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CHAPTER - I

INTRODUCTION

Indian writing in English is the body of work of writers in India who write in the English language and whose mother tongue is usually one of the numerous languages of India. It is also associated with the works of members of the Indian diaspora, especially people like Salman Rushdie, Bharathi Mukherji, Chitra Banarjee and Gita Mehta who were born in India but live in foreign countries. As a category, the production of these writers comes under the broader realm of post-colonial literature.

Fiction established its pre-eminence in the 1850s, though large volumes of poetry were written before it. That was the decade of the ‘Big three’ of Indian English literature – Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao and R.K. Narayan who published their first novels. Their works vividly portrayed the Indian society and subtly brought out the ills in it. There was a steady output of Indian English fiction since then and these Indian writers have played a progressive part in the reform of Indian society.

 
Indian fiction in English with its relatively recent history is one and a half centuries old. In its early stages it was influenced by the western art form of the novel. The English used by the early Indian writers was unadulterated   even   though  they   conveyed  experiences   which   were
essentially Indian. Examples of such works are Raja Rao’s Kanthapura, and Nirad C.Chaudhuri’s The Autobiography of an Unknown Indian.
A good number of novels published between 1930 and 1965 reveal the influence of the western tradition of the long prose narrative. Mulk Raj Anand, the novelist and short-story writer was among the first writers to incorporate Punjabi and Hindustani idioms into English. His stories depicted a realistic and sympathetic portrait of the poor in India. Through his subtle style and delicate sense of form he brought the western technique and form to perfection in his fiction. He employs a dramatic method of story- telling. The surrealism of the novels of Anand makes it impossible for him to introduce well constructed plots. His novels aim at presenting Indian life as it is and so they have the rambling slow prose of every day without any organic unity. They are full of detachable episodes and characters who do not serve the purpose of furthering the plot. His novel Untouchable reminds one of Joyce’s Ulysses, with its stream of consciousness technique.

 R.K. Narayan is one of the most famous and widely read Indian novelists. Grounded in compassionate humanism, his stories celebrated the humour and energy of ordinary life. Unlike Anand, R.K.Narayan’s narrative style usually follows the traditional pattern. His narration is generally free from lumpiness or contrivance. There is the quality of naturalness about it with a penchant for restraint and understatement. Though there is occasional use of symbolism, it is generally direct and unadorned. His style and language are functional; but his capacity for innovation is evident from The Guide (1956) where he handles the modern fictional techniques such as flashback, interior monologue, and stream of consciousness.

Raja Rao’s novels are different in style and matter from that of Anand and Narayan. Rao met his requirements with a whole battery of desires. Indian locutions, idioms, and usages are rendered directly into English. He infused his language with a technique which was to stay in Indian English literature. Long before writers like Salman Rushdie and Arundhati Roy, he created an English idiom for India. His writing is closer to speech and he is able to use the rhythms of speech to indicate character, feeling and a majority of assumptions.

Bankim Chandra Chatterjee also known as Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay was one of the greatest novelists and poets of India. He is famous as the author of the national song of India, Vande Mataram.

Premchand, popularly known as Munshi Premchand was another great literary figure of modern Hindi literature. His stories vividly portrayed the social scenario of  his times.

Rabindranath Tagore was an icon of Indian culture. He was a poet, philosopher, musician, writer and educationist. He was the first Asian to become Nobel Laureate when he won Nobel Prize for his collection of poems, Gitanjali, in 1913. He was popularly known as Gurudev and his songs were popularly known as Rabindra Sangeet. He also wrote many novels of social reform.

Bhabhani Bhattacharya employs a wholly different narrative idiom and techniques. Though telling a single story he subdivides it into several subplots that will be complementing each other. Being less concerned with the fate of an individual character his novels such as So many Hungers, He Who Rides a Tiger or Shadow From Ladakh present a kaleidoscopic picture of reality. In this process, they reflect the forces at work in different sections of society at the same time; the complexity of action arising from such a technique reminding one of traditional and oral types of narration.

Khushwant Singh who has just written a handful of novels such as Train to Pakistan and I Shall not Hear the Nightingale is one of  India’s distinguished men of letters with international reputation. His narrative is direct and unadorned. The narrative technique used in a Train to Pakistan is absorbing.  He makes narration itself an echoing analogue of meaning and experience which are the substances of the story.


Among the later writers, the most notable is Salman Rushdie. His famous work Midnight’s Children which received the Booker Prize in 1981and Booker of Bookers in 1992, ushered in a new trend of writing. He used a hybridized-English generously peppered with Indian terms to convey a theme that could be seen as representing the vast canvas of India. He is usually categorised under the magic realism mode of writing most famously associated with Gabriel Gareia Marquez. Rushdie’s work focuses on the problem of identity crisis. His novel faithfully delineates the predicament of people with a ‘partial’ identity. The emphasis and the sense is never absent from his mind. 
Midnight’s Children is a post modernist deconstructionist account of recent Indian history. It is written with a rare verbal verse and employs an astonishing variety of linguistic and narrative traditions. Breaking taboos and inhibitions, the novel encourages Indians to experiment with a new form and content of fiction. Technique wise the novels written up to and in the 1970s are humanistic. They question tradition but they also strike a compromise with it. However, the 1970s was also the gestation period for the revolution in fictional technique and sensibility that was to occur in the 1980s. Instead of the British rulers, Mrs. Gandhi with her authoritarianism became the protagonist of the novels. The first to capture this theme was Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children.

Subsequent to Rushdie’s entry, many writers started using similar themes in their works. Vikram Seth, author of A Suitable Boy is a writer who uses a purer English and more realistic themes. The Golden Gate by Vikram Seth proved to be another literary miracle by an Indian writer in English in the 1980s after Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children. Its uniqueness lies in the fact that it is the first novel in verse by an Indian author. Seth is a juggler with words with immense control over them. Parodying Shakespeare, Rukum Advani has spoken of Seth with irony and more connection. Surendran aptly says “As flies to wanton boys are words to Vikram. He rhymes them for his sport” (3). He continues with it in his next novel The Suitable Boy and is considered to be the sage of modern India.

Another talented writer to emerge in the 1980s is Amitav Ghosh. His Circle of Reason works a definite break with the traditional themes of Indian English novel. The two novels that followed The Shadow Lines and In an Antique Land deal with history. The history fiction interface is fascinating as well as culturally significant. His novel The Calcutta Chromosome, is a gothic science detective. Amitav Ghosh won many accolades including the Sahitya Akademi Award and the Prix Medicis Etranger of France.

Rohinton Mistry is a powerful chronicler of contemporary social and political life. A Fine Balance, his latest novel was shortlisted for Booker Prize. The remarkable feature of Mistry’s fiction is that it captures the crowded throbbing life of India. Some of his better known works are Such a Long Journey and Family Matters.
Upamanya Chatterjee, one of the first Indian authors to find success outside India with his 1988 debut novel, English August: An Indian Story is noted for his wry sense of humour and realistic portrayal of India. His other witty and amusing work is The Mammaries of the Welfare State.
Shashi Tharoor, in his The Great Indian Novel follows a story telling (though in a satirical) mode as in the Mahabharatha drawing his ideas by going back and forth in time. His work as UN official living outside India has given him a vantage point that helps to construct an objective Indianness. Another satirical work of Shashi Tharoor is Show Business. His latest book, India: From Midnight to Millennium is a non-fiction chronicle of India’s past and its projected future.

The Nobel Laureate V.S.Naipaul, is one of the most enduring figures in the field of fiction. He is of Indian origin although he was born in Trinidad. His prolific writing career includes works such as A House for Mr.Biswas, India: A Wounded Civilization, An Area of Darkness, India: A Million Mutinies Now, and A Bend in the River. Naipaul’s ideas of homeland, rootlessness and his own personal feelings towards India are revealed in his books.

Women writers explore old wives tales, condemn exploitation and try to make sense of the fast changing pace of the new world. Kamala Markandaya explores women’s plight in India and the world and others like Shashi Deshpande paint characters who blame their own complacence for their sorry condition. Arundhati Roy begins her story without a beginning and does not really end it while Jhumpha Lahiri’s well crafted tales move at a perfect pace.

Arundhati Roy has emerged as the most significant novelist on the contemporary literary scene. Her novel The God of Small Things has become a literary phenomenon in the literary world. She has often been bracketed with Salman Rushdie who put Indian writing on international literary map. She says, “I enjoyed Midnight’s Children. It would be churkish for anyone like me not to admit that Rushdie did us a great service” (qtd. in Surendran, 4-5). The God of Small Things is a brilliantly narrated story of tragic happenings in a small town of Kerala. At the centre of the catastrophe is the illicit affair between a high caste Syrian Christian woman and an untouchable worker. Her intense and changed style has been highly praised.

Shobha De bursts upon the literary scene with her novel Socialite Evenings in 1988. She has published five novels in less than a decade - Starry Nights, Sisters, Strange Obsessions, Sultry Days and Snap Shots. Her novels appeal to the reader on account of their themes, portrayal of elemental passions and interesting experimentation with language. Like the eighteenth century novelists, Shobha De portrays the myriad facets of contemporary Indian society. According to Surendran, she is “among the first to explore the world of urban woman in India”(4). 

Jhumpa Lahiri is a famous Indian American author of Bengali origin. Her first novel, The Namesake is an ambitious attempt to chart the lives of a family of immigrants through the eyes of a young boy. It was a major national bestseller and was named the New York Magazine Book of the year. Jhumpa Lahiri became the first Asian to win the Pulitzer Prize in 2000 for her fiction Interpreter of Maladies.

Bharathi Mukherjee is one of the most significant contemporary novelists. Her novels express the nomadic impulses of Indians, who, in their search for a materially better life, migrate to the West and consequently face the tension of adaptation and assimilation. Mukherjee is at her best in the depiction of cultural clash between the East and the West. She has indeed become a celebrity for her distinctive approach to expatriatehood as a metaphysical experience of the exile. Her latest novel The Holder of the World reinforces expatriation as the journey of the human mind. One of the key issues raised is the superiority / inferiority of identity writing in English as opposed to the literary productions in the various languages of India. The views of Rushdie and Amit Chaudhuri expressed through their books The Vintage Book of Indian Writing and The Picador Book of Modern Indian Literature respectively relate this key issue.

Rushdie’s statement in his book - “the ironical proposition that India’s best writing since independence may have been done in the language of the departed imperialists is simply too much for some folks to bear” (100), created a lot of resentment among many writers, including writers in English. In his book, Amit Chaudhuri questions, “Can it be true that Indian writing, that endlessly rich, complex and problematic entity, is to be represented by a handful of writers who write in English, who live in England or America and whom one might have met a party?” (25).
Chaudhuri feels that after Rushdie, Indian writing in English started employing magical realism, bagginess, non-linear narrative and hybrid language to sustain themes seen as microcosms of India and supposedly reflecting Indian conditions. He contrasts this with the works of earlier writers such as Narayan where the use of English is pure, but the deciphering of meaning needs cultural familiarity. He also feels that Indianness is a theme constructed only in Indian writing in English and does not articulate itself in the vernacular literatures. He further adds, “the post-colonial novel, becomes a hope for an ideal hybridity by which the west celebrates not so much Indianness, whatever that infinitely complex thing is, but its own historical quest, its reinterpretation of itself” (93).
The story of Indian English novel is really the story of a changing India. There was a time when education was a rare opportunity and speaking English was unnecessary. The stories were already there in the myths, in the folklore and the umpteen languages and cultures that gossiped, conversed, laughed and cried all over the subcontinent. India has always been a land of stories having a very narrow demarcation between ritual and reality.

The Indian Diaspora raised the curtains on the fantastic mythical realities that were part of domestic conversations in the villages. Salman Rushdie fascinates cities with his ‘chutnification’ of history and language as well. He opened the doors to a plethora of writers. Amitav Ghosh dabbles in post-colonial realities, Vikram Seth fuses poetry and prose with an air of Victorian grandeur. The latest to enter the field of fiction and gain prominence is Dalit Literature.
There are several theories that explain the rise, growth and sustenance of caste system. The Divine plan theory, Racial Antipathy Theory, Occupational or functional theory, etc. exist still in the Indian society. A caste is not a class. Caste is something more than a class. The caste structure is not based on economy or wealth. Economy does not determine individual’s social position in the social hierarchy. The second aspect which distinguishes caste from class system is the ascriptive nature of the social status which the individual acquires and which could not be improved or changed. The term Dalit has come to mean the members of the scheduled castes and tribes, neo-Buddhists, the working people, the landless and poor peasants and their women and all those who are being exploited politically and economically in the name of religion. They are barred from so many activities and events that they are relegated to the level of animals.
In India, a few sociological studies have so far been produced on SCs or Harijans. Some of the authors like Edgar Thurston, Briggs, Trivedi, Vidyarthi etc., have recorded on account of the frustration prevalent among the SCs in the post independent India. D.Venkateswarlu makes a study about the conflicts between the Harijans and the upper-castes. He observes that there is a new level of awareness and consciousness among them that has not only enhanced their aspirations and ambitions but also made them assertive. This is not tolerated by the socially and economically dominant among the caste Hindus. A conflict develops when the Harijans wish to realize their aspirations or assert their rights which the dominant among caste Hindus do not concede. Such a conflict is treated at the psychological level and also at the manifested level.

The Harijans or Dalits live in subhuman social existence, abject poverty, economic exploitation, a subculture of submission and political powerlessness. They have withstood the psycho-economic pressure of social conformity for centuries. Majority of the Harijans make loans for consumption needs. They pay exorbitant rates of interest to the money lenders.

An overwhelming majority of Harijans are prohibited to draw drinking water from the public wells and public tubewells in caste Hindu streets. The tea shopkeeper does not give drinks and snacks to the Harijans in the cups used by caste Hindus. The Harijans do not get the services of the barber, the washerwoman, the cowherdsman and the priest in the village. They are not allowed to inter-dine with caste Hindus. 
Untouchable is the word used by Ambedkar for those castes lowest in the Hindu scale of society. If first appeared in print in 1909. Earlier the term used by the government was ‘depressed classes’; this was replaced by scheduled castes in the Government of India Act of 1935 when these castes were placed on a schedule as qualifying for special rights. Gandhi’s name for the Dalits and Harijan, dates from his 1933-34 campaign against untouchability and is in general usage among Ambedkar’s followers. Dalit or downtrodden, has become the most acceptable term in the 1980s.

Primarily the aim of Dalit literature was to highlight the disabilities and difficulties together with atrocities and inhuman treatment meted out to Dalits. The main object was to produce social awakening among the downtrodden. Dr.Ambedkar fully realised the importance and utility of the press. So he started a newspaper under the title of Mook Nayak (Leader of the Dumb) on January 31, 1920. After a period of six years on April 3, 1927, Bahiskrit Bharat (Untouchable Bharat) another fortnightly Marathi Journal was published by Dr.Ambedkar. Later on, “Samata”, “Janata” and “Prabudh Bharat” were published by Dr.Ambedkar from Bombay. In reality ordinary women still faithfully put their trust in all the rites and rituals, and they worship traditional gods and goddesses. There is no difference whether they are Hindus, Buddhists, Christians, Muslims or Sikhs. 
Prominent writers writing about Dalits include Jaibai Chaudhary, Tulsibai Bansode, Muktabai Sargore, Kausalya Baisantri, Meenakshi Moon, Vimal Thorat, Sulekha Kumbhare, Meera Kishore etc. 
Mahasweta Devi is one of the most important writers writing in India today. She stands with few equals among today’s Asian writers in the dedication and directness with which she has turned writing into a form of service to the people. Mahasweta Devi was born to a privileged, middle class Bengali family on January 14, 1926. The eldest of nine children, Devi was raised in the rich milieu of Bengali high culture. Her father, Manish Chandra Ghatak (1902-1979) was a renowned poet and prose writer. In the 1920s, he was part of a group of young writers who broke new ground by writing a new type of realistic stories that dealt with slum life and the seamier underside of Indian society. Devi’s mother, Dharitri Devi (1908-1984) was a writer and social worker who, like her own mother, devoted a great part of her time to promoting literacy among underprivileged children.

The triumph of freedom after India achieved its independence was diluted by the tragedy of partition as two nations India and Pakistan were born. Eastern Bengal became part of Pakistan. Splitting many families (including Devi’s) between the two new countries, the Partition was worked by violent, large-scale communal disturbances, a toll of many thousands of casualties, and the migration of several million persons. The cities, recalled Devi were “bathed with blood” (Mojares). Passions were so inflamed that, on January 30, 1948, Gandhi was assassinated by a young Hindu extremist.

It was a tumultuous and violent time. As a young college student during the famine, Devi joined her classmates in relief work: distributing food, picking through the dead bodies in the streets to find those still alive, feeding them, and bringing them to the relief centres. She remembers one particular instance when they found a baby still alive beside her dead mother only to discover, as they carried the infant to the centre, that she, too, had died.

The sight of so much suffering and death deeply affected Devi. In her teens, she felt that, inside her, something was changing. It was during this time of uncertainty and violence, which she came out of her relatively protected middle-class life.

Devi started writing for Sachitra Bharat, a Bengali weekly, under the pen name Sumitra Devi, producing light fiction (romantic stories, ghost stories, family stories). In 1956, however, came her first major work Jhansir Rani (The Queen of Jhansi), a fictionalized biography of the woman ruler of a princely state in North India who fought against the British in 1857 in the first war of independence.

In preparing to write the novel, in 1954, Devi demonstrated uncommon seriousness and tenacity. She scraped together enough money from relatives and friends to travel to the Bundelkhand area in the then United Province (now Uttar Pradesh) to collect archival data and oral history. She travelled on foot through remote villages and desert plateaus, collecting scraps of legends and folk ballads, getting firsthand knowledge of the places where Rani of Jhansi fought the British. She had always been interested in history and the research she did for her Jhansir Rani characterises her working style as a writer.

Jhansir Rani earned for her the reputation as a writer. It was quickly followed by other works – Nati (1957), Madhurey Madhur (1958), Yamuna Key Teer (1958), Etotuku Asha (1959), and Premtara (1959) - romances and novels that formed a virtual kaleidoscope of Indian lives.

Devi had begun to focus on what she wanted to do with her life. Like a dam of creativity that had burst open, she wrote furiously, publishing novels, stories, and articles. She wrote plays, textbooks and children’s fiction; adapted folklore for young readers; translated works in other languages; and even did biographies of her own father, Manish Ghatak, and the famous Chinese writer Lu Xun.

A turning  point came in 1965 when Devi visited Palamu, a remote and impoverished district in Bihar that she calls “a mirror of tribal India” (Mojares). Moving from place to place on foot, she witnessed the savage impact on indigenous society of absentee landlordism, a despoiled environment, debt bondage, and state neglect. In India’s other tribal districts, she subsequently observed the same dismal conditions. There was no education, no healthcare, no roads, no income. Exploitation and neglect had reduced people to a subhuman existence. Devi had for long been dimly aware of the presence of tribal people, but it was the Palamu experience that brought her face to face with the misery of a people largely excluded from official, mainstream history.

The experiences she gained in Palamu can be seen in the novels Kavi Bandyoghoti Gayiner Jivan O Mrityu (The life and Death of Poet Bandyoghoti Gayin, 1966). The novel depicted the struggle of a low-caste boy in fifteenth-century Bengal and Andharmanik (Jewel in Darkness, 1966), dealt with the upheaval in Bengal’s social life caused by the Bargi (Maratha cavalry) raids during the mid-eighteenth century.

A deepening social awareness and literary maturity converged in her watershed novel of 1974, Hajar Churashir Ma (Mother of 1084), which is one of Devi’s most widely read works. Written in 1973-1974, it charts the emotional struggles of a mother as she tries to understand her son’s involvement in the Naxalite Movement, a rebellion that began in 1967 in the village of Naxalbari in northern West Bengal and soon spread to urban areas in the region until the mid-1970s.

Devi’s historical fiction includes Aranyer Adhikar (Right to the Forest, 1977), a meticulously researched novel on the life and struggles of Birsa Munda and the famous Munda Rebellion against the British in the late nineteenth century; Chotti Munda O Tar Tir (Chotti and His Arrow, 1979) records the history of one of the tribes of eastern India in the first seven decades of the twentieth century; Subhaga Basanta (1980), set in Bengal on slavery in the eleventh century and the Sati system in the eighteenth century; and Sidhu Kanhur Daakey (1981), a novel on two heroes of the Santhal tribal rebellion in 1855-1856.

Devi has written on the profound subordination of women in Indian society in such works as Bioscoper Baksho (1964), on women in tradition-bound, middle-class women; Swaha (1977), on bride burning; Daulati (1984) – three interlinked stories on the Palamu bonded labour movement; Iter Parey It (1987) – stories about tribal women exploited in brick fields; and Prothom Paath (1988), a novel based on a true story on an illiterate tribal woman who strives to found a school in her village.

The theme of Devi’s fiction is a passionate opposition to realities of social exploitation. Her fiction is driven not only by a strong sense of identification with the oppressed and the excluded but by a faith in their capacity for self-emancipation. The cause of the tribals of the India has become Devi’s life mission, the most emblematic of social oppression in modern India.

Tribals are estimated to number eighty million today and are found in several regions of the country. Together with the so-called scheduled castes that constitute 17 percent of India’s population, they live at the bottom of Indian society.

Devi has used her writings to render the plight of this population visible to India’s mainstream society. She has explored in her fiction the history of the Santhals, Hos, Oraons, Kurunis, Mundas, and other tribal communities. Since 1976, she has been actively involved in the struggles of tribal and underprivileged communities in the border areas of the three adjacent Indian states of Bihar, Orissa, and West Bengal, especially in the districts of Mayurbhanj, Medinipur, Purulia, and Singhbhum. 

In her introduction to Agnigarbha (1978), Devi explained her mission thus:

I find my people still groaning under hunger, landlessness, indebtedness, and bonded labor. An anger, luminous, burning, and passionate, directed against a system that has failed to liberate my people from these horrible constraints is the only source of inspiration in all my writing. (qtd. in Surendran, 203)

In 1980, Mahasweta Devi founded Palamu (Bihar) India’s first bonded-labour organization, with the help of a local journalist. The organization raised public awareness of the bonded-labour system and drew together thousands of bonded labourers in common action to call for an end to bonded labour and demand a program of land-to-the-tillers. In 1984 she retired from her job in a college to become a full-time writer and activist.

Devi pioneered in forging a common voice for tribals by founding, in 1986, Adim Jaati Aikya Parishad (Ancient Tribes Union), a forum of thirty-eight West Bengali tribal groups. She lives with the people she writes about, participates in their struggles, and gives voice to their lives in her writings. Devi sees herself as a catalyst rather than a leader. She also spends time, listening to people rather than talking to them.

Devi is impatient with hypocrisy, complacency, and indifference. Deeply stirred by how the tribals and the poor have been pauperized and abused, she set for herself the task of savagely exposing the realities and structures of social and economic exploitation.

Devi studies the history of the peoples she writes about by examining archival documents; by collecting myths, legends, and ballads; and by direct observation in her frequent travels through the countryside. Her empirical research into oral history as it lives in the cultures and memories of tribal communities was the first of its kind among Indian writers.

Devi’s use of folk symbolism and political irony in contemporary contexts is illustrated in the stories adapted as plays and translated into English in Five Plays: Mother of 1084, Aajir, Bayen, Urvashi and Johnny, Water (1977).

Devi’s work has not gone unrecognized. The uncompromising realism of Devi’s fiction has led critics to see her work as a critique of the Bengali Renaissance. She has won various literary honors, one being the highest state-sponsored literary award in India from the Sahitya Akademi (National Academy of Letters), which she received for Aranyer Adhikar in 1979. In 1986, she was honored with the Padmasree (awarded to distinguished citizens by the Government of India) for her activist work among tribal communities. In 1996, for lifetime literary achievement, she was given the Jnanpith Award in a ceremony in New Delhi attended by Nelson Mandela. While handing over her the award, Mandela honored her work by saying that Devi “holds a mirror to the conditions of  the world as we enter the new millennium”(Mojares). She donated the Jnanpith prize money for the uplift of tribal groups through the tribal welfare society she established and heads. In the same year, the Rabindra Bharati University of Calcutta conferred on her an honorary doctorate in literature.

One of the most prolific writers in Bengali, Mahasweta Devi has published over a hundred titles of fiction in addition to a large body of journalistic and other writings. She continues to write to this day. Her more recent works of fiction include Byadh Khanda (1994), Prosthan Parba (1995).

 “She is perhaps the only living author (in India) whose literary activities cannot be separated from her day to day living.” (Mojares)

On August 31, 1997, at age seventy-one, Mahasweta Devi was conferred the Ramon Magsaysay Award for Journalism, Literature and Creative Communication Arts. The award, the most prestigious in Asia, was given in recognition of her compassionate crusade through art and activism to claim for tribal people a just and honorable place in India’s national life.
CHAPTER - II
PHYSICAL RESISTANCE
The most common form of victimization in Mahasweta Devi’s works is that of women succumbing to male sexual violence rampant in rural areas. As man realized the productive capacity of earth, he made gradual attempts to turn it and establish his authority over it. He came to exercise the same kind of power over labour and women. A woman became as much of his property as a piece of land and she has been treated as an object to satisfy his sexual desires or a child producing machine. Thus, she has been reduced to a non-entity. Woman is still imprisoned in the four-walls of her house. Though there are few working women earning, their financial position has not given them any independence. Therefore, violence on women can be still seen in the society.

In a stratified society, the higher echelons are the ‘dominated’ and the lower are the ‘subordinated.’ The rich, rulers and men belong to the dominated section and the Dalits, Adivasis and women belong to the subordinated section. After 50 years of independence, though there are some progress in the productive forces, the sufferings of the downtrodden remains unchanged. Economic exploitation, sexual oppression and state violence make the lives of women miserable and torturous.

Mahasweta Devi, is very famous all over India, not only for her literary skills, but also for her activism and commitment to tribal people who are often the protagonists of her writings. Her initial grounding in the people’s Theatre Movement of the 1970s, and her involvement with the repressed tribal communities of the Bengal-Bihar region irretrievably shaped her life and her writing. Mahasweta Devi can be defined as a “Partisan woman writer” (120) for her deep involvement in tribal issues: she is actually the official voice of the tribal communities. Her works portray the plight of tribals in India, their exploitation and the systematic destruction and oppression of bonded labour. 

Mahasweta Devi says that an anger-luminous, burning, passionate - directed against a system that has failed to liberate her people from these horrible constraints, is the only source of implication in all her writings. Anger thus becomes the inspiring force for writing about tribals and women’s exploitation. Mahasweta Devi fights for the rights of Indian tribals who are still discriminated and marginalized in India. The marginalized are groups of people who, because of their physical or cultural characteristics, are singled out from the rest of the society in which they live, for different and unequal treatment, and who therefore regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination. 

Tribals, considered as backward, were the just revolutionaries: in 1778 in Bihar the Pahariya Sardars - a tribal community rebelled and fought against the British oppression. The Tribals feel a sense of belonging to the forest, the earth and to nature which is pictured as a huge womb. This feeling makes them happy as they are close to mother earth. Deforestation displaces tribals all over the country because by losing their forests, they are deprived of their homes and their culture. One caste constantly keeps violating the human rights of another caste. In the process, the concept of untouchability hampered the growth of the human personality of more than 20% of the country’s people, namely the Scheduled Caste and Tribes.

The tribals in India, like all other indigenous people in the world, have inherited a pre-feudal value-system which did not suffer alienation of man from nature. The Sobors are the hunting tribes and their attachment to nature and objects of nature is described by Mahasweta Devi in the following manner. “[They] …will beg forgiveness if they are forced to fell a tree: You are our friend. I do this because my wife doesn’t have any food, my son doesn’t have any food, my daughter starves. Before they killed an animal, they used to pray to the animal: the bird, the fish, the deer” (ii).

The tribals remain uncorrupted and unknown to the materialistic attitude of the modern man. They are not bothered about property or money. There is no dowry system among them. Widow remarriage has always been the custom among the Austric and Dravidian tribes of India. And rape is unknown to them. They are not as yet totally caught in the web of reified social relations like exchange value.

The bonded labour system which was introduced by the British to placate a new class of feudal order for their own benefit was officially abolished by the Government of India in 1976 itself. But the vulnerability of the   tribals is such that “the bonded labour system, in its naked savagery and its bloody exploitation of woman” (iv) flourishes still in feudally backward oppressed districts in Bihar and other parts of India. Mahasweta Devi’s powerful, satiric and hard-hitting narratives incorporate the legends, songs, tales and myths of the tribal groups she chooses to write about, namely the Mundas, Santhals, Oraons, Hos, Gonds and Shabars, living across West Bengal, Bihar, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh. Her fiction dramatises the historical, political, economic and cultural encounters between the marginalised tribal groups and the dominant mainstream populations spanning the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods.

Tribal life in India, according to Mahasweta Devi, is an “undiscovered continent”, a world on the verge of extinction because it has been displaced and forgotten by mainstream systems of power. “The tribals and the mainstream have always been parallel. There has never been a meeting point” (ii). The original inhabitants of India before the advent of the Aryans, these tribal communities are dispossessed, deprived of their land and ignorant of their rights.

Dalits are members of scheduled castes and tribes, neo-buddhists, the working people, the landless and poor peasants, women and all those who are being exploited politically, economically and in the name of religion.

Even after decades of freedom, untouchability is still practised in India. The Dalits cannot enter the hotels and temples, they are not allowed to participate in religious processions. Scheduled caste people are not allowed to take their processions in the caste Hindu areas. Tankwater and social mixing is denied to them by caste Hindus. The Brahmins are not prepared to perform religious and ritual functions for the scheduled castes. SCs do not have access to even medical services. Barbers and tailors do make discrimination in rural areas.

The Malas live on the outskirts of the village in clusters of tiny cone-shaped and square-shaped thatched houses known as “Mala-wada”. These wadas have their own wells, pumpsets and temples. They are not allowed to draw water from public wells in the villages or to enter the main temples and worship along with other Hindus. People belonging to higher castes like the Brahmins, the Vaishyas and the Shudras do not accept cooked food or water from these people. Many of the Malas practice uncle-niece and cross-cousins marriages. In some villages, the Tamil Malas cannot eat in the Telugu Malas houses. But both groups draw water from the same well. Marriages are practised with the subdivisions only.

The Harijans or Dalits have been kicked, raped and burnt or killed, refused even minimum wages and their property has been destroyed. They have degraded nature of working relations with the higher castes and they are involved in works like scavenging and sweeping. They are considered to be visited by a curse and are treated as untouchables. Still they remain in abysmal poverty, illiteracy and ignorance. They are denied a living wage in the village and they remain semi-starved. For the overwhelming majority of Harijans and landless agricultural labourers, wages remain low. The Harijans still depend on their traditional occupation. The caste Hindu employers do not touch them while making payment.

The Dalit / Tribal discourse on human rights in Independent India based on Ambedkar and Periyar movements percolated into literary works of Indian writers and have been gathering momentum. The post-Independence, post-Emergency period witnessed literary works exposing atrocities on Scheduled Castes and Tribes. Though the focus of these writings during the early period was on caste terms, contemporary literary discourse treats them in terms of human rights. Indian English writers like Mulk Raj Anand and R.K.Narayan had set the trend. Mahasweta Devi stands unique among Indian writers in portraying the societal and state violations of human rights to Dalits, tribals, women and children. The oeuvre of her writings – 42 novels, 15 collections of stories, a collection of plays and hundreds of articles and reportage document the struggles of the subalterns, especially the untouchables who are denied even their basic human rights.

From 1976 onwards, Mahasweta has become more and more involved with the lives and struggles of the tribals and underprivileged communities settled in the border regions of the three neighbouring states of West Bengal, Bihar and Odissa, especially the districts of Medinipur, Singhbhum and Mayurbhanj. All her works are attempts to empower the untouchables in their struggle for human rights.

Mahasweta Devi’s Imaginary Maps, dedicated ‘for all the indigenous people of the world’, was translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak into English and published by Thema, Calcutta 1993. The stories in Imaginary Maps focus on the issues of exclusion and inclusion in the third world’s colonial and post-colonial situation. As Waseem Anwar says 

Gayatri Chakravorthy Spivak’s statement in her preface to Imaginary Maps that the imaginary in the title refers to more than only geographical divisions, the stories help us break down these geographical boundaries and discover the formation of inclusion and exclusion of individuals and their dispersed identities. (83) 

The title Imaginary Maps is about imagining maps as well as about mapping imagination. It is not only about dividing lines or drawing maps and signs on the face of the earth, but also about the invisible yet indelible marks of socio-economic transitions affecting human minds. The stories in Imaginary Maps enable us to explore the ideological constituencies of the tribals interior of South Asia and its struggling populations.

Imaginary Maps implies catography of struggling bodies and minds and their resistance against multilayered oppressive forces operating at local and global levels. It ironically places together the capital based conditions of developed and developing countries to highlight the darkness of less developed areas against the glamour of traditional and contemporary means of capital accumulation.

The stories in Imaginary Maps originate in the tribal heart of India especially in Madhya Pradesh, West Bengal and Bihar with tribal populations of Oraons, Mundas, Santhals, Lodhas, Baigas, and so on. Imaginary Maps is a world full of predators hunting for women’s bodies, overseas monopolizing the tree felling, and brokers deploying manpower. Imaginary Maps foregrounds the toil of bonded untouchables as well as the gruel of merchandized and marketable girls. The text brings to surface the socio-religious issues related to caste-ridden discriminations and illiterate electorate, jealous missionaries and bribing, bargaining Brahmins, boozy brothel houses as well as deadly and mythical caves.

The first story “The Hunt” in the collection Imaginary Maps is a story of a racially hybrid woman Mary who overcomes the sexual threat of a vulgar out-of-town member of the dominated society. “The Hunt” (1980) is the story of Mary Oraon, a tribal woman who challenges her predicament through the ritual killing of her potential rapist. Mary Oraon is an “eighteen year old tall, flat featured, light copper skin”ned (2) girl, born of Bikhni, a tribal mother and an Australian father who was the son of one Mr.Dixon, the ex-colonialist landlord who owned a timber plantation and a bungalow in Kuruda village near Tohri, a coal-halt for the train. He came back in1959 to sell away the bungalow, the forest and everything else. “He put Mary in Bikhni’s womb before he left” (2). Bikhni who worked as a servant in the house of Dixon became an employee of Prasadji from Ranchi who bought the bungalow. To be in his service, she had to give up Christianity.

The child was christened by the local priest as Mary Oraon.  Mary pastures Prasad’s cattle and sells vegetables, custard apple and guava from the orchards of Prasad in the Tohri market. She is known to be a hard and terrific bargainer with the buyers. Being a tribal woman she is also a gendered other member of the metaphysical dichotomy. But at the same time, there is the alien essence of reason she has inherited in the circumstance of her birth. Mary Oraon jealously protects her honour in the face of the violence-packed dichotomous relation operating all around her. She spurns all attempts on her independence, keeps the savings she earns by picking the seed from the four mahua trees on the Prasad property as she is aware of the legal provision that “the right to the fruit goes to the picker” (3). She has chosen as her mate Jalim, a Muslim Youth; a leader of the marketers and a sharp lad. They will marry between them when they save a hundred rupees. Though Jalim and Mary exchange presents, Mary decides to wear the saris given by him only after the wedding. Despite her share of alien blood and colour, she is accepted in the village society and her marriage with the Muslim boy is agreed too. Although she is accepted, because of her bold nature she is also feared by everyone especially the youth at the market who have designs on her.

  Yet, the trouble starts when Tehsildar Singh, the timber contractor comes to the peaceful village. The Sal trees planted by Dixon have grown and are ready for felling. Banwari, the son of Prasad, has entered into a deal with Tehsildar Singh and sold the trees to the latter with a profit for himself. The contractor who represents the dominant class thinks that along with the trees and the cheap labour of the tribals, he has claim to their honour also. He begins to make advances to Mary from the very moment of beholding her in Prasadji’s bungalow. But Mary who is very bold does not yield to him. Being rebutted by Mary a few times, he has grown more insistent and offers a nylon sari to her through the Prasads. She takes it only to throw it at Tehsildar Singh in his tent when he is paying the labourers their wages, with the words: “You think I’m  a city whore? You want to grab me with a sari? If you bother me again I’ll cut off your nose” (10). Mary’s words make it clear that she is not like others who will allow themselves to be dominated. 

The contractor’s pursuit becomes even more singleminded, dogged and vicious from that day onwards. One day he even catches hold of her hand. At first, Mary is scared and has lost her machete in the struggle. In order to ward him off she uses her guile of reason by telling him that she is “unclean” (13) that day. Knowing that she may lose in the physical struggle, she decides to deal with him in her own tricky way. She then fixes an appointment with him on the day of the feast, Jani Parab and asks him to wait behind a rock. Jani Parab (the law of the forest) is the festival day on which a ritual of the hunt has been exclusively played by the tribal women  “for a thousand million moons” (12).

 Like all other women, Mary too awaits the day with anxiety. On the day of Jani Parab, Mary wears a new, coloured sari and a red blouse gifted by Jalim and looked like “the flamboyant tree in motion” (15).  She too is waiting for the time of the hunt because she is going to hunt not an ordinary animal that day. As she walked on her mission she is all aflame with a desire to hunt, “the big beast: A man Tehsildar” (15). Once she is with the animal, which traditionally ravaged the forest, behind the steep rock overgrown with the “gilginda creeper’ which concealed the bottomless ravine, she becomes more than equal to him in her violence. She becomes an animal herself in spirit. She lifts her machete and strikes her game several times. The roles of the hunter and the hunted are thus reversed setting off symbolically negation of negation. Mary’s violence is justified against the physical harassment, mental torture and economic violence that her gender faces at the hands of a system controlled by the corrupt contractors and like Tehsildar. 

What Jyothi Rani and Katyayani say in their article, “Violence on Women in the Context of Indian Political Economy – A Study of Mahasweta Devi’s Sri Sri Genesh Mahima and Draupadi” about Draupadi holds true to Mary Oraon also “The protest is against the insult meted out to women in the patriarchal culture which not only subordinates woman but [also] insults her and tortures her sexually” (131).

The emptiness of the forest resulting from the money mongering mentality of the “city bastard” (12) ends up in a hunt that harks back to the historical repercussions of unstable and unequal distributions of rights, human as well as economic. For the tribals who are silent witnesses to the systematic destruction of the forests which for centuries have been their home, there is no essential rupture between domination by white imperialists and exploitation by the ruthless landowners who have replaced them. They welcome their fate and allow themselves to be sued, offering themselves and their labours. They think that they are to be dominated either by the Englishmen or by the Indian landlords and that they are born to be subservient. The commodification of the Sal trees represents a double violation, projected in the text as both a disruption of ecology, and a displacement of the tribal from their traditional way of life. Through Mary, the author presents the indomitable spirit, which will not blend to lose its honour.

This traditional lifestyle is embodied in the ritual of the hunt, which constitutes the climax of the narrative. Mahasweta Devi who lives with the tribals and records their life, histories and sufferings, knows about their rituals, festivals, etc. In the interview placed at the beginning of Imaginary Maps Mahasweta Devi explains the authenticity of her portrayal of this custom:

The tribals have this animal hunting festival in Bihar. It used to be the Festival of Justice. After the hunt, the elders would bring offenders to justice. They would not go to the police. In the Santali language  it was the Law-bir. Law is the Law, and bir is forest. And every twelfth year it is Jani Parab, the women’s hunting festival in Bihar. (xviii)

Devi insists on the special sense of outrage provoked by the idea of rape in a tribal society where women are honoured: among the tribals, insulting or raping a woman is considered the greatest crime. Rape is unknown to them. Women have a place of honour and respect in tribal society. “The Hunt” presents a dramatic reversal, where the hunter unwittingly becomes the prey, and is brought to brutal justice by the woman he had sought to pursue and posses. The rhetoric of Devi’s story projects Mary Oraon’s murder of Tehsildar as an act of justice performed on behalf of the whole tribal community: ‘she resurrected the real meaning of the annual hunting festival day by dealing out justice for a crime committed against the entire tribal society’ (xviii).

The ending leaves Mary walking towards an uncertain future, spurred by desire for Jalim, and the knowledge that ‘she has killed the biggest beast’ (17).

   The exploitative metaphysical dichotomy in its crudest form is demonstrated in the second story, ‘Douloti, the Bountiful’. The British by introducing the system of bonded labour, variously known as kamiya or seokia has made the post-colonial bond-lord a government by himself. He becomes so “…by lending money” so that they would “become kamiyas” who will never be free” (21).

Ganori Nagesia, before he became Crook Nagesia, has borrowed three hundred rupees from Munabar Singh Chandela who “keeps Dusad, Ghasi, Nagesia, Munda, Lohar, Oraon, Bhuyian, Chamar, Parhaia as kamiya” (20) – who are all tribals. He lives in the village of Seora. Crook Nagesia needs the money because he is arrested along with some other tribals on the charges of stealing water-buffaloes from the market, and goes to jail. When he returns he has to feed the community as is the custom. “This is such a rule that you can’t get around it” (21) - a hoary rule called tradition from the past of the tribals constituting the ontological condition of their existence. He also has to feast the tribals, for his eldest daughter and son are also married at the time. He has to give a goat to his son-in-law. And his family has to eat the flour, drink water and survive. And “Ganori became a kamiya when he took that money” (21). To meet all such demands, he has no other go, but to borrow money. Thus people subscribe to the system without questioning it. They accept things without questioning them. So to become a kamiya too, for the tribal is “fate’s decree” (21). The legend says that: “When a Nagesia child is six days old, that day our lord Fate will lower from the sky a yellow -turmeric - dyed string. Lord Fate will come down to earth on that string. He will look like a head - shaved Brahman” (22).

Once they are born and decreed like that there is no escape or future for them. They say “... you will spend your life as you are born. You will never build a home better than a shanty.” (22). They think that they are born to be kamiyas and compare ‘Lord Fate’ to a brahman.

Bono Nagesia who does not heed this traditional wisdom learns a fitting lesson. Bono is engaged by an agent for a coal miner at Dhanbad and came upon some money there in strange circumstances when he unintentionally kills a hooligan. Bono comes back to Seora and builds a house; he even seeks the permission of the lord, Munabar, to build his house. But after Bono has built the house, Munabar’s men locks up Bono in a room and set fire to the house. Then he is forcibly made to put his thumb print on a sheet of white paper in receipt of twenty-five rupees and is declared a bond-slave. This is how people are made kamiyas. However, Bono decides not “to slave for his bond” (29) to repay the loan which acquires metaphysically endless proportions, by the unending labour of his body and the bodies of his wife, the sons and the daughters. So, he decides not to perform the marriage of his son, Dhano, with the daughter of Crook Nagesia. He disappears from Seora, later to become a wandering ministerial in the service of a reformist journalist missionary, Father Bomfuller.

Meanwhile many things take place in the village. Munabar’s white horse is dead when the lightning-struck tree falls over it. The 1961 censuus takes place but the persons involved in the work do injustice to these sufferers by refusing to write the names of the children who are dead. “Dead or alive they are my children” (31), a tribal thinks. When the 1962 elections take place, the tribals have to vote for the man supported by Munabar. An educated Sadhu comes to the village to preach that they must worship the mother cow and unite to protect Hinduism. 

The sufferings of these tribals are limitless. On Ganori Nagesia’s shoulder the axle of the carriage is put by the bond-lord because the latter’s young ox which pulled the cart was eaten up by a tiger in the forest, on account of Ganori’s carelessness. While trying to pull the cart, Ganori Nagesia falls on his face with the axle plunging into his back. After this Ganori Nagesia spends three months in Tehri hospital and he comes out with his body broken and misshapen. He is Crook Nagesia on account of this and is considered no longer equal to the bonded debt he owes to Munabar.

Crook Nagesia is freed from bondage to Munabar by one Paramananda Misra, a relative of the local priest, only to take over Douloti, the younger daughter of Crook Nagesia. The new-found bond-slave who is like a fresh, innocent flower, barely thirteen-years old, is thrown by her new master as a piece of meat in the flesh market of the market-town of Madhpura. She is thrown as the live sexual quarry to a pitiless animal, Latiaji, a typical post-colonial aphrodisiac - consuming elite of a contractor who appropriates more than his money’s worth of sexual pleasure from the body of Douloti. Even before she knows what life is, she is sold in the flesh market.

Douloti is an innocent tribal girl who has become one of Paramananda’s kamiya. “The social system that makes Crook Nagesia a kamiya is made by the men. Therefore, Douloti, Somni, Raoti, have to quench the hunger of male flesh. Otherwise, Paramananda does not get money” (62). It is the plight of the girls and women whose father or husband has borrowed money from their bondlord. Douloti is too full of human spirit which refuses to be beaten flat and so “has taken the yoke of the Crook’s bond-slavery on her shoulders” (73). Douloti, confronts it bravely and with ethical responsibility and love for her father.

In the end, “Having been bonded herself with three hundred rupees in 1962” (85), Douloti has earned for her master more than forty thousand rupees. She is utilized to the maximum and becomes tired both in her body and mind. She develops fever and red swelling all over the private parts with burning sensation in the passage. Then she goes to the hospital. Rejected at the Tehri hospital, she decides to go to her birth-place, Seora. Even before she reaches Seora, she is unable to walk any longer, vomits blood and falls “spread-eagled” (94) across the map of India drawn outside the Basic Primary School in Bira village of Tohri block. She is discovered by the people of the village and the school-teacher, Mohan Srivastava who is preparing to hoist the national flag on the Independence day of India. What Sujatha Vijayaraghavan says in this context is worth noting here: 

On her way to the hospital she collapses on the road on a concrete map of India. The map of course is lifeless, an image that is used metonymically by the writer to make the central point about the short story, of the lifelessness / heartlessness of the people who exploit the helpless. (30)

Douloti in “Douloti, the Bountiful” is forced to provide the cheapest labour for sex-trade and sex-industry within the specific postcolonial legacies and their consequential multinational projects. The story deals with the problems of wage earning and exploitation of women by referring to their visible as well as invisible labour. 

Douloti is not only mapped out as a piece of famine - stricken land but also as a female body. With women at the centre of the apparently abolished bonded labour system, “Douloti” expounds on the theme of the serving of women in a heterosexual and predatory patriarchal capitalist system. From the very beginning, Douloti’s father, Crook Nagesia, a kamiya or free worker of Munabar Singh Chandela, the owner and money lender of the village of Seora, is forced to sell Douloti against cash. The transaction of women’s cheap sexual labour on the grounds of class and caste system merchandises their bodies into brothel houses. In this story, the deal materialized between Nagesia and Chandela sums up the facts and figures about the trade of human flesh in terms of usury and compound interest.

“Douloti”, opens in the drought-stricken tribal area situated in the Palamu district. Poverty rules the region where decolonization has least prevented free women from being treated as commodity. When a woman gets raped, the judiciary system does not support her because of the general concensus that only a woman with loose character gets raped. Though Douloti as a region and as a woman are deprived and destitute, they still hold value or “Douloti” in terms of fertile land as well as body and are bountifully beneficial for the patriarchal capitalistic system both in terms of production and reproduction. Douloti has been shrunk to the status of a product. Land or body, Douloti is delineated as a space of intervention for its exporters and exploiters. As a land, she is vulnerable to its intruders for crossing its borders, and as a body, she is forced to cross the boundaries of ethical values of freewill in order to benefit others through self-plunder. Within the frame of the indigenous colonial system of beggar free labour or bonded labour, Nagesia is pressurised to sell his daughter. The Feudal lords of the region continue economic and physical exploitation of the peasants, disallowing independence of vote or voice (34) to the tribals in one of the world’s largest independent democracies, mother India.

In “Mother India” (41), the image that maps women as sacred and holy, “Douloti” ironically presents a picture of oppression and disaster levied upon women’s bodies. Caught in the claws of the caste and class system, Douloti becomes an easy and ever vulnerable prey for manhunt. The weakness of women and their working bodies multiply as the gender-based differences interlock with numerous other types of divisions. Finally Douloti dies of venereal disease but the politicization of the Independence Day around the flag and “map of India” makes the status of women problematic in free Mother India.

The monostrosity of the colonial, post-colonial and predatory patriarchal capitalism in Imaginary Maps portrays all the entangled economic and ecological interconnections into an extinct flying reptile, a Pterodactyl.

“Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay, and Pirtha” connects old myths with modern civilized materialism and primitiveness with today’s psychology. Pirtha, a region representing today’s economic exploitation of the caste-ridden population shapes into pterodactyl, the mythical extinct beast. Both Pterodactyl and Pirtha map out the bestialities built around multi-layered power lines of global capitalism, tracing its effects on the poverty lines of subservient nationalities or groups. The story highlights divisions and maps of the pre-historicism of Pterodactyl to critique the conquests of the contemporary capitalist market and its demands for cheap labour from the exploited bodies of bonded men, women and children. Rather than the geographical division of the land, there is also the psychological splits and tensions built around such divisions.

The journalist Puran Sahay, who enters Pirtha, a district in Madhya Pradesh, has been projected as a representative of the mainstream culture of capitalist India in Pterodactyl. Sahay tries to form some sort of link through his reports and cameras, but he is notable to dig deep into the history of the tribal heart. Sahay’s explorations of the land not only question representation against misrepresentation but also deal with the myth of inventing poverty. It foregrounds the politics of the so called developmental and charitable processes of relief funds that start from international organizations to pass through many other local and regional corrupt economic bodies, ending up “inventing famine where there is no famine” (165). 

Sahay, the journalist, travels over tribal tracks to find the truth between fact and fiction for mapping the systems of political economy that manipulate these low lying areas and low caste “Harijans”. He wants to “[change] the whole system” (112) and the history of human race in India by putting Pirtha and its mythical past on the world map. Like the tribals, he holds to the mission of existence against corruption that is fast eroding the land, its resources and its people. The cartographic, calligraphic, demographic or photographic representation of Pirtha as a deadly, hybrid and extinct pterodactyl symbolizes its gradual erosion.

The image of Pterodactyl, an “extinct species” (154) that has crossed an evolutionary process of growth from a sparrow-size entity to a cow-size monster, keeps recurring in the story. It stands for the land as well as the soul of a lost civilization and its dead and forgotten ancestors. Today when the ‘ancient’ civilization is lost, Pirtha turns out to be a place of perennial starvation with no resources but only despair; and no missionaries but only empty churches. Pirtha transmogrifies into a morbid mythical picture of pterodactyl like a death-wish.

In the beginning of the text, “pterodactyl” offers a survey map of “Pirtha Block”, an agri-business region, like “some extinct animal of Gondwanland. The best [that] has fallen on its face… some prehistoric creature… such are the survey lines of Pirtha Block” (99). The geography of this exploited cash-crop land and its mysterious historical background is developed further in the story through the picture images of cave-paintings done by a local boy Bikhia (128). His picturesque duplication of the survey map of Pirtha as a webbed winged bird-like bat with four legs and a toothless, gaping, horrible mouth (102) connects myth, magic, mystery, and poverty of the land and its credulous population. The tribals live in the gaping horrible jaws and bite of pterodactyl  were drought and starvation feature immense vacuity on this side of the land.

The mythical but graphic delineation of Pirtha and its plundered forests still contain the tribals, Bhills or Bargos, the 7.76 percent of Indian population (105-110) who are least aware of their rights. Caught amid the long chain of moneylenders, form the world bank to the local sardars, leaders of the village, the enslaved tribal receiver “gets nothing” while the government proclaims to have done everything, which actually is done “only on paper” (192).

The history or story of Pirtha and its people have been plundered for centuries. Because of their historical contact with Hindus and British, the tribal population has over time and again been plagued by caste and class system. Together, the two systems transcribe the tribal population as “criminal tribes” (xiii, 115). The tribal rulers are reduced to subjects due to the loss of their uncontaminated value system. They become “deprivations prey” (122). The Forest Department, instead of helping the tribals to regain their lost land, treats kamiya tribals as “permanent casuals” (114). Poverty prevails in Pirtha amid green revolutions in India and the ancestors’ souls wander in the shape of pterodactyl, looking for familiar spots while their  offsprings are pushed “fully on exile” (146) within the modern progressive India.

Consistent pressures from the administrative and political organizations to misrepresent Pirtha for earning foreign and packages, put Sahay the journalist in a different position to draw the boundaries between the history and the story of Pirtha. Sahay “witnesses his own futility” (180), as he stands exposed in front of the monstrous unfolding history of the region. All that the tribal wants some solid means to get rid of the corrupt political and administrative influences and not pictures, documentaries and reports about their life. The man-made starvation of the area (188) over the centuries make Pirtha and its population a space of intervention and a narrative of capitalism where the tribals struggle to earn “human recognition, respect” (177) and, above all, an “excruciating, explosive love” beyond the boundaries of reasons “for a long time” (195-6).

  Mahasweta Devi avers “I have merely tried to express my estimation, born of experience, of Indian tribal society, through the myth of the pterodactyl” (196). As the unabridged account of Puran’s extraordinary experience unfolds, the reader may feel herself to be in possession of a terrible secret, with some awareness of the awesome responsibility of that privilege. Puran, returns to “normal life” at the end by having discovered what love for Pirtha there is in his heart, perhaps he cannot remain a distant spectator anywhere in life” (196). Recognizing his implication in the appearance of the creature and whatever it signifies, and at the same time the responsibility of identification with Bikhia, with whom he shares the responsibility of caring for the pterodactyl, Puran can be neither “distant” nor “spectator”, but he cannot exactly be a “close participant” either. Mahasweta Devi thus exposes the peril inherent in what may seem to be the “safe distance” from which Imaginary Maps could be read.

CHAPTER -  III
MENTAL SUFFERINGS

The important theme in the works of Mahasweta Devi is the tribal communities and their struggles, both physical and mental.  She has brought out the rebellious spirit of the tortured people of the past and the present with a rare blend of fact and fiction. She is also a crusader for the rights of the tribals. Mahasweta Devi claims for the tribal people a just and honourable place in India’s national life by depicting their lives.

During the seventies, Mahasweta Devi travelled widely in the rural areas of West Bengal and wrote a series of articles in a Bengali daily against the oppression of the tribals. The novelist Mahasweta Devi exposes the plight of the men and women who live like caged animals deprived of freedom and dignity. They repress their feelings and voices. They are tortured and subdued and have to endure all sorts of sufferings both physically and mentally. In the case of women, the sufferings are still worse.


As an activist, social worker and journalist Mahasweta Devi has come into contact with the lives and struggles of the under privileged communities.  She has been a witness to many pathetic incidents in the lives of the tribals which has hitherto found no expression in the contemporary writings. Most of Devi’s works portray the life of the downtrodden and the neglected people of the country who have been destroyed by man’s greed, selfishness and narrowness. In this regard Nair says: 


Her fiction dramatises the historical, political, economic and cultural encounters between these marginalised tribal groups and the dominant ‘mainstream’ populations spanning the pre-colonial, the colonial and the post - colonial periods. . . . She portrays the losing battle that the adivasis have fought and are still fighting with the more dominant groups in the Indian nation over their traditional land resources, occupations and cultural traditions. (112)


Devi’s Imaginary Maps introduces the issue of gender based discrimination. The impenetrable forest of loot and plunder mapped around economic as well as physical exploitation grows denser when body manipulation gets entangled with sexual, psychological exploitation and bonded prostitution. The stories in Imaginary Maps according to Anwar, “help us break down these geographical boundaries and discover the formation of inclusion and exclusion of individuals and their dispersed identities” and the title is “Imagining Maps as well as about mapping imagination. It is not only about dividing lines or drawing maps and signs on the face of the earth, but also the invisible yet indelible marks of socio-economic transitions affecting human minds” (83).

The pain, horror and sufferings of woman is the central theme in Mahasweta Devi’s fiction. The best examples are, women as concerned with body fluids - tears as in Rudali, breast milk as in Breast Giver, Vaginal blood as in Draupadi. All these, Mahasweta Devi brings in to specify female victimization. Mahasweta Devi uses the bodily secretions in ways that subvert their traditional and romanticized associations and become alienating devices. They are the modes of exploitation and commodification of the female body. Mahasweta Devi explores the sufferings of the under privileged in their confrontation with the powerful exploitative mechanism. “The Hunt” is according to Wenzel is the “story of a racially hybrid woman who overcomes the sexual threat of a vulgar out-of-town member of the dominant society” (178).


Mary Oraon, the portoganist of this story has got many admirers at Tohri market. She gets down at the Tohri station like a queen. She sits in her own rightful place and gets smokes from the other marketers, drinks tea and chews betel leaves. She is very careful and never encourages anyone to come near her, except Jalim, her chosen mate who is the leader of the marketers. They hold an unsigned bond that they will marry when either’s savings reach a hundred rupees. Even though she is bold, she has her own fears that people may betray her as her mother was betrayed by Dixon’s son. So, she is very cautious right from the beginning. “Who can tell that they wouldn’t leave her, like Bhikni was left with a baby in her belly?” (3). Mary wishes to live in the village society and is in search of her identity. Even though many women are her friends and she is the best dancer at the feast at times, she feels lonely. She could neither belong to the Oarons; nor could she identify herself with the dominant.


Mrs.Prasad asks Mary to get married to her brother, though she knows very well that Mary is in love with Jalim. When Mary asks Mrs.Prasad to organize her marriage, Mrs. Prasad replied “God be Praised! With a Muslim? I run such a marriage?” (4). Mary is very stern and has her own way of doing things. In a grim and harsh way she tells Mrs. Prasad that the Muslim says he will marry her; but Mrs.Prasad’s brother wants only to keep her. Mary has to be quite watchful and on her guard so that she could save her honour and does not get into any trouble.

Mary works very hard like an animal. She cleans the house, pastures the cattle with her inviolate constitution and her infinite energy and with her razor-sharp mind. She lunches on fried corn not only in the house but also in the field. She stands and picks fruits and oversees the picking also. She puts the fruit bitten by bats and birds into a sack, and feeds them to her mother’s chickens. She watches out everything. She buys rice, oil, butter and spices for the Prasads at Tohri market.

Mary sits at any Oraon house in the village, fries wheat cakes on a clay stove and eats with everyone. She knows that if her father had been Somra or Budhna or Mangla Oraon , the Oraons would not accept her marriage with a Muslim, because she is the illegitimate daughter of a white father. The Oraons do not think of her as their blood and hence in Mary’s inmost heart there is a longing to be a part of the Oraons. Her condition is such that she does not have anyone to turn to. She is tormented in her mind because she cannot belong to either group.

The Sal trees of Prasadji’s have grown immense and they are ready for felling. His only goal is to sell the trees at the highest price. Prasad’s son Banwari takes the initiative and finally settles his deal with Tehsildar Singh. Tehsildar  Singh visits Prasad’s house with a box of sweets and a pot of butter. When Prasad says, “Mary! Here’s our guest. Bring out a bit of tea, (8)” Mary enters with tea and snacks on a tray. She has bathed that day. Her body was clean and smoothed and her hair was oiled and braided. She wears a printed sari and brass ornaments on her wrist and ear she looks very beautiful and as Tehsildar Singh looks at Mary he thinks “what a dish? In these woods?” (8). As Chari says, “He begins to make advances to Mary from the very moment he catches sight of her in Prasadji’s bungalow where he is invited to tea” (62).

Tehsildar Singh is not able to forget Mary. After a few days, when Mary returns on a water-buffalo’s back herding other cattle, he comes up to her. Even when he comes up close, Mary does not stop her water-buffalo. She does not give any importance or attention to him. As she moves on, she takes out a sharp machete and says: “Brokers like you, with tight pants and dark glasses, are ten a rupee on the streets of Tohri, and to them I show this machete. Go ask if you don’t believe me” (9). Inspite of Banwari telling Tehsildar that Mary is a “real bitch, a rude girl, doesn’t give a damn for anyone” (10), Tehsildar does not lose his interest in her. The news of Mary’s marriage proposal with a Muslim increased his anger. Tehsildar who has a wife and children, still lusts after women like Mary.

Tehsildar’s gift of a nylon sari is rejected by Mary. She throws the sari at him. Her treatment of him does not ward him off, even though Tehsildar loses face in everyone’s eyes that day. Though Mary faces him boldly, she knows that he will not keep quiet. She knows that he will be up to some mischief.  Moreover, he is a man who will not leave things easily, so he does not give up chasing Mary.

 Mary becomes tired of Tehsildar’s tireless, single minded pursuit. If he goes on like that, things may take a turn she may not like. She thinks that if Jalim comes to know this, he will be wild and will kill Tehsildar. Tehsildar who has a lot of money and a lot of men may do anything with the power of his purse and men. Being a city bastard he can destroy Jalim by setting up a larceny case against him. She is worried about the safety of Jalim and she does not tell him about Tehsildar’s advances. She keeps all these things in her mind, and awaits an opportunity to do something.

One day Tehsildar catches Mary’s hand. Mary is scared. In her struggle with him she loses her machete also. With great effort, Mary springs out of his grasp. Seeing the desire in the eyes of the animal Mary plans to escape. She takes a deep breath and finds a way of escape and says, “Today I’m unclean” (13). She agrees to come to him on the day of the feast.

As she has promised, Mary comes to him in the evening, on the day of the festival of hunt. Mary wants to hunt the big beast, the man, Tehsildar. Behind the rock Mary holds him and lays him on the ground. She “lifts the machete, lowers it, lifts, lowers” (16). Till she tires she does it. She throws his body into the ravine and escapes with her lover. That day all the mundane blood conditioned fears of the wild quadruped are gone because she has killed the biggest beast. After undergoing so much of mental agony, she is free from Tehsildar. It is worthwhile to make a note of what Nair says: “On the day of a traditional women’s hunting festival, she seemingly eliminates both the threat to her body, and the threat to her community’s relationship to the land” (179).

In “Douloti, the Bountiful”, Douloti, the protagonist is victimized because of the bond signed by her father Crook Nagesia. The story presents a picture of the rural India where the barbaric system of bonded labour has been at work. Crook Nagesia is Munabar Singh Chandela’s kamiya, a bond slave. Munabar Singh Chandela is a big man in the village of Seora. He keeps many people as his kamiyas. There is no end to these people to whom Munabar Singh Chandela lends money and makes them his kamiyas. An old   kamiya woman says, 

By the strength of loans, by the strength of loans.

Two rupees ten rupees hundred rupees

Ten Seers of wheat, five of rice

Munabar lends us.

……….

We gape like fools

His pet wolves catch our hands

Smear ink in our left thumbs

Take our mark on white paper

……….

And we have become kamiyas

We will never be free (21).

When Crook Nagesia’s name was Ganori, he gave his thumb print to Munabar and took three hundred rupees. Ganori does not think that becoming a kamiya is special misfortune, because he has been seeing kamiyas all over since his birth. “It’s a fate’s decree to become a kamiya” (21). They have to seek the master’s permission for everything even to build a house with their own money or to buy pots and pans. They cannot eat on metal plates, cannot use umbrellas or shoes; nor can they send their children to government school even if they have money. 

Unlike his predecessors who had spent their lives in servitude, Nagesia yearns for a free life. He wants to lead a comfortable life in his own house. He always thinks of escaping into a new world, where there is no master and where he can have a family of his own. Condemned to be a slave, he is not allowed any sort of enjoyment and all of his human feelings are crushed ruthlessly. His house built with the permission of the landlord is destroyed. He is supposed to serve for his life time and the treatment meted out to him reduces him to the level of animals. A human being can be bargained away like an animal in a market. Even the right to live his life as a human being is denied to him.


All the villagers are amazed by the visit of Paramananda, a Sadhu to Seora village. Paramananda tells them, 



I really dislike bonded labour



I am compassionate, most compassionate



My forefathers left kamiyas



I have freed them.



……….



I free kamiyas

In the present age the Brahman is the liberator of the untouchable.



I am that Brahman, Samkatnarayan (46).

The tribals are so innocent, that they are yet to understand the sort people like Paramananda. Crook does not understand anything. Then Paramananda says that he has got down to this work in order to free kamiyas. As the God Narayana, he must have a goddess Lakshmi with him. So he wishes to marry Douloti. Hearing this, Crook Nagesia starts to run. Paramananda grips him hard.  Unable to believe the happenings without understanding what lies at their back, crook fills the sky with his screams, “Truth is being destroyed, the Law is being destroyed! This Brahman, this god, is holding me…” (46). Munabar Chandella tells Paramananda


. . . he’s doing bonded labour for thirty-eight 

                     years Ganori is now seventy- eight – 

Bond - labour loans are the troops of blood - seeding

One rupee gives birth to thousands of rupees.

The debt won’t be repaid – (47).

If Munabar says something the machine in Crook’s head stops working out of fear. Crook does not understand anything at all. He only sees Paramananda taking out a bundle of bank notes and Munabar counting them. Finally Paramananda takes away Crook’s fourteen - year old daughter Douloti by giving him money and making him free. Douloti the innocent daughter of Ganesia too understands nothing.

The new-found bond-slave who is barely thirteen-years old Douloti is taken to Madhpura and thrown by her master as a piece of meat in the flesh market. Gradually she comes to reconcile herself to the way of life of the city whores (66).

The parting of Douloti and her mother is very sympathetic. Douloti and her mother were like the two stones clasping each other. The mother was running her split broken hand gently over her daughter’s body. Amidst her weeping and sobbing she tells her mother,

   
What is this, my mother, I never heard such a thing? The Boss - money - lender always take away our daughters - in - law from field and barn. When does a Brahman marry a daughter of ours? They take them to bed and that with the lamp snuffed out. It’ll be a sin if they see the face. Marriage! This is a great wonder, my mother! (51).

But the inevitable parting comes and Douloti goes with Paramananda. Her legs begin to hurt with walking. She has so much curiosity as fear, because she is yet to know and experience city life. This is Douloti’s first experience of going somewhere by bus. She becomes drowsy as she kept vomiting with the stink of diesel. Then they leave Tohri bus junction and get off at a market town. Paramananda has already rented a room in that place, Madhpura, for Douloti. He asks Douloti to take rest. The next day an one-eyed man named Mishirji comes to talk with Paramananda. He tells Paramananda that Latiaji has been ordering for an untouchable virgin girl.  Though the conversation takes place in front of Douloti, she does not understand a bit of it. The man leaves. 

A dreadfully huge fat woman, Rampiyari enters wearing a printed sari, and, anklets and shoes to the astonishment of Douloti. Then she takes Douloti to Tohri whorehouse. A man brings in rice and vegetables, unsweetened yoghurt. Douloti thinks that everything is a dream. “Rice is something to be eaten on feast days” (56). To her, rice is a luxury they get only in dreams. After having the rice, the warmth of the rice pours sleep all over her limbs. The irony here is that “This is the last sleep of Douloti’s life that will not be nightmare - ridden, but Douloti doesn’t know that yet” (56). 

The next morning, Douloti has to get ready. After her bath, her hair is gathered up in a knot, some white stuff is rubbed on her face, on her hands, and feet – designs with red dye, and finally she is made to wear that fine sari and fine blouse bought by Paramananda. Rampiyari gives a looking-glass in Douloti’s hand. When she looks at it she does not know herself. Rampiyari gives her some juice to drink. Douloti feels weak after having that juice. Her body is feeling dulled. The door is closed.

When the door is opened, Douloti sees a huge middle-aged man with sideburns accompanied by Paramananda entering the room with three more men. Then Paramananda says, “Take a look, Latiaji, village girl; Harijan unmarried and is still a virgin” (58). Everyone leaves. Latia closes the door. His sexual hunger is boundless. Douloti is bloodied many times all through the night. Finally her sobbing and entreaties die out slowly and then are no longer heard. 

The next morning Rampiyari comes and wraps up Douloti by holding her. She says “They catch you to make you a kamiya… now they’ll eat the fruit of your work… you won’t be able to go out, you see. This is called bonded labour…”(59). Not only Douloti, but Reoti and Somni are all Paramananda’s  kamiyas. “ The boss has made them land / He ploughs and ploughs their bodies’ land and raises a crop / They are all some people’s maat’’ (60). The harijan woman with the unwounded hymen is no more virgin.

The lust struck animals do not have a mind. When Kalabati becomes pregnant, Rampiyari gives a dose of drug to her. The medicine is so strong. That on the third day blood passes like water. When Rampiyari was out to the medicine man, Latia, dead drunk enters into Kalabati’s room and the girl died. The police come but Latiaji gives money and arranges everything. Though it has different names in different regions, the system is slavery. It sacrifices only the marginals, the harijans and the tribals. The mental torture given and undergone dies silently like and along with the victims.
Paramananda takes every bit of their monthly earnings. He does not even spend money for them in the name of clothing, cosmetics or medicine. Sometimes ten clients enter daily in every woman’s room. The day the kamiya prostitute is evicted from this house, she starts repaying by begging or selling dried cowdung for fuel. Somni from Barha village is a kamiya whore because of the lack of repaying debt of two hundred rupees by her husband to Rampiyari. Though she has got a son, Latia made her mother for three sons and all of them “lie around in the market place” and “beg” (64).

If the human daughter turns Kamiya no meal, no water is provided. They are put as riders in the saddle in order to take money. As the number of clients goes up, Douloti starts drying up fast. A three hundred rupee loan becomes infinite in eight years and the boss has raised more than forty thousand rupees wringing Douloti’s body. There will be a loan as long as their body is consumable. Finally they will be left as beggars.

One day Douloti sees her rate dropping to one rupee. One can get a client for a rupee. But no one wants to go to Douloti’s room. There are red swellings all over Douloti’s body. She has got a bad disease. Douloti left the whorehouse not as a beggar like Somni; nor to become a village prostitute like Jhalo. She gets down at Tohri and goes to a hospital. She lies down with her bundle under her head. The sweeper woman understands that she has been a whore. So, she laid Douloti on bed and takes out the money she has. Douloti stays in the hospital for about four days. She is unconscious with fever. The body is hollowed with tuberculosis and there are the sores of veneral disease all over her frame, oozing evil-smelling pus. When the doctor asks her the name and her age she answers with a smile that she is Douloti Nagesia born the year after Independence. “Douloti smiled in a timid way like any other country woman. The human smile on the face of the unknown skeleton had the innocence of a field of grain” (92). The doctor is surprised that Douloti is only twenty seven. Then the doctor advises her to go to the hospital in Mandar.

The next day Douloti leaves the hospital. She feels that something is going down and finishing her body. She knows that she is going to die. So she feels that there is no use in going to Mandar and decides to go to Seora. She has never thought she would go back to Seora again. Walking on, dragging her feet, Douloti comes in front of the large hut close to Tohri. As she steps  in the front yard, Douloti realises that, she would no longer be able to go to Seora. She feels pain climbing her entire chest upward and upward. As Anwar says, “Douloti” ironically presents a picture of oppression and disaster levied upon women’s bodies. Caught in the claws of the caste and class system, Douloti becomes an easy and ever vulnerable prey for manhunt” (90).

Douloti  lies down, the pain becomes cough and cough becomes blood and  finally she closes her eyes. On the morning on 15th of August Mohan Srivastava, the master at the Basic Primary School in Bira Village of Tohri Block, sees  Douloti filling the entire Indian Peninsula from the oceans to the Himalayas, putrefied with venereal disease having vomited up all the blood in its desicated lungs lies dead on the map of India. “Douloti is all over India” (94). As Anwar says, “Like a flag, Douloti’s thin body flutters as the vain glory of victory and questions the validity of freedom for women won through flag-politics and independence-struggles in India” (91).

The third story, “Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay and Pirtha” presents the picture of the tribal resistance to the onslaught of modernist development. Mahasweta Devi states that “Pterodactyl is an abstract of my entire trial experience” (xiv). The adivasi inhabitants of Pirtha face permanent famine exacerbated by drought; countless generations ago the Nagesia tribals found, on a barren hilltop, refuge from successive waves of encroachment on their land. As Wenzel says, “the death knell of their existence seems to be the appearance of a creature, a prehistoric shadow, a pterodactyl posited by Mahasweta as the soul of their ancestors” (172).

Puran Sahay, the  journalist is invited by his old friend Harisharan, the Block Development Officer of Pirtha Block, a tribal area in Madhya Pradesh. Yet as the journalist,


his reporting of the massacre of the harijans at Arwal has received praise, and he too, like others, has fallen into disfavor with the Government in Patna. He wrote about the killing in Banjhi with a razor-sharp edge: ‘Red Blood or Spark of Fire in Black Tribal skin?’ And then water scarcity in Nalepira. Enteric fever epidemic in Hataori. … (97)

For a long time the people have been dying in Pirtha. The survey map of Pirtha Block looks like some extinct animal of Gondwana land. It seems to be some “pre-historic creature that had fallen on its face” (98)  such are the survey lines of the Pirtha Block.

The youthful BDO tells Puran that, their honour was destroyed by the Bhopal Gas Incident. During the time of the gas affair in Bhopal, the state government refused to permit a health centre in Pirtha.  The enteric fever started from the polluted water supply. Puran too finds that in Pirtha a journalist is the most unwelcome person for the government officials as well as for tribals. The cartographic picture of Pirtha Block looks like some extinct animal of Gondwana land, a prehistoric creature which had fallen on its face. The area is full of hills with undulating terrain and narrow passes, and it is difficult to negotiate even with the trucks. 

In the rainy season, Pirtha has plenty of water flowing down the hill sides and drought in summer. The plan of building a canal as part of Madhopura Irrigation Scheme to join the Pirtha river to solve the water problem for the people of Pirtha has never been started. The area has been neglected. There is lack of developmental funds which are taken away by the rich contractors and corrupt bureacracies.

The BDO has reported Puran that the fever started from the polluted water supply. “The rain which fell on the fields and fallow lands on the hillside and the poisonous water flowed into the wells they had dug” (123). They died of drinking the water. “The fleshy tuber of the Khajra is their chief hope. The roots sucked up that water. They died eating the fleshy tuber of the Khajra. And then each month a few kept dying” (123-24). For the cases of enteric infection, cancer, coronaries, and thrombosis even the doctors at the health centre cannot do anything. 

On entering Gabahi, the tribal village, Puran finds several harsh facts. He finds an emaciated boy sitting on the stoop of a hut, who has engraved on the stone base of the hut the picture of a “being whose wings are webbed like a bat’s, body like a gigantic iguana, four clawed feet, no teeth in the yawning terrible mouth” (138). According to the boy, the picture is “the unquie soul of the ancestors” (128). There is a close similarity between the shape of the prehistoric animal and the cartographic picture of the tape recorder and his camera makes tribals threatened. So, he promises the tribals that he will not take any more pictures which is an act of respect to the tribal’s ancient souls.

One day, a Bhil tribal with his six family members committed suicide for reason of poverty, although, in the unwritten adivasi lexicon, suicide is a dreadful sin. The adivasis live in the land of primordial dusk. During the remote day, he  invaded and crawled into the earth’s womb for safety, never to emerge. In his state of Bihar, in Palamu district, Puran has seen the Parhayas designated as a “criminal tribe by the British: (115). They are all enslaved and given the name “bond slaves” (119). The Britishers named them as Harashi, Mahidar, Hali, Kamiya in many tongues. Their land had vanished like dust before a storm, even their fields and homes have disappeared. All these represent the struggles of the tribals.

One day Puran has been given shelter in the thatched room of Dahis, who were the first to die of enteric fever. There was a shrine, near Puran’s room where he was warned not to enter. That night it was raining severely and in Puran’s room “came the soul of the ancestors of Shankar’s people” (141). Puran hears some sound from the shrine and started walking towards the shrine. “From the other side of millions of years the soul of ancestors of Shankar’s people looks at Puran, …” (141, 142). Since the soul wants refuge with Puran, Puran cannot betray that . Puran’s individuality is influenced by the spirit of his ancestors, though there was a confusion that “why should Shankar’s ancestors give Puran strength?” (142).

Puran has never been curious about these ancestors, and Puran recalls what Saraswati said about her friend’s sisters having been burnt to death by her husband over a dowry problem:


Ramachandra is the ideal of caste Hindu men in Bihar. What did he not do? Political treachery, murdering the powerful by trickery, subjugating the powerless for political profit, burning his wife, deserting her when she is pregnant, killing the Shudra sage Shambuk – I don’t  think the high-caste men of Bihar will ever be able to shake off Rama’s influence. (142)  


This comment makes it clear to Puran that he has qualified for the encounter of ethical singularity with the tribal soul. Puran now realizes that he can save the respect of the tribals by not exposing this - the reality to the newspapers and to the scientists. Bikhia also notices the ancestors lying on the floor in the Shrine. If Bikhia had received the ancestors soul Puran, had received the respect of the tribals. Shankar comes in the morning with the news to Puran that “You have brought this rain, the people of Pirtha are now in your debt” (144). The tribals were waiting for this miracle. 

After that Puran and Bikhia come out of that secret cave. As they were tracking on, Bikhia seems to have become the ancestral soul. Then they go through a series of caves across the Pirtha river, following a dark cavern which “goes down to the hill base” (177). Anwar rightly points out that “Imaginary Maps foregrounds the hypocrisy operating behind the inclusive-exclusive dynamic and records its effects on the resisting bodies and minds of the most discriminated populations in the world village” (94). 


Puran prepares to leave, and Bikhia asks Puran to “come at the drought” (195). As the rain bringing miracle, Puran must visit them. Shankar says:

… The ancestors’ soul let us know that all the places it visited are ours… They [the tribals] will not leave, they will not go anywhere leaving those stones, hills, caves and river… If they [the civilized world or government] want to give us aid, let them give it to us here.  (195)


For the pterodactyl, Puran is not the distant spectator but he is the close participant. “Love, excruciating love, let that be the first step. Now Puran’s amazed heart discovers what love for Pritha there is in his heart, perhaps he cannot remain a distant spectator anywhere in life” (197).Thus the Indian tribal society with all its ways – ups and downs is portrayed by Mahasweta Devi.

CHAPTER -  IV

CONCLUSION
God has created human beings – men and women as equals. But man brought in many differences and  discriminations that resulted in the prevalence of many social evils. Ernestine Rose says :
Humanity recognizes no sex– mind recognizes no sex . . . . life and death, pleasure and pain, happiness and misery recognize no sex. Like him she comes involuntarily into existence; like him, she possesses physical, mental and moral powers. . . like him she has to pay the penalty for disobeying nature’s laws, and far greater penalties has she to suffer from ignorance. . . like him she  enjoys or suffers with her country.  Yet she is not recognized as his equal.

Dalit literature is marked by revolt and negativism, since it is closely associated with hopes for freedom by a group of people who, as untouchables are victims of social, economic and cultural inequality. Dalit literature is nothing but the literary expression of this awareness. Regarding the purpose of Dalit writing, what Dangle says is quoted by Limbale in his book, Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature. “Dalit literature is not simply literature.  .  . Dalit literature is associated with a movement to bring about change.  .  .” (2).

Dalits have been striving to maintain the purity of upper caste society and in the process become impure. The Dalits’ subaltern status is inherited from birth and sanctioned by sacred authority. It is eternal and unalterable. The space that they occupied outside the village in real life was erased in the world of literature. Thus, if society ensured its purity by relegating the untouchables to a limited space, literature went a step further. It ensured that the untouchables would not pollute its world ever by touching that space.


Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak has based her entire exploration of life experiences of adivasis or aboriginal communities kept outside the boundaries of the village, on the writings of Mahasweta Devi, several of whose works Spivak has translated into English. She makes no use of any writing by Dalits or adivasis themselves in her theorizing of subalternity.  She suggests that the interplay of activism and literary writing in Devi’s fiction can be of substantial interest to current academic discourse and practices because they are authentic records and documents.

Limbale realizes that so much needs to be done if the Dalits are to get their due rights and recognition. He says, 


. . . untouchability is not the only the reference point for defining the Dalit. However, the fact is that it is precisely the experiences that flow from a centuries-old hierarchical and hereditary system, unalterable because sanctioned by religion, with the concomitant notion of people as polluted and untouchable, which make the Dalit unique and distinct. All other experiences of exclusion, subjugation, dispossession and oppression, experiences that resemble those of other groups, result from this fundamental reality Dalits may attain educational, economic, social and political success, but their unique Dalitness remains. (11)


Dalit literature like Bama’s Karukku portray the real Dalit life. Life outside the boundaries of the village may be marked by a sense of community, sharing, warmth and physicality, but often the life led by the Dalit is wretched because there is in it ignorance, sexism, violence, internal rivalry and conflict, competition for survival, drunkenness and death.


The central purpose of Dalit literature is to enable the development of a new consciousness and identity among the tribals. People do not have any bounds regarding their beliefs.  They think that they become impure from the touch of the untouchables. Not only human beings, even god becomes polluted. Separate settlements, riverbanks and cremation grounds and temples have been built for untouchables. They have no right to power, property, prestige and knowledge. Injustice and ill-treatment are inflicted on Dalit women. They are forced to live an inauspicious, uncultural and untouchable life. Their hope that independence will set them free was only an illusion. Independence brought with it the hope that all the issues Indian people faced would be resolved. However, with the passing of time, the problems increased. Unemployment, poverty, growing population, communal conflicts, corruption in public life and the ever threatening spectre of famine led to a loss of popular faith in independence and people saw the beginning of mass movements to seek redress for the various injustices.

Education and the idea of democracy reached many sections of the society, awakening the masses all over the country, as well as Dalits, adivasis, nomadic and criminal tribes. During the period of Dr.Ambedkar, he fought several battles with powerful forces, ranging from upper-caste Hindu gatekeepers to god, for their rights. It is not the pain of any one person, nor is it of just one day; it is the anguish of many thousands of people, experienced over thousand years.

Rejection and revolt in Dalit literature had their birth from the womb of Dalits’ pain. They are directed against an inhuman system that is imposed on them. Dalit writers make their personal experiences as the basis of their writing. The Dalit writers feel that certain notions have to be revolted against, some values have to be rejected, and some areas of life have to be strengthened and built upon. Because Dalit writers write from a predetermined certitude, their writing is purposive. It brings out the emotion and commitment of an activist. Their works articulate the impatience with intensity. According to Limbale, “An unfair system that has existed for thousands of years will not be destroyed overnight. Several more years will be needed for its complete destruction. Till then the literary revolt of the displaced against the established order will continue” (37) to be their aim.


The creativity of Dalit literature has to be considered in the context of Ambedkar’s agitation, his thought, his religious conversion, the social, economic and political events of the post-independence period, and the vacuum left in Dalit society after Ambedkar’s death. As Mishra says “Authenticity and liveliness have become hallmarks of Dalit literature. These writers make use of the language of the out-castes and under-privileged in Indian society. Shame, anger, sorrow and indomitable hope are the stuff of Dalit literature” (4).

The tribals are dispossessed, deprived of their land and ignorant of  their rights. The caste system and the untouchability deny them their rights. The cause of the tribals can be changed only by creating an awareness through education Mahasweta Devi envisages a new system which would protect the tribals. Mahasweta Devi’s works depict the sufferings and tortures of the depressed people who have been treated as slaves, without human dignity especially in the name of bond slavery. Mahasweta Devi has been fighting against the human violations and she is struggling for the outcaste’s ultimate freedom for more than fifty years.

An access to education itself may also be determined by the existing economic conditions of the individual, and of the society. But educational opportunities can come from other sources also, like state or government, voluntary agencies, missionaries etc. Under such circumstances, linkage of education with economic conditions may not be so essential.

Mahasweta Devi believes in documentation. Mahasweta Devi in her Interview for the Times of India says, “After reading my work, the reader should face the truth of facts and feel duly ashamed of the true face of India”. Her role of activist has helped her depict the real life situations. She strongly feels that something should be done. She says, “I would go so far as to urge special provision in the University for learning about them. For, unless the academicians and the elite of the society start learning  about tribes and support their rights, the tribals’ yearning to get a dignified place in India will never be fulfilled” (14).

Mahasweta Devi portrays the losing battle that the adivasis have fought and are still fighting with more dominant groups in the Indian nation over their traditional land resources, occupations and cultural traditions. As Nair says “Mahasweta Devi again portrays the tribals’ burden of memory engaging with his/her contemporary reality, with ironic and deeply tragic effects” (119). 

Devi’s works for their freedom, dignity and equality by portraying their plight in India. Her novels deal with the exploitation and the oppression of the bonded labour system which is still prevalent in the tribal communities. The flesh trade of tribal girls like Douloti by the inhuman should immediately be condemned. Thus, her works, bringing out her deep concern for the depressed and suffering, aim at bringing about a change and reform in the society. Her mission is to continue to work for the tribals, non-tribal poor and the desolate. 


All human beings are born equal without any distinctions like caste, colour, sex and language. Hence every human being has a right to freedom, liberty and security. Article 13 of the UN World Conference on Human Rights Instruments Proclamation of Tehran clarified that human right and fundamental freedom are indivisible, the full realization of civil and political rights without the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights is impossible.


If the Dalits are to enjoy their economic, social and political rights, they should first of all be considered as human beings. Like any human being they too are born to live their own lives and are entitled to all common facilities. Hence Mahasweta Devi, the champion of Dalit’s human rights focuses on the tribal communities of India. She has brought out the rebellious spirit of the tortured people of the past and present with a rare blend of fact and fiction.


Mahasweta Devi feels that, unless the academicians and the elite of the society start knowing the sufferings and struggles of the tribals, Dalits and untouchables and start supporting them, the tribals will not have a dignified place in India. Mahasweta Devi always stands up for the support of the adivasis especially women’s who are deprived of their basic rights and benefits.


Economic exploitation, sexual harassments and state violence have made the lives of women miserable. The bonding of humans to repay the loans is economy based and in India it is caste and class based phenomenon where the one who is in bondage struggles until the end of his life time. 


Mahasweta Devi poignantly presents how men and women are mortgaged with their labour and lives to the feudal lords and live like slaves under inevitable conditions. These conditions are portrayed clearly in her Imaginary Maps. She tells Spivak in her conversation, “Each tribe is like a continent. But we never tried to know them. Never tried to respect them. And we destroyed them” (xxi).


In a male dominated society, women are supposed to be an ideal mother, a wife and an excellent home maker. As a wife and a mother service, sacrifice, submissiveness and tolerance are the required attributes for her. In every age woman has been seen primarily as mother, wife and also sex object in relation to men. Many social reform movements and reformers strive their best to stop these social evils like Sati, infanticide, forced labour and slavery. They are now marching against the discrimination and evils like dowry deaths, rape and exploitation. As progressive thinkers, women start occupying special place in culture, art and literature, science and technology and almost in every fields.

 
In Imaginary Maps Mahasweta Devi says that, 

people do not become kamiyas by choice who becomes a slave willing? They do so under loan obligations . . .  The social system that makes Crook Nagesia a Kamiya is made by men. Therefore do Doulati, Somni, Reoti have to quench the hunger of male fresh . . . Why should Douloti be afraid? She has understood now that this is natural. Now she has no fear, no sorrow, no desire. (61–62)

 Mary Oraon suffers and becomes tired of Tehsildar’s pursuit and she finally decides to do away with him on the day of Jani Parab (Festival of Justice). She need not be afraid of such man – animals because she has got rid of him. She is free from tortures – physical and mental. As Wenzel says, “Mary’s mixed blood is repeatedly identified as the source of her power: when Mary raises her machete in defence of her right to forest produce, or sets the terms of her relationship with Jalim, the narrator editorializes, ‘It figures, white blood’, or ‘the power of Australian blood’” ( 179). Mahasweta Devi wants women to be like Mary or Draupadi who will resist the oppressors.

Women who constitute half of the world’s population are not treated on par with men in all spheres of human activity. They are oppressed, suppressed and marginalised in the matter of sharing the available opportunities for fulfillment of their lives, despite the fact that every woman slaves for the development of her family, her husband and children. 

As Paramananda’s bride, Douloti is forced into prostitution. This story charts out Douloti’s gradual decline from a young girl who enters into the whore house which makes her a victim to her death. People might have accepted these things as fate or fairy tale. But unless they resist, things will go on in the same way. Arising political and social consciousness in a fertile milieu has brought them out into the open in protest, marching against discrimination and evils like, dowry deaths, rape and exploitation. “Everything would have remainded a fairy tale, but the conclusion of the fairy tale is life, bloody, pain-filled life” (50). 

The map of Pirtha charted seems to be the figure of the beast embodying the landscape as a living reality which remains drought stricken for a large part of the year. The pterodactyl which seems the tribal ancestral soul for the tribal Indians is the empirical impossibility for the modern Indian. The achievement of Puran is the bringing of rain which fulfills the long-term longings of Pirtha block after so many ordeals physical as well as mental.

Pirtha, a region representing today’s economic exploitation of the caste-ridden population, shapes into pterodactyl, the mythical extinct beast. Both pterodactyl and Pirtha map out the bestialities built around multilayered power lines of global capitalism, tracing its effects on the poverty lines of subservient nationalities or groups.


Mahasweta Devi’s powerful, haunting tales of exploitation and struggles of tribals have been seen as rich sites of feminist discourse by leading scholars. Her innovative use of language has expanded the conventional borders of Bengali literary expression.
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