
Written in the year 1980 Chotti Munda and His Arrow is a novel, “Remarkable for the                
manner in which it touches on the vital issues that have in subsequent decades,              
grown into matters of urgent social concern. It raises questions about the place of the               
tribal on the map of national identity, land rights and human rights, the             
‘mueseumization’ of ‘ethnic’ cultures, and the justification of violent resistance as the            
last resort of desperate people, amongst others .” 
 
Considered to be a seminal work of Mahasweta Devi, Chotti Munda deals with the subject               
close to Devi’s heart-tribal mobilization and in her process of writing, she also succeeds in               
challenging the tribal stereotypes. The novel not only traces the journey of its central              
character, Chotti, from childhood to old age, who is a proud role model for the younger                
generations, but it also “traces the changes some forced some welcome in the daily              
lives of a marginalized rural community.” 
 
The novel raises the issue of the malpractice of bonded labour in which the Munda               
tribe is entrapped. Dhani Munda, Chotti’s trainer in archery tells him that the             
dikus(intruder/exploiter) confiscated the land of the Mundas and made them the           
labourers. Recalling his past, he narrates how one of his finest accomplices Birsa Munda,              
fought for the rights of his people and since then police has kept him under  
constant vigil. He makes his intentions clear to Chotti that he is not to be cowed down as he                   
is also a revolutionary. Drawing the inspiration from his teacher, Chotti takes the first step               
towards a long battle ahead. He convinces his father that he should stop borrowing from               
Lala Baijnath if he wants to free himself from the drudgery of the bonded labour. Though                
Lala, the landlord, gets Chotti’s father arrested for saying no to bonded labour, a fear is set                 
in his heart regarding the skills of Chotti. Thinking Chotti’s arrow to be spellbound, capable of                
causing harm, Lala decides to change his attitude. Eulogizing Chotti’s small victory, Pahan             
(priest) says, “With no fault we stay scared nine parts of ten. Cos of you they stay one                  
part scared of us. Even Lala’s scared .” 
 
The question of tribal identity is one of the recurrent issues raised by Mahasweta Devi. The                
novelist wants the reader to realise a two-fold threat experienced by the tribal community--              
the threat to their identity as ‘tribals’ and secondly as the ‘citizens of India.’ To reinforce the                 
seriousness of this issue, Devi highlights the act of conversion considered as a last  
option by the young tribals like Sukha and Bikhna who adopt Christianity as their way out of                 
this slavish life. 
 
In 1947, India gets her freedom and the era of reconstruction begins. The government              
of India is making plans for national development which also includes the tribal belts. 
 
Here, Mahasweta Devi raises a few pertinent questions. She asks, what is the need of such                
‘tribal welfare programs’, if the tribals are not receiving any benefits? The fear of uncertainty               
of job and underpayment looms large over them and makes Chaggan, Chotti’s accomplice             
cry out in anguish, “We are now the twelve-anna soldiers. We fight where’re there’s a               
job, any sort. Whatever the job, twelve annas’ll not grow a rupee ” Devi also points out                 
that no programmes are implemented to give impetus and boost to the preservation of tribal               
arts, crafts and culture and establish their identity as Mundas. Instead, they are reduced to               



the status of being mere farm hands and daily wage labourers as is implicit in the earnest                 
concern of Chotti who has seen his society undergo brutal oppression and suffer obliteration              
of its identity, “The day is coming. Mundas will not be able to live their identity. In all                  
national development work they will have to be one with those who, like Chagan, are               
the oppressed of the land, and work as field hand, as sweated workers for contractor               
or trader. Then there will be a shirt on his body, perhaps shoes on his feet. Then the                  
Munda identity will live only at festivals- in social exchange." 
 
The novelist further highlights another prominent issue of vote bank politics wherein adivasis             
(tribals) are not seen as human beings with their specific identity and rights and privileges               
but only as countable votes necessary to gain power and authority in the respective              
constituencies as is clear from the words of Harbans, the owner of the brick kiln. He says,                 
“Go ahead and forget the ceiling, carry on with bonded labour. One thing, keep the               
vote solid. Use money to secure vote…You want bullock- cart, I want aero plane… this               
is the moment.” 
 
The Naxalite issue that continues to vex the government till today, receives due focus              
in the novel. The image of a naxal is that of a marauder, plunderer engaged in aggression                 
and violence. But Devi counters the image by highlighting the reason for the tribals joining               
Naxals in that she relates an incident of the merciless killing of a young Naxal boy who had                  
no other option left but to resort to violent means when the oppression had become               
intolerable and unbearable. Though Chotti does not approve of the activities of the young              
Naxal boys who were killing rich money lenders and landowners as a justification of what               
they did to them, doubts arise in the mind of Chotti when police brands the young boy a                  
terrorist and shoots him dead. 
 
Though the Ordinance of 24 Oct 1975, declares the bonded labour system illegal, but it is                
never implemented. An economist  
Amlesh Khurana who is quite hopeful regarding the implementation of the act, is perplexed              
and shocked to hear the Minister’s remark, “The Central government understands           
nothing. Just passes Acts. Look, the Central government knows full well that if an Act               
is passed for the welfare of the adivasis or the untouchable, it should never be               
implemented. Why not? Because that will light fire. Landlords, money lenders, landed            
farmers are the pillars of the government. Who gives campaign funds? Who controls             
the vote? [2]” Having understood the nefarious designs of the politicians and the capitalists,              
Khurana enlists the support of Chotti but he knows full well that the road ahead is not easy.                  
These fears come true when Munda huts are set on fire. Despite telling the name of the                 
culprit Romeo, case is not registered against him in the police station. Compelled by              
circumstances, the Mundas under the leadership of Chotti announce a one-on-one battle to             
maintain their dignity. As a consequence, Chotti village turns into an open battle field where,               
“Chotti [is] on one side, SDO, on the other, and in- between a thousand bows upraised                
in space. And a warning announced in many upraised hands [2].” The upraised bows              
are a symbol of the unity of the tribals who have resolved not to succumb but to assert their                   
individuality. The tribals seem to ‘warn’ their oppressors against any such activity which             
might force them to resort to any destructive means. 
 



At the end of the novel, Devi celebrates the Munda archery festival in which she shows                
Chotti piercing the bull’s eye and afterwards handing over his ‘magical’ arrow to his son               
Harmu saying, “I had but one arrer,[2]” Explaining the significance of this arrow which              
Chotti hands over to his son, Mahasweta Devi says, “… I wanted to say that there had to                  
be a magic arrow, not magic in the narrow sense… this arrow is a symbol for the                 
person who will carry on that continuity [2].” The continuity that the writer is talking about                
is the continuity of efforts. She wants every Munda to contribute to the betterment of the                
community so that the efforts of the legends like Birsa Munda, Dhani Munda, Chotti Munda               
and others should not go waste. After Chotti has handed over the legacy to his son, Devi                 
describes his state of mind in these memorable words, “Then he waits, unarmed. As he               
waits he mingles with all time and becomes river, folklore, eternal. What only human              
can be. Brings all adivasi struggle into the present, today into the united struggle of               
the adivasi and the outcaste [2].” 
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