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Abstract 

The question of narrative authority over India's story animates this paper's examination of how Arundhati Roy 

and Salman Rushdie two writers who could hardly be more different in temperament and technique—have 

attempted to represent subaltern experience in their major novels. Drawing on Gramsci's concept of the subaltern 

and Spivak's still-unsettling challenge regarding subaltern speech, this paper argues that both The God of Small 

Things and Midnight's Children develop narrative strategies specifically designed to disrupt dominant 

historiography and make space for voices typically excluded from official accounts of the Indian nation. Serious 

attention is also given to the objection that English-language fiction by privileged cosmopolitan authors may 

transform subaltern experience into commodity rather than genuine representation. The analysis extends to 

Mahasweta Devi and Rohinton Mistry, whose different approaches Devi's confrontational minimalism, Mistry's 

patient social realism the picture in useful ways. The central contention is that subaltern representation in Indian 

fiction is most powerful when it is most honest about its own limitations. 
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Introduction 

There is something uncomfortable about the Indian English novel’s relationship to the 

poor. The genre is written, overwhelmingly, by English-educated, upper-caste or upper-class 

writers for an audience that shares their linguistic and cultural capital. And yet these same 

novels aspire with what sometimes feels like compensatory urgency to represent the full 

spectrum of Indian experience, including (especially) the experiences of those who lack the 

education, the language, or the social standing to tell their own stories in this particular medium. 

The gap between teller and told is the elephant in the room of Indian English fiction, and it has 

been there from the beginning. 

Subaltern studies, as a scholarly enterprise, made this gap its explicit subject. Ranajit 

Guha’s founding intervention in the early 1980s argued that both colonial and nationalist 

historiography had systematically erased peasant agency, absorbing every popular uprising into 

narratives driven by elite actors (Guha 1). Spivak’s "Can the Subaltern Speak?" pushed the 

critique further and, for some readers, pushed it to a breaking point by questioning whether the 
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institutional structures of academic knowledge production could ever genuinely accommodate 

subaltern voice, or whether representation always involved a kind of epistemic violence 

(Spivak 271). Heavy stuff. But it bears directly on the literary question, because the novel is 
itself an institution with its own protocols, conventions, and exclusions. 

In what follows, I examine how four Indian writers have navigated this minefield. Roy 

and Rushdie are the primary focus, chosen not because they are the only writers to engage with 

subalternity but because their strategies are so dramatically different: Roy’s broken chronology 

and sensory overload versus Rushdie’s exuberant fabulation and unreliable narration. Devi and 

Mistry provide contrasting points of reference. I am not looking for a winner. I am looking for 

what each approach reveals and conceals about the possibilities and limits of subaltern 

representation in English-language fiction. 

Theoretical Ground: Gramsci, Guha, Spivak 

A few theoretical clarifications before we get to the novels. Gramsci’s subaltern, as 

developed in the Prison Notebooks, is not simply "the poor" or "the oppressed." It designates 

social groups whose consciousness and agency are obscured by the cultural hegemony of ruling 

classes (Gramsci 52). The emphasis on hegemony matters: it means subalternity is an epistemic 

condition, not just an economic one. You can be materially impoverished without being 

subaltern; you are subaltern when the dominant discourse cannot recognize your perspective 

as legitimate. 

Guha and the Subaltern Studies collective applied this framework to India with 

devastating effect, demonstrating that nationalist historiography the story India told itself about 

its own liberation had written peasants and tribals out of the script just as thoroughly as the 

British had (Guha 3). Spivak’s contribution was to radicalize this insight by asking whether the 

academic recovery of subaltern voice was itself a form of appropriation whether "giving voice" 

always involved speaking for rather than allowing to speak (Spivak 283). Bhabha’s theorization 

of mimicry and the "third space" complicates things differently, suggesting that subaltern 

agency might operate not through direct speech but through irony, displacement, and the 

destabilization of dominant categories from within (Bhabha 37). I find all three positions 

partially convincing and none fully satisfying, which is perhaps how it should be with 

genuinely difficult questions. 

Roy: The Small Things That Shatter 

The God of Small Things (1997) is organized around an act of transgression so radical 

that the novel can only approach it sideways: the sexual relationship between Ammu, a 

divorced Syrian Christian woman, and Velutha, a Parayava carpenter. Everything in the novel 

orbits this event the broken chronology, the layered perspectives, the obsessive return to the 

same scenes from different angles. Roy’s formal choices are not decorative. They enact the 

experience of living under a social order where certain truths cannot be stated directly but can 

only be approached through indirection, repetition, and the accumulation of seemingly minor 

details. 

Velutha is, by any measure, a subaltern figure. Untouchable, Communist, manual 

labourer he exists at the intersection of every axis of marginalization the novel identifies. His 

murder by the police is the book’s moral nadir, narrated with a precision that refuses both 

sentimentality and sensationalism. But what makes Roy’s treatment of subalternity genuinely 

interesting, rather than merely sympathetic, is her attention to the "Love Laws" "the laws that 

lay down who should be loved, and how. And how much" (Roy 33). These are not written 

statutes. They are enforced through glances, spatial arrangements, the minute choreography of 

everyday social life. The violence they produce is not exceptional but structural, not dramatic 
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but banal. Roy understands and this is what elevates her novel above the social-protest tradition 

that the most effective oppression is the kind that does not need to announce itself. 

Ahmad, writing from a Marxist perspective, has questioned whether Roy’s lyrical prose 
aestheticizes the very suffering it claims to denounce whether the beauty of the writing provides 

a kind of readerly pleasure that softens the political edge (Ahmad 68). It is a fair objection, and 

I do not think it can be entirely dismissed. But I also think it underestimates what Roy’s prose 

is doing. The lyricism is not a consolation; it is a trap. It draws you in, makes you feel, and then 

confronts you with an outcome that no amount of beautiful language can redeem. 

Rushdie: The Unreliable Nation 

Midnight’s Children (1981) approaches subalternity from an entirely different angle. 

Where Roy is microscopic, Rushdie is panoramic. Where she works through sensory intensity, 

he works through intellectual exuberance. Saleem Sinai, born at the exact moment of Indian 

independence, discovers that all the children born in that first hour of freedom possess magical 

powers a premise so gloriously absurd that it short-circuits any pretension to documentary 

realism. The novel is a national allegory, and the midnight’s children represent the unrealized 

democratic potential of the Indian masses. 

But the allegory does not end happily. The midnight’s children are eventually rounded 

up and sterilized during the Emergency their powers destroyed by an authoritarian state that 

cannot tolerate uncontrolled multiplicity. Rushdie’s magical realism operates here as what 

Boehmer calls "narrative excess" (Boehmer 196): it overwhelms the reductive categories of 

official history with a surplus of story, voice, and possibility that the state apparatus is designed 

to suppress. 

The problem of representation is built into the novel’s structure. Saleem is not 

subaltern; he is upper-middle-class, English-educated, and his access to the midnight’s children 

comes through telepathy a power that is obviously a metaphor for the novelist’s claim to 

imaginative empathy. And he is an unreliable narrator. His dates are wrong. His memories are 

fabricated. His account of history is shot through with error and self-serving distortion. This 

unreliability is not a flaw but a thesis: all narration of the national story is partial, interested, 

and ideologically shaped. Nobody tells the truth about India. Some people are just more honest 

about their lies. 

Devi and Mistry: Other Angles 

Mahasweta Devi’s fiction, brought to anglophone readers primarily through Spivak’s 

translations, occupies a position of deliberate discomfort. Stories like "Draupadi" confront the 

reader with subaltern bodies violated, exploited, refusing to be pitied in ways that reject the 

aesthetic distance literary convention normally provides. Devi’s Draupadi, stripped and gang-

raped by security forces, stands before her captors not in shame but in defiance, her wounded 

body itself becoming a weapon. Spivak’s introductory essays to these translations have become 

theoretical texts in their own right, raising questions about the ethics of cross-cultural mediation 

that are directly relevant to the novels under discussion here (Spivak, "Translator’s Preface" 

iii). 

Mistry’s A Fine Balance (1995) takes the social-realist approach. Four characters two 

low-caste tailors, a student, a widow navigate the Emergency in a Bombay apartment, and the 

novel documents, with meticulous patience, the cascading violence inflicted on the poor by the 

state. The realism is effective but raises its own issues. Tickell has argued that realist fiction 

about suffering can produce "compassion fatigue" a domestication of misery that allows the 

reader to feel virtuous without being transformed (Tickell 142). I think Tickell is partially right. 

But I also think Mistry’s relentless accumulation of detail serves a different function: it makes 
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visible the sheer bureaucratic ordinariness of state violence, the way atrocity is administered 

through paperwork and procedure. 

Conclusion 

There is no right way to represent the voiceless, and pretending otherwise would be a 

disservice to both the writers and the communities they depict. Each approach examined here 

carries risks aestheticization, mythologization, domestication, alienation and none achieves the 

transparency of subaltern self-representation. That is not a failure of these novels; it is a 

structural feature of literary mediation that no amount of good intention can overcome. 

What the best of this fiction does achieve is something arguably more valuable than 

transparency: it makes the reader aware of the gap between representation and reality, between 

the story told and the life lived. Roy’s fractured narrative, Rushdie’s unreliable narrator, Devi’s 

refusal of aesthetic comfort, Mistry’s accumulation of devastating detail each insists that 

reading about subalternity should be difficult, not consoling. It is in that difficulty, rather than 

in any achieved transparency, that the political and ethical force of subaltern fiction resides. 

Spivak was right that the subaltern cannot simply be "given voice." But she was also right that 

the effort to understand, imperfect as it must always be, is worth making so long as it comes 

with honesty about what it can and cannot accomplish. 
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