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Abstract : 

Mahasweta Devi (1926-2016) is one the foremost writers in Bengali. Devi was an ardent fighter and her 

weapons were fiction and her political writings. She is well known for her prolific writings. Her impressive 

body of work includes novels, short stories, children’s stories, plays and activist prose that she published 

between 1981 and 1992 Mahasweta Devi is not only known for her political writing style but her immense 

contribution towards communities of landless labourers of eastern India where she worked for years. 

Her intimate connection with these communities allowed her to understand and begin documenting 

grassroots-level issues, thus making her a socio-political commentator of the marginalized community. 

Mahashweta Devi is an extraordinary woman who has written, worked and fought for the marginalized 

tirelessly for the past six decades. She is a strange mix of an activist and a writer who has carried both duties 

fiercely all her life. Away from the spot light, she keeps working for the welfare and betterment of those 

whom the media and the mainstream conveniently keep forgetting. Her writing is disturbing because it 

shows the reader her or his own true face. 

Keywords: political writings, communities, extraordinary,  marginalized,  mainstream, betterment. 

Introduction:- 

"I have always believed that real history is made by ordinary people.... The reason and inspiration 

for my writing are those people who are exploited and used and yet do not accept defeat." 

This is how Mahasweta Devi, who died at the age of 90 on 28 July in Kolkata, described her work as 

a writer who dedicated herself to telling those stories that challenged the established order in India. 

Her writing stemmed from her political beliefs and activism. She was fiercely committed to fighting 

oppression in any form and spent a lifetime giving a voice to the unheard. Mahasweta Devi raised her voice 

several times against the discrimination of tribal people in India. Her activism resulted in the freeing of the 

statue of noted tribal leader Birsa Munda by the Jharkhand state government in June 2016. The statue 

showed Birsa in chains as was photographed by the then ruling British government. Her 1977 

novel, Aranyer Adhikar, was on the life of Munda. 

She spearheaded the movement against the industrial policy of the earlier Left Front government of 

West Bengal. She stridently criticised confiscation of large tracts of fertile agricultural land from farmers by 

the government and giving them to industrial houses at throwaway prices. 

Old age did not deter her from leading the Nandigram agitation when a number of intellectuals, 

artists, writers and theatre workers joined together to protest the Left Front's controversial land acquisition 

policy in Singur and Nandigram.  She supported the candidature of Mamata Banerjee in the 2011 West 

Bengal Legislative Assembly election that resulted in ending the 34-year rule of the Left Front.  
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Born in 1926 in Dhaka in undivided India to literary parents Manish Ghatak, a well-known poet and 

novelist of the Kallol movement, and Dharitri Devi, a writer and social worker, Mahasweta Devi's  larger 

family included several culturally distinguished members.  Noted filmmaker Ritwik Ghatak was her paternal 

uncle and noted sculptor Sankha Chaudhury and Sachin Chaudhury, the founder-editor of the Economic and 

Political Weekly of India, were her maternal uncles. After finishing school in Dhaka, Mahasweta Devi 

moved to West Bengal after the partition of India. She graduated in English Honours from Rabindranath 

Tagore’s Vishvabharati University in Santiniketan and completed her Masters in English at the University 

of Calcutta. 

In 1964, she began teaching at Bijoygarh College — then an institution for working-class women 

students — affiliated to the University of Calcutta. Simultaneously, she also worked as a journalist and a 

creative writer. 

The tribal communities of West Bengal, the Lodhas and Sabars, women and Dalits interested her 

keenly. She set out to create her own literary identity. One that transcended gender differentiation and all 

forms of conservatism, totally disregarding the mellow, romantic tradition of Bengali literature. One that 

was moulded by awareness, experience and sensitivity towards society. The stark reality in her literary 

pieces was precisely what  mainstream readers would rather avoid. Yet these were too strong to ignore.  

Mahasweta Devi’s first novel Jhansir Rani, published in 1956, was an indication of the genre of her 

future literary work. She toured Jhansi extensively, collecting facts and myths, from local people and folk 

songs, on Laxmibai, the rebel queen. She went on to prove that traditionally recorded history was woefully 

inadequate as she penned novels like Aranyer Adhikar, Amrita Sanchay, Andhar Manik and numerous short 

stories often based upon meticulous research, conducted sometimes by unconventional means like oral 

history and folklore about the people she wrote about. 

Bengali readers were jolted out of their comfort zones by Basai Tudu and Hajar Churashir Ma. In 

many of her novels and stories she brutally laid bare the inadequacies and weaknesses of  Indian society. 

Mahasweta Devi had the sensitivity of a literary writer and the mind of a keen social researcher. The 

amalgamation gave her writing its uniqueness.   

Critics and a section of readers did not spare her for her temerity to rip the sugar coating off the 

make believe world of Bengali literature. While they tried their best to deride her creations, the revolution in 

the Bengali literary scene towards realistic writings continued. 

The quarterly Bortika magazine that Mahasweta Devi edited from 1980 had been a mouthpiece for 

the most downtrodden in Indian society — the dispossessed tribals and  marginalised segments like the 

landless labourers of eastern India. It was the most natural thing for her to invite a rickshawpuller, 

Monoranjan Byapari — who asked her the meaning of a difficult Bengali word after ferrying her home in 

his rickshaw — to write an article about his life in her magazine. He went on to become a prominent writer 

in the Bengali literary circle. 

 She was very fond of her sisters, who were all very talented. I remember her looking with immense 

pride at an impromptu flamenco performance by one of her sisters at a family wedding. 

Mahasweta Devi married renowned playwright Bijon Bhattacharya, who was one of the founding 

fathers of the Indian People’s Theatre Association movement. In 1948, she gave birth to Nabarun 
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Bhattacharya, who became a novelist and political critic. She worked in a post office but was fired from 

there for her communist leanings. She went on to do various jobs, such as selling soap and writing letters in 

English for illiterate people. In 1962 she married author Asit Gupta after divorcing Bhattacharya.   

I was witness to Mahasweta Devi's  softer side twice.  The first time  she walked across and 

introduced herself to me. “I have come to make your acquaintance only because of your daughter,” she said, 

pointing to my toddler daughter whom I had accompanied to her friend’s birthday. Her friend happened to 

be the author’s grand niece. “She is a lovely child and we have become friends,” she chuckled. 

A few years later I went to meet her at her residence to request her to conduct a storytelling session 

for children at a school fair commemorating Satyajit Ray. I was at first greeted with a curt, “Why have you 

come?” When I explained that I had grown up enjoying her stories about the super cow 'Nyadosh' published 

in the children’s magazine Sandesh (co-edited by Satyajit Ray) and had come to request her to regale the 

schoolchildren with such stories, her face broke into a smile. “You knew I couldn’t refuse such a request, 

didn’t you?” she said with a twinkle in her eye. 

At the fair, the kids sat glued listening to her tales laced with humour, adventure and a unique 

grandmotherly touch. Surrounded by the wide-eyed eager little bunch, she answered the strangest questions 

that only children can ask, with perfect ease.  

Devi has critically reflected on her own class position in works exploring the dilemma of the 

bourgeois intellectual’s social loyalties. These works include Gharey Phera (1983), which treats the 

degeneration of a once politically committed writer and Srinkhalito (1985), a novel about a writer torn 

between an easy life and one of social engagement. The drama of divergent class realities is powerfully 

communicated in the characters of the Naxalite tribal hero and the communist journalist in the 

novelette Bashai Tudu (part of the 1978 Agnigarbhacollection). A martyred tribal hero, Bashai Tudu, 

assumes the power of myth as he periodically appears to succour the landless farm laborers when they are 

driven to crisis. He gets killed and then appears again at another point of crisis. As a counterpoint to the 

myth, Devi creates the character of the middle-class journalist who must wrestle with his shame, 

helplessness and guilt, as he is called upon, time and again, to identify Bashai Tudu’s martyred body. 

Devi returned on the profound subordination of women in Indian society in such works as Bioscoper 

Baksho (1964), which is about the condition of women in tradition-bound, middle-class 

society; Swaha (1977), on bride burning; Daulati (1984), three interlinked stories on the Palamau bonded 

labor movement;  Iter Parey It (1987), stories of an illiterate tribal woman who strives to start a school in 

her village. Leading scholars see her powerful tales of exploitation and struggle as extremely rich sites of 

feminist discourse. However, Devi (who dislikes labels) declines to be called a feminist. She acknowledges 

that a woman tends to be more vulnerable to exploitation because of her body, but asserts; “I write not as a 

woman…..I look at the class, not at the gender problem.”  

Indeed, a pronounced class consciousness informs Devi’s writings. While she professes little interest 

in ideological abstractions and theorizing, Devi is clearly influenced by the Marxist ideas ascendant in India 

during her formative years. Almost from the beginning of the twentieth century, Bengal has been a centre of 

leftist intellectualism. Though Devi kept her distance from party politics, she appropriated from the left 

something of its ideological fervour as well as the tools for understanding the social and economic problems 

of her country. Speaking of the highly politicized 1940s, she says, ‘In retrospect, I think that my 

understanding of the people and their struggles came from those days.’  
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In her introduction to Agnigarbha (1978), Devi explained her mission thus:  

‘I find my people still groaning under hunger, landlessness, indebtedness and bonded labor. An 

anger, luminous, burning and passionate, directed against a system that has failed to liberate my people from 

these horrible constraints is the only source of inspiration in all my writing. All the parties to the Left as 

well as to the Right have failed to keep their commitment to the common people. I do not hope to see in my 

lifetime any reason to change this conviction of mine. Hence I go on writing to the best of my abilities about 

the people, so that I can face myself without any sense of guilt and shame. For a writer faces judgement in 

her lifetime and remains answerable.’  

CONCLUSION :  

Devi has used her writings to render the plight of this population invisible to India’s mainstream 

society. She has explored in her fiction the history of Santhals, Hos, Oraons, Kurunis, Mundas and other 

tribal communities. Since 1976, she has been actively involved in the struggles of tribal and underprivileged 

communities in the border areas of the three adjacent provinces of Bihar, Orissa and West Bengal, 

especially in the districts of Mayurbhanj, Medinipur, Purulia, and Singhbhum. As Samik Bandhopadhyay 

said of this stage in Devi’s career, ‘The subjects of her stories have become the subject of her life.’ Devi has 

widened her audience by writing in many forms and media in both Bengali and English. Her fiction has 

been adapted as theatrical performances in various Indian languages and Devi herself has adapted some of 

her works for the stage. ‘Rudali’, an adaptation of her short story about a poor, low-caste village women, 

has been staged a hundred times to packed houses in both Bengali and Hindi. Devi’s other stories have been 

dramatized and performed in towns and villages in Bengal. The stories are appreciated by audiences closer 

to the experiences in which her works are rooted. In her visit to the villages, Devi has also made it a point to 

discuss and narrate her stories to the people about whom she writes.  
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