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ABSTRACT

This theoretical article explores the complex dynamics of subalternity, representation, and resistance within Indian
English Literature (IEL). Drawing upon the foundational formulations of Antonio Gramsci, the historical
interventions of Ranajit Guha and the Subaltern Studies Collective, and the critical deconstructions of Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, Homi K. Bhabha, and Edward Said, this paper investigates how marginalized identities
navigate the elite contours of the English language. By examining a diverse spectrum of literary works by authors
such as Mulk Raj Anand, Raja Rao, Bama, Arundhati Roy, Mahasweta Devi, and Rohinton Mistry, the study
analyzes the structural representation of caste oppression, tribal disenfranchisement, gendered subalternity, and
rural marginalization.

The core inquiry revolves around the epistemological tension between authentic representation and elite
appropriation, evaluating whether the subaltern can truly "'speak™ within a historically bourgeois and colonial
medium. The paper argues that while early Indian English fiction often fell into paternalistic modes of depiction,
contemporary Dalit, tribal, and feminist narratives enact vital linguistic and structural counter-discourses. These
literary interventions disrupt monolithic nationalist histories and re-center suppressed subjectivities. Finally, the
article evaluates the contemporary relevance of Subaltern Studies in an era marked by neoliberal globalization and
digital mediation. It concludes that subaltern literary criticism must evolve to address new, cross-border forms of
socioeconomic precarity, asserting that literature remains a critical site for recovering historical agency and
imagining emancipatory futures.

Keywords: Subaltern Studies, Indian English Literature, Representation, Spivak, Caste Oppression, Postcolonial
Theory, Counter-Narratives.

INTRODUCTION

The concept of the subaltern has long served as a crucial analytical lens for unpacking the dense layers of power,
stratification, and exclusion that characterize postcolonial societies. Initially coined by Italian Marxist theoretician Antonio
Gramsci to denote subordinate social groups subject to the hegemony of the ruling classes, the term underwent an
intellectual migration and conceptual expansion in the late twentieth century. In the South Asian context, the Subaltern
Studies Collective, spearheaded by historian Ranajit Guha, hijacked the term to critique the elitist biases inherent in both
colonialist and nationalist historiographies.

This intellectual intervention sought to rescue the history of peasant rebellions, working-class resistance, and marginalized
struggles from the footnotes of elite-driven narratives. It recognized that the making of modern India was fundamentally
contested by those occupying the lowest rungs of the socio-economic and ritual hierarchies.

Within this fractured socio-historical landscape, Indian English Literature occupies a highly paradoxical yet remarkably
fertile position. Historically viewed as the domain of the urban, educated upper-middle class—the bhadralok or the
anglicized elite—the medium of English in India has carried the baggage of colonial privilege and linguistic alienation.
However, as the postcolonial nation-state evolved, Indian English writers increasingly turned their creative gaze toward the
periphery. They utilized the language of the former colonizer to document, interrogate, and dramatize the lives of the
marginalized. This literature becomes a battleground where the anxieties of representation are vividly played out.
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GENEALOGY OF SUBALTERNTY
I

[Gramsci: Prison Notebooks]
Subordinate classes under hegemony

v
[Ranajit Guha & South Asian Cohort]
Critique of colonial/nationalist elites

v
[Spivak: Poststructuralist Turn]
Epistemological violence & silencing risks

The importance of Indian English Literature in representing marginalized groups lies precisely in this tension. It functions
as an elite medium attempting to register non-elite subjectivities, such as the Dalit, the Adivasi (indigenous tribal), the
impoverished rural laborer, and the intersectionally oppressed woman. Consequently, a subaltern reading of Indian English
Literature does not merely look for representations of the poor or the downtrodden. Instead, it interrogates the very
ideological frameworks, narrative strategies, and linguistic compromises through which these figures are constructed. It is
an exploration of how literature can expose structural violence while simultaneously confronting its own limitations as an
artistic project initiated from a space of relative privilege.

Theoretical Foundations of Subaltern Studies

To construct a rigorous subaltern reading of Indian English Literature, one must first trace the theoretical trajectory of the
concept from its Western Marxist origins to its poststructuralist and postcolonial reformulations. Antonio Gramsci’s
original formulation in his Prison Notebooks conceptualized the subaltern as those social groups that lack class
consciousness, are fragmented by the dominant culture, and are excluded from the institutions of political hegemony and
state power (Gramsci 52). Gramsci emphasized that the history of subaltern groups is almost always episodic, disjointed,
and structurally dependent on the initiatives of the ruling class. The subaltern, in the Gramscian sense, cannot easily
articulate a unified political voice because the very language, law, and culture of the state are engineered to maintain their
subordination.

This formulation was radically recontextualized by Ranajit Guha and the South Asian Subaltern Studies Collective in the
early 1980s. Guha argued that British colonial rule in India was a "dominance without hegemony," a system of coercion
that never achieved full cultural or moral consent from the vast majority of the Indian populace (Guha, Dominance 9).
Furthermore, Guha critiqued Indian nationalist historiography for treating the subaltern masses as mere passive instruments
mobilized by elite leaders like Mahatma Gandhi or Jawaharlal Nehru. The Subaltern Studies project sought to rectify this
by asserting the autonomous subjectivity and political agency of the peasant and the laborer. They demonstrated that
subaltern insurgencies possessed an internal logic, consciousness, and strategy entirely independent of the bourgeois
nationalist agenda (Guha, Elementary Aspects 4).

The epistemological confidence of early Subaltern Studies was famously challenged by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in her
foundational 1988 essay "Can the Subaltern Speak?" Spivak introduced a poststructuralist skepticism to the project, arguing
that any attempt by elite intellectuals to recover the authentic voice of the subaltern risks committing "epistemological
violence" (Spivak 28). Spivak asserted that between the subaltern and the global/local circuits of power, there exists a
profound chasm of un-representability. When the subaltern entry into the archive is always already mediated by colonial,
patriarchal, or national-bourgeois discourses, the subaltern as a self-conscious speaking subject is effectively silenced. She
writes:

"The subaltern cannot speak. There is no virtue in global laundry lists with 'woman' as a pious item. Representation has not
withered away. The intellectual's solution is not to abstain from representation™ (Spivak 104).
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Spivak’s critique forced postcolonial literary theory to shift its focus from a naive search for the "authentic" subaltern voice
to an analysis of the silences, gaps, and failures of representation within the text. This poststructuralist reconfiguration is
further enriched by Homi K. Bhabha’s concepts of hybridity, mimicry, and third-space negotiation. Bhabha argues that
postcolonial authority is never absolute; it is continually split and destabilized by the subaltern's subversive mimicry of the
master's discourse (Bhabha 122). The subaltern occupies a "Third Space™ of enunciation, a slippery locus where dominant
cultural symbols are hybridized, reappropriated, and turned against the colonizer or the indigenous elite.

Complementing Bhabha, Edward Said’s seminal work on cultural representation demonstrates that power operates
primarily through the capacity to narrate and define the Other (Said 45). Said’s Orientalism and Culture and Imperialism
establish that the text is never an innocent aesthetic object but an active site of geopolitical and sociological mapping.
Together, these theoretical frameworks demand that a subaltern critique of Indian English Literature must remain
continuously vigilant of the structural power dynamics that dictate who writes, who is written about, and how the subaltern
figure is mediated through literary form.

Subaltern Voices in Indian English Literature
Representation of Caste Oppression

The structural violence of the Hindu caste system represents one of the most enduring sites of subalternity within the South
Asian subcontinent. In Indian English Literature, the representation of caste has evolved from externalized humanitarian
concern to radical, self-determined critique. Early attempts to depict Dalit and lower-caste realities by upper-caste writers
often relied on a framework of pity and social reformism, which frequently reduced the Dalit character to a passive victim
waiting for elite redemption.

In contrast, contemporary Dalit literature—increasingly translated into or directly written in English—dismantles this
paternalism by centering the visceral reality of untouchability, systemic exclusion, and everyday physical and psychological
degradation. The Dalit subaltern reading reveals that caste is not merely an archaic religious relic but a dynamic, self-
reproducing engine of economic exploitation and existential denial that permeates both rural and urban topographies.

Tribal and Indigenous ldentities

The Adivasi or tribal subject occupies a unique and doubly marginalized locus within subaltern literary discourse.
Frequently romanticized as exotic primitives or completely erased by the grand narratives of national development,
indigenous communities face systemic displacement, ecological warfare, and cultural genocide. Literary representations of
tribal subalternity expose how the postcolonial nation-state inherited the predatory, extractive logic of the British colonial
enterprise.

The tribal subaltern is characterized by an existential severing from the land, wherein the destruction of the forest signifies
the eradication of history, cosmology, and identity. A critical reading of these texts illuminates the ways in which
indigenous resistance is systematically criminalized by the state apparatus, transforming the Adivasi into an internal refugee
whose voice is muffled by the clamor of corporate-driven modernization.

Gendered Subalternity

Gender fundamentally complicates the subaltern matrix, validating Spivak's assertion that if the subaltern is subaltern, the
subaltern woman is even more deeply subjected to a double colonization by indigenous patriarchy and colonial/class
hegemony. Within Indian English Literature, the gendered subaltern cannot be understood through a monolithic feminist
lens that assumes a universal sisterhood. Instead, the literature demands an intersectional analysis that traces how gendered
violence is inflected by caste, class, and religious identity. The subaltern woman is frequently depicted as a physical site
upon which patriarchal honor, feudal dominance, and state terrorism are violently inscribed. Her marginalization is
economic, biological, and linguistic; she is denied access to capital, bodily autonomy, and the modes of self-narration,
rendering her domestic and public labor invisible yet foundational to the maintenance of the social order.
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Rural Marginalization

The agrarian landscape of India, housing the vast majority of the subaltern population, serves as a crucial setting for
interrogating the failures of the postcolonial utopia. Rural marginalization in literature maps the bleak realities of debt
bondage, landlord tyranny, feudal corruption, and the slow violence of environmental decay. The rural subaltern—the
landless laborer, the tenant farmer, the village artisan—is trapped in a cyclical temporality where change is glacial and
oppressive structures are hereditary. Literary texts probing this space reveal the profound disillusionment with the post-
independence promises of land reform and egalitarian distribution. They show how the rural periphery is continually
sacrificed to feed the metabolic demands of the urban metropolis, leaving the agrarian subaltern vulnerable to systemic
famine, suicide, and systemic neglect.

Literary Interventions and Resistance

Indian English Literature does not merely act as a passive archive of subaltern suffering; it frequently functions as an active
site of aesthetic and political resistance. By engaging with marginalized subjectivities, texts can construct powerful counter-
narratives that directly contest the monolithic, homogenized histories peddled by the postcolonial nation-state and its
dominant elites. Dominant historiography tends to flatten contradictions, presenting a cohesive narrative of national
progress and bourgeois consensus. Literary interventions fracture this facade by exposing the foundational violences upon
which the modern nation is built. Fiction, through its capacity for polyphony, interiority, and affective investment, can
register the micro-histories of the defeated—those whose lives leave no trace in official state documents or bureaucratized
archives. This recovery of forgotten or deliberately suppressed voices is achieved through radical innovations in narrative
form, linguistic hybridization, and genre subversion. Writers operating within a subaltern framework often find the classical
conventions of the realist novel or the standard syntax of metropolitan English inadequate for conveying the textures of
marginalized life. Consequently, they deliberately fracture the English language, inflecting it with regional dialects,
vernacular idioms, oral storytelling traditions, and untouchable vocabulary. This process of linguistic decolonization strips
English of its imperial polish, forcing it to bear the weight of subaltern trauma and rage. Furthermore, by integrating
folklore, mythic subversions, and non-linear temporalities, these texts dismantle the Eurocentric, teleological assumptions
of historical progress. The literary space thus transforms into a diagnostic arena where the silences of the official archive
are explicitly interrogated, turning the act of reading into an ethical encounter with the ghosts of history.

Major Writers and Texts
Mulk Raj Anand: Untouchable (1935)

Mulk Raj Anand’s Untouchable remains a foundational, albeit deeply contested, landmark in the history of subaltern
representation in Indian English fiction. Writing under the dual influence of Marxist ideology and Gandhian humanism,
Anand chronicles a single day in the life of Bakha, a young sweeper boy trapped in the ritual apartheid of a North Indian
town. Anand’s narrative intervention is historically significant for its early attempt to afford interiority and psychological
depth to a character traditionally relegated to the absolute periphery of social consciousness. However, a rigorous subaltern
reading reveals the epistemological limits of Anand’s elite, bourgeois vantage point.

The resolution of the novel—which offers Bakha three potential avenues of liberation: Christ, Gandhi, or the introduction
of the flush toilet—presents a technocratic and paternalistic solution that ultimately denies Bakha autonomous political
agency. Bakha remains a passive recipient of external structural changes rather than an active architect of his own
emancipation, highlighting the early contradictions of elite humanitarian representation.

Raja Rao: Kanthapura (1938)

In Kanthapura, Raja Rao addresses the problem of subaltern mobilization by dramatizing how a remote South Indian
village is swept into the turbulent currents of the Gandhian nationalist movement. Rao innovates formally by adopting the
structure of a Sthala-Purana (local caste history/myth) narrated through the breathless, oral voice of Achakka, an old
Brahmin widow. The text illustrates a collective subalternity, tracing how lower-caste groups like the pariahs are reluctantly
drawn into a political struggle initially orchestrated by upper-caste elites like Moorthy.
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While Kanthapura successfully captures the communal rhythm of rural resistance, it simultaneously exposes the
assimilationist tendencies of the nationalist project. The subaltern subjects are mobilized under the religious idiom of a
spiritualized nationalism that frequently reinforces patriarchal and caste hierarchies even as it seeks to temporarily suspend
them for the anti-colonial cause.

Bama: Karukku (1992)

Bama’s Karukku, originally written in Tamil and subsequently translated into English, represents a radical paradigm shift:
the subaltern speaking directly, without the paternalistic mediation of the elite observer. As a Dalit Christian woman, Bama
writes an autoethnography that shatters the homogenized categories of postcolonial autobiography. Karukku operates as an
intersectional critique that exposes the double oppression Dalit women face within the broader society and within the
institutionalized Catholic Church, which claims egalitarianism but actively reproduces caste discrimination.

Bama’s language is a direct violation of linguistic decorum; she uses a raw, colloquial, spoken Dalit Tamil dialect that
resists the sanitizing impulses of elite literary English. In translation, this linguistic violence forces the English reader to
confront a syntax born of labor, pain, and systemic exclusion, establishing a self-determined Dalit feminist aesthetic that
locates agency in collective consciousness and explicit political resistance.

Arundhati Roy: The God of Small Things (1997)

Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things provides a sophisticated critique of the "Love Laws" that dictate “who should be
loved, and how. And how much™ (Roy 33). Through the tragic figure of Velutha, a Paravan (untouchable) carpenter, Roy
maps the lethal intersection of caste apartheid, Syrian Christian bourgeois respectability, and corrupt institutional Marxism
in Kerala. Velutha is the quintessential subaltern body—highly skilled, deeply commodified, yet rituals of pollution render
him structurally disposable. Roy’s narrative strategy relies on a fragmented, non-linear temporality that mimics the
psychological trauma of the marginalized. When Velutha transgresses the caste boundary by entering into an illicit romantic
relationship with the upper-caste Ammu, the entire state apparatus—comprising the police, the feudal family, and the
opportunistic communist party leader Comrade Pillai—conspires to violently eliminate him. Roy’s text demonstrates that
elite systems of power will systematically crush any subaltern attempt to claim bodily or emotional autonomy.

| ROY'S CROSS-POLLINATION OF POWER |
|

v v
[Syrian Christian Feudalism] [State Police Apparatus]
Domestic honor & pure blood Physical enforcement/coercion
A A
L |
T
v

[Opportunistic Marxism]
Class reductionism that
ignores caste violence

Mahasweta Devi: Imaginary Maps (1995)

Mahasweta Devi’s short fiction, translated into English by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak in Imaginary Maps, offers a fierce,
uncompromising engagement with the tribal subaltern (Adivasis). In narratives like "The Hunt," "Douloti the Bountiful,"
and "Pterodactyl, Puran Sahay, and Pirtha," Devi exposes the deep coloniality of the postcolonial Indian state, which
subjects indigenous populations to brutal systems of debt bondage, environmental destruction, and physical extermination.
Devi’s narratives deliberately reject the sentimentality often associated with subaltern depictions.
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In "The Hunt," the protagonist Mary Oraon, a mixed-race tribal woman, rejects passive victimization and actively executes
her exploiter during a traditional spring festival, transforming a ritual into an act of revolutionary justice. Spivak’s
accompanying theoretical commentary emphasizes that Devi’s texts do not merely "represent” the tribal subject but expose
the absolute failure of the state's epistemological frameworks to comprehend or assist the Adivasi, thereby staging the very
limits of westernized, bourgeois literacy.

Rohinton Mistry: A Fine Balance (1995)

Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance provides an unflinching look at subaltern survival and devastation during the 1975 State
of Emergency in India. Through the trajectories of Ishvar and Omprakash Darji—Chamar (untouchable tanners) weavers
who flee rural caste violence only to enter the predatory urban squalor of Mumbai—Mistry illustrates the inexorable nature
of structural oppression. The novel demonstrates how the state’s political maneuvers, couched in the rhetoric of national
discipline and poverty eradication, translate into slum demolitions, forced sterilizations, and police torture on the ground.

Mistry’s bleak realism has been critiqued as an exercise in misery voyeurism. However, a subaltern reading suggests that
the text exposes how the modern state utilizes emergency powers to discipline and mutilate the bodies of the poor,
demonstrating that for the subaltern, the nation-state is not a protector but an unpredictable, hostile force.

Contemporary Relevance
Globalization and New Forms of Marginalization

In the contemporary landscape of the early twenty-first century, the analytics of Subaltern Studies remain vital for
understanding the tectonic shifts wrought by neoliberal globalization. The integration of India into the global capitalist
economy has not dissolved historical hierarchies; rather, it has reconfigured and intensified them, producing what can be
termed the 'neoliberal subaltern.' This new class of marginalized subjects includes the hyper-exploited gig-economy worker,
the displaced farmer whose land has been expropriated for Special Economic Zones (SEZs), the urban slum-dweller serving
the domestic needs of gated communities, and the precarious contractual laborer lacking any form of state protection.

Contemporary Indian English writers are increasingly adjusting their narrative aesthetics to capture these fluid, cross-border
modes of precarity. The contemporary subaltern novel maps a world where the older, feudal forms of caste and patriarchal
dominance seamlessly align with the abstract, digital flows of transnational capital, demonstrating that subalternity is a
constantly evolving condition of structural disposability.

Digital Platforms and Subaltern Expression

Concurrently, the rapid proliferation of digital technologies and internet accessibility has democratized the production of
subaltern narratives. The historical monopoly of elite publishing houses over the English language has been partially
disrupted by digital platforms, social media, independent blogs, and open-access journals. Subaltern writers, poets, and
activists—particularly from Dalit, queer, and tribal communities—are bypassing traditional gatekeepers to articulate their
lived realities in a hybridized, digital English that is immediate, performative, and explicitly political.

This digital subaltern voice does not seek the validation of the bourgeois aesthetic canon; instead, it uses textual snippets,
digital poetry, and multimedia collaborations to build networks of solidarity across global margins. For contemporary
literary criticism, this shift requires a major expansion of the archive. Critics can no longer focus solely on the printed,
award-winning novel. They must learn to read the fractured, ephemeral, yet deeply radical expressions of subaltern
subjectivity emerging from the digital frontier.

Limits of Elite Discourse

This problem is further exacerbated by the material reality of Indian English Literature as a institutionalized elite discourse.
The production, publication, distribution, and consumption of Indian English novels are inextricably linked to global
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capitalist circuits, academic institutions, and metropolitan publishing houses. The primary readership for these texts is
overwhelmingly urban, English-educated, and middle-to-upper class.

Consequently, a profound systemic irony undergirds the entire enterprise: the stories of those who lack access to clean
drinking water, basic education, and literacy are packaged and consumed as high-art commodities by those who profit from
the very system that marginalizes them. The English language itself acts as a barrier; it is an idiom that the vast majority of
the Indian subaltern population cannot read or comprehend. This fundamental disconnect places a permanent question mark
over the revolutionary potential of Indian English fiction, forcing critics to acknowledge that literature can map the

contours of the subaltern wound but cannot, on its own, heal it.

Table 1: Comparative Matrix of Selected Authors and Texts

Author Text Focus Group NarratlYe Strategy / Agency Level of the Subaltern
Innovation
Realist novella. sinele- Passive / Low: Dependent on
Mulk Raj Untouchable Rural/Urban da ;1arratigve external
Anand (1935) Dalit Y LT ideological/technological
psychological interiority. ;
salvation.
Rural Sthalq-Purana, oral Mediated: Subaltern mobilized
. Kanthapura . narration, ; . .
Raja Rao Agrarian / o under  elite-led  nationalist
(1938) vernacularization of
Lower Caste . frameworks.
English syntax.
Autoethnography, - .
Karukku Dalit Christian colloquial dialect, Autopomous / .ngh' .S.elf
Bama . conscious collective critique
(1992) Women subversion of genre . .
. and direct resistance.
boundaries.
The God of Spatial-temporal Tragic Transgression: Bod
Arundhati . Untouchable fragmentation, linguistic 12 g . Y
Small  Things ) . claims autonomy but is crushed
Roy (Paravan) deconstruction,  micro- .
(1997) . by structural alliance.
perspectives.
. Indigenous Document-inflected Radical Confrontation: Active
Mahasweta Imaginary . fiction, de-romanticized .\ .
. Tribal . . eco-political ~ resistance and
Devi Maps (1995) o violence, mythic ) .
(Adivasi) . violent counter-strikes.
subversion.
Rohinton A Fine Urban Poor / Gfltty .soc1al reahs'm, Survivalist: Agency reduced to
Mistr Balance Dalit Miorants Dickensian sweeping endurance against a predatory
y (1995) & scope, political satire. state apparatus.
Conclusion

A subaltern reading of Indian English Literature exposes the deep political anxieties, ethical challenges, and formal
innovations that occur when elite language encounters marginalized subjects. By tracing the theoretical evolution from
Gramsci’s concept of hegemony to Spivak’s critique of representation, this article has demonstrated that subalternity is not
a fixed identity but a structural position of exclusion.
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The analysis of canonical and contemporary writers—from Mulk Raj Anand’s early humanitarian realism to Bama’s and
Mahasweta Devi’s radical, self-determined aesthetics—reveals that Indian English fiction has evolved from an externalized,
paternalistic observation of the poor into a sophisticated, self-reflexive site of counter-discursive historiography. These
texts dismantle monolithic nationalist narratives by centering the realities of caste apartheid, tribal erasure, gendered
subalternity, and rural displacement.

The future of subaltern literary criticism lies in its ability to adapt to the shifting geographies of power in a globalized,
digitally mediated world. As new forms of economic precarity emerge and digital platforms democratize who can write in
English, literary theory must move beyond the binaries of authentic representation versus elite appropriation. It must
develop an intersectional, transnational framework capable of analyzing how local systems of oppression—such as caste
and patriarchy—interlock with global networks of corporate capital and state surveillance.

Ultimately, while the subaltern within Indian English Literature may always remain haunted by the ghost of linguistic
translation and elite mediation, the literary space remains indispensable. It serves as an archive of historical trauma, a
diagnostic tool for exposing structural violence, and an imaginative laboratory where the silenced can challenge history and
demand emancipatory futures.
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