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ABSTRACT: While thinkers such as Frantz Fanon, Edward Said, and Sylvia Wynter 
have criticized Enlightenment humanism for its embeddedness in coloniality, 
they also call for a refashioned humanism that expands the notion of the human 
while centering the agency of the oppressed. The author places these engagements 
in conversation with indigenous thought that challenges not only traditional hu-
manism for its dehumanization of the non-Western, non-male subject but also 
humanist discourses of national liberation that reify these exclusions. Through 
its focus on literary writing and activism based in the resource-rich territory of 
Bastar in Central India, this article examines the separation of the human and the 
non-human that undergirds the Anthropocene, challenged in Adivasi-indigenous 
territories on the periphery of the nation-state, where extractive capitalism has 
rendered “inhuman” the bodies that fall outside discourses of national sover-
eignty. The author proposes an “Upside-down Humanism” for framing discourses 
of knowledge and modes of representation that center the entangled histories 
of the human and the non-human in worlds turned upside-down by extractive 
state-capitalism in the era of the Anthropocene. 
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An Upside-Down Humanism for the Anthropocene

“They turn our land upside-down, inside-out with their heavy machines.”

—Hansda Sowvendra Shekhar, The Adivasi Will Not Dance
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“It is a border town smack in the heart of India. It is an upside-down,  

inside-out town.”

—Arundhati Roy, Walking with the Comrades 

On the evening of March 7, 2016, Adivasi1 activist Soni Sori spoke to students at 
Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi about her struggles as a teacher and 
activist in the coal and bauxite-rich Bastar region in central India. A fortnight 
before, Sori had survived an acid attack at the hands of assailants angered by 
her outspokenness about sexual violence in the region where state militias 
work hand in hand with private corporations to facilitate coal and bauxite 
mining. Pointing to her injured face, Sori spoke memorably, “My face is the 
face of Bastar’s struggle today” (Sori 2016).2 

Sori’s rhetorical comparison of the violence done to her body and land re-
curs in the writings of indigenous authors and activists across the world. In 
India, this embodied experience of violence in Adivasi lands occupies a central 
place in the literary writings of Bengali author Mahasweta Devi, whose life’s 
work was dedicated to chronicling the plight of Bastar’s Adivasi communities. 
In her preface to the collection of stories Bitter Soil (1998), Devi states that her 
intention is not to please the reader, but to provoke them to action: “These 
stories, written in the eighties, are becoming hideous contemporary realities 
every day in India. So where is the time for sleep? The situation demands im-
mediate response and action” (Devi 1998, x). 

While occupying distinct positionalities—Sori speaking and organizing 
from within her community and Devi from the outside—to educate and make 
known the Adivasi plight, both draw on the rhetorical and political possibilities 
of Adivasi-indigenous politics in India to interrogate the hegemonic structures 
of humanism anchored in the nation-state. While Devi’s writings reveal the 
aesthetic and epistemological frameworks through which Adivasi subjectivi-
ties are inscribed within the dominant national imagination, Sori’s activism 
and pedagogical investments offer a located but transnational configuration 
for theorizing indigeneity from within the purview of Adivasi politics, consid-
ered on its own terms. Drawing on methods and debates in literary studies, 
postcolonial theory, indigenous studies, and the environmental humanities, 
I read Sori and Devi together to explore the entanglement of aesthetics and 
indigeneity in their literary, pedagogical, and political work. In doing so, I sit-
uate indigenous politics as a site for excavating forms of the human that chal-
lenge the exclusionary structures of humanism embedded in nation-centered 
rights-based discourses while simultaneously foregrounding the significance 
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of humanist struggles emerging from the frontlines of environmental catastro-
phe. 

The fiction, reportage, and activism of Soni Sori and Mahasweta Devi are 
distinctly invested in humanist pedagogy grounded in the texture and expe-
riences of local ecology at a juncture when theoretical discourse is increas-
ingly informed by a turn toward the “planetary.” This turn came in the wake of 
the “Anthropocene,” a geological epoch designated by scientists in which hu-
man activities have come to play a leading role in climate and environmental 
change. Coined by Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer in the 1980s, the 
Anthropocene posits the human as a “global geological force” (Steffan et al. 
2011, 843) on account of his shaping power over the planet. Sylvia Wynter notes 
how the human who emerges in these narratives is informed by the western 
bourgeois model of being human. In this account, regardless of their racial-
ized, colonialized, or gendered locations, the human’s biological agency and 
subsequently, his geological agency is taken for granted (Wynter and McK-
ittrick 2015). Conversely, Dipesh Chakrabarty observes how much of the dis-
course on the Anthropocene has panned out as a moral-political issue that 
has dislodged earth history into world history and substituted geological force 
with questions of power. He writes how “the argument that came to be known 
as ‘climate justice’ functioned also as a strategy for bargaining, in effect, for a 
longer life for a developmental regime of historicity for nations like India and 
China” (Chakrabarty 2018, 11). In his critique of discourses of nation-centered 
development, primarily derived from the writings of NGOs and state leader-
ship in India, Chakrabarty posits an antithetical relationship between human-
ist histories of transnational justice and species/geologic history. Sylvia Wynter 
calls such evocations of species history a “monohumanist narrative of species 
universalism” that erases the embeddedness of geological thinking within cir-
cuits of racial capitalism and colonialism (Wynter 2015, 11). In a similar vein, 
drawing on the work of Black feminist scholars, Katherine Yusoff rejects apo-
litical accounts of species history, demonstrating how the very foundations of 
disciplines such as geology, architecture, and geography are complicit in the 
histories of racial capitalism (Yusoff 2018).

The dialogue on the Anthropocene thus finds itself in a bind, faced on 
one hand with an anthropocentric and racialized humanism and on the other, 
with a reemerging ecocentrism that remains oblivious to the differential ways 
in which the planetary crisis impacts humans across race, class, and gender. 
Counterposing the antihumanism that has marked considerations of the hu-
man in Anthropocene discourse, thought, and movements from the Global 
South, have consistently criticized the humanist tradition while also arguing 
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for its significance as a critical hermeneutic. In the work of the writers and 
activists I discuss in this article, one witnesses a renewed faith in the libera-
tory potential of human agency and its capacity to resist in the face of environ-
mental degradation. This faith echoes Frantz Fanon’s “new humanism” (1963), 
Sylvia Wynter’s “embattled humanism” (2020), and Edward Said’s “democratic 
humanism” (2006). Each insists on resuscitating the liberatory and democratic 
potential of humanism. Wynter observes that “humanism and colonialism in-
habit the same cognitive political universe in as much as Europe’s discovery of 
itself is simultaneous with its discovery of others” (120). But instead of aban-
doning humanism, she calls for “a reconstructed understanding of the grounds 
of human being” (121). Similarly, in his conceptualization of an “offshore hu-
manism,” Paul Gilroy points to a distinctive idiom of species life that emerges 
in the struggles against colonialism. Gilroy exhorts us to draw on this idiom 
to salvage a humanism from the “rising waters and transformed climates that 
characterize the future of endangered species” (Gilroy 2018, 12).

I will build on these anti-imperialist constructions of humanism through 
literary writing and activism based in Adivasi contexts. I argue that domi-
nant strains of environmentalist thought have relied on liberal humanism 
predicated on assumptions of citizenship within the postcolonial nation. 
These humanist discourses stand challenged in sites at the periphery of the 
nation-state, where prolonged conflict has rendered monstrous the bodies 
that do not fall within state-defined discourses of legality. In turn, I concep-
tualize “an upside-down humanism” to argue how Adivasi struggles challenge 
not only Eurocentric discourses of humanism but also humanist discourses of 
national liberation that reify these exclusions. While not antimodern in their 
impetus, Adivasi-indigenous politics reveal the aporias of state-led develop-
mentalism while foregrounding the longer temporalities of the nonhuman in 
humanist struggles against extractive capitalism. Adivasi political, rhetorical, 
and aesthetic configurations thus transcend the binaristic representation of 
the human and the nonhuman, presenting modes of living otherwise among 
communities at the forefront of environmental justice. 

Racial ideologies have historically located racialized subjects as in-be-
tween figures at the cusp of animality. Yusoff calls this in-between figure the 
“inhuman,” codified into existence through hegemonic epistemologies, and 
coterminus with the geologics of extraction (Yusoff, 2018). While colonial re-
cords represent Adivasis in animalized terms, even the liberal multicultur-
alism of the postcolonial nation-state reproduces similar tropes of animality 
in its designation of Adivasis as prehistoric (Sonntag 2006). Anthropologist 
Irawati Karve, in her study of the Sanskrit epic Mahabharata, highlights the 
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discursive erasure and demonization of Indian Adivasis within the context of 
millennia of Aryan settlerism (Karve 2007). Nandini Sundar too writes how 
“decades of upper-caste racism has so naturalized the association between Adi-
vasis and animals that the former are often represented as subhuman” (Sundar 
2016, 41). Sori and Devi subvert the hegemonic structures of knowledge rooted 
within the nationalist paradigm by inverting the template through which the 
human is invented in the nationalist tradition. 

Soni Sori and Mahasweta Devi’s work is situated in the resource-rich re-
gion of Bastar in central India, and more broadly, within Adivasi regions in 
India. Bastar’s mineral wealth includes ten percent of India’s mineral reserves, 
yet much of this wealth goes to private companies aided by state actors. This 
state-corporate nexus and its massive developmental projects have left Ad-
ivasis in the region some of the most dispossessed peoples of India (Sundar 
2016, 29). Arundhati Roy calls Dantewada, a district in Bastar, “a border-town 
smack in the heart of India” (Roy 2019, 511). In as much as Bastar’s peripheral 
status is not limited to geography but instead extends to its place within the 
Indian nation, it can be described as an “extractive zone,” conceptualized by 
Macarena Gómez-Barris as the “colonial paradigm, worldview, and technol-
ogies that mark out regions of high biodiversity in order to reduce life to cap-
italist resource conversion” (Gómez-Barris 2017, xvi). I parse the entangled 
ways in which Bastar and its Adivasi inhabitants are caught within this colonial 
paradigm geared towards appropriating natural resources from the region. In 
my readings of Soni Sori and Mahasweta Devi’s literary and political work, I 
articulate multispecies social formations that blur the boundaries between the 
human and non-human subjects of Bastar in their combined struggle against 
genocidal extinction. 

In his exploration of the continuities between the colonial and the post-
colonial state in India, Virginius Xaxa writes about how the postcolonial state 
continued the alienation of Adivasis from their lands and forests, a process 
that was intensified through ideologies of developmentalism. In fact, writes 
Xaxa, in the postcolonial period, “land alienation (of Adivasis) has become 
justified through the right to property and the right to settlement anywhere 
in the country” (Xaxa 2008, 48). Thus, liberal citizenship in India has actively 
excluded the Adivasis from its purview. I deploy, here, a framework of reading 
humanism within a settler-colonial context, where the latter is understood in 
Patrick Wolfe’s conceptualization of “invasion as a structure and not an event” 
(388). Wolfe conceptualizes the settler-colonial mode of domination as founda-
tional to modernity while stressing its continued presence in the global present 
(Wolfe 2006, 394). The insatiable desire for land at the core of the structure 
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of settler-colonialism necessitates the erasure of the native body and is re-
produced in national environmental discourses and conservation practices. 
I use the term “Adivasi” as a strategic one that refers to various communities 
denoted as “Scheduled Tribes” in the forested heartlands of India. Ajay Skaria 
writes that being Adivasi is about “the shared experiences of the loss of forests, 
the alienation of land, and repeated displacement since independence in the 
name of development projects” (Skaria 2001, 28). Simultaneously, my use of 
the terms “indigenous” or “indigeneity” connotes a global politics that is not 
limited to original claims to land but extends to the structural nature of indig-
enous peoples’ placement within the dominant hegemonic society. While the 
alienation of Adivasi land signals the continual mode of colonial governance in 
the postcolonial nation, the inscription of Adivasis in the national imagination 
demands a register of displacement and dislocation that goes beyond the ter-
ritorial claims sought by indigenous groups. I contend that local iterations of 
Adivasi activism and storytelling must not only be read through frameworks of 
difference, focused on Adivasi “alterity,” but rather in conjunction with global 
histories of indigenous resistance. While recognizing the particularities of 
Adivasi struggles, I pay attention to how discursive tropes and settler colonial 
technologies of governance travel beyond national borders, forging alliances 
among governing states and new forms of solidarities between indigenous 
communities across the world. 

I will first explore the paradigm of the “exceptional body” in relation to the 
extractive zone as a critical site for the re-examination of humanism. I will then 
examine the production of the “inhuman” through humanitarian discourses of 
state-sponsored literacy in indigenous contexts while highlighting how teach-
ers and Adivasi activists based in these locations interrupt these discourses. 
Sori and Devi’s aesthetic, embodied, and pedagogical practice calls forth what 
I term an “upside-down humanism” through its persistent questioning of the 
moral values inscribed within humanism in the context of people who have 
been historically deprived of their agency over their land and bodies. In of-
fering these embodied representations of being, learning, and teaching from 
below, they leave us with a model for imagining livable futures in the Anthro-
pocene. 

Embodied Perception and the Exceptional Body

Debates hinging on the place of the human on the planet have challenged the 
underlying assumptions of several disciplines, including those concerned with 
the study of aesthetics. The scale of literary form has been a key preoccupation 
in considerations of the Anthropocene’s impact on literary aesthetics. While 
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many writers and scholars have turned to genres like science fiction for their 
representation of the planetary crisis on an expansive scale (Ghosh, 33–34), 
this paper argues for scaling down our focus to the local spaces of extraction to 
arrive at a method of reading global social ecologies. Pointing to the “cognitive 
and embodied modes of seeing” (Gómez-Barris, xiv) encoded in indigenous 
epistemologies, Gómez-Barris identifies in them a future-oriented imaginary 
of the planetary. Through an analysis of embodiment in Mahasweta Devi’s 
short story “Shishu” and Soni Sori’s embodied rhetoric of dissent, this section 
suggests that the body emerges as the site of an upside-down humanism that 
challenges the pastoral assumptions attached to Adivasi identity by the liberal 
state while also inserting her unyielding presence as a political subject in the 
national fabric. 

“Shishu” begins with an invocation of the periphery through its setting. 
“The name of the place is Lohri, and it is situated at the meeting point of the 
boundaries of three districts, Ranchi, Sarguja, and Palamau. Officially, it is in 
Ranchi” (Devi 1998, 1). Devi’s dual positioning of Lohri as an extraction frontier 
between three districts and its “official” incorporation within Ranchi immedi-
ately draws attention to the in-betweenness of the place and its inhabitants, 
who appear throughout the story as ghostly figures. From the very beginning, 
Lohri is described as desolate, uninhabitable, and “a damned terrible place” (2) 
by the state officials who work in this area. Argentinian sociologist Maristella 
Svampa writes how extractive capitalism thrives on an “efficient vision of re-
source-rich territories,” which considers them “socially desolate” as long as 
they contain goods valued by capital. “The communities settled there appear 
invisible,” writes Svampa, “to facilitate the entry of large projects that end up 
becoming the agents of territorial occupation” (Svampa 2019, 28). The stories 
told by agents of the state about Lohri reinforce this spatial notion of social 
desolation. 

Cultural production has been complicit in reproducing the indigenous 
subject as a spectral figure in sites of extraction. Such narrative spectral-
ity aligns with her historical absence from archival records and her political 
erasure through the appropriation of land and resources. “Shishu” builds up 
a carefully orchestrated discourse of the indigenous subject’s body rendered 
unreal and haunted within the space of the forest, mapped onto the national 
imagery. First published in 1978 in the Bengali magazine Sharodiya Paromash, 
“Shishu” appeared a year later in Devi’s short stories collection Nairete Megh 
(Tickell 2016, 258).3 The story narrates the legend of a lost group of people, 
the Aagariya folk of Kubha village in Lohri, who had once carried out a vio-
lent uprising against corporate encroachment of their land. The Aagariya4 



Philosophy and Global Affairs

attacked and killed two officers and a geologist who blasted their sacred hill-
ock for iron ore mining. Following this act, they vanished into the jungle and 
“were totally lost.” No one ever saw them again” (Devi 1998, 5). “Shishu” begins 
with the arrival of a new relief officer who is responsible for the distribution of 
government-funded relief goods to the Adivasi communities of the area. The 
narrative structure of the story comprises a number of frame narratives where 
different characters narrate stories and legends of the place to the relief officer, 
evoking a nightmarish imagination of Lohri. The story sets up an extended di-
alogue between the different officials working in the area, whose use of “hear-
say” and “rumors” stages the very process of discursivizing the Adivasi people 
of India. In the context of their enforced disappearance, this meta-representa-
tion serves as a site from which to problematize representations of the Adivasi 
from outside and within the story world of “Shishu.”

Devi appropriates the form of the national epic to create legendary figures 
who straddle the temporal worlds of ancient and modern times. “Shishu” de-
scribes the Aagariya, traditionally iron miners, who “ate flames” and bathed in 
“rivers of fire” (Devi 1998, 4). The story extends the narrative of the last people 
beyond the temporality of the realist narrative through its use of the legend. 
The legends of indigenous peoples and their lands form an inextricable link 
between human time and geological time without losing sight of the social 
histories of people. The blasted hillock that led to the violent incident serves 
as a source of water for the Aagariya. Despite its taboo existence, the pond, a 
symbol of violated nature, continues to exist as a haunting site providing nour-
ishment to the story. Devi utilizes the tropes of extinction to counter extinc-
tion’s temporality. Gómez-Barris writes that for the spaces and people that she 
studies, “the paradigm of ‘no future’ has already taken place, and we are now 
on the other side of colonial catastrophe”(Gómez-Barris, 4). Within the differ-
ent frames of the story, “Shishu” embodies the coexistence of these different 
temporalities, which in turn challenge the linear timeline of national progress 
and how it informs the writing of the postcolonial Anthropocene. Poised at the 
juncture of social documentary and the gothic genre, Devi deploys paratex-
tual commentary to complicate the reader’s relationship with the binaries of 
fact and fiction. Citing an analogy between “Shishu” and the groundbreaking 
ecological work, The Geography of Hunger, by the Brazilian physician and activ-
ist Josué de Castro (Devi 1998, ix), the writer insists that “Shishu,” despite its 
haunting and “strange” quality, must be read as grounded in facts. By blurring 
the boundaries between myth and reality, fabulation and science, Devi dis-
turbs the temporality of national independence and progress that continues to 
exclude Adivasis and other marginalized communities of India. 
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The disappearance of the one hundred and fifty rebels of Kubha village 
and the speculations about their whereabouts are central to the gothic tropes of 
the story. In fact, the indigenous figure as spectral and ghostly is a well-known 
trope of native horror across the world. Tuck and Yang note how in settler con-
texts, “the settler positions himself as both superior and normal; the settler is 
natural, whereas the indigenous inhabitant and the chattel slave are unnatu-
ral, even supernatural” (Tuck and Yang 2012, 6). “Shishu” juxtaposes the lit-
eral disappearance of the native with the imaginary of the haunted place. The 
BDO (Block Development Officer) reveals to the relief officer that the “place is 
notorious. People say it’s haunted by asur-bonga-ghosts” (Devi 1998, 8). The 
story develops this rhetoric of the “supernatural” around the indigenous body 
through the deployment of aesthetic devices like the songs and dirges of the in-
digenous people of the forest. “If these are their songs, then how do they mourn 
their dead? These songs are like dirges. Unsettling! Unsettling!” (Devi 1998, 2). 
The narrative of haunting is poised to unsettle not only the settler but also the 
discourses that define the indigenous body to assimilate it within the national 
imaginary. The songs disturb the relief officer’s romanticized imaginary of Ad-
ivasi men who played the flute and Adivasi women who danced with flowers 
in their hair, singing, as they pranced from hillock to hillock (Devi 1998, 2), 
reminiscent of the cultural imagery both of commercial Indian cinema and 
ethnographic films created by state institutions such as The Film Division of 
India. In turn, descriptions of “the long ghostly wails that pass for song” that 
“ooze out of all the hillocks and jungles and smatter against the speeding jeep” 
(Devi 1998,10) are streaked with the imagery of the diseased body. 

Writing about indigeneity in India and the United States, Selma K. Son-
ntag points to how liberal states demand authenticity as a precondition of 
autonomy for indigenous self-government. In this context, the “recovery of a 
cultural otherness” becomes dependent on the “dominant society’s perception 
of the otherness of the group in question” (Sontag 2013, 192). Soni Sori speaks of 
this discourse of culture and its violent implications for Adivasi women:

Even though there is no concept of mangalsutra in the Adivasi com-
munities, some girls in our community have started wearing it, 
thinking that would spare them from the police and paramilitary’s 
lust for unmarried virgin girls. . . . We feel that their festivals are an 
import from an alien culture brought in by those who went outside. 
(Boga 2019)

Sori draws attention to the parallels between the extraction of natural and 
cultural resources in Adivasi lands, unraveling the constructions of the Adivasi 
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through a liberal-humanist framework of alterity, which “humanizes” the Ad-
ivasi within the terms of the dominant culture, with a view to assimilation and 
even exploitation.

On one hand, Adivasis are represented by the state as repositories of cul-
tural otherness rendered in romanticized terms; on the other, they are framed 
as infections to the land. Representations of Adivasi people through the im-
agery of infection inform the Indian state’s counter-insurgency operations in 
Adivasi lands. From Salwa Judum (Purification Hunt) to Operation Greenhunt, 
the rhetoric of purification and conservation is deployed by the state’s military 
to keep Adivasis off their lands. This marriage of majoritarian nationalism and 
ecological thought is not new. Eco-anarchist Murray Bookchin’s work offers a 
critique of the movement called “deep ecology” and its universalizing ideas of 
species history. Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess invented the term “deep 
ecology” when he proposed a set of eight organizing principles, rooted in the 
idea that the biosphere and not human beings should be at the center of any 
ecological movement (Naess 1973, 95–100). Bookchin indicts the deep ecolo-
gists of preaching “a gospel of a kind of original sin that accurses a vague spe-
cies called humanity” with the implication that “people of color were equitable 
with whites, women with men, the Third World with the First, the poor with 
the rich, and the exploited with their exploiters” (Bookchin 1987, 4–5). Citing 
an interview of David Foreman, the co-author of Deep Ecology, Bookchin high-
lights the latter’s critique of sending aid to Ethiopia, and instead letting “nature 
seek its own balance, to let the people there just starve,” correctly identifying 
it as a brand of racist, classist, and imperialist “eco-fascism” (Bookchin, 4–5).5 

In India, the rhetoric of Hindu ethnonationalism lives up to the brand of 
“eco-fascism” predicated on the location of national identity within discourses 
of deep ecology. While the revered figures of the Indian independence move-
ment, M. K. Gandhi and Rabindranath Tagore, read India’s relationship to its 
forests/nature with different implications, their discourse, too, is informed by 
the rhetoric of deep ecology. Tagore writes how the “culture of the forest has 
fueled the culture of Indian society” and how “the unifying principle of life 
in diversity, is the principle of Indian civilization” (Wenzel 1998, 55). Jennifer 
Wenzel comments on the homogenizing rhetoric of “Indian Culture” in Tag-
ore’s monograph Tapovan, where the value of the forest in Tapovan lies in the 
space it provides for the intellectual evolution of the upper caste Hindu man, 
who stands at the center of Tagore and Gandhi’s humanism (Ibid.). This variant 
of liberal humanism glorifies the natural diversity of Indian forests as an alle-
gory of ‘national harmony in diversity’ even as it is premised on the erasure or 
demonization of the Adivasi body. 
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Devi’s fiction, in contrast, represents a distorted relationship of a people to 
their ancestral land. The relief officer’s romanticized imagination of Adivasis 
is counterposed through the representation of Lohri as “a burnt-out desert” 
(Devi 1998, 1) in the grip of famine. Devi’s focus on the drought induced by 
extractive practices defamiliarizes the liberal reader with the romanticization 
of Adivasi landscapes and their resultant placement of the Adivasi in a state 
of nature. Yet, while Devi inverts the pastoral depiction of Adivasi landscapes, 
“Shishu” too draws an equivalence between the starving Adivasi subject and 
the landscape of Lohri: “The trees are stunted, the breast of the river, a dried-
out cremation ground” (Devi 1998, 1) has obvious parallels with the “stunted 
people, whose bodies have shriveled and shrunk from lack of food” (Devi 1998, 
19). The story, however, sets up this equivalence through the point of view of 
the state officials only to challenge it through an embodied assertion of Adivasi 
humanity in the climactic scenes.

The last scene of the story subverts what could be seen as a classic an-
thropological encounter between the relief officer and the Aagariya people. 
“Shishu” concludes with the revelation that the “little ones” are the very same 
rebels who had to seek shelter in the forests and whose physical aspect is now 
irreversibly altered because of starvation through the years. 

He feels a terrible fear. . . . Their bodies are now clearly visible. . . . 
Why are they naked? . . . If they are young, young boys, adolescents, 
then why is their hair white? Why do the little girls have empty, sag-
ging breasts? . . . Grotesque, grotesque sight. . . . (Devi 1998, 18)

Not only is this encounter between the liberal humanist subject and the 
dehumanized Adivasi people framed in embodied terms, but it also under-
cuts the wailing and incoherent singing imagined from the officer’s point of 
view, with an emphatic, enraged speech by the Adivasi rebels who narrate 
their plight in fugitivity and stake their claims to the stolen relief goods. In 
contrast to this speech, the officer only screams, “Na Na Na” as he attempts to 
come to terms with this new reality. As the rebels close around him, he is forced 
to acknowledge their humanity, interestingly, in the terms of gender and cit-
izenship: “They are men, adult, Indian males” (Devi 1998, 20). The renewed 
framing of Adivasis as “adult Indian males” from the point of view of the relief 
officer directly counters the state’s (and officer’s) infantilization of Adivasi sub-
jects. The story’s titular reference to “Little Ones” or “Strange Children,” such 
as in Bardhan’s translation, is glaring in its referential invocation of the infan-
tilization of indigenous people across the world who have been framed into 
law as “children” and wards of the state. Mahmood Mamdani writes that “for 
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generations, colonial and US authorities referred to Indians as their children” 
(Mamdani 2020, 29). This parent-child metaphor sits at the heart of “Shishu” 
and its presentation of the lost Adivasi people as “children” from the point of 
view of the state officials. 

The climactic scenes of the story invert this metaphor. In the cataclys-
mic representation of the relief officer’s encounter with the malnourished 
Aagariya people, one could discern Hannah Arendt’s critique of the “concept of 
the Rights of man based on the supposed existence of a human being as such” 
which “collapsed in ruins as soon as those who professed it found themselves 
for the first time before men who had truly lost every other specific quality 
and connection, except for the mere fact of being humans” (Agamben 1995, 
114). In the face of this collapse, “Shishu” offers us an “upside-down human-
ism” invested in the ontological sovereignty of subjects on the peripheries of 
the state. The relief officer’s internal monologue takes cognizance of the limits 
of his rational understanding of the human. “If this is true, then all else is false. 
The universe according to Copernicus, science, this century, this freedom, 
plan after plan” (Devi 1998, 19). These rhetorical and economic markers of his-
torical decolonization in India—Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s emphasis 
on scientific education and the series of national development programs, the 
Five-Year Plans—are situated alongside the relief officer’s paternalist approach 
toward the Adivasi subject. 

My point here is not to locate the Adivasi subject outside rationality or the 
modern state but instead to interrogate the terms of that rationality within a 
liberal discourse of human rights. Who is considered human enough within 
the nation-state to be a subject of this rights-based discourse? Rahul Ranjan 
writes how “in staking their claim, they (Adivasis) flatten the most primal 
thrust of the Indian modernity project which is sustained on projections of 
their backwardness” (Ranjan 2023, xviii). Ranjan points out that the very proj-
ect of Indian modernity is sustained through the infantilization of Adivasi peo-
ple. In the face of the impassioned claim of the Adivasis against the oppression 
meted out to them, the concluding lines of the story demonstrate the failure 
of the officer to articulate this recognition of the “human.” The relief officer 
“lifts his face up to the moon, his mouth gaping wide,” but words fail him. “But 
why isn’t his brain sending the order of this throat-shattering scream? Tears 
stream from his eyes” (Devi 1998, 20). The embodied recognition of the Adivasi 
people’s humanity at the end of the story is set up precisely in contrast to the 
spectral difference that marked them as cultural others. 

If Mahasweta Devi’s story demonstrates Adivasi rage through embodi-
ment, Koya teacher-activist Soni Sori’s rhetoric and engagement with the state 
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provide a site from which to theorize the Adivasi woman’s body as an extraction 
frontier. Sori’s life as a teacher in a government school was rudely interrupted 
by her arrest and persecution after she refused to be an informer for the Bastar 
police against the Naxalite insurgents in the region.6 Like many other incar-
cerated Adivasi women, Sori suffered sexual abuse in prison. In interviews, 
letters, and speeches, Sori speaks about the widespread criminalization of Ad-
ivasis in the carceral geography of Bastar and the mass sexual assault on Adi-
vasi women as a mode of state warfare. In a 2019 conference on the theme of 
“Women in Resistance, Women in Prison: A Public Hearing in Delhi” organized 
by the All India Union of Forest Working People and the Delhi Solidarity Group, 
Soni Sori recounts the horrors of women who are subjected to rape and tor-
ture by Indian security forces, denied sanitary supplies, made to whitewash 
walls or clean excrement with bare hands, and forced to give birth in chains. 
Demonstrating the complicity of postcolonial law in the criminalization of Ad-
ivasis, Sori bears witness to the state’s manipulation or erasure of “evidence” 
of this violence in the form of medical records, identity documents, and wit-
ness testimonies. The state attempts to stifle this embodied witnessing through 
the discourse of shame. Rather than a romanticization of Adivasi community 
structures, Sori also recounts how Adivasi women who suffer sexual abuse in 
prison are rejected by their communities. Turning this discourse of shame on 
its head, Sori refuses to wear her clothes in prison to protest against her forced 
stripping by police officials (Sori 2019). Her embodied witnessing reclaims the 
agency of the body to witness and to speak for itself.

Sori’s embodied politics against the carceral state is a stark comment on 
the cultural politics of the state’s representation of Adivasi women. Writing 
about Jagdalpur, a city in Bastar district, Nandini Sundar paints a picture of 
duality: “Larger-than-life statues of dancing Gond women, their naked black 
bodies adorned with bronze-painted jewelry—mark the roundabouts of Jagda-
lpur, gratifying settler fantasies, even as the presence of real Adivasis dimin-
ishes in the city” (Sundar, 38). The diminishing presence of Adivasis in the city 
and the forest is sustained by the carceral state in Bastar that disappears Adi-
vasis in prisons while adorning the marketplace with their statues. The rheto-
ric and activism of Soni Sori and Adivasi women like Hidme Markam, Nivada 
Rana, Dayamani Barla, Gyarishi Devi, Tulasi Munda, and Jacinta Kerketta con-
front this erasure through the documentation of Adivasi struggles for land and 
sovereignty. I read Soni Sori’s struggle with the Indian state not only to high-
light an embodied politics of endurance and survival (Povinelli, Coleman, and 
Yusoff 2017, 170) but to draw attention to Adivasi women’s dynamic political 
struggle within the carceral state. Beyond the Jagdalpur plaza propped up with 
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statues of fetishized Adivasi women, Soni Sori played a leading role in organiz-
ing women inmates at Jagdalpur prison. “I was always afraid of prison till I was 
forced into one. Prison taught me to struggle and resist,” she says in a speech 
that discusses the structural role of the prison within extractive capitalism. 
Drawing on Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s work, Geographer Nik Heynen proposes 
the notion of “abolition ecology” that recognizes the deep histories of nature 
produced by the carceral structures of settler colonialism and racial capital-
ism (Heynen and Ybarra 2001, 21–35). The embodied interventions of Adivasi 
women highlight these colonial histories in the production of the in/human 
while offering models to imagine otherwise, beyond futures of environmental 
devastation. 

Prathama Banerjee invites us to rethink the evidentiary paradigm in the 
social sciences that informs the omission of Adivasi histories (Banerjee 2020). 
In the face of this erasure, what are the alternative modes available to Adivasi 
and indigenous peoples to reinsert their presence in history and politics? In 
Soni Sori’s activism, the materiality of the land and the body emerges as the 
evidentiary paradigm through which the Adivasi’s body inserts itself within 
the historical record. Here, it is crucial to differentiate Sori’s comparison of 
her face with the struggle of her land from the romanticized rhetoric of “blood 
and soil” that undergirds hegemonic nationalisms. While the latter is tied to 
supremacist notions of ecology often inflected with fears of racial displacement 
and imperialist discourses of conservation, indigenous assertions of embodi-
ment emerge from liberation struggles that signal the multispecies ecosystems 
of humans and nonhumans under threat by extractive capitalism. 

Challenging Humanitarianism: Humanist Pedagogy in the 
Anthropocene 

In the South Asian context, the Subaltern Studies project has theorized the fig-
ure of the Adivasi within the broad category of the “subaltern,” denoting a wide 
range of oppressed locations from peasants, Adivasis, women, and workers. 
In the 1980s, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s well-known essay “Can the Subal-
tern Speak?”, while providing critiques of “utopian and essentialist” readings 
of the subaltern, nevertheless located her as a figure of “irretrievable alterity.” 
In a later essay, Spivak calls for the scholar to bring the subaltern “from the 
deduced subject of crisis to the logic of agency” (Spivak 2012, 436). Tracing the 
development of the subaltern in her work, she writes how over the years her 
project is “not only to study the subaltern .  .  . but to learn from them .  .  . in 
order to be able to devise a philosophy of education. . . .” (Spivak 2012, 439). I 
would argue that the project of learning from the subaltern must not only posit 
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her as a reservoir of valuable experience but also invest in theorizing her sub-
jectivity as an active participant in the discourse of education and pedagogy. 

Sori’s work as a teacher addresses this gap between theory, practice, and 
consciousness. In her interviews and speeches, she emphasizes her involve-
ment in a government school in Bastar: “I am a teacher, and I believed that 
anything is possible through literacy. I used to teach my students how to fight 
for their rights through literacy” (Sori 2021). In her address at the COP 26 con-
ference in Glasgow, Adivasi scholar-activist Alice Barwa compares residen-
tial schools for indigenous children in Canada with similar schools in Bastar. 
Barwa reveals that these schools are not just funded by the Indian state, but also 
companies like Vedanta, which are the prime actors of resource extraction in 
the region. “These companies are not just dispossessing us from our lands, but 
also our culture,” notes Barwa, drawing attention to the entanglement of ex-
tractivist practices in the realm of culture and capital through assimilationist 
projects of learning in indigenous lands (Barwa 2021). Adivasi teacher-activists 
like Soni Sori present a counter-discourse to the carceral literacies funded by 
state and capitalist actors in Adivasi lands. 

The discourse of literacy and education as both resistance and oppression 
surfaces in indigenous politics and activism across the world. In her ground-
breaking work on indigenous education, Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
reminds us that “indigenous people are the most researched people in the 
world” (Smith 1999, 3). Smith explains how colonial research is driven by the 
desire to “extract and claim ownership of our ways of knowing, our imagery, 
the things we create and produce” while simultaneously “rejecting the people 
who created and developed those ideas” (1). Besides her critique of Western co-
lonial research from the perspective of indigenous knowledge systems, Smith 
is invested in recognizing indigenous people as researchers and theorists. She 
writes that indigenous people are often called upon to aid research where they 
are referred to as “project workers,” “community activists,” and “consultants,” 
anything but “researchers.” Instead, Smith insists that “everything they are try-
ing to do is informed by a theory, regardless of whether they can talk about that 
theory explicitly” (Smith, 17). Smith’s emphasis on indigenous peoples as the-
orists deemphasizes the anthropological positing of Adivasis purely as ethno-
graphic subjects while inviting a reflection on indigenous peoples as political 
actors, teachers, and scholars.

Indigenous critiques of Western colonial research especially take to task the 
humanitarian assumptions of research, the idea that research serves a “specif-
ically emancipatory goal for the oppressed community” (Smith, 4). Speaking to 
Dilnaz Boga, Sori avers, “We never asked the government for electricity, water 
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supply, roads, or schools. We are happy with our jal, jangal, jameen” (water, 
forests, land) (Sori and Boga 2019). This rejection of government “relief” is 
difficult to explain within standard narratives of civilization that take as their 
basis the supposed desire for state protection on the part of “primitive people” 
at the nation’s periphery. Sori’s reiteration of Adivasi autonomy through the 
rejection of the state’s humanitarian discourse of development finds parallels 
in Devi’s “Shishu,” whose Adivasi characters assert their autonomy through the 
rejection of “relief goods” instead choosing to steal them. 

The relief officer in “Shishu” is just one instance in an oeuvre that is scat-
tered with figures of various brands of intellectuals, most of whom are an-
thropologists. In Devi’s most anthologized story, “Draupadi,” the militia leader 
called “Senanayak” (war hero) is recreated as the intellectual who maintains 
the patriotic status quo. Senanayak is at once an “encounter-specialist” and 
an anthropologist who researches Adivasi subjects and makes this knowledge 
available to the state, enabling their capture and destruction. In contrast, the 
relief officer is described as “extremely honest and sympathetic” with a view of 
Adivasis as “hard-working toilers of forest land.” This pastoral vision of indi-
geneity is challenged in the face of inhabitants who, as the other officials note, 
have “no honest way of living,” for they do not farm (Devi 1998, 1–2). The stealing 
of the relief goods by the people who are its designated recipients is fascinating 
in its portrayal of the rejection of the benevolent state’s narrative towards its 
indigenous subjects. From intellectuals actively aiding state violence to the pa-
ternalistic proclivity of liberal intellectuals, representations and pedagogical 
attitudes towards the oppressed are a recurrent motif in Devi’s fiction. 

From the point of view of the state and its representatives in the relief offi-
cer and the BDO, the sovereign assertion of Adivasis through the act of fugitiv-
ity leaves them outside the bounds of the human as citizen. “Shishu” frames the 
lack of moral virtue among the inhabitants of Lohri in terms of their aversion to 
farming. When the officer enquires about the reasons for the people’s “moral 
degradation,” he is told that “They do not farm” (Devi 1998, 2). The relief effort 
led by the officer is wedded to his desire to bring Lohri’s inhabitants back to 
the agricultural fold. The officer’s honest disbursal of relief goods is different 
from the BDO’s corrupt appropriation. Instead, the relief officer envisions the 
need for more “honest and compassionate officers who will be able to convert 
these people to agriculture” (Devi 1998, 15). Devi’s story underscores how this 
appropriable labor and work ethic is a precondition of being human in the na-
tion-state. “Hujoor, you have restored faith in the hearts of these animals, the 
way you have been working,” says the Tehsildar to the officer (Devi 1998, 14). 
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In choosing to base her story on the Aagariya people, Devi might have 
been aware of Verrier Elwin’s oppositional characterization of the Aagariya as 
the antithesis of Hindus. Elwin writes how the “Agaria worship tribal Gods or 
demons who are clearly associated with the ancient Asura, such as Lohasur, 
Koelasur, and Agyasur. The very form of their names marks them as Asura and 
enemies of the Hindu gods” (Elwin 1942, 2). While many Indian Adivasis prac-
tice shifting cultivation, the Aagariya remained with their ancestral occupa-
tion of iron smelting until colonial taxation drove them into agriculture. The 
Indian epic tradition also mirrors the “socio-environmental conflict between 
settled agriculturalists and forest dwellers (who subsisted on hunting, forag-
ing, and shifting cultivation)” (Elwin 1942, 2). In this tradition, Adivasis or tra-
ditional forest dwellers are represented as asuras/demons, the adversaries of 
Hindu Gods (Elwin, 2). British colonialists reified the narrative discourse of 
the Indian epic tradition by instituting the Criminal Tribes Act in 1871, which 
criminalized 150 notified castes of so-called “hereditary criminals” within the 
Hindu system. Many of the criminalized tribes under the act retained their sta-
tus in independent India under the name of the Nomadic Denotified Tribes of 
India, revealing colonialism’s continuities in postcolonial India (George 2019). 
This discourse of criminality mapped onto indigenous bodies is evoked and 
countered by Devi’s story in its representation of stealth as the rejection of lib-
eral aid. 

The resistance of the indigenous subject to assimilationist state-making 
projects necessitates their reclamation into another discourse of sovereignty- 
humanitarianism. The relief officer, as a well-intentioned humanitarian fig-
ure, does not challenge the boundaries of the humanitarian as human and the 
rescued as less than human. Instead, his humanitarianism reinforces these 
binaries. Thus, in multiple instances, the story characterizes the receiver of 
humanitarian aid as “animals” or “inhuman.” The tehsildar tells the officer, 
“They are animals, all of them. Whenever there is famine, they dump their kids 
at the mission gates” (Devi 1998, 10). Julietta Singh questions the condition of 
mastery at the heart of the postcolonial project by engaging the “humanitarian 
figure” in postcolonial texts. This figure illustrates how “our conceptions of the 
‘best’ human practices in the globalized world today are . . . founded on—forms 
of violence and erasure that continue to be framed uncritically across popular 
and academic discourses” (Singh 2017, 98). One might discern in Singh’s cri-
tique resonances of Paulo Freire’s seminal tract on literacy. Writing about the 
“humanism” of the banking system of education, Freire issues critiques of the 
humanitarian impulse in literacy narratives, calling it a negation of the onto-
logical vocation to be fully human. He writes that “oppressors use the banking 
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concept of education in conjunction with a paternalistic social action appara-
tus within which the oppressed receive the euphemistic title of “welfare re-
cipients” (Freire 2005, 74). “Shishu” frames this discourse, literally, within the 
economy of developmental relief work carried out in Adivasi lands. 

Soni Sori documents a sustained critique of state-sponsored literacy in 
Bastar. Speaking about her time as a teacher in a government school in Bas-
tar before her unrelenting persecution by the state, Sori writes how schools in 
Bastar have become a shelter and base for the police, “The police would stay 
at the school hostels and trouble the women and children of the forests” (Sori 
2021). The deployment of schools as military bases made them targets of the 
Naxalite insurgents of the region. In her critique of state-sponsored literacy 
and militarism in Bastar, Arundhati Roy asks, “Why are all government village 
schools built like concrete bastions, with steel shutters for windows and slid-
ing, folding steel doors? Why not like the village houses with mud and thatch? 
Because they double up as barracks and bunkers” (Roy, 520). This architectural 
commentary on state-sponsored literacy juxtaposes “military operations” and 
“literacy practices” and is reflective of “carceral literacies” in indigenous lands 
across the world, where technologies of control and incarceration work along-
side ideologies of literacy.

Sori’s work as a teacher in Bastar counters precisely these ideologies of 
literacy. She recalls visiting a residential school called “Eklavya” for children 
who come from far-flung areas in Katikalyan.7 The school, deep in the forest, 
had been declared a Naxal Zone by the state. This pretext was used to shift the 
students to the city to be schooled in state propaganda (Sori 2019b). The state’s 
project of “developmental education” is geared toward conditioning indige-
nous children to move to cities and uncritically accept the state propaganda of 
national progress. 

They take Adivasi children away from the jungles to educate them. 
What they are teaching them in those schools is just propaganda in 
favor of vikaas (development). The state is tacitly influencing Adivasi 
thinking. This, too, is a battleground. (Sori 2019b)

The recognition of pedagogy as a battleground is essential to understanding 
how Sori’s role as a teacher and an Adivasi activist challenges the disciplinary 
boundaries of pedagogy and activism. “I did not start this fight with books. I 
started it through my life’s experience,” she says to an audience of students and 
teachers at Jawaharlal Nehru University (Sori 2016). Sori actively participates 
in the process of counter-education. She confronts the doubts among Adivasi 
communities regarding the grounds for their exploitation:
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Perhaps we Adivasis cannot do anything because we are not edu-
cated, we have no wealth and cars; perhaps that is why the govern-
ment is biased against us, people say to me. But then I tell them that 
this land, forests, and water is yours, and they want it; that is why 
they beat you. (Sori 2019b)

Sori’s reclamation of her land as a pedagogic site has been a persistent 
mode of indigenous pedagogy. Sandra Styres conceptualizes “literacies of the 
land” where the emphasis is placed on the philosophical nature of the land and 
its relation to critical literacies that include narratives, storying, literature, and 
constructions of self in relation to educational contexts (Smith, Tuck, and Yang 
2018, 25). Sori’s self-identification with the land/Bastar and its educational 
context provides an alternate model for the territorial eco-fascism that I dis-
cuss early in the paper. In Sori’s rhetoric, the land is not a site of exclusionary 
identity but instead a mode of humanist thinking, which nevertheless inverts 
the pastoral tropes through which Adivasi identity and culture is represented 
within the temporality of the nation-state. 

Conclusion

This paper argues for a reading of humanism in Adivasi contexts that highlight 
the entanglements of the human and the non-human in worlds marked by the 
intersecting violence of settler technologies of governance and extractive cap-
italism. Centering indigeneity as a conceptual lens, I read across the literary, 
pedagogical, and activist works of Soni Sori and Mahasweta Devi to demon-
strate a differentiated understanding of racialized and caste-ordered human-
ism. Simultaneously, I propose an “upside-down humanism” that challenges 
received ideas of the “human” anchored in discourses of liberal citizenship and 
nationalist thought while simultaneously centering the humanist struggles 
and pedagogical contributions of Adivasis at the frontlines of environmental 
devastation. 

It is noteworthy that discussions of indigeneity have been deeply fraught 
in the Indian humanities and social sciences. Colonial scholarship concep-
tualized indigeneity in primitivist terms, relegating Adivasis and indigenous 
peoples to the realm of the forest and positioning them temporally behind 
the arc of national modernity. In recent years, the appropriation of the con-
cept towards the political project of Hindu nationalism has rekindled these 
fears.8 The Hindu nationalist state, while pushing forward the so-called indig-
enous rights of upper-caste Hindus, has also consistently rejected the political 
term “Adivasis” in favor of “Vanvaasi” (forest-dwellers).9 On the other hand, 



Philosophy and Global Affairs

the question of Adivasi cultural and political articulations have been read in 
progressive scholarship primarily through the lens of “incommensurability,” 
where the discourse on alterity eclipses a growing number of Adivasi political, 
literary, and scholarly voices that seek to situate themselves within a transna-
tional framework. Progressive scholarship also risks focusing solely on the ap-
propriation of indigeneity as the site of interrogation, while resisting a focus 
on how Adivasis articulate their dispossession, their resistance to the capital-
ist appropriation of their land, and the connections they make between land 
dispossession, resource exploitation, and cultural assimilation. This binaristic 
discourse contributes to the exclusion of Adivasi voices from the purview of 
scholarly and political discourse. Speaking at the 26th United Nations Climate 
Change Conference in Glasgow, Adivasi activist Alice Barwa drew attention to 
this phenomenon. In her speech, Barwa contends: “We could not get a single 
Adivasi-indigenous person to speak in these spaces . . . because in India, the 
Adivasi community is not recognized as indigenous, though India does ac-
knowledge the UN declaration for indigenous rights. We are not acknowledged 
as indigenous, because they say that everyone who lives in India is indigenous” 
(Barwa 2021). 

By reading Sori alongside Devi, I take Sumit Sarkar’s critique of Subaltern 
Studies, seriously. Sarkar challenges the field for its presentation of “colonial 
cultural domination, stripped of its complexities and variations, which faces 
an indigenous domain stripped of internal tensions and conflicts” (Sarkar 
1997, 91–92). In Sori’s prison organizing and Devi’s story’s representation of 
the stealth of relief goods, the narrative that emerges is not one of absolute 
autonomy. Instead, we see a dialectical relationship between Adivasis and the 
state marked by a rejection of humanitarian discourses that interpellate Adi-
vasi lands and culture in the name of development. Sori makes her claims to 
indigeneity not on a rubric of primitivism or antimodernity but rather through 
the articulation of Adivasi women’s dispossession on an intersecting line of 
gendered, cultural, and economic exploitation. Similarly, instead of reading 
Devi’s stories as a vanguardist political statement for Adivasi autonomy, I read 
them as challenging epistemological narratives informed by settler processes—
economic and cultural—that discursivize Adivasis in primitivist ways under the 
pretense of humanizing them. By reading Adivasi voices not as a product of in-
commensurable difference, but rather in conjunction with global narratives of 
indigenous peoples’ dispossession and political articulation, we create a space 
for a humanism that is not dependent on pastoral assumptions of indigenous 
innocence. In doing so, we accord Adivasi subjectivity, pedagogical discourses, 
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and literary writing the full affordances of what it means to be human in all 
our complexity. 
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NOTES

1.	 The term “Adivasi” translatable as “original inhabitants” came into use for the 
first time in 1938 in a political context with the formation of the Adivasi Sabha in 
Jharkhand. Instead of the term “tribal” widely used in the Indian social sciences, 
Adivasi was a self-adopted term among a heterogenous group of communities, sig-
naling their political aspirations alongside their cultural identity. I use the term 
“Adivasi” in the Indian context and “indigenous” in a global context while retaining 
an analogy between the two. See also, Dasgupta 2018, 2; Hardiman 1987, 15; Munda 
and Bosu Mullick 2003, iv–vii.

2.	 Soni Sori delivered her speech in Hindi. The translations are mine. 

3.	 Over the years, “Shishu” has been translated into English as “Strange Children” 
by Kalpana Bardhan (1990), “Children” by Pinaki Bhattacharya (1993), and “Little 
Ones” by Ipsita Chanda (1998). See Tickell, 256–258 and Salgado for further com-
mentary on different translations of the story. My reading of “Shishu” is based on 
Chanda’s translation, which foregrounds the gothic’s mediation of Adivasi society 
compared to Bardhan and Bhattacharya’s translations that are closer to a reading 
of the story as a social documentary. In Bardhan and Bhattacharya’s translation, 
the literal rendition of “Shishu” as “Children” or “Strange Children” clearly empha-
sizes state paternalism toward the Adivasis. Chanda’s “Little Ones” maintains the 
suspense around the theft of the relief material by not revealing the identity of “the 
little ones” until the end. 



Philosophy and Global Affairs

4.	 Following Chanda, I use the spelling “Aagariya.” Verrier and Russel et al use “Agaria” 
in their monographs. Russell and Hira Lal also differentiate the Agaria from the 
Agharia. In their study, they note that the Agaria, an offshoot of the Gond tribes 
have adopted the profession of iron-smelting and are a subcaste of the Lohars. The 
Agarias are different from the Agharia who are the cultivating caste of the Uriya 
country. (Russell and Hira Lal 1916, 3). Devi’s description of the Aagaria as iron 
miners seems be drawn from these two studies. 

5.	 From the mass shooting in El Paso targeting Latinx people and the Christchurch 
shootings in New Zealand aimed at Muslims, one sees the continuing legacy of 
eco-fascist violence. The perpetrators of both these shootings wrote so-called 
“green manifestos” evoking environmental racist Malthusian theories directed 
against refugees, immigrants, and minority communities. 

6.	 The birth of Naxalism is attributed to the Naxalbari uprising of spring 1967. Nax-
albari, the village that gave its name to the movement, was the site of a peasant 
revolt, instigated by communist leaders against landowners of the State. Despite 
its brutal suppression in the 1970s, the guerilla insurgency comprised of both Ad-
ivasi and non-Adivasis continues in the forests of Central and Eastern India. The 
counterinsurgency operations by the Indian state have been brutal and have had a 
lasting impact on the Adivasi people. See also Alpa Shah’s Nightmarch: Among India’s 
Revolutionary Guerillas (2018), Nandini Sundar, The Burning Forest: India’s War Against 
the Maoists, (2019) and Arundhati Roy, Walking With the Comrades (2011) for an under-
standing of the continuing presence of the Naxalite movement and its relationship 
with the Indian state. 

7.	 The name “Eklavya” as a school for Adivasi children is itself telling for its embed-
dedness in caste and Adivasi politics. A character from the Hindu epic of the Ma-
habharata, Eklavya was the son of a tribal king who aspires to study archery under 
the tutelage of Dronacharya, Brahman teacher and royal preceptor of the prince 
clans of the Pandavas and Kauravas. Upon approaching Dronacharya, Eklavya is 
rudely rejected and scorned for his aspirations. The teacher only teaches the up-
per-caste elites of Hindu society. Despite his rejection, Eklavya creates a statue of 
Dronacharya and teaches himself archery going on to become a better archer than 
Arjun, a Pandava king and one of the central characters of the epic. When Drona 
and his disciples learn about Eklavya’s superior skills, they are angered. In turn, 
Dronacharya demands the thumb of Eklavya’s right hand as a “gurudakshina,” a 
gift in return for his teachings, which Eklavya offers without questioning. While 
Eklavya’s dedication to his Brahman (non)teacher is legendary in epic terms, it 
is one among many ways in which the epic represents Adivasi people as others of 
Hindu society, presenting them as demonic on one hand (see Karve) and naively 
subservient and loyal on the other hand. The story carries resonances of the vio-
lence of hegemonic education in the Adivasi heartlands of India. 

8.	 In particular, J. Sai Deepak’s India That is Bharat: Coloniality, Civilization, Constitution 
(2021) and India, Bharat, and Pakistan: The Constitutional Journey of a Sandwiched Civili-
zation (2022) draw on a civilizational rhetoric to argue for an ahistorical narrative 
of Muslim invasion in a Hindu, precolonial “indigenous society” which he labels 
“Bharat” as opposed to India. 
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9.	 While focusing on the literary work of Mahasweta Devi, I also want to issue a word 
of caution against seeing the location of Adivasi struggles and life solely within the 
“natural boundaries” of the forests. In recent years, Adivasi writers like Hansda 
Sowvendra Shekhar have moved away from representations of Adivasis within the 
natural settings of the forests to write narratives of Adivasi subjectivity and dis-
placement within the urban centers of India. Similarly Aashish Xaxa has explored 
the lives of Adivasis migrants in urban India alongside the process of urbanization 
in Adivasi lands (See Xaxa 2021; Xaxa 2023).
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