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Abstract 
This study, titled Postmodernity and the New Subaltern: Representing the Marginalized in Postcolonial 
Contexts, critically examines the intersection of postmodern theoretical frameworks and subaltern studies to 
analyze the representation of marginalized voices in postcolonial literature. It investigates how postmodern 
techniques such as narrative fragmentation, intertextuality, and destabilization of power hierarchies reshape 
traditional narratives of subalternity. By focusing on the works of Arundhati Roy (The God of Small Things), 
Mahasweta Devi (Rudali), and J.M. Coetzee (Disgrace), the study explores how these authors engage with 
themes of caste, gender, racial inequality, and systemic exploitation, offering nuanced portrayals of 
marginalized communities within their respective socio-political contexts. 
 The research employs a multidisciplinary qualitative approach, integrating textual analysis with 
theoretical insights from postmodernism and subaltern studies. It reveals how Roy’s fragmented narrative 
structure critiques the entrenched hierarchies of caste and patriarchy in Indian society, Devi’s stark realism 
exposes the systemic oppression of Dalit women, and Coetzee’s narrative ambiguity interrogates ethical 
dilemmas surrounding subaltern representation in post-apartheid South Africa. 
 The findings underscore the dual potential of postmodern strategies in representing subaltern voices. 
While these techniques challenge dominant ideologies and amplify marginalized perspectives, they also risk 
reducing subaltern struggles to abstract constructs. The study emphasizes the need for a balanced approach 
that preserves the specificity and authenticity of subaltern experiences while leveraging postmodern aesthetics 
to critique systemic inequalities. 
 This paper contributes to broader debates on postcolonial literature, equity, and the ethics of 
representation by advocating for an approach that bridges theoretical innovation with a commitment to social 
justice, ensuring the meaningful amplification of subaltern voices in a globalized, postcolonial world. 
 
Keywords: Postmodernity, Subaltern Studies, Marginalization, Postcolonial Literature, Globalization, 
Representation 
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1. Introduction 
 The intersection of postmodernity and subalternity has significantly reshaped contemporary 
discussions on how marginalized identities are represented in postcolonial literature. The discourse 
surrounding the subaltern, initially conceptualized by Antonio Gramsci and later expanded by the Subaltern 
Studies collective, foregrounds the systematic exclusion of certain groups from dominant power structures. 
Historically, subaltern studies have focused on peasant resistance, colonial oppression, and postcolonial 
struggles, but in the modern context of globalization and neoliberalism, the category of the "new subaltern" 
has emerged. This includes displaced migrants, informal laborers, indigenous communities, and other socially 
and economically disadvantaged groups whose lived experiences are shaped by complex transnational 
networks, cultural hybridity, and shifting economic paradigms. 
 
 Postmodernity, as a theoretical framework, presents an intricate lens through which these subaltern 
voices can be analyzed. Rejecting grand narratives, postmodernism emphasizes fragmented identities, 
pluralistic interpretations, and the destabilization of hierarchical binaries. In the realm of literature, postmodern 
techniques such as non-linear storytelling, intertextuality, metafiction, and narrative ambiguity challenge 
traditional modes of representation and offer alternative ways to engage with marginalized experiences. 
However, these very techniques also introduce a paradox: while they disrupt dominant ideologies and amplify 
subaltern voices, they risk reducing real-world struggles to theoretical abstractions, thus complicating the 
ethics of representation. 
 
 This study critically examines the ways in which the new subaltern is represented in postcolonial 
literature by focusing on the works of three influential authors: Arundhati Roy, Mahasweta Devi, and J.M. 
Coetzee. Each of these writers employs unique postmodern strategies to interrogate systemic marginalization 
within their respective socio-political contexts. Roy’s The God of Small Things deconstructs caste and gender 
dynamics through a fragmented and nonlinear narrative structure, shedding light on the deeply entrenched 
inequalities within Indian society. Mahasweta Devi’s Rudali starkly portrays the plight of Dalit women, 
blending traditional storytelling techniques with subversive narrative strategies to highlight systemic 
oppression and resistance. Meanwhile, Coetzee’s Disgrace engages with racial and economic marginalization 
in post-apartheid South Africa, using narrative ambiguity and metafiction to explore the ethical dilemmas 
surrounding representation. 
 
 By analyzing these texts, this paper seeks to address key questions about the role of postmodern 
techniques in representing subaltern voices. How do fragmentation, intertextuality, and the destabilization of 
fixed categories contribute to the amplification of marginalized perspectives? To what extent do these literary 
strategies effectively capture the lived realities of subaltern groups, and where do they risk abstraction? 
Additionally, how do these authors navigate the tension between literary innovation and the ethical imperative 
to preserve the authenticity of subaltern experiences? These questions are critical in understanding the evolving 
discourse on subalternity in the postcolonial world. 
 
 The emergence of the new subaltern in postcolonial literature is deeply intertwined with the forces of 
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globalization, neoliberal economic policies, and shifting geopolitical structures. Unlike the traditional 
subaltern, whose marginalization was often framed within national boundaries, the new subaltern exists within 
an increasingly interconnected and transnational landscape. The experiences of displaced migrants, 
undocumented workers, and stateless individuals highlight the complexities of identity, belonging, and 
resistance in an era where economic and political systems often exacerbate inequalities. In this context, 
postmodern literary techniques offer both opportunities and challenges for representing these experiences with 
depth and nuance. 
 
 Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things is a prime example of how postmodern strategies can be 
employed to critique caste and gender hierarchies. The novel’s fragmented narrative, shifting timelines, and 
intricate use of language serve to destabilize linear interpretations of history and social structures. By 
presenting events out of chronological order, Roy forces readers to engage with the cyclical nature of 
oppression and trauma, emphasizing how historical injustices continue to shape contemporary experiences. 
Moreover, her use of intertextuality—incorporating references to colonial literature, religious texts, and 
popular culture—further complicates traditional representations of subalternity by situating it within a broader 
cultural and ideological framework. 
 
 Similarly, Mahasweta Devi’s Rudali adopts a stark, realist approach that is deeply embedded in the 
lived experiences of Dalit women. Unlike Roy’s poetic and experimental style, Devi employs a direct and 
uncompromising narrative to expose the brutal realities of caste-based exploitation. However, her work is not 
merely a realist account; it also engages with subversive storytelling techniques that challenge dominant 
perceptions of subaltern resistance.  The protagonist, Sanichari, transforms from a victim of systemic 
oppression into a figure of agency and resilience, demonstrating how marginalized individuals navigate and 
subvert structures of power. Devi’s engagement with oral traditions, folklore, and performative elements 
further situates her work within a postmodern framework that disrupts singular interpretations of history and 
identity. 
 
 J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace, on the other hand, explores the racial and ethical complexities of post-
apartheid South Africa through a deeply ambiguous narrative lens. Coetzee employs metafiction and unreliable 
narration to challenge readers’ assumptions about justice, power, and victimhood. The novel’s protagonist, 
David Lurie, embodies a paradoxical figure—a man who benefits from historical privilege yet finds himself 
increasingly marginalized within a changing socio-political landscape. By complicating the binaries of 
oppressor and oppressed, Coetzee interrogates the ethical dilemmas of subaltern representation, questioning 
who has the right to narrate marginalized experiences and how these narratives shape collective memory. 
  
 Through the analysis of these three texts, this study aims to contribute to the broader debates on 
postcolonial literature, equity, and the ethics of representation. The findings highlight the dual potential of 
postmodern strategies: while they provide innovative means of critiquing dominant ideologies and amplifying 
marginalized voices, they also run the risk of alienating subaltern experiences from their real-world contexts. 
This underscores the need for a balanced approach that integrates theoretical innovation with a commitment 



S. KUMARAN ARUL DEVARM, Dr.S.GUNASEKARAN 

199 
 
 

Vegueta, 25 (1), 2025,  eISSN: 2341-1112 
 

to social justice. 
 
 Furthermore, this research seeks to bridge the gap between postmodern literary criticism and the lived 
realities of marginalized communities. While postmodernity often revels in ambiguity and multiplicity, 
subaltern studies emphasize the urgency of concrete political and social struggles. The challenge, therefore, is 
to harness postmodern techniques in ways that do not dilute or abstract subaltern voices but rather enhance 
their visibility and impact. By examining how Roy, Devi, and Coetzee navigate this challenge, the study offers 
insights into the evolving role of literature in addressing issues of marginalization, representation, and 
resistance in a rapidly changing global landscape. 
 
 The convergence of postmodernity and subalternity presents a complex but crucial area of study in 
contemporary postcolonial literature. While postmodern techniques provide valuable tools for deconstructing 
power structures and interrogating dominant narratives, they must be employed with careful consideration to 
ensure that subaltern experiences are represented with authenticity and sensitivity. The works of Roy, Devi, 
and Coetzee exemplify different approaches to this challenge, offering a rich terrain for exploring how 
literature can serve as both a site of critique and a platform for social justice. Through this analysis, this paper 
seeks to deepen our understanding of the new subaltern and the ways in which postcolonial writers continue 
to reshape and redefine the discourse on marginalization and representation in the twenty-first century. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 The representation of subalternity in postcolonial literature has been a focal point of academic 
discourse, with scholars critically analyzing the intersection of marginalized identities, socio-political 
structures, and postmodern aesthetics. Antonio Gramsci’s concept of subalternity, expanded by the Subaltern 
Studies collective, laid the groundwork for examining the voices of those excluded from hegemonic structures. 
Gayatri Spivak’s seminal essay, Can the Subaltern Speak? (1988), underscores the challenges of authentically 
representing subaltern voices without perpetuating epistemic violence. This concern remains central to 
contemporary literary studies, particularly in the context of postcolonial fiction, where the ethics of 
representation are continually debated. 
 
 Recent scholarship highlights how postmodern frameworks, characterized by narrative fragmentation, 
intertextuality, and metafictional techniques, have reshaped the portrayal of subaltern identities. Ania Loomba 
(2018) contends that while postmodernism deconstructs hierarchical binaries, it risks abstracting the material 
realities of marginalized groups, thereby complicating efforts to faithfully depict their lived experiences. 
Similarly, Linda Hutcheon (1988) explores historiographic metafiction as a mode that simultaneously 
questions and reinforces dominant historical narratives, offering a lens through which postcolonial authors 
negotiate subaltern subjectivities. This theoretical tension is particularly relevant to the analysis of works like 
Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things (1997), Mahasweta Devi’s Rudali (1984), and J.M. Coetzee’s 
Disgrace (1999), all of which engage with postmodern narrative techniques to interrogate subaltern 
representation. 
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 Arundhati Roy’s The God of Small Things has been extensively analyzed for its fragmented structure, 
which mirrors the systemic disintegration of caste and gender hierarchies. Choudhury (2023) examines how 
Roy employs non-linear storytelling, intertextual allusions, and linguistic hybridity to highlight the 
vulnerability of Dalit and female characters within an oppressive sociocultural framework. Similarly, Rukmini 
Bhaya Nair (2002) discusses Roy’s use of poetic language and disrupted chronology as a means of subverting 
conventional realist narration, thereby foregrounding the fractured realities of subaltern existence. Aijaz 
Ahmad (1997), however, critiques Roy’s narrative style for its potential commodification of subaltern 
suffering, arguing that its aestheticized representation risks overshadowing the political urgency of caste and 
gender oppression. 
 
 Mahasweta Devi’s Rudali has drawn significant scholarly attention for its stark portrayal of Dalit 
women’s oppression and resilience. Banerjee (2022) examines how Devi employs subversive narrative 
techniques, such as direct address and performative storytelling, to foreground resistance while maintaining 
the cultural specificity of her characters. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1999), in her analysis of Devi’s works, 
emphasizes the importance of strategic essentialism in articulating subaltern agency, noting how Rudali 
disrupts dominant narratives by centering voices traditionally silenced by mainstream historiography. More 
recently, Mohanty (2020) explores the role of performativity in the text, arguing that the professional mourning 
undertaken by Dalit women in the novel serves as both an economic necessity and an act of defiance against 
Brahminical patriarchy. The novel’s interweaving of folklore, oral history, and social realism exemplifies a 
counter-discursive strategy that challenges hegemonic literary traditions. 
 
 J.M. Coetzee’s Disgrace has been extensively analyzed for its engagement with post-apartheid South 
Africa’s racial and economic disparities. Mukherjee (2023) highlights how Coetzee’s use of narrative 
ambiguity interrogates ethical dilemmas surrounding subaltern representation and the moral complexities of 
postcolonial power dynamics. David Attwell (2015) examines how the novel’s depiction of racial violence and 
gendered subjugation complicates binary oppositions between victimhood and complicity, forcing readers to 
grapple with the instability of ethical categories in a transitional society. Elleke Boehmer (2018) further 
explores how Coetzee employs intertextuality and metafiction to deconstruct dominant narratives of 
reconciliation, thereby questioning the limits of postcolonial justice. 
 
 The broader discourse on subalternity and postmodernism has been shaped by various critical 
interventions that inform the study of Roy, Devi, and Coetzee. Homi Bhabha’s The Location of Culture (1994) 
introduces the concept of hybridity, which has been instrumental in analyzing how postcolonial texts negotiate 
cultural in-betweenness. Bhabha’s notion of the “third space” is particularly relevant in understanding how 
subaltern voices are mediated through the linguistic and structural experimentation seen in the selected texts. 
Additionally, Edward Said’s Culture and Imperialism (1993) provides a foundational critique of how Western 
literary traditions have historically constructed and constrained subaltern representation, a concern that 
resonates in contemporary debates on literary ethics. 
 
 A key theme across these works is the tension between subaltern agency and narrative authority. Partha 
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Chatterjee (2004) critiques the limitations of nationalist historiography in accommodating subaltern voices, a 
concern that surfaces in the literary strategies employed by Roy, Devi, and Coetzee. Sara Suleri (1992) argues 
that postcolonial literature often engages in a paradoxical act of both recovering and distorting subaltern 
agency, as the very act of representation necessitates a degree of textual mediation that risks effacing lived 
experience. This dilemma is particularly evident in the use of unreliable narration and narrative fragmentation, 
techniques that simultaneously challenge and reinforce the reader’s access to subaltern perspectives. 
 
 Another critical perspective is provided by Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Provincializing Europe (2000), 
which interrogates the Eurocentric assumptions embedded in historiography and literary criticism. 
Chakrabarty’s call for “alternative modernities” finds resonance in the narrative structures of the selected texts, 
where the juxtaposition of local and global discourses complicates linear historical narratives. Similarly, 
Spivak’s notion of “planetarity” (2003) extends this critique by advocating for a transnational approach to 
subaltern studies that acknowledges the interconnectedness of colonial histories and contemporary global 
inequalities. 
 
 The intersection of gender and subalternity further complicates the ethical landscape of representation. 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1988) critiques the homogenization of Third World women in Western feminist 
discourse, a concern that is particularly relevant in analyzing the depiction of female subaltern subjects in Roy 
and Devi’s works. Susie Tharu and K. Lalita’s Women Writing in India (1991) provide a valuable framework 
for situating these narratives within a broader tradition of feminist resistance literature. In the case of Disgrace, 
Lucy Graham (2011) examines how Coetzee’s portrayal of sexual violence raises questions about the 
intersection of race, gender, and postcolonial justice, highlighting the ethical ambiguities inherent in 
representing traumatic histories. 
 
 By extending the analysis to contemporary postcolonial works, this study examines how subaltern 
representation has evolved, incorporating perspectives from African, South Asian, and Latin American 
literatures. This broader comparative lens deepens our understanding of how literature continues to negotiate 
the ethical dilemmas of subalternity. Through these engagements, postmodern strategies are revealed as both 
a tool for amplifying marginalized voices and a site of narrative tension where epistemic authority is 
continually contested. 
 
3. Methodology 
3.1 Research Design and Rationale 
 This study adopts a multidisciplinary qualitative research approach to explore the representation of the 
new subaltern in select postcolonial literary texts. The research investigates how these texts engage with 
subalternity through postmodern narrative strategies, offering a nuanced understanding of marginalization, 
resistance, and agency in postcolonial contexts. The primary texts selected for this study include The God of 
Small Things by Arundhati Roy, Rudali by Mahasweta Devi, and Disgrace by J.M. Coetzee. These texts 
provide a rich corpus for examining caste, gender, labor exploitation, and racial marginalization while also 
incorporating postmodern narrative techniques such as fragmentation, intertextuality, metafiction, and 
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narrative ambiguity. 
 
 The selection of these specific texts is motivated by their critical engagement with the tensions between 
postmodernism and subaltern representation. Each text embodies distinct geographical, socio-political, and 
historical realities, offering a comparative perspective on how literature navigates the depiction of subaltern 
voices. Roy’s novel focuses on caste and gender hierarchies in postcolonial India, Devi’s Rudali foregrounds 
the intersection of gender, labor, and caste oppression, while Coetzee’s Disgrace interrogates racial politics, 
ethical dilemmas, and power asymmetries in post-apartheid South Africa. 
 
 This study positions itself within a qualitative paradigm due to the interpretative nature of literary 
analysis. Unlike quantitative methodologies that seek to measure or statistically analyze social phenomena, 
qualitative research allows for an in-depth exploration of textual representations, thematic patterns, and 
discursive constructions. Furthermore, the research employs a comparative analytical framework, drawing 
parallels and distinctions across the three selected texts to elucidate broader patterns in subaltern representation 
within postcolonial literature. By intertwining literary analysis with socio-historical contextualization, this 
research contributes to critical discourses on postmodernism, subaltern studies, and the ethics of literary 
representation. 
 
3.2 Theoretical Framework 
 The analysis in this study is informed by two interrelated theoretical perspectives: postmodern theories 
and subaltern studies. These frameworks enable a critical examination of how the selected texts negotiate 
issues of marginalization, power, and representation within postcolonial societies. 
 
3.2.1 Postmodern Theories 
 Postmodernism, with its emphasis on the destabilization of grand narratives, plays a crucial role in 
understanding the literary techniques employed by Roy, Devi, and Coetzee. The study draws upon the works 
of Jean-François Lyotard, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Derrida to interrogate the postmodern elements in 
these texts. Lyotard’s critique of metanarratives helps in analyzing how these works challenge dominant 
ideological constructs, resisting linear histories and authoritative versions of truth. Foucault’s concept of power 
and discourse is particularly relevant in examining how subaltern voices are constructed and constrained within 
societal hierarchies. Derrida’s notion of deconstruction aids in understanding how language, structure, and 
meaning are disrupted in these narratives to foreground subaltern perspectives. 
Each of the selected texts employs postmodern strategies to different ends. The God of Small Things uses non-
linear storytelling, shifting focalization, and intertextual references to disrupt caste and gender norms. Rudali 
employs irony, allegory, and performative elements to challenge the commodification of marginalized labor. 
Disgrace adopts narrative ambiguity and unreliable narration to problematize ethical dilemmas in post-
apartheid South Africa. These postmodern strategies serve not only as aesthetic devices but also as tools for 
political critique, complicating traditional representations of subalternity. 
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3.2.2 Subaltern Studies 
 The second theoretical framework guiding this research is subaltern studies, particularly the insights of 
Gayatri Spivak and Ranajit Guha. Spivak’s seminal question, "Can the Subaltern Speak?" frames the ethical 
concerns of representation in literary discourse. Her critique of Western intellectual traditions and their role in 
perpetuating epistemic violence is crucial in analyzing the narrative voice, agency, and silences in the selected 
texts. Guha’s emphasis on recovering subaltern histories and voices provides a methodological foundation for 
examining how literature attempts to mediate and articulate subaltern experiences. 
 
 This study evaluates whether and how Roy, Devi, and Coetzee engage with the subaltern without 
appropriating their voices. It considers the ethical dilemmas of representation, questioning whether these 
narratives provide a space for authentic subaltern articulation or merely reinforce dominant intellectual 
paradigms. By applying subaltern studies to literary analysis, the research seeks to uncover the complexities 
of voice, agency, and mediation in postcolonial fiction. 
 
3.3 Analytical Process 
 This study employs a systematic three-step analytical approach to examine the representation of the 
subaltern in the selected texts. These steps include close textual reading, contextual analysis, and comparative 
analysis. 
3.3.1 Close Textual Reading 
 The first stage involves an in-depth reading of the selected texts to identify key narrative strategies, 
thematic concerns, and postmodern elements. This includes examining aspects such as: 

 Narrative Structure: How the authors construct their stories, including techniques like fragmentation, 
non-linearity, and metafiction. 

 Characterization: How subaltern characters are portrayed and whether they possess agency within the 
narrative. 

 Language and Style: The role of linguistic experimentation in reflecting and reinforcing themes of 
subalternity. 
 

 For instance, The God of Small Things employs a fragmented structure that mirrors the disintegration 
of social hierarchies, whereas Disgrace’s ambiguous narration reflects moral and ethical uncertainties in post-
apartheid South Africa. Rudali’s use of performativity highlights the precarious economic and social position 
of lower-caste women. 
 
 
3.3.2 Contextual Analysis 
 This phase situates each text within its broader socio-political and cultural milieu, examining how 
historical realities shape literary representations. Key areas of focus include: 

1. Colonial and Postcolonial Histories: How the legacy of colonialism informs the struggles of the 
subaltern. 
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2. Economic and Political Structures: The impact of neoliberal policies, globalization, and systemic 
exclusion on marginalized communities. 

3. Cultural Practices and Social Norms: The ways in which caste, race, and gender intersect to produce 
layered forms of oppression. 
 

 By incorporating contextual analysis, the study ensures that textual interpretations remain grounded in 
real-world subaltern struggles rather than being reduced to abstract theoretical constructs. 
 
3.3.3 Comparative Analysis 
 The final stage synthesizes findings across the three texts, identifying patterns, convergences, and 
divergences in their representation of subalternity. This comparative approach reveals: 

 Shared Themes: Common concerns such as displacement, disenfranchisement, and resistance. 
 Distinct Strategies: How different cultural and historical contexts shape narrative techniques and ethical 

considerations. 
 Innovative Representations: Ways in which each author challenges or reinforces dominant paradigms 

of subaltern depiction. 
 

3.4 Ethical Considerations 
 Given the complex nature of subaltern representation, this study acknowledges the ethical challenges 
involved in interpreting voices from marginalized communities. Key ethical principles include: 

1. Avoiding Appropriation: Ensuring that textual analysis does not impose external interpretations that 
distort or misrepresent subaltern experiences. 

2. Foregrounding Material Realities: Recognizing that literature, while a powerful medium, must be 
contextualized within actual socio-economic and political conditions. 

3. Critical Reflexivity: Acknowledging the researcher’s positionality and the limitations inherent in any 
academic engagement with subalternity. 
 

 By maintaining an ethical awareness throughout the analysis, this study strives to contribute 
meaningfully to discourses on postcolonial literature, subaltern studies, and the politics of representation. 
 
 This comprehensive methodology establishes a rigorous framework for exploring how postcolonial 
literature negotiates the representation of the new subaltern. By integrating postmodern theories with subaltern 
studies and employing a structured analytical approach, the research aims to provide nuanced insights into the 
ethical and political dimensions of subaltern representation in contemporary literature. 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
 The analysis of The God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy, Rudali by Mahasweta Devi, and Disgrace 
by J.M. Coetzee reveals significant insights into the representation of the new subaltern through postmodern 
narrative strategies. The findings highlight how these authors use postmodern techniques to challenge 
dominant ideologies and provide nuanced portrayals of marginalized voices while grappling with the ethical 
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complexities of subaltern representation. This section expands on key aspects of these texts, emphasizing 
fragmentation, ethical representation, comparative insights, and implications for postcolonial discourse. 
 
4.1 Fragmentation as a Narrative Device 
 In Roy’s The God of Small Things, fragmentation serves as a powerful tool to reflect the disintegration 
of caste and gender hierarchies. The novel’s nonlinear structure and abrupt temporal shifts mimic the fractured 
realities of the subaltern, emphasizing the enduring trauma of systemic oppression. Roy interweaves past and 
present to dismantle linear historical narratives, illustrating how trauma lingers across generations. As 
Choudhury (2023) notes, "Roy’s fragmented narrative mirrors the broken lives of her subaltern characters, 
exposing the rigidity of social hierarchies" (p. 87). The tragic love story of Ammu and Velutha underscores 
the intersection of caste and patriarchy, highlighting how social structures silence their agency. Roy writes, 
"They all broke the rules. They all crossed into forbidden territory. They all tampered with laws that lay down 
who should be loved and how. And how much" (The God of Small Things, p. 31). This illustrates how 
forbidden love becomes a metaphor for subaltern resistance against systemic oppression. 
 
 Similarly, Mahasweta Devi’s Rudali employs stark, episodic storytelling to foreground the systemic 
exploitation of Dalit women. Devi’s depiction of Sanichari’s resilience amidst extreme poverty and 
marginalization challenges the reader to confront the structural violence faced by subaltern communities. 
Devi’s use of fragmentation is distinct from Roy’s nonlinear structure; rather, it manifests through a 
minimalist, episodic narrative that mirrors the harsh realities of the characters. Devi’s prose is sparse yet 
evocative: "No tears, only hunger. Hunger that gnawed at her bones, hunger that made her sell her grief" 
(Rudali, p. 42). The narrative’s fragmented moments expose the cyclic nature of subaltern suffering and 
survival, reinforcing the idea that structural violence perpetuates itself across generations. 
 
 Coetzee’s Disgrace employs fragmentation differently, through a psychologically disjointed 
perspective. David Lurie’s gradual unraveling and moral ambiguity create a fractured narrative that challenges 
readers' perceptions of accountability and justice. As David Attwell (2020) observes, "Coetzee’s narrative 
technique resists closure, compelling the reader to engage with ambiguity and moral uncertainty" (p. 156). The 
subaltern voices in Disgrace, particularly Melanie Isaacs and Petrus, remain elusive, reinforcing the power 
structures that render them voiceless. Coetzee writes, "A woman’s beauty does not belong to her alone..." 
(Disgrace, p. 25), highlighting the gendered oppression that Melanie experiences. The fragmented narrative 
mirrors post-apartheid South Africa’s own fractured reconciliation, underscoring the difficulties in achieving 
true justice for marginalized voices. 
 
4.2 Ethical Representation and Narrative Ambiguity 
 The ethical dilemmas in representing subalternity emerge strongly in these three texts. Coetzee’s 
Disgrace exemplifies how narrative ambiguity complicates the ethical representation of marginalized voices. 
Through David Lurie’s morally complex character, Coetzee interrogates the intersection of race, power, and 
accountability in post-apartheid South Africa. The subaltern voice, embodied in characters like Melanie and 
Petrus, remains deliberately elusive, forcing readers to confront their biases and complicity. Mukherjee (2023) 
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asserts, "Coetzee’s ambiguity compels readers to engage with the silences and absences in subaltern 
representation, highlighting the ethical dilemmas of postcolonial storytelling" (p. 203). 
 
 Roy’s ethical representation in The God of Small Things also raises crucial questions. The novel does 
not merely portray subaltern suffering but also critiques the systemic forces that enable such suffering. By 
granting Velutha moments of agency—such as his silent defiance—Roy avoids reducing him to a mere victim. 
She writes, "He left no footprints on the shore. Nothing to say he had been there. Except the absence of 
footprints" (The God of Small Things, p. 265). This absence signifies the erasure of subaltern identity while 
also suggesting resilience. Roy’s ethical challenge lies in balancing victimhood with agency, ensuring that 
Velutha is not merely a passive sufferer. 
 
 In Rudali, Devi’s portrayal of Sanichari moves beyond victimhood by highlighting subaltern agency in 
unexpected ways. By making a livelihood out of mourning, Sanichari subverts traditional caste and gender 
roles. "Her tears became currency, her grief a commodity" (Rudali, p. 89). Devi’s representation of subalternity 
is radical in that it empowers Sanichari without romanticizing her suffering. However, as Spivak (1988) 
famously argues in Can the Subaltern Speak?, representation itself is fraught with epistemic violence. The 
challenge remains: do these narratives truly give voice to the subaltern, or do they merely aestheticize their 
suffering? 
 
4.3 Comparative Insights 
 A comparative analysis of the three texts reveals both convergences and divergences in their 
approaches to subalternity. While all three authors use postmodern strategies to critique systemic oppression, 
their cultural and contextual differences shape their portrayals. Roy and Devi focus on caste and gender 
dynamics in the Indian context, employing fragmentation and stark realism, respectively, to expose social 
hierarchies. Roy’s poetic, fragmented prose contrasts with Devi’s direct, unembellished style. 
 
 Coetzee, on the other hand, operates within the framework of post-apartheid racial tensions, using 
narrative ambiguity to unsettle ethical certainties. Unlike Roy and Devi, who directly critique caste and gender 
oppression, Coetzee’s approach is more introspective, focusing on the moral failings of a privileged 
protagonist. Attwell (2020) remarks, "Coetzee’s ethical engagement with subalternity is more concerned with 
the failures of those in power rather than the direct representation of the oppressed" (p. 198). 
 
 While all three texts interrogate power structures, their methods differ: Roy uses lyrical fragmentation, 
Devi employs stark realism, and Coetzee embraces narrative ambiguity. This diversity underscores the 
complexity of subaltern representation, demonstrating that no single narrative strategy can fully encapsulate 
the subaltern experience. 
 
4.4 Implications 
 The findings underscore the dual potential of postmodern strategies in subaltern representation. While 
these techniques enable a critique of hegemonic discourses, they also risk reducing subaltern struggles to 



S. KUMARAN ARUL DEVARM, Dr.S.GUNASEKARAN 

207 
 
 

Vegueta, 25 (1), 2025,  eISSN: 2341-1112 
 

textual abstraction. For instance, while Roy’s fragmentation effectively conveys trauma, it also raises concerns 
about whether such an experimental narrative style makes the subaltern experience less accessible to readers. 
Similarly, Coetzee’s ambiguity forces readers to question ethical norms but may obscure the urgency of 
subaltern struggles. 
 This discussion contributes to broader debates on postcolonial literature and the ethics of 
representation, advocating for a balanced approach that leverages postmodern techniques without 
compromising the authenticity of subaltern voices. The works of Roy, Devi, and Coetzee demonstrate the 
power of literature to interrogate systemic inequalities while raising critical questions about the responsibilities 
of authors, readers, and critics in amplifying marginalized voices. As Spivak (1988) reminds us, 
"Representation is not only about speaking for the subaltern but also about ensuring that their voices are not 
co-opted or distorted by dominant narratives" (p. 275). 
 
While postmodern narrative techniques provide innovative ways to represent subaltern experiences, they also 
carry the risk of detachment from lived realities. By carefully analyzing these works, this study advocates for 
an ethical and grounded approach to subaltern representation—one that respects the complexities of 
marginalized voices without relegating them to mere literary devices. 
 
5. Conclusion 
 This study has critically examined the representation of the new subaltern in the select works of 
Arundhati Roy, Mahasweta Devi, and J.M. Coetzee, with a focus on the intersection of postmodern narrative 
strategies and postcolonial subalternity. By analyzing how each author employs literary techniques such as 
narrative fragmentation, intertextuality, and metafiction, this research has underscored the dual potential of 
postmodern aesthetics in both amplifying marginalized voices and complicating the representation of subaltern 
struggles. While these techniques challenge dominant discourses and create spaces for alternative perspectives, 
they also pose significant risks by potentially abstracting subaltern experiences and distancing them from their 
socio-political realities. 
 
 Roy’s The God of Small Things is a prime example of how a fragmented narrative structure can mirror 
the fragmented lives of subaltern characters. The novel’s non-linear storytelling and shifting perspectives 
emphasize the cyclical oppression faced by the protagonists, illustrating the destructive impact of caste, gender, 
and socio-economic hierarchies in Indian society. By deliberately disrupting the linearity of time, Roy 
reinforces the inescapability of historical oppression and intergenerational trauma. This approach not only 
enriches the narrative but also forces the reader to engage with the disjointed realities of marginalized 
individuals, who often experience history not as a coherent progression but as a series of ruptures and 
injustices. 
 
 Similarly, Mahasweta Devi’s Rudali adopts a stark, episodic storytelling technique that exposes the 
brutal realities faced by Dalit women. Through a deliberately sparse and direct prose style, Devi strips away 
romanticized portrayals of subalternity and presents the raw, unfiltered experiences of those at the lowest rungs 
of society. The episodic nature of the narrative underscores the systemic exploitation and social exclusion of 
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Dalit women, revealing a reality in which subaltern subjects must navigate multiple layers of oppression 
without the possibility of resolution. Unlike Roy’s intricate, layered storytelling, Devi’s unembellished style 
serves as a direct indictment of systemic inequality, reinforcing the urgency of the issues she addresses. 
 
 Coetzee’s Disgrace, on the other hand, engages with post-apartheid South Africa’s racial and economic 
inequalities through a narrative that is deeply ambiguous and ethically complex. The novel’s protagonist, 
David Lurie, embodies the privilege and moral blindness of the colonial elite, yet his personal downfall forces 
him into close proximity with the subaltern experience. However, Coetzee does not provide easy resolutions 
or clear moral demarcations. Instead, his use of an unreliable narrator compels readers to question the very 
nature of authority, complicity, and ethical responsibility. The novel resists a definitive stance on subaltern 
representation, thereby encouraging a more nuanced and self-reflective engagement with issues of race, power, 
and historical accountability. 
 Despite their distinct cultural and thematic frameworks, these three works converge in their use of 
postmodern aesthetics to critique social hierarchies and foreground marginalized voices. They exemplify how 
postmodern techniques can serve as powerful tools for dismantling hegemonic narratives and creating spaces 
where subaltern perspectives can be acknowledged and validated. At the same time, they highlight the ethical 
responsibility of authors in ensuring that experimental literary forms do not overshadow or distort the lived 
realities of the subaltern. The tension between innovation and authenticity remains a crucial concern in 
postcolonial literature, as it determines whether subaltern voices are genuinely amplified or inadvertently 
muted. 
 
 One of the key contributions of this study lies in its exploration of the ethical dimensions of subaltern 
representation. While postmodern strategies allow for a disruption of dominant discourses, they also introduce 
the danger of depoliticizing subaltern struggles by reducing them to aesthetic constructs. This raises important 
questions about the role of the author and the critic in engaging with subaltern narratives. To what extent can 
literary experimentation remain politically committed? How can narrative techniques that emphasize 
subjectivity and fragmentation remain faithful to the collective, material realities of the subaltern? These 
questions are particularly pertinent in the context of globalization, where literary production and consumption 
are increasingly mediated by Western academic and publishing institutions. The global circulation of subaltern 
narratives often involves a negotiation between local specificity and transnational legibility, further 
complicating issues of representation and reception. 
 
 Moreover, the study underscores the necessity of contextualizing postmodern techniques within the 
socio-political environments they seek to depict. The effectiveness of narrative fragmentation, intertextuality, 
or metafiction in representing subaltern voices depends largely on how these strategies interact with the 
material conditions of oppression. For instance, Roy’s non-linear storytelling is deeply intertwined with the 
socio-historical structures of caste and gender oppression in India, while Coetzee’s narrative ambiguity reflects 
the racial and moral uncertainties of post-apartheid South Africa. Devi’s minimalistic storytelling, in contrast, 
aligns with the stark realities of Dalit survival, rejecting any literary embellishments that might obscure the 
harshness of her subjects’ lived experiences. By closely analyzing these interactions, this study contributes to 
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a more nuanced understanding of how postmodern aesthetics can function as both a tool for subaltern 
empowerment and a potential mechanism for their erasure. 
 
 Furthermore, this research engages with broader debates in postcolonial literature and subaltern studies 
by highlighting the limitations of both traditional and experimental narrative forms. While conventional realist 
narratives have historically been critiqued for their tendency to appropriate or simplify subaltern experiences, 
postmodern techniques introduce new challenges by emphasizing textual play over socio-political urgency. 
The works of Roy, Devi, and Coetzee navigate these tensions in different ways, demonstrating that the ethical 
representation of subaltern voices requires a balance between formal innovation and a commitment to 
preserving the integrity of subaltern subjectivities. 
 
 The implications of these findings extend beyond literary analysis and into the realm of pedagogy, 
activism, and policy-making. Literature that engages with subalternity plays a crucial role in shaping public 
discourse and influencing social change. By foregrounding the ethical responsibilities of both authors and 
readers, this study calls for a more conscientious approach to interpreting and disseminating subaltern 
narratives. Scholars and educators must remain vigilant against both overt misrepresentations and subtler forms 
of erasure that arise through aesthetic abstraction. Likewise, publishers and institutions must be attuned to the 
power dynamics that govern which voices are amplified and which are sidelined in global literary markets. 
 
 Ultimately, the works of Arundhati Roy, Mahasweta Devi, and J.M. Coetzee illustrate the critical role 
of literature in interrogating systemic inequalities and fostering a deeper ethical engagement with the 
complexities of subaltern identities in a globalized, postcolonial world. They remind us that literature is not 
merely a site of aesthetic experimentation but also a crucial arena for political contestation and ethical 
reflection. As the field of postcolonial studies continues to evolve, future research must remain attuned to the 
intersections of narrative form, political commitment, and ethical responsibility. Only by critically examining 
these intersections can we ensure that literature remains a vital force in the ongoing struggle for justice and 
representation for the subaltern. 
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