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The intricacy and complexity of class and caste in India are tied to many factors. 

In modern circumstances, it is closely related to the economy of the country. It is 

increased by violence, by patriarchy, by the history of colonialism, by religious 

sectarianism and by modernised versions of development. These complexities of caste 

and race are diluted by historians through proper documentation of the past events. But, 

historical texts often become deceptive in documenting realities. It records the events that 

are sanctioned by the authority. The history of the downtrodden are only produced after 

the constant reminding of the well wishers of these classes. Their lives are always 

forgotten in the making of history. One of the acknowledged reasons for forgetting their 

histories is that while documenting history, the events must be available as written 

documents. The lives of Adivasis are always bracketed from the ‘real’ history. A new 

parenthetical way of reading the lives of Adivasis is a must to bring them to the limelight 

of history. Mahaswetha Devi, through her works stresses the view that exploitation of the 

Adivasis is an ongoing process from the beginning of life and she dreams of a society 

where everyone would be treated equally. 
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     Mahaswetha Devi, through her acute pen, constantly writes about the lives of 

the Adivasis and their struggle to live in peace in their own habitat. The subaltern life 

portrayed by Mahaswetha ranges from the forest dwellers to the downtrodden underdogs 

living in the crammed cities and under railway bridges. She writes about the history and 

the heroic struggles of Adivasis and the problems faced by the subaltern groups, both 

Adivasis and women. She uses different strategies to reveal her concern with the security 

and the well being of the people in general and the Adivasis in particular. Being an 

activist and an ardent believer in humanism, she moved from one place to another giving 

shelter and solace to the needy people.  

The plot of the novel, The Book of the Hunter, revolves around the contrasting 

lifestyles of two couples, the Brahmin Mukundaram and his wife who are town bred, and 

the young Shabars, Phuli, and Kalya who are forest dwellers. The Shabars are full of raw 

energy and their intense and passionate love for each other often brings them pain. They 

are fiercely resistant to any encroachment upon their lives. They live mainly by hunting 

and refuse to till the land and grow crops. As the towns and villages expand, they are 

driven deeper and deeper into the forest. The gradual shrinking of their habitat and 

extinction of their means of livelihood are issues that are buried under the echo of 

development. Though the novel is set in the 16
th

 century, it resonates with the 
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contemporary anxieties about the mindless destruction of the environment causing 

serious ecological imbalance.  

  The narration begins with a fictional account of how Brahmin Mukunda 

Chakravarthy, farmer, householder, and poet, is constrained to leave his native place  

Daminya, and with difficulty, makes his way across the unknown landscape, to the land 

of Ararha, seeking  new and kinder soil in which his family may put down roots. The 

novel opens with a nice domestic setting of Mukunda, the learned Brahmin, who has 

destined to select the route of agriculture as his means instead of reciting mantras just like 

his father, grandfather, and brothers. After devoting long years to the tasks of farming 

and practicality, Mukundaram's artistic heart continues to long for creative expression, 

but he has not yet found the story that is worth to be told. But after his mother's death, 

Mukunda feels that his mother, Daibakhi appears in his dreams forcing him to write, 

since he has acquired so much learning and knowledge. Caught between illusion and 

reality, Mukunda searches for a theme to start his epic.    

                        Mukunda’s family gets acquainted with Phuli, Kalya’s wife and the 

Shabar woman. He becomes curious to know about the life of both men and women of 

this community. Mukunda gets surprised when Kalya replies to the enquiries about the 

boarding of Kalya Shabar. Kalya says proudly: “But we are not doms, chandals, 

washermen cobblers! We live in the lap of the jingle. Haven’t you seen Chandir Bon 

from afar?”(TBH, 43)  

            The gulf between a Brahmin and a hunter is beautifully narrated by Devi. The 

lives of Mukunda and Kalya are entirely different in form and content. Structurally, 

Mukunda is ordered and civilised, but instead, Kalya shows the qualities of a hunter 

without any orderly life. Mukunda with his bookish knowledge wonders at the way Kalya 

leads his life. 

                        Mukunda: “you’re going to kill the birds, aren’t you?” 

Kalya: “And why not? I’ll sell the feathers and meat, and get rice and oil 

in the market. We have to eat, don’t we?  

                        M: “But that’s violence against living creatures” 

K: Did you or I make up the way things are? The goddess Abhayachandi 

has given you puja for work, books, a granary and a cowshed, while she 

gave us the jungle. We are Shabars, you hear children of the jungle! (TBH, 

44) 

             Mukunda eagerly asks Kalya about the whereabouts of the temple for 

Abhayachandi in the jungle. The explanations through Kalya’s garrulous tongue inspire 

Mukunda very much. Though Mukunda shows his contempt for the way Shabar men and 

women walk around, holding their hands together and playing and shouting with each 

other, he feels interested in their faith in their goddess Abhayachandi. Kalachand, the son 

of Kalar-ma, the housemaid, discloses to him that the chief of the Shabar community, the 

mother of Kalya, possesses the secret knowledge of the Shabars. Moreover, she is quite 

through with all kinds of medicinal plants and people visit her for treatment. Until then 

Mukunda had a false notion of the knowledge and the keepers of knowledge. Mukunda 
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learns from Kalachand that the ways and rules of the Shabars are different. They do not 

treat the king as their own and they do not bow to greet a Brahman.  Kalachand widens 

Mukunda’s learned knowledge about the Shabars by explaining the kind of carefree life 

they have living in their own habitat.  

            Tejota, the mother of Kalya, willingly narrates him the story of the Shabar orgin 

myth and the secret knowledge of the tribe and Mukunda lowers his eyes and starts 

listening and he writes it down ‘on the palm leaf of his mind with an invisible pen’ ( 

Devi, 57).  Tejota narrates how the outside authorities have often wounded them because 

of their never diminishing greed. The Shabars were unaware of the sprouting of a town 

and a capital nearby and the king of the town had a wish to build a temple for Abhaya. 

They wanted to create an image of Abhaya and one of the young Brahmans was ready to 

go to the jungle to get the image and the king offered him seven kahans of gold. The 

Brahman went to the Shabar priest and cooked up a story that he had been driven out 

from the temple and he demanded a shelter in the forest. Later he followed the daughter 

of the priest and discovered the goddess seated on the stone pedestal. He stole the stone 

slab and he fled towards the town and handed it over to the king and went to bring the 

bullock cart to carry the gold. As the goddess herself warned him, his entire family 

perished.  

 Thus the narration also focuses on how these innocent people are cheated by the 

so-called civilized people and as a result, they are forced to live in poverty and scarcity.  

Tejota remembers how Ma became sad to look at her beloved creations full of miseries 

and hardships. Tejota opens up the story of suffering. King Megha ruled for millions and 

millions of years and the hearts of the neighbouring kings were bursting with an enemy. 

Finally, the treasurer, wondering from where the king gets his wealth, drilled a peephole 

in the door while King Megha slept, and peered through it with his right eye. 

Immediately, there was a thunderclap in the cloudless sky, the palace collapsed in an 

earthquake, and King Megha and Queen Meghabati had to run to the temple for their 

lives. When they reached the temple, the goddess told them that since other kings were 

ready to conquer Gujarat, she would turn the city into a forest again. Moreover, she gave 

them a boon if some other Shabar succeeds in killing the golden monitor lizard on 

Durgastami, he will be their king and after that their lost glory would be restored. 

             In reality, the Shabars are one of the most primitive tribes located in the districts 

of Sainghbhum, Ranchi, and Hazairbhargh. Presently they are on the verge of extinction 

and no one is there for their upliftment. Mahaswetha Devi presents them as people who 

live beyond the town of Ararha at the edge of a jungle called Chandir Bon. They are 

presented as people without any interest in profit and loss and they are unaware of their 

poverty. They live a highly contented way with whatever they receive from their mother. 

            Mahasweta Devi presents the role of both men and women in the Shabar 

community. The novel also tells us the story of the Shabars themselves, and the tradition 

that is so closely and secretly wound up with the forest in which they live and roam. It 

tells us of Kalketu, the Shabar hero and founder of the Shabar clan; of the forbidden, 

mysterious abode of the goddess Abhaya; of the gift of hunting that she has given them, 

the laws that she had laid down, and the consequences of breaking these laws; of the 

simple, natural way of life of these forest children. And finally, it is the tragic story of 
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how mainstream settlements have pushed them further and further into the forests, 

encroaching not only on the hunting lands and homes of the tribals, but also into the 

delicate equilibrium of nature itself.   

             The book of the Hunter also depicts the relationship of the man, the land and the 

forest which is simultaneously interwoven through a converging plot veering around the 

Brahman Mukunda and the Shabar, Kalya. The novel gives an ample space to think and 

understand the diverse life conditions of the Shabar and the civilized people.  Shabars 

live in isolation in the bounty of Abhaya's forest, but life in the mainstream society is 

monotonous and everyday is the same without any adventures. The hunter or the tribal 

community of the Shabars is juxtaposed with the ‘civilized' Brahminical life of the family 

of Mukundaram to underscore the differences in the customs, rules and the ways of the 

two communities or castes. The Shabars practically live off with the forest, the mother 

provides them with. In the Shabar community, both men and women toil for their daily 

victuals. They marry whomever they want. They build separate huts after marriage. 

When the husband and wife quarrel, the husband thrashes the wife; she, in turn, sticks a 

blow or two. Both the man and woman can remarry. (Devi, 83) 

            Kalya demands to his mother that she should pass on the secret knowledge to him. 

And so he will be the chief of the community. But, Tejota complains to Danko that Kalya 

is still behaving indifferently and he is not mature enough to carry that knowledge. 

Danko says: 

After these grand trees expire, the new ones which will spring up in their 

places will not be as tall. By and by, all the trees that are left will be short, 

dwarfish ones. Enough of this daydreaming that will cover the three 

worlds with Shabars. They don’t know how to survive. After this, they too 

will be short and dwarf- like.  And top of that, other kinds of people will 

drive them out of their ancestral homes. (Devi, 89) 

Danko’s words echo the natural destruction of their community and it again 

shows that the advancing cities are also influencing their community. Danko is of the 

opinion that it is not easy to get knowledge and there is a time for receiving knowledge. 

The receiver should be mature enough to impart the knowledge among his communities. 

And also the receiver should be patient enough to listen to Abhaya’s commands. Danko 

reminds Tejota to cut off their close relationships with the city folk and warns that the 

Shabars are the forest dwellers and they can ‘live on roots and tubers’. Danko says: “No, 

as long as I live and there is a forest here, no Shabar will till the soil”(Devi, 90). 

Kalya is overenthusiastic and often acts like a rogue. He is so conscious that he 

should not show any lineage to the outside culture. He is still against mingling with 

Brahmans and city folks. Kalya feels that the Brahman couple puts a spell on her and that 

is why he is beating Phuli to drive the demons out of her body. Being superstitious he 

feels that everything will end in success if he gets the knowledge possessed by his 

mother.  But in his eagerness, he forgets the rule of hunting that the chief has already 

taught him. In his expedition to kill the king of elephants, so that he will get his much-

awaited knowledge, he disregards the rule that there is no hunting when the animal is in 

the Abhaya's green fortress. Thus raged by the smell of human flesh, the elephant, which 

is almost on the verge of dying, thrashes Kalya many times and the members of the 



Lokavishkar International E-Journal, ISSN 2277-727X, Vol-06, Issue- 03, July-Aug-Sept 2017 

 

 
                                        w w w . l i i r j . o r g                                                      ISSN 2277-727X 

 
Page 60 

hunting expedition, along with Danko, finds Kalya lying on the earth motionless and 

breathless. Phuli realizing the fact that Kalya is no more there in her life to hold on, 

commits suicide by drowning in the water. Danko forgets about the medicine to invite 

youthfulness and the whole community moves to their next abode.    

             Mukunda's family feels the vacuum when they hear the news about the death of 

Kalya and Phuli. Mukunda's wife lives without eating anything for three days. The love 

and care that she gives to Phuli makes her alienated in her own home. So, as a monument 

to them, Mukunda announces that he is going to write the epic. Mukunda says:  

O Ma, I became so anxious for them! Phuli and Kalya are stuck in my 

heart like two arrows. I never imagined this would happen. What will I 

give them in my story, do you know? I will turn Kalya into Kalketu and 

Phuli will become Phullora. O Kalya, you will get your golden monitor 

lizard- the pen can make it all happen (Devi, 133). 

            Mahaswetha Devi, though born in an upper-class family, shows her affinity 

towards the tribal hunters, tribal peasants and women with her true love and she becomes 

empathetical towards them. Through her works, she tries to emphasise the self 

determination and self-assertion of the tribals, which actually they lack. Sandwiched by 

myth and history Mahaswetha Devi projects the stark realities which are yet to be given 

room in the colourful pages of recorded history. Her words and deeds have become 

highly inspirational to the writers who are ready to fight against the evil customs 

prevailing in India. 
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