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CHAPTER 1

I ntroduction

Autobiography as a distinct genre has emergedeiretly 18' century, in the
West, at a particular historical juncture whenestern society was undergoing
rampant political and cultural transformation. Dgyithis period, the civil society was
also moving towards new forms of literary appreoiatAs a result of “[t]he relative
insignificance of tragedy in a thoroughly Christised world view, the disappearance of
epic from a non-aristocratic world, or the powedskertion of novel in an age of

burghers® the genre of\utobiographyhas come to emerge in the West.

Commenting on the origins of the genre of Autobagdry in the West, Roy
Pascal, a scholar on autobiography, says: “An tiy&son into the historical and

psychological origins of this genre must lead oeepinto the cultural history of the

! Karl J. Weintraub, “Autobiography and the Histafi ConsciousnessGritical Inquiry,
1.4, 1975, 821.



West.”? Similarly, George Misch, a prominent theorist ofabiography, says:
“Autobiography is one of the innovations broughtdmtural advance, and yet it springs
from the most natural source, the joy in self-commation and in enlisting the
sympathetic understanding of others; or the needdif-assertion. In itself, it is a

representation of life that is committed to no wigéi form.”™

While Georg Misch talks about the source of motorator writing an
autobiography, Weintraub and Pascal specificaligrr® the historical and cultural
factors that led to the emergence of autobiograshg distinct genre in the West. It
appears that the emergence of new ideas suchiagluradism and nationalism shaped
the genre of autobiography in the West. In an estag, “Autobiography and the

Historical Consciousness”, Weintraub says that

autobiographic genre took on its full dimension antiness when
Western Man acquired a thoroughly historical unideding of his
existence. Autobiography assumes a significanticallfunction around

A.D. 1800. The growing significance of autobiogrgp$thus a part of

2 Roy PascaDesign and Truth in Autobiographiondon: Routledge and Kegan, 1960,
2.

% See Trev Lynn Broughton, edutobiography: Critical Concepts in Literary and
Cultural Studiesyol. 1. New York: Routledge, 2007, 663-64.
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that great intellectual revolution marked by thecegence of the particular

modern form of historical mindedness we call historor historicisnf.

As Ross Poole, a social scientist, mentions theteenth century was the period
when the modern nation theory was emerging. Themaltst movements were in full
swing in most of the European countries. The nalishmovements, claiming the right
of self-determination, emerged in the United Kingg&anada, France, Italy and Spain,
as well as in Eastern Europe, Africa and Asia. [éduphers were forced to consider the
constituents of a liberal and democratic order” whational identity and nationalism

was at the peak.

This brings us to the question of nationalism. iBdook, titled Nation and
Identity, Ross Poole says: “Nationalism is the principkg the nation is the ground of
political sovereignty and that political sovereigi the right and destiny of the nation.
This principle is satisfied when and only when oatand State come together as the
nation-state.® However, there is a huge body of literature cdirtigshe theory of the
nation and its limitationsWhat, after all, is a nation? Who constitute tadan? Among

many, Anderson’s definition of a nation helps udenstand better what a nation is and

* Karl J. Weintraub, “Autobiography and the Histali€onsciousnessCritical Inquiry,
1.4, June 1975, 821.

® For a detailed discussion of the idea of natiothidentity, see Ross Pooldition and
Identity, New York, Routledge, 1999.

® See Ross PooleNation and IdentityNew York, Routledge, 1999, 9.
’ For a detailed discussion on the idea of natighiemlimitations, see G. Aloysius’s
Nationalism without a Nation in IndjdNew Delhi: OUP, 1997.
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what it constitutes: “In an anthropological spirikpropose the following definition of
the nation: it is imagined political community—aimaagined as inherently limited and
sovereign.” Poole says that nation exists as a mode of “iddal self- and other-
awareness” (10) According to Poole, the Self amdQther awareness is crucial for an

imagination of a community or a nation.

Given the specific cultural and political historfytbe West that has played a
significant role in the emergence of the autobipgseas a distinct genre in the West, |
feel that an entirely different and disparate $dtistorical, social, and cultural factors

have led to the emergence of dalit autobiographgdra.

Ambedkar’s anti-caste movement and dalit cultaral political mobilization for
equality mark the genre of dalit autobiographys iin this context that the genre of dalit
autobiography emerges and poses problems to theidbe individual, modernity,
citizenship and democracy in India. Dalit autobaygry points out the limitations of
modernity and democracy in India. Dalits are stijmatised, discriminated against and
despised in the social, cultural and political domeaCivil society does not, to this day,
recognize dalits as humans worthy of respect, te#ipe Indian Constitutional oath that

all its citizens be considered equal.

The social and cultural conditions of dalits inildre such that they are neither

treated as individuals nor have they ever beentgdagquality and self-respect in India.

8 See Ross PooleNation and IdentityNew York, Routledge, 1999, 10.
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On the contrary, they have been exploited and ggpreby the dominant caste Hindus in
numerous ways and that phenomenon continues toiextiee modern democratic Indian
“nation”. Despite the persistent cultural and pcéit resistance against Brahmanism and
the graded caste inequalities that are respon&ibtbe degradation of dalits, they have

not achieved their goal of emancipation from Hirstou

Ambedkar’s struggles that resulted in securing t®nal safeguards for dalits
lag behind in their implementation due to the ouelming caste Hindu antipathy
towards their implementation. Besides, the fanlyig&ahminical public realm operates
with an overwhelming caste consciousness, throughhwt restrains or controls dalits’

social mobility and keeps a firm surveillance otheam.

Although the Indian Constitution grants citizensarm civil rights to all its
citizens, dalits are yet to receive equal socedtinent. On the contrary, they are
relegated to the “reserved” positions in the puld@m and treated with contempt in the
modern civil society. Dalit autobiographies demaaist how the stigma of caste haunts
dalits even after acquiring education and othesitdéle” national cultural traits. It is
also interesting that even after acquiring a miattss status as a result of modern
education and employment, dalits are not acceadjaal human beings in society.
When they began to imitate the Brahminical culfioresocial acceptance, they are
derogatorily called sanskritised dalits or “hargann villages, atrocities on dalits have

increased because of their self-assertion andaasks towards Brahminical domination.



Apart from the newly-acquired cultural mobility tésng from the conversion to
Buddhism and Christianity, the dalit struggles agacaste inequalities, assertion of dalit
identity and self-respect, infuse confidence intdaBut such an assertion and confidence
of dalits is deeply reviled by the caste Hindust bidy do caste Hindus detest dalit
assertion, they also blame dalits as “casteistifeoking caste in the public realm. As
M. S. S. Pandian, a social scientist, rightly aggt@aste, as the other of the modern,

always belongs to the lower castés.”

Why is the public realm in India anti-dalit and ieequality or anti-social
democracy? Why does it regard caste a pre-modemgphenon or a relic of the past,
when the socialization is still based on the caeeperson? Why is it that until the
emergence of dalit literature caste was hardlybgesti of Indian literature? What is the
basis on which the Indian “nation” was built? Beigednderson says that the nation as

community itself is a constructed phenomenon.

Then who constitutes the “imagined community,”ndih? Commenting on the

construction of the nation in India, Gail Omvedysa

[T]hroughout the nineteenth and twentieth centutieshigh-caste elites
of India had been constructing or ‘imagining’ itaaglindu community,
incorporating some of the language of democracyrmst often using a

Romantic imagery stressing a community of blood i@oe@, ‘Hindus’ as a

® M.S.S. Pandian, “One Step Outside Modernity: Gadantity Politics and Public
Sphere” inEPW,May 4, 2002, 1738.



‘people’ inhabiting the subcontinent, assaulteabiside forces defined
as ‘Muslim’, British or whatever, dominated theiscburse. While the
Congress and left secularists wanted to asserhantinity of India’
inclusive of Muslim and other religious traditiorssd Gandhian wanted
to reinterpret ‘Hinduism’ to allow for a significareformism, both
accepted the elements of the framework. In padrcdiey took for
granted the identification of the majority of pespls ‘Hindus’ and the

identification of the ancient Indian tradition assizally a Hindu oné’

This conception, she says, was expressed in thenoonframework of both
British and nationalist historical writing. Howevas Gail Omvedt reminds us,
Phule/Ambedkar/Periyar tradition represents theretb construct an alternative identity
of the people, based on non-north Indian and lostecperspectives, critical not only of
the oppressiveness of the dominant caste Hindetydout also of its claims to antiquity
and to bring the major Indian traditiéhThus, the dominant caste elite conception of the
nationt? and national identity in India has been renderdnly problematic but it is

seen as fundamentally oppressive towards loweegastore so towards dalits.

10 Gail OmvedtDalits and the Democratic Revolution: Dr. Ambedkad the Dalit
Movement in Colonial IndiaNew Delhi: Sage, 1994, 244.

11 Gail OmvedtDalits and the Democratic Revolution: Dr. Ambedkad the Dalit
Movement in Colonial IndiaNew Delhi: Sage, 1994, 244.

2 For a critique of the idea of nation in India, &eAloysius’sNationalism without a
Nation in India,New Delhi: OUP, 1997.



The elite conception of national identity propoaasunmarked citizen without
any reference to caste, class, religion, gendgipomeso on and so forth, while what
happens in reality is exactly the opposite ofritother words, this unmarked citizen
subject, by all its probability, is a dominant @ablindu, who is an epitome of oppression

and an advocate of the purity-pollution ideology.

This normative citizen subject differentiates pedpy their marked social
identities, and oppresses dalits by imposing exeessarkers of defilement. Thus the
notion of the unmarked citizen entails an inhegamitradiction in India where, as |
mentioned earlier, the social, cultural and pditicentities are excessively marked by
caste. As M.S.S. Pandian says, “[i]t is evident thdian modern, despite its claim to be
universal — and of course, because of it — not oahgstitutes lower caste as its ‘other’,

but also inscribes itself silently as upper caste.”

Similarly, the conception of a nation and its disticulture involves, as Poole
says, “a process gklfformation, not merely formation of the self; ittiee process by
which human individuals acquire various social titers.”* Nonethelesghe universal
“self” which is supposedly the subject of autobeygny, is always already demarcated by
certain “local specificities” such as caste, relgirace, class, gender, region etc. Thus,
before the critical interventions of the recent ifi@ist, African American and

poststructuralist approaches to the understandidgaalyzing of the genre of

13M.S.S. Pandian, “One Step Outside Modernity: Gddemntity Politics and Public
Sphere” inEPW,May 4, 2002, 1738.

14 Ross Poole’lation and IdentityNew York, Routledge, 1999, 12.
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autobiography, the “universal notion of self’ remedl uncontested and viewed as if it is
natural and given. Let me elucidate the terms atestation for the “universal notion of

self”.

Western feminist scholarship on autobiography, iikether fields, demonstrates
that the projection of Blniversal Selin earlier autobiographies has been predominantly
the middle class male self. Feminists have questioim many different contexts, the
cultural domination and “ideological underpinnirggarticular version of ‘selfhood’
being promoted as trauthenticuniversal selt> Commenting on the extent to which the
genre of autobiography has been implicitly bounduith gender, Nancy Miller, a
feminist theorist, argues that, “[ijnsofar as audgbaphy has been seen as promoting a
view of the subject as universal, it has also upide@ed the centrality of masculine—and,

we may add, Western and middle-class modes of stiifg.” *°

Adding to Nancy Miller’s argument, Linda Anders@mother feminist scholar, in
her book titled Autobiographyremarks that, “by focusing on a particular histair
canon of texts which celebrated the extraordinamgslof ‘great men’, an important

group of modern critics writing in the 1960s and@ @9 deduced abstract critical

15> Sidonie SmithA Poetics of Women’s Autobiography: Marginality @hd Fictions of
Self-RepresentatioBloomington: Indiana University Press, 1987; Linktaderson,
Autobiographylondon: Routledge, 2001.

16 Linda AndersonAutobiography)ondon: Routledge, 2001, 3.
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principles for autobiography based on the idealButbnomy, self-realization,

authenticity and transcendence which reflected then cultural values®

Susan Friedman, a feminist scholar, even more gaillyeremarks in the
following manner: “The emphasis on the individualias the necessary pre-condition for
autobiography is thus a reflection of the privilegee that excludes from the canons of
autobiography those writers that have been derydddbory the illusion of
‘individualism’.”*® By calling “individualism”, an illusion created lwhite men,
Friedman redefines the notion of self and autolaiplgy by which she makes it possible
for middle-class white women, who are confined dméstic sphere, to give expression
to their feelings, experiences and thoughts andugch an action, to transform and
elevate themselves frobeingto becoming—a process through which women stake

claims over the public realm, job market and pacditi

By questioning the normative notions of self antbhiography, the western
feminists have highlighted the explicit male-ceathress in autobiographical discourse.
As such, the feminist criticism on autobiographgttiights the formation of the self as a
product of discourse. However, Asma Rasheed, anistricholar working on Indian
Muslim women’s autobiographies, points out the fations or pitfalls with such a

conception of self for the identity politics.

7 Linda AndersonAutobiography)ondon: Routledge, 2001, 4.

18 Quoted by Sara Ahmed in Heidi Safia Mirza, Bick British Feminism: A Reader
New York: Routledge, 1997, 153.
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Furthering the Asian feminist scholars’ contentiath the western feminist
conception of self as a product of discourse, ARasheed points out its implications to
the identity politics. To quote Asma Rasheed, “@hagers of identity politics, then,
could be that, it casts as authentic to the sedfoup an identity that is in fact defined by
its opposition to an Other:®> As Asma Rasheed rightly cautions: “Reclaimingsan
identity, as one’s own would then merely reinfoitsedependence on this dominant
Other, and further internalize and reinforce anrepgive discourse” (5). A more
productive effort then, in such a context, as Astaaheed suggests, would be to

understand the discursive formations of a selfi)aisharper focus on the local (5).

What this means is that an understanding of théegtrhistory and political
aspirations of each community or a group is iné&ao grasp the significance of the
narrative self. Consequently, the notion of autglaphy too gets redefined and expands
its scope in the process of its encounter withedgt identities. Identity formations and
contestations of certain dominant values take shamemode of political articulation in
autobiographical writings. The genre of dalit aubgipaphy is one such which challenges

the notion of universality and the dominant conmeyst of identity and the self.

19 Asma Rasheed. “Imposing identities: Interface eif &nd Nation in Auto/Biographical
Narratives,” Diss. Vadodara: Maharaja SayajiRaovdrsity of Baroda, 2006, 5.
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Purpose and Politics of Literature

Thus, literatures produced in any society will héwer own context and socio-
political relevance. Many a time, the literaturéshe land reflect the social configuration
of their times. The plurality of literatures throWight on diverse aspects of society, like
people’s beliefs, values, and ideologies. Abovgthdly point to the emerging social,
political and cultural concerns of diverse grouppeople. Therefore, | would say, there
are many dimensions to the evaluation of any liteea It may not be surprising to learn
that literatures of various kinds produced by didtsocial groups exist in conflict with
one another and many times contradict one anoiihery contradict one another because
the motives or objectives and interests are diffeamd because these literatures

contribute to the construction of different kindssocial orders within society.

There seems to be something very revealing abeutehy conception and the
genre of literature and the nature of literary pcacin India. Literature is traditionally
called “Brahmanas® The title is self-evident as to what it would o and valorise as
literature. It is not a difficult cognitive task gpeculate who would have been the masters
of knowledge production in the earlier times andatind of knowledge about the
society and culture they had (re)produced. Studigingle’s struggles against setting the
knowledge domain free from the monopoly of Brahmahiorces would bring a lot more

clarity on this subject.

20 See C. D. Naik'Thoughts and Philosophy of Dr. B. R. Ambegkéew Delhi: Sarup,
2003, 353-354.
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As mentioned earlier, literatures are context antlice specific; they carry a
whole lot of cultural history, ideology and are dleed with certain pre-determined
objectives—political as well as social. In suclmditions, whose literatures have been
considered to derive historical information? Whatkof history had been constructed?
To whose benefit and whose detriment has thisttyisteen contributing? Who have
been the writers? Sisir Kumar Das, a prominentdriecritic, also points out the social
composition of the Indian writers till the earlydntieth century. He mentions that only
Brahmin and Kshatriya men happened to write thetnkosept in the Tamil context
where non-Brahmin men dominated the literary figlds mainly Brahmin, Kshatriya,
and middle class shudra men who have been writitig in English and regional
languages. It seems that there have been no lowaste writers till the twentieth

century?

Sisir Kumar Das identifies D. JavalkaDesaca Dusma(iL926), an essay
attacking Chipulankar and Tilak, for which the aartivas prosecuted by the Brahmins,
as the beginning of dalit writing in Indfa.But even before 1920, dalit writing has

existed. It has existed in the form of petitionvimatipatrasto the British officials on the

2L Sisir Kumar DasA Histroy of Indian Literature 1911-1956: Struggle fereedom,
Triumph and TragedyNew Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1995, 13.

22 See Sisir Kumar Dag\ History of Indian Literature 1911-1956: Strugdte Freedom:
Triumph and TragedyNew Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 1995, 22.
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material and social conditions of dalits and infitven of newspaper articles and

magazines addressing the problems of untouchables.

Therefore, | argue that the radical anti-castedenof dalit writing lies in its aims
to record dalit history and to eradicate casteuiaéties but not in the nationalist
movement as Sisir Kumar Das’s remarks seem to inijdyit writing thus emerges from
the anti-caste traditions and expands its cultamdl political horizon with Ambedkar’'s
movement. For instance, as Lakshmi Holmstrom, énittroduction to Bama’Sangati,
mentions, Tamil dalit ideologues such as GauthaamahUnjairajan argue that “the Dalit

uprising is not confined only to the expressiorafit literature. On the contrary, Dalit

23 As a reply to a Brahmin British collector, lyoth®kassar writes a petition criticising
his remarks suggesting that Parayas convert testmity. In this petition, he makes an
extensive critique of the Brahmin-British collusiveperialism and the Hindu society’s
violence against Parayas. For more details, sebdgolrhassar’s “Open Letter” written

in 1893 to a Brahmin official serving as an Inspec&eneral, in the British government,
published in G. AloysiusReligion as Emancipatory Identity: Buddhist Moveth@nong
Tamils under ColonialispNew Delhi: New Age International, 1998, 197-20%an

essay titled, “Unwritten Writing” ivenomous TouclRavikumar gives a list of
magazines run by dalit intellectuals for the canfsentouchables. Rettamalai Srinivasan,
for instance, has started a magazine caRagayanin 1893 and he has run it
successfully until 1900 when he went to Londonthge Thassar has later started a
literary and political magazine calle@yu Paisa Tamilann 1907 and ran it until his
death in 1914. On the other hand, Gopal Baba VaEmg@ member of Phule’s “Satya
Shodak Samaj,” has writterManatipatrain, as early as, 1888 to the British government,
which was an extensive critique of caste exclusiod untouchability. Valangkar has
also written several articles on the subject ofecasequalities and untouchability in the
newspapers. He was a frequent contributor to nguespasuch aSudharakandDeena
Bandu For more details, see Anupama Rao’s essay, “Wihitei Dalit? Emergence of a
New Political Subject” irClaiming Power from Belowed. Manu Bhagavan and Anne
Feldhaus, Delhi: OUP, 2008.
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literature came about as part and parcel of amstiecstruggles, agitation for reserved

places in the interests of social justice, andtjsali protests for economic equalit§’”

However, until the emergence of dalit literatureaaistinct genre in 1960s and
70s, it has been the non-dalit social reformersjidant caste Marxists and the liberals
who have writteraboutthe lives of untouchables in prose, out of symypaitd pity*
Similarly, in vernacular literatures too, it hassheéhe non-dalit writers who have written
sporadically on the issues of untouchabl®h.is only after the emergence of dalit
movement in Andhra Pradesh in the late 1980s thigtwiriters came into the literary
domain on a larger scale, and only since then hlaeg begun to produce literature with
an anti-caste fervour and dalit consciousnessoNlytin Andhra Pradesh but in India at
large, dalit literature assumed the proportion ofavement only after the 1970s when

the first generation of literates from dalit commti@s plunged into the literary field.

Let us also take the case of Marathi dalit litematthe forerunner of dalit
literature in India. Arjun Dangle, a dalit writendha leader of Dalit Panther movement,
says that before Ambedkar’'s movement dalit litexatuas being written in a very small

way. It was “[a]Jround 1950, when the first batchdafit youths graduated from college,

24 Lakshmi Holmstrom’s Introduction to Bama&angati: EventsNew Delhi: OUP,
2005, xii.

25 Mulk Raj Anand’sUntouchableandSivasankara Pillai'Scavenger’'s Soare classic
examples in this regard.

% In Telugu literature, except Kolakaluri Inaak’sshstory,Oorabavi” (1969), much of
the prose on untouchables has been written by abts.dSee Nikhileshwar’s “Telugu
Katha: Dalita Vadam” irsamantaraApril 2010, 73-75.
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Ghanashyam Talwatkar and others set up a literady, lithe Siddharth Sahitya Sangh.

The Maharashtra Dalit Sahitya Sangh was later fdrfram this body.”

If this is the case with dalit literature and daliiters, what kind of literature have
the dominant caste elite writers produced in thkenat anti-colonial period? For
instance, when we closely observe the postcoldmiian writing in English, we can
notice certain important notions that have guidegifabric of Indian writing. G.N.
Saibaba, a literary critic, argues that Indian wgtn English has emerged as a sub-
discipline of English literature categorised unther rubric of “third world literature in

English” in the western universities:

A section of the Indian diaspora who studied aritleskin the Anglo-
American universities contributed largely to thegess of constructing
this discipline. Similarly, the emergence of natibbst and pan-Indian
ideologies in colonial and “post-colonial” Indiashplayed a crucial role in
shaping the discipline. But it is still a margimggcipline in western

universities as well as in Indian universitiestie recent times it has

27 Arjun Dangle Poisoned Bread: Translations from Modern MarathiliDaiterature,
Bombay: Orient Longman, 1992, 239.
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gained importance in the Anglo-American acadentyeialin its status of

being part of English literaturg.

One would have to understand what these natioralpan-Indian ideologies
stand for and more importantly what exactly thgyesent. As Saibaba observes, this
new discipline of Indian English literature is sttured around certain notions such as
India, “Indian”, “Indianness”, “Indian nation”, “itian sensibility”, “Indian national
experience” and so on, by examining the workstefdry critics of Indian writing in
English like K. R. Srinivasa lyengar, C. D. Narakarah, M. K. Naik, V. K. Gokak and
others. Saibaba’s argument is that a large seofiaritical writing on Indian English
literature has been a powerful enterprise towaottsttucting a kind of elite “Indian

nationalism” mediated through the interpretationhef literary works in particular ways.

Besides, this considerable bulk of writing has plte way for more doubts as to
what aspects of Indian culture and history theyeh@presented. What kind of
information has been drawn from the literature$ tbpresented the Indian pre-colonial

and colonial past is another question which needbdr elaboration.

Romila Thapar, in her bookarratives and the Making of Historgffers a clue

to finding answers to this question. Romila Thagrgues that “the items selected from

28 5. N. Saibaba, “Colonialist Nationalism in thet@al Practice of Indian
Writing in English: A Critique’EPW43.23, June 7 - 13, 2008, 61.
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the past are often so chosen as to legitimize aheeg and codes of the present. In
selecting and recasting cultural items we highliggtne and marginalize othefS.As a
result, the conflictual aspects of Indian cultund &istory are undoubtedly left out in the

literatures structured around notionshation andnationalism

More importantly, the anti-caste genealogies firdyuittle space or no space at
all in the canonical literature and history. Thisckof evacuation of dalits from literature
and history is paralleled with the active sidelgof their citizenship claims in the
political realm. As Gopal Guru, a dalit theoridbserves, “The citizenship claims made
by dalits were being threatened by Gandhi and dflomgress leaders, particularly those

with a Hindu bent of mind*®

Literatures of resistance or anti-caste literattines aspired for an egalitarian
social system have disappeared without being predeand some have been deliberately

set ablazé! Ravikumar, a Tamil dalit intellectual, notes thatorically dalits did not

29 Romila ThaparNarratives and the Making of History: Two Lecturiew Delhi:
OUP, 2000, 4.

30 see Gopal Guru’s essay, “Citizenship in Exile: AlibCase,” in Rajeev Bhargava and
Helmut Reifeld, edCivil Society, Public Sphere and Citizenshiilgew Delhi: Sage, 2005,
261.

31 While talking about Kusuma Dharmanna’s writingsthie introduction tiNallapoddy
Gogu Shyamala, a dalit woman writer and intellelctseys that Dharmanna published
many of his writings from his own press. His wriisnwere a major contribution to the
literature of that period. He ran a press by himpeblished many books and magazines
about dalits. But none of those historical materak available as all that got burnt along
with his press. Shyamala says, “It is not accideht all the photos, literature and
history of dalits have been washed away in thedifoof caste and burnt in the caste fire”
(15). Approximately, twelve literary volumes wereitten and published by
Rangaswamy from his own press “Adi Jana Prachu&an@ut the availability of those
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have any patronage or support to publish booksanttibute to the knowledge domain.
He remarks thus, “Apart from the damage done byatle of support, the ‘wealth’ of
knowledge belonging to the untouchables was beitigedy destroyed by the caste

Hindus who envied and hated thefh.”

The strategic and organized destruction of theohtsl evidence which
documented defiance against caste-supremacy cubdimade-historicizing and de-
legitimizing dalit existence. Moreover, the erasofelalit history has not been a
spontaneous action but it has been done in a sgitemannef? This process of
eliminating evidence on caste atrocities and intpwsf caste slavery on untouchables

seems to have been paralleled to a great extent.

books is difficult today. Literature pertainingitarijanodyamam and Hindu literature
written by dalits are unavailable. From those 8roawards, (their) literature has become
untouchable for the libraries. While the coastglaoa stands as a place of abode for
Bharatham RamayanamPuranas, Reformist literature and Modern litegtbooks such
as Dharmanna’slarijana Sathakanand RangaswamyRaitu Pilladid not see a re-

print. “Ancient” libraries across the state are gbetely filled with Hindu puranas and
shatakas. Even after carrying out a thorough seaartftose libraries, we cannot find the
literary shatakas written by dalits. (Translatiome) See Gogu Shyamala, ed.
Nallapoddu: Dalitha Streela Sahityam 1921-208%derabad: Hyderabad Books Trust,
2003, 15-16.

32 Ravikumar’s essay, “Unwritten Writing: Dalits ahtedia, inVenomous Touch: Notes
on Caste, Culture and PoliticKolkata: Samya, 2009, 23.

33 “From about the sixth century onwards, the histrevidence of untouchable saints
rejecting the Vedas and other Brahminical scrifgned practices is available...From the
twelfth century onwards, one finds a number of nmoeets in different parts of the
country led by untouchable saints along with otlvgne taught about the essential unity
of mankind and oneness of God. They condemned,cagteted the authority of the
Vedas and other religious texts of Hinduism, ritkcuthe Brahmin priests, their rituals
and practices.” Sanjay Paswan and Paramanshi daieeésEncyclopaedia of Dalits in
India: Emancipation and Empowermeblhi: Kalpaz, 2002, 61.
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L anguage of Castein Public Realm

Not only the elite Hindu ideologues but also thdiam writers imagine India as a
Hindu “nation” and Hindus as the majoritarian conmityt Until the arrival of dalit
literature they have not treated caste as an irmpbcomponent of literary work. Silence
over caste in public realm is part of defendingddiism. Hinduism without the caste
system, however, is difficult to imagine. While ilalriting criticizes Hinduism for the
hierarchical social order and caste inequalitiasteeHindu reformers and writers endorse
Hinduism for their own self-interest; defending Hinsm means defending caste
inequalities. M. K. Gandhi, who condemned the pcaadf “untouchability” as a “sin”
applauded the principles of Hinduism and the fald-#arna system. Caste system,
moreover, as Ambedkar argued, is not only a dimisiblabour but a division of
labourers. Caste system nurtures prejudices of@aste against the other castes. How
would any true nationalist or patriot then endageh prejudices against his/her own
country folks? How have the elite Hindu social refers perceived caste inequalities in
Hinduism? It appears that not only did the elitaddi reformers abstain from
interrogating Hindu religion they have not eveneetained any criticism against it. We
shall see later how the Phule-Ambedkar traditios lieen confronted by the elite Hindus
on many aspects of their struggles against the cggiression. To begin with how have
Indian mainstream writers shown their complicityeimdorsing the caste prejudices and

inequalities in the public realm?
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In his essay, “One Step Outside Modernity: Castentity Politics and Public
Sphere”, M. S. S. Pandian elaborately discussegdpelar Indian writer, R. K.
Narayan’s autobiography to show how in modern ticeeste Hindus have developed a
certain kind of language that couches referenceadte. Thus the act of transcoding,
Pandian argues, is an act of acknowledging andaligag caste at once. He, however,

remarks:

It does not need much of an effort to understandt\trictly vegetarian
atmosphere” or meat, which is specified as muttoat (s,it is not beef
encodes. In other words, the servant that they hatleir home is a
shudra and that he/she is not an “untouchabletalkoabout all this is to
talk about “caste by other means”. The subtleohttanscoding caste and
caste relations into something else — as thoughikabout caste as caste
would incarcerate one into a pre-modern realma-regular feature one

finds in most upper caste autobiograpfies.

Why do Brahmins talk about caste by other means$y #dhthey restrain from

talking about caste openly in the public realm?

One possible reading of this brahmanical tendefcpizkly disavowing caste
can find resonances in the elite Hindu nationalise, Hindus as an (imagined)

“‘community” and India as a secular country. Colbmaia has witnessed two parallel

3M.S.S. Pandian, “One Step Outside Modernity: Gademntity Politics and Public
Sphere” inEPW,37.18, May 4, 2002, 1735.
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streams of liberation struggles; one stream, pilgndocused on freedom from the
colonial rule and the transfer of power from théiBh to the Indian elite, whereas the
other stream of liberation struggles led by Phalmpedkar, Periyar and others
concerned greatly about the freedom from indigeradites, the annihilation of caste
system and reconstruction of Indian society ompiteciples of equality, liberty and
justice. In sum, the dominant elites representliiqed goal of achieving power whereas
the subordinated social groups have representedmration for the abolition of the
structural inequalities and reconstruction of styct the principles of egalitarianism.
Thus both these movements have fought for the fiaddence” of two different kinds.

The former achieved its goal in 1947 and the lagtstill struggling for its freedom.

Dalit movement and dalit writing belong to the dafti.e., the anti-caste
egalitarian movements, which have been fightingtierfreedom from the upper caste
domination and caste hierarchy. The democraticstiofithe anti-caste movements
appears to have influenced the goals and modesiailation of the subsequent dalit
movements in India. Social movements led by Ambedka the Post-Ambedkarite dalit

movements of the 1970s and 1980s reflect the infla®f anti-caste movements.

Another reading of the Brahminical silence overteas the public realm is to
preserve the “ethnic plurality” of India by readiogste inequalities as “social diversity”.
From the dominant caste point of view, these exgilans might serve to defend their
silence over caste, but from the dalit point ofwi@voiding discussions on matters

related to caste is to avoid the moral respongioli annihilating social inequalities in
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India. Bringing discussions on annihilation of eastto the public realm would mean

mobilizing peoples’ opinions against caste inedigsiand Brahminical oppression.

Caste and Social Reform

The Brahmins and other dominant caste reformerslinet people’s consent
againstsati and child marriage. This is why the silence of¢hste Hindu reformers over
caste related issues becomes conspicuously agpd@iath the elite caste Hindu
reformers and the elite caste Hindu writers seeimédve shared this tendency on a
larger scale. Whenever there have been attemptsdtbers to demolish the caste
system, the caste Hindus have gone to the extrgtaatd¢o snub their voice and
attempts. Then, we could see the true Hindu sdti@tlite Indian writers coming to the

fore®

% For example, in his book, titleBrahmin and Non-BrahmirPandian discusses how
caste Hindu writers couch their caste prejudicemiapparently liberal language in his
reading of the autobiography of R. K. Narayan, #-w@own Indian writer in English. R.
K. Narayan narrates a confrontation between a Eamopnissionary and bystanders in a
Madras street in the early twentieth century. Timbience of the confrontation was
marked by its everyday ordinariness: “A few onloskstopped by, the priest nodded to
everyone in a friendly manner, casting a geniak lamund, while the musicians
rendered a full-throated Biblical hymn over the lblalof the street, with itlsawkers’

cries and thgutka-drivers’urging of their lean horsesrchinssat down in the front row
on the ground, andll sorts of men and womeassembled” (19) (emphasis added). As the
missionary went on preaching, a scuffle broke Sutddenly the audience woke up to the
fact that the preacher was addressing them ase'shnand that he was callirgur gods
names. He was suggesting that they fling all tbeesgods into the moss-covered green
tanks in our temples, repent their sins, and sepkidm...When the public realized what
he was saying, pandemonium broke out. People sthoctenmanded him to shut up,
moved in on his followers— who fled to save themls and instruments. The audience
now rained mud and stone on the preacher and snedthen under bundles of wet
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The Brahmin social reformers, like the caste Hindliters, have been against the
abolition of caste. In their attempts to defendd¢hste system and the Hindu religion,
they have openly upheld the principles of Hinduigrandita Ramabai (1858-1922), one
of India’s earliest feminists, was an outstandidigotar of Sanskrit. As Braj Ranjan
Mani, in his bookDeBrahminising Historysays, Pandita Ramabai was the first Indian
woman to declare, on the basis of her study ofHastras, that “the Sanskritic core of
Hinduism was irrevocably and essentially anti-worh&hLater she embraced
Christianity, denouncing the Hindu shastras, egia$ contemporary preachers for

portraying women as worse than demons.

Such a radical action of Pandita Ramabai wassaraiajor jolt for Hinduism
and therefore its proponents “accused her of cotimgian unpardonable sin against
Hindu society, she was damned — and deserted entyoby her conservative friends and
relatives but also by the reformers and natiormab$tmany hues. Among Ramabai’s
detractors were Ramakrishna and Vivekananda” (8a$$ Braj Ranjan Mani. This
incident, however, was not an isolated instancerevttee Hindu social reformers exhibit
such double standards and Brahminical male hypodndact, they have displayed such

attitudes on many occasions.

green grass” (19-20) (emphasis added). As Pandaitas nreferring to this incident, R. K.
Narayan ironically put it, “If Christian salvatiarame out of suffering, here was one who
must have attained it” (19-20). If the caste Himystanders defend the Hindu religion by
beating up the missionary, R. K. Narayan assestsilndu (more importantly, the
Brahmin) self by admonishing the act of the misargn

% Braj Ranjan ManiPebrahmanising HistoryDominance and Resistance in Indian
Society New Delhi: Manohar, 2005, 279.
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For example, a well-known Brahmin reformer, M. Griade has been criticized
by Phule, a social revolutionary, for his doublenstards and the patriarchal hypocrisy.

Braj Ranjan Mani writes:

In 1873, M. G. Ranade, then aged thirty-two, a Ertend champion
reformer, the toast of elitist reformers, lost Wwige and immediately
married a girl of eleven. This appalled Phule. Heteva scathing article
in VividhanyanVistar in which he asked Ranade not to preach what he
himself could not practice. Earlier in 1871, whesmBde’s young sister
was widowed, he said that if she remarried, hisdiatvould be devastated
and the Pune Brahmans would ostracize him. ToRhide said, “then,
don’t parade yourself as a reformer and a champievidow-

remarriage.’

Phule had faced opposition from Ranade in anotigtaince. Phule’s
organization, Satyashodak Samaj, used to conduichadist marriages without the usual
extravagant Hindu rituals and recitation of Saristokas/mantras by Brahmin priests,
thus doing away with Brahmin tradition. The orthedrahmins opposed such an

initiative and challenged it in the court of laws Braj Ranjan Mani remarks:

Ranade in his capacity as a judge earned the distmof passing a

verdict against the Satyashodak marriage ceremanikeut Brahmin

37 Braj Ranjan ManiPebrahmanising HistoryDominance and Resistance in Indian
Society New Delhi: Manohar, 2005, 266.
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priests. In his “enlightened” opinion, it was wrotogperform a marriage
ceremony without a Brahman priest, and even iptiest had not been
invited to the wedding, he should still be givdakshinathe traditional

gifts.®

Ranade’s judgment was thus complicit with the aithoBrahmins’s opinion

against Phule’s initiatives that were directed aglasocial inequalities.

Phule’s idea behind conducting such rationalist-tmst marriages is to do away
with unnecessary splurging of people’s money inrthime of marriage and was also to
challenge the authority of Brahmins over non-Bralsmnn society. Phule argued in many
of his writings that Brahmins have devised certainning and irrational methods for the
economic exploitation of non-Brahmin majority ara/h further subjected them to
Brahminical socio-cultural domination. They havend®o by enforcing and legitimizing

the Brahminical rituals, and customsrasmsin society.

For Phule, liberating non-Brahmins from the strahgld of Brahminical cultural
domination meant making the non-Brahmins indepenhdeBrahmin’s involvement in
marriages and other routine ceremonies in non-Brahwuseholds. Phule felt the need

for such “independence” as it would rescue the Boatimins from Brahminical

3 Phule had to challenge the verdict — the lowertomjected his case but the
higher court ruled in his favour. For another sstdry of double standards which
made Phule aghast at the betrayal of a great refpimokahitavadi, see Braj
Ranjan ManiDebrahmanising HistoryDominance and Resistance in Indian
Society New Delhi: Manohar, 2005, 267.
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exploitation, help people’s savings (wealth). Mareo Phule desired to unite and
reorganize the non-Brahmin society on the ratianal egalitarian basis which required
abolition of the caste system. Delegitimizing Bratical hegemony and exposing the
oppressive character of Brahminical ideology atensically connected to abolition of
the caste system. Unlike the Brahmin social refesmighule has seen women'’s

oppression as linked to the caste system.

In such a context, where both the Brahmin soclalrneers and the Brahmin
writers defended the caste system in whatever dgpacstyle they could, anti-caste

intellectuals and dalit writers interrogated caststem from many sides.

Knowledge Production: Critique of Brahminical Culture and

Power

In the cultural realm, both Ambedkar and Phule haatleemently criticised the
Brahminical knowledge system, for its anti-demacrattent, and tried to build an
egalitarian social order, ethos and philosophhe crucial distinction between the
Brahminical knowledge production and the anti-cagfalitarian knowledge production
is that the former aims at the imposition of Brahitel hierarchy and the latter aims at

the emancipation of the subjugated masses.

39 Phule’sGulamgiri (Slavery, and Ambedkar'Riddles in Hinduisnare two important
texts that expound the political and religious bdsr the domination of Aryan-
Brahminism and the establishment of Hindu hieraahsocial order.

27



Since the history of the subjugated people has bbkterated by the Brahminical
forces, as | have shown in this chapter, the crtask of the anti-caste egalitarian
intellectuals has been to reinterpret or to reconsthe knowledge of the past that takes
into consideration the history of the oppressedsda such as dalits. This phenomenon
has given rise to a new literary and political atdtas part of which alternative
knowledge systems such as Buddhist knowledge sy®emwidian knowledge system,
Bhakti tradition have emerged. Some of these aspeetdealt with in the chapter titled,

“Autobiography and Dalit Identity”.

As a result of the hegemonic Brahminical knowledgg&em, Brahmins and other
dominant castes have occupied the highest sodlat@tural status and the dalits have
been relegated to the lowest status which depthas of basic human rights apart from
the national wealth such as land, water and otbmaunity assets. Caste slavery and
untouchability have been imposed upon dalits &salt of which dalits have been
deprived of self-respect. This is discussed attdesgth in the chapter titled, “From

Untouchable Culture to Dalit Culture”.

Dalit writers have been dwelling significantly dretspectrum of anti-caste
traditions that envisioned India as an egalitanation. Ambedkar being a part and parcel
of the anti-caste tradition was concerned, allugrohis life, with the liberation of the
oppressed communities in this country. Though he ovee of the modern Indian thinkers

who believed in democracy and modernity, he didthiokk that political democracy
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alone would liberate the marginalized people ofdntie believed that social democracy

is a must for the liberation of a large portiortled oppressed communities in India.

Ambedkar believes that without dismantling the bellrof the caste system (a
source of caste, class and gender inequality)alodnnot achieve true “freedom” in the
real sense of the term. Ambedkar’s statementarCibnstituent Assembly in 1949 points

this out very clearly. Ambedkar has said:

On 26 January 1950, we are going to enter intfeaficontradictions. In
politics we will have equality and in social anadromic life we will have
inequality... We must remove this contradiction & éarliest possible
moment or else those who suffer from inequality libw up the

structure of political democracy which we haveawokiously built ug?

Thus Ambedkar states clearly that India needsatdeimocracy for it to realize
the meaning of political democracy. How does Iratihieve social democracy? In order

to accomplish social democracy, there needs todmergrehensive understanding of the

40 Gail OmvedtDalits and Democratic Revolution: Dr. Ambedkar ahd Dalit
Movement in Colonial IndiaNew Delhi: Sage, 199824.

29



caste structure and Brahminical ideology. Accordm@mbedkar, any attempt at

silencing the debate on caste is anti-social iritspi

After more than two and half decades of Indian paelence and the failure of
the Indian Constitution to annihilate caste andadacequalities, the followers of
Ambedkar have repeated Ambedkar’s threats of bgrthia Indian Constitution as well

along with theManusmriti*?

Having realised the limits of the Constitution,ittahave begun to form their own
social and political organisations in order to fifdr social equality and political power.
In this process, Dalit Panthers have brought dManifesto” in which they have
included members of scheduled castes and schetlilded, neo-Buddhists, the working
people, the landless and poor peasants, womenllahdse who are being exploited
politically, economically and in the name of retigj in their definition and the category
of “Dalit”. This definition shows a glaring lack einderstanding about the complexity of
Indian social structure. Ambedkar, for example ss&gaste system is not merely a
division of labour. 1 is also a division of labourerd? Dalit Panthers definition of
“Dalit” thus overlooks Ambedkar’s theorization ¢iet caste system and undermines the

fact that caste is a collective consciousnessathatste Hindus live with irrespective of

“1 Read Ambedkar’s essay, “Annihilation of CasteDin Babasaheb Ambedkar:
Writings and Speechggol. 1, Vasant Moon, ed. Mumbai: Government oflsli@shtra,
1979.

“2 Gail OmvedtDalits and the Democratic Revolutioiew Delhi: Sage, 1994, 325.
43 See Ambedkar’s essay “Annihilation of Caste” il&f@n Rodrigues, ed.he
Essential Writings of B. R. Ambedkaixth edition, New Delhi: OUP, 2009, 263.
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gender, class and region. | have discussed thégonshwith this definition in the final

chapter, dealing with dalit identity.

Dalit cultural representation and the aesthetiasadits literature—their resistance
to subjugation of dalits in the public realm—opeipsa new epoch in Indian literary
history. Dalit literature plays a crucial role imetprocess of recovering the cultural
memory of dalit past and in uncovering the sociltecal subjugation of dalits. It is
during this transformative period of dalit soc@ljtural and political upsurge for social
equality and political rights that dalit autobioghgy has emerged in India. The role of
dalit autobiography in this process is more cruttiah other literary genres because of its

anti-caste non-fictional intent.

Most of the current dalit autobiographies belongh®literary and political
culture emanated from this conté%Dalit autobiographies translated so far into Estgli
and other languages have been written with thectibageof achieving equality and
freedom from the caste systeimthe following chapters, | have discussed thasusd
dalits’ socio-cultural transformation and major ié¥ages to dalit emancipation through

an analysis of dalit autobiographies by Bama, Bahmble, Urmila Pawar,

4 My exclusion of Hazari’s autobiography from thegent study is mainly due to this
reason.
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Siddalingaiah, Aravind Malagatti, Sharankumar Liteb&asant Moon and G. Kalyana

Rao™

@@@

In this chapter, | have discussed the alreadyiagistiscourses and counter-
discourses on the genre of autobiography, the gbofeéhe emergence of dalit
autobiography and its distinctness from Westerolaiagraphy. | have critically looked
at how the dalit presence in the Brahminical pustibere, both physical and symbolic,
as in literary fields, is understood and controlbgdhe dominant caste Hindu elite and
others. | have discussed at length the purpos@ailrtcts of literature, the emergence of
a new language of talking about caste as develbpelde Brahminical elite and recorded

the critique of anti-caste philosophers on Brahoa@ahknowledge and power.

| place dalit autobiography within the dalit wrigithat is embedded in the
Ambedkarite anti-caste tradition and | have ex@dihow dalit autobiographies exposed
the elite Brahminical nature of the nation as imadiby the caste Hindus and | have
analysed the reasons why | look at dalit autobioigyaas a historical document that
marks the transformation of dalits from being ogpesl untouchables to self-asserting

dalits.

“> Literary critics, scholars and translators whoéhamalyzed and translated G. Kalyana
Rao’sAntarani Vasanthanmto English recognize it only as a novel. Butduwe that it is
an autobiography embodying the inter-generatiorstibhy of dalits in Andhra Pradesh.
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CHAPTER 2

Readings of Dalit Autobiography:
A Critique from Dalit Per spective

In this chapter, | will engage with diverse readimg dalit autobiographies
and | will present my own critique of those readiigr the purpose of which | will
discuss both dalit and non-dalit readings of dalibbiography. | give a political and
philosophical trajectory of dalit autobiography whishapes dalit epistemology. This
historical reading informs how | decipher the eviaoary process of the dalit

autobiography.

Dalit autobiographies not only play a key roleighting for freedom and
equality, but they also emphasise the politicakapof dalit culture and foreground
Ambedkarite ideology. Dalit autobiographies hawspezially, begun to document the
persistent oppressive social and material conditafrdalits in the aggressively caste
Hindu society. They produce critical accounts dbuchable culture and mark the

areas of transformation in dalit selfhood, cultanel identity.
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Moreover, as Eleanor Zelliot says, “There seentsetao imitation of Black
literature and its two strongest fields, autobipimaand drama...in Dalit literaturé.”
Dalits writers and thinkers working with the angéiste paradigm of Ambedkar have
thus begun to develop distinct literary and anefltmethods to produce literature
without compromising with mainstream tastes aratdity standards. Foregrounding
Ambedkarite philosophy of equality, liberty andtémity, Dalit writing produces an

incisive critique of Brahmanical Hindu social andtaral practices in India.

It is precisely because of this anti-caste paradigohthe modern dalit literary
and political objectivésthat dalit autobiography creates its own benchmafk
literary evaluation. Reading dalit autobiograpHresn the mainstream literary
parameters, therefore, gives rise to a lot of cgiofu Some scholars, for instance,
have found it difficult to define dalit autobiogtap Mark. S. J. definelkarukkuas
the following: “At the first sight it reads likelstory of a village. From another angle
it reads like an autobiography. From yet anotheiegrit reads like a brilliant novef.”

Pandian agrees with Mark’s definition karukkuand goes a step further to say that

! Eleanor ZelliotFrom Untouchable to Dalit: Essays on the Ambedkavé&ment
Delhi: Manohar, 2005 (1992), 281.

2 Laxman Mane, a dalit activist, in the preface isautobiographylpara (An
Outsider)writes that he will feel satisfied if this bookrgves useful in initiating a
social debate on the problems of the nomadic trigpesg a fillip to the efforts of
those who have been working in that direction” (#.even appeals to the readers
thus: “While we understand the sufferings of thesmads, let us actively cooperate
with each other, in lessening their sufferings. this is a struggle of human
liberation.” See Laxman Man&para: An OutsiderNew Delhi: Sahitya Akademi,
1997, 15. Similarly, both Baby Kamble and Urmilan@a also specify their
objectives behind writing their autobiographies.

¥ See Pandian’s “On a dalit Woman’s Testimonio” irupama Rao, edGender and
Caste New Delhi: Kali for Women, 2003, 130.
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Bama'’s is a case of wilfully violating genre bondaries’ Similarly, commenting on
Baby Kamble’s autobiographyhe Prisons We Brok&jaya Pandit, a translator and

a literary critic, defines it as “a socio-biograpiagher than an autobiography.”

First of all, why do they encounter this confusd#iining dalit
autobiography? Aren'’t there differences betweemsteg@am literature and
marginalized literatures? When the defining quaditf both kinds of literature are
oppositional why do we still apply the standardapaeters to define the literary
genres of the oppressed groups? Why can’t we dafidaunderstand dalit
autobiography based on its own self-definition? Whe understand “dalit” as
synonymous with anti-caste or anti-oppression, aedrto understand dalit
autobiography as a genre that delineates how @aétsubjected to oppression in
caste system and how recent dalit movements ancedkatite ideology enables
dalits to fight against dalit oppression. Thustdalitobiography, | argue, is one form
of self-writing of the oppressédThe crucial methodological question then is how ca
the self-writings of the oppressed be judged vhthggarameters of the literature of the

oppressors?

“ See Pandian’s “On a dalit Woman'’s Testimonio” inupama Rao, edGender and
Caste New Delhi: Kali for Women, 2003, 130.

®> See Maya Pandit’s Introduction Tine Prisons We Brok&hennai: Orient
Longman, 2008, ix.

® In her book titledAutobiographyLinda Anderson remarks, “The idea that
autobiography can become the text of the oppresstdylating through one person’s
experience, experiences which may be representatiagarticular marginalized
group, is an important one. Autobiography beconuh b way of testifying to
oppression and empowering the subject through thitural inscriptions and
recognition.” See Anderson, Lindautobiographylondon: Routledge, 2001, 104.
This is also true of dalit autobiographies. There@ertain aspects in dalit
autobiographies that represent both dalit opprasanal dalit assertion in society.
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| argue that we need to understand dalit autobages in their own political
and the changing socio-cultural contéonsidering the objectives behind writing
dalit self-narratives, it appears to me that daigs the autobiographical genre as a
“weapon of the weak”. In this regard, | think,stapt to cite Arun Prabha Mukherjee,

a postcolonial scholar, who argues that

dalit writers have used the autobiographical mada mnultivalent
signifier. Their triumph is to transform personaimpinto an
indictment of an entire social order. The autobapdry in Dalit
writers’ hands has become testimony, documentiegtimes and
injustices against them and their communities andguncing a
verdict. Thus, Dalit autobiographies are portrtitg are a social

commentary ®

In this sense, the self-writing or the life-navas of dalits have a larger
political agenda of “documenting the crimes andstiges against them and their
communities” and fighting for the emancipation afits than to merely recording an

individual’s struggle for progress or success gdri her life.

" Dalits have begun writing their autobiographiescquiring necessary
educational skills. Most of the writers of the @nt dalit autobiographies are either
first generation or second generation literates wiate their autobiographies after
their migration to cities in pursuit of modern edtion, employment and freedom
from caste slavery. These writers might hold déferviews regarding dalit
emancipation and believe in different ideologiesisas Marxism, Ambedkarism,
liberalism and so on but most of them struggle asylre for freedom, economic
independence and equality for the dalits. Thufalhem are united in their anti-
caste spirit, their political and cultural objees$vof dalit emancipation and autonomy.

8 Arun Prabha Mukherje®ostcolonialismMy Living, Toronto: TSAR, 1998, 53.
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This, | argue, is the fundamental aspect of dalibbiography. It is for this
reason that dalit autobiographies cannot be reé#ttticonventional manner which
might lead readers to an inappropriate understgratimonclusions.Rather they
demand a new kind of reading and understandingipAma Rao’s observations on
dalit autobiography, for instance, point out exaethere dalit autobiography or
representation of dalit self differs from, and hibwhallenges, the generic notions of
autobiography. She says: “The possibility of repreging the Dalit self also requires
challenging ideas of autobiographical interioribdividualism, and, most
importantly, authenticity*® This is another reason why dalit autobiographiesnat

written in a linear or chronological order and dax foreground the individual self.

In order to strengthen my argument further andnidesstand the confusion
related to the perception of dalit autobiograpbyuls consider the observations of
Robert B. Stepto, an African-American theorist,'Stave Narratives”. Robert Stepto
challenges the traditional notions of autobiograpdyvell as marks a crucial shift in

the reconceptualization of the autobiographicadist He argues:

When a historian or literary critic calls a sla\anative an
autobiography, for example, what he or she sees likeky is a first-

person narrative that possesses literary featardistinguish it from

° G. N. Devy, Sisir Kumar Das, Tapan Basu many odoeninant caste theorists and
critics read dalit autobiographies as “NarrativeSwuffering” and as “Narratives of
Pathos”. To know more about them, see Tapan Bastranslating CasteNew

Delhi: Katha, 2002See G. N. Devy’s Introduction in Sharankumar Linetsl
autobiographyQutcastg/Akkarmashi) Trans. Santosh Bhoomkar, New Delhi: OUP,
2003.

% Anupama Rao, “Who is the Dalit? Emergence of a Relitical Subject”
Bhagavan, Manu and Anne Feldhaus, &@laiming Power from Below: Dalits and
the Subaltern Question in Indislew Delhi: OUP, 2008, 24.
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ordinary documents providing historical and soajidal data. But a
slave narrative isot necessarily an autobiography. We need to
observe the finer shades between the more eastgmiible categories
of narration and we must discover whether theqessierange
themselves in progressive, contrapuntal, or dieldéashion—or if

they possess any arrangement at'all.

In the light of this | shall now argue that Dalittabiography is far from the
conventional generic notions of autobiography immigof its narrative structure,
themes, ontology and the permeable nature ofseifl politics of representation.
Like Robert Stepto points out in case of “slaverai@res”, we need to observe the
“finer shades” in dalit autobiography in order toderstand what exactly this genre
entails and for what purpose it has been employedhbts. This requires us to
examine how dalit autobiography’s non-linear, neleological nature and their
intersection of multiple subject positionalitiesipt or reconstruct the definitions
and understanding of the generic notions of augrhjohy. This in itself can be a

separate project and it is beyond the scope oéptesudy of dalit autobiographies.

To reiterate what | have said earlier, Dalit aubgibaphy is not just a story of

an individual. It is much more than an individutdry, as it has been employed by

1 Stepto, Robert BFrom Behind the Veil: A study of Afro-American Naives,
Chicago: U. of lllinois P, 1991, 6.

12 permeable nature of Dalit self recounted in daltbbiographies gives scope for
various kinds of readings. Maxine Berntsen, a sogist, for example, finds a huge
wealth of sociological information in Baby KambleatobiographyThe Prisons We
Broke Jean-Luc Racine and Josiane Racine, on the loéimel, have read a Tamil
dalit woman, Viramma’s life story as an anthropatagjrendition making her an
anthropological object with certain discernible léjies.
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dalits to reconstruct dalit history and mark tlensformation and shift in dalit culture
and politics after the phenomenon called AmbedWareover, dalits use this genre to
show their struggles for equality and freedom poaitive light as opposed to the

dominant narratives which see such struggles asiglivand anti-nationdf

Commentingon dalit autobiographies, in his book titl&tlriting Dalit History
and Other Essay€£hinna Rao argues that “[tjhey had to a great ¢xd@eplored the
unnoticed aspects of the ‘untouchable’ lives amablgms ranging from individual to
communitarian aspects” (122). According to Chinma Rt]hese [dalit
autobiographies] are of a crucial significancethasdalits of today, who are
conscious of themselves and their plight striveetmonstruct their unrecorded past
and identity in terms of their own experiences”Z)L2t is also true that the
exploration of these unnoticed aspects of untoueHakes and the reconstruction of
their past and identity would have been difficultside the context of dalit

movement.

This communitarian quality of dalit autobiographgeems inevitable because
of the collective servitude of dalits in the tréaiial Hindu society. Therefore, | read
dalit autobiographies as historical documents tharely as accounts of individual

progress and failures. Dalits being at the loweatsin of the society in the four-fold

13 Jotirao Phule and Ambedkar have been regardedhatitinal by the caste Hindu
nationalists. Until the Dalit movements in IndiavBaesurrected their most valuable
contributions for the emancipation of marginalizesbple of India in general and dalit
emancipation in particular, their writings and pkibphies have not been granted
adequate political and academic attention. For rataleorate discussion on this
subject, see Braj Ranjan Mani’'s book titl@kbrahmanisisng HistoryNew Delhi:
Manohar, 2005. P. G. Jogdand’s essay, “Caste Systémdia: Dr. Ambedkar’s
Perspective” in Aijaz Ahmed and Shashi Bhushan Upag, Dalit Assertion in
Literature, Society, HistoryNew Delhi: Deshkal, 2007.
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Hindu caste system, their observations and intepo&s on the Indian social

configuration present a new and horrid side ofitickan society and history.

Having delineated the importance of dalit autolaqdpy for the anti-caste
philosophical tradition, | will now give a critiquen M. S. S. Pandian’s, D. R.
Nagraj's, Anand Teltumbde’s readings of dalit aimgbaphy. From its inception, the
genre of Dalit autobiography has provoked literanitics and theorists in India. The
kind of responses it receives not only suggestsviheliterary critics and social
scientists understand the genre, but also givessesse of their ideological
inclinations and the nature of their engagemertt tie changes in the domains of
politics and culture in India. These readings iatkcthe possibility of multiple

interpretations depending on theoretical orientetiand perspectives of the critics.

M.S.S. Pandian, a social scientist, analyses BamatbiographyKarukku
and classifies it as a testimonio, for he thinks thlacks certain characteristic

elements that an autobiography encompa$deisst and foremost, Pandian argues, in

14 Defining autobiography has always been a difficak. Georg Misch, one of the
prominent theorists of autobiography, says, “Thdybaf autobiographical writings,
when viewed as a whole, reveals at first a Protbamnacter. This genre of literature
defies classification even more stubbornly tharth@oordinary forms of creative
writing. It can be defined only by summarizing wkizg¢ term ‘autobiography’
implies—the descriptiorgfaphia) of an individual human lifebfos) by the

individual himself auto-).” (64-65) Given the richness of events, both fritia
personal and social life of each individual thatatobiography encompasses, Georg
Misch calls it a chameleon-like genre, for, he ksiit “secures a unity that it does not
possess in literary form.” For an explication aktArgument, see Trev Lynn
Broughton, edAutobiography: Critical Concepts in Literary andilfural Studies,

Vol. 1. New York: Routledge, 2007, 66. From thigrgtpoint, M. S. S. Pandian’s
classification of Bama’'&arukkuas a “testimonio” is rather simplistic. Sharmilage
also classifies the body of Marathi dalit womenisadiographies as “testimony,”
calling the genre of autobiography, a bourgeoiggeGopal Guru, however, makes a
critical analysis of such a reading of Rege in“Aiterword” to Baby Kamble’sThe
Prisons We BrokeZhennai: Orient Longman, 2008.
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his essay titled, “Dalit Woman’s Testimonio” thaetabsence of Bama’s individual
“self” and the depletion of the autobiographicdldte major lacunae iKarukkufor

it to be distinguished as an autobiography. Panstas that, Bama’s story refuses to
be her own but that of others t&dde argues, “First of all, Bama’s narrative, to a
great degree, does not deal with herself, but dinéext of dalit life in which she grew
up and acquired certain self-awareness. Her deseripof her childhood and the
world of dalit labour, which constitute a substahgart of her narrative, are marked
for the most part by a compelling absence of hErgE80). Therefore, Pandian feels

that “Bama’s is a case of willfully violating genbeundaries” (130).

It appears to me that Pandian imposes his ownpdiisary frameworks on
Bama'’s autobiographical account and expects itéetrwith his perception of an
autobiography. Why does Pandian expect Dalit textxddress the already existing
theoretical frameworks? | feel that Pandian makis-éetched analysis afarukky
without paying enough attention to the specifidunal and historical context from
which it emergesBama makes it amply clear that she has writtesel@vents that
have had repulsive impact on her life. She sayksarauthor’s preface tdarukku,

that the driving forces which shape this book aamyn

Events that occurred during many stages of my difting me like
Karukku® and making me bleed; unjust social structuresphatged

me into ignorance and left me trapped and suffogatny own

15M. S. S. Pandian. “On Dalit Woman'’s Testimonio’'Gender and Casted.
Anupama Rao, New Delhi: Kali for women, 2003, 130.

16 Karukku means palmyra leaves, which, with theirated edges on both sides, are
like double-edged swords.
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desperate urge to break, throw away and destr@gthends; and
when the chains were shattered into fragmentsdlte that was split

then; all these, taken together. (xiii)

By any means, Bama’s aspiration to write aboutdte®nts, that have
(adversely) impacted her personal life, can be sseautobiographical. It is a
different matter if other dalits too have similaiperiences in life, given the
overarching caste structure in India. But thoselmex be shown to fictionalize
Bama’s experiences and pre-empt the scope of ‘ishaiality” and subjectivity for

Bama.

Evidently, she writes about those events that ches@anmense suffering and
provoke her amply to revolt against the compoundingctures that have a binding
on those event&\nd there is a clearly acknowledged purpose adhpshe writes
about those events and what she wants to achiemarbyelling those aspects that

have perceptibly destroyed her faith and hopegiriife.

However, as Bama herself is aware she is not atofighting against
oppression. She is aware that many others likedigteartened with the society, are
waging similar battles against oppression. Sheewiitus irfKarukku “There are
other Dalit hearts like mine, with a passionatearde® create a new society made up
of justice, equality and love. They, who have b#enoppressed, are now themselves
like the double-edged karukku, challenging thepregsors” (xiii). It is this challenge
of an oppressed dalit that emerges from the d&sicecate a new egalitarian society

that Bama tries to portray in her autobiography.
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As Lakshmi Holmstrom, rightly observes, in her aauction tokarukku “It
is in many ways an unusual autobiography. It groutsof a particular moment: a
personal crisis and watershed in the author’'siiiech drives her to make sense of
her life as woman, Christian, Dalit” (vii). Bamaégploration of her “self” irKarukku
is not confined to the singularity of identity butinfolds Bama'’s subjectivity as a
dalit-Christian-woman. Each of these are not ontgrsecting identities but they are
fundamentally inter-conflictual.drgue thaKarukkupresents this inter-conflictual

side of a dalit woman'’s life, which Pandian seemsiiss in his reading d€arukku

Anand Teltumbde, a Marxist-dalit intellectual, giva contrary reading of the
genre of dalit autobiography. Unlike Pandian, whipbhasises the compelling
absence of Bama in her own autobiography and goés say that “Bama’s story
refuses to be her own but that of others too,” Ah&eltumbde thinks that dalit
autobiographies are “too individualistic to represeollective pain.t’ He claims that
dalit autobiography “certainly does not inspire fjieaders] to engage with casteism
for the simple reason that the autobiographer Hinjseherself) does not make that
demand” (42-43). | think that Anand Teltumbe’s spieg generalizations are bound
to fail before Bama’'&arukkuand othedalit autobiographies that are under study in
this dissertation. Contrary to Teltumbde’s remapstrayal of casteism in society is
the most reverberating subject of dalit autobiograg, and no reader will be able to

miss the autobiographers’ critique of caste antetas in everydagociality.

73, Anand, ediouchable talespublishing and reading dallit literature&Chennai:
Navayana, 2003, 43.

46



Another remark that Teltumbde makes is equallylingff He says,
“autobiographies fail even to sensitize its readeithe suffering of dalits” (43).
According to Teltumbde, what constitutes the suffigof dalits? While dominant
caste critics read dalit autobiographies predontipas “narratives of pain and
suffering,” Teltumbde claims that they do not dedh suffering of dalits. In fact,
both these readings are problematic as they seemetio or demerit dalit
autobiographies for their depiction of dalit suiifex. The objective of dalit
autobiography, | feel, is far wider than mere d#gpicof dalit suffering or
sensitization of non-dalit readers to the suffeengalits. | argue that dalit
autobiography is multivalent in its scope and ike®an incisive critique of caste
system and Brahminical ideology that subject datitimmense suffering and
exploitation. D.R. Nagaraj, a scholar and a histonf dalit movement, affirms such a

quality in dalit autobiography through his readofgKannda dalit autobiographies.

In his afterword to Siddalingaiah’s autobiograp@gru Keri,D. R. Nagaraj

comments:

The relationship between poverty and imaginatica msajor theme in
this book. Reading a dalit writer's autobiograptyat once a matter of
interest and anxiety. Interest because the exporat a new world of
experience. Anxiety because the violence of castety is intrinsic to
the genre. When we read dalit autobiographiesainrtada and
Marathi, we get the feeling that we are looking &bnsai tree. They

compress several novels into a small autobiografdiy)
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A significant difference between short story, pgetiovel and autobiography
is that in the former three genres, anybody irretipe of his or her social status and
political commitments can write about or dwell upwn-subjective experiences and
socio-political concerns which in many cases, fikeinstance in Mulk Raj Anand’s
Untouchablewhere the portrayal proves to be overtly patrargjzand counter-
productive to the dalit politics in the country. @ other hand, in dalit

autobiography, it is the person who experienceswvihiges about them.

Moreover, only the genre of dalit autobiography tiespotential to prevent
the oppressors from writing about the authenticeeigmces of dalits. Contrary to
Teltumbde’s claims, dalit autobiographies are sonple tales of the private lives”
which can provide “voyeuristic pleasure” to thedegs but they are historical
documents that record the struggles of dalits faaecipation from the caste
oppression. Dalit autobiographies expose varioostfaof caste oppression and
Brahminical ideology that impose caste-slaveryrugalits and depict persuasive

accounts of dalit resistance or defiance.

In his essay “Sociology of Dalit Autobiography”PS Punalekar, a

mainstream social science scholar, writes:

Dalit autobiography must be credited with the distion of
introducing us to a hitherto invisible and unknasatial and cultural
landscape, with their use of indigenous symbolsiadigenous
idioms. They have also attempted to modulate ealiyemedium to

serve the ends of social questioning and, sometiaffesing a moral
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critigue of the past and present social order,kvthey, their

families and community were subject (371-2).

From a dominant caste point of view, Punalekar assio view dalit
autobiographies as adding or introducing the hithevisible social and cultural
landscape to the existing body of Indian literatérenalekar sees dalit autobiography
as literature containing both descriptions of theia situations encountered by the
writers and also their reflections on it. Are tlalabout descriptions of social
situations that dalits encounter in Hindu sociéif?at are the political implications
of the dalit writers’ reflections on social destigms? Punalekar seem to see no
connection between Phule-Ambedkar critique of tig#dn social structure and the
Brahminical constructions of knowledge and datitevs’ critique of the varied
institutions of caste system through dalit autokapgies. Notwithstanding this,
Punalekar proceeds rather hastily to dismiss Amdeslklassification of the
hierarchical caste structure in his path-breakiogikhUntouchables or The Children

of India’s Ghetto

Comparing untouchables living in the village outtskivith the “nomads”,

Punalekar comments:

The untouchables have at least their houses, mth® ivillage
outskirts. Some of them have agricultural landuttieate. They have

a place in the ritual hierarchy of the village;ytheve small privileges

'8 Ghan Shyam Shah, eBlocial Transformation on India: Essays in HonouPobf.
|. P. Desaivol. 2, New Delhi: Rawat, 1997371-96.
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and pleasures which are hardly disputed byS#earnasNomadic

tribals, such as the Kaikadis, lack these privigegleey have neither a
settled place to live in nor an acknowledged statuke region. They
live by the roadside, in the open fields, and akvatythe mercy of the

village lords or the landowners (375).

He does not question the logic of graded casteuglétes and the
Brahminical philosophy behind the caste systerhdkarives both dalits and nomads
of proper shelter but he goes on to pitch the algjeeditions of nomads against
dalits. Moreover, he pitches differgatis within the untouchable class against each
other and comments over the relative deprivatian tthey suffer, as if the

untouchables are responsible for their own peolggéring and lowly social status.

Punalekar’s approach resembles an imperialist agprdis paradigm of
settled communitiesndunsettled communitieems at creating intra-community
conflicts among dalits. It shows dalits as theimstof their own social prejudices.
Punalekar’s analysis of dalit autobiography, thiags to bring into focus the roots of
caste inequalities and the complicity of the c&Btelus that dalit autobographies

foreground.

Punalekar’s failure to see tideologyof untouchabilityas the governing force
that generates consent among all social classgading untouchables, to sustain the
caste hierarchy and social inequalities is andtmeor that has led him to come to
such preconceived and hasty conclusions. Indedittadéobiographies rip apart the

ritual hierarchy in the village and the dalits’ aéige social privileges, unlike
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Punalekar who sees positive value in those negptiviéeges. Such a sociological
analysis of dalit autobiography impoverishes thergef its historical and cultural

context and the larger social and political ferntéat it encompasses.

Dalit autobiographies point out the unsettled cadlittions in modern Indian
democracy and throw light on the persistent stmestunstitutions and ideologies that
perpetuate inequalities. Moreover, dalit autobipgras point out the convergence of
caste Hindu social domination with the modern pritpower enabling the
traditional caste elite to control even the modstate and power. Having been
subordinated and marginalized in the social spasneell as the political structure,
dalits project a critical view of both the traditel and the modern structures of

power.

Not only does the lived experience of dalits poat the limitations of
democracy in India, but the dalit critique of theequal caste system and modern
political democracy also raises doubts over th@esipd emancipatory potential of
Indian democracy. However, the existing readingdadit autobiographies do not
seem to capture and highlight this strength ofddé critique. We need to examine
the reasons as to why the existing body of reseandlalit autobiography fails to

focus on the questions that dalit autobiographi@seahave raised so far.

Baby Kamble’sThe Prisons We Brok®aya Pawar'8alutaare two
immediate examples that come to mind. To a ceexient, Urmila Pawar'$he

Weave of My Lifalso critically evaluates both the Hindu culturedgiices as well as
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the dalit cultural ethos. Not only these but oti@lit autobiographies too criticize

various Hindu cultural practices that rivet daldghe stigmatized social status.

However, the unique quality and therefore the gtitenf dalit
autobiographies is that they not only offer a caliself-evaluation of dalit
communities themselves just as they do so withrcegathe social inequalities and
injustice, but they even point out why and how deraoy is rendered ineffective in
India. Now, this aspect of the dalit autobiograplegds to be analyzed and
understood in a comprehensible manner in orderaspgthe underlying current of

dalit politics in India.

Whatever may be the reasons dalit autobiograplaies hot been read in the
manner that a counter-hegemonic literature neells tead. Most importantly, dalit
autobiographies inherit the lineage of anti-cadémiogy expounded by Phule and
Ambedkar. It would be highly misleading to readitdalitobiographies as narratives
of individual or community progress or as “narrat\vof pathos®. While some
scholars have read them as “narratives of suffeffhgome others have read them as
“testimonies”. To read dalit autobiographies a&stimonies,” as Sharmila Réjand

Pandiaf® do, would be ineffectual as such a reading losg sf the context. Also it

19See G. N. Devy’s “Introduction” in Sharankumar liate’sThe Outcaste
(Akkarmashj trans. Santhosh Bhoomkar, New Delhi: OUP, 2003.

0 See Tapan Basu’s and Sisir Kumar Das'’s essay®ihdok;Translating Caste,
New Delhi: Katha, 2002.

%1 See Sharmila Rege’s introductiorvimiting caste/writing gendefew Delhi:
Zubaan, 2006.

%2 See Pandian’s essay, “Dalit Woman’s TestimonicAimipama Rao, edsender
and CasteNew Delhi: Kali for Women, 2003.
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sanitizes the radical edge of the dalit autobiogiegpby calling them “the narratives

of suffering” or “narratives of pathos”.

Readings such as these show dalits as objectsyalgnying them the
initiative and agency to interrogate the unequalastructure and caste Hindu
exploitation. Gopal Guru, a political theorist amdalit intellectual, rightly points out
in his “Afterword” to Baby Kamble’s autobiographfat “In the legal discourse,
testimonies are provided in the court by the victivith the intention to provide
supporting evidence to enable the judge to dejidgment impartially, perhaps in
favour of the victim.? Sharmila Rege’s reading of dalit autobiographies a

“testimonies” in this sense could be objectiondblehe following two reasons.

As Gopal Guru maintains, “first, it puts onus oa thctim [dalit] to provide
evidence for innocence; second, it puts the [ndit}gladge in the privileged
position” (159). Here victim is obviously a dabind a non-dalit reader is the judge.
Hence reading dalit autobiography as a “testimamyf’inevitably place a non-dalit
reader in a privileged position and the dalit Micim’s position. On the contrary, the
idea behind dalits’ adopting the genre of autolapgy as their preferred mode of
expression is to defy the victim status and to sHalits as the agents of desired

transformation.

3 See Gopal Guru’s “Afterword” in Baby Kamblelfie Prisons We Brok€hennai:
Orient Longman, 2008, 159.
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Ravikumar too raises objections to the use oféh® t“testimony’?*

Ravikumar criticises the complicity of the non-daéiader or researcher who assumes
the role of a judge in exploiting dalits. Commegton the role of the co-authors of
Viramma a Tamil dalit woman’s life story, Ravikumar pdrdut: “When a listener
does not identify herself with the narrator thecephetween them puts the listener in
the position of an observer. The narrator becommesictim under surveillance of the
observer.® In such a sitution, as Ravikumar rightly obserV@se autobiography [of

a dalit] becomes a spectacle to be enjoyed andiowet by the nondalit readef.”

There are many dangers if a non-dalit assumestaef an observer-cum- judge.

For example, commenting on the life story of aiteithte Paraya woman,
Josiane Racine and Jean-Luc Racine, co-authohe @éxt, write in their Afterword
to Virammathat strictly speaking it is not a dalit text whishows “a deep sense of
anger and revolt against the prevailing customstbuchability, the social order, and
the established ideology which backs them [daliti]is not, in the primary sense, a
text attacking oppression, but it is a text whieltsthow an oppressed woman lives

and thinks (emphasis addedj.Thus the non-dalit authors not only make a

4 See Ravi Kumar'’s essay titled, “On the Borderlii2alit Rights vs Human Rights”
in his bookvVenomous Touch: Notes on Caste, Culture and PalKiolkata: Samya,
2009, 150. Ravi Kumar critically looks at the geoféestimony. He compares
distinct forms of producing testimonies either bg State machinery or by the
academic elite and critically comments over thement violence that particular genre
entails for the dalits.

%5 See Ravi Kumar's essay titled, “On the Borderliri2alit Rights vs Human Rights”
in his bookvenomous Touch: Notes on Caste, Culture and PalKiolkata: Samya,
2009, 150.

%6 SeeTouchable Tales: Publishing and reading Dalit lagure, Chennai: Navayana,
2003, 7.

%" See the Afterword titled, “Under the Banyan Tr8peaking from the Ground” to
the book\Viramma: Life of a dalitTrans. Will Hobson. New Delhi: Social Science
Press, 2005, 313.
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microscopic investigation of how an illiterate dalioman thinks, feels and lives but

they also show Viramma’s life as not any lessen thapectacle.

As part of their overtly imperialist gaze, they kamnanipulated Viramma to
talk about her sexual life without letting her knalout the prospective of
publication®® Ravikumar, therefore, rightly argues: “When a miatit reader
approaches a dalit text, he/she can either becomimess or consider it an object of
research?® He also points out thus: “The dalit victim namatihis or her story can

never deliver the judgement. He or she is only dpg@idged (by the readerf>

The framework of “testimony,” therefore, preverite power to the dalit to
deliver judgement. On the contrary, it can only méhke dalit complain endlessly.
Non-dalit readings or analysis of dalit autobiodnags have all the above mentioned

pitfalls.

Unlike the non-dalit readings of dalit autobiogregshh Gopal Guru observes,

dalit women'’s personal narratives are a kind otgsbagainst the

exploitation by the state on the one hand and nark¢he other hand.

8 \When Ravikumar has asked Viramma about her bdwkseems to have said that
she has no clue about the publication of her stater, it seems, Viramma has been
given a copy of the French version of the book whih picture of Viramma printed
on the cover page.

29 Ravi Kumar's essay titled, “On the BorderlinesiiDRights vs Human Rights” in
his bookVenomous Touch: Notes on Caste, Culture and PalKiolkata: Samya,
2009, 151.

%0 SeeTouchable Tales: Publishing and reading Dalit la&ure, Chennai: Navayana,
2003, 7.
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Dalit women’s autobiographies are also statemefrsatest against
their exclusion from the dalit public sphere—litgrgatherings,
academic gatherings, publishing sphere and ottrearep of

recognition, like political partie¥.

| concur with Guru’s observation regarding the azan of dalit women from
dalit public sphere. However, one cannot fail ttiagethe dalit women’s political
assertion and agency in claiming their own spadeshare in dalit politics and
culture. It is true that dalit women have to stlegdrom within and outside, more
than dalit men to succeed in their respective $ielhlit women’s struggles are not
merely about their “inclusion” in the public spheEven when they are included, it
will not be without limitations. | feel that daltomen’s questions to the dalit men and
the public sphere are hinged on democratizing #tié public sphere as well as the

national resources.

However, it is imperative to ask whether dalit werseautobiographies are all
about the “exclusion” of dalit women from the dalitblic sphere and the mainstream
public sphere? Or do they have anything more terdféyond the rhetoric of
“exclusion” and “inclusion”? Do they want mere inslon, or can they exercise their

agency and radically transform the nature of puipicere itself?

Asking these questions is not only inevitable big important because these

guestions will also lead us to the next level: veioludes dalit women and why? Are

31 Gopal Guru’s “Afterword” in Baby Kamble'She Prisons We Brok€hennai:
Orient Longman, 2008,160.
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dalit men spared from exclusion from the mainstrgaivlic sphere? Should the dalit
men and dalit women compete for the tiny numbéregerved positions™? Or should
it be appropriate for the dalit communities to fighnongst themselves for the
reserved political and cultural space like the Maad Madigas in Andhra Pradesh?
We need to ask these questions to be wary of,aaddrt the danger of falling into

the Brahminical trap of the politics of inclusiand exclusior??

Gopal Guru views dalit women'’s autobiographies asldical initiative to
engage with dalit patriarchy and social patriardtg.reads the conception of the
narrative self in dalit women’s autobiographiessorically located and
sociologically constituted. However, neither Go@airu nor Ravikumar trace the
philosophical trajectory and the foundation uponchtdalit autobiographies stand. |
argue that the dalit autobiographies must be nedldei light of the anti-caste struggles

and in the light of egalitarian social and politipailosophy of Ambedkar.

As my critique of Pandian, Punalekar, Anand Teltdemhnd Josiane Racine
and Jean-Luc Racine shows, ever since the emergédedit autobiography,
theorists and critics have proposed various franmksvio understand and analyse
dalit autobiographies. Among the existing readimiye,most persistent strands of
critical analysis seem to have come from scholanking with mainstream feminist
framework, postcolonial orientation, liberal, subah and marxist frameworks.

Among all these frameworks, non-dalit scholars oather the dalit theorists and

%2 Dalits should not only avoid the modern materiabsnptations, but they should
relentlessly direct their struggles against thecstiral inequalities and pull off their
share in the national resources.
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critics of dalit autobiography. Very few dalit ¢cis and theorists have commented on

this genre so far.

The existing readings of this genre, however, &gpificantly from my
reading of dalit autobiography. Firstly, | arguattdalit autobiography is a distinctly
new genre which stems from a counter-hegemonicm@iland political milieu.
Secondly, it presents a critical analysis of caggtem and the ideology of
untouchability through a critical assessment ofyd@y dalit experiences. Thirdly, |
argue that dalit autobiography shows the paradignochtinges in dalit life before and
after Ambedkar’s struggles for dalit emancipatiBaurthly, | argue, therefore, that
dalit autobiography is a historical document wiriebords the process of
transformation and analyses the cultural and palitools that enable dalit

emancipation.

My dissertation, therefore, is an attempt to realit dutobiographies in the
anti-caste revolutionary philosophical traditioReading dalit autobiographies in the
light of Phule-Ambedkar’s anti-caste philosophiaatl political backdrop, | argue,
will help us see theontinuitiesanddiscontinuitiesn social, economic, cultural and
political domains. My reading of the dalit autohiaghies against this philosophical
and political milieu marks the difference betwelea éxisting studies on dalit

autobiography and my study of this genre.
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Political Trajectory of Dalit Autobiography

Ambedkar and Rettamalai Srinivasan, a Tamil deéier and Ambedkar’s
contemporary, have made a pioneering effort irgtivere of dalit autobiography.
However, both of them have only written their autgpaphies as precise notes. They
have not attempted full-fledged autobiographiesbadkar has written a few
autobiographical illustrations with a marked foausuntouchability, caste
consciousness in India. Ambedkar has analyticalcdbed only six incidents,
comprising not more than thirty pag&sAll of his writings and speeches, and
biographies tell much about his public life andytbealy give a glimpse of his private

life.3* Why does Ambedkar jot down even those six indisléom his life?

In those six illustrations, Ambedkar delineatesabwial social conditions of
the untouchable people in villages, small towns@itiés in colonial India. He
describes the caste Hindu violence and the sooretaints under which the
untouchables have lived in colonial India. We naisb keep in mind the time period
of these autobiographical illustrations. In all lpability, Ambedkar must have written
them after 1938, because the last incident thatet@ds, has taken place in March
1938. This happens to be the period when Gandhidkas his “Harijan” politics and
social amelioration programmes into the massesnid& important historic event in

dalit history, i.e., Poona Pact by then was alreadyr. The three famous Round

33| am purposefully deferring my reading of Ambed&autobiography in this
dissertation, since it demands a very differentllohapproach and attention than
those given to the autobiographies discussed sritieisis. Ambedkar is a stalwart and
a tall national figure unlike other dalit authotsdied in this thesis.

% To have a glimpse of Ambedkar’s private life, Reamabai Ambedkar's life story.
Ramabai Ambedkar: Jeevitha Charitferans. G. V. Ratnakar, Hyderabad: Bethala,
2008.
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Table Conferences have also been organised duhiidhhe question of the
“depressed classes” has been brought up for discus finding a political solution.

It is in the Round Table Conferences that Ambegkasents the case of the
depressed classes and demands a separate eleatguag that the depressed classes
or untouchables constitute a separate non-Hindialstass and hence they must be
considered as a political minority. Gandhi, on¢batrary, argues that the “harijans”
are part of the Hindu society and hence they cabeseparated from the Hindu

religion.

In an attempt to show how the untouchables ar¢elday the caste Hindus
and also with the intention to explain to the fgredrs the caste Hindu animosity
against the untouchables Ambedkar begins thesbiagtaphical illustrations. In
other words, Ambedkar wants to disprove the claamSandhi and the Congress that

the untouchables are Hindus.

The problem for Ambedkar has been how best to givielea of the way the
untouchables are treated by the caste Hindus. iHkstf two methods by which this
purpose could be achieved: a general descriptiom cord of cases of the
treatment accorded to them. He feels that therlatbeld be more effective than the
former. Ambedkar, thus, writes his own experieraas the experiences of the fellow

untouchables to show how the caste Hindus harakdiacriminate against them.

On the other hand, as Ravikumar mentions, Rettar8al@vasan aims to,
“write about the little improvement that the comrityrat present called the Adi

Dravida has achieved in the past fifty years irttadl so many thousands of years gone
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by; to draw attention to the fact that the littielhthat has been rendered by the rest of
the society for the welfare of these people iswithout self interest; and also to
make clear the fact that this community of peoleehachieved whatever they have

by their own struggle®

It is quite evident that the existing set of dalitobiographies reflects the
method and the concerns shared by both AmbedkaRatidmalai SrinivasaBoth
these autobiographies characterize or exemplifgl#iié autobiographies of toda@?.

The aims of both Ambedkar and Srinivasan are widkBred among dalit writers and
it is a fact that the present dalit autobiograpleieso these and other concerns as well.
Hence, as | have said earlier, dalit autobiograplaydistinct genre and, hence, it

must be understood and analysed in the light afcaste struggles.

On the one hand, anti-caste philosophical tradstimndalit epistemology
produces a critique of Indian social structure—ehste system, its social and cultural
practices. On the other hand, it attempts to t@nsfnd reconstruct social space,
politics and culture on the basis of principlesha egalitarian philosophy of Buddha,
Phule and Ambedkar. Dalit writing draws its conegptools from the anti-caste or
dalit epistemology electrified by Ambedkar. Dalititers reject the normative cultural

tradition of Hinduism. Ambedkarism directs dalisviards attaining social mobility,

% Quoted by Ravikumar in his introduction to K. Ausekaran’s autobiography
The Scarfrans. V. Kadambari, Chennai: Orient Blackswan, 200 xii.

36 Writing aboutJoothan,Arun Prabha Mukherjee says, “On one level, thanis
autobiographical account of Valmiki’s journey frdns birth and upbringing as an
untouchable in the newly independent India of tfie$ to his present as a Dalit. On
another levelJoothanis also a report card on the condition of peop® are now
routinely called ‘erstwhile untouchables’ or ‘extanchables.” See Omprakash
Valmiki’'s Joothan: A Dalit Life StoryKolkata: Samya, 2003, xi.
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education, freedom and cultural autonomy, the fioynortant factors that make

emancipation possible for dalits.

@@@

In this chapter, | have dealt with diverse readiofgdalit autobiographies and
| have presented my own critique of both dalit and-dalit readings of dalit
autobiography. As opposed to the Brahmin-non-bratframework (M. S. S.
Pandian), Marxist dalit reading (Anand Teltumbdeglalit autobiographies,
dominant caste reading (S. P. Punalekar), oriestatid dominant caste
anthropologist reading (Jean-Luc-Racine and Jodtauéne) of dalit autobiography, |
have given my reading of dalit autobiographiesiplgathem in the political and

cultural milieu of anti-caste Ambedkarite egaligaristruggles.

| have also presented a political and philosophiegéctory of dalit
autobiography which shapes dalit epistemology. Fieorical reading informs how |
decipher the evolutionary process of the dalit bigigraphy. | argue that dalit
autobiography is much more than an individual stasyit has been employed by
dalits to reconstruct dalit history and mark thamies in dalit culture and politics.
Moreover, dalits use this genre to show their gilesyfor equality and freedom in a
positive light as opposed to the dominant narrativhich see such struggles as

divisive and anti-national.
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CHAPTER 3

Dalit Subjectivity:

History, Context and Contradictions

Dalit autobiography is a domain in dalit polititet foregrounds subjectivity
as a field of political articulation. The genrel@lit autobiography unravels the
difficulties involved in dalits claiming or exerang their human rights and civil rights
in India. Hence, through a reading of select @altbbiographies, | will try and
discuss in this chapter, both possibilities andst@mts associated with the social,

economic and cultural manoeuvring of dalits in &ndi

According to recent statistical data, a vast majaf dalits—84 per cent—
live in rural areas.Dalits living in villages are deprived of theigtit to natural
resources like water and land in India. Most ohtheork as seasonal agricultural
labourers, and very few of them can afford to teretroppers or self-cultivators.

Hence, a vast majority are landless. And amongetinds own land, a vast

! The statistical data presented here is taken Bban Shyam Shah’s introduction to
Dalit Identity and PoliticsHence, all the references to Ghan Shyam Shahare f
this book. For a detailed survey of dalit politioalltural and economic
transformation, see his introduction in Ghan Shyirah, edDalit Identity and
Politics, Delhi: Sage, 2007, 17-43.
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majority—nearly 86 per cent—comprise small and rmaigarmers whose
cultivation or irrigation depends mostly on rairsstey cannot afford to dig wells or

bore-wells.

Among rural dalits, bonded labourers constitutezeable number; Ghan
Shyam Shah notes that this estimate is more thdakB8. They are bonded against
debts that they incurred either for marriage andéy-to-day expenses. Some of these
bonded labourers work for the same master for aéyears or, in a few cases, even
for life. “While bonded labour has been theoreticabolished under the Bonded
Labour System Act, 1976, and every labourer ‘sétalhd freed and discharged from
the obligation to render labour in lieu of loang’practice the system still prevails,”
Ghan Shyam Shah says (19). Some social scienciaschave reason to believe that
there is systematic segmentation of dalit workets certain categories of low-paid
economic activities, and this is possibly the restithe discrimination in terms of

access to market, land, employment and capitaldtiom?

Segmentation and discrimination of dalits in pullahere still continues
despite the prevalence of the modern democrattersym India. Practice of
untouchability in public sphere continues unabatgubst-independence India. Many
of the dalit communities still pursue their tradital caste occupations such as leather

work, weaving, scavenging, basket making, etc:

% See S.K. Thorat and R.S. Deshpande’s essay, “Sgstem and Economic
Inequality: Economic Theory and Evidence” in Ghdaay&@n Shah, edalit Identity
and Politics,Delhi: Sage, 2007.
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Limited occupational mobility meant that, in almaéitparts of rural
India, Dalits continue to dispose animal carcassatect human filth
and clean toilets and streetdUntouchability is practised in one form
or the other in almost eighty percent of the vi#laglt is most

extensive in the private and religious sphéres.

Thus dalits continue to experience humiliationcdiination and material

deprivation in India.

Dalit autobiographies testify to all these and o#pects of dalit deprivation.
They pose serious questions to the modern polidisalourse on equality, freedom
and justice. Through these sketches of self ctiicaounts, dalits attempt to make a
sociological analysis rather than emphasizing iidial progress. Nevertheless, it
does get reflected at some level in the thick texai dalit oppression and dalit
critiqgue of the caste system and the modern dtadees not mean that democracy did
not help dalits, at least partially, to achieveetem and modern employment. In fact,
whatever sizeable progress that dalits have actiiafter Independence has been
unprecedented and it became possible because efféoes or outcome of democracy

and modernity.

Nonetheless, dalit experience tells us that thefitsrof modernity and
democracy too are circumscribed and prove ratledfaative with regard to dalits. It

is here that dalit autobiography plays an importatg and leads us to examine dalit

® Quoted in Thomas Pantham’s essay, “Against Untabitity: The Discourses of
Gandhi and Ambedkar” in Gopal Guru, étumiliation: Claims and ContexDelhi:
OUP, 2009, 180.
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political subjectivity. | think it is also due this distinct quality of dalit
autobiographies that we find this genre fascinaéind instrumental in aiding us to
understand certain fundamental social and politgsales that have a bearing on the
emancipation of the oppressed in India. Before n@aki demonstration of these
issues in dalit autobiography, let me ask certagidquestions with regard to

normative subjectivity.

First of all, what is subjectivity? According todki Mansfield, a cultural

theorist, Subjectivity refers to

“an abstract or general principle that defies @gasation into distinct
selves and that encourages us to imagine thaitnptyshelps us to
understand why, our interior lives inevitably setenmvolve other
people, either as objects of need, desire andessiter as necessary

sharers of common experiende.”

In this way, the subject is always linked to sonregtoutside of it—an idea or
principle or the society of other subjects. Ithstlinkage that the word “subject”
insists upon. Mansfield says that, “[o]ne is alwaybjectto or [subject]of
something” (6). Mansfield further says, “Subjedinis primarily an experience, and

remains open to inconsistencies, contradictionsusself-consciousness” (6).

* Mansfield, Nick.Subjectivity: Theories of the self from Freud taralmay, New
York: New York UP, 2000, 3. All references to Niklansfield in this chapter are
from this book.
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In the Indian context, a critical appraisal of tilsocio-economic conditions
and their varied efforts for attaining freedom froaste Hindu domination shapes
dalit subjectivity. A critical analysis of sociah@ cultural life of a dalit individual can
explicitly describe the stakes embedded in leaditifg of freedom, dignity and free

will for dalits.

While education and modern employment boost upiden€e in dalits,
traditional occupations and village life dissiptteir energies and hopes. If we can
observe the way dalits conduct themselves in \edagve can understand some
crucial aspects that go into the making of thetdalif. Usually dalits bend their
bodies in the presence of caste Hindu landlordsn@wer raise their heads to see eye

to eye while listening to the landlord.

While walking on the road they walk carefully madisure they do natefile
the caste Hindus passing by. However, in the alesehthe landlords, and in the dalit
streets, they could resort to abusing the castdudifior treating dalits in a
dehumanizing manner. If servility and powerlessmeake dalits obey the Hindu
social codes in the dominant caste public realitectve suffering and shared
concerns of dalits make them retaliate, at leagtérabsence of the oppressor, that
too when dalits are in their own locality. This tddeness” in dalits’ attitude towards
the dominant caste signifies both defiance andiebed towards the dominant caste
supremacy. This “doubleness” entails the questfatabits’ powerlessness and self-
respect. In order to survive in the village angb# of the agrarian society, dalits

have to tolerate the structural humiliation thaytlare subjected to; but, at the same
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time, dalits do not divest themselves from fightingequality, freedom and human

dignity.

On the other hand, we can see the unwillingnessitipathy of caste Hindus
towards dalits in granting them the desired free@mah equality. Social conditions in
villages are such that only if dalits surrendemnbelves to caste hegemony, they can
survive in the village. On the contrary, if theyo# against caste hegemony, dalits
will lose their existence in the village. Therefodalits will have to control or balance
their emotions in order to ensure their subsistémd¢lee village. This anomalous self-
conditioning of dalits complicates dalit subjedyveven more. Dalit subjectivity, in a

sense, compounds both revolt and submission attime time.

In India, a dominant caste Hindu male is the noiveagubject. Knowledge,
space, public domain, Law and power are therefoneltdmale centred in India.
Anything that has got to do with dalits, a courti#ndu or counter-hegemonic
subject, is seen and shown as deviance by the Hiociety or Hindu civilization.
African American subjectivity might perhaps reseentbile condition of dalits. Let me
try and explain how a dalit might feel in the “uatthable body” through an

explication of African American subjectivity.

Western civilization is predominantly white and makntred. In other words,
the normative subject around whom western knowlddgebeen constructed is none
other than the white colonizer. In such a contekiere does an African American,
the colonized and oppressed, figure in the schédmestern knowledge? How does

his/her encounter with the predominantly white wdrhnsform the normative
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conception of subjectivity? This is a crucial qimsin the context of this dissertation
because of the similarity in the subject positibifsican American in American

racist society and dalits in Indian caste Hinduetyc

Donald Eugene Hall, a cultural theorist, in hiscdission of subjectivity and
identity refers to W. E. B. Du Bois’s concept obttle consciousness” thus quotes

Du Bois:

... born in a world which yields him no true setfrsciousness, but
only lets him see himself through the revelatiothef other world. It is
a peculiar sensation, this double consciousneisss¢nse of always
looking at one’s self through the eyes of othefsneasuring one’s
soul with tape of a world that looks on in amusedtempt and pity.
One ever feels his twoness—an American, a Negw stwils, two
thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warridgals in one dark

body, whose dogged strength alone keeps from kieingasunder.

The history of the American Negro is the histontho$ strife,--
this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, &g this double self

into a better and truer self.

Similarly, untouchable subjectivity constitutesdmtible consciousness” of

submission to and revolt against caste oppresbaih,at the same time. Gandhi has

°See Donald Eugene HaBubjectivity: The New Critical IdionNew York,
Routledge, 2004, 38.
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imposed a harijan consciousness on dalits whidessgned to make dalits automated
machines for furthering political interests of timdus. Gandhi has tried to make
dalits social subjects through his harijan politiks opposed to Gandhi, Ambedkar
has laid a firm foundation for inaugurating dadientity and constructing dalits as
political subjects to pursue dalit political intst® Dalit subjectivity thus is shaped by
a shared dalit consciousness which comes from Phmleedkarite political tradition.
Dalit consciousness is anti-caste and egalitariantent. It addresses two important
larger political concerns: a) annihilation of caatel b) merging of all castes into one

caste which transforms itself into a natfon.

It is in this historical trajectory that one wilhtl two contradicting
epistemologies—Dalit epistemology and the Brahnaihoaste Hindu
epistemology— and two opposing “ethical communitiegvhile dalit epistemology
aspires to reconstruct Indian social order on gairian principles of equality,
fraternity and liberty, the Brahminical caste Hirgpistemology fosters
caste/class/gender inequalities and Brahminicatimemy. Thus dalits and caste
Hindus inhabit two distinct knowledge domains: @begemonic Brahminical

epistemology and the other is counter-hegemoniecaste epistemology. In other

® For a detailed discussion on why Ambedkar propeseerging of all castes into
one nation, see Ambedkar’s speech in Mahad satyagna 25 December 1927.

" In his work,Annihilation of CasteAmbedkar says that “the effect of caste on the
ethics of the Hindus is simply deplorable. Caste kied public spirit. Caste has
destroyed the sense of public charity. Caste hakemablic opinion impossible. A
Hindu's public is his caste. His responsibilityprdy to his caste. His loyalty is
restricted only to his caste. Virtue has becoméseadden and morality has become,
caste-bound.” See Valerian Rodrigues, Hte Essential Writings of B. R. Ambedkar
New Delhi: OUP, 2006, 275. Thus Ambedkar criticifes Hindus for lacking a sense
of fraternity among various groups within the toaltes of Hindu society. This is
also the point where Ambedkar sees “untouchableseparate from Hindus. Not
only does Ambedkar see “untouchables” as distirsglyarate from Hindus, but he
also recognises them as people operating witmdistnoral and ethical principles.
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words, it is this epistemological and historicaigi®n that sustains caste hierarchy
and dehumanization of dalits. Both modernity anchderacy in India have not
succeeded fully in eradicating social inequalibased on caste, let alone merging of
all the distinct communities into a single natiooammunity as Brahminism does not
allow this to happen for its own sustenance. Hénlsgecomes inevitable for us to ask

the following questions:

Has the modern education and language of subjedghits eroded the
hierarchy in India? How far has the Indian consitiu succeeded in promoting
equality? What are the several different ways ithfas adopted for doing this? Who
is considered worthy to be a human being in fuliggssion of self-awareness, rights

and responsibilities?

Brahminical ideology does not allow one who opesatéhin its fold to find
problems with the caste system and purity-pollutd@ology. Brahminical ideology
shows untouchables as “lacking” in something, li@nt to be considered on par with
the touchable Hindus. It never allows itself folf-serutiny, nor does it encourage
others to point out problems within its ideologydd@he social structure based on that

ideology.

For instance, Gandhi and several others had sheefdating as one of the
main reasons why “untouchables” are treated wittteropt. However, beef-eating is
not the actual reason behind treating dalits asotwrhables”. Even though dalits
imitate the caste Hindus in toto, they are not m@red equal human beings.

Democratic measures to bring equality among alimaitizens has proved to be
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futile and inconclusive yet. If that is so, howaislalit conditioned by the society
he/she inhabits, the politics he/she suffers, tedisnhe/she consumes and the desires

that inspire him/her?

How do dalits present themselves before their famigmbers, dalit
community, and before the caste Hindu civil soc@tpublic realm and the State?
What is the place of a dalit in society and inti@dern nation-state? Where does a
dalit live in actual social space? How do the modestitutions such as educational
institutions, offices, market, and civil societyganizations, both private and pubilic,
recognize and treat dalits? What sort of housicdifi@s are accessible or available
for dalits when they migrate, in search of liveldoor education and modern
employment to urban and semi-urban spaces? HowtHeernodern state recognize a
dalit, as a right bearing citizen or a member @heget group” and vote bank? All
these questions are important given the kind ghsi attached to dalits in India.
Modern state announced itself as harbinger of @guéhaternity and liberty, but in
reality, has it been successful in sustaininghiectives? If it did, to what extent did

it succeed?

We not only find analytical reflections of dalita the above questions but we
even find the self-scrutiny of dalit individualsdathe community in dalit
autobiographies. Through an examination of dakibliographies, | will try and
elucidate the material conditions and the socéatlstof dalits in Indian villages and
cities. | will also mark the progress and sociabitity that dalits have achieved in the

modern democratic state.
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Ooru and Cheri

Now let us first see how villages in India markiustural division between
caste Hindus and dalits and also see how a savialah of people based on caste

affects the lives of dalits, who are at the botwfisuch a social order.

“Ooru” in both Tamil and Telugu means village. “Kesr “Cheri” in Tamil
means dalit settlement. In Telugu dalit settlemangésknown as “palle” (Malapalle or
Madigapalle). They are also called “gheri” or “wadaother regions like Telangana
and also in some districts of Andhra region as.vi¥#idduri Nagesh Babu’s poetry
collection is titled, “Velivada®, meaning a habitation of ostracized communitiegror
excommunicated colony. Siddalingaiah titles hiohiggraphyOoru Keri
symbolizing the spatial and socio-economic anducaltdivision between the village
and the dalit settlement. The social compositiothefvillage is clearly demarcated
with the settlements of the caste Hindus or “tobtdst’, whereas the Cheri or Keri
consists of the segregated “untouchables”. Almestyedalit autobiography under
study makes a clear mention of the separation leethilee caste Hindu village and the

segregated dalit settlement or “Cheri” or “Mala-NgedPalle”.

The beginning paragraph of Siddalingaiah’s autataipgy,Ooru Keri, refers
to the fringes of the village where Dalits havéntioabit. The text begins with the

following lines: “Ours was the last house in tldooy. There had probably been a

8 C.P. Brown’s dictionary defines Velivada as théeotistreet” or suburb of a town in
which the paraiahs live. See Charles Philip BrowBi®wn’s Dictionary: Telugu to
English: A dictionary of the mixed dialects andefign words used in Telugreprint

of revised edition of 1903, third edition, ed. Aat§fanarayana, Vijayawada: Victory
Publishers, 2005, 731.
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house beyond ours, but its roof had collapsed smuud walls, three or four feet
high, were all that remained of it...the Land owngdAnoru stretched out 500 or
600 feet beyond these walls” (LYhe title of the textQoru Keri itself clearly

indicates the division betwe&oru, a village inhabited by caste Hindus, afeti, a

ward inhabited by dalits on the fringes of theagk.

Social stratification on the basis of caste ic#yrifollowed in Indian villages,
where practice of untouchability and caste hienaanie kept intact. One of the ways
in which caste divisions and hierarchy based ortypand pollution has been kept
inviolable in Indian villages is through spatiaflggregating the people in villages

with separate settlements for each caste.

Bama shows the spatial division of her village agrabol of graded caste
inequality based on traditional caste occupati®hs. village division also signifies
unequal distribution of resources (both traditicewadl modern) and the
monopolization of power by the most dominant comitiesiin her village. In her

autobiographyKarukku,Bama writes:

Just at the entrance to the village there is aldmatstand.
This is the terminus. The bus will take you notiert It is as if our
entire world ended there. Beyond that, there tseam. If it rains, it
runs full of water. If not, it is nothing but arsting shit-field. To the

left there is a small settlement of ten to twerdys$es, known as

® All the references to Siddalingaiah in this chapie from his autobiograph@oru
Keri: An AutobiographyNew Delhi: Sahitya Akademi, 2003.
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Odapatti. It is full of Nadars who climb palmyralma for a living. To
the right there are the Koravar who sweep streets then the leather-
working Chakkiliyar. Some distance away there heeKusavar who
make earthenware pots. Next to that comes the &atllement. Then,
immediately adjacent to that is where we live, lagaya settlement.

To the east of the village lies the cemetery. We fiext to that.

Apart from us, one after the other, there werehihgses of the
Thevar, Chettiyar, Aasaari and Nadar. Beyond tteaewhe Naicker
streets. The Udaiyaar, too, had a small settlethené for themselves.

(6)10

Commenting on the village structure in Andhra Psidé&. Kalyana Rao
points out that when we think deeply we can fignuea horizontal dividing line in
the Indian society. To support his claim, in hisoliographical narrativéintarani
VasanthamKalyana Rao gives the following description o thorizontal division of

the village, Ennela Dinne:

On this side of that horizontal line live touchabénd on the other side
of it live untouchables. Touchables are placednitety on the
elevated landscape in the village and the untoulebatve surely

placed in the downside or on the slope. Ennela ®iamot an

10 All references to Bama in this chapter are fromawtobiographyKarukku,trans.
Lakshmi Holmstrom, Chennai: Macmillan, 2000
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exception or away from this dividing line. Withatis line we cannot

draw its picture or map. (13)

Both Kalyana Rao and Bama wonder from when tlopleein this country
had been divided as “touchables” and “untouchabBsth of them raise doubts
about the historical reasons as to why, when amddalits had been stigmatized and
segregated as “untouchables” in India. Commentmgltanna, Kalyana Rao’s
ancestral figure, the author says, “Ellanna’sfidiés at the bottom side of the dividing
line. We do not know when his ancestors were pusloga to this side of the line”
(13). I argue that the dividing line betweaoru andcheri marks the social elevation

of caste Hindus and social degradation of dalitaliages.

Siddalingaiah mentions that his village, like anlyay village in India, has
been divided on the basis of caste lines. The raadduildings department of the
government unquestioningly ratifies such unequsiecarrangements in Indian
villages. Siddalingaiah points out one such exarfrpla a village where he was born

and his early formative years of childhood werenspe

Though he does not dwell much in his narrative ufach an anti-social and
anti-secular aspect, he hints that the Indian Statiorses the existing unequal social
hegemony and caste prejudices. Siddalingaiah renthds: “A tarmac road, laid by
the government, divided the village and the Holegi@ny. On that side were houses

of caste people” (9). Siddalingaiah uses the tanmad, laid by the government, as a

1 All references to G. Kalyana Rao in this chapterfeom his autobiographical
narrative Antarani Vasanthanvijayawada: Virasam, 2000.
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modern metaphor that reifies the spatial divisietween the caste Hindus and the
“outcastes”. Children from both sides of the roaddito stand and watch the buses,
but they never attempted to cross the road aniebefthe children standing on the
other side of the road. Without attaching any lafideriousness to the caste
prejudices operating as an undercurrent in theefrazhildhood relations, he suggests,

in a subtle manner, that children too are indoated with caste Hindu ideology.

What is more interesting about the village struetsrthat the dominant caste
people do not have to visit the daliterifor anything as everything has been well
arranged for the benefit of the dominant casteleir own locality. In many ways,
village structure proves beneficial for the domineastes while it proves detrimental
for the dalits. Modern institutions such as “[tjpest-office, the panchayat board, the
milk-depot, the big shops, the church, the schoalthese stood in their street. So
why would they need to come to our area?” Bama @®ks‘Besides, there was a big
school in the Naicker street which was meant oohttie upper-caste children,”
Bama says (6). Is this what is meant by “unity ivedsity”? Does the notion of
“diversity” take into account the deprivation artidysa of the other? When dalits are
treated as “untouchables” and their presence isiddeolluting, how will they claim
access to modern public resources and make ukemftHow can a modern secular

government allow such monopolization of common veses?

By the very nature of the village geography, dditse various disadvantages
and are prone to several kinds of humiliation. \Witheven a minimal disruption of
the asymmetrical village structure, modern ingoius of the State find their place in

the dominant caste locality, thereby conforminghi dynamics of the caste system in
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Indian villages. No one questions such a biaseahgament. Caste system in India
absorbs many such things including modernity. Ny does it usurp the modern
State but, I think, the caste system even hielp$itate the smooth functioning of the
governance as people have already been divides tohegovernedwvithout much
difficulty. The monopoly of power by dominant castespecially, at the micro
level—village and small towns— often gives risetoocities against dalits and other

marginalised castes.

However, as Ravikumar rightly points out, “a dalfrson has to make sure he
does not touch any other person in the villageranthin untouched by others, and
yet is forced to consider the village as his owra(jve place’).*” There are several
incidents in dalit autobiographies under study thamninate Ravikumar’s point.
Autobiographies of Siddalingaiah, Bama, Urmila Pgaby Kamble, Aravind
Malagatti, and Sharankumar Limbale portray incideghait demonstrate indignities,
abuse, dishonour and exploitation of dalits inag#s. For example, Siddalingaiah
writes that during a ceremony in an upper casteehalalits are not allowed to sit and
eat along with others in the party. They wait uetieryone finishes eating only to
collect the leftover food that they should take lecaind eat. Except dalits, all other
castes including shudras eat in the pandal. Swatdtipes are still prevalent in

villages and, moreover, they signify the structural hurtitia of dalits in villages.

12 See Ravikumar's “Foreword” tmbedkar:Autobiographical NotesChennai:
Navayana, 2003, 3.

131n an interview by Gomathi Kumar and Sanjay Kabianjula Pradeep, Executive
Director of a Gujarat-based Dalit organisation Najan, reveals “Dalits are not
allowed to sit on the chair or cot before any natitdThey necessarily have to sit on
the ground. The other practice that comes out pasgninently is on food. Dalits are
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Thus, by the very design of a village, dalits aneh®d to its periphery in
matters of economy, culture, politics and poweit@ally they are outsiders. They
cannot enter the village temples and participataérvillage festivals? As Urmila
Pawar describes in her autobiography, dalits shoulg observe from a distance and
they cannot take part in the celebrations alon wéiste Hindu people of the village.
If dalits want to imitate the upper caste and aelebtheir festivals, they can do so
only in the dalit locality but not in the villagehere the savarnas alone should
perform. We can find innumerable instances fronit daltobiographies, such as Baby
Kamble’sThe Prisons We Brokéjrmila Pawar’'sThe Weave of My Lifend Bama’s

Karukku illuminating this point.

generally not invited in the community meals, iited they are seated separately and
have to carry their own vessels. They are senadhteups ironically calleBRam
patrasthat are kept separately in non-dalit househdltien we find untouchability
being practised against Dalits in providing basieaities like drinking water, use of
ration shops, postmen not providing their servioes allowed to touch the vegetables
in shops etc. Every one knows that there is untabidity in our country but
somewhere this whole issue is being put aside artdayed as a thing of the past. So
we carried this study to give authenticity to olaimm that untouchability practices are
not only alive and kicking in this country but alg@sent everywhere and in every
sphere of our social life. We cannot just wish advayn the reality.” See
http://blog.insightyv.com/?p=1023

14 We can find many such practices across India. Marfijradeep answering a
guestion on the findings of their recent study ujaeat villages, says, “Our study on
the practices of untouchability covered 1655 vidlagn Gujarat and took three years
to complete. We have shared some of its findings thie media to create awareness.
In the study, we found 99 different practices afowchability and have tried to
identify the specific regions where these are jgadt Most prevalent practices are
related to right to equality in religion and retigs affairs. In more than 90 % of

the villages, Dalits are not allowed to enter #mmples or to touch the idols and
worship articles. They are not allowed to partitépa the religious processions and
other rituals.” See http://blog.insightyv.com/?p2B0Not only sociological data such
as this, but dalit autobiographies also point aghsdiscrimination and exclusion of
dalits from the Hindu religious space and condaicsccess for dalits to some Hindu
festivals. For example, see Urmila Pawar’s autataiplgy, The Weave of My Liféor
her account of conditional access for dalits tdipgate in celebration of Holi, a
Hindu festival.
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Caste and Division of Labour

Apart from the tacit social divisions based on eaBama, Urmila Pawar,
Kalyana Rao and other dalit writers show that gimur too gets distributed
according to the social standing of each casteekample, taking away carcasses of
animals from village, sweeping roads, taking awatfey, cleaning toilets and so on
are the exclusive domains assigned for dalits dialrBaby Kamble, for example,
elucidates the social role of dalitsBara Balutedarsystem in Maharashtra. Dalits are
forced to do various odd and stigmatised jobs asgbahe caste system. Dalits are
paid with leftover food, worn out clothes and sofaintheir services to the village. In

his book,Annihilation of CasteAmbedkar rightly argues:

Caste System is not merely division of labotirs lalso a division of
labourers.. It is a hierarchy in which the divisions of lalvers are
graded one above the other. In no other counttyeiglivision of

labour accompanied by this gradation of laboufrs.

Many dalit autobiographies vindicate Ambedkar’siemgnt that caste system
is a division of labourers. lAntarani Vasanthankalyana Rao narrates an incident
where Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha go to the Buckinghamaldn search of work. They
feel happy seeing a large group of people digdiegcanal. Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha
stand there with a lot of hope that they too wét gome work like the other labourers.

They see a plump person there monitoring the ladysult becomes clear to them that

1> See Ambedkar’s essay “Annihilation of Caste” indf@mn Rodrigues, edhe
Essential Writings of B. R. Ambedkaixth edition, New Delhi: OUP, 2009, 263.
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he is the supervisor. From his appearance, thisrgigor looks like a man from a
dominant caste. Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha go near@amdbefore him four times. After
a while, the man looks at them enquiringly. Sivaaaks for work and says that they
came from a long distance. Then the man takes mdister and begins to write

down their names. Sivaiah tells him his name. Tpesvisor enters Sivaiah’s name
in the register and raises his head and looksvaie®i. Sivaiah deciphers the meaning
in his look and says: “| am a Mala from Ennela Dir{@26). The supervisor stops
writing and stares at them as if they are demomsstirts screaming. The only words
comprehensible for Sivaiah are: “This son of a Madats a job here” (126). The
moment the labourers working there hear the sup@rei words, they stop working
and start pelting mud stones at Sivaiah and Sddi&é\ couple of the labourers
come running with crowbars. Sivaiah and Sasi Rekhbze that they are under threat

and run away from there.

In fact, even those labourers who throw stonesvati& and Sasirekha have
come there walking miles for livelihood. They tae ardinary labourers. The
guestion that arises then is this: Why are Sivarath Sasi Rekha chased away by the
labourers? The reason is simple. Sivaiah and &hsirare “untouchables”. It is for
this specific reason that the caste Hindu laboutensot concede to the Malas and
Madigas working along with them. Just as they hehased Sivaiah and Sasi Rekha
away, they have chased away every Mala and Madigacame for work at the
Buckingham candf In this country, Kalyana Rao says, “Hunger tos ha

untouchability. Labour too has untouchability” (2228). This is precisely why

'%1n order to give work for the deprived Malas anddifjas, the Baptist Mission
specifically takes up digging a four-mile long ceaRajupalem near Ongole. See
Kalayana Rao’é&\ntarani VasanthanVijayawada: Virasam, 2000, 132-133.
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Ambedkar says that “Caste System is not merelsidiniof labour.tlis also a

division of labourers?’

As a result of the caste system and “its unnatlivédion of labourers into
water-tight compartments” (to use Ambedkar’s wortis® caste Hindu society
assigns menial work for dalits even in modern tiffeStigmatised labodt to dalits
and non-stigmatised labour to caste-Hindus is al@gacondition due to the caste
system in India. Not just one but many dalit autgbaphies vindicate this point. To
mention a few, Baby Kamble, Urmila Pawar, G. Kalyd&ao and Sharankumar
Limbale give detailed accounts of this peculianadiion in India. What are the
immediate consequences for dalits because of ifisdé an unnatural division of
labour? Especially in villages, where this divismiriabour is upheld by the society,

dalits remain perpetually poor and for many thitigsy depend on caste Hindus.

As a result of poor economic and socially degrestatlis of dalits, they
struggle even for a proper living place in bothagkes and cities in India. However,

there are two factors that impact lack of decemisirg for dalits; one is poverty

" See Ambedkar's essay “Annihilation of Caste” il&f@mn Rodrigues, edhe
Essential Writings of B. R. Ambedkaixth edition, New Delhi: OUP, 2009, 263.

18 For detailed accounts of stigmatized and menialualassigned for dalits in India,
See Vijay Prashaddntouchable Freedom: A Social History of a Dalitt@munity,
New Delhi: OUP, 2000, an@ita Ramaswamy’tndia Stinking: Manual Scavengers
in Andhra Pradesh and Their WoiRhennai: Navayana, 2005.

9 Taking away carcasses of animals from village epirgy roads, cleaning the gutter,
cleaning toilets and so on are the exclusive dosnassigned for dalits in India. It is
still the dalits who are cleaning the modern tailetcities and both government and
corporate offices in India.
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owing much to the stigmatised and cheap laboutl@ather is social surveillance

over dalits® Thus the dominant caste people oppress daliteinitiage.

Having described the structural division betweexaibru andcheri, | will
now show the detrimental effects of such a gradedbssystem on dalits who

struggle at the bottom of this social structure.

Social Gradation and Its Detrimental Effects on Dalits

In many parts of the country, dalits perform traxtial village services. They
serve the dominant castes in their lands and ho#dlethe dirty work in the village is
forced upon dalits. They are the source of chelapuafor the village. Despite their
services to the village, dalits cannot claim argcgplegitimately in the village. More
importantly, they are forced to restrict themselwethe dalit cheri and live according
to the norms of the village. Defiance of villagameg will have serious consequences

for dalits.

%0 Kalyana Rao’s narrative mentions that even whéitsdzould afford to erect their
huts and arrange them properly, they could notodimisfear of violation of the

village norms. A normative village order does nidva dalits to live a decent life.
Keeping the height of Lingalu in mind, the prospexbride of Errenkadu, Boodevi
asks her brother to increase the height of thearoér of the house. But Errenkadu and
other Malas hesitate to do so even though theyzeetiat Lingalu will have to bend
her body to enter the hut. Errenkadu asks, “Wotldh& egos of Kapus and Karanam
get hurt if we raise our entrance?” (14) Boodesodtnows that it is not allowed. If
the entrance of a Mala’s hut is tall enough to ewithout bending the body the
information somehow reaches the village. Kalyana &ays that the logic stops at the
Shastras. If the village heads come to know anii siefiant behaviour of the Malas,
Malas would have to suffer its consequences i thaire. Lingalu marries
Errenkadu and begins to live in their hut bendieglhody each time she crosses the
entrance. Errenkadu listens to each suggestiois@ister, Bhudevi, but in this matter
he fails to implement her suggestion. See G. KayRao'sAntarani Vasantham
Vijayawada: Virasam, 2000, 14.
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G. Kalyana Rao’#&\ntarani Vasanthamresents in the very beginning of the
narrative, an incident where Ellanna, an anceBtnate of the successive dalit
generations in the text, is attacked from all siolethe upper caste boys and chased
away from the village. Ellanna, with a bleeding podns for his life without minding
the thorns, streams and hot sand that hurt his\iéeat does Ellanna do that attracts
such severe punishment by the upper caste boysfRaklhe does is that he
unconsciously “transgresses” the spatial boundariesh tantamount to a violation
of village rules. Out of curiosity, like other yomiehildren from the upper castes, he
too goes near the street play performers to séedimaments from a close angle.
Until this part, it looks like an ordinary and rong scene anywhere. But in the case of
Ellanna, this routine children’s curiosity is unsteiod by the upper caste children as

an offence.

The upper caste children, like their elders, tdkence at Ellanna’s spatial and
social “transgression”. Hence they attack him fiahsides. Ellanna, instead of
running back to his Malapalle, mired in a kind i@fidation, starts running away
from the attackers. What is most striking in tmsident is that Ellanna does not
understand why he is beaten up! He comes to knawoaty in his adulthood. He
learns that it is purity-pollution ideology that\gons the social life in villages. Not
only does this ideology restrict the social mopibf dalits, but it also deprives dalits

of dignity and natural resources.
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Social Degradation of Dalits

As a result of a social division based on castepamity-pollution ideology,
dalits are made to depend on the mercy of uppée gaople for many things
including water, leftover food, worn out clotheslamork. Perpetual dependency on
the dominant caste people for work, leftover fowdrn out clothes, and even water
makes dalits their “willing” slaves as dalits da have any alternate structures of
survival to escape from the caste-bound socialrofilits have to be subservient to
the dominant caste people as it is these peoplepebsess most of the wealth and
power in villages and have a firm control over thgricultural) production and
distribution processes in their villages. Dalitsxeen at the bottom of the social order,
literally, begging for the help of the dominanttealendlords in Indian villages. Being
at the bottom of the caste-bound social orderditgmeans denial of (legitimate)
access to natural and cultural resources and afpéygncommands of the dominant
castes. Consequently, dalits living in villagesyihg no escape routes, are subjected

to unthinkable amount of pain and degradation.

Siddalingaiah juxtaposes the poverty-stricken vonditions of dalits with
the robust lives of the upper castes who symbalmendance of food and wealth in
his village, Megalahatti, in rural Karnataka. Whilescribing Ainoru’s land that
stretched out beyond the dalit colony which ha&émowalls with thorny bushes and

small huts, Siddalingaiah says:

On that land was Ainoru's beautiful house with gehwell and a

pumpset cabin. The water from this pumpset irrigdtis lands. As for
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the people of our colony, it was a big thing if gat any water to
drink. Our people trudged to a flower garden somtadce away and
fetched water from the well by its side. | nevew sayone but the

dalits fetch water from this well. (1-2)

Dalits in this village are mostly landless dailpdairers. They work in the
fields of upper caste landlords. The very opentcene ofOoru Keristands as
testimony to the plight of illiterate dalit mentime village. Siddalingaiah shocks us by
beginning his narrative with a picturesque portraydnis own father being tied to the

yoke and ploughing the land of an upper caste taddHe narrates it thus:

One day, as we stood on the squat walls callingaatr parents, we
noticed something strange. A man had fastened a goto the
shoulders of two others, and was ploughing Ainofigkls. It was
amusing to watch the two men trundle on like blkigavhile the third
followed them swinging a whip and making them plou§ strange
agony gripped me the moment | realized that ortte@Mmen carrying
the yoke was my father. Some women who came toemverwere
standing and sighed, “What a plight has befalleor f@yavanna!” This
doubled my agony. When Appa returned home afténgplike a

bullock all day, Avva heated some oil and smeatred ihis shoulders.

)

It may be strange and shocking for Siddalingaidig was a child then, to

witness such an incident but it does not appeéorsais mother. Without any
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expression of shock or surprise she smears the wion his shoulders to render
him some sort of relief from the pain and swellilpough Siddalingaiah looks back
at his childhood experiences in retrospect, haefrfrom making any comments
over the incidents that shock him in his childhdags. Siddalingaiah’s mother’s

silence makes the incident appear ordinary.

Even as Siddalingaiah simply presents the incidaiout commenting much
on it, he wants to convey that the world of misérdbelings and pain is made so
common that the “common sense” of the village remde'natural” for the dalits to
do, what should otherwise be perceived as uncomhtowever, by unpacking the
process of “naturalizing” such uncommon acts, ther is also presenting the

sociology of caste in India.

In order to meet the daily expenses of the fanhily parents go to nearby
villages for work. Siddalingaiah says that whatebey could buy with that day’s
earnings would go into preparing food for the famie says, “Some days we cooked
and ate sweet tubers. On others, we ate some pad|aelrank water and went to
sleep” (5). Being painfully aware of his family abtion, he rues, “The money my
parents earned from working as labourers was simgutiyenough to maintain the
family. My mother would sometimes go to the Savagdudorests to collect firewood,
which she sold at the shandy” (5). Thus, his parstruiggle hard doing several odd
jobs for survival. Not only is Siddalingaiah’s fdynpoor, but many other families in
their colony are as poor and starving as his farally narrates an incident from his
childhood that stands as a testimony to the sacidleconomic status of dalits in the

village. Often, Siddalingaiah goes to the gardeemnthis father used to work:
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One day, | returned from the garden and stood eneathk
embankment. People were at work on either sideeofank. Someone
gave out a yelp, and in a flash, women, men arldreim started
running, at the speed of arrows, towards the Bralmuse with the
pumpset. | was scared, and couldn’t run as quiaklthe others. |
reached the house a little later than the othBedits sat in a row a
little distance from the front yard. People frooméiu’s house were
giving away leftover poori and chitranna. | wasagigointed to be the
last to get there, but was overjoyed to see mympareceiving the eats

and coming away before all the others (3).

This incident explains much about the nature otslgloverty and hunger. In
such a deplorable condition of life, dalits seersdaasily yield to the structural

humiliation and unequal treatment without showing aigns of resistance.

In the early days of Siddalingaiah’s childhood, faider used to cultivate a
Brahmin’s land as a sharecropper. The owner ofathe used to live in the nearby
Magadi town. Siddalingaiah likes the owner of thisd and feels he was very
generous, because he would give Siddalingaiahisicardled clothes of his son and
the leftover food of the previous night, whenevetdalingaiah’s family visited the
Ainoru (a respectful way of addressing upper cpsteple), i.e., the Brahmin house in

Magadi. Siddalingaiah recounts:

When Appa, Avva and | went to town and stood imfrof his house,

he gave us the chitranna and poori left over froengrevious night. |
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had never tasted these delicacies before. Theytastg oh so tasty.
A strange gratitude overwhelmed us. OccasionaligpAl also gave
me some old, tattered shirts and pants that hisxadrdiscarded. | was
younger than his son, and the clothes fitted mg ersely. Yet | wore

them folded up, looking odd among my companionk. (3

Dignity, self-respect and resistance are valuesiowk to dalits outside the
Dalit movement. | think it is only after Ambedkarisovement that dalits came to

know of self-assertion, dignity and self-respect.

In many villages in India, there has been a sepdghass” system in hotels
where the untouchables should themselves bring tikgeiglasses and drink their tea
sitting away from the caste Hindus at those ho&snetimes, the hotel manager will
keep a separate set of glasses for them, wheredaift&ing the tea the untouchable
customers have to wash the glasses themselvesapdiiem back in the hotel. In
Akkarmashi Sharankumar Limbale narrates his own experiehbemiliation of
having to drink tea in a separate glass kept oeifsiduntouchables and wash it by

himself?*

Siddalingaiah, the author @oru Keri, too experiences this sort of

discrimination at hotels in his village. It seerattSiddalingaiah’s father has friends

2L Even though, Sharankumar Limbale, as a child, gmesnearby police station to
lodge a complaint against a hotel owner for praggicintouchability, police do not
accept his complaint let alone taking action agélms dominant caste owner. To
know more about this incident, see Sharankumar &aleibThe Outcaste:
Akkarmashitrans. Santhosh Bhoomkar, New Delhi: OUP, 2063/8.
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from non-dalit castes. He would sometimes takestig Siddalingaiah, along with

him to his friends and hotels in the village. Siiftgaiah narrates:

When he went to see his friends in the upper cadtay, he stood in
front of their houses. They made me sit on a shkameh and gave me
things to eat. Father would occasionally take mta¢chotel in the
village. The people who ran the hotel would makettho of us sit
some distance away from the others. | was ec#tating the idlis they
gave us. Lost in the pleasure of the idlis’ shapéiness and taste, we

were oblivious to all else. (10)

The power of this experiential narrative lies ie thanner, subtle still
effective, in which the author presents it. He doetslament over the
“untouchability” factor and the attitude of the t@prejudiced hotel owner. Instead,
he narrates that experience as a common everydaf seality. However, it is
important to note the culminating sentence of th&spge where the author says,
“Lost in the pleasure of the idlis’ shape, softnasd taste, we were oblivious to all

else.” There are several layers to this experience.

At one level, it can be interpreted that, beingsmious of their untouchable
social status, they get used to such discriminaimhpublic humiliation.
Siddalingaiah indicates at various places in htslaiagraphy that “untouchables” got
fully indoctrinated into the Brahminical ideologpdthat they would voluntarily
follow the “purity” and “pollution” philosophy effetively. At another level, one can

understand that they persistently compromise kigir tself-respect in the public
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domain for material needs. Siddalingaiah narrateslents where the dominant caste
Hindus throw occasional feasts on some specialsimes. “During such feasts, the
Holeyas were made to sitin a corner. We were adtanly after people of the upper
castes had been served. | felt contented with whatitle food came my way, and
wouldn’t think too much about the discriminatiohg says (7). Siddalingaiah’s
narratives of starvation and dalit poverty rendher¢concerns of self-respect

marginally important.

Through these accounts, Siddalingaiah points @uabisolute choicelessness
of dalits in choosing between leftover food and handignity. Siddalingaiah wrote
his autobiography after he had finished his terra Bember of Legislative Council
in Karnataka. Therefore, | think, his recountingluése accounts of poverty and
hunger in dalit communities is done with a spegifiditical goal of criticising the
modern democracy which promises equality and itsasavelfare policies that work

with the aim of eradicating poverty and starvaimindia.

A Search for Freedom from Caste

As far as the childhood and upbringing are conakthe individual self in
Dalit autobiography seems inseparable from the dafnmunity. Until they move
away from the village, dalit children hardly exmarte any social mobility and self-
worth even while they go to school. However, ediocadoes hold a promising future
for dalit children, at least, in terms of breakegay from the traditional hold of

caste-ridden village structure.

93



But as long as they remain in the village and paitheir school education
there, dalit children do not experience much difexe in life. They grow up learning
traditional ways of living in villages. For examptaey learn that dalits are inferior to
the upper castes and therefore they must be oliedidrsubservient to the dominant
castes in the village. For instance, once in hasdgparents’ village, Siddalingaiah,
when he was a small kid, follows his grandmotheah#main village. His enthusiasm
suddenly dissipates when a caste Hindu stops hihwanns him against his
“carelessness”. Siddalingaiah recounts his firsbanter with caste in the following

manner:

One day, | was running along the streets as ahd speed. My
hand brushed against the clothes of someone cdnamgthe other
direction. The man stopped in anger. | stoppedhabin fright. He
went away only after Ajji had begged his forgivemeser and again.
She was afraid we might have to face the wrathefupper castes
because of my carelessness. She said | should eexerun. She
ordered me to join my hands and say “Namaskaranswevery time |
came across someone big. | followed this policyauit fail and won

everybody’s praise. (14-15)

Thus, in very early stages of childhood, dalit dreh are forced to learn that
they are socially inferior beings and they mussbleservient to dominant caste
people in the village. Dalit children are “taught’behave in a docile manner when
they go out of the dalit street. If they do notriethis lesson quickly, they will have to

face the wrath of caste Hindu people as it happémé&llanna inAntarani
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VasanthamTherefore, they learn the “difference” betweeritdand caste Hindus
very early in life. Such lessons of “social obediehseem to “discipline” dalit

children according to the purity-pollution ideology

Bama comes to know the impact of purity-pollutideaelogy in her very first
encounter with caste in her village. Ironicallyafipears quite amusing for her when
she sees an elderly person from her street walkiggite a funny manner. Bama

says:

| wanted to shriek with laughter at the sight oflsa big man carrying
a small packet in that fashion. | guessed theresoasething like vadai
or green banana bajji in the packet, because thppimg paper was
stained with oil. He came along, holding out thekgd by its string,
without touching it...the elder went straight up e Naicker, bowed
low and extended the packet towards him, cuppiedgtind that held
the string with his other hand. Naicker openedaiueel and began to

eat the vadai. (13)

After she goes home, she tells this story in alcdmic detail to her elder
brother. But her brother does not feel amused bydeounting of the story. She says,
“Annan told me the man wasn't being funny when agied the parcel like that. He
said everybody believed that Naickers were uppstecand therefore must not touch
Parayas. If they did they would be polluted. Thattsy he had to carry the package
with its string” (13). The very next moment shepstéaughing at the Paraya man. A

series of questions haunts her on the social stéitdialits in society. She feels so
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angry that she wants to go and touch the wretchddivherself. She begins to
guestion as to why dalits should work for such gaird caste Hindu fellows who

humiliate dalits in their everyday life.

Compared to Bama'’s approach towards purity-polfuitzology
Siddalingaiah’s approach to it seems quite differBar an uncritical reading, it
apparently seems like Siddalingaiah unquestioningmplies with the caste Hindu
social norms whereas Bama questions them overtith&r adverse impact on dalits.
It may also be noted, however, that Siddalingaiadws his radical indifference
towards such social norms by pretending to contetteem. The fact that he chooses
to narrate this incident and the tone he adopti®tso stand evidence to his radical
indifference. Thus both of them are forthright ondemning the purity-pollution

ideology as they think that it makes dalits doeihel sub-humans.

Bama continues her questioning of the purity-paliideology from her first
encounter with it. Both her grandmothers work faidker families as servants.
Bama gets infuriated whenever she sees the tingkiiachildren call her
grandmother by her name and order her abouthkrs that she comes to know, for
the second time, how her own grandmothers arestitestornfully by the Naicker

women. She recounts:

Naicker women would pour out the water from a heagjlfour feet,
while Paatti and the others received and dranktit eupped hands
held to their mouths...It was a long time beforedlimed that Paatti

was bringing home the unwanted food that the Nagchkere ready to
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throw away...Paatti placed the vessel that she haupbt with her, by
the side of the drain. The Naicker lady came otih Wwer leftovers,
leaned out from some distance and tipped themHAaditi's vessel, and
went away. Her vessel, it seemed, must not toueltiRait would be
polluted. Sometime later, | said to Paatti, sheutthnot lay herself

open to such behaviour; it was ugly to see. (14)

But when Bama tells her grandmother to assert igaitg with the Naicker
women, her grandmother asks: “These people amnétarajas who feed us our rice.
Without them, how will we survive? Haven't they bagpper-caste from generation
to generation, and haven't we been lower-casteW@achange this?”(14) What is
important to note here is that the illiterate daiimen like the grandmothers of both
Siddalingaiah and Bama believe that dalits have &erior to the dominant caste
Hindus for a very long time and that there canmoaby discernible change at the
level of social relations in the village. | thirtketir internalisation of servitude

functions as a hindrance to their self-assertiahtartheir claim for equality.

Another reason for their uncritical submissiontte dominant caste Hindus is
their lack of knowledge about the anti-caste movaméhat introduce new idioms of
protest against structural inequalities. On thetreoy, Baby Kamble’s grandmother,
who also belongs to the same period as Bama’s @ddl$gaiah’s grandmothers, for
example, does not concede to the caste Hindu sagserilore importantly, she

draws courage and motivation for self-assertiomftbe Ambedkarite movement.
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Another reason for her self-assertion may be dietoon-dependence on caste

Hindus of her villagé?

Urmila Pawar's mother too does not feel subsentietlie caste Hindus. It
could be due to her non-dependence on them forralateeds. She bravely
guestions a dominant caste teacher in public farghing her daughter without
proper reason. Thus, both the non-dependence it§ dalcaste Hindus for material
needs and exposure to anti-caste movements,efeande of Hindu religious codes,
enable dalits to maintain certain critical distafroen Hinduism. Baby Kamble’s
autobiography provides many examples. The disceiaibitration at the dalit chawdi
between traditional Mahars and Ambedkarite Maharmatters of dalit emancipation
serves as a classic example in this re§afdherefore, | argue that “self” is not the
same for everyone; one’s historical awareness,@oanindependence, social
standing and cultural memory play a crucial roldé@bermining one’s self-worth and

sense of self.

Such a defiance of social norms, however, is ndtaut any threat or counter-
resistance from the caste Hindus. Not acceptathan(leftover food), for example,
would be considered a serious offence. As Arun fRadukherjee notes, “High caste

villagers could not tolerate the fact that daliis ot want to accept their joothan

2 Baby Kamble’s maternal grandfather used to worl esok for British
administrators. He used to send his salary to esiw the village so that she lived
independently and respectfully. Dalits in her \gaused to depend on her for money,
food and other help. Her family gets a special gadgon in the village due to her
husband’s job in white sahib’s house. Baby Kamitevg up at her grandmother’s
house and feels like a queen in the dalit colongnmg good clothes.

%3 To know more about the points of disagreement &etwconservative Mahars and
Ambedkarite dalits, See Baby Kambl&ke Prisons We Brokdrans. Maya Pandit,
Chennai: Orient Longman, 2008, 66-68.
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anymore and threatened them with violence if tiefyged it.2* Not only Omprakash
Valmiki, but, Kalyana Rao too iAntarani Vasanthandepicts how caste Hindus take
offence at the dalits’ refusal to comply with tinaditional code of conduct. Thus,

dalits self-assertion might, sometimes, lead tdevice against dalits.

Despite such threats, educated dalits who have dxqawsed to civil rights,
anti-caste philosophies and liberal discoursetiespose serious challenges to the
traditional village norms. For example, Bama’s eloi®ther, Raj Gauthaman, who

has finished his M.A., comes home for the holid8ema writes about this:

He would often go to the library in our neighbourtorillage in order
to borrow books. He was on his way home one dalkimgaalong the
banks of the irrigation tank. One of the Naickemnsame up behind
him. He thought my Annan looked unfamiliar, ancheocasked, “who
are you, appa, what's your name? Annan told hirnarse.
Immediately the other man asked, “Thambi, on wisichet do you
live?” The point of this was that if he knew on aihistreet we lived,
he would know our caste too. Annan'’s reply was ghigte a slap in
the face, “I am a Paraya from the Cheri streeté&he walked off, as
fast as he could. Naicker was furious. He felt &é been shown up.

He asked someone else there, “Who is this felloj#2-15)

24 See Omprakash Valmiki#oothan: A Dalit Life Storytrans. Arun Prabha
Mukherjee, Kolkata: Samya, 2003, XXXi-XXXXil.
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The Naicker man does not like the way in which Barbaother has replied.
Then he comes to know that he is Rakamma’s grand$ennext day, when Bama'’s
grandmother, Rakamma, goes to work at the Naickerse, he expresses his anger
against her grandson’s “disrespectful” behaviowaias him: “How dare your
grandson talks to me so arrogantly?” (15). As & Blas been waiting for such a
radical change in dalits’ attitude towards the e&$indu oppressors, Bama’s
grandmother goes on to justify her grandson’s biela\by replying to the Naicker:
“See, Ayya, he’s an educated lad; these collegs halytalk like that” (15).
Rakamma seems to believe that modern educatiordvpoalide a breakthrough for
dalits from the feudal social relations. This camiarked as a significant change in
the thinking of dalits. It is also during this tirtteat the caste Hindus begin to “look at
Paraya lads from the Cheri street in a certain watyy certain contempt,” Bama says

(15).

However, when Bama’s brother goes to a local liptarreturn books, he adds
his degree, M.A., to his name on an impulse. Sethiisgimmediately the attendant
brings him a stool to sit on, and begins to addngssas “Sir”. Dalits’ access to
modern education does seem to provide a breakthroug disjuncture in the social
relations between dalits and caste Hindus. Howétvehould also be noted that from
some quarters there is special recognition fotgldlthey are highly educated and

there is also contempt from others, the dominastiesadomain.

Even though education does not fully emancipatiésdfabm the dominant
caste oppression of dalits, it does help dalit®éie a dent in the hitherto

unquestioned caste Hindu supremacy. Educationpitavédes partial relief for dalits
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from the codes of rigid social hierarchy. The ca$itedu contempt against dalits due
to their exposure to education and modernity, enathner hand, has major
consequences to dalits. There are instances wdrgie $cale atrocities are heaped not

only upon individual dalits who defy caste rules bo the whole dalit communify.

In order to escape such dominant caste oppressibfoa better social
mobility, modern employment and education, dalitsase to migrate to cities. Even
though there might not be a qualitative changeiifilling their material needs, dalits
certainly experience relative freedom in citiesldailingaiah, for example, feels
rejuvenated with his thrilling experiences in Baloga. Freedom and anonymity that
he enjoys in Bangalore grant him much hope forteebéfe. The cinema theatres, big
roads, traffic and hotels in Bangalore fascinate tiie most. Though he does not

have money to watch films, he goes around the theaind gazes at the building.

Siddalingaiah finds a friend in the same slum winésegfamily lives. This
friend of him often shares his food and worriedw@iddalinagaiah. One day this

friend comes home and calls him out and invites toira hotel:

It was the first time | had been to a hotel. It wasbably the first visit
for the others too. We stepped in anxiously butigh spirits. We sat
around an empty table. My friend placed orders w#li-confidence.
My delight knew no limits when | saw the idli, doshutney, sagu and

the many other eats. | didn’t know that the chutaegt sagu were side

%5 Tsundur massacre in Andhra Pradesh is an exarhpsste Hindu intolerance of
dalits’ access to modernity and assertion of sepect.
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dishes to be eaten with idli and the dose. | deadbtinem as though
they were the main dishes. | was filled with grat&, and began to feel

this friend was our real leader. (34)

No one at this hotel asks them to sit at a distémee others unlike in his
village 2® Not only this, contrary to how it happens in hitage, he is not treated as
an untouchable at this hotel in Bangalore. Theysareedwith delicious food and
chutneys at their table. His anonymous identitBamgalore city thus gives him both
freedom and human dignity. Here he does not haebdose between food and
human dignity. Rather he enjoys both at a timeken the village where it is the

exact opposite.

Life in the city, therefore, seems emancipatorytfion. Not only that, he gains
self-confidence and he begins to assert himsetfugly. He does not want to reveal
his caste identity to others in the school. Itas that they would not find out but,
given a choice, he does not want to submit hinteetfie dominant caste people. The
government school that he attends is located ngeaeeyard, a sign enough to make
out who attends that school. A dominant caste &acdlled Andalamma seems to
show compassion towards the poor students in thisa. Siddalingaiah recounts one

such instance: “One day she asked all poor studestaind up. Some stood up.

%6 Siddalingaiah narrates a childhood experiencentfuchability at his village hotel.
He recounts his experience: “The people who rarmttel would make the two of us
sit some distance away from the others. | was gcsating the idlis they gave us.
Lost in the pleasure of the idlis’ shape, softreasd taste, we were oblivious to all
else” (10). Siddalingaiah is good at complicatingtters. He makes it difficult for the
readers to find easy answers for the dalit problédmsthe one hand, he points out the
prevalence of untouchability based on purity ankdugon. On the other hand, he
directs readers’ attention to his pleasure of gadilicious idlis. He implicitly asks

this question as to whether he should bother admltsrespect or enjoy this rare food.

102



Madam distributed among them the free pencils amuk®that had come from the
government” (31). Even though Siddalingaiah beldinghe same economic class as
the other students, he remains sitting becaudesaad earlier, he does not want to
reveal his caste identity. However, Siddalingaiabld not conceal his caste identity
for much longer. One day his father comes to sclomiing for him. Siddalingaiah’s
teacher sees his father and feels sad. She askaliSghiah, in annoyance, why he
had not responded when she asked poor boys to gpar@iddalingaiah says: “My
father’s tattered clothes, his submissivenesshidnshaven, pleading face
proclaimed his poverty” (32). Further he sa¥y4er affection increased after she came
to know that | was the son of an utterly poor mé®). Siddalingaiah’s father here is
seen by his teacher as an embodiment of povertatiratts her sympathy, precisely
what Siddalingaiah hates so much. The submissidg lamguage of his father
indicates his untouchable status in addition tgpbigerty. Thus his true identity is
“found out” by his teacher after seeing his fatliéis. yearning for an anonymous
identity ends thus. “Slum” and “poverty” here fuioct synonymously with the

lowered caste status.

Like Bama’s grandmother, parents of these slundotril fervently wish their
children to study and come up in life. “A man wouh@ke his school-going son sit in
front of a kerosene lamp, place a book before michtall him to read. The boy’s
mother and brother would assemble for the readiiegwas already in the fourth
standard, but had not learnt the alphabet propeslgdalingaiah writes (132). Even
though he doesn’t know the alphabet properly, “Mufrild read out all sorts of
things...Pretending to read, he would speak whatease to his mind. His father felt

proud. For every line of fake reading, the fatineother and brother—one after the
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other—handed him money as incentive” (132). Su¢hddascination among dalit
families towards education. But, dashing their lsojiie government school teachers
do not bother to train these students in any usedyl apart from showing sympathy

for their poverty and tattered clothes!

As we have seen in this section, well-educatedsjdike Bama’s brother,
mark the distinction between traditional village land the urban modern life. While
the urban space, in a way, enables them to cla#m ltlkman rights and freedom,
village appears as a site of monotonous routingewvtialits lead lives of poverty,
hunger and exploitation in spite of their daily dharork. Their daily earnings are
barely enough for feeding their families. Unliketire village, people can find various

kinds of jobs in the city, though they may be tenapp.

Some students like Siddalingaiah and a few othersue education with a lot
of passion and hope. Therefore, they take up paetjpobs in factories or any small
work that fetches them money to buy books and ektBome sell ice-candy, while
Siddalingaiah works in a soap factory and even wéok the municipality to dump
the muck during the nights. Thus they continuerteducation and settle in decent
white collar jobs like Siddalingaiah, who becomgsafessor. Diverse ways of
earning in the city help them work hard and sucdeéide. Thus the metropolitan
cities give them freedom, relative dignity and wegadented highly paid and well

respected jobs.
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However, all of this would only reveal the bettadgositive side of the urban
dalit story. There is also a negative side todt ls see how dalit autobiographies

unpack this negative side of the urban dalit story.

Untouchable Citizens

Apart from food, housing is another problem thahkees dalits consistently.
Like food and money their shelter too appears ima@rent or tentative. In cities, for
example, poor dalits can only afford temporary mslkét shelters. They erect huts
barely sufficient to spread their legs while slegpiThe entire family huddles
together to adjust within the space. Siddalingaahone such family that struggles
hard to subsist in Bangalore city due to lack cégular job. His parents do several

odd jobs in the city.

Let us see how scavengers live in cities. Some walinen from Urmila
Pawar’s village work in Mumbai as scavengerslte Weave of My Lifé&Jrmila

Pawar narrates hardships of such scavenging dalitswrites:

They got suffocated in their 8 by 10 feet one-rdtats where two or
three families stayed together. The room wouldilseled into two or
three sections with partitions of hanging sarisarers, one section for
each family. Men would sleep on footpaths or son@etoutside in
the ground in dry months. But in the rains theyhaldl to cram

themselves into the small room. (151)
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Further she writes, “Bhikiakka used to tell us, ‘@leep with our legs raised
against the wall’ ” (151). Urmila Pawar asks, “Hoauld they sleep with their feet
raised against the wall at 90 degrees? Don't tegs ache?” When she asks them
these questions, they laugh and say, “Of coursg,dlbhe! When they do, we pull
them close to our stomachs and turn on the sider k& have to erect them against
the wall, in the same position” (151). While sortigerate dalits thus continue to
suffer in congested and badly constructed singlenrbouses, some others, like

Siddalingaiah’s family, adjust with make-shift hiriscities.

Whatever money they earn in cities working as segees or as daily-wage
workers does not suffice to their food and othesibaeeds. And these stigmatised
occupations do not offer much in way of materigbiovement of the life of illiterate
dalits. Sharankumar Limbale’s autobiography elusddow illiterate dalit women

are trapped into prostitution and lead miserabieslin Mumbai.

Not only prostitution but scavenging also has aslv@mpact on the human
dignity of dalits. Ironically though, scavengingsisown as a modern profession in
India. Gandhi’s attempt to spiritualise scavengisg “profession” in modern times
is another important factor that romanticises sogirgy like never before. Let us see

what this modern hype and Gandhi’s romanticizatibscavenging hides behind it.

When Urmila Pawar shifts to Mumbai she comes ichowith various social

activists. Someone called Ramesh Haralkar, a les#fd®ravengers, becomes a good
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friend and frequently goes to her house to sha@tbblems of scavengersApart
from the social history of scavengers in Mumbairdfiaar also narrates his own

experience as a scavenger in Mumbai. He recounts:

When | was a scavenger myself, | was cleaningrniareaow
corridor between two buildings, collecting the slesawling with
maggots from the drains in a basket. Suddenly, ssomean from
upstairs threw a used sanitary napkin down. It ddstgainst my face
and then fell down into the drain...my sweat trickieth my
mouth...there was a funny taste on my tongue...as $ongetise

tricked into my mouth along with the sweat...! (22562

Gandhi’'s romanticization of scavenging is thus varyfrom reality. Gandhi’s
insistence on retaining the caste system and basted occupations as the ideal
structure for India in modern times, undoubtedbntcibutes to adverse impacts and
“social hazards” on dalits both in villages as veallin cities. If the condition of
illiterate dalits who do scavenging in cities isd@plorable, educated dalits too suffer

another kind of hardships. They face problemsndifig houses for rent.

Urmila Pawar and Sharankumar Limbale present aleétaccount of their

hardships in small towns and cities in Maharasieavar describes her humiliating

" Haralkar tells Urmila Pawar and her husband mhimgs. For instance, he tells
them that “a huge number of people who worked asestgers were from Konkan
region, their comparative ration with the workexanf other regions, their addiction

to alcohol, the reasons for their untimely deatthes,percentage of women scavengers,
P.T. women workers, their sexual exploitation.” 8#mila Pawar,The Weave of My
Life, trans. Maya Pandit, Chennai: Stree, 2008, 225.
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experiences with her caste Hindu house owners ipl@h a town?® Both the
landladies who humiliate her happen to be shudmaevo As Sharankumar Limbale
rightly says caste follows dalits like an enemy.af'timbale goes to Latur on
transfer, he experiences blatant caste discrinminatWhen he goes around searching
for a room for rent, the Hindus tell him frankly\e don’t want to rent out our house
to Muslims and Mahars® In a big town like Latur, Limbale does not getragte

room. Reflecting on this experience, Limbale s&d every town and person is caste
conscious. Limbale says that “[t]his city [Laturhe/made of herds of castes. Even
localities in this city are identified by casted0¢). Both Urmila Pawar and Limbale
are treated as outcastes in the Hindu localitiesble to find a room in any of the
Hindu colonies of Latur, Limbale finally settleswdo with a dalit community in
Bhimnagar®® Limbale says, “People from my community lived hereler tiny roofs.

| too lived in such a dwelling” (107).

Thus, cities too have a similar structure likeagks, with localities
demarcating Hindus and dalits. And here too, mikehih villages, Hindus live in
posh localities, while dalits live in filthy locéls. Thus, cities too have debilitating

effects on dalits who migrate in pursuit of modsraind self-respect.

%8 For a detailed account of caste discrimination, $emila PawarThe Weave of My
Life, trans. Maya Pandit, Chennai: Stree, 2008, 204-207.

29 sharankumar Limbale&he Outcaste: Akkarmashians. Santhosh BhoomkKar,
New Delhi: OUP, 2003, 106.

%0 Bhimnagar is a dalit locality. It is located adjatto the graveyard of the Marwari
community.

108



@@@

In this chapter, | have discussed dalits’ socioeaain conditions and their
varied efforts for attaining freedom from caste dirdomination, i.e. the context that
shaped dalit subjectivity. | have problematisedtdaibjectivity in all its
contradictions. | have foregrounded the differeruetsveen the hegemonic
Brahminical epistemology and the counter-hegemdaiit epistemology which have

in turn produced conflicting knowledge domains.

| have discussed elaborately, using dalit autoliplgies, the meanings of
Ooru and Cheri for dalits. | have marked and disedg¢he means, modern education
and employment through which dalits try to achisgeial autonomy, mobility and
self-respect. However, | also emphasise that theseues for advancement have their
own pitfalls and limitations, since Indian sociadler is ridden with brahminism that

does not allow a single national community come bing.
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CHAPTER 4

From Untouchable Cultureto Dalit Culture

In this chapter, | argue that unlike the self-atssgdalit culture, untouchable
culture does not find problems with Hindu society imposing stigmatised social
roles and stigmatised labour on dalits. On theraopntit persuades dalits to meekly
submit themselves to the Hindus. Furthermore, dtitinally celebrates the self-less
rendering of dalits’ services to the society. Aical evaluation of the untouchable
cultural traditions is required to understand th&sons for dalits’ regressive thinking
and behaviour in the Hindu society. Until Ambedkame to the rescue of dalits and
proposed certain radical changes in their cultacethinking, dalits have continued to

grope in the darkness of ignorance and superstitiving.

In the first part of this chapter, | will try togsent a lucid picture of the
demeaning social and cultural horizons of dalitsioke the Ambedkarite tradition and
in the second part, | will discuss Ambedkar’s pr&ipons that led to the emergence
of dalit culture and demarcate the difference betwentouchable culture and dalit

culture.
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Dalit autobiographies vividly depict the retrogrieesmpact that the socially
imposed stigmatised identities and untouchableicilhave on dalits. | attempt to
make a critical assessment of the fundamental sspéantouchable culture and the
stigmatised identities that deprive dalits of digrsind humanness. In the first part of
this chapter, | will indicate the distinct qualgief the untouchable culture— dalits’
beliefs, customs and superstition— and show hosvabitural distinctness
pigeonholes dalits in stigmatised identity and $utrem into objects of pity and
social oppression. This oppression can be undaetstoough the stereotyped social
and cultural markers which also signify dalits"\strde to the Hindu civil society. In
the last part of this chapter, | undertake a @itevaluation of the untouchable
cultural traditions and customs that throttle dadinmunities with multiple social
indignities and prevent them from revolting agaihst Brahminical Hindu

oppression.

Let me first consider an important observation bysRKhare, a social
scientist, who points out that a configuration afical Indic notions (i.e.dharma
karma, mayandsamsaargaguides the recognition of all distinctions anffatiences

between the dalits and the Hindu society. Most ingudly, R.S. Khare argues that

[tlhe Indian Untouchable, though increasingly esfied from the caste
Hindu, continues to share this civilizational framoek. But it
produces wrenching paradoxes for him in indepenbhetia. His

radicalism begins to dissipate before it can takkear direction; his
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ambivalences become confounding; his political @isseharbours

self-doubts:

| argue that the untouchable culture and stigmaieeio-cultural roles
assigned for dalits signify both the distinctnekdalits in Hindu society and the
paradoxes surrounding the dalits. | feel that @icatiunderstanding of these
retrogressive elements will enable dalits to seéoch better cultural alternative. My
attempt in this chapter to critically understane timtouchable culture and the

stigmatised identities of dalits envisages the alxiated objective.

First of all, it may be inevitable to ask as to hilse Indic civilizational
notions produce a paradoxical situation only fditslaWhy haven't the social
movements paid attention to resolve these paradm@save not assisted dalits to
strengthen morally, socially, culturally and paigily? Apart from Phule and lyothee
Thassar who made some significant attempts to agdhese civilizational anomalies,
it is Ambedkar who has meticulously engaged witssth“civilizational anomalies”
and strived to provide a meaningful way out folitddfom these anomalies. He has
not only strengthened them morally but he has glsded them towards egalitarian
cultural alternatives. Before going into the detg@értaining to Ambedkar’s
propositions for the emancipation of dalits, letfingt elucidate what constitutes the
Indic civilizational anomalies with regard to daland show how the Indic notions

produce wrenching paradoxes for dalits, throughreaging of dalit autobiographies.

! R. S. Khare’sThe Untouchable As Himself: Ideology, identity, @mdgmatism
among the Lucknow Chamaisew York: Cambridge University Press, 1984, xi.
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To begin with,n its more recent meanings the word “culture” deso
“historically transmitted pattern of meanings emiddn symbols, a system of
inherited conceptions expressed by means of wh&h ecommunicate, perpetuate and
develop their knowledge about and attitudes towtiels> Following this conception
of culture, in his bookWriting Dalit History and Other Essay§hinna Rao Yagati, a
Dalit historian, says that when we look at the iledamoorings and the deeper
aspects of dalit culture, we find their cultureiesiy different from Brahminical

culture.

As Chinna Rao says there are distinct differenedwéen the Brahminical
culture and what he calls the “dalit cultutelike Kancha llaiah a dalit bahujan
ideologue, Chinna Rao argues that dalits havetmdiculture, beliefs and rituals
unrelated to Brahminical Hindu religion. Let mesfistate the most prevalent

distinctions between the Brahminical Hindu cultarel the “untouchable culture”.

Dalit rituals, for example, do not require a Brahmriest and Sanskrit slokas,
without which a Hindu ritual is incomplete. Theredpthe religion of the

untouchables in its very nature, Chinna Rao argaesitithetical to the religious

Z See Chinna Rao Yagati'/riting Dalit History and Other Essayllew Delhi:
Kanishka, 2007, 122. All the references to ChiRaa are from this book.

¥ My understanding of “dalit culture” is differenoim Chinna Rao’s. What he
describes as “dalit culture” is according to me‘tngouchable culture”. My
understanding of dalit culture owes much to thé eate epistemology and
Ambedkarite philosophy. Therefore, | have differated it from the “untouchable
culture” and discussed it separately in the lgitet of this chapter.

“ Kancha Ilaiah makes a pioneering attempt in dzitig the brahminical Hindu
culture and establishes shudra culture and ddtitreuas distinct from the
brahminical Hindu culture. Thus Kancha llaial®y | am Not a Hinddeconstructs
the notion of Hindu religion, beliefs and practicdBrahminical Hindu culture.

115



system of the Hindus, and is devoid of the fundaalexspects of Hindu religious
system, hierarchical temple structure, authoritarianidrthe priestly class and the

domination of male divinities.

Chinna Rao considers the absence of idol-basedpoasd absence of
priestly intervention a distinct feature of da#tigion. He maintains that “though a
dalit religious system diametrically antagonistidiie Hindu religion which existed in
the past was marginalized and integrated into thmstream as a result of Aryan
imperialism, its distinctness continues to the mogeeriod, maintaining its original
beliefs and ideals in their practice as well akléwk” (129). What are the distinct
features of dalit religion that continue to existihe modern period? Does it still
remain autonomous or has it got intermeshed withgamistic elements of
Brahminical Hindu religion? What do the occasiontaialistic practices of dalits
signify? Does this refurbished dalit religion guidiits to prosper in life? What do
their rituals and beliefs entail? How radical agdlg@arian are the gods and goddesses

that the dalits worship? How different are theyrirthe Hindu gods and goddesses?

Following Chinna Rao and Kancha llaiah, one caroubtedly notice the
apparent differences between Hindu culture anduahtable culture. First and

foremost, unlike Hindus, dalits worship their anicasgods and goddess%@alits

®> Chinna Rao explains that until Missionary-spondaredern education and
Babasaheb Ambedkar’s theory of reservation, legrthie alphabet has been literally
prohibited and reading a book is, therefore, unkmtwDalits. This confirms the fact
that religious texts did not at all exist among bradits.

® These village goddesses are without any writtstoties and without any
incarnations, e.g., Muthyalamma, the pearl Goddeésgnintamma, the goddess who
is head of the house, Gangalamma, Polamma and &omka. Poleramma, the
goddess who protects the village, Peddamma, théegsés of chicken pox were
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take their deities along with them wherever thegnatie. Thus they continue to
worship those deities. Siddalingaiah’s autobiogyaquid Baby Kamble’s

autobiography provide ample examples in this regard

Siddalingaiah’s family, for example, takes theiitgl@long with them when
they migrate to other parts of Karnataka. Thus tratinue to worship the deities
that their ancestors have worshipped. Siddalingségis, “Manteswamy is our family
deity. We are all his devotees... Manteswamy tradlitsonot so common in the
Magadi region, but it is widespread in Mandya angsdte districts” (6). More
importantly, he says that Manteswamy is a Holeyadste. Thus, in his
autobiographyQoru Keri, Siddalingaiah shows that dalits have a diffelietage of
deities, unrelated to the mainstream Hindu godsgmadiesses, and that they
celebrate different kind of festivals unlike thestaHindus who celebrate Hindu

religious festivals.

Caste Hindus neither celebrate the festivals thktsccelebrate nor do they
worship the gods and goddesses related to dabiseler, it appears that as Chinna

Rao mentions about dalit religious traditions, ifiads such as Manteswamy tradition

common goddesses of every village in the southy Pinay to these Goddesses
because they keep them secure and protect thenoddimows who their husbands
are or how they look. Dalits or for that matter aaynmoner could directly
communicate with their goddess without any kindnefdiation from the priests. See
Chinna Rao Yagati’s/iriting Dalit History and Other EssaySlew Delhi: Kanishka,
2007, 131.

" All the references to Siddalingaiah are from hisohiographyQoru Keri.
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are integrated into the mainstream by the Hirfdiis.a result, this religious tradition

has gone into the control of Hindus.

On the other hand, marginalisation of the pre-modéalit religion” that
Chinna Rao mentions involves marginalisation otliggies as well. Therefore, unlike
the Hindu gods and goddesses, the deities thas dadrship do not have architectural
buildings. Unlike the Hindu deities, the dalit destare stigmatised and therefore they
usually find their habitation outside of the viliagn the roadside, on canal bridges,
under old trees and so on. This means that alotigdailits, their deities too have

been “outcast” from the Hindu dominated villagecma

On the other hand, mainstream pantheon of Hinds §jads its temples
properly built and well maintained in the village the convenience of the upper
caste people. Moreover, these temples are projestsdes of purity; hence the

people belonging to the untouchable castes arahreth entry into these temples.

On the contrary, the gods and goddesses that dalithip are free of purity-
pollution paradigm in which notions of holiness aad attributed either to the place

of worship or the “symbols” placed there. The sesfssEommunity is more important

® This process of appropriation is a recent phenememd it has come as part of the
Hindu nationalist political and religious agendaisTprocess of imposition of
Brahminical culture on others is part of Hinduishitherto non-Hindus, dalits and
other ritually and socially stimatized castes, thafo are outside the four-fold
Varnadharma of Hinduism. Anti-caste intellectugipose this process. Kancha
llaiah’s famous bookWhy | am Not a Hindelongs to this anti-caste intellectual
tradition.
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for dalits than the place of worship or symbolswdweer, these deities are quite
unpopular among Hindus. In Siddalingaiah’s villafge,example, dalits build a small
shrine or a temple for a goddess called Mari, @irtbolony. Except dalits, no one
from the village worships this goddess nor do tlvedds show any curiosity to know

who this goddess is.

Another defining feature of untouchable culturépgssession”. “Possession”
is an exclusive domain of the stigmatised commesiiike dalits. Many dalit
autobiographies give a comprehensive account afultom of “possession”. They
also delineate superstitious beliefs of dalitsirtfears and other retrogressive effects
that entaildalit deities. When someone from dalit communitisgpossessed” the
deities demand the sacrifice of a goat or a sheepbaffalo, in order to propitiate
them. Most of these dalit deities are meat-loving & is rather easy to appease them.
However, various questions pop up in one’s mindevieading the narratives of
“possession” in dalit autobiographies as to whydhstom of “possession” becomes a
part of untouchable culture and not there in thehBrinical Hindu culture. What
purpose does it serve in untouchable culture? Vhihd deities choose ritually
“impure” or untouchable women? Are the deitiesfit@on an impure clan? Mostly the
deities associated with dalit women'’s “possessare’treated by Hindus as devils or

evil spirits.

Having delineated the distinct differences betwienHindu culture and
untouchable culture, | will now define what | mdanthe term untouchable culture.
According to me, untouchable culture is that whackepts dalits’ degraded social

status as a given and their stigmatization as fatéke Chinna Rao and Kancha

119



llaiah, | argue that untouchable culture is noaatonomous and self-evolved culture
because a careful examination of its features melkes that it is indeed an ascriptive
culture like the ascriptive identities of dalitshindu society. There is ample

evidence in dalit autobiographies to substantiateargument.

Continuation of the social degradation of dalitardue, is also because of
dalits’ uncritical acceptance of the ascriptiveawtthable cultural traditions as their
own cultural legacy. Consider, for example, “MatédntPotraj”, and “Jogini”
traditions. It appears that in order to humiliatditd these traditions have been

deliberately imposed on them by the Brahminicaletgc

What makes me think that these traditions are Bhnaical impositions?
Dominant caste Hindus applaud the father of th# gial who is married to the local
deity. They provide monetary and other livelihoogsort for the parents of such
dalit girls who are made “Devadasis” and “Jogin&s. Baby Kamble discusses in her
autobiography conservative dafitselieve that these traditions are part of their
cultural legacy and consider the marriage of yodig girls with the local god a rare

privilege.

° As a response to Ambedkar’s call for dalits taraipn the stigmatized social and
cultural practices, the dalits in Baby Kamble’'dagie debate the issue of devoting
dalit girls and boys to the village gods in the eanh“Matang” and “Potraj”. The
conservative dalits who believe in purity-pollutim®ology and untouchable
subordination passionately argue in favour of thmsetices and the Ambedkarites
oppose those practices on the rational groundsc®hservative dalits maintain that
those traditions have been handed down by thegstars and, more importantly,
they say that renouncing them will cause harm ¢ovilage. At last, the rationalist
Ambedkarite dalits succeed in stopping those presti
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Even “Potraj” tradition as part of which dalit bogee devoted to local gods in
Maharashtra has strong economic reasons behiDdlits look up to the Potraj as he
Is seen as someone who shoulders the responsdiiigeding his family. Even here,
the parents of the potrajas are appreciated amdesethe blessed ones. These
traditions are first and foremost superstitious amgject dalit communities to

humiliation and their women to the worst kind okgal exploitation.

Having assessed the consequences resulting frae traitions, Ambedkar
has advocated dalits to stop indulging in all afsién maligning practices. Therefore, it
is only after the emergence of the Ambedkarite muesat that dalits’ beliefs about

“Matangi”, “Potraj”, “Jogini” and many such sociglimposed superstitious cultural
practices, have begun to change and became a sabgsrious debate in the dalit

counter-public.

As | have mentioned in the context of “Devadasid dRotraj” traditions, one
of the reasons as to why dalits have become theegoats in Hindu society is due to
their unending dependence on dominant caste Hifwddivelihood purposes.

Material deprivation, caste Hindu coercion and ssfiteus beliefs are significant
reasons for dalits’ lack of resistance to such demising traditions. Another
pertinent reason for it is internalization of pwigollution ideology. Internalization

of this ideology misleads dalits to think of thesaditions as their own and so to think
that it is their duty odharmato keep those traditions alive. The tone in whtah
illiterate dalits endorse the “Devdasi” system goad example. They also think that

it is part of theidharmato serve the village and guard the Hindus fronh guirits. It
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is this sentiment that leads them to take pridgeiving the Hindus in any which way

even if it robs them of their dignity and basic tammqualities.

Thus untouchable culture promotes ignorance, stipens and more
importantly dalits’ servitude. It is for these reas that Hindus encourage dalits to
uphold the untouchable customs. Moreover, thes®ssact in compliance with
Brahminical Hindu supremacy. They indoctrinate tdalith the feeling that Hindus
are superior to dalits and so they must treat taemmasters. Thus the ignorance of
dalits, their dependence on Hindus for materiatieend indoctrination of
Brahminical ideas make dalits willing slaves to Hiadus. Therefore, the caste

Hindus unfailingly keep a strict vigilance on dslibehaviour in public domain.

| will discuss a few instances from dalit autobiygies to show how caste-
Hindus impose their superior social status oveitgddahd also discuss the ways in
which dalits have been relegated to the sub-hur@unssin a predominantly Hindu

society.

Markers of Servitude

Untouchability is an important factor that markditdaservitude in caste
Hindu society. There are several ways in which uchability is brought into effect.
One way it is effectively enforced is through piahion of dalits’ entry into dominant
caste space—private and public. In order to regiatits to the exterior there will be
an elevated platform or threshold before each ddistéu household in villages. As

Gopal Guru says: “The dominant caste homes argmesiwith a double purpose of
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providing a secluding interior to confine their wemwithin it, and an exterior to

keep the dalits outsidé®If dalits have to enter the premises of dominaste

houses, they must stand in the courtyard and ameciheir arrival* Dalits are thus
subjected to untouchability in the dominant captces. The most common site of
such recurrent humiliation in villages is a castedd shop. When dalits go to grocery
shops in the village they are supposed to statitkicourtyard and beg the
shopkeeper to sell them what they want. Baby Kanpibteexample, presents a

detailed account of a Mahar woman'’s plight thus:

Standing in the courtyard, keeping a distance fitoenshopkeeper, she
would pull her pallav over her face and then, usihrgmost reverential
and polite terms of address, she would beg him wtittost humility to
sell her the things she wanted. “Appasab, couldplease give this
despicable Mahar woman some shikakai for one aidehalf a shell
of dry coconut with black skin?” The shopkeepehgddren would be
trickling out into the courtyard for their mornirdplutions. He would
give the innocent children lessons in social betavi‘Chabu, hey

you, can't you see the dirty Mahar woman standiege? Now don’t

19 Gopal Guru’s “Afterword” in Baby Kamble'She Prisons We Brok&hennai:
Orient Longman, 2008, 166. All the references tbyBamble and Gopal Guru are
from this book.

1 Almost all dalit autobiographies describe this fliating routine in some detail.
Bama mentions how the Naicker women make her grattiers stand away from the
threshold and drop the leftover food into theirkeds across the drainage. Urmila
Pawar delineates how she is made to stand foraawanutes outside the Brahmin
pickle vendor’s house. Not only the homes but tiaps also construct an elevated
platform in front of the shops so that dalits astricted to the exterior. Aravind
Malagatti and Siddalingaiah discuss their expegeraf untouchability at the
dominant caste shops. Malagatti is never allowedinob up the steps to check if the
merchant is not cheating him. The merchant togsethings into Malagatti’s shirt
from the entrance. When he misses to catch theyf#éfien the dust.
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you touch her. Keep your distance.” Immediately Mahar woman,
gathering her rags around her tightly so as npbttute the child,
would say, “Take care little master! Please kedstance. Don't
come too close. You might touch me and get polltt€de
shopkeeper would come out and, from a distancewtkine things into
her pallav, which she had spread out in orderd¢eive them. She
would then respectfully keep her money on the tioks That of

course did not pollute him! (14)

The Mahar woman’s body is a site of contempt fatealindus-> Not only is
she supposed to stand away from the thresholdheutnsist also take all the care not
to let the children of the shopkeeper touch heyhbondarder to avoid the children
being “polluted”. The purity-pollution ideology lda dalits to self-hate and endless
compromises. It compels dalits to take moral resjmlity to announce their
stigmatized social identity and get out of the pzth caste Hindu like how the Mahar
woman at the shop does. Hinduism thus holds daditsuntable for the caste Hindu

callousness.

It should be noted that the permeability of thecpica of untouchability is
strikingly enormous. The interface between dalig easte Hindus is marked with
untouchability. Wherever dalits encounter domireagtes they must get away from

the path in order to avoid dominant caste persamgtipolluted” by the shadow of

12 Urmila Pawar mentions in her autobiography hoiteilate shudra labour women
look at Mahar women disdainfully while walking dretroad. Even though the shudra
women too are poor and illiterate like the Mahanvea they look down upon Mahar
women and practice untouchability.
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the dalits. Baby Kamble says, “When somebody ftoen(upper) castes walked from
the opposite direction, the Mahars had to leavedhd, climb down into the

shrubbery and walk through the thorny bushes omaadside” (52).

Another important aspect of dalit servitude istdabody language in public
sphere. The folded body language of dalits in ti@ip spaces in villages denotes
their degraded social status and submission tommhicaste hegemony. Dalits have
to keep their bodies folded before dominant castple as a sign of their humble
submission to the social and ritualistic authootyhe dominant castes. As Baby
Kamble describes while walking on the road Mahamen have to “cover
themselves fully if they saw any man from the higtestes coming down the road,
and when he came close, they had to say, “The rmuMbhar women fall at your feet
master” (52). Baby Kamble says that this is likehant, which they had to repeat
innumerable times, even to a small child if it bgje to a higher caste. This is a
village custom and all dalits must oblige. If somedails to do so the entire dalit
community will have to face the wrath of dominaaste people. If a new bride who
is ignorant of such a custom does not behave istthalated manner, the dominant
caste person, Baby Kamble says, “would march s$ttaggthe Mahar chawdi,
summon all the Mahars there and kick up a big f¥8k0, just tell me, who the hell
is that new girl? Doesn’t she know that she hdste down to the master? Shameless
bitch! How dare she passes me without showing dsperct?’ ” (52-53). Then the
girl's father-in-law and other elderly people frahe community would fall at the

dominant caste man’s feet in utter supplication laegl for mercy. After repeated
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pleas and asking forgiveness the dominant castewoatd warn them not to

transgress their limits agatn.

Thus even the new bride’s ignorance can cause twadalits. They cannot
afford to be ignorant of such customs. Not shovadng respect to the dominant caste
people is considered a crime in villages. Not anliYlaharastra but in other places
also dalits are supposed to follow a certain kihdamly language when they
encounter dominant caste people in public spacddafhgaiah, for example,
narrates how he has been taught to salute the dobgaste people. Whenever he
encounters them he would bow down before them apd‘Blamaskara Swamy”.
Thus the caste Hindus strictly enforce the praafogntouchability and demeaning
social identity of dalits through some of thesetooss and codes of body language.
Dalits are threatened of punishment if they doauoiform to the purity-pollution

ideology.

It is inevitable to ask then—What makes dalits attieeir ascribed
demeaning social status and behave subservierftyebihe dominant castes? How
far does dalits’ dependence on dominant casteedar and work subject them to

such humiliation?

3 The dominant caste person reprimands them salyirgg tit is all this food that you
get free of cost that has made you forget yourgplan't it?...What do you take us
for? Are we Mahars like you or do you take us faive children? Daring to pass by
me without bowing! Think twice before doing any Buhing again!” (Baby Kamble,
The Prisons We Brok€hennai: Orient Longman, 2008, 53.) Siddalingaah’
grandmother also begs forgiveness when Siddalihgaiahis childhood, accidentally
touches a dominant caste man on the road.
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Dalits’ dependence on dominant caste people isiatatal one. Dalits are
structurally tied up with dominant caste peopl®iitage set up economically,
culturally and socially. Dalits’ dependence on degninant castes for the leftover
food and other livelihood sources seems to sulijectialits to perpetual submission
to the dominant castes. llliterate dalits who haien the traditional Brahminical
belief system tend to believe that it is part @itldharma(duty) to be subservient to
the Hindus at the cost of their self-respect. Thiaws of the new bride, for example,
reinforce their faith in the supremacy of domineaste by brainwashing her thus:
“They are our masters, do you understand? We naleive according to our custom,
that’s our religion!” (Kamble 54) What kind of cests and religion are they that
support dalits’ dehumanization? Have they beenmalie or ascribed? | think that
untouchable customs have been mostly ascribedstiimade. They appear more
like conditions for dalits’ survival in villages hEse customs, | think, reflect
Brahminical imposition of a “social pact” betweealits and dominant caste Hindus. |
believe that Dalits’ subservience is due to theatemnal deprivation and the

untouchable customs.

It has been both the materialistic reasons andrt@uchable customs that
contribute or influence dalits’ social behavioudaervitude in society. Untouchable
customs endorse dominant caste supremacy, putiiytipa ideology and dalits’
servitude. They cannot motivate dalits to fightfifeedom and self-respect. It appears
that the untouchable customs are by design incapdlzjuestioning dominant caste
oppression of dalits. Therefore, | argue that chiételu supremacy and untouchable
culture are not in conflict with each other butytlage rather in consonance with each

other. Let us see the consequences of this comuen dalits.
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As a consequence of this confluence, dalits tenatéonalise purity-pollution
ideology and believe in their degraded social statnd dominant caste supremacy.
The basis for dalits’ demeaning body language ilipispace lies in the untouchable
culture that approves of dalits’ demeaning sodatius. For example, the moment the
Yeskar Mahdf* enters the feudal space, he bends his back inunafiche upper
caste and rings a bell to announce his arrivaténpublic sphere. In his “Afterword”
to Baby Kamble’s autobiography, Gopal Guru arghes the “public space” has a
diminishing impact on the Yeskar Mahar. He saysalislr's body begins to undergo
painful compression because the public spherecigped by the upper caste
presence, both physical and metaphysical. The Mahmossessed by the fear of the
upper caste, who keeps scaring him even if therl&tnot physically present in the
public sphere” (165). Dalits participation in thiaditional village duties thus results

in depletion of dalits’ moral capacity to assedittdignity in public sphere.

Baby Kamble says that the higher castes have creatélusion among the
Mahars that the Yeskar's stick is like a royal staaich Yeskar, she says, considers
this stick as a mark of honour for his family. Yaskluty and Yeskar stick are
symbols of honour in untouchable culture and sgcill the Mahar families share
the Yeskar duty every year. The family with sixtdeshare, for instance, becomes the
Yeskar Mahar for six months and the remaining mewoththe year would be divided

among other families. Baby Kamble says: “The neahmeceives the stick with great

4 Yeskar Mahar is both an embodiment of untouchgbiiocial degradation in

public space and a symbol of status in dalit spgeskar Mahar is supposed to serve
the caste Hindus in village and accept leftovedfand carcasses as payment for his
services. Yeskar Mahar holds a stick with a bédicited to it and wears a black
blanket as a marker of his identity. Similarly, Makvomen are identified by the
copper bangles that they are forced to wear asaditreir Mahar identity.
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pride. His wife would worship it with haldi and ki&omm and pray to it with folded
hands (77).” Yeskar duty is thus considered an iapmb aspect of untouchable
culture. In this manner, dalits worship the symladltheir stigmatization and

humiliation.

If Yeskar Mahar’s stick and black blanket indichig stigmatized and
degraded social status in caste Hindus spacejril@ate respectful position in
Maharwada. | think it is because of the positiviuwral image of the Yeskar Mahar in
untouchable culture that, “[tlhe Maharwada woubdeghim the confidence to use his
black blanket, which he would use for collectinfideer food, like the black attire of
a modern barrister:® Gopal Guru further says that “[tlhe moment he ette¢he
maharwada, his chest would swell with pride. He Mdwirl his moustache and clear
his throat as if he was a very important man. Hise changes from infrasonic to
supersonic” (165). Thus the untouchable customsersedractices, attitudes and

behaviour patterns that need to be condemnediinlized society.

But, does all of this indicate dalits’ “culturalmgensus” regarding practices
emanating from the purity-pollution ideology in lunsm? Or, can we see this as an
ascripted social and cultural phenomenon? Apparehdeems there is a consensus
among the dalits about their subordinate stattisarvillage. But this “consensus” is
forced upon dalits. It signifies dalits’ helplessa@nd fear of the loss of livelihood

resources and social ostracism from the villagdoéts not signify the total approval

of the caste system and Hindu culture. However esscholars like Louis Dumont

15 see Gopal Guru’s Afterword in Baby Kamblel$ie Prisons We Brok€hennai:
Orient Longman, 20Q8L65.
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and Michael Moffat have interpreted the interndl@aof purity-pollution ideology
and acceptance of dalits’ subordinate status agralitonsensus. There is caste
hierarchy among dalits too but even the topmost daste does not expect or
command this kind of subservient behaviour fronirteebordinate castes. | argue

that this “consensus” is out of fear but not outasfpect for such a system.

Ghan Shyam Shah, a social scientist, maintainsstiratlars who follow the
“culturological structure-function paradigm” asseat dalits share “cultural
consensus” with upper-caste Hindus. A prominentlksehn this area, Louis Dumont,
argues that hierarchy can be apprehended as a/pasitue and therefore it could be
satisfying for actors throughout the system, eweritiose at the bottofi.Following

this theoretical framework, Michael Moffat argues:

Untouchables do not necessarily possess distidittrent
social and cultural forms as a result of their posiin the system.
They do not possess a separate subculture. Theyadetached or
alienated from the “rationalization” of the systenThey recreate
among themselves the entire set of institutionsraniled relations
from which they have been excluded by the highstesaby reason of
their extreme lowness. Replication is a strongdicetor of cultural

consensus than complementarity, since it operategwihe

16 See Ghan Shyam Shah, Balit Identity and PoliticsPelhi: Sage, 2007, 26.
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untouchable subset of castes, where the poweediigher castes does

not directly operaté’

It is important to remember that Brahminical cudtjustifies and defends the
caste system for its benefit and to the othersiment. In order to suppress resistance
to it, it imposes the hegemonic values on dalitganous ways. One way in which it
does this with regard to dalits is by bringing afbwence between the hegemonic
Hindu culture and the untouchable culture. A cdreramination of the untouchable
culture helps trace the consequences of such &ueogt. Instead of looking at this
confluence as an imposition from the above, sorhelacs have understood it as the
“cultural consensus”. The “Cultural consensus” tiydails to distinguish between the
forms of hegemonic impositions and the distinctrabteristics of anti-caste cultural

traditions among dalits and other marginalised psdi

We must note that foreign scholars who observestudly Indian caste system
come to understand the system and its diverseiggadh an overtly objective or
abstract manner. They come to study the “field"ihgbeen informed by an already
existing body of knowledge on Indian social struetand its institutions which

rationalise the caste systéiSome feel, therefore, that the caste system iscae

" Quoted in Ghan Shyam Shah, Bdlit Identity and PoliticsPelhi: Sage, 2007, 26.

18 Read Gail Omvedt'Seeking Begumpura: The Social Vision of Anticaste
Intellectuals.New Delhi: Navayana, 2008, for a comprehensiveetstdnding of the
alternate cultural traditions.

19 Anti-caste intellectuals like Phule and Ambedkavédpointed out the distortions in
the mainstream knowledge domain and Indian histoingy have reinterpreted the
social institutions, Indian history and culturefeiently. The mainstream theories and
studies on caste system do not take these ané-rdstlectuals’ reinterpretations or
reconstructions of Indian history into considenatihile understanding the ancient
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institution that has the “consensus” of all casted “rationalization” at various levels
of the stratified social system. This observatias heen held up by many scholars as
they have viewed, among the lower castes, the tperaf “the entire set of
institutions and ranked relations from which theyé been excluded by the higher

castes by reason of extreme lowné%as a replication by conscience and choice.

This view is rather contentious and it has alrelaglgn contested by some
social scientists like Robert Diliege, Kathleen Gloand Joan Mencher. We need to
recognize the phenomenon of “replication” of theiabgradation as an intractable
imposition of the system on the lower castes byrtitiag caste elite as it is essential
for the caste system to survive and manage thadiunabe groups without much
difficulty because such a phenomenon would restainkind of resistance to the
caste hegemony. It appears that the studies otutaiconsensus” theory have not

taken history of resistance to the Brahminicale&strarchy into cognizance.

Therefore, some scholars hold “the consensus thedrg a view from
above.” Robert Diliege, Kathleen Gough and JoandWien contest the “consensus
theory” and provide us with a much larger picturéhe subject and argue that the

untouchable communities do not support the ratinatbn of inequities and of the

and modern Indian history and the caste systethigrdissertation, | have drawn
insights from the anti-caste epistemology, in otdeunderstand caste system and its
institutions. This would inevitably mean a propadarstanding of the nature of
dalits’ submission and resistance to the brahmiiciaste system. Therefore, | make a
critical evaluation of some of the mainstream thleofon caste system) which
influence the understanding of dalit emancipation.

0 Ghan Shyam Shah, ebalit Identity and PoliticsPelhi: Sage, 2007, 26.
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fate of the soul after death. Above all, as Joander argues “those at the bottom of

the hierarchy have less need to rationalize itguites.*

Moreover, the dominant caste monopoly of natursbueces, wealth,
knowledge and power threatens dalits to behavedardance with the Hindu social
and cultural ethos. Consequently, dalits have belegated to the bottom of the
social hierarchy and remain perennially dependerthe mercy of the caste Hindus
for their survival. It is this fear, helplessnessl @eprivation that forces dalits to
emulate the dominant castes despite the factithraposes systemic violence on

dalits. Dalit autobiographies testify this fact.

The material deprivation and the systemic humdiaf dalits shape the
untouchable culture. This is one of the main reasmto why the untouchable culture
does not motivate dalits to revolt against the Hiedcial and cultural ethos. It
encourages dalits to be subservient to Hindus @apépetually depend on the Hindus
for their livelihood. Consequently, dalits have haebjected to social stigma and
relegated to dehumanising physical and mental tiondi Among the several
markers that indicate dalits’ subjection to slayéingir acceptance of the leftovers (be
it clothes, food or anything), due to their poveftpm the dominant castes is the
most significant one. Offering the leftover fooddalits is culturally built into the

caste system and the same has made way into thectiaile customs in villages.

L For more details on this subject see Ghan Shyah’S introduction irDalit
Identity and Politics
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Balutedarsystemi? in Maharashtra an@jmani system in North India are classic

examples in this regard.

These systems of enslavement make dalits servldaten them to the
charity of dominant castes. According to theseesyst each dalit family has to have
a pact with a dominant caste family to carry ouhldomestic and agricultural work.
For doing such tasks, dalits will be paid with ¢eftrs— either it is leftover food at
homes or leftover grains in the agricultural fietdshe landlords. Baby Kamble

writes of this in her autobiography:

In the morning, the Mahars would have to go onaratp sweep the
pandal clean. Again the leftover food from the jas night would be
given to them. The dal, the sweet puran and otfieg$ would have
been spoilt by this time. Yet Mahar women wouldgdinis home in

huge clay pots placed over their heads and eatriehow (77)

Begging for leftover food is not confined only teakhrashtra. Aravind
Malagatti, Omprakash Valmiki and Bama also desdifileeprevalence of such
practices in other parts of the country. Escapenfiltis practice seems impossible
unless dalits renounce the untouchable customsemott against the Hindu

oppressive social order. For example, even thoughilel Pawar’s father has hated

?2|n the Balutedar system, dalits are entitled dalgast off clothes or the cloth that is
used for wrapping the corpse. Stale bakris, deadads are given away to the Mahar
of the sixteenth share or a Yeskar Mahar. The hotigee Mahar of the sixteenth
share buzzes with activity. The dried meat strijgstmought inside the house and
stacked in heaps. Women would spend the day ditimgneat pieces.
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this begging tradition and moved to the city inrsbaf self-respect, his elder son’s

family who continues to stay in village does natagee this systemic humiliation.

However, it must be noted that dalits who consslipdistance themselves
from the untouchable culture tend to search fonaes of freedom, autonomy and
equality while others who repose faith in the ustmble culture tend to suffer the

age-old humiliation and oppression.

Just as the Hindu religion deprives dalits of dasggurity and material well
being, the untouchable culture too deprives theth@imoral courage to fight against
the social and political injustice. It will not lag exaggeration to say that dalits
survive in the village because they do not quedtierHindu culture and the
hegemonic village nornf3.Dallits live a dehumanized life in villages depemwgon
the mercy of the landlords’ families for food amngelihood. They live there as if they
are outsiders, undeserving of wealth, respect anthhity. In other words, caste

Hindus live like masters and dalits live like slag®

23 In Urmila Pawar’s autobiography, we come acrosistance where a dominant
caste person washes his cattle in the water cagahnfior dalits’ drinking water.
Dalits come to know of this and some of them gtitriated but due to lack of
courage to question the dominant caste people kibey quiet and agree to forget
what has happened. One of the fears lurking i th@ids if they make it an issue is
social ostracism. See Urmila Pawartse Weave of My Life: A Dalit Woman’s
Memoir, Kolkata: Stree, 20@5. This fear is very common for dalits and it agpko
all dalit communities across the country. Even tiigitAmbedkar has led the historic
Mahad satyagraha to transform this fear into rastst and politicized dalits’ right to
natural resources and went to the extent of wintliegegal battle on this issue, as
many of the dalit autobiographies show, dalitd stiffer from the prohibition of
access to the water resources in villages.

%4 It is for this reason that Ambedkar has advocaiis to evict villages and migrate
to cities where they can experience certain degireaonymity and freedom.
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A Critical Evaluation of Untouchable Cultural Traditions

Some of the major fallouts of the most demeanirtguchable cultural
traditions that subject dalits to structural huatibn are the Potraj and Devadasi
systems. Baby Kamble describes in her autobiograpltty the Potraj and Devadasi
traditions, which bring disrespect to dalit S8IDuring the Ambedkarite movement, a
mass mobilization against this system takes plgeng the dalits themselves arise
differences of opinion on the elimination of thev@dasi system. Conservative
Mahars oppose the efforts to demobilize commort dadisses from this system. The
conservative Mahars, who have internalised theegti the caste system and purity-
pollution ideology, defend the system by elevattrgpiritually and taking pride in
this tradition. They argue that marriage of a dailit with the God is a rare privilege,
while the Ambedkarite Mahars argue that this elewais a reduction of a human

being to the worst form of exploitatih.

This system is still in practice in remote areagafnataka and Andhra
Pradesh. Aravind Malagatti describes the pligithefyoung dalit girls whose lives
are ruined by the dehumanising Jogini system im&iaka. To ritualise and to
mobilise social consent for the Jogini system jdigini women are made to practise

the ritual of begging twice every week in the \gka Thus, the women in these

% In the Devadasi system, young dalit girls are redreither to a god or goddess.
This ritual gives a social sanction for the sexaadloitation of these girls by the caste
Hindus of the village. In the Potraj tradition, lelest boys from dalit families are
devoted to the village deity. These boys are tchinebeg from higher castes by going
from house to house. They are taught the crafegfimg while playing dimdi, a
musical instrument and praising the higher castes.

%% For a critical evaluation of the changes in daliture see Gopal Guru’s
“Afterword” to Baby Kamble’sThe Prisons We Brok&€hennai: Orient Longman,
2008
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traditions are condemned to subsist on beggingsabpbcted to the worst kind of

sexual exploitation.

Potraj tradition is another dehumanising tradiiimposed on Mahars in
Maharashtra. Potraj%(sare legitimate beggars who go around begging fritlage to
village. The eldest sons in Mahar families wouldbffered to the village deity as
“potrajas”. “To offer the son agsghyaor potrajais considered a great honour and
prestige for the family,” says Baby Kamble (19). &/would the potrajas do? What
sort of recognition and respect do they enjoy llages? The fact that only dalit
communities offer their children as devadasis,fj@yand potrajas proves that these
traditions are social impositions on dalits. Butywdo illiterate dalits in remote areas

sacrifice their children to these dehumanisingiti@us?

As Baby Kamble says, “For Mahar families, givingagvthe child in the
service of the deity would sort out the probleneafning a livelihood. It was like
making a provision for generations to come.” (1Bu3 there is an element of poverty
too involved in the illiterate dalits’ acceptandeleese traditions. Apart from this,
there is a huge hype created around the Joginia@si and Potraj custorfisLet me

show in some detail as to how these customs ar&iged and surrounded with a lot

%" Like the women in the Jogini tradition are caljedathis, those men who are
ritualistically devoted to the village deity ardled potrajas.

%8 Potrajas are decorated in a specific style. Ttreefeof the child would teach his son
how to carry on his head tldevhara how to dance, bend and revolve balancing its
weight; and how to sing the prayer to the motheldgss; how to conduct tlibupa
arti, beating the brass ring worn on his thumb to kgthm. For a detailed
description of this tradition, see Baby Kamble’'sodingraphy,The Prisons We
Broke,Chennai: Orient Longman, 2008, 19-21.
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of hype as if these are symbols of honour. In ldolsiography, Baby Kamble

delineates how Potrajas are trained and respentedgdalit communities.

The child’s training in the “art” of being a Potajould begin when he is
seven years of age. The first Tuesday in Ashadhasen to initiate the son into the
ritual. The relatives, Baby Kamble writes, “gazqubn the child, now become a
potraja, with eyes brimming with admiration anddo¥Among the Mahars, there was
great respect for the boy who became potraja. Mstiveuld show the “child-
potraja” as a role model for their young sons” (Z1fdemeaning tradition such as this
and the Yeskar Mahar duty have been valorized altmlxfed by dalits as a special
“privilege” and “honour” until Ambedkar has decomnstted such demeaning cultural

practices and advocated dalits to stop such pesctic

These untouchable cultural traditions and ritualsehmade the emancipatory
goal of dalits even more difficult as they prevdalits to unite against Hinduism.
More importantly, they have helped contain dalitghim the Hindu fold by making
them participate in the festivals. Urmila Pawasrative of the celebration of Holi
comes to mind in this regard. Mahars participaténis festival very enthusiastically.
The main reason for their participation was thahkta too have a role to play in the

preparations for the festival.

Indeed the festival preparations begin with Mahkris. considered the duty of
the Mahars to go to the forest and bring the steantee to plant in front of the
village temple. Their role ends with bringing tlog ko the temple from the forest.

The rest of the preparations would be carried guhb caste Hindus of the village.
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Even though Mahars have such a limited role irfélséval preparations, Mahars
consider it a big honour for their community. Nowdé the latter part of the
preparations are Mahars allowed to participatethactaste Hindus take over the
entire celebrations. They remain mute spectatotieofest of the celebrations.
Mahars are kept away from pulling tretham God'’s carrier. They are made to sit far
away from the caste Hindus when dramas on Hindinohytyy are performed in the
village, during the festival celebrations. Notwitdrgding the humiliation meted out to
Mahars in the festival, they again “participatetmwequal degree of enthusiasm in the

next year’s celebrations.

What we find in this festival is an unequal papation of different castes and
the social discrimination of dalits. Thus the Hirfdativals render the traditional
social practices legitimate and uphold the Brahoahideology. What kind of an
honour is there in bringing the logs from forest@ded, in the name of honour, the
social roles and caste stigma are “ritualized”. Sthe Hindu rituals and festivals

publicly humiliate or dishonour dalits by makingeth do the demeaning acts.

Another act of public humiliation and dishonouirignaking dalit women
exhibit the upper part of their body in public. ésfival calledOkuli has been
celebrated in Karnataka. Describing this custommisrautobiography titled,
Government Brahmand/lalagatti says: “There are interesting equatiogtsveen the
traditions of the village and the traditions of thidouchables. These equations work

to the detriment of dalits and to the advantagetioérs” ¢2).%° In the guise of having

29 All the references to Aravind Malagatti are frois utobiographyGovernment
Brahmana

139



given a role to the dalits in the affairs of thibage, they put their lives in a fix—like
areca nuts placed between the twin blades of areytind slice them up. Opinions of
dalit women are divided regarding t@é&uli like the opinion of dalit men about the
Devadasi system in Maharashtra. Some women feeldelehile others don't. In this

festival, Malagatti says

[d]alit women had to remove their blouses and veemlugachche, a
lower garment worn above the kneecaps, hemmedytight! tucked
into the waist band. A sari was worn to cover tlesivand the loose
end of it was used to cover the head. These woraéndhold several
long branches of the lakky tree... standing oppdkise women were
non-dalit and non-brahmin men, who also wore andugfaes and had
a big sack waterproofed with sticky raala and seréheir shoulders.
This group usually comprised the notorious elemehtke village...
the men filled their sacks with yellow-and- redanaled water and
splashed it with force on the women. The women vegpeected to
dodge and beat up the men with the long caneshtblelyin their
hands. This was a sort of traditional sport. Asrttem splashed
coloured water on the women repeatedly, the worhesed them to
take revenge, not bothering about their wet boaliesloose end of
their sari falling down from their heads. Their vbetdies, breasts and
thighs—all bared to give free entertainment tol#oderous audience

and the lustful players. (42-43)
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Malagatti says that the numerous decrepit pitsraddhe temples in his
village will stand witnesses to the past glorie©&tili even today. He observes that
the villagers believe th&kuli has to be celebrated every year. Otherwise, there
would be no rain — crops would be infested withtpesd the village would be
plagued by diseases aStani Malagatti opines that the dalit men and women who
fear these superstitions, would fall prey to tharthe name of tradition. When
Malagatti narrates this tradition to his friend,amvas doing a Ph. D., he brings
another tradition prevailing in his village to Mgétti’s notice. It is a game likekuli.
Even here, dalit women are necessary, and the gamt® be held before

Hanumantha, the bachelor god. Malagatti describaeshis autobiography:

In this game both male and female had to be nudelance together.
Following this the female had to sit on the makdisulders, peel a
plantain and put it into his mouth. When the makedtto bite it she
had to pull it away. Both of them would lick theaptain and later it
would be eaten up by the upper caste male. Thisaveagnificant

aspect of this tradition. (44)

All these aspects of untouchable culture pointhmyt dalits have been forced
to take pride in the demeaning social roles andyquxically, they are thus
encouraged to celebrate the public nudity of deditnen as sexual objects. These
traditions expose dalit women to more risks anaerdbilities. These traditions cater
to dominant caste men’s lust for dalit women'’s lesdi argue that Dalits’ humiliation
is thus structurally built into the caste systero.plt it differently, these negative

roles symbolise dalits’ subjection to humiliationHinduism.
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Another tradition that is equally dangerous or ide¢ntal to dalit women is
“possession”. It is widely believed that a trulyo§sessed” woman will not bother
about her actual physical conditions. Therefor@ydanmindful of their clothes,
where they are and what they are doing, dalit wotaad to get “possessed” with

spirits and dance in public.

As many authors have shown in the dalit autobidgesp generally ghosts
“possess” women more than men. And this ritualfsedde of “possession” gets
repeated quite often in dalit streets as many@fplossessed” women belong to dalit
communities. From the very early days Dalit chitdvéitness “possession” and they
get quite excited when they watch this drama. B&ynble says, “We kids used to
rush from place to place to see women getting [gsgsk It wasn’t an ordinary thing,

getting possessed. The screams would be heardaftony distance” (22).

The entire drama of dalit women’s possession gathdr animated with the
Potraja’s rhythmic beating of his dimdi, a musicetrument! That would arouse
curiosity and create a commotion in dalit stredthy do “untouchables” entertain
such a regressive tradition? It seems the spatt‘{ossesses” Mahar women
demands them to offer their male children to the @e “Potraja”. Thus these
untouchable customs cause a lot of harm to dalbh&mand rivet dalit communities

to superstitious thinking and make them victimstagmatization.

Whatever may be the reason for Dalit women’s “pssie®”, it serves the
purpose of Brahminical social agenda quite wellt didy do the untouchable cultural

traditions prove detrimental to untouchable commiesibut the dominant castes
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make use of these traditions to stigmatize and melize dalits. These superstitions
keep the “untouchables” under perpetual ignorancesacial servility and aid the

Brahmins and other “twice-born” jatis to exploieth.

There may be several factors that incite or prowtdé women’s
“possession”— their poverty, sexual exploitationgriliation, oppression, domestic
violence, frustration, hunger and so on. This sstfi@n has continued in
Maharashtra until Ambedkar has awakened the dabits the superstitions.
Ambedkar appeals to dalit women to stop being ateskabout the superstitiots.
Instead, he asks them to take the responsibiliseatling their children to school so
that they can pioneer a new beginning for daliifeit Thus Ambedkar initiates a

cultural transformation among dalit communities.

Having been exposed to Ambedkarite philosophyt ealiers are beginning
to deconstruct these traditions so as to condeem #ind produce an incisive critique
of the age-old untouchable cultural traditions. B&lamble, for instance, critically
analyses the untouchable customs and rituals peeby the Mahar community.
Being aware of the dehumanising conditions of Malmasulting from Hinduism,

Baby Kamble records her annoyance with them ireléwbiography thus:

Hindu philosophy had discarded us as dirt and thrasvinto their

garbage pits, on the outskirts of the village. Wed in the filthiest

% Following Ambedkar's message, dalit writers hagermwriting against the
untouchable cultural practices which are othenlisieg flaunted by others as signs
of Indian social and cultural diversity.

143



conditions possible. Yet Hindu rites and ritualgevéearest to our
hearts. For our poor helpless women, the haldi-kumia their tiny
boxes was more important than even a mine fukkwkls. We
desperately tried to preserve whatever bits of Hicualture we
managed to lay our hands on. And yet no one tdedterstand us.
Our minds somehow kept on hoping against the hopet-we too
would be able to live like the upper castes, thagdgo would be able
to enjoy wealth like the Patil’s wife and practibe same rituals as
them. But when our very bodies were consideredhMess, who was

going to spare a thought about our minds? (18).

As Baby Kamble points out, dalits tend to beligvatthey could achieve
higher social status and respectability throughetimilation of dominant caste rituals
and habits. Thus the untouchable culture standenmpliance with Brahminical
Hindu hegemony. All that it seeks to achieve méshe time is caste Hindu
sympathy and charity which amounts to leaving ehaogm for the Hindus to

humiliate and exploit dalits.

Turning Point: Emergence of Dalit Culture

Ambedkar’s anti-caste movement gives rise to alliebe dalit culture. Dalit
culture is fundamentally opposite to the untouckailture, hence, it defies deity-
centric rituals, untouchability, purity-pollutiodeology, ascripitve caste identities,

and brahminism.
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In the following few pages, | will describe the memt of transition from the
regressive untouchable culture to the self-asgpdatit culture effected through

Ambedkar.

In order to enlighten dalits, Ambedkar himself /oacross Maharashtra in the
1930s and the 40s. In one of the meetings orgaamiséejuri, a pilgrimage of god
Khandoba, Ambedkar makes the following appeal thdia who have come to the

jatra. Baby Kamble recounts Ambedkar’s speech thus:

‘My brothers and sisters, all you folks, includitige old men, women
and children who have come to Jejuri from far déices. You walked
barefoot for eight to ten days to get here. Whildre way, you were
tired, your feet ached,...yet you kept on walking &ndlly reached
Jejuri. Why? Because you wanted to see your fadalfy Khandoba.
But tell me, did Khandoba see you?... Did he seg gaffering?...Do
you know something? You don’t worship god; you vinjpsyour
ignorance! Generations after generations of Mahave ruined
themselves with such superstitions. And what hategot in return

from this god?’ (64)

Ambedkar’s speech creates a shock among the Makdhey do not expect
to hear any such criticism on their household glog, too from a person of their own
community. Ambedkar appeals to the dalit womenite gp the superstitions and
take up the role educating their children. He s&@sir women have had a major role

in being superstitious, but I'm sure they will ngive up these superstitions and take
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a lead in educating their children. They will hakie honour of being the first to take
this step forward. Let all our women take this si@®). Ambedkar’s tells them to
discard all such customs that strengthen theirrgmze. He asks them to stop eating

carcasses and stop cleaning the filth of the \éllag

Having made them think critically about the traalit@l caste duties and
superstitions, Ambedkar asks dalits to part withghperstitious caste beliefs and

think about new ways of living. He says:

From now onwards you have to follow a differentpatou must
educate your children. Divorce your children froodg Teach them
good things. Send them to schools. The resultsbeithere for you to
see. When your children begin to be educated, goundition will start
improving. Your family, your life will improve. Youchildren will
bring you out of this hell. We are humans. We, tae the right to

live as human beings. (65)

After listening to Ambedkar’s speech, “the youngj\asts, under the
influence of Babasaheb’s ideas, started enrolheg thildren in schools en masse,”
Baby Kamble says (106). People begin to discusslase@minate Ambedkar’'s
message to their counterparts in the villages. Wiibt of vigour and enthusiasm they
go on repeating to people about educating all Mahddren and reforming the

community. Mahars take the lead in parting withuh&uchable customs and

asserting their human dignity.
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After listening to Ambedkar, Urmila Pawar’s fathiarkaw, for instance, has
vowed never to perform the traditiodharki duties. Urmila Pawar, in her
autobiographyThe Weave of My Lifevrites that “[t]his probably was at the root of
his sense of self-respect” (159). Thus the untobleheustoms have been renounced

in Maharashtra after Ambedkar’s repeated appedlsetaalits.

Ambedkar thus motivates dalits to revolt againststigmatised caste duties
and to eradicate the untouchable cultural traditiéambedkar’s ideas could radically
transform dalit lives and guide dalits towards dle® and an autonomous dalit
culture which is fundamentally opposed to the Hibéliefs and customs. Such a
transformation marks the emergence of dalit cultwionly in Maharashtra but also
in other states. Dalits have achieved this transétion through various methods, viz.
through religious conversion, through embracing emody, migration to cities, so on
and so forth. It should be noted that dalit culisra a state of transition and it is yet
incomplete. To mark the areas of change in dakisliand in their culture, | will

describe a few instances that reflect the distessrof dalit culture.

As part of this transformation towards a distinalittculture, dalits in
Maharashtra begin to celebrate Ambedkar’s Jayamtiihe day of the traditional
Hindu New Year. Dalits declare that they would oelebrateGudhi Padvathe
traditional Hindu New Year; instead, they resolveelebrate 14 April as the day of
their new year. Baby Kamble says that on this dalits would buy new clothes,
clean their houses, decorate their courtyards raitigoli, cookpuran polj a sweet
dish, and invite people from all the eighty-foultages for a festive lunch. Different

kinds of musical instruments would be played os thay and in the evening bullock-
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carts would be decorated with Ambedkar’s photogiaghont of the carts. Baby
Kamble described one such occasion thus: “A batme-halgi, lezim and ghumki
troupes — walked in front of the cart with the kihellad boys following behind. The
visitors followed them. The procession passed tindhe town and people watched it

in stunned surprise” (112).

Overwhelming presence of the guests in the daktestand in procession
reflects a jatra in Phaltan town. People of Malmmmunity begin to work with “one
voice and one mind” as Baby Kamble expresses. iShalty, she thinks “the entire
community grew in strength. One body with one so{dl13). The invited speakers
from the cities would address the community whegall participants too would share
their feelings and thoughts on the changes takismgepn the dalit community. The
school-going Mahar children would enthusiasticatlyne up on the dais and sing
songs against the gods that they have previoustghiped in ignorance and praises
would be showered on Ambedkar. Mahars believeithait Ambedkar who finally
breathed life into the lifeless statues, the Matwenmunity.” Thus, this day, Baby

Kamble says, “Symbolize[s] the celebration of theisof Bhim” (127).

Dalits were thus beginning to change slowly andditg. They discard the
loincloth of their children and begin dressing themin pyjamas. They start cutting
the hair of their young daughters in English styllee youth play a more radical and
responsible role for the burgeoning changes. T&oou of eating dead animals
begins to cease. This is a result of new awakengh has begun to take shape after

dalits start engaging with Ambedkar’s ideas.
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In order to provide an egalitarian cultural pathdalits, Ambedkar starts
discussing the idea of conversion with them. Temtm® after Ambedkar’s
declaration about conversion, and after makinga@sfit efforts to awaken the public
conscience, Ambedkar participates in a conferencg@®May 1936 in Madras, to
discuss the idea of conversion with dalits. In tt@tference, he asks the gathering as

to how many persons are willing to leave the Hifald.*

He also explains in that conference that each e@asteng the “Untouchables”
needs to think and come to their own judgementamversion. Ambedkar says: “In
order to materialize the problem of conversiois itery necessary to judge public
opinion. And | believe, public opinion judged thghumeetings of each caste
separately will be more representative and relitiida the opinion arrived at through

a common meeting of all the Untouchables.” (116)

Ambedkar seems to have realised that, unlike Mahaagy others did not
understand the necessity for conversion. So, veldtiressing the conference in
Madras, he says: “For a common man this subjecbioversion is very important but
also very difficult to understand... It is not aasg task to satisfy the common man on
the subject of conversion. Hence, it is difficatlring the idea of conversion into

reality, unless you are all satisfied” (117).

Having understood Ambedkar’s concern, Mahars distiie idea of

conversion in villages and towns across MaharasBtahy Kamble, Urmila Pawar

31 See Hari Narke et al, comp., and @&t., Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings and
Speechesvol. 17, Part 3, Mumbai: Government of Maharash2003, 115.
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and Vasant Moon describe this phenomenon in theabéographies. These
discussions reflect the disparate opinions of Mahaaby Kamble mentions that
during the year 1938-39, the Mahar chawdi wouldfbwe with people. In those
days, she writes that “Dr. Ambedkar was the mosbidieed topic for discussion

among the Mahars” (106).

Further Baby Kamble writes, “the chawdi startediggta newspaper and
reports of Baba’'s public meetings and speechesbiegae read out to the public”
(206). Thus, thorough discussions on Ambedkar’'asdend activities including the
subject of conversion have taken place among theakéebefore they decide to
convert to Buddhism along with Ambedkar. HenceGagpal Guru rightly argues in
the “Afterword” to Baby Kamble’s autobiographihe Prisons We Broké,is wrong
on the part of Indian historians to argue that Adkae has imposelis decision of
Buddhist conversion on dalits. While analyzing significance of Maha€hawdi,

Gopal Guru argues thus:

As the [Baby Kamble’s] autobiography shows, thevatizas the Dalit
public sphere has played an important role in gomisty the distorted
reading of Ambedkar's movement in Maharashtra.éx@ample, the
reference to Buddhist conversion in Kamble’s stirgllenges the
biased reading of some of the scholars, accordinghbm dalit
conversion to Buddhism was Ambedkar’s personalsitati To put it
more bluntly, it would suggest that Ambedkar immgb#®e decision of

conversion on the dalits from Maharashtra. (163}164
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This kind of an ahistorical reading, Gopal Guruugsg, might suggest that the
common dalit had no moral responsibility to ownthgir decision of conversion. He
shows Baby Kamble’s autobiography as a testimonghvprovides evidence to the

contrary.

After conversion, dalits experience a change iir then self-image. Before
conversion, not only the society but dalits tooduseperceive themselves as
“inferior” to the dominant caste Hindus. But aftemversion, they no longer believe
that they are “untouchables” nor do they uncriticatcept the domination of caste
Hindus. | feel this is a significant change in terafi their socio-cultural and political

subjectivity that came with conversion.

As Baby Kamble says Ambedkar’s struggles yieldehesvels—humanity,
education and the religion of the Buddha for daffise says that “[b]y giving us this
religion [Buddhism], Baba led us back into the ¢tdur real mother from whom we

had been estranged for so long” (122).

Baby Kamble says: “It was as if Ambedkar was theé geople had come to
pray to, for bringing about a change in their livgg8). Like Phule, Ambedkar too
advocated a simple low-cost marriage procedurey Baimble’s marriage was
conducted according to Ambedkar’s idea of a simpderiage ceremony. After the
conversion into Buddhism, however, dalits begacoleduct marriage rituals
according to the Buddhist tradition. Urmila Pawamarriage was conducted in a

Buddhist fashion as both her parents and in-lamsexed to Buddhism. She
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describes the transition of dalits from the old ddirstyle marriage system to the new

Buddhist kind of marriage ceremonies and culture.

The inter-caste marriage among dalits was takeasugn important
programme. Ambedkar used to discuss this issueWatant Moon and other dalit
activists. The young Vasant Moon wrote an artieiehas topic. It was published in
one of the magazines that Ambedkar used to run.eiikdr read it and
complemented Vasant Moon. Vasant Moon has themeddo marry a girl from

another dalit caste and he married Meenakshi Moon.

Urmila Pawar too marries a man from another dakte that is considered
lower than her caste. It has to be noted that-caste marriage among untouchable
castes was an anathema prior to their transformasadalits under the aegis of
Ambedkar. Urmila Pawar's and Vasant Moon’s marrsagrere conducted according
to the Buddhist customs. Thus dalits gained freedwmif-respect and socio-cultural

autonomy after their conversion into Buddhism.

Thus | argue that Ambedkar’s anti-caste movemesifphavided the context
for dalit cultural transformation. Ambedkar’s ogitie of the imposed caste slavery
and degrading untouchable culture calls for radibainges in dalit life, beliefs,
customs and thinking. As opposed to the untouehalture, dalit culture fosters an
assertive self, free will and independent livingl &ninking in dalits. Dalit culture
aims at eradicating the caste barriers, tries ilol lolalit unity and encourages inter-
caste marriages among dalit communities. Ambedkdnil®sophy is central to dalit

culture. Dalit culture liberates the “untouchablésim the demeaning untouchable
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customs and empowers them to defy the caste daonn&n the whole, it enables

dalits to live with dignity and socio-economic impagsdence.

@@@

In this chapter, | have dealt with the markersasdte-servitude, the
untouchable customs that Hindu caste society ingposedalits which they also have
internalised, the moment of transition from untaalde culture to dalit culture under
the leadership of Ambedkar, especially throught@ainversion from Hinduism to
Buddhism. | have also discussed the distinct difiees between untouchable culture

and dalit culture as documented in dalit autobippras.
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CHAPTERS

Autobiography and Dalit Identity

Dalit identity is characterised by two fundamermispects viz., dalit
consciousness and dalit assertion. A critical ustdeding of untouchability as an
ideology and the will to overcome untouchabilitydaraste oppression constitutes
dalit consciousness. It encourages dalits to ppatie in the public realm and makes
them claim their civil and political rights. Dalissertion involves a sense of self-

respect and moral capacity to demand human trea@mmeinequality in public domain.

Overthrowing Brahminical Hindu hierarchy, fightiagainst caste-induced
oppression and construction of a culturally andtisally autonomous dalit
community constitutes dalit identity. Dalit idemtitalls for a conscious and wilful
refusal of untouchable cultural traditions. It nvaties dalits to rebuild a culture that
fosters dalits’ social mobility and collective amtiin both cultural and political
domains. In this chapter, | will discuss the waysvhich dalit autobiographies record

and address these aspects of dalit identity.
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Firstly, | will summarize the discourse of anti-tmstellectuals like Phule,
Ambedkar and lyothee Thassar on the social andrallifactors that lead to
stigmatization of dalits in Brahminical Hindu sdgi@nd the remedies that they have
proposed for the emancipation of dalits. Secorldhill discuss various efforts of the
dalit community to overcome the stigmatized soarad cultural status and to achieve

social equality and freedom.

Preludeto Dalit I dentity

As historical and sociological data shows dalitgenlaeen stigmatized and
demonized by the Brahminical Hindu society andidagma. Historically, they have
been ascribed a variety of stigmatized names arathimgs across regions.
Brahminical hegemonic culture and its scripturegehattributed a basis or logic for
the condemnation and stigmatization of dalits e¢hste-ridden society. However,
anti-caste intellectuals like Jotirao Phule, Amlsdknd lyothee Thassar have, in a
major way, discursively and culturally challengbd basis of Brahminical scriptures
and their logic behind the stigmatization of dalihey deconstruct the mainstream
interpretations of ancient Indian history and Bratioal Hindu scriptures. It is in this
process of challenging Brahminism and deconstroatfdndian history and culture

that dalit identity and a demand for annihilatidrcaste have emerged. Let us first see

! Ambedkar has produced a range of material orstiigect some of which include,
“Untouchables: Who are they and how they becomeu#itables,” in vol. 7, and
“Annihilation of Caste” in vol. 1, ilAmbedkar’s Writings and Speechpeslished by
the Government of Maharashtra. Also see JotiradePh8lavery.Bombay:
Government of Maharashtra, 1991, and G. Aloyddait-Subaltern Emergence in
Religio-Cultural Subjectivity: lyothee Thassar dachancipatory BuddhisnNew
Delhi: Critical Quest, 2004.
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the discourse on dalits’ stigmatization and ansteapistemological challenges to

brahminism.

What have been the historical roots of dalits? \Waye they been subjected to
humiliation and social oppression? Phule, lyothieasEar and Ambedkar have
presented fascinating accounts on the dalits’ sttgrad social and cultural status.
While Phule redefines the “Atishudfaitientity and argues that dalits are the original
inhabitants of the Dravidian race, lyothee Thassaerts that dalits are originally
Buddhists who have been conquered and enslavetebyryan-Brahmind.But
Ambedkar denounces these originary theories of auwnflicting racial basis for
dalits’ social degradation. He argues that dakigehbeen the defeated Buddhists who
were denigrated in all spheres— social, culturedp@mical and political— and
condemned to the untouchable social status. Whg tierdalits, whom Ambedkar
identifies as the final vestiges of Buddhism, bstgmatized and relegated to a

dehumanized social status?

While deconstructing ancient Indian history andeottiomains of knowledge
and culture, Phule brings forth this question obwbnstitute the indigenous
inhabitants of the Indian subcontinent and who titurie the foreign invaders.

Phule’s understanding of ancient Indian historgisded by this binary division of

2 «Ati-shudra” means the greatest foe. Accordingtule, dalits are the descendents
of indigenous warriors who gave the greatest chgéieever to the Aryan Brahmin
invaders. Phule argues that dalits have been stiggaaand punished severely by the
descendents of Aryan Brahmins for these historeasons. However, Phule uses the
term, “Atishudra” to denote both the historicalstidbetween the Brahmins and
indigenous radicals and also to redefine it todai organic political community

with “shudra-atishudras”.

% See G. AloysiusDalit-Subaltern Emergence in Religio-Cultural Suttjeity:
lyothee Thassar and Emancipatory Buddhibslaw Delhi: Critical Quest, 2004.
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“Shudra-atishudras” and “Aryan-Brahmins”. He analyshe social conflicts in India

as primarily a racial conflict between “Shudra-atidras” and “Aryan-Brahmins”. He
argues that Brahmins are the descendents of Anyeadlers who have conquered the
indigenous Dravidians with treachery and estabtigheir hegemony over the

indigenous people.

Having conquered the indigenous people, Aryan-biasimave destroyed the
indigenous knowledge systems and continued to sgpghe “shudra-atishudra”
social and cultural resistance to the Brahminiegldmony, its culture, philosophy
and history’ Phule thinks that caste system is a creationeoftiyan-brahmins who
have divided indigenous people into various castethe purposes of both
suppressing the opposition to Brahminical hegenamd/subjecting the militant

groups to material deprivation and social enslavere

Thus the caste system has provided a convenienfavayppressing the
indigenous radica®Not only have the indigenous radicals opposed fBiaical

political hegemony but they have also resistedBttadminical knowledge systems

* In the “Introduction” chapter, | have discusseigtly how the counter-hegemonic
literatures have been suppressed by mainstreamtlite and culture. Read the
section titled, “Purpose and Politics of Literaturethe “Introduction”.

> As Anupama Rao rightly observes: “In Phule’s acttpthe abject position of the
Dalits was historically produced through the fouimtzal conflict between Aryan-
Brahmans and the autochthonous Dravidian commanifibule also talks about
various markers of servitude in this regard.

® Among those indigenous radicals who have givesugh fight or resistance to the
Aryan-Brahminical hegemony are “Shudras” and “Atidras”. The word “Sudra”
means an enemy or a foe. “Atisudra” means “thetgetdoe”. According to Phule,
the relegation of Shudras and Atishudras to theobotungs of the hierarchy is a
consequence of their resistance against the esliai#int of the Aryan-Brahminical
hegemony. Unlike Phule, Ambedkar locates the robtke stigmatization and
subordination of “untouchables” in the defeat ofiBhism by the Brahmanism.
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which contrive to both socially and morally weakenpeople on the basis of purity
and pollution ideology and attributing sacred agratitized genealogies to each

caste’

Furthermore, Phule thinks that a permanent and-@cancilable hostility
between Brahmans ai@hudra-Atishudrasharacterizes caste society from its
inception® Thus, steadily deconstructing Indian history, Brattical monopoly of
knowledge, caste system and culture, Phule hasdyuitleology for fighting against
Brahminical hegemony in Hindu society, culture &sgolitics. As Anupama Rao
rightly mentions in her essay titled, “Who is thalii? The Emergence of a New
Political Subject”, through the categorystfudra-atishudr&hule tries to produce a
new ethical community, which would also be a peéiticonstituency that could be
united in the struggle against Brahmanisihus, with his organically-perceptive and
ideological critique of caste system, Phule holdshitnins accountable for the social

inequalities and the sustenance of Brahmanicabsudiural oppression.

" Phule criticises Shivaji, an indigenous shudraykfor conceding or falling into the
Brahminical trap of the four-fold Varna philosopthy.order to overcome the social
stigma of being a shudra (king), Shivaji bribeshibnen pundits to rewrite his
genealogy as a Kshatriya.

® For a detailed discussion on PhulStsudra-Atishudraaradigm, see G. P.
Deshpande, e&elected Writings of Jotirao Phuldew Delhi: Left Word,
2002, Rosalind O’Hanlon’€aste, Conflict, And Ideology: Mahatma Jotirao
Phule and Low Caste Protest in Nineteenth-Centuegtérn India
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985, angp&Ama Rao’s essay,
“Who is The Dalit? The Emergence of a New Politi8abject” inClaiming
Power from Belowed. Manu Bhagavan and Anne Feldhaus, Delhi: OUP,
2008.

® Kancha llaiah’s famous book titled/hy | am not a Hindu: a Sudra Critique of
Hindutva Philosophy, Culture and Political Econgrdglineates possibilities of
constructing an ethical community by uniting dadited shudras as an alternate
cultural and political constituency.
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However, Ambedkar disagrees with the originary thied Phule who sees
Brahmins as a distinct racial class, i.e., Brahmamslescendents of Aryans and
“shudra-atishudras” as indigenous Dravidian racdikg Phule, Ambedkar
consistently maintains that India is a nation veitbommon racial stock, and that
castes are not racially distinct. Ambedkar doegnescribe to Phule’s theory of
Aryan-Brahmin antagonism with ttf&hudra-Atishudrabecause he believes that such
a racial theorization of Indian history and pobktievades the most crucial historical
guestions, such as the role of Buddhism in Indiatohy and social inequalities

within theshudra-atishudras

Ambedkar also finds Phule’s paradigm problemaspeeially, on the account
of showing the Brahmins as the principal oppressbtie society. Moreover, unlike
Phule, Ambedkar recognises the complicity of noahbmin classes with the
Brahmins and other Brahminical Hindus in furtherihgir political goals and
sustaining exploitative graded social inequaliteekeep the shudra power over dalits

intact®

Ambedkar therefore does not accept Phule’s bidaigion of Brahminand
Shudra-AtishudraOn the contrary, Ambedkar classifies Indian sydigo

“Touchables” and “Untouchables”. Ambedkar’s theatian of Indian society thus

19 Bama’s autobiographysarukku describes this complicity of shudras in furthgrin
their set political objectives in society. She ates the hostility between Parayas and
shudras in her village where Parayas and Shudmaglisome sort of regular conflict
with each other and go to the extent of killing @m®ther. Shudras influence the State
machinery such as police to unleash the institatinad violence on dalits. Moreover,
unlike what Phule has imagined, there are no saamf attempts to build an “ethical
community” with Shudras and dalits. Karukky we come to know that dalits and
Nadars (shudras) go to separate churches. Nohanly they separate churches, like
the Naickers who run separate schools meant exelysior dominant caste children,
Nadars too establish separate educational institsifior their communities in cities.
Thus the complicity of the Shudras with Brahmind ather Brahminical castes to
sustain their power and caste inequalities carbserwed not only iKarukkubut in
other dalit autobiographies as well.
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takes Brahminical Hinduism into consideration aratks a paradigmatic shift in
understanding Indian history and social gradati@seld on purity-pollution ideology.
Ambedkar therefore addresses problems of dalits witat | call the “Sacred-
Stigmatised division” of labour, dalit identity andlture from a non-modern and

non-liberal philosophical epistemology and ratidtyal*

It is important to note that Ambedkar addresses#ste-Hindu violence
against dalits and their stigmatization in BrahmahiHindu society quite differently
from his contemporary thinkers and philosophersl wentioned earlier, according
to Ambedkar, the “Untouchables” are a distinct grofi Buddhists who belong to a
group of wandering tribesmen who have been defeatbdttles with brahmins. As a
consequence, those wandering communities have leedependent on eating dead
cattle for survival, for which they have been latgmatized. However, Ambedkar
repudiates the Brahminical theory that dalits bexdnmtouchables” because of their

meat-eating habit. Instead, Ambedkar argues tlea¥/t#dic Brahmans were primarily

1| argue that Ambedkar is a distinct phenomendndiian history, therefore, his
ideas and philosophy must be understood from theWestern or non-liberal
frameworks precisely because his insights and stidhical and historical
explorations have a discernible engagement witliBraical Hindu hegemony from
an indigenous Buddhist philosophical framework. Asttkar’s classification of the
Brahminical Hindu society into “Touchables” and “ddachables” is inconclusive and
it has no finality like Phule’s binary division &Aryan-Brahmin” and “Shudra-
Atishudra”. The fact that Ambedkar addresses tkeanchy and prejudices within
Brahmins and other “Touchable” castes and recogrgmeh a maligning tendency to
be “anti-social” demands a re-examination of Amlaadis a distinct social and
political phenomenon. Ambedkar does not assumdibiettion of one caste among
the social cluster of untouchable classes wouldntiea liberation of all dalits. He
neither assumes nor insists that all the “untoulesalvould follow his cultural and
political path. Instead, he explains to dalits Wiy should renounce Hinduism.
Ambedkar believes that each untouchable commuhiuld strive for itself and
socially and politically mobilize its members tglit for freedom and equality. Thus
one needs to be attentive to the nuances in Ambsdiailosophy to understand
Ambedkar as a distinct phenomenon and thinker.&fbeg, | maintain a critical
distance from the existing studies on Ambedkar.
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meat-eaters, and they have adopted vegetarianisansjoecific political purpose,
especially, as a ploy to defeat Buddhism. Therefanebedkar argues that the real
reason for the stigmatization of dalits lies initmefusal to accept Brahmin

hegemony.

lyothee Thassar also believes that the “untouckaileancient times have
been Buddhist§ and he thinks that they must revert to their earkligious culture
than embracing any other religibhFor instance, in a petition to a Brahmin offidial
the British government, lyothee Thassar, opposestiicer's suggestion that all the
Parayas should convert either to Islam or Chrigtiakle seeks clarifications as to
how the Parayas can progress if converted to edthiirese religions. And most
importantly, he asks, whynly the Parayas should convert! He states succirily t
Parayas’ conversion to either of these religiomsoasolve their problems, rather he

says, it may lead the Parayas to more adversetoomsfi*

lyothee Thassar argues that as a result of thestol between Brahmin and
the British, the British rule has been detrimetaahe Parayas. Therefore, he opines
that even though Parayas convert to Christiangyr tocial status would not change.

He shows that the British law has incorporatedHh&u laws both in content and the

12 5ee Aloysiuspalit-Subaltern Emergence in Religio-Cultural Sudtjeity: lyothee
Thassar and Emancipatory BuddhisNew Delhi: Critical Quest, 2004 and M.S.S.
Pandian’s bookBrahmin and Non-Brahmin: Genealogies of the Tarolitleal
Present New Delhi: Permanent Black, 2007.

13 Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism in 1956 is thusturn to a religion that he
describes as an indigenous democracy that progaga#gitarian principles in social,
economic, political and cultural spheres.

4 lyothee Thassar’s speculations seem to bear sorhe éspecially, in the context of
increased politicization of the anti-Christian Huteh politics of the recent times.

163



spirit. Therefore, it has even empowered the illite Hindus to threaten Parayas if
any marks of progress or improvement in theirdife shown. While citing certain
sections from the booEpitome of Lawrelating to village officers, lyothee Thassar

writes:

It is stated that such class of men as carpergeldsmiths,
blacksmiths&Co., should not be put under woodetefst

(Tholoovoo), but only Paraiahs for the space obérk. The day-
labourers as well as owners of small pieces of &ndng this
class...become afraid of their caste neighbours sedshrink from

the thought of making progress in civilization andterial comforts.
For, the illiterate caste villagers not regardingse unhappy people as
human beings treat them always like brutes, anchvamee a Paraiah
appears before them with any marks of improvemeatighim, he is

at once accused of some crime or other and magkeatothe wooden

fetters?®

Thus, the Hindus discover various methods to siggpaalits either by brute
social force or by law. From lyothee Thassar'stmetj we can understand that dalits
in Tamil Nadu have always been suffering understieeillance of Hindus. Through
his petition, lyothee Thassar brings out the funelatal social antagonism between

the “Touchables” and the “Untouchables” in the oddd Tamil Nadu. In lyothee

15 See Iyothee Thassar’s “Open Letter” written in389a Brahmin official serving
as an Inspector General, in the British governnauttlished in G. AloysiuRReligion
as Emancipatory Identity: Buddhist Movement amoagils under Colonialism
New Delhi: New Age International, 1998, 197-204.
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Thassar’s opinion, this antagonism cannot be resialirough Parayas’ conversion to

Christianity. Instead, he thinks that dalits shawdert to Buddhism.

On the whole, the three important proponents af@adte philosophy,
Ambedkar, Phule and lyothee Thassar, think thatsdsthould disassociate
themselves from Hindu society and formulate a mistidentity by embracing an
egalitarian socio-cultural order. A similar linetbfnking can be identified in the
political realm among dalits in Utter Pradesh. Raragan Rawat, a historian,

observes that through their struggles in the 182@s1930s

Dalit activists and organizations in Uttar Pradgsddually formulated
an agenda that addressed the concerns of their goitymin claiming
that achhuts were the original inhabitants of Irahd descendants of
thedasasasursanddasyusmentioned in Brahmanical Hindu texts,
Dalits were challenging, both colonial and Hindtempretations of
their identity. Achhut was declared as the idertityll

‘untouchables’, separate from the Hindu commutfity.

It is from this historical and political contexttithe termgdalit, has emerged.
However, the contemporary debates around the datintend to overlook the
historical and political specificity of dalit idatyt. Dalit Panthers’ definition odlalit,
for instance, considers women and all those whe®apce oppression by the Hindu
religion to be dalits. Such a definition of “dalghows a glaring lack of understanding

of the historicity of the caste system and dalitdqueness in it. It should be noted

16 Ramanarayan Rawat, “The Problei8éminar558, February 2006, 15.
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that caste is a collective social consciousnegsathBlindus, including Hindu women
and Hindu lower class people live with. Prejudibased on caste, therefore, are a

universal phenomenon in Hindu society.

Though upper caste women are subjected to a sumadedstatus by the Hindu
religion, they would still prefer to be part of thewn communities and they are
complicit with the Hindu normative culture. The ldinwomen, despite the
patriarchal oppression, rarely walk out from tlegimmunity and form a common
alliance with the victims of the caste system idesrto pose challenges to
Brahminical Hinduism. For Hindu women, it is onhetprevalence of patriarchal
oppression that seems bothersome but not the presabf caste. Indeed, caste is a
matter of their privilege. Hence, Hindu women shegivileged social status and
exercise power over those below them. On the cogntBxahminism makes social life
miserable for the untouchable castes for whomedasictions as a marker of stigma

and disprivilege.

This way, it can be said that dominant caste wostame a double
consciousness—a consciousness of ritualisticadjiidri social status and a
consciousness of relative gender subordinationinvttieir own socio-cultural
configuration, but never can they sharf@adit consciousnesthat demands abolition

of social and economic inequalities.
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Dalit feminism amply demonstrates the tension betwaalit women and non-
dalit women in social, cultural and political domsit’ One of the reasons for this
tension is that dalits and non-dalits, i.e., “Toaigle” castes, share conflicting
epistemological positions. Hence, this epistemaialgtonflict will certainly sustain
its influence over the perception and the polidEboth dalits and non-dalits. For
example, as an eminent Dalit thinker, Ravikumaseobes, “The word ‘Dalit’ refers
to caste when used by non-dalits and rejectiorasfecwhen used by Dalit&®.
Therefore, it is necessary that the tetatit is redefined in the context of the anti-
caste philosophical tradition which, I think, imt®l to the emergence of dalit

autobiography. Let us consider the following twdiritons of theDalit identity.

As Gangadar Pantawane, the founder-editésohitadarsi(Mirror of
Identity) says that “A dalit does not believe in God, RéhiSoul, Holy Books
teaching separatism, Fate and Heaven becausedhieyrtade him a slave. He does
believe in humanism. Dalit is a symbol of changé eevolution.*® On the other
hand, challenging the definition délit by the Dalit Panthers, Ravikumar argues that
only those who suffer the untouchable status cgetréhe caste system and take up

dalit identity. He says:

17 See Alisamma Women’s Collective’s essay, “Diffdérsisters” published in a
Chennai-based magazine titl§dheDalit. Chennai: Dalit Media Network, March-
April 2002; and Swathy Margaret’s editorial artitieed “Dalit Feminism” in a
Delhi-based dalit student journ&hsight March-April 2005.

18 See Azhagarasan’s Introduction in Bama’s novehmam (VendettaJrans.
Malini Seshadri, New Delhi: OUP, 2008.

19 Eleanor ZelliotFrom Untouchable to DalitDelhi: Manohar, 2005 (1996), 268.
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Only victims of “untouchability” can deny the castgstem and take
on the subjectivity of a “Dalit”. One can never bew a feminist
because one is born a woman. The feminist postione that is taken
up consciously. Only a woman can take that positiothe same way,

only an untouchable can take the position of a itD&!

However, it should not be assumed that all thamf untouchability would
customarily take up the dalit identity. First amdemost, the “untouchables” should
rise up to the belief that untouchability is inhum&econdly, they should understand
why and how they have been relegated to the stdtlsitouchables”. This means
that “victims of untouchability” would wake up tbe malicious consequences of the
ideology of untouchability and retaliate againsteanequalities and institutions of
untouchability—ascriptive social identities, Bralmical public domain, temples,
caste occupations, stigmatised labour and so @hiftthis process of retaliation that
the “victims of untouchability” will be able to deand self-respect, dignity, equality,

autonomy and liberty.

As a result of this realization, “untouchables” @bhbe enlightened to take a
moral stand against the untouchable culture—custbei®fs, occupations, and all
the symbols that cause public disgrace to theroase they rush to claim dalit
identity without overthrowing all the markers ofcsal disgrace, i.e., an ascripted
caste identity, stigmatised occupations and dugied,the ignominious customs, it

might, as Ravikumar fears, lead to ruining of daléntity as a caste identity. In order

20 Quoted by R. Azhagarasan in his Introductiofammam;Trans. Malini Seshadri.
New Delhi: OUP, 2008¢xv- XXvi.
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to avoid this probable danger, they will have tathéheir selves in accordance with
Ambedkar’s egalitarian philosophy. And it is onhose people who feel repulsive
towards brahminism and the purity-pollution ideglagho would be able to
understand the importance of dalit identity and athise with people who assert it as

a political identity. Therefore, | differ with tHealit Panthers’ definition of “dalit”.

After a thorough evaluation of the caste systemthadBrahminical systems
of governance, Ambedkar has come to the conclub@atnthe untouchable castes
should leave Hinduism and tread new paths for gm@iancipation. It is from this
conviction that Ambedkar has formulated the moffedadit identity and tried to
awaken the “victims of untouchability” to their s as human beings. To put it in
Meenakshi Moon and Urmila Pawar’s words, “Babasdhsbawakened a

consciousness of their rights and a sense of igiamtiong the untouchable$.”

This process of awakening, | think, is a preconodifior the “victims of
untouchability” to claim dalit identity and foregmod it as a political identityDalit is
a political identity because it calls for radicaustural changes in India. For a dalit,
dalit identity signifies a radical transformatiawor within; for a non-dalit, it signifies
recognition of the violence embedded in the cagdtesn and their own complicity in
perpetuating the system. Gleaning from the Ambatikphilosophical tradition, |
argue that ®alit is anoppressed-turned-equalisasho walks against the surge of
brahminism with a moral commitment to restore eiyar he following lines of

Ambedkar might epitomize it aptly:

1 See Meenakshi Moon and Urmila Pawaie Also Made History: Women in the
Ambedkarite Movementlew Delhi: Zubaan, 2008, 349. This book is a panng
attempt by dalit feminists to understand dalit waiseole in Ambedkar's movement.

169



“Kites rise against and not with wind.”

“The eagle surveys the sky against the directiothefwind.”

“The rights one has lost cannot be regained byibhgggne
must fight fearlessly against those who have takege rights

away.”

“Remember goats and sheep are sacrificed, theisiget.”?

Thus, on the one hand, claiming dalit identity riegmia moral capacity to
stand against the Brahminical oppression. On therdtand, it fosters a dalit
consciousness among dalits in order to enable tharhallenge both the institutions
and the principles of brahminism. Dalit identityaives a firm conviction on the part
of dalits to rebuild their self, character and erét To put it differently, dalit identity
calls for a thorough refashioning of dalit commaridn self and a critical appraisal of
the Brahminical Hindu society. This entire procisssteered by Ambedkar’s political
dictum—Educate, Agitate, Organise which lays a strong foundation for dalit
identity and dalit culture. What does this prodesslve? What kind of challenges do

dalits encounter while refashioning a dalit self?

22 Ambedkar's words, as quoted in Meenakshi Moon @ndila Pawar'sWe Also
Made History: Women in the Ambedkarite Movemietv Delhi: Zubaan, 2008, 348.
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Contours of Dalit Identity

Freedom, self-respect and equality are the fundtahaspects of dalit
identity. Claiming dalit identity involves a wilfukjection of untouchable identity.
Rejecting untouchable identity means renouncirgstised occupations and
customs, which amounts to denying caste systermexvihg away from the fold of
Hinduism?® This causes a serious rift between Hindus andsdalisociety. The
dominant caste people would not allow “untouchdkteslisown their caste
occupations and customs that surrender “untouclatiehe Hindus. Unwilling to
leave “untouchables” from their grip Hindus redorviolence against them and try to
pull them back into the fold of Hinduisffi Claiming dalit identity, therefore, is a
process which inevitably involves a rejection & ttaste system and Hinduism; hence

it occasionally leads to violence against dalits.

23 Caste occupations, inter-mixture of social custams reverse social obedience are
the foundation for caste system. Following Ambedkantouchables” have shed the
markers of servitude by renouncing untouchableornstand withdrew from reverse
social obedience by renouncing caste occupatidmesd are radical actions as far as
Hinduism is concerned and they denote rejectidh@®taste system. Moreover,
abandoning caste occupations signifies death afiidsm. It is for this reason that the
Brahminical Hindu state offers subsidy on the bimaks for caste occupations such
as mending chappals, making baskets, rearing pds@aon. Another way is to offer
“Reservation” for educated SCs, STs, BCs in orddrald them from leaving the
caste system. These are discreet and institutimthtnethods of recuperating caste
system for Hinduism.

%4 In the political realm, Gandhi made such effot®tgh “harijan” identity to
reclaim untouchables as Hindus. “Reservation pbliayScheduled Castes in
education and jobs is another way of withholding eatlaiming dalits as Hindus.
However, it needs to be mentioned that the reservablicy in employment is
implemented most religiously in the lowest cadresarfitation departments in both
government and private institutions, thus, relegatlalits to the lowest rungs of
society even in modern spaces.
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Those untouchables who have not renounced castpatens and
untouchable customs cannot realise the violenceedddd in the caste system and
those of them who claim dalit identity by rejectidgqnduism and caste occupations
cannot escape organised Hindu violence. Even wienduffer the violence
embedded in the Hindu customs, “untouchables” caresist it being in

acquiescence with the purity-pollution ideology.

In Urmila Pawar’s autobiographyhe Weave of My Lifehe talks about a
Hindu custom that animalises Mahars. A Mahar coaplaes to meet Urmila
Pawar’s sister and her brother-in-law from a vilamlled Anaav. Pawar recounts the
incident thus: “The husband had wrapped a loincdotund his waist. There was a
huge gaping wound on his bare back...It seemedrthibeir village there was a ritual.
An upper caste man would inflict a big wound on ahdr man’s back and his wife
had to cover the wound with some cloth and go olking.around, howling!” (86)
Urmila Pawar’s brother-in-law, a school teacher arguddhist, tells the couple to
resist this custom. He says that “[t]his rituasysnbolic of some old sacrificial rites!
The Mahar symbolizes the animal sacrifice!” (86phder to resist such rituals, he
advices them to get converted. Then, he says,deichmanising Hindu customs will

automatically stop affecting the Mahars.

It might be true that dalits will be able to aveiadch humiliating and violent
Hindu customs by converting to Buddhism. Howevetannot be said that the
conversion will insulate dalits from the recurrétibdu violence. Hindus will take out
their resentment on the converted dalits througleromeans. Firstly, all the erstwhile

“untouchables” who have converted to Christiariglam, or Buddhism are declared
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punishable by Hindu forces. Secondly, the Hindukeither impose social ostracism

or subject dalits to organised acts of public disgr

In Andhra Pradesh, after their conversion into &fanity, dalits have stopped
performing caste-specific duties such as removiegdead animals from the village,
mending footwear for the landlords in exchangéhefreat of the dead animals and
so on. Dalits have gradually changed their old tisedmd customs too. As a result of
this transformation, dalits refuse to eat carridance, when an animal belonging to a
Hindu landlord dies in the village, Sinenkadu, of¢he protagonists iAntarani
Vasanthamtakes it away from the landlord’s house but airién a pit without
taking its meat and the skin. When the landlorgdsin when he would mend
chappals for him, Sinenkadu replies, “Bone and rhaatbeen buried” (144), which
implies that since he has not taken the meat ofitlael animal he is not obliged to
give the pair of chappals to the landlord. The larts retorts saying, “Didn’t you

take the meat to eat” (144). Sinenkadu repliebénnegative.

The landlords who have gathered there to discussmgriimemselves what this
act of defiance amounts to and they pounce on 8atkn and chase him to the pit
where the dead animal is buried. They force hitake out the soiled meat and make
him eat the soiled raw meat. Caste occupationtharg by their design, oppressive
and humiliating for dalits. Caste slavery has bibers imposed on dalits through
caste-specific duties and it will not be easy twape from it. Experience of
Sinenkadu stands testimony to this. Unable to @mecthe humiliation embedded in
the caste-specific duties and occupations, Sinenkaas away from the village in

search of self-respect and anonymity.
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Leaving both caste occupations and caste specifiesdand customs is
primarily a sign of renouncing Hinduism and, foe thuntouchables”, such an act
denotes emancipation. By leaving the village arsfecaccupation, Sinenkadu
registers his resistance to the Hindu religion.S[I&inenkadu shows signs of dalit

consciousness and revolt against Hinduism.

On the one hand, this consciousness prepares tadieek freedom from
untouchability. On the other hand, it creates a@reseamong the dominant castes

about loss of their slaves, a factor which leadd@dtence against dalits.

How can dalits escape this violence at the timgaeir exit from Hinduism?
Unlike the more typical experience of Sinenkadatsely battle against Hindu
casteism, dalits in Vasant Moon’s narrative ge¢satia of a social reformer in

revolting against Hinduism.

In his autobiographyGrowing up Untouchable in Indid/asant Moon records
a few important incidents that mirror this strifetlveen Mahars and dominant caste
Hindus during the 1930s, the time of Mahars’ samitiural transition in Maharashtra.
Around 1930, when dalit consciousness was blosspafier Ambedkar's Mahad
satyagraha, Dasarath Patil, a social reformer allaifer of Ambedkar, has given a
call for reform. Responding to his call, Maharséatopped carrying away dead
animals. In every village, boycotts were imposedi@se rebels by caste Hindus.
Mahars who went to the market could not make pwgesiaMills in the villages had
been closed to them and they began to be beatén spch dreadful circumstances,

Dasarath Patil made preparations to sustain Maharslt against caste system, and
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opened a separate market for those “Matiaebels in front of his own house.
Dasarath Patil himself, with various well-to-do Maliarmers, travelled miles to the
small towns of Sindi and bought enough suppliesifres own pocket—all the
household goods, lentils, grain, vegetables, eto.bring them to the village. Angry
Hindus who were determined to punish the Mahadsthémselves in the bushes and
looted the carts. The village watchman, Babalymedwow escaped the goons and
went to Dasarath Patil with a message: “Masteya@lr goods were looted by Hindus

on the way. Murderers are hiding to kill you. Dogd to the village.” (12)

In order to save their lives, all of them entereel mearby forest afagfani
trees. Dasarath Patil hid for three days in thedbiFinally, the police of Sindi
provided protection for Dasharath Patil to comeaifuhe forest. Patil met the police
commissioner in Nagpur and brought police to preypdotection to all the Mahars in
his village. He also arranged for work such askreprocks and repairing roads as

an alternative for the boycotted Mahars.

Given the vulnerable social condition of daliteytiwould find it an extremely
daunting task to fight the dominant castes whodwseicial, economic and political
power while dalits have none of these. Neverthelaedser autobiography, Baby
Kamble talks about the contribution of dalit youthmotivating dalits to stop eating

carrion and renouncing caste-specific customs apdrstitions.

2> According to Phule, “Mahar” is an ascribed idgntithich means great foe (of
Brahmins). All the caste names of “untouchables”ascribed names, hence they
signify a stigmatized social identity. Both PhutelaAmbedkar have actively
encouraged dalits to abandon the ascriptive omstiged social identities.
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In Baby Kamble’s village, young Mahar men who aréuienced by
Ambedkar’s ideology, begin to argue about the ausbb eating dead animals. Baby
Kamble says that “[tlhey [Mahar youth] were conwddhat this custom had to be
discarded” (69). But “[tlhere were some familiesomould secretly obtain
carcasses,” Baby Kamble says (69). In such circamests, it seems the young men of
the community would start excommunicating thoseili@s) which means they would
not be allowed to attend weddings and many suchmaamty functions. Whenever
those people give up such stigmatised habits amdirreir ways, the community
would again accept them back into its fold. Thysfdowing Ambedkar’s ideas, the
Maharwada undergoes transformation in that thep@drathe untouchable customs
and inculcate new habits. As Baby Kamble says, f¥awedy took the oath never to
eat dead animals and the atmosphere resoundetheighogan, ‘Bhimrao ki jai!’ and
from that day onwards the Mahars of Veeragaon st @ating dead animals (70).
Thus, following Ambedkar’s ideas, they reconstitdiédits’ habits, thinking and
culture in order to resignify their lives as huntsings. In this process, Mahars
determine to abandon all the stigmatised custoatsidand the duties that are
considered theivarna dharmapecause they realise that abandoning them caa serv

as the first step to their emancipation.

It is important to note that the dalit youth in Baamble’s village who
participate in Ambedkar's movement display theiesgth through their unity of

purpose in their rejection of caste duties and Hugst caste Hindu retaliation.

Now | shall give an account of the plight of dalitko convert into

emancipatory religions like Buddhism registeringittprotest against Hindu caste
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order, as it comes across in dalit autobiograpltiésto be noted that the majority
who converted to Buddhism are dalits and thus Bistdltame to be associated with
dalits and it is deemed as a dalit religion—a peachyl reverse identification of a

religion with a community, a caste-specific pheeon in Indian religiosity.

As Urmila Pawar’s brother-in-law assumes, Mahaercome the
dehumanising customs of Hinduism after their cosieerto Buddhism. However,
due to lack of social strength and political povahars continue to fear the Hindus
in the village set up. Hindus take advantage dfianaterial and social
vulnerabilities and continue to put down the dadien after their conversion to
Buddhism. Urmila Pawar addresses this tensionrmbwbiographyThe Weave of
My Life.She narrates an incident which shows the reseititdde of Hindus

towards converted dalits. She writes about it thus:

The savarnas in the Konkan region were very regkeotfdalits
leaving the Hindu religion to become Buddhists. yfeliberately
tried provoking the dalits in many ways. The daltse supposed to
collect drinking water from a particular part oethver. One day, early
in the morning, people from the Maratha communéijtgbrately took
their buffaloes and bullocks to the designated pfithe river to wash
them. The dalit women from the wadi had to waitddong, long time
before the muddied water settled down and theydcoallect some

clean drinking water. (85)
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Mahars convene a meeting to discuss this issuer Afheated brainstorming
session, they come to a conclusion that Marattepawerful and it is beyond the
capacity of dalits to confront them. Seeing sudim& attitude, Urmila Pawar
criticises dalit men calling them “spineless” fetreating without any resistance!
Thus, even after conversion, dalits do not attaimugh confidence and power to
resist the recurring Hindu violence on them. Wiaailitates this violence? Why do
Hindus retaliate violently against dalits when tlveyvert to other religions? This
guestion gains significance especially since dhakig been punished if and when they
followed caste Hindu practices like listening todés or reciting them, learning
archery and so on. A historicist reading of thigtsh the attitudes of caste Hindus
would help understand the politics of such violektusion of dalits into the Hindu

fold as they exit the religion en masse.

The modern form of governance which India entetth@n20' century makes
the numerical strength of communities cardinallpariant for securing political
power. In such a context, the elite Brahminicatesisaw to it that India becomes a
Hindu majoritarian nation-state. In this projecar@hi was the most successful
politician in developing a new language that shdpéd as a Hindu
majoritarian/Brahminical polity. In order to makeHindu majoritarian, Hindu
reformers like Gandhi tried to appropriate dalit®iHinduism by giving a
nomenclature like “Harijan” to dalits. Elite Brahmital castes grabbed this new
language to include dalits into Hinduism to inceetiee numerical strength of Hindus
while still continuing to discriminate against dsliAravind Malagatti explains how
the dalit assertion of their liberation from Hinsion by embracing a religion like

Virasaivism with egalitarian prospects is subsumma Hinduism simultaneously
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keeping their untouchable status in tact withinribes order of recognition.
Therefore, he feels that dalits can never remaimamous. He argues that the caste
Hindu society, the state and its institutions eagbat they remain identified as dalits
through a kind of surveillance over them. The titféhis autobiographgovernment
Brahmanamakes the point evident. Malagatti explains holappens in various

domains in Karnataka:

Lower caste people who got converted during theoéra
Basavanna, the twelfth century socio-religious mafer of Karnataka,
have remained as sub-sects of particular castéise Isame manner,
though Dr. Ambedkar converted to Buddhism durirgypkriod of
Indian Independence, he became neo-Buddhist, Baddhist. In the
same period, my ancestors were drawn into Veenashaand became

Veerashaivas. But now we are Veerashaiva Harij@!

Thus Malagatti criticises the Indian society whigtes derisive names to
dalits in order to cage them in the stigmatisedad@tatus even after their conversion

to relatively tolerant and egalitarian religionsas Virasaivism®

In order to attain both moral and political stréngtalits need to work towards

lessening their dependence on dominant casteswendr autonomous social and

%% |t appears to me that after Ambedkar declaredigiytihat he would

convert to another religion, there seems to haea lagtempts to convert dalits
to pro-Hindu or Hinduised religious sects, in diffist parts of the country
because, during the same period, many Dalits im#taka converted to
Veerashavism. Both Aravind Malagatti and Siddaliagamention such
attempts in their autobiographies.
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economic life. In order to achieve this, as Ambedidvocates, dalits have to send

their children to schools and explore new avenfie@eonomic sustenance.

As Ambedkar suggests, one of the ways to acqueamnpomic independence
is through the creation of self-employment. Babyrikée, for example, follows
Ambedkar’s suggestion and opens a grocery shopaima¥ichawdi. Through her
earnings from this business, she provides collegeation for all her children and
leads an independent life. Her independent liviogamly empowers her to acquire
confidence, it also enhances opportunities fortbigarticipate in dalit movement and
politics. Urmila Pawar’s father and mother too theair own independent business in
Ratnagiri town. Alongside his priestly duties ahd school teacher’s job, Urmila
Pawar’s father does seasonal business such agysel mangoes. On the other
hand, Urmila Pawar’s mother weaves a rich variétyame baskets and sells them.
Thus, even after Pawar’s father’'s death, her mdteats her children and provides

them higher education.

Similarly, Baby Kamble’s father goes to cities a@ins money through civil
contracts. Not only does Baby Kamble’s father suppis own family through his
civil contracts, but being an Ambedkarite dalit,di€o provides employment for
many dalit families and supports them to lead irtelent lives. Thus, socially and
politically conscious dalits explore means of digd self-sustenance and work
towards emancipation. Exploration of modern mednis@ihood, self-employment
and independence helps dalits assert their dalittity and lead an autonomous social

life.

180



Inspired by Ambedkar’s thoughts, Baby Kamble seaitiser children to
school. All her children, boys and girls, are vessil settled doing white collar jobs in
cities. She remembers how Ambedkar used to exheritiportance of education for

dalit emancipation. She writes:

In public meetings, Baba used to tell us. “Edugater children. They,
in turn, should spend one per cent of their salamnproving the lot
of poor children. Only then will their educationnadit the community
and the generation next to theirs will be educatead | am sure my

sisters and mothers will carry out this task withiran resolve.” (135)

Like Baby Kamble, most of the dalit women take Amilkex’s thoughts
seriously and send their children to school. Thegyhtstarve and get beaten up by
their husbands but they would not compromise odisgrtheir children to school.
dalit women would sell their food grains or borraweney from the pawn brokers to
pay their children’s school fee. Thus, dalit comityshifts its attention from
superstitious beliefs and caste occupations toatuurcas they perceive education to

be an important tool for dalit emancipation.

In his autobiographyGrowing Up Untouchable in India/asant Moon also
narrates the conviction of the dalit community imBedkar’s vision. People from his
colony send their children to school even thoughesof them find it extremely
difficult to meet their daily needs. In such circstances, the community people
would come forward to support such children. Vasdabn too grows up in such a

context. Talking about his community in Maharpuf&Nagpur, Vasant Moon says:
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“Here | came into being and grew, from small to. @igis community gave me food
and gave me the store of experience with whichvelmmade my life’s journey” (175).
When his mother fails to pay for his books and stfee, the community takes up
that responsibility and supports him. Thus thetdaimmunity of Maharpura
implements Ambedkar’s ideas and stands as a roteehfior others. After Vasant

Moon becomes an officer, he too contributes tcetthacation of poor dalit children.

As Ambedkar envisions, education has brought pgraaiic changes in dalit
life and culture. Having graduated from school aalege education a small section
of educated dalits in Maharashtra, Karnataka anjdr@uhave developed dalit
literature to articulate and project their distirdentity. Through poetry, novels and
other forms of literature, they give outlet to themotions, grievances and sufferings.
They articulate their perception of the presentfamare, reconstruct history, project
their aspirations and evolve new symbols and ididrhss literature provides them
with new strength and viguor to revolt against Bnakism. As Ghanshyam Shah
observes, “it is an important medium in their shdor identity.”’ It must be noted
that dalit consciousness and dalit identity haversp from Ambedkarism. Dalit

identity therefore is inseparably intertwined witimbedkarism.

Ambedkarism not only makes dalits discard the trawial untouchable duties
but it also promotes dalit consciousness. Whatt@aiess dalit consciousness? A
critical understanding of untouchability as an idgy and the will to overcome
untouchability and caste oppression constituteis dahsciousness. It encourages

dalits to participate in the public realm and matkesn claim their civil and political

2" Ghan Shyam Shah, edalit Identity and PoliticsPelhi: Sage, 2007, 210.
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rights. How does the Brahminical public domain teadalalit participation in the

public sphere? How do dalits encounter the Bralrairghallenges?

The “purity” of the Hindu dominated public sphefey, the first time, comes to
be challenged by dalits’ overwhelming presencer @tabedkar’'s movemerif. Dalit
children begin to attend school. Dalit women begiassert their dignity and
humanness. Such an assertive dalit presence putiie sphere causes repulsion
among the Hindus. Baby Kamble’s experiences in@lofize us a sense of Hindus’
hostility towards dalits. Talking about her schatie says: “A majority of girls in our
class belonged to the higher castes...They tremdile lepers... If they had to pass
by us, they would cover their nose, mutter ‘chéeet and run as if their lives were in
mortal danger” (108). Aravind Malagatti transcoti@s repulsive feeling of upper
caste women in a slightly different manner. IndusobiographyGovernment
Brahmanahe says that looking at dalit women, the Hindu warfeel “as though
they had seen a snake” (28). Thus a sight of @alihen in the public domain causes

a nauseating disgust and fear among Hindu women.

As Urmila Pawar recounts in her autobiography,rtwe cause for such
disgust towards a dalit woman does not lie in lkeensngly “unclean” body because,
for that matter, even the working class Hindu worttenmove around with “unclean”
bodies. Hindu women’s disgust and fear towardg dadmen is rooted in the purity-

pollution ideology which stigmatises dalit bodytae epitome of “untouchability”.

28 After the Mahad satyagraha in December 1927 daisistence on access to
public sphere such as temples, common water tarksther resources disturbs the
Brahminical public domain in an unprecedented manne
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Therefore, the appearance of dalit women in thdipubalm causes fear, anxiety,

repulsion and contempt in the Hindus.

Despite such overwhelming disapproval of and coptdor dalit women’s
bodies in the public domain, Ambedkarite dalit wona® not concede to the
Brahminical supremacy. They do not hesitate toraiseir identity and demand
recognition as fellow humans. What does such & dsdiertion involve? Dalit
assertion involves a sense of self-respect andlroapacity to demand human
treatment and equality in public domain. Baby Kas'dbhccount of dalit women’s
upfront attitude in Rani Lakshmibai’'s Mahila Mandll aptly describe the essence

of dalit assertion.

Baby Kamble presents an incident from her expeeemgere she witnesses
the courageous attitude of the dalit women who aehtheir due respect in the
Mahila Mandal established by Rani Lakshmibai ofltma Rani Lakshmibai
organizes the Mahila Mandal meetings in her owrgalow. In her autobiography,

Baby Kamble recounts an incident that takes pla@ne of those meetings:

All the Brahmin and Maratha women had occupiedctiesrs. They
would not allow the Mahar women to sit on the chattelpless, our
women stood on one side. At the same time, thesainb started to
move towards the stage, accompanied by her othewkrs Godbole,
Velankar and Bhabndarkar. Our Thakubai rushed fatw@he shook
the rani by her shoulder and told her, ‘Your wonaes not allowing

our women to sit on the chairs. Our Ambedkar hisue to demand
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our rights. | am going to forcefully remove yourmen from the
chairs and seat my women there.” The rani sahibtaken aback for a
moment. But she immediately arranged chairs irfritré for all of us.

(133)

Not only have the dalit women begun to take pasuioh local activities, but
they have even participated in the satyagrahasfiimdiedkar organized in Amaravati,
Pune, Mahad, and Nasik in large numbers. They hawertained saying, “When we
left our homes to enter the struggle it was nduta back but to fight till the final
victory.”?® Thus Ambedkarism transforms dalit women frbeingsuperstitious and
ignorant tobecominghe warriors of freedom and political rights. Amdkar has told
them to stop believing in the purity-pollution idegy and superstitions and start
thinking about themselves as humans who possesdkeaitand reason. Ambedkar’s
advice to the dalit women includes injunctions do&ate their children and remove
from them any inferiority complex, not to have tmany children, and to let every
girl who marries “claim to be her husband's friearetl equal and to refuse to be his

slave.®®

Dalit consciousness instils self-respect in dalitd they take pride in asserting
themselves as Ambedkartires. In his autobiograpkigarmashi Sharankumar
Limbale depicts the moral strength that Ambedkafissters in dalit youth. Limbale

says that his youth has assumed a new meanindnisithitiation into Ambedkarism.

29 See Pawar Urmila and Meenakshi Mowre Also Made History: Women in the
Ambedkarite Movemeritlew Delhi: Zubaan, 2008, 350.

%0 See Eleanor Zelliot's essay, “Dr. Ambedkar and Bwgrment of Women” in
Anupama Rao (Ed}aste and Gender, New Delhi: Kali for wom2003, 206.
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Dalit consciousness and Ambedkar’s ideology hetp thiink about his own mother

and the atrocities against dalit community in a tigit. He says:

The blood flowed like hot lava through my body. kiynd burned
with myriad thoughts in silent protest. Babasahketf me with
reverence. | felt | was meeting my mother of trst feven births. |
burned within myself whenever | heard news aboaitatnocities

against Dalits. It made me very impatient. (86-87)

Limbale awakens to oppressive social reality argirseto feel agitated about
the atrocities against dalits. He starts understgnitis own mother’s miserable
condition as a concubine of a Hindu landlord dfeicomes to learn about the dalit
women'’s vulnerabilities in society. His thinkingdergoes a paradigmatic shift after
he becomes fully aware of the consequences ofabie system on dalits and

Ambedkar’s vision for dalit emancipation.

From finding fault with his mother for the “illicitrelationship with the
landlord, Limbale starts claiming his father’s eastentity in public by suffixing his
father’s last name to his proper name. By takirsgf&iher's name to the public
knowledge, Limbale tries to hold his father, a doamt caste Hindu man, accountable

for the sexual exploitation of his mother, a Mawvaman.

On the contrary, conventional Mahars find faulthaiiis mother and subject
her and her children to public disgrace. Believimghe purity of blood, none of the

Mahar families show willingness to marry his sistdtimbale himself is subjected to
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humiliation on various occasions for his “bastasdtial status. Even the Dalit
Panther movement, which came in the wake of Ambestkeand Marxism, is not
free from such caste beliefs and Limbale charge®tlit Panther movement on this
account. Thus, Ambedkarism influences Limbale texamine the social relations

embedded in the caste system and the causes tofufédiring.

Politics of Naming

Changing the stigmatic names given to dalits iir tti@ldhood is a conscious
political act for the dalits. It is a way of assegtequality and humanity. Name-
changing of dalits emerges from two cultures. Gndhe hand, dalits within
untouchable culture aspire for upward social mgbihrough sanskritising practices
like vegetarianism, taking Hindu names, worshipgitigdu gods and so on. On the
other hand, Ambedkarite dalits who assert that #reynot “untouchables” and claim
a distinct dalit culture adopt non-Hindu names egject everything that implies

Hindu identity.

Claiming Hindu names is seen partly as an alteraand more importantly it
is seen as part of claiming a positive self-im&g.as Ravikumar in his book,
Venomous Touglsays, “Dalits must have been given the namesods@nly to
register their protest against the unlawful lawsasdteism which forbade their having
such names” (90). Shedding demeaning caste namebarasign of registering
protest against the caste Hindu subordinationhbut does claiming Hindu names
really help the emancipation of dalits? Doesnlé#d to imitating Hinduism instead

of defying it? Indeed, as Ravikumar himself poiods:. “The peculiar evil of
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Hinduism lies in the way it exercises power, ndiydry segregating the untouchables
but also by absorbing them within its fold, and asating them by appropriation

(90).

However, dalits accepting Hindu names must be asqrart of the cultural
appropriation of dalits into the Hindu fold, esplyi so in the context of modern
Hindutva politics. The appropriation of dalits irttindu fold through the process of
“Harijanisation” may be seen as an example inréagmrd. While the anti-caste
movements have been rejecting Hinduism, Gandrautir the “Harijanisation”
politics, connives at naturalizing the dehumanaratind servitude of dalits in

Hinduism.

As Ravikumar says, “To name is to define and bunder control; the
allocation of names creates the world in the imaidee who is named. By naming
something we posit an identity that gives us arewtdnding of that object.” (90). By
naming the “untouchables” and specifying what natheg could be permitted to
have, the Hindus aimed to bring the “untouchabiesier Hindu control. In this

sense, we must see Gandhi’s act of naming the tiehttbles” “harijans” as a
continuation of Manu’s strategy. Ambedkar’s resiseagainst the term “harijan”
and coining of the term “Dalit” must therefore bederstood in this historical milieu

of naming.

Dalits were beginning to change their names afteBuddhist and Western

style. Urmila Pawar points us to the most discéerdhifts in naming, thus:
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English had been advantageous to our communityaimymnvays.
People from the previous generation used to hanesaither like
Kacharya (meaning dirt); Dhondya (stone); Dagadyang); Bhikya
(beggar); or they were given the names of godsn Hagnes began to
be written with English initials, like R.L. Tambk,D. Kadam, G.B.
Kamble, and so on...My sister changed her husbaraitgeerfrom caste
name Kamble to a caste neutral place called Dabhaié indicate his
town Dabhol rather than his Mahar caste. That wbelg his lawyer’'s
business more, she thought. Even | was going togsheny name from
Pawar to Bhirwandekar but since Pawar is a surreanmaeng the

Marathas as well, the plan did not materialize 9§14

Rejecting names denoting stones, dumbness andheggeadopting English
style and English names such as Martin, Ruth, Relb@rafter their conversion into
Christianity announce dalit urge for equality aetf-sespect. Nonetheless, caste

Hindus would prefer to continue to address dalily as untouchable¥.

Similarly, the Indian state adopts Gandhi’'s “harijapliftment ideology
which results in opening Harijan schools and Harhastels. These “special” schools

and hostels and harijan scholarships contributeertawards damaging the self-

31 Even though her last name was “Pawar,” in ordgruicher down, an illiterate
shudra watchman of her house owner, whenever he tagollect rent, used to call
her “Powar” which is an untouchable caste namesTbaste Hindus usually don’t
hesitate to demean the educated dalits. Not onthemames of “untouchables” carry
their stigmatized social status, they also carfgresmces, as Pawar has shown, to the
lack of intelligence and dehumanization. In ordeovercome the scorn and
dehumanization embedded in those names dalits reywade carefully selecting
names that imply positive meanings.
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confidence of dalit children rather than empowengplifting them®? The welfare
measures that the State undertook are Gandhiaatunenand thus allow no space for

dalits to achieve a radical break from caste system

In order to refrain from being herded into Hinduigmough the Gandhian
Harijan politics, Ambedkarite dalits affirm theel&respect and dalit identity. Vasant
Moon talks about this assertion in his autobiogyaptthen the class teacher asks the
harijan students to stand up and give their namesarijan scholarship, none of the
dalit students give their names. In this contehe,dalit children vehemently reject
being tagged as harijans. Vasant Moon rises arg] 58, we are not ‘Harijans’, and
we don’t want the scholarship of the Harijan Se8akgh. None of us like to be
called Harijans” (37). Another dalit student, PeadfRangari also asserts, “We are

followers of Babasaheb Ambedkar. None of us waiatrijlin’ scholarships.” (37).

Thus, dalit identity and dalit consciousness ladalis to not only changing
their proper names but also to assert their ssffget and rename dalit colonies,
universities and colleges after Ambedkar and cdinéircaste intellectuals. Vasant
Moon talks about the change of his colony name fkéaharpura to Anand Nagar,

after dalits’ convertion to Buddhism.

%2 |n his autobiographyThe ScarGunasekaran says that during his high school, days
whenever the students of his hostel went out t@lsimoam in the Elayankudi market
streets, they were asked by the senior student® midtulge the place where they

lived if somebody asked for it: “If we were askdzbat where we stayed, we were not
to divulge information about the Harijan hosteltiiasekaran says. See K. A.
Gunasekaran’s autobiograpfijne ScarChennai: Orient Blackswan, 2009, 6.

Staying in Harijan hostels is like staying in ariaucthable street, where their caste
identity is on display for anyone to see.

190



Both Limbale and Urmila Pawar, on the other hathatidate the impact of
the Namantarmovement on dalits in Maharashtra. Dalits encoeadtdsard times
during this movement. Dalit women had also gonjite along with their men and
children but did not give in to the violence andgsures that they were subjected to.
For dalits, thereforagamingsignifies equality and emancipation for which tiahave

been struggling since ages.

@@@

In this chapter, through a critical analysis ofitdalitobiographies, | have
discussed different methods that dalits have adadpteursuit of self-respect and for
freedom from caste system. | have delineated taalrrole that Ambedkarism and

dalit identity have played in dalits’ pursuit oe&dom, autonomy and self-respect.
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CHAPTER 6

Conclusion

The genre of dalit autobiography represents tleedlifd the socio-economic
conditions of the dalit community. Limbale righthgscribes that every dalit
autobiography is “a representation of a castepamrlt gives expression to the
group’s language, culture, traditions, the injussiof status quo, the suffering or
exploitation.” These narratives of dalit experience, for the firse, have brought
into public new dimensions of Indian life throudietdepiction of dalits’ experiences
with the caste system and modernity. These experghave never been articulated

in Indian literature before the emergence of Daétature in India.

| have argued that dalit autobiographies embodisiery of India
constituting the conflicts between the oppressase Hindus and the dalits, as
opposed to the mainstream historical accounts wiaddrise the caste Hindus and
invisibilise the dalits. In this dissertation, lopose that dalit autobiography has to be

read from a dalit perspective which is necessarflyrmed by a knowledge of the

! Quoted in Mukherjee, Arun PrabHeostcolonialism: My Living. Toronto: TSAR, 1998, 44.

194



history of the dalit movement and its struggles afthe historical and philosophical

genealogy of dalit identity, culture and politics.

In the introductory chapter, | have discussed tready existing discourses
and counter-discourses on the genre of autobiogrdpé context of the emergence
of dalit autobiography and its distinctness fromsféen autobiography. | have
critically looked at how the dalit presence in Brahminical public sphere, both
physical and symbolic, as in literary fields, i-derstood and controlled by the
dominant caste Hindu elite and others. | haveudised at length the purpose and
politics of literature, the emergence of a new laagge of talking about caste as
developed by the brahminical elite and recordectthigue of anti-caste philosophers
on brahminical knowledge and power. | place dailtbhiography within dalit writing
that is embedded in the Ambedkarite anti-castatiomdand | have explained how
dalit autobiographies expose the elite brahmimealire of the nation as imagined by
the caste Hindus and | have analysed the reasons bk at dalit autobiography as
a historical document that marks the transformatiodalits from being oppressed

untouchables to self-asserting dalits.

In the chapter titled, “Readings of Dalit Autobiaghy: A Critique from Dalit
Perspective”, | have dealt with diverse readingdalit autobiographies and | have
presented my own critique of both dalit and nontdabhdings of dalit autobiography.
As opposed to the Brahmin-non-brahmin framework 8S. Pandian), Marxist dalit
reading (Anand Teltumbde), dominant caste readhd’( Punalekar), orientalist and

dominant caste anthropologist readings of dalibliography, | have given my
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reading of dalit autobiographies placing them im plolitical and cultural milieu of

anti-caste Ambedkarite egalitarian struggles.

| have also presented a political and philosophiegéctory of dalit
autobiography which shapes dalit epistemology. hiEtorical reading informs how |
decipher the evolutionary process of dalit autotd@pyy. | argue that dalit
autobiography is much more than an individual stasyit has been employed by
dalits to reconstruct dalit history and mark tharoes in dalit culture and politics.
Moreover, dalits use this genre to show their gfleg)for equality and freedom in a
positive light as opposed to the dominant narrativhich see such struggles as

divisive and anti-national.

In the chapter titled, “Dalit Subjectivity: HistarZontext and Contradictions”,
I have discussed dalits’ socioeconomic conditiard their varied efforts for attaining
freedom from caste Hindu domination, i.e., the egnhthat shaped dalit subjectivity. |
have problematised dalit subjectivity in all itswm@dictions. | have foregrounded the
differences between the hegemonic brahminical @pistogy and the counter-
hegemonic dalit epistemology which have in turndoied conflicting knowledge

domains.

| have discussed elaborately, using dalit autolipigies, the meanings of
Ooru and Cheri for dalits. | have marked and disedshe means of modern
education and employment through which dalitsdrg¢hieve social autonomy,

mobility and self-respect. However, | also empha#iimt these avenues for
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advancement have their own pitfalls and limitatjasisce Indian social order is

ridden with brahminism that does not allow a singdional community into being.

In the chapter titled, “From Untouchable Culturedalit Culture”, | have
dealt with the markers of caste-servitude, the uettable customs that Hindu caste
society imposed on dalits which they have alsaatised, the moment of transition
from untouchable culture to dalit culture under lgedership of Ambedkar, especially
through dalit conversion from Hinduism to Buddhianmd discussed the distinct

differences between the two as documented in @addbiographies.

In the chapter titled, “Autobiography and Dalit idigy”, through a critical
analysis of dalit autobiographies, | have discushfidrent methods that dalits have
adopted in pursuit of self-respect and for theseffom from the caste system. | have
delineated the crucial role of Ambedkarism in theeegence of dalit identity and

dalits’ pursuit of freedom, autonomy and self-respe

The following are some of the challenges that Ifse¢he dalit movement.
The agenda of dalit feminism needs to be workechadtelaborated so that the dalit
movement can widen its horizons by strengthenmdéimocratic base. It is true that
dalit women have to struggle, from within and cdgsimore than dalit men, to
succeed in their respective fields. Dalit womem‘aggles are not merely about their
“inclusion” in the public sphere. Even when theg arcluded, it will not be without
limitations. | think dalit women’s questions to ttalit men and the public sphere are

hinged on democratizing the dalit public sphereval$ as the national resources.
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However, it is imperative to ask whether dalit werseautobiographies are all
about the “exclusion” of dalit women from the dailitblic sphere and the mainstream
public sphere. Or do they have anything more terdfeyond the rhetoric of
“exclusion” and “inclusion™? Do they want mere iaslon, or can they exercise their

agency and radically transform the nature of puyicere itself?

Asking these questions is not only inevitable big important because these
questions will also lead us to the next level: Voludes dalit women and why? Are
dalit men spared from exclusion from the mainstrgavlic sphere? Should the dalit
men and dalit women compete for the tiny numbéreserved positions”? Or should
it be appropriate for the dalit communities to tiglhnongst themselves for the
reserved political and cultural space like the Malad the Madigas in Andhra
Pradesh? We need to ask these questions to beoivangl to avert the danger of

falling into the brahminical trap of the politicéiaclusion and exclusion.

In this dissertation, | have identified the abowestions as important
challenges that the dalit movement has to deal \Witwever, | have not discussed
these issues comprehensively as my thesis isdblestt my reading of dalit
autobiography as a historical document and theestmuns are too huge to be dealt

within the purview of my present study.
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