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ABSTRACT 

 Human existence revolves around culture. It differs on the base of socio-political, 

geographical atmosphere of a society. Subjugation deals with the domination of power structure 

over layman. It is a lurking danger which shatters the concept of equity. Gender discrimination is 

common among every culture of the world. Gender equality is questioned in the form of cultural 

taboos. Women are subjugated by the patriarchal dominance driven by regressive thought 

process. Most of the cultures reflect the patriarchy. The novel A Respectable woman by Easterine 

Kire depicts the subjugation of women in Naga Culture. In it, Kevino and Beinu are friends with 

divergent attitude over the cultural patriarchy. Irrespective of education, Beinu turns out to be a 

passive victim of patriarchy. Kevino breaks the stereotype of femininity with her progressive 

thought process. This study tends to throw light upon the harsh reality of cultural patriarchy and 

gender subjugation. Kire also tries to find a solution to overcome the subjugation.  

  

Key Words: Subjugation, Gender discrimination, cultural taboos, patriarchal dominance,  

cultural patriarchy. 

 

The historical evidences of mankind bargain a higher place for culture in the planet. 

There are distinct cultures spread their wings all over the world with unique characteristics. It is 

hard to find a civilization or a society without the rich tradition of culture. History always 

projects the positive side of a culture and it fails to address the limitations of cultural taboos in its 

own culture. Gender is one of the important criteria in cultural limitations. Most of the cultures 

of the world directly question gender equality. Patriarchal dominance is the base of cultural 

taboos. Culture is male centric as it is manmade. It treats women as second sex, subaltern, slaves 

etc. It subjugates women with the setof biased rules which are the reflections of patriarchy in 

culture. It remains as a grey area in the unwritten pages of history. A novel like A Respectable 

woman is an attempt of Easterine Kire to depict the limitations of Naga culture and its partiality 
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on gender. She is one of the eminent writers of North East Literature. Kire is the first North 

Eastern writer to write a novel in English.  She sticks to cultural problems and gender identity in 

her novels.  

In A Respectable woman, Easterine Kire tries to depict the lives of three women with 

distinct characteristics. Kevino, Khonuo and Beinu are the three women characters in the novel. 

Konujo is the mother ofKevinoand Beinu is the friend of Kevino. All the three women are 

educated. Education enters into Naga culture with the intervention of Christianity in Nagaland. 

Dr. Indra Goswamy says, “ Missionaries had to fight hard to bring girls into schools which they 

set up in various places, especially in North east states. The image that comes out in literature 

that the independent educated women can boldly face the challenges of life" (7). Though 

education brings changes in the minds of people, the heat of cultural taboos is felt in Naga clan. 

Konujo works as  a social teacher. She has lost her husband in her early days. She takes care of 

her children with the help of her job. Through her, the writer insists the importance of 

economical freedom of woman. Beinu is a second generation educated girl who falls in the trap 

of cultural patriarchy. She becomes a puppet in the hands of her husband and it costs her life. 

Kevino is the strongest character and shatters all the myths of gender discrimination and cultural 

taboos.Kire strongly brings out the problems of women in this novel. Being a woman, she 

understands the base structure in the cultural patriarchy and tries to break the stereotype around 

it. Chandra Nisha Singh’s Radical Feminism and Women's Writing opens out:  

Woman is no longer a mere sign in the writing of men, nor is she merely the 

muse, the idealized inspiration of the masculine artist and thinker. Instead a 

woman is a creator herself and an imaginative being whose disclosure is 

subversion of her silence and whose speech is a challenge to her peripheral status. 

(1) 

These lines of Chandra Nisha Singh show the changeover of women’s identity in literature. 

Women writers like Easterine Kire set a benchmark and becomes an example for bringing out 

the plight of women in her writing.  

 Beinu is an educated girl. She loves liberation and economical freedom. Beinu and 

Kevino are friends. They share their school and college days. They are progressive and never fail 

to use an opportunity in their academics. They question culture with the help of their education. 

They volunteer in a campaign of Billy Graham which is against alcohol consuming. It shows 

their progressive side. Alcohol is common in all cultures of the world. But in  Naga culture, the 

consumption of alcohol leads to ‘wife- beating’. The culture does not restrict men from man 

handling women. It is one of the flaws of the Naga culture. The cultural patriarchy looks women 

as subaltern and injustice to women is not questioned by the cultural values. In the novel A 

Respectable woman, Kire says: 

By and by, stories began to surface of wife – beatings. Azuo and Azuo Zeu were 

discussing the case of young neighbor whose husband had returned from a 

drinking house and beaten her so badly that her family  had taken her away. What 

should she do then? Azuo asked with real concern. ‘once she is married, we 

consider her to be her husband’s property. (102) 
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These lines show the hard toil of women in Naga culture. Women are treated as a toy in the 

hands of patriarchal society.  Beinu reacts to this wife-beating turmoil in an aggressive way in 

her college days. She questions the inability of women to resist the domination of men. She also 

confesses that she would have retaliated, if it happens to her. Beinu says: “ I would beat him 

right back. Beinuo answered without any hesitation. He has no right to beat me. I won’t let him” 
(106). It shows the rebellious attitude of Beinuo. She knows her rights and never wants anyone to 

treat her worse in name of patriarchy.  Time changes everything. Marriage is one of the 

institutions in cultural set up. Match making is predominant and marriage occurs without the 

wish of a girl. Beinuo falls as a prey to this trap because of her poverty. Economical subjugation 

makes her socially subjugated. She is married to a rich hypocrite. Her rebellious attitude goes in 

vain in the economical and patriarchal dominance of culture. Kevino is shocked on the marriage 

of Binuo. The marriage life is horrible and she is dominated by her husband. He is a typical 

example of patriarchal dominance. He belongs to a rich family and does not want hiswife to be 

economically superior and brilliant than him. It shows his inferiority complex. Patriarchy is the 

manifestation of inferiority complex of men. They fail to acknowledge the independence and 

progression of women. The brilliance of Beinuo kindles the inferiority complex of her husband 

and it is reflected in their bed also. He treats her horribly and tries to show his physical 

domination in bed. 

In the work Sexual Politics, Millet says,“The concept of Romantic love affords a means 

of emotional manipulation which the male is free to exploit, since love is the only circumstance 

in which the female is ideologically pardoned for sexual activity” (37).The women are 

subjugated physically by men to show their dominance. Beinuo fails to address this problem. She 

becomes a passive victim of patriarchy. She does not share this to anyone. Though Kevino does 

not know the truth, she could guess the problems of Beinuo. She gives birth to a female child. It 

triggers hatred in the mind of her husband. He wants a boy baby; it depicts the incited patriarchal 

dominance in the culture. The cultural construction educates a negative opinion about women. It 

sees women as a burden to the family. It creates restriction to curb their development. The 

rebellious Beinuo accepts this as her fate and does not show her resistant to her husband. It costs 

her life. He hurts her and she is hospitalized. She reveals the truth to Kevino in her death bed. 

The last conversation between the two exposes the ugly side of the marriage and male 

domination as follows: 

Why didn’t you leave, Beinuo? Why? You know women can leave abusive 

marriages.  

I couldn’t. I was so afraid that others would condemn me. I didn’t want to be a 

failure as a wife; it would affect Uvi all her life. It was too late by time beatings 

started, I did try once but I was already pregnant with Uvi and he threatened to 

find us both and kill us if I ever left him. I will kill your baby in front of you, he 

said. I didn’t doubt he would. I have lived in fear all my married life. Can you 

forgive me? (140) 

This reveals the mental agony of Beinuo. The dominant husband threatens the wife. The 

patriarchy pushes the opposite gender into the corner of subjugation.   The husband does not 
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have love over his family. The patriarchal beast inside his mind destroys the charm of the family 

bond. Bienuo dies in hospital. The patriarchal dominance of the husband pushes her to death. 

The culture never allows women to voice their own opinion. It questions women empowerment 

and also passes judgments on their behaviour. Bienuo becomes the victim of these cultural 

judgments. The cultural construction restricts her on voicing her opinion against her husband. 

She is subjugated and becomes cultural subaltern in the cultural taboos.  

 The death of Bienuo creates a vacuum in the life of her child Uvi. She faces the struggles 

in this male dominated society as a kid. The father considers her as a misfortune because of her 

gender. Kevino wants to take revenge for the death of her friend. She wants to stand tall against 

the male dominated society. She directs her anger towards him. Bienuo’s husband threatens 

Kevino. It again depicts the patriarchy of culture. He cannot accept a girl questioning him. The 

gender equality comes under the radar. The writer depicts: 

you! He lifted a finger and shouted at me, ‘you! You are not to come back to this 

house. If you do, I will call the police and make a case against you. Do you hear ? 

I didn’t say anything. Nor did I leave. I stood there and stared at him. you will 

leave if you don’t want to see me hurt her, it was a blackmail. (146) 

These words of him expose the danger faced by the little kid Uvi. Kevino wants to save her from 

the patriarchal dominance of the culture. The sudden demise of him paves way for Kevino to 

take care of the kid. The Naga culture does not allow anyone other than blood relation to adopt a 

child. She breaks the cultural norms and tries harder to adopt the child. The cultural fanaticism of 

Naga Culture opposes this act but she is stubborn in her decision of adopting the kid. She is a 

representation of new woman in old culture. She sticks to basic humanism and breaks the 

cultural construction around her. In  Beginning Theory An Introduction to Literary and Cultural 

Theory, Peter Barry says:“The representation of women in literature, then, was felt to be one of 

the most important forms of socialization, since it provided the role models which indicated to 

women and men what constituted acceptable versions of the feminine and legitimate feminine 

goals and aspirations”(124). In these lines Barry throws light upon the representation of new 

women. Kevino sacrifices her life for Uvi. She does not engage her with the institution of 

marriage. She breaks the stereotype of the culture and leads her own life with happiness. Kevino 

says: 

I am 35 years old now, a registered spinster. My chances at becoming a part of 

respectable society through marriage are very slim. Or are they? My rich, old 

widower has not showed up yet. We still have a little laugh about that, saying he 

will finally come hobbling with his walking stick apologizing for the 

lateness.(161) 

These strong words of Kevino portray her rebellious nature against the stereotype of the society. 

She never allows the culture to curb her independence. She is an exception among women who 

have been subjugated by the patriarchal dominance in culture. She is an active rebel who fights 

against the odds of the society. 
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 Both Kevino and Bienuo are well educated but Bienuo is a passive victim of patriarchy. 

She falls as a prey and loses her life in the heat of patriarchy. She curves herself in the cultural 

construction and fails to express her basic rights. On the other hand Kevino is a rebel who fights 

for the welfare of Uvi and also for the justice of Bienuo’s death. This is the right way to initiate 

the revolution against the patriarchal dominance. Life and happiness are important than the 

cultural construction. Women should understand the patriarchal dominance which is imposed on 

them in the name of culture and they should ensure that their voice is heard in this society. 

Kevino is the perfect example of resisting the social and cultural taboos. Women must question 

the injustice around them in effective means. They should not become the victim of social 

constructions like culture, tradition, religion and patriarchy. Women should walk against the 

stereotypes of the tradition.  Empowerment and independence are the solutions to break the 

subjugation of women from this cultural domination.    
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