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Abstract: 

This paper interrogates the intersections of gender, grief, and governance in Kota Neelima’s Widows of 

Vidarbha: Making of Shadows (2018) and related works, situating them within India’s ongoing agrarian 

crisis. Through a feminist lens informed by intersectionality and postcolonial theory, the study examines 

how Neelima’s narrative strategies render visible the silenced experiences of widows of farmers who have 

taken their own lives due to systemic neglect and debt. By juxtaposing literary representation with 

ethnographic realities, the paper explores the “politics of invisibility” that govern rural women’s lives — 

a condition produced by patriarchal structures, neoliberal economic policies, and bureaucratic 

indifference. Neelima’s text is read as both testimonial and resistance narrative, wherein widowhood 

becomes a site of feminist agency, moral witness, and socio-political critique. 

Drawing on feminist theorists such as Judith Butler, Chandra Talpade Mohanty, and Gayatri Spivak, the 

analysis highlights how mourning functions as a political act that contests erasure and reclaims 

subjectivity. The paper also investigates how Neelima’s documentary realism complicates boundaries 

between journalism and literature, creating an alternative feminist archive of agrarian suffering. 

Ultimately, this study argues that Neelima’s portrayal of widows transforms private loss into public 

resistance, exposing the ethical failures of the state and reimagining the rural woman not as a passive 

victim but as an agent of transformative justice. 
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Introduction 

The agrarian crisis in India has long been a subject of socio-economic and policy analyses, yet they lived 

experiences of rural women, particularly widows of farmer suicides, remain underexplored. While reports 

and government statistics often highlight male farmer suicides, they largely neglect the aftermath endured 

by women who are left to navigate debt, social stigma, and systemic neglect. Kota Neelima’s Widows of 

Vidarbha: Making of Shadows (2018) intervenes precisely in this gap, bringing the voices of rural widows 

into literary and ethical focus. Through a hybrid form of narrative reportage and creative nonfiction, 

Neelima exposes the intricate entanglement of grief, gender, and state failure, positioning widowhood as 

both a site of vulnerability and a terrain of resistance. 

http://www.ijfmr.com/


 

International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR) 
 

E-ISSN: 2582-2160   ●   Website: www.ijfmr.com       ●   Email: editor@ijfmr.com 

 

IJFMR260485773 Volume 8, Issue 4, July-August 2026 2 

 

Widowhood in rural India is not merely a personal or familial tragedy, but a socio-political condition 

shaped by patriarchy, caste hierarchies, and bureaucratic indifference. Women left behind in agrarian 

communities often confront social invisibility, denied land rights, access to government compensation, or 

meaningful participation in economic life. This marginalization is compounded by cultural norms that 

prescribe mourning and restrict agency, creating what this study conceptualizes as the “politics of 

invisibility.” In this context, grief becomes a public as well as private phenomenon, where the personal is 

inseparable from systemic structures of power and neglect. 

This paper seeks to examine how Neelima’s narratives articulate the gendered dimensions of grief and 

widowhood, highlighting the intersection of emotion, state failure, and social invisibility. It situates 

Widows of Vidarbha within feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks—drawing on Judith Butler’s 

concept of “grievability,” Veena Das’s ethnography of everyday violence, and Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s 

decolonial feminist critique—to explore how narrative testimony transforms private sorrow into political 

consciousness. By analysing Neelima’s representation of rural widows, the study argues that literary 

intervention can render visible those lives often deemed ungrievable, thereby challenging dominant social 

and bureaucratic discourses while foregrounding women’s resilience and agency. 

 

Research Problem 

While agrarian distress is widely studied in terms of economy and policy, there is a relative absence of 

gendered, literary, and affective analyses. This paper addresses that gap by asking: 

 How does Kota Neelima narrativize rural widowhood as a site of feminist resistance? 

 In what ways do her narratives critique state apathy and patriarchal structures? 

 How do grief and invisibility function as political metaphors in her work? 

Significance 

The study bridges literary feminism, postcolonial studies, and development discourse, reasserting 

literature’s potential as an alternative feminist archive that exposes socio-economic silencing. It 

contributes to global feminist debates on structural violence, emotional labour, and gendered citizenship. 

Objectives 

 To analyse the representation of agrarian widowhood in Neelima’s narratives. 

 To examine the intersection of gender, state, and grief through a feminist lens. 

 To explore how literary testimony functions as social critique. 

 

Review of Literature 

1. Bina Agarwal’s A Field of One’s Own (1994) and Gender and Green Governance (2010) analyses 

how land ownership and gender inequities sustain rural vulnerability. 

2. Nitya Rao and Ritu Dewan have explored widows’ marginalization in agricultural households. 

3. Veena Das’s concept of the “everyday life of violence” provides a useful ethnographic parallel. 

4. Judith Butler’s Precarious Life (2004) and Frames of War (2009) frame mourning as a political act 

that can resist state narratives of disposability. 

5. Sara Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotion (2004) theorizes affect as social and political 

circulation. 

6. Feminist scholarship on “witnessing” (e.g., Kelly Oliver’s Witnessing: Beyond Recognition, 2001) 

contextualizes how testimony can reconstitute subjectivity. 
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7. Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s Feminism Without Borders (2003) and Gayatri Spivak’s “Can the 

Subaltern Speak?” (1988) analyses how subaltern women’s speech is mediated. 

8. Nivedita Menon’s Seeing Like a Feminist (2012) and Mary John’s works on Indian feminism provide 

a national framework for understanding gendered citizenship. 

9. Critics such as M. Sridhar (Indian Journal of Gender Studies, 2019) read Neelima’s work as ethical 

documentation of rural distress. 

10. Journalistic reviews frame Widows of Vidarbha as “a counter-history of silence” — a fitting entry point 

for feminist analysis. 

 

Gendered Grief: The Silent Suffering of Rural Widows 

In the agrarian landscapes of Vidarbha, widowhood is not merely a personal loss, but a profound socio-

political condition shaped by systemic neglect and gendered invisibility. Kota Neelima's Widows of 

Vidarbha: Making of Shadows (2018) illuminates the harrowing experiences of women who, after their 

husbands' suicides, are relegated to the shadows of society, their grief unacknowledged and their suffering 

silenced. 

Neelima poignantly captures this erasure, stating, "But the story of the distress of the farmers has an 

immortality that does not end with the farmer's death. It lives on in the experience of the farm widow, who 

struggles in the shadows outside the boundaries of the limelight". This metaphor of "struggling in the 

shadows" encapsulates the dual burden these women bear: the personal anguish of loss and the collective 

amnesia of a society that overlooks their plight. 

The narratives within Neelima's work reveal a recurring theme of institutional neglect. Despite the state's 

acknowledgment of farmer suicides, the subsequent trauma experienced by their widows remains largely 

unaddressed. These women often face bureaucratic indifference, social ostracization, and economic 

marginalization, rendering their grief not only personal but also political. 

In this context, widowhood becomes a site of resistance. The act of mourning, traditionally seen as passive, 

transforms into a form of agency. By bearing witness to their suffering and demanding recognition, these 

women challenge the structures that perpetuate their invisibility. Neelima's work thus serves as both a 

chronicle and a critique, urging a re-evaluation of how grief is gendered and how societal structures either 

perpetuate or alleviate suffering. 

 

State Failure and Bureaucratic Apathy 

In Widows of Vidarbha: Making of Shadows, Kota Neelima meticulously chronicles the systemic neglect 

faced by widows in the aftermath of farmer suicides. The state's failure is not merely an omission but an 

active erasure, where bureaucratic structures and policies render these women invisible. Neelima 

highlights the convoluted and exclusionary processes that determine eligibility for state compensation, 

emphasizing that "the definition of the farmer is the most significant as it will decide if the farmer’s family 

gets a compensation or not" 

The criteria for defining a farmer are stringent and often arbitrary, encompassing factors such as irrigation 

facilities, crop productivity, and the needs of children and the elderly. However, these definitions 

conspicuously omit considerations of the widow's education, her capacity to sustain herself post-husband's 

death, and her access to resources. This oversight underscores a patriarchal bias that marginalizes women's 

agency and survival capacities. 
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Neelima's narrative exposes the labyrinthine paperwork and bureaucratic hurdles that widows must 

navigate to claim their entitlements. She describes the ordeal of filling out a forty-three-page form after 

every suicide, a process that not only burdens the grieving women but also serves as a deterrent, effectively 

dissuading many from seeking justice. Such institutionalized apathy reflects a broader societal indifference 

to the plight of rural women, rendering their suffering both invisible and unaddressed. 

By documenting these systemic failures, Neelima not only amplifies the voices of the widows but also 

critiques the state's role in perpetuating gendered inequities. Her work calls for a re-evaluation of policies 

and frameworks that continue to disenfranchise women in rural India, urging a shift towards inclusive and 

empathetic governance. 

 

Neelima’s Narrative Strategies: Voice, Memory, and Resistance 

In Widows of Vidarbha: Making of Shadows, Kota Neelima employs a distinctive narrative approach that 

foregrounds the voices of rural widows, transforming them from passive subjects into active narrators of 

their own stories. By centring these women's experiences, Neelima not only challenges the patriarchal 

structures that seek to silence them but also reclaims their agency within the socio-political discourse. 

Neelima's methodology is deeply rooted in oral history, capturing the lived realities of these women 

through intimate interviews. One poignant example is the account of a young widow who, grappling with 

the sudden loss of her husband, reflects, "I thought I may have been the reason he committed suicide". 

This raw admission underscores the profound emotional turmoil and self-blame that many widows endure, 

highlighting the psychological dimensions of agrarian distress. 

Memory plays a crucial role in Neelima's narrative framework. The widows' recollections serve as a form 

of resistance against the erasure of their histories. By documenting their stories, Neelima preserves their 

memories, ensuring that their experiences are acknowledged and remembered. This act of remembrance 

becomes a powerful tool for challenging the dominant narratives that marginalize these women's voices. 

Resistance in Neelima's work is not always overt. Instead, it manifests in subtle, everyday acts of defiance. 

As noted in a review by Aekta Kapoor, "The widows in Neelima’s book have learnt to protest in quiet 

ways and avoid confrontation so as not to disturb the patriarchy. Their hope is not like ours. Theirs is life-

giving; it’s a force". This quiet resistance reflects the widows' resilience and their refusal to be defined 

solely by their grief. 

Through these narrative strategies, Neelima not only amplifies the voices of rural widows but also 

challenges the structures that perpetuate their marginalization. Her work serves as a testament to the power 

of storytelling in effecting social change, offering a platform for those whose voices have long been 

silenced. 

 

Conclusion 

Kota Neelima’s Widows of Vidarbha: Making of Shadows offers an unflinching exploration of the 

intersection between gendered grief, state failure, and social invisibility in rural India. Through the 

narratives of widows left behind by agrarian collapse, Neelima foregrounds the lived realities of women 

whose voices have been historically marginalized in both policy and public discourse. The work 

illuminates how widowhood is not merely an individual tragedy, but a socio-political condition shaped by 

patriarchal structures, bureaucratic apathy, and systemic neglect. As demonstrated, the grief of these 

women is deeply gendered, carrying the dual burden of personal loss and societal erasure, making their 

suffering both invisible and politically significant. 
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This study highlights how Neelima’s narrative strategies, centring voice, memory, and resistance, operate 

as interventions that contest both cultural and institutional silencing. By capturing intimate testimonies, 

she transforms grief into a form of ethical witnessing, rendering the invisible visible and the silenced 

heard. Memory, as narrated by the widows, becomes an instrument of resistance, preserving histories that 

the state and society have attempted to efface. Through these strategies, Neelima not only documents 

injustice but also empowers the subjects of her narratives to reclaim agency and assert presence in public 

consciousness. 

The analysis underscores the imperative of integrating feminist frameworks into the study of agrarian 

crises. Judith Butler’s concept of “grievability,” Veena Das’s ethnography of everyday violence, and 

Chandra Talpade Mohanty’s insights into subaltern speech collectively offer tools for understanding how 

gendered precarity and state neglect intersect in the lived experiences of rural widows. By situating 

Neelima’s work within these theoretical lenses, the study affirms that literature is not merely reflective but 

also transformative, providing a platform for marginalized voices to contest erasure and demand 

recognition. 

In conclusion, Widows of Vidarbha exemplifies how literary narratives can function as both testimony and 

critique, bridging gaps between personal suffering, social accountability, and political awareness. This 

work calls for a reconceptualization of widowhood in agrarian India, not solely as victimhood but as a site 

of resilience, ethical resistance, and feminist intervention. Future research may build upon this foundation 

to explore comparative narratives of rural women, expanding the discourse on gendered vulnerability, state 

responsibility, and the politics of visibility. 
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