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beatings/ trusting the same. / | grew up, / And my mother grew old. / We
both still had the same God....) ©

The poem revea show patriarchy functionsnot solely asan externa structure
imposed upon marginalised communitiesbut asan internalised and deeply
embedded forcewithinthem. The poem articulateswel | theviciousatrocities
on thewoman, who isthe sole provider and central to domesticity, andis
cons stently subjected to violence and economic disempowerment by themae
members. The speaker’searly belief in faith asaprotective force against
domestic abusegradudly givesway totheredisation that religiousbelief often
serves asamechanism to normalise suffering and silenceresistance. The
mother’ shard-earned money isclaimed by her husband and son, highlighting
the economic explaitation within the househol d. The poem portraysthefather,
whaoseauthority isunquestioned despite hisabusive behaviour, asthenormalised
figureof maedominance. Throughthisportrayd of thefamily lifeof anAdivas
woman, the poet highlights how women are denied agency and remain
entrapped in systems of control within their communities. The internal
marginaisationisfurther reinforced by rdligiousfataism, another influence of
outside contact, where suffering isappropriated asatest of thedivinewill.
The poem powerfully illustratesthe normalising and internalising of violence
through faith. In the context of marginalisation, faith becomes a coping
mechanismthat unintentiondly justifiesand sustainsthevery powerful Sructures
of oppression.

Thepoemdsohighlightstheesca atingissueof dcoholismand theresulting
mental, physical, and emotional violenceinflicted upon women by the men
withintheir households. Traditionally, the moderate consumption of alcohol
made from rice and mahuahas been an integral aspect of Adivasi cultural
practices. However, this cultura € ement has been exploited by dikuswho,
after ingratiating themsalveswithinAdivas communitiesaswell-wishers, push
themtowardsa cohal intoxication. Many suchinstancesof wrongfully seizing
theAdivas landsunder theinfluenceof dcohol havebeenhistoricaly reported.

Furthermore, the displacement of Adivasi people dueto state-led land
acquisition for devel opment projectshasled to theextermination of traditional
livelihoods. Asaresult, many of thedisplaced turnto acohol, leaving women
to carry the burden of dual responsibilities of contributing to the household
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economy and managing domestic choreswhilea so becoming increasingly
vulnerableto thea cohol abuseinflicted by addicted men of the house.

Thefollowinglinesof the poem capturethisaspect withinthehousehold
where malefigures, fathersand brothers, reproduce patriarchal hierarchies
that Adivas communitieswerehigoricaly knowntoresst. Thus, Adivas women
faceadud burden of oppression: externdly through theforcesof thestateand
the capitaist market and internaly through thegradual lossof their autonomy
and voicewithintheir own cultura and familia spaces.

A BT HeAd BT {2
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(Brother still / Took the fruits of Maa’s labour, / And by evening, / My
drunken father / Sill shouted at her. / They never changed. / And neither
/ Did my mother’s fate.) *

Violencesurrounding land and natural resourcesinAdivas regionsmanifests
inmultiple, degply troubling forms, many of which aregendered and specificaly
target women. Oneof themost darming of theseinstancesof inflicted violence
onwomenisthe continued practice of witch-huntingin someof theseregions.
Despitelegd prohibitions, these practicespersistinvariousforms. Itinvolves
inhuman ways of ostracising women by character nation. Such
convergence of patriarchy and superstition isobserved in these areasfor
controlling women, particularly thosewho arelandownersand without menin
their lives. Thisstigmati sation i solateswomen from the community, stripping
them of dignity and, in many cases, from access to basic resources and
protection. Women accused of witchcraft are subjected to bruta killingsor
moblynchings.

NirmalaPutul’spoem “DhepchaKeBabu” illuminatesagory incident
narrated by awoman whose husband migrated to Kashmir for labour. The
poem capturesthe plight of economic hardship and patriarcha preudicesthat
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these women face. The poem depicts how women without male protection
aremore proneto blame and victimisation. The accusation of witchcraftisthe
most dehumanising and terrifying tool of control and punishment in some
communitiesthat can strip awoman of her dignity, safety, and evenlife. The
community’sdisplay of such brutalitiesrevealshow patriarchal violence
intersectswithinthevery structuresthat arethemselvesmargindised. Through
itsunsettlingimagery, the poem servesasapowerful indictment of thegendered
violencethat remainspervas veand normdisad withinmargindised communities
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(Dhepcha’s babu, / You left everything behind / And went off to earn in
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Kashmir. / Even Dhepcha ran away / To Assam with his friends. / You
know well / The affairs of the village / How a woman without aman / Is
tormented / By relatives, neighbours, everyone... / And then one day, /
Things went completely awry. / Lakhna's son was bitten by a snake, /
And suddenly they all stormed on me/ Saying, “ she's a witch! / She's
done something to theboy!” / Thank God Sar batia saw the snake her self.
/ Otherwise, like old Paklu, / They would have dragged me/ To thevillage
square, / Would have shaved my head / In front of the whole panchayat,
/ And forced me to dance naked, / Urinated on my face, / And stuffed
faeces in my mouth.) 8

Thelinesreflect how Adivasi women stand at thelowest rung in multiple
hierarchies. They suffer not only from systemic state and economic violence
but also from the cruelty of their immediate social surroundings. ElinaHoro
and AnnisaBurgos, both Adivas women activists, persuasively arguethat
such acts represent some of the most tragic and horrifying forms of
discrimination faced by Adivas women today. These practicesare not only
thereflection of legal failureand institutional protection but also theloss of
traditional communal ethicsunder pressurefrom economic marginalisation,
cultura distortion, and theencroachment of dominant societal normsthat often
fall tovaueor protect women'slives.

Conclusion

Any meaningful discourseon gender can only happen by examiningthevoices
whosestrugglesremaininvisible. Thelived experiencesof women of Adivas
or Dalit communitiesand othersinvolvethelayered and intersectiona nature
of oppression. If feminist praxisfailstoincorporatetheseintersecting redlities,
it risksreproducing the very exclusionsit seeksto dismantle. Intersectional
feminism does not reject feminism; instead, it refines and expandsiit by
foregrounding how overlapping systems of caste, class, gender, and state
violence compound inequdity. Therefore, the day-to-day struggleof Adivas
women must be seen through a nuanced socio-political and economic
standpoint. Their specific issues, such as land dispossession, economic
margindisation, trafficking, and systemic neglect, must be addressed through
structural changes.This includes understanding our own privileges and
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advocating for gender-responsive public policiesto addressthese gaps.

Asasserted by Crenshaw, “if we cannot seethe problem, we cannot fix
it.” Internal voicesof resistance, such asthose of poets JacintaK erkettaand
NirmalaPutul, play avital rolein highlighting and addressing the problem
through crestiveassertions. Their worksdocument pain, proclam strong cultura
agency, and remaginejustice. These postic expressonsoffer counter-narratives
that challenge both patriarchal oppression and external colonising forces.
Through aclosereading of these poems, the essay ultimately arguesthat the
strugglefor gender equality must bedirected toward concrete policy outcomes
rather than confined to questions of identity alone. It must include those
intersecting multiple forms of marginalisation created by layers of power
structures. We can move toward justice and empowerment of the most
marginalised by exploring these voicesand addressing the structural roots of

inecuality.

Notes

1  All English translations of original Hindi poems quoted in this essay are by the
author for academic analysis and accessibility. These excerptsarefrom Nirmala
Putul’s poetry collection Nagade Ki Tarah Bajte Shabd (Vani Parakshan, 2004,
17) and JacintaK erketta’s Aur Bazaar (Rajkamal Prakashan, 2022, 116-17).

These quotes are from Nirmala Putul’s Beghar Sapne (Adhar, 2014).
These quotes are from Nirmala Putul’ s Beghar Sapne (Adhar, 2014).

This poem appears in Nirmala Putul’s collection of poems Nagade Ki Tarah
Bajte Shabd (12).

5. Theseexcerptsarefrom Jacinta K erketta's poetry collection Ishwar Aur Bazaar
(132).

6.  Theselinesarealso from JacintaKerketta's |shwar Aur Bazaar (26).
7.  Thelinesarealsofrom Kerketta'sIshwar Aur Bazaar (27).

8 Thisnarrative poem appears in Nirmala Putul’s Nagade Ki Tarah Bajte Shabd
(47).
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Oscillation between Past and Present: Physical
and Emotional Mobility in NamitaGokhale's
TheBook of Shadows

Himanshu Kumar

Abstract

This essay explores how Namita Gokhale's novel, The Book of Shadows
(1999), showsthat Rachita Tiwari’sjourney after an acid attack isnot just
about her persond strugglewith traumaand recovery, but a so about how she
navigates power, gender, and her surroundings. By applying Tim Cresswell’s
mohbility theory, which distingui shesbetween movement and mobility, thearticle
anaysesthree connected aspects: physical mobility, temporal mobility, and
gpectral mobility. It arguesthat having aprivileged background alowsRachita
to escapeto her family’sancestral housein the hills, but the violence and
shame shefacesbecause of her gender greatly limit her ability tomovearound
and be seen, highlighting the unequal accessto mobility that Doreen Massey
discusses. Traumatheory (particularly Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra)
hel ps us understand why Rachita has trouble sleeping, flashbacks, and a
fragmented narrative, seeing theseassymptomsof the* belatedness' of trauma
rather than just memories. The haunted housein Kumaon becomesaplace
wheredifferent mobilities, from colonia to postcolonid times, intersect, showing
how Rachita'shedlingistied to older storiesof missionary work, forced [abour,
andlocal superstitions. By theend of thenovel, Rachita'sclaimtoa‘right to
exig’ marksashift frommerely survivingtowhat Cresswell cals’ meaningful
[im]mobility’: afeminist way of taking control of movement, stiliness, and
visihility that changesboth her sense of self and the spaces sheinhabits.

K eywor ds: Gender; Mohility; Recovery; Space; Trauma

Namita Gokhale's The Book of Shadows (1999) isanovel about Rachita
Tiwari, an English lecturer at Jesusand Mary College (Delhi), who has her
wholeworld turned upside down when her fiancé (Anand) commitssuicide
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and hissster throwsacid on her face. The novel describesRachita sodyssey
incopingwith her new life. She escapesto her ancestral homein the Kumaon
hills, and her pastisoverlaid with her present and her futuredesiresinaswirling
melee of emotion. Whilethe novel isabout Rachita'squest to deal with her
shameand her injuries—physical and psychologica—itisasoabout thelndian
woman’s search for an existence where she can have her rightful placein
society inthelatetwentieth-century, an existencewhere her past and her history
aretaken cognizanceof.

Recent work in mobility studies (Tim Cresswell and Doreen Massey)
arguesthat movement isnever smply physica displacement but an intricate
socid phenomenon. Thisessay uses'friction’ asatheoretica mode to conduct
aliterary reading of Gokha€ snovel and analysethethematised and embodied
experience of mobility through Rachita slife. It examinesthevaried formsof
bodily and psychic mohility that Rachitaexperiencesacrossthethreeregisters
of space, time, and the spectral, thereby illustrating the general principlethat
friction can beapowerful deviceto organiseand enrichwhat isotherwisea
one-way or asymmetric relation. The essay arguesthat Rachita'sexperience
of modernity in Indiawas one of considerable amountsof friction: trauma,
gendered norms, and social stigma.

This essay draws on trauma theory (Cathy Caruth and Dominick
LaCapra) to argue that Rachita' s multipletemporalitiesrepeat the trauma
structure of repetitionin theform of therecurrence of thetraumatic event and
the belated realisation of itseffects. At the sametime, drawing on feminist
theoriesof gendered mobility, it examineshow Rachitalsphysca disfigurement,
withdrawal from the public sphere, and partial returnto it point to unequal
citizenshipintermsof theright to mobility, visibility, and civic recognition. The
haunted housein Kumaonisastewhereseverd narrativesof mobility intersect:
thecolonia missionary’stravels, theforced labour towhich thelocal villagers
arereduced to protect themsel vesfrom ma evolent spirits, and Rachital'ssearch
for her ownidentity asamodern woman who seeksto makegood on her loss
of sdf, following trauma.

The Book of Shadows uses Rachita’sjourney to tell the story of her
recovery fromtrauma; inthe process, it bringsto light the politics of mobility
and gender. Traumaand therearrangement of spaceinthenove force Rachita
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to renegotiate her identity and sense of belonging. By the end of the novel
Rachitacomesto realisethat “ defined intime and spaceand dimension, | had
therighttoexist!” (Gokhade213). Thisjourney fromimmobility and effacement
to mobility and existenceisthusan exampleof “ meaningful [im]mobility” that
revealsand recreates socia inequality (Cresswell, Onthe Move 239).

Toengagewith thenove through the perspective of mobility studies, itis
essential to understand the difference between movement and mobility.
Accordingto Tim Cresswell, “Movement israrely just movement; it carries
withit the burden of meaning” (Onthe Move6). In contrast, mobility is“a
fragile entanglement of physical movement, representations, and practices’
and exists asadelicate connection between actual movement and symbolic
representations (Cresswell, “ TowardsaPolitics’ 18). Cresswell outlinessix
essential components of mobility: “motiveforce, velocity, rhythm, route,
experience, andfriction” (17). Thesed ementscreate” conde lationsof mobility”
that organise every human practice (29).

M ovements devel op meaningsthrough specific “ social, cultural and
political contexts” (Adey 63). Drawing on Doreen Massey’s concept of
extenson, Cresswel | statesthat time-space compresson needsdifferentiating
socially” becauseit affects distance and time perception dueto social and
technol ogica advancements (Massey, “ Power-geometry” 62). Mobility is
“accessed and experienced differently by different social groups’ (Adey 117).
Thenarrativesabout trauma, healing, and bel onging in The Book of Shadows
function associd negotiationsbetween mobileandimmobilestatesthet develop
through history, power, and memory. The protagonist’smovement between
static and dynamic areas demonstratesthe * meaningful [im]mobility’ defined
by Cresswell and Massey.

Thetropeof physicd, tempora, and spectral mobility/immohility iscentra
to The Book of Shadows and informsthree of its strands. Thefirst isthe
physica mohility of theprotagonit, Rachita: her journey from Delhi to Kumaon
and then back again, her comingsand goingsfrom her home and the hospita,
and her aspiration and desireto step out into theworld. Here, wefocuson the
forcesthat propel her in her physical travels (healing, escape, conceal ment,
and forgetting), aswell asthe obstacl esshe encounters(socia shame, thefear
of being visible and reduced to nothingness), and her sense of isolation or
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bel ongingto asocia world. The second isthetemporal mohility of thetrauma
of theacid attack, asillustrated by Cathy Caruth’s assertion that because a
traumatic event occursin astate of clinical unconsciousnessor delirium, it
does not enter into the before-and-after narrative structure of timeand so
remains”belated” inrelationtothe persond narrative of the self (4). Rachita's
ongoing attempt to returnto thetime of the attack aswell asher being haunted
by imagesand voicesthat invade her present illustratethistempordlity of trauma
and a sotheotherworldlinessof her traumatic experiencesthat exist dongside
her everyday life. Thethird isspectral mobility, by which Rachitaescapes
from her bodily and temporal traumaand accessesaternativeworlds. These
include her world of fantasy, her memoriesof childhood, and her relationto
the colonia past embedded in the old bungalow inwhich sheliveswith her
adoptive family and discoversthrough the missionary journal of William
Cockrell.

Finally, because Rachita’'s mobility is unmistakably gendered, this
framework is aligned with feminist accounts of women’s constrained
movements. ViolaKle n opinesthat women have been “ restricted by acentury-
old history of submissions, which had bredinthem asenseof inferiority” (34).
In thisessay, we observe how the acid attack on Rachita, the social boycott
shesuffersat thehandsof her neighbours, and the unrelenting pressuretolook
beautiful that she hasto undergo in order to not be seen asrebelliousby her
society encapsulatestheideaof gendered mobility and restrictioninthemost
bruta possibleterms. Thestrugglefor Rachitato assert her right to exist may
be seen asafeminist interpretation of the concept of mobility inaworld where
sheisseen and recogni sed.

Attheoutset of thenovel, Rachita'slifein Delhi ischaracterised by her
inner world being disconnected from her outward actions. Asan English
lecturer, she performscompetenceand authority intheclassroom, yet confesses
that sheis*an earnest overgrown student masquerading as an academic”
(Gokhde3-4). Her infiddity inrdationto her fiancé, Anand, causeshissuicide.
After Anand’ sdeath, hissister attacks Rachitawith acid. Accordingto Terry
Eagleton, thereexistsanimpression of distortion as*webolster up afictive
senseof unitary selfhood by finding somethingintheworldwithwhichwecan
identify” (143). Theacid attack disrupts Rachita sfictional self and her face.
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Intermsof mobility, acid attack isaviolent and non-consensual act of
imposition of immobility on Rachita sbody. Sheisrestricted to hospital beds,
her home, and on specially created routesto take her from one placeto the
other without being harassed by onlookers. On the one hand, Rachita’'s
subsequent mobility isdetermined by the desireto extricate herself fromthe
very social world that has marginalised her, and on the other, tofind aplace
where she can recuperate. Divorced from theworkplace, her colleagues, her
students, and her family, Rachitares ststhe hurried and modern manner of
living her lifein the cosmopolitan city. Her withdrawal fromtheworld of work
and social relations and from the domain of kinship isnot merely astatic
rebellionagaingt therdentlessdaily pace of movement. Rather, itisacdculated
act of immobility that resiststhe variousforms of compulsionto movethat
have become necessary for the modern and cosmopolitan female subject in
thecity.

Movement can bedefined at two different levels. physical and existentiadl.
It wasthe physical movement that prompted Rachitato shift to her ancestral
homeinthe Kumaon hills. It isacentrifugal movement fromthe centreto the
periphery, fromthe collegeto amore ancient and secluded environment of the
hills, to escapethe publicworld and to “ heal, to hide, to forget” (Gokhal e 6).
Shewishesto reach thehillsto recover herself and to have an opportunity of
“solitude and soliloquy to come to terms with what had happened” (7).
Cresswell contendsthat “ movement israrely just movement” (Onthe Move
6). Similarly, Rachita’'smovement to Kumaon had ahost of implicationsfor
her relationswith space, time, and saif.

Theancestral house becomesaprimelocationinthe story of Rachita
and her lived experiences of memory, mohility, and selfhood. Rachitaaffirms
“wehaveclosed rankstogether, meand thehouse’ dmost at thevery beginning
of thestory (Gokhale 1), and a so later on when she expressesthat “the house
soothesmy hatred, hushesmy sorrow” (7). Thus, Rachitaand thehouseform
acoditionwith each other, thusamal gamating the social and hitoricd relations
present with the house and itssurroundings.

In Cresswell’ sterms, Rachita sexperience of timeinthehouseisasan
entanglement of place, performance, and discourse. Although confined to the
house, the practices she adopts, such asreading, smoking, listening to stories,
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