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Even though she
never challenged
the prescribed
norms

for women within
a patriarchal get-
up or rebelled
against women'’s
fate, she
definitely carved
a space for
women like her
in the social and
literary arena 99

NALINIBALA DEVI

Bequeathing a Rich Legacy

alinibala Devi (1898-1977) was born in 1898
Nat Barpeta, which is still considered the seat
for Vaishnavite culture in Assam. Her father
Nabin Chandra Bordoloi popularly known as

‘Karmabir’ belonged to that group of Assamese
intelligensia whose contributions allowed the Assamese
society to transform and evolve. Her mother Hemanta
Kumari Devi helped her husband in his political
activities in spite of being confined to the inner quarters
of the home, as was the custom of those times. However,
Bordoloi himself being an advocate of women’s
education and emancipation began his daughters’
education at home because of the unavailability of proper
schools for girls at Guwahati. Nalinibala along with her
sister Mrinalini started their education at home under
the guidance of Gopalkrishna Dey. Along with the regular
subjects, he taught them to read poetry and understand
poetic devices, which helped Nalinibala to evolve as a
poet. Later on Nishikanta Sen and Jagnyeswar Baruah
taught the two girls Sanskrit, English, mathemarics,
history and geography.
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In the year 1909, 4¢ eleven years of age, Nalinibala Dev; was married to Sibsagar based
Jibeswar Changkakor;, She was widowed after eight years and by that time, she was a
mother of four children and was carrying her fifth child. After this misfortune, her fat'hef
brought her back with him to Guwahai, In her autobiography Eri Abha Dinbor she writes
how her father supported her by declaring, “my life as a facher would be blessed to see my
child in the white attire of Sarvashukla Mahasweta (apparently referring to Goddess

Saraswati)” (p.61), These inspiring words made a deep impact on her, encouraging her to
face the challenges of [ife with confidence. At first, she found solace in the pages of
Upanishads and the Bhagavad Gita ang in the songg composed by Rabindranath Tagore
and after thar she started com

posing llumerous poemg which were published in Assamese
magazines such as Gy Jeuts, and Awapy, - Her firs anthology of poems Sandpiyar Sur

was published in 1978 followed by other Poetic compilations such as Saponor Sur (1943),
' > and Jagriz; (1962). Preer; Barua in her book
Nalinibala Dey; writes thus:

“Pita,” when she Was 10 years o]d. Sh

shaped by her father Nabin Chandra

layed a sioni . '’ home to which she feturned after her husband’s death
Played a significant role in shapmg her poetic self and determining the course of her life

along with instilling in hey a nationaljgy fervoyr, which allowed her to contribute significantly

to the nationaljst discourse that wag ¢Merging i the €arly pare of twentieth century Assam.

Their home, belng the ﬁr.st'Cong.ress office, facilitageq her actiye Participation in the freedom
struggle even whyjle feMaining within o thresholq

. ) ofher home The ‘world’ (public sphere)
had entered her home’ (private sphere) ang . 7€ world’ (pu
Her home became the site where all b ¢ could en; oY Privileges of both the worlds.

€r desires and w;j : Her
i : . ishes co ton. e
€ncounter with national leaders like Mah uld find cxpress

atma Gandh;, " : d,
Netaji Subhas Chandra Boge Among other, ope L Jamunaly| Bajaj, Dr. Rajendra Prasa

ned up 3 whole new horizon before her
m thege differen, voice,

advice she Concentrageq more
s not the Proper life 1,

on her poetry than
at Nabjp Chandr, Bordoloj had dreamt

on politics, as the latter wa
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for his widowed daughter. However, in her autobiography she mentions the names of
various women belonging to prominent Assamese families — like Hemantakumari Devi,
Dharmada Devi, Snehalata Bhattacharya, Girija Devi - who participated in the freedom
struggle in various ways. She herself served as the president of Kamrup Mahila Samiti in
the year 1931. Even before that in the year 1919 she along with her uncle Probodh Chandra
Bordoloi and Snehalata Bhattacharya (daughter of Kamalakanta Bhattacharya) tried to
establish a girls’ school in the Uzanbazar area of Guwahati. The mission failed after a period
of six months due to financial constraints. In her autobiography, she writes a great deal on
the Sarda Act of 1929, which fixed the marriageable age for gitls at fourteen years and its
impact on the conservative section of the Assamese society, which was not ready to comply
with the decision.

Even though she never challenged the prescribed norms for women within a patriarchal
set-up or rebelled against women’s fate, she definitely carved a space for women like her in
the social and literary arena. With a literary culture where women’s act of holding a pen was
in itself an act of violation, where language itself was inadequate to express women’ vivid
experiences, where women had to fight their internalization of patriarchal structures in
order to establish themselves in the domains of writing, speaking, and rationalizing,
Nalinibala Devi with her compelling presence placed Assamese women firmly in the history
of Assamese literature and language. Not only that, she contributed significantly to the
emerging nationalist discourse through her poems as well as through her autobiography,
Eri Aba Dinbor, which is not merely an account of her life but is a document which
successfully retrieves and reconstructs history placing Assamese nationalism as a variant of

the pan Indian nationalism. 00



