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Abstract

A prominent writer, Mahasweta Devi has penned many books on tribal life, culture, and their
struggle. She has worked for the welfare of the tribal community. Among her short stories and novels, the
present study emphasises the select works such as the short story “Salt” and the novel Chotti Munda and
His Arrow, which have been translated from Bengali into English by Sarmishta Dutta Gupta and Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, respectively. The tribal communities in these works witness the oppression and
colonial exploitation. They depict the plight of the tribal people under the harsh conditions of society. In
the colonial period, tribal people were marginalised and subjugated by both the colonisers and the local
landlords. This resulted in the cultural, economic, and social upheaval among the tribal communities of
India. Thus, the paper analyses colonialism, exploitation, marginalisation, inequality, injustice, identity,
and resistance within the postcolonial framework.
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Introduction

Colonialism, sometimes used interchangeably with imperialism. However, both terms
denote different things. Peter Childs and Patrick Williams state that, “imperialism is an
ideological concept which upholds the legitimacy of the economic and military control of one
nation by another. Colonialism, however, is only one form of practice which results from the
ideology of imperialism and specifically concerns the settlement of one group of people in a
new location” (qtd. in Barry 7). Colonialism is the settlement of people in a new land. It’s a
control of another land and settling it with settlers to gain profit from its resources and
economy. Postcolonialism examines the effects of colonialism.According to the Oxford English
Dictionary, Colonialism is “an alleged policy of exploitation of backward or weak peoples by a
large power” (qtd in Nayar). This is synonymous with oppression, inequality, racism, and
exploitation in postcolonial studies. Nayar illustrates that colonialism is not only the political
control of Asian, African, or South American countries, but also the control over their culture.
The colonised nation’s knowledge and culture were destroyed and modified by the colonial
power. “Colonialism cannot be seen merely as a political or economic ‘condition’: it was a
powerful cultural and epistemological conquest of the native populations” (qtd. in Nayar ) The
colonial power destroyed native culture and suppressed the people. Tribal people were forced to
abandon their land to the landlords.. Even after India got freedom, tribal people were not
liberated. They were under the control of landlords. Colonialism enslaved these tribals. Robert
Young writes that, “Slavery was not simply an oppressive system: it was given moral, ethical,
and even philosophical justification by broader ideology of race.” This paper provides an
overview of postcolonial oppression as depicted in Mahasweta Devi’s short story “Salt” and the
novel Chotti Munda and his Arrow. It examines resistance, identity, alienation, inequality, and
oppression.
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Chotti Munda and his Arrow: An overview

Chotti Munda and his Arrow is originally written in Bengali in the year 1980 by a prominent writer,
Mahasweta Devi. This novel has been translated into English by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. In this novel, Mundas are
treated as slaves by the landowners and government administrative people. Munda is the name of the tribal community.
The protagonist of the novel is Chotti Munda, a Munda tribal boy. His forefather was Purti Munda. Chotti is also the
name of the river. Purti Munda had worked for the betterment of the Mundari tribes. He had witnessed the colonial rule,
independence, the emergency, and the post-emergency period. Chotti is known for the art of archery, and the arrow
symbolises the resistance and his identity. He emerges as a tribal pride. The historical figure Birsa Munda was a tribal
leader who initiated the tribal movements. During the second half of the eighteenth century, tribals in India were
oppressed and crumbled by the landlords, local and British administration. The tribals responded through uprisings and
movements. Such an uprising led by the legendary tribal leader Birsa Munda, known as the Munda uprising, the
Ulugalan or the great Tumult, from December 1899- January 1900 in the Ranchi and northern Singhbhum districts of
Bihar. But this movement was suppressed, leading to the death in captivity of Birsa Munda. And other mutineers
surrendered.

The novel starts before the independence of India and continues after the postcolonial era. It evaluates colonial
oppression of tribals before independence and after independence, that is postcolonial era. Because of the dispossession
of their land, they felt alienated from their native land. After the independence, this exploitation continued, but in the
hands of local landlords, and politicians. This fictional Chotti Munda is similar to Birsa Munda, a real fighter. The story
of Chotti symbolises the continuity of struggle. He represents the tribal aspiration. Chotti visits his sister Parmi’s house,
where he gets acquainted with Dhani Munda, an elderly person. Parmi’s family members were bonded labourers. They
were treated as slaves. Chotti Munda met Dhani Munda when Chotti was fifteen, in the year 1915. Chotti tells him that,
“Teach me ta shoot an arrer..” “I want to win at Chotti fair” (7). Chotti wanted to participate in the competition.
Dhani Munda hands over the arrow to Chotti, which denotes continuing the legacy. Dhani considers the jungle as ‘Our
Mother’. He takes Chotti to the jungle where Chotti learns about different things related to nature and the jungle. Dhani
had taken part in many tribal revolts, including the Birsa Munda uprising headed by Birsa Munda. Dhani teaches him
archery,

“T’ most important thing in archery is concentration. Be stable on one sightin, shoot yer arrer” (12). Chotti’s
arrow symbolises the resistance to the oppression. Munda’s language has no script. Their life experiences and events
are turned into a story as a song or a saying. Through the tribal community’s oral literature, their culture, identity,
tradition, struggle, and life could be understood. “Munda language has no script. So, they turn significant events into
story, and hold them as saying, as song. That’s their history as well” (Devi 18). For instance, Dhani’s life story is
illustrated by the author Mahasweta Devi in the novel as follows,

“Dhani, ye came out of t” je-hellhouse.

Big polis boss said with red eyes

Ranchi and Chaibasha are forbidden for ye

Ye won’ come to Rachi and Chaibhasa

When ye outted from t’ je-hellhouse

Big polis boss said these words, these words// (Devi 19)

Through this song and story, Dhani’s life influences Chotti. These tribal communities were against the
oppressive rules of the colonial government. The freedom fighters like Birsa and Dhani Munda resisted against them.
Chotti is banned from the archery competition. But he teaches other tribals archery. After the participation, his students
took first and second place. The art of archery could be seen as an act of resistance. The novel portrayed the domination
over tribal people in the postcolonial period. “Colonization not only involved the extermination or subjugation of
indigenous peoples but also of their local knowledges” (qtd. in Young)

Analysis of “Salt”

This paper analyses another work, the short story “Salt” by the prominent writer Mahasweta Devi, within the
postcolonial framework. It was originally written in Bengali during the year 1980. It has been translated into English
by Sarmishta Dutta Gupta. In the colonial period, tribal people were marginalised and subjugated by both the colonisers
and the local landlords. The tribal community in this story, witnesses the oppression and colonial exploitation. Salt is a
basic commodity that everyone should have. However, the Kol tribes were denied access to the salt. The Salt has been
used as a means to control the tribal community. A character like Purti Munda in the story goes against the landlords as
an act of resistance. Thus, this paper examines the exploitation, marginalisation, inequality, injustice, identity, and
resistance in the story. “Salt” story is set in the year 1960 in the tribal village called Jujhar. Tribal people were
oppressed by the landlord Uttamchand. They were restrained with forced labour without any wages. Purti Munda and
his followers rise against Uttamchand. They proclaim to get half the share of the crops. As a result, the landowner plans
to take revenge by not providing salt to these people. Salt is a basic need of every human, irrespective of caste or class.
But, in this short story, this commodity is denied to the tribal community. The villagers visit the market to either Palani
or Muru. All the grocery shops belong to Uttamchand. He said,
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“Let them have a taste of saltless gruel. Such ingratitude after being fed by me for so long!” (102)To solve
this problem, they barter crops for salt, even exchange hens for salt, and pray to Haram Deo. The tribal people were
treated unequally. They were marginalised. Both these fiction by Mahasweta Devi emphasises the struggle of tribal
people, their resistance to oppression, and inequality. Characters like Purti Munda, Dhani Munda, and Chotti Munda
fight against inequality. As a resistance, Purti Munda demands a half share in their crops. And Chotti Munda’s arrow
symbolises the culture and resistance. The dispossession of their land and slavery results in their identity crisis. They
feel alienated in their native land. Frantz Fanon argued that, “for the repressed and suffering native, colonialism
destroyed the very soul. The colonial master’s constant representation of the native as a non-human, animalized ‘thing’
annihilates the identity of the native” (qtd. in Nayar).

Conclusion
Hence, this paper analysed how the postcolonial period affected the tribal community. Even after independence, these
people were deprived of liberation. They were oppressed and dominated. Some characters in these fictions revolted
against the landlords when their identity was questioned. The author had depicted the struggle and revolt of the tribal
community.
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