The SPL Journal of Literary Hermeneutics

A Biannual International Journal of Independent Critical Thinking
Double-blind Peer-reviewed and Open Access Journal in English

=@ Volume 4 Issue 1 Winter Edition 2024 e-ISSN 2583-1674 Page no. 95-108
5 www.literaryhrm.org
SPL§ Y
s www.cavemarkpublications.com

—

Exploring and Imagining Gender Identity and Feminism
in Mahashweta Devi’s Literary Narratives

Pratima Chaturvedi
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0009-0003-0144-3874
*Corresponding Author: Pratima Chaturvedi, Research Scholar, Department of English and
MEL, University of Lucknow, Lucknow, latachat90@gmail.com

Research Paper

Keywords: Abstract

Gender Identity, AIMS: This study aims to explore the complex themes of feminism and gender
Feminism, identity in the writings of well-known Indian novelist and social activist
h‘;‘:{:&’/es Mahashweta Devi. Mahashweta Devi weaves complex stories, social criticism,

Intersectionality,  and in-depth examinations of gender relations into her works, creating a

Patriarchy, Caste, beautiful tapestry. To reveal the many ways in which Devi questions authority

Class, Indigenous  qystems, reimagines gender roles, and challenges conventional norms, this

Folklore, Social . . ..

Activism research uses a thorough examination of a few chosen writings.
Methodology and Approaches: The paper will shed light on the textual

Article History  gnalysis of the literary narratives of the author and use the qualitative

methodology. Her work serves as a prism to analyze the intersectionality of

Siﬁilﬁﬁﬁr 18, gender and its effects on the underprivileged. The study also looks at Devi’s
é023_ N utilization of mythology, local folklore, and tribal narratives to create a
December 28, distinctive feminist discourse that captures the variety of Indian women s
2023 experiences.

éggzgfggriso Outcome: Examining how feminism and gender identity interact in Devi’s
2023 ’ stories, the study highlights the writer ’s deft representation of women navigating

A oven intricate sociocultural contexts. Devi tackles themes of patriarchy, caste, and
@) ACCESS  class through characters like Draupadi and Dopdi Mejhen, among others.
Conclusion and Suggestions: To sum up, this research study explores how
gender identity and feminism are imaginatively represented and deeply explored
in Mahashweta Devi’s literary writings. Based on a thorough examination of
Devi’s works, the study demonstrates Devi’s skill in handling gender-related,
identity-related, and socio-political concerns. Future research should examine
other angles in order to further our understanding of Mahashweta Devi’s
literary contributions to feminism and gender identity.
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Prominent author of Indian literature, Mahashweta Devi has made a lasting
impression with her perceptive examination of societal issues, especially those
about feminism and gender identity. This study explores the complex ways that
Mahashweta Devi’s literary narratives represent feminist discourse and gender
conceptions. Devi is a well-known author and social activist whose writings form
a complex tapestry reflecting the interplay between cultural conventions, gender
roles, and the hardships encountered by women in many circumstances.

To better understand how Mahashweta Devi deftly subverts conventional
conventions and prejudices via her characters’ travels, the study will analyze how
her tales depict gender identity. Devi’s literary canvas spans a broad spectrum of
experiences, from urban to rural settings, enabling a thorough examination of the
many difficulties experienced by women in various social contexts. The study
attempts to examine the feminist undertones in Devi’s writings and explore how
she opposes patriarchal systems and fights for women’s rights. This study seeks to
further our knowledge of Mahashweta Devi’s function as a feminist literary figure
and social critic by examining her major topics, character relationships, and
narrative techniques.

The research aims to clarify how Devi’s narratives function as a potent
vehicle for creating alternate gender identities and a more just society through a
careful analysis of a few literary works. This paper aims to highlight the ongoing
significance of Mahashweta Devi’s contributions to the discussion of gender
identity and feminism by examining the intersections of literature, gender studies,
and feminism. It provides insightful analysis for academics, students, and readers
who are passionate about social justice and literature.

The study examines how gender identity interacts with caste, class, and
ethnicity in Mahashweta Devi’s literary texts, highlighting her skillful
representation of intersectionality. The study examines the subtle ways in which
Devi confronts the complexity of women’s lives in India through the personas of
Dopdi Mejhen and Draupadi. The critical framework known as intersectionality,

which has its roots in feminist scholarship, has been applied to a wide range of
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academic fields to examine how social categories like gender, race, class, and
sexual orientation interact and reinforce one another to shape people’s identities
and experiences. The well-known Indian Bengali author, feminist, and social
activist Mahashweta Devi is renowned for fusing intersectional viewpoints into
her works, crafting compelling tales that tackle the intricate interactions between
many oppressions and discrimination.

The stories of Mahashweta Devi have a strong feminist philosophy
foundation. Her paintings frequently explore how gender norms and expectations
affect women’s lives, highlighting the hardships these women face in patriarchal
countries. Devi’s ability to include intersectionality into her feminist discourse,
which recognizes that women’s lives are affected by a complex web of elements
beyond gender, is what makes her stand out. The examination of caste and class
relations is one of the main facets of intersectionality in Mahashweta Devi’s
stories. Her stories explore the realities of women who struggle with caste and
economic discrimination in addition to gender-based persecution. Devi offers a
sophisticated knowledge of how several levels of identity intersect to form by
combining these elements.

Mahashweta Devi frequently draws emphasis on the voices of indigenous
and tribal people that are ignored in her works. She highlights how women’s
experiences are influenced by their gender and tribal identity, shedding emphasis
on the challenges these women confront via her storytelling. Gender and ethnicity
intersectionality emerges as a major issue, upending the prevailing narratives that
frequently ignore the complexity of such crossing identities. Mahashweta Devi
was a strong participant in political and social engagement in addition to her
literary accomplishments. Her intersectional approach is demonstrated by her
dedication to tackling issues about land rights, displacement, and the rights of
underprivileged populations. Devi’s advocacy transcends the boundaries of
gender to include a more comprehensive sense of social justice, recognizing the

interdependence of all types of oppression.
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Devi’s narratives typically accentuate the voices of the subaltern,
highlighting the lives of people on the outskirts of society. She examines the
intersectionality of oppression—the experience of being subjected to social and
cultural prejudice in addition to economic disadvantage—through the characters
she creates. Her stories are enhanced by this subaltern viewpoint in a way that
transcends a narrow concentration on gender. The stories written by Mahashweta
Devi are outstanding illustrations of intersectional storytelling. Through the
intricate interweaving of gender, caste, class, ethnicity, and activism, she provides
readers with a deep comprehension of the complex nature of oppression. Through
her artistic endeavors, Devi contests the simplistic accounts of identity and power,
promoting a more sophisticated and comprehensive approach to feminist
discourse and social justice.

The study explores Devi’s perceptive critique of patriarchal conventions in
her writing. The research reveals how Devi questions conventional gender norms
and provides a sophisticated feminist perspective that goes beyond standard
narratives by closely examining power relations and cultural expectations. The
well-known Indian author and social activist Mahashweta Devi has significantly
influenced literature with her stories, which frequently touch on sociopolitical
themes. Her writings frequently address the dismantling of patriarchy, a system
that is pervasive in Indian culture. Her stories expose the intricacies of gender
roles, power relationships, and social conventions, undermining the established
frameworks that uphold patriarchal beliefs.

Mahashweta Devi frequently creates strong female heroines in her stories
that go against the norms of femininity. Through her characters, she challenges
the traditional positions ascribed to women and criticizes the cultural standards
that limit them to specific roles. She aids in the dismantling of patriarchal
concepts that restrict the agency and potential of women by doing this. In
Mahashweta Devi’s stories, patriarchy is dismantled via a careful examination of
power relations. She reveals the covert control techniques used by patriarchy in

addition to its overt forms of oppression. Her stories explore the disparities in
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power that exist within families, emphasizing how women are frequently left out
and denied agency.

The stories of Mahashweta Devi offer a critical analysis of the cultural and
social practices that support patriarchal systems. She draws attention to the deeply
rooted prejudices and discriminatory behaviors that uphold patriarchal regimes
through her stories. Readers are prompted to consider and challenge established
societal conventions by this critique. Mahashweta Devi’s writings critique
patriarchy not just about gender but also about elements that cross, such as caste,
class, and ethnicity. She presents a more thorough knowledge of how patriarchy
appears differently for women from different origins by acknowledging the many
linkages of oppression. Her narratives have more depth because of her
intersectional perspective. The influential Italian critic Luisa Muraro, in her
contemporary book titled The Symbolic Order of the Mother describes the
symbolic nature of motherhood thus:

During childhood, we worshipped the mother and all that is related to her,

from the husband she had to the shoes she wore, from the sound of her

voice to the smell of her skin. We have put her at the center of a

magnificent and realistic mythology. | entrust to the little girl I was, to

those little girls with whom I grew up, to the little girls and boys who live
among us, | entrust to them the task of testifying to the non-metaphorical

symbolicity of the mother. (19)

Mahashweta Devi’s stories frequently highlight the female protagonists’ tenacity
and defiance of patriarchal expectations. Through subtly disobeying authority or
openly rebelling, these people exemplify empowerment. Mahashweta Devi adds
to the greater conversation of top-down approaches to tearing down patriarchal
systems by showcasing strong female characters. Mahashweta Devi uses
metaphor and symbolism to elucidate deeper aspects of patriarchy. She reveals the
repressive character of patriarchal structures and the hidden layers of power
dynamics via the use of literary tropes. This gives her stories additional depth and

inspires readers to consider social standards in more depth.
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The stories of Mahashweta Devi are an effective instrument for breaking
down patriarchy. She challenges the deeply embedded systems of power through
her fiction, offering other viewpoints in addition to her critique of accepted
conventions. Her writings continue to add to the conversation on social justice
and gender equality by encouraging readers to challenge and overthrow unjust
structures. An important component of the study is a thorough examination of the
main characters in Devi’s stories. The research takes a detailed look at these
characters’ development, agency, and coping mechanisms with oppressive
systems. Devi’s larger feminist rhetoric may be seen in a microcosmic light
thanks to her character-centric approach. Renowned Indian Bengali author and
social activist Mahashweta Devi is well-known for her compelling stories, many
of which center on social concerns, particularly those affecting the downtrodden
and marginalized groups in society. In her stories, character analysis is essential to
capturing the complexities of society systems, human experiences, and the effects
of many influences on people. Let’s examine the main facets of Mahashweta
Devi’s story character analysis. The anger and concern of her over the present
state of affair and the mockery of the system are expressed in the following
words:

Surely the Indian Constitution will guarantee that he stays that way, stays

a beggar all this life and even the next? And if anyone strives to raise him

to a better standard of living, to a better occupation? The Constitution will

never tolerate such a blatant violation of fundamental right. No matter
where in India such an injustice occurs, the constitutional machinery will
at once deploy the police, reserve police, military police, the military,

tanks and combat aircraft, everything. (31-32)

Devi seldom creates one-dimensional characters. She creates complicated
characters with several facets that capture the complexity of actual people. These
characters frequently represent a variety of feelings, paradoxes, and difficulties.
Devi highlights the subtleties of the human psyche and its reactions to social

difficulties via their nuanced representation. Mahashweta Devi’s characters are
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intricately entwined with their social and cultural environments. She investigates
how customs, power dynamics, and societal norms affect the lives of the
characters. The characters operate as a prism through which readers may see the
larger societal forces at work, whether they be concerns of gender, caste, or class.

Devi creates a lot of characters who are members of underrepresented
groups, giving voiceless people a forum. Devi illuminates the hardships,
persecution, and resiliency of people who are marginalized in society via her
characterizations. This makes it easier for readers to understand and feel
sympathy for these oppressed groups and the struggles they endure. Mahashweta
Devi is renowned for her powerful female heroes who defy conventional gender
roles and expectations. She addresses topics of patriarchy, violence against
women, and the pursuit of personal agency while delving into feminist concepts
through these characters. The complex characterizations help us comprehend
gender dynamics in the context of society on a deeper level.

Devi’s characters frequently experience significant character development
as they deal with different problems. These disputes might be social, personal, or
a mix of the two. Through these difficulties, the author deftly shapes her
characters, highlighting their adaptation, tenacity, and capacity for personal
development. Mahashweta Devi uses metaphor and symbolism in her writing.
Characters’ life experiences become allegorical storylines that mirror bigger
social or political forces, and they frequently serve as symbolic representations of
wider societal concerns. This gives the characters more nuanced significance and
entices readers to go deeper into the book. In fact, the character of Sujata mulls
over how even the dead bodies that she sees in the mortuary, are more akin to her
than the family that she has left behind in her own home.

At the time she had not understood how those corpses, those grief-stricken

men and women, were connected, were one with her. Now she realized

that Brati had other Brati, the Brati that Sujata did not know. That was

how they could be inseparable in both life and death. Just as Sujata found
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herself bound inseparably to all those who carried in their hearts the

burden of their loss. (57)

Devi explores the inner lives of her characters, giving us a glimpse into their
desires, anxieties, and thoughts. This psychological nuance heightens the
characters’ reality and adds to the stories’ emotional power. Rich
characterizations that are used as a means of examining social, cultural, and
political concerns are a defining characteristic of Mahashweta Devi’s stories.
Devi creates stories that are not only entertaining but also effective instruments
for societal critique and introspection because of her skillful character analysis.
Her characters serve as a means of comprehending the human predicament about
larger social issues.

A key area of study for Mahashweta Devi is her integration of native
mythology, folklore, and tribal storytelling. The studies looks at how these
components support the author’s distinctive feminist discourse and enable a
multifaceted, culturally rooted investigation of gender identity that goes beyond
feminist viewpoints that are Western-centric. Prominent Indian author and social
activist Mahashweta Devi is well-known for her works that address social justice,
women’s rights, and the suffering of underprivileged groups. She skillfully
incorporates these voices into her stories, making use of indigenous tales a vital
component of her storytelling.

By combining indigenous nations’ practices, rituals, and languages into
her stories, Mahashweta Devi shows her profound regard for them. She highlights
the diversity of indigenous existence with a painstaking investigation and a sharp
observational eye. This accomplishes two goals at once: it validates her narrative
and preserves and highlights the ethnic variety that is frequently left out of the
mainstream conversation. Giving voice to the voiceless is one of Devi’s core
principles. She expertly amplifies the experiences of underprivileged populations
by using indigenous narratives, empowering people to speak for themselves. She
gives readers a glimpse into the hopes, hardships, and resiliency of indigenous

people by exploring these themes via her characters. This method encourages
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empathy and dispels preconceived notions, leading to a more thorough
comprehension of the intricacies of indigenous existence. The considerations of
patriarchy hence are predicated on the conditions of loyalty to the capitalist state:
Once this loss of faith assailed a boy, an adolescent, or a youth, it did not matter if
he was twelve, sixteen, or twenty-two, death was his portion. (19)The
considerations of patriarchy hence are predicated on the conditions of loyalty to
the capitalist state. In the absence Brati was worst criminal than them [killers and
traitors]. Because he had lost faith in this society ruled by profit-mad businessmen
and leaders blinded by selfinterest. Once this loss of faith assailed a boy, an
adolescent, or a youth, it did not matter if he was twelve, sixteen, or twenty-two,
death was his portion. (19)

Mahashweta Devi tackles important societal concerns that these people
experience, such as exploitation, discrimination, and relocation, via the use of
indigenous tales. Through her deft integration of these problems into the greater
story, she forces readers to face harsh truths. Her tales became an effective
lobbying tool, pushing for constructive change and forcing society to consider
how it treats indigenous people. Native American protagonists in Devi’s stories
are frequently portrayed as change agents rather than helpless victims. She
highlights the agency and resiliency of these people and communities throughout
their experiences. By doing this, she subverts the widely held belief that depicts
Native Americans exclusively as persons in need of assistance or compassion.
Rather, her narratives accentuate their resilience, ingenuity, and ability to exercise
autonomy.

Mahashweta Devi’s use of indigenous narratives in her works entails a
critical analysis of the power mechanisms that support these people’s
marginalization. She reveals the systems that uphold injustice, be it land
expropriation, economic exploitation, or cultural hegemony. Devi urges readers to
think critically about the established power structures and draws attention to the
need for systemic change via her writings. Mahashweta Devi’s dedication to

social justice and elevating the voices of the oppressed is seen by her skillful
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incorporation of indigenous narratives into her works. She makes a substantial
contribution to the empowerment and depiction of indigenous cultures in writing
by fusing cultural authenticity, sympathetic narrative, and a critique of power
institutions. Her stories serve as a link between various realities, encouraging a
greater comprehension of the hardships and victories of those who are frequently
marginalized in society.

The study highlights how Mahashweta Devi’s literary pursuits and her
activism as a social activist are intertwined. By exploring the symbiotic link
between her written tales and real-world activity, the article illustrates how Devi’s
works not only foresee gender dynamics but also actively contribute to the
continuing conversation on feminism and social change in India. Prominent
Indian author and social activist Mahashweta Devi is renowned for her powerful
stories that skillfully combine literary expression with social engagement. Her art
demonstrates a strong dedication to combating societal injustices, especially those
that disadvantaged and oppressed groups must deal with. She not only portrays
the harsh truths of life in her works, but she also actively promotes social reform.
Mahashweta Devi’s stories frequently center on the lives of oppressed groups,
such as Dalits, tribal people, and other underprivileged populations. She clarifies
their hardships, exploitation, and the effects of socioeconomic systems on their
way of life. Her writings frequently touch on issues of land rights and the
suffering of indigenous people. She looks at the ways that government policies,
urbanization, and industry have resulted in the relocation of these populations.
Devi is an ardent supporter of preserving indigenous cultures and their land rights.
Another important facet of Mahashweta Devi’s social action is gender inequity.
Her stories frequently highlight the injustice that women experience, especially
those who come from underprivileged families. Criticizing patriarchal
conventions and cultural standards, she advocates for women’s emancipation. The
narrator remarks:

Now it seems that without getting rid of her, others like her, this city, this

country, this life will never look beautiful. Because they exist, there are so
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many obstacles in the path of progress. It seems that, for people like her,

some immediate, emergency measures are necessary. With so many

scientists, so much planning, such a lot of gas and so many chambers —

was it not possible to arrange something? (55)

Devi was connected to socialist groups and engaged in strong political action. Her
stories demonstrate her interest in political beliefs and how political choices affect
common people’s lives. This gives her literary works a political and activist
undertone. Devi’s narrative is distinguished by its originality and inventiveness.
She uses a variety of storytelling approaches, frequently fusing modern
storytelling with oral traditions. This results in a unique literary style that
successfully captures the complexity of societal concerns. Devi’s novels have
well-drawn characters that aptly capture the diversity of society. She investigates
the challenges, hopes, and effects of social systems on the lives of these
individuals as she looks into the human condition. Mahashweta Devi regularly
conveys deeper meanings in her works by utilizing metaphor and symbolism.
This allows readers to understand the narratives at numerous levels, promoting
critical thinking and reflection on the socio-political problems discussed in her
writings.

Devi uses words carefully and effectively. Her narratives serve as both a
call for action and change and a reflection of social reality since she uses language
as an instrument of resistance against oppression. The stories of Mahashweta Devi
work as a potent link between literary expression and social activity. She makes a
substantial contribution to the literary world as well as the continuous fight for
social justice and equality by deftly fusing these components. Her writings
continue to compel readers to discuss societal issues critically and to fight for a
more just and equal society.

Finally, this study paper explores the complex examination of gender
identity and feminist viewpoints in Mahashweta Devi’s literary works. The
research highlights the intricacies of gender roles by revealing the author’s deft

navigation of societal norms and cultural expectations through a thorough
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analysis of her works. In addition to illustrating the difficulties experienced by
women, Mahashweta Devi’s stories provide creative outlets for redefining and
questioning conventional ideas of gender. To uncover the layers of feminist
discourse woven within her narratives, the study highlights the importance of her
literary contributions in promoting a fuller knowledge of gender dynamics and
calls for ongoing scholarly engagement with her works All things considered, this
study adds to the larger conversation about feminism and gender identity and

encourages more study and appreciation of Mahashweta Devi’s literary legacy.
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