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Abstract :  Mahasweta Devi’s The Fairytale of Rajabasha presents the pains and sufferings 
in the life of tribals in Kolhan, Singbhum District of Jharkhand. The brutality of the bonded 
labour system kept the adivasis oppressed and dispossessed throughout their life time. Sarjom 
and Josmina, the representatives of the deprived community, were not only deceived by the 
Jotedar like Nandlal, they were sold by him to the Jotedar, Niranjan Singh, in Punjab only at 
rupees 400. Study will be made to show how they were exploited and Josmina was sexually 
abused by Jotedars subsequently in the course of running away from one place to the other in 
search of safety and security. Finally when they reached home they tried to start a fresh life, 
but Josmina was carrying in her womb the child of Dileep Singh and in fear of being socially 
outcast she committed suicide drowning herself in the river, Koyena. My objective will be to 
analyse the text to expose to the readers the deprivation and bloody sexual exploitation of the 
tribal women in relation with other texts of Mahasweta. 
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Mahasweta is the voice of the distressed and deprived adivasi and tribal people. 
Throughout her life she has tried to bring to the light the darkness that devoured the life of 
these people because of the infliction and exploitation brought upon them by the Jotedars and 
Moneylenders. Mahasweta writes what she experiences through her intimate interaction with 
these disinherited and dispossessed tribal people. There are so-called educated people who 
show sympathy to these utterly neglected ones, but Mahasweta strongly protests to that. She 
says, these people do not want sympathy, they want the honour of an Indian. The priviledged 
people do not consider them as proper human beings, so they are forced to live in the periphery. 
Mahasweta says that, ‘The tribals want to stay in the place which they know as their own. They 
want the respect that they hold for their dead ancestors. Whatever has come in the name of 
development has spelled disaster for the tribes. And they do not know how to dishonour others’ 
(Imaginary Maps, xvi). By documenting the real life history of these people, she  tries to honour 
them in her limited capacity. She says, ‘I repay them their honour. They want to feel proud that 
they are tribals’ (Imaginary Maps, iii). And Mahasweta is also proud of considering herself as 
an integral part of these people. 

Sarjom Purti who belonged to the Ho community of kolhan in Singbhum District of 
Jharkhand borrowed money from the local Jotedar and moneylender Nandlal Shahu giving 
thump impression on a piece of blank paper to buy three cows from Jeeta Munda in order to 
give Josmina’s father bride price and following that married Josmina who was as lively and 
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playful as the river Koyena in monsoon. The marriage was celebrated in a gala way with dance, 
music, beatings of drums and spectacular feast for the relatives with rice and ‘kurthi dal’. An 
old wild boar with big tusks was shot dead by an arrow and its meat was deliciously cooked 
and served in the feast. Both Josmina and Sarjom were happy and spending their days 
collecting firewood from the forest and selling them in the market. Their conjugal love 
intensified with the birth of a son who was named Masidas. After the birth of her son ‘Josmina 
was looking more beautiful than ever. Firm, statuesque body with sculpted lines, rough hair 
knotted in a large bun (59).’ Sarjom worked in Nandlal’s fields round the clock in order to 
repay the loan and at the end of the day he returned home with a ‘paila of Makai.’ On the other 
hand, ‘Josmina collected roots and tubers from the forest. Living off just these and ghato made 
of Makai, she looked gorgeous. A new mother, the curves of Josmina’s body filled out like the 
gushing Koyena in the months of rain. There was much happiness and peace in this first chapter 
of the fairy tale of Rajabasha (60)!’ 

 But such happy domestic life did not last long for this couple. At the end of the 
monsoon, people turned jobless and the bite of poverty entered their houses in the form of 
hunger and people like Nandlal Shahu waited for months to take advantage of this acute 
poverty. One day he came to Sarjom’s hut wearing expensive ‘nagras’, he put some ‘khaini’ 
in his mouth after polishing it on his palm. He wore a terrycot kurta and his chest was open 
showing its brightness. He put a part of his thigh open pulling up his dhoti and scraped it fixing 
his lewd glances at Josmina’s bountiful breasts. 

 In August Nandlal went to Ranchi and there he met officer Sardar Malkhan Singh who 
gave him Rs 20000 in cash for ‘maal’ and promised to give him 20000 more if Nandlal sent 
fresh and well built ‘maal’ to Punjab. In search of this ‘maal’ Nandlal had to return from Ranchi 
to Rajabasha, to Sarjom’s hut. When he was asked about the purpose of his visit, Nandlal told 
Josmina, ‘Anyway, I came to give you some news. There’s a good job going. You’ll both make 
good money, eat well. Ask Sarjom to see me. I’ll give him the details (62).’  

On returning home Sarjom came to know from Josmina about Nandlal’s visit and he 
immediately left to meet Nandlal. Nandlal allured Sarjom to his offer of job in the fields of rich 
farmers in Punjab. He also tempted him saying that there was plenty of food and enough of 
clothes. The two of them would earn approximately Rs 400 monthly and come back home 
almost with Rs 5000.  

 Hearing the offer Josmina studied  something evil in Nandlal’s mind, but as Sarjom 
was determined,  she agreed to accompany him to Punjab. As Nandlal directed Sarjom not to 
disclose this lucrative offer to anyone, so Sarjom and Josmina laid it to their hearts as something 
very confidential. As per the direction of Nandlal they walked 25 or 30 miles to Monoharpur 
and reaching there in the afternoon they took rest in a tin-roofed railway warehouse with many 
such agonized and oppressed Sarjoms and Josminas. They reached Tatanagar by train and from 
there they boarded the Amritsar Mail for Punjab. On the train all of them, 30 to 40 people, had 
‘puris’, ‘kachauris’, ‘laddoos’ with full satisfaction. Nandlal had very little to eat. Rather, he 
was calculating in his mind the profit he was making from supplying coolie to Punjab as a sub-
contractor. He knew that Malkhan Singh, the chief contractor of coolie for ‘maliks’ in Punjab 
was earning more. And the maximum profit was drawn by the ‘maliks’ because they used to 
violate government laws and exploit and deprive the downtrodden in many ways. The 
government approved wage for harvesting wheat was Rs 17.55, but the jotedars used to give  
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Rs 10.60 to the local labourers and Rs 10.08 to the hired labourers from other states. The 
Jotedars would not abide by the government rules. Apart from this, ‘Well-endowed, attractive 
women like Josmina are an added bonus’(66).  

 For threshing wheat the government approved rate was Rs 13. The local labourers were 
given Rs 11.33 ; for the hired coolies from other states the rate was Rs 11.12. But the Jotedars 
did not pay them that amount. They used to be hired on monthly basis at a low wage. By 
cheating these needy people, the Jotedars would make huge profit. Moreover, ‘Dark-skinned, 
firm-fleshed Josminas are an added bonus’ (66). The minimum wage for sowing, harvesting 
and threshing paddy was Rs 10.30. The local hands were given Rs 8.69 and the hired labourers 
from other states were given Rs 8.20. But the hired labourers were deprived of that too. They 
were hired on monthly wages. ‘The terrified looks and helpless pleas – ‘no…no…no’- of 
women like Josmina are an added bonus(66).’ Inhuman exploitation of the tribals and adivasis 
by the Jotedars and Moneylenders is a recurrent theme in Mahasweta’s writings. In her famous 
novella, Operation? Bashai Tudu, we see that the Jotedars like Pratap Goldar, Rameshwar 
Bhuinya, Surja Sau and Jagattaran Lohari were realistic depictions. The Estate Acquisition Act 
in 1954 allowed a person to keep maximum 25-acre limit, but in reality the law was not in 
practice as the vote was controlled by the rich people. And the minimum wage that was fixed 
by the government was also denied to the agricultural labourers. Bashai told Kali, ‘The MW 
was laid down for the first time in 1953. Revised in 1959. Revised again in 1968. We’re in 
1970. The revised rates of 1968 are still valid. For men three rupees and fifty-four paisa, for 
women three rupees and twenty-seven, for children two rupees and two paisa. But what do we 
get in reality? Fifty paisa, sixty-two paisa, one rupee, eighty paisa’(Tudu,54). The prosperity 
of Jotedars and contractors depended on the hardships of these ‘dark-skinned’ and ‘aboriginal’ 
people. Their existence was in great turmoil. They were eradicated from their original 
homeland in the forest and in its surroundings by the military and police and their lands were 
illegally sold to traders, contractors and officers. In an interview with Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak, Mahasweta said about the tribals, ‘They had no sense of property. There was communal 
land-holding because, just like the Native Americans, they also believed that land and forest 
and river belong to everyone. Their society has of course broken under mainstream onslaught’ 
(Imaginary Maps, ii). In the same interview she said, ‘They do not understand mainstream 
machination, so although there are safe-guarding laws against land-grabbing, tribal land is 
being sold illegally every day…(iii)’. Nandlal was rubbing ‘khaini’ on his palm and thinking 
all these.  

 They reached Punjab and Nandlal found the ‘malik’ at the station. Niranjan Singh from 
Haripur village of Firozepur district gave Josmina a look full of lust and desires. Nandlal sold 
them to Niranjan for Rs 400 only. Niranjan took them to his house by his car and they found 
astonishingly the modern and expensive gadgets in malik’s house. There they were put in a 
small room and Niranjan’s man Friday Harchand brought for them ‘roti’, ‘dal’ and ‘sabji’. He 
told them ‘That’s the shit-house, and there’s the tap. Don’t mess up the place, you ‘junglee 
jaanwars’ from Bihar (68).’  

 In the afternoon they met malik and were told by him that Sarjom would get Rs 80 
monthly for taking care of the cows and buffaloes from four to eight in the morning and for 
working in the fields. Josmina would get Rs 40 monthly for her work in cowshed, courtyard, 
kitchen and house and in the sugarcane field. Niranjan caressed Josmina on the arm. Then they 
were locked by Harchand in their cell-like room. It was his duty to keep buffaloes, cows and 
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bonded labour under lock and key. They were extremely worried and nurturing a plan of escape 
from this place. Regarding the plight of bonded labour one of Mahasweta’s experiences could 
be illuminating. It was in the month of june at Palamu, she saw that a bullock cart was 
overloaded with paddy and a man was ordered to pull the cart to the local market. The man 
was totally compressed and crumpled. When she asked the landlord posing herself as a 
government officer, she was told ‘These bullocks are costly. If I send a bullock, it will suffer 
in the heat and it might collapse. But these bonded labourers don’t count for much. A man can 
be wasted, a bullock cannot’(Imaginary Maps, xiii).  

 Next morning they were given dresses fit for labourers and asked to get started. After 
finishing her work at malik’s home, Josmina had a bowl of dalia, tied up her midday meal of 
roti and sabji, took the baby with her and left for the sugarcane field. In the field she was 
eagerly searching for Sarjom, but he was nowhere there. She came to know from the local 
labourers that he was sent to some different field. She came to know from the locals what 
happened to the previous bonded labourers from other states. In that field there was a hut, but 
it was not meant for rest of the labourers, it was there for pleasure-seeking maliks. Everything 
was going on as it was expected. But in the mean time Niranjan was planning some mischief. 
After a few days, Niranjan came to the hut and forced Josmina surrender to him completely. 
The child Masidas saw in fear that her mother was sexually abused. That night Sarjom and 
Josmina got extremely crushed within. All hopes were shattered. They were planning to leave 
from this hell and Josmina went on yielding herself  to the illegitimate demand to satisfy the 
malik everyday : ‘Niranjan Singh came the next day and the next. Gradually, Josmina turned 
into a ghost-ridden presence. She would get up at four in the morning and put on the salwar-
kameez. Then she would sweep the cowshed, the courtyard and the house. Wash all the clothes 
and leave for the sugarcane fields. At ‘tiphin time’ she would surrender her body  to Niranjan 
and work in the fields again. When she got back, she would sweep the room and the cowshed 
and work like a machine till eight at night (72).’  

 Their life worsened gradually at Niranjan’s place. Josmina worked like a robot 
controlled by Niranjan. One day Sukhram, a fellow worker, wanted to help them escape from 
Niranjan’s clutches. But this time Josmina did not want to escape because Niranjan planted his 
seed into Josmina’s womb. She asked Sarjom leave alone and marry again for conjugal 
happiness. Hearing this ‘Sarjom moaned like a wounded animal whose throat had been pierced 
with an arrow so its cry could not be heard (73).’ Josmina had also requested Niranjan to let 
Sarjom go alone because she was pregnant by her malik and so she could not sleep with her 
husband. It was also a serious problem for Niranjan because his child was growing up in the 
womb of his bonded labourer. So, he took her into the town, consulted doctor and got her 
aborted. She was having full rest and at night Sarjom told Harchand not to lock the door from 
outside because Josmina needed to go outside several times. 

 On that night they escaped from Niranjan’s house secretly and reached Sukhram's 
house. There they took rest that night and in the next night they started to walk. They reached 
Karnal Singh’s house in Johan Village and there they got themselves in the same trap. Same 
exploitation was there. But this time they were kept under lock and key. Each evening at 9 pm 
Karnal took Josmina away. He told her, ‘Why shouldn’t I? Did Niranjan spare you, you wild 
junglee female? Don’t pretend to be so virginal ! Sarjom slept with his son (75).’ It continued 
for a month and then they ran away from that place with the help of another Sukhram. Now 
they fell in the grip of another Jotedar, Pritam Singh of Kosa village. As they were run away 
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bonded labourers, Pritam threatened handover them to the police. Being utterly helpless and 
hopeless they surrendered to Pritam, but the condition was that Pritam would not touch Josmina 
:   

 ‘Sarjom said, Fine ! We’ll work for you. But you can’t touch my wife. 

Of course not, your wife’s like a mother, a sister, to me. 

But after a few days Pritam started sending for the mother-and-sister-like Josmina (75).’ 

As a result they ran away from that place. Then they reached the house of Sardar Gyan Singh. 
Gyan Singh hired them at Rs 100 for Sarjom and Rs 50 for Josmina on monthly basis. They 
were desperately in need of this work as they had to earn money for buying train tickets. This 
time Sarjom was not well at all. He had been suffering from fever from Pritam Singh’s house. 
He was talking to himself, sometimes to Josmina. He also talked to sugarcane field about his 
wretchedness when he was working there.  While caressing Sarjom, Josmina suddenly told him 
that they were extremely suffering because they named their child Masidas. When the child 
was named Masidas, some of the people objected to it, but Sarjom did not pay heed to their 
objection. Now he told Josmina that when the society made them outcasts , they could worship 
gods and goddesses. They would also feed the village society to get rid of the sins they 
committed. But Josmina told him that that was not always possible. A married woman who got 
pregnant by outsider would remain unaccepted in the society. They were forcibly removed 
from the society to build their huts at a distance and after death they were buried elsewhere. 
Sarjom lovingly wanted Josmina massage his head. Sarjom was in a dreamy state. He muttered 
that many, many years ago there were two drums of cast iron deep in the forest of 
Chhotonagara. When Tatanagar was established, the rich people started to produce steel. But 
so many years ago, the tribals of Kolhan produced those drums which did not catch rust. Sarjom 
continued to mutter in his sickness that someone took one of the drums to Monoharpur and 
built a temple. The poor Raja of Monoharpur would worship the nagara on Dussera. The tribals 
would send a goat as offering to the god, the king used to get the head and the adivasis used to 
get the body to celebrate grand feast. Josmina earnestly requested him to go on speaking like 
that and Sarjom went on. He told that the Jotedars took one nagara and built a temple, but it 
was surrounded by high wall. Entry to it was highly restricted. He was saying that the two 
nagaras should have stayed together deep in the forest as they used to be beaten to make people 
aware when enemy entered Kolhan. But when the enemy like Nandlal entered the village, the 
drum was not beaten to make people aware of the coming dangers. Josmina was massaging 
Sarjom’s body for his comforts. She felt that ‘Sarjom was like the blood in her veins. But 
Kolhan was so unforgiving ! The diku robs the children of Kolhan of their religion, language, 
music, dance, land, forest and minerals. Kolhan can’t do a thing. But if a diku plants a seed in 
a daughter of Kolhan, the seed is poison. Burn the soil, sacrifice the girl (78).’ In Gyan Singh’s 
house there was no washing machine. He was completely Indian by heart. This Jotedar drew 
her away and ‘poured liquor down her throat and told his cohorts, you can have her, one by 
one’(78). Sarjom was made bound to remain in his room locked from outside. After four 
months he asked for money to send it home and he was given Rs 400 only out of Rs 600. That 
night Sarjom and Josmina ran away from Gyan Singh’s house and took shelter in the house of  
Sardar Sarban Singh of Badala village of Kapurthala district. This Jotedar was a widower and 
a decent man. He put them to the same works but gave them sufficient food to eat – milk, roti, 
dal and vegetables. This time they were allotted a good room also. Sarban Singh asked Sarjom 
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keep the door locked and not to open it if someone knocked. They were surprised to hear this 
: ‘What’s this? They had never seen a malik like him. Josmina and Sarjom were terribly scared. 
This couldn’t be real ! It must be a dream (79)!’ But such kind of happiness did not last long. 
After a month Sarban’s son Dileep returned home and pulled Josmina in the sugarcane field 
and started to act to gratify himself. But this time the process of gratification continued for a 
long, long time. Next day they told Sarban about Dileep and Sarban felt himself guilty. Sarban 
gave them full month’s payment and helped them reach the station.  

 Finally, after a long time of acute suffering and nightmarish experiences they reached 
home. They were dreaming of a fresh life with new hopes and aspirations. They needed to build 
a hut, plaster it with cowdung and clay, buy baskets for collecting firewood from the forest, 
buy two goats as future asset and change Masidas’ name. Life became as peaceful as it was 
when they were living there. ‘It was so refreshing to bathe in the waters of Koyena. So peaceful 
to boil some Makai at the end of the day and cook  ghato in the evening. To sprinkle salt on it 
and eat off leaf plates. So pleasant to sit by the banks of the river, washing pots and pans while 
chatting to girls you’ve known all your life (80).’ Josmina warned the village girls not to listen 
to the people like Nandlal if they allured them for a better life outside the village. Thus two 
months passed since their arrival in the village. It was winter time, the season to reap paddy. 
One day, while reaping paddy she heard the loud sound of a beating on a drum – ‘dhim! dhim! 
dhim!’ She was terribly afraid of such unnatural sound. She looked around in fear and found 
everything normal. The other people were working in the field, the sky was clear and the birds 
were circling over the field. But she continued to listen to the same sound – ‘dhim! dhim! 
dhim!’ She threw down the sickle and started to run frantically. After running a distance she 
fell down on the ground and vomited. She did not have bleeding for last two months. She 
realized that she was carrying the child of Dileep Singh. Out of the fear of being outcast she 
drowned herself deep into the river Koyena. Her nude body was discovered and Sarjom after 
covering her nudity said that she would be buried in the courtyard. In Mahasweta’s Draupadi 
we see that the tribal woman Draupadi was extremely beautiful and attractive. When she was 
caught by the Special Forces of India, she was continuously raped in the forest throughout the 
night by the members of this Special Forces. But she was not defeated, she chose Senanayak’s 
white bush shirt to spit a bloody gob at and pushed the Senanayak by her ravaged breasts and 
nude body. She was dauntless, shook with an indomitable laughter showing the unputdownable 
strength of a rebel.  But Josmina could not show such kind of mental strength, could not become 
a symbol of resistance. 
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