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Abstract:

The idea of the ‘Subaltern’, which arose in the second half of the 20™ century as a response to the elitist and
biased interpretations of colonial Indian history, is one of the main contemporary conceptions of the
postcolonial era. Antonio Gramsci, an Italian Marxist philosopher, coined the phrase in his ‘Prison
Notebooks’. Later, in the 1980s, Ranajit Guha's efforts to translate ‘Subaltern’ into Bengali as ‘Nimnabarga’
helped the concept gain traction in Indian historiography and social sciences. His writings, particularly
‘Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India’ (1983), were crucial in the development of
Subaltern Studies in India. This theoretical framework was subsequently refined by academics like Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, Partha Chatterjee, Shahid Amin, Gautam Bhadra, Gyanendra Pandey, David Hardiman
and others.

The term ‘subaltern’ describes socially, politically, and economically marginalised and downtrodden
groups of people. Peasants, labourers, sharecroppers, members of the lower middle class, and other
marginalised groups whose lives were moulded by exploitation and reliance were included in colonial India.
In order to understand history and society from the viewpoint of the marginalised, subaltern theory pushed
historians and critics to go beyond traditional elite-centred narratives.

This strategy has also grown in importance as a literary analysis technique, especially in Bengali
literature. Indian literature, from Sanskrit writings to mediaeval Bengali works, has been criticised by writers
and critics for primarily celebrating upper-class domination while neglecting and silencing lower-class
characters. As a result, contemporary Bengali authors have made an effort to reimagine overlooked
‘Mahabharata’ characters and events from a modern, subaltern viewpoint. Harishankar Jaladas stands out
among them. He highlights the misery of the subaltern classes and exposes the oppressive nature of upper-

class control by depicting the agony, deprivation, and internal conflicts of marginalised people in his novel
‘Eklabya’.
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