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Abstract

Tribal (Adivasi) literature, often characterized as a ‘Minor Literature,” works as an important
medium for transporting the voice of tribals, which was unheard for centuries. This research
paper explores the reason behind the silence of tribal women against their struggles, and
studies the helpless situation of these tribal women using Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar’s The
Adivasi Will Not Dance. The position of tribal women as outsiders in their own land and their
lack of economic independence is examined. This research uses social constructivism theory to
analyse the submissive character of tribal women. The analysis focuses on five select stories,
from the short story collection, The Adivasi Will Not Dance: Sons, November is the Month of
Migration, Baso-jhi, Desire, Divination, Death, and The Adivasi Will Not Dance.
Keywords:Minor literature, Silence, Helpless situation, Outsiders, Submissive

Introduction

Writer Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar, in his short story collection, The Adivasi Will Not Dance,
provides a clear look into the lives of the Santhal people (Tribes), whose existence is often
noticed by displacement, exploitation, and a deep silence. Though the subaltern experience is
often characterized by a lack of ‘voice’, this research argues that the submissiveness displayed
by Santhal women is not an inbornone or biologically incorporated quality. Instead, it is a
precisely constructed social identity, where their ‘silence’is created by the intersections of
gender, class, and the minority within their own nativity (Aryal33; Krishna and Kumar 1685).
By analysing the select short stories such as Sons, November is the Month of Migration, Baso-
Jjhi, Desire, Divination, Death, and the final short story The Adivasi Will Not Dance, this research
paper aims to understand the in-depth nature of the ‘silent tribal woman’ through the lens of
Social Construction Theory. In the story, Sons, the character Kalpana-di, shows the submissive
side of tribal woman, as she maintains silence when her husband and son lives a greedy life and
adapts illegal ways to earn money and pleasure. The story, Novemberis the Month of Migration,
holds the character, Talamaikisku, who is atribal woman from Santhal community, sleeps with
a Diku (Outsider), for fifty rupees and a piece of bread. Similar to other tribal women’s story,
Baso-jhi, holds a submissive character who is the female protagonist of the story, the character
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Baso-jhi gets blamed for the things which she hasn’t done. She lacks the ability to voice out
for her own self. The story, Desire, Divination, Death, holds the character Subhashini, a tribal
woman from the Santhal community,raises her children as a single mother and misses the
opportunity to be with her son during his last minutes. The helpless situation of supportless
woman could be clearly seen in the story of Subhashini. In the story, The Adivasi Will Not
Dance, the character Mugli acts submissive and goes voiceless when the government raises its
power over supportless tribes. She goes to her father’s house, when the government forces them
to leave their village, for a government project.Social Construction Theory helps in explaining
how silence is produced through social interaction, cultural expectations, and institutional
power rather than being an inherent characteristic of women. The theory consequently allows
an investigation of how Santhal women adopt societal norms and choose silence as the only
available response to oppression. According to Vivian Burr, the categories that are used by
researchers and writers to define people, such as ‘submissive’ or ‘helpless’, are not discovered
but are ‘constructed’ through their daily social practices (Burr 2).Gayatri Spivak argues that
the subaltern woman occupies a doubly marginalized position, being silenced both by colonial
structures and indigenous patriarchal systems. In her essay, Can the Subaltern Speak, she claims
that subaltern women are often denied the ability to represent themselves because dominant
institutions speak on their behalf (Spivak 25). This framework helps in explaining why the
Santhal women in The Adivasi Will Not Dance remain silent despite experiencing exploitation
and injustice. This research has analysed the reason behind the silence of the chosen female
characters, against their sufferings.

Literature Review

The stories of Hansa Sowvendra Shekhar focus on the life of tribal people and highlights the
struggles they face because of various reasons. In the select work, The Adivasi Will Not Dance,
all the chosen characters face struggles through various reasons like government projects,
corrupted husband and spoiled son, poverty and lack of government schemes, as widows
and sole breadwinners. When it comes to tribal literature many research have been done on
different perspectives focusing on the thematical and societal based pressures. So far research
has been done on the impact of industrial projects and mines, at Odisha, and in the life of tribal
people is examined, the question regarding tribal rights and development is raised (Pattnaik
55). The discussion of how development projects often displace indigenous people, and cause
poverty, identity loss and intergenerational trauma where proper rehabilitation measures are
absent, along with how the displacement experiences of tribal communities in India choose
resilience and rehabilitation is compared (Bikkina 351). All this research clearly dealt with
the impact of government projects in tribal areas and the displacement phase of tribal lives in
India. The interference of law and judicial support in the life of helpless tribals, has also been
analysed, the positive and negative outcomes could be seen in the highlights of Niyamgiri
case, where the Supreme Court of India has supported the tribal people against corporate
exploitation, stresses the importance of Forest Rights Acts and judicial interventions, as steps
towards protecting tribal identity, their land and human rights (Dlugoleski 223). On the other
side, for the example of negative outcomes, the fight of tribals for official recognition and the
later challenges from the federal government was obvious and proved that legal recognition
alone will not completely protect the land rights of the indigenous people (Kruk-Buchowska
464). Tribal people face inner conflict and outer conflict, as they have fights with other tribals
groups and communities, which could be considered as inner conflicts, this has been explored,
where the study says that the conflict is not only from outside from also from inner sometimes.
The internal conflict between tribes, the cultural pressure in their region, and the struggles they
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undergo because of preserving their identity is examined (Baite120). When it comes to outer
conflicts, the tribal people face struggles at workplace, schools and many common places, as
in some cases modernization also acts a reason for the weakening of tribal identity, this has
been studied where the connection between tribal diversity and tribal identity is explored and
the practice of human resource management which makes people to follow the identity politics
in Africa is examined. Along with that the negative impact at workplaces and organizations
in the life of tribal people because of their identity is studied (Zoogah). The sub-ethnic and
clan-based identities of the Buryat tribes in contemporary Russia has been examined, which
reveals the weakening of practical functions of the clans because of soviet modernization
(Tregubova 121). The contributions of modernization and materialistic social systems, does
not only lead to development but also declines the tribal culture, tradition and natural ways of
living, is examined through the work, When the Kurinji Blooms. The involvement of literature
in protecting tribal identity and voicing out their struggles are solid through literature as many
writers like Mahasweta Devi, Rajam Krishnan are noticeable ones in this list (Suganth and
Jinu 3). The identity of being a tribe in the regions of Northeast India, and the criticism these
tribals face from dominant colonial and anthropological categories has been analysed, which
portrays tribals as fixed and separate cultural groups and also highlights the flexible networks
of a particular clan named the Naga social organization (Wouters 83). Research clearly states
that the social environment within schools influences the identity formation and educational
experiences of tribal children, the interactions between teachers, tribal students and non-tribal
students, would drag exclusion, dominance and the feeling of otherness has been analysed
(Jose 102). A study argues that work-life balance is closely connected to tribal women’s
psychological well-being, empowerment and social identity within their communities, as they
try to redefine their self-identity through employment (Nath and Dwivedi 483). Studies often
overlook how specific patriarchal and societal hierarchies dictate the expressive boundaries
of subaltern female characters (Ekka and Chamling 7; Tripathi 195). Similarly, while social
construction theory has been applied to analyse silence as a multilayered instrument of
resistance in other marginalized literary contexts (Dutta 78; Anita 2; Dakshayani 3). All this
researchhas been focused in the perspective of tribal people in general, but the suffering of
tribal women and the reason behind their silence has been unexplored, which turns as the core
subject of this research.

Methodology

This research uses a qualitative analysis on the select five short stories from The Adivasi Will
Not Dance, by using the ‘social constructionist lens’ to understand the perspective of tribal
submissiveness. The research uses textual analysis to identify and interprethow these characters
silently communicate in the midst of their suffering. The selection of primary texts was based
on how different plotsof stories bring the marginalized status and suffering of tribal Santhal
women into a nutshell. Studying the suffering of tribal community from the work of a tribal
(Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar), lets us examine the real impact and raw wounds of the people.

Analysis

Economic Dependency and Gendered Vulnerability

Society constructs the submissive belief and silent behaviour of the chosen tribal characters, for
example Talamaikisku from the story November is the Month of Migration, believes that she
has to stay quite during sexual abuse, Kalpana-di from the story Sons, believes that she should
not question the patriarchal power, Subhashini from the story, Desire, Divination, Death,
chooses to work hard by accepting her harsh patriarchal surrounding, Baso-jhi from the story
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Baso-jhi, acts like her violent sons are faultless andmoves to live in a different place without
fighting back for her rights, and Mugli from the story TheAdivasi Will Not Dance, believes
that she has to stay silent against the injustice done to her, all these characters believe that
they should act submissive in the land of harsh patriarchal and powerful society, where their
voices are unheard and their identity are unrecognised. The belief of these characters isbased
on their influence from the society, which makes a strong point that the voice of marginalized
is unheard and unnoticed(Haslanger 407). By understanding a person’s psychology, we can
easily frame the reason behind these characters silent response. “Human beings grow in the
midst of a society. Most of our behaviour is influenced either by other human beings or social
organizations” (Khatoon 362). Therefore, the belief and behaviour these characters possess
are out of their influence from the society where they belong to. Kalpana-di being a tribal
and uneducated woman, both her son and husband easily managed her, on the other side,
Kalpana-di also know about her lack of economic independence, which automatically made
her to be submissive before them. “Kalpana-di’s husband was a bank manager who had been
recently implicated in charges of corruption and embezzlement” (Shekhar 19).Similar to that,
Talamaikisku’s transactional acceptance of sexual exploitation for survival in November is the
month of Migration stresses how extreme economic vulnerability destroys personal opinion and
normalizes experiences of violence (Krishna & Kumar 1685). The transactional acceptance in
Talamaikisku’s life is very much visible when she agrees to sleep with the jawan for food and
money. ““You need food?’ He is standing in front of the policemen’s quarters. ‘Yes,” Talamai
answers. ‘You need money?’ ‘Yes’. ‘Will you do some work for me?’ Talamai knows what
work he is talking about” (Shekhar 25-26).

The story of Baso-jhiadds up to this analysis by showcasing how lack of family support, which
has a direct connect of her economic vulnerability as a widow, forces her into exploitative
domestic work and clearly destroys her social status and voice. Though Baso-jhi being a single
mother raised her two sons with her hard work, she could not rest at her own house. She was
beaten brutally by her sons and thrown out of her own house. Baso-jhi’s inability to voice out
has a deep connection with her economic inability and lack of independence, which was because
of her societal belief that she had. All the chosen Santhal women including Baso-jhi, believed
that their voices are unrecognized by the society, which made them to stay silent in their hard
situations.Such an existence drags a constructivist argument that societal structures actively
create and maintain conditions of dependency, which clearly shapes individual behaviours
and choices (Cherechés 63; Ekka and Chamling 2). This often results in a normalization of
exploitation, where the silence of the marginalized is considered as acceptance (Varman et al.,
655).

Moreover, widows and divorced women face increased levels of exploitation due to societal
marginalization and economic dependence, a situation often created by a lack of access to
land rights and other protective measures (Islam and Khan 2). Characters like Baso-jhi and
Subhashini face additional exploitation because of their position as widows in the society,
as both the characters does not have any proper economic source, which makes them as easy
targets to exploitation. When it comes to the story of Baso-jhi, being a widow her sons treated
her as untouchable and throwed her out of the house.Similar kind of humiliation was faced by
Subhashini, where her husband was dead and she became the only bread winner of the family
with three children. Subhashini’s helpless situation made her to work till the death of her son,
she could not accept the fact that she worked for her children but she could not be with her son
when he passed away. “Kunaram lay still. ‘He was asking for jalebis, yo’. Parul screamed as
she clutched her mother. ‘He was waiting for you!”” (Shekhar 92).

(96)



Sneha S/Dr Nancy Prasanna Joseph/Marginalized Voices Literary Voice Number 27 Volume 1 September 2026

Social Exclusion, Identity Loss and Subaltern Silence

Shekhar’s depiction of these women characters often highlights the differentiation between the
powerful and the powerless, this shows how societal hierarchies contribute to their continued
marginalization (Tripathi 193). The author’s clear portrayal shows how traditional Adivasi life,
despite facing outer pressures from ‘civilized community and modern age’, continues to live
in silent resilience, which allows for a deeper exploration of their silent struggle and identity
(Bauna 1). The story of Mugliexposes the internal colonialism practiced by governmental
policies that take tribal communities out of their land, which intensifies their existential agony
and confirms their status as subalterns (Sinha and Titus 575). The sarcastic yet true situation
of the Adivasi people could be clearly seen in this story, as the government which has to
protect its people acts as the opposing and destroying power against them. A postcolonial
ecofeminist perspective reveals that the exploitation of tribal women and the exploitation of
tribal land occur at the same time. Forest is treated as resources for extraction; tribal women are
treated as bodies available for control. The displacement experienced by Mugli represents both
ecological and gendered violence. Characters like Mugli and Talamaikisku, could not stand
for their own self, as they clearly know their position in the society where their voice has been
unheard and unnoticed for years, which compels them to silently endure the hardships they face
in the society. Talamai maintains silence knowing her helpless situation and her position in the
society, when she was hurt by the Jawan. “He bites them and sucks on her nipples. That hurts.
‘Don’t scream,’ the man pants. ‘Don’t speak a word. It won’t hurt’. Talamai takes care not to
scream, or even wince. She knows the routine. She has to do nothing, only spread her legs and
lie quiet” (Shekhar 26).

The character Talamai strongly shows the ideology that safety and justice are only for the
mainstream people, whereas it was not the same to the marginalized people like her.Talamai’s
silence can be interpreted through Spivak’s view on the subaltern woman. Her inability to
protest is not just because of her personalhelpless situation but a condition produced by
intersecting structures of patriarchy, state power, and tribal marginalization. Even when
violence is implemented upon her, no social institution exists through which her voice can be
recognized. This strengthens the argument that subaltern women in India, particularly those
from tribal communities, are often subjected to a unique combination of discriminations arising
from both their gender and their indigenous status (Kothari et al., 12; Tariq and Khan 246).
This marginalization positions them directly within the broader pattern of intersectionality,
as their experiences are quite different from those of women in dominant castes (Singh 69;
Zorat 42). This marginalization acts as a systemic violence against tribal women, who are
frequently subjected to both direct and structural forms of oppression, which further confirms
their outsider status and clearly limits their boundaries (Selvarajanand Preetha 550). This
perspective is important for understanding how various social and political identities, such as
race, class, gender, and sexuality, intersect to create unique experiences of discrimination and
marginalizationof these tribal women (Ranga and Prasad 305).

The subaltern position is often confirmed by the internal colonization which was experienced
by the tribal populations, where dominant societal groups practice their norms and power
structures, which automatically leads to a deep sense of alienation and voicelessness (Zainab
and Sofia 2-3). All these characters hold a common thread which is their submissive attitude
and voiceless response when situations turn hard, as they know about their helpless and
outsider position in the society. Such systemic marginalization maintains the cycle of their
social exclusion, which makes it difficult for subaltern voices to come out and challenge the
established hegemonic perspectives (Arya 133). This analysis strongly says that subaltern
women often face multiple forms of oppression due to their gender and nativity, which makes
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them as easy targets to oppression than challenging the power structure.

Conclusion

The researchdiscusses that the silence of chosen women characters in The Adivasi Will Not
Dance is not a natural trait but a socially constructed condition produced through intersecting
forces of gender, poverty, tribal marginalization, and institutional neglect. These characters
choose silence as a response to the injustice and insult imposedupon them. Through the lens of
Social Construction Theory and subalternity, the research proves that silence functions both as
a result of oppression and as evidence of unequal power structure. The research also highlights
about the lack of governmental schemes and governmental duties towards the welfare of tribal
people is proven in this research. The research clearly proves that, when these subaltern women
‘speak’ through their silence, they highlight the deep hegemonic structures that continue to
construct and constrain their existence (Arshad et al., 6720; Arya 133). This paper contributes
to Adivasi literature by highlighting the gendered dimensions of tribal marginalization and by
showcasing how social structures systematically reject these women’s identity and voice. Future
research could be made on the context of comparative literature, where Shekhar’s writings
could be compared with other Adivasi writers, to see the differentiation and uniqueness in
their writings. As Shekhar highlights the silent response of women characters in his writings,
how the perspective of other writers reflects in their writing while structuring the struggles
of tribal people, could be studied. As this research focuses on the female characters in the
story, research could be done on the perspective of male characters and highlight how society
pressures and expects them to perform their gender role. Social Construction theory could be
implemented in other Adivasi literary genres like novels and films to understand the base of
tribal peoples struggles.
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