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FOREWORD

DEBJANI GANGULY

The idea of the ‘subaltern’ has undergone multieoding since its
emergence in the 1980s in South Asian historiografttis now well nigh
impossible to tie the term down to its original ception as the figure of
subordinated difference that unsettled both Mardstd Nationalist
histories of the emergence of the modern Indiajestbin its early usage,
it was conceptualized in three primary waysnpirically as the labouring
peasantstructurally as a semiotic rupture in the prose of colonialnters
insurgency, andleconstructively as the abject figure of the gendered third
world subject both inside and outside the circaftsocial mobility. In the
90s the subaltern’s narrative trajectory expandsditagained global
provenance in Latin American studies, African Aman studies,
Indigenous studies and, most significantly, ingkethetic interdisciplinarity
of feminist and postcolonial studies. For a condiat underwrote the
impossibility of ethical representation of the abje as seen in the
phenomenal global currency of Spivak’s ‘Can the détalon Speak?’ - the
subaltern has done stupendously well in makingriésence felt.

The amplification of its conceptual and disciplypaange has had both
salutary and deleterious consequences. Salutarigsimprovision of a
vocabulary that helped capture the predicamentsbditical representation
in colonial and capitalist modernity. Who is remet®d in whose version
of history? How is such representation staged?Hatwarrative frame is it
arranged? What constitutes responsible historicattize? What are the
limits of capitalist lifeworlds? Deleterious in iteanslation into the idiom
of identity politics and the hypostatization of nag fragments of
identification as political vantage points from whito beat a range of
spectral elites. Spectral because it is often lstsumtiated by either
empirical research or theoretical rigour. What remmaf the philosophical
force of radical alterity when almost any labeliddntity can be staged as
‘subaltern’ relative to what it is compared?
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This is a question that hovers implicitly over tiadume of literary critical
representations of figures of subalternity in Imdiditerature. A
commendable effort by a group of young schol@ubaltern Vision stages
both the possibilities and the risks of openingthip category ‘subaltern’
to encompass a range of minoritarian subject postin postcolonial and
diasporic India — dalit bandit women, silenced reoshand widows of
Naxal rebels, untouchables, refugees, illegal Nepamigrants, folk
medicine practitioners, even Sikhs and Parsis. edmhat conditions do
Sikhs feel the burden of their minority statusndia? Is sub-nationalism a
sign of unmitigated oppression? And Parsis? They beaghettoized and
atomised in some Mumbai enclaves as Rohinton Midepicts in his
novels. But are they subalterns? Figures that ehgdl the progressivist
narrative of the modern Indian nation state inwag dalits and adivasis
do? Or does the subaltern in the hands of sonrarjtscholars now serve
as an alibi for Hindu majoritarian persecution? vHaes it mean, this
connotative shift from abjection, silence and seimicupture in colonial
contexts to putative victimhood founded on religiodifference in a
majoritarian democracy? And what does one makeidf sepresentations
in the light of much recent political analysis betretreat of the Indian
middle class from public and political spheres, thaincreasing visibility
of the subaltern populations in the domain of statd governmentality?
These are questions that potentially animate thlisme.

The focus on literary texts over social or histakiclocumentation is
advantageous on one level. Throughout its intelkctrajectory the
‘subaltern’ has been hard put to make an empigesk for her putative
silence. Don't labourers, peasants, and dalit wosperak out? Spivak was
repeatedly asked by positivist historians and $oseaentists. All
arguments about ‘speakings institutional validation, not just physical
voice that can be heard, have fallen on deaf eafEhe idea of
unrecoverable voices and accounted for silencesamppgo work better in
the domain of texts, and especially for those suisotrained in close
textual reading. For these latter are much momgnatt to the limits of a
normative transparency, to analysis that is sesmesito the lack of
congruence between production of speech and ieptien, between the
subject of knowledge and its object.

Think of Ranajit Guha’s ‘Chandra’s Death’ which rngastholars including
myself have studied extensively. How meticulouslyd awith what

sensitivity does Guha recover the hapless Changna@sence from an
obscure deposition filed away in the rarely acogs®dumes in one corner
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of the Shantiniketan library! The stark bureauatef the documents and
the almost total absence of the accused’s voicdransformed by Guha
into a narrative of love, betrayal, and female daofity. Chandra, in his
story, is not just a poor victim of a backstreebréilon gone wrong. She is
the one time passionate, albeit, illicit lover oafyhram, who was cast out
by him for falling pregnant. Her sister and motheg not just defendants.
They are her carers who tried their best to save fhem social
opprobrium, from being the bearer of an illegitimahild in an impossibly
hostile social milieu. Gayatri Spivak’s ‘A Literafgepresentation of the
Subaltern: Mahasweta DeviQanadayini’, published in the same volume
of Subaltern Sudies in which Guha’s essay appeared, radically opemed u
the space for literary texts to enter into a thécak conversation with the
subaltern historians about the aporias of histbaicd cultural representation.
It also catapulted a Bengali writer into global eemice often in ways that
made the writer herself distinctively uncomfortables many of her
interviews attest. What it did significantly, hovegy was to bring to the
fore the politics of translatability between incoemsurable lifeworlds.
Since then, literary postcolonialism has becomertld site for myriad
iterations of subalternity.

This volume continues the trend, except that itsdoat deal directly with
the issue of translated texts. With the exceptioth® essay on Mahasweta
Devi's Mother of 1084, all others analyse literary works in English.
Amitav Ghosh, Rohinton Mistry, Khushwant Singh aKé@an Desai
feature as do narratives of the bandit queen mateds through Kapur’s
eponymous and controversial film on Phoolan Dewgéther, they offer a
rich array of readings on the predicament of regrtional inadequacies
of the subaltern.






INTRODUCTION

APARAJITA DE

Presumably, the mission for a volume on postcolasgholarship is cut
out. It will primarily work as an interventionisidtic and a critical practice
engaging and interrogating contextual and histbgoaisciousnesses that
critique geopolitical and cultural conditions. Taesultural conditions are
symptomatic in informing and perpetuating unequaiigr relations in the
world. As an extension of the postcolonial thea@dtpraxis, the objective
of subaltern studies holds true to this interveritibzeal. Emerging with a
view to interrogate and recover marginalized his&r identities, and
modes of knowledge, subaltern studies also rectrabzes, links, and
resists the boundaries of a divided, traditionalj &egemonic system. It
sustains a continuous critique and rediscovery adérgal/imperial and
hegemonic structures of power and ideology, withinrent articulations
of identity. Its resistant and emancipatory potEntinakes subaltern
studies a bridge between colonial legacies andwhgs it shapes and
impinges on the present. It is this contemporarefityubaltern studies as a
postcolonial practice that recasts it from its ms$g—initially developed as
a discourse on the fluid concepts of class anck statthe writing of
colonial Indian historiography—to its current avatahere it is transformed
into a system of topical, tactical, and currentwlsalge. So, how does this
current volume of essays engage, expand, or red¢bigeprimary mission
of postcoloniality? For contextualizing the releganof this volume, it
becomes necessary to revisit the early years ohtsiery of subaltern
discourse.

As a part of postcolonial area studies and excllgienvisioned as a
clarificatory apparatus on the elitist bias in thdting of South Asian

Studies, one of the early founders of Subalterrdit) Ranajit Guha,
defines the role of Subaltern Studies and Subaltscholars thus,

“[lIndeed, it will be very much a part of our endear to make sure that
our emphasis on the subaltern functions both asasure of objective
assessment of the role of the elite and as a weitdf elitist interpretations
of that role” (“Preface” vii). As the project eva, its self-conscious and
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revisionist reading of ‘histories from below'—moidifl into a critique of

post-Marxist stances. In 1989 there occurred adbtheoretical shift. The
project of Subaltern theory was now reconceiveé diseoretical agenda
attempting to recast of Marxism in the culturalitegof late capitalism

(Fredric Jameson).

From its origins in the Indian subcontinent in tharly decade of the
eighties, the subaltern studies school has hacequist popularity in the
British and US academe. With its arrival in the W project shifted to
being a cultural discourse through text and analifsn its initial Marxist
socio-economic focus on power and resistance. Eurthre, in the decade
of the nineties and beyond, it was no longer sotglgn as an English-
language endeavor, nor did it remain focused onlcigtiquing colonial
historiography. The premises of subaltern studiesindia gradually
expanded to include translations of essays fromoned) languages.
Vinayak Chaturvedi’'s cogent synopsis of the prdgedtatus quo in
current theory, contemporary politics, and in tlhatexts of transnational
movements of labor, culture, and capital facilisagereview of how the
redefinition and expansion of the scope of subaltudies is intertwined
with the current socio-cultural and economic cotgeGoing beyond the
socio-historical contexts of colonial India and th&tionalist movement,
Chaturvedi points out how the project addressesncerns of late-
twentieth-century imperialism and the future of niaternational social
movements” (“Introduction” xiii). Surely, the turin contemporary
politics informing issues of gender, class, casgauality, religion, or race
would play a seminal role in reshaping the locustlé field. In
congruence to addressing these exigencies andémieg as a discourse
to underscore its initial agenda to uncover agesabject positions, and
hegemony, the essays in this volume also recraaer@invigorate the
volume’s intervention in the field of postcolonidiscourse. Each essay
thus works as a reminder that the concept of tlsécptnial must also be
(re)interrogated and (re)contextualized historicalyeopolitically, and
culturally. This reminder, | want to argue, neceibgaelocates the project
within postcolonial studies while continuing itsbsiliern focus. Taking
cues from Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s allusiorthe “New Subaltern,”
this volume of essays similarly ponders on the noomraplicated relations
between gender and feminist studies and Marxisbrthén the current
context of Subaltern studies (Chaturvedi 324). Ustd@dably, we are not
keen on projecting a novel and revolutionary aléme critique to
hegemonic practices, and would like to remind @aders that the “New
Subaltern”—who is invoked in the essays includedaiways already
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enmeshed in the political, cultural, and the ecdnpwith the understanding
that it now recontextualized in the current sphafra decolonized socio-
cultural matrix in the productions of knowledge amdue. In its expansive
and detoured mode from colonial historiography, ib& subaltern, thus,
also implicates an engagement with global femip@itics in the context
of a reterritorialized cultural-global shift seem the movement of labor
and capital. Thus, explorations of translated tertsvisual and literal
media, coupled with investigating oral historiesumsnediated narratives
and as a means of legal utterance is part of thersé ways in which the
new subaltern has manifested itself as a postaldheoretical praxis.
While, Chaturvedi’s compilation of essays presumadlshaps the terrain’
of the Subaltern Studies project of writings on tBoAsian history and
society,” it is primarily focused on unraveling thieeoretical dimensions
of the field since its inception in the 1980s (fbduction” vii). A more
critical-literal analysis of the category of thebaltern playing out in
contemporary representations of the media and aogmtion to an
increasing number of texts which produce and rective subaltern as a
non-linear, heterogeneous discursive category redtsturbing the center
and the periphery, or reenacting the binaries witidwer and complicated
postcolonial and globalized realities, is where ®otume necessarily
intervenes and relocates the practice of subatyerni

This leads one to interrogate the Indian Engligbardry focus of the
volume. While it would be too ambitious to compélgsays on the expanse
of subalternity from the English speaking worldsctmditions in the non-
English worlds, it is, perhaps, worth its while égplore its inflection in
the context of where the movement and theoreticattize originated
from in the newly reconfigured cartography of getdiiical and cultural
politics. Thus, in the trajectory of exploring thebaltern consciousness in
the field of contemporary Indian English writingpeteditors select essays
which underscore the reemergence of the subaltardition due to global
labor migration and its diverse and localized mesidtion in visual
media, literature, translation, and in the cultupalitics of identity-
formation. Since movements in labor and capitaluie the factors of
spatial dimensions imbedding it in a postcoloniakla system, the essays
included in this volume also interestingly trace #xternal borders where
colonial differences are still played out while yheavigate the uneven
terrain of an Indian subcontinent newly opened he {possibilities,
politics, and limitations of the global marketpladeurthermore, if the
politics of location impinges on the heterogeneand uneven qualities of
the subaltern consciousness, then the sensibitifiescation also make us
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aware of our emotional and ideological foregrougdii® our ethnic,
environmental, cosmopolitan, nationalist, sexualclassist inscriptions
linking our bodies to one or several places. Thepiregs of these diverse
coordinates and experiences often involve coeraimhviolence, but they
do not erase the mutual inscription of the bodyt$ogeohistorical and
cultural locations. If the body is inscribed withperiences and enacts a
script due to its sensibilities of location, thewdnt to extend the analogy
to the Indian English texts exemplifying contempgrsubaltern conditions
and consciousnesses. | want to argue that in trisus, Indian English
literary texts on subaltern studies do not represha gamut of the
dimension of the sensibility on geohistorical laoas, they are simply
particular configurations of it, that is to saytththe reading of subalternity
as a manifestation within geocultural and politicalations is not the only
way in which this discourse is inflected, it istjue kind of dimension
added to its already complicated matrix. It is withhis contributory
motive that the editors locate the relevance «f tilume in the field of
contemporary postcolonial studies.

Furthermore, and in tracing the intellectual geoggl of Subaltern
Studies, scholars have argued about the restitfosubaltern studies
within discourses of modernity (Mignolo, Chaturveldrakash). For them,
modernity can be critiqued in two fundamental waysie-stemming from
the legacies of colonial histories—through the alisses of postcolonialism
and Orientalism; and the other from postmodernityigioating from the
borders of the hegemonic narrative histories ofitesst. The subaltern, as
a necessary category of the postcolonial, is, fhere always already
enmeshed in a critique of modernity. By definitiah,is both a re-
presentation of the margins in colonial history deghcy, and is a result
of the marginalization of other discoursesder the hegemony of the
West. The essayists in this modest anthology, seetmave diversely
invested in this critique of modernity, through ithenderstanding of the
subaltern—exploring it either in relation to discees of postcolonial
representation (e.g., Roye, Duffus, and Devi),hoough its relation as a
result of a conversation with hegemonic narratieésthe West (e.g.,
Damai, Gill, and Roy). In approaching the subaltéros, the term is
inflected and re-conceptualized from its initialpresentation by the
subaltern studies school inspired by Guha, Spaa#t,Dipesh Chakraborty.

As a postcolonial theoretical practice, the disseunf subalternity has a
two fold promise. On the one hand, it is a tool akhican responsibly
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change our vistas on the functionality of coloniabcesses within our
neocolonial realities. On the other, it challenges foundations of the
Western concepts of knowledge and understandingstbgblishing links
between geocultural locations and concepts of #imad and narrative
production. By focusing on these spatial, ideolafiend epistemic links,
the discourse of subalternity expands its concépasch, and assumes a
more responsible and realistic turn in its emphasishe enactment of the
enunciation of knowledge—borne through the opennreaf historical
circumstances and personal sensibilities. In itpaagion thus, the
discourse of subalterniylso displaces the Western loci of knowledge and
enunciation. Homi K. Bhabha celebrates this limesaind deconstructionist
discursive practice immhe Location of Culture thus, “[D]riven by the
subaltern history of the margins of modernity—ratti@an by the failures
of logocentrism—I have tried, in some small measuce revise the
known, to rename the postmodern from the positibthe postcolonial”
(175). Envisioned as a revision of modernity, tlitcgs have modestly
incorporated a section where the practices of seftmahnalysis locates it
within an inextricable matrix of relationship equat the elements of
ideology and experience to include a last sectibledt “Mapping
Subaltern Space through Subjectivity, Speech, drd®.” Each essay in
this section aims at highlighting the expansivene$sthe term in
postcolonial discourses. In a Bhabhaesque attempgrticulate the
enunciatory agencies of subaltern practices reptegevithin (sub)/urban
topography, Puspa Damai champions an alternataiervof the subaltern
aesthetic inA Fine Balance arguing for its reconstructions and revisions
within culture and its workings on the postmodandividual. Similarly,
Rohini Punekar and Abhigyan Prasad work out thepiregs of subaltern
historiography and epistemology in Amitav Ghoshidie Calcutta
Chromosome to explore the terms’ reconfiguration within callnhistory
and science. In another essay by Cheryl Duffusyéng act of speech and
articulation is revisited to reveal a politics ofuppression and
representation in India in the late 1980s portrayedhe Inheritance of
Loss. If this section relocates the subaltern projesbaylturally to trace
the binary workings of a hegemonic global systempofver, it also
indicates the more contemporary categories of éapeng the production
and (re)distribution of knowledge. Our next catggaraffirms a
comparable and continual engagement of subalterdiest perspective
along the axis of gender politics and in exploritte intermeshed
guestions of race, class, and ethnicity along @&olayical one. Such a
vision, | want to argue, metaphorically connects two sections as they
reenact the dimensions of an unequal world aloag#es of identity.
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Thus, in a section on “Gender and the Subaltersi€tithe editors
compile work which interrogates the subject andeobjof postcolonial
theorizing through the lens of gender representatnd articulation.
Taking cues from the initial epistemological foafsNorma Alarcén in
the field of gender studies and ethnicity which siismed the inclusion
and representation of women in discourses of kndgdethe essayists in
this section work the subaltern paradigm to questichat is often
repressed in empirical disciplines through thetmsliof gender, ethnicity,
and class. Thus, Gayatri Devi explicates the sfgfaecoNaxalite resistence
in Bengal of the late 1960s and early 1970s, thmotige characters of
Sujata and Nandini in Mahesweta Devilhie Mother of 1084. In a
powerful exploration of Devi's own subjectivity wad through the
enunciatory agencies of her female protagonistsesesayist recovers and
re-interrogates the theoretical terrain of womersaisject and object of
knowledge and politics in subaltern literature. ®rstoring the play of
postcolonial agency through her essay, Devi subwfssopens up
conversation on the potentially emancipatory spgcef{ the subjects of
subaltern history. This liberatory reading is cagpwith Mantra Roy’'s
timely exemplification on the marginalization of men, caste, and
sexuality in mainstream culture and media’s repregmns of the life of
Phoolan Devi. Roy's essay focuses on how elitigbragentations
dismantle and erase Phoolan’s subjectivity, hecev@ind agency, cutting
down on any essentialist and utopic celebrationshenpotentials of the
emancipatory space in the politics of subaltermesgntation.

As our volume seeks to start conversation and esplloe new turn in

subaltern studies in literatures produced in Ehglfeom the Indian

subcontinent, it is only pertinent that we includsection on the workings
and composition of nation and nationalism in thewem game field of
contemporary and neocolonial politics. In this melgebara Suleri’'s early
reminder relating the development of language aationmalism as a
testament to the postcolonial conditions in Indigs$pecially relevant. In
her The Rhetoric of English India, Suleri cogently points out that, “[I]f
English India represents a discursive field thatudes both colonial and
postcolonial narratives, it further represents leraative to the troubled
chronology of nationalism in the Indian subcontitie(8). It is this

troubled and heterogeneous chronology that revatbégiin the essays of
the next section titled, “Building the Nation.” $m the chronology of
nationalism and nation building is integrally limk&o the rearticulations of
the colonial or postcolonial conditions in negdtas with empire,

positionality, and writing in English, the essaysthis section redirect
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conversation on postcolonial and subaltern thezagiractices to ultimately
provide a commentary on the articulation of caste elass identity as a
symptom of that condition.

Thus, Susmita Roye and Jaspreet K.Gill recastnaterolonialism as a
critical and empirical category in the latent angerepresent colonial
legacies informing the state and nation of postwaloIndia. Taking
Amitav Ghosh’sThe Hungry Tide and its exodus of indigenous people
from Morichjhapi when the postindependent, and ssige government of
India marginalized the ethnic minority and the getious in the name of
ecological protection, Roye’s essay takes a closk lat the gendered
subaltern and the indigenous subaltern within ¢iggcl of nation-building.
Exploring the postcolonial condition mainly througfe lens of gender
and patriarchal hierarchy, Roye brings out thergsetions of gender and
ethnicity as the crucible for articulating the t&laship between internal
colonialisms and subaltern studies. Interestinggneuvering the Dalit
and gendered subaltern Kusum’s story re-told byntlade and elite class
representative Nirmal, Roye also shows the role @mdplexities of the
language of subaltern representation. In this doubfracted inquiry,
Roye ponders on the complicated equation of theeen subaltern and
the subaltern-elite as they coalesce in a myriajept of re-writing the
nation and her composition. Similarly exploring ioadl and ethnic
identity and questioning if one presupposes therothaspreet K. Gill,
evinces how the status of the Sikh identity is gisvalready enmeshed in
an exclusionary politics involving national and thcategories. In both
essays, the writers use local histories and ligen@presentations to
compellingly bring together internal colonialismdasubaltern studies. In
their inflections of postpartition socio-culturahda political histories of
India to that of contemporary times, these writerngoke the deep and
violent memories of British colonialism which isceest and rearticulated
in their newest avatar within the postcolonial amedcolonial world order,
so much so that such inquiries, put into mind #eent corporate empires
emerging out of the processes of operations ofajlaind transnational
firms.

Continuing the thread of discussion, the vision tbé nation as an
imagined community with her people brought intoidariity through the
influence of print capitalism, our next section Igainto section the
significance of the media in exploring and showegsiubaltern moments.
Thus, we explore the trajectory of subaltern regméstion in visual texts
with the understanding that they have always aijrdsgbn unobtrusively
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rich with glimpses and studies of subaltern idegijt agencies, and
politics. Our last section is attentive to contengpy performative arts as
part of translated media and the ways it has itékcsubaltern

representations. Provocatively titled, “SubaltennMotion: The Visual

Media and Subalternity,” this section discusses fimavvisual media has
worked hand in hand with the literal one to be@-temaking possible the
timely retrieval of what intends to be retrievedee if, in representation.
Read as a crucible for subaltern expression, teayssn this section give
us a timely focus on the ways in which the medieobges a key player in
highlighting and even leading to moments of subalteesistance and
activism.

Amit Baishya’s essay, ““Counter me, Rape us”: “Baite,” Politics and
the Sexed Subaltern Subject,” focuses on the reptation of the naked
body of the sexed subaltern subject in two diffe@ntexts—one literary
and the other “real.” The first is Mahasweta Degl®rt story “Draupadi”
where the protagonist Draupadi Mejhen—an Adivasiman who is
captured, raped, and tortured by state forces—pte$er battered, naked
body before her persecutor, the army chief Sendnagd exhorts him to
“counter me.” The second, is the photographic aehif the “naked
protest” by a group of twelve women who belongedatoorganization
named Apunba Lup in Imphal, the capital of the heasstern Indian state
of Manipur. The group protested the brutal rape modder of a Manipuri
woman named Thangjam Manorama in 2003 by strippimemselves
naked in front of the Indian army headquartersmphial and challenging
the military forces by holding up a placard thadsS®RAPE US.” Baishya
studies the two speech acts (“counter me” and “nagf@ and also the
activity of baring the corporeal self before theesign entity to inquire
into the forms of agency deployed by the sexedlseim subject in these
instances. Redefining agency as a temporal antomdh field of action
where multiple axes of time (past, present andré)tintersect to engage
with the social, he suggests that these acts Hpatse the “bare life” of the
corporeal self evoke affective registers—such asm&h resentment and
horror—that work towards exhorting subaltern forofsagency while
liberating different imaginaries of the political.

In conclusion, this is a timely volume of essaysiohhrecognize the
network of geography, culture, economy, and pdalite emphasize how
literature and the visual media successfully irdees and interrogate
materially heterogeneous and unequal processesc@muections. Each
essay accounts for the dynamism in agency anditgdotmation, which
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is constituted through subaltern political activétyd consciousness. Each
challenge and bring into conversation narratives tieiterate forms of
resistance to hegemonic globalizing processes téwaitalize the old
unequal politics in a contemporary socio-cultunadl golitical imaginary.
In reviving these new forms of resistance and nmalgiation, the volume
helps in the resonance of the concepts of subditeatong interesting,
unexpected, and provocative ways. These route® carvnewer forms of
political activity in a transnational and neoliblensrld.

In compiling this volume of essays, | also hopet thés is not the only
work to come out on the field in a long time. | koghat our endeavors
start a long line of volumes which explore textsnfrcontemporary India
and elsewhere to continue expanding on the role pasibility of the
subaltern school of studies, and how it sustam®jitacity and resistance
with the potential for new, and as yet undiscovenedories of unequal
meanings and politics.

| want to thank each of our contributors who wereeare, enthusiastic,
and supportive of our endeavor. A special thanksuioforeword writer,

Dr. Debjani Ganguly for her support and cooperatlaiso want to thank
our publishers, Cambridge Scholars Publishing,ahdur fellow scholars
whose faith and support through this compilatiomegis kept us going and
hopeful of the project’s success.

Maryland, 2010
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PART I:

GENDER AND SUBALTERN CRISIS



RADICAL FAILURE:
MOTHER OF 1084 AS A SUBALTERN CRITIQUE

GAYATRI DEVI

1. Beneath the Nation

On March 1, 1976, in the wake of what has since come to be known in
India as the “state of Emergency,” a twenty one month period from 25
June 1975-21 March 1977, when the then President of independent India,
Fakruddin Ali Ahmed, suspended elections and civil liberties and gave
total power to “rule by decree” to then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi. It
was then that a final year Engineering student at the Calicut Regional
Engineering College in North Kerala, Rajan, was taken away by the local
police in the early hours of the morning from his college hostel. Even
though his father made frantic attempts almost immediately to find his son,
the young man was never heard from or seen again (Rajan’s mother who
suffered from mental illness never learned of her son’s disappearance and
death during her lifetime.) As issues relating to civil liberties could not be
raised in court during the Emergency period, Rajan’s father, Prof. Eachara
Warrier had to wait until the end of the Emergency period, one year later,
to file a habeas corpus petition in the Kerala High Court asking to find and
produce his son or his son’s body. Subsequent investigations revealed that
Rajan was whisked away by the police, tortured and Killed (and allegedly
his body burned to suppress evidence) at the hands of six Kerala Crime
Branch policemen at the Kakkayam police camp in Calicut. Rajan was
killed under suspicion of alliance with the Naxalite groups in North Kerala
that advocated armed and violent uprisings against both landlords and the
state in order to secure peasant and tribal land rights. Subsequent
investigations revealed that Rajan was not involved in the Naxalite
movement but that as a budding actor in a college drama he had made fun
of a Kerala cabinet minister. The then Chief Minister of Kerala K.
Karunakaran (of the mainstream nationalist Congress party) resigned from
political office at the end of the investigation. Almost all of the police
officers charged in the crime were later acquitted for lack of evidence. The
Kerala Crime Branch chief, Deputy Inspector General Jayaram Padikkal,
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under whose orders Rajan was tortured and killed and who was given
unchecked political mandate to end Naxalite uprising in the state by any
means necessary was also acquitted; Padikkal later became the Director
General of Police, the highest ranking police officer in the state of Kerala.
He also received the President’s Police Medal for bravery and honorable
service. To this day, the “Rajan case,” as it has gone down in Kerala
history has had no closure; nobody has been charged with his
disappearance or death. Rajan remains a cipher in Kerala’s social and
political history. The Naxalites themselves are considered “extremists”
and “terrorists” with almost all states having a standing mandate to curb
Naxalite “uprisings” by whatever means necessary, including state-
sponsored tortures and murders." Public outcry against police custodial
killings and in judicial lock-ups take place in a space of their own, with
little, if nothing, done to investigate them and bring those responsible to
justice.

In many respects, Rajan’s story reads like that of Brati Chatterjee, the
young man who dies at the hands of the Police in a Police-Naxalite
encounter in Mahasweta Devi’s Hajar Churashir Ma or Mother of 1084.
Like Rajan, Brati is in his early twenties, member of an educated, middle
class family — a sensitive, intellectual young man by all accounts. Like
Rajan, Brati is a victim of police brutality and murder. Symbolically, both
Rajan and Brati represent the large number of young men and women
from the relatively affluent Indian middle-class—often students— who
signed on their solidarity with the Naxalite cause, whose base was initially
drawn from the peasant and tribal clashes during the late 60s and through
the 70s in many parts of India, notably Bengal, Bihar, Orissa, Andhra
Pradesh and Kerala. The movement was particularly strong and violent in
these states, no doubt due to the predominantly agrarian economy of these
regions and concomitant exploitation of the subsistence underclass by the
feudal landowners and later the State itself, which has sided with the
landowners in almost all land-disputes to date.

The Naxalite movement takes its name from an armed peasant uprising in
Naxalbari, a small village in West Bengal, where in 1967, a tribal peasant
attempting to plough his land was attacked by hired hands over a land
dispute with the local landlord. Local peasants, organized under the early
Naxalite leadership of Charu Majumdar and Kanu Sanyal (CPI-ML)
violently retaliated against the landowners, and the police that assisted
them, killing a policeman in the course of the conflict. In retaliation, the
state police with the help of the government opened fire on the tribal
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village killing tribal men, women and children. Naites ever since have
evolved to become marked enemies of the governnpamticularly, the
police. The Naxalbari had sought to put an enctmal rule in rural India
to free the peasants oppressed by a particularic teollaboration of
landowners, moneylenders, State officials and thateSpolice who
colluded with the first three classes. While arnmeshsant and tribal
uprisings (even with intrinsic differences) have ethve documented
extensively across India during the British coldrpariod, the political
reception of these uprisings were radically difféeréom the way these
uprisings or revolts have come to be representgubjiular consciousness
in independent India. For instance, the Birsa Murabellion is framed as
a nationalist uprising against the British Raj @idsa Munda himself
represented as a freedom-fighter. Under the clthrgjeucture of
domination, however, peasant and tribal uprisings“ariminalized” and
Naxalites are both criminals as well as sabotedrshe nation. The
criminalization of tribes, in particular, is a viggt of the British Raj rule
but the economic causes that underlay the harsh déthe Raj have been
augmented in independent India with criminal intetitus effectively
silencing any form of dissent or protest from thibal classes as treason
and anti-Indian. Within this historical backdrdgpther of 1084is set in
the urban-phase of the Naxalite movement in Befrgah 1971-4, years
that saw violent and bloody infightings between -GRI CPI-ML,
mainstream Congress party, and the police which ttedhe capture,
sadistic torture and deaths of large humbers cdugmung men who had
joined the ranks of the Naxalite party. From itseiption, the Naxalite
movement advocated violent overthrow and comple&ie-gollaboration
with organized systems of government in order tawvel the hegemony
of the dominant class through mobilization of theaf (and urban)
disaffected and poor under the political promisecofcrete social and
economic reforms to alleviate poverty. While thexhlite ideology has
had parliamentary representation (CPI-ML or CPI-Mats rogue status
propagandized and disseminated in the public throstgte and police
media has made social reform secondary to the alref the ideology
itself, as evidenced by the Naxalite movement'dility to find the mass
and populist endorsements it needed to earn symtlitical hegemony.
The armed, guerilla uprisings practiced by the Mexaarty have created
no visible ideological counter-force to the rulingainstream parties or
their Opposition and Naxalite tactics are perceiasdlittle more than
extremist and terrorist attacks, thus denying 6t ideological value of an
insurgency.
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Mother of 1084nvestigates the phenomenon of failed Naxaliterigency
in Bengal in the 1970s as symptomatic of the langesblem of the
nation’s suppression of any authentic form of sidvalinsurgency. While
the novel does not undertake a historical diagnegjarding the failure of
the insurgency, it nevertheless throws into shatiefrthe figure of the
“subaltern” as the casualty of the failed insurgern the nexus between
India’s emerging reputation as a regional powehtaathome and abroad
(the Bangladesh war figures as a prominent metonyary India’s
nationhood inMother of 1084 and the Naxalite party’s organizational
disarray and inability to connect with its sociask lies the subaltern
mass, whose lives are animated and inscribed fan tise bodies of the
assassinated Naxalite workers, such as Brati antuSdn fundamentally
radical waysMother of 1084dares to answer the question “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” which Gayatri Spivak asked ind@initive essay on
subaltern studies. The question of course presagpib®e subaltern as an
always already defined entity. Is the “subalterndeamographic position?
Is it a class membership? Does it have a lineage€st engender a
lineage? If the subaltern cannot speak, who maglspn the subaltern’s
behalf? And is this speaking on behalf of the digibalan ethical act?
Perhaps unintentionally Spivak herself suppliesaaswer to her caution
when she draws a distinction between the “orgamtiellectual” as not a
“concept of identity but rather of a focus on tpatt of the subject which
focuses on the intellectual’s function” (“ImaginaMaps” xxiii). This
figure of an “organic intellectual” helps us to wmstand the
interventionist discourse created by Devi herselho has written
extensively about the indigenous peoples of Indid 8pivak, who has
translated her work, by extension for you and k#scal readers of the
stories of subaltern resistance. The young actiBsati and Somu, with
the women protagonists Sujata and Nandini evolvéogéoome organic
intellectuals cognizant of the ethical and hist@aridilemmas surrounding
the decolonization of the subaltern figure. One Wwayvhich this ethical
dilemma is particularly fitting, in that Devi’'s ittement of subaltern
agency is a woman—Sujata— a mother, motherhoodgb#ie most
ethically persuasive mode of subordination in maayriarchal cultures.
Paradoxically, Sujata’s investigations into Bratiaurder become a
betrayal of her maternal responsibilities and duti2evi uses the trope of
“betrayal” to signify the collapse of the Naxalitesurgency as well as the
disintegration of the Chatterjee family—the nat®nbetrayal of its
subordinate poor is evidenced, for instance, inrépeated image of the
city of Calcutta as a dangerous place for the yofifBengal to traverse on
a daily basis as shown to us through Sujata’s ieyker perambulations in
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search of Brati's history in the city. Absences ammpses signify the
subaltern, but Devi incisively documents the claasfare through her wry
reportage of the lavish goings-on, both in cityG#lcutta as well as the
Chatterjee household. This paper explores Devi'stiemally charged

investigation of the mechanism of collusion betwdba State and the
Family, the two front tiers in class warfare agaitie subaltern poor in
independent India.

| draw a direct parallel between the “Rajan case’Kerala and Devi's
Mother of 1084for two reasons, both related to the representatiand
discourse contexts of postcolonial novels. Firshawis “post-“ about
postcolonial novels such &other of 1082 What features exemplify the
“post’ -ness of postcolonial fiction? Is it a chronolodgibaeak? Is it an
ideological change? Second, Devi has explicitly naeidedged her
“commitment to my times, to mankind, and to myself . | believe in the
value of documentation” (“Imaginary Maps” xii). bther words, what is
an ethical postcolonial story? A committed Marxi3gvi's position as a
“committed” writer is reminiscent of yet another Mast critic Frederic
Jameson’s controversial postulation that “in thiedtlworld situation the
intellectual is always in one way or another a ! individual” (74).
The colonial and nationalist periods of postcolbnations are represented
in mainstream historical and literary discourses aadical break with the
past in the case of the former, and reparationhaf break towards a
systemically enriched, newly geo-politically realggl independent nation
in the case of the latter— a nation whose selfritedin brims with a kind
of optimism controlled by the postcolonial future @ntrasted with a pre-
colonial past where an entity as subject-sure amtion was at best
catachrestic. The question of what constitutesonat culture, then, in
postcolonial societies has been answered by aatanfl of these two
representational streams serving as the “contexthétional “texts.” But
as Gayatri Spivak has argued, the inscription dfional hegemony
through such cultural productions may itself bensaiebest as catachrestic
under close scrutiny(ritique of Postcolonial Reaso1) leading us to
investigate whether the “subaltern” position is tmdy inexorable ethical
position for a third world intellectual. In her disssion of Devi's
“Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay and Pirtha,” as “the qubdshial performance
of the construction of the constitutional subjefttiee new nation, in
subalternity, rather than, as most often by rengrttie colonial subject, as
citizen,” Gayatri Spivak observes that Devi's “woik by no means
representative of contemporary Bengali (or Indiicion and therefore
cannot serve as an example of Jamesonian ‘“thirddwlterature”
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(Critique of Postcolonial Reason 141). While thésseat certainly attests
to Devi’'s marginal position in canonical Indiareliature, whether regional
or national, it concurs on a fundamental and idgickd level with
Jameson’s ethical, it seems to me, definition thied world intellectual.”
Spivak herself suggests such an ethical positisrawis the “third world
intellectual” in “Can the Subaltern Speak?”

When we come to the concomitant question of thescionsness of the
subaltern, the notion of what the work cannot segolmes important. In
the semiosis of the social text, elaborations aligency stand in the
place of ‘the utterance.” The sender—'the peasai#t'marked only as a
pointer to an irretrievable consciousness. As lierreceiver, we must ask
who is ‘the real receiver’ of an ‘insurgency?’ Thistorian, transforming
‘insurgency’ into ‘text for knowledge,” is only on&eceiver’ of any
collectively intended social act. With no posstilof nostalgia for that
lost origin, the historian must suspend (as fgr@ssible) the clamor of his
or her own consciousness... so that the elaboratfotihe insurgency,
packaged with an insurgent-consciousness, doeaszte into an ‘object
of investigation,” or, worse yet, a model for intitem. The ‘subject’
implied by the texts of insurgency can only sergeaacounterpossibility
for the narrative sanctions granted to the colosidbjects in dominant
groups. The postcolonial intellectuals learn thairtprivilege is their loss.
In this they are the paradigm of the intellectu@fie Postcolonial Studies
Reader28)

Mother of 1084is a self-conscious reconfiguration of the thirdrhd
intellectual as a subaltern, and a subaltern woatathat. Again, it is
useful for us here to take to heart Spivak’s cauthat the “subaltern as
female is even more deeply in shadow” (PostcoloBtatlies Reader 28).
Devi's work even in the most general terms is a grbwv answer to this
loss, to embody the “shadow” and to give it voiddée insurgency in
Mother of 1084s claimed by the male gender, to be sure, histriarrated
by a woman, Nandini, Brati's lover, and a womarseloin class to Sujata
herself. To a lesser extent, Sujata’s gradual désitment in her family’s
affairs, even thwarting them through her own rebe#i complements the
Naxalite uprising. The ideological complementingtvbeen the Naxalite
insurgency and Sujata’s gendered resistance tbdbegeois ethics of the
Chatterjee household is reflected in a narratoldgievice that privileges
Sujata’s perambulations from her house to Somu’'shers house to
Nandini’'s house and back to her own house showimgdhe circuitous
route from the center to the margin, and finally ttee uncontained,
insurgent eruptions on the body politic of the oatihat dissolves the very
binaries that mark what is not subaltern. In itsnfal dissolution of
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dominant binariesiMother of 1084reaches out towards what is subaltern,
the only ethical position for a third world intatteial.

2. A Subaltern Critique

The frame narrative dflother of 1084akes place over the duration of one
day—17 January 1970, the birthday and second deetiversary of Brati,
Sujata’s son, who exists in police records as @#iH084. Brati is 22
years old at the time of his death—born in 1948 gear into India’s
independence, two years prior to the drafting amholpting of the Indian
Constitution on January 26, 1950 which declaredialna sovereign,
democratic, socialist, secular republic assuriagitizens justice, equality
and liberty. Coincidentally enough, this is the adyBrati’s sister Tuli’'s
engagement party as well and we see the Chattagesehold in the
throes of a celebratory get-together. Devi's detaaccount of the willful
optimism with which the Chatterjee household celéds the engagement
party on the death anniversary of one of its samstitutes a special kind
of lack, absence, or “meaning loss,” reminiscenthef meaning loss that
Jameson showed lies at the heart of modernist thatsseek to repress
their imperial and colonial contenNétionalism, Colonialism, Literature
51). For Sujata, whose subjectivity is at the cuspeihg inscribed within
the subaltern state, this ‘meaning loss’ transl&tea search for meaning
outside the family, the city, and the country, aarsh that results
ultimately in unraveling the fabric that coversioahood. IndeedMother
of 1084 is a narrative exploration along the spatio-terapaxes of a
country to locate the missing sons and daughtertheffamily and the
nation, young men and women who cannot be localizespace or time,
but can only be understood and comprehended a®skaahd rumored
presences that do not belong in the recorded kistorthe narrated
subjectivities of the nation. Devi's narrative,diknost modernist texts, is
structured into city-perambulations—a sort of puwgfal yet manic
traversal of space to expose its monstrous alienf@svi's perambulatory
narrative is reminiscent of Jameson’s analysis ofigue and compelling
stylistic choice of modernist texts, a choice farc@to being by the
singular experience of the “spatial disjunctionbyoked by imperialism
and colonialism which radically reworked the maggatelineating center
and peripheries:

What is determined by the colonial system is naather different kind of
meaning loss than this one: for colonialism medmst @ significant
structural segment of the economic system as aewlolnow located
elsewhere, beyond the metropolis, outside of thiy e and existential
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experience of the home country . . . . To put ibiher words, this last—
daily life and existential experience in the metlig—which is
necessarily the very content of the national litme itself, can now no
longer be grasped immanently; it no longer hasriganing, its deeper
reason for being, within itself. As artistic conténwill now henceforth
always have something missing about it, but insttrese of a privation that
can never be restored or made whole simply by adolirwk in the missing
component: its lack is rather comparable to anadireension, an outside
like the other face of a mirror, which it constiidly lacks, and which can
never be made up or made good. (Jameson 51)

Mother of 1084is a profound exploration of such a “constitutiaek”; a
weary and worried testimonial to the utter callesms with which the
Nation has murdered its own citizens for demandiagic human rights.
The foreignness of the city that distresses Sugtane narrative choice
Devi employs to communicate the “existential exgece” of a nation that
has murdered its own citizens. That Naxalites, sagtBrati and Somu,
saw themselves in solidarity with subordinate pecgksewhere, and not
with the ideal of an Indian national citizenship—dathus outside the
mechanisms that produce national culture altogetieys the
groundwork for Devi's critique of nationhood. Autiittes decode Brati's
allegiance to the Naxalite cause as a rejectiohi®frightful place as a
citizen; in so far as he engages in rebellion agathe State, State
considers him a criminal. Ranajit Guha has writetensively about the
distinct codes that govern the authorities’ undemding and response to
“common crime” versus “rebellion,” or “insurgency.Sujata uses the
word “out of the ordinary,” and “crime” to describew authorities—both
the State as well as her husband and Brati's fdliileyanath—frame and
respond to Brati’'s death:

There was no one in the family any more to do shingtout of the
ordinary and provide an occasion for a sudden rgesea the telephone
that would drag Sujata to Kantapukur to identiffdead body in the
morgue. There was no one in the family any morbesuch a fool as to
send Jyoti and Jyoti’s father running through tbeidors of power while
Sujata and Tuli were the only ones who could berespdo rush to
Kantapukur.

There was no one in the family any more to comnaitine that could
leave him lying dead in Kantapukur. The dom, remguihe heavy sheet.
The O. C. asking—Do you identify your son?

They were all prudent people, they lived by thedaithe land, they
were good citizens. (Devi 7)
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Guha theorizes that “ insurgency soon extricagedfifrom the placenta of
common crime in which it may be initially enmeshaatl establishes its
own identity as a violence whichpsiblic, collective, destructivandtotal

in its modalities” (109) But as we see in the abexeerpt fromMother of
1084 political insurgency is conflated with commonnae precisely to
undermine and subvert its political force. Inswboation is decoded as
unlawfulness in a tendentious inversion of the ligeat intent, thereby
allowing the State to use any force necessary &l the rebellion. With
this ironic inversion, subaltern insurgency becottiesonly paradigmatic
challenge possiblgithin a nation to the nation, but the very modalities
that describe its power—public, collective, dedime and total—also
render it vulnerable to ambiguous reception bywey public it seeks to
reform and liberate.

The fundamental ambiguity that defines the subaltesurgent—is he a
criminal or a revolutionary? —appears to be tiegssnes of class warfare,
and Devi makes Sujata confront this ambiguity geearequisite to her
journey into the subjective consciousness of whameans to be a
subaltern:

Sujata had not been able to find a category ofingfa to put Brati into.

Even as they cried for the dead Brati, Jyoti andyBmath had tried to
make her see that the killers in society, those athaterated food, drugs
and baby food, had every right to live. The leaden® led the people to
face the guns of the police and found for themsele safest shelters
under police protection, had every right to livautBBrati was a worse
criminal than them. Because he had lost faith s sbciety ruled by profit-
made businessmen and leaders blinded by self-gttegBamce this loss of
faith assailed a boy, an adolescent, or a youttipéls not matter whether
he is twelve, sixteen or twenty-two, death wasploigion. (Devi 19)

Guha calls this ambiguous definition of a subaliegurgent the result of
a “clash between two theories”™—"its terrible/itiné,” alluding to Mao’s

contradictory descriptions of the Hunan uprising 1827 (108). To
analogize perhaps takes away the singularity of ltidian Naxalite

movement but Devi gives us a glimpse into the hisab and ideological

pedigree of urban Naxalities such as Brati:

Brati had written posters with slogans. When thkcpohad searched his
room, Sujata had seen the texts of the slogansy Weee all in Brati's
handwriting:



