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Abstract: 

The eighteenth century colonial Bengal required its women to be secluded in the inner areas 

of their household, the 'anthapur', to conform to the norms of the gendered narrative of the 

patriarchal, Rassundari Devi became a voice and mirror of the realities faced by women. In 

writing her story Rassundari not only exposes the fearful claws of patriarchy but through 

her transgressions of reading, writing and publishing brings forward the isolated female 

voice from the kitchen to the courtyard. These massive transgressions are although done 

under the faith that it in itself is a guidance from the higher power above, her father figure, 

her Dayamadhav. It is interesting to note how her Vaishnav Religiosity due to the absence of 

her biological father takes the form of a father archetype. The Godhead, Dayamadhav 

becomes her respite from fear in the absence of a parenting figure right from her childhood 

to her death. It is interesting to note that her intense quest to learning is justified by 

Rassundari herself as a process to progress into an intellectual dialogue which is far 
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removed from the social constraints or imperative norms of the social setup of the 

eighteenth century Bengal. Her interaction with the Godhead develops a sense of Mimicry in 

the worshipper, Rassundari.  This sense of mimicking  her Dayamadhav helps Rassundari 

acquire a more so, uncanny power of foretelling , a power that makes 'thakurma' pious, holy 

in spite of her massive transgressions in the rigid, Patrilinear society. This paper stands as an 

enquiry into Rassundari's pychosexual development and her metamorphosis from her 

humane, physical existential self into a self with spiritual superiority, a Godly self.  

 

Keywords: Fashioning, Mimicry, Identity, Godhead.  

 

The journey to the eventual conception of Amar Jiban was a progressive cycle of a 

lived life, formed through cognitive meaning-making, acquiring knowledge, and 

constructing and disintegrating belief systems. The story of the ‘Woman of Bengal’ 

set sail from her birth in 1809 in the Pabna district at Potajia village. She later lost her 

father at the tender age of four which led her to sow the seed of spirituality using her 

mother and later her marriage as a catalyst to blossom and fashion her mimicking 

self. She was married off at the age of twelve to Sitanath Sikhdar, a zamindar in 

Ramdia village of Faridpur. Her fear of leaving her maternal home, taking up 

household responsibilities from the age of fourteen after her mother-in-law lost 

vision and reproducing multiple off-springs in the past eighteen years of her age 

exhausted her physically, psychologically and emotionally. The yearning for the 

spiritual thus became respite and hope in the life of the housewife and mother, 

Rassundari Devi. These experiences formed the narrative and took the manuscript of 

the reality of Women struggling in the inner domains of the household. Thus, at the 

age of twenty-five Rassundari made her departure (Sarkar 35) to finding her voice 

and moving into an intellectual dialogue with her Dayamadhav leading her to 

commit her three massive transgressions. In the year 1868, at fifty-nine she was 

widowed and the same year she published her autobiographical work which was 

later enlarged by her when she turned eighty-eight. This entire discourse led her to 
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find, her brainchild and autobiographical work Amar Jiban. The book Amar Jiban 

spirals around Rassundari Devi’s faith and religiosity while gaining linearity with 

her growing years and knowledge system, in her exposure to 'Chaitanya Bhagavat’. 

This cacoethes made her vociferate herself repetitively as “naradham” while she 

transgresses through her actions but conforms through her conscience. She prays for 

mercy in the beginning of each chapter and justifies her actions as the direction, 

guidance and will of her almighty. The woman of the household objectively and 

acutely expresses her struggles, sufferings and brutal realities yet chastises herself in 

diligently carrying out all those duties and seeking strength in her Dayamadhav. She 

eventually transcends into a space where she foresees probable future and believes 

that she is in a conversation with the Almighty through her other people and her 

dreams. “Her life was meant to be read as if it was enclosed within a divine purpose, 

as almost an extension of God's own life” (Sarkar 36).  

Female aberrations in eighteenth-century literature and social documents 

have much to teach about constructions of femininity and sexuality during the 

period often identified as having constructed our society's gender normativity. 

Katharine Kittredge’s account of Elizabeth Carter, whose satiric prose challenged her 

own irreproachable reputation as a pious woman writer (Kittredge, 56) is a classic 

example. Looking into our Oriental space in the act of producing Amar Jiban, 

Rassundari Devi in her own temporality makes three massive transgressions of 

reading, writing, and bringing her life into the public sphere. The text is the author’s 

account of her life in retrospection, in realisation of the struggles she had overcome.  

What Nine-year-old girl Rassundari was introduced to by her mother as an antidote 

to fear eventually became her powerful weapon to delineate herself in the fabric of 

femininity. Her belief in her Dayamadhav paves way for her in fashioning her ‘self’ 

(Greenblatt 4) as well as helps her follow what she believes to be the ultimate 

guidance of Dayamadhav, eventually mimicking the same, when she becomes an 

elderly woman in the social setup. The iconographical image of Dayamadhav which 
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is etched in the memory of Rassundari, transforms itself into a palpable reality as she 

replaces her own identity with it.  In seeing Rassundari as a character tied in time, it 

is imperative to acknowledge her psychology in the least to humanise her. The 

autobiographical narrative of her work Amar Jiban transcends her from her humane, 

physical, existential self to a self with spiritual superiority, almost a Godly self. This 

paper tries to shed light and to portray that the voice that rose unaware of its effects, 

was not merely a voice of a stubborn woman with a desire to read the Chaitanya 

Bhagavad but one whose entirety lies in identifying her locus around her God 

Almighty, her Dayamadhav which eventually leads her to mimic the God-head.   

Rassundari's existence is so well blended with her Vaishnav Religiosity 

(Sarkar 28) that her identity and her religiosity transcend into an organic whole. It is 

here that we understand what Srija Sanyal in her writing tried to explain with her 

reference to Amartya Sen and Arneil. She explains, “Furthermore, as Amartya Sen 

have stressed (Sen), the bases of identity in the modern world is not singular but 

multiple. The self, therefore, as it unfolds in women’s life narratives is not fixed but 

fluid and flexible (Arneil)” (Sanyal 83). In acknowledging and accepting the 

multitudinous facets of identity, we can understand the layers in Rassundari's 

identity as well. A God-fearing Woman in the mid- 1800s Bengal who in her desire 

to learn to read the Chaitanya Bhagavat, transgresses society and its norms through 

multiple angles and returns to her God acknowledging all of those transgressions as 

his sole guidance and covers herself in his grace.  

Looking at her childhood, one shall find that little Rassundari lost her father 

at the tender age of four. She eventually became her mother's world. The Electral 

stage had already set in (Jung, 33). But what if this process reaches a stagnancy due 

to the loss of the father in the life of his girl child? Prof. Kim A Jones in his paper 

says, “the emotional and psychological manifestations related to father-loss/absence 

before the age of five, have noted such themes as heightened fears involving object 

loss and abandonment, combined with an intensified wish for maternal closeness” 
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(Jones 46). It is, therefore, clearly understood that in the loss of her father, 

Rassundari grew intensely close to her mother and an acute sense of fear had been 

fixated in her mind. The reader sees Rassundari as a child who is often beaten and 

tortured by her friends but does not complain to anybody. She goes on to recollect 

her childhood, where she was even afraid of the kids with whom she played and 

was often physically abused, too. She furthers in writing about her experience of 

being slapped by one of her companions whom she had hand-fed her snack, packed 

by her mother, for she would be going for ‘gangasnan’. In an act of the play, her 

companion had her food and struck her in the face when she failed to bring her 

water from the pond nearby, to help wash her face. The incident left a scar in her 

mind and remained as a core memory of her fear which resulted in abuse. It was 

after this experience that she wrote her mother explaining to her the idea of 

Dayamadhav, ‘Why should you fear anything, we have Dayamadhav at home’. 

Tanika Sarkar asserts this incident as, “It was as if, the mother had given birth to the 

idea of God” (Sarkar 48). The afraid, nine-year-old, timid girl felt the presence of her 

Parameshwar while her house was burning down as she and her brothers stood 

crying by the riverside. Little Devi thought that the man who escorted them back to 

their family was none other than Dayamadhav. The incident helped Rassunadari 

learn about the omnipotent personality of her Dayamadhav. Her personal 

relationship with God, her closeness to Him whom she addresses as the ‘Supreme 

Father’ also compellingly locates Amar Jiban on this premise of communion with a 

benign masculine divinity whose love is infinite and emancipatory. Thus, the 

persona of the Godhead turns into an archetype of father (Jung,). It is in this phase of 

her life, just prior to her marriage that Rassundari Devi slowly started to realize the 

power and protection of Dayamdhhav in her life. Dayamadhav became her secure 

space, the Deity, in the absence of a parenting figure. She slowly started embracing 

the hypothetical presence of Dayamadhav as her protector and her guide, thus as her 

father figure. The position of Dayamadhav is susceptible to a significant dilemma of 

an archetypal character affecting Rassundari’s personal domain and also looming 
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large as a supernatural entity. The subservient credence in this religiosity slowly 

formed an integral part of her foundation, becoming an indispensable representation 

of her “fluid and flexible self” (Sarkar 20). 

At the age of twelve Rassudari got married into a Zamidar family in Ramdia 

village. Thus, forcing her to migrate from Pabna to Ramdia where she spent the rest 

of her life. The gender norms of the society validate this migration as ‘normal’ but 

for Devi it opens a new space of trauma. Her sense of fear again gained momentum 

in the new household where although she was dearly loved by her mother-in-law 

but could not seamlessly adjust. The distance from her mother, her primary 

caregiver, caused her a sense of loss, abandonment, and rootlessness. The new 

members of her new family cause plausible trauma which surfaced as fear, anxiety, 

and resentment towards her mother. It was a few months after marriage that she 

went back to meet her mother about which she later wrote in her book, ‘I went 

straight into my mother’s arms, crying, “Mother, why did you give me away to a 

stranger?” (Roy 41). Her identification of her husband as a ‘stranger’ makes the 

oriental readers uncomfortable as well as raising questions about whether she sees 

her husband as the ‘other’ gender, (Butler  8) or is it her lack of understanding of the 

concept of marriage as well as her longing for her mother’s care. Although according 

to the author herself, twelve was a comparatively older age to get married, we find 

her innocence speaking through her expression of being separated from her mother. 

Rassundarifinds a suitable coping mechanism with her marriage as she starts 

individuating herself by creating a separate mental space which resonates with the 

underlined structures of ‘antahpur’. Having said that, it was also a reality that very 

identity of women was conjoined with that of the ‘house’ that they belonged to and 

they were strictly confined to the ‘anthapur / andar mahal’ of the house. This 

seclusion was advocated on the grounds that the women embodied the ‘honour’ of 

the household. 
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Eventually, the naive and innocent girl of Pabna had to situate herself 

amongst through familial responsibilities as her mother-in-law lost her vision when 

Rassundari was only fourteen. Leaving her alone in the ‘antahpur’ of her house to 

take over all the responsibilities. Thus, the life of Rassundari slowly shifted from the 

outer premises to the ‘antahpur’ of her ‘sasurbari’ where her education took a back 

seat and she slowly adapted to being the ‘grihalakshmi’. “Why was I ever born a 

woman? Shame on my life! A mother is the most affectionate person in the world, 

the representative of God on earth – and I could not even be of any use to her. My 

grief knew no bounds. If I were a son I would have flown directly to my mother’s 

bedside. But I am helpless. I am a caged bird” (Sanyal 84). The pious notion of 

‘ghrihalakhsmi’ is deconstructed by Rassundari herself, through her own 

manifestations against the rigorous and judicious attempt to conform to the ‘sansar’ 

and the idea of the ‘grihalakshmi’ she performed endless chores throughout the day 

in the ‘anthapur’ of the house, being bound to the kitchen, serving a huge family, 

and visiting guest as well as birthing children and taking care of them alone, did 

Rassundari find her way to dialogue with the Godhead, through literacy. A concept 

far-fetched, especially for married women in the society. The idea of extended and 

intimate conversation with her Dayamadhav resulted in a vehement dedication 

toward attaining literacy. The demystification and deconstruction of the persona of 

Dayamadhav was a conscious effort in situating her sense of self. Dayamadhav 

being the concept of the protector, the all-knowing, caring, giving had situated as a 

father figure in the mind space of Rassundari. The understanding and justification of 

this persona were only viable through accurate knowledge. Her worship of the 

Dayamadhav had become a reflex action. 

After dreaming about the book Chaitanya Bhagavat, she interpreted it as a 

dream of guidance, a push from her lord to attain literacy. She writes:  

One day I dreamt that I was reading the Chaitanya Bhagavata. When I 

woke up, I felt enthralled. I closed my eyes to go over the scene. It seemed 
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that I was already in possession of something precious. My body and my 

mind swelled with satisfaction. It was so strange! I had never seen the 

book yet I had been reading it in my dream. For an illiterate person like 

me, it would have been absolutely impossible to read such a difficult book. 

Anyhow, I was pleased that I was able to perform this impossible feat at 

least in a dream. My life was blessed! God had, at last, listened to my 

constant appeals and had given me the ability to read in my dream. (Roy 

35) 

 At the age of twenty-five, Rassundari taught herself to read and write by tearing off 

a page from the book Chaitanya Bhagabat and stealing a leaf from her son’s notebook. 

Devi emerges as a proper Foucauldian figure, trying to accumulate knowledge and 

unknowingly moving up into the social matrix of power (Foucault 45). It was her 

first transgression in the array of transgressions that follows and it is here that we 

see her slowly trapping herself in a cycle of guilt as she continues conforming to the 

world of Sansar and embarks on the process of exploring herself and finding her 

God. Tanika Sarkar writes:  

 

Her reading, then, had a lot to do with lives divine and saintly. With the 

covert design that hid behind seeming unintentional, Rassundari was 

audaciously structuring her mundane life story on that sacred pattern. 

Each detail of a thoroughly commonplace and home-bound life was 

arranged to exemplify a Godly intervention, the crowning proof of which 

was her apparently miraculous access to the written word. (Sarkar 36) 

 

 As a young woman, Rassundari situates herself as an ardent worshipper of her 

Dayamadhav, but it is interesting to see her dedication towards her God, which 

lacks societal beliefs and practices. Not once in her text does she speak about 

practicing her religion and God through societal conventions and idol worship. Her 

form of worship is intensely spiritual and personal to her means. She tries to go into 

intellectual dialogue with her Dayamadhav in the process of understanding his 

written word. She simultaneously tries to fit into the structure of the society as well 
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as remain on this journey of transgressions and explorations. Sarkar contemplates, 

“Wherever she referred to the social order, she described it as a part of God's design. 

God, thereby, is held responsible for patriarchal oppression, for her own searing 

experiences” (Sarkar 47). It is here that we can note that Rassundari identifies her 

God as an ‘other’, and perseveres to situate her identity in respect of homogeneity 

and heterogeneity to Him. She integrates her own perspectives with that of the 

Godhead’s in the construction of people, divinity, phenomena, relationships etc. 

Sarkar observes, “It was as if the two lives- God’s and the devotees-were intertwined 

within a single narrative frame, interanimating each other” (Sarkar 36). This 

intermingling of identities is what eventually leads her to impersonate the Godhead 

himself.  

At a later stage in life, we find the people around her referring to her as 

‘thakurma’, the pious holy woman. It is at this stage in her life that she becomes an 

embodiment of Freudian ‘uncanny’ (Freud 21) and develops certain tropes of 

foreseeing and foretelling in herself. Rassundari’s transgressions have now taken an 

‘unheimlich’ turn, she emerged out of the ‘anthapur’ as a spiritually emancipated 

woman. She wrote about the time of one of her son’s deaths and she visualizes the 

exact same situation in her dream. She further went on to share an incident of an 

even older age where she had made sweets for her Dayamadhav and she writes how 

Dayamadhav sent Debnath who lived in a place afar known as Rajbari and came all 

the way to her to inform her about the broken sweets she had offered in prayer the 

day earlier. This information was not known by anybody, therefore an unknown 

Brahmin from a distant place named Rajbari, knowing it is a sort of miracle to the 

readers. She also shared another incident where she had fallen down and hurt her 

knee. Due to her mature age, the doctors had given her no hope of total recovery, 

and therefore getting angry on her Dayamadhav she went on a hunger strike. It is 

while she was asleep that Madangopal came into her dream in the visage of Debnath 

and handed her oil to massage her injured leg. She even confirmed in writing that 
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she indeed recovers entirely from that injury. The confessional narration of direct 

involvement of the metaphysical and visionary forces into core physical reality 

validates Rassundari’s becoming of a ‘Devi’. Rassundari had started mimicking the 

patterns of the Godhead whom she so ardently worshipped. Her ability to predict 

her son’s death prior to news of the same reaching her, Dayamadhav providing her 

with oil to cure her injured leg, are beyond normal and heterogenous human 

experience. Her dialogue with her God eventually breaks down the hierarchy and 

attains a uniplanar state, where she otherwise worships Dayamadhav treats him as 

her equal, although his presence is felt by no one else but her. It is in her worship 

that she even transgressed her own Lord and fashioned his power into her own self, 

posing herself as a counterpart of Dayamadhav. 

Therefore, in seeing Rassundari Devi’s entire psychological journey from an 

afraid young girl to a woman of bold transgressions and Godly attributes one is able 

to understand that she completely justifies the title as she clearly portrays her 

journey to finding her own ‘self’ and transforming as per the needs of her life. She 

unapologetically shares her experience of married life, motherhood, and her 

experience of gaining literacy. Although vibrantly confident, she still chooses to 

adhere to the social norms but transcends beyond the humane, mundane, and 

ordinary to a spiritual self with exponential growth. Malavika Karlekar observes that 

any feat of “writing about oneself is a conscious act as it represents the subject’s 

desire to express-and thus record-feelings and emotions, as well as events...it helps 

in the formation of a distinct identity and of a sense of the self...” (Karlekar 15). 

Rassundari’s search for identity is, as far as one knows or can see, inextricably 

interwoven with her sense of belief. Debarati Sen alludes to Sarkar, in her attempt to 

see this as ‘Rassundari’s invoking God should not be seen as a naive reconcilement 

with the pathetic reality around her but is rather seen by critics like Tanika Sarkar as 

what she calls ‘social making’’ (Sen 17).  
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