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Abstract

The Queen of Jhansi by Mahasweta Devi stands as a landmark text in Indian literature that redefines
the role of women in history and literary discourse. This article explores how Devi reconstructs the
figure of Rani Lakshmibai not merely as a historical queen but as a symbol of resistance, agency, and
feminist consciousness. By blending archival research with oral traditions, Devi reshapes nationalist
historiography through a gendered lens. The paper argues that the novel contributes significantly to
Indian literary culture by foregrounding women’s voices, challenging colonial narratives, and
empowering subaltern perspectives. Through feminist and postcolonial frameworks, this study
highlights how Devi’s work transforms literature into a site of socio-political resistance and cultural

reimagination.
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1. Introduction

Indian literary culture has long been shaped by narratives of power, resistance, and identity. However,
women’s contributions—both as subjects and creators—have often been marginalized. Mahasweta
Devi emerges as a crucial figure who challenges this marginalization through her politically engaged

writings.

Published in 1956, The Queen of Jhansi reconstructs the life of Rani Lakshmibai, a central figure in
the Indian Rebellion of 1857. Devi’s narrative goes beyond traditional historiography by presenting
Lakshmibai not merely as a nationalist icon but as a woman negotiating power in a patriarchal and

colonial context.
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2. Historical Context and Literary Reconstruction

Devi’s novel is grounded in extensive historical research, combining archival materials with oral
histories. This method allows her to challenge colonial accounts that often depicted Indian resistance

as chaotic or insignificant.

The novel portrays Lakshmibai as a young queen who transforms into a political and military leader.
This transformation reflects a broader theme in Devi’s works: the emergence of agency among
oppressed individuals. Scholars note that such portrayals dismantle the idea that subaltern figures are

voiceless, instead highlighting their capacity for resistance and self-definition.
3. Feminist Reimagining of Rani Lakshmibai

One of the most significant contributions of The Queen of Jhansi is its feminist reinterpretation of
history. Devi does not present Lakshmibai as a passive victim or merely a patriotic symbol. Instead,

she emerges as:

e A strategist and decision-maker
e A leader challenging colonial authority

e A woman negotiating gender expectations

This aligns with Devi’s broader literary project, where female characters resist societal norms and
assert individuality. Her heroines are often portrayed as courageous figures who challenge oppressive

structures.
4. Women and Subaltern Agency

Devi’s writing consistently focuses on marginalized communities, including women, tribals, and the
poor. In The Queen of Jhansi, Lakshmibai becomes a representative of both royal and subaltern

struggles.

The concept of “agency” is central here. Lakshmibai’s transformation from a queen constrained by
tradition to a revolutionary leader symbolizes the awakening of political consciousness. This

transformation reflects how individuals can resist both colonial domination and patriarchal control.
5. Contribution to Indian Literary Culture

Mahasweta Devi’s work significantly reshapes Indian literary culture in several ways:
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a. Rewriting History

By centering a female protagonist, Devi challenges male-dominated historical narratives and
introduces a gendered perspective.

b. Literature as Activism

Devi uses literature as a tool for social change, exposing injustice and inspiring resistance.
Her works highlight oppression and advocate for marginalized voices.

c. Feminist Discourse

The novel contributes to feminist discourse by presenting a strong female figure who

embodies both resistance and leadership.
6. Narrative Style and Technique
Devi’s narrative style combines realism with political urgency. Key features include:

e Detailed historical reconstruction
e Emotional depth in character portrayal
e Integration of personal and political narratives

Her language is direct yet powerful, reflecting her commitment to portraying reality without

romanticization.
7. Postcolonial and Feminist Perspectives

From a postcolonial perspective, the novel critiques colonial power structures and reclaims Indian

history. From a feminist perspective, it highlights the intersection of gender and power.

Lakshmibai’s struggle can be seen as both a national and gendered resistance. She fights not only

against British colonialism but also against the limitations imposed on women in her society.
8. Conclusion

The Queen of Jhansi is more than a historical novel; it is a transformative text that reshapes Indian
literary culture. Through her portrayal of Rani Lakshmibai, Mahasweta Devi redefines the role of

women in literature and history.
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The novel demonstrates that women are not merely subjects of history but active agents who shape it.
By blending feminism, history, and activism, Devi creates a powerful narrative that continues to

influence contemporary literary discourse.
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