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MAHASWETA DEVI'S DRAUPADI

MAHASWETA DEVI (1926-2016)

Mahasweta Devi was an eminent Bengali writer, novelist and social activist who fought for the rights
of the rural oppressed and adivasi communities of India Born in Dhaka, Bangladesh, in 1926, she
belonged to afamily of intellectuals and socia workers. Her father, Manish Ghatak, was awell-
known poet and novelist and her mother was a social worker and writer. Mahasweta Devi graduated
from the University of Calcutta and thiswas followed by an MA degree in English from the Visva
Bharti University. In 1964, Devi began teaching at the Bijoygarh College, Calcutta meant for elite
female students. During this period, she worked as ajournalist and a creative writer.

In the late seventies, Mahasweta Devi worked with landless |abourers of eastern India
forming a close bond with them. She travelled widely, living with and building a close bond with
them and contributed articles to several |eading newspapers and journals, drawing on her first-hand
experience. In 1980, she started editing a Bengali quarterly, Bortika, which she turned into “aforum
where poor peasants, agricultural |abourers, tribals, factory workers, rickshaw pullers and all those
who have no voice e sewhere could write about their lives and problems.” Her commitment towards
documenting the plight of the dispossessed is seen in her observation:

The Naxalite movement between the |ate sixties and early seventies, with its urban phase
climaxing in 1970-71, was the first major event after | had become awriter that | felt an urge
and an obligation to document. [...] A responsible writer, standing at a turning point in
history, has to take astand in defence of the exploited. Otherwise history would never forgive
him [...] (Devi, quoted in Bandyopadhyay viii).

Devi wrote over 100 novels and over 20 collections of short stories, non-fiction and
collections of her “fiery, crusading and relentless’ journalism primarily written in Bengali but often
tranglated into other languages. Published in 1956, her first novel, Jhansr Rani is are-telling of the
rebellion of Rani Lakshmi Bai of Jhansi through oral accounts and regional folk tales.Besidesfiction,
her activist prose written between 1981 and 1992 were collected in Dust on the Road: The Activist
Writings of Mahasweta Devi(1997). This volume included most of her articlesin English from
journals and newspapers and several Bengali pieces in translation and editorials from Bortika.

Her powerful fiction won her recognition in the form of the Sahitya Akademi (1979),
Jnanpith (1996) and Ramon Magsaysay (1996) awards, the title of Officier del Ordre Des Arts Et Des
L ettres (2003) and the Nonino Prize (2005) amongst several other literary honours. She was also
awarded the Padmashri in 1986 for her activist work among dispossessed tribal communities.

DRAUPADI
Please find alink below to download the text (from Critical Inquiry) if the book Breast

Storiesis not available.
https://www.j our nals.uchicago.edu/doi/pdfplus/10.1086/448160
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[ Sudents are advised to read the ‘ Trandator’ s Foreword' by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak]

Mahasweta Devi’ s story ‘ Draupadi’ was first published in 1978 in Bengali in her collection,
Agnigarbha. The English trandation- by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak- came out in the
Critical Inquiry journal in 1981 and later in her collection Breast Soriesin 1997. The
backdrop to the story is the Naxalbari movement of West Bengal which started off asan
armed revolt of landless peasantry and tribal people against landlords and money lenders.
Besides exploring the dialectical tension between of the exploited tribals and the Nation-state
represented by the figure of Senanayak, the narrative also throws up significant issues of

gender oppression, marginality, masculinity, female subjectivity, language, and identity.

Set against the politically charged atmosphere of West Bengal in 1971, the story is
centred around a young adivas woman Dopdi Mg hen and her husband DulnaMahi who
support the Naxalite rebels referred to as “ gentlemen revolutionaries’ as informer-activists.
Dopdi and Dulna are wanted in connection with the killing of Surja Sahu, the upper caste
landlord of Bankuli village for his atrocities against the tribals. Dulnais hunted down in the
forest under ‘ Operation Forest Jharkhani’, and Dopdi, who carries a prize money on her head
iseventualy apprehended. Torture and rape follow when she refuses to disclose the names of
her accomplices to Senanayak, the army chief and *a specialist in combat and extreme | eft

politics.’

The next day she is brought before Senanayak bloodied in body but indomitable in
spirit. Shelaughs at Senanayak refusing to clothe herself and challenges male authority and
power. Thus, she emerges as an agent through a dramatic re-articulation of her identity. For
the first time, Senanayak with all histheoretical knowledge of the tribals, even about
information storage in their brain cells, fails to comprehend her moves and is “ afraid to stand
before an unarmed target, terribly afraid (402). In other words, by refusing to be the object
of amale narrative, Dopdi asserts herself as * subject’ and emphasizes on the truth of her own

presence- she constructs a meaning which Senanayak ssimply cannot understand.

Rajeswari Sunder Rgjan(1999) points out that Dopdi does not let her nakedness
shame her, her torture intimidate her, or her rape diminish her (352). Her act of defiance, she
states, is adeliberate refusal of a shared sign-system (the meanings assigned to nakedness and
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rape: shame, fear, loss) and an ironic use of the same semiotics to create disconcerting
counter-effects of shame, confusion and terror in the enemy (352-3). Thus, by refusing

to share the sign system, she also becomes unpredictable. According to Gayatri C Spivak,
“Dopdi iswhat the Draupadi who is written into the patriarchal and authoritative sacred text
of male power could not be”, although her final assertion in her essay “Can the Subaltern
speak?’ isthat the subaltern cannot speak which denies the gendered subaltern the ability to
represent herself and achieve voice agency. However, contrary to the voicel essness of
Spivak’ s subaltern, Dopdi creates a counter-narrative by using her body and sexuality asthe

locus of resistance.

SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT

THE NAXALBARI MOVEMENT

In May 1967, Naxalbari, an almost obscure spot in the northern part of West Bengal,
suddenly attracted widespread attention, both national and international, with a successful
armed peasant uprising led by a small group of Communist Party of India (Marxist) leaders
who decided to break away and launch their own armed struggle against big landowners.
These leaders were Charu Mazumdar, Kanu Sanyal and Jangal Santhal. Their aim wasto
seize lands from the big zamindars and re-distribute the same among thetilling farmers and
landless labourers.

After Independence, the zamindari system was abolished as part of agrarian reform
but redistribution of land was not undertaken due to protest by some groups. Incomplete
agrarian reforms was one of the major causes of the Naxal movement. Extreme poverty,
exploitation of landlesstillers - often from Dalit and tribal communities - and denia of social
justice by the administration resulted in extreme discontent among the masses and left wing
leaders. Meanwhile, attempts were made to improve agriculture, which led to better returns
from farms.

The abolition of zamindari as well asimproved agricultural practices produced many
neo-rich farmers, who were unwilling to share their profit with the tillers and labourers who
worked hard in their fields. As the landowners prospered, the landless continued to struggle
for surviva. In many areas that mainly depended on agriculture, the poverty rates were
reportedly as high as over 95 per cent. Discontent ssimmered. Naxalbari was the expression of

the acute economic disparity and social injustice.



Literature and Gender [For Internal Circulation Only]
Lecture notes 01
Session: 2019-2020

in her ‘ Trandator’ s Foreword’, Spivak commented on the socio-political setting of Draupadi

asfollows:

In the spring of 1967, there was a successful peasant rebellion in the Naxalbari area of
the Northern part of West Bengal. According to Marcus Franda, “unlike most other
areas of West Bengal, where peasant movements are led almost solely by middle-
class leadership from Calcutta, Naxalbari has spawned an indigenous agrarian
reform leadership led by the lower classes” including tribal cultivators. This
peculiar coalition of peasant and intellectual sparked off a number of Naxalbaris
all over India. The target of these movements was the long-established oppression
of the landless peasantry and itinerant farm worker, sustained through an
unofficial government—andlord collusion that too easily circumvented the
law(385)... writers like Marcuse and Sartre (had) seemingly dominated the minds
of young people throughout the world in the 1960s(386)

In 1970, the hostility between east and West Pakistan assumed the form of an armed struggle.
Rejoicing at the defeat of North Pakistan, India managed to suppress naxalites and destroyed
the rebellious group of rural tribals. The year 1971 therefore is the point of reference in the
story.

REWRITING OF THE MAHABHARATA MYTH

Read the ‘ Tranglator’s Preface’ (387-388) by Spivak to see how Mahasweta Devi creates
tribal Draupadi as a counter-representation of epic/mythical/classical character from
Mahabharata. This feminist response to the myth of Draupadi, the icon of womanhood in
Hindu mythology, deconstructs the representation of women, cultures, images, stereotypes
and archetypes.
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[For all queries, questions, discussions, please drop in a request at msingh02@rediffmail.com]
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o to schoal, She would grate cows and buffaloes and very
campetent also.

AK: And she was u veal person,
MD: Real person. So many persons thero in the storles are
real persowa....
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