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Narrating Subaltern Resistance: A Comparative Study of Devi, Roy, and Byapari

ABSTRACT

	This study aims to analyze the portrayal of subaltern resistance in Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi and Chotti Munda and His Arrow, Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things, and Manoranjan Byapari’s Interrogating My Chandal Life, examining how these texts challenge caste, class, and gender oppressions in postcolonial India through diverse narrative strategies. It seeks to evaluate the role of narrative form in amplifying marginalized voices and to explore the limits of subaltern representation within hegemonic discourses. Four primary texts were analyzed: two fictional works by Devi, one novel by Roy, and one autobiography by Byapari. The study employed close reading to examine narrative techniques (e.g., dialect, nonlinear storytelling, autobiographical voice) and contextual interpretation to situate texts within India’s postcolonial landscape, including Naxalite uprisings, caste discrimination, and Dalit literary movements. The analysis was grounded in postcolonial and subaltern studies frameworks, primarily Spivak’s concept of the subaltern and Gramsci’s notion of hegemony. The analysis of four texts revealed distinct resistance strategies: individual defiance in Draupadi, collective action in Chotti Munda, subtle subversion in The God of Small Things, and autobiographical agency in Interrogating My Chandal Life. Through comparative textual analysis, guided by Spivak and Gramsci, it explores how narrative strategies articulate subaltern voices across tribal, middle-class, and Dalit identities. Narrative techniques effectively disrupted hegemonic conventions in all texts, but tragic outcomes (e.g., character deaths, ongoing exploitation) in the texts highlighted the limits of subaltern agency. Spivak’s framework revealed mediation challenges in texts by Devi and Roy, while Byapari’s Dalit voice offered direct representation. The study underscores literature’s role in amplifying subaltern voices through diverse resistance strategies, though tragic outcomes and authorial mediation limit their impact.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The term “subaltern,” introduced by Gramsci and developed by Spivak, refers to marginalized groups—such as tribal, Dalit, or lower-caste communities—excluded from hegemonic power structures in postcolonial societies. In the Indian context, subalternity is critical for understanding resistance against caste, class, and gender oppressions, as it amplifies voices silenced by colonial and elite discourses. Spivak’s framework, questioning whether the subaltern can speak, underscores literature’s role in articulating their agency, making it a vital lens for analyzing Indian narratives that challenge systemic inequalities.
Indian authors Mahasweta Devi, Arundhati Roy, and Manoranjan Byapari engage with subalternity through distinct narrative strategies, portraying resistance against systemic inequities in their works. This paper explores subaltern resistance in Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi and Chotti Munda and His Arrow, Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things, and Manoranjan Byapari’s Interrogating My Chandal Life: An Autobiography of a Dalit, hypothesizing that these texts portray diverse forms of resistance—individual, collective, subversive, and autobiographical—against caste, class, and gender oppressions in postcolonial India. Subaltern resistance, as framed by Spivak’s (2006) concept of the subaltern and Gramsci’s (1995) notion of hegemony, challenges dominant power structures through marginalized voices. This study investigates how these works articulate resistance within tribal, middle-class, and Dalit contexts, offering a comparative view on Indian literature. The analysis reveals how these authors navigate the tension between representing subaltern agency and confronting the limits of such representation within elite literary discourses. This paper’s comparative analysis of subaltern resistance in Devi, Roy, and Byapari, particularly Byapari’s underexplored Dalit perspective, offers new insights into diverse Indian identities, distinguishing it from prior single-text studies.
Devi’s Draupadi (1981) centers on a tribal woman’s defiance against state violence, hypothesizing that her individual agency disrupts patriarchal and colonial hegemonies. The narrative’s use of Santali dialect and oral traditions suggests a unique mode of subaltern expression, potentially addressing Spivak’s question of whether the subaltern can speak. This study aims to explore how Devi’s portrayal foregrounds tribal resistance, distinct from elite literary conventions, while acknowledging the limits of such defiance within systemic constraints.
In Chotti Munda and His Arrow (2002), Devi shifts to collective tribal resistance, hypothesizing that the Munda community’s struggles against colonial and postcolonial exploitation embody counter-hegemonic action. The novel’s integration of historical events, like the Munda Rebellion, and its forest-centric narrative suggest a communal agency tied to ecological and cultural identity. This analysis seeks to examine how Devi’s narrative strategies amplify subaltern voices within a historical framework.
Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) is hypothesized to articulate subaltern resistance through subtle subversion, focusing on caste and gender dynamics in 1960s Kerala. The illicit relationship between Ammu and Velutha, a Dalit, challenges social hierarchies, with Roy’s nonlinear prose disrupting hegemonic norms. This study investigates how Roy’s work critique systemic oppression, while exploring the tragic limits of individual resistance within a middle-class context.
This paper hypothesizes that Byapari’s Interrogating My Chandal Life (2018) offers a direct subaltern voice through autobiography, contrasting with Devi’s and Roy’s fictional narratives. While prior studies have analyzed Devi and Roy (Spivak, 2006), Byapari’s Dalit perspective remains underexplored, making this comparative approach novel. The subsequent sections—literature review, methodology, results, and discussion—explore these hypotheses, examining how narrative techniques and socio-political contexts shape subaltern resistance across diverse Indian identities.

The subsequent sections of this paper provide a structured exploration of subaltern resistance. Section 2 will detail the comparative literary analysis framework, explaining the selection of the primary texts and the application of postcolonial and subaltern studies theories through close reading and contextual interpretation. Section 3 will present findings from the analysis, comparing the resistance strategies—individual defiance, collective action, subtle subversion, and autobiographical agency—across the texts, while evaluating their implications within Spivak and Gramsci’s frameworks. Finally, Section 4 will synthesize the insights, highlighting the authors’ contributions to subaltern discourse and suggesting avenues for future research, such as the impact of these narratives on social movements or their resonance with global subaltern literatures.


2. materials and methods

This study employs a comparative literary analysis to examine subaltern resistance in four key texts chosen for this study. These texts were selected for their explicit engagement with subaltern resistance against caste, class, and gender oppressions in postcolonial India, representing a diverse range of genres—short story, novel, and autobiography—and resistance strategies, from individual defiance to collective action to self-representation. The selection ensures a balanced comparison across authors, allowing for an exploration of how narrative form shapes the portrayal of subaltern agency.
The methodological approach is grounded in postcolonial and subaltern studies frameworks, primarily drawing on Spivak’s (2006) concept of the subaltern and Gramsci’s (1995) notion of hegemony. Spivak’s framework interrogates the representation of marginalized voices within elite discourses, providing an opportunity to analyze how the selected texts navigate the tension between subaltern agency and silencing. Gramsci’s concept of hegemony, which describes the dominance of ruling-class ideologies, informs the examination of how characters resist systemic power structures (Mondal, 2020). These theories are supplemented by secondary sources, including critical essays and scholarly articles, to contextualize the texts within Indian literary and socio-political discourses.
The analysis employs close reading to examine narrative techniques, such as dialect, nonlinear storytelling, and autobiographical voice, which enable subaltern representation. For Draupadi, the focus is on Devi’s use of Santali dialect and oral traditions to depict individual defiance. In Chotti Munda and His Arrow, the blending of myth and history is analyzed to understand collective tribal resistance. Roy’s The God of Small Things is studied for its nonlinear narrative and lyrical prose, which subvert caste and gender norms. The autobiographical tone of Byapari's Interrogating My Chandal Life is analyzed, with a focus on how self-representation functions as resistance. Contextual interpretation situates each text within India’s postcolonial landscape, considering historical events like tribal uprisings, caste discrimination, and literary movements.
To ensure a rigorous analysis, the study integrates textual and contextual approaches by cross-referencing narrative elements with historical and socio-political contexts, such as the Naxalite movement for Devi’s works, caste-based violence in Roy’s novel, and Dalit literary movements in Byapari’s autobiography. This dual approach allows for a nuanced understanding of how resistance is constructed and constrained within each text. The methodology also addresses Spivak’s concern about the subaltern’s ability to speak by critically evaluating the authors’ positions as mediators of subaltern voices, considering their own social locations (e.g., Byapari’s Dalit identity versus Devi’s and Roy’s privileged backgrounds).


3. results and discussion

In postcolonial India, systemic oppressions rooted in caste, class, and gender hierarchies continue to marginalize significant populations, rendering them voiceless within dominant discourses (Poonam & Rajan, 2025) (Gogul & Shanantha, 2025). The concept of the subaltern, as articulated by Spivak (2006), encapsulates these marginalized groups—tribals, Dalits, women, and the economically dispossessed—whose rights are often suppressed by hegemonic power structures. Literature, as a site of cultural and political intervention, offers a critical space to explore and amplify subaltern resistance (Chandra, 2015). Indian authors Mahasweta Devi, Arundhati Roy, and Manoranjan Byapari engage with subalternity through distinct narrative strategies, portraying resistance against systemic inequities in their works. 
Devi’s work focus on tribal communities, foregrounding their struggles against state and capitalist exploitation. In Draupadi, the protagonist Dopdi Mejhen’s defiance against state violence embodies individual resistance (Chandra, 2018), while Chotti Munda and His Arrow portrays collective tribal agency against colonial and postcolonial oppression (Mahzabeen, 21) (Patel, 2012). Roy’s The God of Small Things explores subtle subversion, using the experiences of a Dalit character, Velutha, and a woman, Ammu, to critique caste and gender norms through a nonlinear narrative that disrupts conventional storytelling (Outka, 2011). Byapari, a Dalit writer, employs autobiography in Interrogating My Chandal Life to assert agency through self-representation, challenging literary elitism and caste hierarchies with his lived experience (Pal, 2018) (Banerjee, 2017). Together, these works offer a multifaceted exploration of subaltern resistance, addressing Spivak’s (2006) pivotal question: Can the subaltern speak? 
This comparative literary analysis reveals the multifaceted nature of subaltern resistance in Devi’s Draupadi and Chotti Munda and His Arrow, Roy’s The God of Small Things, and Byapari’s Interrogating My Chandal Life: An Autobiography of a Dalit. Each text employs distinct narrative strategies to portray subaltern agency against caste, class, and gender oppressions in postcolonial India, engaging with Spivak’s (2006) concept of the subaltern and Gramsci’s (1995) notion of hegemony. The findings highlight a spectrum of resistance forms—individual defiance, collective action, subtle subversion, and autobiographical agency—shaped by genre, narrative technique, and socio-political context. The discussion synthesizes these findings, evaluating their implications for subaltern representation and the limits of literary resistance within hegemonic discourses. 

3.1 Mahasweta Devi: Individual and Collective Defiance
3.1.1 Draupadi: Individual resistance against state violence
In Draupadi, Devi portrays subaltern resistance through the tribal woman Dopdi Mejhen, a Naxalite rebel resisting state oppression in 1970s West Bengal. Captured and subjected to brutal torture by the police, Dopdi refuses to run away. She says: “how many times can I run away? What will they do if they catch me? They will counter me. Let them.” (Devi, 1981, p. 35) She transforms her victimization into a radical act of defiance. Her refusal to clothe herself after assault, standing “naked…with head held high” before her captors, subverts the hegemonic imposition of shame and asserts her agency (Mondal, 2020). 
Sharma and Vats (2023) portray Dopdi as a resilient subaltern figure who converts state-inflicted trauma into empowerment. "Her ravaged lips bleed as she begins laughing. Draupadi wipes the blood on her palm and says in a voice that is terrifying, sky splitting, and sharp as her ululation, what's the use of clothes? You can strip me, but how can you clothe me again? Are you a man?" (Devi, 1981, p. 36). This act transforms her violated body into a weapon against patriarchal and state power, subverting notions of victimhood. This act, they argue, rejects imposed shame and challenges the oppressors' manhood, transforming her body into a "weapon of protest." Dopdi's leadership—commanding her comrades to flee and enduring torture without betrayal—exemplifies courage. Dey (2025) interprets this as a performative act of agency, drawing on Judith Butler’s theory of performativity to argue that Dopdi reclaims her body as a site of resistance, defying the state’s attempt to dehumanize her. This act reconfigures the body as a site of resistance rather than subjugation, challenging the state’s patriarchal and colonial authority. 
Devi’s use of Santali dialect and oral storytelling traditions embeds tribal voices within the narrative, disrupting elite literary conventions (Shivani, 2025). For instance, Dopdi’s dialogue, interspersed with tribal idioms, resists the homogenizing force of standard Bengali or English, aligning with Spivak’s (2006) call to foreground subaltern speech. However, Dopdi’s resistance is mediated by Devi, a non-subaltern author, raising Spivak’s question of whether the subaltern can truly speak through such representations. The narrative’s focus on Dopdi’s individual agency, while powerful, also highlights its isolation, as her defiance does not translate into systemic change, reflecting the limits of subaltern resistance against state hegemony (Chauhan, 2025).

3.1.2 Devi: Chotti Munda and His Arrow: Collective Tribal Agency
In contrast, Chotti Munda and His Arrow depicts collective subaltern resistance through the Munda tribe’s struggles against colonial and postcolonial exploitation (Vaidya, 2024). In her narratives, language serves as an active arena for defiance rather than a mere conduit, linking the suppression of Adivasi tongues to socioeconomic domination, civic exclusion, and territorial dispossession. Here, the significance of language in shaping Adivasi defiance comes to the forefront. The protagonist, Chotti Munda, communicates in Mundari, a tongue frequently marginalized by dominant authorities. "His people spoke in a language older than the landowner’s greed, older than the zamindars tax records. They spoke a language of rivers and forests, of myths and memory"(Devi, 2002, 79). Through this linguistic choice, he maintains a profound connection to his ancestors and their longstanding battles against colonial and postcolonial regimes, preserving it as a core element of cultural heritage. Despite ongoing governmental suppression, the persistent embrace of indigenous dialects represents a form of rebellion, rejecting integration into mainstream narratives and affirming self-determination. The protagonist, Chotti Munda, embodies tribal resilience, leading his community against landlords, forest officials, and state forces. His mastery of archery, a cultural practice, becomes a symbol of resistance, as when he uses it to protect his village from exploitative moneylenders (Vincent & Devimeenakshi, 2024) (Mahzabeen, 2021). Devi binds their history and their bonding with the nature by portraying the Mundas’ resistance as a dynamic interplay of tradition and rebellion, rooted in historical events like the Munda Rebellion of 1899–1900 (Vincent & Devimeenakshi, 2024). This collective agency contrasts with Dopdi’s solitary defiance, illustrating a broader subaltern struggle against economic and political hegemonies, as Gramsci (1995) describes. The novel’s episodic structure, weaving oral narratives with historical realism, amplifies tribal voices, challenging elite historiographies that marginalize subaltern histories. Yet, the Mundas’ ongoing exploitation—evident in their displacement by development projects—underscores the persistence of hegemonic power, echoing Spivak’s (2006) concern about the subaltern’s limited access to dominant discourses. Devi’s privileged position as an author further complicates the representation, as her advocacy for tribal causes risk romanticizing subaltern agency (Singh & Singh, 2025). 

3.1.3 Roy: Subtle subversion through narrative and character
Roy’s The God of Small Things articulates subaltern resistance through subtle subversion, focusing on caste and gender oppressions in 1960s Kerala. The Dalit character Velutha and the upper-caste woman Ammu challenge social hierarchies through their illicit relationship, defying the love laws that dictate who should be loved, and how much (Özün & İren, 2021). Velutha’s skill as a carpenter and Ammu’s rejection of patriarchal family norms—such as her defiance of her brother Chacko’s authority—represent quiet acts of agency against caste and gender hegemonies (Al-Quaderi & Islam, 2011). Roy’s nonlinear narrative, shifting between past and present, disrupts conventional storytelling, mirroring the disruption of social norms (Taş & Türkmenoğlu, 2023) (Jennings, 2010). For example, the novel’s fragmented structure juxtaposes Velutha’s dignity with his brutal murder by police, exposing the violence of caste hegemony. Biju (2024) describes Arundhati Roy’s narrative technique as a sophisticated resistance to colonial legacies, employing a non-linear timeline, polyphonic narration, intertextuality, and linguistic innovation to challenge Western storytelling norms and assert postcolonial identity. These techniques—fragmented structure, multiple voices, cultural hybridity, and subversive language—foreground subaltern perspectives, critique social hierarchies, and reclaim narrative agency, contributing to postcolonial literature’s resistance against hegemonic discourses. 
Roy’s prose politicizes aesthetics, using beauty to critique systemic injustice. Roy employs vivid imagery, poetic language, and a non-linear narrative to expose the oppressive social structures and power dynamics in her fictional world, making the reader confront uncomfortable truths about inequality and human suffering. The tragic fates of Velutha and Ammu—death and ostracism—highlight the limits of subaltern resistance within oppressive structures (Al-Quaderi & Islam, 2011), aligning with Gramsci’s (1995) view of hegemony as a force that punishes non-conformity. Roy’s privileged caste and class position further complicates her portrayal of subaltern characters, raising Spivak’s (2006) concern about elite mediation of subaltern voices. The novel’s focus on individual acts of subversion, rather than collective action, limits its scope compared to Devi’s works, yet its aesthetic innovation amplifies its critique of social hierarchies.

3.1.4 Byapari: Autobiographical agency and dalit voice
Byapari’s Interrogating My Chandal Life employs autobiography to articulate subaltern resistance, grounding agency in his lived experience as a Dalit. Subaltern resistance is portrayed as a multifaceted counter-narrative in Byapari's autobiography, emphasizing the agency of Bengali Dalit (Namasudra) refugees against caste, class, and state oppression. Byapari narrates his journey from a marginalized rickshaw-puller to a writer, challenging caste hierarchies and literary elitism. His raw, unfiltered prose, as in his account of surviving caste-based violence in Kolkata, that he was a Chandal, lower than the lowest, and that he was made sure he knew it by the society—asserts the validity of Dalit experience as literature. This self-representation directly addresses Spivak’s (2006) question, offering an unmediated subaltern voice that contrasts with Devi’s and Roy’s fictional narratives. Byapari’s resistance is evident in his defiance of systemic exclusion, such as his persistence in education despite imprisonment and labor struggles. As Gajarawala (2013) notes, Byapari’s autobiography disrupts the hegemonic literary canon by centering Dalit subjectivity. His narrative also engages with the Dalit literary movement, aligning with figures like B.R. Ambedkar, who advocated self-articulation as empowerment. Mondal (2023) relates to the silenced history of Bengali Dalit refugees by uncovering post-Partition traumas ignored in bhadralok-dominated narratives—selective displacement, government rehabilitation failures, caste-class intersections, and women's dual marginalization (caste/gender). Byapari's work recovers voices from events like the 1958 Satyagraha and Marichjhapi, viewing Partition as a mobility opportunity while resisting erasure, thus challenging elite historiography and amplifying subaltern agency in urban aspirations. Byapari's autobiography itself can be seen as protest literature, starting with prison writings published with Mahasweta Devi's help, disrupting the elite literary canon and voicing Dalit subjectivity. However, Byapari’s reliance on translation and publication within elite systems, highlights the constraints of accessing broader audiences, echoing Spivak’s concern about the subaltern’s voice being mediated. Unlike Devi’s and Roy’s privileged authorship, Byapari’s Dalit identity lends authenticity to his narrative, yet his success as a writer paradoxically integrates him into the literary elite, complicating his subaltern status.

3.1.5 Discussion
The analysis reveals a spectrum of subaltern resistance strategies across the texts, shaped by genre, narrative form, and socio-political context. Devi’s Draupadi and Chotti Munda and His Arrow depict overt defiance—individual and collective—against state and economic hegemonies, rooted in tribal contexts and historical movements like the Naxalite and Munda rebellions. Roy’s The God of Small Things employs subtle subversion to critique caste and gender norms, though its focus on individual tragedy limits its revolutionary scope. By focusing on autobiographical agency, Byapari's Interrogating My Chandal Life supports the Dalit literary movement's goal of establishing subaltern voice by lived experience. These strategies—defiance, subversion, and self-representation—reflect the diversity of subaltern experiences, from tribal and Dalit to gendered oppressions, within India’s postcolonial landscape.
Narrative techniques amplify these resistances: Devi’s use of dialect and myth, Roy’s nonlinear prose, and Byapari’s raw autobiography challenge hegemonic literary conventions, aligning with Gramsci’s notion of counter-hegemonic cultural production. However, the texts also reveal the limits of subaltern agency. Dopdi’s torture, the Mundas’ ongoing exploitation, Velutha’s and Ammu’s deaths, and Byapari’s mediated publication underscore the persistence of hegemonic power, as Gramsci (1995) describes. Spivak's paradigm makes the study even more difficult because Byapari's Dalit identity provides a more direct articulation, albeit one that is nevertheless limited by elite systems, while Devi and Roy's privileged authorship runs the risk of appropriating subaltern voices.
The texts collectively underscore literature’s potential to amplify subaltern voices, yet their tragic outcomes suggest that literary resistance alone cannot dismantle systemic oppression. This tension prompts further inquiry into the material impact of such narratives. For instance, how do these texts influence social movements, such as Dalit activism or tribal rights campaigns? Comparing their strategies with global subaltern literatures, such as African or Latin American works, could further contextualize their contributions. The interplay of authorial positionalities, narrative form, and socio-political context thus shapes the representation of subaltern resistance, offering insights into its possibilities and limitations in postcolonial India.


4. Conclusion

This study has explored subaltern resistance in Devi’s Draupadi and Chotti Munda and His Arrow, Roy’s The God of Small Things, and Byapari’s Interrogating My Chandal Life, revealing a spectrum of strategies—individual defiance, collective action, subtle subversion, and autobiographical agency—that challenge caste, class, and gender oppressions in postcolonial India. Through a comparative literary analysis grounded in Spivak’s concept of the subaltern and Gramsci’s notion of hegemony, the findings highlight how these authors amplify marginalized voices while navigating the constraints of hegemonic discourses. Devi’s narratives foreground tribal resistance, using dialect and myth to depict individual and collective defiance against state and economic exploitation. Roy’s novel employs aesthetic subversion to critique caste and gender norms, while Byapari’s autobiography asserts Dalit agency through self-representation, offering a direct subaltern voice. Together, these texts underscore literature’s potential as a site of resistance, contesting hegemonic power structures and redefining subaltern identity.
The analysis reveals that narrative form shapes the portrayal of resistance: Devi’s oral storytelling and historical realism, Roy’s nonlinear prose, and Byapari’s raw autobiographical voice disrupt elite literary conventions, aligning with Gramsci’s idea of counter-hegemonic cultural production. However, the tragic outcomes—Dopdi’s torture, the Mundas’ ongoing exploitation, Velutha’s and Ammu’s deaths, and Byapari’s mediated publication—highlight the limits of subaltern agency within systemic oppressions, echoing Spivak’s concern about the subaltern’s ability to speak. The authors’ positionalities further complicate representation: Devi and Roy, as privileged mediators, risk appropriating subaltern voices, while Byapari’s Dalit identity lends authenticity but is constrained by elite publishing systems. These tensions underscore the paradoxical role of literature in amplifying yet mediating subaltern resistance.
The findings contribute to subaltern studies and Indian literary discourse by illustrating the diversity of resistance strategies and their formal expressions. They affirm literature’s role in giving voice to the marginalized, yet they also suggest that literary resistance alone cannot dismantle systemic inequities, prompting reflection on its material impact. This study lays the groundwork for further inquiry into how these narratives resonate beyond the literary sphere, offering insights into their socio-political significance.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Future research could expand on these findings by exploring the practical impact of these literary works on social movements, such as Dalit activism, tribal rights campaigns, or feminist initiatives in India, through reception studies or ethnographic analysis of activist communities. Comparative analyses with global subaltern literatures—such as African works by Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o Decolonising the Mind or Latin American narratives by Rigoberta Menchú’s I, Rigoberta Menchú—could illuminate universal and context-specific resistance strategies, enriching postcolonial literary studies. Additionally, investigating the role of translation and global literary markets in shaping subaltern voices could address Spivak’s question more comprehensively, examining how linguistic and cultural mediation affects accessibility and authenticity. Finally, exploring contemporary Indian authors or digital platforms, such as Dalit writing on social media, could reveal how subaltern resistance evolves in the 21st century, offering new perspectives on agency and representation in postcolonial contexts.
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