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Abstract: 
 

Not only in the laymen's view but even within the critical domain the notion of violence for a long  

period has been demeaned and debunked. Recent studies and investigations on the various forms of  

violence have revealed its certain unexplored dimensions as the idea undergoes various stages of 

evolution. This paper attempts to explore the popular connotations of violence considering its 

dynamic and multidimensional nature by providing a suitable theoretical ground concerning the two 

major works of Mahasweta Devi: “Draupadi” and Mother of 1084. The paper not only foregrounds the 

violence inherent in the statecraft in terms of the state dealing with the subaltern and marginalized 

classes but simultaneously attempts to revisualize the discourse of violence in a different form from 

what is prescribed by the Foucauldian analyses of power and relook at it from the ideology of Fanon.  

The paper thus argues for delivering the agency from an objective centrality of truth to a subjective  

interpretation of violence. With this, the idea gets further problematized questioning the degree of 

legitimacy of revolutionary violence and thus keeps the debate open. 

 

Introduction 
 

"It is better to be violent if there is violence in our hearts than to put on the cloak of  

nonviolence to cover impotence." 

 

---Mahatma Gandhi. 
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Mahasweta Devi had once remarked, "..I believe in anger, in justified violence, and so peel 

the mask off the face of India which is projected by the government, to expose its naked 

brutality." (Devi, x) What can appeal to anybody the most regarding violence is the very 

deceptiveness of the term. The entire course of engagement with this particular notion of  

violence propelled framing of some successive patterns of propositions followed by its  

consecutive dismantling. The term is not that innocent as it seems to be, rather it involves 

certain layers and dimensions that this present paper attempts to explore. While 

contextualizing violence in the contemporary world, which is marked by the custom of  

deconstruction, it is really difficult to accept the uni-dimensional and linear narrative of 

violence which requires a theoretical, political, and moral deconstruction of the concept in  

the contemporary world. No doubt that with the evolving dynamics of social and cultural  

dimensions, the idea of violence is bound to change. Its form and meaning have changed 

and so have its connotations and implications. It played a pivotal role not only in mobilizing 

the massive revolutions in Europe but proved quite instrumental in liberating many of the 

colonized nations from the coercive rule of the European nations. In this context, the open 

denouncement of violence needs to be reexamined, problematized followed by an 

interrogation regarding its existence and usage. And finally, the paper proposes the need to 

envisage where can violence be situated within humanistic discourse. In that premise, 

Mahasweta Devi's “Draupadi” and Mother of 1084 persuade the readers to discern the 

urgency of transcending the linear narrative of violence and revise it in a different manner. 

 

 

Tracing the origin of Violence 
 

Etymologically the word 'violence' is derived from the Latin term 'violentus' which means  

vehemence. In Middle English, the word is also applied with reference to heat, sunlight,  

attributing to their vigorous and powerful nature. This explains the need to trace the origin 

of violence and its roots in human beings which partly lies in their evolution. One 

undeniable fact regarding violence is its very innateness in human nature corroborating first 

to the Darwinian and then the Freudian explanations for it. Where one particular trend of 

thought vindicates violence as natural and inherent to human nature, another line of 

thought counters it asserting violence as a product of socio-cultural phenomenon. Martin 

Daly and Wilson Margo have articulated in the article "Evolutionary Psychology of Lethal 

Interpersonal Violence" 
 

Readiness to resort to violence, for example, is regularly interpreted 

as "primitive" or "immature." However, there is no empirical support 

for the notion that violence is especially characteristic of "primitive" 

entities and is reduced or absent in more "advanced" forms, whether 

these be cultures, species, or anything else. Thus, the "primitive" label 

is really just a facile disparagement. (Daly and Margo 569) 
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Violence and/in Decolonization 
 

Concerning violence as an agency in the phenomenon of colonization and its resultant  

subsequent counter-movements, Frantz Fanon's pioneering work in postcolonial criticism 

entitled The Wretched of the Earth (1969), is very relevant. Fanon's ideology juxtaposes the 

hegemonic and systematic violence imbibed in colonization with the violent retaliation that 

it faced from the colonized. To a certain extent, he regards violence as an inevitable tool to be 

weaponized by the colonized which is vindicated by his popular declaration "decolonization 

is always a violent phenomenon"(Fanon 27). In one of the dominant sections of the book 

"Concerning Violence", Fanon has articulated the dynamic and the multifarious fashion in  

which violence has been strategically employed both by the colonizers and then by the 

colonized. This certainly validates the assertion of the notion of violence, evolving as a more 

multilayered and multidimensional entity. Fanon's assertion could serve here as validation  

for Devi's valorizing of violence as a mode of resistance in the postcolonial context. 

 

 

Centre v/s Margin: Dual Manifestations of Violence in Mahasweta Devi's "Draupadi" and 

Mother of 1084 
 

Mahasweta Devi once asserted that she has "always believed that the real history is made by 

ordinary people "(Bardhan 24). In that premise, Devi's works can be interpreted as not 

only the absolute demonstration of state-driven politics aimed towards the exclusion of the 

tribal communities but also as explorations of the violent militant aggression embodied in  

her characters. They provide a platform and a vehicle demonstrating the mobilization of the 

forces against the State by the tribal groups of Bengal and its adjoining states like Santhals,  

Lodhas, Mundas, and Shabars. These communities had often encountered an implicit 

dismissal pleading for their acknowledgment as a part of the political unit called 'Nation', a 

term that underwent much diagnosis later in Benedict Anderson's book Imagined 

Communities. One is required to re-address the reason for designing the concept of 'Nation' 

as an antidote to fight against the foreign rule. This ideological construction or 

reconstruction was undertaken primarily to consolidate the notion of 'Nation', the political  

idea with which the masses and even the marginalized in the country could identify. This  

was the prime political interest of the period preceding the independence of India. But this 

political framework of 'Nation' allowed for a partial concentration of power in the hands of  

the police and military agents which Antonio Gramsci called as the 'repressive apparatus' in 

his essay "Ideology and Ideological State Apparatus”. These are the deceptive state forces  

that manifest themselves in the figures of Senanayak in 'Draupadi' and Pal in Mother of 1084. 
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The rise of revolutionary waves at the geopolitical margins of the country as the Naxalite 

movement against the state forces is a form of questioning the essential nature of 'Nation' as 

a 'grand narrative' a term that Lyotard has coined in his book The Postmodern Condition. A 

deeper analysis may reveal that this entire notion of the supremacy of the state over the 

subjects can be traced from the Hegelian doctrine of the 'State' as propounded by him in his 

Philosophy of Right(1820). Hegel proposed that "The State is the Divine Idea as it exists on 

earth. It is the embodiment of the rational freedom realizing and recognizing itself in an 

objective form" (qtd in Russell 669). Criticizing this Hegelian notion, Bertrand Russell in his  

History of Western Philosophy(1945) has remarked that "Such is Hegel's Doctrine of State 

which if accepted, justifies every tyranny and every external aggression that can possibly be 

imagined."(Russell 670). 

 

The 1970s in India was the period when the Naxalite rebels of West Bengal and many of the 

adjoining states challenged such tyranny and aggression of the state by claiming their 

participation in the making of the 'Nation' and demanded an answer for their exclusion. The 

exclusionary politics to which these tribal communities in Bengal and the adjoining areas.  

were exposed can be discerned well by aligning them with Giorgio Agamben's notion of 

'Homo Sacer' which he explored in his book Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life. 

Drawing inference from the Roman law 'Homosacer' refers to any person who is discarded 

from any sort of social or political unit making him susceptible to any kind of violent 

treatment or death. This politics of systematic marginalization of these people earlier 

monitored by the colonial power and then sponsored by the local governments of 

independent India facilitates and legalizes the dehumanization of these people struggling at 

the lowest rung of the social pyramid. These communities can be appropriated to what  

Bauman called the 'wasted lives' in his book Wasted Lives: Modernity and Its Outcasts. 

 

 

This particular species which fails to fit into the socially instituted normative paradigms are 

either considered prehuman or inhuman who are not subjected to the judicial order of  

human rights. The tribal societies of Bengal are the 'wasted lives' which are to be dismissed 

and for which the state is ready to deploy any form of violence for their complete 

annihilation. It is these subaltern classes that challenge the complacent narrative of 

civilization stripping off the mask of the legitimized and organized violence wrecked by the 

State on these marginalized classes. 
 

Now taking into consideration Devi's "Draupadi" one needs to evaluate that how the 

revolutionary zeal embodied in Dopdi contests the tyranny of the state. Mahasweta Devi's  

“Draupadi” published in her short story collection titled Agnigarbha (Womb of Fires, 1978) 

and translated by Gayatri Chakravarty Spivak in her collection titled Breast Stories (2010) 

narrates the violent account of Dopdi, a tribal woman who rebelled and resisted the 
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collaborative conspiracy of government, bureaucrats, feudal masters, at the cost of her  

honour. Devi's narrative attempts to articulate the inherently planted bureaucratic hypocrisy 

of the state that attempts to vindicate Dopdi's rape in police custody. 

 

Dopdi Mejhen and her husband Dulna both participated in the agitation along with the 

other militants to raise their voices against the oppressive Surja Sahu, the affluent Zamindar 

of the village. The height of his atrocities of Surja Sahu reached its zenith when he 

disallowed the villagers to draw water from the two tube wells of the village. Ultimately he 

was murdered by the agitators, who later absconded. Dopdi and Dulna were also included 

in that group. After the police forces had killed Dulna, Dopdi was lured by the dead body 

of her husband which was one of the tactics of Senanayak "the army officer who captures  

and degrades Draupadi" as Spivak defines him in her Foreword to the translated version.  

His plan proved successful and Dopdi was captured. Senanayak's instruction to his men 

"Make her. Do the needful" (Devi 400) legally justifies the horror that was inflicted on Dopdi 

to extract the truth out of her. Throughout the entire night, she has been abused by men. 

Dopdi's suffering liberates her from the dogmatic notions of bodily shame and she becomes 

in the words of Spivak, 'a terrifying super object'. (Spivak 184) Dopdi's body becomes the 

site where state-driven violence is inflicted. The horror of the violence is captured in a more 

scintillating manner, "The moon vomits a bit of light and goes to sleep. Only the dark 

remains. A compelled spread-eagled still body. Active pistons of flesh rise and fall, rise and 

fall over it." (Devi 35) 
 

What might interest the readers in this paper is not the mere discussion of the violence in its 

most explicit forms as incurred upon Dopdi, but also the more complex, implicit, hegemonic 

operation of the violence that operates inside out of Senanayak, the officer who was 

appointed for "fixing" Dopdi. Anup Beniwal has rightly pointed towards Senanayak's 

inherently contradictory nature and internal dichotomy as he captures this in the following 

words, "He is triumphant that he could anticipate Dopdi's move and apprehend her. But he 

is regretful as Dopdi was about to be destroyed. Since in theory, he supported her struggle". 

(Beniwal 136). This explicitly shows how the state curbs individual judgments. Spivak in her 

Foreward to the translated work notes the same opinion, "In theory, Senanayak can identify 

with the enemy. But pluralist aesthetes of the First World are, willy-nilly, participants in the 

production of an exploitative society. Hence in practice, Senanayak must destroy the enemy, 

the menacing other."(Spivak Forward i) 
 

The magnitude of violence and torture that Dopdi's body has been subjected to gets 

reproduced in an altogether different manifestation in terms of Dopdi's retaliation. In the 

face of the intense violence inflicted upon her by the state machinery, Dopdi showed the  

audacity to counter this force. The following extract from the text delineates her violent  

resistance, a violent tool that slapped the patriarchal state force on its face. This is how Devi 

builds up her resistance: 
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Where do you want me to go?... Draupadi fixes her eyes on the tent. 

Says, come I'll go…Draupadi stands up. She pours the water on the 

ground. Tears her piece of cloth with her teeth. (Devi 401-402) 

Senanayak is taken aback and is bewildered at the sight of Dopdi,  

'Naked walking towards him in the bright sunlight with her head 

high'.(Devi 402) She comes closer to the seasoned military expert, 

laughs, and exclaims. The object of your search, Dopdi Majhen. You 

asked them to make me up. Don't you want to see how they made me? 

You can strip me but how can you clothe me again? Are you a man? 

(402) 
 

Deepti Misri in her essay "Are You a Man: Performing Naked Protest in India" analyzing  

"Draupadi" focuses on how nakedness is used to question the discourses regarding male 

violence in a patriarchal society. In a similar vein, Rajeshwari Sunder Rajan in Real and 

Imagined Women opined: 

 

It is simultaneously a deliberate refusal of a shared sign system (the 

meanings assigned to nakedness, and rape: shame, fear, loss) and an 

ironic deployment of the same semiotics to create disconcerting counter 

effects of shame, confusion, and terror in the enemy. (Rajan 352) 
 

Thus the counter movement mobilized by Dopdi against the state where her own mutilated 

body becomes the weapon for retaliation introduces the readers to an altogether different 

paradigm of the functional dimension of violence. 

 

Mother of 1084 shares somewhat a similar context as that of "Draupadi". It projects the  

vehement suppression of the collective voices of the Naxalite movement pioneered by the 

disadvantaged youths of both rural and educated youths from the middle or upper-middle- 

class urban Bengal. The movement produced a great upheaval in the political history of the 

period. The story of 'Mother of 1084' is centered on Brati a college student who belongs to a  

well-to-do 'bhadrolok' (a Bengali term for a new class of gentlefolk who arose during British 

rule in India) family of the Bengali society who takes part in the Naxalite movement and 

sacrifices his life. The pathos of the situation lies in the fact that despite their remarkable  

roles they are vulnerable to the process of dehumanization where their individual identity 

instead of being valorized is reduced to numbers. '1084' is the number with which Sujata has 

to identify her dead son Brati. Brati's death jerks her out of her claustrophobic world where 

she was pretending of being unaware of the hypocrisy of the upper-middle class 'bhadrolok' 

society. Brati's death followed by Sujata's encounter with Nandini, who has been Brati's 

companion in the struggle persuaded Sujata to confront the reality. Her narration then  

becomes the only source to reach the truth for Sujata. 
 

It is quite astonishing to witness the agency with which the bureaucratic paraphernalia 

empowers Inspector Saroj Pal to legalize his ghastly torture and inhumane treatment of  

Nandidni. Nandini's narration is a validation of this as she reveals to Sujata how during 
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interrogations Saroj Pal, "bends closer to her, lights a cigarette, presses the lighted cigarette 

to Nandini's cheek. She screams […] He puffs at the cigarette and then presses it again to  

Nandini's cheek. Nandini screams. (Devi 33) 

 

The vehemence with which Nandidni retaliates and confronts Pal turned the tables around. 

Similar to Dopdi's case Nandini weaponizes her anger as a tool in the face of the hypocrite  

authority materialized in Inspector Saroj Pal. She too like Dopdi is not the one to succumb so 

easily to the state repressive force as Chitra Jyathilke articulated in the article 'Rebels and 

Biopolitics: Mahasweta Devi's Mother of 1084': 
 

In the course of her narrativization, Nandini gains authority; her voice denotes objection and 

power over Pal as explicit through her refusal to speak, despite his forceful efforts to extract 

information from her". Her expressions during Pal's questions such as "I don't know them",  

"I won't say a thing" and "I don't believe you" (32-33) display Nandini as an active subject, 

not as a passive victim. (34) 
 

Nandini's second scream on-stage is another violent expression of her resistance to the 

Bengali upper-middle-class complacency and submissiveness of Sujata. Thus in response to 

Sujata's comment —"it's all quiet now" Nandini "screams" (34) loudly, jerking the audience 

out of their slumber as the pitch of her voice embodied with her authoritative power reaches 

its peak: 

 

No. No. No. No! It was never quiet, nothing's quiet. Nothing's changed. 

Thousands of men rot in the prisons without trial, they are denied the 

status of political, and yet you say it's all settled down again? Torture 

continues with greater sophistication and more secrecy, and yet you say 

it's all quiet? All quiet? What do you need to get it into your heads that  

nothing's quiet? (34) 

Thus a minute analysis of Mahasweta Devi's works will reveal the different manifestations 

of violence. Senanayak in 'Draupadi' and Pal in 'Mother of 1084' are thus the embodiments  

of state machinery where they had the privilege of using the legal paraphernalia and 

authority which is seemingly the politically correct one. The violence here is not haphazard 

and chaotic like Dopdi's tearing off her clothes and Nandini's screaming. In the name of  

governance and the seemingly executive necessity, the Naxalites are often criminalized by 

the normative state power despite their urge for and contribution to social transformation.  

In this regard, it can be presumed even from a moral as well as analytical perspective that  

violence can prove to be instrumental and productive at times and not just "not just 

repressive in a Foucaldian power-analytic sense". (Munck 4) This helps in galvanizing the 

most pertinent question regarding the concerned argument and that is, what should be the  

criteria for defining the nature of violence? Should one regard violence as the act of 

exercising power for repression or a tool employed to foster social transformation and 

human freedom? 
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The interpretation of violence is anchored in material, social and cultural grounds. Within  

the agnostic dynamics, the choice lies in the hands of the perceiver whether to regard it as  

"the exercise of power as repression or its use to foster social transformation and human 

freedom". (Munck 4) In this regard referring to Foucault's take on the issue, Nancy Fraser 

has argued that: 

 

Foucault has no basis for distinguishing, for example, forms of power 

that involve domination from those that do not. . . . Clearly, what 

Foucault needs, and needs desperately, are normative criteria for 

distinguishing acceptable from unacceptable forms of power. (Fraser 

32-33). 

What the discussion demands is the consideration of the acceptable and the non-acceptable 

forms of violence, But in a liberal democracy who is to differentiate a freedom fighter from a 

terrorist? 

 

Dwelling upon this violent retaliation against the authority a quick analysis of Gandhi's  

political philosophy of non-violence can be useful. Martin King Luther Jr. and Gandhi, two 

names personify the ideology of nonviolence. But it cannot be denied that the movements 

they mobilized were affiliated to a certain magnitude of violence, the violence not only 

inflicted by the State powers but the violence inflicted by those rebels who are called as  

constituting the ‘Garam Dal’ in context Indian National Struggle. Therefore even these non- 

violent movements are defined and contextualized by the violence that surrounded them.  

Whenever a significant part of the population that has been suppressed for a longer time 

reacts back against the oppressor, it has particularly two ways to do it, to return the violence 

in kind or oppose the oppressive power by some other means, such as nonviolent protest.  

Therefore it is within the dynamics of these concurrent expressions of violence, that the non- 

violent movements often become successful. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

What the argument in this paper insists upon is, defamiliarizing the entire notion of violence 

and discerning the politics that works in the background resulting in its variegated 

representations. One needs to uncover first it's political clothing, exploring its true meaning 

and possibilities, and looking upon it as a force detaching it from its usual connotations so  

that this force, this vehemence, and this strength can be employed for social transformation. 

Annihilation of the tradition of violence in the communal, gendered, or political category 

and the reestablishment of peace is not a very innocent phenomenon. Both violence and 

peace are politically and structurally constructed. Revolutionary violence itself has rendered 

its service in the violation of the systematized order harboring hypocrisy, a hegemonic  

patriarchal order blown away by the Shelleyan winds of revolution which often reminds one 
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of the archetypal framework or design where the Apocalypto is an inevitable event before a 

new creation. 
 

But now the question that remains to be asked is up to what extent this revolutionary 

violence can be justified. Fanon's remarks in this context need to be revisited that "violence 

… frees the native from his inferiority complex and his despair an inaction". In a similar 

context, Shah (2018) concerning the Naxalite movement has commented that "under certain  

conditions, revolutionary violence is legitimate". (Bose 2014). Taking into consideration the 

disruption caused in the existing order of the society, Raymond Williams in Modern Tragedy 

concludes that revolution often towards skepticism and nihilism where the possibility of the 

restoration of the social order ultimately looks forward to some supernatural or magical 

rescue. These are probably the problematic areas that are still left to be addressed in the 

backdrop of the celebration of revolutionary zeal. Taking into consideration the disruption  

caused in the existing order of the society triggered by revolution, Raymond Williams in 

Modern Tragedy articulated that revolution often seems to turn towards scepticism where 

the possibility of the restoration Order seems to lie in some supernatural or magical rescue. 
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