” (Thapar 158), as, according to
the custom, only the lineages of Kshatriyas could be among the ruling
clans. Whether Borgohain is able to reinstate the subalternity of
Satyabati through his modern-day narrative of the fisherwoman’s
daughter is a question that shall be engaged with in the next section.

Waterscape, Female Sexuality and Recontextualising
Mythological Consciousness

In this section, the study interprets Matsyagandha as a text that
recontextualises the Satyavati myth from the Mahabharata to the
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female energy of the marginalised caste. The primary strategy of this
recontextualization occurs through the depiction of the waterscape in
the novel. The term ‘waterscape’ is used to signify the socio-cultural
aspects of life formed around water. Erik Swyngedouw, in his study
on the water history of Spain, foregrounds Waterscape as a
perspective to understand that “water and society are deeply
intertwined” (Swyngedouw 1). Similarly, it is connected inseparably
to the socio-cultural fabric of India. Water, being one of the elements
of Pancha Bhuta, has a symbolic significance as a source of survival,
purity, spiritual recognition, cleansing sins, and also a source of
material wealth.

Hence, the significance of waterscape in translating the mythical
female energy to the modern-day woman’s question may be traced
through Satyabati’s origin story with her mother as an Apsara
(Adrika) and her father as a Chedi king. Adrika was transformed into
a fish to live in the Yamuna River by a curse (Ganguly LXIII). While
hunting, the Chedi king sent his semen to his queen through an
eagle. But due to a mid-air fight with another eagle, the semen fell on
the water of the Yamuna and was swallowed by the cursed fish,
Adrika (Mani 809). Consequently, the fish became pregnant, and two
babies were born. The king accepted the male child, Matsya and
abandoned the female child, Satyavati, who would later become the
queen of Hastinapur. Thus, Satyavati’s origin reimagines water as a
transformative force that connects mythic feminine energy to the
subaltern feminine energy of modern-day society.

As such, Borogahin’s modern-day mythopoeia is able to offer a
subalternist reinterpretation through Memeri’s relation to waterscape,
which echoes that of Satyavati’s mother, Adrika. As noted earlier,
Adrika was an Apsara who was cursed to live in water as a fish.
Likewise, Memeri also lives a cursed life after the death of her
husband. Her husband, Duryodhan, even though a fisherman,
becomes wealthy by cultivating paddy, pulses and mustard on open
grasslands. This enables Digambar and Memeri “to eat well all the
year round” (Borgohain 15). But Digambar’s death leads Memeri
towards a distressful and dejected life. She undertakes a journey of
utmost hardships to feed her two daughters. She loses her chance of
living a life of dignity that the resources from the land offer her. Her
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destitution leads her to opium addiction. During the harvest season,
she is not able to get “contracts to harvest paddy from a few wealthy
farmers, Kadigaon and Mohghuli” (21). As a result, she has to rely on
water to earn her livelihood. She becomes a serving and fish-selling
woman.

Subsequently, the waterscape became a site of struggle for the
social prestige of the Kaivartas. This struggle is perpetuated further
through the land-water conflict in the novel. According to the caste
hierarchy, land ownership is a pointer of social privilege, and the
upper-caste status, while reliance on water resources implies a low-
caste status. Due to the lack of customers and means of
transportation, the Kaivarta people’s “[b]askets of fish got rotten” as
the local farmers hardly show any indulgence to buy fish or exchange
it for grains (15). As a consequence, Borgohain narrates, “the
fisherman community of Goroimari village could never be free from
poverty” (15). One of the ways that the Kaivartas undertake to earn a
life of respectability is through land resources. Digambar, even after
being a fisherman, became “the richest and most respected person”
(36) through cultivation on grasslands. Menaka also sees an
opportunity for her social upheaval as the daughter-in-law of
Digambar. But Menaka’s dream does not come true because, as noted
earlier, her husband is denied his family rights due to his laziness
and bhang addiction. She is driven back to the water to earn her
livelihood. Thus, water assumes a very ambiguous presence in the
novel. It sustains the lives of the poor people, and simultaneously
becomes the medium of their caste-based marginalisation.

It is to be noted that Menaka’s defeat, in a way, becomes the
reverberation of Satyavati’s ill fortune with her legitimate sons to
continue ruling the throne of Hastinapur through her lineage.
Satyavati’s sons did not father any children who could sit on the
throne. But Satyavati does not lose her perseverance. As noted earlier,
she calls her illegitimate son Vyasa to be intimate with her daughters-
in-law, subsequently enabling her lineage to rule the kingdom of
Hastinapur. This myth is repeated through the waterscape in the
novel in deriving feminist energy and the Mohghuli river becomes
part of it.
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As such, the Mohghuli river becomes a site where the myth of
female agency is reclaimed in modern-day context, uplifting the
Kaivarta women from their status as outcasts. It is the waterscape of
the Mohghuli river that provides the scope for Menaka’s ultimate
victory. The sexual union between Kamala and Moniram, which
would later become Menaka’s weapon for subverting the caste
hierarchy, takes place on the water of the Mohghuli River. It is in the
boat of Moniram that heavy rains exposed Kamala to Moniram.
Borgohain writes, Kamala’s garments across her breasts were flying
because of the westerly wind; her mekhela was wrapped tightly across
her hips, exposing her fierce youthful beauty” (78). Captivated by
Kamala’s body, Moniram seduces her. Left with no choice, Kamala
surrenders herself to his sexual desire. However, as mentioned
earlier, turning the situation in her favour, she employs her sexuality
to transform her body into a site of her self-assertive agency. But she
does not succeed in her goal. However, it is Menaka who transforms
the sexual union into a mechanism for transgressing the social
boundary by coordinating a marriage between a low-caste and an
upper caste (Kamala-Moniram).

Here, too, mythology connects with the waterscape to sustain
the feminist energy. Just as Satyavati’s sexual union with Parashara
enables her to redefine her social position, the waterscape in
Borgohain’s narrative also enables the Kaivarta women to challenge
social boundaries based on caste and gender. In both the mythical
and modern-day contexts, the fisherwomen can disrupt the caste
boundaries and social norms. Thus, Borgohain derives the feminist
energy, especially for Menaka and Kamala, from the re-imagination
of Satyavati’s feminist defiance within the lived experience of the
Kaivarta women, transforming the waterscape into the site of this
feminist energy.

Later, Moniram’s defeat and, therefore, the Ahom community’s
inability to uphold the caste boundaries is etched out through a bowl
of water. As to the social custom, the low caste Kaivartas were allowed
to drink water from the upper-caste people on the leaves of arum
plants only (6). They were not allowed to touch any utensils
belonging to the caste-privileged people. But Menaka gives a
shocking blow to such a cruel custom against the low-caste people by
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her subversive act. Menaka asks Moniram to give her a bowl of water
to drink. At such a bold request from Menaka, Moniram was
“bewildered for a moment. They had never imagined offering water
in a bowl to the people of Kaivarta village” (101). But finally, Moniram
has to succumb to Menaka’s authority. He gives her the bowl of
water, and thus is forced to break the same caste boundary that they
are using to perpetuate injustices against low-caste communities.
Hence, the bowl of water assumes a symbolic meaning as it destroys
the dominant caste system. It becomes a space where possession,
purity and impurity are self-asserted. It is also given a function of
female agency against the masculine domain of land.

Two Fisherwomen and a Critique of Intersectional Feminism

A vortex of caste, sexuality, myth and waterscape has been untangled
through Matsyagandha in the two previous sections. In this section,
the study engages with the relevance of intersectionality to this
vortex. Certain Dalit feminists have chosen intersectionality as their
theoretical framework to analyse the lived experiences of Dalit
women. Drawing from Crenshaw (1989), they argue that, as Kumar
and Bakshi (2022) note, “caste and gender are interlocking systems
that produce specific experiences for women situated at the
intersections of these systems, i.e, Dalit women” (Kumar and Bakshi
53). In foregrounding the issues of Dalit women at the intersection of
caste and gender, such notions as “Double oppression” and “Thrice
burdened” have been developed by Omvedt (1979) and Manorama
(1992), respectively.

However, this article probes to examine that Borogahin’s
indigenous narrative does not surrender to the trapping of a Western
theory, since the intersection of caste and gender has always existed
as intrinsic to the Indian socio-cultural foundation. To reach its goal,
this article draws insights from Nivedita Menon’s argument. For
Menon, the term ‘Intersectionality’, when used in Indian context to
explicate “double and triple burdens, or that ‘Women” must be
complicated by caste, religion, class”, does not bear any currency, and
“adds nothing to our understanding” (Menon 38). The reason, as
Menon further argues, is that “the politics of engaging with multiple
identities, their contradictions and interrelations, goes back to the
early 20th century and the legacy of anti-imperialists struggles in the
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global south (38). Therefore, based on the findings in the previous
sections, the study seeks to decipher that Menon’s theoretical
observations in critiquing Intersectional feminism can be laid out into
Borgohain’s transformation of mythic female energy into the modern
context.

The trajectories of Satyavati and Menaka converge in the
following manner. Both Satyavati and Menaka lived a distressful and
dejected life in their early childhood days as both of them were
abandoned by their fathers. Both of them ascend from socially
downtrodden fishing communities to assert their feminist energy in
transgressing caste hierarchies and social norms. They employ female
sexuality as a medium for their upward mobility from their status as
low-caste: Satyavati through her intimacy with the rishi Parashara
and king Shantanu, and Menaka through Kamala’s intimacy with
Moniram. Both of them use illegitimate children (Satyavati, her son
Vyasay and Menaka, her sister-in-law’s unborn foetus) to create their
own dynasties: Satyavati creates the Kuru dynasty and Menaka
uplifts the Kaivarta community from its outcast status. As a
fisherman’s daughter, each of them reconfigures their marginality
into their agency through destabilising the caste boundary and
patriarchal norms. Just as Satyavati’s self emerges from the water of
the Yamuna, Menaka and Kamala’s subjectivity is also perpetuated
by the waterscape of the Mohghuli River, which becomes a site of
subverting the hegemonic structure of society. Thus, a mythic
feminine agency is reverberated through Borgohain’s portrayal of
modern-day feminine energy that resists caste and gender-based
oppression.

The connections drawn between the two fisherwomen, mythical
and modern-day, reemphasise @ Menon’s argument that
‘Intersectionality’ does not “add anything new to our understanding”
(38). Borgohain’s reverberation of Satyavati’s marginalisation and
subsequently her self-assertive womanhood through Menaka and
Kamala foregrounds that the intersection of caste and gender in
shaping one’s social identity has always been present in Indian
consciousness. Further, the two fisherwomen’s identity is not a fixed
order, but fluid and conjunctural, continually formed through
multiple converging axes including caste, class and gender.
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Borgohain’s narrative explicates Menon’s observation that “women”
are not a “pre-existing” category, but rather constructed and
contested through “different kinds of contexts” (Menon 43). Through
Satyavati and Menaka, the essentialization of “women” as a category
is dismantled in Matsyagandha. Their feminine energy in subverting
the caste boundary and social norms echoes Menon’s concept of
porous systems, including caste and gender.

Moreover, Borogahin’s narrative strategy also draws from the
oral tradition. The narrative structure of Matsyagandha echoes the
dialogic and cyclical form of narration prevalent in Indian oral
narratives like Mahabharata. Borgohain’s narrative begins with “The
Prelude” where Menaka is seen to use furious diatribe against the
two wayfarers who stigmatise the Kaivarta women as low caste
whose identity becomes the smell of raw-fish or roasted-fish. The
narrative ends with “The Epilogue”, where Menaka victoriously
asserts the upliftment of the Kaivarta community. She proclaims that
she will ‘raise’ everyone to the status of Dom, as she has done to
Moniram. Borgohain employs this circular structure to emphasise
how the Ahom people are forced to acknowledge the dignity that the
Kaivartas deserve. The Kaivartas have managed to breach the social
hierarchy. Through the dialogic repetitions echoing Mahabharata’s oral
tradition, Borgohain narrates a story that is of the transformation
from subjugation to empowerment. Borgohain is not only using the
Satyavati myth, but he is also drawing the narrative pattern from
Indian oral tradition as found in epics like Mahabharata to create
characters who moved from disempowerment to empowerment.

This further attests to Menon’s observation that Mahabharata and
Matsyagandha exemplify that the Indian knowledge system has
always been conscious of intersectionality. Borgohain’s use of the oral
tradition in his narrative foregrounds that the intersections of caste,
class and gender have always been part of Indian mythical
consciousness, long before it was invented in Western discourses. As
the story of the Mahabharata emerges from the oral mode, in
Borgohain’s narrative also the oral tradition also spreads Menaka’s
self-assertive subjectivity. The mythic feminist energy of Satyavati
continues to reflect in the modern-day context.
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Conclusion

Thus, Homen Borgohain’s Matsyagandha becomes a distinctive
narrative that recontextualises the Satyavati myth into the everyday
lives of the Kaivarta women, especially through Menaka and Kamala.
The narrative becomes such mythopoetic that it articulates feminist
agency, transferred from myths to modern-day experiences.
Importantly, the feminist energy that disrupts the whole caste
hierarchy and social boundary is perpetuated through the waterscape
of the Yamuna and the Mohghuli river. In both Satyavati’s and
Menaka’s cases, the waterscape becomes a site where the self is
reclaimed. It is through the waterscape that the new history of
Kaivarta women is rewritten when Moniram marries Kamala and
leaves his upper-caste community. The narrative structure of
Borgohain asserts Menon’s critique of intersectional feminism,
suggesting that intersectionality has always been part of Indian
consciousness-be it mythic, indigenous or modern. By enabling
Menaka’s voice to rise from the periphery of the society, which bears
an echo of Satyavati’s defiance, Borgohain constructs a narrative of
reclamation of Self, a self that rises beyond caste, class and gender
boundaries.

Notes:

1. The translated version of Matsyagandha (The Fisherman’s Daughter) is used as a
textual references.

2. Moamoriya rebellion (1769-1805) was the 18th-century uprising in the Ahom
Kingdom of erstwhile Assam as a power struggle between the Moamorias
and the Ahom kings. See, Borgohain.

3. For the Satyavati Myth, Kisari Mohan Ganguly is consulted hereon.
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