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Abstract

This paper examines the representation of subaltern voices in contemporary Indian fiction, focusing on the diverse
forms of marginalization experienced by caste, tribal, gendered, and economically oppressed communities. The
primary objective is to analyze how these voices articulate resistance, assert identity, and challenge dominant social
structures. The study specifically explores Bama’s Karukku, Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi, and Arundhati Roy’s The
God of Small Things, comparing insider narratives of lived experience with outsider literary mediation. Employing a
qualitative and comparative methodology, the research uses thematic analysis and narrative scrutiny to examine
patterns of oppression, agency, and resistance. The findings reveal that while Bama’s work foregrounds the lived
realities of Dalit communities through first-person testimony, Mahasweta Devi highlights tribal and gendered
marginalization within the framework of state violence, and Arundhati Roy mediates subaltern experiences for a
broader readership, exploring caste and class intersections. The study underscores the critical role of language,
narrative structure, and perspective in representing marginalized voices, demonstrating that contemporary Indian
fiction serves as a powerful site for reclaiming agency and resisting hegemonic power. This comparative approach
illuminates the heterogeneity of subaltern experiences and contributes to the ongoing discourse on literature as a
medium of social critique and empowerment.
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1. Introduction

The concept of subalternity in Indian society refers to groups that are socially, politically, and economically
marginalized, including Dalits, tribal communities, women, and economically oppressed populations (Guha, 1982).
Historically, these groups have been systematically excluded from dominant narratives, both in social discourse and
literature (Spivak, 1988). Studying subaltern voices in contemporary Indian fiction is crucial because literature
provides a medium through which marginalized communities can articulate resistance, assert identity, and challenge
hegemonic structures (Bama, 1992; Devi, 1988). Theoretical frameworks from Subaltern Studies, particularly the
works of Ranajit Guha and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, emphasize the importance of reconstructing marginalized
experiences “from below” and critically analyzing who speaks for the subaltern and how (Guha, 1982; Spivak, 1988).
Despite extensive research on individual texts, there is a notable gap in comparative studies examining how insider
narratives by marginalized authors contrast with outsider-mediated representations in addressing caste, tribal, gender,
and class oppression. This study, therefore, focuses on Bama’s Karukku, Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi, and Arundhati
Roy’s The God of Small Things, adopting a qualitative and comparative approach to explore narrative strategies,
thematic concerns, and the role of literature in giving voice to the subaltern, thereby highlighting the heterogeneity
and agency of marginalized communities.

2. Objectives

1. To analyze the concept of subalternity in Indian society using the frameworks of Subaltern Studies, including
the works of Guha (1982) and Spivak (1988).

2. To study caste-based marginalization and identity assertion in Bama’s Karukku (1992).

3. To examine tribal and gendered oppression in Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi (1988).

4. To explore caste and class intersections in Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997).
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5. To compare insider narratives of lived experience with outsider-mediated literary representations.
6. To evaluate the role of language, narrative style, and thematic focus in representing marginalized voices and

resistance.
Table 1: Mapping Objectives to Texts
Objective | Objective Description Literary Author Type of Narrative
No. Text Marginalization Approach
1 Analyze subalternity All Gubha, Conceptual N/A (theoretical
using theoretical Spivak lens)
framework
2 Study caste oppression Karukku Bama Dalit Insider (first-
and identity assertion person)
3 Examine tribal and Draupadi Mahasweta Tribal + Gender Insider/Third-
gendered oppression Devi person
4 Explore caste and class | The God of Arundhati Caste + Class Outsider-
intersections Small Things Roy mediated,
symbolic
5 Compare insider vs All All authors Multiple Comparative
outsider narratives analysis
6 Evaluate language and All All authors Multiple Narrative and
narrative as resistance thematic analysis

3. Literature Review

3.1 Overview of Previous Studies on Subaltern Literature

Subaltern literature in India has been extensively examined as a site where marginalized communities articulate
resistance against social, political, and economic oppression. Scholars such as Guha (1982) and Spivak (1988) have
emphasized that subaltern voices are often absent or misrepresented in dominant historical and literary narratives.
Numerous studies highlight the significance of Dalit and tribal writing in challenging caste hierarchies, patriarchal
structures, and state-sponsored violence (Thorat & Newman, 2010). Contemporary research has also explored how
these literary works not only document oppression but also offer strategies of resistance, identity assertion, and
community solidarity (Pai, 2002).

3.2 Critical Interpretations of Bama, Mahasweta Devi, and Arundhati Roy

Bama’s Karukku (1992) has been widely recognized for its first-person depiction of Dalit Christian life, emphasizing
caste discrimination, gender oppression, and the quest for identity (Bama, 1992). Scholars argue that Bama’s narrative
subverts dominant literary norms by using colloquial Tamil and foregrounding lived experience, thereby offering an
authentic subaltern voice (Satyanarayana & Tharu, 2011).

Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi (1988) focuses on tribal women subjected to state violence and social marginalization.
Critical studies highlight Devi’s engagement with political and social realities, portraying her characters as active
agents of resistance even under extreme oppression (Forrest, 1993; Das, 2006). Her narratives demonstrate how
literature can simultaneously document oppression and critique institutional power.

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) explores caste and class intersections within a broader socio-political
context. While Roy writes from an elite perspective, critics note that she attempts to give voice to marginalized
characters like Velutha, highlighting systemic injustice while raising questions about representation and the limitations
of outsider mediation (Nayar, 2008; Kalyani, 2015).

3.3 Theoretical Insights from Spivak & Guha

The Subaltern Studies framework, particularly the work of Ranajit Guha, underscores the necessity of writing history
from below to recover marginalized perspectives (Guha, 1982). Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s seminal essay Can the
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Subaltern Speak? (1988) problematizes the ability of the subaltern to articulate agency within structures dominated
by elite discourse, cautioning that literary or historical mediation may inadvertently silence the very voices it seeks to
represent. Applying these theoretical insights to literature allows scholars to interrogate the relationship between
narrative voice, power, and representation in subaltern texts.
3.4 Gap in Existing Literature
While existing research has analyzed individual works by Bama, Mahasweta Devi, and Arundhati Roy, there is a
limited body of comparative studies examining how subaltern voices are represented across different contexts,
narrative strategies, and forms of marginalization. Specifically, there is a lack of comprehensive analysis contrasting
insider narratives (by marginalized authors) with outsider-mediated representations (by elite authors), especially in
terms of language, thematic focus, and narrative agency. This gap highlights the need for a systematic comparative
study to understand the heterogeneity of subaltern experiences and their literary articulation.
4. Research Methodology
4.1 Research Design
This study adopts a qualitative, descriptive, and comparative research design. A qualitative approach is appropriate
because the research focuses on understanding the nuances of subaltern experiences as represented in literature, rather
than quantifying data. The descriptive aspect allows for a detailed examination of themes, characters, narrative voice,
and language used in selected texts. Comparative analysis is employed to explore similarities and differences in the
representation of marginalization across various authors, specifically contrasting insider narratives by marginalized
writers with outsider-mediated narratives by elite authors.
4.2 Data Collection
4.2.1 Primary Sources
The primary data consists of the literary texts selected for analysis:

e Bama’s Karukku (1992) — representing Dalit experiences through first-person narration.

e Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi (1988) — focusing on tribal and gendered marginalization under state and social
oppression.

e Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) — portraying caste and class intersection through outsider-
mediated literary representation.

4.2.2 Secondary Sources
Secondary data includes:
e Scholarly articles and research papers analyzing subaltern literature.

o C(ritical essays interpreting the works of Bama, Mahasweta Devi, and Arundhati Roy.

e Books and theoretical writings on Subaltern Studies by Guha (1982) and Spivak (1988).
These sources provide contextual understanding, theoretical grounding, and critical perspectives that
complement primary textual analysis.

4.3 Data Analysis
The study employs a multi-layered analytical approach:
1. Thematic Analysis — Identification of recurring themes of marginalization, oppression, resistance, and
identity across the selected texts.

2. Comparative Analysis — Examination of how different authors represent similar forms of subalternity,
highlighting contrasts between insider and outsider narrative perspectives.

3. Theoretical Application — Application of Subaltern Studies frameworks, particularly the ideas of Guha and
Spivak, to evaluate narrative authority, the ability of subaltern characters to “speak,” and the role of literature
in articulating resistance.
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This combination of methods ensures a systematic and comprehensive exploration of subaltern representation in
contemporary Indian fiction.

5. Analysis & Discussion

5.1 Caste Marginalization

Bama’s Karukku (1992) provides a profound first-person account of Dalit Christian life in Tamil Nadu, foregrounding
caste oppression, gender discrimination, and social exclusion (Bama, 1992). The narrative voice is deeply personal
and authentic, reflecting lived experience rather than mediated interpretation. Key themes include the humiliation and
marginalization faced by Dalits within educational, religious, and social institutions. Resistance strategies in the text
include assertion of Dalit identity, critique of Brahmanical hierarchy, and self-empowerment through education and
writing. The use of colloquial Tamil and autobiographical narration reinforces the agency of the subaltern, allowing
marginalized voices to speak directly to the reader.

5.2 Tribal & Gendered Marginalization

Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi (1988) portrays the extreme oppression of tribal women under the combined forces of
patriarchal society and state apparatus (Devi, 1988). The central character, Dopdi Mejhen, experiences sexual violence
as a tool of political control, highlighting the intersection of tribal marginalization and gender-based oppression. The
narrative emphasizes resistance through physical defiance and moral agency, portraying the body itself as a site of
political rebellion. Devi’s third-person perspective, while not an insider narrative, gives voice to tribal experiences
and exposes systemic injustice, providing critical insight into the role of state and social institutions in perpetuating
subaltern suffering.

5.3 Class & Caste Intersection

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997) explores caste and class dynamics through the story of Velutha, a
Dalit man who becomes the victim of social and political oppression (Roy, 1997). Roy’s narrative is symbolic and
fragmented, using outsider mediation to depict subaltern experiences for a broader readership. The text examines
forbidden love, social hierarchies, and the consequences of breaking caste boundaries. While Roy is an elite author,
her narrative attempts to highlight systemic injustice, raising questions about who gets to speak for the subaltern and
how effectively literature mediates marginalized voices (Nayar, 2008).

5.4 Comparative Analysis

A comparative analysis reveals distinct differences in narrative strategy, thematic focus, and representation of
subaltern agency:

o Insider vs Outsider Narratives: Bama’s first-person insider perspective contrasts with Mahasweta Devi’s
third-person political realism and Arundhati Roy’s outsider-mediated symbolic narration. Insider narratives
offer authenticity and lived experience, whereas outsider narratives attempt to represent subaltern realities
for a wider audience.

o Language as a Tool of Resistance: Bama’s use of regional dialect asserts identity, Devi uses direct, political
prose to document resistance, and Roy employs literary symbolism to highlight injustice. Language choices
reinforce the political and cultural power of subaltern voices.

o Representation of Agency: While all texts depict oppression, forms of agency vary—Bama emphasizes
self-assertion, Devi emphasizes defiance and moral strength, and Roy highlights tragic consequences while
critiquing systemic injustice.

Figure 1: Intersection of Marginalizations
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Conclusion

This study demonstrates that contemporary Indian fiction serves as a vital medium for representing subaltern voices,
revealing the multiple layers of marginalization experienced by caste, tribal, gendered, and economically oppressed
communities. The analysis of Bama’s Karukku, Mahasweta Devi’s Draupadi, and Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small
Things shows how insider narratives provide authentic lived experiences, while outsider-mediated narratives highlight
systemic oppression and social hierarchies for a broader readership. The study underscores the significance of
subaltern representation, illustrating how narrative voice, language, and thematic focus function as tools of resistance
and agency. By adopting a comparative approach, this research contributes to literary studies and social understanding
by highlighting the heterogeneity of marginalized experiences and the critical role of literature in documenting and
contesting oppression. However, the study is limited to selected texts and does not include quantitative analysis or
field-based research, which could provide further empirical insights. Future research may expand to a wider range of
regional and contemporary texts, explore translation issues, or examine how digital and oral narratives are reshaping
subaltern literary expression.
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