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Abstract 

The ‘lie’ of global sisterhood that all women are conventionally and symbolically put to 
the same condition in terms of social and economic oppression questioned and displaced 
by the Third world feminists.  Western feminism indirectly served the earlier prevalent 
condition of colonial and now neo-colonialist view. The interpretation of texts in the 
same colonial epistemic system   has been rejected that reductionist view of claiming to 
speak for all women while ignoring the plight of ‘third world’ women’s difference in 
culture, history, language and social class. Mahasweta Devi is one of them, who write the 
history of subalterns out of bourgeois nationalist ideology and the post- independence 
era, of failing the subalterns, she by articulating the historiography and documenting the 
lives of subaltern make us unlearn and relearn the epistemic violence11  and the 
unintended complicity. Mahasweta Devi interrogates the cultural and social histories of 
Indian marginalized communities that we call ‘Other’ in western notion i.e., certain 
people who threaten  to the self, sovereignty and stability of society.  This dichotomy 
thanks to deconstruction of self/other is dismantled. Their subjugation is powerfully 
reversed by Mahasweta Devi in social and political history of India. 
 

I read here the two short stories from the  book Outcast that is a short collection 
of four short stories all relegated to in terms of the structure of caste, gender, and feudal 
system; all protagonists  susceptible to oppression and relentless struggle for survival  
rather politics of survival.   

 
Key Words: Subaltern, bourgeois nationalist ideology, other, epistemic violence. 
 

The stories are examples of eclipsed system of wrenching women within patriarchy, 

caste, impoverishment, local politics, these strictures exploiting a female body in terms of 

sexuality and production. The characters of these stories are ‘the other’ in the discourse being 

                                                             
1. The term epistemic violence is used by Gayatri Spivak  to emphasise how western knowledge or epistemology 
has been used to justify the violent exercise of apolitical and military forces over other non-western cultures. 
(Morton 19) 
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tribal, women and peasants, a subject of non-hegemonic group. These stories are not created out 

of an urban and civilized society but an intensive research of the author in Ganju, Dusad and 

Oraon villages and communities without a radiance of imagination but the truth that is covertly 

related to the power structure of a society of bourgeois codes and conventions. The notion of 

male/female binary opposition that one produces and second reproduces is conceptually probed 

in terms of exploitation where western thinking is specifically concerned for labour of men while 

women are deployed in that is neglected. This bigotry is deconstructed by Mahasweta Devi’s 

work searching the lives of these characters as bonded laborers. 

 

The four women Dhouli, Shanichari, Chinta and Josmina are the characters who are 

casted away from their communities; they portray a   traumatic picture of social structures of a 

society that imposes a hierarchical religious and cast construct around them. The writer also 

attempts to reveal the slave trade in a free country where ideal states like Punjab buy tribal 

people of Bengal and Jharkhand to till and work in their crop fields. The girls and women of 

these communities are after sexually exploited by BMC and to survive have to be workers in 

brick kilns where they are   half paid, half fed and also subjects of sexual exploitation. The lives 

of these women are similar because they have to face the cruelest aspects of socio-political and 

economic conditions. 

 

The first story ‘dhouli’ encompasses a girl named Dhouli, dusad an untouchable, widow 

at early age and a prey of Misras left with an illegitimate child in her lap is an ultimate reality of 

her   life. The story’s narration starts with a subaltern ambience of these unspeakable truths that 

Mahasweta Devi writes, is vividly discernible in an article: 

“An ambience of marginalization, which is intensified later on, is suggested by the use of 

words like “poor, rundown buses for poor, run down people.” At another level, too, the 

word “buses,” a clear signifier of modern life style and civilization, fixes the nature and 

role of the people of the “Other world” as these buses are explicitly defined as rejected 

vehicles fit only to ply to a world where the “metalled road ends.” (Debashish 

Chattopadhyay, 107) 

 



       Scholar Critic                                           ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online)                               
Vol-02, Issue-03, December 2015.                                             www.scholarcritic.com                                                                                         
 

94 
 

 All words and promises said by Misrilal go futile because he gets married to his caste 

woman and rebukes Dhouli being a keep and not committing suicide. This gendered biasness and 

feudal system of our society doubly marginalizes women in their own community and forces to 

leave the place to whore anywhere else. Dhouli is ordered to leave the place by panchayat and 

she leaves for Ranchi. 

Dhouli cannot practise prostitution in this village. She can go to some town, to Ranchi, 

and do her whoring there. If not, her house will be set on fire and mother, daughter, 

child will be burned to death. Such sinful activities cannot continue in the heart of this 

village. This village still has Brahmans living in it (2002, 31). 

 

 For survival she has to be a whore because the Misras closed all kind of help from 

villagers. But the power of resistance against this ignominious mortification that is seen when 

she denies being a keep of Misrilal’s brother in law and chooses to be a professional whore in a 

city. When she is forced to do prostitution for survival in the village her plight is the same as she 

has no social and psychological consciousness against ruling class but finally she deconstruct 

this binarism of domination to denounce the offer and becomes a professional rather  being a 

keep in the village:  

When you are a kept woman, you’re all alone. But now she would be a  part of a 

community. The collective strength of that society was far more  powerful than [an] 

individual’s strength. And those who had forced her  to be a whore were the ones who 

controlled the society. They were the   most powerful! (Outcast 32). 

 

This flexibility of her moving away from derelict domesticity to outside world that leads 

her to form social identity of her own that would be acknowledged by the society. Even if this 

bizarre strategic essentialism does not make her life more than a commodity but she disrupts the 

subjugation in least possible way. 

 

The second story is also an eponymous ‘shanichari’ starts with a teen age girl of twelve, 

a tribal from Oraon Village, going to haat with her grandmother in a train compartment. The 

commencing of the narration like the first story also portray the subaltern position of these 
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people, “sitting on the floor of the compartment, chugging along, having a good time picking the 

lice from each other’s hair.” To produce the intensity of their bracketed lives Mahasweta Devi 

intervenes in the course to ironic intent only for their readers to know the atrocities facing the 

marginal society.  The story goes ahead with other characters like Hiralal, a blind singer who 

warns out Shanichari from the fangs of Gohuman and introduces her as, “You are Gohuman 

alright! A cobra spits venom, like you. You sell off girls. Twenty rupees per girl. Supply a 

thousand girls and make twenty thousand” (37, 2002). 

 

But how much she gets scared than to surrender to her fate that in her village that year 

when comes draught, mean no harvest, the time to come Gohuman and entice the village girls. 

When Shanichari all set to get married to Chand Tirkey that time Adi Jati Raksha Morcha 

Movement swept all across the country. In her village there were no mutiny except a big meeting 

and it was unpredictable of coming police that made a drastic change in their lives after firing 

shot, these tribal were also ready with their arrows but against modern weapon the consequences 

was a truck brought in to carry away the corpses. Here Mahasweta Devi’s concerted not on the 

projection of conflict but to excavate the atrocities towards the innocent girls who were sold 

because they needed clothes and food to survive. The story is not only to show girls’ harrowing 

troubles but the helplessness of a vulnerable society where they become a prey of dalal, and 

victimized by paramilitary forces and slave in brick kilns. The story is developed through a folk 

that intensifies the dehumanized conditions: 

My girl could live on tubers, 

Wear leafs and buds in her ears, 

Alas, trees can’t grow clothes 

“Dear Ma” my girl said, “So 

To the brick kilns I must go 

To the brick kilns I must go.” (47) 

 

These girls are sold as workers in brick kilns and much worst subjected to sexual   

exploitation by the owner and other men. Shanichari is sold in a brick kiln at Barasat in West 

Bengal. Their voices cannot reverberate in brick kiln. Perhaps nobody can expect to know the 
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unassailable fate of these Ho- Oraon -Munda- Santhal tribal girls. It is not oblique to understand 

the hegemonic coercion of patriarchy to thwart women; they are left with commoditized 

existence. They are economically and sexually exploited at the workplace. The game of 

subcontracting is apparently common phenomenon in big multinational companies where 

workers are employed on very lowest cost and are subject to vulnerability. “For not only do these 

women workers have no effective union representation, or protection against economic 

exploitation, but their gendered bodies are also disciplined in and through patriarchal social 

relations, including those of the family religion or the state.” (Morton 97). But in the story 

Mahasweta Devi juxtaposes the ‘otherness’ a repressive state of Shanichari against her relentless 

struggle  not to surrender to Gohuman and the supervisor of the brick kiln. To protest she always 

spits at Gohuman when she sees her. 

  

The dominant social and political structure of class, caste and gender oppresses the other. 

This power relation that in Foucaultian notion works at the very micro level of society that 

prevents   the struggle of tribal women in   discursive practices of classifying third world women. 

The particular modes of representation, particular acuity, insightful, language, and words are not 

much endowed with that can give a true picture of them. Because power and knowledge work 

together and texts work as to read what is preconceived and defined and give no room for 

misreading and errors in blind spots to destabilize the stability. 

 

But Gayatri Chakravarti Spivak found multiplicities of meaning in the texts about and by 

third world women as documented in a Bengali writer  Mahasweta Devi and Spivak made it 

visible to the first world. “She tried to displace this fixed Self-Other dichotomy in favor of an 

ethical response to the lives and struggle of oppressed people in the ‘Third world’”(Morton 37). 

 

The exploitation of Shanichari does not end in brick kiln but perpetuates when she is sent 

back to her village with an unborn child in her womb, because of shutting down the brick kiln 

without any notice. She goes like other girls with a janta sari and a ticket. Spivak comments on 

the effacement of use-value of production of subaltern women, and thrown away when 

worthless: 
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“[W]hereas Lehman brothers, thanks to computers earned about 2 million   dollar or […] 

fifteen minutes of work, the economic text would not be   what it is if it could not write 

itself as a palimpsest upon another text where a woman in Sri Lanka has to work 2,287 

minutes to buy a T-shirt. The ‘post-modern’ and ‘pre-modern’ are inscribed together”. 

(1987, 171) 

 

In Foucaultian notion the hierarchical structure of society and exercise of power is 

strategic and war-like that is culminated into body-confinements, normativity, and division of 

power through apparatuses and institutions i.e., class, caste, race, gender and sexuality. Those 

institutions are a way of freezing particular relations of power so that a certain number of people 

are advantaged.  Through the politics of power and hegemony it is exercised in the name of 

culture, as ‘a hierarchical organization of values, accessible to everybody, but at the same time 

the occasion of a mechanism of selection and exclusion’ (O’ Farrell). Like Foucault, Mahasweta 

Devi also focuses on the ‘negative structure’ of society or excluded groups, as opposed to more 

traditional approaches which focus on the mainstream.   

 

Shanichari is also ostracized and excluded from her own community because of having a 

diku’s child in her womb that is a kind of hegemonic practise in cultural forces deduced from the 

consent of ruling group. A diku is a person of upper and mainstream class and Shanichari is a 

tribal woman. Being a reja in brick kiln she is already exploited as a virtual bonded labour and 

prostitute under constructed and controlled social world of power relation. In Marxian analysis 

dominant social groups are constructed on economic ‘base’ that set up the superstructure of 

cultural, legal, political and additional forces that have been legitimized by ideology. The 

proletariat or subaltern produces himself/herself as labor power that can be contextualized in 

Shanichari’s case when being a reja she is underpaid and made overworked being a woman. 

Spivak explicitly describes the mechanism of repression as, 

“It is well-known fact that the worst victims of the recent exacerbation of the   

international division of labor are women. They are the true surplus army of labor in the 

current conjuncture. In their case, patriarchal social relations contribute to the production 

as the new focus of super exploitation. (1987, 167) 
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The mechanism and exercise of power is aptly witnessed when Shanichari’s family 

proposes to give a feast to the community to repent the sin of having an outsider’s child, the final 

termination of Shanichari and apathetic denouement is witnessed in dialogues   between Chand 

Tirkey’s brother and the naiga, the head priest: 

“We should think about this as a community. There could be more Shanichari in the 

future. Should we cast our own women? Will this benefit our society?” 

The naiga said, “We’ll think about this if it happens again. Not now. This is a new 

problem.”(54) 

 

The story ends with Shanichari collecting coal with her son strapped to her back. One day 

she caught sight of that singer Hiralal who was blaming Gohuman and those brick kiln owners 

for her pathetic condition but surprisingly Shanichari’   digresses the whole situation in a 

profound way,  

 “Gohuman Bibi too is not the real culprit. You didn’t know that. But I’ve  realises it.” 

 ‘Then who is, Shanichari? Who’? 

‘Everything around you, ev-er-y-thing.’ Shanichari stretched out her arms to include the 

world around her, standing stock still,” (55) 

 

The end is eked out promptly on the inordinate complicity that cannot be resolved; the 

periphery fails to adjoin center, the laws, rights and the proprietors of human rights all eschewing 

themselves. The word ‘outcast’ connotes ostracism in the society of people standing at last. They 

are marginalized within marginalization hence, Spivak said ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ The 

answer may be negative or impugned. But Mahasweta Devi dissents and articulates against the 

basic praxis of every society to rule and dominate the weak.  They are outcasts because of their 

culturally and biologically construct gendered, tribal, subaltern and peasants identities and are 

exploited because of making them to acquire and imposed identities. 
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