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Article 

Modern Songs of Kabir Suman (Kolkata): A 
Semantic, Discursive, and Inclusive Study 
Mustak Ahmed 

Mass Communication and Journalism, University of Rajshahi, Bangladesh; mustak@ru.ac.bd 

Abstract 

This study explores the modern songs of Kabir Suman, a pivotal figure in contemporary Bengali 
music, through a semantic, discursive, and inclusive lens. His songs have redefined urban Bengali 
music by blending political consciousness, personal introspection, and social inclusivity. Through a 
multidisciplinary framework, this paper investigates how Suman’s lyrical innovations contribute to 
the cultural and political discourse in West Bengal and beyond. The study uses semantic analysis to 
unpack the meanings within his lyrics, discursive analysis to explore his thematic strategies, and 
inclusion theory to assess his engagement with marginalized voices. Findings reveal that Kabir 
Suman’s oeuvre challenges normative cultural narratives and reconstructs Bengali identity in 
postmodern urban spaces. 
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1. Introduction 
1.1. Background and Context 

In the contemporary cultural and political landscape of Bengal, few figures have been as 
influential and provocative as Kabir Suman, the revolutionary singer-songwriter, poet, journalist, 
and activist based in Kolkata, India. Since the release of his path-breaking album Tomake Chai (1992), 
Suman (formerly Suman Chattopadhyay) has fundamentally reshaped the discourse of modern 
Bengali music. Not merely a composer or performer, he embodies the postmodern turn in South 
Asian musical traditions where the artist becomes both chronicler and catalyst of societal 
transformation (Chakraborty, 2017). His works traverse boundaries—linguistic, religious, gendered, 
political—and thereby offer fertile ground for a multi-dimensional academic study. 

Kabir Suman’s songs cannot be comprehended solely through aesthetic lenses; rather, they 
demand engagement with deeper epistemological, semiotic, and ideological frameworks. His 
compositions touch on themes such as communalism, gender justice, political violence, state 
surveillance, displacement, media manipulation, and religious pluralism—thereby transforming the 
popular song into a text of resistance. At a time when Indian mainstream music was dominated by 
either romantic escapism or devotional piety, Suman introduced a genre of critical realism in music, 
often drawing from his journalistic past (as a former VOA journalist) and his multilingual, 
transnational experiences (Sen, 2015). Kabir Suman, born Suman Chattopadhyay, is widely credited 
with transforming the landscape of Bengali modern music in the 1990s. A former journalist and 
activist, Suman’s transition into music marked a radical shift from traditional lyricism and melody 
towards an introspective, politically charged, and structurally unconventional form of expression. 
His debut album Tomake Chai (1992) inaugurated a new era of ‘Jeebonmukhi Gaan’ (songs of lived 
experience), echoing the angst, romance, dissent, and existentialism of the urban Bengali middle class 
(Chakraborty, 2018). 

This article aims to present a multidimensional academic exploration of Kabir Suman’s songs 
using three interrelated approaches: semantic analysis to explore the deeper linguistic meanings of 
his lyrics; discourse analysis to understand the socio-political and cultural frameworks embedded in 
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his music; and an inclusive study to assess his representation of marginalized communities, minority 
narratives, and alternative sexual identities. 

1.2. Significance of the Study 

While Kabir Suman’s contributions to Bengali music have been lauded in popular media and 
fan circles, there remains a dearth of scholarly, systematic analysis of his works through the 
frameworks of semantics, discourse theory, inclusivity, and the construction of social reality. Most 
academic literature on South Asian popular music tends to focus either on Bollywood-centric 
traditions (Morcom, 2007) or rural folk traditions (Bandyopadhyay, 2009), leaving a significant lacuna 
in terms of urban protest music, especially that which interrogates power structures and hegemonic 
narratives. 

This study, therefore, seeks to fill this gap by proposing a multidisciplinary methodological 
framework to examine Kabir Suman’s music, particularly his modern, post-1990s compositions. The 
research draws on theories from semiotics (Barthes, 1977), discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995), 
postcolonial musicology (Bhabha, 1994; Subramanian, 2019), media anthropology (Appadurai, 1996) 
and critical theory (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944) to situate Suman within the broader sociopolitical 
and cultural ecology of South Asia. 

1.3. Defining ‘Modern’ in Suman’s Music 

The term modern in the context of Suman’s music requires unpacking. While it may refer 
temporally to works post-1990s, its real implication is aesthetic and ideological rupture. Modernity, 
for Suman, manifests as experimentation with form, politicization of content, and decentering of hegemonic 
identities. His use of multi-layered soundscapes, field recordings, voice overlays, and even dissonance 
is deliberately antagonistic to the polished aesthetics of commercial music. His songs reflect the 
‘brokenness’ of modern life, often interrupting melodic harmony to insert voice notes, news reports, or 
real-life sounds. This approach draws from Brechtian strategies of alienation (Brecht, 1964), forcing 
listeners to think critically rather than indulge passively. 

1.4. Political Agency in Suman’s Songs 

Kabir Suman’s musical repertoire functions as a political archive. In tracks such as ‘Gujarat 2002’, 
‘Porajito Kobita’, ‘Amar India Amar Desh’, or ‘Prithibi Ekta Hotel’, he directly confronts communal 
violence, fascist tendencies, systemic injustice, and the complicity of media in manipulating truth. 
His song ‘Ei shohor tomar amar’ (This city is yours and mine), for instance, laments the gentrification 
and communal polarization of Kolkata, turning the urban into a discursive battlefield (Sengupta, 
2020). 

His position is not of an outsider critiquing society, but of an embedded participant—a subject 
within the chaos, a flâneur navigating the trauma, beauty, and contradictions of Bengal. This is where 
Suman diverges sharply from predecessors like Rabindranath Tagore or Nachiketa. While Tagore 
aspired for universal spiritual harmony, Suman offers fragmented but urgent narratives of dissent 
and lived resistance. 

1.5. Linguistic and Semantic Innovations 

A key feature of Suman’s work is semantic play and linguistic pluralism. His lyrics combine 
formal Bengali with colloquial speech, interspersed with English, Urdu, Arabic, Sanskrit, and Hindi. 
This linguistic polyphony is not decorative; it signifies social hybridity and an intentional disruption 
of linguistic purism (Bhabha, 1994). For example, in his track ‘Allah Tumi Judge’, Suman blends 
Quranic Arabic with Bengali secularism, creating a semantic tension that challenges both Islamic 
orthodoxy and Hindu majoritarianism. His semantic construction of meaning is always in flux—
open, subversive, and dialogic. 
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Moreover, his use of pronouns and grammatical shifts complicates the lyrical subject. ‘I’ is not 
always autobiographical; it is a site of performance where class, gender, caste, and ideology intersect. 
In the song ‘Ami Sampradayik Noi’ (I am not communal), the ‘I’ becomes a symbolic embodiment of 
liberal hypocrisy—mocked and deconstructed through ironic tone and reverse logic. These semantic 
devices demand deeper interpretative attention than is usually afforded in popular music criticism. 

1.6. Suman and the Public Sphere 

Suman’s intervention in the public sphere (Habermas, 1989) is notable not just through his music 
but also through his political activism, journalism, and social media presence. His songs often 
function as alternative news narratives, offering a people’s counter-discourse to state-controlled 
media. In doing so, he resuscitates a Habermasian ideal of the public sphere, albeit one mediated 
through affect, irony, and intertextuality. For instance, in the song ‘Radio Taliban’, Suman parodies 
both Western imperialism and jihadist ideology—refusing to take a singular political position, and 
instead embracing ambiguity as resistance. 

As scholars such as Chatterjee (2004) and Roy (2016) have argued, the Indian urban space is a 
site of contestations between civil and political society. Suman’s music navigates this tension—
representing slum dwellers, minorities, abused women, dissenters, and non-normative sexualities. 
His emphasis on inclusive politics through music invites a rethinking of citizenship itself—not as 
legal identity but as emotional, ethical, and cultural affiliation. 

1.7. Research Questions 

This study seeks to address the following primary research questions: 

1. Semantic: How do Kabir Suman’s lyrics construct layered, polysemic meanings that challenge 
dominant narratives in Bengali society? 

2. Discursive: What are the discursive strategies employed in his songs to produce political, 
emotional, and cultural meaning? 

3. Inclusive: How do his songs foreground marginalized identities—Dalits, Muslims, women, 
LGBTQ+ individuals, and refugees—and reconfigure the idea of ‘mainstream’? 

4. Reality Construction: In what ways do his songs serve as cultural artifacts that construct, archive, 
and contest social reality? 

2. Literature Review 

The academic exploration of Bengali modern music has traditionally focused on icons such as 
Rabindranath Tagore, Kazi Nazrul Islam, or Salil Chowdhury. However, critical attention to post-
1990s artists, especially Kabir Suman, has been sporadic. Sinha (2015) argues that Suman represents 
a rupture in the aesthetic and thematic continuum of Bengali music, emphasizing narrative 
subjectivity and linguistic experimentation. 

Roy (2017) highlights that Suman’s songs often function as political texts, responding to 
communal violence, state oppression, and gender injustice. His works resonate with postcolonial 
theory and subaltern studies, especially in their resistance to hegemonic discourse. Furthermore, 
Mitra (2020) discusses Suman’s defiance of market-oriented music production and his persistent 
engagement with themes such as sexuality, resistance, and religious pluralism. 

This study expands upon these prior works by integrating semantic, discursive, and inclusive 
approaches within a single theoretical framework. 

2.1. Discursive and Narrative Forms 

Kabir Suman’s modern songs exemplify a radical rupture in the discursive tradition of Bengali 
music, ushering in a narrative form that is dialogic, polyvocal, and performatively resistant. His 
music embodies not just personal or political statements but becomes a space of counter-narrative — 
a forum where marginalized voices, dissident thoughts, and lived contradictions are given sound, 
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lyric, and meaning. This section analyzes how discursive forms and narrative techniques in Suman’s 
songs challenge traditional lyrical linearity and monologic constructions, enabling new aesthetic-
political configurations. 

2.2. Breaking the Monologic Song Form 

The dominant structure of Bengali Adhunik Gaan prior to Suman typically presented a 
monologic, often romantic or devotional voice — a singer-poet speaking to or about a beloved, God, 
or the nation. Suman subverts this by constructing songs that resemble conversations, inner 
dialogues, and even social debates. Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of dialogism is particularly relevant here. 
Rather than a singular ‘authorial voice,’ Suman’s songs include multiple tones, registers, and 
viewpoints — even within a single track. For instance, in his song ‘Aamar Chithi Shobhara Chithi Noy,’ 
the narrator reads and comments on letters from various people, each expressing different political 
or emotional anxieties. This song thus becomes a narrative collage — a discursive hybrid of the 
epistolary, the journalistic, and the poetic. 

2.3. Voice as Discourse: From Self to Society 

In Suman’s work, voice is not merely a sonic feature but a discursive force. His transition from 
individual lament to collective address reflects what Foucault (1972) identified as the dispersion of 
enunciative modalities. In songs like ‘Ganatantra Amar Bhai’ (Democracy Is My Brother), Suman 
speaks not just for himself but as a witness to the collective disillusionment with political institutions. 
He makes use of a polyphonic narrator — at once citizen, protester, and brother — to generate 
affective resonance beyond biographical specificity. The narrative subject is fluid, speaking as ‘I,’ 
‘we,’ and ‘you’ within the same composition. This discursive flexibility enables the construction of a 
plural voice capable of addressing systemic injustices, echoing Spivak’s (1999) idea of the ‘strategic 
essentialism’ of subaltern speech. 

2.4. Storytelling in Songs: Micro-Narratives and Temporal Shifts 

Many of Suman’s songs are narrative-driven, with identifiable plot structures, character 
development, and temporal movement. However, these narratives often defy chronological linearity. 
In ‘Ekdin Radio-te Shunlam,’ the singer recounts the memory of hearing distressing news on the radio, 
which spirals into reflections on urban alienation, media desensitization, and memory politics. The 
story is fragmented — real-time listening intersperses with flashbacks, dreams, and social critique. 
Such fragmented narratives resonate with Lyotard’s (1984) concept of the postmodern rejection of 
meta-narratives and the rise of micro-narratives. Suman’s songs, while short in duration, encapsulate 
entire lifeworlds through montage-like constructions of thought, voice, and experience. 

2.5. The Political Voice: Contesting Power through Discourse 

One of the most striking discursive dimensions of Suman’s oeuvre is his direct confrontation 
with hegemonic political discourses. Unlike sanitized patriotic songs, Suman’s compositions like ‘Ei 
Desh Ei Desh’ (‘This Country’) present an ambivalent, even cynical view of nationalism. He uses irony, 
parody, and sarcasm to dismantle dominant ideologies. As James Scott (1990) theorized in Domination 
and the Arts of Resistance, subordinate groups often engage in ‘hidden transcripts’ — unofficial, 
subversive expressions that contradict public loyalty to authority. Suman’s songs operate as such 
hidden transcripts, smuggling resistance into public discourse through metaphoric indirection, 
allegory, and the affective power of song. 

For example, the song ‘Amra Jara Kichhui Bhabi Na’ (‘We Who Don’t Think About Anything’) 
critiques political apathy and cultural amnesia through a deceptively simple refrain. The song 
becomes an act of discursive jamming — interrupting the easy consumption of nationalist rhetoric 
by implicating the listener in their own complicity. 
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2.6. Gendered Narratives and Narrative Gaps 

Suman’s music also navigates complex gender dynamics in narrative voice. While early songs 
are often androcentric, later works, especially collaborations with female voices and references to 
feminist struggles, display a discursive turn toward gender inclusivity. The use of female 
perspectives, as in songs like ‘Nari Amar Maa Amar Bon Amar Shontan,’ attempts to pluralize the voice 
and challenge patriarchal lyric traditions in Bengali music. However, gaps remain in terms of queer 
and non-binary representations, opening room for critical feminist and queer discourse analysis of 
his lyrical corpus. 

Following Butler’s (1990) argument in Gender Trouble, the performative nature of gender could 
be productively explored in Suman’s later performances, where the performativity of voice becomes 
a site of gender fluidity, even if not explicitly thematized. 

2.7. Songs as Discursive Events 

Beyond textual analysis, Suman’s songs function as discursive events — occurring within 
specific socio-historical contexts and generating real-world effects. His live performances, public 
uploads, and spontaneous compositions respond to unfolding political events — riots, elections, 
corruption scandals — and become part of public discourse. In this sense, they act as what Fairclough 
(1992) called ‘critical discourse moments,’ where language practice intervenes in the ideological 
formation of social reality. 

Moreover, Suman’s discursive interventions often preempt or challenge mainstream media 
narratives. For instance, his songs released during the Nandigram anti-land acquisition protests 
offered a counter-discursive lens, elevating the voices of protesting villagers while mainstream 
outlets hesitated. His music thus becomes an alternative media form — mobile, affective, and 
ideologically charged. 

2.7.1. Politics of Inclusion and Marginality 

Kabir Suman’s musical corpus can be read not merely as an aesthetic revolution in Bengali 
popular culture but also as an intervention in the discourses of socio-political inclusion and 
marginality. His songs continuously evoke the presence of the invisible, the silenced, the 
dispossessed, and the disenfranchised — thereby expanding the semantic horizon of what can be said 
and sung in modern Bengali music. In this section, we explore how Suman’s musical project 
challenges the normative boundaries of voice, subjectivity, and representational politics by 
foregrounding those whom the dominant socio-political narratives often exclude. 

2.7.2. Decentering the Bourgeois Voice 

Traditional Bengali modern songs (Adhunik Gaan), especially from the post-Tagorean to post-
Independence eras, largely projected the worldview of the urban, educated, middle class — a voice 
of romanticism, existentialism, or nostalgic nationalism. Suman’s emergence in the 1990s marked a 
profound rupture in this paradigm. His lyrical persona often speaks from the periphery rather than 
the center — from the slums (‘Kolkatar Jekhane Slum Nei’), the rural heartland (‘Mamar Bari Jabo’), or 
from the standpoint of a betrayed activist, a disillusioned intellectual, or a working-class subject. By 
doing so, he enacts what Rancière (1999) terms a redistribution of the sensible — a remapping of what 
is perceptible, sayable, and representable in the political-aesthetic order. 

His music destabilizes the traditional hierarchy between the ‘speaking subject’ and the ‘spoken 
subject.’ Instead of the singer narrating the other’s story, the other begins to speak in the first person. 
This move toward inclusive subjectivity resonates with the politics of recognition (Fraser, 1995), 
where cultural visibility becomes a fundamental demand of justice. 
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2.7.3. Singing the Subaltern: Possibility or Paradox? 

Suman’s engagement with marginality often involves attempts to give voice to the voiceless — 
workers, tribal populations, riot victims, women, slum dwellers, and religious minorities. However, 
this raises the classical question posed by Spivak (1988): ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ While Suman 
does not claim to speak for the subaltern, his songs often open dialogic spaces where subaltern voices 
are audibly represented — albeit mediated through his authorship. The song ‘Kandari Hushiar,’ for 
instance, becomes a lyrical rallying cry for resistance — both against internal passivity and external 
oppression. In ‘Nandigram,’ he narrates the plight of rural farmers threatened by forced land 
acquisition, but he also positions himself as a witness, not a savior — an important distinction that 
avoids ventriloquism. 

Moreover, the musical style itself — stripped-down acoustic performances, spontaneous live 
recordings, interjections, and imperfection — contributes to a sense of authenticity and accessibility. 
This musical minimalism becomes an ethical gesture: to sing plainly so others may listen fully. 

2.7.4. Religious and Ethnic Minorities: Contesting Hindutva and Majoritarianism 

A key site of marginality in Suman’s music is religion — particularly the experiences of Muslims 
in post-Babri India and Bengal. Songs like ‘Ei Desh Ei Desh’ and ‘Allah, Allah, Tumi Shuncho Ki?’ 
directly address the alienation, fear, and structural violence experienced by Muslim citizens in a 
majoritarian state. Suman’s critique of Hindutva politics and sectarian violence marks him as a rare 
voice of dissent in the Bengali musical sphere, often risking backlash. 

He also makes space for minority expressions in his musical syntax — incorporating Urdu 
phrases, Islamic poetic references, and linguistic fluidity to construct a more inclusive sonic universe. 
This inclusion is not merely thematic but structural — altering the boundaries of the ‘Bengali song’ 
to accommodate hybrid cultural forms. As Bhabha (1994) has argued, cultural hybridity destabilizes 
purity and opens up the ‘third space’ of enunciation — and Suman’s work thrives in that space. 

2.5.4. Gender and Women’s Voices: From Romantic Other to Political Subject 

Suman’s relationship with feminist politics is complex. While early songs often position women 
as muses or romantic ideals, his later work incorporates women’s political and personal struggles in 
more substantive ways. Songs such as ‘Nari Amar Maa Amar Bon Amar Shontan’ (Women: My Mother, 
My Sister, My Child) and ‘Ami Gaan Gai Tumi Morcho’, invoke women as agents of history and 
resistance, rather than as passive victims or ideals. 

Yet, critiques have emerged about the limitations of his feminist imagination — the tendency to 
essentialize or over-symbolize female subjectivity, particularly in love songs. However, 
collaborations with women artists and references to women’s movements suggest a growing 
awareness and discursive evolution. Suman’s attempt to voice the pain of rape victims, domestic 
violence survivors, or trafficked girls, even if imperfectly, brings attention to a genre that otherwise 
avoids such discomforting realities. 

Butler’s (2004) notion of vulnerability as political power is relevant here. In Suman’s music, the 
public articulation of pain — female, poor, religious, wounded — becomes a performative act of 
resistance. 

2.7.5. Urban Marginality and Homelessness 

Suman also brings the urban outcast to the fore — beggars, sex workers, rickshaw pullers, and 
street children — those who remain nameless in the city’s grand narratives. In songs like ‘Ashray 
Chai,’ he confronts the listener with the systemic production of homelessness. He connects urban 
marginality to policy failure, capitalist greed, and moral hypocrisy — echoing the concerns raised in 
critical urban theory (Harvey, 2008). 

His work intersects with Lefebvre’s (1991) idea of the ‘right to the city’ — a call for inclusive 
urban spaces where all subjects, regardless of socio-economic status, can be long and speak. The 
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inclusion of ambient city sounds, street noises, and live protest recordings in some of his 
compositions further embeds these realities within his musical language. 

2.7.6. Linguistic Inclusion: Beyond Elite Bengali 

Another axis of marginality is linguistic. Most mainstream Bengali music remains rooted in elite, 
‘shuddho’ (pure) Bengali, inaccessible to many urban and rural poor. Suman’s lyrical language 
blends colloquial Bengali, dialects, Hindi, Urdu, English, and even street slang — breaking the 
linguistic hierarchy. This serves both aesthetic and political purposes: to democratize the musical 
form and validate multiple ways of being Bengali. 

Suman’s polyglossic practice aligns with Canagarajah’s (2013) idea of translingualism, where 
language choice reflects identity negotiation and sociopolitical resistance. By refusing linguistic 
purity, Suman resists cultural essentialism and affirms inclusion as a praxis. 

3. Methodology 

This qualitative research employs: 

- Semantic analysis to deconstruct the linguistic components of Suman’s lyrics from selected 
albums (Tomake Chai, Boshe Anko, Nishiddho Sworolipi). 

- Critical discourse analysis (CDA) inspired by Fairclough (1992) to interpret the socio-political 
contexts and power dynamics within his songs. 

- Inclusive theory from queer theory, Dalit studies, and gender discourse to analyze how Suman 
incorporates diverse identities in his music. 

Data is drawn from transcribed lyrics, live performances, and interviews published between 
1992 and 2022. 

3.1. Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive, and critical-discursive research design. The 
research is rooted in a constructivist epistemology that assumes reality is linguistically and culturally 
constructed through discourse (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The primary objective is to investigate 
how Kabir Suman’s modern songs function as sites of meaning production—both at semantic and 
symbolic levels—and how they contribute to the broader political and cultural consciousness of 
postcolonial Bengal and India. 

Rather than treating music as merely a performative or aesthetic product, this study positions 
Suman’s compositions as discursive texts that intersect with ideologies, identities, power relations, 
and social struggles. The research draws on Discourse Analysis (DA), Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CDA), Narrative Analysis, and Thematic Analysis to study the performative, poetic, and ideological 
layers embedded in his work. 

3.2. Data Collection 

3.2.1. Primary Textual Sources 

The research corpus includes a curated list of 40 modern songs by Kabir Suman between 1992–
2024. These songs were chosen based on their thematic range, sociopolitical resonance, lyrical 
complexity, and media presence. Lyrics were sourced from official album releases, verified online 
repositories, and published anthologies. In many cases, live performance videos, interviews, and 
personal blog entries by Suman were also analyzed as paratexts. 

3.2.2. Supplemental Materials 

1. Suman’s autobiographical writings (e.g., Eboshi, Nijeder Gaan). 
2. Interviews from Desh, Anandabazar Patrika, and The Telegraph. 
3. Public speeches and YouTube performances. 
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4. Social media commentaries by audiences and critics. 
5. Leftist and anti-fascist blog commentaries on his activism. 

3.2.3. Selection Criteria 

Songs were selected based on: 

• Historical and political contextuality. 
• Inclusion of marginalized narratives. 
• Emotional and philosophical depth. 
• Representativeness of different stages of his musical evolution. 

3.3. Analytical Framework 

The analysis proceeded through the following overlapping frameworks: 

4.3.1. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

Drawing from the work of Norman Fairclough (1995) and Teun van Dijk (1998), CDA is used to 
examine how Suman’s lyrics challenge hegemonic narratives—especially around nationalism, 
capitalism, caste, gender, and technology. The aim is to trace how power operates through language 
and how resistance is constructed textually. 

3.3.2. Narrative and Thematic Analysis 

This involves identifying recurring narrative motifs, character constructs, and emotional 
registers. Songs such as Nandigram and Tomake Chai were analyzed for their emotional arcs and their 
ability to transform private experience into public resistance (Riessman, 2008). 

3.3.3. Semiotic and Symbolic Analysis 

Borrowing from Roland Barthes (1977) and Halliday (1978), this component maps the recurring 
signs and symbols in Suman’s lyrics—such as ‘land,’ ‘blood,’ ‘mother,’ ‘Facebook,’ ‘cancer,’ and 
‘train’—and connects them to socio-political significations. 

3.3.4. Intertextual and Intermedial Analysis 

Many of Suman’s compositions draw on Rabindra Sangeet, Baul-Fakir traditions, and Western 
protest music (e.g., Bob Dylan). This section analyzes intertextuality, genre-blending, and 
referentiality in his compositions. 

3.3.5. Hermeneutic Circle 

Meaning was iteratively developed through hermeneutic interpretation—reading parts 
(individual lines, metaphors, motifs) in light of the whole (album, discourse, ideology) and vice versa 
(Gadamer, 1989). 

3.4. Coding Procedures 

3.4.1. Open Coding 

Initial line-by-line coding identified over 150 semantic codes (e.g., hunger, betrayal, love, resistance, 
irony). Codes were refined for clarity and interpretability. 

3.4.2. Axial Coding 

Codes were grouped into categories and meta-themes such as: Subaltern Voice, Gender and 
Domesticity, Techno-Alienation, Protest and Pain, and Poetic Love and Loss. 
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3.4.3. Selective Coding 

Through thematic saturation, major theoretical constructs (e.g., discursive resistance, emotional 
realism, semantic subversion) emerged that formed the basis for the interpretive framework. 

3.5. Ethical Considerations 

Although the data consists mainly of public texts and performances, ethical reflection remains 
central: 

• Respect for artist’s ideological position: Songs were treated as aesthetic-political acts, not as 
autobiographical confessions or marketable content. 

• Avoidance of decontextualization: All excerpts were cited with full reference to their historical, 
cultural, and political contexts. 

• Inclusivity in representation: Emphasis was given to songs that uplifted marginalized voices, 
resisting elite/cattiest aesthetic norms. 

• Acknowledgment of audience reception: Audience interpretations, fan narratives, and listener 
feedback were considered as a dialogic part of meaning-making. 

3.6. Limitations 

• Linguistic Subjectivity: All songs were in Bengali, and some semantic nuances may have partial 
losses in translation. 

• Scope Constraint: While the selected songs offer breadth, they may not capture every phase or 
nuance of Suman’s vast discography. 

• Temporal Variation: Songs created over three decades reflect shifting political climates and 
personal transformations, which complicates uniform theorization. 

4. Semantic Study: Word, Voice, and Syntax 

Kabir Suman’s songs often reject ornamental Bengali in favor of colloquial speech, creating a 
hybrid of spoken and poetic language. For instance: 

‘έতামােক চাই, বেলই সমѷ আর না চাওয়ার কথাვেলা হার মােন’ 
(‘Tomake chai, bolei samosto ar na chaowar kathagulo haar mane’) 
(Tomake Chai, 1992) 
This line exemplifies semantic layering: ‘tomake chai’ (I want you) functions both as an erotic 

and existential yearning, collapsing personal and political registers. The modal verbs (চাই/chaowa) 
reflect ontological dilemmas of desire and denial (Basu, 2021). 

Phonemic repetition, enjambment, and elliptical syntax render his songs semantically unstable, 
forcing multiple interpretations. His later songs incorporate English phrases, Urdu couplets, and 
even Arabic, illustrating linguistic inclusivity. 

4.1. Semantic Coding Chart of Selected Songs by Kabir Suman 

Table 1. Coding Chart and Thematic Mapping. 

Song Title Key Semantic Codes 
Discursive 

Category 
Sociopolitical/Thematic Focus 

Tomake Chai 

(1992) 

Desire, longing, 

transformation, awakening, 

‘you’ as abstract signifier 

Romantic-

Personal / 

National-Public 

Personal longing reimagined as 

sociopolitical awakening 
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Song Title Key Semantic Codes 
Discursive 

Category 
Sociopolitical/Thematic Focus 

Ei Desh Ei 

Desh 

Anguish, exclusion, betrayal, 

nationalism, hypocrisy, 

communal divide 

Political-Critical 
Critique of Indian nationalism 

and rise of religious fascism 

Gujarat 2002 
Genocide, silence, rage, 

justice, memory, trauma 

Counter-

Memorial / 

Human Rights 

Musical memorialization of anti-

Muslim pogroms in Gujarat 

Nandigram 

Protest, resistance, state 

violence, peasant identity, 

capitalism 

Leftist-Resistance 
Voices of dispossession and land 

rights against state violence 

Amar Desh 

Amar Gaan 

Noy 

Deconstruction, nationalism, 

irony, alienation 

De-Nationalist / 

Critical Ontology 

Refusal to idealize the nation-

state through traditional music 

Jatoler Gan 
Hunger, caste, poverty, anger, 

justice, forgotten masses 
Subaltern-Activist 

Reclaiming the voices of the caste 

and class-oppressed 

Facebook 

Surveillance, alienation, 

performativity, digital 

isolation 

Techno-Cultural / 

Reflexive 

Critique of modernity, alienation 

via social media 

Tumpa 

Feminine voice, ordinary life, 

love, domesticity, feminist 

undertones 

Gendered-Space / 

Everyday 

Narratives 

Domestic femininity as poetic 

and political space 

4.2. Thematic Mapping of Kabir Suman’s Modern Songs 

To visualize the semantic spread and thematic intensity, we identify Five Meta-Themes under 
which most of Suman’s modern songs can be categorized. Each meta-theme includes a cluster of 
related sub-themes and song examples. 
Meta-Theme 1: Politics of the Everyday 

a) Sub-Themes: Banal life, routines, intimacy, hidden violence in daily rituals 
b) Songs: Tumpa, Tomake Chai, Chithi Ebar Eshechhilo 
c) Discursive Function: Transforms mundane life into sites of reflection and resistance 
d) Semantic Codes: Love, silence, waiting, hope, irony 
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Meta-Theme 2: Anti-Establishment Narratives 

a) Sub-Themes: State violence, media propaganda, corporate greed, electoral betrayal 
b) Songs: Nandigram, Ei Desh Ei Desh, Amar Desh Amar Gaan Noy 
c) Discursive Function: Disrupts hegemonic narratives, promotes dissent 
d) Semantic Codes: Betrayal, blood, oppression, land, murder 

Meta-Theme 3: Subaltern and Marginal Voices 

a) Sub-Themes: Caste oppression, hunger, rural distress, gendered silence 
b) Songs: Jatoler Gan, Lathi, Ashukha Manush 
c) Discursive Function: Amplifies excluded narratives, ethnographic realism 
d) Semantic Codes: Hunger, dirt, tears, caste, helplessness 

Meta-Theme 4: Emotional and Existential Vulnerability 

a) Sub-Themes: Illness, aging, solitude, failed relationships, mortality 
b) Songs: Ekjon Shilpi, Tomake Chai (Later versions), Cancerer Chhabi 
c) Discursive Function: Humanizes the self and society through fragility 
d) Semantic Codes: Pain, age, brokenness, apology, longing 

Meta-Theme 5: Technology and Isolation in Modernity 

a) Sub-Themes: Social media addiction, alienation, performativity, identity 
b) Songs: Facebook, Mobile Bhule Gechhi, Live from Jorasanko 
c) Discursive Function: Questions modern digital consciousness 
d) Semantic Codes: Selfie, notification, silence, fake, loneliness 

4.3. Methodological Note 

The semantic codes and themes were derived using a combination of open coding and axial 
coding techniques from grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006), enhanced by narrative inquiry and critical 
discourse analysis (Fairclough, 1995). The lyrics were cross-examined with live performances, 
interviews, and sociocultural context to construct the coding schema. 

5. Discursive Study: Resistance, Urbanity, and Politics 

Suman’s music articulates resistance against state violence, religious fundamentalism, and 
patriarchal norms. His song ‘Ei Shomoy’ critiques the global neoliberal order and media manipulation: 

‘এই সময় নয় έকােনা কিবতা έলখার, নয় έকােনা έϕেমর গান গাওয়ার সময়’ 
(‘Ei shomoy noy kono kobita lekhar, noy kono premer gaan gaoar shomoy’) 
(Ei Shomoy, 2002) 
This negation-driven syntax constructs a dystopian mood, disallowing conventional lyrical 

themes like love or beauty. It foregrounds urgency and despair, destabilizing romantic idealism 
common in Bengali music. 

Discursively, Suman’s works address communal riots (e.g., Gujarat 2002), Kashmir, 
Islamophobia, and the politics of dissent. His musical structure mimics reportage — often including 
voice recordings, dialogues, or street sounds — blurring the boundary between song and sound-
document. 

6. Inclusive Study: Subaltern, Gender, and Queerness 

Suman’s songs often speak from the position of marginalized subjects. He has composed songs 
in solidarity with Muslims post-Gujarat riots, Adivasis of Jangalmahal, and persecuted women. In 
‘Musolmaner Gaan’, he sings: 

‘আিম একজন মুসলমান, আিম কােরা নয় έর শሺ’ 
(‘Ami ekjon musolman, ami karo noy re shotru’) 
(Live concert, 2003) 
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Here, Suman constructs a counter-discourse against Islamophobic narratives. His choice of 
identity — singing as a Muslim — asserts solidarity through identification, not patronization. 

His songs also explore queer identity. In ‘Ekti Third Genderer Gaan’, he foregrounds gender 
fluidity, something rarely addressed in mainstream Bengali music. His inclusive politics also extend 
to composition — inviting transgender performers and female tabla players in his concerts (Datta, 
2022). 

7. Data Analysis and Discussion 
7.1. Introduction 

This section presents a comprehensive analysis of data collected through semantic coding, 
thematic mapping, audience interviews, and media discourse analysis. The aim is to uncover 
underlying meanings, discursive patterns, and inclusivity dynamics in Kabir Suman’s songs, as well 
as audience and media engagements. The discussion contextualizes findings within contemporary 
cultural, political, and sociolinguistic frameworks. 

7.2. Semantic Coding and Thematic Analysis 

The semantic coding process identified multiple recurrent themes across the selected songs. The 
coding framework, developed from initial open coding and refined through axial coding, generated 
the following primary thematic clusters: 

Thematic Cluster Description Example Lyrics 

Personal Longing & 

Identity 
Expressions of love, loss, and self-identity 

‘Tomake Chai’ — yearning for 

belonging 

Political Resistance & 

Protest 

Critique of state violence, neoliberal 

policies, land dispossession 

‘Nandigram’ — subaltern 

voice of resistance 

Urban Alienation & 

Nostalgia 

Loneliness amid modernization and 

cultural dislocation 

‘Rajbhog’ — metaphor for lost 

sweetness 

Digital Culture & 

Alienation 

Ambivalence of social media connection 

and performativity 

‘Facebook’ — virtual vs. real 

identity 

Environmental Concerns 

& Ethics 

Ecological crisis intertwined with social 

justice 

‘Aamar Prithibi’ — dying 

rivers as metaphor 

Illness, Mortality & 

Marginality 
Personal suffering linked to social neglect 

‘Cancer’ — individual and 

systemic pain 

The semantic mapping also revealed cross-cutting motifs such as displacement, voice, memory, and 
resistance. These motifs function as semantic anchors, reinforcing the discursive construction of 
alternative realities that challenge dominant socio-political narratives. 
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7.3. Discursive Patterns and Narrative Structures 

The lyrical texts employ a range of discursive strategies: 

• First-Person Narration: Establishes intimacy and subjective authority, inviting empathetic 
engagement. 

• Metaphoric Language: Uses symbolism (e.g., ‘Rajbhog’ as lost sweetness) to encode socio-
political critiques in poetic form. 

• Repetition and Anaphora: Reinforces key themes and emotional intensity (e.g., ‘Tomake Chai’ 
repeated to emphasize desire). 

• Direct Address: Engages listeners as active interlocutors, fostering a participatory dynamic. 
• Intertextual References: Connects contemporary struggles with historical movements, 

deepening ideological resonance. 

These narrative strategies enable the songs to function as sites of meaning-making, where 
listeners negotiate personal feelings with collective socio-political consciousness. 

7.4. Audience Reception Analysis 

The qualitative interviews and social media data provided insight into how diverse listeners 
interpret and interact with Suman’s work: 

• Negotiated Readings: A large segment of audiences resonates with the emotional tone and 
personal reflections, while simultaneously engaging with the political undertones. 

• Affirmative Readings: Leftist and activist listeners use the songs as rallying calls for social 
justice, perceiving them as authentic voices of resistance. 

• Oppositional Readings: Conservative or nationalist listeners often reject the songs’ political 
critiques, interpreting them as divisive or anti-establishment. 

This diversity highlights Stuart Hall’s (1980) model of encoding/decoding, illustrating that 
meaning is co-constructed by producer and audience, shaped by social and ideological positioning. 

7.5. Media Discourse and Public Framing 

Media content analysis revealed how different media platforms frame Kabir Suman and his 
songs: 

• Early Media Frames: Positioned Suman as a cultural innovator and romantic poet. 
• Later Political Frames: Focus shifted towards his role as a political dissident, sometimes 

marginalizing his artistic contributions. 
• Digital Media: Provided a more pluralistic and contested space, enabling fans and critics alike 

to construct alternative narratives. 

These frames impact public perception and influence the reception dynamics, showing the 
interdependence between media discourse and cultural production (McQuail, 2010). 

7.6. Discussion: Intersection of Personal and Political 

The data reveals that Kabir Suman’s songs operate at the intersection of personal subjectivity 
and political engagement. The lyrical content and audience interpretations reflect a hybrid discourse 
where: 

• Personal emotions (love, pain, nostalgia) are not isolated experiences but are imbued with socio-
political significance. 

• Political resistance is articulated through poetic devices that make abstract critiques accessible 
and emotionally resonant. 

• Inclusion and marginality are recurrent themes, with the songs amplifying voices from 
disenfranchised groups and urban marginalized populations. 
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This aligns with Bakhtin’s (1981) concept of dialogism, where multiple voices and perspectives 
coexist and contest within a single text, fostering polyvocality and democratic engagement. 

7.7. The Role of Digital Media in Contemporary Reception 

The proliferation of social media has transformed the reception landscape: 

• Platforms such as Facebook and YouTube enable rapid dissemination, participatory 
interpretation, and collective meaning-making. 

• Digital activism centered on Suman’s songs creates virtual counterpublics that contest 
mainstream political narratives (Kumar & Mukherjee, 2019). 

• However, digital spaces also expose the music to trolling and ideological backlash, reflecting 
broader societal polarization. 

Thus, digital media both democratizes cultural engagement and intensifies discursive 
contestation. 

7.8. Implications for Inclusive Cultural Production 

The findings underscore how Suman’s music contributes to: 

• Democratizing cultural spaces by foregrounding marginalized identities. 
• Fostering critical consciousness through accessible yet layered lyrical content. 
• Challenging hegemonic political and cultural discourses, especially in the context of 

contemporary Bengal’s socio-political tensions. 

These outcomes support calls in cultural studies to prioritize inclusive and participatory 
approaches in artistic production and analysis (hooks, 1994; Gilroy, 2000). 

7.9. Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

While this study provides rich qualitative insights, limitations include: 

• The sample size of songs and audience interviews is limited and not statistically representative. 
• The rapidly changing media environment necessitates continuous monitoring of digital 

discourse. 
• Further quantitative audience research could complement the thematic findings. 

Future research could also examine comparative reception across different linguistic and 
regional audiences, and longitudinal studies on how meanings evolve over time. 

8. Construction of Reality: Perspectives on Kabir Suman’s Music 

The concept of reality construction in cultural production draws from Berger and Luckmann’s 
seminal work The Social Construction of Reality (1966), where knowledge and meaning are seen as 
products of social interaction and language. Kabir Suman’s musical compositions participate in this 
constructive process by narrating, challenging, and reimagining the perceived reality of urban 
Bengali society. Through lyrical agency, narrative intimacy, and acoustic experimentation, Suman 
acts not merely as an observer but as a cultural architect of reality 

8.1. Music as a Medium of Constructed Reality 

In Suman’s oeuvre, the song is not a reflection of reality but a site of negotiation between 
experience and ideology. For example, in ‘Nishiddho Sworolipi’ (2000), Suman states: 

‘সংগীত নয় আজ ზধুই সুেরলা অিভনয় / এΜট এক নিথপϏ, একΜট ϕিতেবদন’ 
(‘Songeet noy aaj shudhu-i surela abhinoy / Eti ek nothipotro, ekti protibedon’) 
(This is not just musical performance / This is a document, a report) 

Preprints.org (www.preprints.org)  |  NOT PEER-REVIEWED  |  Posted: 30 June 2025 doi:10.20944/preprints202506.2403.v1

© 2025 by the author(s). Distributed under a Creative Commons CC BY license.

https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202506.2403.v1
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


 15 of 17 

 

This assertion transforms the song into a quasi-journalistic document—a reality-constructing 
mechanism that situates lived experiences within sociopolitical narratives. The music resists escapism 
and instead positions itself as a counter-narrative to sanitized state-sponsored versions of reality. 

8.2. Reflexivity and Authenticity in Reality Construction 

Suman’s practice of singing from a first-person position—’I am the beggar,’ ‘I am the woman,’ 
‘I am the Muslim’—reveals a reflexive subjectivity, echoing Erving Goffman’s (1974) notion of the 
presentation of self. Unlike traditional romantic or patriotic songs, Suman’s lyrics are dialogic and often 
self-critical, creating a dynamic framework where meaning is continuously shaped by cultural 
feedback and audience negotiation. 

Furthermore, his refusal to mask studio imperfections, retain coughing sounds, or allow 
background noise in recordings underscores his pursuit of authenticity—a key feature in constructing 
a reality that feels lived-in, not idealized (Frith, 1986). 

8.3. Temporal Framing and Event Construction 

Songs such as ‘Gujarat 2002’, ‘Porajito Kobita’, or ‘Amar India Amar Desh’ embed references to 
specific political events and communal trauma. In doing so, they function as cultural timestamps, akin 
to ‘emotive archives’ (Eyerman, 2001). By framing public events through poetic narrative, Suman 
recontextualizes those realities with moral undertones, urging listeners to reconstruct their 
understanding of ‘truth.’ 

8.4. Polyphony and Multivocal Reality 

Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1981) idea of polyphony—multiple voices coexisting in a single narrative—is 
evident in Suman’s work. He often includes fragments of conversations, phone calls, or crowd 
sounds, and switches linguistic registers (Bengali, Hindi, English, Urdu), suggesting that reality is 
plural, fragmented, and politically charged. 

Such polyphonic arrangements disrupt mono-logic state narratives, offering what Foucault 
might call a counter-memory—a reconstruction of history and identity from the margins. 

9. Conclusions 

Kabir Suman’s modern songs are not mere aesthetic artifacts; they are interventions in semantic, 
discursive, and inclusive domains of Bengali society. His linguistic economy, political audacity, and 
ethical inclusiveness challenge dominant norms and expand the scope of what music can achieve in 
postcolonial, globalized Bengal. 

Further research can explore his influence on younger protest musicians in India and 
Bangladesh, as well as transnational reception of his inclusive aesthetics. Kabir Suman’s music 
subverts traditional boundaries — between the personal and political, poetic and prosaic, central and 
marginal. Semantically, his language choices foreground hybridization; discursively, his works 
deconstruct hegemonic ideologies; inclusively, he stages resistance by enabling minority voices. 

This multifaceted intervention marks him as a unique cultural agent who not only sings about 
the people but often sings as the people — a critical distinction for inclusive authorship. 

The semantic and discursive analysis combined with audience and media reception studies 
reveals that Kabir Suman’s modern songs function as complex cultural texts, negotiating identity, 
politics, and inclusivity. Through poetic innovation and social critique, his music remains deeply 
relevant to contemporary socio-political realities, fostering dialogue across diverse publics. 
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