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Abstract 

Mahasweta Devi is one of the most ardent writers of the present times. She has carved a niche 

for herself in the field of socially relevant literature. An essentially humanistic vision inherent in 

her works has left an indelible mark on the current literary landscape. A rare combination of 

courage and sensitivity, she has over a hundred literary works including novels, short stories, 

plays, books written for children and various articles for newspapers, research paper and 

magazines. Her works have been translated into English and various Indian languages such as 

Assamese, Telugu, Malayalam, Marathi, Oriya, Punjabi, Gujarati, Kannada and a tribal 

language. 
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Introduction 

The writings of Mahasweta Devi are extremely important for modern times. Her activism and its 

full relevance to some of the more vivid contexts of Third World society further heightened her 

genuine concern for social issues. The basis of  her works is her preoccupation with the 

marginalized and the downtrodden or 'subaltern'. This word denotes: 

“Communities of subsistence farmers, unorganized farmer 

workers, tribals and zero workers on the road or in rural areas. 

Represent disadvantaged areas within the metropolis, 
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particularly those involuntary economic migrants who are 

represented by 'urban-house workers'. 

 

These characteristics of society form the core of Mahasweta Devi's writings, an integral part of 

her grassroots activism. Her unwavering concern for the weak and the oppressed is visible in 

every aspect of her work and life. Perhaps she is one of the few writers who are determined to 

change the status of Dalits in the society. 

 

Expressing the Pain of Unspoken Subordinates 

The method of anti-narrative is very powerful in the writings of Mahasweta Devi. She never 

romanticises the context, using the form of the story to highlight the social milieu, the historical 

context as well as the parameters of class, caste and economic struggle. In her writings she 

incorporates facts from extensive research and investigative journalism as well as people's own 

voices, songs, legends, folktales and experiences that characterize her style. The subject-

consciousness of the people and the partial view of historiography are confined to narrow 

parameters of the experiences of the bourgeoisie and aristocracy. The voice of those who nourish 

the society with their sweat and blood got buried in the pages of history. The public's perception 

of themselves and their aspirations has either been overlooked or viewed by historians or other 

commentators. Without their own way of representation, these people are reduced to being the 

dominant groups within representation or the consumers robbing the best of producers as defined 

and forbidden by the dominant force. Their struggles and exploitation are found in their oral 

tradition in the form of songs, dances, folk tales which will be passed on from one generation to 

another. For a long time, these people on the margins of society were waiting to be discovered 

Suraj Punj Journal For Multidisciplinary Research

Volume 3, Issue 2, 2013

ISSN NO: 2394-2886

Page No: 78



and represented. Ideally, writing should not be the exclusive domain of specific classes. It should 

also be a repository of culture at the grassroots level. 

 

Realizing this, writers like Mahasweta Devi have attempted to bring forth the voice and 

unwritten history of the marginalized areas known as the suburbs. The word is derived from the 

Latin word subalternous which means 'other'. In the late medieval period, the term was used for 

vassals and peasants. By 1700, it was used to denote lower ranks in the army suggesting a 

peasant origin. Subaltern traditionally refers to a junior ranking officer in the British Army. 

However, the term was first adopted by the early twentieth-century Italian Marxist thinker 

Antonio Gramsci (1891–1937) in Notes on Italian History (1934–35) to refer to "groups in 

society that are ruling 36" under domination classes." 

 

The poetry of Mahasweta Devi gives expression to the suppressed voices of these oppressed 

mobs. In the introduction to Agnigarbha, she says: 

 

“The economic benefits that the country has received since 

independence, have not benefited the middle class, laborers and 

agricultural laborers. Those who have small plots are forced to 

leave their last junk. No one pays attention to the claims of their 

right to survival., The writers find nothing in the experience of 

the land and its people. A responsible writer, who stands at a 

turning point in history, has to stand up for the oppressed. 

That's why I keep writing about people to the best of my ability, 

so that I can face myself without any blame or shame.” 
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The Ugly Face of Feudalism 

Mahasweta Devi believes that art should have a social purpose. She claims that she does not 

understand art, which is cut off from its roots, that is, life and life, as she has seen with the 

deprived classes throughout her life, is too cruel. She is saddened to see the horrific spectacle of 

human beings crushed and crushed under the yolk of cruelty and exploitation. She brings to the 

fore the various aspects of exploitation on the basis of caste and class, gender subordination with 

caste and class factors, and exploitation characterized by nexus between the feudal lords and the 

political system. She also depicts the effects of such exploitation as abject poverty, deprivation, 

prostitution, bonded labor, starvation and even the threat of extinction that plagues lower-class 

life. 

 

Mahasweta Devi, who advocated the interests of these communities, threw light on the various 

aspects of exploitation prevalent in the pre-independence and post-independence eras. In 

Romtha, she refers to the dehumanizing practice prevalent in twelfth century Bengal, where 

human beings sentenced to death were bought by physicians as Romtha. Once purchased by the 

physician, the word Romatha will be inscribed with a red-hot iron on the person's chest. His 

services would be used for a certain period and then he would be put in a pan of boiling oil to 

make Mahamahesh Tel which would then be sold at exorbitant prices. 

 

In works such as Bitter Mitti and Fantasy Map, Mahasweta Devi focuses her attention on the 

contemporary landscape and depicts how the process of exploitation continues in modern India. 

The society depicted in his works is marked by binary opposites – rich and poor, exploitative and 

exploited, innocence and opportunism. The story of Mahasweta Devi Fundamental Rights and 
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Beggar Dusad is a great example of this. In this story, Mahasweta Devi presents a contrast 

between the two extremes, between the prosperous and prosperous condition of the landlord on 

the one hand and the miserable condition of the beggar Dusad on the other. In the pre-

independence period, the zamindar of Noagarh received the title of 'Raja', which he retained even 

after India's independence. Despite the affluence, he feels like an exploited person. Mahasweta 

Devi describes the king's sense of deprivation and injustice in a vein of satire: 

 

“The Rajasahib feels an acute sense of deprivation. Injustice, 

utter injustice. An exploited man, persecuted.The government 

has robbed his land, built roads and railways across it. And 

before that wrong could be righted, what new injury were the 

bataidars inflicting upon him? Asking for their share of the 

crop, their share as per the rules of the Labour Department.” 

 

The privileges they enjoy as a company proprietor and a firm of contractors are to use the roads 

built on their land to transport wood, coal, grain and porters, to carry wooden planks to their 

sawmills We do. When railway wagons are used, they seem insignificant in comparison to what 

they were deprived of, a fight ensues between the sharecroppers and Rajasaheb as they do not 

allow their men to harvest the crops. As a result, Rajasaheb is 'forced' to shoot himself, resulting 

in the death of many sharecroppers. The police are with the affluent landlord as always. A police 

camp is set up there and people suspected of being gangsters are arrested. And this is not all; The 

sharecroppers have been accused of violence and anarchy: 
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“It has been, it will be. Such incidents are as old as the ancient 

soil of Noagarh, so old that it has turned into fairy tales and is 

narrated at night by old women to their grandchildren. The 

story of rich landlords-poor farmers is never different. No one 

can change the plot. (12-13)” 

 

Hegemony Strategies 

Mahasweta Devi's characters are "not educated urban literates but ordinary village people who 

are caught in the trap of exploitation in an agrarian economy dominated by caste, class and 

feudalism. Contact with class leads to the origin of a society marked by caste hierarchy" "And is 

responsible for the hegemony. The caste system in its early days was based on division of labor 

and the society was not so rigidly structured. However, the pattern of land settlement was such 

that it benefited the three highest castes Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Vaishyas by conferring 

absolute rights over others and thus benefited from caste divisions as well as class inequalities. 

 

The Curse of Untouchability 

The caste system based on the notion of purity and impurity gave rise to the untouchability fetish 

whereby Brahmins, Kshatriyas and Vaishyas looked down upon the lower castes and did not like 

to touch or even touch them. This isolation coupled with the pathetic living conditions filled the 

lives of Dalits with despair. In the case of the oppressed classes their untouchability and poverty 

are intertwined. Their untouchable status adds to their miserable economic condition and 

strengthens their social status as a polluter. In all areas they are marked as a separate and distinct 

section. This untouchability has taken almost all parts of India in its diabolical grip. The problem 
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of untouchability continues unabated in the Indian society. In an article entitled "Untouchability 

in West Bengal", included in Dust on the Road, Mahasweta Devi mentions that in a village in 

Jangipur in Murshidabad district, the upper castes forced people from the Scheduled Castes to 

participate in Durga Puja funded by them. Forced to. had stopped. Had given. Similarly, Unnati 

Das, a local cobbler, was thrown out of a salon because the barber did not want to defile himself 

by touching an unclean cobbler. The incident led to a scuffle between the two groups and the 

cobbler got separated, due to which he refused to give everything. The only option left with them 

was to either leave their village or commit mass suicide. 

 

Bonded Labor Chain 

The plight of bonded labour, to which the government is deeply indifferent and the mainstream 

media is silent, is also exposed in the works of Mahasweta Devi. The land settlement system 

introduced by the British laid the foundation of bonded labor in India. The British colonies 

realized that they could not have complete control over India unless they dominated the rural 

classes. So he invented two ways to control the rural masses. First, agents or tax collectors were 

made the owners of the land and the hitherto independent peasants were made the subjects of 

these zamindars. Secondly, the tax was collected in the form of cash in lieu of the crop. The 

Permanent Settlement System introduced by Lord Cornwallis brought about major changes in 

Bengal. 

 

Mirroring Tribal India 

An important issue which occupies an important place in Mahasweta Devi's activism and her 

work is the lot of tribal community. His mission in life is to work for the marginalized sections 
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of the society who have experienced the extreme form of social oppression in modern India. She 

has offered her life for the welfare of these tribals of India. She makes sure that their basic 

human needs are met in order to survive. Also, she uses her creative talents to bring forth the 

lives, struggles, unwritten history, myths and legends of the tribals. 

 

The foundation for Mahasweta Devi's association with the tribals was laid in 1965 when she 

visited the Palamau district of Bihar. He covered the entire area on foot and saw the brutal effect 

of cruelty and neglect of mainstream society on the native people as deprivation, backwardness 

and even deprived of basic necessities of resources, due to which they became poorMahasweta 

Devi knows very little about the tribals, but Palamu, whom she calls the 'mirror of tribal India', 

deals with the miseries of people who have been ostracized from the mainstream of society. 

 

Conclusion 

Mahasweta Devi epitomizes a rare blend of revolutionary creativity and activism. His writings 

not only document the plight of Dalits from an internal point of view, but also a commentary on 

the corrupt attitude of most writers, who envision the poverty and sub-human existence of the 

lower strata of the society. She depicts the harsh reality of life of the underprivileged of society, 

leaving behind the romantic aura usually associated with peaceful rural life. She is also critical of 

Indian writers, who, in spite of living in a country bedeviled with so many problems, do not seem 

to find material for their writings. She feels that a conscientious writer, has to take a firm stand in 

defense of the exploited, otherwise history would never forgive him. Mahasweta refuses to be 

classified in any category of writers. Though she writes in Bengali, she does not believe in 
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confining herself to regional boundaries. Her writings depict harsh social reality of Indian society 

as a whole. In fact, they are an authentic representation of the lives of the wretched of the world. 
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