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Reclaiming the Silenced Voice of the Twaif: A Decolonial Reading of
Umrdo Jan Ada

Abstract:

Mirza Hadi Ruswa’s Umrao Jan Ada (1899), often called the first Urdu novel, depicts
the cultural and social world of 19th-century Lucknow. This essay analyzes the text
through subaltern and postcolonial theory, arguing that it negotiates voice, agency, and
erasure under colonial modernity. Focusing on Umrao Jan, a courtesan marked by
gendered and classed marginality, the paper draws on Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s
concept of subalternity and Ranajit Guha’s critique of elite historiography to examine
the politics of representation. While the novel appears to give voice to a marginalized
woman, it does so through a male, upper-caste narrator, raising questions about
authorship, authenticity, and the limits of subaltern speech. Rejecting the closure of the
Bildungsroman, the narrative embraces ambiguity and irony. The essay argues that the
novel’s importance lies not only in its literary form but also in its engagement with
gender, caste, and colonial knowledge, placing it within key debates on voice, power,
and silencing in South Asian literature.

Keywords: Subaltern Studies, Postcolonial Theory, Gender and Coloniality, Courtesan Narrative,
Colonial Modernity, Voice and Representation, Agency and Marginality, Urdu Literature.
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00l
The question is not of female participation in insurgency, or the ground rules of the sexual division
of labour, for both of which there is ‘evidence.’ It is, rather, that, both as object of colonialist
historiography and as subject of insurgency, the ideological construction of gender keeps the male
dominant. If, in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak,
the subaltern as a female is even more deeply in shadow.
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«$2/17 I’m a happy old girl’: The Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak 80th birthday interview":Jﬁ}'J/({: [
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https://scroll.in/article/1018017/im-a-happy-old-girl-gayatri-chakravorty-spivak-the-80th-birthday-intervie :é;

00l
Three Women’s Texts was about discovering, in texts that I had read many times before, the mark
of colonialism. What I missed, what I did not notice, was the mark of slavery? In Jane Eyre, which
was the central text, Rochester owns sugar plantations in Jamaica, and thousands of slaves, and if
I 'had looked carefully into the history of Britain at that point, I would have seen that mark and not
just the mark of colonialism.
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Mirza Ruswa did not believe in creating characters that did not exist.
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Between patriarchy and imperialism, subject-constitution and object-formation, the figure of the
woman disappears.
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At least she gives herself no airs, and remembers that she was our governess once,” Miss Violet
said, intimating that it befitted all governesses to keep their proper place, and forgetting altogether
that she was granddaughter not only of Sir Walpole Crawley, but of Mr. Dawson of Mudbury, and
so had a coal-scuttle in her seutcheon. There are other very well-meaning people whom one meets
every day in Vanity Fair, who are surely equally oblivious. “Tt can’t be true what the girls at the
Rectory said, that her mother was an opera-dancer —” “A person can’t help their birth,” Rosalind
replied, with great liberality. “And I agree with our brother that as she is in the family, of course,
we are bound to notice her. I am sure Aunt Bute needs not talk: she wants to marry Kate to young
Hooper, the wine-merchant, and absolutely asked him to come to the Rectory for orders.
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