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 Subaltern literature is a literary phenomenon of the late twentieth 
century which has attracted scholars from diverse discipline and has 
emerged to establish a separate sphere of its own in the early twenty 
first century. Post colonialism spreads its wings superficially in all 
domains of academic discipline. Subaltern study is the sub-set of 
post colonial study. 
 Gramsci, an Italian Marxist used the term “Subaltern” in a 
euphemistic way, he weaved his views in his Prison Notebook, 
(1929 and 1935) when he was behind the bars because of Mussolini, 
and to escape from his admonitions he applied the term “subaltern” 
in the non-military aspect or Marxist ideology. Etymologically the 
word means “inferior in rank”. But gradually it becomes the most 
contradictory term articulating the voices of the voiceless. The 
Marxist term “subaltern” brought to focus by Antonio Gramsci 
since 1960’s has underwent various trials and tribulations and has 
gained the present status of diverse interpretation. The term emerged 
from the backdrop of post colonialism has the strong undercurrent 
of cultural imperialism, sociological hegemony, power politics,  
psychological trauma, economical enigma and so on. Though the 
subaltern study started its journey as social science, in today’s world 
it has spread its roots in literature, cultural studies, anthropology, 
history, geography, psychology, sociology and economy and many 
other fields of study. The primary focus of subalternity started with 
peasants’ insurgency and slowly it voices the collective feelings 
of suppression and thereby enabling, emancipating and exploring 
the subdued or evaded identity. In the present day, subaltern is the 
catch- all term for all suppressed groups including: the proletariat, 
labourers, peasants, women, tribes, all oppressed. 
 Subaltern study deals with “history from below”. In the post 
colonial sense, anything that is subservient is given legroom to utter 
and register the dialogic discourses. The theorists who supported 
subaltern include: Gramsci. Ranajith Guha, Homi. K. Bhabha, 
Gayathri Spivak, etc. The subaltern voice is the discourses to rewrite 
history or it evolves as a “counter history”. It reinvents, re-records 
and rewinds colonial consistency, nationalist narratives, orientalist 
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images, hegemony, ethnic stereotypes, elitism and majoritarianism. Vladimir Nabokov’s words 
in his “Lecture on Literature” aptly apply to subaltern studies, he says, “curiously enough, one 
cannot “read” a book: one can only reread it. A good reader, a major reader, a major reader, an 
active reader and creative reader is a re reader” as said by him,  re- reading all the written concepts 
with the spectacle of subaltern would provide the profound vision of proliferation and critiquing 
everything that is subordinate. Every reading is re-reading, in subaltern perspective such reading 
enables and inspires deconstructing and reconstructing the notions of hegemony in all aspects. It 
gives room for the affected to critique the problematised misrepresentation of the so called “others” 
in the historiographies and literatures. 
 The subaltern adopted the wide spectrum of post colonial studies. The Subaltern Studies Group 
of 1980’s deserves mention, which was headed by Ranjith Guha and includes Shahid Amin, David 
Arnold, Partha Chaterjee, David Hardiman, Dipesh Chakravarthy and Gyanendra Pandey. The 
contribution of five volumes of eighty five essays on history, politics, economics, and sociology of 
subalternity voiced the elitist’s injustice on oppressed. The seminal work of this group is Selected 
Subaltern Essay (1988) which is edited by Guha and Spivak, with a foreword by Edward Said. In 
addition Spivaks’s Can the Subaltern Speak is the root text for subaltern study.
 Literature with subaltern underpinnings has close interrelations with postcolonial dialectics 
because social perils like, racism, communal disharmony, slavery, labour issues, discrimination, 
denial of humanitarian values, enforced subjugation, ill-treatment of tribes, gender disparity and 
clans by the colonial powers are focused in the investigated and interpretative texts of scholars of 
subaltern study.
 Gramscian – inspired notion of subalternity enumerates the distinction between dominant and 
dominated, women and men, master and slave, capitalist and labourers, colonizer and colonised, 
elitist and marginals, peasants and government etc., The deconstructed end of subaltern study 
with the work of Spivak’s Can the Subaltern Speak saw the emergence of diverse interlocutors 
discussing discourses of power in terms of feminism.
 The present paper aims to present literary representation of subaltern issues with a wide focus 
on gender issues. The lately bloomed subaltern study has attracted the academicians in different 
disciplines and it incessantly triggers literature written by scholars, social reformists, political 
scientists, literary critics and political economists. 
 Feminism owes much to Spivakian subalternity as she has included gender discrimination into 
subaltern study with her ground breaking publication of Can the Subaltern Speak. She took the 
feminist study into complex debate, until then subaltern is concerned with peasant insurgency, 
workers problem, proletariats, socio-political issues and historiography. The antagonist living style 
of women prompted Spivak to open up discourses dealing with the issues of gender and feminism. 
Her subaltern theory for feminism created controversy, criticism and complexities to patriarchal 
communities. Her theory created ripples amidst many Indian female novelists who volunteer to 
challenge the disparities in women’s world in any form created in the present century.  
 Anita Nair has been frequently associated with subaltern study and she is acclaimed as the most 
celebrated writer for women. She is born in Kerala. Her novels are The Better Man, Ladies Coupe, 
Mistress, Lessons in Forgetting, Cut like Wound, and Idris: keeper of the light.  Among these 
novels, Ladies Coupe has received appreciation and it has been translated into 21 languages.
 Nair’s women character never tussle between the polarities of tradition and modernity, they 
live in their world.  By analyzing each of these characters through a combination of theoretical 
lenses including Feminism and Post-colonialism, the dialogic nuances are developed to interpret 
the novel Ladies Coupe  which is sensitive to the subaltern issues—such as institutionalized 
discrimination and sexism—that leave the characters with limited access to social mobility. The 
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purpose of this paper is to explore and intersect on gender, and socio-economic issues, and the 
critical exploration of the novel shows the ways to unravel the systems of oppression in India. The 
analysis recognizes and addresses injustice in and out with the lenses of subalternism, and develops 
a sense of understanding of the feminist subalternity.
 Spivak questions, Can the subaltern speak? Anita Nair puts forth an ever unanswered question 
through the character Akhila “Can a woman live by herself” (21). This is not a simple question 
asked by an individual; rather it is a question of average women who stands in the crossroads of 
confusion and indecisiveness. Sunita Sinha says, “Nair’s India suffers from a patriarchal system 
which has tried in many ways to repress, humiliate and debase women. The question she poses in 
the novel not only shakes the ideological ground of man’s patriarchal role in our traditional society 
but also imply the existence of an alternative reality” (149).
 Ladies Coupe is a suggestive title which can be interpreted in subaltern perspective. It implies 
the marginal space given for women. In India, women are subaltern to man with limited space 
like the coupe in a train which restricts the space of being. Women are allocated separate queue, 
ladies compartments, etc., which means that they cannot survive in male dominated society. The 
society is unsure of the safety of a woman even amidst highly educated community, which clearly 
reveals the plight of women in the society. The coupe is counterpart to a cell which imprisons 
women folk of Indian community in the name of culture, tradition and convention. The Coupe in 
the present novel symbolizes the circumscribed space that women are offered within the society. 
The restricted space for women warrants safety and security for Indian women but it is a cell in 
disguise. Ironically Nair purports that life of women is at the stake, in the subaltern society, because 
men are considered as support system for women and they are treated as the other. A woman cannot 
live her life in this biased world, which is highly partial, cruel, and malicious.
 Akhila, the protagonist of the novel is a forty five year old spinster, who is working as an officer 
in income tax department. She has a sense of subalternity within her because of the hegemony and 
power exercised on women in general and her self in particular. She is torn between the typical 
Indian woman and modern woman. In her attempt to search her identity she takes a one way 
ticket to Kanya kumari, a place in Tamilnadu, where the goddess Kanya is an unmarried woman 
and stands alone without male counterpart, which metaphorically implies the state of Akhila. She 
determines to escape all that is conservative and bound her, she starts coming to her own being at 
the age of forty five. “So this then is Akhila. Forty five years old. Sans rose - coloured spectacles. 
Sans husband, children, home and family. Dreaming of escape and space. Hungry for life and 
experience. Aching to connect”. (02) 
 Akhila journey to Kanyakumari with one-way ticket is the mark of beginning of a journey 
towards self-discovery. On her way she meets six women who are in a way affected by subalternity. 
The novel is a perfect example for male hegemony in all angles of women’s sphere. Akhila asks a 
problematic question to them, “can a woman stay single and be happy?” To answer her question, 
everybody starts narrating their own story. Through their stories, Nair has sympathetically 
explained the woman’s agonies, endurance, sufferings, anticipations, etc. The novel is about 
the sudden encounter of six women from different age, class, and experience- Akhilandeshwari, 
Janaki Prabhakar, Margaret Paulraj, Sheela Vasudevan, Praba Devi and Marikolanthu in the Ladies 
Coupe, a second class compartment of Indian Railways. 
 One among them is Janaki, the oldest of six is an obedient daughter, loyal wife and doting 
mother. She is a typical Indian woman cared first by her father and brother and then by her husband 
and the future would be cared by her son. Her suppressed sparks of discontents take the shape of 
violent rage on seeing her domineering husband who controls his son. She protests her husband 
Prabhakar, “You just want to control him. You want to control everybody. You want everyone to 



International Conference on  Shifting Paradigms in Subaltern Literature

Pachamuthu College of Arts and Science for Women, Dharmapuri82

do your bidding.” (Ibid, 30) She transforms herself from a silent subaltern image of womanhood to 
a lady of protest. 
 Sheela is the fourteen year old girl, a victim of child abuse, when her friend’s father Nazar who 
advances her in an attempt to seduce her. “One Sunday afternoon when Sheela went to their house, 
rushing in from the heat with a line of sweat beading her upper lip, Nazar had reached forward and 
wiped it with his forefinger. The touch of his finger tingled on her skin for a long time.” (66). The 
heartening plight of girl children and sex mongers’ foul intention on female body irrespective of 
age, education, ethics,  money, maturity, status, and fear depicts the current scenario of the world 
where every now and then girl children’s lives are under sinister threat. Nair brings to the surface 
the sexual abuse of girl children by adult men. Men are man eater from cradle to grave is evident 
by the inhumane behavior of Nazar. By skillful art of narration, Nair projects women are sexually 
subaltern.
 Margaret Shanthi, a chemistry teacher, embroils in an unhappy marriage with Ebenezer Paulraj, 
an obnoxious headmaster of the same school.  She marries Ebenezer Paulraj at her own choice. He 
is dominating, mean and almost perverse. He is the worst example of male chauvinism in the novel. 
He is intensive, self-absorbed and indifferent in his attitude towards his wife. Margaret possesses 
brilliant academic capabilities and she is a dynamic personality which are curbed and made a silent 
spectator.  Having been withheld by the social constructs she finds it difficult to free herself by a 
divorce.  The unenduring situation in Margaret’s life happens when she aborts her first pregnancy. 
As a measure of punishment and in an unconscious compulsion she yearns to teach him a lesson to 
curtail his egoistic attitude by over feeding him. She feeds him oily food and makes him a fall a dull 
person.  Her self esteem is manifested by eroding Ebe’s self esteem. She rises from silent onlooker 
to emancipated women at the later stage of her life.
 The other passenger is Prabha devi, born into a family which considers “daughters as a bloody 
nuisance”. She is forced into marriage life to a wealthy husband Jagadesh. Household chores made 
her life machinery. All through her life she waits for someone in life, first for her husband then for 
her sons. Altogether she finds no time to think of her own self. The impact of subalternity is clearly 
visible in Prabha’s life. Her life has been spent in being a good wife, a good daughter in law, and a 
good mother. Late realization of her lost identity gives her a spark to live a life of her own and so 
she decides to learn swimming. But the conservative husband refuses to give permission. She finds 
swimming as a recluse for her problematised self and learns it on her own and thereby floating In 
water she finds her self and a balance for her deceased self.
 Marikolanthu is the miserable portrayal and the more focus on her reveals that she is truly 
subaltern and poignant of all six women. She represents the lower class and rural subaltern. She is 
speechless in the compartment because of the language which is used as tool by colonizer to silent the 
natives. Language of the colonizer plays a significant role in considering the status of a person. The 
native languages are losing prominence because of hegemony. Since Marikolanthu doesn’t know 
English she cannot talk to other ladies. Her silence is symbol of insecurity of minority community. 
After her father’s death she works as a maid in Chettiyar’s house, where Sujatha Akka’s love fills 
her with happiness, but she is also a typical example for subaltern woman in Indian society. One of 
the relative of Chettiyar’s house Murugesan a wicked and baleful man seduced her. She becomes 
untimely mother of illegitimate child Muthu. As quoted by Simone De Beauvoir in The Second 
Sex, “Motherhood in particular is respected only in the married woman; the unwed mother remains 
an object of scandal, and a child is a severe handicap for her.” (Beauvoir 508).  Deserted by her 
family she joins a mission hospital as a helper. She defines her as an independent woman. Thus 
finally, she empowers herself and proves to the world that she can lead a good life. In the end she 
decided to measure her  happiness and identity as the mother of Muthu’s 
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 Karpagam, apart from women in the coupe is Akhila’s childhood friend who is a femisnist 
in true sense. As a widow she violates all stigma of the society. She survived the social infringement. 
She says “I live alone. I have for many years now. We are strong Akhi. Whatever you think you 
want to live alone, Build a life for yourself where your needs come first” (202).
 Thus listening to the lives of various women in the coupe, Akhila reached Kanyakumari as an 
empowered woman and had clear perception of her ‘self’. She comes to the conclusion to live her 
life. Ultimately, she breaks the chain of patriarchy which has haunted her for nearly a decade. She 
empowers herself and calls Hari, her past lover to turn a new leaf in her life. 
 Nair compares her novel to The Prologue to Canterbury Tales, in the similar vein the plot is 
about a collection of stories. It is the narration of life of six women in Indian context.  Doubts and 
confusions centering round her initial question gets dissolved at the end and she gets a solution 
to her problems. Her train journey is much more than a journey it is the symbolic journey of self 
realization. It is the evolutionary journey which renders self confidence over her doubtful and 
confusing situation and she becomes an empowered woman.
 We cannot claim that we are living in a world free from slavery. But it appears as if we live in 
the liberated land but in reality mankind encounters various hardships and infringement in social, 
political, economical and cultural criteria.  Thus men are victims of poverty, exploitation, unjust 
disparities, inhumane atrocities, psycho- physical abuse, and socio-economic injustice, the world 
around us is inflicted with war, communal violence, imperial onslaught and geopolitical turbulence. 
Hence the application of subaltern studies becomes relevant in recent times as well. The subaltern 
approach defends all subalterns and serves as spokesperson for those who are struggling with 
insignificance and injustices. 

References
De Beauvoir. (2014) Simone. The second sex. Random House.
Nair, Anita.  (2001). Ladies Coupe. New Delhi: Penguin Books, Print.
Sinha, Sunita. (2008). Post – Colonial Women Writers New Perspectives. New Delhi: Atlantic 

Publishers and Distributors (p) Ltd.,Print. 


