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Introduction

Indian English literature, a vibrant and dynamic �ield, occupies a 
unique space in the global literary landscape. Emerging from the 
complex interplay of colonial history, linguistic diversity, and 
postcolonial aspirations, it has evolved into a multifaceted body of 
work that re�lects India’s pluralistic ethos while engaging with 
universal human concerns. This edited volume, Indian English 
Literature: New Critical Perspectives, seeks to reframe the study of 
this literature by bringing together fresh scholarly voices, 
innovative methodologies, and interdisciplinary approaches. The 
essays in this collection interrogate the historical, cultural, and 
aesthetic dimensions of Indian English literature, offering new 
lenses through which to understand its texts, contexts, and 
contributions to global literary discourses.

The roots of Indian English literature can be traced to the colonial 
encounter, when English, as the language of the colonizer, became a 
medium for Indian intellectuals to articulate their visions, critiques, 
and aspirations. Early writers like Rammohan Roy, Henry Derozio, 
and Bankim Chandra Chatterjee used English to engage with social 
reform, nationalism, and cultural identity, laying the groundwork 
for a literary tradition that was both rooted in Indian sensibilities 
and conversant with Western literary forms. The pre-independence 
era saw the emergence of poets like Toru Dutt and Sarojini Naidu, 
whose works blended romantic lyricism with an incipient 
nationalist consciousness.

The post-independence period marked a watershed moment for 
Indian English literature. The 1947 partition, the consolidation of 
the Indian nation-state, and the global diaspora of Indian 
communities created fertile ground for literary experimentation. 
Writers like Mulk Raj Anand, R.K. Narayan, and Raja Rao—often 
referred to as the “trio” of Indian

English �iction—crafted narratives that captured the social, 
political, and spiritual complexities of a newly independent India. 
Their works, grounded in regional sensibilities yet universal in 
appeal, challenged the notion that English was an alien language 
unsuited to

Indian expression. Rao’s famous preface to Kanthapura (1938), 
where he asserts that English must be made to “convey the spirit” 



of India, remains a touchstone for understanding the linguistic and 
cultural negotiations at the heart of Indian English writing.

The 1980s ushered in a new phase with the global success of 
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), which not only won 
the Booker Prize but also rede�ined the possibilities of Indian 
English �iction. Rushdie’s playful, polyphonic style, blending myth, 
history, and magical realism, signaled a departure from the realist 
traditions of earlier writers.

His work inspired a generation of authors, including Vikram Seth, 
Amitav Ghosh, and
Arundhati Roy, who brought Indian English literature to the 
forefront of global literary conversations. The late 20th and early 
21st centuries have witnessed an explosion of voices, with writers 
like Jhumpa Lahiri, Kiran Desai, and Aravind Adiga exploring 
themes of diaspora, globalization, and modernity, while poets like 
A.K. Ramanujan and Jeet Thayil have enriched the tradition with 
their innovative verse.

Indian English literature today is no longer a marginal or derivative 
�ield but a robust tradition that engages with diverse genres, styles, 
and themes. From speculative �iction to graphic novels, from Dalit 
autobiographies to queer narratives, the scope of Indian English 
writing has expanded to re�lect the multiplicity of contemporary 
Indian experiences. This volume seeks to capture this diversity 
while critically examining the forces—historical, political, and 
cultural—that have shaped the trajectory of Indian English 
literature.

Contextualizing New Critical Perspectives
The study of Indian English literature has often been framed by a 
set of recurring questions: Is English an authentic medium for 
Indian expression? How does Indian English literature negotiate its 
relationship with India’s vernacular traditions? What is its place in 
the postcolonial literary canon? While these questions remain 
relevant, they risk reducing the �ield to a series of binaries—Indian 
versus Western, authentic versus inauthentic, local versus global. 
The essays in this collection move beyond such dichotomies, 
proposing instead a set of new critical perspectives that embrace 
the complexity and hybridity of Indian English literature.

These perspectives are informed by several key developments in 
literary studies. First, the rise of postcolonial theory in the late 20th 
century, with its emphasis on hybridity, subalternity, and 
resistance, has provided a robust framework for analyzing Indian 
English texts. Scholars like Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri Chakravorty 



Spivak, and Edward Said have highlighted the ways in which 
colonial and postcolonial literatures negotiate power, identity, and 
representation. However, postcolonial theory alone cannot account 
for the diverse concerns of contemporary Indian English literature, 
which grapples with issues like digital culture, environmental 
crises, and global capitalism.

Second, the interdisciplinary turn in literary studies has opened up 
new avenues for exploring Indian English literature. Approaches 
drawn from cultural studies, ecocriticism, gender studies, and 
digital humanities offer fresh insights into the social and material 
contexts of literary production. For instance, ecocritical readings of 
Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) reveal how Indian English 
literature engages with environmental justice, while feminist 
analyses of Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) 
illuminate the intersections of gender, caste, and power.

Third, the global circulation of Indian English literature demands a 
rethinking of its critical frameworks. The success of Indian authors 
in international markets has raised questions about the politics of 
translation, reception, and canon formation. Why do certain texts 
gain global acclaim while others remain con�ined to local 
audiences? How do publishers, awards, and literary festivals shape 
the visibility of Indian English literature? These questions 
underscore the need for a transnational approach that situates 
Indian English literature within global literary networks. Dr. 
Priyanka Yadav opens the discussion with a compelling analysis 
trauma and its cinematic portrayal in Raazi, based on Harinder 
Sikka’s Calling Sehmat.

Her interdisciplinary approach offers a meaningful intersection 
between literature and �ilm. Nilesh Guruchal, in the following 
chapter, examines the cinematic adaptation of Indian
English novels with precision, mapping the creative journey from 
page to screen with thoughtful critique.

Srijita Roy brings a sociological and feminist lens to the literary 
works of Mahasweta Devi and Suchitra Bhattacharya, presenting a 
strong case for subversive femininities in Indian writing. Dr. Anjan 
K Behera’s chapter takes a unique turn by analyzing the 
representation of subaltern Indian identity in Western media, 
focusing on the character Jonathan from NBC’s

30 Rock, offering a cross-cultural perspective that broadens the 
thematic scope of the book. Sahar Banu’s exploration of gender, 
religion, and identity in Mahesh Dattani’s Final Solutions is deeply 
relevant, providing valuable insights into the politics of partitioned



identity. Dr. Rosy Tep’s contribution foregrounds Dalit narratives in 
Arjun Dangle’s Poisoned Bread, reinforcing the importance of 
marginalized voices in Indian English literature. Geeta Lakshmi 
Vallabhaneni, a budding scholar, impresses with her poetic-critical 
engagement in The Black Opal Night Has A Thousand Eyes, bringing 
a youthful and creative energy to the compilation. Soumyadeb Roy’s 
chapter critically compares the works of Arundhati Roy and Thrity 
Umrigar, articulating the complexities of postcolonial social identity 
in India with clarity and depth.

Anjali Kumari’s exploration of translation challenges in Hindi 
literature invites readers to consider the cultural and linguistic 
nuances often lost in cross-language representation. Dr. Prashant 
Amin and Dr. Sneha Bajaj collaborate to present a fascinating 
intersection of legal realism and narrative ethics through the lens of 
Indian cinematic adaptations of The Devotion of Suspect X and 
Talvar, bringing interdisciplinary strength to the volume.

Vasundhara Mishra, a student contributor, offers a philosophical 
reading of Girish Karnad’s The Fire and the Rain, highlighting the 
dominance of karma over caste and religious identity with 
remarkable maturity. Srikanth Ganduri contributes an ecocritical 
lens to the volume, focusing on Indian English literature’s 
engagement with environmental concerns—a subject of growing 
signi�icance. Dr. Simran Koul’s chapter thoughtfully addresses 
diasporic trauma and memory, providing a heartfelt exploration of 
cultural dislocation and identity. Finally,

Siyana S re�lects on myth, memory, and history in contemporary 
narratives, elegantly tying the past to present storytelling 
traditions.

Each chapter in this book not only contributes to the academic 
discourse but also re�lects the diversity, richness, and evolving 
concerns of Indian English literature. We are truly grateful to every 
contributor for their commitment, originality, and scholarly 
excellence.

~Dr. Kiran Khette
~Mr. Kishor Chaudhari
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Chapter 1

Exploring Trauma and Literature: The 
Cinematic Interpretation of Harinder Sikka’s 

'Calling Sehmat' in the Film 'Raazi'"

Dr. Priyanka Yadav

The destruction caused by the two World Wars, the Korean 
War, the Vietnam War, and the two nuclear bomb 

explosions is evident in the last century. Trauma Studies did 
receive new impetuous after it. Soldiers were exhibiting the 
signs of what was referred to as "shell shock" at the time. 
They displayed symptoms such as anxiety, fear, restlessness, 
nightmares, and persistent depression. Military Services has 
always been a male prerogative since times immorial and the 
very word soldier carves a picture of a man in uniform in our 
minds. The ‘other sex’ has been considered insigni�icantly 
weak for military operations and it has been a long battle for 
them to �ind their long-coveted place In the Armed Forces. 
But bypassing this unjust debarment from active military 
services, women have contributed signi�icantly as military 
doctors and nurses in war fronts. World War stories have 
names of such nurses as Clara Barton and Dr. Elizabeth 
Hocker who saved lives, valiantly ful�illing their duties and 
enduring violence, deprivation, fatigue, and peril during 
warfare. Saving lives gave them a sense of purpose. 
Additionally, they also served actively in resistance, 
espionage, and other secret missions. Women exhibited 
exceptional valor and a sense of duty toward their country 
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wherever they were placed, but not without traumatic 
reverberations. 
     Cathy Caruth, in her ground-breaking work Unclaimed 
Experience: Trauma, Narratives, and History (1996), de�ines 
trauma as “In its most general de�inition, trauma describes an 
overwhelming experience of sudden or catastrophic events in 
which the response to the event occurs in the often delayed, 
and uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucinations and 
another uncontrolled phenomenon” (11). This suggests that 
the traumatic incident does not have an instantaneous effect 
on the person. Rather, the consequences do not show 
themselves until years after the horri�ic event. As a result, the 
trauma survivor's reaction is frequently delayed and 
manifests as persistent hallucinations and nightmares.

Kathryn Atwood, author of Forest Park says about war 
narratives, “All of the stories were only about men. I thought 
about looking into stories of women. I have always been 
intrigued by the idea of forgotten history. I want to remember 
people who have stories that are not being told. So many 
women had their lives de�ined by war and no one remembers 
who they were,” she explains. She began writing about women 
in WWII and 2011 published a collection of 26 stories about 
brave women involved in that war,” (22).

The sincerity of women folk involved in war missions was 
at �irst greatly undervalued, but as time has passed the 
extraordinary ways in which women helped the war effort 
have been revealed. Nursing was the main involvement of 
women in the con�lict, and young single women �locked to 
volunteer for the Voluntary Aid Detachment or the British Red 
Cross.Working in what were often shocking conditions and 
with little or no medical equipment, volunteer nurses from all 
walks of life had to tend to the injured, assist with 
amputations, and sit with the dying in their �inal hours. 
Women are innately skilled at reading environments. 
Contrary to popular belief, women are better than males at 
sensing circumstances, navigating unfamiliar areas, and 
maintaining spatial awareness. 

A great deal of works based on multiple traumatic 
situations have been generated by Indian writers in 
English. In India. Indian author Chaman Nahal (1927–2013) 
made signi�icant contributions to the �ield of Partition writing 
in India. Nahal depicts the miseries of the partition in his 1975 
book Azadi through the eyes of Lala Kashi Ram, his main 
character. He demonstrates how the public disclosure of the 
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split abruptly twisted people's calm lives. Indian-born author 
Salman Rushdie (born 1947) also conveys his feelings about 
his country. His critically acclaimed novel Midnight's Children 
(1981) centers on the pain that its protagonist Saleem 
experienced because of India's Partition and subsequent 
emancipation from British colonial authority. Notable authors 
like Bhisham Sahani, Krishna Baldev Vaid, Nisid Hajari, and 
others have also written about their respective and other 
individual's horri�ic experiences during the Partition. Trauma 
narratives from the Kashmir valley, which witnessed the 
horrendous displacement of Kashmiri Pandits in 1989 and 
1990, have also been incorporated into Indian works in 
English. During the Kashmiri Pandits' exile, many writers, 
including Rahul Panda, Siddhartha Gigoo, Sandeep Raina, K. L. 
Chowdhary, and others, came up to write about their suffering 
and grief. The �irst book on Kashmiri Pandits, Our Moon has 
Blood Clots by Rahul Pandita (2013), witnesses the agony 
in�licted on the people who were expelled from their land. But 
none wrote about such women like Sehmat Khan who 
invisibly bore all trauma in the service of the nation and 
fought a war beyond wars.

Women have played important roles in the world of 
intelligence, from the First World War up to the present. They 
have worked as spies, cryptologists, and more. Beginning with 
Mata Hari, Harriet Tubman, Virginia Hall, Josephine Baker, 
Marlene Dietrich, Noor Inayat Khan, Julia Child, Sandy Grimes, 
Jonna Mendez and many other unsung female secret service 
agents. With the intelligence leadership serving as the pivot, 
Indian intelligence culture is positioned somewhere between 
that of the United States and Israel.As a result, our spymasters 
have had the freedom to create and innovate doctrines and 
operational techniques without violating the broader 
principles established by the political establishment. Put 
another way, the Indian intelligence services work inside the 
framework provided by the political leadership, much like the 
American system, but they have a great deal of autonomy 
when it comes to coming up with solutions to threats to 
national security. 

Such is the story of Sehmat Khan, a young Kashmiri girl 
who found herself falling into unexpected career choices or 
should I say it was not a career, it was Nation serving. 
Harinder Sikka, the author of the book, ‘Calling Sehmat’ says 
in his interview given to Tribune India, “Till now, I had 
decidedly been considering myself a brave man, leaving my 
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family and a corporate job behind to go to Kargil and write 
about soldiers. But when I learnt her story, it punctured my 
ego. Here was a woman, a Kashmiri Muslim, whose courage, 
and bravery were matchless. This is what triggered my search 
for Sehmat. I wanted to bring this unsung warrior's story to 
the Indian people.”

 Summoned by Indian Intelligence (due to her father 
being an active member of the secret network), her so 
conventional life at Delhi University as an undergraduate 
comes to a halt when she reaches Sri Nagar. Once shearrives 
there, she �inds her father, Hidayat Khan, �ighting some lethal 
disease that poses a threat tohis already operational Secret 
Indian Agent work. Problems including the continual 
bloodshed in Kashmir, Indo-Pak intelligence operations, and 
the ethnic and social status of our secret service agents have a 
profound effect on them. Even though the surge of violence 
and panic may pass, its psychological and People's emotional 
memories linger in their thoughts for an extended period.

Here we look back to the story of Hidayat Khan, an 
af�luent Kashmiri Merchant who not only sells his �inest 
products across the border but also works as a secret spy for 
RAW. Hidayat as well as his father too had always served the 
country in similar fashions. We must recall here that India's 
counterinsurgency intelligence religion was established by 
Jawaharlal Nehru's conviction that the rebels were "our 
people" and that they should be reformed and integrated into 
the country's democratic processes. This served as the 
foundation for all upcoming activities by the various 
intelligence agencies involved in counterterrorism and 
counterinsurgency. The plan called for a distinct separation of 
efforts between eradicating targets (hard techniques) and 
winning others over (soft approaches). People like Hidayat 
long served India in its soft intelligence. The key to this model 
was to approach con�lict resolution strategically rather than 
managing it, and the most signi�icant contribution of RAW has 
been the "high degree of credibility" that its assets and 
of�icers have with insurgent leaders because of their 
professionalism and "commendable empathy." The kind of 
bond Hidayat shared with Brigadier Sheikh Sayeed across the 
border facilitates intelligence for India and delivers crucial 
information. 

RAW's psychological warfare (PSYWAR) division has 
remained one of its most active subdivisions, pursuing this 
"winning hearts and minds" goal. The �irst operations were 
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observed during the 1971 Indo-Pakistani War, which was 
crucial in bringing the trauma of Bengal to the attention of 
Europeans and Americans. The expectation was that global 
public opinion would favorably in�luence the foreign policies 
of their respective nations. Subsequently, when unrest started 
in Punjab and Kashmir, the PSYWAR section continued to 
actively combat Pakistani propaganda abroad by enlisting the 
aid of the subcontinental diaspora.

Hidayat Khan, working on this “winning hearts and 
minds” model built such a bond across the border that he 
could arrange her daughter’s marriage in Pakistan to 
establish her as an undercover agent in her in-law’s family. In 
the wake of 1969 growing tension between East and West 
Pakistan Hidayat had an immensely critical role to play in the 
coming days but as he was diagnosed with a cancerous lump 
in her neck which became lung cancer in the movie, there was 
no chance he could survive and Sehmat, his daughter had a 
momentous role to take over after her father’s impending 
demise.

The polar reality differs in the book and the movie. The 
book starts with a description of Sehmat’s village, Maler Kotla 
where as there is no depiction of such in a movie about her life 
before she got into Raw’s information-gathering network 
across the border. For Sahmat it was the call for daughterly 
duty that later turned into national duty. Khans had always 
shown this commitment when it came to the Nation. And 
Sehmat is no different. She not only carried her father’s legacy 
but also left her ambitions and dreams unful�illed. Her 
college-time love for Abhinav did not �ind a place in the movie 
but she left that story too behind to pursue her father’s 
dreams. 

In her recent book, The Unspeakable Mind: Stories of 
Trauma and Healing from the Frontlines of PTSD Science, 
Stanford psychiatrist Shaili Jain, an expert on Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder writes, “Trauma often represents the 
violation of all we hold to be dear and sacred. Such events are 
simply too terrible to utter aloud and hence they become 
unspeakable… Sometimes the survivor wishes to speak, but 
the wider community is unwilling or unable to bear witness to 
their story, so the survivor is forced into silence”

Hidayat Khan in discussion with Manav Chaudhary, 
RAW’s Chief, code name MIR, decided to marry Sehmat to 
Iqbal Sayeed, Son of Brigadier Sheikh Sayeed of the Pakistani 
Army to facilitate her entry into the information gathering 
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network across the border. It was such an unspeakable act of 
trauma that turnedSehmatinward and silent for any desire 
she might have had in life except national service.

Furthermore, Sehmat’s training was carried forward by 
selected intelligence of�icers. She learned the art of setting up 
and using micro-listening devices, handling small arms, 
explosives, and other espionage techniques where she 
exhibited an uncanny knack.Once married, Sehmat lost no 
time in acquainting herself with the traditions and customs of 
her new household, and in a short period, she earned the 
con�idence of the men of the family on the business front as 
well as political and military affairs discussed in the house. 
She worked diligently despite her smooth sailing. She gave no 
reason to anyone to suspect her. Yet the only �ly in the 
ointment was elderly Abdul, an old servant of Sayeed’s exactly 
as portrayed in the cinematic presentation as well. Abdul had 
a set of piercing eyes that missed little. Though Sehmat tried 
hard to please everyone, the Annual Inspection of GOC Amir 
Khan nailed it for theSayeed’s as pleased with Sehmat’s 
diplomatic hospitality, Captain Iqbal was appointed as an 
acting Major in GOC Headquarters where Shemat would 
bene�itfrom this position of Iqbal and would have direct 
access to GOC Headquarters. This episode is omitted in the 
movie and Golf game episode and Hole-in One trophy for 
General Imitiaz, facilitating Brigadier Sheikh’s promotion to 
Major General and Deputy Chief, ISI is narrated in detail in the 
book.

The image of a stereotypical Hollywood or Bollywood spy 
is one most people can recognize, smooth-talking and 
handsome with the only thing sharper than their suit being 
their wit. This �ictional secret agent made famous by the 
writings of Ian Flemming is incomplete without the company 
of an especially glamorous female companion whose intellect 
can vary from an equally cunning undercover agent to mere 
arm candy. Because of the genre’s narrowness, it is rare to �ind 
an example of espionage literature or �ilm without �inding a 
female character who assists or perhaps accompanies the 
protagonist on his important mission. But in the case of South 
Asian Con�licts and wars, there had not been many to count. 

Despite all these threats a young girl like Sehmet gets into 
the �ield of spying and gets into the skin of her mission. After 
placing Iqbal at GOC Headquarters, she takes up the task of 
in�iltrating further into the so-called high pro�iles of the 
Pakistani Army. For this, she has opted for the role of music 
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teacher at a renowned school. She chooses a ward named 
Anwar Khan, grandson of the Pakistan Army’s Second-in-
Command Lieutenant General Imtiaz Khan to groom in music 
for the Annual Day Function. This episode is a bit twisted in 
the cinematic portrayal and visual rhetoric in presentation. 
General was so impressed with the rendition of Anwar and 
other students that he hosted dinner in Sehmat’shonor, thus 
opening doors of great opportunity for discreet Sehmet. 

One evening, during Sehmat’s routine searching through 
her father-in-law’s top-secret �iles, she �igured out that 
‘Pakistani Submarines were preparing to set sail for the 
Indian Coast’ leaving the words stunned, ‘Keep Vikrant within 
Striking range’, making her aware that Pakistani army was 
secretly preparing for an impending attack on India. And that 
was fought only by the army on both sides, this time Pakistan 
was pushing its navy and air force into the battle. In the way 
of transmitting the message on such an elaborate scale, she 
had to go the extra mile and was ultimately caught by Abdul 
who before he could deposit the morse code machine to Major 
Mahboob’s of�ice was run down by a truck driven by Sehmat. 
Sehmat killed Abdul controlling the damage but bearing an 
irreparable scar on her heart. Back Home Mir was hell-bent 
on convincing the Naval Chief about the impending danger 
and the conviction of Sehmat’s information. Mir suggested 
shifting INS, India Lone Aircraft Carrier to Cochin harbor, a 
suggestion under consideration. 

Abdul’s deathbed testimony and two metal pieces from 
the transmission device led to Major Mahboob’s newly found 
doubts which ultimately resulted in his murder through 
Sehmat’sinjected mercury. Later circumstances push Sehmat 
to the edges to save her mission but it seems as if Pakistani 
Intelligence Networks breached her undercover and she was 
forced to contact Mir in an emergency. Further noticing the 
Military convoy to investigate the haveli with sniffer dogs, 
Sehmat found herself juggling with an escape plan and 
confronted Iqbal with his revolver, to his utter dismay and 
horror. Was she his wife or an agent? She could think of calling 
the Pakistani army’s second in command General Imtiaz Kha’s 
wife Mrs.Suraiya Khan she was only buying some more time. 
This episode is portrayed poignantly in the movie too. Shemat 
brought Anwar along with her as ascapegoat. 

Freud's concept of trauma, which he introduced in 
Beyond the Pleasure Principle and Moses and Monotheism, is a 
major source of inspiration for Caruth's Trauma Theory and it 
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will be so validated in Sehmat’s case where, post escape, after 
reaching her country, she keeps on suffering. According to 
Caruth, these two pieces are important for comprehending 
how people survive after experiencing trauma. She observes 
that the traumatic experience is not "fully known" in the �irst 
place because it is so abrupt and severe. Its effects are felt long 
after the incident has passed.According to Caruth, who 
examines how trauma is depicted, it is dif�icult to explain. 

She goes on to say that trauma's effect stems from its 
"belatedness." An individual never entirely recovers from a 
terrible occurrence. Killing Abdul and the unfortunate death 
of Iqbal during her escape mission was such a trauma that 
kept on haunting Sehmat even after the passing of the actual 
events. In Caruth's Trauma Theory, the concept of 
"belatedness" holds a vital role. She supports the idea of 
"belatedness" by stating that a traumatic incident turns into a 
"missed encounter" for the person. It lacks an identi�iable 
spot in a person's conscious consciousness because it is 
overlooked. So, trauma is comprehended by its own 
"absence," that is the lack of something that the victim �inds to 
understand. The survivors �ind it more challenging to express 
their experiences accurately. Caruth thus advocates for the 
use of literature as a tool for understanding the silent and 
unheard. Her preference is for literary depictions of the 
terrible experience. According to her, literature enables us to 
comprehend ideas that are outside the realm of 
straightforward, uncomplicated approaches. Therefore, it is 
literature's use of metaphorical language and indirectness. 
Literature and cinematic representationis as old as cinema 
itself, and the history of �ilm versions of literary works 
predates the well-known con�lict between literature and �ilm. 
Nevertheless, those who survived trauma have a burning need 
to share their awful experiences with the world. 
They emerge from their traumatic setting with the assistance 
of their claims and testimonials. In most cases, the upsetting 
incident haunts survivors again. Consequently, those who 
have survived typically �ind a means of recounting their 
experiences of suffering. The most in�luential literary works 
originate when the regular, commonplace, or regular pattern 
of life is thrown off balance by something unexpected or 
unusual. When faced with intense emotions during the 
incident, writers often resort to writing as a release 
mechanism. Their objective is to represent the communities 
that they represent by writing and presentation. Thus, by 
thoroughly examining the psychological, sociological, and 
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cultural signi�icance of trauma, cinematic representation of 
trauma also investigates how trauma affects literature and 
society. 

Amid Freedom �ighters and brave soldiers, some stories 
remain untold. We all remember names like Bhagat Singh or 
Subhash Chandra Bose due to ‘power narratives’ revolving 
around, but how many of us know some of the real heroes 
who supported them by remaining behind the curtains? 
Indian intelligence culture is more sophisticated, and 
resilient, and puts India's needs for national security ahead of 
ideologies. This sophisticated approach puts women as the 
perfect match for our Intelligence needs

Harinder Sikka further states, “Sehmat’sin�luence helped 
Brigadier Sayeed gain top ranks within the crucial Pakistani 
intelligence network. It was at this juncture that Sehmat found 
out about Pakistan's plans to attack Indian warships. She 
passed crucial information about the positioning of Pakistani 
submarines at the Bombay and Visakhapatnam harbors. This 
information matched with the intelligence in possession of 
the Indian Navy. As a consequence, the Pakistani submarine 
Ghazi was sunk at the mouth of Visakhapatnam harbor with 
all hands-on board. The other two, Hangor and Mangrol 
escaped but not before launching a deadly attack on INS 
Khukri.”

Women and their contributions to this country are 
exemplary yet unknown especially, in the �ield of espionage 
which is considered dangerous for women folks. However,
many remarkable women in our nation have demonstrated 
that gender is irrelevant when it comes to serving the country. 
Sehmat's narrative embodies unbridled bravery. Her 
information saved thousands of lives. India was once again 
triumphant. However, the Pakistani jingoism and mishap cost 
a great deal to both sides. In conclusion, Harinder Sikka's 
Calling Sehmat masterfully captures the love and sacri�ice 
made for one's country with every page-turn. Sehmat always 
had an alternative to refuse her duty to the country, even if it 
meant marrying Iqbal and moving to Pakistan, returning to 
work for the RAW, killing her brother-in-law, or, in the end, 
pulling a gun on her husband and watching him perish in the 
bombing that was orchestrated to save her. In addition to her 
affection for her husband and in-laws, Sehmat embraced her 
motherland for herself. Sehmat, a tenacious daughter of her 
country, had captivating vigor. Two devastated families and 
Sehmat, who had returned from Pakistan in a severe 
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condition of depression, were also left in the aftermath. 
Sehmat was able to get back to a regular life only after many 
years and a saint's astounding restoration. However, 
everything she had been through and lost, made her choose to 
live a reclusive life. Language is a challenge for Sehmatafter 
her traumatic experience in Pakistan, she could not talk to 
anyone. Even the author Harinder Sikka had to convince her a 
lot to persuade her to talk to himabout her experiences. 
According to Cathy Caruth and other prominent trauma 
theorists, a traumatic event is characterized by its inability to 
be adequately expressed in words. As Reading and analysing 
‘Calling Sehmat” from the lens of the trauma narrative, I 
believe that Caruth hit the center of the issue when she says 
that the actual trauma cannot be adequately depicted since it 
happened before the recipient was ready to understand it. In 
other words, extremely traumatic situations, in Caruth's 
words, are events that happen without witnesses and are 
perceived only too late—before the self was present to 
mediate them. The trauma consequently stays unrecognized 
and unincorporated into regular recollection. Caruth makes a 
chronological claim rather than a developmental one, in 
contrast to Freud. Because the experience was so abnormal 
that it could not be anticipated, classi�ied, or shared, extreme 
trauma is engraved upon a typically mature individual who 
was not present. The traumatized, says Caruth, “Carry an 
impossible history within them, or they become themselves 
the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess 
(Caruth 5). There is a chasm that opens between the emotions 
we have and our ability to express them after experiencing 
trauma. Because the "lived past and the narrated past are very 
discrepant," the narratives that people typically use to explain 
trauma are either false or ineffective. This is frequently the 
result of a culture's linguistic resources being inadequate to 
explain overpowering events, especially given how they might 
persist long after the traumatic incident (be it a childhood or 
a roadside bomb) has passed. When someone says, "I just 
don't have the words to explain what happened," they might 
as well be stating, "There are no words or phrases in the 
language I know and use to describe what I went through."  
And he or she would be right.  Even the best and most subtle 
language is only a rough approximation of experience.

In a sense, the traumatized are breathing their ‘trauma’ 
until they can integrate it, almost always with the help of an 
‘other’ who hears what the traumatized are unable to know, 
and in Sehmat’s case this ‘other’ was that saint. 
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Chapter 2
From Page to Screen: The Cinematic Journey of 

Indian English Novels

Nilesh Guruchal

Introduction

The adaptation of Indian English novels into �ilms 
represents a fascinating convergence of literature and 

cinema, where the written word is transformed into visual 
storytelling. Indian English literature, with its rich tapestry of 
cultural, social, and historical narratives, has provided fertile 
ground for �ilmmakers seeking to translate complex stories to 
the screen. From Vikram Seth’s sprawling A Suitable Boy to 
Aravind Adiga’s incisive The White Tiger, these novels have 
inspired �ilms and television series that bridge the gap 
between literary depth and cinematic accessibility. As Mira 
Nair, director of The Namesake, notes, “The challenge of 
adaptation is to take the soul of a book and make it breathe 
visually” (qtd. in Stam 54). This article examines the cinematic 
journey of Indian English novels, analyzing the creative 
processes, challenges, thematic representations, and societal 
impacts of these adaptations. By exploring notable examples, 
it argues that �ilm adaptations not only popularize literature 
but also enrich cultural discourse by reimagining narratives 
for diverse audiences.

The Process of Adaptation
Adapting a novel into a �ilm is a complex creative endeavor 
that requires �ilmmakers to balance �idelity to the source text 
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with the demands of a visual medium. Unlike novels, which 
offer extensive narrative space for psychological depth and 
intricate subplots, �ilms rely on visual imagery, dialogue, and 
sound to convey meaning within a limited timeframe. As 
Robert Stam observes, adaptation is “a process of translation, 
involving the movement from one semiotic system to another” 
(Stam 62). This translation necessitates decisions about 
which elements to retain, modify, or omit, often reshaping the 
narrative to suit cinematic conventions.

The director, screenwriter, and cinematographer play 
pivotal roles in this process. The director interprets the 
novel’s themes and tone, the screenwriter condenses the plot 
and crafts dialogue, and the cinematographer translates the 
story’s atmosphere into visual compositions. For instance, 
Mira Nair’s adaptation of Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake 
(2006) uses evocative visuals—such as the Howrah Bridge in 
Kolkata—to capture the novel’s themes of displacement and 
belonging (Lahiri 12). These collaborative efforts ensure that 
the �ilm retains the “spirit” of the novel, even if the narrative 
undergoes signi�icant changes.

Notable Indian English Novels Adapted into Films
Several Indian English novels have been adapted into 

critically acclaimed �ilms and series, each offering a distinct 
interpretation of the source material. Below are �ive notable 
examples:

1. A Suitable Boy by Vikram Seth
Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy (1993), a sprawling novel 
set in post-independence India, explores love, politics, 
and societal expectations through the story of Lata 
Mehra’s search for a suitable husband. Mira Nair’s 
2020 BBC television adaptation condenses the 1300-
page novel into a six-episode series, retaining its 
historical texture and emotional depth. Nair’s use of 
vibrant costumes and period settings captures Seth’s 
description of “a world of zamindars and courtesans, 
of university intrigues and political machinations” 
(Seth 23). While some critics noted the series’ pacing 
issues, it successfully brought Seth’s vision to a global 
audience.

2. The Namesake by Jhumpa Lahiri
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Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Namesake (2003) examines the 
immigrant experience through the life of Gogol 
Ganguli, a second-generation Indian-American 
navigating cultural identity. Mira Nair’s 2006 �ilm 
adaptation translates Lahiri’s introspective prose into 
a visually poignant narrative. The �ilm’s opening scene, 
depicting Ashoke Ganguli’s near-fatal train accident, 
mirrors Lahiri’s vivid description: “The wheels 
screech, the carriage shudders, and then it is too late” 
(Lahiri 18). Nair’s use of cross-cultural motifs, such as 
Bengali rituals juxtaposed with New York cityscapes, 
underscores the novel’s exploration of diaspora and 
belonging.

3. Midnight’s Children by Salman Rushdie
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), a 
landmark of magical realism, traces India’s post-
independence history through the life of Saleem Sinai, 
born at the stroke of midnight on August 15, 1947. 
Deepa Mehta’s 2012 �ilm adaptation grapples with the 
novel’s dense narrative and fantastical elements. 
Mehta retains Rushdie’s central metaphor—“Children 
of midnight, we were both masters and victims of our 
times” (Rushdie 9)—but condenses the sprawling plot 
to �it a two-hour runtime. While the �ilm received 
mixed reviews for its narrative compression, it 
successfully visualizes Rushdie’s blend of history and 
myth.

4.The White Tiger by Aravind Adiga
Aravind Adiga’s The White Tiger (2008), a scathing 
critique of class inequality in modern India, follows 
Balram Halwai’s rise from poverty to 
entrepreneurship. Ramin Bahrani’s 2021 �ilm 
adaptation captures the novel’s gritty tone and biting 
humor. Bahrani’s use of stark lighting and urban 
settings re�lects Adiga’s description of “the Darkness” 
of rural India versus “the Light” of urban wealth (Adiga 
14). The �ilm’s global success, including an Academy 
Award nomination, highlights its resonance with 
contemporary audiences.

5. Q & A by Vikas Swarup
Vikas Swarup’s Q & A (2005), adapted as Slumdog 
Millionaire (2008) by Danny Boyle, tells the story of 
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Jamal Malik, a Mumbai slum-dweller who wins a game 
show through life experiences. Boyle’s kinetic visuals 
and non-linear storytelling amplify Swarup’s narrative 
of “a boy who had nothing but his dreams” (Swarup 7). 
The �ilm’s eight Academy Awards underscore its 
universal appeal, though some critics argued it 
exoticized Indian poverty. Nonetheless, it brought 
Swarup’s novel to a global stage.

Challenges in Film Adaptations
Adapting Indian English novels into �ilms presents several 
challenges. The primary constraint is time: �ilms typically run 
between 90 and 180 minutes, necessitating signi�icant 
condensation of the source material. For example, Deepa 
Mehta’s Midnight’s Children omits several subplots from 
Rushdie’s novel, leading some critics to argue that “the �ilm 
sacri�ices the novel’s complexity for cinematic brevity” 
(Mishra 45). Similarly, Mira Nair’s A Suitable Boy series 
condenses Seth’s intricate subplots, altering character arcs to 
�it the episodic format.

Another challenge is balancing �idelity to the text with 
creative reinterpretation. Filmmakers must decide whether to 
adhere closely to the novel or adapt it to resonate with 
contemporary audiences. Danny Boyle’s Slumdog Millionaire 
departs signi�icantly from Q & A, incorporating a romantic 
subplot and a more optimistic tone, which Swarup himself 
endorsed: “The �ilm is not the book, but it captures its heart” 
(qtd. in Hutcheon 87). Cultural expectations and censorship 
laws also in�luence adaptations, particularly in India, where 
sensitive themes like caste or religion may require careful 
handling.

Audience reception poses an additional hurdle. Literary 
readers often expect �idelity to the source text, while �ilm 
audiences prioritize narrative coherence and visual appeal. As 
Linda Hutcheon notes, “Adaptations must negotiate the 
expectations of two audiences: those who know the text and 
those who do not” (Hutcheon 121). This tension is evident in 
the mixed reception of Midnight’s Children, where literary 
purists critiqued its deviations, while general audiences 
appreciated its visual storytelling.

Thematic Representation in Film Adaptations
Film adaptations of Indian English novels often retain the core 
themes of their literary counterparts while reimagining them 
for the screen. Four recurring themes stand out:
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• Identity and Diaspora
Films like The Namesake explore the struggles of 
individuals caught between cultures. Nair’s adaptation 
uses visual contrasts—such as Gogol’s American 
lifestyle versus his parents’ Bengali traditions—to 
re�lect Lahiri’s theme of “living between worlds” 
(Lahiri 138). These narratives resonate with global 
audiences grappling with migration and identity.

• Social Hierarchies and Inequality
The White Tiger and Slumdog Millionaire depict class 
divisions and economic disparity in India. Bahrani’s 
�ilm ampli�ies Adiga’s critique of “the rooster coop,” a 
metaphor for systemic oppression (Adiga 175), 
through stark visuals of rural poverty and urban 
excess. Similarly, Boyle’s frenetic pacing in Slumdog 
Millionaire underscores Jamal’s struggle against social 
barriers.

• History and Politics
Midnight’s Children re�lects India’s post-colonial 
evolution through magical realism. Mehta’s use of 
archival footage and surreal imagery mirrors 
Rushdie’s blending of “personal and national 
destinies” (Rushdie 112), offering a visual 
commentary on India’s turbulent history.

•      Love and Relationships
A Suitable Boy navigates societal expectations and 
personal desires within a historical framework. Nair’s 
adaptation emphasizes Lata’s emotional journey, 
echoing Seth’s observation that “love is both a choice 
and a surrender” (Seth 456). The series’ focus on 
interpersonal dynamics makes the novel’s themes 
accessible to a broader audience.

Impact of Film Adaptations on Literature and Society
Film adaptations play a crucial role in popularizing Indian 
English literature, introducing complex narratives to 
audiences who may not engage with the original texts. For 
instance, the success of Slumdog Millionaire led to increased 
sales of Q & A, with Swarup noting, “The �ilm brought my story 
to millions who might never have picked up the book” (qtd. in 
Mishra 78). Similarly, Nair’s The Namesake prompted 



New Critical Perspectives

33

renewed interest in Lahiri’s work, encouraging readers to 
explore her nuanced portrayal of diaspora.

These adaptations also in�luence literary appreciation by 
highlighting the interplay between text and image. As Stam 
argues, “Adaptations invite us to reread the source text 
through the lens of the �ilm” (Stam 68). For example, Nair’s 
vibrant visuals in A Suitable Boy encourage viewers to revisit 
Seth’s detailed prose for deeper insights into post-
independence India.

Beyond literature, �ilm adaptations contribute to cultural 
discourse by visually representing social issues. The White 
Tiger sparked discussions on class inequality, while 
Midnight’s Children prompted re�lections on India’s 
postcolonial identity. By engaging with themes like caste, 
gender, and politics, these �ilms shape public perception and 
foster dialogue on pressing societal concerns.

Conclusion
The cinematic journey of Indian English novels 

exempli�ies the dynamic relationship between literature and 
cinema. While adaptations may not always remain faithful to 
the original text, they offer new dimensions to storytelling, 
allowing audiences to experience narratives through a visual 
medium. As Hutcheon observes, “Adaptation is not about 
copying but about transformation” (Hutcheon 16). By 
preserving essential themes—identity, inequality, history, and 
love—while embracing cinematic techniques, �ilms like The 
Namesake, The White Tiger, and Slumdog Millionaire enrich 
both Indian literature and global cinema. These adaptations 
prove that storytelling transcends boundaries, whether 
through the written word or the moving image, inviting 
audiences to engage with India’s diverse narratives in 
profound and meaningful ways.
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Chapter 3

Subversive Femininities: Challenging Gender 
Norms in the Works of Mahasweta Devi and 

Suchitra Bhattacharya

Srijita Roy

1. Introduction
1.1 Understanding Subversive Femininity in Literature

Femininity has long been de�ined by society in ways that 
serve patriarchal interests—expecting women to be 

nurturing, passive, and obedient. However, subversive 
femininity emerges when women challenge, rede�ine, or 
reject these prescribed roles, carving out spaces of resistance 
in their own ways. This resistance does not always take the 
form of outright rebellion; sometimes, it is found in small acts 
of de�iance, intellectual autonomy, or emotional self-
preservation. Women who break free from the molds imposed 
upon them, whether by asserting control over their bodies, 
questioning societal norms, or demanding agency in their 
personal and professional lives, embody subversive 
femininity.

Literature has always been a powerful medium for 
expressing these struggles. Stories provide a window into the 
ways women have resisted, adapted, and fought back against 
patriarchal expectations. Through �iction, we see women who 
refuse to be silent, women who turn grief into strength, and 
women who reclaim their identities despite societal 
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resistance. In Bengali literature, the evolution of female 
characters re�lects the changing realities of gender roles, class 
struggles, and political movements.

1.2 Subversive Femininity in Bengali Literature
Bengali literature has a rich tradition of portraying women’s 
lives—both in their struggles and their quiet or overt 
de�iance. Early literary works often painted women in 
conventional roles, casting them as the devoted wife, the self-
sacri�icing mother, or the tragic lover. However, over time, 
female characters became more complex, more rebellious, 
and more self-aware.

Writers like Rabindranath Tagore gave us heroines 
who questioned societal expectations, while Ashapurna Devi 
wrote about women subtly resisting domestic oppression. But 
it was Mahasweta Devi who brought forward some of the 
most radical portrayals of subversive femininity, especially in 
her stories of tribal and Dalit women who stood against 
systemic exploitation. Her characters are not passive 
sufferers; they �ight, disrupt, and reclaim their dignity in ways 
that often shake the foundations of patriarchal power.

On the other hand, Suchitra Bhattacharya turned her 
lens toward the urban, middle-class woman—someone who 
might not face overt physical violence but is trapped by 
emotional expectations, familial obligations, and societal 
hypocrisy. Her protagonists battle oppression not on the 
battle�ield but in the courtroom, the workplace, and their 
personal relationships. Unlike Devi’s �ierce warriors, 
Bhattacharya’s women resist through legal battles, 
intellectual growth, and quiet de�iance, proving that 
subversion is not always loud—it can also be slow, steady, and 
deeply personal.

1.3 Focus of This Chapter
This chapter delves into how Mahasweta Devi and Suchitra 
Bhattacharya portray subversive femininities in their works, 
analyzing three novels from each:

• Mahasweta Devi: Breast Stories (with a focus 
on “Draupadi”), Rudali, and Hajar Chaurasir Ma.

• Suchitra Bhattacharya: Dahan, Hemanter Pakhi, 
and Kacher Manush.

By using content analysis and drawing from gender theories, 
particularly Judith Butler’s concept of gender performativity, 
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intersectional feminism, and postcolonial feminist 
perspectives, this chapter explores how these authors 
challenge conventional notions of femininity. The study aims 
to understand how gender oppression intersects with caste, 
class, and politics and how women across different social 
backgrounds resist in unique ways.

1.4 Why This Study Matters Today
Even in today’s world, where feminist movements have 
brought signi�icant changes, women’s struggles for autonomy, 
dignity, and equality continue. The #MeToo movement, 
protests against gender violence, and ongoing debates about 
reproductive rights remind us that the �ight against 
patriarchal control is far from over. The women in Devi’s and 
Bhattacharya’s novels may belong to different generations 
and socio-economic backgrounds, but their battles feel 
strikingly familiar—whether it’s Dopdi Mejhen standing 
naked in de�iance, or Jhinuk in Dahan refusing to let injustice 
silence her.

By revisiting these stories, we recognize that subversive 
femininity is not just a literary theme—it is a lived reality for 
countless women around the world. Some �ight against 
physical violence, others against emotional or psychological 
control. Some rebel loudly, while others resist quietly within 
their homes and workplaces. But in every case, their de�iance 
chips away at the structures that seek to con�ine them.

This chapter, therefore, is not just an exploration of 
�iction—it is a study of how literature mirrors real struggles 
and how women, across time and space, continue to push 
back against the forces that seek to silence them.

2. Methodology and Theoretical Relevance
2.1 Methodology: Content Analysis
This study uses content analysis, a qualitative research 
method that helps uncover deeper meanings in literature by 
identifying themes, symbols, and patterns. Since the focus 
here is on subversive femininity—the ways women push back 
against societal expectations—it is crucial to look beyond just 
the surface of these stories. By examining the language, 
character arcs, and social contexts in the selected novels, this 
chapter explores how resistance and de�iance take shape in 
different ways, depending on a woman’s class, caste, and 
circumstances.

Why Content Analysis?



New Critical Perspectives

37

When studying feminist literature, simply summarizing 
the story is not enough. It is important to ask:

1. How do these women resist patriarchy?
2. What kind of obstacles do they face, and how do they 
navigate them?
3. How do their experiences differ based on their social 
and economic background?

Content analysis allows us to engage with these questions by 
closely reading the text, looking at dialogue, recurring motifs, 
and the ways power dynamics unfold in each novel. This 
method is especially useful for comparing Mahasweta Devi’s 
radical portrayals of women on the margins of society with 
Suchitra Bhattacharya’s more nuanced explorations of urban, 
middle-class struggles. It helps illuminate not just what these 
stories are saying, but how they are saying it—and why that 
matters.

Why These Novels?

The six novels chosen for this study provide a broad yet 
interconnected view of female resistance in Bengali literature. 
They capture different struggles—some shaped by extreme 
violence and oppression, others by emotional and 
psychological constraints. Together, they offer a layered 
understanding of how women challenge patriarchy in ways 
that are shaped by their social realities.

Mahasweta Devi’s Novels: Resistance from the Margins

• “Draupadi” (from Breast Stories, 1978) – This short 
story remains one of the most powerful portrayals of 
resistance in Indian literature. Dopdi Mejhen, a tribal 
woman and Naxalite activist, is captured, raped, and 
brutalized by the state. However, instead of being 
silenced, she reclaims her body as a site of de�iance, 
standing naked before her oppressors, refusing to be 
shamed or broken. Her resistance is raw, physical, 
and deeply unsettling—challenging both patriarchal 
and state violence. Dopdi’s act of de�iance is a radical 
rejection of victimhood, making her one of the most 
striking examples of subversive femininity in 
literature.
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• Rudali (1983) – The protagonist, Sanichari, is a Dalit 
woman who has endured a lifetime of poverty and 
oppression. She subverts caste and gender norms by 
transforming the act of mourning—a role 
traditionally imposed on lower-caste women—into a 
source of �inancial independence. By turning grief 
into a profession, she reclaims agency within a 
system that seeks to exploit her. Sanichari’s journey 
demonstrates that resistance does not always take 
the form of open rebellion; it can also emerge 
through adaptation and survival, particularly for 
women at the margins of society.

• Hajar Chaurasir Ma (1992) – This novel presents a 
different kind of resistance—one that is rooted in 
personal transformation. Sujata, an ordinary middle-
class mother, initially grieves the loss of her son, a 
Naxalite rebel executed by the state. However, as she 
begins to understand his political convictions, she 
shifts from passive sorrow to active political 
awareness. Her motherhood is rede�ined—not as a 
space of sacri�ice, but as one of intellectual and 
emotional resistance. Sujata’s journey challenges the 
conventional image of the grieving mother, proving 
that even women who appear powerless can reclaim 
agency through political consciousness.

These works have been chosen because they showcase 
diverse forms of female resistance—ranging from radical 
bodily de�iance (Draupadi), to economic agency (Rudali), to 
political awakening (Hajar Chaurasir Ma). Through these 
narratives, Mahasweta Devi dismantles romanticized notions 
of womanhood and forces readers to confront the brutal 
intersections of gender, caste, and state violence. Her writing 
remains urgent and relevant, illustrating that subversive 
femininity exists in multiple, powerful forms.

Suchitra Bhattacharya’s Novels: Resistance in Everyday 
Life

• Dahan (1996) – Unlike Mahasweta Devi’s overtly 
political narratives, Dahan presents a subtler but 
equally signi�icant form of resistance. The novel 
follows Romita, a young woman who is sexually 
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assaulted in public, and Jhinuk, the schoolteacher 
who intervenes and later �ights for justice on her 
behalf. However, instead of �inding support, Jhinuk 
faces legal hurdles, social backlash, and the apathy of 
the system. Through their intertwined stories, 
Bhattacharya exposes how middle-class women 
struggle to be heard, even in so-called “progressive” 
urban spaces. Jhinuk’s quiet but persistent �ight 
against societal indifference is its own form of 
subversion, proving that de�iance doesn’t always 
come in the form of overt rebellion—it can also 
manifest in the refusal to remain silent in the face of 
injustice.

• Hemanter Pakhi (1999) – This novel explores 
emotional and psychological resistance through the 
story of Sreemoyee, a housewife who, after years of 
marriage, realizes she has lost her individuality. Once 
an aspiring writer, she has spent years prioritizing 
her family’s needs over her own dreams. When she 
decides to reclaim her creative ambitions and 
intellectual freedom, she faces resistance from her 
loved ones, who view her self-assertion as a threat to 
traditional family dynamics. Through Sreemoyee’s 
journey, Bhattacharya challenges the notion that 
subversion must always be loud and revolutionary—
sometimes, simply choosing oneself over societal 
expectations is a radical act of de�iance.

• Kacher Manush (2005) – Bhattacharya extends her 
exploration of emotional resistance in Kacher 
Manush, where the protagonist, Nandini, refuses to 
conform to the self-sacri�icing model of womanhood 
imposed on her. She �inds herself trapped in a toxic 
relationship, where she is expected to endure 
emotional labor without complaint. However, instead 
of succumbing to these expectations, she makes the 
dif�icult choice to prioritize her own well-being, 
defying the deeply ingrained belief that women must 
always put others before themselves. Through 
Nandini’s story, Bhattacharya critiques the societal 
glori�ication of female suffering, presenting self-
preservation as an act of de�iance.
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These novels have been chosen because they offer a different 
but equally powerful perspective on subversion. Unlike Devi’s 
heroines, who directly confront systemic oppression, 
Bhattacharya’s protagonists �ight battles within the spaces of 
home, relationships, and middle-class social expectations. 
Their struggles may not always be loud or overtly 
revolutionary, but they challenge ingrained norms in ways 
that are deeply personal and socially signi�icant. By centering 
women’s emotional and intellectual resistance, Bhattacharya 
expands the de�inition of subversive femininity, showing that 
even the quietest acts of de�iance can be transformative.

How This Study Approaches These Novels
To analyze these texts, this study uses:

• Thematic Analysis – Identifying key themes such as 
bodily resistance, economic survival, legal battles, 
emotional autonomy, and motherhood as de�iance.

• Character Analysis – Examining how the protagonists 
evolve, what choices they make, and how their resistance 
unfolds within their social contexts.

• Narrative Techniques – Looking at how the authors use 
language, imagery, and symbolism to reinforce ideas of 
subversive femininity.

• Comparative Study – Drawing connections between 
Devi’s working-class heroines and Bhattacharya’s middle-
class protagonists, showing how resistance takes different 
forms depending on caste and socio-economic 
background.

Why This Study Matters
At its core, this study is about understanding the many ways 
women resist oppression. Some �ight in the streets, some �ight 
in the courtroom, and some �ight in their own homes. Some 
women raise their voices, while others quietly reclaim their 
identities in ways the world barely notices. But in every case, 
these acts of de�iance matter.

Even today, women continue to navigate systemic 
injustice, emotional labor, and the expectation to conform. 
Whether in the workplace, in marriage, or in public spaces, 
the struggles portrayed in these novels remain deeply 
relevant. By analyzing these stories, this study not only 
explores literary representations of subversive femininity but 
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also illuminates the ongoing realities of gender resistance in 
society today.

In the end, these novels remind us that subversion is not 
one-size-�its-all. It can be loud or quiet, external or internal, 
radical or subtle. But no matter its form, every act of 
resistance—big or small—has the power to reshape the 
world.

2.2 Theoretical Framework
This study draws on several key feminist theories to deepen 
our understanding of subversive femininity in the works of 
Mahasweta Devi and Suchitra Bhattacharya. These 
frameworks help illuminate how their characters challenge 
the entrenched norms of gender, caste, and class in Bengali 
society.

Judith Butler’s Gender Performativity
Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity is central to 
this analysis. Butler challenges the idea that gender is an 
innate quality, arguing instead that it is a set of repeated 
actions and behaviors de�ined by societal norms. In essence, 
gender is something we “do” rather than something we 
inherently are. This perspective opens up space to see how 
Devi’s and Bhattacharya’s characters actively resist and 
reshape these expected performances. Their actions—
whether it’s through overt rebellion or subtle de�iance—
demonstrate that the traditional markers of femininity are not 
�ixed. By refusing to adhere to predetermined roles, these 
characters destabilize the rigid binaries that society often 
takes for granted.

Intersectional Feminism
Intersectional feminism, a term popularized by Kimberlé 
Crenshaw, offers a lens to examine how various social 
identities, such as gender, caste, and class, intersect to 
produce unique experiences of discrimination and resistance. 
Mahasweta Devi’s works, in particular, bring this 
intersectional reality to the fore by focusing on tribal and 
lower-caste women who face multiple layers of 
marginalization. These women experience oppression not 
merely as a result of their gender but also due to the 
additional burdens of poverty, social stigma, and historical 
disenfranchisement. In contrast, Suchitra Bhattacharya’s 
narratives, while centering on urban middle-class women, 
still reveal how intersecting identities shape personal and 
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societal struggles. This framework helps us appreciate that 
the challenges—and consequently the acts of de�iance—are 
multifaceted and deeply contextual.

Postcolonial Feminism
Postcolonial feminism further enriches our analysis by 
connecting gender oppression to the enduring legacies of 
colonialism. In South Asia, gender dynamics cannot be fully 
understood without acknowledging the impact of colonial 
histories that recon�igured power structures and social 
expectations. Mahasweta Devi’s critique of state violence 
against Adivasi women, as depicted in works like “Draupadi,” 
is informed by this context. Her narratives reveal how colonial 
legacies continue to in�luence contemporary state practices 
and social hierarchies, intensifying the struggles of 
marginalized women. Similarly, Bhattacharya’s urban stories, 
though more focused on middle-class dilemmas, re�lect the 
subtle in�luences of colonial modernity on gender roles. This 
perspective allows us to see that the battle against patriarchal 
oppression is not only a contemporary issue but one deeply 
rooted in historical processes.

Integrating the Frameworks
Together, these theoretical approaches offer a rich, layered 
understanding of subversive femininity. They allow us to see 
that resistance can be both a public, politically charged act 
and a more intimate, personal journey. Whether it is through 
the overt, confrontational actions of Devi’s characters or the 
quiet, re�lective de�iance of Bhattacharya’s heroines, both 
authors illustrate that challenging traditional gender roles is 
a complex and ongoing process. By combining insights from 
gender performativity, intersectional feminism, and 
postcolonial feminism, this study not only deciphers how 
these characters defy the con�ines of traditional femininity 
but also underscores the relevance of these struggles in our 
contemporary world.

In summary, these theoretical frameworks help us 
understand that the acts of resistance portrayed in these 
novels are not isolated incidents. Instead, they are deeply 
embedded in a broader socio-political and historical context, 
re�lecting the intricate ways in which gender, caste, class, and 
colonial legacies intersect. This multi-dimensional 
perspective is crucial for appreciating the full impact of 
subversive femininity in Bengali literature and its enduring 
signi�icance today.
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3. Subversive Femininities in Mahasweta Devi’s Novels
Mahasweta Devi’s stories pulse with a raw, unyielding energy 
that captures the strength of women who have been pushed to 
society’s fringes. In her works, these women are not 
portrayed as helpless victims but as �ierce �ighters who turn 
their pain into powerful acts of resistance. The following 
analysis looks closely at three of her works—“Draupadi” 
(from Breast Stories), Rudali, and Hajar Chaurasir Ma—to 
reveal how each narrative portrays subversive femininity in 
its own unique way.

3.1 “Draupadi” from Breast Stories
In “Draupadi,” we follow the story of Dopdi Mejhen, a tribal 
woman whose life is violently upended by state oppression. 
After enduring a horri�ic experience—arrested and brutally 
raped—Dopdi could have easily succumbed to despair or 
been silenced by her trauma. Instead, she chooses a radically 
de�iant path. In one unforgettable moment, she stands naked 
in front of her captors, not out of shame but as a bold rejection 
of the control and objecti�ication that society imposes on her 
body.

This act of exposing herself is far more than a physical 
state—it is a deliberate reclaiming of her dignity and agency. 
In a culture that has long tried to control and de�ine women’s 
bodies, Dopdi’s bold nakedness shatters the traditional 
expectations of what it means to be feminine. Her body, once 
a site of exploitation, becomes a powerful canvas of 
resistance. Drawing on the idea of gender as a performance, as 
Judith Butler suggests, Dopdi’s actions show that femininity 
isn’t a �ixed state but something that can be actively 
reinterpreted. Her rebellion isn’t just personal; it is a direct 
challenge to a system that uses the body as a battleground for 
power.

3.2 Rudali: The Commodi�ication of Grief as Resistance
Rudali shifts the focus to another form of de�iance—one that 
transforms a painful, imposed role into a tool for survival. In 
this story, Sanichari, a Dalit widow, is expected by society to 
live a life of unending mourning. In many communities, 
especially among those oppressed by caste hierarchies, the 
rituals of grief have been set in stone as a woman’s destiny. 
But Sanichari refuses to be de�ined solely by sorrow.

Instead of allowing her grief to become a chain that binds 
her, Sanichari �inds a way to pro�it from it. She turns the 
cultural expectation of mourning into a means of earning a 
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livelihood, effectively reappropriating an oppressive tradition 
for her own bene�it. This transformation is profound: it 
highlights how even a role as deeply embedded in social 
norms as that of a mourner can be reinvented. By taking 
control of her grief, Sanichari not only de�ies the passive 
stereotype forced upon her but also exposes the harsh 
realities of how gender, caste, and capitalism interweave to 
exploit vulnerable lives. Her resilience is a subtle yet powerful 
assertion of autonomy—a testament to how resistance can be 
quietly revolutionary.

3.3 Hajar Chaurasir Ma: Motherhood as Political De�iance
In Hajar Chaurasir Ma, Devi explores another deeply personal 
aspect of womanhood: motherhood. Sujata, the central 
character, faces the ultimate personal tragedy when her son, a 
passionate Naxalite rebel, is executed by state forces. In the 
face of such immense loss, society would typically expect a 
mother to be overwhelmed by grief and to withdraw into 
sorrow. Yet, Sujata’s reaction de�ies this expectation 
completely. 

Rather than being reduced to a �igure of passive 
mourning, Sujata transforms her pain into a catalyst for 
political awakening. Her journey takes her from a place of 
despair to one of active de�iance, as she begins to embrace the 
revolutionary ideals her son once fought for. In doing so, 
Sujata rede�ines what it means to be a mother. Instead of the 
self-sacri�icing, subdued image traditionally celebrated in 
culture, she emerges as a woman of strength and insight, 
using her personal loss as a foundation for broader political 
resistance. Her transformation challenges the conventional 
narrative of motherhood—suggesting that maternal love and 
grief can coexist with a �ierce commitment to justice and 
change.

Bringing It All Together
Across these three works, Mahasweta Devi paints a picture of 
subversive femininity that is multifaceted and deeply human. 
In “Draupadi,” the visceral act of de�iance—where a woman 
exposes her body as a declaration of freedom—stands in stark 
contrast to the traditional narratives of feminine modesty and 
vulnerability. In Rudali, the story of Sanichari shows that even 
roles de�ined by sorrow can be reimagined as empowering, 
turning a prescribed path of mourning into one of survival 
and self-determination. And in Hajar Chaurasir Ma, the 
rede�inition of motherhood by Sujata highlights that personal 
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loss and political resistance can merge to create a new vision 
of what it means to be a strong, autonomous woman.

Devi’s narratives do more than just depict acts of 
rebellion—they invite us to reconsider the very ideas we hold 
about femininity and power. Her characters are not con�ined 
by the limits imposed on them by a patriarchal society; they 
actively reshape their destinies, often in ways that challenge 
the status quo on multiple levels. Whether through the 
physical reclamation of their bodies, the economic 
reimagining of their roles, or the transformative rede�inition 
of their identities, these women embody a resistance that is as 
varied as it is powerful.

In doing so, Mahasweta Devi’s work resonates deeply in 
today’s world, where the struggle for gender equality 
continues. Her stories remind us that the �ight against 
oppression can take many forms—some loud and overt, 
others quiet and insidious. What remains constant is the 
courage to stand against systems that seek to diminish the 
value and potential of women. Through her vivid, 
uncompromising portrayals, Devi not only gives voice to the 
silenced but also offers a roadmap for resilience and de�iance 
in the face of relentless injustice.

4. Subversive Femininities in Suchitra Bhattacharya’s 
Novels
Suchitra Bhattacharya’s works offer a distinct exploration of 
urban female resistance, highlighting the quiet yet powerful 
de�iance that women exhibit in everyday life. Her novels do 
not rely on overt physical rebellion; instead, they capture the 
nuanced struggles and personal victories that come from 
challenging entrenched social norms. Through legal battles, 
introspective journeys, and the refusal to bear the weight of 
societal expectations, Bhattacharya’s characters rede�ine 
what it means to resist. In the following sections, we explore 
three of her novels—Dahan, Hemanter Pakhi, and Kacher 
Manush—each of which illuminates different facets of 
subversive femininity.

4.1 Dahan: Women’s Solidarity Against Sexual Violence
Dahan is a searing portrayal of the pain in�licted by sexual 
violence and the long, arduous path to reclaiming justice. 
Inspired by a real-life incident, the narrative centers on the 
lives of two women, Rinita and Jhinuk, who are forced to 
navigate a judicial system steeped in apathy and victim-
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blaming. Unlike the overt physical de�iance seen in some 
other feminist narratives, the resistance in Dahan is measured 
through legal struggles and the strength found in solidarity.

Jhinuk, an educated and determined woman, stands as a 
beacon of hope in a system that frequently dismisses the 
suffering of its victims. Her unyielding pursuit of justice 
against a backdrop of societal indifference speaks to the 
power of resilience. Rinita, too, �inds in their shared 
experience a reason to �ight back—not through violent 
outbursts, but through a deep-rooted commitment to 
challenge the systemic failures that allow such injustices to 
persist. Together, they create a narrative that emphasizes that 
resistance, when rooted in collective strength and legal 
advocacy, can become a transformative force. Bhattacharya’s 
treatment of this subject matter invites readers to reconsider 
the nature of de�iance: it is not always loud or overt but can be 
a steady, relentless assertion of dignity and rights.

4.2 Hemanter Pakhi: Intellectual Freedom and Female 
Autonomy
In Hemanter Pakhi, Bhattacharya turns inward, exploring the 
terrain of self-discovery and intellectual liberation. The novel 
follows Sreemoyee, a middle-aged woman who, after years of 
conforming to domestic expectations, embarks on a journey 
to rediscover herself through writing. Unlike the external 
con�licts depicted in Dahan, Sreemoyee’s battle is fought on a 
more personal front—against self-doubt and the constraints 
imposed by familial roles.

Her journey is emblematic of second-wave feminism, 
emphasizing the importance of personal growth and the 
reclaiming of one’s voice. As Sreemoyee delves into writing, 
she challenges the long-held belief that a woman’s identity is 
solely de�ined by her domestic responsibilities. Her creative 
pursuit becomes an act of rebellion, a declaration that 
intellectual and emotional ful�illment are as essential as any 
other form of resistance. Bhattacharya’s portrayal of 
Sreemoyee’s internal struggle speaks to a broader feminist 
idea: that true autonomy often starts within the self. This 
introspective battle, quietly revolutionary in its own right, 
highlights how the quest for self-actualization can defy even 
the most deeply ingrained societal norms.

4.3 Kacher Manush: The Emotional Labor of Women
Kacher Manush delves into the subtleties of emotional 
labor—the often-invisible work women perform to maintain 
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relationships and societal expectations. The protagonist, 
Nandini, �inds herself ensnared in a relationship that 
demands relentless emotional sacri�ice and conformity to the 
idealized image of the “perfect Bengali woman.” Rather than 
succumbing to these pressures, Nandini chooses to rede�ine 
her identity on her own terms.

Her decision to prioritize her own well-being over the 
emotionally taxing demands of her relationship is a quiet yet 
powerful act of de�iance. Nandini’s story critiques the societal 
expectation that women must always bear the emotional 
burdens of their families and partners, often at the expense of 
their personal desires. By rejecting this norm, she asserts her 
right to self-care and individuality, challenging the 
romanticized notion of female suffering that has long been 
woven into the fabric of cultural expectations. Bhattacharya, 
through Nandini’s journey, underscores that emotional self-
preservation is not a sign of weakness but a form of 
resistance—a refusal to let outdated stereotypes dictate the 
terms of a woman’s life.

Synthesis of Bhattacharya’s Vision of Urban Resistance
Through these three novels, Suchitra Bhattacharya offers a 

compelling portrait of subversive femininity that is both 
intimate and incisive. In Dahan, we see a portrayal of 
solidarity and legal activism as tools for confronting gendered 
violence, illustrating that even in the face of systemic injustice, 
women can forge paths to reclaim their dignity. Hemanter 
Pakhi shifts the focus inward, presenting the journey of self-
discovery as an equally signi�icant form of resistance—a 
reminder that the battle for autonomy often begins with 
breaking free from internalized constraints. Finally, Kacher 
Manush brings to light the hidden toll of emotional labor, 
challenging us to recognize that the struggle for self-worth 
and personal ful�illment is as vital as any public act of 
de�iance.

Together, these narratives reveal that urban resistance is 
not a monolithic experience. Instead, it is a mosaic of varied 
and deeply personal acts of de�iance—each as important as 
the other in the �ight against societal expectations. 
Bhattacharya’s work reminds us that subversive femininity 
can be found in both the courtroom and the quiet corners of a 
writer’s mind, in both collective action and solitary re�lection. 
Her characters embody a resilient spirit, one that continues to 
resonate in a world where the �ight for gender justice remains 
as crucial as ever.



Indian English Literature

48

5. Comparative Analysis: Mahasweta Devi vs. Suchitra 
Bhattacharya
Mahasweta Devi and Suchitra Bhattacharya both challenge 
patriarchal norms through their depictions of subversive 
femininity, yet they do so from distinct socio-political vantage 
points. Devi’s narratives are marked by overt, physical 
rebellion and direct confrontation with societal injustice, 
while Bhattacharya’s stories reveal a quieter, more 
introspective form of resistance.

Devi’s work gives voice to women from the fringes—
tribal, Dalit, and economically marginalized—who face brutal 
state violence and social exploitation. For example, in 
“Draupadi,” Dopdi Mejhen transforms her body into a 
powerful tool of resistance by exposing it as a rejection of 
imposed shame (Devi, n.d.). Similarly, in Rudali, Sanichari 
turns the culturally mandated role of mourning into a means 
of economic survival, thereby critiquing the exploitative 
nexus of gender, caste, and capitalism (Devi, n.d.). In Hajar 
Chaurasir Ma, Sujata rede�ines motherhood, channeling her 
personal loss into a form of political de�iance against both 
state and patriarchal systems (Devi, n.d.).

In contrast, Bhattacharya’s focus lies in the urban, 
middle-class milieu where the battles are fought more subtly. 
In Dahan, Jhinuk challenges a judicial system steeped in 
apathy and victim-blaming, using legal avenues and the 
strength of solidarity to assert her rights (Bhattacharya, n.d.). 
Hemanter Pakhi follows Sreemoyee’s inner journey toward 
intellectual and emotional freedom—a struggle against 
internalized limitations and the weight of traditional 
domestic roles (Bhattacharya, n.d.). In Kacher Manush, 
Nandini resists the expectation of self-sacri�ice by prioritizing 
her own emotional well-being over societal ideals of female 
suffering (Bhattacharya, n.d.).

Class and caste are pivotal in shaping their narratives. 
Devi’s writings are deeply rooted in the experiences of those 
oppressed by a combination of caste and economic 
deprivation. Her characters confront external forces—such as 
state violence and feudal structures—that directly enforce 
their marginalization. Conversely, Bhattacharya’s narratives 
often center on the internal battles faced by middle-class 
women, illustrating how even in more “privileged” 
environments, the insidious effects of patriarchy manifest as 
emotional and psychological constraints (Bhattacharya, n.d.).

Stylistically, Devi’s prose is raw and un�iltered, with her 
characters engaging in visible, external struggles against 
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tangible oppressors like the state or upper-caste �igures. 
Bhattacharya, however, uses a more nuanced approach, 
exploring the inner lives of her characters and the subtle 
pressures that shape their self-perception and life choices 
(Devi, n.d.; Bhattacharya, n.d.).

Despite these differences, both authors share a common 
feminist vision. They disrupt traditional notions of femininity 
by showcasing the varied ways in which women assert their 
agency. Devi’s rebellion is bold and confrontational, while 
Bhattacharya’s resistance is introspective and gradual. 
Together, they remind us that the �ight against patriarchal 
oppression is multifaceted—shaped by class, caste, and 
personal agency—and that the power of resistance can be 
both loud and quietly transformative (Devi, n.d.; 
Bhattacharya, n.d.).

6. Conclusion
Both Mahasweta Devi and Suchitra Bhattacharya were ahead 
of their times, crafting narratives that not only challenged 
patriarchal norms but also foresaw many of the conversations 
we continue to have about gender, agency, and resistance 
today. Their works rede�ined femininity by portraying women 
who refused to be con�ined by societal expectations—women 
who, despite their circumstances, chose de�iance over 
victimhood. Devi’s protagonists, often drawn from the 
margins of society, confronted systemic oppression with raw, 
un�linching resistance. Dopdi in Draupadi turns her body into 
a site of rebellion, while Sanichari in Rudali reclaims 
economic agency in a deeply casteist society. These characters 
shattered the notion that marginalized women are passive 
recipients of oppression; instead, they became symbols of 
radical de�iance.

Bhattacharya, writing within a more urban, middle-class 
milieu, explored quieter but equally signi�icant acts of 
resistance. Her characters navigated the complexities of 
emotional labor, intellectual suppression, and societal 
expectations. Jhinuk’s �ight for justice in Dahan, Sreemoyee’s 
journey toward self-ful�illment in Hemanter Pakhi, and 
Nandini’s refusal to conform in Kacher Manush were all 
subversive in their own ways. While their resistance may not 
have been as overtly revolutionary as Devi’s heroines, it was 
no less radical in challenging deeply ingrained patriarchal 
structures within the home, workplace, and society.

What makes these works so remarkable is how they 
anticipated and articulated struggles that remain relevant 
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even today. Long before discussions of gender performativity, 
intersectionality, and emotional labor gained prominence in 
mainstream feminist discourse, Devi and Bhattacharya were 
already illustrating these concepts in their �iction. Their 
works continue to resonate because they expose oppression 
in its many forms—be it state violence, caste discrimination, 
or the quiet suffocation of domestic expectations.

By analyzing their novels through the lens of gender 
theories and content analysis, this chapter has highlighted 
how both writers expanded the scope of feminist discourse in 
Bengali literature. Their portrayals of subversive femininity 
remind us that resistance is never one-dimensional—it can be 
loud and confrontational or quiet and introspective, shaped 
by class, caste, and personal agency. In a world where gender 
norms continue to evolve, the voices of Mahasweta Devi and 
Suchitra Bhattacharya remain as powerful and necessary as 
ever.

This chapter, titled Subversive Femininities: Challenging 
Gender Norms in the Works of Mahasweta Devi and Suchitra 
Bhattacharya, aims to explore the diverse ways in which 
women resist patriarchal structures in Bengali literature. By 
analyzing Devi’s and Bhattacharya’s novels through the lens of 
gender theories and content analysis, this chapter has 
demonstrated how their female protagonists rede�ine 
traditional notions of femininity. The title emphasizes 
subversive femininities, and this research does justice to it by 
showcasing how Devi’s heroines rebel through physical 
de�iance and political consciousness, while Bhattacharya’s 
women resist within domestic, legal, and intellectual spaces. 
The comparative analysis further highlights that subversion is 
not singular but varies across caste, class, and personal 
agency. In doing so, this study af�irms that both writers, 
despite their different narrative styles, challenge gender 
norms in equally transformative ways, making their 
contributions to feminist discourse in Bengali literature both 
signi�icant and enduring.
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Chapter 4
Revisiting American Television’s 

Marginalized Subaltern Indian Identity: A Study 
of Jonathan of NBC’s 30 Rock

Dr Anjan K Behera

Introduction:

Television has been one of the major mediums of mass 
communication in the United States of America. As a 

whole, the television networks of the United States are the 
largest and the most syndicated in the world. What makes the 
American television so powerful is that the programmes 
broadcast on its networks have received international fame. 
The Oprah Winfrey Show, Friends, The Vampire Diaries have 
become part of everyday conversation in countries around the 
world which broadcast American television shows. It has 
especially been popular among the young generation, as 
pointed out by Bret Mills in his book, The Sitcom. New 
research by Nielsen con�irms that Americans of the age 35 
and under now watch an increasing amount of television 
programming on phones, laptops, or devices other than a 
traditional, ad-friendly television (Mills 90). The characters 
shown in these shows are a re�lection of the American society, 
and the Western ideology. They are designed to suit the 
audience taste, and are a representation of the nation’s 
popular culture.

 American television of late has included many South 
Asian Indian characters in their shows. The migration of 
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Indians to the United States has increased phenomenally. 
Currently, 2,831,330 foreign-born American nationals are 
from India, apart from the multiracial Indians. Constituting an 
important part of the American culture, Indians paved their 
way into television. Although it was only in 2007 that 
American television got its �irst Indian character in a lead role, 
Indians have always been present in the shows. As early as the 
1960s, The Adventures of Johnny Quest had an Indian character 
called Hadji. Early Indian characters included Apu 
Nahasapeemapetilon, the lovable but polarizing Kwik-E-Mart 
owner on The Simpsons. The late 80s saw Jawaharlal 
Choudhury, the exchange student from New Delhi becoming 
the Head of the Class, a sitcom about a rainbow-coalition 
honours class in Manhattan. Indian characters were seen 
more often in American television in the 1900s, starting with 
the character of Mr Zameer in Will and Grace. Most of these 
characters were cast in supporting roles and were credited as 
recurring characters. The 2000s saw more Indian characters, 
Rajesh Koothrappali in The Big Bang Theory, Timmy in Rules 
of Engagement, Tom Haverford in Parks and Recreation. It 
marked an era where Indian characters were cast in lead 
roles.

 However, the way these characters have been 
portrayed has been similar. Starting from Hadji, the Indian 
characters are portrayed as stereotypes. The character of Apu 
Nahasapeemapetilon was given a surname so dif�icult to 
pronounce, based on the stereotype about Indian names 
being challenging to pronounce. These characters were 
shown to be in love with Bollywood, have overbearing and 
protective parents, and often are pressured with arranged 
marriages. They were always employed by Americans, and 
had no political freedom. These characters depended on 
American characters to rescue them from troubles and help 
them secure their stay in the United States. In short, they are 
portrayed as being inferior to the American characters in the 
shows.

Why Study Indian Characters in American Television 
Shows?
It becomes extremely important to study these characters as 
these shows are extremely popular and in�luential in the 
global television arena. First of all, there have been several 
Indian characters on American television, all of whom have 
been portrayed in almost the same manner, and swamped by 
stereotypes the American audience have about the Indian 
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race. Secondly, since these shows are telecast around the 
world and have an international fan base, the way these 
Indian characters are projected becomes a standard for 
Indians globally. And third, these shows run for years, either 
in direct broadcast or syndication, thus strengthening the 
ideas projected in them. It becomes necessary to understand 
these depictions and evaluate the causes behind such 
stereotyping.

Research Objectives:
A few concerns that this research will attempt to address are:

• The application of the term ‘subaltern’ to the Indian 
characters in American television shows.

• The con�lict of these characters with their identity as 
Indians, and as Americans.

• Their notion of a national identity, if expressed.
• Analyse the stereotypes with which the characters are 

presented.
• The notions of the West, in particular, the American 

society, and Indians.
• The importance given to these characters, with 

relation to the American characters in the shows.

Methodology:
This chapter analyses the representation of the Indian 
character Jonathan from NBC’s 30 Rock. A qualitative analysis 
of the inferences made by the analysis of the television shows 
that takes into account the mise-en-scene, characterization, 
plot, and narrative structure, and the secondary texts leads to 
the conclusion about the observations made. 

Theoretical Framework:
Representation of the self always invokes the other. The 
‘other’ and its ‘otherness’ refers to that which is alien and 
divergent from that which is given, such as a norm, identity or 
the self. The ‘other’ is also de�ined as anything that is external 
to the self. The ‘other’ is peripheral, and is judged by the 
dominant ideology. The ‘other’ is outside of the self and 
depends on external factors for identity.

  When applied to the study of television content, 
this concept underlines the in�luence of dominant ideology. 
The present research focuses on constructing the ‘other’ that 
is controlled by the dominant Western ideology.  The other, as 
a concept, has political, cultural, racial and other implications. 
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In psychoanalytic theory the other is developed from the 
structures of ego and id and also from psycho-sexual 
relations. In Lacan’s theory of the ‘mirror stage’ as well as the 
development of a child from interaction within the family, the 
sameness and difference of the self emerges ( Lacan 1287).  

The ‘other’ thus has no power, and as such, is 
controlled by others. This makes the other a subaltern. To 
understand how the ‘other’ is created, understanding 
Gramsci’s concept of the subaltern becomes crucial. During 
the Fascist rule in Italy, the Marxist Antonio Gramsci 
developed the Marxist model, adding many new concepts and 
ideas to the existing theory. While widely known for his 
concept of cultural hegemony, Gramsci also postulated on the 
most effective way to formulate a Marxist vanguard; which he 
envisioned working alongside the proletariat. It was through 
this exploration of theory that Gramsci coined the term 
‘subaltern’. For Gramsci, the term included anyone or any 
group of inferior social, economic or political rank. The 
dominant classes dictated social norms, and the subalterns 
were supposed to follow these set rules and regulations 
without questioning its signi�icance. Gramsci writes: 

“…spontaneous consent is given by the great masses of 
the population to the general direction imposed on 
social life by the dominant fundamental group, and 
that this consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige 
(and consequent con�idence) which the dominant 
group enjoys because of its position… (Gramsci 19). “

Hence, the way in which the subaltern groups’ histories are 
constructed, and the way they are represented is decided by 
the dominant class. He advocated that these marginalized 
people be examined within their ‘own cultural and social 
prisons’. Subaltern studies thus examines histories from the 
point of the colonized rather than from the point of the 
colonizer (Prakash 12). This helps in understanding the 
subaltern groups better, rather than depending on the 
dominant classes understanding of the same. 

Edward Said in his work Orientalism further discusses 
the term subaltern and its implications: “As a discipline 
representing institutionalized Western knowledge of the 
Orient, Orientalism comes to exert a three-way force, on the 
Orient, on the Orientalist, and on the Western “consumer” of 
Orientalism” (Said 23). Orientalism, as a practice, penalizes 
the Orient for not being Europe. In the process of penalizing 
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the Orient, the Occident is orientalizing the Orient by 
implementing a set of constraints, limitations upon the Orient. 
In the process, the West constructs an identity for the Orient, 
which is then naturalized and passed on to the Orient. Not 
being heard and rendered silent, they become the subaltern. 
The subaltern is always the ‘other’, and hence is dependent on 
the centre for its identity. It cannot independently exist. The 
power struggle between the centre and the marginalized, or 
the ‘Other’ is in constant negotiation. It is in response to these 
social tensions that the power structure offers compromises 
through reform movements and change in political agenda. 
The Orient, according to him, was constructed as a negative 
version of the West. The West propagated the idea of a racially 
biased superior Western culture, immediately pushing the 
Eastern cultures into the margins. Thus, the ‘other’ was 
considered inferior, of impoverished cultural background and 
their art highly mediocre. This led to stereotypical ways in 
which the Orient was portrayed in colonial narratives.

A stereotype is a popular belief about speci�ic types of 
individuals. Stereotypes are standardized and simpli�ied 
conceptions of groups based on some prior assumptions. 
Sociologist Charles E. Hurst states, "One reason for 
stereotypes is the lack of personal, concrete familiarity that 
individuals have with persons in other racial or ethnic groups. 
Lack of familiarity encourages the lumping together of 
unknown individuals" (27). 

Stereotypes in the media are simple, one-dimensional 
portrayals of a certain group of people, usually based 
on race, gender, religion, profession, or age. To some 
degree we all are stereotyped people who are different 
from others. In Hollywood, �ilmmakers often use 
stereotypes to quickly establish certain characters like 
the Latino drug dealer, immigrant or gangbanger. 
Asians are smart and lacking sex appeal; blonds are 
dumb and African Americans are hip-hop thugs 
(Castillo Web http://www.latinomagazine.com/
summer12/features/hollywood.htm).
Subalterns can thus be seen as a way of simplifying 

concepts for the West which does not really aim at 
understanding the silent ‘other’. It wants to assign a simpli�ied 
understanding to the subaltern culture and generalize it, 
making it the ‘other’. The creation of stereotypes 
misrepresents the ‘other’.

NBC’s 30 Rock (2006-2013):
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30 Rock is an American television comedy series created 
by Tina Fey that is aired on NBC. The series, which is loosely 
based on Fey's experiences as head writer for Saturday Night 
Live1, takes place behind the scenes of a �ictional live sketch 
comedy series (The Girly Show with Tracy Jordan). The show 
is set in New York, USA. The show has received international 
critical acclaim and viewership, having won the Emmy for 
Best Comedy Series three years in a row (2007-2009). It has 
also been nominated and has won in several categories in 
the People’s Choice Awards and the Golden Globes. The 
show was telecast on NBC from 2007 to 2013, and is being 
broadcast as syndicated in other networks around the globe. 
Comedy Central and Star World in India telecast 30 Rock. 

 Jonathan works as the Personal Assistant to Jack 
Donaghy. Jack began the series as the Vice President of East 
Coast Television and Microwave Oven Programming for a 
�ictional version of General Electric2 and later served as the 
head of a �ictional version of NBC after that he works for the 
�ictional Kabletown. Jonathan has remained loyal to his 
employer throughout the series, often going too far to prove 
his loyalty. He is of Indian origin. The character is played by 
Maulik Pancholy and is a recurring character on the series.
Jonathan’s ethnicity has been con�irmed on the show on more 
than one occasion. The �irst time it happens in the episode 
entitled The Aftermath (Season 1 Episode 2). It is in a scene 
where Jack contemplates whether he deserves the post he is 
in, Jonathan encourages him by supporting him. When Jack 
asks him if he is being genuine, Jonathan replies, “I may come 
from the Land of Fakirs, but I am no faker.” A lot of jokes about 
him revolve around his identity as an Indian. For example, in 
the episode titled Winter Madness (Season 4 Episode 11) Jack 
Donaghy is frustrated that his computer is not getting 
connected to the internet. He calls Jonathan and says, 
“Jonathan, why do I have an Indian assistant if my computer 
keeps getting hanged!” Also in the episode titled, Somebody to 

1  Saturday Night Live (abbreviated as SNL) is an American late-night live television 
sketch comedy and variety show created by Lorne Michaels and developed by Dick 
Ebersol. The show premiered on NBC on October 11, 1975, and is currently on air.
2  General Electric Company or GE, is an 
American mul�na�onal conglomerate corpora�on incorporated in Schenectady, New 
York and headquartered in Fairfield, Connec�cut, United States. The company operates 
through four segments: Energy, Technology Infrastructure, Capital 
Finance and Consumer & Industrial. A fic�onal version of the company is shown in 30 
Rock.
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Love (Season 2 Episode 6), Liz1 is worried when she 
smells maple syrup in her apartment and Jack tells her that it 
could be the chemical agent Northrax. She immediately 
assumes her Mid-eastern and Indian neighbours are 
terrorists and goes on to consult Jack. When she gets to the 
of�ice, she is worried about Jonathan’s presence in the room, 
since he also belongs to the same race. Jonathan quickly 
understands the awkwardness and snarls at Liz as he leaves 
the room, making Liz wonder if she is racist. 

The American characters on 30 Rock often make fun of 
Jonathan, sometimes identifying him as Mid-Eastern, Arabic, 
Chinese, etc. In the episode Live Show East Coast (Season 5 
Episode 4), which was telecast live on the East Coast2 of the 
United States, Jack asks Jonathan to bring him a pen. To this, 
Liz adds, “Ya chai boy, get in here. You’ll never be a millionaire. 
Slumdog Millionaire3. Blemo!” In this telecast, the joke refers 
to him being an Indian. However, in the West Coast telecast of 
the same episode few minutes later, now renamed as Live 
Show West Coast, the joke is changed to, “Ya and hurry up 
Alladin! Before Jasmine is forced to marry Jafar! Similarities. 
Lemon out!” Here, he is equated with a �ictional character 
from the Middle East. The subaltern character of Jonathan is 
muddled up with the entire Oriental stereotype. Although he 
is an Indian, he has to bear jokes even about the Middle East. 
The Occidental prejudices have muddled up the ethnic 
diversities of the Orient, and these prejudices result in 
treating Jonathan’s ethnicity without dignity. He lacks a 
speci�ic history.

 The West gazes upon the subalterns and assigns a 
common identity to them all, inferior and underdeveloped. As 
a result, all diversity of the subaltern cultures is dubbed under 
one constructed subaltern culture by the dominant group. 
The quote by Rudyard Kipling best describes the stereotypes 
set about the Oriental subaltern.
“Orientals, so the stereotype goes, are impossible to trust. 
They are capable of sophisticated abstractions, but not of 
concrete, practical organization or rigorous, detail-oriented 

1  Liz, short for Elizabeth Lemon, is the head writer of the fic�onal show TGS with Tracy 
Jordan. She is also the protagonist of the show.
2  The United States is divided into two �me zones for television broadcast. The first, 
East Coast, is about 40 minutes ahead of the West Coast. Hence, television shows air in 
this region forty minutes before it does in the West Coast. Live Show being a live 
performance by 30 Rock, had to be shot two �mes, once for the East Coast broadcast, 
and once for the East Coast broadcast. 
3  A reference to the plot of Danny Boyle’s 2008 Oscar winning film Slumdog Millionaire.
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analysis. Their men are sexually incontinent, while their 
women are locked up behind bars. Orientals are, by de�inition, 
strange (Wong 51).”

In the episode where Liz suspects her neighbours to be 
terrorists and is scared to speak in front of Jonathan, it clearly 
shows how the American characters have assigned a common 
and collective identity to the whole diverse Orient. All the 
subaltern groups have been dubbed into one identity. Since 
her neighbours have Muslim names, and they are foreign, they 
are immediately seen as terrorists. And since Jonathan is of 
Indian origin, he is too to be feared. He is then clearly 
distinguished as the ‘Other’. 

Jonathan is the personal assistant to Jack Donaghy and 
his scenes are mostly limited to conversations with Jack, Liz 
and a few guests that come to visit Jack. In the show, all the 
characters are seen in conversations with each other. Jack 
shares a close bond with Kenneth, the NBC page who does odd 
jobs for the cast and crew of TGS with Tracy Jordan. Liz is a 
friend of Jack and even Jenna, the narcissistic star of TGS with 
Tracy Jordan, and talks to the writers and other staff of the 
show. In comparison, Jonathan’s interactions are limited to a 
few people. He is a unique member of the cast, and also the 
only member of the cast who mostly keeps to his own work. 
He never takes part in the staff parties, nor does he share any 
emotional bond with his colleagues. He is presented as a nerd. 
As such, he is constructed as a stereotypical Orient. Said says, 
“Orientalism was ultimately a political vision of reality whose 
structure promoted the difference between the familiar 
(Europe, West, "us") and the strange (the Orient, the East, 
"them")” (43). The West has thus de�ined the East as strange, 
as them, as something alien. Jonathan too is constructed as an 
alien. In the episode Flu Shot when Liz is down with �lu and 
Jack offers to help by sending Kenneth to nurse her, she 
replies by saying, “…and be left with that assistant of yours 
who only knows how to scare people? No thanks!” This again 
brings out the construction of his character where he is seen 
as a social mis�it and no one actually likes to be in his 
company. 

 Jonathan is gay. Although his sexual orientation has not 
been mentioned on the show explicitly, his feelings for his 
boss, Jack, is pretty obvious by the things he does. He is the 
only frequently recurring character that is gay. All other 
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characters in the show are straight1. This while emasculates 
Jonathan, also at the same time puts him in the place of the 
‘Other’. He is often demeaned for it. Jonathan is shown to be 
overtly in love with Jack, often affecting his work. In Lets Stay 
Together (Season 5 Episode 3) when Jack goes to Washington, 
Jonathan has dreams of seducing his boss. He says, “What if 
we have to stay overnight and there aren’t enough rooms and 
we have to share a room? And I forgot to bring a shirt to sleep 
in, and the stores are all closed.” He has been known for his 
�lirtatious behaviour around Jack throughout the show. In the 
cold open2 of the episode titled Retreat to Move Forward 
(Season 3 Episode 17), Jonathan is on the balcony with Jack, 
planning aloud their future together. When Liz walks in, 
Jonathan is furious for having spoilt their moment, while Jack 
is more than grateful to Liz for having saved him from the 
awkwardness of having him “thrown off the balcony”. When 
Liz observed that Jack was "a bit of a stress eater" in the 
episode The Baby Show (Season 1 Episode 9) Jonathan 
defended him, saying emotionally that "he puts up with so 
much" (referring to Jack's overbearing mother). His obsessive 
admiration of Jack is coupled with disdain towards Liz, whom 
he considers unworthy of Jack's attention.

Even though his character represents the many 
Indians who have found successful positions in American 
companies over the years, he has many �laws. His eligibility 
for his position is doubted through the series. In the episode 
titled Believe in the Stars (Season 3 Episode 2), it is revealed 
that Jack hired Jonathan after (under the in�luence of a 
sedative) mistaking him for M. Night Shyamalan3 on a �light to 
Boston. This scene proves that Jack is of the view that 
Jonathan is worthy of his current position in the company. He 
dubs his appointment as a mistake. The feelings that Jonathan 
has for Jack, coupled with the funny things he does on the 
show to defend him, makes him an incompetent Indian who 
has found a job in America, which by no means he deserves. 

1  The sexual orienta�on of Lutz, another writer of TGS with Tracy Jordan, is yet to be 
confirmed on the show.
2  A cold open (also called a teaser)in a television program or movie is the technique of 
jumping directly into a story at the beginning or opening of the show, before the �tle 
sequence or opening credits are shown.
3  M. Night Shyamalan is an Indian-born American screenwriter, film director, 
and producer known for making movies with contemporary supernatural plots that 
climax with a twist ending. He gained interna�onal recogni�on when he wrote and 
directed 1999's The Sixth Sense, which was a commercial success and later nominated 
for six Academy Awards, including Best Picture, Best Director and Best Original 
Screenplay.
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He is treated as a subaltern, lacking all power and in�luence. 
His existence is broken down to a joke. His identity is designed 
by the gaze of the Western audience, and their view of the 
Indian community.

In the episode Winter Madness Jack makes a joke about 
Indians being good in computers and technology. In the 
episode titled Lets Stay Together (Season 5 Episode 3) Jack 
asks Jonathan to provide a distraction by speaking in a loud 
Indian accent. In Klaus and Gretta (Season 4 Episode 9), it is 
revealed that Jonathan has adopted parents who are 
Americans. Despite the fact that he has been brought up by 
Americans, Jonathan still resorts to many of the stereotypes 
about Indians on the show. In Respawn (Season 5 Episode 23) 
however this fact is ignored. When Jack wants to prevent 
Jonathan from following him, he sends off all the pages from 
the NBC of�ices, and employs Jonathan and his family to clean 
the of�ice. Although it was clearly stated that his adopted 
parents are Americans, the family seen in this episode is 
typically Indian, dressed in �lamboyant salwars, sarees and 
kurtas (Appendix II). Jack claims to have brought his family 
straight from home without them having any idea of where 
they were going. It is obvious that Indians do not dress up this 
festive when at home. In Operation Righteous Cowboy 
Lightning (Season 5 Episode 12), Jonathan’s boss Jack needs a 
natural disaster to occur so he can air his pre-shot fund 
raising programme on air. Jonathan reacts with glee to news 
of a natural disaster in Pakistan, hopeful it took place in 
Kashmir. 

“JACK DONAUGHY: Jonathan! Come in here.
Jonathan rushes in.
 JACK DONAUGHY: Fantastic news! There has been a 
natural disaster.
 JONATHAN: Was it in Indian Kashmir? May Durga’s 
trident pierce them from the skies.“                
(Carlock Transcript).

This is again a stereotype that believes that all Indians hate 
Pakistan. These stereotypes are modeled after the gaze that 
de�ines the Indian subaltern in the Western context. The East 
gets its identity from the gaze of the West, making it external. 
Jonathan is then made to act and behave the way the West has 
always viewed the East, a land of ignorance and mysticism. 
There is no attempt to actually understand the subaltern. This 
can also be exempli�ied by the following quote from Said, “One 
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ought never to assume that the structure of Orientalism is 
nothing more than a structure of lies or of myths which, were 
the truth about them to be told, would simply blow away” 
(120). Through these lines, Said brings out myths that have 
been created about the Orient and have been carried on over 
centuries. 

Jack Donaghy dated a nurse named Elisa in the third 
season of the show. Played by Salma Hayek, the character was 
a Puerto Rican. Not only did she speak a lot of Puerto Rican on 
the show, Jack was also shown attending her niece’s birthday 
party in Señor Macho Solo (Season 3 Episode 7) where the 
entire crowd speaks in Puerto Rican, Elisa serving as the 
translator. A Puerto Rican �ictional television show is shown 
on 30 Rock as well (Season 3 Episode 10 Generalissimo). While 
the Puerto Ricans also form a subaltern and an immigrant 
group in America, the depiction of Elisa was �illed with Puerto 
Rican culture and heritage. She also spoke in Puerto Rican. In 
the case of Jonathan, although he is of Indian origin, he is 
never shown in tune with his Indian roots. He spoke in Hindi 
in just one episode, and even that was to defend his love 
interest in Jack. He says, “ Maulvi aur raajkumar bhi apna 
Donaghy waqt secendo mein ginte hain”. Subtitled by the show 
itself, it reads, “Even Popes and Princes count their Donaghy 
time in seconds”. Over the 7 seasons of the show, this is just 
the one sentence in Hindi that Jonathan has uttered. Jonathan 
as a subaltern is dubbed under one generalizing identity. He is 
not allowed to explore his uniqueness, neither is he allowed to 
connect to nor express his Indianess in terms of language. The 
West which has taken charge to liberate the subalterns has 
further imprisoned them in their subaltern status. As Spivak 
has pointed out, by assigning the role of speaking for the 
subalterns, the dominant classes take decisions about how 
the subalterns should be represented. In the process, the 
subalterns lose their true identity, and are forced to adapt to 
the ones prescribed by the dominant class.

Jonathan holds no administrative or executive powers, 
neither he is taken seriously by anyone on the show. He is 
often used to do menial jobs by Jack, and spends most of his 
time trying to defend himself from the bullying cast members 
of TGS with Tracy Jordan. In Winter Madness, Jonathan is 
beaten up by the rowdy page boys. In the episode Live Show, 
Liz throws a bottle of water at him for having forgotten to put 
her name in the staff birthday list. Kenneth, the NBC page, 
although is in a much lower job level than Jonathan, is often 
seen undermining Jonathan. Jonathan, as a subaltern is shown 
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without any power and no say on any matter. Gramsci points 
out that the subalterns are denied any power, and have no 
in�luence over the working of the dominant groups. The only 
time that Jonathan is shown to be in control is during the 
episode MILF Island (Season 2 Episode 11). He detains the 
staff of TGS for questioning by Jack Donaghy, torturing them 
by lowering the heat on a winter night, and not allowing them 
to watch the �inale of the �ictional critically acclaimed reality 
show “MILF Island”. The other cast members are seen begging 
to Jonathan to be let out. But again, this is a borrowed 
authority. All that Jonathan is doing is extending Jack’s control 
through him over the cast members. He actually is not in 
control of the situation. Although the writers of the show want 
to show him having some authority, in truth, he has none. He 
is Jack’s ‘puppet ruler’, and his authority is controlled by Jack. 
This is a typical representation of Indian characters on 
American television.

These characters are not real, but constructed by 
American writers, and hence a projection of their ‘gaze’ of the 
Indian community. Simply put, the Indian characters get their 
identity from the ‘gaze’ of the West. As theorized by the 
Audience Response Theory, the audience must see what they 
are familiar with. Hence, the character of Jonathan is 
presented as a powerless Indian subaltern. 

Like the character of Principal Figgins of ABC’s Glee, 
Jonathan is also deprived of an Indian name. Most of 
Jonathan’s scenes are short and he is absent altogether in 
many of the episodes. Analysing his costume, Jonathan always 
appears in business formals, which seems appropriate 
considering his job pro�ile. But it is also to be noted that 
Jonathan is the only character without a personal life. Since he 
is always seen in the of�ice or running errands for his boss 
Jack Donaughy, the entire series has him clad in western 
business formals.

The character of Jonathan was absent from the 6th

Season of the series. The producers and Maulik Pancholy 
declined rumours of him having left the show. However, no 
one in the show actually missed him. Life for Jack, Liz and 
other members of 30 Rock progressed smoothly on the show. 
No one even mentioned his disappearance. Jonathan returned 
to 30 Rock in Season 7, and his absence was never 
acknowledged on the show. Jonathan is an offshoot of the 
notions that the West had made about the East during the 
colonial era. All those Oriental characteristics are visible in 
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the creation of Jonathan’s character, and hence, he emerges as 
an Indian subaltern character. 

Conclusion:
The portrayal of Indian characters in American television has 
evolved signi�icantly over the years, re�lecting broader shifts 
in cultural representation and inclusivity. From stereotypical 
depictions to multifaceted characters, Indian Americans are 
now more visible and varied on screen. Historically, Indian 
characters on American television were often relegated to 
minor, stereotypical roles. These characters were typically 
depicted as convenience store owners, taxi drivers, or tech-
savvy sidekicks, emphasizing exotic accents and cultural 
quirks. Such portrayals reinforced narrow and often negative 
stereotypes, failing to capture the diversity and richness of 
Indian culture. 

In recent years, there has been a notable shift towards 
more authentic and diverse representations. Shows like 
Master of None and The Mindy Project have been at the 
forefront of this change. Aziz Ansari's Master of None not only 
stars an Indian American lead but also explores nuanced 
themes related to identity, race, and family through its 
characters. Similarly, Mindy Kaling's The Mindy Project
features a complex and relatable Indian American 
protagonist, breaking away from traditional stereotypes. 
Reality television has also embraced Indian American stories. 
Family Karma on Bravo, for instance, showcases the lives of 
several Indian American families, providing a platform for 
authentic cultural narratives and personal stories. This type 
of representation helps demystify Indian culture and presents 
it as an integral part of the American mosaic. 

Despite progress, challenges remain. Stereotypes still 
persist, and there is a need for even more diverse storytelling 
that re�lects the wide array of Indian American experiences. 
Writers and creators must continue to push for characters 
that go beyond tokenism and explore the complexities of 
identity and culture. The portrayal of Indian characters on 
American television has come a long way, from being largely 
invisible or stereotyped to becoming central �igures in 
popular shows. This evolution is a positive step towards a 
more inclusive media landscape. However, ongoing efforts are 
needed to ensure that Indian American stories continue to be 
told with authenticity and depth, re�lecting the true diversity 
of the community. 
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 When it comes to Jonathan of NBC’s 30 Rock, there is 
no dout that he occupies the place of the subaltern who is 
dependent on his American employers for his existence. He 
does not yeild any power, and whatever power he has is 
borrowed from his American boss, Jack Donaughy. Jonathan’s 
origin story is never covered in the show, and we do not know 
if he is an American citizen of Indian origin, or an Indian 
immigrant working at NBC. He does express his af�inity 
towards his national identity - that of an Indian, when he 
wishes doom on Pakistanis, as seen in Operation Righteous 
Cowboy Lightning (Season 5 Episode 12). His family members 
are also seen wearing Indian out�its, clearly indicating that 
they adhere to their Indian origin and heritage. 

 In Winter Madness (Season 4 Episode 11), Jack 
Donaughy calls out to Jonathan for not having his computer 
running smoothly despite him being an Indian. Indians are 
stereotyically thought to be good with technology, and this 
becomes one of the many stereotypes assigned to minority 
characters like Jonathan on American Television. Liz Lemon, 
an American character of the show is suspicious of Jonathan 
in Somebody to Love (Season 2 Episode 6), wondering if he 
might be connected to terorrism, and this assumption is based 
solely on his race, and not because of anything Jonathan has 
done. As mentioned earlier, Jonathan remains absent from the 
show for quite a lot of episodes, however, this goes 
unacknowledged by the other American characters, helping 
us realise the importance given to the representation of 
minorities in American television. Ultimately, it is safe to say 
that Jonathan of 30 Rock is de�initely a subaltern South Asian 
Indian character created with stereotypes and beliefs that the 
Americans (West) have about Indians (East). 
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Chapter 5

Women, Religion, and Patriarchal Domination in 
Mahesh Dattani’sFinal Solutions:

A Partitioned Identity.

Sahar Banu

Introduction

The event that immediately shaped the contemporary South 
Asia was without doubt the Partition of India in 1947 by 

which the region was practically drawn and quartered. This 
partition which resulted to formation of India and Pakistan, 
many people were killed, and most especially women since 
they were prime targets of violence related to communal 
riots. Thus Final Solutions by Mahesh Dattani is a theatrical 
portrayal of aforementioned communities and how these 
tensions persistently affected the Indian population’s 
mentality. Though the main con�lict in the play de�ines 
relations between Hindus and Muslims after the partition, the 
playwright skilfully and remotely draws attention to another 
bitter realisation: women’s suffering after the tragedy. In the 
Final Solutions, women are not depicted only as docile objects 
but as personalities who suffer from interlocutions of both, 
religious and patriarchal systems. This chapter will attempt to 
explain how Dattani paints a picture of women during and or 
after the Partition with regard to religion and patriarchal 
dominance over women. Analysing the experiences of female 
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characters and Daksha/Hardika in particular the play reveals 
the themes of gender, religion, and patriarchal domination.

The Partition of India and Its Gendered Impact:
Historical Context:
One of the most painful memories of South Asian history is the 
Partition of India in 1947 which led to the largest mass 
migration. Bitter ethno-geopolitical tensions led to the 
partition of the British Indian Empire into two separate-
coloured nations: India and Pakistan; a split which up to this 
day is estimated to have affected between ten and �ifteen 
million people. These new born nations could not have been 
born without great impact socially and humanitarilly as it 
resulted in calamity to millions of people. The movement of 
people from one country to another was accompanied by 
unimaginative communal riots, ethnic cleansing, and the 
disruption of age long social relations between Hindus, 
Muslims and Sikhs. I estimate that about one million people 
died during the genocide process Thus, people were deprived 
of their native lands, houses, and feel safe.

The Partition led to a painful experience for women, who 
were targeted by both nationalistic and communal interests. 
Women's bodies became the unifying ground, and they were 
exposed as objects of their attackers' gendered prejudices. 
Violent actions targeted women, including kidnappings, 
sodomies, forced conversions, and castrations. Sexual 
violence was also common, with female residents kidnapped 
by hostile communities and forced into sexual relations or 
marriages to display the dominance of a particular 
community.

The violence was not only done by “other,” or by people 
from the other side of the religious divide. Family members 
killed many women for the sake of protecting family honour 
especially when abduction or rape was suspected. Many Sikh 
and Hindu families of Punjab, continuing with the caste 
system, in order to escape the torture from Muslim men who 
would abduct or rape their female kin, the families would 
even kill their daughters, sisters or wives. These acts of what 
was termed as mercy killings were aimed at sparing the family 
and indeed the community the embarrassment or shame of 
being associated with women who had been captured by the 
other side. Women were thus a double victim—once by the 
violence of the partition and secondly by the imposed 



New Critical Perspectives

69

patriarchy which viewed women as better off dead than to live 
an unchaste life.

The violence and forced marriages of women in India and 
Pakistan left them vulnerable and often bundled off against 
their will. After independence, new governments agreed to 
retrieve these women, but without considering their fate. This 
repatriation process destabilized their lives, including their 
children. The trauma of abduction and sexual violence further 
traumatized women. The Partition changed the social, 
cultural, and political existence of women in India and 
Pakistan, leading to their displacement by families and 
shunned by society. Chauvinistic cultures exacerbated their 
suffering, highlighting the abuse and misuse of women in the 
name of higher political and communal ideologies.

Many of these women never regained a place in the 
of�icial historiography of partition for the years that followed 
such events. However, it was not until the trend towards the 
end of the twentieth century that the tales of such women 
have primarily been recovered by the feminists, historians 
and writers. Interviews done with the survivors and 
eyewitnesses have showed how worse the gender violence 
was, and the psychological impacts of the violence. The 
history of the Partition has been reconstructed by new 
generation ‘feminist Delhi’ historians who have focused on 
violence and its impact upon women. Literature too has said 
the unsaid about these erased histories: Novels and short 
stories recount the nostalgic as well as violent impact of 
Partition on women.

The Indian Muslim Partition was not just a political event 
but also a spiritual disaster that impacted the present-day 
human drama for women. These voices, often overlooked in 
historiographies, provide a holistic view of the Partition's 
effects on South Asia's sovereign state. History still aches of 
women in the decades because traditional history fails to 
represent gender related impacts and the harms suffered 
during Partition.

Gender and Violence:
Sexual violence during partition in India and Pakistan focuses 
the attention of women in being victims of communalism. 
Their bodies were ground and site of territorial dispute and 
their violence was a mental, discursive as well as physical one. 
The women were put forward in the front line embodying 
their community's honour, faith, and identity. It would be 
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noted that the social parameters in both societies resulted in 
an increase in the level of violence because women were not 
considered autonomous beings but rather instruments of 
family and community honour. This would make them 
susceptible to sexual violence because their bodies acted as 
instruments demonstrating a form of domination, shame, and 
wrongs being avenged.

Women, during this period of time, are subjected to 
various forms of violence: kidnappings by enemies of the 
same religion, forced conversion, religious marriage. These 
acts were not only brutal but also organized with a point to 
make before the people. The bodies of women turned into 
objects as devastated by individuals and communities; 
devalued familial and societal ties and reasserted communal 
control. This made the women be left as trophies of war and 
remain their trophies of war.

Rape was one of the most common brutal attacks on 
women and their families during the Partition of India; it 
humiliated them and debased their personas and 
communities, and many of them faced rejection from their 
own families or societies due to shame. Women's voice was 
silenced in this patriarchal understanding of honour that 
made it rather dif�icult for them to have cases reported for 
decades. The captors also enforced the change of women's 
religion and married them, which actually had deeper social 
signi�icance in the context of partition. Compelling women to 
change their religion was seen as a technique to eliminate 
their past and the past of their entire community. These 
conversions were not just in religion or law but also a mark of 
supremacy of one community over the other. The coerced 
separation of women into new families, religions, and lives 
was done to wipe out cultural facets from women and their 
societies, leaving them indelibly marked.

Women were often subjected to harm by family members, 
friends, and neighbours in order to defend group honour. 
Some families killed young women to avoid being taken as 
wives, sisters, or daughters by invaders. These acts, known as 
"honour killings," highlighted the sacri�ice of patriarchal 
norms for communal identity. Women were not victims of 
inter-community violence but were subjected to sexual purity 
and virginity blackmailing.

After the �ighting in Partition, many women were forced 
to return to their original communities by the governments of 
India and Pakistan. However, these attempts to return women 
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to their original communities often overlooked the underlying 
issues they faced. Many of the captured women had started 
new families, had children, and were separated from their 
families once again. The kidnapping of women and girls for 
forced marriages was socially frowned upon, leading to their 
being dumped by their initial families and communities, 
making them belong to no-one.

The narratives of women who survived the Partition have 
been overlooked by political discourses of nationalism and 
liberation. However, feminist scholars, historians, and writers 
have begun to expose the gendered violence of the period, 
revealing new layers of psychological, physical, and emotional 
trauma. This has enriched our understanding of how the 
Partition continues to impact South Asia's collective memory, 
particularly how gender has in�luenced this violent history. 
Finding these narratives is not about recording history alone, 
as these experiences would not be remembered after 
Survivor.

The Aftermath:
The traumas of Partition in women led to them having to 
adapt to a society that often shunned them. This lack of outlet 
for individual suffering was compounded by the inability of 
those who did not require pain to represent it to speak the 
language of "suffering." This normative of communal suffering 
rather than individual suffering was evident in gender and 
socio-political state. Women found themselves in an 
embarrassing position trying to reconcile their roles de�ined 
by the partition policy, which led to communal riots.

Contemporary on the surface, Dattani’sFinal Solutions as 
narrative of the aftermath of Partition

Final Solutions, a play by Mahesh Dattani, is set in the 
1990s and explores the long-standing religious and 
communal tensions rooted in the Indian partition of 1947. 
The play, set in a communal riot, portrays the traumatic 
effects of partition and highlights its enduring impact on 
individuals, relations, and communities. The play focuses on a 
Hindu family and two Muslim boys escaping a riot, 
highlighting the subtler ways in which partition affects social 
organization and human interaction.

Through character of Daksha also known as Hardika, 
Dattani establishes the link between the events that take place 
in the play and the background. Those who have gotten into 
the habit of reading personal diaries will �ind her diary, 
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written in 1948, only a year after the Partition, a chilling 
account of the Partition, its attendant pain and betrayal, and 
the newly-independent India.

“I am just a young girl who does not matter to anyone 
outside her home. Maybe I should talk about more important 
things. Like last year, in August, a most terrible thing 
happened to our country. We . . . (tries hard to read her 
handwriting) . . . gained independence (Dattani6).

Yet we also seem to see in those re�lections Daksha’s own 
young considerably idealized view of life as well as her desire 
for escape from the con�ining life of the community. But as her 
diary opens, we see that political enmity stemming from the 
time of partition, has left her dis�igured not just externally but 
internally as well. As a writer she says, she wanted to sing… 
but sheknew it was impossible because shecould not escape 
to her family and their animosity to Muslims. This ironically 
underlines how free and individuality loving Daksha is a 
victim of animosity towards Muslim minority carried forward 
from the Partition.

The play, based on Daksha's diary from 1948, explores the 
experiences of a Muslim girl who becomes enemies with 
Zarine after partition, highlighting communal tensions in 
post-emergency India. Daksha's hatred towards Muslims is 
evident in her discrimination towards Javed and Bobby, two 
Muslim boys seeking asylum. The play pits Daksha's 
generation against younger generations, Smita and Aruna, 
who have similar biases but in different eras. The play 
highlights the ongoing communal violence in India, with riots 
involving Muslim boys Javed and Bobby moving to Hindu 
families as �luid sequences of destruction. The author argues 
that partition trauma is far from over and transforms into 
different forms in the present. Restringing the Hindu-Muslim 
polarity does not work, as the problem remains the same in 
the Indian 1990s and 1940s, with each generation bearing the 
bruises of the previous one and passing it on to the next.

Religion plays a signi�icant role in this play, both as an 
asset for self-de�ining and as an instrument for aggression. 
The characters' religious roles constantly transform and 
confront their subjectivity, highlighting the challenges faced 
by young Muslims in post-Partition India. Javed, a 
disillusioned Muslim, commits riots due to disillusionment 
rather than satisfaction with his beliefs. His actions re�lect the 
challenges faced by young Muslims in post-Partition India. 
Bobby, a character embodying secular humanism, shocks the 
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other characters by not believing in God, causing them to 
question their prejudices. He quotes from Luke 13:34, The 
Lord of the house dwells not in the temple, symbolizing his 
de�iance to the black and white religious system that isolates 
people. Bobby's character does not represent a world where 
differences between tribes, religious and other, might cease to 
matter, as there is another world where differences between 
tribes might cease to matter. Overall, religion plays a crucial 
role in Final Solutions, highlighting the challenges faced by 
young Muslims in post-Partition India.

Although Dattani's plays depict no communal violence or 
death, it is the hatred and mistrust that characters belonging 
to the cast, who could be Muslims or Christians, have for one 
another. Ramnik, the head of a Hindu family, seeks pardon for 
his family's crimes, which come to light as having thrived 
through exploiting a Muslim family during the Partition. He 
says they set their homes on �ire and turned them homeless, 
which re�lects the intricate tribal concept of con�lict, including 
physical aggression, economic chauvinism, and betrayals, 
which portrays the intricacy of Partition.

The religious functions of the characters in Final Solutions
play an important role as an instrument of aggression as much 
as a tool for self-de�inition. It is ways of changing and 
contradicting each other to point towards the crisis of young 
Muslims in post-Partition India.

Representation of Women in Final Solutions:
Daksha/Hardika: The Voice of the Past
Final Solutions is a play about Daksha, a second-generation 
character who has to confront the trauma of post-Partition 
life. Her dream of a life �illed with music and joy was crushed 
by the harsh world and unrealistic lifestyle. Her dreams 
represented liberation and the ability to express herself, but 
were killed by communal rage and misogynistic culture. It 
also showcases the problems of women in societies 
characterized by communal roles and obligations. Daksha's 
efforts to establish a friendship with Zarine result in 
aggression from her family and community, which re�lects the 
social/political fragmentation and the victory of communal 
relationships over close, personal bonds.

The communal and patriarchal character of the period 
in�luences the young Daksha, venting her anger not for being 
othered but because she is socialised into the toxicity for 
people belonging to their religion. Partition has left women 
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living in a world which is one of fear, mistrust, and bigotry. As 
can be shown above, efforts to forget Hardika indicate 
internalization on her part in trying to forget past events.

In the play, it's the eternal �ight of the women of Pakistan 
with religion and patriarchs; without an identity, though, she 
is a communal honour victim belonging to some family or 
community. Thisportrayal of women's roles and identities in 
India re�lects the communal division of power and politics. 
Hardika's internal struggle represents the PTSD experienced 
by many women of her generation, accompanied by the 
cultural pull-string of honourDattani's portrayal of Hardika is 
realistic and interesting, making the audience feel for her. She 
is not only an actress of the tragedy but also a creation of 
history and the social setting where she has been placed after 
Partition. Hardika's character symbolizes the strength of 
women in society, as they bear the burdens of being part of a 
certain community and endure oppression from male-
dominated societies. The play urges society to realize the 
historical past as a servant of speci�ic identity interests and 
come to terms with a society still hurting from historical 
atrocities.

The Younger Women: Smita and Aruna
In Mahesh Dattani's play, Smita and Aruna, two Indian 
women, are portrayed as different in their feminine spirit due 
to gendered oppression and communalism demanding a post-
partition social order,

  “ARUNA. Because . . . because I will not accept that from 
someone who is not proud of her inheritance. (Smita 
sits down, placing the brass pot lightly on her lap.) You 
cannot criticize what you are running away from. You 
will be prejudiced (Dattani58).”

Both women remain in con�lict with themselves and society, 
despite their religion and cultural background. Smita is 
committed to eradicating religious sectarianism and 
patriarchal governance, rebelling against family prejudices 
and communal prejudice, particularly between Hindus and 
Muslims. She appreciates providing shelter but disdains 
women who offer physical comfort without addressing the 
problems.The story describes a liberal woman, Smita, who 
rejects the patriarchal culture and religious rituals enslaving 
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women. She contests gender roles and refuses traditional 
roles assigned to her. Her progressive attitudes are endorsed 
by her conservative mother, Aruna. Thus, it can be said that 
her �ight for independence in this male-chauvinist culture 
mirrors women's efforts in this process.

Aruna is a traditional Hindu woman. She clings to 
traditional Indian culture and tries very hard to run away 
from Smita. According to her, the only way to ensure social 
harmony within the family and in society is by following the 
traditions. Each time Smita shows her dissatisfaction, Aruna 
reassures her, focusing on cultural differences between the 
two women. According to her, change is detrimental to the 
integrity of the family and its religion. In sum, her struggle 
against the traditional stereotype roles and cultural 
contradictions with her mother Aruna highlight the problems 
women faced in �inding independence in a much larger 
patriarchal and collectivistic society.

Dattani's play is the story of Final Solutions that revolves 
around the struggle of individual freedom and traditional 
culture in post-Partition India. Smita and Aruna are both 
representative of the struggle to �ind individual freedom 
versus standing by traditions and religion. The battle is also 
portrayed between two worlds since Smita struggles for a 
new life, while Aruna holds on to traditional norms. It re�lects 
the �ight between gender and power over women and there is 
a con�lict between personal and societal male dominance and 
self-identity.

Dattani investigates the pervasive characteristic of 
patriarchy in Indian society, as he outlines the struggle of 
women like Smita and Daksha to break free from it. Smita 
rebels against the rituals orchestrated by Aruna, whereas 
Daksha, holding traditions, recon�irms it. Both women are 
part of the society which was formed after Partition, thereby 
highlighting the alarming nature of contemporary Indian 
women's identity struggles.

In hisFinal Solutions, Mahesh Dattani portrays and tries to 
understand the splits based on socio-politics post Partition in 
India while his characters Smita and Aruna. Modernistic 
thought and progressive Indian Society norms were followed 
by the Smita while an individual, Aruna from this sphere felt 
safe in the grip of ritual and religious activities practiced with 
religious fervour, mainly due to her not accepting deviation 
from these to guard her family honour and preserve 
religiosity. A high-lighting play in so many ways, it actually 
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depicts the complexities of India on a religious, traditional 
and gender-related basis post the partition. Aruna feels 
uneasy about Smita's progressive attitude because she is a 
woman in a patriarchal society, and women are supposed to 
be the guardians of cultural and religious heritage. Her 
participation in religious rituals is not so much a matter of 
belief but a ful�illment of her role as the guardian of family 
values. It shows up in her discomfort over these traditions as 
being called into question by Smita and the tension for her 
own autonomy against such pressures as she and the other 
women of post-Partition India wrestled with.

“SMITA. Because you know they don’t believe in all the 
things that you feel are true. Doesn’t that make your 
belief that much weaker? Do two young boys make you 
so insecure? Come on, mummy. This is a time for 
strength! I am so glad these two dropped in. We would 
never have spoken about what makes us so different 
from each other. We would have gone on living our 
lives with our petty similarities (Dattani59).”

Final Solutions is a play by Dattani that explores the con�lict 
between modernity and tradition, with characters Smita and 
Aruna grappling with their individual desires and societal 
pressures to conform. The play highlights the inescapability of 
patriarchy for women, regardless of their beliefs. Smita's 
rebellion against Aruna's rituals is met with resistance, while 
Aruna's adherence to tradition reinforces her subjugation. 
Both women are products of a society shaped by Partition and 
its aftermath, re�lecting the ongoing challenges women face in 
asserting their identities. Through the contrasting 
personalities of Smita and Aruna, the characters in the play 
are re�lective of generational as well as ideological schisms 
that are features of the post-Partition world. Dattani brings to 
the fore the inner dynamics of a world marked by 
communalism and patriarchy by using women as mediums of 
inquiry regarding how women grapple with their identities in 
that very society.

Religion, Patriarchy, and the Domination of Women in 
Mahesh Dattani’s Final Solutions:
Mahesh Dattani'sFinal Solutions is actually a study in the 
oppression of women-historically, religious and patriarchal as 
well, and the impact of communalism. Such characters 
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represent these oppressions and ways in which Final 
Solutions resist against them, re�lective of their ingenuity in 
playing within this system.

Religion as a Tool of Patriarchal Control:
In Final Solutions, religion features much more in maintaining 
internal social cohesion within reclusive communities than it 
does with masculine authority and justifying that masculinity 
over women. Here, Hardika's situation with Zarine, where she 
is described as dangerous enough to pollute the Hindu race, 
exempli�ies the dispute between the two groups of men and 
the malice through which men execute lordship over women 
for whatever they believe religiously. This old woman, Aruna 
symbolizes the traditional woman with religious norms and 
customs existing in a society. On this side, her husband 
reinforced these gender roles and all the spiritual practices. 
His pujas and cooking in the kitchen might all be symbolic of 
the minimal opportunities women had beyond prayer. 
Religion becomes a kind of tool for man to identify himself 
and enslave women, who should hold down their heads and 
not become stubborn like men, who must remain superior.

Women’s Resistance and Agency:
Dattani's characters, especially Smita and Hardika, challenge 
religious and patriarchal dominance by revealing the agency 
of women in oppressed societies. Smita challenges communal 
hatred and rejects the cult of femininity set by society. She 
selects romantic love with a Muslim man despite negative 
community opinions against them as a protest against 
religion and male chauvinistic systems. In addition to this, her 
act of rebellion also has a meaning behind it-to be against the 
discriminatory powers and patriarchal values whereby the 
norms are disturbed along with the status quo.

 Hardika challenges male-dominating society by secretly 
exercising agency on paper. Since Hardika is not actively 
protesting any patriarchal institution or norms, she �inds this 
little piece of space and power without any surveillance or 
male guardianship where she could truly have the liberty of 
penning everything in her private diary to speak her mind, 
regardless of societal efforts to crush this freedom in her. The 
above would be essential for a female expression in society 
which tried and seeks to keep these in subjugation. Through 
Hardika's diary, Dattani portrays how freedom has been 
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achieved in the midst of constant subjugation by men and how 
creative expression about women matters.

Final Solutions highlights the limitations of women's 
resistance, as the struggles of two girls, Smita and Hardika, are 
shaped by social and cultural norms. The taboo sexual 
relationship between Smita and her Muslim boyfriend and 
Hardika's diaries perpetuate gender oppression, highlighting 
the constraints of women's efforts to resist and the sustaining 
power structures that erase them.

The Final Solutions of the Holocaust: A Postcolonial 
Feminist Interpretation
Intersectionality of Gender, Religion, and Power:
Final Solutions explores gender politics through the lens of 
postcolonial feminism, highlighting the suppression of female 
characters by both societal dominance and socio-political 
policies of colonization and partition in India. The concept of 
"double colonization" is introduced, where young women 
suffer from the impacts of both colonialism and male 
domination. The book uses Partition as a historical event to 
illustrate how gender oppression forms part of the feminine 
condition. The characters, such as Hardika, are still in distress 
over the occurrences of Partition and represent how this 
historical event has shaped women in the present as she says 
“ I cannot forget. I just cannot forget...”(Duttani73). The book 
highlights the impact of colonialism and male domination on 
young women.The partition of religious groups in history re-
established patriarchy over women's bodies and existence, 
with women considered the community's honour. Their 
sexuality was used as a platform for religious and communal 
clashes. “Final Solutions” explores this power dynamics 
through a religious cultural setting, where women are 
supposed to preserve community honour while being 
subjugated to male dominion. The play also highlights the fear 
of sexual violence, highlighting the marginalization of women 
in postcolonial feminist analysis.

Cultural Hybridity and Identity Negotiation:
In Final Solutions, Dattani explores the concept of cultural 
identity, particularly how women hybridize their identities. 
The play portrays contemporary British Asian characters and 
families' experiences of cultural transformations in post-
modern India and Pakistan, highlighting the malleability of 
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identities. The female characters face a particularly 
problematic battle between tradition and personal desires, as 
they navigate the complex landscape of post-partition India 
and Pakistan.

Smita, a character born after Partition, struggles with 
cultural con�lict and individualization. She does not wish to be 
free but respects the apprehensions of her family. Her 
romance with a Muslim man and ethnic strife suggests she's 
trying to lead a double life in a culturally mixed world. This 
battle is typical of women in postcolonial societies that 
promote cultural creolization, complicating personal identity 
construction. Smita, a rebel �igure, struggles with identity 
negotiation, while Hardika represents the older generation's 
identity struggle. Hardika faces prejudices and seeks meaning 
in grief during social transition. Dattani's character portrays 
transcultural individuals facing new modes of being and 
social strife due to cultural and religious con�licts, highlighting 
identity challenges in postcolonial society.

Critique of Nationalist Narratives:
Final Solutions is also an example of a dominant nationalist 
ideology, mainly in how women during Partition were treated. 
Nationalism reinscribes hegemonic, masculinist penalties of 
country formation and collective identity to disem /power 
women. Dattani challenges these discourses by presenting 
women, such as Hardika, as those whose histories were 
entirely de�ined by the cataclysm of the Partition and silenced 
by patriarchy. Women are symbols of nationalism and 
embody honour and communal interest. However, women 
faced rape and sexual violence during the Partition. Final 
Solutionscomplicates the Indo-Pak split and highlights the 
postcolonial nation-state built on the genocide of brown 
people. The story acknowledges the rape and violence faced 
by women during that time. Dattani's narrative raises 
concerns against nationalist discourse that glori�ies the 
masculine heroism of Indian army specials, emphasizing the 
feminine suffering in India amidst global terror. The play 
challenges the binary "us" and "them" in nationalist 
discourses, which perpetuate prejudice and trauma. It 
highlights the importance of addressing buried histories, 
particularly the gendered history of women, to achieve true 
healing and unity. The continuation of these narratives allows 
for perpetuation of prejudice and trauma, rather than 
promoting change and healing.
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Conclusion
Mahesh Dattani's Final Solutions explores the anxieties of 
gendered religious divides post-India's partition, focusing on 
the political and communal aspects of the partition. The play 
features three protagonists, Daksha/Hardika, Smita, and 
Aruna, whose religious opposition and male dominance 
create diverse political situations for women.The play Final 
Solutions effectively uses theatre to address the effects of the 
Partition on women who survived and were violated. It 
emphasizes the importance of women in history and the need 
to analyse their experiences during and after the event from 
an Indian perspective, demonstrating the effectiveness of 
theatre in addressing historical issues.

Contribution to Feminist and Postcolonial Discourse:
This research adds gender to the analysis of Partition 
representations, thus making explicit the importance of 
understanding the socio-cultural realities of post-Partition 
India. Dattani emphasizes the need to address issues affecting 
women, which are often erased or marginalized by historical 
narratives. By using gender, religion, and power as analytical 
categories, this work proposes a perspective for unravelling 
women's identity and experience in war. The text emphasizes 
the signi�icance of understanding the link between Partition, 
communalism, sexual/gender violence, and nationalist 
belonging, highlighting the ongoing suffering of women from 
societal evils, emphasizing the need for such works to address 
ongoing issues.

Future Research Directions:
This chapter suggests future research directions, such as 
comparing with other narratives related to the Partition of 
India, focusing on women's roles. This would provide insights 
into how women's narratives are depicted and how they 
complement the historical historiography of the Partition. The 
text explores the role of collective memory and trauma in 
divided reminiscence during the Partition. It highlights the 
importance of personal memory in re-creating history, and 
how other authors and playwrights use similar labour to 
understand how memory shapes communal and personal 
identities post-colonial. Future studies should explore the 
connection between the critique of nationalist narratives in 
Final Solutions and contemporary nationalist, identity, and 
gender discourses in South Asia.
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Chapter 6

Voices from the Margins: Analysing Select 
Works in Arjun Dangle’s Poisoned Bread

Dr Rosy Tep

Introduction

Dalit literature re�lects the general awareness of the long-
lasting social, political, economic, and racial 

discrimination that Dalits have faced over many years. Post-
independence writing by Dalits is a signi�icant historical 
document that captures the ongoing marginalization of the 
Dalit community in Indian society. It communicates through 
artistic expression the suffering, confusion, broken families, 
degrading conditions, and poverty that Dalits endure. After 
1967, the Dalit literary movement gained traction, evoking 
the Sanskrit root "dal," which denotes marginalization, 
oppression, and brokenness. "Dalit" does not refer to a class; 
rather, it refers to a caste identity, applied to people who are 
stigmatized as "untouchable" because of extreme poverty and 
occupational pollution. The hereditary Brahmins, Kshatriyas, 
Vaishyas, and Shudras — often referred to as "outcastes" 
within society structures — are among the Dalits, who do not 
belong to the conventional four-fold caste system. The term 
'Dalit' was coined by Jyotiba Rao Phule in the 19th century to 
re�lect the oppression faced by the former untouchable caste 
in Hindu society. Previously known as 'Untouchables,' 
'Depressed class,' and 'Harijan,' they now identify themselves 
as 'Dalit.' This change in nomenclature came about due to the 
widespread awareness and teachings of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, 
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which reshaped the perception of Dalit identity. Today, 'Dalit' 
signi�ies one who has endured oppression and harassment 
and has begun to reject traditional religious and societal 
constructs such as God, Soul, Religion, Rebirth, Rituals, 
Miracles, and Superstition. 

Isn't it interesting how Dalits have signi�icantly 
contributed to the productive forces by producing a wide 
range of goods, from luxury items to necessities, through their 
labor, all of which were later consumed by the upper strata of 
society? They were, however, prohibited from using the 
products for their personal gain. Due to the power of the 
privileged sections, there was deprivation. Additionally, they 
effectively felt as though their sense of self and identity were 
compromised. The question of whether Dalits comprised the 
primary agricultural labor force engaged in activities such as 
�ieldwork, plowing, sowing, and harvesting is nuanced. While 
a portion of the agricultural labor force, termed the peasantry, 
focused on crop cultivation and grain production, other 
marginalized segments, including Dalits, undertook ancillary 
roles within the agrarian economy. These roles encompassed 
the crafting of agricultural implements, the spinning and 
weaving of cotton thread for cloth production, sanitation 
duties such as cleaning village streets, and occasional 
participation in harvesting activities. Such multifaceted 
contributions position Dalits akin to facets of the 
contemporary workforce. However, pervasive social 
prejudices relegated them to a state of inferior living, marked 
by a lack of societal recognition and respect.

There has been a debatable discussion about who can 
be called Dalit writers between Dalit & Non-Dalit writers. 
Initially, the term Dalit was used for the people of Scheduled 
Caste but the notion kept changing and now the term has 
become more inclusive. Baburao Bagul, in the presidential 
note during a Dalit literary conference in Mahad (1979), said, 
the term 'Dalit' refers not only to Buddhists and backward 
class people, but also to all those who toil, are exploited, and 
oppressed. Omprakash Valmiki, in his seminar paper “Dalit 
Literature in the Eyes of Dalits,” said, the term has a more 
inclusive meaning. Arjun Dangle (Dangle 264) also observes 
that, when Dalit literature began to be discussed, several 
doubts about its nature were raised. Initially, the discussion 
centered around Buddhist (or Mahar) youths as they led the 
movement. Later on, it was realised that while de�ining Dalit 
literature, Dalit writers and intellectuals clearly stated that it 
was not the literature of a particular caste but their stand 
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from the beginning itself is broad and well-developed. 
Prominent Gujarati writer Harish Mangalam stated in an 
interview that literature by Dalit writers has the authenticity 
of experience and the ring of truth. He becomes liberal in his 
de�inition but questioned the authenticity and feel in the 
literature written by non-Dalit authors. 

Munshi Premchand penned wonderful �iction and 
short stories depicting the issues of exploitation, oppression, 
harassment, untouchability etc in Indian society. Mainstream 
Hindi writer Kashiram Singh argues against a Dalit identity in 
literary production, stating, "You don't have to be a horse to 
write about a horse!" To this, the Dalit writer Omprakash 
Valmiki replies in his essay “Zootan: A Dalit Life” (2003): 

“Yes, you can write about the horse, his external 
contours, his canter and neighs but when at the end of 
the day the same horse, having done his share of 
laboring, exhausted and hungry, stands tied to a post in 
the stable, what can you write about how he feels or 
what emotions he harbours towards his master or 
about his inner pain.”

The crux of the matter lies not only in authenticity but also in 
expressing a distinct realm of experience and perception. This 
is why there's often a focus on the signi�icance of the term 
'dalit'. "Dalit" signi�ies being crushed, ground, split, re�lecting 
the centuries-long living conditions of a signi�icant segment of 
India's population. Metaphorically, it encompasses 
oppression, exploitation, hatred, rejection, torture, dejection, 
deprivation, and more, and has been embraced and integrated 
into the contemporary Dalit lexicon over the Gandhian term 
Harijan.

The emergence of Indian-written English novels, such 
as Arundhati Roy's God of Small Things (1997), has brought 
forth Dalit protagonists and addressed socially sensitive 
topics, including the love affair between a Dalit boy and an 
upper caste girl, as well as incest. However, some critics argue 
that Roy's portrayal of the Dalit hero, Velutha, is unrealistic 
and idealized. Additionally, neither the Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs), who have historically lagged behind the Dalits 
intellectually, nor the Dalits themselves, have had signi�icant 
representation in English-language literature. Roy's novel 
ends tragically, and some argue that it does not re�lect social 
realism, but rather a skillful use of powerful themes. 
Therefore, it could be argued that the challenges facing Dalit 
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literature in Maharashtra and much of India are re�lective of 
the broader challenges facing literature in general.

The Great Debaters (2007), an African American �ilm 
produced by Denzel Washington, also conveys a similar 
message. After detailing graphic atrocities against slaves, the 
hero Denzil Washington tells his students, “They found a 
better way to keep slaves: feed the slave, keep his body, but 
take his mind. You've lost your minds. I'm here to give you 
back your minds!” The reason Dalits in India still hold 
Ambedkar in such high regard is that he played a pivotal role 
in their lives by providing them with the minds to 
comprehend and progress. The man who drafted the Indian 
Constitution and lived from 1891 to 1956. He spearheaded a 
valiant campaign to defend the rights of his fellow Dalits. 
However, this democratic revolution is still un�inished.  It is a 
painful reality that in India, there has been only partial 
renunciation of mental bondage and freedom from the "forced 
labor" of caste dharmaMahars in Maharashtra no longer ful�ill 
their traditional responsibilities. . However, caste 'duties' that 
are harmful, �ilthy, and demeaning still exist throughout India, 
most notably the cleaning of latrines and sewers by the 
Bhangi caste.  The People belonging to a speci�ic caste are still 
forced to work in excrement-�illed villages where it is 
considered a "private" matter; contemporary integrated cities 
that still rely on human sewage removal; government-
�inanced railways; and, �inally, pilgrimage sites such as the 
Kumbh Mela and the Varkari pilgrimage in Pandharpur, where 
pilgrims donate millions of rupees but there are no modern 
restrooms.  to a speci�ic caste are still forced to work in 
excrement-�illed villages where it is considered a "private" 
matter; contemporary integrated cities that still depend on 
human sewage removal; government-�inanced railways; and, 
lastly, pilgrimage sites like the Kumbh Mela and the Varkari
pilgrimage at Pandharpur, where pilgrims donate millions of 
rupees but there are no modern restrooms. The literary 
revolution itself is still not fully realised. 

Voices of Dalit Resistance from the Text
Poisoned Bread (2009), edited by Arjun Dangle, delves into the 
psyche of individuals who suffer mental and physical torment 
but are unable to retaliate. Most of the works in Poisoned 
Bread belong to a genre where anger, frustration, and 
suffering fuel rebellions aimed at creating a more equitable 
social order. The Dalit literature of the 1970s and 80s, 
included in this collection, called for a fresh start in Marathi 



Indian English Literature

86

literature. Dalit literature in other Indian languages has also 
embraced this challenge. However, Dalit literature in Marathi 
has not ful�illed its early promise after its initial emergence. 
While autobiographies, occasional poems, and a few novels 
continue to be published, following in the footsteps of 
Baburao Bagul and Anna Bhau Sathe has proven to be less 
successful. Unlike the surge in other Indian languages, Dalit 
literature in contemporary Marathi has stagnated, despite 
notable works such as a novel by the Tamil woman writer, 
Bama. 

This anthology is not just a literary collection but a 
socio-political commentary on the systemic oppression faced 
by Dalits. To understand the deeper themes and the socio-
political implications of this work, this article applies both 
Postcolonial and Marxist theoretical frameworks. 
Postcolonial theory examines the impacts of colonialism on 
cultures and societies, focusing on the power dynamics 
between the colonizers and the colonized. In the context of 
Poisoned Bread, the caste system in India can be viewed 
through a postcolonial lens, where the upper castes assume 
the role of the colonizers, imposing cultural, social, and 
economic hegemony over the Dalits, who are akin to the 
colonized subjects. The key concepts are hybridity -  a 
blending of cultures and identities resulting from colonialism; 
subaltern, as the marginalized and oppressed groups without 
a voice; mimicry, as the imitation of the colonizer by the 
colonized, often with subversive undertones; and resistance, 
which is a pervasive theme on acts of de�iance against the 
dominant power structures. Additionally, Marxist theory can 
also be focused on socio-economic structures and the 
con�licts between different classes, providing a framework to 
analyze how economic and material conditions shape social 
relations and power dynamics. "Poisoned Bread" offers a vivid 
portrayal of the class struggle inherent in the caste system, 
highlighting the economic exploitation and material 
deprivation of Dalits. Key concepts are class struggles 
between different social classes, primarily the bourgeoisie 
and the proletariat, material conditions of the economic and 
material bases that shape social life and consciousness and 
ideology with the set of beliefs that justify and maintain the 
power of the ruling class. The intersection of postcolonial and 
Marxist theories in analyzing Poisoned Bread offers a 
comprehensive understanding of Dalit oppression. While 
postcolonial theory highlights the cultural and social aspects 
of caste domination, Marxist theory focuses on the economic 
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and material dimensions. Together, they provide a holistic 
view of the systemic nature of caste oppression and the 
multifaceted resistance against it. 

Arjun Dangle's Poisoned Bread is a seminal work in the 
�ield of sociopolitical analysis that examines caste-based 
discrimination and violence in India.  Dangle employs an 
interdisciplinary approach to explain the complex dynamics 
of caste oppression and its widespread consequences for 
Indian society. He accomplishes this by drawing from 
sociology, history, and anthropology.  The book exposes the 
caste system's deep-seated structural injustices and examines 
how they manifest themselves in a variety of areas, including 
politics, work, and education, as well as providing a gripping 
narrative.  Dangle also looks at resistance tactics and the �ight 
against caste hegemony, emphasizing marginalized groups' 
agency in their quest for emancipation and social justice.  
Through raising the voices of the marginalized and 
challenging predominant narratives. Regardless of the 
weather, they did menial work as directed by the upper castes. 
They were treated as animals, isolated from the village, and 
given leftover food by the upper caste as compensation for 
their tireless labour. It was claimed that their physical 
presence "polluted the upper castes," while their shadow had 
the same effect.  Hindu religious texts imposed harsh and 
humiliating punishments for violating the prohibition on 
wearing nice clothes, jewellery, or even shoes. They were 
completely reliant on the upper castes' goodwill, even for 
something as simple as water.  The most depraved 
untouchability practice once required untouchables to tie an 
earthen pot around their necks to keep their faeces from 
contaminating the ground. Another urge they had was to tie a 
broom behind them so that their footprints would be covered 
before anyone noticed. Poisoned Bread, published in 1992, 
was the �irst anthology of Dalit literature.  The writers, over 80 
of whom are presented here in English translations, are nearly 
all of the most prominent �igures in Marathi Dalit literature 
who have contributed to this unique literary phenomenon - 
poetry, autobiographical extracts, short stories, essays, and 
speeches. 

To Be or Not to Be Born
L. S. Rokhade's poem "To Be or Not to Be Born” in Poisoned 
Bread is a compelling narrative that delves into the existential 
crisis faced by Dalits in India. This literary piece is a 
contribution to Dalit literature, which seeks to show the 
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experiences and struggles of Dalits against the backdrop of a 
deeply entrenched caste system. The title poses a 
philosophical and existential dilemma, re�lecting the 
profound anguish and dehumanization experienced by those 
relegated to the lowest rungs of society. The central theme of 
To Be or Not to Be Born is the pervasive and brutal caste-based 
discrimination that Dalits endure. Rokhade vividly portrays 
the systemic marginalization and violence in�licted upon 
Dalits, highlighting the social, economic, and psychological 
toll of caste oppression. The narrative underscores the 
dehumanization and stigmatization that Dalits face, which 
often leads to an existential questioning of the very value of 
life. The existential dilemma Dalits face is summed up in the 
work's title. To Be or Not to Be Born re�lects a sense of despair 
and hopelessness, questioning the worth of existence in a 
society that denies basic human dignity and rights. 

“I, still in your womb, was wondering
Do I want to be born-
Do I want to be born at all
in this land? (Rokhade 5 - 8)”

Rokhade critiques social structures perpetuating inequality 
and calls for change in "To Be or Not to Be Born." The work 
re�lects historical injustices faced by Dalits and the ongoing 
struggle for equality and human rights. With themes of social 
injustice, existential dilemma, and resistance, it serves as a 
critique of social structures and a call to action for change. 
Rokhade's contribution to Dalit literature articulates the pain, 
resilience, and aspirations of a marginalized community, 
making it essential for understanding the complexities of 
caste in India.

Send My Boy to School
Send My Boy to School by Waman Kardak is a plea for 
empowerment through education. This poem represents the 
connection between caste, poverty, and the transformative 
power of education. Written in the context of the Dalit 
struggle for equality in India, the poem is intended as both a 
cry for help and a demand for justice. Kardak's work 
resonates with the broader Dalit literary movement, which 
seeks to articulate the experiences and aspirations of the 
historically oppressed Dalit community. He was born at a time 
when Dalits faced severe social and economic marginalization 
and emerged as a powerful voice advocating for Dalit rights. 
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The central theme of Send My Boy to School revolves around 
the transformative potential of education. Kardak poignantly 
portrays the struggles of Dalit parents who, despite their 
poverty, see education as the key to a better future for their 
children. 

“Send my boy to school
Lord and master
…
We may be terribly poor
Famine may knock at our door
I’ll see that he gets to school (Kardak 1-2, 4-8)”

The poem expresses the desperate hope that education can 
break the chains of caste-based discrimination and open 
doors to opportunities that have been denied to Dalits. The 
school represents hope and a path to empowerment. The 
recurring motif of the "boy" represents the future generation 
of Dalits, whose lives can be fundamentally changed through 
access to education. The contrast between the bleakness of 
their current existence and the brightness of an educated 
future is starkly drawn, highlighting the urgency of the plea. 
The poem's emotional appeal lies in its depiction of parental 
love and sacri�ice. The plea to "send my boy to school" is not 
just a request but a heartfelt cry born out of the deep desire 
for a better life for one's child. 

“If my clothes are torn, what do I care?
My boy must never go bare
What use I do have for a jewel?
Send my boy to school, etc. (Kardak 13-16)”

Kardak's portrayal of the parents' willingness to endure 
hardship for the sake of their child's education resonates with 
universal themes of parental love and sacri�ice, making the 
poem relatable and powerful. Kardak highlights the economic 
challenges, social ostracism, and lack of resources that Dalit 
families face. By bringing these issues to the forefront, Kardak 
challenges the reader to confront the realities of caste 
discrimination and to acknowledge the role of education in 
addressing these inequities. This poem is more than just a 
literary piece; it is a call to action. It underscores the critical 
importance of education in the �ight against caste-based 
oppression and poverty. 

A Corpse in the Well
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The autobiographical extract of Shankarrao Kharat's A Corpse 
in the Well depicts caste atrocities in a harrowing manner. A 
stark and disturbing portrayal of India's long-standing caste 
discrimination. Kharat, a well-known �igure in Dalit literature, 
uses this story to shed light on the harsh realities that Dalits 
face. Shankarrao Kharat, a well - known Dalit writer, has 
played an important role in bringing Dalits' experiences to the 
forefront of Indian literature.  Untouchability and Dalit social 
ostracism are central themes in the story. The story exposes 
upper-caste communities' inhumane treatment of Dalits. 

“The sight of the corpse in the well had a devastating 
impact on the entire village. The well, once a source 
of life, had now become a harbinger of death and 
despair." (Kharat 112)”

The plot centers around the discovery of a corpse in a well, a 
source of drinking water for the village. Ironically, the well, 
which represents life and sustenance, becomes a site of death 
and contamination. This stark contrast demonstrates the 
extent to which caste discrimination pervades daily life. The 
corpse represents Dalits' marginalized and oppressed status, 
whose lives are considered disposable by upper-caste society. 
The Dalit characters, despite their suffering, exhibit dignity 
and resilience. In contrast, the upper-caste characters display 
arrogance and callousness, highlighting the moral corruption 
that accompanies caste privilege. 

“The upper-caste villagers stood at a distance, their 
faces twisted in disgust. 'How dare they pollute our 
well,' one of them spat out, as if the very presence of 
the Dalit corpse was a deliberate act of de�iance. 
(Kharat 114)”

Kharat’s nuanced portrayal of these characters serves to 
humanize the Dalits while critiquing the dehumanizing 
attitudes of the upper castes. The story is a scathing critique 
of systemic inequalities and social norms that perpetuate 
caste hierarchies.  Kharat advocates a radical transformation 
of society based on equality, justice, and human dignity. His 
work aligns with the larger Dalit movement that seeks to 
dismantle caste-based oppression and promote social justice.

Conclusion
This chapter demonstrated how the anthology functions as a 
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powerful sociopolitical document that not only re�lects the 
harsh reality of caste-based oppression, but also the Dalit 
community's tenacity and resistance, using postcolonial and 
Marxist theoretical frameworks. We looked at how the 
anthology emphasizes themes of hybridity, subalternity, 
mimicry, and resistance through the lens of postcolonial 
theory. The interactions between cultural and social factors 
that in�luence Dalit identities and experiences are made clear 
by these themes. The poems, essays, and stories in the book 
“Poisoned Bread” allow Dalit voices to challenge dominant 
upper-caste narratives and assert their rightful place in 
India's sociocultural landscape. Similarly, the anthology's 
depiction of the economic aspects of caste oppression has 
been illuminated by the use of Marxist theory. The stories 
focus on Dalits' material hardships and exploitation, linking 
their socioeconomic struggles to broader class struggles.  The 
critique of dominant ideologies and emphasis on class 
consciousness help us better understand the systemic basis of 
caste-based inequality. “Poisoned Bread” recognizes Dalits' 
de�iance and aspirations for justice and equality while also 
emphasizing their hardship and marginalization. The 
anthology's comprehensive collection of individual and group 
experiences encourages readers to recognize and confront the 
system's ingrained injustices, while also serving as a historical 
record. Finally, this study emphasizes the importance of Dalit 
literature in scholarly discourse and social change.  When we 
approach "Poisoned Bread" through a postcolonial and 
Marxist lens, we can gain a better understanding of the 
nuances and complexities of Dalit experiences which serves 
as a valuable resource for understanding the intersections of 
caste, class, and resistance in modern India, as well as a 
tribute to the Dalit community's tenacity.
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Chapter 7

The Black Opal Night Has A Thousand Eyes

Geeta Lakshmi Vallabhaneni

Introduction

Mahasweta Devi, a social activist and a journalist, is one of 
the most noted Bengali writers of India. She was a 

political activist with leftist ideologies who worked for the 
rights and empowerment of the tribal people (Lodha and 
Shabar) of West Bengal, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and 
Chhattisgarh states of India. The major event that occurred 
after Mahasweta Devi has become a creative writer, was the 
Red Naxalbari Movement which seemed to have exerted a 
tremendous in�luence on her writings, especially Mother of 
1084. This movement ignited in the Naxalbari area. It was led 
by the unexpected collision of the peasants and the 
authorities. The target of these movements was the 
amputation of the long-established oppression of the landless 
peasantry and itinerant farm workers. Mahasweta Devi has 
inked Mother of 1084, depicting the factors that led to the 
rebellion and the casualties due to the brutal suppression of 
the Naxalite Movement. She uses her experience 
momentously in her works. Her writings depict the voice of 
the people living in communities of the fringe, outside the 
dominant upper-caste milieu. In "The Spivak Reader", Gayatri 
Spivak says about Devi, “The pouvoir-savoir or know-it-
asthis/can-do-it-as-this of the discourse of feminism is 
obviously counterintuitive to the inhabitants of this space, the 
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space of Mahasweta's �iction. As she works actively to move 
the subalterns into hegemony, in her struggle in the �ield, she 
pushes them toward that other episteme, where the 
"intuitions" of feminism become accessible”. 

“Mother of 1084: a passion that has rarely emerged so 
unabashedly in the Bengali novel”

Verfremdungseffekt
Verfremdungseffekt (alienation effect) is a challenging 
concept to apply directly to "Mother of 1084" because the play 
is deeply emotional and aims to evoke empathy for the 
characters.
The Verfremdungseffekt, or alienation effect, is a theatrical 
technique developed by Bertolt Brecht to prevent audience 
members from passively identifying with characters in a play. 
Instead, it aims to encourage critical thinking and active 
engagement with the themes and issues presented. In 
"Mother of 1084," this technique is applied extensively to the 
character of Sujata, transforming her from a sympathetic 
protagonist into a vehicle for social and political commentary.

Direct Address to Audience
Throughout the story, Sujata breaks the traditional fourth wall 
by directly addressing the audience. This technique 
immediately disrupts the illusion of reality that theatre often 
strives to create. When Sujata speaks directly to the viewers, 
she shifts from being merely a character within the story to 
becoming a narrator and commentator on the events 
unfolding. This dual role prevents the audience from fully 
immersing themselves in her emotional journey, instead 
forcing them to engage with her story on a more intellectual 
level.

Subaltern Radicalism
Sujata, a central �igure in Mahasweta Devi's Mother of 1084, 
epitomizes the complexities of a woman constrained by 
patriarchal structures. Her position as a middle-class 
housewife masks a deeper subjugation, characterized by 
limited agency and the devaluation of her emotional 
experiences. However, the narrative reveals a transformative 
journey as Sujata challenges these constraints, emerging as a 
symbol of resistance. Her character offers a profound 
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exploration of the intersection of gender and power, 
demonstrating the potential for agency even within the most 
restrictive social roles.

Corporealization of Truth:
Sujata memorializes the traumatizing memories of the 
murder of her dead son Brati through multiple time periods of 
the experiences of pain and loss, and dig out the memories of 
certain ethical issues which her family members, the upper 
middle class of society, and the state apparatuses try to avoid. 
“Further, in documenting the memories she memorializes 
them. The subaltern position that she takes is understood as a 
profoundly political act of playing off of private experiences 
and their corporeal truth – or rather corpo (real) truth - 
claims against the protocols of publicly acknowledged facts 
and meaning”. Through her subaltern counter-memories 

The Apolitical Mother and Son Dyad
The relationship between Sujata and Brati is a central theme 
in the play, and �lashbacks provide crucial insights into its 
evolution. While initial recollections may evoke a sense of 
idyllic domesticity, subsequent �lashbacks gradually reveal 
underlying tensions and a growing disconnect between 
mother and son. These narrative shifts are essential in 
understanding the complexities of their relationship and the 
factors that contributed to their eventual estrangement.

Körper der Erinnerung" (Body of Memory)
To have a moral understanding of the memories of the 
ruthless suppression of the Naxalite movement from 1971 to 
1974 Sujata replays them corporeally, whereas her husband 
Dibyanath has hushed them up all along. Her prosperous 
family too has maintained guarded silence about this matter. 
This calculated amnesia has also been endorsed and 
sustained by the civil society and the state. While, for example, 
at home his photograph was removed from the wall and 
tucked away somewhere along with his shoes and raincoat, in 
the public sphere the newspapers never mentioned Brati’s 
name among the youth who were killed. Their bodies were 
incinerated under the supervision of the police hastily and in 
a hush-hush manner. “Exactly a year and three months later, 
the writers, artists and intellectuals of Calcutta turned West 
Bengal upside down out of sympathy with and support for the 
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cause of Bangladesh”. Sujata’s consciousness is mediated 
through the narrator’s comment which is cleverly structured 
like a catechism to emphasize that a mother alone possesses 
the power and authority to read and interpret what the others 
cannot. She can face up what the others dare not, since she is 
a mother: 

“Who is Sujata? Only a mother. Who are those hundreds 
and thousands whose hearts, even now, are gnawed by 
questions? Only mothers”, remarks the narrator.

Representation of Women
Voice is a critical component of agency. It allows individuals to 
articulate their experiences, needs, and desires. Silence, 
conversely, can be a form of powerlessness, a way of being 
erased or marginalized.  

The play challenges stereotypical representations of 
women. Sujata,a product of privilege, is not merely a passive 
bene�iciary of the system. Sujata's voice is privileged. Her 
education and social status grant her access to platforms 
where her opinions can be heard. However, her initial silence 
in the face of her son's death reveals the limitations of her 
voice. It is only through her subsequent journey of discovery 
that she fully reclaims her voice.

She is a complex character who undergoes a 
transformative journey. Sujata is a symbol of resilience, 
agency, and the enduring human spirit.

Metonymic rather than Metaphoric: 
In Mother of 1084, Mahasweta Devi employs metonymy to 
construct a narrative that is as much about the socio-political 
landscape as it is about the personal tragedy of Sujata.

1. The Body as Metonym:One of the most striking 
examples of metonymy in the play is the use of the body. 
Sujata's body becomes a metonym for the collective 
trauma of the Naxalite movement. Her physical pain 
mirrors the larger societal wounds in�licted by the con�lict. 
The description of her body, marked by the weight of grief, 
becomes a stand-in for the entire generation scarred by 
violence.

2. The Home as Metonym:The home, particularly the 
Chatterjee household, serves as a metonym for the 
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middle-class Indian family. It represents both a haven and 
a prison, a space of intimacy and societal pressure. The 
changes within the home, such as the removal of Brati's 
photograph, mirror the larger shifts in Indian society.

3. Numbers as Metonyms:The title itself, "Mother of 
1084," employs metonymy. The number 1084 is not 
merely a statistic but a representation of countless 
unnamed victims. It stands in for the collective loss, the 
dehumanization of the individual in the face of mass 
violence.

4. Language as Metonym:Language itself becomes a 
metonym for power and control. The silence surrounding 
Brati's death, the euphemisms used to describe the 
violence, and the manipulation of narratives all highlight 
the ways in which language can be used to obscure or to 
reveal truth.

A Bond Unbroken
(After the mother’s identi�ication with the son is complete). 
For Sujata, he is not only a son now. Brati epitomizes an entire 
class that risked their lives for the welfare of humanity. 
Nevertheless, the authority dehumanized Brati by allotting a 
number to his dead body; he is still a human being. Sujata is 
satis�ied by seeing and reaching an analogous in Brati’s rebel 
to her repressed revolt against the rotten patriarchal habits. 
Indeed, Sujata’s realization of Brati and his mission support 
her to realize herself and her mission as a mother, a woman 
and a human being. Instead of regretting she feels proud being 
casted with Brati’s camp.

The Limitations of Maternal Idealization
Sujata's portrayal of her son as an idealized �igure is a 
common coping mechanism for bereaved parents. Her desire 
to protect Brati's image from the complexities of the world he 
inhabited is understandable, but it also reveals the limitations 
of this perspective. By focusing solely on the idealized version 
of her son, Sujata risks losing sight of the real person he was.

The play suggests that while maternal love is a powerful 
force, it cannot obscure the complexities of human 
experience. To truly understand and honor her son's memory, 
Sujata confronts the reality of his life and choices.
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Retrospection in Character Development
The strategic use of �lashbacks is instrumental in shaping 
Sujata's character arc. By juxtaposing her past with her 
present, the play underscores the profound transformations 
she undergoes. These �lashbacks not only reveal the origins of 
her worldview but also highlight the process of 
deconstruction as she grapples with the complexities of her 
son's life and death.

Sujata's �lashbacks serve as a critical tool for exploring 
the tensions between individual and societal aspirations, the 
complexities of mother-son relationships, and the limitations 
of the bourgeois worldview. By carefully constructing these 
retrospective moments, the author offers a nuanced portrayal 
of a character in transition.

Peeking Behind the Play
The play is set against the backdrop of the Naxalite movement, 
a radical leftist insurgency that challenged the established 
order and exposed deep-rooted inequalities within Indian 
society. The narrative delves into the complexities of this era, 
examining the interplay between the state, the Naxalites, and 
the general populace, particularly the middle class. By 
focusing on the experiences of Sujata and her family, the play 
offers a poignant critique of the social, economic, and political 
conditions of the time.

Essentially, the Naxalites view themselves as protectors of 
the middle class, as they believe government authorities have 
failed to improve their conditions. This results in a con�lict 
between the Naxalite movement, which seeks to bring about 
change, and the power structures of the nation, which aim to 
silence the Naxalites at various levels. Consequently, the 
functioning of the broader power structures in relation to 
middle class society becomes a crucial issue, leading to 
Mahasweta Devi’s Mother of 1084 being labelled as 
"Political."

“Set in the urban Bengal, the play realistically portrays the 
climatic phase of the annihilation of the Naxalites of the 1970s”.

Political Theatre: A Question of De�inition
Postlewait suggests two ways to de�ine "political" in the 
context of theatre: 
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1. by examining the political themes and messages 
within plays and performances, and 

2. by considering the political and historical 
circumstances that in�luence the creation and 
reception of theatre.

"Political theatre" commonly denotes left-wing works 
critiquing capitalism and advocating radical change. Erwin 
Piscator emphasizedthat the theatre should engage with 
social and political issues, aiming to provoke thought and 
inspire action among audiences. Goorney emphasizes that 
political theatre is not just about content or context, but about 
“action” and adds that such theatre often arises from groups 
actively resisting established power, seeking change in areas 
neglected by those in authority due to self-interest or power 
politics.

Brati: The Absent Hero 
The character of Brati in Mother of 1084 is paradoxically 
potent in his absence. His physical removal from the narrative 
transforms him into a symbolic �igure, a haunting specter that 
shapes the lives of those left behind.

1. The Construction of Heroism: In traditional narratives, 
the hero is often a central, active �igure. However, Brati 
subverts this archetype. His absence forces the reader to 
construct a hero from fragments of memory, rumour, and 
imagination. This absence allows for a more complex and 
ambiguous portrayal, resisting simplistic characterization.

2. The Politics of Absence: Brati's absence is not merely a 
personal loss but also a political one. His disappearance is 
symptomatic of a larger societal crisis, where young lives 
are expendable in the pursuit of ideological goals. By 
focusing on the absence rather than the presence, the play 
critiques the instrumentalization of youth in political 
movements.

3. The Impact on the Maternal Figure: Sujata's grief for 
Brati is central to the play, and his absence is the catalyst 
for her transformation. His death becomes a site of both 
personal and political mourning, as she grapples with the 
loss of a son and the loss of a generation. The play thus 
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explores the complex relationship between private grief 
and public tragedy.

4. The Absent Hero as a Site of Projection: Brati's absence 
allows for a multiplicity of interpretations. He becomes a 
blank slate onto which different characters and groups 
project their own desires, fears, and hopes. This ambiguity 
complicates the reader's understanding of the character 
and challenges the notion of a singular, de�initive truth.
Brati, as a Naxalite, is often portrayed as an"other" by the 
dominant society.

Dibyanath Chatterjee: A Study in Male Subjectivity and 
Crisis
Dibyanath Chatterjee emerges as a quintessential 
representation of the traditional Indian male, a �igure whose 
identity is deeply intertwined with the patriarchal structures 
of society. As the play unfolds, it becomes evident that this 
traditional mold is undergoing a seismic shift, triggering a 
crisis of masculinity for characters like Dibyanath.

The patriarchal ideal, a cornerstone of Indian society, 
casts men as the primary breadwinners, protectors, and 
decision-makers. Dibyanath embodies this ideal to a tee. His 
profession as a chartered accountant positions him within the 
economic and social elite, reinforcing his role as the family's 
provider. Moreover, his demeanor, marked by a sense of 
authority and control, re�lects the patriarchal expectation of 
male dominance. However, the narrative subtly implies that 
this idealized image of masculinity is increasingly becoming 
obsolete.

The emergence of women in public spheres, their 
growing economic independence, and their assertive voices 
challenge the traditional power dynamics. Dibyanath's 
discomfort with these changing roles is palpable. His 
resistance to his wife's growing involvement in social activism 
and his dismissive attitude towards his daughter's aspirations 
reveal an underlying fear of losing his position of dominance. 
This fear, rooted in a patriarchal worldview, underscores the 
fragility of male identity in a society undergoing rapid 
transformation.

Brati as a Foil to the Middle Class
This play has a story about a young man Brati who was born 
in a middle-class family and grows as an aggressive, angry and 
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revolutionary young man. During his growing up years he had 
to witness and realized such factors of life and time which 
played crucial roles to change him, gradually into an 
aggressive and revolutionary person though, secretly. During 
his growing up ages Brati watched how his mother is treated 
badly and subjected several tortures by his elite, bourgeois 
father. Although there were other members in the family, he 
only liked his mother and nobody else. For Brati other 
members of his family seemed to have lost on their way and 
corrupt. Apart from his home Brati sees nothing but injustice, 
cowardice, and opportunism everywhere in the society. Later 
in year, Brati joined the Naxal Movement alone with his 
friends. Meanwhile during these �ighting and struggling 
period, he met with a girl in his organization and fell in her 
love with.

Moreover, Brati's character challenges the notion of the 
docile, obedient son. His de�iance of parental authority and 
societal expectations highlights the complexities of youth 
rebellion and the allure of radical ideologies. By juxtaposing 
Brati's rebellious spirit with the conservative values of his 
family, Devi exposes the fault lines within the Indian middle 
class.

 Ultimately, Brati's character serves as a catalyst for 
exploring broader societal issues, such as the relationship 
between generations, the impact of political ideologies on 
individual lives, and the complexities of identity formation.

Power Structure of Institutions
Mahasweta Devi's "Mother of 1084" explores how powerful 
institutions, like the government and political parties, and 
wealthy landowners wield power over society's most 
vulnerable members.

While Brati, Sujata’s son, receives a call from one of his 
friends Nandini, he receives news of his friend, Somu and his 
group that have returned to their locality. Therefore he gets 
ready to move to meet themSujata's mother notices his 
strange behaviour and asks him what's wrong. He evasively 
replies that he has important business and will be out late, 
possibly staying at Somu's. Brati's mention of "danger" 
highlights the play's underlying sense of powerful, unseen 
forces at work. This prompts his mother to describe the tense 
and worrisome atmosphere in Calcutta.

Here, it seems upper-middle class society thinks that 
what is happening in the form of violence is happening 
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elsewhere. It cannot affect to their routine lives. But such 
violence enters into upper-middle class society. They are not 
aware of that it can equally affect to them like middle class 
society. So, violence is not only haunted middle class but 
upper middle class society too and it keeps them conscious 
towards unseen power structure. Another instance of power 
structure occurs in the play when a mob consisting of 
neighbourhood people who are goaded by the political parties 
and government authorities or college students for the sake of 
�inancial assistance become an instrument to provide 
information of Naxalites to police in disguise. When Sujata 
visits Somu's mother to learn about Brati's activities, she 
learns of a conspiracy to murder young people, including 
Somu.  The police, instead of protecting them, only collected 
the bodies. The same mob that committed the murders then 
terrorized the victims' families.  This demonstrates how 
power structures operate against both the middle class and 
those who care for marginalized communities. The mob, 
manipulated by political parties and the police, acts out of 
desperation for money and jobs, blindly following orders. This 
leaves the middle class powerless to complain against the 
threatening mob.

Therefore, the mob follows blindly the instructions that 
are given to them and the middle-class society cannot 
complain against such mob who gives threats. Therefore, the 
burning question is who is going to look after the middle class 
and marginalized section of society? And how can they ful�ill 
the routine requirement for their family? So, these questions 
raise our attention at the faulty system after political 
independence of the nation.

Epilogue
In conclusion, Mother of 1084 occupies a unique space within 
Mahasweta Devi's oeuvre, notably for its focus on Sujata, a 
bourgeois woman initially detached from overt political 
engagement. However, this seeming apoliticism serves as a 
crucial dramatic tension, as Sujata's journey becomes a 
profound exploration of the personal and the political's 
interconnectedness. The play's innovative temporal-spatial 
design, compressing the narrative into a single day while 
simultaneously fracturing it through stream-of-consciousness 
and �lashbacks, effectively mirrors the fragmented nature of 
Sujata's experience and underscores the multiple layers of 
oppression she endures. This deliberate disruption of linear 
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chronology, a key feature of the play's structure, is not merely 
a stylistic choice but a powerful indicator of Sujata's 
predicament, culminating not in a triumphant exit but in a 
symbolic collapse, highlighting the crushing weight of societal 
pressures. Through Sujata's evolving consciousness, Devi 
meticulously documents the socio-economic realities and 
exploitation prevalent in West Bengal, grounding the personal 
drama within a larger sociopolitical context. 

While possessing a clear dramatic structure with a 
discernible beginning, middle, and end, Mother of 1084
transcends conventional narrative boundaries. Devi's 
adoption of "Third Theatre" principles, characterized by 
minimalist staging and the innovative use of tape recordings 
as a substitute for soliloquy, fosters a more direct and 
immediate communication with the audience, echoing 
Brecht's anti-illusionist techniques aimed at promoting 
critical engagement. Crucially, the play's conclusion, marked 
by Sujata's fall, does not signify closure but rather a 
continuation of her search, transforming it into a potent quest 
for both Brati's and her own identity. 

Thus, Mother of 1084 emerges as a compelling and 
multifaceted exploration of human vulnerability and 
resilience within a complex web of social and political forces, 
a powerful testament to the enduring human spirit amidst 
turbulent circumstances.
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Chapter 8

Negotiating Social Identity and Reality in 
Postcolonial India: A Critical Examination of 
Arundhati Roy and Thrity Umrigar’s Work

Soumyadeb Roy
Introduction

The themes of social identity and constructed reality have 
consistently engaged scholars across disciplines such as 

sociology, psychology, and literary studies. This paper aims to 
explore how these concepts are depicted and interrogated in 
two seminal works of contemporary Indian �iction: Arundhati 
Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) and Thrity Umrigar’s 
The Space Between Us (2005). Through a critical reading of 
these texts, the paper will demonstrate how Roy and Umrigar 
both re�lect and challenge dominant ideologies concerning 
identity, social hierarchies, and the nature of reality itself.
    These novels have been selected for their powerful and 
layered portrayals of life in postcolonial India, particularly 
their deep engagement with questions of identity, 
marginalization, and power. Each narrative confronts 
prevailing social norms and uses innovative narrative 
strategies to depict the �luid and contested nature of identity 
and reality in Indian society.

By employing theoretical lenses such as social 
constructionism, symbolic interactionism, social identity 
theory, and intersectionality, this paper seeks to deepen the 
understanding of how identity is shaped, contested, and lived. 
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Additionally, this study underscores the vital role of literature 
as a means of social critique, illustrating how �ictional 
narratives can illuminate and question the complex realities 
of social life in contemporary India.

The God of Small Things (1997)
Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things critically engages with 
dominant discourses surrounding gender, caste, class, and identity 
within Indian society. Through her nuanced portrayal of 
characters and their experiences, Roy dismantles conventional 
narratives and highlights the constructed nature of social norms.

A central figure in this disruption is Rahel, whose defiant 
character challenges traditional models of femininity. Roy writes, 
"Rahel's eyes were cast down. But not in shame. Not in penance. 
Just in a quiet, stubborn refusal to look up" (The God of Small 
Things 146). In this moment, Rahel’s demeanor resists the 
dominant expectations of submissiveness typically ascribed to 
women, signaling her quiet rebellion against patriarchal control.

Norman Fairclough’s notion that "discourse is a form of social 
practice which is shaped by, and shapes, social structures" (17) is 
particularly pertinent here. Roy’s portrayal of Rahel becomes an 
act of resistance against the patriarchal discourses that define 
acceptable behavior for women.

Further, the novel critiques the deeply entrenched caste 
system through Velutha, a Dalit character whose life is a 
testament to the brutal realities of caste oppression. Roy observes, 
"Ammu saw what he saw… History’s fiends returned to claim 
them. To rewrap them in its old, scarred pelt and drag them back 
to where they really lived. Where the Love Laws lay down who 
should be loved. And how. And how much" (84). This passage 
underscores the ways in which societal structures, particularly 
caste hierarchies, constrain personal freedoms and enforce 
systemic injustice.

Teun van Dĳk’s idea that "access to discourse is a 
fundamental aspect of social power" (356) applies here: Velutha’s 
limited agency and voice within the novel exemplify how 
dominant social structures restrict marginalized groups' 
participation in shaping reality.

Roy also explores the impact of trauma on identity through 
Estha, whose psychological fragmentation mirrors the broader 
societal fractures. His characterization—"Estha's eyes were 
empty. Like a boat that's been left to rot in the river" (211)—
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powerfully captures the long-term effects of violence and social 
expectation on individual selfhood.

Applying Fairclough’s framework of textual analysis, where 
language is seen as a form of social practice (23), it becomes clear 
that Roy’s linguistic style and narrative structure work 
deliberately to expose the complexities of identity formation in 
oppressive environments.

In sum, The God of Small Things functions as a fierce critique 
of gender norms, caste and class oppression, and the construction 
of individual identity. Roy's work, aligned with Fairclough’s ideas 
on critical discourse analysis (17), reveals the role of language 
and narrative in both sustaining and challenging dominant social 
structures.

Social Identity Theory and Multiple Identities
Social identity, as conceptualized by Tajfel and Turner, emerges 
from group membership, stating that "social identity is derived 
from membership in social groups" (7). Roy’s novel vividly 
portrays the tensions involved in negotiating multiple, often 
conflicting, identities based on gender, caste, class, and religion.

Rahel’s navigation of gender identity showcases the pressures 
women face within a patriarchal society. Her "quiet, stubborn 
refusal" (Roy 146) signals an active negotiation of the limited 
roles available to her as a woman within a rigid cultural 
framework.

Similarly, caste identity is interrogated through Velutha’s 
characterization. Roy describes his brief, transcendent glimpse 
beyond caste restrictions: "In that brief moment, Velutha looked 
up and saw things that he hadn’t seen before. Things that had been 
out of bounds so far, obscured by history’s blinkers" (84). His 
moment of hope poignantly illustrates the systemic barriers that 
individuals from marginalized castes must overcome.

Class identity, another crucial axis, is portrayed through Baby 
Kochamma, whose status as a wealthy matriarch reflects both 
privilege and hypocrisy. Ammu’s assertion that "human beings 
were creatures of habit, and it was amazing the kind of things one 
could get used to" (Roy 24) subtly critiques the normalization of 
class-based inequities.

Religious identity further complicates the narrative. Ammu's 
forbidden relationship with a Muslim man underscores the deep-
seated communal tensions that pervade Indian society, as 
reflected in Roy’s description of Ammu’s grief: "Ammu's eyes 
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were like two dark, deep wells. They seemed to hold a world of 
sorrow" (156).

By presenting the intertwined negotiations of gender, caste, 
class, and religion, Roy’s novel affirms Tajfel and Turner’s 
assertion that "social identity is a fundamental aspect of human 
social behavior" (12). The God of Small Things thus illuminates 
the fractured and contested terrain of social identity in 
postcolonial India.

Intersectionality and Multiple Social Categories
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality illuminates how 
multiple axes of oppression intersect and intensify social 
marginalization. As she notes, intersectionality "is a way of 
understanding and analyzing the ways in which multiple forms of 
oppression intersect and compound" (1245). Roy’s The God of 
Small Things masterfully illustrates this through characters whose 
experiences are shaped by the convergence of caste, gender, class, 
and religion.

Velutha stands as a particularly potent example, where the 
intersections of caste and gender shape his marginalization. His 
existence challenges societal norms, as reflected in Roy’s 
evocative image: "Velutha's smile was like a small, golden key 
that could unlock the heavy, rusted chains of caste" (202). 
Through Velutha, Roy portrays how caste oppression is 
compounded by his perceived transgressions of prescribed social 
boundaries.

Similarly, Baby Kochamma embodies the intersection of class 
and religion. Described as having "eyes...like two bright, black 
buttons" that "sparkled with malice" (Roy 123), Baby Kochamma 
manipulates her Christian faith and social standing to reinforce 
hierarchical divides, showcasing how religious identity can 
reinforce class privilege.

Ammu’s story reflects the double marginalization women 
from lower economic classes experience. Her sorrowful 
depiction—"Ammu's eyes were like two dark, deep wells" (Roy 
156)—underscores how gender and class intersect to exacerbate 
social exclusion.

Patricia Hill Collins' concept of the "matrix of domination," 
which describes how different systems of oppression interconnect 
(227), is deeply relevant here. Roy’s narrative reveals the 
compounded injustices her characters endure, showing that 
identity cannot be understood through singular lenses but only 
through their complex intersections.
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Through Velutha, Baby Kochamma, and Ammu, The God of 
Small Things demonstrates how intersectionality shapes social 
identities, offering a poignant depiction of how multiple 
oppressions are lived and felt in the Indian context.

Social Constructionism and Social Reality
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann famously proposed that 
"social reality is constructed through a process of externalization, 
objectivation, and internalization" (129). Roy’s novel intricately 
captures how social norms and realities are not natural but 
manufactured through these very processes.

Ayemenem, the setting of the novel, is a microcosm where 
social conventions are produced and policed. Roy writes, "And 
the Air was full of Thoughts and Things to Say. But at times like 
these, only the Small Things are ever said. The Big Things lurk 
unsaid inside..." (68). This passage captures the performative 
nature of social interactions and the silent maintenance of 
repressive norms.

Estha’s trauma also exemplifies objectivation—how societal 
expectations become embedded in individuals. His inner 
emptiness is described poignantly: "This was the trouble with 
families. Like invidious doctors, they knew just where it hurt" 
(Roy 34). Here, familial and societal structures materialize as 
forces shaping personal suffering.

Rahel, too, internalizes societal pressures. Her reflection that 
"this difficulty that their family had with classification ran much 
deeper than the jam-jelly question" (Roy 16) points to the 
pervasive categorization that structures social life.

Berger and Luckmann’s idea of the "symbolic universe"—a 
"system of symbols that provides a shared understanding of the 
world" (132)—resonates strongly with Roy’s depiction of 
Ayemenem. The town operates within an unspoken framework of 
symbols and codes that regulate behavior and preserve 
hierarchies.

Through its characters and setting, The God of Small Things
masterfully depicts how social reality is not fixed but constructed, 
enforced, and internalized, echoing Berger and Luckmann’s 
theoretical insights.

Symbolic Interactionism and Meaning-Making
Drawing on George Herbert Mead’s notion that "meaning arises 
in the process of interaction between the individual and his 
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environment" (77), Roy explores how identities and realities are 
co-created through everyday interactions.

Rahel’s interactions with her twin Estha, as well as with other 
family members, shape her evolving sense of self. Meanwhile, 
characters like Baby Kochamma and Ammu engage in what 
Erving Goffman describes as "impression management," the 
"process of controlling and manipulating the impressions others 
form of us" (208).

Velutha’s limited ability to perform "acceptable" social 
identities further highlights the power of symbolic interaction. 
His interactions with dominant caste members reveal how 
symbolic exchanges either reinforce or contest societal power 
structures.

Mead’s concept that "the self is a product of social 
interaction" (135) is vividly illustrated through Rahel and Estha, 
whose identities are fragmented yet resilient in the face of 
oppressive societal forces.

Ultimately, The God of Small Things portrays meaning-
making as a dynamic and contested process, underscoring the role 
of interaction in shaping not only individual identities but also 
broader social realities.

The Space Between Us (2005)
Dominant Discourses and Power Dynamics
Thrity Umrigar’s novel The Space Between Us offers a powerful 
critique of gender, caste, and class-based power structures within 
Indian society. Norman Fairclough’s observation that "discourse 
is a form of social practice which is shaped by, and shapes, social 
structures" (17) provides a fitting theoretical backdrop for 
examining how Umrigar portrays these societal dynamics.

Through the character of Sera Dubash, a wealthy Parsi 
woman, Umrigar exposes the contradictions and confinements of 
femininity within a patriarchal society. Sera’s suppressed anger 
surfaces when "Sera's eyes flashed with anger, and for a moment, 
Bhima thought she saw a glimmer of the girl Sera must have once 
been" (The Space Between Us 123). Sera’s suppressed agency 
illustrates how women internalize and resist patriarchal 
expectations.

Teun van Dĳk’s idea that "access to discourse is a 
fundamental aspect of social power" (356) resonates strongly 
with Sera’s experience. Although her privileged position affords 
her a degree of influence, she remains constrained by gendered 
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expectations, illustrating the partial nature of her access to social 
power.

The novel’s depiction of caste and class hierarchies is 
similarly unflinching. Bhima, a working-class Dalit woman, 
endures relentless hardships, her suffering etched onto her body: 
"Bhima's eyes were red-rimmed from lack of sleep, and her face 
was etched with the lines of a lifetime of hardship" (Umrigar 
201). Her reality reveals the dehumanizing effects of systemic 
oppression.

Fairclough’s emphasis on "textual analysis as a way of 
analyzing language as a form of social practice" (23) is essential 
here. Umrigar’s deliberate use of language and narrative form 
critically challenges dominant structures of gender, caste, and 
class.

Through the intertwined lives of Sera and Bhima, The Space 
Between Us examines how power operates within intimate 
relationships and broader societal structures, embodying 
Fairclough’s notion of discourse as both a reflection of and force 
within social life.

Social Identity Theory and Multiple Identities
Henri Tajfel and John Turner’s assertion that "social identity is 
derived from membership in social groups" (7) is vividly explored 
in Umrigar’s depiction of her protagonists. Both Sera and Bhima 
must navigate complex social identities shaped by gender, caste, 
class, and religion.
  Sera’s identity as a Parsi woman is a source of both 
empowerment and limitation. In one pointed exchange, Sera’s 
authority surfaces when she says, "Sera raised her eyebrow. 
'Speaking of which, I heard you inciting Bhima the other day to 
ask for a raise… you belong to this family, not Bhima’s… It’s not 
right of you to turn Bhima against him'" (Umrigar 28). Her 
struggle reflects the contradictions of her privileged yet 
constrained position within patriarchal and class structures.

Bhima’s experience is even more fraught, as she contends 
with the intersection of poverty, caste, and gender. The injustice 
she faces is highlighted when Umrigar describes, "The shrug 
infuriates Bhima… —her bastard baby, while her poor 
grandmother slaves in someone’s home" (11), and again when she 
notes the unequal domestic arrangements: "You know Daddy 
would have a fit if he came one day and found Bhima reclining on 
the sofa" (28). These examples vividly illustrate how Bhima’s low 
status shapes her interactions and sense of self.
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Religious identity also permeates the narrative, particularly in 
Sera’s conflicted relationship with her Parsi heritage: "Sera's faith 
was a complicated thing, a tangled web of superstition and ritual" 
(Umrigar 156). Her struggle embodies the tension between 
religious tradition and personal agency.

Thus, The Space Between Us powerfully illustrates Tajfel and 
Turner’s theory that social identity stems from group affiliations 
and profoundly impacts self-perception and behavior.

Intersectionality and Multiple Social Categories
Kimberlé Crenshaw’s intersectionality framework, emphasizing 
that multiple oppressions "intersect and compound" (1245), finds 
clear expression in Umrigar’s narrative.

Bhima’s experience highlights the intersection of caste and 
gender oppression. A telling moment occurs when the narrative 
notes, "As usual, Sera sits on a chair at the table while Bhima 
squats on her haunches on the floor nearby… 'And yet she’s not 
good enough to sit at the table with us'" (Umrigar 27). This 
domestic microcosm of caste discrimination mirrors broader 
societal patterns.

The character of Sera also illustrates the intersection of class 
and religion. Her complex relationship with her Parsi 
identity—"Sera's faith was a complicated thing, a tangled web of 
superstition and ritual" (Umrigar 156)—shows how religious 
norms intersect with class privileges to define her social world.

Patricia Hill Collins’ concept of the "matrix of domination," 
where multiple forms of oppression intersect (227), is crucial for 
understanding how Umrigar’s characters are situated within 
overlapping power structures.

Through these intertwined axes of oppression, The Space 
Between Us offers a nuanced portrayal of intersectionality, 
revealing the compounded nature of social marginalization in 
India.

Social Constructionism and Social Reality
Peter L. Berger and Thomas Luckmann opine that "social reality 
is constructed through a process of externalization, objectivation, 
and internalization" (129). In The Space Between Us, Thrity 
Umrigar vividly portrays these processes, illustrating how social 
norms are created, enforced, and absorbed.
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The social environment of Bombay, where the novel is set, 
operates as a tightly woven symbolic universe, reinforcing caste, 
class, and gender divisions. Sera Dubash, positioned within this 
structure, embodies its contradictions. When Bhima glimpses "a 
glimmer of the girl Sera must have once been" (Umrigar 123), it 
hints at the loss of individuality beneath social expectations.

Further, the novel portrays the internalization of social 
hierarchies through Sera’s own guilt: "Sera felt a pang of guilt, a 
feeling that she was betraying her family and her heritage" 
(Umrigar 156). Despite her compassion for Bhima, Sera’s 
internalized social codes prevent her from fully transcending the 
boundaries of class and caste.

Berger and Luckmann’s idea of the "symbolic universe" (132) 
is particularly resonant in Umrigar’s depiction of Bombay’s rigid 
social structures. The characters' interactions are mediated 
through a shared yet hierarchical system of symbols that define 
belonging, respectability, and transgression.

Through its intricate portrayal of externalization, 
objectivation, and internalization processes, The Space Between 
Us exemplifies how social realities are constructed and 
maintained in everyday life.

Symbolic Interactionism and Meaning-Making
George Herbert Mead’s principle that "meaning arises in the 
process of interaction between the individual and his 
environment" (77) finds profound expression in The Space 
Between Us.

Sera and Bhima’s relationship, fraught with intimacy and 
inequality, highlights the subtle negotiations of meaning that take 
place through symbolic interaction. Their unspoken 
understandings, such as when "She raises one eyebrow 
questioningly, and in answer, Bhima shakes from her head side to 
side. This is what Sera appreciates most about Bhima—the 
unspoken language, the intimacy that had developed between 
them over the years" (Umrigar 17), reveal how relationships are 
structured through small, symbolic exchanges.

Erving Goffman's concept of "impression management," the 
act of "controlling and manipulating the impressions others form 
of us" (208), is visible in how Sera and Bhima both carefully 
navigate the boundaries of their relationship, each aware of their 
roles and expectations within a rigid social hierarchy.

Moreover, Mead’s notion that "the self is a product of social 
interaction" (135) is clearly illustrated: Bhima’s sense of self is 
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inextricably linked to her experiences of deference and exclusion, 
while Sera’s identity remains tethered to her performance of class 
and propriety.

Thus, The Space Between Us shows how meaning, identity, 
and social boundaries are dynamically negotiated through the 
everyday interactions between individuals embedded within a 
broader social structure.

Conclusion
This paper has examined the construction and negotiation of 
social identity and reality in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small 
Things and Thrity Umrigar’s The Space Between Us through the 
frameworks of social constructionism, symbolic interactionism, 
social identity theory, and intersectionality.

Both novels reveal the intricate and often painful processes 
through which social identities are formed, challenged, and lived. 
Roy’s portrayal of caste, gender, and trauma in The God of Small 
Things showcases the devastating effects of intersecting 
oppressions and highlights literature's capacity to critique rigid 
social structures. Similarly, Umrigar’s The Space Between Us
explores how power, class, and gender dynamics shape 
interpersonal relationships and individual selves in contemporary 
Indian society.

Drawing from Berger and Luckmann’s construction of reality, 
Mead’s symbolic interactionism, Crenshaw’s intersectionality, 
and Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory, the analysis 
demonstrates that identity is not static but constructed through 
ongoing negotiation and interaction with dominant discourses and 
social expectations.

Ultimately, Roy and Umrigar’s novels stand as compelling 
literary critiques of Indian society, offering readers a 
profound understanding of the multifaceted, dynamic, and 
contested nature of social identity and reality. Literature, as 
these works illustrate, is not merely a re�lection of social life 
but a potent tool for questioning, reshaping, and resisting 
dominant structures.
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Chapter 9

Limitations of Translation in Hindi Literature

Anjali Kumari

Introduction:

In a knowledge-based economy of the twenty-�irst century, 
translation is a potent weapon that has been used for 

generations to disseminate, democratise, and preserve 
knowledge. It is evident from the translated works of 
Rabindranath Tagore, Mahasweta Devi, Bhisam Sahni, Munshi 
Premchand, and of course Geetanjali Shree that local 
literature may become international through translation. 
Walter Benjamin in his essay has acknowledged that some 
parts of a work cannot be translated because of cultural 
differences and considered the translator as a facilitator 
between languages who seeks to foster interpersonal 
interaction and comprehension across linguistic frontiers. It 
is a dif�icult task for a Translator to continually endeavour to 
close the gap between distinct global areas. It is quite dif�icult 
for a Translator to attempt to close the gap between various 
global areas on a regular basis. The substantial barrier in the 
discipline of translation is caused by societal and cultural 
differences. There are many historical, ethnic, and communal 
references in Hindi literature that might lack direct 
translations in different tongues. When translating a text, the 
translator frequently �inds themselves torn between 
expressing the literal or the contextual meaning and bridging 



Indian English Literature

116

the gap between the source text and the target language. 
When translating a work, it can be dif�icult to retain the 
cultural cues, religious connections, and regional 
manifestations that give the text its unique signi�icance. 
Language translation is a dif�icult process, and while the 
majority of words and phrases are easily translated across 
languages, there are some scenarios when it may be dif�icult 
to effectively represent particular subtleties, cultural 
references, or slang phrases. Like every language, Hindi has 
some terms and ideas that could be challenging to translate 
into English straight on, making it somewhat untranslatable. 
Hindi literary rendering is particularly challenging since a 
translator must literally translate all aspects of the work, 
including phrases, deeper meanings, and societal 
implications. To make a translation of a Hindi text 
comprehensible, one must have a thorough understanding of 
Hindi as a language, the writer's cultural background, as well 
as the hidden meanings in the original. 

Analysis:
Hindi translation is problematic for two primary reasons. The 
�irst is that despite having more than 584.57 million native 
speakers worldwide and being promoted as an of�icial 
language, Hindi continues to be seen as a "minority language" 
in some way. The absence of Hindi from translation studies 
and, strangely, contemporary and international literary 
studies is another factor. Despite the abundance of literary 
works published in Hindi, the language is relatively 
underrepresented in these domains. Because a text written in 
Hindi is already indirectly or openly packed with other 
languages and cultures, translations of Hindi literature should 
be geared up with an explicit focus on the bilingual and 
heterogeneous culture of India. Hindi literary translation 
presents a number of dif�iculties due to the language's 
distinctive ethnic and linguistic attributes. Hindi offers 
challenges in maintaining its nuances, colloquial idioms, and 
distinctive imagery when rendered into other tongues 
because of its cultural and regional diversity. It is impossible 
to translate a text perfectly since there are grammatical 
discrepancies between the source and target languages. Hindi 
has several linguistic aspects that are dif�icult to translate, 
including honori�ics, gendered nouns, and convoluted words. 
Due to the distinctiveness of this language and its structural 
as well as cultural nuances, translating Hindi poets and 
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writers involves a number of dif�iculties and constraints. 
Some of the key challenges include: 

• Cultural Context: The history, culture, and customs of 
India are strongly re�lected in Hindi literature. Translators 
who are not familiar with Indian practices and references 
may �ind it dif�icult to express the cultural context when 
translating Hindi literature. Hindi literature frequently 
makes extensive use of Indian history, customs, and 
culture. For readers who are not Indian, it can be dif�icult 
to appropriately translate these cultural references. The 
references to Mahabharata characters and their acts, for 
instance, in Ramdhari Singh Dinkar's poem "Rashmirathi" 
necessitate contextual understanding in order to properly 
grasp the intended meaning. Additionally, when 
translating the word "Namaste" into English, it is 
important to keep the Indianness of the phrase in mind.

• Linguistic Differences: With distinctive grammatical 
constructions, colloquial idioms, and lyrical elements, 
Hindi is a rich and complicated language. It is quite 
dif�icult to translate these features into another language 
while preserving their meaning and poetic beauty. Braj, 
Awadhi, and Maithili are only a few of the regional 
languages that are included into Hindi literature. 
Translation is dif�icult because of the distinctive 
vocabulary, grammar, and expressions of these languages.  
The language of Hindi has many regional dialects and 
variations. It might be challenging to convey these 
subtleties in another language without distorting the 
meaning of the original text. For instance, the poetry by 
Dushyant Kumar below used to suggest a heavy burden. It 
can be dif�icult to �ind an exact translation that carries the 
same emotional weight in a different language. 

Original (Hindi):
हो गई है पीर पर्वत-सी पिघलनी चाहिए
इस हिमालय से कोई गंगा निकलनी चाहिए

Translation (Literal):
Becoming like a mountain, I need to melt away
From this Himalaya, a Ganga should emerge
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• Wordplay and Rhyme: Hindi poetry frequently uses 
wordplay, alliteration, and rhyme schemes, all of which are 
dif�icult to translate accurately. These stylistic elements 
may be lost or changed in translation, but they are 
important to the aesthetic and rhythmic aspects of the 
original works. Wordplay, puns, metaphors, and other 
poetic elements are frequently used in Hindi poetry. It is 
quite dif�icult to translate these literary devices while 
preserving their impact and original meaning. For 
instance, the word "मधुर" (sweet) is repeated several times 
in Mahadevi Verma's poem मधुर मधुर मेरे दीपक जल" 
creating a melodic tone that could be dif�icult to translate. 
The intricate rhyme schemes and rhythmic patterns used 
in Hindi poetry add to its melody.  It might be challenging 
to translate these rhymes and rhythms accurately because 
different languages have unique grammatical structures 
and sound patterns. It can be dif�icult to keep the original 
work's musicality. For instance, it could be dif�icult to 
translate Bharatendu Harishchandra's poetry "होली" 
(Holi) into another language because it has a certain 
rhyme scheme and cadence.

• Poetic structure - Hindi poetry frequently adheres to a 
variety of poetic designs, including metre (मात्रा), rhythm 
(छंद), and stanzaic patterns (बंदिश). It might be 
challenging to translate the aforementioned structural 
elements while maintaining the lyrical structure and �low. 
It's crucial to recognise that there are further technical 
distinctions across Hindi and English verse that go past 
problems with translation. The rich custom, styles, and 
literary strategies of Hindi poetry include the 
incorporation of रस (emotional �lavour), अलंकार
(�igurative language), and broad poetic metres (chhand). 
On the other hand, English poetry has its own unique 
poetic forms, including sonnets, haiku, and free verse, plus 
a distinctive set of poetic tools. Only a few types of poetry 
which focus extensively on word sound are unlikely to 
translate properly; however, poems that heavily rely on 
profound imagery and sayings (कहावत) statements will do 
so without any trouble. Poems from the Sangam tradition, 
which are known for their concision, stunning mental 
imagery, and �low can be tricky to translate. However, 
translators typically fall short due to �laws including 
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inadequate familiarity with the original language and 
inappropriate phrase selection.

• Untranslatability: Some Hindi words, expressions, or 
ideas might not have literal translations in languages 
other than Hindi. To express the desired meaning, 
translators may need to use footnotes or reasoning, which 
can interfere with the original text's impact and �low. The 
problem of translating is made even more challenging by 
the signi�icant impact of Urdu discourse on earlier 
contemporary Hindi writing. There may be some Hindi 
and Urdu idioms and concepts that are intrinsically 
impossible to translate into English. They could have 
important philosophical, historical, or psychological 
signi�icance that are dif�icult to express in another 
language. While encountering such intangible materials, 
translators frequently �ind themselves in dif�icult 
situations, and it might be dif�icult to come up with 
adequate substitutions or explanations. Here are a few 
instances that illustrate how some Hindi words or ideas 
may be dif�icult to translate: Rasgulla, Jugaad, Dharma, 
Ardhangini, Satsang, alongside other words. It is not 
possible to translate the following few Indian words in 
Hindi directly word for word.

• Idioms and Proverbs: In Hindi literature, colloquial 
idioms and proverbs are frequently used that might have 
no immediate translations in other languages. It can be 
dif�icult to translate these idioms while accurately 
expressing the intended meaning. Hindi literature is �illed 
with regional dialects and idioms, making it tricky for 
translators. Idioms can have cultural signi�icance, thus a 
direct translation might not be as clear. Translators must 
look for analogous idioms or come up with other means of 
expressing the desired message.  Kabir, for instance, 
frequently uses idiomatic terms in his couplets, which 
necessitate careful comprehension and interpretation. 
These couplets are renowned for their deep wisdom.It 
might be challenging to translate Kabir's poetry' 
philosophical depth and spiritual context while still 
making them understandable to English readers. 
Additionally, the Hindi expression "Haath-pair chhilna" 
(literally translated as "hands and feet peeling off"), which 
connotes great worry or anxiety, may need to be 
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translated differently in English to communicate the exact 
same meaning. It might be necessary to reword the well-
known saying "अंधों में काना राजा or Andhonmein kana raja" 
(literally: "In the realm with the blind, the one-eyed is 
ruler") in English to make the same point.

• Regional variation: There are many different local 
dialects and literary genres in Hindi. Since each region has 
its own distinctive lexicon, idioms, and cultural allusions, 
it is dif�icult to discover a single global translation that 
adequately conveys these regional differences. The 
sociocultural background of India, including societal 
challenges, historical events, and particular Indian 
customs, is re�lected in Hindi literature. It can be dif�icult 
to translate these features for people who are not aware of 
Indian culture. For instance, Premchand's book "Godan '' 
examines the socio economic dif�iculties of rural India, 
especially those connected to social class, destitution, and 
agrarian society, that may call for additional insight and 
backdrop for non-Indian readers.

• Metaphorical language: Hindi poets typically use 
metaphors and symbolism that are �irmly ingrained in 
Indian culture and mythology. Accurate translation of 
these metaphors demands not only language competence 
but also a thorough comprehension of the cultural 
undertones. For instance, in his poem "Kamayani," 
Jaishankar Prasad deftly mixes myth and feeling. The 
dif�iculty lies in preserving the poetry quality of the 
original language while conveying the mixture of 
mythology, evocative metaphors, and symbols

Original (Hindi):
बेला शोभित वन में रागिनी गाये जागती या गहन
उठेगा ध्वनित गगन से नीलम रंग का संग बरखां

Translation (English): 
Deep or dense melodies awaken in the decorated 
woodland.
Rain will accompany the resonant sky's buddy, the 
azure hue.
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• Family relations - There are a number of dif�iculties and 
restrictions while translating Hindi bloodline into another 
tongue given its linguistic peculiarities. Here are a few 
challenges you could run across while attempting to 
translate family ties. Similar to many other languages, 
Hindi includes distinct and specialised jargon for certain 
family relationships that might lack exact translations in 
other languages. For instance, in Hindi, the terms "चाचा
orchacha" (paternal uncle) and "मौसा or mausa" (maternal 
uncle) are different, although in English, both terms are 
referred to as "uncle". There aren't any immediate 
translations for these terms. For example, the word "बुआ
or bua" corresponds to the dad's sister, yet in English, the 
term "paternal aunt" or "aunt" could potentially be used to 
represent the relationship. These phrases, however, may 
not accurately represent exactly what is meant and 
familial connotations of "बुआ or bua." The issue also arises 
in terms of language structure, as Hindi has an intricate 
framework of naming family members in accordance with 
age, sex, and lineage due to its devanagari script. It can be 
challenging to accurately translate these hierarchical 
relationships into tongues with distinct lexical systems. 
For example, in English, the usage of "ji" to serve as an 
honorary suf�ix is unheard of. It can be dif�icult for those 
who do not speak Hindi to grasp the speci�ic relationships 
being represented because the translated family 
terminology may not be well-known by the language being 
translated. 

• Subjectivity and Interpretation: Literature is by its very 
nature subjective and interpretable. Making decisions 
when translating Hindi poetry involves risking the effect 
and meaning of the original work. The interpretations of 
many translators may differ, resulting in a variety of 
translations.  For instance, Bharatendu Harishchandra 
satirically depicts the problems with society and 
government in one of his plays, "अंधेरी नगरी चौपट राजा or 
Andher Nagari Chaupat Raja" (The Blind City and the 
Deceitful King). It can be dif�icult to translate the play's 
satirical and social critique elements, so it's crucial to use 
translation techniques that emphasise conveying the 
intended meaning, cultural nuances, and context rather 
than strictly sticking to word-for-word translations.
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Conclusion:
Along with the more than 19500 regional languages spoken in 
India, there are 22 of�icial languages.  Despite being the nation 
with the largest technical labour force, we haven't yet tackled 
the problems with Indian languages & software scripts. The 
development of goods and facilities in our native tongues still 
requires a great deal of work. Despite many dif�iculties, 
translators serve to �ill the linguistic and societal gap whilst 
attempting to accurately represent the spirit, charm, and 
depth of the authentic Hindi literature in their English 
translations, thereby rendering it reachable to a broader 
demographic while adhering to the author's intentions. A 
translator should continue to translate and use their skills to 
produce translations that make Hindi literature readily 
available. It's crucial to understand that, eventually, some 
nuances and intricacies could be missed in the course of 
events. This essay discusses the fundamental challenges 
involved in translating Hindi literature, including the 
subjective nature of the task as well as speech and ethnic 
complications. By being aware of these constraints, we can 
work to create methods and techniques that uphold the 
truthfulness and richness of Hindi literature while enabling a 
greater distribution and appreciation among various 
audiences. It is crucial to remember that these dif�iculties can 
be overcome to a large extent by quali�ied translators who 
have a solid command of the source as well as the target 
languages. 
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Chapter 10

Truth on Trial: Legal Realism, Ethics and the 
Courtroom in Indian Adaptations of 'The 

Devotion of Suspect X' and 'Talvar'

Dr. Prashant Amin and Dr. Sneha Bajaj

1. Introduction
A. Literary De�inition of Legal Realism 

The idealized view of law as an impartial, objective system 
is rejected by legal realism, a jurisprudential movement 

that emerged in the early 20th century. Rather, it suggests that 
Court decisions are in�luenced by institutional practices, 
human prejudicesand social situations. As Oliver Wendell 
Holmes Jr. famously argued, "The life of the law has not been 
logic; it has been experience" (Holmes 1). Legal realists like 
Karl Llewellyn further emphasized that law is not merely a set 
of rules but a dynamic process in�luenced by "what of�icials do 
about disputes" (Llewellyn 15). By highlighting the 
signi�icance of subjective interpretation in legal results, this 
theory debunks the illusion of judicial infallibility. 

Legal realism in crime �iction takes the form of stories 
that highlight structural problems in legal systems, such as 
corruption, socioeconomic inequality, or moral dilemmas. As 
an example of how cultural biases supersede judicial 
impartiality, Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird examines 
racial prejudice in Courtroom justice. Comparably, The 
Devotion of Suspect X by Japanese author Keigo Higashino 
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explores the con�lict between morality and reason, showing 
how the judicial system may be twisted to support one's own 
moral convictions. As scholar Mark Schreiber notes, crime 
�iction often "humanizes the law by embedding it in the 
messiness of human motives" (Schreiber 23), aligning with 
legal realism's focus on law's pragmatic, rather than idealistic 
application.  

B. Signi�icance of Judicial Realism in Indian Crime Fiction 
As India's legal system grapples with colonial legacies and 
social inequities, crime �iction captures the public's 
disillusionment with of�icial justice. Dramas in the courtroom, 
in particular, exacerbate public worries about justice. Films 
like Pink (2016), which challenges victim-blaming in sexual 
assault trials, or novels like Chetan Bhagat's Half Girlfriend, 
which critiques bureaucratic inertia, re�lect what legal scholar 
Upendra Baxi terms the "coloniality of justice" in India—a 
system where marginalized voices remain peripheral (Baxi 
47). These narratives highlight the ethical dilemmas that 
occur in court proceedings, such as sacri�icing procedural 
integrity out of compassion or confronting systematic 
corruption. 

The genre moreover reveals how Court decisions are 
in�luenced by popular opinion. The 2008 Aarushi Talwar 
murder case, �ictionalized in Talvar, exempli�ies how media 
sensationalism and public outrage can overshadow forensic 
evidence, leading to what Pratiksha Baxi calls "trial by media" 
(Baxi 89). Legal realism's assertion that the law is inextricably 
linked to society power dynamics is supported by such tales, 
which are consistent with actual examples such as State of 
Kerala v. Raneef (2011), in which media intrusion in�luenced 
Court rulings. 

C. Objectives of the Case Study
In order to examine how Indian crime �iction challenges 
judicial systems from the perspective of legal realism, this 
study compares and contrasts The Devotion of Suspect X and 
Talvar. Higashino's novel, adapted into the Indian �ilm 
Drishyam, centres on a mathematician's orchestration of an 
alibi to protect a murderer, revealing how legal strategies 
exploit procedural loopholes. By reconstructing the Aarushi 
Talwar case, on the other hand, Talvar criticizes media-driven 
conclusions and investigative ineptitude. Richard Posner's 
claim that literature "humanizes the law by dramatizing its 
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impact on individuals" (Posner 82) is exempli�ied by both 
pieces. The project intends to address the following questions 
by looking at these texts: 

• How can �ictional narratives highlight the 
discrepancies between legal theory and practice? 

• Is it possible for the narrative to spark a conversation 
about judicial reform? 

The study makes the case that Indian crime �iction does more 
than just provide entertainment through this approach. 
Nonetheless, it challenges the moral underpinnings of justice 
and challenges viewers to face the dif�iculties of the legal 
system in a morally dubious society. 

2. Overview of the Selected Case Studies  
A. Keigo Higashino's The Devotion of Suspect X
Summary of the Novel  
The protagonist of Keigo Higashino's 2005 �ilm The Devotion 
of Suspect X is Yasuko Hanaoka, a single mother who defends 
herself by killing her violent ex-husband. In order to protect 
her, her neighbor, Ishigami, a reclusive math teacher, creates a 
complex alibi, which leads to a game of wits with his old 
coworker, scientist Manabu Yukawa. By putting emotional 
motivations ahead of procedural precision, the book 
challenges conventional criminal clichés and raises the issue 
of whether justice can ever rise above human frailty. David 
Peace, a literary critic, notes that Higashino's work 
"transforms crime �iction into a philosophical inquiry into 
love, sacri�ice and the limits of rationality" (Peace 112). 

Depth of Legal Dif�iculties and Psychology 
The book's brilliance lies in its psychological depth. Ishigami's 
obsession with Yasuko transcends ethical boundaries, 
proving the legal realism theory that humans create the law. 
His meticulous alibi, which is based on mathematical 
reasoning, contrasts with Detective Kusanagi's dependence 
on forensic evidence, highlighting the differences between 
legal theory and practice. Scholar Susan Napier claims that 
Higashino's characters "embody the tension between societal 
order and individual chaos," echoing legal realism's critique of 
judicial impartiality (Napier 89). The legal system, portrayed 
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as a rigid structure, struggles to reconcile Ishigami's 
intellectual deception with emotional truths, underscoring 
Karl N. Llewellyn's assertion that "law is not a machine but a 
human institution" (Llewellyn 45).  

Adaptation into Drishyam (2013, 2015)  
The Indian adaptation Drishyam transposes Higashino's plot 
to Kerala and Goa, where protagonist Georgekutty/Vijay 
Salgaonkar uses media manipulation and public sentiment to 
protect his family. In order to expose India's class-based legal 
inequities, director Jeethu Joseph reframes the narrative. For 
example, the institutional marginalization of poorer 
defendants, which is shown in actual instances such as the 
State of Maharashtra v. Bharat Shah (2001), where money 
affected trial outcomes, contrasts with Vijay's capacity to take 
advantage of legal loopholes (Desai 67). Film scholar 
Tejaswini Ganti notes that Drishyam "reveals how Indian 
cinema uses crime narratives to interrogate postcolonial legal 
inequities" (Ganti 203), aligning with legal realism's focus on 
socioeconomic  power dynamics.  

B. Vishal Bhardwaj's Talvar
Background of the Aarushi Talwar Murder Case  
One of India's most contentious cases is the double murder of 
14-year-old Aarushi Talwar and domestic worker Hemraj in 
Noida in 2008. The erroneous conviction of Aarushi's parents 
was reversed in 2017 as a result of initial police ineptitude, 
media sensationalismand the Central Bureau of 
Investigation's (CBI) evolving hypotheses. Similar to the 
Nirbhaya Gang Rape Case (2012), when public outcry pushed 
legal processes, the case revealed institutional problems, such 
as dependence on forced confessions and forensic errors 
(Menon 34). 

Film Adaptation and Critical Reception  
A multi-perspective narrative is used in Bhardwaj's (2015) 
Talvar to analyze the shortcomings of the probe. The �ilm's 
Rashomon-style format, which presents three opposing 
accounts of what happened, re�lects the case's uncertainties 
in real life. Critics praised its un�linching critique of India's 
"chalta hai" (careless) investigative culture, though some 
accused it of exploiting tragedy. Journalist Anupama Chopra 
noted that Talvar "forces viewers to confront the 
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uncomfortable truth that justice is often a matter of 
perspective, not fact" (Chopra). The �ilm's ambiguity re�lects 
legal realist Jerome Frank's argument that "certainty in law is 
a childish illusion" (Frank 73).  

Investigations, Forensic Evidence and Courtroom 
Representations 
Talvar meticulously describes cases of forensic wrongdoing, 
such as the tainting of DNA samples and the disappearance of 
Hemraj's phone records. These mistakes are comparable to 
those made in the Sohrabuddin Sheikh Encounter Case in 
2005, where fabricated evidence led to acquittals (Singh 158). 
The instances in the courtroom where attorneys analyze 
procedural mistakes show the disconnect between legal 
principles and practical application. Legal scholar Mrinal 
Satish argues that Talvar "illustrates how Indian Courts often 
prioritize procedural formalities over substantive justice"
(Satish 92), a hallmark of legal realism's scepticism toward 
institutional infallibility.  

C. Relevance of Both Works to Legal Realism 
Illustration of Legal Techniques and Weaknesses 

Both stories show how legal systems favor people who 
can take advantage of their complexities. While Talvar 
exposes India's susceptibility to political and media meddling, 
Ishigami's alibi in Suspect X takes advantage of Japan's 
dependence on tangible proof. These strategies emphasize 
practicality over principle, which is consistent with legal 
realism Felix Cohen's belief that "legal rules are mere tools, 
not sacred commands" (Cohen 841). 

In�luence of Public Perception on the Judicial Process 
Drishyam and Talvar demonstrate how public sentiment can 
distort legal outcomes. Vijay's media orchestration in 
Drishyam mirrors the Jessica Lal Murder Case (1999), where 
public campaigns reversed a �lawed acquittal (Rajagopal 44). 
Conversely, Talvar critiques the media's role in vilifying 
Aarushi's parents, akin to the Bijal Joshi Rape Case (2003), 
where biased reporting in�luenced verdicts (Ghosh 112). 
These examples authenticate legal realism's contention that 
law is inseparable from societal power structures.  

Legal Professionals' Ethical Conundrums
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The moral dilemmas of legal actors are examined in both 
pieces. Lon Fuller's "moral con�lict of of�icial duty versus 
personal ethics" (Fuller 63) is embodied in Yukawa's �ight to 
expose Ishigami in Suspect X. Richard Wasserstrom's 
criticism of "role morality" in the legal profession is re�lected 
in Talvar's investigators' struggles with institutional 
corruption at the same time (Wasserstrom 129). These 
conundrums highlight how legal realism views the law as a 
place of ethical contestation rather than as a neutral judge. 

3. Comparative Analysis: The Devotion of Suspect X vs. 
Talvar
A. Crime and Investigation
Crime and Suspect Con�identiality 

• The Suspect X Devotion: To shield Yasuko, 
mathematician Ishigami painstakingly creates an alibi by 
taking advantage of holes in the logic of the investigation. 
The claim made by legal realism that law is a "human 
institution shaped by ingenuity, not infallible rules" 
(Twining 45) is re�lected in his approach. Ishigami 
highlights how judicial systems put process above truth by 
tampering with timeframes and witness perceptions; this 
criticism is mirrored in cases such as State v. Henderson 
(2011), where faulty alibis resulted in unjust convictions 
(Gould 78). 

• Talvar: The �ilm's Rashomon-style narrative exposes 
con�licting police theories about Aarushi Talwar's murder, 
mirroring real-life investigative disarray in the Nithari 
Killings (2006), where jurisdictional disputes delayed 
justice (Singh 132). Legal realist Jerome Frank's claim that 
"facts are guesses, not truths" (Courts on Trial 23) 
resonates here, as investigators in Talvar prioritize 
convenience over rigour, re�lecting systemic apathy.  

Role of Forensic Evidence

• The Devotion of Suspect X: Ishigami's reliance on 
psychological manipulation over physical evidence 
critiques forensic fetishism. Legal scholar Simon Cole 
argues that "forensic science is often a theatre of certainty"
(Cole 104), a notion challenged when Detective Yukawa 
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bypasses forensics to unravel Ishigami's scheme. This 
mirrors the O.J. Simpson Trial (1995), where forensic 
evidence was overshadowed by legal theatrics.  

• Talvar: The �ilm's mishandling of DNA samples and 
botched autopsies mirrors the Sankararaman Murder Case
(2004), where forensic negligence acquitted the accused 
(Subramanian 89). Director Bhardwaj highlights how 
India's underfunded labs and overburdened experts, as 
noted by the Malimath Committee Report (2003), erode 
judicial credibility (Malimath 56).  

Police Investigative Biases  

• The Devotion of Suspect X: Detectives �ixate on Yasuko's 
guilt due to gendered stereotypes, akin to the Sheena Bora 
Case (2015), where the media vili�ied a mother as the 
prime suspect (Ghosh 201). Legal realist Karl Llewellyn's 
observation that "prejudice masquerades as intuition"
(Jurisprudence 112) explains such biases.  

• Talvar: The CBI's shifting theories re�lect institutional 
pressure to deliver quick results, paralleling the 
Hashimpura Massacre (1987), where police complicity 
was ignored for decades (Raman 34). Scholar Upendra 
Baxi notes that Indian policing often prioritizes "political 
expediency over justice" (The Crisis 203), a realist critique 
of systemic corruption.  

B. Courtroom Proceedings and Legal Manipulations
How the Judiciary Interprets Evidence  

• The Devotion of Suspect X: The Court accepts Ishigami's 
alibi despite Yukawa's doubts, illustrating legal realism's 
claim that "judges decide �irst, justify later" (Hutcheson 
12). This mirrors Bush v. Gore (2000), where political 
biases in�luenced judicial reasoning.  

• Talvar: Con�licting CBI reports create judicial confusion, 
reminiscent of the Best Bakery Case (2003), where retrials 
exposed institutional incompetence (Kannabiran 77). 
Legal theorist Ronald Dworkin's "interpretive pluralism"
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(Law's Empire 45) explains how judges in Talvar cherry-
pick evidence to �it preconceived narratives.  

Defence and Prosecution Strategies  

• The Devotion of Suspect X: Ishigami's confession, though 
false, satis�ies procedural requirements, critiquing what 
scholar Alan Dershowitz calls "the theatre of confessions" 
(The Best Defense 89). This mirrors Japan's Hostage Justice 
System, where coerced confessions are common (Johnson 
67). 

• Talvar: The prosecution's reliance on circumstantial 
evidence re�lects the Satyendra Dubey Murder Case
(2003), where weak evidence led to acquittals 
(Chakrabarti 112). Legal realist Felix Cohen's 
"transcendental nonsense" critique (Columbia Law Review
809) underscores how technicalities overshadow truth.  

Public Perception and Media In�luence

• The Devotion of Suspect X: The novel's media absence 
contrasts with Talvar's sensationalized coverage, akin to 
the Jessica Lal Case (1999), where media campaigns forced 
a retrial (Mehta 34). Legal scholar Shoma Chaudhury 
argues that "media trials reduce justice to public spectacle"
(Headline Nation 91), a realist critique of extra-legal 
in�luences.  

C. Ethical and Moral Dilemmas in Legal Decision-Making
Morality vs. Legality 

• The Devotion of Suspect X: Ishigami's sacri�ice for 
Yasuko questions whether justice can transcend legal 
boundaries. Philosopher Lon Fuller's "morality of 
aspiration" (The Morality of Law 5) contrasts with 
positivist adherence to statutes, framing Ishigami as a 
tragic antihero.  

• Talvar: The Talwars' acquittal after media scrutiny 
highlights the tension between public morality and the 
legal process, echoing the Nirbhaya Case (2012), where 
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public outrage spurred reforms (Menon 145). Legal realist 
Roscoe Pound's "law in action" vs. "law in books"
(Jurisprudence 12) dichotomy explains this con�lict.  

Lawyer's Ethical Responsibilities

• The Devotion of Suspect X: Yukawa's moral struggle to 
expose Ishigami mirrors the Anatomy of a Murder
dilemma, where lawyers balance ethics and duty (Turow 
56). Legal ethicist Deborah Rhode argues that "zealous 
advocacy often con�licts with moral duty" (Ethics in 
Practice 78).  

• Talvar: The defence lawyer's manipulation of forensic 
gaps re�lects the Best Bakery Case retrial, where lawyers 
exploited procedural �laws (Kannabiran 82). Scholar 
Richard Wasserstrom's critique of "role morality" (Judicial 
Decision 129) underscores the ethical quagmire.  

3. Implications of Legal Realism in Indian Crime Fiction
A. In�luence on Public Understanding of Law
Literature and cinema act as cultural touchstones that 
manipulate how society views justice and repeatedly close the 
gap between popular and well-liked awareness and legal 
theory. For example, the 2016 movie Pink, which dealt with 
sexual assault and victim-blaming, triggered national 
discussions on consent laws. These discussions were similar 
to those surrounding the Nirbhaya Gang Rape Case (2012), 
which resulted in the Criminal Law Amendment Act (2013).

 Legal scholar Martha Nussbaum argues that "narratives 
cultivate empathy, transforming abstract legal principles into 
lived ethical dilemmas" (Poetic Justice, p. 72). Jolly LLB (2013) 
parodies judicial corruption in a similar way, illustrating the 
public's mistrust of India's legal system as demonstrated by 
the Cash-for-Judges Scandal (2007), in which judges were 
charged with bribery (Baxi 89). The legal realism hypothesis, 
which maintains that laws are social constructions shaped by 
moral intuitions rather than rigid legal requirements, is 
supported by these tales

Such depictions run the risk of being oversimpli�ied, 
though. No One Killed Jessica (2011) popularized the Jessica 
Lal Murder Case (1999), which serves as an example of how 
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media-driven narratives may skew legal proceedings by 
forcing judges to give weight to public opinion over facts.

As sociologist Shoma Chaudhury notes, "Cinematic justice 
often replaces due process with emotional catharsis" (Trial by 
Media 45), a critique echoed in the Sohrabuddin Sheikh 
Encounter Case (2005), where media vili�ication of prejudiced 
fair trials (Singh 112). Consequently, while crime �iction 
democratizes lawful understanding, it also risks reducing 
justice to a spectator sport.  

B. Legal Reforms and Crime Fiction's Role in Advocacy
Because it highlights structural weaknesses, crime �iction 
frequently serves as a catalyst for legal reform. Similar to the 
Malimath Committee Report (2003), which suggested 
reforming India's criminal justice system to address 
investigative ineptitude, Talvar (2015) criticizes the forensic 
mishandling in the Aarushi Talwar case (Malimath 34).
Similarly, Vikram Chandra's Sacred Games (2006) highlights 
police collusion with organized crime, resonating with 
�indings from the Vohra Committee Report (1993) on political-
criminal nexuses (Vohra 12). These narratives align with legal 
realist Jerome Frank's assertion that "law must adapt to 
societal needs, not dogma" (Law and the Modern Mind 89).  

Fictional critiques also inspire grassroots advocacy. The 
Nirbhaya protests (2012), partly galvanized by media and 
artistic portrayals of gender violence, underscore literature's 
role in mobilizing public demand for change. According to 
scholar Usha Ramanathan, "�iction humanizes legal 
abstractions, making reform relatable" (Law in Everyday Life 
56). For instance, discussions around the revisions to the 
Contempt of Courts Act (2021) were impacted by the movie 
Court (2014), which exposed the ridiculousness of India's 
contempt legislation. Crime �iction unites art and activism by 
portraying legal gaps as individual tragedies, persuasive 
viewers to demand responsibility.

C. The Ethical Role of Storytellers in Representing Justice 
Both entertaining and morally portraying legal reality are the 
twin responsibilities of writers and �ilmmakers. Although 
Drishyam (2015) dramatizes the use of legal loopholes, it 
critiques structural injustices rather than exalting vigilantism. 
In Talvar, director Meghna Gulzar emphasized the importance 
of storytelling's responsibility to strike a balance between 
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drama and factual purity by stating her intention to "provoke 
re�lection, not verdicts" (The Hindu). The claim that 
"narratives must resist sensationalism to preserve judicial 
dignity" (Legal Ethics 102) is echoed by legal ethicist David 
Luban. 

However, authenticity is frequently compromised by 
commercial forces. Legal expert Pratiksha Baxi denounces the 
exploitative tabloid-style theatrics that were sparked by the 
Sheena Bora Murder Case (2015) as "trauma 
commodi�ication" (Public Secrets of Law 134). On the other 
hand, Shahid (2013), a biography of attorney Shahid Azmi, 
combines empathy and reality and is praised for humanizing 
legal battles without romanticizing them. "Storytellers must 
wield their craft as a mirror, not a hammer" (War Talk 67), 
according to novelist Arundhati Roy, who promotes tales that 
highlight structural defects without compromising 
complexity. 

4. Conclusion 
A. Summary of Key Findings

The comparative analysis of The Devotion of Suspect X and 
Talvar underscores legal realism's enduring relevance in 
critiquing judicial systems. Higashino's novel, through 
Ishigami's intellectual manipulation of evidence, exposes how 
legal processes prioritize procedural rigour over moral truth, 
mirroring real-world cases like State v. Malik (2015), where 
technicalities overshadowed substantive justice (Dhavan 78). 
Conversely, Talvar's dissection of the Aarushi Talwar case 
reveals systemic rot—forensic negligence, media 
sensationalismand institutional bias—akin to the Best Bakery 
Case (2004), where retrials exposed investigative apathy 
(Kannabiran 145). Both narratives align with legal realist Karl 
Llewellyn's assertion that "law is not a brooding omnipresence 
but a human craft" (Jurisprudence 23), emphasizing its 
malleability and susceptibility to human �laws.  

Indian crime �iction, as exempli�ied by these works, 
functions as a societal mirror, re�lecting public 
disillusionment with legal institutions. Drishyam's portrayal 
of class-based legal disparities resonates with the Joseph 
Shine v. Union of India (2018) verdict, which decriminalized 
adultery but highlighted lingering inequities (Baxi, Future of 
Human Rights 112). These stories validate legal realism's core 
tenet: law is inseparable from the socio-political fabric it 
operates within.  
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B. Final Thoughts on Law, Ethics and Literature 
Literature's power lies in its ability to humanize legal 
abstractions, transforming statutes into lived ethical 
quandaries. As Arundhati Roy argues, "Fiction dances where 
law stumbles" (The Ministry of Utmost Happiness 304), 
capturing the tension between codi�ied justice and human 
complexity. Contemporary works like Sujatha's Routine 
Checks (2021), which critiques AI-driven policing, extend 
legal realism into the digital age, questioning whether 
algorithms can replicate judicial empathy (Friedman 89).  

The evolution of legal realism in crime �iction re�lects 
shifting societal concerns. While Talvar critiques traditional 
media's role in trials, newer narratives like Net�lix's Sacred 
Games (2018) explore social media's impact on legal 
discourse, paralleling the Tandav (2021) controversy where 
online outrage in�luenced censorship laws (Menon 56). This 
dynamism underscores Roscoe Pound's belief that "law must 
adapt to life, not life to law" (Interpretations of Legal History
45).  

However, storytellers bear ethical responsibilities. 
Glorifying vigilantism, as seen in Simmba (2018), risks 
normalizing extrajudicial violence, while nuanced portrayals 
like Jai Bhim (2021) foster empathy for marginalized 
communities. Legal scholar Upendra Baxi cautions that 
"�iction must illuminate, not distort, the pursuit of justice" 
(Human Rights in a Posthuman World 203), urging creators to 
balance artistic liberty with factual integrity.  

In essence, Indian crime �iction, through the lens of legal 
realism, challenges audiences to confront the paradox of 
justice: a system both idealized and imperfect, aspirational 
yet human. As these narratives evolve, they will continue to 
shape—and be shaped by—the ever-changing dialogue 
between law and society.  
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Chapter 11

The Dominance of Karma over Caste and 
Religion in Girish Karnad’s the Fire and the Rain

Vasundhara Mishra

Introduction

Girish Karnad’s The Fire and the Rain masterfully 
intertwines mythology with contemporary socio-political 

issues, offering a critical perspective on the dominance of 
karma over caste and religion. Set against the backdrop of an 
ancient yajña, the play delves into the rigid structures of the 
caste system, the manipulation of religious authority, and the 
consequences of individual choices. Through the character of 
Arvasu, Karnad challenges the hierarchical framework that 
dictates societal roles, emphasizing the transformative power 
of human actions over inherited social identities.

This study employs analytical and comparative research 
methods to analyze the play’s exploration of caste, power, and 
agency. Insights from The Natyashastra, existing research 
papers, and Karnad’s lectures on performing arts provide a 
deeper understanding of how the playwright reinterprets 
traditional narratives. Furthermore, the study examines the 
intersection of gender and ecology in the play, highlighting 
Nittilai’s role as a voice of rationality and harmony. By 
dissecting these themes, the research aims to showcase how 
The Fire and the Rain critiques rigid social structures and 
upholds the primacy of karma in de�ining one’s destiny.
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Objectives of the Chapter
• To analyze the representation of caste and power 

structures in The Fire and the Rain.
• To explore the psychological and societal dilemmas of 

Arvasu, the protagonist.
• To examine the intersection of ecofeminism and 

gender roles in the play through Nittilai.
• To investigate how Karnad deconstructs myths to 

re�lect contemporary socio-political issues.
• To study the critique of religious authority through the 

characters of Parvasu, Raibhya, and Yavakri.

Methodology
This study employs textual, critical analytical, and 
comparative research methods to examine the dominance of 
karma over caste and religion in Girish Karnad’s The Fire and 
the Rain. The research is qualitative in nature, focusing on 
thematic and character analysis within the broader socio-
cultural and philosophical framework.

The analysis draws from primary texts, including 
Karnad’s play The Fire and the Rain and The Natyashastra, to 
understand the dramaturgical and performative elements 
that shape the narrative. Secondary sources, such as scholarly 
research papers, critical essays, video lectures, and 
performance studies, provide additional perspectives on the 
play’s historical, cultural, and philosophical signi�icance.

A comparative approach is employed to explore 
intertextual connections between The Fire and the Rain and its 
mythological source, the Mahabharata, particularly the tale of 
Yavakri, Raibhya, and Paravasu. This comparison helps to 
uncover Karnad’s reinterpretation of ancient texts in the 
context of modern socio-political realities.

The study is further enriched by cultural and ecofeminist 
theories, which illuminate the intersection of gender, ecology, 
and power structures within the play. The role of Nittilai, for 
instance, is examined through an ecofeminist lens to highlight 
her resistance to patriarchal and caste-based oppression. 
Additionally, concepts from Indian aesthetics and 
performance studies contribute to an understanding of the 
play’s theatrical dimensions, emphasizing its relevance as a 
contemporary cultural critique.

By integrating these methodologies, the research aims to 
provide a nuanced understanding of how Karnad challenges 
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entrenched hierarchies and asserts the supremacy of karma 
over caste and religion.

Discussion
Girish Karnad’s The Fire and the Rain presents the caste 
system as a rigid framework dictating social roles and 
reinforcing societal hierarchies. Rooted in the ancient Varna 
system described in texts like Manusmriti, caste segregation 
classi�ies individuals into Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and 
Shudras. This hierarchical structure limits individual agency, 
ensuring that one’s role in society is predetermined by birth 
rather than merit or personal aspirations. The protagonist, 
Arvasu, becomes a site of con�lict between tradition and 
personal freedom, highlighting the oppressive nature of caste-
based restrictions.

Despite being born a Brahmin, Arvasu faces alienation 
and exclusion, particularly due to his love for Nittilai, a woman 
from a tribal community. His internal struggle is captured in 
his poignant realization: “An untouchable wouldn’t have cared. 
An outcaste wouldn’t have cared. But my cursed caste wouldn’t 
let me go.” This line encapsulates the restrictive nature of 
caste identity, which dictates not only one’s occupation but 
also personal relationships and aspirations. Even when 
unjustly accused and punished, Arvasu adheres to ritualistic 
practices, emphasizing the deep-seated obligations imposed 
by caste. His journey represents the struggle between 
inherited identity and the pursuit of individuality, ultimately 
questioning the legitimacy of caste-based oppression.

Nittilai, as a tribal woman, challenges Brahminical 
notions of wisdom and morality. Unlike the rigid and self-
serving Brahmin priests, she embodies rationality, empathy, 
and a sense of collective responsibility. Her characterization 
aligns with ecofeminist theories proposed by Françoise 
d’Eaubonne and Vandana Shiva, which argue that both 
women and nature are subjected to systemic exploitation in 
patriarchal and caste-driven societies. Nittilai’s deep 
connection with nature, her rejection of oppressive traditions, 
and her prioritization of communal welfare over ritualistic 
dogma make her a symbol of ecofeminist resistance. She 
embodies an alternative moral order—one that values 
inclusivity, harmony, and sustainability over power and 
dominance.

The play’s Brahminical elite—Parvasu, Raibhya, and 
Yavakri—serve as embodiments of religious degeneration 
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and hypocrisy. Parvasu, as the chief priest, violates the 
sanctity of the yajña by murdering his father and falsely 
accusing his brother. Yavakri, despite his years of penance, 
misuses his divine knowledge for personal vengeance, 
demonstrating the moral emptiness of his pursuits. Raibhya, 
obsessed with control, exploits his daughter-in-law and 
invokes a Brahma Rakshasa for sel�ish ends. These �igures, 
instead of upholding dharma, manipulate religious doctrines 
for personal gain, exposing the hollowness of institutionalized 
religion. Their actions reveal how spiritual authority is often 
wielded as a tool of control rather than enlightenment.

The caste-religion con�lict in The Fire and the Rain aligns 
with Marxist critiques of ideology and power structures. The 
ruling class, represented by the Brahmin priests, dictates 
religious and social norms to maintain their dominance. The 
play illustrates how ideology is constructed to justify caste-
based oppression, drawing parallels with class struggles in 
Marxist theory. The Brahmins’ monopolization of knowledge 
and ritual power mirrors the ways in which ruling classes 
maintain economic and social hierarchies through ideological 
control. In challenging these structures, Karnad not only 
critiques the exploitative nature of the caste system but also 
exposes how power operates through religion to perpetuate 
inequality.

Conclusion
Girish Karnad’s The Fire and the Rain serves as a mirror to 
contemporary society, re�lecting issues of caste, gender, and 
religious hypocrisy. Arvasu’s journey underscores the 
struggle between personal desires and societal expectations. 
Nittilai’s character challenges patriarchal and caste-based 
norms, embodying ecofeminist ideals. The play critiques 
religious authority, revealing the moral decay within the 
priestly class. Through mythology, Karnad presents a timeless 
narrative that questions power structures, offering insights 
into the continued relevance of caste and gender dynamics in 
modern India.
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Chapter 12

Reimagining Nature: Ecocritical Perspectives 
in Indian English Literature

Srikanth Ganduri

Introduction:
A.Definition:

Ecocriticism is a multidisciplinary approach in literary 
studies that investigates the connection between literature 

and the natural world. It looks at how texts portray, represent, 
and interact with environmental issues, ranging from the 
representation of landscapes and natural elements to the 
effects of human activity on ecosystems and the pressing 
nature of ecological crises. In the realm of Indian English 
literature, ecocriticism also examines how stories address the 
cultural, political, and social aspects of environmental 
challenges, promoting a greater understanding of the links 
between human societies and the planet.

Relevance of Ecocriticism in Literature:
1. Ecological Awareness in Indian English Literature:
Ecocriticism plays a crucial role in highlighting how Indian 
English literature addresses signi�icant environmental issues 
like deforestation, pollution, climate change, and the 
degradation of sacred landscapes. Authors such as 
Rabindranath Tagore, Kamala Markandaya, and Amitav Ghosh 
weave nature into their narratives, treating it as both a 
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backdrop and a vital character. This approach prompts 
readers to rethink their connection with the environment. For 
example, in Tagore's writings, nature is often depicted as a 
spiritual entity, fostering a sense of ecological respect and 
stewardship.

2. Critique of Industrialization and Exploitation :
With India's swift industrialization and urban growth, 
ecocriticism provides a lens for literary scholars to examine 
these changes through an ecological lens. Works like 
Markandaya's Nectar in a Sieve and Ghosh's The Hungry Tide 
critique the repercussions of industrialization on rural 
populations and natural resources. By engaging in ecocritical 
analysis, we uncover how these literary pieces not only 
narrate human struggles but also expose the consequences of 
corporate exploitation on ecosystems and communities. 
Ecocriticism brings these concerns to the forefront and 
advocates for environmental justice. 

3. Indigenous Knowledge and Environmental Wisdom:
Ecocriticism highlights the importance of indigenous 
knowledge regarding sustainability, as illustrated by Ghosh's 
depiction of rural communities in The Hungry Tide and Roy's 
support for indigenous land rights in The God of Small Things. 
Through an ecocritical lens, these stories showcase the 
sustainable practices of indigenous peoples and their deep 
connection to the environment. Literature that employs 
ecocriticism plays a crucial role in promoting these traditional 
ecological knowledge systems as vital elements in 
contemporary conservation efforts.

4. Advocacy for Environmental Justice:
In modern Indian literature, ecocriticism champions 
environmental justice by exploring the links between 
ecological challenges and social justice. Roy's activism in her 
non-�iction and the eco-political themes in her novel, The God 
of Small Things, demonstrate how literature critiques the 
environmental harm stemming from political corruption, 
corporate greed, and development policies. Ecocriticism 
allows scholars to investigate how Indian authors contribute 
to global environmental activism through their storytelling.

5. Bridging Cultural and Ecological Boundaries:
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Indian English literature, shaped by a rich tapestry of cultural, 
religious, and regional in�luences, employs ecocriticism to 
connect the cultural importance of nature with the pressing 
need for ecological sustainability. Authors like Ruskin Bond 
and Vikram Seth depict nature not merely as a setting but as a 
vital element of their characters' lives and spiritual identities, 
making the exploration of nature profoundly signi�icant in 
both ecological and cultural contexts. Through ecocritical 
analysis, we can uncover how literature deepens our 
understanding of the cultural, emotional, and psychological 
aspects of humanity's ecological responsibilities.

6. Fostering Global Ecological Consciousness:
Ultimately, ecocriticism in Indian literature links local 
environmental issues with global ecological movements. 
Indian authors not only address national concerns but also 
engage in worldwide discussions on climate change, 
biodiversity loss, and environmental ethics. By adopting an 
ecocritical lens on Indian English literature, we can see how 
these stories foster a wider ecological awareness, urging 
readers to recognize environmental challenges as 
interconnected and global.

Ecocriticism in the Indian Context:
1. Preservation of Sacred and Natural Landscapes:
India has a rich history of regarding nature as sacred, with 
elements like the Ganges River, forests, mountains, and 
wildlife holding profound spiritual importance. Ecocriticism 
in Indian literature reveals that these landscapes are not just 
places of cultural reverence but also vital ecosystems that 
require protection. The poetry of Rabindranath Tagore and 
the nature writing of Ruskin Bond often depict nature as a 
spiritual and moral force, making them signi�icant advocates 
for environmental preservation. In India, ecocriticism 
highlights the deep connections between culture and nature, 
calling for respect for traditional ecological knowledge 
alongside modern conservation efforts.

2. Addressing Environmental Degradation and  
Urbanization:
The rapid industrialization, urban growth, and agricultural 
exploitation in India have dramatically transformed its 
natural environment. Ecocriticism in Indian English literature 
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plays a key role in addressing the impacts of this degradation. 
Authors like Kamala Markandaya in Nectar in a Sieve and 
Amitav Ghosh in The Hungry Tide examine the repercussions 
of development on rural communities and natural resources, 
prompting readers to consider the social and environmental 
costs of unrest.

3. Socio-Environmental Justice:
Ecocriticism is crucial in revealing how environmental issues 
intersect with social and political struggles in India. 
Marginalized communities, particularly tribal and rural 
populations, often bear the brunt of environmental 
degradation resulting from industrial projects, deforestation, 
and climate change. Writers like Arundhati Roy (for instance, 
in The God of Small Things) and other contemporary authors 
address these themes, highlighting the environmental 
injustices faced by these vulnerable groups. Through 
ecocriticism, these issues are brought to light, advocating for 
environmental justice and the safeguarding of indigenous 
land rights. 

4. Indigenous Knowledge and Ecological Wisdom:
India boasts a rich heritage of indigenous ecological 
knowledge, deeply intertwined with local communities’ 
relationships with their environment. Ecocriticism in Indian 
literature emphasizes the wisdom found in folk traditions, 
oral stories, and indigenous practices that encourage 
sustainable living. This is illustrated in works such as Ghosh's 
The Hungry Tide and the writings of Ruskin Bond, where 
indigenous knowledge systems—like the reverence for local 
biodiversity and sustainable agricultural methods—are 
central to the narratives. In this context, ecocriticism 
underscores the necessity of preserving these practices amid 
contemporary environmental challenges.

Global Environmental Movements and Local Ecological 
Concerns

India, known for its vast population and rich ecological 
diversity, plays a crucial role in global conversations about 
climate change, biodiversity loss, and sustainability. 
Ecocriticism in Indian literature serves as a bridge connecting 
local environmental issues with broader global ecological 
movements. Authors such as Arundhati Roy and Amitav 
Ghosh weave these global challenges into their narratives, 
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emphasizing how climate change and the worldwide 
ecological crisis impact local communities. Through their 
work, they cultivate a global ecological awareness that 
resonates with the increasing call for sustainable 
development and conservation efforts.

5. Bridging Cultural, Environmental, and Literary 
Discourses:
Indian English literature, characterized by its 
interdisciplinary nature and deeply embedded in the 
country's varied cultural, linguistic, and ecological landscape, 
offers a distinctive perspective for examining environmental 
challenges. Ecocriticism within this literary framework helps 
to connect cultural, environmental, and literary discussions, 
fostering a more comprehensive understanding of the 
relationship between humans and nature. For example, 
Tagore’s philosophy, which centers on nature, not only 
advocates for ecological balance but also explores the broader 
philosophical, spiritual, and cultural aspects of nature in 
India. This approach enables ecocriticism to play a signi�icant 
role in both cultural preservation and environmental 
advocacy.

6. Promoting Ecological Awareness through Education:
As environmental crises grow more pressing, ecocriticism 
provides a valuable framework for incorporating ecological 
awareness into educational programs. By guiding students to 
analyze Indian English literature through an ecocritical 
perspective, educators can highlight environmental issues 
that are signi�icant both in India and around the world. In 
India, where sustainable development and environmental 
education are essential, ecocriticism serves as an important 
tool for fostering a new generation of environmentally aware 
individuals.

I. Objectives: 
1. To examine how Indian English literature 

represents nature and ecological consciousness.
2. To look at the issues with which Indian authors are 

concerned. 
3. To understand the socio-cultural and political 

rami�ications in regard to environment-related 
themes in literature.  
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4. To catalogue the ways literature has been used for 
raising awareness and advocating for the 
environment.

II. Hypothesis:
The Indian writing in English reveals unmistakably 
deep ecological consciousness, which challenges 
anthropocentric views and stands for environmental 
justice and sustainable coexistence between living 
entities and nature.

Literature Review:
1. Theoretical Foundations of Ecocriticism:

Ecocriticism emerged as a distinct �ield in the late 20th 
century, with Cheryll Glotfelty and Harold Fromm’s The 
Ecocriticism Reader (1996) being a key text. Glotfelty 
describes ecocriticism as "the study of the relationship 
between literature and the physical environment" (Glotfelty 
xix). Lawrence Buell expanded on this �ield in works like The 
Environmental Imagination (1995), where he examined how 
literature in�luences environmental awareness.

In India, scholars such as Ramachandra Guha and 
Vandana Shiva have enriched ecological discourse by 
exploring the socio-political aspects of environmental issues. 
Guha’s Environmentalism: A Global History (2000) 
differentiates between �irst-world environmentalism, which 
emphasizes conservation, and third-world environmentalism, 
which focuses on livelihood and survival. This viewpoint is 
especially signi�icant in Indian literature, where 
environmental issues are frequently intertwined with themes 
of poverty, displacement, and the struggles of indigenous 
communities.
2. Ecocriticism in Indian English Literature: Major 
Contributions:
Ecocriticism has been applied to various works of Indian 
English literature, examining how authors depict nature, 
critique environmental degradation, and incorporate 
indigenous ecological wisdom. Several key studies have 
signi�icantly in�luenced this discourse:

A. Tagore’s Nature-Centric Philosophy 
Rabindranath Tagore’s works, such as Gitanjali (1913) and 
The Religion of Man (1931), present nature as a spiritual and 
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philosophical entity. Scholars like A.K. Sinha (2012) have 
investigated how Tagore’s poetry embodies a profound 
ecological sensibility, advocating for harmony between 
humans and nature. His educational philosophy at 
Shantiniketan also fostered ecological awareness, aligning 
with contemporary sustainability principles (Sinha 87).

B. The Representation of Environmental Crisis in 
Fiction: 
Kamala Markandaya’s Nectar in a Sieve (1954) is frequently 
analyzed through an ecocritical lens for its portrayal of 
agrarian struggles, drought, and the repercussions of 
industrialization on rural life (Mehta 45). The novel 
underscores how rapid industrialization disrupts traditional 
ecological systems, resulting in poverty and displacement.

 Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide (2004) has been 
extensively discussed in ecocritical studies for its depiction of 
the Sundarbans ecosystem, the effects of climate change, and 
the con�licts between conservation policies and local 
communities (Chakraborty 92). Ghosh weaves indigenous 
knowledge and environmental challenges into his narrative, 
making his work essential for understanding ecocriticism in 
Indian literature.

C. Arundhati Roy and Environmental Activism:
Arundhati Roy’s novel The God of Small Things (1997) and 
her non-�iction pieces, including The Algebra of In�inite 
Justice (2002), delve into issues of environmental justice, 
corporate exploitation, and the impact of government policies 
on marginalized communities (Roy 167). Critics such as 
Mishra (2018) suggest that Roy’s activism transcends her 
literary work, positioning her as a signi�icant voice in the 
realm of Indian environmental discourse (Mishra 123). 

D. Ruskin Bond and Nature Writing:
Ruskin Bond’s writings, particularly Rain in the Mountains: 
Notes from the Himalayas (1993), beautifully portray the 
Himalayan landscape while addressing the dangers of 
deforestation and urban development. Scholars like Joshi 
(2015) emphasize Bond’s contribution to popularizing Indian 
nature writing and raising ecological consciousness among 
his readers (Joshi 78).



Indian English Literature

150

1. The Role of Indigenous Knowledge in 
Ecocriticism:
Ecocriticism in India is closely tied to indigenous ecological 
wisdom, as re�lected in literature that highlights tribal 
communities, oral traditions, and sustainable practices. 
Scholars like Nandini Dhar (2017) have examined how Indian 
authors weave folk traditions, myths, and indigenous 
resistance movements into their stories. 

For example, Mahasweta Devi’s Aranyer Adhikar (The 
Occupation of the Forest) (1977) critiques the exploitation of 
tribal lands and resources, spotlighting the indigenous 
struggle for ecological justice (Dhar 201). 

The novel demonstrates how tribal communities have 
historically engaged in sustainable living, only to face 
displacement due to corporate and governmental actions. In a 
similar vein, Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide explores the con�licts 
between conservation initiatives and the rights of local 
communities in the Sundarbans, questioning the Western-
centric conservation model that frequently sidelines 
indigenous involvement (Chakraborty 134).

2. Environmental Themes in Contemporary Indian 
English Literature:
Recent Indian authors are actively addressing issues like 
climate change, environmental degradation, and ecological 
crises in their �iction and poetry. Kiran Desai’s The 
Inheritance of Loss (2006) subtly highlights the impacts of 
deforestation and migration driven by environmental factors, 
while Jeet Thayil’s poetry frequently delves into the themes of 
urban pollution and ecological destruction in Indian cities.

Scholars such as Banerjee (2021) contend that 
contemporary Indian writers are increasingly weaving 
environmental themes into their narratives as a response to 
the growing climate crisis, indicating a shift towards eco-
conscious storytelling (Banerjee 62). This trend implies that 
ecocriticism will remain an essential framework for analyzing 
Indian literature moving forward.

3. The Future of Ecocriticism in Indian English 
Literature:
Ecocriticism is progressing within Indian literary studies, as 
scholars broaden its focus to encompass: 
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• Climate �iction (Cli-Fi) – Literature that tackles climate 
change, exempli�ied by Ghosh’s The Great Derangement 
(2016). 

• Intersectionality – Research that examines the 
connections between gender, caste, and environmental 
justice (Nayar 89). 

• Postcolonial Ecocriticism – Analyzing the colonial 
exploitation of India’s natural resources and its enduring 
environmental impacts (Mukherjee 112). 

Given the escalating urgency of environmental issues, Indian 
authors are poised to signi�icantly in�luence global ecological 
discussions. Scholars highlight the importance of 
interdisciplinary research that links literature, policy, and 
environmental activism, ensuring that ecocriticism continues 
to be a vital and evolving area within Indian literary studies. 

The literature review emphasizes the ongoing 
engagement of Indian English literature with ecological 
issues, showcasing the intricate relationship between the 
country and its natural environment, industrial growth, and 
the quest for environmental justice. From Tagore’s spiritual 
interpretation of nature to Ghosh’s narratives on climate 
change and Roy’s activism for the environment, Indian 
literature offers a valuable resource for ecocritical study. As 
environmental challenges grow more pressing, literature will 
remain a vital instrument for raising ecological awareness 
and promoting advocacy, positioning ecocriticism as a crucial 
lens for literary analysis.

II. Findings of the Chapter:
1. Indian English Literature as a Medium of 
Ecological Awareness:
This study reveals that Indian English literature has played a 
crucial role in promoting ecological awareness. From the 
poetry of Rabindranath Tagore to the climate narratives of 
Amitav Ghosh, Indian authors have utilized their works to: 

• Portray nature as a sacred, philosophical, and cultural 
force.

• Emphasize the environmental impacts of 
industrialization and deforestation. Encourage readers 
to adopt an eco-conscious mindset, prompting them to 
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reconsider the relationship between humans and 
nature. 

This underscores the importance of literature as a catalyst for 
ecological consciousness and activism.

2. Nature serves as both a literary theme and a 
character in Indian English literature:
The research highlights that nature is not just a static 
background; it actively in�luences human experiences. This is 
illustrated in: 

• Tagore’s works, where nature is depicted as spiritual and 
ever-present, shaping human feelings and thoughts.

• Amitav Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide, which presents the 
Sundarbans ecosystem as a powerful force that impacts 
human lives. 

• Ruskin Bond’s stories, focusing on mountain landscapes, 
forests, and rural life, where nature is portrayed as both 
nurturing and unpredictable. 

This profound presence of nature in Indian literature 
resonates with ecocritical themes, emphasizing that the 
environment plays a crucial role in both literature and human 
existence.

3. Environmental Crisis and Social Inequality are 
interconnected:
A key insight is that Indian ecocriticism is closely tied to social 
justice movements, re�lecting the challenges faced by 
marginalized communities.

• Kamala Markandaya’s Nectar in a Sieve illustrates the 
effects of industrialization and drought on rural farmers, 
pushing them into poverty and displacement. 

• Arundhati Roy’s writings shed light on the environmental 
injustices experienced by indigenous and lower-caste 
groups, demonstrating how economic policies and 
corporate growth worsen both ecological and social 
inequalities. 

• Mahasweta Devi’s novels highlight tribal resistance to 
environmental exploitation, showcasing how indigenous 
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knowledge and ecological wisdom are often overlooked in 
contemporary development policies.

This perspective aligns with third-world ecocriticism, which 
posits that environmental degradation in postcolonial 
countries is intertwined with issues of poverty, caste, and 
corporate exploitation.

4. Climate Change and Environmental Degradation 
as Emerging Themes:
Recent Indian literature has increasingly focused on climate 
change and environmental degradation as key themes. The 
�indings indicate that:
•  Amitav Ghosh’s The Great Derangement (2016) contends 

that literature has often overlooked climate change and 
now needs to confront ecological crises. 

• Modern �iction and poetry delve into issues like urban 
pollution, water shortages, deforestation, and global 
warming, highlighting the pressing nature of climate 
discussions. 

• Eco-�iction and climate �iction (Cli-Fi) are gaining traction 
in Indian literature, resonating with global environmental 
concerns. 

This suggests that Indian English literature is adapting to 
re�lect the current challenges posed by climate change, 
making ecocriticism more pertinent than ever.

5. Indigenous Knowledge and Ecocriticism are 
interconnected:

A signi�icant observation is that Indian ecocriticism 
frequently incorporates indigenous ecological wisdom, 
providing sustainable solutions to contemporary 
environmental issues.

 Mahasweta Devi’s works illustrate tribal resistance to 
deforestation and corporate intrusion, highlighting the value 
of traditional ecological knowledge. 

Ghosh’s The Hungry Tide delves into the understanding 
of river ecosystems by local communities in the Sundarbans, 
critiquing state-led conservation efforts that overlook 
indigenous insights. 
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Vandana Shiva’s writings emphasize the signi�icance of 
indigenous agricultural methods and their contribution to 
ecological sustainability.

 This indicates that literature can serve as a link between 
scienti�ic ecological discussions and indigenous 
environmental ethics, fostering a more inclusive perspective 
on sustainability.

1. Postcolonial Ecocriticism in Indian Literature:
The research indicates that Indian ecocriticism is deeply 
connected to postcolonial issues, especially regarding the 
colonial exploitation of natural resources. 

Colonial practices resulted in extensive deforestation, 
changes in agriculture, and resource extraction, all of which 
have led to lasting ecological effects. Postcolonial literature 
frequently critiques the ways these policies have in�luenced 
current environmental challenges, linking them to ongoing 
con�licts over land, water, and resources. 

This observation underscores the importance of merging 
postcolonial theory with ecocriticism, as the legacies of 
colonialism continue to affect ecological and environmental 
matters in India.

2. Literature as a Tool for Environmental Activism:
A key insight is that Indian literature goes beyond merely 
documenting environmental issues; it plays an active role in 
environmental activism.

 Authors like Arundhati Roy and Amitav Ghosh leverage 
their literary works and public engagement to champion 
environmental justice, advocate for policy changes, and 
promote climate action. 

The non-�iction writings of Roy, Vandana Shiva, and 
Ramachandra Guha have had a direct impact on 
environmental movements in India, including anti-dam 
protests and land rights activism. 

The way ecological crises are depicted in literature often 
sparks meaningful discussions about conservation, 
development policies, and sustainability.

 This highlights that literature serves not only as a mirror 
to environmental challenges but also as a powerful force in 
shaping ecological awareness and in�luencing policy debates.

3. The Future of Ecocriticism in Indian Literature
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The study reveals that ecocriticism in Indian literature is 
broadening its scope beyond conventional environmental 
issues to encompass: 

• Climate migration – The movement of people forced 
to leave their homes due to climate change. 

• Ecofeminism – The convergence of gender and 
environmental issues within literary contexts. 

• Urban ecocriticism – Investigating environmental 
challenges in Indian cities, including air pollution and 
water shortages.

• Transnational ecocriticism – Analyzing how Indian 
ecological stories relate to global environmental 
initiatives. 

These developing themes suggest that Indian literature will 
remain vital in in�luencing future discussions on 
environmental matters.

The �indings of this chapter reveal that ecocriticism in 
Indian English literature is a vibrant and developing area that 
tackles environmental, social, and postcolonial issues. Indian 
authors have not only chronicled ecological crises but have 
also taken an active role in environmental activism, 
advocating for indigenous rights, and engaging in climate 
discussions.

The study emphasizes that:
• Nature plays a pivotal role in the Indian literary 

imagination, acting as both a theme and a driving force. 
• Environmental justice and social inequality are 

intertwined themes within Indian ecocriticism.
• Contemporary Indian literature is increasingly shaped 

by climate change and urban environmental 
challenges. 

• Postcolonial and indigenous viewpoints are essential 
for understanding the environmental struggles faced 
in India. 

• Literature serves as a powerful tool for ecological 
activism, impacting real-world environmental 
movements. 
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As environmental issues intensify, Indian English literature 
will remain an essential platform for promoting ecological 
awareness, shaping policy discussions, and pushing for 
sustainable solutions. This underscores the signi�icance of 
ecocriticism as a vital approach to both literature and 
environmental studies.

I. Recommendations:
1. Integrating Ecocriticism into Indian Literary Studies:

• Ecocriticism ought to be woven into Indian academic 
programs at every level, from undergraduate literature 
classes to doctoral research. 
• Universities should promote interdisciplinary studies 

that merge literature with environmental science, 
sociology, and policy studies, fostering a comprehensive 
approach to ecological challenges. 
• Indian literature departments should broaden their 

scope to include eco-�iction, climate narratives, and 
indigenous ecological traditions, enhancing the 
understanding of the relationship between literature and 
the environment.

2. Encouraging Literary Engagement with Contemporary 
Environmental Issues:

• Indian writers need to take an active role in addressing 
pressing environmental challenges like climate change, 
biodiversity loss, water shortages, and deforestation by 
weaving these themes into their novels, poetry, and non-
�iction. 
• There should be an increase in creative writing 

workshops and literary festivals that emphasize 
environmental storytelling, inspiring young authors to 
tackle ecological issues in their writing. 
• Publishers ought to back and promote more literature 

focused on eco-conscious themes, especially works that 
emphasize sustainability, conservation, and climate 
justice.

3. Promoting Indigenous Ecological Knowledge in 
Literature
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• There is a need for more research into how Indian 
literature re�lects indigenous ecological knowledge, with a 
focus on preserving and promoting traditional 
environmental wisdom. 
• Authors should connect with tribal narratives, oral 

traditions, and folk stories, weaving them into modern 
literature to showcase sustainable ecological practices.
•  Collaboration among government agencies, NGOs, and 

academic institutions with indigenous communities is 
essential to document and publish eco-centric narratives, 
ensuring that local knowledge systems are acknowledged 
and appreciated.

4. Bridging the Gap Between Literature and 
Environmental Policy:

• Ecocriticism should extend beyond literary studies to 
actively shape environmental policymaking and activism.
• Literary scholars ought to work alongside 

policymakers, environmentalists, and activists to translate 
the ecological issues highlighted in literature into 
actionable solutions.
•  Indian literature can serve as a powerful tool for 

public awareness campaigns, encouraging eco-friendly 
practices, conservation efforts, and sustainability 
initiatives.

5. Expanding Research in Indian Ecocriticism:
Future research should delve into lesser-known facets of 
ecocriticism within Indian literature, including: 

• Climate fiction (Cli-Fi) in Indian narratives.
• Urban ecocriticism and the challenges of 

environmental degradation in Indian cities.
• Ecofeminism in Indian literature, investigating 

the link between gender and environmental 
justice.

• Postcolonial ecocriticism and its influence on 
India’s environmental discussions.

Additionally, more comparative studies are needed to 
analyze Indian ecocriticism alongside global environmental 
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literature, promoting cross-cultural dialogues on 
sustainability.

6. Encouraging Eco-Literacy Activism:

• Indian writers and poets ought to be motivated to 
engage in environmental activism, utilizing literature as a 
means to push for policy changes and promote ecological 
justice. 
• Educational institutions should host eco-literary 

competitions and essay contests, inspiring students to 
explore environmental topics and cultivate eco-conscious 
viewpoints. 
• Additionally, literary festivals should increasingly 

feature ecological themes, climate storytelling sessions, 
and discussions on environmental issues, connecting 
literature with activism.

7. Enhancing Accessibility and Public Awareness:

• To enhance accessibility and public awareness, eco-
literature needs to be translated into regional Indian 
languages, making it more reachable for both rural and 
urban communities. 
• It's important to organize literary events, workshops, 

and discussions on ecocriticism at the grassroots level, 
engaging local writers, environmentalists, and indigenous 
storytellers. 
• Additionally, creating more digital platforms, podcasts, 

and video content can help popularize ecocritical themes, 
making environmental literature more appealing to the 
younger generation.

8. Strengthening the Role of Digital and Visual Media in 
Ecocriticism:

• To enhance accessibility and public awareness, eco-
literature needs to be translated into regional Indian 
languages, making it more reachable for both rural and 
urban communities. 
• It's important to organize literary events, workshops, 

and discussions on ecocriticism at the grassroots level, 
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engaging local writers, environmentalists, and indigenous 
storytellers. 
• Additionally, creating more digital platforms, podcasts, 

and video content can help popularize ecocritical themes, 
making environmental literature more appealing to the 
younger generation.

These recommendations highlight the importance of 
ecocriticism extending beyond academic circles into public 
discussions, policy development, and grassroots movements. 
By broadening research efforts, valuing indigenous ecological 
wisdom, addressing current environmental issues, and 
making eco-literature more accessible to a wider audience, 
Indian English literature can signi�icantly in�luence ecological 
awareness and promote sustainable practices.

 As environmental crises intensify, literature should not 
only re�lect ecological issues but also play a proactive role in 
�inding ecological solutions, underscoring the signi�icance of 
ecocriticism as a transformative approach in literature.

Conclusion:
This chapter has explored the signi�icance of ecocriticism in 
Indian English literature, illustrating how Indian authors 
engage with themes related to the environment, ecological 
challenges, and sustainable narratives. By analyzing a range of 
literary works, it has been shown that nature serves not just 
as a backdrop but as a dynamic force that shapes cultural 
identities, human experiences, and environmental awareness. 

A major insight from this study is that Indian literature 
has historically been attuned to ecological issues, weaving 
environmental concerns into the fabric of social, economic, 
and postcolonial contexts. Authors such as Rabindranath 
Tagore, Amitav Ghosh, Kamala Markandaya, and Arundhati 
Roy have portrayed the effects of deforestation, 
industrialization, and climate change on both the 
environment and marginalized communities. This highlights 
the notion that ecocriticism in India is closely linked to 
themes of justice, indigenous wisdom, and postcolonial 
resistance. 

Additionally, the study points to the increasing 
emergence of climate �iction and environmental activism 
within contemporary Indian literature. For example, Amitav 
Ghosh’s writings stress the critical need to confront climate 
change, while non-�iction authors like Vandana Shiva and 
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Ramachandra Guha champion sustainable development and 
ecological conservation. This indicates that literature not only 
mirrors environmental issues but also plays an active role in 
in�luencing public discourse and policy discussions.

An important �inding is that Indian ecocriticism combines 
traditional ecological wisdom with modern environmental 
issues. Indigenous literature and oral traditions offer valuable 
insights into sustainable living, biodiversity conservation, and 
ecological resilience. Unfortunately, these viewpoints are 
often neglected in mainstream environmental discussions. 
Acknowledging and preserving indigenous ecological 
narratives is crucial for creating more inclusive and 
sustainable environmental policies. 

The study also highlights that Indian ecocriticism is a 
dynamic �ield, with new research areas emerging, such as 
urban ecocriticism, ecofeminism, and narratives of climate 
migration. These themes re�lect the rapidly evolving 
environmental landscape in India, where urbanization, 
industrial pollution, and climate change are increasingly 
urgent concerns.

 In conclusion, Indian English literature has signi�icantly 
contributed to ecocriticism, providing valuable insights into 
the relationship between humans and the environment. By 
merging traditional ecological awareness with contemporary 
environmental challenges, Indian writers have developed a 
powerful literary discourse that raises awareness, critiques 
harmful policies, and advocates for sustainable alternatives. 
Looking ahead, literature must continue to play a vital role in 
shaping ecological consciousness, promoting environmental 
activism, and in�luencing policy decisions for a more 
sustainable future.
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Chapter: 13

Ordeal, Agony and Trauma: The Obliterated 
Chronicle of the Diaspora

Dr. Simran Koul
Introduction

Over 89.3 million people have been forcibly displaced due 
to war, violence, persecution, and human rights violations, 

based on the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) (UNHCR, 2021a). Over 738,000 people applied for 
international protection in EU member states in 2019, an 11% 
increase in asylum applications over the previous year 
(EASO). The number of refugees worldwide reached a new 
high of 27.1 million at the end of 2021 (UNHCR, 2021a). The 
stressful and traumatic experiences that refugees, asylum 
seekers, and migrants encounter in their home countries have 
been documented in several studies (Opaas & Varvin, 2015; 
Priebe et al., 2016; Vukčević et al., 2016a; Vukčević Marković 
et al., 2017). The most frequent ones are physical abuse, 
torture, and witnessing the death or killing of a friend or 
family member (Montgomery & Foldspang, 1994; Vukčević 
Marković et al., 2017). Additionally, they frequently 
experience severe �inancial hardships, as well as a shortage of 
food, shelter, drinking water, and other necessities (Bhugra, 
2004; Priebe et al., 2016).

It is not only what is lost when leaving one's home, but 
also the migration experience itself, which inevitably disrupts 
family and cultural systems and causes separations from 
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family and ethnic communities, which includes stays in 
insecure refugee camps during the migration process 
(Lambert & Alhassoon, 2015). Some refugees battle to stay in 
Europe after arriving, sometimes not in the country of their 
choosing; others quickly realize that things are not going as 
planned and decide to either return or continue to another 
location (Gkionakis, 2016). According to Nathan (1986, as 
referenced in Sturm et al., 2010), migration is inherently 
painful since the "cultural envelope" can no longer contain 
unpleasant, vague, or psychologically "indigestible" 
experiences. A group of humanitarian aid organizations 
observed and documented the following aspects of refugees' 
and migrants' mental health during movement in a multi-
agency advice note published in 2015 in cooperation with the 
UNHCR (MHPSS, 2015).

Experiences in Host Country
Research has also demonstrated a signi�icant correlation 
between mental problems in refugees and post-migration 
experiences like social discrimination, fear of repatriation, 
unemployment, and insecure residency (Bogic et al., 2012; 
Loizos, 2002; Tekin et al., 2016; Volkan, 2004; Watters, 2001). 
Volkan (2004) describes the host society's "Janus-face" (p. 14) 
treatment of migrants, portraying them as both ill intruders 
and victims/heroes. The growing anti-migration political 
rhetoric that portrays refugees as a social and economic 
threat hardens attitudes as the number of migrants entering 
Europe rises. He contends that this helps refugees reframe 
their self-images as they grapple with the "survivor guilt" of 
abandoning loved ones in danger back home and the process 
of assimilating into the new culture.

According to Kartal and Kiripoulos (2016), who recently 
analyzed the literature, there are complicated and little-
understood connections between traumatic experiences, 
migration, and mental health consequences after arriving in 
the host nation. Greater feelings of cultural loss and nostalgia 
were linked to acculturative stress in the group of refugees 
they studied. It was discovered that the loss itself made PTSD 
symptoms worse (Koul & Thakur, 2024). They contend that a 
person's acculturation process is not the sole factor that 
in�luences how post-migratory pressures affect mental 
health. It also depends on the local context's features, which 
represent the host society's acculturative preferences. Berry's 
(Berry, 1997, 2003; Sam & Berry, 2010) acculturation model, 
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which outlines the ways in which the host society in�luences 
refugees' acculturation process by enforcing either desired or 
undesirable acculturative strategies (either supporting or 
opposing ethnic diversity and participation in the larger 
society), is supported by these �indings, according to the 
authors. This, in turn, affects mental health. 

Multiple comparative studies looking at correlations 
among the post-migration context and refugees within the 
same country of origin but who have resettled in different 
countries persuasively demonstrate the signi�icant impact of 
post-migratory factors on PTSD symptoms, con�irming this 
model elsewhere in the literature. For instance, Bogic and 
associates (2012) evaluated 854 war refugees from the 
former Yugoslavia who had relocated to three different 
nations. They discovered that possessing a temporary 
resident permit and experiencing stress connected to 
migrating were strongly linked to higher prevalence of PTSD. 
Kartal and Kiropoulos (2016) evaluated 138 Bosnian refugees 
who had been resettled in Austria and Australia. Acculturative 
stress related to post-migratory experiences predicted the 
severity of PTSD after adjusting for age, sex, and exposure to 
traumatic events and acceptance by the host.

Prolonged Exposure to trauma
Numerous, occasionally severe traumas, including torture, 
rape, or the death of a family member, are frequent 
experiences for refugees, according to research (Hollander et 
al., 2016; Kartal & Kiropoulos, 2016; Steel, 2001; Steel et al., 
2009; ter Heide et al., 2016). Coutennier and colleagues 
(2016) found that cohorts exposed to civil con�licts or mass 
killings during childhood are on average 40% more likely to 
commit violent crimes than their co-nationals born after the 
con�lict, based on a recent analysis of all crimes reported 
throughout Switzerland from 2009–2012. Additionally, their 
data revealed that cohorts exposed to con�lict are more likely 
to attack victims who are members of their own nationality. 
The relationship that exists between the pre-migration 
experience and the evolving post-migration universe of 
refugees was also found to be drastically in�luenced by the 
culture of origin by Rousseau and colleagues (1997). This was 
mediated by experiences of torture in the countries of origin, 
which led to higher levels of violence and social isolation that 
were then sustained within the family after migration. In fact, 
it has been discovered that prolonged or ongoing trauma 
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exposure results in a condition that raises the likelihood of 
encountering a variety of traumatic situations (ter Heide et al., 
2016). Additionally, there is strong evidence in the literature 
that refugees who have PTSD following an initial trauma are 
susceptible to worsening PTSD symptoms following a 
subsequent traumatic incident or continuing everyday 
stressors (Schock et al., 2016).

Unemployment
According to several, unemployment and precarious working 
conditions not only pose signi�icant economic dif�iculties but 
also have unavoidably detrimental effects on social 
integration and psychological health (Kartal & Kiropoulos, 
2016; Goguikian Ratcliff & Rossi, 2015; Schick et al., 2016; 
Silove et al., 1998). "Unemployment itself threatens one's 
identity and role in society, but an absence of recognition for 
one's skills and prior professional experiences can lead to 
further losses of one's sense of self," as stated by Du and 
Winter (2020) (p. 39). The phenomena of "deskilling," which 
Goguikian Ratcliff and colleagues (2014) discovered to exist 
among refugee communities, is mentioned. They characterize 
this as a decline in the professional abilities and educational 
attainment levels acknowledged in the host nation relative to 
those already experienced in the countries of origin. They 
explain the phenomena in part to restricted institutional 
procedures that are rooted in societal portrayals of refugees, 
discriminatory laws, and institutional practices. Emotions of 
discouragement, discrimination, self-deprecation, social and 
occupational worthlessness, and dissatisfaction are likely to 
result from the challenges of �inding work, deskilling, social 
isolation, and the stark contrasts between pre-migration 
work expectations and the realities of the labor market upon 
arrival (Koul & Thakur 2023). These factors are likely to have 
a negative impact on mental health in the long run.

He goes on to contend that "by participating in power and 
using the permitted leeway in an attempt to obtain some 
discretion to act, one simultaneously con�irms and reinforces 
the circumstances of one's own dependency." (page 24). An 
unstable resident status that depends on being endorsed by 
speci�ic authorities could be revoked at any time, which only 
helps to maintain unequal power dynamics and undermine 
legal freedom of action. The effects are twofold: in addition to 
having the potential to be socially humiliating or devaluing, 
which in turn impacts self-worth, a lack of career prospects 
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inevitably has socioeconomic repercussions that damage 
mental health (Hynie, 2018). According to a meta-analysis of 
56 publications covering 22 221 refugees published between 
1959 and 2002, people who lived in institutional housing or 
had limited access to economic opportunities had worse 
mental health status (Porter & Haslam, 2005). The social, 
political, and economic circumstances and opportunities of 
the receiving nation play a signi�icant role in the success of 
trauma rehabilitation (Heeren et al., 2014).

Trauma related to their Identity
Several studies have shown how racism and prejudice affect 
migrants' mental health in general (Akhtar, 1999; Kartal & 
Kiropoulos, 2016; Goguikian Ratcliff et al., 2014). More post-
migratory psychosocial hardship results from visible minority 
status (Hollander et al., 2016), and this effect is exacerbated 
when it occurs as a startlingly unfamiliar and confusing 
experience (Akhtar, 1999). In fact, it has been shown that 
race-based traumatic stress is strongly associated with 
trauma symptoms (such as dissociation, anxiety, melancholy, 
sexual issues, and sleep disturbance), particularly when 
people have endorsed negative racial experiences as stressful 
(Koul & Thakur 2022). 

The racial discrimination, discrimination, race-related 
stress, and life-event research literatures provide empirical 
support for this race-based traumatic stress paradigm. 
Several studies have shown how racism and prejudice affect 
migrants' mental health in general (Akhtar, 1999; Kartal & 
Kiropoulos, 2016; Goguikian Ratcliff et al., 2014). More post-
migratory psychosocial hardship results from visible minority 
status (Hollander et al., 2016), and this effect is exacerbated 
when it occurs as a startlingly unfamiliar and confusing 
experience (Akhtar, 1999). In fact, it has been shown that 
race-based traumatic stress (Koul & Thakur 2024) is strongly 
associated with trauma symptoms (such as dissociation, 
anxiety, melancholy, sexual issues, and sleep disturbance), 
particularly when people have endorsed negative racial 
experiences as stressful. The racial discrimination, 
discrimination, race-related stress, and life-event research 
literatures provide empirical support for this race-based 
traumatic stress paradigm. The construct and measurement 
have been supported by empirical evidence. The concept and 
assessment of race-based traumatic stress have been 
supported by empirical data (Carter et al., 2017). Beyond the 



New Critical Perspectives

167

well-known impact of trauma load, research demonstrates 
that stigmatization—which is linked to racism and 
discrimination—is substantially linked to a higher incidence 
of both lifetime and current PTSD, a worse chance of 
spontaneous remission (Schneider et al., 2018).

This literature emphasizes the numerous subtle and 
complicated stressors associated with race-based trauma that 
have serious detrimental effects on mental health, 
particularly among refugees. When numerous outside 
elements point to a person's "otherness," these tensions may 
be exacerbated by the need to �ind a new identity. Tummala-
Nara (2007) emphasises how racial trauma can signi�icantly 
affect a person's sense of self, identity formation, 
interpersonal interactions, and views of mental health care 
when examining the signi�icance of ethnic identity in post-
migration acculturation in particular. By asserting that 
racially motivated trauma has the impact of degrading one's 
sense of security in and connection with larger social systems, 
she illustrates how this sort of trauma presents unique 
obstacles to a person's development of a positive identity. To 
put it another way, people's sense of cultural and racial 
identity and their faith in broader social structures are greatly 
impacted by their experiences with race-related trauma, 
which includes racism, misdiagnosis in mental health 
treatment systems, and racially motivated violence on both an 
individual and community level. According to Goguikian 
Ratcliff and Rossi (2015), this is especially true when 
interacting with professionals from institutions who have 
received little to no training on how to think or respond in 
multicultural settings.

Language Pro�iciency
The literature highlights language as a crucial component of 
the acculturation process, as well as the part language 
competency plays in establishing social identity and power 
dynamics (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; Kartal & Kiropoulos, 2016; 
Norton, 2000; Silove et al., 1998). Thus, it should come as no 
surprise that both qualitative and quantitative research have 
demonstrated that language obstacles have a substantial 
impact on the mental health of refugees (Hynie, 2018). Many 
socio-linguistics authors use concepts of "indexicality" to 
study the relationship between words and their social 
meanings, referring to the use of language and semiotic 
practices in establishing social positioning within interactions 
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between migrants and communities of origin (Bucholtz & 
Hall, 2005). It is important to recognize the signi�icant impact 
that language has on social integration and, consequently, 
mental health. As stated by Norton (2000):

“Relations of power in the social world impact on social 
interactions between second language learners and 
target language speakers. Language is not…a neutral 
medium of communication but is understood with 
reference to its social meaning. Identity construction 
must be understood with reference to relations of power 
between language learners and target language speakers. 
The very heterogeneity of society must be understood 
with reference to an inequitable structured world in 
which the gender, race, class and ethnicity of second 
language learners may serve to marginalize them. 
Subjectivity and language are … mutually constituted. (p. 
5)”

A mediation model was recently created by Kartal and 
associates (2018) to investigate the connection between 
refugee groups' mental health, host language acquisition, and 
exposure to traumatic experiences. Their strong model clearly 
shows that language development was an important indirect 
channel from trauma to mental health for PTSD.

Daily Stressors
Many refugees sometimes face a wide range of ongoing 
everyday stressors in their host environment, such as general 
and acculturation dif�iculties, because of the very 
characteristics of the refugee experience. Resettled refugees' 
mental health has been found to be signi�icantly impacted by 
such post-migration or diaspora-related stresses, which 
exacerbate the dose-response association between PTSD 
symptoms and prior trauma (Carswell et al., 2011). The most 
reliable indicator of PTSD symptomatology among Australian 
immigrants, according to a recent study by Minihan and 
colleagues (2018), was living challenges. It is true that the 
impacts of these everyday stressors may surpass those of 
previous trauma (Li et al., 2016; Miller & Rasmussen, 2014; 
Nickerson et al., 2018; Porter & Haslam, 2005; Schock et al., 
2016; Song et al., 2015). This behaviour is known as the 
"above-and-beyond trauma effect" of such dif�iculties, 
according to Keles and colleagues (2016). 
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"Contrary to our expectations, new stressful life events 
in�luenced the symptom course more than the experience of a 
new traumatic event," according to Schock et al. (2016), who 
conducted a recent study on the effects of new traumatic or 
stressful life events on pre-existing PTSD in traumatized 
refugees. According to their study, the majority of the 
stressors they mentioned had to do with their unstable 
residency status and the associated uncertainty about their 
lives and futures, as well as recent or current political 
upheaval in their home county. According to a different study, 
those who are resettled for a longer period of time could have 
a higher accumulation of everyday stressors, which could 
worsen their mental health and make PTSD more likely 
(Kubiak, 2005).

Mental Affect due to the Trauma of Diaspora
Many refugees exhibit poor mental health and a variety of 
physical and psychological issues (Ben Farhat et al., 2018; 
Blackmore et al., 2020; Fazel et al., 2005; Giacco et al., 2018; 
Vukčević et al., 2014). Refugees are more likely to suffer from 
a variety of mental illnesses than the normal population 
(Bhugra, 2004; Fazel et al., 2005; Giacco et al., 2018). Studies 
have shown that the prevalence of anxiety disorders is 5% in 
the general population, compared to 4% to 40% in the refugee 
population, and that the prevalence of depression in the 
refugee and migrant populations ranges from 5% to 44%, 
compared to 8% in the general population (Fazel et al., 2005). 
Additionally, prior research has demonstrated that refugees 
are more likely to experience post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) than the normal population (Blackmore et al., 2020; 
Fazel et al., 2005).

PTSD risk factors include stressful transit experiences 
including torture, losing a family member, being exposed to a 
traumatic event in general, living in substandard 
surroundings, and facing prejudice (Purić & Vukčević 
Marković, 2019; Silove et al., 1997). Additionally, studies have 
demonstrated that depressive symptoms are linked to 
stressful events encountered in social interactions, whereas a 
negative self-perception of functioning is linked to general 
stressors (Purić & Vukčević Marković, 2019). Additionally, 
certain stressors associated with transit nations, such as 
substandard housing circumstances and challenges in 
obtaining health and social care facilities, are risk factors for 
the mental health of refugees in transit (Vukčević Marković, 
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Z� ivanović, et al., 2019). However, the impacts of pushback and 
events during pushback on the mental health of refugees were 
not evaluated in prior research. It signi�ies a "step back" for 
refugees attempting to reach their destination countries, in 
addition to the human rights violations and the traumatic 
events that typically accompany it. As a result, it may have an 
especially negative impact on refugees' mental health and 
general well-being.
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Chapter 14

Legacies of the Past: Myth, History, and 
Memory in Modern Narratives

Siyana S

Introduction

In the vast landscape of narrative art, myths, histories, and 
memories intertwine to construct the meanings that inform 

our understanding of identity, culture, and existence. The 
convergence of these elements has evolved signi�icantly in 
modern narratives, transforming the way stories are told and 
perceived. This chapter examines the intricate relationship 
between myth, history, and memory in contemporary 
literature and �ilm, exploring how they shape societal 
narratives and individual identities.

The Role of Myth in Modern Narratives
Myth has long been a foundational element in storytelling, 
serving as a vessel for the collective psyche of cultures 
throughout history. Joseph Campbell's notion of the 
"monomyth," or the hero's journey, illustrates how archetypal 
narratives resonate across different cultures (Campbell, 
1949). Modern narratives frequently draw from these mythic 
structures, reimagining them in contemporary contexts.

For example, in Neil Gaiman's American Gods (2001), 
ancient myths clash with modern life as deities struggle to 
maintain their relevance in a rapidly changing America. 



Indian English Literature

174

Gaiman weaves a tapestry of mythological �igures from 
various cultures, highlighting how the persistence of these 
characters in contemporary stories re�lects humanity's 
enduring connection to its mythic past. The novel serves as a 
reminder that myths are not static; they evolve alongside 
society, adapting to new realities and challenges.

Similarly, in the realm of cinema, �ilms like Pan's 
Labyrinth (2006), directed by Guillermo del Toro, illustrate 
the potency of myth in modern narratives. Set against the 
backdrop of post-Civil War Spain, the �ilm intertwines the 
harsh realities of history with fantastical elements, creating a 
rich allegory about innocence and brutality. The use of myth 
underscores the resilient human spirit and the search for 
meaning amidst chaos, demonstrating how ancient narratives 
can provide solace and understanding in tumultuous times.

History as Narrative Construction
History, often viewed as a linear recounting of events, is 
deeply intertwined with narrative construction. As Hayden 
White argues in Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in 
Nineteenth-Century Europe (1973), the writing of history is a 
narrative act that shapes our understanding of the past. 
Historical events are not merely recorded; they are 
interpreted and given meaning through the lens of those who 
narrate them.

Contemporary writers grapple with the complexity of 
history in works such as Yaa Gyasi’s Homegoing (2016), which 
spans generations of a single family from Ghana to America. 
Gyasi’s novel re�lects on the legacy of slavery and colonialism, 
employing a multi-generational narrative structure that 
illustrates how history is not merely a sequence of facts but a 
deeply personal and collective experience. The characters’ 
struggles and triumphs serve as a reminder of the enduring 
impact of historical injustices on contemporary identities.

In �ilm, documentaries like 13th (2016), directed by Ava 
DuVernay, shed light on the historical roots of systemic racism 
in the United States. By weaving archival footage with modern 
commentary, the �ilm critically examines how historical 
narratives are constructed and used to perpetuate societal 
issues. This interplay between history and narrative 
underscores the importance of acknowledging and 
confronting the past to foster understanding and social 
change.
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Memory and its Many Facets
Memory plays a crucial role in shaping both personal 
identities and collective narratives. The concept of memory is 
multifaceted, encompassing individual experiences, cultural 
recollections, and shared histories. Svetlana Boym’s The 
Future of Nostalgia(2001) distinguishes between two types of 
nostalgia — restorative and re�lective — and offers a lens 
through which we can comprehend how memory operates in 
contemporary narratives.

Restorative nostalgia seeks to reconstruct the lost home, 
focusing on a return to an idealized past. Conversely, re�lective 
nostalgia dwells in longing and contemplation, 
acknowledging the absence of a perfect home while valuing 
the complexities of memory. Many contemporary narratives 
oscillate between these two poles, demonstrating the tension 
between idealization and reality.

In literature, Marlon James's A Brief History of Seven 
Killings (2014) explores the impact of memory on collective 
identity through the lens of Jamaican history and culture. The 
novel's fragmented narrative mirrors the chaotic nature of 
memory itself, revealing how personal and societal 
recollections of the past can diverge, converge, and collide. By 
delving into the history of violence and political tumult in 
Jamaica, James illustrates how memory shapes a nation’s 
identity and informs its future.

Film narratives also explore memory’s complexity. 
Christopher Nolan’s Inception (2010) delves into the 
malleability of memory, illustrating how it can be 
manipulated and reconstructed. The �ilm engages with the 
idea of memory as a narrative construct, inviting viewers to 
question the authenticity of their recollections. In doing so, it 
re�lects the broader theme of how memories, whether 
personal or collective, are often reinterpreted through the 
lens of current experiences and understandings.

Interplay Among Myth, History, and Memory
The interplay between myth, history, and memory creates a 
rich tapestry in modern narratives, demonstrating how 
stories evolve and adapt to re�lect contemporary concerns. 
The merging of these elements speaks to the complexity of 
human experience and the struggles faced by individuals and 
communities as they navigate the past and present.
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For instance, in Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987), the haunting 
presence of memory and history is embodied by the character 
of Sethe, who confronts the traumatic legacy of slavery. The 
novel intertwines mythic elements with historical realities, 
using the supernatural to manifest the weight of memory. 
Morrison’s narrative highlights how personal memories are 
inextricably linked to broader historical and cultural contexts, 
illustrating the haunting nature of unresolved pasts.

This blending of myth, history, and memory is further 
exempli�ied in �ilms like The Shape of Water (2017), also by 
Guillermo del Toro. The narrative is steeped in fairy tale 
elements while addressing themes of isolation, love, and the 
quest for belonging against a backdrop of political tensions in 
Cold War America. The �ilm invokes mythic qualities to 
challenge societal norms and explore the nature of otherness, 
illustrating how modern narratives can revitalize ancient 
archetypes to comment on contemporary issues.

Conclusion: The Narrative Landscape of the Future
As we venture further into the 21st century, the interplay of 
myth, history, and memory will continue to shape modern 
narratives. Literature and �ilm will serve as dynamic spaces 
for exploring the complexities of identity, culture, and 
memory, re�lecting the pressing issues of our time. The task 
for contemporary storytellers is to navigate the intricate 
terrain of the past while engaging with the present, allowing 
for the emergence of innovative narratives that resonate 
across generations.

In this evolution, it is essential to acknowledge that 
narratives are not merely re�lections of reality; they actively 
create and shape perceptions. As myths are rede�ined and 
histories are retold, the stories we tell have the power to 
challenge, inspire, and transform. Through the lens of myth, 
history, and memory, modern narratives become a collective 
dialogue that fosters understanding and empathy, inviting us 
to reckon with our shared humanity.
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Chapter 15

Lost Legacies: Exploring Exile and Diasporic 
Identity in Aayirathil Oruvan

Merina Joice J and Dr P Tamilarasan

1. Introduction
1.1 Overview of the �ilm
Written and directed by Selvaraghavan and produced by R. 
Ravindran, Aayirathil Oruvan (transl. One in a Thousand) is a 
2010 Indian Tamil-language action-adventure �ilm. The 
title Aayirathil Oruvan is taken from the �ilm of the same 
name. Karthi, Reema Sen, Andrea Jeremiah, Parthiban, 
starring Karthi in a key role. Three people—Muthu- Karthi, 
Lavanya - Andrea Jeremiah), and Anitha - Reemma Sen—set 
off on an expedition to �ind a missing archaeologist center the 
story (Wikipedia). It draws somewhat on the historical fall of 
the Chola dynasty and the ascent of the Pandya dynasty 
(Ravindran, 2010). The �ilm opens at Thanjavur in 1279 AD, 
depicting a con�lict in which the Chola dynasty is defeated and 
expelled from their realm in southern India by the Pandyas. To 
evade them and preserve the lives of his heir, the Chola 
monarch sends his son, his royal advisor (Raja Guru), and the 
remaining Chola inhabitants to a secretive zone. The �leeing 
carries a precious idol of the Pandyas, triggering their anger. 
The Pandyas expand their invasion into unknown territories 
to apprehend the escaping Cholas and recover the stolen idol, 
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although they remain unsuccessful in their pursuit. In 2008, 
Indian researchers investigated the enigmatic territory of the 
lost Chola con�lict, using clues left by the ancient Pandyan 
warriors; nevertheless, the searchers consistently vanish. 
Following a sudden vanishing of archaeologist Chandramouli, 
the government arranges a search mission directed by of�icer 
Anitha to locate him and uncover the fate of the Cholas. She 
receives assistance from a contingent of the Indian army 
commanded by Ravisekharan. They enlist Chandramouli's 
estranged daughter, archaeologist Lavanya. She provides 
essential records regarding the Chola empire, compiled by her 
father, which include route information. Anitha additionally 
employs a contingent of porters led by Muthu, whom she and 
the army consistently mistreat. The expedition reaches an 
island named Min-gua, situated at the con�luence of Vietnam, 
Thailand, and Malaysia. They encounter seven traps 
established by the Cholas: aquatic creatures, 
cannibals, warriors, serpents, starvation, quicksand, and a 
village (Times of India). 

They discover they are being followed as they arrive at a 
destroyed settlement. They are nearly driven insane by the 
dark magic and give themselves up to the disciple, who turns 
out to be the elderly Raja Guru, the royal advisor who was 
banished 800 years ago. Rajendra Chola III, portrayed by 
Parthiban in the movie, has turned the Chola people into a 
primitive, ethnically isolated Tamil community. While they 
wait for the messenger who is supposed to return them to 
their motherland of Thanjavur, they are living in poverty and 
experiencing drought. Muthu's back reveals a tiger tattoo, the 
symbol of the Cholas that the Raja Guru discovers. The 
audience learns that Anitha's description of her lineage 
reveals her true status as a descendant of the Pandya Dynasty, 
something the Chola people are unaware of. When she sees 
the holy idol of the Pandyas, she breaks down in tears. It is 
also revealed that the Army of�icer Ravishekaran, the only 
survivor of the expeditionary squad, and the minister 
supporting the operation, are Pandyas. Since Anitha's 
behaviours deviate from the messenger's customs, he 
becomes skeptical of her attempts to woo him and convince 
him to march immediately to the motherland so he can be 
legally crowned there. It was predicted that the messenger 
would be beaten upon arrival, that it would rain, and that he 
would then comfort the poor. The king acknowledges that 
Muthu is the real messenger and is appalled that he ever 
trusted her. Although the Cholas valiantly oppose 
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Ravishekaran's army, they are overpowered by contemporary 
technology. They capture Rajendra Chola III and his followers. 
The surviving Chola slaves drown in the water with the king's 
body once he passes away. The king's son, the last surviving 
Chola dynasty heir, is then saved by Muthu after he escapes 
from imprisonment. He ful�ills the prophecy that the 
messenger will bring the Chola dynasty's seed back to their 
homeland by escaping Anitha and the army with the Chola 
prince, most likely to India, using the abilities bestowed upon 
him by the Raja Guru.

1.2 Overview of Indian Dispora
To put it simply, a diaspora is a group of individuals who 

have left their native countries because of things like colonial 
expansion, empire, trade, business, or the desire for better 
opportunities. The collective memory, vision, or narrative of a 
group regarding its birthplace endures during the relocation 
process. Writing, whether it be poetry or text, frequently 
re�lects this re�lection on the past. There are two ways for 
people to relocate: temporarily and permanently. The 
newcomer is able to simultaneously think back on the past 
and look ahead because of the change in time. This thus 
generates themes of resiliency and societal adaptability in 
addition to feelings of loss and desire. The geographical shift 
includes both reterritorialization and deterritorialization. 
This will result in the loss of both cultural and physical 
territory as well as the acquisition of new territory. Things 
like "home" and "foreign," "familiar" and "strange," and "old" 
and "new" can also be contrasted and compared. Diasporic 
writings frequently touch on topics including the struggles 
faced by emigrants, the impact of cross-cultural interactions, 
the disruptions of movement and displacement, and the 
challenges of adapting to a new culture. These authors 
incorporate Indian culture or we might see an element of 
Indianness when they highlight the lives of their characters in 
their works (Raj, 2021).

2. Methodology and Framework
This study uses a qualitative approach to investigate how 

Aayirathil Oruvan creates diasporic identity, historical exile, 
and cultural memory through textual analysis, video analysis, 
and theoretical base from diaspora studies. A qualitative 
technique is most suitable because the study addresses 
identity, cultural displacement, and cinematic portrayal 
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issues. As a cultural artifact that transmits meanings about 
Tamil history, identity, and diasporic struggles, Aayirathil 
Oruvan is treated in the study. Diaspora studies are applied to 
examine how the Chola community functions as a diasporic 
identity with additional support from Postcolonial Theory 
which helps explore historical erasure, cultural hybridity, and 
resistance in the Chola- Pandya con�lict. Based on these 
theories the �ilm is analyzed thematically where the study 
focuses on the diasporic elements such as exile, displacement, 
nostalgia, and identity con�licts. Stuart Hall (1990) asserts 
that diaspora encompasses not just physical displacement but 
also cultural change and hybrid identity. This is demonstrated 
by the Chola ancestors in Aayirathil Oruvan, who maintain 
their traditional customs and language despite living in total 
seclusion. 

3. Literature review and Research Gap
Mishra (2002) contends that diasporic �ilm frequently 

creates a "myth of return," wherein displaced individuals 
yearn for their original homeland, only to discover it 
irrevocably altered. In Aayirathil Oruvan, the fallen Chola 
monarchy symbolizes an idealized country, maintained in 
seclusion while remaining estranged from modern Tamil 
culture. Safran (1991) delineates essential attributes of 
diaspora, encompassing a shared recollection of the country, 
estrangement from the host community, and a want for 
return. The �ilm's Chola descendants exemplify these aspects 
by perpetuating ancient practices and language, with a 
conviction in their eventual revival. The representation of Sri 
Lankan Tamil refugees in Tamil cinema as diasporic subjects, 
however historical diasporas, such as those illustrated in 
Aayirathil Oruvan, have received less attention. This study 
builds upon his research by examining the Chola-Pandya 
battle as a metaphor for displacement and survival. Tamil 
cinema has a rich tradition of using historical and 
mythological narratives to engage with contemporary 
socio-political issues. However, few �ilms have explored the 
concept of an exiled, forgotten community in the way 
Aayirathil Oruvan does. Although diasporic identity in 
international �ilm has been studied by researchers (Mishra, 
2002), little is known about how Tamil cinema depicts 
diaspora and exile through cinematic devices including 
symbolism, music, and visual metaphors. The mythological 
and historical Tamil diaspora has not received much 
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attention, despite Tamil cinema's exploration of political 
refugees and economic migration. The way that Aayirathil 
Oruvan depicts a centuries-old diasporic Tamil identity, 
represented by the exiled Chola lineage, is distinctive. In 
contrast to �ilms like Sivaji or Jeans, Aayirathil Oruvan creates 
a diasporic imagination by fusing history and legend. This 
study bridges the gap between ancient Tamil diasporic 
identity and contemporary Tamil refugee �ilms. 

4. Analysis and Discussion
To comprehend how Aayirathil Oruvan (2010) frames 

exile and survival as major motifs, narrative analysis is crucial. 
The Chola-Pandya battle is reimagined in the Selvaraghavan-
directed movie as a diasporic story in which Chola 
descendants struggle to maintain their identity and survive in 
a foreign country while living in exile. Three exiles, where 
exile and survival are gradually revealed, could be used to 
categorize the movie:

The First Exile - The Defeated Cholas' Exodus: The story 
begins with a battle between the Cholas and the Pandyas in 
Thanjavur in 1279 AD. The Cholas are defeated in this battle, 
and they and their families leave their homes. They take the 
idol of the Pandyas with them. In order to avoid tracking, they 
also leave behind seven lethal traps. The �ilm's primary theme 
of exile brought on by war is demonstrated in this opening 
sequence. 

Second Exile - Search for the historical roots: In the 
second part, which takes place in 2008, a group of soldiers 
and archaeologists are looking for the missing Chola 
ancestors who left South India centuries ago after the Pandyas 
overthrew them. An excursion into a mystery realm is 
undertaken by the main character, Muthu, together with 
archaeologist Anitha, of�icer Lavanya, military of�icials, and 
contemporary weapons. Echoing themes of cultural yearning 
and lost heritage, this journey represents diasporic Tamils 
searching for their historical roots. 

Third Exile - Protecting the Homeland: The true identities 
of Lavanya, who is descended from the Pandyas, and Muthu, 
who is descended from the Cholas, are revealed in the third 
segment of the movie. The ancient Cholas, who lived in secret, 
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and the Pandyas' descendants, who use contemporary 
technology, are at odds once more. Despite being pursued by 
the Pandya army, the Cholas try to avoid extinction in the last 
act, which heightens the theme of survival. Similar to how 
displaced communities frequently endure trauma, identity 
problems, and alienation, the Chola king's mental illness is a 
re�lection of the psychological toll of exile. The �ilm's 
ambiguous ending, which leaves the Chola descendants' fate 
up in the air, emphasizes the diaspora's ongoing struggle to 
survive without a nation. In the climax, Rajendra Chola III is 
seen dying, and Muthu takes the youngest Chola descendent 
with him, symbolizing the Chola Kingdom's survival.

The Chola-Pandya con�lict is reframed as a diasporic struggle 
as the movie deftly incorporates themes of exile and survival 
into its plot. The Chola descendants are shown in the movie as 
a community who are forced to live in exile and struggle to 
maintain their identity despite being separated from their 
native land. Real-life diasporic experiences, especially those of 
displaced Tamil communities who have endured persecution 
and statelessness, are re�lected in this portrayal. In the movie, 
exile is portrayed as both a physical and psychological weight 
that affects generations and shows itself as trauma, cultural 
memory, and an unwavering will to live. Homelessness and 
forced exile are two of the movie's main themes. It portrays 
the Cholas, a once-dominant kingdom in South India, as a lost 
people who were expelled by the Pandyas. This displacement 
is similar to past cases in which political unrest, colonialism, 
or war forced tribes to leave their ancestral lands. In the 
movie, the Cholas are depicted as living in a strange and 
barren environment, totally cut off from the outside world. 
They are a lost civilisation that lives on in the shadows of 
history, not just exiles. Their situation is similar to that of 
Tamil refugees from Sri Lanka who tried to maintain their 
cultural identity in the face of political animosity after 
becoming stateless in foreign countries after escaping the civil 
con�lict (Venkatesan, 2010). Another historical connection is 
the forced migration of Tamil labourers to South Africa and 
Malaysia during British colonial authority, which resulted in 
the creation of Tamil diasporic populations that lived apart 
from their own country (Mishra, 2002).

By preserving cultural memory, the idea of surviving in 
exile is examined. Despite being physically separated from 
their ancestral homeland, the Cholas of Aayirathil Oruvan 
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continue to practice their customs, language, and ceremonies. 
Maintaining their historical identity is more important to 
them than simply surviving. They are shown in the movie 
speaking an archaic dialect of Tamil, engaging in customs, and 
getting ready to eventually return to their native country. This 
illustrates how actual Tamil diasporic communities have 
managed to maintain their cultural traditions despite being 
uprooted. For example, Sri Lankan Tamil refugees in Canada 
and Europe have preserved their cultural traditions through 
music, literature, and temple festivals (Vasudevan, 2011). In a 
similar vein, although living far from their birthplace, Tamil 
indentured workers in Malaysia made sure that their identity 
was preserved by preserving their legacy through linguistic 
customs and religious institutions (Hall, 1990). The 
psychological effects of exile are also examined in the movie, 
especially as they relate to Parthiban's portrayal of the Chola 
monarch. He is presented as a leader who has lost touch with 
reality and is torn between the trauma of being banished for 
good and his duty to his people. His delusions and paranoia 
represent the severe psychological damage that exile does to 
displaced populations. He struggles to accept his people's 
irreversible isolation from his homeland and fears their 
extinction, displaying symptoms of survivor's guilt. This 
picture is consistent with actual psychological research on 
diaspora, which shows that post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD) and a persistent sense of estrangement are common 
among refugees and exiles (Brah, 1996). The unpredictable 
actions of the Chola monarch can be interpreted as a 
metaphor for the collective anguish endured by stateless 
groups, especially second-generation immigrants who 
struggle to �it in with their new cultural surroundings while 
feeling cut off from their ancestry.

To further emphasize the themes of exile and survival, 
Selvaraghavan uses a range of cinematic methods. Dark colour 
schemes and low lighting are used to visually highlight the 
Chola kingdom's remoteness and invisibility to the outside 
world. The desolate surroundings, which portray a place 
devoid of belonging, further represent the emptiness of exile. 
The �ilm regularly employs �ire as a recurrent motif, especially 
during ritualistic scenes, to represent the resilience of cultural 
memory despite erasure. A narrative device that links the 
present to the past, �lashbacks to the Cholas' heyday help to 
remind the characters and viewers of the splendour that was 
lost as a result of exile. The �ilm successfully portrays the 
psychological and emotional costs of displacement through 
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these narrative and visual decisions. Aayirathil Oruvan's 
themes of exile and survival are echoed in other Tamil �ilms 
that deal with diasporic identity. For instance, Kannathil 
Muthamittal (2002) addresses the exile of Tamils from Sri 
Lanka, concentrating on the challenges faced by a young girl 
who �ights with her identity loss following her separation 
from her own country. Kannathil Muthamittal offers a modern 
viewpoint on exile, emphasizing the psychological and 
personal hardships of a displaced person, whereas Aayirathil 
Oruvan offers a historical perspective. Another pertinent 
analogy is Sivaji: The Boss (2007), in which the main 
character, a Tamil exile, returns to India in an attempt to effect 
economic change. However, Aayirathil Oruvan depicts the 
opposite reality—one in which the exiled population is stuck 
in a never-ending state of displacement, unable to return—
while Sivaji shows a Tamil who can restore his motherland. In 
the end, Aayirathil Oruvan is a potent cinematic examination 
of diasporic suffering. The movie shows how exile, both past 
and present, impacts a person's cultural, psychological, and 
emotional health in addition to their physical life. The �ilm 
provides a moving meditation on the tenacity of displaced 
populations by comparing the exile of the Cholas to actual 
Tamil diasporic experiences. It draws attention to the 
dif�iculties of surviving in exile, where one must contend not 
only with outside in�luences but also with the erasing of one's 
past, identity, and sense of belonging. The visual narrative, 
character development, and storytelling of Aayirathil Oruvan 
make it a powerful illustration of the long-lasting effects of 
displacement and the unrelenting struggle for survival in the 
face of overwhelming odds.

5. Conclusion
The �ilm Aayirathil Oruvan poignantly depicts diasporic 

dif�iculties, blending historical dislocation with modern exile 
and survival. The �ilm revisits the Cholas' forced exile and 
echoes present Tamil diasporic communities' persecution, 
war, and migration through its complicated plot. The �ilm 
shows how exiled populations struggle with cultural 
preservation, identity loss, and generational trauma by seeing 
exile as a physical and psychological hardship. Stateless Tamil 
people like Sri Lankan exiles and indentured laborers have 
sought to preserve their past, like the Cholas. Darkened 
landscapes, ritualistic imagery, and fragmented recollections 
of the past symbolize exile's loneliness and alienation in the 
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�ilm. In conclusion, Aayirathil Oruvan is more than a historical 
fantasy; it is a powerful allegory for the universal challenges 
of diasporic communities, focusing light on the sorrow of 
forced migration and honoring the indomitable spirit of 
individuals who refuse to let their history stop. Exile and 
Survival is a gripping story that resonates with exiled groups 
across time and space, cementing its place as a major cultural 
text in Tamil cinema's concern with diasporic identity.
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