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Transliteration and Terminology
Transliteration of the (Deva)Nagari Script (Hindi and Sanskrit)

Independent vowel characters
J 3M 3 5§ 3 % F X ®T G T T 3 3
’ r r T e '

a a i I u u 13

Dependent vowel signs

d B b B P D P

ka  ka ki ki ku kit kr ke  kai ko kau

I -8

T P D D D D
Ko K

Consonants

P & 9 9 N T ¥ S
ka qa kha xa ga ga  gha n(a)
q ) 9 9 9 =
ca cha Jja za  jha i(a)
c [} § S e 6 U
ta tha da ra dha rha na
d Y [+ ) -
ta tha da dha na
g g 2 q Y H
pa pha  fa ba bha ma

g ¥ d 9 Y ¥ Y 7

ya ra la va sa sa sa ha

Special_ characters .
Y g o q TR i v STac?

hi g maim | nihsamk < dak'tar

e 'is used, when an inherent short a (31) is omitted in the pronunciation of a word, e.g.
HRAl (kar'na).

e the omission of an inherent short a (3f) at the end of a word is not marked in the
transliteration, e.g. ) (mez).

The transliteration of other Indic scripts follows the same principles, mutatis mutandis.



Names and Quotations

Names of authors or other persons are used in their anglicized forms deemed to be
most common, except for when they appear in the text for the first time, in which case
the anglicized version of the name is followed by its transliterated form in parentheses,
e.g. Valmiki (Valmiki). Names of characters (with the exception of main protagonists,
whose names are identical with those of the authors) are transliterated throughout,
since the anglicized versions of their names are unknown to me. Book titles are translit-
erated and italicized (Jathan). When names of occupational and other human groups
(jatis, ethnic groups, etc.) appear in the text for the first time, they are transliterated and
their anglicized version deemed the most common is given in parentheses (e.g. ahir
(Ahir)), after which, the anglicized version is used throughout the text to allow for an
easy reading flow. An exception to this rule is made when such a name is discussed as
a term, in which case it is transliterated and italicized (e.g. dalit), or when it is discussed
as a contested category, in which case it is put into single quotation marks (e.g. ‘Dalit’).
Double quotation marks are used in verbatim quotations which appear in the main text;
while indented quotations are not put in quotation marks. Double quotation marks are
also used in quoted dialogue. Any quotation marks inside a quote are replaced by single
quotation marks. Anything left out of a quotation is marked with an ellipsis sign, i.e. ...,
and put within square brackets, i.e. [...]. Square brackets are also used in quotations for
additions of single words or phrases deemed necessary to enable the reader to grasp
the meaning; this predominantly occurs in translations from Hindi. By contrast, added
explanations are marked by parentheses within square brackets. Thus, [xyz] would be
an addition, whereas [(xyz)] would be an explanation. In the Bibliography, square brack-
ets are also used for the original year of publications which are actually new editions
(revised or reprinted without any changes) (e.g. Monier-Williams, Monier. 2002. [1899]).



Glossary

The following is a list of (mostly Hindi) loanwords and caste-related terms used in this
dissertation. Translations, unless indicated differently, are from Hindi. The term dalit,
which is the main topic of the first chapter of this dissertation, is, for reasons of its com-

plexity, not defined in this list.

abba ji The word abba literally means “father”, abba ji is a form of re-

spectful address to an elderly man. See ji.

abe The Oxford Hindi-English dictionary gives its translation as “inter;.
pej. you! you rascal! wretch!” (McGregor 2014: 46). The English
translator of Omprakash Valmiki’'s autobiography Jdthan Arun
Prabha Mukherjee leaves it untranslated as “abey” (Valmiki 2003:
p. 3). This word is used in Hindi as a form of highly impolite or
rude address. In Jathan, the word abe, which is only used in direct
speech, is frequently followed by cdh're ke or cah're ka. The

word be is a short form of abe.

achat Two Hindi versions of the derogatory term “untouchable”. As a
. rule, achat is the more commonly used term in Hindi, while as-
and asprsya
prsya sounds overly sanskritized in it. However, the latter term is,
according to Monika Browarchyk, a common and exclusive word
denoting “untouchable” in the Marathi language, which is the
mother tongue of Kausalya Baisantri, one of three authors, whose

works are in the focus of this dissertation (Browarczyk 2013: 296).

adivasi (Adi- The term adivasr (Adivasi) — literally meaning “original inhabitant”

vasi) from Sanskrit &di “beginning, origin” and vas “to dwell” — is a prob-



ahir (Ahir)

aji

asprsya

bahd

baniya (Bania)

lematic term and a contested group category. A detailed discus-
sion of the term is beyond the scope of this dissertation. To hint at
the problematic, however, | will quote Prathama Banerjee explain-
ing why they use the terms “tribe” and “adivasi” together: “in areas
such as Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh communities have chosen to
replace the term tribe with the more positive term adivasi, in the
northeast, the term adivasi refers to migrants from central India.
Indigenous groups of the northeast choose to call themselves
tribes in order to distinguish themselves from such later ‘en-

croachers’™ (Banerjee 2016: 131).

The ahir (Ahir) is a pastoral community, which, according to
Robert Vane Russell, can be found throughout India but is particu-
larly dispersed in the central and northern areas. The community
was traditionally occupied in breeding cattle and dealing in milk
and butter (Russell 2021: Vol. I, 13-29).

Marathi for “grandmother”.

see achut

Daughter-in-law, traditional form of address.

The word baniya (Bania) is derived from the Sanskrit vanij which
means “‘merchant”. Traditionally, people from the Bania commu-
nity are bankers, moneylenders, grain dealers and shopkeepers.
People from this community can be found all over India but have
their densest concentration in Rajasthan, Gujarat, Maharashtra
and Uttar Pradesh. The Banias are divided into a large number of
endogamous groups. One of them is jayas'val or Jaiswal (Russell
2021: Vol. Il, 90-112; Samanta 1998: Vol. XXXVIII, 438—-442).

10



barat

bastr

bhabhi

bhaiya

bhamgr
(Bhangi)

bharbhija
(Bharbhunja)

brahman

(Brahman)

In the case of Jdthan, a barat party is a marriage procession of

the bridegroom’s party to the bride’s house.

The word basti f. means any small place or living area, like a small
town, part of a village, a neighborhood, etc. In the context of Dalit
life and literature, bastr usually means a smallish neighborhood on
the outskirts of a village or a town, in which members of one or
several Dalit communities are segregated. The term is often trans-
lated into English as “slum”, but is left untranslated in this disserta-

tion.

The word bhabhi is commonly used in Hindi for a sister-in-law.

The word bhaiya m. means “brother” and is also used in Hindi as
a form of friendly address to a younger person or one of the same

age.

The term bhamgi (Bhangi) is a better known name of Valmiki’s

jati cah'ra.

The bharbhaja (Bharbhunja) is a community of grain-parchers. Ac-
cording to Russell, the name is derived from the Sanskrit word
bhrastra (frying-pan), and bharjaka (one who fries). They are dis-
persed in northern India (Russell 2021: Vol. IV, 202-204).

The word brahman (Brahman) is the name of the highest ranking
of the four varnas. Robert Vane Russell states that “Their tradi-
tional occupation was that of priesthood. They are considered to
be the purest among all castes. So they alone are qualified of per-

forming certain vital religious tasks, including e.g. studying sacred

11



camar (Chamar)

candala
(Chandala)

caudhari

scriptures, performing rites at ceremonial occasions, composing
and reciting religious hymns and giving instruction to the laity. At
present they hold a wide variety of occupations” (Russell 2021:
Vol. Il, 290-300).

People belonging to the camar (Chamar) community were tradi-
tionally tanners and leather workers. They are primarily found in
Hindi-speaking regions, in central and northern India, but are
found also in all parts of Bengal. The name is derived from the
Sanskrit word carmakara, a worker in leather (Russell 2021: Vol.
II, 339-355). Today, the jati Chamar is a Scheduled Caste.

Otto Bohtlinkg’s Sanskrit-Worterbuch lists two forms, candala and
candala and translates them as “ein Mann der verachtetsten
Schichte der menschlichen Gesellschaft. Im System der Sohn ei-
nes Sudra und einer Brahmani* (italics in original) (Bohtlinkg
1998: 207; 221). “The system” presumably means the explanation
of the origins of various groups of peoples, who did not belong to
any varna, which is given in the Manusmrti. Similar to the prevail-
ing academic opinion that the varna system did not describe the
actual state of the Indian society at that time, it is widely accepted
today that this systematic also is of a theoretical nature and can-
not be used as evidence for the origins of groups of people such
as the Chandala. Yamazaki (2005: 192) claims that the “Candala”
belonged to “non-Aryan native peoples” of India, but offers no evi-

dence for such a claim.

According to Carmen Brandt, caudharr “is a title which was intro-
duced by the Mughal rulers for certain officials and bestowed irre-

spective of religion. It usually denoted and may still denote an

12



chiatchat

cuh'ra (Chuhra)

chah'ri

dalit cet'na

economically and socially superior position” (Brandt 2015: 259).
Today, the title is often also used as a form of respectful address

to a person occupying a higher social position than the speaker.

A common word denoting the noun “untouchability” in Hindi.

The term cah'ra is the name of the jati, to which Valmiki’'s family
belongs, and which appears to be the biggest Scheduled Caste of
Valmiki’s native village Barla. Denzil Ibbetson (1916) writes that it
is a community of sweepers and scavengers, mainly based in
Punjab and Pakistan (Ibbetson 1916: 290-295).

The words k& and ke in phrases cdh're ka and ciuh're ke are mas-
culine singular and plural forms of the Hindi possessive postposi-
tion, so cdh're k& and cuh’re ke means “belonging to Chuhra/’s”.

Also see abe.

The word chdh'rT is the female form of cah'ra, it is a very impolite

way of addressing a woman from the Chuhra jati.

Laura Brueck (2006) has devoted a lengthy article to the subject
of dalit cetna. It is therefore not easy to define it in one short para-
graph. Sharankumar Limbale defines Dalit consciousness as “the
revolutionary mentality connected with struggle. Ambedkarite
thought is the inspiration for this consciousness. Dalit conscious-
ness makes slaves conscious of their slavery. Dalit consciousness
is an important seed for Dalit literature; it is separate and distinct
from the consciousness of other writers. Dalit literature is demar-
cated as unique because of this consciousness” (cited in Brueck
2006). According to Brueck, “Dalit chetna today is a thoroughly
modern critical concept in the mode of deconstruction. It is an ex-
pression of denial, a theoretical tool that contributes to the desta-

bilization of traditional notions of social hierarchy and cultural au-

13



dhobi (Dhobi)

go6d (Gond)

gareriya
(Gadariya)

harijan (Harijan)

thenticity. Contemporary Dalit critics are specific about both the
current nature and the importance of Dalit chetna. [...] Dalit
chetna has become an essential component of the growing Dalit
literary critical lexicon”. For a deeper discussion see Brueck’s
2006 article.

The term dhobi (Dhobi) is the name of the jati of washer people.
The name is derived from the Hindi verb dhond and Sanskrit
dhav, “to wash” (Russell 2021: Vol. Il, 431-436). The community
is large and distributed all over the subcontinent, it is listed as a
Scheduled Caste, though, to my knowledge, not in every Indian

state.

Russell lists the Gonds as “[t]he principal tribe of the Dravidian
family and perhaps the most important of the non-Aryan or forest
tribes in India” (Russell 2021: Vol. Ill, 41). The gbéd (Gond) are
listed as a Scheduled Tribe in Madhya Pradesh and as a Sched-
uled Caste in Uttar Pradesh (Bdck, Rao 1995: 125). The ambigu-
ity of group categories, which is discussed in the first chapter of
this dissertation, is emphasized by this example.

The gareriya (Gadariya) is a shepherd community, mainly found in
northern India. According to Russell, the name is derived from the
Hindi gadar and the Sanskrit gandhara, meaning “sheep”. The
Sanskrit name was derived from the country of Gandhara or Kan-
dahar, from which sheep were first brought. The traditional occu-
pations of the Gadaria included breeding and grazing of sheep
and goats, and weaving of blankets from sheep’s wool (Russell
2021: Vol. Il, 1-6).

The word harijan (Harijan), literally meaning “child of God”, is an

etic term, which was meant to replace the derogatory term “un-

14



jayas'val baniya

(Jaiswal Bania)

Jjamadar

(Jamadar)

jati

julaha (Julaha)

touchable”. It was promoted by Mohandas Gandhi in an attempt —
in Sarah Beth’s words — “to move away from the idea of “untouch-
able” and promote a new, positive ascription to the community”
(Beth 2007: 546). The etic term harijan was rejected by the major-
ity of Dalit activists, who perceived it as demeaning and patroniz-
ing (ibid.).

See baniya (Bania).

The jamadar (Jamadar) community is a Scheduled Caste. Their
traditional occupations include village watchmen and field-labor-
ers. Members of the community are primarily found in the region
of Bundelkhand (Russell 2021: Vol. lll, 355-358).

The word jati comes from the Sanskrit root jan, which means “to
be born”. It is translated by the Oxford Hindi-English dictionary as
“1. birth, 2. position fixed by birth, community or caste group. 3.
good birth, high caste. 4. kind, race; genus, species; nationality. 5.
community; nation; tribe; family, lineage” (McGregor 2004b: 367).
See chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?” for discussion.

The word ji, when used with a name or a title, is a formal appella-
tion similar to “sir” or “madam”. Used on its own in a dialogue, it
can be understood as both, a polite form of address as well as an

extremely polite form of agreement.

In India, there exists both a Hindu and a Muslim jati called julaha
(Julaha). Their members are traditionally weavers (Maitra 1998,
Vol. XXXVIII, 459-461; Russell 2021: Vol. Ill, 231-232).

15



Jjanmastami

juathan

Jjhimvar

(Jhinwar)

kumhar
(Kumhar)

lalla ji

mahar (Mahar)

mamg (Mang)

The krsna janmastamr or Krishna Janmashtami is an annual festi-

val that celebrates the birth of Krishna.

The word jathan, which is the namesake of Omprakash Valmiki’'s

autobiography, means “food leftovers”.

People belonging to the jhimvar jati for the most part live in the
states of Punjab and Uttar Pradesh in India. Their traditional occu-
pations include those of watermen, boatmen and cooks (Ibbetson
1916: 303—-309; Russell 2021: Vol. lll, 241-244).

The kumhar (Kumhar) or kumbhar (Kumbhar) is a community that
was traditionally involved in making pottery. The name is derived
from the Sanskrit word kumbh, meaning “water-pot” (Risley 1892:
Vol. |, 517-526; Russell 2021: Vol. IV, 1-10).

Form of affectionate address used in Jathan by the main protago-

nist’s sister-in-law for her husband’s youngest brother.

The jati mahar or Mahar is the largest Scheduled Caste in Maha-
rashtra. According to Russell, traditional occupations of the Ma-
hars included those of watchman, messenger, wall mender, etc.
(Russell 2021: Vol. IV, 105-114). This community or jati became
famous because Dr. B. R. Ambedkar — principal instigator of the
Dalit movement in the 1920s, famous politician, and much more —

was one of its members.

The mamg or Mang jati is the second largest Scheduled Caste in
Maharashtra and can also be found in the neighboring states.
Their traditional occupations include tanning, shoemaking, prepa-

ration of leather buckets, acting as village musicians and castrat-

16



mumsi ji

musahar
(Musahar)

nai (Nai)

nat (Nat)

noniya (Nonia)

ing bullocks; the Mang women often serve as midwives (Russell
2021: Vol. IV, 151-155).

In Valmiki’s autobiography Jathan the words mumsr ji stand for the
father’s affectionate form of address for the young Omprakash. Its
meaning and significance are discussed in chapter 5 “Challenging

Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment”.

The musahar (Musahar) are listed as a Scheduled Caste. Accord-
ing to William Crooke, “the name means ‘rat-catching’ or ‘rat-eat-
ing’. It signifies ‘flesh-seekers’ or ‘hunters’. They are now mostly
landless agricultural labourers and sometimes still have to resort
to rat catching to survive during lean times” (Crooke 1896: Vol. IV,
12-37).

The nar (Nai) is traditionally a Barber community which is wide-
spread in northern India. It is a Scheduled Caste. See Crooke
1896: Vol. IV, 40-49; Russell 2021: 1V, 217-233.

The nat (Nat) community is a Scheduled Caste. The word nat de-
rives from the Sanskrit word nata, “dancer”. Crooke states that it
seems that “Nat is an occupational term which includes a number
of different clans who have been grouped together merely on ac-
count of their common occupation of dancing, prostitution, and
performance” (Crooke 1896: Vol. IV, 57).

The noniya (Nonia), also known as ndniya, liniya and loniya is a
community that has traditionally been occupied in the extraction of
salt and saltpeter from saline earth. Both, Crooke (1896: Vol. lll,
386—395) and Russell (2021: Vol. IV, 243—-244) speak of them as

being at “the bottom of the caste system”.

17



pah'can

pasi (Pasi)

puaja

rofi

sahab

sala

salam

sasure

Savarna

tyagi (Tyagi) /

The word pah’can means “recognition, distinguishing mark, iden-
tity”, etc. With this word Omprakash Valmiki refers to his chosen
surname Valmiki, which constitutes a jati marker. See also

valmiki (Valmiki).

The pasi (Pasi) community’s hereditary occupation is the tapping
of the Palmyra date and other palm trees for their sap. It is regis-
tered as a Scheduled Caste (Russell 2021: Vol. 1V,309-313;
Singh 1971).

The word pdja means a religious ceremony.

Flat round bread, usually cooked on a griddle.

The word sahab, used with a name or a title, means as much as

“sir”, “mister”.

The word sala m. means brother-in-law, but is widely used as an

abusive address in Hindi.

According to Jdthan (Valmiki 1999: 42f.), it was common among
the Chuhras that during a salam procession, the groom went
around in the bride’s village with his party and the bride visited the
groom’s village with her party — both in order to receive gifts from

“upper caste” village residents.

Literally, father-in-law, often used as a form of abusive address.

See varna.

Valmiki introduces the tyagr or taga jati as the dominant Hindu

18



taga (Taga)

valmiki (Valmiki)

varna

yar

and Moslem community of the village he grew up in (Valmiki,
1999, p. 11ff.). William Crooke writes about the Tyagis/Tagas as a
cultivating and land-owning community with a high position in
caste hierarchy. They are said to be Brahmins by origin, though,
as in most cases, the origin of the community cannot be deter-
mined with any certainty (Crooke 1896: 351-355).

According to Debjani Ganguly (2009: 434f.), the name Valmiki or
Balmiki was given to the Bhangi community by the Arya Samaj, a
Hindu reformist movement that originated in northern India in the
nineteenth century, in an attempt to keep members of this com-
munity within the Hindu fold. It is not by chance that Omprakash
Valmiki’s chosen surname is equivalent to one of the names of his
jati. The author speaks about his choice at length towards the end

of his autobiography.

In Sanskrit, the word varna literally means “color”; it can be found
in the Rgveda Hymn 10, 90, the Purusasuktam, that describes the
creation of the universe out of ‘Purusa’ or the ‘Cosmic Being’. In
this hymn, the four varnas (brahman, ksatriya, vaiSya, Sudra) are
said to have originated from it in a hierarchical order. The term
savarna (Savarna), means “with varna” and refers to members of
the Hindu society with the exception of communities formerly la-
beled as “untouchable”. The authors whose autobiographies are
in the focus of this dissertation, use this term as the opposite of
Dalit. See chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?” for details.

The word yar m. means “friend”; it is an emphatically informal
Hindi word.
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Text and Subtext: Narrative Techniques in Hindi Dalit Autobiographies

Introduction

This dissertation analyzes autobiographies written by three Hindi Dalit authors and the
narrative techniques used by these authors to perform their Dalit identity. Each of the
authors, their works as well as the terms used in the title and the previous sentence of
this work will be given consideration in this introduction. But since “Dalit literature” is the
umbrella term for literary texts written by “Dalit authors”, it should be the first to be scru-
tinized. Before discussing the term “Dalit literature”, it seems appropriate to discuss
each of the terms contained in it on their own. However, this dissertation dedicates a
whole chapter to the many possible meanings of the highly problematic term dalit and
the meanings of the ostensibly simple term “literature”, when scrutinized, appear to be
similarly manifold. Let it be said at this point, that unless indicated otherwise, | use the
Hindi word dalit, unmarked and capitalized (Dalit), in the way used by most scholars to-
day, namely, as a collective term referring to members of the Scheduled Castes and/or
people formerly labeled as “untouchable”. The term “literature”, unless otherwise speci-
fied, is used here according to definition 3a from the Oxford English Dictionary, namely
as “a body of literary works produced in a particular country or period, or of a particular

genre”.”

! https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/109080?redirectedFrom=literature accessed on 09.05.22.
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1 Dalit Literature

The phenomenon known as Dalit literature today begins with Marathi Dalit literature in
the 1970s in the Indian state of Maharashtra. According to Arjun Dangle (Arjun Damg'le)
— one of the three Marathi Dalit authors, who inaugurated the Dalit Panther?> movement
in 1972 — the term “Dalit literature” was decided upon and officially introduced at the first
Dalit literary conference in 1958. Dangle was also the editor of the groundbreaking an-
thology of Marathi Dalit literature in English translation, Poisoned Bread: Translations
from Modern Marathi Dalit Literature, first published in 1992. In his introduction to this
volume, he describes Dalit literature as “marked by revolt and negativism, since it is
closely associated with the hopes for freedom of a group of people who, as untouch-
ables, are victims of social, economic and cultural inequality”. For him, Dr. Bhimrao
Ambedkar (Bhim'rav Ambed'kar)® was the “pioneer of Dalit literature”, since it were “[h]is
revolutionary ideas [that] stirred into action all the Dalits of Maharashtra and gave them
a new self-respect. Dalit literature is nothing but the literary expression of this aware-
ness” (Dangle 1994: xi).

Dangle names Baburao Bagul (Baburav Bagul) — one of the first and most prominent
Marathi Dalit writers — as the major source of inspiration for other authors, who began to
write literature in great numbers in the 1960s and 70s. Marathi Dalit writers produced an
enormous amount of poetry, but short stories, autobiographies and critical essays have
also been created in great numbers. According to Dangle, the Dalit Panthers were es-
tablished in 1972 by three Marathi Dalit writers — Arjun Dangle himself, Namdeo Dhasal
(Nam'dev Dhasal) and J. V. Pawar (Je. VI. Pavar) — when a great amount of Dalit writ-

ings already existed in the Marathi language. Thus, the Dalit Panther Ambedkarite so-

? Ambedkarite militant social organization, see Zelliot 2015.

3 Bhim'rav Ram!ji Ambed'kar (1891-1956), better known as Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar or Dr. B. R. Ambed-
kar, was an economist, politician, social reformer, the first Law and Justice minister of independent India,
who headed the committee drafting the Constitution of India, and the father and inspiration of the Dalit

movement as well as a prolific writer.
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cial organization grew out of this new and vibrant literary movement. The establishment

of the Dalit Panther movement prompted a further increase in literary production.*

Several other Dalit authors and critics have attempted to define “Dalit literature”. The
definition given by Sharankumar Limbale (Saran'kumar Limbale) appears to be the one
accepted by most scholars today. According to Limbale, Dalit literature means “writing
about Dalits by Dalit writers with Dalit consciousness” (Brueck 2014: 10). Dalit con-
sciousness, or dalit cet'na, is an essential concept and a central theoretical tool for Dalit

literature. Limbale defines Dalit consciousness as

the revolutionary mentality connected with struggle. Ambedkarite thought
is the inspiration for this consciousness. Dalit consciousness makes
slaves conscious of their slavery. Dalit consciousness is an important
seed for Dalit literature; it is separate and distinct from the consciousness
of other writers. Dalit literature is demarcated as unique because of this

consciousness (cited in Brueck 2006).

According to Laura Brueck

(http://www.india-seminar.com/2006/558/558%20laura%20r.%20brueck.htm.),

Dalit chetna today is a thoroughly modern critical concept in the mode of
deconstruction. It is an expression of denial, a theoretical tool that contrib-
utes to the destabilization of traditional notions of social hierarchy and cul-
tural authenticity. Contemporary Dalit critics are specific about both the
current nature and the importance of Dalit chetna. [...] Dalit chetna has be-

come an essential component of the growing Dalit literary critical lexicon.®

4 See Dangle1994: xii.

3 For a deeper discussion of the term dalit cet'na see Brueck 2006.
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Sara Beth Hunt has pointed out that in the case of Dalit literature, the meaning of “litera-
ture” has been expanded so that “Dalit literature has become an umbrella-like term used
to encompass all Dalit-authored writings on Dalit issues”, including, alongside fictional
genres “articles on economic liberalisation/privatisation/globalisation and their effects on
the Dalit community, articles on the system of reservation® [...,] on Dalits and on the ed-
ucation system, [... and the] relationship between Dalits and other minority communi-
ties, particularly the OBCs and the STs”” (Beth Hunt 2014: 154). While definitions might
vary, what seems to have been accepted by most Dalit authors, critics and activists
from the 1970s until today is that Dalit literature is part of the Dalit emancipatory move-

ment and should not be regarded separately from it.

2 History of Hindi Dalit Literature: An Overview

Sara Beth Hunt traces the beginnings of Dalit writing in Hindi back to the late 19th cen-
tury and what is called by her “jati histories” (Beth Hunt 2014: 27) — i.e. documents, writ-

ten by members of “untouchable” jatis,® such as the Chamar (camar),’ in an attempt to

® The term “reservation” means, in the Indian context, affirmative action, i.e. places and positions in
schools, universities and in the governmental and public sector, which are reserved for members of

marginalized groups such as Dalits.

" The abbreviations ST and OBC stand for Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes. These terms,
along with SC for Scheduled Castes, were introduced by the British government in 1936 as a means of

enforcing affirmative action (or “reservation”, see footnote above) (Béck, Rao 1995).

¥ The term jati is discussed at length in chapter 1 of this work. To give an extremely simplified explanation
at this point, it might be said that jati is one of the terms traditionally and not quite correctly translated into
English as “caste”, while today it overwhelmingly refers to occupational groups.

? See footnote 73.
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prove to the British government that these jatis have mistakenly been registered as “un-

touchable” while their true origins were ksatriya.” "

As the next stage in the development of Dalit writing in Hindi, Beth Hunt names the writ-
ings of Swami Achutanand (Svamt Achdtanand, 1879-1933), a key figure in Dalit politi-
cal history in the Hindi sphere. The following paragraph from Maren Bellwinkel-
Schempp’s article From Bhakti to Buddhism: Ravidas and Ambedkar provides informa-

tion about crucial cornerstones of his significance:

Swami Achutanand (1879-1933) arrived and made his home in Kanpur.
He was a jatav chamar who grew up in the cantonment in western Uttar
Pradesh and joined the Arya Samaj.” Disgruntled with its discrimination
against untouchables, he left and deliberately chose the nom de plume of
‘a-chut’ (meaning not polluted), “the one who was in a state of purity”
(Khare 1984: 84)." He built up the Adi Hindu movement in Uttar Pradesh,
reversed the so-called “Aryan theory of race” (Bayly 1999: 127), and
claimed that the untouchables were the highly civilised and peaceful origi-
nal inhabitants of India who used to rule the country. They were subju-
gated and enslaved through the Aryan conquest. That theory was nothing
new or original. The Adi Andhra, Adi Karnataka and Adi Dravida move-
ments in south India (Omvedt 1994) and the Ad Dharm movement in Pun-

1% The word ksatriya stands for the second highest of the four varnas. See chapter 1 of this work and

Bock, Rao (1995) for a detailed discussion.

' This phenomenon has been termed Sanskritization, for its detailed discussion and theorization see
Beth Hunt (2014), Srinivas (1968), Bayly (1999).

"2 The Arya Samaj was a “Hindu revivalist movement founded in 1875 by Swami Dayanand Sarasvati.
The Arya Samaj sought to restore Hinduism to what was perceived to be its original purity” (Sullivan 2003:
28).

3 The term achat is a commonly used word for “untouchable” in Hindi and some related Indian lan-
guages, but, being derived from the verb chidna, “to touch”, with the negative prefix a, it can also mean
“‘untouched”. See also Beth Hunt 2014: 37.

25



jab (Juergensmeyer 1982: 46) developed similar theories (Bellwinkel-
Schempp 2007: 3).

According to Beth Hunt, Swami Achutanand started writing poetry and dramas in the
early 1920s to promote the Adi Hindu movement and reach his mainly illiterate audi-
ence. Other activists soon joined in and started producing similar literary texts. Beth
Hunt states that Adi Hindu activists suffered from an exclusion from the mainstream lit-
erary public sphere, and consequently created a counter-public sphere with a number of
small privately owned printing presses. The launch of these presses helped develop
what Beth Hunt calls “the field of Dalit pamphlets” of Hindi Dalit literature. By the 1930s
this field turned into a vibrant counter-public sphere, through which literary texts written
by “untouchable” authors “spread across north India on a massive scale by the mid-20th
century” (Beth Hunt 2014: 26). The pamphlets printed and circulated by activists of this
field, contained “songs, poetry, dramas, short ideological articles and, especially, narra-
tives recounting the ancient past” and “were distributed at community gatherings, politi-

cal meetings and annual community melas [(i.e. fairs)]” (Beth Hunt 2014: 26).

With the rising popularity of Bhimrao Ambedkar, the broader Dalit movement and espe-
cially following Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism," themes of these pamphlets
shifted to include Ambedkar’s life story, texts on Buddhism, etc. With the rise of Dalit
politics in the 1940s, political issues, such as challenges to the Scheduled Castes Fed-
eration™ and the Republican Party of India’ were also discussed (Beth Hunt 2014: 42f).
This shift marked, according to Beth Hunt, the beginnings of a new trend in Hindi Dalit

4 Dr. B. R. Ambedkar famously converted to Buddhism in an unprecedented ceremony on December 6th

1956 together with almost half a million Dalits (Bellwinkel-Schempp 2011: 1).

"> The Scheduled Castes Federation was founded in 1942 by B. R. Ambedkar to campaign for the rights

of the Dalit community.

'%1n 1956, B. R. Ambedkar announced that he planned to dismantle the SCF (Scheduled Castes Federa-
tion) and to found the Republican Party of India. Since he passed away before this could be accom-
plished, the Republican Party of India was formed in 1957 by his followers (Yadav 2011).
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literature of the mid-20th century, characterized by a commitment to Ambedkarite poli-
tics, propagation of Buddhism as well as deep concern with the upholding of the securi-
ties and rights given to members of the Scheduled Castes' at the time of Indepen-
dence. Beth Hunt states further that Hindi Dalit writers of this generation (1940s through
1970s) recognized that “literary production, political activism and religious protest went
hand in hand” (Beth Hunt 2014: 49).

According to Beth Hunt, despite the decline in Dalit politics in the 1970s, some of the
most influential “pamphlet field” presses maintained their publications throughout the
decade. At the same time, a new generation of Dalit writers in Hindi emerged and
started several new periodicals, such as Bhim Dainik (“Ambedkar Daily”; 1970) and
Samta Shakti (“Power of Equality”; 1972), Bhim (“Ambedkar”; 1977), Dalit Chetna (“Dalit
Consciousness”; 1978), etc. (Beth Hunt 2014: 54). This generation kept to the practices
of Dalit pamphlet literature in that it continued to use small privately owned printing
presses; it also adhered to the pamphlet format and community-based distribution dur-

ing political rallies, fairs and other gatherings.

Beth Hunt states further that the pamphlet field of Hindi Dalit literature continues to
thrive today, but functions quite separately from what in Beth Hunt's phrasing emerged
as the “rise of the autobiographic field of Hindi Dalit literature” in the 1980s. It was initi-
ated by Hindi Dalit authors such as Mohandas Naimishray (Mohandas Naimisray) and
Omprakash Valmiki (Omprakas Valmiki) — to name two of the best known authors who
played a major part in the origination of this field — who were inspired by Marathi Dalit lit-

erature and its trends.

According to Beth Hunt, Arjun Dangle referred to the period between 1978 and 1986 as
“the period of autobiographies” in the history of Marathi Dalit literature. These autobi-

ographies included Daya Pawar’'s Balut (1978), Shankarrao Kharat's Taral-Antaral

17 See footnote 7 above.
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(1981), Sharankumar Limbale’s Akkarmashi (1984), Laxman Mane’s Upara (1980),
Dadasaheb More’s Gabal (1984), P. E. Sonkamble’s Athvaninche Pakshi (1973); as
well as the following autobiographies written by Dalit women authors: Babetai Kamble's
Jina Amucha (1986), Shantabai Kamble’'s Majya Jalmachi Chittarkatha (1983) and Ku-
mud Pawde’s Antasphot (1981) (Beth Hunt 2014: 206). These autobiographies quickly
became widely acclaimed and are regarded as masterpieces of Dalit literature today.
Daya Pawar’s Balut, to mention one example, was translated into Hindi as Achat and

published in three editions within fifteen years.

Beth Hunt identifies several periods in the formation of this new field of Hindi Dalit litera-
ture initiated by middle-class Dalit writers starting in the early 1980s. The first phase in-
cluded translation of Marathi Dalit literature into Hindi — particularly, translation of auto-
biographies. The formation of an extensive support network was followed by the publi-
cation of autobiographical narratives written by Hindi Dalit authors. This phase com-
menced in the 1990s and the autobiographies were at first published in parts in literary

magazines such as Hans,'® and later as monographs (Beth Hunt 2014: 133).

Debjani Ganguly associates the popularity of the autobiographical genre in Dalit litera-

ture with an increased vocalization of the Human Rights discourse:

The recent dominance of life-writing over poetry and the short story
[(which were dominant in early Marathi Dalit literature)] is a significant de-
velopment and occurred in tandem with an incremental increase through

the 1990s in the vocalisation of low-caste' aspirations in the public

'8 The literary magazine Hans was first established by Munshi Premchand in the 1930s, but was shut
down some 25 years later. Its modern manifestation was revived by the renowned Hindi writer Rajendra
Yadav. Hans is one of the most important Hindi literary magazines today. Its late editor is well-known for

the crucial role he played in the development and promotion of Hindi Dalit literature.

19 See chapter 1 of this work for a detailed discussion of the term “caste”.
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sphere. This is intimately linked not just to an increased questioning of the
foundations of the secular and modernising Nehruvian state through the
1980s, but also to an enhanced connectivity to the discourse of human
rights on the international stage. The National Campaign for Dalit Human
Rights and the National Federation of Dalit Women, both established in
the 1990s, are now powerful forums for the national and global articulation
of Dalit rights (Ganguly 2009: 432).

3 The Special Place of Autobiography

As is the case with many other terms used in the title of this dissertation, the word “auto-
biography” is also a problematic term. The most common term used in the Hindi origi-
nals is &tmakatha, meaning literally “self-story” or “story of the self”. This is a very com-
mon term in the Hindi language — one could say, it is as common as the word autobiog-
raphy is in English — and it is also the term which is mostly used by the authors them-
selves to talk about the works in the focus of this dissertation. Both, Omprakash Valmiki
and Tulsiram (Tulsiram)® used it repeatedly in my interviews with them in 2012 and
2014 respectively. Other terms or phrases with a similar meaning are used by the au-
thors as well. In the introduction to Jdthan, Omprakash Valmiki uses the term at-
makatha four times, but he also uses the term vyatha-katha twice. The word vyatha
means as much as “pain” or “sorrow”. Thus, vyatha-katha can be translated as a “story
of pain” (Valmiki 1999: 1). Arun Prabha Mukherjee translated it as a “narrative of pain”
in her translation of the work (Valmiki 2003: XIII). While this is Valmiki’s own designation
for his autobiography, it is unquestionably not a synonym of atmakatha, but a term that

describes Valmiki’s feelings and attitude towards his autobiography Jathan. Kausalya

2 As often happens with South Asian proper names, Tulsiram’s name appears in several resources (in-
cluding his books) at times written as one word (TulsTram) and at times as two words (TulsT Ram). | chose
to write it as one word, because Tulsiram himself wrote his name as one word in the copy of Manikarnika,

which he gave me as a gift during our meeting in September 2014.
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Baisantri (Kausalya Baisamtri) calls her autobiography jivan ki kathd when she dedi-
cates Doh'ra Abhisap to her parents (Baisantri 1999: 7). The word jivan means “life”, so
Jivan ki katha could be translated as “life story” and seen as a synonym of atmakatha. In
the introduction to Murdahiya, Tulsiram avoids the usage of any term which could be
translated as “autobiography”, but describes his work as jivan yatra ka lekha-jokha (“ac-
count of life-journey”) at one point (Tulsiram 2014a: 6). In the introduction to the second
part of his autobiography, Manikarnika, however, the term atmakatha is used: maim
hamesa kah'ta rah'ta tha ki atmakatha kist bhi vyakti ki amtim rac'na honi chahie (“I al-
ways kept saying that an autobiography should be a person’s final work”; Tulsiram
2014b: 5). The corresponding terms which can be used in the English language are
more diverse than the terms used in Hindi by the authors whose works are in the focus

of this dissertation.

The term autobiography has been accused of being “bound up in historical terms with

the life narratives of the ‘atomistic Western male hero™” (Malhotra and Lambert-Hurley

2015: 4) and thus rejected by “many postmodern and postcolonial theorists” “on the ba-
sis that, as Smith and Watson summarize, ‘its politics is one of exclusion’. Not only does
it fail to recognize the breadth of autobiographical practice around the globe and at
different times [...] but, [...] it also privileges a specifically “Western” notion of self, thus
marginalizing other cultural forms of self and self-representation” (ibid.). While Sidonie
Smith and Julia Watson “favor the terms life writing and life narrative on the basis that
they are more ‘inclusive of the heterogeneity of self-referential practices’ and thus offer
a means by which ‘a new, globalized history of the field might be imagined’”, according
to Anshu Malhotra and Siobhan Lambert-Hurley “scholars of South Asia have favored
other terms: life history or, if concerned that the former would indicate some sort of

truth-claim, life story” (Malhotra and Lambert-Hurley 2015: 4f.).

If one looks specifically at English language scholarly articles concerned with Dalit liter-

ature, a search on Google Scholar?' yields 676 results for “Dalit autobiographies”, 199

2! https://scholar.google.com/ accessed on 02.09.22.
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results for “Dalit personal narratives”, 147 results for “Dalit life narratives”, and 93 for
“Dalit life writing”. The terms “life history” and “life story” are hardly used. Thus, while
this demonstrates that there is no consensus in academic circles about the term to be
used, the term “Dalit autobiographies” is still the most favored. The neglect of the prob-
lematic regarding the term “autobiography” by scholars of Dalit literature could reflect
the fact that Dalit studies as a field is less concerned with the dichotomy colonized vs.
colonizer while focusing on the more internally South Asian problematic of “untouchabil-
ity”. In this dissertation, | therefore join the majority of scholars in the field and use the

term “Dalit autobiography” while disregarding its arguable Western-centered aspect.

Today, nearly forty years after its inception, the corpus of the “autobiographic field” of
Hindi Dalit literature is enormous and includes literary texts in many genres. Beth Hunt

states that

literary genres are [...] ranked in the autobiographic field of Dalit literature
in a hierarchy of symbolic value. At the top rung are Dalit autobiographies
and Dalit literary criticism. Below these literary genres are forms of fic-
tions, especially short stories, and below these, articles on contemporary
Dalit social issues or on histories of Ambedkar or the Buddha. Finally, at

the lowest rung are poetry and drama (Beth Hunt 2014: 168).

Beth Hunt explains further that members of this new field of Hindi Dalit literature began
by writing and publishing their autobiographies not only due to the fact that they were in-
spired by Marathi Dalit autobiographies, but also because of the problem of representa-
tivity: “Emphasising their impoverished upbringing, their struggles to gain even a basic
education and the continual obstacles they face in the form of caste discrimination, all
become important strategies for Hindi Dalit writers to highlight their ‘representative’ Dalit
identity while downplaying their ‘unrepresentative’ middle-class one” (Beth Hunt 2014

136). Another reason was that, while a short story or a novel can be dismissed as fic-
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tion, an autobiography cannot easily be accused of not being true and is thus often seen
as a historic document (Beth Hunt 2014: 138; 176, etc.).

The genre of autobiography has developed into such a central feature of Hindi Dalit lit-
erature that Dalit authors have indicated that they were required to publish an autobiog-
raphy before other works could be accepted for publication. For instance, Shyauraj
Singh Bechain claimed in an interview that when he approached a commercial publish-
ing house in Delhi for the publication of one of his books, he was told: “First give me
your autobiography, then I'll publish your other books. Otherwise your books will not
sell” (Beth Hunt 2014: 206). Surajpal Chauhan (Sdraj'pal Cauhan), another renowned
Hindi Dalit writer who authored a well-known autobiography, said in an interview that he
was thinking about writing a second autobiography: “I had to rush to write the first one,
since the movement needed it (Beth Hunt 2014: 203). Moreover, all three authors
whose autobiographies are in the focus of this dissertation claim in introductions to their
respective works that they were approached either by publishers or other Dalit literary

figures and asked to write their life stories.

Omprakash Valmiki states in the short author’s note preceding his autobiography that
Raj Kishore (R3jkisor),?? renowned journalist, writer, poet, critic and editor of the well-
known book series Aj ke prasn (“Today’s questions”), requested Valmiki to write “10-11
pages of his experiences in autobiographical style”* 2* (Valmiki 1999: Lekhak KT or se,
i.e. “from the writer”) for the book Harijan se Dalit (“From Harijan to Dalit”). Valmiki
claims that he was not able to complete this task and after a period of silence received
an ultimatum from Raj Kishore. Only as a result of this was Valmiki able to bring himself

to write the requested pages. The decision to write a book-length autobiography came,

22 The transliterated form of the name is according to the way it is written in Valmiki’s footnote, while the

anglicized version is the one most commonly found in English language sources.

 Hindi original: das-gyarah prsthom mem ap'ne anubhav atmakathatmak $ailf mem.

24 All translations from Hindi are mine unless indicated otherwise.
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according to him, as a response to the stream of letters suggesting this, which he re-

ceived following the publication of his short autobiographical text in Harijan se Dallit.

Similarly, Kausalya Baisantri states in the introduction to her work (bhimika) that
women writers Kumud Pawde (Kumud Pawde) and her sister Nalini Somkuwar (Nalint
Sumkumvar) were the first to suggest to her to write about her experiences. In a nearly
verbatim repetition of Valmiki’'s words, she claims that she found it very hard to start
writing. Only later, when another duo of women writers, Urmila Pawar (Urmila Pavar)
and Meenakshi Moon (Minakst Min), came to interview her in Delhi and also suggested
that Baisantri should write about her experiences did she decide to compose her autobi-
ography. Both Kumud Pawde and Urmila Pawar are acclaimed authors of Dalit women

autobiographies in Marathi.

In the introduction to the first part of his autobiography, Tulsiram claims that all the
credit for the “digging out of this life out of Murdahiya”® 2¢ (Tulsiram 2014a: 5) goes to
Tadbhav magazine? editor Akhilesh (Akhile$), who “always used to meet me holding a
spade instead of a pen”? (ibid.). “Strictly speaking, | dug out my life out of Murdahiya
with his spade™ (ibid.). While Tulsiram does not go into details explaining Akhilesh’s
role in the creation of his autobiography, it does appear as if Tulsiram was less than en-
thusiastic about “digging out his life” and that a suggestion and perhaps even insistence

from the Tadbhav editor were needed for him to be convinced to commit to writing his

> The namesake of the first part of Tulsiram’s autobiography, Murdahiya is the name of a space on the
outskirts of the village Dharampur (near Azamgarh), in which Tulsiram grew up. See below for more de-

tails.

2% Hindi original: is jimdagr ko murdahiya se khod'kar bahar lane ka.

" Tadbhav is a quarterly Hindi language literary magazine.

% Hindi original: ye hame$a mere samne kalam ke bad'le phav'ra liye taiyar mil'te the.

¥ Hindi original: sahi arthom mem maimne un'ki hi phav're se khod'kar ‘murdahiyd’ se ap'ni jimdagr ko
bahar nikala.
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autobiography. In the introduction to the second part of his autobiography, Manikarnika,
Tulsiram adds that he always thought that an autobiography had to be the final en-
deavor in a person’s life (see above) and that it was the editor of Tadbhav magazine

Akhilesh, who convinced him that this not necessarily had to be so (Tulsiram 2014b: 5).

All of the above points towards the significance, which Dalit autobiographies are en-
dowed with by both established Dalit writers themselves, as well as editors interested in
publishing Dalit literature. Beth Hunt maintains that “[tjhere is a common assumption
that members of a marginalised group will both want and need to write autobiographical
literature in order to express their experiences of oppression. In the eyes of the main-
stream literary field, this is their one (and only) legitimate life experience. In this sense,
autobiography allows Dalits to participate in the literary field only in a limited and prede-
termined way” (Beth Hunt 2014: 206).

Many authors of Hindi Dalit autobiographies have proceeded to publish literary texts
written in other genres such as short story, literary criticism, poetry and even novels.
Omprakash Valmiki, to name one example, published one poetry collection before the
publication of his autobiography Jathan in 1997 and two further poetry collections, two
short story collections as well as two books of literary criticism after it.*° It is indisputable
that the genre of autobiography was crucial for the development of Hindi Dalit literature
and Beth Hunt’s claim that writing their autobiographies helped authors in this “autobio-
graphic field” of Hindi Dalit literature to enter mainstream Hindi literary sphere and pub-
lish literary works written in other genres, seems appropriate. However, in this disserta-
tion | argue that Hindi Dalit authors do not depend on fictional genres to skillfully use lit-
erary conventions and narrative techniques, but expertly do so in their autobiographies

as well, despite the restrictions imposed upon them through this genre.

3% The titles in corresponding order are: Sadiyom Ka Santap (1989), Bas! Bahut Ho Cuka (1997), Salam
(2000), Ghuspaithiye (2004), Dalit Sahitya K& Saundarya$astra (2001) and Mukhyadhara Aur Dalit
Sahitya (2009).
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4 Authors and Works in Focus of this Dissertation

This dissertation analyzes four books written by three distinguished Dalit authors: Om-
prakash Valmiki’'s Jdthan, Kausalya Baisantri's Doh'ra Abhisap and Tulsiram’s Mur-
dahiya and Manikarnika each constitute a milestone in the history of Hindi Dalit litera-
ture in their own way. The following brief introductions of the books and their authors
are meant as rough outlines with the purpose to provide context for the reader; they are
unable to give justice to these exceptional works, nor can the analysis presented in this
dissertation be seen as exhaustive. Rather, | suggest that further analyses of narrative
techniques used by Dalit authors is needed in order to complement scholarly under-
standing of the major phenomenon Dalit literature has become — not exclusively in the
Hindi language. The following subsections correspond to the chronological order of the

original publication of each autobiography.

4.1 Omprakash Valmiki’s Jiathan

Omprakash Valmiki (1950-2013) was one of the first authors in what Sara Beth Hunt
calls “the autobiographic field of Hindi Dalit literature” (see above). As a young man,
Valmiki spent several years in the Indian state of Maharashtra. He was first a trainee at
the Ordnance Factory Training Institute in Bombay, then an employee at the ordnance
factory in Chandrapur, where he came into contact with numerous Dalit activists, includ-
ing Marathi Dalit writers. During this time, he started to write poetry and short plays, in
which he acted as both performer and director. Having been deeply influenced by
Marathi Dalit literature, once he returned to Dehradun — a city not far away from his
home village, in which he spent his last years of school — Valmiki became instrumental
in the development of Hindi Dalit literature. The 2005 bilingual (English and Hindi) an-
thology Indian Literature: An Introduction, published by the University of Delhi, calls

Valmiki “a forerunner among writers who laid the foundation for Dalit literature in Hindi”
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and claims further that “Valmiki has enriched Hindi literature with” his works (University
of Delhi 2005: 322). By 2010, Valmiki became one of the most prominent and estab-
lished Hindi Dalit authors not only in the Dalit counter-public sphere, but also in the
Hindi mainstream: in that year he was invited to the prominent Jaipur literature festival
along with five other notable Dalit authors.®' Four years later, Valmiki’'s poem Thakur ka
kuam®? was recited on the same stage by Irrfan Khan — one of the most prominent Bol-
lywood actors at the time. Valmiki’s autobiography Jiathan was the first Hindi Dalit auto-
biography to have been translated into the English language (by Arun Prabha Mukher-
jee, published in 2003 by Columbia University Press). In the words of the renowned
Hindi and English writer Mridula Garg, “Valmiki put Dalit writing on the Hindi literary

map”.%®

About two thirds of Jdthan® cover in a chronological account Omprakash Valmiki's

childhood and adolescence in the North Indian village Barla (Muzaffarnagar district, Ut-

3! The invited authors, according to The Indian Express, were: Des Raj Kali, P. Sivakami, Omprakash
Valmiki, Kancha llaiah, Ajay Navaria and Laxman Gaikwad (http://archive.indianexpress.com/news/des-

raj-kali-a-dalit-writer-to-feature-at-jaipur-literature-fest/570019/ accessed on 04.07.22.).

32 The poem is a direct response to a short story by the same name written by the famous Hindi writer
Munshi Premchand. The relationship between Premchand’s works and Dalit literature is discussed in

chapter 5 “Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment” below.

33 See The Times of India archive:
https://web.archive.org/web/20131121102207/http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2013-11-18/
india/44201313_1_dalit-joothan-hindi-literature accessed on 04.07.22.

3* The Hindi word jathan means “leftovers”, the significance of this title is discussed below in chapter 5

“Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment”.
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tar Pradesh). Valmiki’'s family belonged to the Chuhra® jati and lived in a bastr® on the
outskirts of the village. Between the village itself and the basti was a kind of a boundary,
a pond called Dabbowali (dabbovali, Valmiki 1999: 11). Valmiki describes this boundary
and with it the environment he was surrounded with as a child and young adult in the

following manner:

The homes of the Chuhras were on the edges of the pond. All the women
of the village, young girls, older women, even the newly married brides,
would sit in the open space behind these homes at the edges of the pond
to take a shit. Not just under the cover of darkness but even in daylight.
The purdah-observing Tyagi® women, their faces covered with their saris,
shawls around their shoulders, found relief in this open-air latrine. They
sat on Dabbowali’'s shores without worrying about decency, exposing their
private parts. At this same spot they would have a conference at a round
table to discuss all the quarrels of the village. The muck was strewn every-
where. The stench was so overpowering that one would choke within a
minute. The pigs wandering in narrow lanes, naked children, dogs, daily
fights — this was the environment of my childhood. If the people who call
the caste system an ideal social arrangement had to live in this environ-
ment for a day or two, they would change their mind® ** (Valmiki 2003:
1f).

35 The term cah'ra is the name of the jati, to which Valmiki’s family belongs, and which appears to be the
biggest Scheduled Caste of Valmiki's native village Barla. Denzil Ibbetson (1916) writes that it is a com-
munity of sweepers and scavengers, mainly based in Punjab and Pakistan. According to Ibbetson, the
name cih'ra is derived from the word $ud'ra, the designation of the lowest of the four var'nas (Ibbetson
1916: 290-295).

%% The word basti f. means any small place or living area, like a small town, part of a village, a neighbor-
hood, etc. In the context of Dalit life and literature, basti usually means a smallish neighborhood on the
outskirts of a village or a town, in which members of one or several Dalit communities are segregated.

The term is often translated into English as “slum”, but is left untranslated in this dissertation.

37 See footnote 80 below.
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From the very beginning of his autobiography Valmiki uses this implicit way to accuse
the Indian society, and particularly supporters of the “caste system”,*® of condemning
members of the so-called “lower jatis” to a life at the bottom of society. While the sur-
roundings are described as dirty, stinking and full of excreta, as persons creating this
dirt and stench Valmiki names only “upper caste” women: “all the women of the village,
young girls, older women, even the newly married brides”. By using this imagery of what
traditionally is considered pure, modest and respectable (i.e. young women, newly mar-
ried brides) and contrasting it with the dirt and filth around the pond Dabbowali, Valmiki
breaks the pattern of the anticipated and emphasizes the shocking and horrific nature of
the state this “barrier” between the village proper and the Chuhra basti was in. Thus,
Valmiki distances himself as well as the members of his jati Chuhra from the dirt and
stench that surrounded the basti he grew up in while simultaneously blaming for it
women from the so-called “upper castes”. This motif runs like a thread through Valmiki’'s
narrative, in which he poignantly challenges the customs associated with the ‘caste sys-
tem’ and depicts the dire living conditions and stark caste oppression which the
Chuhras and Valmiki’'s own family had to suffer. “If those who call the varna system an
ideal system would have to live in this environment for two or four days, their opinion

would surely change™" *? (Valmiki 1999: 11).

3% Even though in this case Arun Prabha Mukherjee’s translation is used rather than my own, the Hindi
original is provided in the following footnote in order not to diverge from the standard practice in this dis-

sertation and to allow the reader to compare between the two versions.

% Hindi original: joh'rT ke kinare par ciih'rom ke makan the, jin'ke piche gav bhar ki auratem, javan
lar'kiya, bari-barhi yaha tak ki nal navell dulhanem bhr isT dabbovali ke kinare khule mem tatti-faragat ke
lie baith jatr thim. rat ke amdhere mem hI nahim, din ke ujale mem bhr par'dom mem rah'nevall tyagr
mabhilaem, ghiighate karhe, dusale orhe is sarvajanik khule $aucalay mem nivrtti pati thim. tamam $arm-
lihaj chor'kar ve dabbovall ke kinare gopaniy jism ughar'kar baith jatr thim. isT jagah gav bhar ke larai-
jhag're gol'mez konfrems ki Sakl mem car'cit hote the. carom taraf gamdagi bhari hoti thi. aisT durgamdh ki
minat bhar mem sés ghut jae. tamg galiyom mem gham'te saar, namg-dharamg bacce, kutte, roz’'marra
ke jhag're bas yah tha vah vatavaran jis'mem bac'pan bita. is mahaul mem yadi varn-vyavastha ko adars-

vyavastha kah'nevalom ko do-car din rah'na par jae to un'ki ray badal jaegi (Valmiki 1999: 11).

40 See chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?” below.
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Having been the youngest son in a family of five brothers and one younger sister, the
young Valmiki was the first person in his family to be sent to school and receive formal
education. In this village setting of his autobiography, the author documents his experi-
ences as a boy from the Cuhra jati who was subjected to stark caste oppression as well

as physical violence at school, particularly at the hands of his school teachers.

Apart from the more personal and familial topics, Jathan also depicts the day-to-day life
of members of his community and the daily struggles they had to face. Unpaid labor,
hunger, clay houses collapsing during monsoon season, religious ceremonies and ex-
plicit critique of superstition as well as extreme caste oppression and physical violence
against people from “lower jatis” are among the major themes of Omprakash Valmiki’'s
autobiography. Once the narrative — together with its main protagonist — leaves the vil-
lage and moves to the city, more personal stories are gradually included, which towards

the end of the book are increasingly replaced by questions of Dalit activism and politics.

4.2 Kausalya Baisantri’s Doh'ra Abhisap

Kausalya Baisantri (1926—2011) was born Kausalya Nandeshwar (Namdesvar) in Nag-
pur, Maharashtra. She was the second oldest child in a family of six daughters and one
son. Living in Nagpur at that time and belonging to the Mahar** community, her parents

were inspired by Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar and his ideas. As a result of this inspiration,

*! Hindi original: is mahaul mem yadi varn-vyavastha ko adars-vyavastha kah'nevalom ko do-car din

rah'na par jae to un'ki ray badal jaegr.

2 In the Hindi original, two different verb constructions are used in this sentence: subjunctive in the first
clause (yadi [...] rah'na par jae, “if [...] would have to live”) and future tense in the second (badal jaegi,
“will change”). The subjunctive in the first clause suggests a condition, something that may or could hap-
pen, while the future tense in the second implies that the opinion in question would change for sure. Since
it is against the rules of the English language to use these two constructions simultaneously in one sen-

tence, the adverb “surely” has been added to the translation.
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they decided to provide all their children with education. In turn, Kausalya herself also
became greatly influenced by Ambedkarite ideology and volunteered in Ambedkar’s stu-
dent campaign: she was junior secretary of the Sed'yil'kast staidemt fed'resan (“Sched-
uled Caste Student Federation”; Baisantri 1999: 93) and participated in the meeting of
the All India Scheduled Caste Student Federation in 1947 (Baisantri 1999: 96). Dalit ac-
tivism remained extremely important to her even after her comparatively late marriage*
to Devendra Kumar Baisantri (Devendra Kumar Baisamtrt). Her autobiography is to my
knowledge her only published work.* Having been the first autobiography written by a
Dalit woman in Hindi, it is considered a milestone in Hindi Dalit literature. According to
Laura Brueck, the Dalit feminist activist, author and critic Anita Bharti (Anita Bharti) re-
ferred to Doh'ra Abhisap as “Dalit stri samghars k& mahakavya, a ‘classic’ of Dalit femi-
nist struggle” (Brueck 2017: 3). Kausalya Baisantri’s autobiography has seen several re-
prints. The title of the work, Doh'ra Abhisap, literally means “double curse”,* which
refers to the intersectionality of being both, a woman and a Dalit. The two causes
Kausalya Baisantri dedicated her life to — Ambedkarism and feminism — are clearly re-
flected in this title.

Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography dedicates over a dozen pages to a detailed account
of the lives of the author’'s maternal grandmother and mother. Assuming the role of an

omniscient narrator, Baisantri describes the life of her maternal grandmother starting

3 The jati mahar or Mahar is the largest Scheduled Caste in Maharashtra. According to Russell, tradi-
tional occupations of the Mahars included those of watchman, messenger, wall mender, etc. (Russell
2021: Vol. IV, 105-114). This community or jati became famous because Dr. B. R. Ambedkar — principal
instigator of the Dalit movement in the 1920s, famous politician, and much more — was one of its mem-
bers.

44 Kausalya was twenty-one at the time of her marriage.

45 Apparently, “she [also] translated various essays and articles from Marathi to Hindi. She introduced
Hindi readers to the work of activist Urmila Pawar through her translations”, however, | could not find evi-
dence of this. Source: https://theprint.in/opinion/kausalya-baisantri-early-dalit-woman-autobiographer-
fought-double-curse/640191/ accessed on 04.07.22.

% |t has also been translated as “Twice Cursed”, i. e. by Laura Brueck (2019).
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with her childhood, then proceeds to narrate the events which resulted in Baisantri’s
parents’ marriage, by the way also dedicating a few paragraphs to the childhood of her
father. After this, Doh'ra Abhisap relates in a chronological order the life of its main pro-
tagonist, Kausalya Baisantri herself. Baisantri and her older sister are the first members
of the family to be sent to school. Each of the schools Baisantri studied at and the cir-

cumstances of her schooling are given some prominence in the autobiography.

In a way which pushes the boundaries of autobiography,*’ this narrative is often inter-
rupted to include episodes from the lives of other (mostly Dalit) women (see chapter 3
below). The optimistic narration of Baisantri's Ambedkarite activist student movement
days is in a frank and sober narrative style followed by the disillusioned and bitter ac-
count of her marriage. However, despite the bitterness, positivity returns to the narrative
when she announces that after years of misery she divorced her husband and obtained
her independence to once again become busy as a feminist and Ambedkarite activist.
The book ends on a critical note, in which Baisantri addresses the problems of patri-

archy among Dalits and “upper caste™® feminism.

4.3 Tulsiram’s Murdahiya and Manikarnika

Tulsiram (1949-2015, born in Dharampur, Azamgarh district, UP) was a renowned aca-
demic and Dalit author, who regularly published critical articles on issues related to
caste oppression, communalism, Dalit identity, contemporary politics and literature in

47 According to Philippe Lejeune (1989: 14), one of the main defining features of an autobiography is the

fact that its main protagonist, author and narrator are (with some reservations) identical.

8 While | endeavor not to use the term ‘caste’ or its derivatives in this dissertation, it is not always possi-
ble. The problematic of the term, as well as my usage of it, is discussed at length in chapter 1 “Who is a
Dalit?”. The terms ‘upper caste’ or ‘high caste’, in this dissertation, do not refer to any specific ‘castes’, but

are meant to be understood as “other than Dalit”.
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Hindi magazines. As an academic, he also authored several books in his professional
capacity. According to the authors of his obituary, “[b]esides engaging in research in
Marxism, International Politics, in particular the international politics during the period of
Soviet Union, he also studied Buddhist perspectives and Ambedkarism, assimilating his
understandings of them in his larger understanding of politics”.*® His critically acclaimed
autobiography is comprised of two books*® — Murdahiya (2012, quoted acc. to 2nd edi-
tion 2014a), which covers approximately the first 16 years of his life in the village
Dharampur and Manikarnika (2014b), covering subsequent ten years, which he spent in
Varanasi as a student at the Banaras Hindu University (BHU). According to the intro-
duction to Manikarnika, the first book of Tulsiram’s autobiography received high praise
from several renowned academics who called Murdahiyd an “anthropological work”.
Furthermore, the late literary critic, linguist and academic Namwar Singh (Nam'var
Simh) stated that the descriptions of village life which can be found in Murdahiya, can-

not be found even in Premchand’s® works (Tulsiram 2014b: 5).

The titles of both parts of his autobiography are names of places which were of particu-
lar significance to the author. In the case of the first part of his autobiography, Mur-
dahiya is the name of a “multipurpose working ground” (bahuddesiy karmasthali) of the
village Dharampur, which combined a cremation and a burial ground, a grazing place,
agricultural fields, a playing ground for Tulsiram and his friends — in short, it was a
“strategic center” (samarik kendr) for the Dalits of the village. According to his autobiog-
raphy, Tulsiram spent a great part of his youth and adolescence in and around this
place. Due to the good, bad, frightening, macabre and touching memories he associ-
ated with this place, he often uses it as a metaphor for home in his narrative. Besides

his own experiences as a child and youth, the first part of his autobiography contains a

4 https://www.cpiml.net/liberation/2015/03/professor-tulsi-ram accessed on 06.07.22.

3% Tulsiram wrote in the author’s note to Manikarnika that a third part was forthcoming. Whatever progress

he had made on it, it remained unfinished due to his death in 2015.

>! The relationship between Premchand’s works and Dalit literature is discussed in chapter 5 “Challenging

Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment” below.
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great amount of descriptions of life, traditions and superstitions of the people — mainly,
but not restricted to, Dalits — who lived around him in Dharampur. It also contains de-
tailed descriptions of his experiences as a school pupil — from the writing materials he

used to the friends he had and the discrimination he faced.

The namesake of the second part of Tulsiram’s autobiography is the manikarnika ghat
(Manikarnika Ghat) in Varanasi, one of the holiest cremation grounds among the sacred
riverfronts (ghats), alongside the river Ganga. It appears that this ghat was the nearest
thing to murdahiya — the place — Tulsiram found in Varanasi and it thus became the title
for the ten years of his life he spent there. This second part of his autobiography, de-
scribes his years as a BHU student, his engagement with Buddhism, Marxism, the Nax-
alite® movement, Communism and leftist politics. At times, it reads more as an account
on the political history of India of those years (1966—1976) than as an autobiography.
But the narrative returns again and again to the thoughts, ideological dilemmas, feelings

and experiences of the author and main protagonist of this extraordinary book.

5 Reception of Dalit Literature Today

Sarah Beth Hunt has argued that Hindi Dalit literature entered the realm of the main-
stream Hindi literary public sphere in 2004 with the special issue of the mainstream
Hindi literary magazine Hans. The issue was dedicated to Hindi Dalit literature in its en-
tirety. Two Hindi Dalit authors were invited as guest-editors of the same: the by that time
well-established Shyauraj Singh Bechain (Syaoraj Simh Bechain) and the then young
and up-and-coming Ajay Navaria (Ajay Navariya), who is one of the best known and
most prominent Hindi Dalit authors today (Beth Hunt 2014: 132).

32 “Naxalite, general designation given to several Maoist-oriented and militant insurgent and separatist
groups that have operated intermittently in India since the mid-1960s”

(https://www.britannica.com/topic/Naxalite accessed on 13.07.22.).
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The constantly growing readership of Dalit literature is indisputable. For several
decades, works of Hindi Dalit literature have regularly appeared in renowned Hindi liter-
ary journals such as Hans magazine and Yuddhrat Aam Aadmi, whose late publishers
Rajendra Yadav (Rajendra Yadav) and Ramnika Gupta (Ramanika Gupta) have been
instrumental in the development of Hindi Dalit literature. There also exist several Dalit-
run Hindi Dalit magazines, of which the annual Dalit Sahitya as well as Apeksha are the

most prominent ones (Beth Hunt 2014).

Several Hindi Dalit autobiographies, including the works discussed in this dissertation,
have been published by India’s major publishing houses such as Rajkamal Prakashan,
Radhakrishna Prakashan, Vani Prakashan, etc. in more than one edition. Beth Hunt
states that, after the publication of their autobiographies, several Hindi Dalit authors, for
instance, Omprakash Valmiki and Mohandas Naimishray, were able to publish further
works in the Hindi mainstream, including collections of short stories, literary criticism
and more (Beth Hunt 2014: 202).%® Beth Hunt points out that “since the transaction is
commercial, these publishers will only publish Dalit writers whose books they expect to
make a profit” (Beth Hunt 2014: 166). She goes on to quote two well-known Hindi Dalit
authors, Mohandas Naimishray and Jayprakash Kardam (Jayprakds Kardam), both of
whom attest that mainstream Hindi commercial presses are willing to publish Dalit au-
thored books, because of the growing market for Dalit literature (ibid). Thus, a large

readership and a growing demand for Hindi Dalit literature seems undeniable.

Scholarship on Dalit literature is enormous. To get a glimpse at the amount of scholarly
articles on Dalit literature it is enough to have a look at some well-known online data-
bases of academic papers. An online search in the Indian research paper archive Shod-

hganga® for the keyword “dalit” returns 289,017 results.>® A search for “Dalit literature”

33 For instance, Valmiki 1999, 2010, 2015, Tulsiram 2014a, 2014b, Navaria 2012.

> https://shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in (accessed on 25.01.2022).
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on Google Scholar® returns 44,900 results while the same search on JSTOR? yields
4,297 results.

In the introduction to the second part of his autobiography, Manikarnika, Tulsiram writes
that “more than 50 research students from universities from the whole country are doing
research on Murdahiy3d™® (Tulsiram 2014b: 5). Murdahiya is the title of the first part of
his autobiography, which appeared two years before the second part. That is to say that
in the space of about two years only, according to the knowledge of the author, more
than 50 research papers have been written on the first part of his autobiography. While
this undoubtedly indicates the popularity Tulsiram’s work has achieved, it also hints at

the great interest Dalit literature as a whole is facing in academic circles.

In their 2012 article, M. Sridhar and Alladi Uma argue for re-interpretation of Compara-
tive Literature and a development and inclusion of a comprehensive Dalit Studies pro-
gram instead of a mere inclusion of some Dalit authored texts in single courses (Sridhar
and Uma 2012). It is unclear how far such a development has progressed, but, in recent
decades, Dalit Studies as an academic discipline — often combined with Adivasi,*® Gen-
der and/or Diaspora Studies — has emerged. Today, many Indian universities offer cour-

ses in this field, among them are such established institutions as the Jawaharlal Nehru

3> Unfortunately, the keyword system on Shodhganga is not well structured and a great many of the key-
words may refer to subjects related to Dalit literature (e.g. “Dalit”, “dalit’, “dalita”, “dalit sahitya”, “dalit
chetna”, “dalit atmakatha”, “dalit athmakathan”, “dalit kavita”, etc.), some of which may as well refer to re-
search papers in the fields of sociology, political science, history, etc. Thus it impossible to say how many
results “dalit literature” alone would yield. At the same time, the mere existence of this many subcate-

gories points to the vastness of scholarship involved.

3% https://www.google.com/search?q=google%20scholar (accessed on 25.01.2022).
37 https://www.jstor.org (accessed on 25.01.2022).

% Hindi original: 50 se bhri jyada sodh chatr ‘murdahiya’ par des bhar ke visvavidyalayom mem $odh kar

rahe haim.

% See footnote 119.
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University, University of Hyderabad, Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Indira Gandhi Na-

tional Open University, University of Allahabad.

Outside of India, scholarship on Dalit literature commenced after the milestone publica-
tion of Poisoned Bread. Translations from Modern Marathi Literature in 1992, a volume
which for the first time made Dalit authored texts available for non-Marathi speakers.
Eleanor Zelliot’'s From Untouchable to Dalit — probably the first serious academic study
of Dalit literature outside of India — was also first published in 1992 and reprinted at
least six times. Today, in addition to a vast amount of articles and essays which regu-
larly appear in renowned academic journals, important anthologies have emerged, such
as Dalit Studies by Ramnarayan S. Rawat and Kusuma Satyanarayana (eds.), Dalit Lit-
eratures in India by Joshil K. Abraham and Judith Misrahi Barak (eds.) and Dalit Text:
Aesthetics and Politics Re-Imagined by Judith Misrahi-Barak, Kusuma Satyanarayana
and Nicole Thiara (eds.), both of which were published by Routledge — one of the most
important academic publishing houses in the field of South Asian studies. These publi-
cations illustrate that Dalit literature has become an established field of study not only

on the subcontinent, but also outside of it.

6 Analyzing Dalit Literature: Analysis of Content or Form?

At this point, a thorough discussion of the title of this dissertation becomes increasingly
important. While the terms “literature” and “Dalit literature” have been defined above,
the terms “text”, “subtext” and “narrative technique” still need clarification. For the pur-
poses of this dissertation, | use the definition of “text” as given in the Concise Oxford
Dictionary of Literary Terms as: “the actual wording of a written work, as distinct from a
reader’s (or theatrical director’s) interpretation of its *STORY, *THEME, *SUBTEXT etc.;
or a specific work chosen as the object of analysis” (Baldick 2001: 257). The same dic-

tionary defines “subtext” as “any meaning or set of meanings which is implied rather
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than explicitly stated in a literary work” (Baldick 2001: 249). | also use the term “narra-
tive technique” in accordance with the definition from the same source, which states that
“[als an adjective, ‘narrative’ means ‘characterized by or relating to story-telling’: thus
narrative technique is the method of telling stories” (Baldick 2001: 165f), in other words,
narrative technique answers the question of how a text is written rather than what is
written in a text. Text, in this context, thus means the concrete wording or content of the
literary works which are in the focus of this dissertation, while subtext signifies a mes-
sage or messages that lie below (sub) the explicit (i.e. text). Through an analysis of form
rather than content | uncover such hidden or implicit meanings, which the authors con-

vey through the narrative techniques they use rather than through the actual words.

Dalit literature as a whole, including Hindi Dalit autobiographies, has for a long time
been mainly studied as a sociological, cultural and historical phenomenon. Content
analysis has been its dominant research mode, while analysis of form has rarely been in
the foreground. Laura Brueck, one of the forerunners of formal and aesthetic analysis of
Hindi Dalit literature, has pointed out that this treatment of Dalit literature has “some-
what paradoxically” resulted “in the rendering of this literature too as ‘untouchable’
(Brueck 2017: 2). Furthermore, she argues that “Dalit literature has matured and ex-
panded and institutionalized itself [...] to the point that it is no longer responsible to [...]
disallow a considered analysis of the formal and aesthetic” (Brueck 2017: 9). Several
other scholars argue for the analysis of literary aesthetics and form of Dalit literature
rather than limiting research to content analysis. In addition to Brueck (2014, 2017),
Toral Jatin Gajarawala (2013) and Nicole Thiara (2016) are among the leading scholars
in this trend. In the case of Hindi Dalit autobiographies, the lack of formal and aestheti-
cal analysis is even greater. Dalit autobiographies have been widely celebrated as au-
thentic documents of Dalit experience and analyzed for their socio-political significance,
while very little attention has been paid to their structural, formal, aesthetic and linguistic

elements.

Reasons for this phenomenon may include the fact — as both Brueck and Thiara have

pointed out — that Dalit critics themselves want to discourage aesthetic analysis of Dalit
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literature, while putting political aims of Dalit empowerment in the foreground (Brueck
2014: of., Thiara 2016: 257). In her groundbreaking book Writing Resistance: The
Rhetorical Imaginations of Hindi Dalit Literature Brueck argues that

Dalit literary theory itself is too often dismissive, perhaps willfully so, of the
diversity and complexity of the literary strategies employed by Dalit au-
thors across a range of regional, linguistic, class, and gender identity posi-
tions. This arises from a strategic critical campaign [...] to protect the
boundaries of Dalit literature from dissimilation into multiple, individual au-
thorial approaches that, when differentiated and divided, lose their unified
political impact” (Brueck 2014: 7).

At the same time, according to Beth Hunt, “Hindi Dalit writers have continued to face se-
vere criticism from [... mainstream] Hindi scholars regarding the crudeness of their lan-
guage, their lack of creativity and literary ‘style’, and their acquiescence to using ‘identity
politics™ (Beth Hunt 2014: 44). | argue that academic works such as the present serve
to challenge this kind of critique and demonstrate that Dalit literary works deserve schol-
arly and critical attention in no way to a lesser degree than the rest of modern Indian lit-

erature.

Furthermore, it seems that the apparent requirement of Hindi Dalit authors to start their
literary careers in the genre of autobiography, as stated by Beth Hunt (see above), has
also taken control of scholarship on Dalit literature. The vast majority of content-based
research on Hindi Dalit autobiographies seems to assume that members of marginal-
ized groups write their life narratives solely out of the urge to share their experiences
and — in the case of Dalit literature — lay bare the evils of caste oppression, and in no
way to find means of creative expression and an artistic outlet. Brueck (2014) has ar-
gued that Hindi Dalit writers expertly as well as extensively use a wide range of narra-
tive techniques in their short stories. | argue that Hindi Dalit authors stylize the narrative
form of their autobiographies not less skillfully and consciously than in the case of short

stories. While | in no way want to deny Hindi Dalit autobiographies their worth as histori-
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cal documents, | read these works as literary texts and analyze their form and narrative
structure not in order to diminish their socio-political significance and impact, but to add
to the scholarly understanding of the major phenomenon that Dalit literature has be-
come since its inception. Thus, joining Nicole Thiara in her motivation, | read the narra-
tive techniques employed by Hindi Dalit authors in their autobiographies “as explicitly
linked to their political content and seeking to create an aesthetics of empowerment”
(Thiara 2016: 258).

The present dissertation constitutes a structural analysis of Hindi Dalit autobiographies.
Using computer assisted text analysis — for which | created digitized versions of the an-
alyzed texts — and close reading as my main methods of analysis | seek to reveal the
narrative techniques used by the three authors of Hindi Dalit autobiographies in ques-
tion to perform their Dalit identity. Thus, the first question to be asked is who a Dalit is
according to the analyzed works. Chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”, discusses this question at
length. The chapter discusses relevant caste-related terminology and demonstrates
how each of the three authors use caste-related terminology and the term dalit in their
respective autobiographies. Chapter 2 explores the “Buddhist Past and Future in Tul-
siram’s Autobiography” and the construction of a Buddhist identity for Dalits in the two
volumes of his autobiography. It demonstrates how Hindi Dalit writer Tulsiram uses
Buddhist stories as parables to create a virtual link between present day Dalits and Bud-
dhists of ancient times. Tulsiram argues — together with several Dalit leaders since the
beginning of the 20th century — that Dalits must have been Buddhists before having
been labeled as “untouchable”. Chapter 3 “Tropes of Agency in Kausalya Baisantri’s
Doh'ra Abhi$ap”, looks into the specific case of Kausalya Baisantri, who as a woman
Dalit writer performs her intersectional identity as a Dalit and a woman, creates new lit-
erary tropes through her narrative and re-distributes narrative agency in the context of
gender roles and the discourse of empowerment in her narrative. Chapter 4 “Forms of
Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'na in Omprakash Valmiki's Jathan”, analyzes
the language and usage of non-standard versus standard forms of Hindi in Valmiki's au-
tobiography. Using examples of direct speech from Jdthan, | show that Valmiki uses in
his autobiography different forms of Hindi in direct speech to indicate to the reader cer-
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tain differences between speakers. Finally, Chapter 5 “Challenging: Premchand: Creat-
ing a Narrative of Empowerment”, examines the narrative techniques employed by Om-
prakash Valmiki to express Dalit consciousness (dalit cet'ngd) by means of rhetorical and
linguistic methods and to challenge an infamous statement made by a character from
Munshi Premchand’s short story Dddh ka dam. It is addressed to a woman from the
Bhangi jati and reads, “Whatever else might happen in the world, Bhangi will remain
Bhangi. It is hard to make people out of them”® (Premchand 1996: 284). The chapter
shows how, in his autobiography, Valmiki uses this statement to argue that Dalits need

to get educated in order to improve their social and financial status.

0 Hindi original: duniya mé aur cahe jo kuch ho jae, bhamgri bhamgr hi rahemge. inhem ad'mi banana
kathin hai.
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Chapter 1

Who is a Dalit? The Ambiguous Usage of the Term in Literature

1 Introduction

In the focus of the literary works that are discussed in this dissertation are people to
whom different terms and categories have been applied in the course of time. The “so-

called untouchables”, the “former untouchables”, the “Depressed Classes”, “Harijan”,
“‘Dalit”, “SC”, “members of the lower castes” — the assortment of designations for the
people formerly labeled as “untouchable” is almost as wide and diverse as the “caste
system” itself.®" This chapter introduces and discusses these terms and categories as
well as other caste-related terms, without which any discussion of the former would be
impossible. It also discusses the variety and vagueness of caste-related terminology,
and particularly the definition of the term dalit as it is used by the three authors in ques-

tion.

Through an analysis of four books which are in the focus of this dissertation and have
been written by three different authors this chapter explores how the selected literary
works answer the question “Who is a Dalit?”. Using methods of computer assisted text
analysis and subsequent close reading of relevant passages | show how Omprakash
Valmiki, Kausalya Baisantri and Tulsiram use caste-related terminology and particularly
the term dalit in their autobiographies thus implicitly providing their own individual defini-

tion of these terms.

1 All of these terms are explained on the following pages.
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1.1 Relevant Caste-related Terms and their Problematic

The trouble with definitions starts with the English term “caste”. In English as well as
other European language texts, it has been simultaneously used to describe two phe-
nomena which are referred to as varna and jati in various South Asian languages such
as Sanskrit and Hindi. This has led to a terminological confusion, which is often the rea-
son for the latter to be thought of or represented as a sub-system of the former.

In fact, references to the ‘varna system’ can be found in old Sanskrit texts such as the
Rgveda (approx. 1200-900 BCE) and the Manusmrti (approx. 400 BCE—400 CE). It is
allocated to Brahminical culture and with it to what is regarded as Hinduism (another
very problematic term®). In Sanskrit, varna literally means “color”; it can be found in the
Rgveda Hymn 10, 90, the Purusasuktam, that describes the creation of the universe out
of purusa or the “cosmic being”. In this hymn, the four varnas (brahman, ksatriya,
vaiSya, $udra) are said to have originated from purusa in a hierarchical order.®® It is
widely acknowledged by scholars that this system did not describe the actual structure
of society at that time, but was rather a kind of ideal model which the dominant Brah-
mins tried to impose upon this society. By this point ancient Vedic texts as well as texts
such as the Manusmrti contain several names for groups that are considered to be out-
side of the varna system. The most prominent among them is the group called

candalaor candala (anglicized as Chandala),®* about which it is often written that its

52 For details regarding the complexities of the term “Hinduism”, see King 1999, Oddie 2009 and Sharma
2002.

% For a deeper discussion see Bock, Rao 1995.

6% Otto Bohtlinkg’s Sanskrit-Worterbuch lists two forms, candala and candala and translates them as “ein
Mann der verachtetsten Schichte der menschlichen Gesellschaft. Im System der Sohn eines Sudra und
einer Brahmani* (italics in original) (Bohtlinkg 1998: 207; 221). “The system” presumably means the ex-
planation of the origins of various groups of peoples, who did not belong to any varna, which is given in
the Manusmrti. Similar to the prevailing academic opinion that the varna system did not describe the ac-

tual state of the Indian society at that time, it is widely accepted today that this systematic also is of a the-
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members lived on the outskirts of villages and were not allowed to intermarry or partici-
pate in the normal day to day activities and religious rituals of the rest of society at that
time. In their writing, Dalit authors sometimes mention the Chandalas as their ances-

tors.%®

The term jati must be defined much more broadly than varna — a phenomenon that
might point to the fact that varna is more of a theoretical concept, while jati is part of ev-
eryday life and language in South Asia. The word jati comes from the Sanskrit root jan,
which means “to be born”, and is translated by the Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary as
“1. birth, 2. position fixed by birth, community or caste group. 3. good birth, high caste.
4. kind, race; genus, species; nationality. 5. community; nation; tribe; family, lineage”
(McGregor 2004b: 367). This vast assortment of meanings is accentuated by the fact
that online Hindi-Hindi dictionaries, such as pustak.org,® also indicate varna as one of

the meanings of jati.

Despite this vagueness and multiplicity of definitions, in South Asia today jati over-
whelmingly refers to occupational groups. Due to the very fact that not only among “Hin-
dus” but also among followers of Christianity and Islam occupations were and often still
are passed down from one generation to the next, Christians and Muslims also belong
to jatis,®” whereas they are excluded from the varna system. In addition to varna and jati

the word “caste” itself, while being of a foreign origin,®® is frequently used in modern

oretical nature and cannot be used as evidence for the origins of groups of people such as the Chandala.
Yamazaki (2005: 192) claims that the “Candala” belonged to “non-Aryan native peoples” of India, but of-

fers no evidence for such a claim.

55 See for example, Tulsiram 2014b.
5 https://www.pustak.org/index.php/dictionary/index/ accessed on 30.08.2021.
%7 See for instance Das 2005, Guha 2016.

% See Das 2005 for a discussion of the term ‘caste’ and its origins.
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spoken Hindi as well. Its usage is highly ambiguous, as it is rarely clear whether it refers

to varna or jati.

When the three authors whose works are discussed in this dissertation talk about the
social hierarchical system as they experienced it, they uniformly use the Hindi word jati,
not varpa. Yet, the word brahman (anglicized as Brahmin)® — which is the name of a
varna — is used in these works extensively in contrast to names of “untouchable” jatis
such as cih'ra (anglicized as Chuhra),”® mahar (anglicized as Mahar),”" etc. However,
as will be shown later on in this chapter, the three autobiographers also most frequently
contrast the term dalit with brahman or savarna (see below), while they do not use

names of the other three varnas in their texts at all.

In the same way in which it is rarely clear which hierarchical system (jati or varna) is
meant when the term “caste” is used in both English and Hindi language texts, the di-
versity of meanings attributed to jati makes it impossible for the reader of Hindi texts to

be sure about its meaning in each particular instance. Thus, some scholars have ar-

% The word brahman (Brahman) is the name of the highest ranking of the four varnas. Robert Vane Rus-
sell states that “their traditional occupation was that of priesthood. They are considered to be the purest
among all castes. So they alone are qualified of performing certain vital religious tasks, including e.g.
studying sacred scriptures, performing rites at ceremonial occasions, composing and reciting religious
hymns and giving instruction to the laity. At present they hold a wide variety of occupations” (Russell
2021: Vol. Il, 290-300).

" The term cah'ra is the name of the jati, to which Valmiki’s family belongs, and which appears to be the
biggest Scheduled Caste of Valmiki's native village Barla. Denzil Ibbetson (1916) writes that it is a com-

munity of sweepers and scavengers, mainly based in Punjab and Pakistan (Ibbetson 1916: 290-295).

"' The jati mahar or Mahar is the largest Scheduled Caste in Maharashtra. According to Russell, tradi-
tional occupations of the Mahars included those of watchman, messenger, wall mender, etc. (Russell
2021: Vol. IV, 105-114). This community or jati became famous because Dr. B. R. Ambedkar — principal
instigator of the Dalit movement in the 1920s, famous politician, and much more — was one of its mem-

bers.
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gued’ against the usage of the word “caste” — which is a foreign term — in the context of
South Asia at all, or, at the very least, against the usage of the term “caste” synony-
mously with jati. Following their argument, | attempt to use the original terms used in the
literary works discussed in this dissertation whenever possible. When using derivatives,
such as “caste-related terminology”, | do not mean either one of the original terms, but

all of them as one category.

The term savarna (anglicized as Savarna) is frequently used in both Hindi as well as
English language primary texts as another term in contrast to dalit. Savarna is originally
a Sanskrit word, literally meaning “with varna”. It traditionally denotes members of the
four varnas, of which Dalits or the people formerly labeled as “untouchable” are thought
to be excluded. Its opposite avarna means “without varna”, but is used to a far lesser

extent, if at all.

Further group denominations used by the three authors include names for “touchable”
(i.e. savarna) as well as “untouchable” jatis. The most common of these include the fol-
lowing: mahar (Mahar), cah'ra (Chuhra), camar (Chamar)” and taga (Taga). Along with
names for “untouchable” jatis, the more traditional (and outdated) designations for a
Dalit that are used in these works include two Hindi versions of the derogatory term “un-
touchable”, i.e. achat and asprSya. As a rule, achdt is the more commonly used term in
Hindi; asprsya sounds overly sanskritized in this language, but it is, according to Monika
Browarchyk, a common and exclusive word denoting “untouchable” in the Marathi lan-
guage (Browarczyk 2013: 296). Marathi was Kausalya Baisantri's mother tongue, for
which reason the usage of the term asprSya in Baisantri's autobiography Doh'ré Ab-

hisap should not be seen as particularly noteworthy.

2 See, for example, Das 2005: 98.

3 People belonging to the camar (Chamar) community were traditionally tanners and leather workers.
They are primarily found in Hindi-speaking regions, in central and northern India, but are found also in all
parts of Bengal. The name is derived from the Sanskrit word carmakara, a worker in leather (Russell
2021: Vol. I, 339-355). Today, the jati Chamar is a Scheduled Caste.
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The term harijan (literally “child of God”) was promoted by Mohandas Gandhi in an at-
tempt — in Sarah Beth’s words — “to move away from the idea of “untouchable” and pro-
mote a new, positive ascription to the community” (Beth 2007: 546). The etic term hari-
Jan (anglicized as Harijan) was rejected by the majority of Dalit activists, who perceived
it as demeaning and patronizing (ibid.). In the works that are in the focus of this disser-
tation, harijan appears only when the term itself is introduced or discussed and never as

a designation for a group of people.

The term “Scheduled Caste” and its abbreviation SC’™ is a bureaucratic term that is nev-
ertheless still very much in use, including in everyday speech. It is not uncommon for a
person to call themselves SC. The term is used in the literary works analyzed in this dis-
sertation to a far lower degree than other caste-related terms, which makes it impossi-
ble to determine whether or not the authors use it synonymously with dalit or attribute

any other significance to it.

1.2 The Term dalit

According to the Oxford English Dictionary™ the etymology of dalit is: “modern San-
skrit dalita, adjective (also with vernacular pronunciation dalit), not belonging to one of
the four Brahminic castes, (also as noun) person not belonging to these castes (both
19th cent.), specific use of classical Sanskrit dalita burst, split, broken, use as adjective
of the past participle of dal-to burst, split”. The first part of the entry talks about the
modern usage of the term, though what is useful for the study at hand at this point is the

term’s origin, i.e. the last part of this entry. Neither Otto Bohtlingk’s Sanskrit-Wérterbuch

% Along with “ST” for “Scheduled Tribes” and “OBC” for “Other Backward Classes”, the term was intro-
duced by the British government in 1936 as a means of enforcing affirmative action (or “reservation” as it
is called in India), at the same time helping to solidify the “caste system” (Béck and Rao 1995).

7> https://www.oed.com/view/Entry/293168?redirectedFrom=dalit#eid accessed on 15.08.21.
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nor Monier Monier-Williams’ A Sanskrit-English Dictionary — the two classics as far as
Sanskrit dictionaries are concerned — have an entry for the word dalita. The meaning of
the Sanskrit root dal is given in these dictionaries as follows. Bohtlingk: “bersten, auf-
springen (auch von einer Knospe); zersprengen, vertreiben” (Bohtlingk 1998: part 3, p.
73); Monier-Williams: “to crack, fly open, split, open (as a bud); to cause to burst; to ex-
pel” (Monier-Williams 2002: 471). Thus, the meaning “burst, split” for “dalita” seems jus-
tified.”

In the groundbreaking monograph From Untouchable to Dalit, Eleanor Zelliot (first pub-
lished in 1992) gives the following definition: “dalit: 1. Ground. 2. Broken or reduced to
pieces generally. Molesworth’s Marathi-English Dictionary, 1975 reprint of 1831 edition”
(Zelliot 2015: 289).

No concrete information as to by whom or why the term dalit was introduced as a desig-
nation for the people who were previously labeled as “untouchable” is readily available.
Information on the subject is vague and seems to be regarded as unimportant. Oliver
Mendelsohn and Marika Vicziany, for instance, phrase it thus: “[the term dalif] was
seemingly first used in the context of caste oppression by the great nineteenth-century
reformer Phule, but its modern history dates from the early 1970s among activists from

the Untouchable Mahar caste” (Mendelsohn and Vicziany 1998: 4).

Most etic terms used as designation for Dalits are problematic for which reason many
Dalits reject them, but the term dalit itself also seems to be not unambiguous. The his-

tory of the term becomes clearer starting with the 1970s, when the Dalit Panthers’ re-

"% 1t could also mean “expelled”, but this latter meaning is not mentioned by any Dalit scholars or activists

as far as | am aware.

" The Dalit Panthers are an Ambedkarite social organization founded in 1972 in the Indian state Maha-
rashtra. See the Introduction to this dissertation for further details about the Dalit Panther organization

and its relation to Dalit literature.
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vived it and started using it as an emic term that was meant to replace the previously
used etic terms like “untouchable” and “Harijan”, which were rejected by the activists.
From this time onwards, the term dalit becomes synonymous with “oppressed”, a mean-
ing that will be made more apparent below, when the Dalit Panther Manifesto is dis-
cussed. The term dalit was selected and accepted by most Dalit activists as a self-cho-
sen term that is meant to emphasize not only the fact that the group is oppressed, but

also the political awareness of its bearer.

There have been many attempts to define the term by political activists as well as by
scholars. In this chapter, | argue that the variety of interpretations and definitions of the
term that can be found in scholarly works and discussions with activists or people other-
wise involved is also reflected in Dalit literary works, or more specifically in this case, in

the three Hindi Dalit autobiographies in question.

My own usage of the term follows what | perceive as the major tendency in contempo-
rary scholarship. Throughout this thesis, when not talking about the term dalit, about the
contested category ‘Dalit’ or quoting someone else, | use the term unmarked and capi-
talized (Dalit) as a collective term referring to members of the Scheduled Castes and/or
people formerly labeled as “untouchable”.

To date, there is no agreement or uniformity about the usage of the term dalit — whether
it is among Dalit activists themselves or scholars who write on the subject. The defini-
tions vary between very broad ones and extremely narrow ones. Therefore, before look-
ing into the usage of the term dalit by the three authors, | will demonstrate the variety
and diversity of available interpretations by quoting several definitions of dalit provided

by scholars and Dalit activists.

John C. B. Webster writes in his article “Who is a Dalit?”:
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Dalit (‘oppressed’ or ‘broken’) is not a new word. Apparently it was used in
the 1930s as a Hindi and Marathi translation of ‘Depressed Classes’, the
term the British used for what are now called the Scheduled Castes. [...]
The Dalit Panthers revived the term and in their 1973 manifesto expanded
its referents to include the Scheduled Tribes, ‘neo-Buddhists, the working
people, the landless and poor peasants, women, and all those who are
being exploited politically, economically and in the name of religion’
(Omvedt, 1995: 72). [...] Since the 1970s, the word has come into increas-
ingly wider usage in the press and in common parlance where it is nor-
mally used in the original, narrower, caste-based sense (Webster 1999:
76).

Webster proceeds to say that scholars, too, use the term in different ways, while, in his
opinion, two views predominate: for those, who use a class analysis, ‘Dalits’ are placed
within “such class or occupational categories as peasants, agricultural labour, factory
workers, students and the like”, while for those using “a communal analysis of caste,
Dalits are the people within Hindu society who belong to those castes which Hindu reli-

gion considers to be polluting by virtue of hereditary occupation” (Webster 1999: 76f.).

When introducing the term in her book From Untouchable to Dalit, Eleanor Zelliot be-
gins by pointing out that the terms “Dalit Panthers” and “Dalit literature” can be ex-

plained “by substituting the word ‘Black’ for ‘Dalit”” and by comparing the phenomenon
to the American Black Panthers and Black literature. She proceeds to say that,

Like the American movements, the Dalit Panthers and the Dalit school of
literature represent a new level of pride, militancy and sophisticated cre-
ativity. The Marathi word dalit, like the word Black, was chosen by the
group itself and is used proudly; and even in the English press, the unfa-

miliar Marathi word had to be used. None of the normal words — Untouch-
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able, Scheduled Castes, Depressed Classes, Gandhi’s euphemism, Hari-
jan — had the same connotation. Dalit implies those who have been bro-
ken, ground down by those above them in a deliberate and active way.
There is in the word itself an inherent denial of pollution, karma, and justi-
fied caste hierarchy (Zelliot 2015: 267).

The Introduction to the third edition of Zelliot's book, which first came out in 2001, con-

tains the following passage:

Just last year | was asked by some highly educated followers of Dr.
Ambedkar if | was going to do a book called “From Untouchable to Bud-
dhist®, since this group resented the term “Dalit’” as negative, even de-
meaning. | replied that | could not, since not all Dalits were Buddhists, and
that the term Dalit was not only to be interpreted as “the oppressed”, but
also as “the proud, the defiant”. [...] When Martin Macwan won the
Kennedy award for his work on the Dalit Human Rights Campaign, he
said, “To me Dalit is not a caste, but a moral position [...], one who re-

spects all humans as equal is a Dalit” (Zelliot 2015: 267).

It is not completely clear whether or not Zelliot shares the Dalit Panther definition, but
she does share the standpoint of several Dalit writers and activists | have spoken to,
who see dalit as a defiant and proud term. At the same time, Zelliot introduces both the
point of view of “some highly educated followers of Dr. Ambedkar”, who reject the word
dalit and do not want to be associated with it, as well as Martin Macwan’s point of view,
which is even broader than the Dalit Panthers’ definition. Apparently agreeing with the
Dalit Panther Manifesto, the prominent Hindi Dalit writer Ajay Navaria says in the pref-
ace to his book Yes Sir that “a woman is a Dalit in every society””® (Navaria 2012: 10).

"8 Hindi Original: strf sabhi samudayom mem dalit hai.
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More recently, | have asked several people in private conversation about their opinion
regarding the term dalit. A high ranking Dalit functionary said that “Dalits”, “SCs” and
‘untouchables” were synonyms: there was no difference, only the words themselves
were different. An American historian, who is well-known for his work in Subaltern Stud-
ies, said that “Dalit” is a political term, usually appropriated by the politically dominant
Scheduled Caste of a given region (i.e., the Mahar in Maharashtra, the Chamar in cer-
tain parts of Uttar Pradesh, etc.), while members of other Scheduled Castes continue to
use names of their jatis. Omprakash Valmiki — one of the authors of the autobiographies
under examination — told me in an interview on 25.02.2012 that a Dalit is a person who
possesses dalit cetna or “Dalit consciousness”” — a definition that appears to agree with
the “defiant and proud” interpretation as it has been shown above.

Thus, arguably it can be said that broadly speaking, two points of view predominate: ac-
cording to one, “Dalits” are oppressed people in general, while according to the other,
“‘Dalits” are equivalent with the people formerly labeled as “untouchable” according to
the varna system. Yet, in South Asia, and in India in particular, there are further groups
of people who call themselves “Dalit”, for instance, the Muslim and the Christian Dalits
(Deshpande 2008). They may be thought of as included into the Dalit Panther Manifesto
with all those “who are being exploited politically, economically and in the name of reli-

gion”, but these groups are not explicitly mentioned in any of the above definitions.

7 Laura Brueck (2006) has devoted a whole article to the subject of dalit cet'na. It is therefore not easy to
define it in one short sentence. Sharankumar Limbale’s defines Dalit consciousness as “the revolutionary
mentality connected with struggle. Ambedkarite thought is the inspiration for this consciousness. Dalit
consciousness makes slaves conscious of their slavery. Dalit consciousness is an important seed for Dalit
literature; it is separate and distinct from the consciousness of other writers. Dalit literature is demarcated
as unique because of this consciousness” (cited in Brueck 2006). According to Brueck, “Dalit chetna to-
day is a thoroughly modern critical concept in the mode of deconstruction. It is an expression of denial, a
theoretical tool that contributes to the destabilization of traditional notions of social hierarchy and cultural
authenticity. Contemporary Dalit critics are specific about both the current nature and the importance of
Dalit chetna. [...] Dalit chetna has become an essential component of the growing Dalit literary critical lex-

icon”. For a deeper discussion see Brueck’s 2006 article.
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In the following three sections | demonstrate and discuss how the three authors in ques-
tion use the term dalit, as well as the most striking usages of other caste-related terms

in their autobiographies.

2 Omprakash Valmiki’s Jathan

In his autobiography Jiathan, Omprakash Valmiki extensively uses both names of partic-
ular jatis as well as the word dalit. However, there is a distinct difference between his

usage of these categories, which is demonstrated in the following subsections.

2.1 dalitvs. cah'ra

The term cuh’ra (anglicized as Chuhra) is the name of Omprakash Valmiki’'s own jati.
When he sets the scene in the beginning of his autobiography, Valmiki introduces the
geography of his North-Indian village Barla as well as its demographics. As inhabitants
of the village are named the Tagas® (taga; Valmiki 1999: 11), some families of Muslim
Julahas®' (kuch parivar musalman julahon ke the; ibid.), the Chuhras, and two or three

% Valmiki introduces the tyagr or taga jati as the dominant Hindu and Moslem jati of the village (Valmiki,
1999, p. 11ff.). William Crooke writes about the Tyagis/Tagas as a cultivating and land-owning community
with a high position in caste hierarchy. They are said to be Brahmins by origin, though, as in most cases,
the origin of the community cannot be determined with any certainty (Crooke 1896: 351-355).

! In India, there exists both a Hindu and a Muslim jati called julaha. Their members are traditionally
weavers (Maitra 1998: 459-461, Russell 2021: Vol. Ill, 231-232).
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Jhinwar® families (jhimvaron ke do-tin parivar, ibid.). Each of the four designations is

the name of a jati, all of which are Savarna with the exception of the Chuhras.

As on many other occasions, by using these terms from the beginning of the book — and
not the words dalit and savarna, for example — Valmiki performs the changes in his pro-
tagonist’'s consciousness through his writing. Before the young Omprakash — in the
timeline of the narrative — learns the word dalit, before he reads about the Dalit move-
ment and himself acquires dalit cetna, Valmiki uses jati names to introduce his charac-
ters, just in the way everyone around him certainly must have done when he was grow-
ing up. The usage of caste-related terminology in Jdathan abruptly changes on page 89
with the introduction of the term dalit: “a new word ‘dalit’, too, was added to my vocabu-
lary, which was not a substitute for ‘Harijan’ but the expression of the anger of millions
of untouchables [(achitom)]’®* (Valmiki 1999: 89). Together with dalit the word savarna
also appears for the first time on this page. Valmiki clearly needs the “Savarnas” to de-
fine the “Dalits” through the polarity: Dalits are those who are not Savarna. However,

Valmiki does not abandon the usage of jati names in the subsequent narrative.

The word cah'ra appears about 50 times in the book on the whole: in most cases, it hap-
pens in descriptions of village life, of the jobs that the Chuhras had to perform and the
hardships they had to suffer. It also frequently appears in direct speech as a means of

identifying and/or abusing a person.

The word dalit, on the other hand, appears over 80 times on the whole — and consider-

ing that before its introduction on page 89 it only appears 3 times, it's density in the text

%2 People belonging to the jhimvar jati for the most part live in the states of Punjab and Uttar Pradesh in
India. Their traditional occupations include those of watermen, boatmen and cooks (Ibbetson 1916: 303—
309, Russell 2021: Vol. 1ll, 241-244).

% Hindi original: ek naya $abd ‘dalit’ bhT mere $abd-ko$ mem jur gaya tha, jo ‘harijan’ ka sthanapann

nahim balki karorom achitom ke akro$ ki abhivyakti tha.
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is much higher than that of the words ci'hra and bhamgr (anglicized as Bhangi)®** com-
bined.®* However, except for very few instances, it is only used as a technical term in
phrases such as “Dalit Panthers”, “Dalit literature”, “Dalit movement”, “Dalit conscious-
ness”, etc. or to refer to an abstract group of people, i.e.: “I| showed my sympathy to-
wards Dalits”® (Valmiki 1999: 110), or “only one or two [boys] from Dalit families came

to study [in our school]”® (Valmiki 1999: 39).

To refer to himself, Valmiki regularly uses the word cih'rd®® and sometimes bhamg®® —
the better known equivalent of the jati name Chuhra, which he uses as its synonym
throughout the book. The designation valmiki (anglicized: Valmiki) is also used on a few
occasions as an alternative jati name synonymously with Chuhra and Bhangi.*® There
are only two instances, in which Valmiki (very nearly) calls himself Dalit. The first of

these instances occurs in a dialogue with a friend, after the main protagonist finds out

% The term bhamgi or, anglicized, Bhangi, is a better known name of Valmiki’s jati cah'ra.

% Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiography Jithan is 160 pages long, which means that the word dalit ap-

pears about 80 times on the last 70 pages of the book.
8 Hindi original: maimne dalitom ke prati ap'ni samved'na dikhar.
¥ Hindi original: dalit parivarom se ikka-dukka hi parh'ne ate the.

¥ To give a few instances: “I said simply: “My jati is Chuhra” (maimne sahaj bhav se kaha, “meri jati
cah'ra hai”; Valmiki 1999: 80), “My birth happened in an untouchable jati Chuhra” (mera janm ek achdat jati
‘cah'ra’ mem hua hai; ibid, 115), “As soon as | said my jati was Chuhra (maimne jaise hi ap'ni jati ‘cah'ra’
batar; ibid, 138f.).

% For example, “...why would | have been born in a Bhangi house?” (...maim bhan'gr ke ghar paida kyom
hota? Valmiki 1999: 159).

% According to Debjani Ganguly (2009: 434f.), the name Valmiki or Balmiki was given to the Bhangi com-
munity by the Arya Samaj, a Hindu reformist movement that originated in northern India in the nineteenth
century, in an attempt to keep members of this community within the Hindu fold. It is not by chance that
Omprakash Valmiki’'s surname is equivalent to one of the names of his jati. The author speaks about this

choice of his at length towards the end of his autobiography.
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that members of an acquainted family keep separate dishes for members of the Mahar

jati.

[Valmiki:] “Do they behave like this with all Dalits?” [...]
[Friend:] “Yes, with all of them”. [...]

‘Do they know about me?”

“‘Maybe no [...]" [...]

“Did you not tell them at some point...” [...]

“Why would | tell them? Is being Dalit a crime?”' (Valmiki 1999: 116).

This is the closest Valmiki gets to calling himself Dalit in the whole of his autobiography

until the very last page, on which he describes his situation as “my being Dalit”, “mera
dalit hon&@” (Valmiki 1999: 160):

That is, my being Dalit and arriving at a point of view according to my envi-
ronment and my socioeconomic situation is being arrogant. Because in
their eyes, | am only an SC, the one who stands outside the door®
(Valmiki 2003: 154).

°! Hindi original: kya sabhf dalitom ke sath un'ka vyavahar aisa hi hai? [...]; h4, aisa sabhr ke sath hai.
[...]; mere bare mem ve jan'te haim?; $dyad nahim [...] [...]; tum'ne unhem bataya nahim kabhi... [...];
kyom batata?... dalit hona kya ap'radh hai?

%2 Even though in this case Arun Prabha Mukherjee’s translation is used rather than my own, the Hindi
original is provided in the following footnote in order not to diverge from the standard practice in this dis-

sertation and to allow the reader to compare between the two versions.

% Hindi original: yani mera dalit hona aur Kisi visay par ap'ne parive$, ap'ni samajik-arthik sthiti ke anusar
drstikon banana airogaimt ho jana hai, kyonki maim un'ki nazar mem sirf es. si. ham, dar'vaze ke bahar

khara rah'nevala (Valmiki 1999: 160).
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As stated above, apart from these two instances, whenever Valmiki’s main protagonist’s
jati affiliation is discussed, he calls himself cah'ra or bhamgr, and on a very few occa-
sions — as in the above example — SC. No particular importance appears to be attached

to the latter term.

The situation with other people’s jati affiliation is very similar: Valmiki rarely mentions it,
but when he does, it is the name of the jati that he uses, be it taga or tyagr, mahar (an-
glicized as Mahar) or any other name, not the more general or collective terms like Dalit
or Savarna. The word brahman (anglicized as Brahmin) is, as mentioned in the intro-
duction to this chapter, an exception to this principle: being the name of a varnpa it is
nevertheless often used in the Valmiki’s autobiography as if belonging to the same cate-
gory as names of jatis. Since taga/tyagi, for instance, is a jati name which is considered
to belong to the brahman varna, it is, however, unclear whether in Valmiki’'s vocabulary
brahman means an umbrella term for all jatis belonging to the br&hman varna or only

specific ones.

Other caste-related terms used in Jathan include asprsyaté (“untouchability”; Valmiki
1999: pp. 12, 81, 145), chuachdt (“untouchability”; Valmiki 1999: pp. 29, 75, 116),
achutoddhar (“‘untouchability”, Valmiki 1999: 12), achat (“untouchable”; Valmiki 1999:
pp. 12, 20, 34, 89 (x2), 143) and harijan (Valmiki 1999: 89 (x4)). All of these terms are
used in a neutral way. The terms meaning “untouchable” and “untouchability” appear as
mere matter-of-fact statements; there does not seem to be any difference between
Valmiki’'s usage of the different Hindi words that are translated as “untouchability”. As
for harijan, precisely as mentioned in the discussion of caste-related terminology above,
this word only appears in Valmiki’s narrative when it is discussed as an etic term (see

below).
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2.2 ‘Dalit’ as ‘not Hindu’

Just before the formal introduction of the term dalit on page 89 (see above), Valmiki
skillfully introduces the history behind the naming of the people formerly labeled as “un-
touchable” in one short paragraph. He includes in it the conflicting points of view in this
regard, as well as the history of the controversy between Mahatma Gandhi and Bhimrao
Ambedkar which resulted in their agreement on the Poona pact on 24th September
1932.

From textbooks to the media of communication, they were all beating the
drum about Gandhi. | had heard many savarnas [...] abuse Gandhi in day-
to-day conversations — that this old man had turned the heads of the
Bhangis and the Chamars by naming them [...] Harijans [...]. How wrong
was their anger about Gandhi. After reading Ambedkar, | realized that by
naming the untouchables [(achdtom)] Harijans, Gandhi had not helped
them to join the national mainstream but had saved the Hindus from be-
coming a minority. Guarded their interests, in fact. Yet these [...] were an-
gry with him because he had turned Harijans’ heads! The Poona Pact
episode completely erased any illusions that | had harbored about Gandhi.
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The Poona Pact was what had made Ambedkar lose heart® ° % (Valmiki
2003: 83f.).

This paragraph touches on the most important issues behind the naming of ‘Dalits’ as
well as the question of Dalits’ religious affiliation. What is particularly important for the
argument in this section is that Valmiki implies in it that Gandhi’s renaming of the people
formerly labeled as “untouchable” as “Harijan” artificially made them Hindus, while, in
fact, the above passage implicitly suggests that it is common knowledge that they are
not Hindu. Furthermore, saying that Gandhi has saved Hindus from becoming a minor-
ity, Valmiki once again — in passing — suggests that Harijans and Hindus do not belong
to the same category. This strategy of presenting the opinion that Dalits are not Hindus
as a fact which is accepted by both author and reader is characteristic for Valmiki’'s writ-

ing: several examples below elucidate and discuss this strategy further.

The question whether or not Dalits are to be considered Hindus, goes back to Dr. Bhim-
rao Ambedkar and the circumstances preceding the Poona Pact. Accordingly, John C.
B. Webster, for example, says that: “Ambedkar [...] while agreeing that Hindu religion

was clearly a, if not the, major source of Dalit oppression, [...] did not consider the Dalits

%4 See footnote 92.

% Hindi original: pathya-pustakom se lekar samcar-madhyamom tak mem un dinom ‘gadhr ka dhol pita ja
raha tha. bat'cit mem kai savarnom ko gadhi ke lie ap'sabd kah'te suna tha ki is bdrhe ne bhamgi-
camarom ko harijan banakar sir par carha liya hai. un'ka gussa kit'na galat tha ambed'kar ko padh lene ke
bad yah bat samajh mem & gar thi ki gadhi ne ‘harijan’ nam dekar achatom ko rastriy dhara mem nahim
Jora, balki himduom ko alpasamkhyak hone se bacaya. un'ke hitom ki raksa ki. phir bhi ve us'se khapha
the kyomki us'ne harijanom ko sir carhdya. pana paikt ki ghat'na ne mere man se gadhi ke bhram ko

pomch diya tha. pana paikf ne ambed'kar ko hatas kiya tha (Valmiki 1999: 89).

% Footnote from Arun Prabha Mukherjee’s translation: In 1931 Gandhi went on a hunger strike until
Ambedkar withdrew his support for separate representation of untouchables, which Gandhi believed
would be a very divisive force in Hindu society. Ambedkar capitulated because the Mahatma was ex-
tremely weak and frail, and the entire nation wondered whether he would survive the ordeal (Valmiki
2003: 84).
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themselves to be Hindus” (Webster 2007: 80). Maren Bellwinkel-Schempp explains that
for Dalits, “Hinduism came to be regarded as intrinsically intertwined with the caste hier-
archy, which defined Dalits as ‘untouchable’. Liberation from the fetters of caste ap-
peared only possible through a negation of Hinduism” (Bellwinkel-Schempp 2011:
187).%” The following close reading of relevant passages makes apparent that for Om-
prakash Valmiki as well it was important to distance himself and his community from

Hinduism and he selected the subtle way described in this subsection to do so.

There are at least seven instances, in which the word hindd (anglicized as Hindu) is jux-
taposed with words or phrases like hamari biradari (“our community”), bas'ti ke log
(“people of the basti™®), valmiki samaj (“the Valmiki community”) and dalit. The rhetori-
cal question “Why are Hindus so cruel against Dalits?” is repeated several times
throughout the autobiography. While this question does not necessarily imply that ‘Dal-
its’ are not ‘Hindus’, the discussion that nearly invariably follows this question, says so
explicitly. To be precise, it states that people from the Valmiki’s community worship dif-
ferent gods, perform different religious rituals, etc., and are therefore not Hindus. The

three following examples illustrate this.

In our community widow-marriage was accepted from the very beginning.
Widow-marriage was not looked down upon like in Hindu-traditions®
(Valmiki 1999: 22).

7 See chapter 2 “Buddhist Past and Future in Tulsiram’s Autobiography” for more information about Dr.

B. R. Ambedkar and his views on Hinduism and the Dalit’s religious affiliation.

% The word basti f. means any small place or living area, like a small town, part of a village, a neighbor-
hood, etc. In the context of Dalit life and literature, basti usually means a smallish neighborhood on the
outskirts of a village or a town, in which members of one or several Dalit communities are segregated.

The term is often translated into English as “slum”, but is left untranslated in this dissertation.

* Hindi original: hamart biradarr mem vidh'va-vivah ko prarambh se hi manyata thi. hindi-paramparaom

ki tarah vidh'va-vivah hin drstr se nahim dekha jata tha.
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These gods are different from Hindu gods; their names won’t be found in
any Purana even if one looks hard. But go to any such family, which is
connected to this community, there you will have an opportunity to see a
paja'®
another happy occasion, a wedding or a feast for the dead — it will be in-

performed for these gods and goddesses. Whether it's a birth or

complete without a pdja for these gods and goddesses™ (Valmiki 1999:
37).

Officially all the people from the basti were Hindus, but they didn’t worship
Hindu gods and goddesses. On Janmastami'® they didn’t worship Krsna
[(Krishna)], but Jaharpir [(Jaharpir)] or else, a spirit was worshiped. And
that, too, not on the eighth day [(astami)], but just before sunrise on the
ninth day [(navami)]'® (Valmiki 1999: 53).

In the first example above the author states very casually and in passing — in the middle
of a narrative that has nothing to do with religion, but rather tells the story of Valmiki’s
eldest brother’s death and his widow marrying the next eldest brother — that “our com-
munity” (hamarri biradari) is not “Hindu”. It is a very plain statement, it is not open for dis-
cussion; and thus, it leaves the reader with the impression that this is a fact of life, noth-

ing more.

1% The word paja means a religious ceremony.

1 Hindi original: ye dev'ta himdi-dev'taom se alag hote haim, jin'ke nam kisi pothe-puran mem dhirh'ne
se bhT nahim milemge. lekin kisT bhT aise parivar mem cale jaie jin'ka sambandh is biradari se hai, vaha in
devi-dev'taom ki paja dekh'ne ko milegi. janm ho ya koi Subh kary, $adi-vivah ya mrtyu-bhoj! - in devi-de-
v'itaom ki pdja bina adhdra hai.

12 The krsna janmastamr or Krishna Janmashtami is an annual festival that celebrates the birth of

Krishna.

183 Hindi original: kah'ne ko to bastr ke sabhi log himda the, lekin kisi himdd devi-dev'ta ki pdja nahim
kar'te the. janmastami par Krsna K nahim, jahar'pir ki pdja hotr thi ya phir ‘paun’ pdje jate the. ve bhr

astami nahim, ‘navamr’ ke brahmamuhdrt mem.
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Yet, Valmiki does not leave it at mere suggestions: the second passage quoted above
states that in households connected “to this community” (is biradari se), different deities
are worshiped — different, that is, from Hindu deities. According to Valmiki, these differ-
ent deities cannot be found in “any Purana” (kisi pothe-puran mem), which is a vast col-
lection of texts ascribed to the Hindu religious tradition. The narrative implies thus that

those deities necessarily need to be considered as “not Hindu”.

The third passage quoted above continues this theme, but contains a concrete example
which serves to prove Valmiki's point. On paper, basti residents might have been called
“‘Hindu”, but in actual fact, on the anniversary of the god Krishna, not he himself — a
Hindu god — is worshiped, but either another god called Jaharpir or unnamed spirits.

The ritual is said to be different from the Hindu ritual, as well.

LI

The author’s choice of words here — “our/this society”, “people from the basti’ rather
than dalit, cah'ra or any other specific jati name — makes one wonder whether it is not
this said vagueness of terminology that makes the author choose a phrasing that allows
for different or at least vague interpretations. Does Valmiki only mean the Chuhra com-
munity? Does he include other “Dalits” in it? The text does not offer a clear answer to
these questions. On the other hand, another instance seems to suggest that Valmiki

only speaks about his own jati:

And anyway, not only in the basti, in the whole Valmiki community Hindu
gods and goddesses are not worshiped. The imitation [that is going on]
among educated people is another matter. These worship their [own] gods

and goddesses, whose names are neither to be found in Vedic books nor
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in the Puranas. The rites of the pdjas are different, too'* (Valmiki 1999:
78).

As stated above, valmiki is an alternative name for Valmiki’'s jati, Chuhra. On this occa-
sion, it looks like the author is fighting the battle for his own jati only, rather than for “all
Dalits”. Yet, the discussion whether or not Valmiki's community is Hindu culminates in
the rhetorical question about the cruelty of Hindus — first, against the author personally,
and then, against “Dalits” on the whole. When the young protagonist refuses to partake
in a religious ceremony and answers his father's concerned enquiry whether his son
has “become a Christian” (7sar to nahi ho gae ho?; Valmiki 1999: 54) in the negative, the

narrative continues:

But in my mind a kind of rage was arising that wanted to say: but I'm not a
Hindu either. If | were a Hindu, why would Hindus hate me, why would
they discriminate against me so much? What also came to mind was [the
question] why one had to be a Hindu in order to become a good human
being... | had seen and endured the cruelty of Hindus since childhood.
Why does caste-superiority [(literally: jati-superiority)] turn into arrogance
and hit only the weak? Why are Hindus so harsh and cruel towards Dal-
its?"% (Valmiki 1999: 54).

1% Hindi original: vaise bhf basti mem hi nahim, pare valmiki samaj mem himda devi-dev'taom ki paja
nahim hotr hai. parhe-likhe logom mem dekha-dekhi kar lene ki bat aur hai. ye padja kar'te hain, ap'ne
devi-dev'taom K jin'ke nam na to vaidik gramthom mem milemge, na puranom mem. paja ki vidhiya bhi

alag haim.

105 Hindi original: lekin man mem ek ubal-sa uth'ta tha jo kah'na chah'ta tha, maim himda bhi to nahim hd.
yadr himdd hota to himdd mujh'se it'n ghrna, it'hd bhed-bhav kyom kar'te? bat-bat par jatiy-bodh ki hin'ta
se mujhe kyom bhar'te? man mem yah bhi ata tha ki accha in'san ban'ne ke lie jardri kyom hai ki vah
himdd hr ho... himdia ki krar'ta bac'pan se dekhr hai, sahan ki hai. jatly Sresth'ta-bhav abhiman ban'kar

kam'jor ko hi kyom mar'ta hai? kyom dalitom ke prati himdd it'ha nirmam aur krdr hai?
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On the last page of his autobiography, Valmiki returns to the question of the Hindus’

cruelty for a last time:

Times have changed. But there is something that doesn’t let me be at
ease. | have asked several scholars why there is so much hatred in the
minds of the Savarnas against Dalits, Shudras. Why is the trees and
plants, animals and birds worshiping Hindu so intolerant against Dalits?
Today, ‘jatr'® is a distinct and important factor. As long as it is not known
that you are a Dalit, everything is fine, as soon as your ‘jati’ is known, ev-
erything changes. Whispering, the pain of being a Dalit cut the veins like a
knife. How will Savarna Hindus, full of proper high-born qualities, know
poverty, illiteracy, broken and harsh lives, the pain of standing outside the
door?'%” (Valmiki 1999: 160).

In this last instance, on the last page of the book, Valmiki for the first time treats Dalits
and Shudras as belonging to the same category — though quite in the spirit of the Bahu-
jan Samaj movement and ideology, yet adding further confusion to his terminology.'®®
Since this is the last page of the book, in which the author started out using jati names
only, while then progressing to an extensive use of the term dalit, in this addition of the

Sudras to the “Dalit” category at the last moment one is rather inclined to see a culmina-

1% Single quotation marks in original, see next subsection.

197 Hindi original: vakt bad'la hai. lekin kahim kuch hai jo sahaj nahim hone deta hai. kal vidvanom se
jan'na caha ki savarnom ke man mem dalitom, sadrom ke lie it'nT ghrna kyon hai? per-paudhom, pasu-
paksiyom ko pdj'nevala himdd dalitom ke prati itha asahisnu kyom hai? &j jati’ ek visist aur mahattvapirn
ghatak hai. jab tak yah pata nahim hota ki ép dalit haim to sab kuch thik rah'té hai, jati’ malam hote hr sab
kuch badal jata hai. phus'phusahatem, dalit hone ki pira caka ki tarah nas-nas mem utar jati hai. garibi,
asiksa, chinn-bhinn darun jimdagri, dar'vaze ke bahar khare rah'ne ki pira bhala abhijatya gunom se sam-

pann savarn himdd kaise jan paége?

1% Compare Kancha llaiah’s Why | am not a Hindu (2019), in which llaiah, too, treats Shudras and Dalits
— whom he calls “Ati-Sudras” or “Dalitbahujans” — as belonging to the same category, while both not be-

longing to the category “Hindu”.
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tion of the progression in accordance with the Bahujan Samaj's ideological message.'®

Though the book does not offer an unambiguous answer to the question whether or not

Valmiki meant it as such.

To sum up, it can be said that, according to Jdthan, “Dalit” is a collective term — some-
what similar to the way in which “Brahmin” or “Savarna” can be seen as collective terms
for the Dalit’'s opposite — used in rather formal and abstract contexts but is rarely used in
more personal situations or applied to individual persons. This implicit meaning of the
term stands in contrast to the explicit meaning given by Valmiki on page 89 of his auto-
biography (see above) as well as in my interview with him (see the subsection “Dalit”
above), namely, that a "Dalit” is a person who possesses dalit chet'na or Dalit con-
sciousness, that is to say, who is aware of the centuries-long exploitation their commu-
nity has been submitted to and who actively stands up against their oppressors, rather
than every person belonging to one of the jatis formerly labeled as “untouchable”. | read
the juxtaposition of Chuhra/Valmiki and, partly, Dalit, with Hindu as Valmiki’s political
statement, which also could be seen as an attempt at re-defining the identity of the first.
Though as far as terminology is concerned, this juxtaposition ultimately serves to add
confusion of meanings to already highly ambiguous terms. An additional noteworthy
feature with regard to caste-related terminology — an example of which could be seen in
the last quoted passage in the form of single quotation marks enclosing the word jati —

is discussed in the next short sub-section.

' The idea behind the Bahujan Samaj ideology is that all marginalized groups of the Indian society to-
gether — i.e. members of the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes — make

up the majority (= bahujan) of the Indian population.
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2.3 jati or ‘jati?

The substance of the following subsection appears as more of a — possibly unintended
— peculiarity rather than an unambiguous circumstance. However, it nonetheless sup-
ports and emphasizes the foremost argument of this chapter — that is to say, that there

is no uniformity in caste-related terminology even in texts written by Dalit authors.

Rather similarly to the terminological turning point that occurs in Jathan after the intro-
duction of the term dalit, there appears a significant alteration in the treatment of the
term jati after page 71. While before page 71 the word jati appears numerous times
without being marked in any way, on this page and on many occasions after this, the
word jati appears in single quotation marks: ‘jat’, as well as plain and unmarked. This
usage of the term ‘jat/’ in single quotation marks seems at times to be rather incongru-

ous.

On the one hand, it looks like Valmiki, as on many other occasions in his autobiography,
performs the changes in his main protagonist’s consciousness through his narrative:
that is to say that as long as jati seemed to be a natural phenomenon to the main pro-
tagonist, it did not need to stand out in the text. But as his studies progress and he be-
comes aware of the unfairness and the discrimination that his community has been fac-
ing for centuries, the young Omprakash begins to perceive jati as a construct, as some-
thing that is not really there or that should not have the right to exist. This change in the
main protagonist’'s perception is made apparent in the text through single quotation

marks.

On the other hand, the usage of the word jati without quotation marks does not cease
after page 71. There is no consistent difference in the usage of either: five times out of
ten when jati is written without quotation marks it appears in direct speech — a usage

that seems reasonable — but the other five cases when jati is written without quotation
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marks are in no way different from the over twenty instances when it is written in single
quotation marks. There are even two occasions, on which jati in single quotation marks

appears in direct speech, e.g.: “What ‘jat’ are you from?” (“ap kis fjati’ se haim?”;
Valmiki 1999: 138).

The usage of quotation marks seems out of place on a few other occasions in Jiathan as
well,""® which is a phenomenon that might be attributed to editorial mistakes. However,
no other word is used in single or double quotation marks as often as the word jati."""
For this reason | argue that it is the change in the main protagonist’s consciousness
which was discussed above, which Valmiki intended to emphasize with this usage.
However, the fact that the author did not write his book on one single day and that his
opinion about the correct writing of this term might have changed several times in the

process should also not be left unconsidered.

As a final consequence, the reader is left with the impression that the text itself is not
sure whether jati as a phenomenon should be accepted and treated like any other word
or whether it should be denied existence and put into single quotation marks to empha-
size its problematic and possibly even give it a sense of artificiality. This effect may
have been intended or not, either way it does make the text more thought-provoking
and multifaceted. It also can be seen as another illustration of the vagueness and com-

plexity of caste-related terminology and its definitions: the ultimate effect of the ambigu-

10 The following two examples illustrate this: on page 41 it says: “Actually, people from the bastr called
him ‘Bandar’. In the same way, they called ‘Hiram Singh’ Sundal and me ‘Palla.” (Valmiki 1999: 41),
(Hindi original: vaise basti ke log use ‘bamdar’ kah'kar pukar'te the. isT tarah ‘hiram sinh’ ko sumdal aur
mujhe 'pall&d’). Since Hiram Singh is the boy’s name and Sundal is what he was called, it is the word “Sun-
dal” that should be in quotation marks here. Similarly, quotation marks are misplaced on page 60: “This
college is called ‘Barla Inter College Barla’ village now” (Valmiki 1999: 60), (Hindi original: ab is kélej k&

nam ‘bar'la imtar kalej bar'la’ gav hai).

" Throughout Jithan, double quotation marks are used for direct speech and quotations. Single quota-
tion marks are used instead of the phrase “so called” and with titles of literary works. On one occasion,

the pen name “Premchand” (prem'cand) is written in single quotation marks as well; Valmiki 1999: 27).
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ity between jati vs. ‘jat’ might not have been intentional, but this does not mean that it is

not accurate.

3 Kausalya Baisantri’s Doh'ra Abhisap

Kausalya Baisantri’'s usage of caste-related terminology seems to be similar to Valmiki's
on the first glance. A closer look, however, makes obvious that although Doh'ra Ab-
hisap, similarly to Jdthan, begins by using various jati names and finishes with approx.
twenty pages’ worth of text brim-filled with the word dalit, its significance is rather a dif-

ferent one.

From the beginning of her autobiography, Baisantri extensively uses both various jati
names — including her own, Mahar — as well as the two Hindi words denoting “untouch-
able” (asprsya and achut; see introduction to this chapter). In Doh'ré Abhiséap, there are
altogether 64 mentions of the word asprsya, 14 mentions of the word achdt and 27
mentions of the word mahar. Among the designations for the opposite of these cate-
gories appear the terms savarna (8 mentions) and sprsya (“touchable”, 3 mentions).
The latter term only appears on two consecutive pages (Baisantri 1999: 31f.), where it is

clearly and directly opposed to asprsya.

Alongside mahar, several other names of “untouchable” jatis appear in the narrative and
there is a clear-cut difference between those jatis in the text. That is to say that instead
of talking about all members of “untouchable” jatis as belonging to a single group — be it
“‘untouchable” or “Dalit” — Baisantri describes each jati on its own, mentioning by the

way, members of which of those jatis practiced untouchability (chatchat) towards mem-
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bers of which other jati/s. For instance, the mag people (anglicized as Mang)''? are de-

scribed in the following manner:

The Mahars practiced untouchability towards people from the Mang jati.
They used to throw away water and food that had been touched by
them™? (Baisantri 1999: 31).

About the jamadar (anglicized as Jamadar)'* she states:

Once, a Jamadar was taking the container [with feces] away and | put a
piece of cloth over my nose. The Jamadar said, “when you shit, doesn'’t it
smell? You people turn away your noses from your own parents’ or sick
people’s shit and urine and look at us, we do this work for our stomachs”.
What he said was true. Even now in many places Jamadar put filthy bas-
kets on their heads and carry them away.

[.]

Even now very little awakening has happened among them. One will have
to work with missionary spirit to bring awakening among these people,
then some emancipation can happen. From being neglected and de-

graded for centuries their nature has become somewhat stubborn there-

12 The mamg or Mang jati is the second largest Scheduled Caste in Maharashtra and can also be found
in the neighboring states. Their traditional occupations include tanning, shoemaking, preparation of
leather buckets, acting as village musicians and castrating bullocks; the Mang women often serve as mid-
wives (Russell 2021: Vol. IV, 151-155).

3 Hindi original: mamyg jati ke logom se mahar log chat'chat barat'te the. un'ke hath ka chua pani aur

khana phemk dete the.

"4 The jamadar community is a Scheduled Caste. Their traditional occupations include village watchmen
and field-laborers. They are primarily found in Bundelkhand (Russell 2021: Vol. Ill, 355-358).
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fore in order to improve them [(i.e. their situation)], for their benefit a lot of

patience and steadfastness is needed'"® (Baisantri 1999: 69).

Baisantri draws a very clear line between different jatis that were formerly labeled as
“‘untouchable”, but it is not quite clear from the text, whether this is an attempt at demar-
cating between Baisantri's own jati, Mahar, and other jatis — as seems to be typical for
minority groups — or whether it is rather a boundary marker between the different jatis,
while also a way of demarcating of her own family as belonging to the people who have
become aware of the importance of education and cleanliness.'® However, this treat-
ment of different “untouchable” jatis in Doh'ré Abhisap demonstrates that there also ex-
ists a strong hierarchy between different jatis, which today are often seen as belonging
to the same category, i.e. “Dalit” or Scheduled Castes. In other words, it demonstrates
that the problem of caste hierarchies is not limited to the polarities “Brahmins” vs. “Dal-
its”, but permeates all layers of Indian society — or at the very least, it did so in Nagpur
at the time of Baisantri’s childhood.

Speaking about herself, Baisantri on several occasions uses the words mahar as well
as asprSya and achdat, while other people or groups of people are indiscriminately called
at times by their jati names, at other times by the labor they performed, as well as as-

prsya, achdt or even dalit.

15 Hindi original: ek bar jamadar yah gari le ja raha tha tab maimne nak par kap'ra rakh liya. jamadar
kah'ne laga, “tatti kar'tr ho tab bad'ba nahim atr hai kya? tum log ap'ne mam-bap ya bimar Ki tatti-pesab
se bhi nak-bhaum sikor'te ho aur hamem dekho, pet ki khatir aisa kam kar'te haim”. sac thr us'ki bat. abhr

bhi maile k& bartan sir par uthakar jamadar le jate haim kar jagahom par. [...]

abht bhi in'mem bahut kam jagrti ar hai. in logom mem jagrti lane ke lie misan'ri spirit se kam kar'na
parega tab kuch uddhar ho sak'ta hai. sada se upeksit aur ap'manit rah'ne se in'ke svabhav mem kuch
jJiddipan a gaya is'lie in'ko sudhar'ne, in'ki bhalar ke lie bare dhairy aur sahan$akti ki zartrat hai.

116 See chapter 4 “Tropes of Agency in Kausalya Baisantri’'s Doh'ra Abhi$ap” below and Browarczyk 2013
for more details.
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The land of Khalasr Lain'" belonged to a Patel. His jati was Jaiswal
Baniya'® [...] The people who lived here were mostly untouchable
[(achat)]. They were poor, uneducated manual laborers [(maj'ddr)] [...]

Mostly, here lived untouchables [(achdt)] from the Mahar jati. Ten-fifteen
houses altogether belonged to Chamars from Andhra Pradesh and they
lived in one part. Some thirty-forty houses belonged to cleaning people.
There were also about fifteen houses belonging to the Mang (achdt) jati.
Some houses belonged to Adivasis'® from the Gond'® jati and two-

three were houses of Dalit Christians'" '?2 (Baisantri 1999: 30f.).

7 Name of the bastT where Kausalya Baisantri lived in Nagpur.

"8 The word baniya (Bania) is derived from the Sanskrit vanij which means “merchant”. Traditionally, peo-
ple from the Bania community are bankers, moneylenders, grain dealers and shopkeepers. People from
this community can be found all over India but have their densest concentration in Rajasthan, Gujarat,
Maharashtra and Uttar Pradesh. The Banias are divided into a large number of endogamous groups. One
of them is jayas'val or Jaiswal (Russell 2021: Vol. ll, 90-112; Samanta 1998: Vol. XXXVIII, 438—442).

"% The term adivast (Adivasi) is a problematic term and a contested group category. A detailed discussion
of the term is beyond the scope of this dissertation. To hint at the problematic, however, | will quote
Prathama Banerjee explaining why they use the terms “tribe” and “adivasi” together: “in areas such as
Jharkhand and Chhattisgarh communities have chosen to replace the term tribe with the more positive
term adivasi, in the northeast, the term adivasi refers to migrants from central India. Indigenous groups of
the northeast choose to call themselves tribes in order to distinguish themselves from such later ‘en-

[11]

croachers™ (Banerjee 2016: 131).

120 Russell lists the Gonds as “[t]he principal tribe of the Dravidian family and perhaps the most important
of the non-Aryan or forest tribes in India” (Russell 2021: Vol. lll, 41). The géd (Gond) are listed as a
Scheduled Tribe in Madhya Pradesh and as a Scheduled Caste in Uttar Pradesh (Bock, Rao 1995: 125).

The ambiguity of group categories, which is discussed in this chapter, is emphasized by this example.

12 Emphasis mine, MR.

122 Hindi original: khalasr lain kT zamin ek patel ki thi. vah jati ka jayas'val baniya tha. [...] yaham ke rah'ne
vale jyadatar achdat the. garib, an'parh aur maz'dar the. [...] jyadatar mahar jati ke achat yaham rah'te the.
kul das-pamdrah ghar amdhra prade$ ke camarom ke the aur ve basti ke ek bhag mem rah'te the. karib

tis-calls ghar safai karmacariyom ke the. mag (achat) jati ke bhi lag'bhag pamdrah ghar the. kuch ghar
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The words marked bold in the above passage are various group categories used by the
author. It is mentioned in the introduction to this chapter that jati can have manifold
meanings and that it is often impossible to say which of the meanings a particular text or
person is referring to when using the word jati. The passage quoted above demon-
strates that for Baisantri, jati is not a phenomenon that can be found in Hinduism only,
nor does it describe merely professional groups. The above example emphasizes the
disadvantage of translating jati as ‘caste’ or, for that matter, of translating it at all. The
typical category for the géd (anglicized as Gond) people in the English language is
“tribe”. The Gond are also listed as a Scheduled Tribe by the Indian government. But as
a matter of fact, in the same way in which the term ‘caste’ has been introduced by the
colonial rulers, so has been the term ‘tribe’, while in Hindi and in many other South

Asian languages jati is a category which can denote both.'?

As can be clearly seen from the above passage, Doh'ra Abhisap doesn’t seem to differ-
entiate between jati names such as mahar or mamg, Adivasi jati (“tribe”) names such as
g6d, and occupational terms (safar karmacari, “cleaning workers”), while the “Dalit
Christians” are the only ones called dalit at this point in the narrative. This terminological
blend seems to hint at a lack of importance of categories for Baisantri — at least, at this
stage in her narrative. However, the fact that the word dalit appears this early in the
book, should not be ignored. No other group of people gets the designation “Dalit” at
this point, but just a few pages later another “Dalit Christian” makes his appearance,
and this time, it is a specific person that is talked about, not an abstract group of people

as in the example above.

There was an untouchable [(achdt)] woman named Jai Bai Caudhari who
had opened a school for girls at a place called nar basti."** This school was
established in two rooms of a brick and mortar house right next to her

123 See, for example, Chatterjee 1996.

124 Meaning “new settlement” or “new bast?".
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home. This house belonged to a Dalit Christian. They lived in one half of
this house and the other half they had given to the school. They were edu-
cated people. One of their sons worked in an office and their daughter was
a nurse. He himself was a teacher in a school. Their living was nice'®
(Baisantri 1999: 37).

What is noteworthy in the passage above is not only the fact that this is the second ap-
pearance of the designation “Dalit Christian”, but more importantly, the way in which this
“Dalit Christian” is described. His is an “educated” family (padhe-likhe log), they live in a
brick and mortar house (pakka ghar), which means that they cannot be called poor, at
least by comparison with people living in houses built out of straw and clay as is often
the case in Dalit bastis; they can afford and are generous enough to let a half of that
house be used as a school for girls run by an “untouchable” (achdt) woman; their chil-
dren have respectable jobs. In other words, the person called dalit on this occasion is
someone, who realized the importance of education, who has educated himself and his
family, is working as a teacher to educate others and is prepared to live in cramped cir-

cumstances to forward the education of girls.

This is, on the one hand, one of the first instances of a description of what | call the
“‘man role model trope” — a trope created and used by Baisantri throughout her autobi-
ography.’® On the other hand, this also seems to be Baisantri’s definition of a “Dalit”. |
argue that in Baisantri’s vocabulary, a person ceases to be “untouchable” or “Mahar”
when said person realizes the importance of education, gets themselves and/or their

children educated and achieves a better situation in life.

125 Hindi original: jar bar caudhari nam ki ek achiit mahila ne narf basti namak jagah par lar'kiyom ke lie ek
skal khola tha. yah skal un'ke ghar ke pas hi ek pakke makan ke do kam'rom mem lag'ta tha. yah ghar ek
dalit 1sar ka tha. is ghar ke adhe mem ve rah'te the aur adha ghar skil ke lie de diya tha. ve parhe-likhe
log the. un'ka ek lar'ka kist daftar mem kam kar'ta tha aur lar'’ki nars thi. khud kisi skl mem Siksak the.

un'ka rahan-sahan accha tha.

126 See chapter 3 “Tropes of Agency in Kausalya Baisantri’'s Doh'ra Abhisap’.

82



Just like in Valmiki’s Jathan, Dohra Abhisap also contains a turning point after which the
author’s usage of terminology changes abruptly: but here it is not a case of a formal in-
troduction of the word dalit, but rather the first time Baisantri explicitly refers to herself
as a Dalit. On page 102 — out of 124 pages on the whole — Baisantri describes her own
family’s new life circumstances after their relocation to a new place, where her husband
got a leading position in an office. While talking about the servant from that office,
Baisantri states: “He had learned that we were from the Dalit community”'?” (Baisantri
1999: 102). As mentioned above, before this instance, Baisantri calls herself “untouch-
able” (asprsya or achat) and “Mahar”, not “Dalit”. It is remarkable that the first time when
she uses “Dalit” to refer to herself appears at the first instance when she narrates how
her family moved to a new position — both, physically as well as metaphorically, i.e. “up
the social ladder” — as this is the first time when her husband holds a leading position

and has several subordinates.

After this passage Baisantri’'s usage of the words asprSya, achdt and mahar virtually
comes to an end. After page 102 they appear 3, 0 and 4 times respectively. The word
dalit seems to effectively replace them: it appears 8 times before page 102 and 47 after
it. When it is used before page 102, it is used to describe the “Dalit Christians” who
were mentioned earlier; apart from those occasions, a few times abstract groups of peo-
ple are mentioned as “Dalit people” (dalit log; Baisantri 1999: 25), living in a Dalit basti
(dalit bastr, Baisantri 1999: 97) or in a Dalit society (dalit samaj; Baisantri 1999: 28, 38,
93). Considering that “after page 102" means only the last 22 pages of the book, the
density of the word dalit on these pages is extremely high. Both groups of people, as
well as specific individuals are called “Dalit” after page 102, including Baisantri herself

and members of her household.

The virtual disappearance of the words meaning “untouchable” (asprsya and achdt) and
the jati name mahar from the narrative after this defining moment can be explained by

the fact that once Baisantri considers her own family to have reached the status of

2" Hindi original: ham dalit samaj ke haim, yah vah jan gaya tha.
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“Dalit”, her circle of acquaintances also changes: she is now surrounded by and writes
about people, whom, like herself, she is prepared to call “Dalit”. Contrary to Valmiki’'s
explicit definition of a ‘Dalit’ as a person who has become aware of the oppression his
community has been subjected to for centuries, in the case of Baisantri, one needs
more prerequisites to be regarded as a “Dalit”. Interestingly, the question of Dalit op-
pression is barely raised in Doh'ra Abhisap at all. The important circumstance, of which
Baisantri’'s parents become aware when they listen to one of Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar’s
speeches in the Kasturchand park when Baisantri is a little girl is that “if you want to
progress, it is very important to acquire an education. One should educate both boys
and girls”'?® ' (Baisantri 1999: 47). Yet, even after this realization Baisantri’s family
does not turn into a family of “Dalits”. It is only when the family members have advanced
both in terms of education as well as their socio-economic status, that the author allows

them the emic term dalit.

Thus, Baisantri’'s usage of caste-related terminology suggests that according to Doh'ra
Abhisap, a “Dalit” is not just any member of any “untouchable jati”, neither is it such a
member, who has become aware of their community’s oppression, but rather one who
being a member of an “untouchable jati" has realized the importance of education and
has achieved a better position for themselves and their family through hard work. There-
fore, unlike Omprakash Valmiki’'s Jathan, Baisantri’s autobiography does not appear to
deny jati or “caste hierarchy” the right to existence. Rather, Doh'ra Abhisap implicitly ar-
gues that the higher status of a “Dalit” needs to be earned through education and hard

work.

128 Hindi original: ap/ni pragati kar'na hai to Siksa prapt kar'na bahut zarari hai. lar'ka aur lar'’ki donom ko

parhana cabhie.

129 See page 137.
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4 Tulsiram’s Murdahiya and Manikarpika

On the whole, Murdahiya contains over 200 mentions of the word dalit, over 60 men-
tions of the word brahman, 11 mentions of the word camar (the name of Tulsiram’s own
jati) and about 10 mentions of the word savarna. Other caste-related terms, including
names of jatis and the word achat and its derivatives, each appear less than 5 times in

the first part of Tulsiram’s autobiography.'*°

Contrary to the two works discussed above, both parts of Tulsiram’s autobiography,
Murdahiya and Manikarnika, systematically use the term dalit as a collective term for all
members of groups formerly labeled as “untouchable”. Throughout the two parts of Tul-
siram’s autobiography, the term dalit continuously and consistently denotes every per-
son and every abstract group of people that might in Valmiki’s text have been called
Chuhra or Bhangi and in Baisantri’'s Mahar, Mang, untouchable, or Dalit. The following
excerpt taken from the description of Dharampur — the village in which Tulsiram spent
his childhood — in the beginning of Murdahiya contains an extremely apposite illustra-

tion.

Surrounded by those [fields called] sivan,”’ in the northernmost part of our
Dharampur village there was an Ahir'*? '* dominated bastf, in which there

was a Kumhar™* house, a Noniya'* house, a Gadaria™® house and a

130 Tulsiram’s strategy of using caste-related terminology did not change in Manikarnika, which is why |
did not deem it important to determine the total number of caste-related terms in the second part of his

autobiography as well.

1 Earlier on the same page an explanation of the term is given thus: “In this geography, the land that
could be used as farmland and was spread in all directions was called the sivan of the whole area, each
of which had its own name”. (is bhidgol mem vibhinn dis$adom mem sthit kheti layak jamin ko pire ksetr ka

sivan kah'te the jin'ke alag-alag nam the; Tulsiram 2014a: 41)

132 Bold emphasis throughout this quote is mine, MR.
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Gor (Bharbhunja)™ house. In the middle there was the Babhnauti (Brah-
min quarter) and, according to the custom of all villages, in the southern-
most region was our Dalit basti. According to a Hindu superstition, disas-
ter, illness and epidemics come from the southern part of any village, thus
Dalits were always settled in the southern part of villages. So, in our vil-
lage, all the people like me were born in the southern Dalit basti to be-
come the first victims of those disasters and epidemics'™? (Tulsiram 2014a:
41).

133 The ahir (Ahir) is a pastoral community, which, according to Russell, can be found throughout India but
is particularly dispersed in the central and northern areas. The community was traditionally occupied in
breeding cattle and dealing in milk and butter (Russell 2021: Vol. I, 13-29).

13 The kumhar (Kumhar) or kumbhar (Kumbhar) is a community that was traditionally involved in making
pottery. The name is derived from the Sanskrit word kumbh, meaning “water-pot” (Risley 1892: Vol. |,
517-526; Russell 2021: Vol. IV, 1-10).

135 The noniya (Nonia), also known as niiniya, liiniya and loniya is a community that has traditionally been
occupied in the extraction of salt and saltpeter from saline earth. Both Crooke (1896: Vol. Ill, 386-395)
and Russell (2021: Vol. IV, 243-244) speak of them as being at “the bottom of the caste system”. It is not
quite clear, though, what status the community currently has. Various internet sources suggest it might be
listed as OBC and SC — probably in different states.

136 The gareriya (Gadariya) is a shepherd community, mainly found in northern India. According to Rus-
sell, the name is derived from the Hindi gadar and the Sanskrit gandhara, meaning “sheep”. The Sanskrit
name was derived from the country of Gandhara or Kandahar, from which sheep were first brought. The
traditional occupations of the Gadaria included breeding and grazing of sheep and goats, and weaving of

blankets from sheep’s wool (Russell 2021: Vol. II, 1-6).

37 The bharbhijja (Bharbhunja) is a community of grain-parchers. According to Russell, the name is de-
rived from the Sanskrit word bhrastra (frying-pan), and bharjaka (one who fries). They are dispersed in
northern India (Russell 2021: Vol. IV, 202—204.).

3% Hindi original: inhim sivanom se ghire hamare dharam'pur gamv ke sab'se uttar mem ahir bahul bastr
thi jis'mem ek ghar kumhar, ek ghar noniya, ek ghar gareriya tatha ek ghar gor (bharbhija) ka tha. bic
mem babh'nauti (brdhman fola) tatha tamam gamvom ki parampara ke anusar sab'se daksin mem
hamarf dalit basti. ek hindii amdhavi$vas ke anusar kist gav mem daksin di$a se hi kol apada, bimari ya
mahamari atr hai, is'lie hamesa gamvom ke daksin mem dalitom ko basaya jata tha. atah mere jaise

sabhr log hamare gamv mem inhim mahamariyom-apadaom ka pratham Sikar hone ke lie hr daksin ki
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As is clearly seen in the above excerpt, all jati names that are mentioned here — high-
lighted to make them stand out visually — are those of people not living in the Dalit bastr,
but in the rest of the village. In other words, only names of “touchable” jatis are men-
tioned in this passage. At the same time, the jati names of people who live in the Dalit
basti do not find any mention at this point at all — people from the Dalit bastr, “all the

people like me” (mere jaise sabhr log) are called here dalit.

However, Tulsiram does not seem to deny the phenomenon jati its existence in the
manner Valmiki partially appears to do on several occasions by putting the word jati in
single quotation marks. In Tulsiram’s autobiography, dalit is an umbrella term that com-
bines all groups formerly labeled as “untouchable” without attempting to deprive the jati
concept of existence. Individual jati names for different groups of Dalits exist in Tul-
siram’s vocabulary as well, but they only appear in the narrative when it seems neces-

sary, like in the following example:

Among Dalits, people from the Pasi'® jati usually raised pigs'° (Tulsiram
2014a: 19).

“People from the Pasi jati” are explicitly mentioned here as a sub-group belonging to
Dalits. Their jati name appears in the text, because it discusses the traditional occupa-

tion of the people belonging to this group.

One of the major examples of the usage of actual names of “untouchable” jatis in the

first part of his autobiography, is Tulsiram’s account of his uncle Sommar’s work as the

dalit basti mem paida hue the.

13 The pasT (Pasi) community’s hereditary occupation is the tapping of the Palmyra date and other palm
trees for their sap. It is registered as a Scheduled Caste (Russell 2021: Vol. IV,309-313; Singh 1971).

0 Hindi original: sadharan'taya dalitom mem pasi jati ke log star pal'te the.
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caudhari™' of twelve villages of the Chamars: 8 instances of the appearance of the jati
name camar out of a whole of 11 in Murdahiya appear on the 3 pages (Tulsiram 2014a:
40-42), on which the “twelve village system” (barahagamva) and Tulsiram’s uncle Som-

mar’s work are discussed.

Father's eldest brother, whose name was Sommar, had been elected
Chowdhury of the Chamars of twelve villages. Before India’s indepen-
dence, [l] don’t know since when, according to a custom in many areas of
the eastern Uttar Pradesh there used to be a “twelve village system”
[(parahagamva)] of the Chamars, that is, the Chamars of twelve villages
used to have a great panchayat,? in which a person was elected Chowd-
hury by unanimous approval — this Chowdhury customarily obtained the
rights of a judge'® (Tulsiram 2014a: 14f.).

Since it was a custom that, according to this book, existed among the Chamars in par-
ticular, and not among all “Dalits”, it appears that on this occasion as well it was neces-
sary for Tulsiram to use the jati name instead of the broader term dalit, which would for
him have been simply inaccurate on this occasion. Another such instance, when men-

tioning of jati names seems essential, includes further names of “untouchable” jatis:

14! According to Carmen Brandt, caudharf “is a title which was introduced by the Mughal rulers for certain
officials and bestowed irrespective of religion. It usually denoted and may still denote an economically and

socially superior position” (Brandt 2015: 259).

142 A form of local government.

3 Hindi original: pita j7 ke sab'se bare bhai, jin'ka nam sommar tha, barah gamvom ke camarom ke
caudhri cune gaye the. bharat ki azadr ke pirv na jane kab se parvi uttar prade$ ke anek ksetrom ki ek
parampara ke anusar camarom ka “barahagamva” hota tha, arthat barah gamv ke camarom ki ek brhad
pamcayat hotr thi, jis'mem kol ek vyakti sarvasammati se caudhari cuna jata tha — is caudhart ko vya-

vaharik ridp mem ek nyayadhis ki tarah adhikar prapt hota tha.
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During this time [(famine)], the worst state was that of the Nai,'* the
Dhobi,* the Musahar'® and the Nat."" In our whole area, there was only
one Nai family in the nearby village Tarva. In that same village there lived
two Dhobi families. In about a dozen villages of that area that same Nai
family used to do the haircutting and the Dhobi used to wash people’s
clothes from all those villages. The shocking tradition was that all of them
did the whole work for free. As wages, each of their houses got only one
bundle of the spring and autumn crop. But in this famine they did not get
the bundles of rice, because all the crops had dried up. So, those families

were in a great predicament'* (Tulsiram 2014a: 71).

% The nar (Nai) is traditionally a Barber community which is widespread in northern India. It is a Sched-
uled Caste. See Crooke 1896: Vol. IV, 40—49; Russell 2021: 1V, 217-233.

145 The term dhobT (Dhobi) is the name of the jati of washer people. The name is derived from the Hindi
verb dhona and Sanskrit dhav, “to wash” (Russell 2021: Vol. I, 431-436). The community is large and
distributed all over the subcontinent, it is listed as a Scheduled Caste, though, to my knowledge, not in ev-

ery Indian state.

146 The musahar (Musahar) are listed as a Scheduled Caste. According to Crooke, “the name means ‘rat-
catching’ or ‘rat-eating’. It signifies ‘flesh-seekers’ or ‘hunters’. They are now mostly landless agricultural
labourers and sometimes still have to resort to rat catching to survive during lean times” (Crooke 1896:
Vol. IV, 12-37).

47 The nat (Nat) community is a Scheduled Caste. The word nat derives from the Sanskrit word nata,
“dancer”. Crooke states that it seems that “Nat is an occupational term which includes a number of differ-
ent clans who have been grouped together merely on account of their common occupation of dancing,

prostitution, and performance” (Crooke 1896: Vol. IV, 57).

% Hindi original: is dauran sab'se burl halat naiyom, dhobiyom, musaharom tatha nafom ki hotf thr.
hamare pure ksetr mem matr ek parivar bagal ke tar'vam gamv mem nar ka tha. ust gamv mem do
parivar dhobiyom ka rah'ta tha. us ksetr ke karib ek darjan gamvom ke bal kat'ne ka kam vahi nar parivar
kar'ta tha tatha dhobr in sabhi gamvom ke logom ke kap're dhote the. hairat mem dal'ne vali parampara
yah thi ki ye sabhi sara kam muft mem kar'te the. maj'dari ke riip mem inhem sal bhar mem rabi tatha
khariph ki phas'lom se sirf ek ek kerad har ghar se mil'ta tha. kimtu us akal mem dhan ke kere inhem

nahim mile, kyomki sarf phas'lem sikh gayi thim. atah in parivarom Ki barT durdasa hotr thr.
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Here, as in the previous examples, the appearance of jati names (highlighted by me for
emphasis) is explained by the need to elucidate why it was particularly people from
these communities who suffered the most: their traditional occupations play a crucial

part in this paragraph.

On the whole, in his autobiography Tulsiram does not seem to attach any negative con-
notation to names of jatis, using them rather as an occupational category. There are,
however, a few exceptional cases of someone other than the narrator using names of
jatis in a derogatory way. The following episode illustrates this difference and demon-
strates that while the narrator uses the word dalit, his characters can choose other op-

tions:

There was a Dalit student called Phulchand Ram who was doing his MSc.
[...] He had entered his name for the hostel president election. [...] Sud-
denly, Sarvajit Singh from the RSS came there and started banging Phulc-
hand Ram on the back with mud-smeared shoes. Abusing him, he kept
saying, why have you entered your name to be hostel president being a
Chamar?'® (Tulsiram 2014b: 146f.).

A student, who is called “Dalit” by the narrator, is called “Chamar” by a character who
abuses him. Phulchand Ram’s jati is irrelevant from the point of view of the narrative,
but since people from “lower jatis” are frequently called by their jati names in a deroga-

tory way, it appears in the narrative on this occasion.

% Hindi original: phul'camd ram namak ek dalit chatr jo em. es'sT kar rahe the [...] unhomne hostal
presidemt ke cunav mem ap'na parca dakhil kiya tha. [...] acanak ar.es.es. ke sarvajit simg vaham
pahumc'kar phul'camd ram ko pith par dharadhar mitfi se sani cappalom se marne lage. ve galiyam

dekar, kah'te rahe ki camar hokar hostal presidemt ke lie kyon khare ho gae?
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The word achdt (“untouchable”) is only used on two occasions: once in each volume of
Tulsiram’s autobiography. Similar to the previous example, on both occasions it is

someone other than the narrator, who considers the protagonist as “untouchable”.

Especially children from Savarna jatis started to hate me very much, its
main reason was my being untouchable [(achdt)], and on top of that came

my smallpox-afflicted face and my one blind eye'™ (Tulsiram 2014a: 59).

After this, Rao Sahab started to say: “l invited you, because since you are
from a poor untouchable [(achdat)] family, politics are not for a person like
you... a person like you won’t get anything from politics... You need to
earn money”'®" (Tulsiram 2014b: 139).

In both instances above the context is that of caste discrimination: the word “untouch-
able” (achat) is used on the first occasion clearly as a reflection of how the young pro-
tagonist was called by other school children, while on the second occasion the same
word (achdt) is used in direct speech uttered by a character rather than by the first-per-
son narrator of the story. Thus, it appears that as far as Tulsiram’s autobiography is
concerned, “untouchablity” as a phenomenon only exists as a form or a means of ha-

rassment.

The following instance suggests that “Dalit” is used by Tulsiram as a synonym for
Scheduled Castes:

150 Hindi original: khas kar'ke savarn jatiyom ke bacce mujh'se bahut ghrna kar'ne lage the, jis'ka pra-
mukh karan tha mera achdt hona tatha apar se cecak vala ceh'ra tatha ek akh ka kharab hona.

"I Hindi original: is'ke bad rav sahab kah'ne lage: “maimne ap'ko is'lie bulaya hai, kyomki ap garib achiit
parivar se haim, is'lie ap jaise vyakti ke lie raj'niti se kuch nahin hota hai. atah ap'ko paisa kamana cahie”.
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Most of the workers there were Dalits or from other backward jatis, but the

contractors were Savarna’? (Tulsiram 2014b: 25).

“‘Dalits” and “other backward jatis” are clearly different categories for Tulsiram, but the
above sentence makes their close connection obvious and very similar if not equivalent
to the connection between Scheduled Castes and Other Backward Classes. However,
this is the only occasion | could find where this connection is apparent. Neither Sched-
uled Castes nor Other Backward Classes are terms that repeatedly appear in Tulsiram’s

autobiography.

The term dalit has been adopted by Tulsiram systematically throughout his autobiogra-
phy regardless of whether or not it was in use at the time in question. Even a person re-
ferred to as Chandala (see introduction to this chapter above), a term which clearly be-
longs into an era when the term dalit was far from being invented, gets the designation

“Dalit” in Tulsiram’s narrative.

Today | also remember that on those same stairs there happened a
polemic between Shankaracharya and a Chandala (Dalit) in the 9" cen-
tury, but Pundits discredited it asking how a Chandala would have been
able to have obtained such wisdom that he could have a discussion with
Shankaracharya. Thus, they spread the rumor that in reality it was Lord
Shiva disguised as a Chandala, who sat on the stairs of Manikarnika to
test Shankaracharya'? (Tulsiram 2014b: 12).

152 Hindi original: vaham adhik'tar maj'ddr dalit ya ati pich'rT jatiyom ke hote the, kimtu thekedar savarn
the.

153 Hindi original: & yah bhr yad ata hai ki inhim sirhiyom par navim Satabdr ke adi Samkaracarya ka ek
camdal (dalit) ke sath sastrarth hua tha, kimtu pamditom ne ise amanya kar'te hue yah kahanr jor dr ki
camdal ko it'nt buddhi kaham se a sak'tt thi, jo Samkaracarya se vartalap kare. atah unhomne aph'vah
phaila dr ki camdal ke ves mem saksat Siv ji the, jo Samkaracarya ki pariksa lene ke lie manikarnika ghat

ki sirhiyom par baithe the.
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The word “Dalit” in the parenthesis was included by the author and suggests that he
does not expect his modern day readers to be familiar with the ancient term camdala,
which he explains with the term that has been chosen by him as a collective term for all
representatives of the groups formerly labeled as “untouchable”, regardless even of the

time period in which they lived.

Thus, Tulsiram can be said to be the only one of the three authors who consistently and
uniformly uses the term dalit in the meaning which was suggested to me by the high-
ranking Dalit functionary (see above), namely, synonym with members of the Scheduled
Castes and/or people formerly labeled as “untouchable”, which, indeed, agrees with
what | perceive as the principally accepted practice among scholars of Dalit studies to-

day.

5 Conclusion

Caste-related terminology and particularly the usage of the term dalit in literature and
scholarship is still extremely indefinite and far from unified. Not only do there exist nu-
merous definitions of the term dalit, but its usage in Dalit literature itself is also ex-
tremely ambiguous and diverse. As | have demonstrated above, the three authors
whose autobiographies are in the focus of this dissertation use the term dalit in their re-
spective works in different ways. What is more, they use it in ways which do not always
agree with the explicit definitions given by those same authors. This is particularly true
in the case of Omprakash Valmiki — the only one out of the three authors who explicitly
mentions his own definition of the term saying that a Dalit is a member of the community
formerly labeled as “untouchable”, who has become aware of the oppression his com-
munity has been facing for centuries and stands up against it. Despite this statement, a
closer look at the treatment of the term dalit in Jithan reveals that Valmiki barely uses it

as a designation for particular individuals, while rather preferring to employ it as a col-
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lective term used in formal and abstract contexts as well as phrases such as “Dalit liter-
ature”, “Dalit movement”, “Dalit consciousness”, etc. When it comes to particular individ-
uals, however, in Jathan, either names of jatis find preference or the characters’ jati affil-
iation is not mentioned at all. Since in his autobiography, Valmiki performs the changes
in his main protagonist’s consciousness through his writing, the term dalit only begins to
appear in the narrative after the main protagonist gets acquainted with it. Even then,
however, there are only two occasions in the whole book, on which Valmiki (nearly)
calls himself “Dalit” rather than using the jati names Chuhra or Bhangi. A further note-
worthy feature regarding caste-related terminology in Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiogra-
phy Jadthan is the fact that through his narrative, the author on several occasions sug-
gests to the reader an incompatibility between the categories “Chuhra”/“Bhangi’/“Dalit”
and the religious category “Hindu”. Another peculiarity of Valmiki’'s autobiography in the
context of caste-related terminology is the fact that after a particular page, the word jati
begins to appear in the text in single quotation marks as ‘jati’ thus leaving a faint impres-

sion of an uncertainty as to its usage, significance or even right to existence.

In Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography Doh'ra Abhisap, there initially appears a kind of a
terminological blend, in which categories such as names of jatis, occupational terms
and religious affiliations are used without differentiation. A practice that seems to sug-
gest a lack of importance of categories for Baisantri. On the first 120 pages of her auto-
biography — which constitute about five sixth of the whole book — Baisantri uses for her-
self and members of her family the terms Mahar as well as “untouchable” (asprsya or
achat). Once her family finds itself in a better social position, however, the usage of the
Hindi words meaning “untouchable” and names of jatis is virtually substituted by the
word dalit. The term dalit appears to have a very specific definition in Baisantri’s vocab-
ulary as a designation for people, who have become aware of the importance of educa-
tion, have educated themselves and/or members of their families and have achieved a

better socio-economic status.
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Contrary to the two other authors, Tulsiram uses dalit as an umbrella term that encom-
passes every person or group of people belonging to a jati formerly labeled as “untouch-
able”. Tulsiram follows this practice regardless even of whether the said person or
group has lived in the historic time period, in which the term was in use. Both, present
day members of Scheduled Castes such as Chamar or Pasi jatis as well as characters
from Buddhist texts, who are labeled as Chandala in those texts, are called “Dalit” in
Tulsiram’s autobiography. Tulsiram uses names of jatis for both Savarnas as well as
Dalits, as occupational terms or as subcategories, and does not appear to attach any

negative undertone to jatis.

One noteworthy feature in this respect all three autobiographies have in common: to-
wards the end of each of them, a high density of the word dalit can be observed. Both,
in Jathan as well as Dohra Abhisap, there is a turning point, after which the term dalit is
used in a far greater concentration than before. This is also true for Tulsiram, whose
narrative rather concentrates on “the Dalit question” (dalit prasn; Tulsiram 2014b: 169)
between the pages 169-188 of Manikarnika, in the last chronologic part of his autobiog-
raphy."* This phenomenon might be explained by the fact that at this stage in their re-
spective narratives, the authors consider their stories told and turn to their politics or ac-
tivism, which is, after all, one of the main reasons for writing Dalit literature and the au-

tobiographies in the first place (see Introduction to this dissertation).

154 The rather special chapter that follows page 188 is discussed in chapter 3 “Tropes of Agency in

Kausalya Baisantri’'s Doh'ra Abhisap”.
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Chapter 2

Buddhist Past and Future in Tulsiram’s Autobiography

1 Introduction

In his essay “Self-making and world-making” Jerome Bruner outlines the structure of an

autobiography with the following words:

What after all is an autobiography? It consists of the following. A narrator,
in the here and now, takes upon himself or herself the task of describing
the progress of a protagonist in the there and then, one who happens to
share his name. He must by convention bring that protagonist from the
past into the present in such a way that the protagonist and the narrator
eventually fuse and become one person with a shared consciousness
(Bruner 2001: 27).

When authors experiment and deviate from predetermined patterns, their works be-
come particularly complex. In the case of Tulsiram’s two-volume autobiography, one of
the most interesting deviations from the scheme outlined above is that a significant
number of different Buddhist stories — by which | mean freely retold'*® excerpts from the
Vinaya Pitaka, the Mahavamsa and other Buddhist texts — are used in Murdahiya and
Manikarnika as parables and generously distributed in his two autobiographical books. It
is the aim of this chapter to reveal a purpose behind Tulsiram’s usage of these para-
bles.

155 A comparative analysis of the originals of these stories with the manner in which they have been retold
by Tulsiram might be worth an exploration, but is beyond the scope of this dissertation. All “Buddhist sto-
ries” related here are based solely on Tulsiram’s narrative and may differ considerably from their original

versions.
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The construction of a new historical narrative in the Dalit discourse, which would enable
Dalits to move away from the rhetoric of oppression of the powerless and downtrodden
and “to re-imagine the greatness of their lineage” (Beth Hunt 2014: 41) has been used
as a tool by more than one Dalit reformist. In the early 20th century, it was the famous
Tamil intellectual, anti-caste activist and reformist Ayothee Thass'® (1845-1914), who
famously argued that members of the Paraiyar'™” jati were “the original inhabitants of the
land”. Thass contended that, having been Buddhists, these people had been “pushed to
the outskirts of villages by invading Brahminism as punishment for their refusal to prac-
tise caste” (Jayanth 2017: 94). Thass thus made “a claim for the origin of untouchability”

and provided “a rationale for the vanishing of Buddhism from Tamil country” (ibid.).

In the Hindi sphere, Swami Achutanand'® was one of the first leaders to attempt to
unite all members of jatis formerly labeled as “untouchable” and to employ this tech-
nique by creating a common past for them as Adi Hindu, i.e. the native inhabitants of
the subcontinent, who had lost their status “due to an Aryan conspiracy” (ibid.). A few
decades later, Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar provided his own theory to the origin of untoucha-
bility, which used different argumentation (see below), but resulted in the same asser-
tion: Ambedkar claimed that the origin of untouchability lay in the circumstance that peo-
ple labeled as “untouchables” today had been Buddhists in a remote past. Subse-
quently, according to Sara Beth Hunt, “Dalit discourse in the 1950s constructed a histor-

ical narrative of the Dalit past, which included Buddhism and Bhakti’*® as a single

136 |n this dissertation, | follow the spelling used by Malarvizhi Jayanth in her 2017 article; another com-

mon anglicized version of the same name is lyothee Thass.

157 According to Hugo Gorringe, the jati name pariyar (Parayiar) is etymologically connected to the parai

drum and also to the English term “pariah”. See Gorringe 2016.

'8 For more information on Swami Achutanand and his significance for the development of Hindi Dalit lit-

erature see Introduction to this dissertation.

15 The term bhakti means, according to Bruce M. Sullivan, “devotion”. The word is derived from the root
“bhaj” and means “to participate in”. It is first used in the sense of devotion to God in the Svetasvara Up-
anisad (4.23), where devotion to one’s Guru and to Rudra as God are advocated. [...] Later texts such as

the Bhagavata Purana and Gitagovinda present Bhakti as an emotional experience of love for God, and a
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stream of lower-caste assertion against Vedic Hinduism” (Beth Hunt 2014: 47). Further-
more, “[tlhese new efforts to incorporate Buddhism as the ‘true Dalit religion’ not only
fed into earlier Adi Hindu notions of Dalits as the original inhabitants of India but added
that their original religion (before the imposition of Brahmanical Hinduism) was, in fact,
Buddhism” (Beth Hunt 2014: 46f.). In this chapter | demonstrate how Tulsiram joins in
the assertions of these Dalit activists and leaders and participates in the construction of
a Buddhist past for Dalits, thus “rendering an egalitarian future plausible by giving it a
past” (Jayanth 2017: 86). | show how in his own narrative, Tulsiram presents as a given
fact the supposition that before being labeled as “untouchable”, Dalits have in fact been
Buddhists. | show further how he proceeds to provide additional evidence in favor of the
same hypothesis and encourages conversion of present day Dalits to Buddhism by di-

dactically employing Buddhist stories as instructive parables in his two-volume autobi-

ography.

2 Ambedkar: Who Were Untouchables?

In the year 1948, Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar, the social reformer, initiator and princi-
pal inspiration of the Dalit movement and a prolific author, wrote The Untouchables:
Who Were They And Why They Became Untouchables? (sic). This book was published
one year after the publication of Who were the Shudras?, a work, in which Ambedkar at-
tempted to establish a Shudra ($ddra)'® genealogy according to which present day
Shudras were former Kshatriyas (ksatriya) demoted to the rank of Shudras as a form of
revenge for violence and humiliation imposed by them upon Brahmins (brahmana). In
The Untouchables: Who Were They And Why They Became Untouchables?, he estab-

theology developed around envisioning oneself in one of four possible loving relationships to God. Bhakti
is a major influence also in traditions of worship of the Goddess, where she is revered as the creator and
destroyer of the cosmos, and a loving Mother to the world (Sullivan 2003: 39).

' The lowest in the hierarchy of the four varnas. See chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”.
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lishes the origins of the so-called Untouchables™ by asking how they came to be living
outside of villages: had they been living in the villages and were compelled to move out-
side after they became Untouchables? Or were they already living outside of villages for

some other reason?

By explaining the inner workings of so-called primitive societies all around the world, Dr.
Ambedkar argues that it was not uncommon for tribal wars to lead to the near-complete
destruction of a tribe or clan.’® Ambedkar calls the remaining members of such tribes
Broken Men and argues that when the tribe that prevailed in the war settled down, Bro-
ken Men naturally stayed outside the borders at the fringe of this new settlement as they
had no tribe of their own to establish a settlement with. Since the tribe of the new settle-
ment still was in danger of being attacked by other tribes, and since Broken Men were in
danger themselves due to their small numbers, Ambedkar argues that the two parties
would come to an agreement, according to which Broken Men would settle outside vil-
lage boundaries in order to keep watch and raise alarm in case of an invasion, while in
this manner themselves becoming part of a bigger collective and being thus less vulner-

able.

Following this argument, Ambedkar declares that Broken Men had been the ancestors
of present day Untouchables and states that they became Untouchables because Bro-
ken Men had been Buddhists. He explains that Buddhists had been despised by Brah-
mins and presents evidence that they were treated as Untouchables by Brahmins by re-
ferring to the Sanskrit drama Mrcchakatika — written by the poet Shudraka (Stdraka)
around the 5th century CE.'®® However, Ambedkar continues, since the stigma of un-

161 In this section | follow Ambedkar’'s own writing style, in which he uses the terms “Untouchable” and

“Broken Men” capitalized and without quotation marks.

192 | refer to a book that is available online, which makes it impossible to name concrete pages for refer-
ence. However, the corresponding information can be found in Part Il “Problem of Habitat”, Chapter Il
“Why do the Untouchables live outside the village?” under the following link:
http://www.ambedkar.org/ambcd/39A.Untouchables%20who%20were%20they_why%20they%20became
%20PART%20Il.htm#a03 (accessed on 3.10.2020)

13 This play is discussed in more detail below.
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touchability only stuck to Broken Men and not to all Buddhists, there must have been
another reason for this development. After a subsequent analysis of the results of the
Census of India and the beef eating habits of the people of India, Ambedkar determines
that Untouchables by definition consume beef, a circumstance, which constitutes for
him the only explanation for untouchability that is consistent with all known facts. He
concludes that the Broken Men must have refused to give up eating beef and conse-
quently were labeled as Untouchables by the dominating “upper caste” Hindus (see

footnote 162 above).

While the question whether Ambedkar’s theory is plausible or not is not relevant for the
present dissertation, the fact that he endeavors to find respectable roots™ for the so-
called Untouchables and attempts to prove that their ancestors had been Buddhists is

extremely significant. As Laura Brueck explains,

...for Dalits, literature offers access not only to history but also to a world
of individual and community progress and the means to construct a
shared identity. First, Dalits must deconstruct the identity, crystallized over
centuries, of the powerless, the lowly, the untouchable, and then replace it
with a new kind of self-expression that will transform not only the way they

see themselves but also the way society sees them (Brueck 2014: 63).

Both, Ambedkar's Who Were The Shudras? as well as The Untouchables Who Were
They And Why They Became Untouchables? were attempts at such a deconstruction
and the creation of a new collective identity for marginalized groups of Indian society.
Ambedkar not only invented “a golden age for the lower castes” (Jaffrelot 2005: 38) but
also conducted a thorough analysis of Hinduism and the caste system and came to the
logical conclusion that “social hierarchy was consubstantial to the Hindu religion. To

leave it was thus the only means to attain equality” (Jaffrelot 2005: 119). However, while

164 See Jaffrelot 2005: 31-40.
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his work The Untouchables Who Were They And Why They Became Untouchables?
was published in 1948, he did not convert to Buddhism until eight years later. According
to Christophe Jaffrelot (2005: 119), Ambedkar first mentioned conversion to a religion
other than Hinduism as far back as in 1927. But his main goal was to renounce Hin-

duism:

Our aim is to gain freedom. We are not interested in anything else at the
moment. If we can gain freedom by conversion, why should we shoulder
the responsibility of the reform of Hindu religion? And why should we
waste our energy, time, labour and money on that? Let there be no misun-
derstanding that the object of our struggle is our liberation from Hinduism

and not reform of Hinduism.

The aim of our movement is to achieve freedom, social, economic and re-
ligious for Untouchables. So far as Untouchables are concerned, this free-
dom can not be achieved except through conversion (cited in Jaffrelot
2005: 121).

Choosing the most appropriate substitute for Hinduism was the next step and Ambedkar
spent many years deliberating and studying several other religions in order to make his
choice. Ambedkar finally selected Buddhism as the new religion for himself, his family
and the Dalits who wished to follow him only a few months before his demise in 1956.
He famously converted to Buddhism in an unprecedented ceremony on October 14th
1956 together with his second wife and almost half a million Dalits (Bellwinkel-Schempp
2011: 1; Jaffrelot 2005: 134). In his last work The Buddha and His Dhamma, posthu-
mously published in 1957, Ambedkar formulated his own version of Buddhism, the
Navayana'®® Buddhism, the twenty-two oaths of which were first pronounced by him

during his conversion ceremony:

165 Corresponding to the classical “vehicles” of Buddhism, the Hinayana and Mahayana, Ambedkar’s “ve-

hicle” or Buddhist path is called Navayana or the “new vehicle”.
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1. | shall not recognise Brahma, Vishnu and Mahesh as gods, nor shall | worship

them.

2. | shall not recognise Ram and Krishna as Gods [(sic)], nor shall | worship

them.

3. | shall not recognise Gauri and Ganapati as gods nor shall | worship them.
4. | do not believe in the theory of incarnation of god.

5. 1 do not consider Buddha as the incarnation of Vishnu.

6. | shall not perform Shraddha [a Hindu rite that one carries out for the safety of

the deceased] nor shall | give offerings to god.

7. | shall not do anything which is detrimental to Buddhism.

8. | shall not perform any religious rites through the agency of a Brahmin.
9. | believe that all human beings are equal.

10. | shall endeavour to establish equality.

11. | shall follow the eight fold path of the Buddha.

12. | shall observe the ten Paramitas (observances) of the Buddha [the virtues in

which a follower of the Buddha has to restrain himself].

13. | shall be compassionate to all living beings and | shall nurture them with

care.

14. | shall not steal.

15. | shall not lie.

16. | shall not commit adultery.
17. 1 shall not drink liquor.

18. | shall lead my life striving to cultivate a harmonious blend of the three basic

principles of Buddhism [Enlightment [(sic)], Precepts and Compassion].
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19. | thereby reject my old religion, Hinduism, which is detrimental to the prosper-
ity of human kind and which discriminates between man and man and which

treats me as inferior.
20. | fully believe that Buddhism is Saddhamma.®
21. By my embracing Buddhism | am being reborn.

22. | hereby pledge to conduct myself hereafter in accordance with the teaching
of the Buddha (cited in Jaffrelot 2005: 135).

Eight of these twenty-two oaths (numbers 1-6, 8 and 19) are directly concerned with the
renunciation of Hinduism, a circumstance which once again accentuates that Ambedkar
found it crucial to move away from the Hindu religion and not merely to convert to an-
other one. Arun Prabha Mukherjee suggests that Ambedkar’s writings could be consid-
ered as a “pre-text” to contemporary Dalit literature (cited in Kumar 2018: 50). | argue
that, when more than fifty years after the demise of Ambedkar, Hindi Dalit writer Tul-
siram wrote his two-volume autobiography, he picked up where Ambedkar left off and
not only provided another piece of evidence for the Dalits’ Buddhist ancestry, but also
implicitly encouraged conversion to Buddhism for modern day Dalits — even if seemingly

not to what was termed Navayana Buddhism by Ambedkar.

3 Our Ancestors Were Buddhists

As stated in the beginning of this chapter, the two volumes of Tulsiram’s autobiography
— Murdahiya and Manikarnika — contain numerous stories from Buddhist texts, which at
the first glance seem disconnected from the main narrative. However, a closer look at
these stories reveals that they were systematically chosen with a very specific objective

in mind. These stories follow a pattern that exposes a distinct purpose, which, as | ar-

1% The Pali language term saddhamma is a compound of sad “true” and dhamma “religion”.
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gue, is twofold: to provide further evidence for the Buddhist identity of Dalits’ ancestors
before they became labeled as “untouchable” and to implicitly advocate conversion to
Buddhism as a means of being accepted into a larger group — the one of Buddhists.

Through a close reading of relevant passages, | demonstrate how this is accomplished.

On page 49 of Murdahiya, while talking about home remedies used by Dalit women,
Tulsiram remarks that his grandmother, too, was this kind of a “physician” (baidya; Tul-
siram 2014a: 49)'®” and that she, as well as other elderly women in the village, used to
keep her preparations in animal horns. In fact, she used to keep any kind of small ob-
jects in them. No doubt, he continues, that during the times when it was allowed to eat
damgar,'® his grandmother used to take home the biggest horns of dead animals in or-
der to keep them as receptacles. Only years later, Tulsiram proceeds, did he learn
about the ten amendments to Buddha'’s rules that were agreed upon during one of the
early Buddhist councils, the very first one of which is that a Buddhist monk could gather

salt in an animal’s horn.

Since then this Buddhist custom of collecting [objects] in horns was main-
tained. The fact that Grandma kept medicine, money and even threads
and needles [in them] proves that centuries ago our ancestors at some
time surely must have been real Buddhists. Those horns of Grandma’s are

evidence of this'®® (Tulsiram 2014a: 50).

7 Though Tulsiram clearly uses the word baidya as meaning a healer or physician and not a member of
the baidya jati, it should be noted that this word is a complex, contested and unclear term, often used as

another name of a community known as Bede (see Brandt 2018, esp. 210-214).

168 According to Murdahiya, “damgar’ is the meat of household animals (cows, buffaloes etc.) who died of
natural causes — as opposed to being slaughtered. Before India’s independence, approx. around 1860-70
it was usual for the “Chamars from our region” to eat this meat. The practice was later more or less aban-

doned under Ambedkar’s influence (Tulsiram 2014a: 15).

' Hindi original: tabhl se simg mem samcay ki yah bauddh pratha jarf hui. Dadr dvara davaem tatha
paisa, yaham tak ki sdr dora bhi rakh'na siddh kar'ta hai ki hamare khan'dan vale sadiyom parv kabhr

khamti bauddh avasya rahe homge. dadr ki ve simgem is'ka praman hai.
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In this instance, Tulsiram explicitly states his opinion that Dalits’ ancestors must have
been Buddhists. He does not repeat this statement as plainly again, rather, the text
seems to assume that the fact has been established. In the many instances of “Buddhist
interventions” to follow, Tulsiram identifies his protagonist with characters from Buddhist
stories, ever substantiating the reader’s impression of the existence of an historical link

between Dalits and Buddhists.

4 Buddhist Parables

The following Buddhist story used by Tulsiram in Murdahiya is particularly remarkable
as it is the same play written by Shudraka which was used by Ambedkar in his The Un-
touchables Who Were They And Why They Became Untouchables? (sic) as evidence
that Buddhists had been despised by Brahmins and were consequently often treated as
‘untouchable”. In the course of his narrative, Tulsiram relates an incident that occurred
when his protagonist, as a young boy, traveled to another village to take part in school
examinations. Upon arrival at a river’s shore he attempted to wash himself and was at-
tacked by an “upper caste” boy. Tulsiram comments on this incident with the following

words:

This, too, was one of those unhappy childhood memories which for years
constantly kept irritating me. But when about two decades later | got the
opportunity to read the eighth chapter of Shudraka’s timeless play Mrc-
chakatika (The clay cart) this bad feeling was quenched forever'® (Tul-
siram 2014a: 83f.).

170 Hindi original: baclpan ki asahay yadom mem yah bhT ek aisT yad thi, jo varsom tak mere dimag ko
har'dam kured'ti rahi. kimtu is'ke lag'bhag do dashak bad jab mahéakavi $tdrak k& sadabahér natak "mrc-
chakatikam" (mittT kT gari) ke ath'vem amk ko parh'ne ka mauka mila, to sarf durbhav'na hamesa ke lie mit
gayir.
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Tulsiram then proceeds to tell a story from the Mrcchakatika in which the meeting with a
Buddhist monk is perceived as a misfortune by several characters. Subsequently, the
monk is attacked, merely for his presence and because he had bathed in the nearby
pond, just as the young protagonist had been attacked in the main narrative. Tulsiram
points out that even though in the play the monk’s words were polite, his assailant kept

reacting as if he was being insulted.

Evidently, in this play, that was written in the period of the campaign run

by violent Vedics'"

against Buddhists in the ancient times, Buddhists, who
opposed the caste system, were seen as bad omens. At that time, this
was a common conception among Vedics about Buddhists. Shudraka ex-
pressed it in the Mrcchakatika in an aesthetic form. What happened to me
before my arrival at the lake of Babura Dhanua [(name of the village)] dur-
ing the hard times of the famine, in it, Ramcharan Bhaiya was my present
day Shakar [(the assailant’'s name)]. Had | known about the Buddhist
monk from the Mrcchakatika at that time, | may not have felt that much
suffering, but when two decades later Buddhist philosophy found a home
in every fiber of my being, then, when | got acquainted with the Mrccha-
katika, | felt as if the Buddhist monk from this centuries ago written play

was | myself'’? (Tulsiram 2014a: 84).

"I'In this episode, the binary Dalit-Brahmin (see chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”) is replaced with Buddhist-
Vedic. | would argue that Tulsiram uses the word vaidik and not brahman to emphasize the fact that he
speaks about things that happened in the Vedic period, which is why |, too, decided to use this for the

English language rather unusual term.

172 Hindi original: jahir hai pracin'kal mem vaidik himsavadiyom dvara calaye ja rahe bauddh'virodhr ab-
hiyan ke daur mem likhe gaye is natak mem jati vyavastha virodhi bauddhom ko ap'Sakun sam/jha jata
tha. us jamane mem vaidikom KT bauddhom ke bare mem yah am av'dharna thi, jis'ki abhivyakti “mrccha-
katikam” mem ek saundarya$astriy vidhd mem $adrak ne ki hai. babura dhan'huvam ke pokh're par
pahumc’ne se pah'le jo kuch mere sath us akal ki kar'ki mem hua, us'mem ram'caran bhaiya mere adhu-
nik $akar hi the. yadi maim us samay “mrcchakatikam” ke us bauddh bhiksu ke bare mem jan'téd hota, to

Sayad ut'ni pira ki anubhdti nahim hoti, kimtu do dasak bad jab bauddh darsan mere rom rom mem ghar
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The fact that Tulsiram uses this particular story for his argument, indicates that he must
have been influenced by Ambedkar's The Untouchables Who Were They And Why
They Became Untouchables?, even if he does not state it in the narrative. In fact, in his
autobiography, Tulsiram does not write much about Ambedkar and his ideology, but
Buddha and to a lesser degree Karl Marx — the two people who influenced Ambedkar’s

Navayana Buddhism profoundly (Jaffrelot 2005) — are ever-present in the narrative.

On several occasions throughout his autobiography (especially in the first volume) Tul-
siram emphasizes that he was treated as “a bad omen” (ap'Ssakun) not only by
strangers, but even by the members of his own family and household.’” By identifying
himself with the Buddhist monk and his present day attacker with Shakar, the ‘upper
caste’ assailant from the Buddhist story, Tulsiram constructs an historical link between
the interconnections between present day “upper’” and “lower” jatis and historical
Vedics/Brahmins and Buddhists, thus implying that Buddhists of ancient times and

present day Dalits are the same people.

Tulsiram identifies his main protagonist with several other characters from Buddhist sto-
ries throughout the two volumes of his autobiography. Moreover, many, if not all, of the
Buddhist characters with whom he identifies his protagonist either already are Buddhists
or undergo a transition from being in some sort of a bad situation to being accepted into
the Buddhist sangha'™* as a consequence of what happens in the parable. Bearing in

mind that the first part of these parables virtually mirrors the main protagonist’s situation

kar gaya tha, to “mrcchakatikam” se av'gat hone par mujhe aisa laga ki mano sadiyom pirv likhe gaye is

natak mem vah bauddh bhiksu maim hi tha.

173 On the first pages of Murdahiya, Tulsiram explains that this was due to the smallpox with which he was

afflicted as an infant and, because of which he stayed blind in one eye for life.

' The Encyclopedia Britannica defines sangha as “Buddhist monastic order, traditionally composed of
four groups: monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen. The sangha is a part — together with the Buddha and
the dharma (teaching) — of the Threefold Refuge, a basic creed of Buddhism”

(https://www.britannica.com/topic/sangha accessed on 01.08.22.).
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at the given moment in the narrative, their second part, namely the acceptance into the
Buddhist sarnigha, should be viewed as the desired consequence for the protagonist —
as presented by the author. The following series of examples illustrates how Tulsiram
utilizes Buddhist stories in order to determine that any person, however bad a situation

they might be in, can be accepted into the Buddhist sarigha.

For instance, when the adolescent protagonist, having run away from home to continue
his education and living in a student hostel, is visited by two young relatives, the three of
them end up in the notorious Kalinganj district of Azamgarh, trying to sneak a peek at a
muj'ra dancing girl'”® through the window. The young men are soon discovered and
chased away, while the narrative continues with a Buddhist story about thirty men, who
— having gone to the forest for amusement with their wives and a prostitute — ran around
looking for the prostitute, who stole their jewelry. Buddha’s “philosophic question”
(darsanik prasn): “Do all of you want to look for that woman or for yourselves?”'® (Tul-
siram 2014a: 176) awoke their sympathy and having listened to the Buddha'’s spiritual

counsel all thirty of them became Buddhist monks.

Later, they became known as ‘Bhaddavaggiya monks’. Perhaps, if the
three of us had been with them, surely, we, too, would have joined the

group of ‘Bhaddavaggiya monks‘?""’ (Tulsiram 2014a: 176).

In this episode, the protagonist and his two friends are identified with men who are said
to be looking for pleasure as a result of having lost themselves, an allegory for what is

15 The term muj'ra stands for a dance performance by women in a form that developed in India during
Mughal rule, where local rulers and the elite of the Indian society visited courtesans for their entertain-
ment. See Feldman & Gordon 2006.

¢ Hindi Original: tum sabhr us strT ko dhiirh'na cah'te ho ya svayam ko?

7 Hindi Original: bad mem cal'kar ve ‘bhadr vargly bhiksu’ kah'lae. sambhavatah yadi ham tinom un'ke

sath hue hote, to bhadr vargiy bhiksuom ki Sreni mem avasya a gae hote?
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happening to the protagonist in the main narrative. The fact that the men from the para-
ble agree that they should be looking for themselves and as a consequence are ac-
cepted into the Buddhist sarigha reflects Tulsiram’s desire for his protagonist to become

a Buddhist as well.

Tulsiram not only portrays his protagonist as a “bad omen”,'® he also narrates how he
ran away from home at the age of fifteen to be able to continue his education and how,
living a lonely life, he first devoted himself to college education and then became a stu-
dent at the Banaras Hindu University. It is thus not surprising that he chooses loneliness
and a search for “his people” as one of the main motifs of his narrative. After an episode
in which he was treated very kindly and affectionately by a new friend, the main protag-
onist proceeds to go to the Manikarnika ghat."® When he reaches the ghat, Tulsiram ex-
plains that “this place had become my favorite place in Banaras. Whenever | saw it, my
Murdahiya'®® danced before my eyes in the afternoon like a mirage”*®' (Tulsiram 2014b:
71). Here, the protagonist is reminded of the “great nun Patacara” (mahan bhiksunr
patacara), who, before becoming a nun, had lost all members of her family in a single
day and “would walk naked in a half-crazed manner here and there around the crema-

tion ground of Sravasti like mad consumed by sorrow”'®? (Tulsiram 2014b: 71).

'8 For instance, Tulsiram 2014a: 49.
17 One of the holiest cremation grounds among the sacred riverfronts (ghats), alongside the river Ganga.

180 The namesake of the first part of Tulsiram’s autobiography, Murdahiya is the name of a “multipurpose
working ground” (bahuddesiy karmasthalr) of the village Dharampur (near Azamgarh), which combined a
cremation and a burial ground, a grazing place, agricultural fields, a playing ground for Tulsiram and his
friends — in short, it was a “strategic center” (samarik kendr) for the Dalits of the village (Tulsiram 2014a:

5). The author often uses it as a metaphor for “home”.

181 Hindi Original: yah sthall banaras mem meri sab'se caheti sthall ban gar thi. ise dekh'te hT merT mur-

dahiya amkhom ke sdm'ne nac'tr dopahari yani mrgtrsna jaisr dikar dene lag'ti thr.

182 Hindi Original: $ravastr ke $masan mem $okagrast hokar ardh'viksipt avastha mem namg'dharamg pa-

glom ki tarah cillati-vilakh'tt idhar-udhar ghima kar'ti thr.
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One day, in this state, naked, she passed the place where Buddha was
giving a council. The monks tried to chase her away, but upon Buddha’s
command she came closer. One monk threw his upper garment upon her,
she wrapped it around herself, listened to the Buddha’s council, was freed

from sorrow and became a nun'® (Tulsiram 2014b: 71).

As in the previous example, the first part of this parable reflects the reality, in which the
there-and-then-protagonist finds himself. Tulsiram identifies his protagonist with the
woman who lost all her family members, since, obviously, he also felt like he had lost all

his family, when he ran away from home. The narrative continues thus:

Afterwards, | went to Manikarnika many times and every time it seemed to
me that at some point | will meet Patacara right there walking from some-
where or other' (Tulsiram 2014b: 71).

Consequently, according to the narrative, every time the protagonist goes to
Manikarnika, a place that he identifies with “his Murdahiya”,"®®> which is home and a
place of comfort in Tulsiram’s vocabulary, he expects to meet the Buddhist nun, who
despite having lost her entire family, became free from sorrow when she heard the Bud-
dha’s counsel and joined the sarigha. There can be no doubt that Tulsiram implies that

this is exactly what he wishes to happen for his younger self.

183 Hindi Original: ek din isT avastha mem namg'dharamg vah jaham buddh up'de$ de rahe the, udhar se
aquj'ri. bhiksuom ne use bhagane ki kosis ki, kimtu buddh ke kah'ne par vah pas a gar. ek bhiksu ne ap'nr
samghati yani kamar ke Gpar vala civar us'ke dpar phem'ka, jise us'ne orh liya aur buddh ke up'de$ ko
sun'kar vah $ok'mukt hokar bhiksuni ban gar.

4 Hindi Original: is'ke bad maim anek bar manikarnika gaya aur har bar mujhe aisa lag'ne lag'ta tha ki

kabhi na kabhi patacara kahim na kahim se gham'tt mujhe vahim mil jaegr.
'8 See, for instance, Tulsiram 2014b: 52.
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Somewhat apart stands the story about thieves who were saved from a death sentence,
because they had joined the Buddhist sangha. It is told after the episode in which the
protagonist, a hungry student-to-be, stole forty paisa that were accidentally left lying out-
side by a neighbor and used it to buy some sweets. The incident reportedly caused the
protagonist so much pain and suffering that he became “lifeless” (nirjiv). This revelation
is followed by a passage in which the author explains the Buddha'’s views on theft and
proceeds to narrate the following “historic incident” (aitihasik ghat'nd): a band of thieves
robbed and killed some Buddhist monks and was consequently caught and sentenced
to death. However, between the robbery and the thieves’ arrest, some of them had
joined the Buddhist sarigha, and when those “thief monks” (cor bhiksu) were watching
their “associate thieves” (ap’'ne sah'yogi corom ko) being led to the place of execution,
they said to one another how fortunate it was that they had joined the Buddhist sarigha.
Otherwise they, too, would have been executed. When the Buddha heard about this, he
made a rule that no thief could become a member of the sarigha and the thieves were
forced to leave. Tulsiram does not exactly identify his protagonist with these thieves, nor
does he elaborate on the consequences the expulsion had for the “thief monks” (cor
bhiksu); they may or may not have been executed subsequently. Instead, Tulsiram pro-
ceeds to tell his own story, according to which, he never forgave himself for the stealing
of the forty paisa, but was initiated and accepted into the Buddhist sarigha twenty-two
years later. This development points toward Tulsiram’s belief that under certain condi-
tions everyone, even a “common thief” (sadharan cor), as he calls himself on this occa-
sion, can become a member of the Buddhist sarigha (Tulsiram 2014b: 20f.). Each of the
parables quoted above leads to an instructive conclusion, which is that any person,
however bad the situation they find themselves in — whether they have lost themselves,
their family, or made a mistake which genuinely makes them suffer — can be accepted

into the Buddhist sarigha and freed from suffering.
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5 Saved by the Buddha

On several occasions, particularly in the second part of his autobiography, Tulsiram
claims to having been “saved” by the Buddha (e.g. buddh ne mujhe baca liya (“Buddha
saved me”; Tulsiram 2014b: 82). This claim first appears in the beginning of
Manikarnika, the second volume of his autobiography, when the protagonist finds him-
self in the transitional state between running away from his parental home and starting
his life as a student at the Banaras Hindu University. Staying with his cousin in Calcutta
during the summer, overcome by an uncertainty which is very nearly leading him to de-
spair, he goes in the evenings to look at passing trains from the top of an abandoned

crane.

That view seemed very fascinating to me, but in the middle of scientific at-
traction, worrying about the future would force me to burst into tears. Sit-
ting on that crane, my outcry became non-existent among the noise of the
trains. Discouraged by the uncertainty of the future, | several times felt like
jumping from the crane and throwing myself under a train, but Buddha ap-
peared in front of me and | started to view suicide as a sin' (Tulsiram
2014b: 33f.).

The crises that Tulsiram claims to having been saved from by the Buddha range from
suicide via becoming an existentialist to the plotting of a violent scheme of an “elimina-
tion of class enemy” (varg dusman ka saphaya; Tulsiram 2014b: 114) as propagated by

the protagonist's Naxalite'® friends. As happens in all similar instances, in which Tul-

186 Hindi Original: vah drsya mujhe bahut lubhév'na lag'ta tha, kimtu is vaijfianik akarsan ke bic bhavisya
ki cimta mujhe phat phat'kar rone par maj'bdr kar detf thi. us kren par baithe-baithe mera art'nad un rel'-
gariyom ke $Sor mem astitvavihin ho jata tha. bhavisya Ki aniScay'ta se ab'kar kar bar kren se kad'kar fren
ke nice a jane ka man kar'ta tha, kimtu buddh sam'ne a jate aur maim atmahatya ko pap samajh'ne lag'ta
tha.

187 See footnote 52.
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siram’s protagonist is said to having been “saved by the Buddha”, this incident, too,
ends with the Buddha'’s victory in a bad situation with potentially disastrous results: “In
the end, Buddha'’s ahimsa won and | forever renounced the politics of the ‘elimination of

class enemy’'® (ibid.).

Viewed in the context of the parables from Buddhist stories used by Tulsiram through-
out the two volumes of his autobiography, his several times repeated claim to having
been “saved by the Buddha” must be interpreted not only as a personal statement, but
at the same time as another way of advocating conversion to Buddhism. Thus it can be
concluded that, in his autobiography, Tulsiram advocates conversion to Buddhism while
implying that any individual, no matter how grave the situation they find themselves in,

can be accepted into the Buddhist sarigha and consequently be “saved by the Buddha”.

6 Conclusion

The construction of a new shared and respectable identity for Dalits has been one of the
distinctive characteristics of the Dalit discourse since the early 20th century. Several no-
table Dalit activists and leaders have attempted to create such an identity for Dalits and
have particularly claimed that present day Dalits became labeled as “untouchable” as a
consequence of their Buddhist identity and a refusal to adopt the Hindu religion. One of
the most important and renowned of these Dalit activists was Dr. Bhimrao Ramiji
Ambedkar, who studied Hinduism and the history of caste oppression for many years
and authored a monograph entitled The Untouchables Who Were They And Why They
Became Untouchables? Ambedkar came to the conclusion that the root of untouchabil-
ity lay in the Hindu religion and that in order to obtain freedom and live in an egalitarian

society, Dalits needed to renounce Hinduism and convert to an egalitarian religion. He

188 Hindi Original: amtatah buddh ki ahimsa jit gai aur ‘varg dus$man ka saphaya’ valf raj'niti se hamesa ke

lie maimne samnyas le liya.
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proceeded to study all major religions of the world for many years before finally deciding
to select Buddhism as such a religion. Thus, just a few months before his demise,
Ambedkar converted to Buddhism in 1956 in an extraordinary ceremony, joined by his
wife and several hundred thousands of Dalits. In his autobiography, Hindi Dalit author
Tulsiram joins Ambedkar and other Dalit leaders in their argumentation when he de-
clares that centuries ago, before being labeled as “untouchable”, present day Dalits
must have been Buddhists. Endeavoring to deconstruct the centuries old identity of the
powerless and deprived “untouchables”, he uses a number of Buddhist stories as para-
bles in the two volumes of his autobiography not only to provide another piece of evi-
dence for this claim, but also to create a virtual link between present day Dalits and
Buddhists of ancient times as well as to advocate conversion to Buddhism as a means

to be accepted into a bigger group and to escape suffering.
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Chapter 3

Tropes of Agency in Kausalya Baisantri’s Doh'ra Abhisap

1 Introduction

In an article on Dalit women’s autobiographies in Hindi, Laura Brueck states that “[w]es-
tern feminist theorization of women'’s life writing has suggested” that “women’s life nar-
ratives that emphasize domestic, kinship, and communal spheres are marginalized as

‘relational” as opposed to what is seen as “traditional”, that is to say male-written, auto-
biographies (Brueck 2017: 9). Brueck cites, for instance, Mary Mason, who “argued that
women’s autobiographies are less ego-driven and more likely to position the self within
a network of others” (ibid.). Similarly, Anshu Malhotra and Siobhan Lambert-Hurley
summarize several scholars’ point of view, who suggest that autobiographies written by
women are “more collective than individual” (Malhotra and Lambert-Hurley 2015: 9).
Brueck warns against an uncritical acceptance of this view and challenges it when she
writes that “we must be especially attentive to the language of a text and understand
how the relationality and collectivity of experience is not accidental or necessarily or-
ganic to a woman’s view on her world, but is actively, politically, and consciously con-
structed in the course of the narrative™® (Brueck 2017: 1). Supporting this opinion,
Anita Bharti, a well-known Dalit feminist, writer and activist, argues that “there is no
doubt that female Dalit writers’ autobiographies are social despite being personal and
personal despite being social. Their struggle is to achieve freedom not only for “me”, but
for “us”, that is to say, for the whole jati of women. Therefore, while the voice of their au-
tobiographies is filled with Dalit consciousness, it is also filled with feminist conscious-

ness”¥ (Bharti 2013). While suggesting that neither the personal nor the collective

1% The emphasis is mine.

1% Hindi original: is'mem kof $ak nahim ki lekhikaom kT atmakathaem vyaktigat hote hue bhi samajik haim,

aur samajik hote hue bhi vyaktigat haim. un'kd samghars ‘maim’ ke liye na hokar ‘ham’ yani samparn stri
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should be seen as the dominant realm of Dalit women’s autobiographies, Bharti’s state-
ment also reflects another duality, which is also made apparent through the title of
Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography Doh'ra Abhisap — the “double curse” — namely, the

intersectional position of the Dalit woman.'’

Kausalya Baisantri was born in Nagpur in 1926 in a Mahar'? family and as such was
greatly influenced by Ambedkarite ideology. Being one of the first Dalit women of her
generation to receive formal education, she had a keen interest in social activism and
Dalit rights and volunteered in student organizations such as the asprsy vidyarthi par-
isad (“Untouchable Students’ Council”; Baisantri 1999: 75) and the Sed'yal'kast stademt
fed'resan (“Scheduled Caste Student Federation”; Baisantri 1999: 93). She ceased to
be formally socially active after her marriage to Devendra Kumar Baisantri in 1947, but
resumed her social activism when the family moved to Delhi in the 1970s and her chil-
dren started to study in college'® (Baisantri 1999: 120). She found that “there was no
organization of Dalit women in Delhi”*** (ibid.) and worked hard at establishing one. Af-
ter a bumpy start, this organization developed and advanced to such a level that its
members were able to organize a meeting with the then-president of India Giani Zail
Singh™* (JAanr Jail'simh'*®) to “inform him about the problems of Dalit women”™’

(Baisantri 1999: 123). In this chapter, | argue that Baisantri’'s autobiography constitutes

jati Kt mukti ki kam'na ke lie hai. is'lie un'ki atmakathaom ka svar dalit-cet’ha se pdrn hone ke sath-sath

strivadi cet'na se bhr lab'rej hai.

! For a detailed discussion of intersectionality see, for instance, Crenshaw 1989, Carland 2017 and
Davis 1983.

192 See footnote 43.

193 Hindi original: jab lar'ke kolej mem parh'ne lage tab maimne thora samajik karya $uri kiya.
194 Hindi original: dalit mahilaom KT dillf mem koi samstha nahim thr.

195 Giani Zail Singh (1916—1994) was president of India between 1972 and 1977.

19 The transliteration of the name is according to its appearance in Doh'ra Abhisap.

7 Hindi original: dalit mahilaom ki samasyaom ke sambamdh mem jiiapan dene.
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a part of her Dalit feminist activism with which she endeavored to further support the in-

dependence of Dalit women.

From the very beginning of her book, Baisantri announces that this is a book written for
women. Not only does she contend in the introduction (bhimika) to her work that four
different women have asked her to write her autobiography,’® she also states that while
her mother tongue was Marathi, she decided to write her autobiography in Hindi, be-
cause there was a “lack of Dalit women autobiographies in Hindi, of the commencement
of which |, too, want to be a part”'®® (Baisantri 1999: 8). Doh'ra Abhisap certainly plays
an important role in the emergence of Dalit women’s autobiographies in Hindi, as in it,
Baisantri not only narrates her own life story, but dedicates a number of pages to a de-
tailed account of the life stories of her maternal grandmother as well as her mother, who
remains a prominent character of Doh'ra Abhisap until nearly its last pages. Further-
more, Baisantri explicitly assumes the role of a collective autobiographer when she

writes:

Son, brother, husband, all [of them] might be angry with me, but |, too,
need independence to put my story before society. Other women must
have had experiences like mine, but out of fear of society and family they
are frightened to expose their experiences and live all their lives in suffo-
200

cation. Such experiences need to come forward to open society’s eyes
(Baisantri 1999: 8).

198 See the introduction to this dissertation.

19 Hindi original: kyomki himdi mem dalit mahilaom ke atmakatha sahitya ka abhav hai jis'ki $uruat mem

maim bhT hiss& hona cah'tr hd.

2 Hindi original: putr, bhal, pati sab mujh par naraz ho sak'te haim, paramtu mujhe bhi to svatamtrata
cahie ki maim ap'ni bat samaj ke sam'ne rakh sakd. mere jaise anubhav aur bhi mahilaom ko ae homge
paramtu samaj aur parivar ke bhay se ap'ne anubhav samaj ke sam'ne ujagar kar'ne se dar'tr aur jivan-

bhar ghutan mem jitr haim. samaj ki akhem khol'ne ke lie aise anubhav sam'ne ane kT zariirat hai.
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This statement is not only important, because it implicitly states Baisantri’s intention to
make society aware of not only her own, but many Dalit women’s experiences, but also
because it declares that Baisantri wrote her autobiography despite and against the
wishes the men in her life might have had, who “might be angry” with her about publish-
ing her autobiography. The statement that “there is a lack of Dalit women’s autobiogra-
phies in Hindi” suggests furthermore that Baisantri was well aware of the existing Dalit
autobiographies — at the very least those written in Marathi and Hindi — and of the role
women characters played in them. The erasure of women from male-written literary pro-
duction is a widely-studied universal phenomenon, not at all foreign to Dalit literature.?’
This erasure is the background against which | argue that Kausalya Baisantri, being the
first female Dalit autobiographer in Hindi language, constructs her own narrative. Her
autobiography, | suggest, challenges and gives an active response to the narrative era-
sure of female characters that she opposes. Baisantri has filled her book with women
and women'’s stories not necessarily because being a woman this is her natural mode of
writing, but out of a conscious decision to deflect female erasure and the passivity of

women characters as it can be found in male-written Hindi Dalit literary texts.

There are effectively three main protagonists in Doh'ra Abhisap: as stated above,
Baisantri begins writing her own autobiography with a meticulous account of her mater-
nal grandmother’s life, which continues with the life story of her mother. Baisantri actu-
ally starts to write about her own life on page 28 out of 124 pages on the whole. But
even after page 28, whenever mentioning another woman, Baisantri almost invariably
pauses her narrative to tell this woman’s story — whether it is as long as a paragraph or
as short as a sentence. | therefore read Kausalya Baisamtri’'s autobiography as a pur-
poseful and active textual response not only to the men in her life, but also to male-writ-

ten Dalit autobiographies.

In order to demonstrate what is meant by female erasure in male-written Hindi Dalit au-

tobiographies, the next section provides a few examples and illustrations of the treat-

201 For a detailed discussion of female erasure see, for instance, Anderson & Anderson 2021, Barrett
2016 and, Lutz 1990.
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ment of women characters in Omprakash Valmiki’'s and Tulsitram’s autobiographies.
The subsequent sections proceed to demonstrate several narrative techniques em-
ployed by Kausalya Baisantri in order to counter erasure of women characters from liter-
ary production as well as to construct new literary tropes, which challenge male-written
Hindi Dalit literary texts and redistribute the roles traditionally assigned to women and

men.

2 Women Characters in Male-written Hindi Dalit Autobiographies

In an analysis of Hindi Dalit short stories, which feature narratives of atrocities against
women, Laura Brueck has pointed out that in these short stories, “women [...] have little
voice and are often left by the wayside as the narrative focus turns towards the male
agents of the recuperation of honor” (Brueck 2014: 163). Similarly, | found that Hindi
Dalit autobiographies written by male authors, which | analyzed, largely neglect to men-
tion women or to endow female characters with an active part in the narrative. The ex-
amples from Tulsiram’s Murdahiya and Manikarnika and Omprakash Valmiki’s Jdthan il-
lustrate this point and provide context to the erasure of women characters in Hindi Dalit

autobiographies.

Anita Bharti's article Murdahiya ke strf patr*®? (“The women characters of Murdahiya”)
lists most of the women mentioned in the first part of Tulsiram’s autobiography and pro-
vides with it a concentrated and extremely useful illustration of a significant feature of
Murdahiya in the context of feminist theory. Bharti’s article makes apparent that besides
the author’s mother and grandmother, and except for a small number of very specific in-
cidents or anecdotes, female characters in Murdahiya are for the most part represented
by groups of women, rather than individuals. The examples include groups of women

working in the fields, women singing during the drought or women participating in violent

22 https://www.sahapedia.org/murdahiya-ke-stri-patra-Je g dT-db-Xdl-UT accessed on 19.07.2022.
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confrontations between Dalits and Brahmins of the village. At the same time, hardly any
groups of men can be found in Murdahiya, while there is a great number of individual

male characters in it.

In the first chapter of Murdahiya, Tulsiram, who grew up in a big extended family, intro-
duces the reader to the various members of his family as well as to the conditions he
was surrounded with as a child. The introduction begins with his paternal grandparents,
the grandfather being the first character introduced in some detail. Maternal grandpar-
ents themselves are not introduced in the autobiography at all; while their home is only
mentioned when the main protagonist visits it in a later chapter. After the introduction of
paternal grandparents, Tulsiram proceeds to introduce his own parents, then follow fur-
ther family members. The following is representative of a number of passages from the

first chapter.

My father was the youngest of five brothers. All of them comprised an ex-
tended family, there were approximately fifty people in it, young and old,
who were living together. Father’'s middle brother, the third in order of se-
niority, was an extremely angry and cruel person. Anyone became the vic-
tim of his coarse abuses without reason. His two sons were cruel just like
him?* (Tulsiram 2014a: 13).

In this introductory passage, the reader learns that Tulsiram grew up in a big extended
family, which was composed of a great number of people — men as well as women.
While it appears quite plausible that no sisters of Tulsiram’s father are mentioned — tra-
ditionally, they will have been married and relocated to live with their husbands and their

families — the father’s “middle brother” at least must have had a wife and, conceivably,

293 Hindi original: ap'ne pac bhaiyom mem mere pita ji sab'se chote the. sabhl ka ek samyukt parivar tha,
Jis'mem chote bare lag'bhag pacas vyakti ek sath rah'te the. pita ji ke bic vale bhar jo variyata kram mem
tis're nambar par the, atyamt krodht evam krdr purus the. akaran kol bhri vyakti un'ki bhaddr galiyom ka

Sikar ban jata. un'ke do bete ek'dam unhem jaise krdr the.
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daughters. Yet, only the brother himself and his two sons are mentioned in the narra-

tive. The introduction of further family members is carried out in a similar fashion.

In my family the other four brothers of my father did not do plowing, be-
cause they had several grown up sons, five of whom worked in the Asan-
sol coal mines, Kolkata jute mills and iron factories®® (Tulsiram 2014a:
14).

As before, in this example only male relatives are mentioned. Four brothers are said to
have had several sons. The following passages introduce the father’s brothers and their

sons in an even more detailed account:

Father's eldest brother, whose name was Sommar, had been elected

Chowdhury®” of the Chamars?®*® of twelve villages®’ % (ibid.).

2% Hindi original: mere parivar mem pita jT ke anya carom bare bhar har'vahi nahim kar'te the, kyomki
un'ke bare bare kar bete the, jin'mem se pac asan'sol ki koyla khadanom, kalkatta ki jiat milom evam lohe

ke kar'lkhane mem kam kar'te the.
205 gee footnote 141.
26 See footnote 73.

27 See Tulsiram 2014a: 14f. for a discussion of the “twelve village system” (barahagamva) of the

Chamars.

2% Hindi original: pita ji ke sab'se bare bhar, jin'ka nam sommar tha, barah gavom ke camarom ke caudhri

cune gaye the.
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Father's second brother's name was Munessar and the third was that
same quick-tempered Naggar. Both of them were “dharm'gurus™® of the
famous Uttar Pradeshi “Shivnarayan Panth”?'% 2" (Tulsiram 2014a: 17).

Father’s fourth big brother's name was Munnar. He was — very differently
from the Chowdhury uncle and the two Shivnarayan panth guru uncles — a
person of an organized mind. Because of this characteristic he had been
made the family’s chief. Whatever property there was in the house, he
kept account of it?'? (Tulsiram 2014a: 19).

In the above passages, Tulsiram’s male family members are introduced in some detail:
not only their names, but also their — and their sons — character traits and positions or
places of work are discussed. However, there is no mention of female family members:
the uncles’ or their sons’ daughters and wives are completely disregarded. In fact, the
author’s own mother and paternal grandmother are the only female family members in-
troduced in the first chapter. In the subsequent chapters, too, neither aunts nor female
cousins find any mention — with one or two very brief exceptions, i.e. when Tulsiram
narrates a specific incident in connection with a female cousin. Tulsiram’s mother’s sib-

lings are also never mentioned.

2 The term dharm'guru is comprised of the Sanskrit/Hindi words dharm “religion, etc”. and guru
“teacher”, as a compound, it thus means a religious teacher, in this case, of the Shivnarayan panth (see

next footnote).

210 The Shivnarayan panth or Shiv Narayan panth is a religious congregation mostly associated with lower
caste communities in northern India. For details, see Maren Bellwinkel-Schempp 2011: 187-233, espe-

cially page 189.

211 Hindi original: pita ji ke dds're nambar vale bhar k& nam munessar tatha tis're vahr gussail naggar. ye

donom uttar prade$ mem pracalit prasiddh “$ivnarayan pamth” ke “dharm'quru” the.

212 Hindi original: pita ji ke cauthe bare bhar k& nam munnar tha. ve caudhri caca ya donom Sivnarayan
pamthi guru cacaom se bilkul bhinn ek samanvay'vadi kism ke vyakti the. ist vises'ta ke karan unhem

parivar ka malik bandya gaya tha. ghar mem jo kuch sampada thi, us'ka ve hisab kitab rakh'te the.
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The second book of Tulsiram’s autobiography, Manikarnika, is even more striking in the
context of female erasure from literary production as it appears that there is no space
for women in this part of his autobiography at all. Manikarnika relates Tulsiram’s years
as a student at the Banaras Hindu University, it talks about the problematic housing sit-
uation, the author’'s many male friends, fellow students, fellow party members, his politi-
cal interests, but there are hardly any women in the whole volume. Still more remark-
able is the fact that the last chapter of Manikarnika gathers all the women who played
an important role in his life in Banaras. While both volumes of Tulsiram’s autobiography
are arranged in a chronological order, the stories of these women are left for the last
chapter as a kind of an afterthought, even though many of the incidents described in it
happened at times already written about in previous chapters. This circumstance plainly

shows Tulsiram’s inclination to keep women apart from the rest of his narrative.

Something comparable to Tulsiram’s introduction of male family members in chapter
one of Murdahiya can also be found in Omprakash Valmiki’'s Jathan. Each of Valmiki's
four brothers is mentioned over 20 times in his autobiography. Each of these brothers is
depicted in some detail: the reader gets acquainted with their character traits, the work
they did, there are several instances of direct speech uttered by Valmiki’s brothers,?"
their respective families are mentioned as well. At the same time, Valmiki’s sister Maya
is only mentioned ten times on the whole. Out of these ten, four times this happens in
phrases like “my sister and I”: having been the youngest children of the family, Om-
prakash and Maya spent a big part of their early years in each other's company as they
were looked after together. The other six times when Maya is mentioned, this happens
in the context of the arrangement of her wedding. There is not one occasion, on which
Maya herself plays an active part in the narrative and utters a word or does anything ac-
tively herself in the whole of Jathan. There also is no mention of her husband or the chil-

dren she might have had.

13 This is a significant point considering that there are not many instances of direct speech in Jithan on

the whole. See chapter 4.
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A further example from Valmiki’'s autobiography illustrates another form female erasure
can take. An episode narrates the events of a day on which the young Omprakash and
another boy, Bhikkhdram, had to go on a journey of several hours to a different village
on behalf of a school teacher. The one and a half pages on which this incident is nar-

rated start with following paragraph:

We arrived in Brjpal Simh’s village just before sunrise. When we got to his
house, all the people had left for the fields. At home were only women and
children?"* (Valmiki 1999: 64).

The boys arrive early in the morning and spend about half a day in the village. Women
and children are said to be “at home”, yet, none of them finds mention in the narrative.
The only characters mentioned in this episode are men. The two boys meet the father
and brother of Brjpal Simh, i.e. the teacher, who sent them to this village. 2> While Om-
prakash sits outside waiting for Bhikkhdram to come out of the house, it is only Brjpal
Simh’s father who is mentioned in the text. The boys are served food, which appears on
the terrace as if by magic. After the meal, another man joins the group. No women char-

acters are mentioned in this episode at all.

This short demonstration of female erasure in male-written Hindi Dalit autobiographies
is not meant as criticism, but rather as a demonstration of the phenomenon’s existence
in Hindi Dalit literature as well as in other literatures. As | show below, it is this erasure
that Kausalya Baisantri challenges in her own autobiography by filling her work with a
great number of women characters and by stripping particular male characters of

agency in the narrative.

2% Hindi original: dhip carh'ne se pah'le hi ham log brjpal simh ke gav pahiic gae the. jab un'ke ghar

pahice to sabhr log khetom par ja cuke the. ghar mem sirf auratem aur bacce the.

215 This incident is discussed in more detail in chapter 4 below.
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3 The Women of Doh'ra Abhisap

As explained by Philippe Lejeune, one of the defining features of an autobiography is
the fact that its author, its main character and its narrator are necessarily the same per-
son (Lejeune 1989: 14). For the most part, this is true for Tulsiram’s and Valmiki’s auto-
biographies: when in their narratives people other than themselves are mentioned, it
nearly always happens in connection with themselves. Other characters find mention, in
most cases, when the main protagonist is either confronted with another character or
the two characters act together in one way or another. This is often not the case in
Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography. Not only does Doh'ra Abhiséap tell the life stories of
three women, as mentioned above, but also, on many occasions, when a woman is
mentioned in Baisantri’s narrative — whether this happens in connection with the main
protagonist herself or not — the storyline is interrupted or expanded to tell this woman’s
story. This story can be several pages long or as short as one paragraph or even one
sentence, but it often has no direct connection to the main narrative and Kausalya
Baisantri herself. It can thus be said that in her autobiography, Baisantri experiments
with form and, in a way, pushes at the boundaries of the autobiographical pact as for-
mulated by Philippe Lejeune (1989: 14) to accommodate further “protagonists” in her
own life narrative. In this section | demonstrate how through this accommodation of fur-

ther female protagonists a new trope is created: the woman role model.

3.1 Aji and the Construction of the Woman Role Model Trope

Baisantri starts constructing her woman role model trope with the story of her maternal
grandmother, whom she calls &j7 (Aj),?'® beginning with the latter’s childhood. She was
the youngest child and only daughter in a family with a number of sons. The parents
died before Aji grew up, and she lived with the family of her oldest brother. She was

married when she was six years old and became a child widow soon after: her child

216 Marathi for “grandmother”.
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husband died having been bitten by a snake. As a widow, Aji could now only be married
in a subdued ceremony called paf as someone’s second wife — a tradition that, as
Baisantri explains, was quite common among the Mahars at that time (Baisantri 1999:
17). A wealthy Mahar man named Modkuji Kotamg'le, who was already married and
had two children, became Aji’'s new husband. In Doh'ra Abhisap, Modkdiji is described
as a cruel man, whose first wife did not treat AjT well either. Aji had two daughters and
one son. Since not only AjT herself was mistreated in her husband’s house, but her chil-
dren were abused as well, one day she decided to leave. She left with her children se-
cretly on foot one early morning. After an extremely strenuous journey which resulted in
the death of one of Aji's daughters, mother and her son and daughter arrived in the city
of Nagpur. With the help from a nephew, Aji and her son Sravan found work at a build-

ing site, after which:

Aji lived very economically. She saved some money and having taken a
little money as a loan from [her] nephew built at a short distance from his
house on a piece of unoccupied land a hut worth living in out of clay, grass
and straw?'” (Baisantri 1999: 20).

Having built this house, Aji figuratively also built a future for herself and for her son and
daughter in Nagpur. In Doh'ra Abhisap, this is the first example of a strong, independent
and hardworking woman, who plays an active part in her own fortune and achieves a
better living for herself and her children through hard work as well as her own agency.
The fact that the subject of the above citation is AjT herself (“Aji lived very economically”,
“she saved money” and “built a house”) and not she and her son as in the previous sen-
tence (“AjT and her son Sravan found work at a building site”) can hardly be accidental.
Baisantri's grandmother died when the young Kausalya herself was only ten months
old, her knowledge of Aji’s life was secondhand at best, yet, she chose to tell Aji’s life

217 Hindi original: &7 bart kiphayat se rah'ti thim. unhomne kuch paise jama kiye the aur thore paise karj ke
taur par bhatije se lekar us'ke ghar se thorT darf par khalr zamin par mitfl aur ghas-phds se guzare layak

ek choti-si jhop'r bana Ir.
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story in great detail. | argue that Baisantri’s inclusion of her grandmother’s life story in
her own autobiography is a consciously chosen narrative technique which is meant as
an aid in the construction of a new trope.?'® As several examples below will substantiate,
through incorporating women characters in her narrative and portraying them as active
and decision making agents, Baisantri creates what | call the “woman role model” trope,
which makes the reader question traditional gender roles as represented in many male-

written literary texts.

The story of AjT’s life is followed by an account of her search for a suitable husband for
her daughter Bhagerthr (i.e. Baisantri’'s mother). Once a suitable prospective husband is
found, Baisantri — once again assuming the role of an omniscient narrator — includes in
her narrative a description of his (i.e. Baisantri’'s father’s) early years. This episode is re-
markable in the context of distribution of agency between female and male literary char-
acters. Baisantri’s father Rama was orphaned as a young boy and lived as an unwanted
and abused child in his uncle’s family. A woman neighbor called Sakh'ra Bat decided to
help the young orphan and let him live with her. A close reading of the episode eluci-
dates how in the narrative, the story of Baisantri’s father’s early years in effect consti-
tutes another story about a woman role model. In the following citations, | highlighted
the woman’s, i.e. Sakh'ra Bar’s, and Baisantri's FATHER'’S respective virtues, good
qualities or emotions that imply virtues to demonstrate how Baisantri utilizes the story of

her father’s childhood in order to tell another “woman role model” story.

Sakh'ra Bar lived in the neighborhood and saw all this [(i.e. how the boy
was mistreated)]. She felt very sad. Sometimes she would secretly give
father food. She wanted to keep father with her. She needed someone’s
help for work around the house. She had one cow and two goats. They
needed to be taken to the woods for grazing. So she was looking for a

218 See also Brueck’s article on Dalit women’s autobiographies, where she argues that Baisantri's “em-
phasis on the interconnectedness of multiple generations of Dalit women serves not to efface [... herself]
as [a] narrative subject [...], but rather to advocate for an expanded understanding of the narrative sub-
ject, indeed of the self” (Brueck 2017: 10).
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boy. Very much afraid, she said to father’s uncle that she would keep fa-
ther with her and give him work. Uncle wanted to get rid of father. He
agreed immediately and father started to live with Sakh'ra Bar?'® (Baisantri
1999: 24).

Sakh'ra Bai is the subject of nearly every sentence in the above paragraph. She is por-
trayed as a kindhearted woman, who despite being “very much afraid” wants to help a
poor orphan. The three sentences explaining that she needed a boy to help her with her
cattle seem like a pretext: her wish to help the boy, whom she used to “secretly feed”,
appears to be primary, the need for a helper secondary. Furthermore, neither the boy
(e.g. “father”) nor his uncle plays an active part in this passage whatsoever. It is Sakh'ra
Bat who first pities and then helps the boy, who decides to “keep the boy with her”, and

who talks to the uncle to achieve her objective.

Sakh'ra Bai was a compassionate woman. She kept father with her with
a lot of love. She fed him well. FATHER RESPECTED her, too, and
whatever work she entrusted him with, he did WITH DILIGENCE AND
HONESTY. He used to take her cow and goats for grazing into the jungle
for the whole day. Sakh'ra Bai used to give him two millet rotis and
sometimes vegetables or chutney or onions and pepper to take with him.
Early in the mornings and evenings father used to go and sell Sakhra
Bars cow’s milk and used to give her AN ACCOUNT FOR EVERY
PENNY?? (ibid.).

29 Hindi original: sakh'ra bar paros mem rah'ti yah sab dekh'tr thim. unhem bahut duhkh hota tha. vah
kabhi-kabht baba ko cori-chipe khana khila diya kar'ti thim. vah baba ko ap'ne pas rakh'na cah rahr thim.
un'ko ghar ke kam mem kisi ki madad ki zardrat thi. un'ke pas ek gay aur do bak'riyam thim. un'ko jamgal
mem carane ke lie le jana par'ta tha. is'ke lie unhem kisi lar'’ke ki talas thi. unhomne dar'te-dar'te baba ke
caca se kaha ki vah baba ko ap'ne pas rakhemgi, kam demgi. caca to baba se pimd churana cah rahe
the. ve ek'dam taiyar ho gae aur baba sakh'ra bar ke sath rah'ne lage.

2 Hindi original: sakh'ra bar dayalu vrtti ki mahila thim. baba ko unhomne ap'ne pas bahut pyar se rakha.

vah unhem pet bhar khana khilatr thim. baba bhi un'ka adar kar'te the aur jo bhi kam vah saumpati thim
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Baisantri’s father plays a more active part in this passage, but while he is merely por-
trayed as an honest and conscientious worker, Sakh'ra Bar's role can also be seen as
that of a caring and loving mother. While the boy in effect does what is expected of him
(i. e. to work and be honest about it), Sakh'ra Bart cares for him in a way no one would

expect from an employer. This tendency continues in the subsequent passages.

He used to sweep Sakh'ra Bar's house, courtyard and cowshed. Together
with Sakh'ra Bai he used to pat cow dung into cakes, to draw water from
the well. By now Sakh'ra Bai loved father very much. She used to take
him to the village market. Sometimes she would give him a shirt, some-
times a loincloth. Children of the village used to wear loincloths. She also
used to buy and give him hats and vests. She used to buy and feed
him murmure ke laddi and besan sev.?”' Father grew up in Sakh'ra Bar's

house and became a youth®? (ibid.).

This passage concentrates almost in its entirety on Sakh'ra Bar's love and caring atten-
tion for the boy. The boy is active only in the first two sentences, in the second of which

he “used to pat cow dung into cakes together with Sakh'ra Bar’. The rest of the passage

is dedicated to Sakh'ra Bar alone and to particulars relating not only to how she pro-

use ve lagan aur Iiman'dari se kar'te the. ve din bhar un'ki gay aur bak'riyam carane ke lie jamgal mem le
jate the. sakh'ra bar baba ko khane ke lie sath mem jvari ki do rotiyam aur us'ke sath kabhi-kabhr sabjT ya
cat'ni ya pyaz-mirc detl thim. savere-$am baba sakh'ré bar ki gay ka dadh bec'ne jate aur sakh'ra bar ko

pai-pari ka hisab dete the.
22! Types of sweets.

222 Hindi original: ve sakh'ra bar ke ghar-amgan, gay ke gothe mem jhara lagate, sakh'ra bar ke sath go-
bar se up'le thap'te the, kuem se pani khimc dete the. sakh'ra bar ko ab baba se bahut sneh ho gaya tha.
vah unhem gamv ke hat mem le jatim. kabhi kamiz, kabhi kaccha kharid detim. gamv ke bacce kaccha hi
pahan'te the. topi-baniyan bhi kharid'kar deti thim. khane ke lie mur'mure ke laddd ya bes'ne sev

kharid'kar khilati thim. baba sakh'ra bar ke ghar pal kar javan ho gae.
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vided the boy with such necessary things as clothing, but also bought treats for the boy

who spent years in her house.

Father was fair, he had good facial features and was pretty tall. He looked
very beautiful. If she didn’t see father even for two minutes, Sakh'ra Bai
used to get very worried, and go out to look for him in the whole village.
She used to ask everyone whether they had seen Rama anywhere. Fa-

ther's name was Rama?? (ibid.).

In this passage, the father does not play any active part at all. It is once again Sakh'ra
Bart alone, whose love and affection for the boy are emphasized in it. The father's name

— Rama — is mentioned here, at the end of the entire episode, for the first time.

Sakh'ra Bat had some gold and silver jewelry and some real silver coins.
She had dug a hole in a corner and put a box with those rupees and jew-
elry in it. FATHER KNEW all this. Nevertheless, HE NEVER TOUCHED
them. Sakhra Bart was very impressed with FATHER’S HONESTY and ac-
cepted him as her own son?* (ibid.).

The fact that the father's name appears at the end of the whole passage dedicated to
his childhood and adolescence for the first time, is, perhaps, less significant, but what is

important is that in this whole episode, which describes a good part of his early years,

223 Hindi original: baba ka ramg saf tha, nak-naks acche the aur ve acche-khase lambe the. bahut sumdar
dikh'te the. baba agar do minat bhi na dikhai dem to sakh'ra bar bahut cimtit ho jati thim aur gamv bhar
mem unhem dhdmrh'ne nikal'tr thim. sab'ko pich'ti thim ki rama ko kahim dekha hai kya. baba ka nam
rama tha.

2% Hindi original: sakh'ra bar ke pas kuch sone aur camdr ke jevar aur as'll camdr ke paise the. un je-
varom aur rupayom ko unhomne ek kone mem gaddha khod'kar ek fin ke dibbe mem bhar'kar rakh diya
tha. baba ko yah sab maldm tha. phir bhi unhomne in'ko kabhi chua nahim. baba ki iman'dari se sakh'ra

bar bahut prabhavit huim aur unhomne baba ko ap'na beta man liya tha.
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he himself rarely plays a prominent part. Out of 36 sentences on the whole, “father” can
be seen as playing an active part in just 6 of them, while Sakh'ra Bar is active in at least
21. She thus gets far more than fifty percent of the reader’s attention. The above close
reading shows that Sakh'ra Bars character completely overshadows the character of
Kausalya Baisantri’s father in a narrative, which is meant as an account of his back-
ground. Baisantri skillfully transforms the story of her father’s childhood into a “woman
role model” story. Even though on the surface Baisantri's father seems to be the main
character of the story, a close reading reveals that its real main character is Sakh'ra Bar,
the woman who self-sacrificingly took in a poor orphan, fed and dressed him, pampered
him with treats, loved and trusted him and accepted him as her own son. Thus the
woman who brought up Baisantri’s father is given a prominent role in the narrative to
become another example of a woman role model: a woman who is independent and
strong, who knows what she wants and acts in accordance with her wishes, who helps
a poor orphan and gains an honest and grateful son. This son, having been brought up
by a woman role model, turns out to be a suitable prospective husband for the daughter
of Aji. In this manner, unlike her male colleagues, who more often than not do not men-
tion women in their narrative at all, Kausalya Baisantri does not neglect to mention male
or female characters. There is a great number of male characters in Doh'ra Abhisap, but
their seemingly prominent parts are frequently overshadowed by stronger female char-

acters.

3.2 The Mother’s Agency

In the same way in which Sakh'ra Bars character overshadows the character of
Baisantri’'s father in the account of his childhood and adolescence, his character contin-
ues being overshadowed by the character of Baisantri’'s mother in the rest of the autobi-
ography. Apart from Kausalya Baisantri herself, the character of the author's mother is
the most prominent female character and important woman role model in Doh'ra Ab-

hisap. In the whole book, she is the most independent and active woman character who
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has a deep understanding of the importance of education as a means of achieving a
better life. Her opinion is respected and valued not only in her family, but also in the
whole bast?® they live in. As Brueck points out, the mother’s character “shines through
the narrative and demands a reevaluation — despite the title of the autobiography — of
the idea that Dalit women live in abject submission to the dual hierarchies of caste and
patriarchy” (Brueck 2017: 5). What is more, and particularly crucial in the context of re-
distribution of agency between female and male characters, in Doh'ra Abhisap in most
cases it is not the father, but the mother, who makes decisions and takes action with the

rather silent approval of the father.

Still holding on to the role of an omniscient narrator, Baisantri proceeds to chronologi-
cally tell the story of her family. Once her mother and father’'s marriage is arranged, both
of them work hard, have many children, lead a harsh life full of hardship and deprivation
in a Dalit bastr in Nagpur and become inspired by Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar and his ideol-
ogy. However, the following excerpts from the text show that even though both parents
appear to have been motivated by Ambedkar’s ideas and despite the fact that Baisantri
portrays her parents as a happy couple who never seem to have disagreed in anything,

the active position stays entirely in the hands of Baisantri's mother:

227

Mother?® started sending me and my big sister to her?” school®®

(Baisantri 1999: 37).

225 See footnote 36.
226 Here and in the following examples emphasis is mine.

227 The word “her” (un'ke) refers to Jai Bai Caudhari — another woman role model — an “untouchable
woman” (achat mahila) who opened a school for girls in a neighboring basti and used to walk on foot even
to “faraway places” (bahut dir tak) to tell people to send their daughters to her school (Baisantri 1999:
37).

228 Hindi original: m& ne mujhe aur mer barf bahan ko un'ke skiil mem bhejina $urii kiya.
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If we neglected going to school, mother used to scold us?® (ibid.).

Now, mother had decided to educate all of us sisters. The remaining sis-
ters were still little; they didn’t go to school yet. Nevertheless, mother had
made up her mind that she would educate them later on*° (Baisantri
1999: 38).

Mother liked to be around educated and good people. It was because of

those people that she was encouraged to educate us®' (ibid.).

Now, mother had given up the thought of our marriages and made up her
mind that, however many obstacles may come, [she] would give us all,

brother and sisters, higher education®? (Baisantri 1999: 75).

In all of the above examples — and in many more in Doh'ra& Abhisép — Baisatri’'s mother
is portrayed as the decision maker of the family. The following passage demonstrates
that similar to the dynamics between the father and Sakh'ra Bat characters, even when
the father and mother characters are placed in the focus of the narrative together, the

agency is nevertheless left to the mother.

22 Hindi original: agar ham skl jane mem anakant kar'tim to ma damt't thim.
2% Hindi original: m& ne ab ham sab bahanom ko parhane ka niscay kar liya tha. baki bahanem abhr choti

thim, abhT skdl nahim jati thim. phir m& ne bad mem unhem parhane ka niscay kar rakha tha.

21 Hindi original: ma ko parhe-likhe aur acche logom ke sath sampark rakh'na accha lag'ta tha. inhem lo-
gom ki vajah se ma ko hamem parhane Ki prer'na mir.

2 Hindi original: ab ma ne hamarf $ad ki cimta chor df aur pakka irada kar liya tha ki cahe kit'nf bhr ara-
canem kyom na aim, ham sab bhai-bahanom ko umcr $iksa demgr.
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It was very hard for mother and father to bear the expenses for the educa-
tion of all of us, but they kept on educating us nevertheless. They had lis-
tened to Baba Saheb Ambedkar's®*® speech in the Kasturchand Park,
where he said that if you want to progress, then it is very important to get
educated. One should educate both — boys and girls. Mother was im-
pressed by this and decided to educate all of us children, no matter how
many difficulties [she/they] would have to face. father didn’t interfere in

any of mother’s work?* (Baisantri 1999: 47).

The above passage begins with both parents having to pay for the children’s education:
the hardship falls on both of them, both of them maintain their children’s studies despite
the difficulties. It is also both of them, who listened to Baba Saheb Ambedkar’s speech
in the park. But it is the mother, who “was impressed” by his words and “decided to edu-
cate” all her children. At the same time, it is the father, who “didn’t interfere in mother’s
work”. The father only plays an active part — as opposed to passive presence — in the
subsequent narrative, where he is said to help his children to go to school by repairing

their broken shoes or an umbrella:

Sometimes [we] didn’t feel like going to school, so we would make ex-
cuses that a shoe had torn or an umbrella had broken in the rain, then he

would immediately use a nail or a thread and repair the shoe or the um-

233 Dr. B. R. Ambedkar is also often called Baba Saheb or Babasaheb (baba sahab) Ambedkar by his fol-

lowers. The term is an honorific and endearing title.

24 Hindi original: ma-baba ko sab'kl parharl ka kharca uthane mem bahut dikkat par'tr thi, phir bhi un-
homne hamem parhana jari rakha. unhomne baba sahab ambedkar ka kastircamd park mem bhasan
suna tha ki ap'ni pragati kar'na hai to Siksa prapt kar'na bahut zardri hai. lar'ka aur lar'ki donom ko
parhana cahie. ma ke man par is'ka asar para tha aur unhomne ham sab baccom ko parhane ka niscay
kiya tha, cahe kit'nT hi musibatom ka sam'na kar'na pare. Baba ma ke kisT kam mem dakhal nahim dete
the.
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brella. [He] would not let us stay at home, [he] made sure to send us to
school®® (ibid.).

Yet, towards the end of this paragraph, it is once again the mother, who is being “en-

couraged to educate” her children and whose “morale is growing”:

Kisan Bhaguji Ban'sode [(see below)] used to come to [our] home from
time to time. He would encourage mother to educate us. Mother's morale

was growing®* (ibid.).

When money was needed to buy school books and paraphernalia, it is once again the
mother who is mentioned in the text as the one who went out of her way to arrange for

this money:

After moving up to the next grade, the expenses for books and notebooks
for all of us sisters and brother grew. When the school opened after the
summer vacation, everyone had to buy new books. Then, mother would
get money from the moneylender by pawning some of her jewelry. At the
mill [(where both of the parents worked)] some people kept a bhisr (chit

fund).?” Mother asked for money from the chit fund, too. Sometimes, she

3 Hindi original: kabhi-kabhr skil jane ka man nahim kar'ta tha to ham bahana lagate ki cappal tat gar ya
baris mem chatri tatr hai to ve turamt kil, tar lagakar chatri-cappal durust kar dete the. hamem ghar mem

nahim rah'ne dete the, skal zardr bhej'te the.

2% Hindi original: kisan bhagij ban'sode bic-bic mem ghar ate the. ma ko hamem parhane ke lie utsahit

kar'te the. ma ka haus'la barh jata tha.

27 A chit fund is a type of rotating savings and credit association system which can be found in many
South Asian countries. The principle is that each member regularly pays a certain amount of money into
the fund, so that from time to time one of the members can use a bigger sum than they could afford at a
time to cover some irregular expenses. (Baisantri 1999: 115).
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took money from the chit fund and had jewelry made. This jewelry was her
capital. When the need arose, she would pawn it and get money. A lot of
interest had to be paid for it. But there was no other way?*® (ibid.).

While in the very beginning of the passage, both parents are mentioned as partners
who had to face difficulties trying to pay for their children’s education, when it comes to
the actual decision to educate the children and the arrangement of the money required,
the mother alone is mentioned. It is she, who is said to have been participating in chit
funds, pawning her jewelry and making new jewelry to hold on to as security for future
needs. Outside the narrative, the father might well have worked and participated in the
decision making as well as the hardships, but the reader of Doh'ra Abhisap is barely

made aware of it.

This peculiar balance between the mother’s enthusiastic activity and the father’s appar-
ent passivity is maintained throughout Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography. On other oc-
casions, the mother plays an active part as well: for instance, it is the mother, who liter-
ally drags her husband by the hand out of the bakery, in which he was employed at the
time under extremely bad conditions. The owner of the bakery is said not to have raised
her employee’s salary even by one paisa in eighteen years (bekri vali ne attharah vars
mem baba aur naukarom ko ek paisa bhi pagar mem nahim barhaya; Baisantri 1999:

43). While Kausalya’s father did not complain,

mother was irritated by the attitude of the bakery’s owner. Mother went to

the bakery owner herself and told her to raise the salary, but she did not

28 Hindi original: nai kaksa mem jane par sab bahanom aur bhar ka kitab-kapiyam ka kharca barh jata
tha. garmi Ki chuttiyom ke bad skil khul'ne par sab'ko kitabem kharid'ni par'ti thim. tab ma ap'ne kuch je-
var sahakar ke pas gir'vi rakh'kar paise le ati thim. mil mem kuch log bhisT (cit'phamd) dal'te the. ma
citlbhamd se bhi paisa mamg'ti thi. kabhi-kabhi mam cit'phamd se paise lekar jevar ban'vatr thim. ye jevar
hT un'ki jama-pdji the. zarirat par'ne par inhem gir'vi rakh'kar paise Iati thim. in par kafi byaj dena par'ta

tha. paramtu dis'ra kor cara bhi nahim tha.
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agree. Then mother grasped father’s hand in front of her, dragged him out
of the bakery and said to the bakery owner: “You have my husband work
so much and you don’t even appreciate him. For several years, you
haven’t raised [his salary] even by one paisa. Now | won'’t let [him] work
here. Even if we should stay hungry, | will not let him work here®°
(Baisantri 1999: 44).

Once again, on this occasion, it is the mother who plays an active part: a conflict be-
tween the father and his employer is re-scripted as a conflict between the two women,
while the father character remains silent and passive. This enthusiastic and decisive
mother brings up her daughters in the same spirit. In an episode which describes young

Kausalya’'s way to and from school, she is confronted by a man, who harasses her:

Once, | was returning home from my paternal aunt’s house. My aunt lived
in another line [(i.e. street)] in our basti. Mom had sent me there on some
errand. When | was coming back from her house, some hostile looking
vagabond boys were sitting leaning against a wall and playing cards. One
of those boys lived in our line, he was extremely respectable, he was mar-
ried and the father of two children. He came up to me and put his arms

into mine?*° (Baisantri 1999: 60).

29 Hindi original: ma ko bek'ri vall ka ravaiya akhar'ta tha. ma ne khud bek'rT vali ke pas jakar paisa
barhane ke lie kaha paramtu vah nahim mani. tab méa ne usi ke sam'ne baba ka hath pakar'kar bek'ri ke
bahar un'ko khimca aur bek'ri vall se kaha: “tum mere pati se ittha kam kar'vati ho aur un'ki kadr bhr
nahim kar'tim. kar varsom se ek paisa bhi nahim barhaya. ab maim yaha naukari nahim kar'ne digr. cahe

ham bhakhe hi rahem, paramtu yaha kam nahim kar'ne digr’.

20 Hindi original: ek bar maim ap'ni bua ke ghar se a rahf thi. meri baa hamari basti mem hi das'r lain
mem rah rahi thim. ma ne kisT kam se mujhe vaha bheja tha. maim jab un'ke ghar se vapas a rahr thi tab
ek ghar ki divar se sat'kar kuch gumde kism ke avara lar'ke baithe tas khel rahe the. un lar'kom mem se
ek lar'ka hamart lain mem rah'ta tha aur nihayat Sarif tha, sadisuda aur do baccom ka bap bhi tha. vah

mere pas aya aur merf bahom mem ap'ni bahem dal dim.
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This subtle way of writing about sexual harassment is typical for Baisantri’s writing. The
young man “put his arms into” hers, nothing more is said. On other occasions in the au-
tobiography, comparable incidents are described with a similarly reserved wording and
barely any particulars. The incident should nevertheless be regarded as a serious as-
sault. Laura Brueck (2014) points out in her chapter entitled Re-Scripting Rape that,
when scripting atrocities, male authors of Dalit literature portray female characters as
silent and powerless victims of male violence who are first made to suffer from the at-
tack, and then need to be protected or avenged by their male relatives. At the same
time, according to Brueck, female authors of Hindi Dalit short stories endow their
women characters with the power to defend and/or avenge themselves without the need
for male protection. In a similar manner, Baisantri’'s main protagonist defends herself in

this situation:

With a lot of force, | freed my arms and gave him two hefty slaps on the
cheek. When | came home, | told the whole story to mother. Mother be-
came furious, she went to his house and told his wife and mother that she
will give him a sound beating. That boy was respectable, but those
vagabond boys had incited him. He didn’t come home until very late that
night. Mother kept checking whether he had returned. She was burning
with rage. She went to his house early in the morning. Seeing mother, he
became so frightened that he fell down at her feet. He begged for forgive-
ness. His wife and mother said [to her]: be sure to hit him with [your]
shoes, we won'’t say anything. Girls from [one’s] line are like [one’s] own
sisters. He should not have done this. Since that day he hasn't even come
near us. Whenever he saw us, he would lower his head or go inside [his]
house?"' (ibid.).

! Hindi original: maimne bahut jor lagakar bahem chura lim aur do céate kas'kar us'ke gal par mare. ghar
akar maimne ma se sarf bat batal. ma ag-babila ho gaim aur us'ke ghar jakar us'ki pat'ni ko, ma ko bata
aim ki vah us'ki acchi marammat karemgi. vah lar’ka Sarif tha kimtu us'ko in avara lar’kom ne bhar'kaya
tha. bahut der tak vah rat ap'ne ghar aya hi nahim. ma bar-bar use dekh'ne jatr thim. ma ke tan-man mem

ag lag gar th. vah savere hi us'ke ghar gaim. ma ko dekh'kar vah itna dar gaya ki ma ke car'nom par gir
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This passage is exceptionally significant in the context of female agency. Not only does
the female protagonist defend herself in it instead of passively letting things happen, but
once at home, she tells the story to her mother and not her father or another male rela-
tive as would have been expected in a male-written text (see Brueck 2014). The mother,
for her part, also does not resort to the help of her husband or another male relative, but
becomes “furious” (&g-babuila) herself and virtually stands guard in front of the as-
sailant’s house in order not to miss him when he comes home. At the same time, the
assailant’s wife and mother effectively permit Kausalya’s mother to punish him. Thus, in
the above episode, Baisantri transforms a typical situation, in which a Dalit woman is
harassed by a man and looks for protection among her male relatives into a narrative of
female assertion. In this narrative, a young Dalit woman first actively protects herself
from her assailant, then asks her mother for assistance, while the assailant’s female rel-
atives are depicted as being in possession of the power to protect him, but recognize
his fault and sanction the punishment. The assailant himself, once faced with such
fierce consequences, becomes afraid, begs for forgiveness and does not so much as

dare to approach Kausalya or possibly any members of her family from this time on.?*?

On another occasion when the young Kausalya is harassed by a different man, female
agency is of similar importance. The offender of this story, is a young man from the

neighborhood, who was displeased with the protagonist and her sisters,?** because they

para. mafl magr. us'ki pat'ni aur ma ne kaha ki ise beSak jite maro, ham kuch nahim kahemge. lain ki
lar'kiya ap'nf bahan ke saman hoti haim. ise aisa nahim kar'na cahie tha. us din se vah hamare age ata hi
nahim tha. hamem dekh'kar sir nice kar leta tha ya ghar ke amdar cala jata tha.

2 The sentence us din se vah hamare age ata hi nahim tha literally means “since that day he didn’t even
come before us”. However, the first person plural pronoun ham is also frequently used in Hindi instead of
the first person singular pronoun maim. It is therefore hard to say whether Baisantri only means herself,

herself and her sisters or, possibly, all members of her family in this instance.

2 The previous footnote applies in this case as well, but since the sentence begins with ham logom ne
(“we people”), a form which is usually used in the numerical plural, it can be assumed that the author

means either herself and her sisters or the whole family, not herself alone.
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had not shown any particular interest in talking to him (ham logom ne us'ke sath bat
kar'ne mem vises dil'caspi nahim dikhar thi. is'lie vah cirh-sa gaya tha; Baisantri 1999:
62).

He saw that father is lying with a fever and there is no one else in the
house and came to our home. [He] asked father about his fever. In [his]
fever, father had closed his eyes and fallen asleep, as if unconscious. At
that moment he took my photo that was hanging on the wall, and no one

ever found out, when he came and put it back®* (ibid.).

The male assailant uses a situation in which female family members are not at home,
and the father of the family is incapacitated by an iliness to gain access to the main pro-

tagonist’s photograph. He proceeds to use this photograph in the following manner:

He went to a photographer and made him fabricate my photo together with
his. In the photo | was in a pose [as if] | was writing something and he was

standing beside me?*** (ibid.).

The subsequent passage is, similar to the harassment incident discussed above, written
in an extremely subtle and reserved manner, which is typical for Baisantri’s writing, but

which implies severe sexual harassment:

 Hindi original: baba bukhar mem pare the aur ghar mem kol nahim hai, yah dekh'kar vah ghar aya.
baba ke bukhar ke bare mem piicha. baba bukhar mem akhem bamd kar'ke soye pare the, behos-se. usi
vakt vah divar par famga mera foto le gaya aur bad mem vah foto kab lakar vahim rakh diya, is'ka kisrt ko

pata hi nahim cala.

% Hindi original: us'ne fotografar se mil'kar mere foto ke sath ap'na foto ban'vaya. foto mem maim kuch

likh'ne ke poj mem thi aur vah mere pas khara tha.
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When | and my sister were going to school via Kasturchand park, he came
running and held out that photo in front of us. Seeing the photo, | became
astonished. He started to walk, putting the picture in front of me again and
again. | don’t know where | got the courage from. | took off my shoe and
hit him hard on the cheek. He got a little scared and moved to a distance,

but he continued to hold out the photo and mumble something?* (ibid.).

Like in the incident discussed previously, when harassed, the female protagonist pro-
ceeds to actively defend herself against her attacker. A nameless male character ap-
pears on the scene in the subsequent passage, but he is barely given any role in the

narrative.

Some boy saw this. He came running and got hold of him, and | hit him
with my shoe two or three more times on the back. That boy took him
away. Frightened, my sister was standing quietly. When | came home in
the evening, | told Mother everything. Mother got furious, but what could
she do. She told us to keep studying with courage and said that eventually
they would stop harassing us themselves. Mother scolded my little sister
for staying quiet. She, too, should have hit that villain with her shoe a cou-

ple of times?’ (ibid.).

24 Hindi original: maim aur mert bahan kastir'camd park se skal ja rahr thim, tab vah daura-daura aya aur
hamare age vah foto dhar diya. maim yah foto dekh'kar hairan rah gari. vah bar-bar mere age fofo lekar
cal'ne laga. mujh’'mem kaham se himmat ai, pata nahim. maimne ap'ne pamv se cappal nikalr aur jor se

us'ke gal par de mari. vah thora saham gaya aur ddr hata, phir bhi foto age kar kuch bar'bar kar'ta raha.

27 Hindi original: ek lar'’ke ne yah dekha. vah daura-daura aya aur use pak'ra aur maimne do-tin cap-
palem aur us'ki pith par marim. vah lar'’ka use ddr le gaya. meri bahan dar'kar cup'cap khari thi. $am ko
ghar akar maimne ma ko sab bataya. ma ag-babila ho gaim, paramtu kya kartim. unhomne hamem him-
mat se parh'ne ko kaha aur bolim ki ve hamem tamg kar'ke khud hi cup ho jaemge. ma ne merT chotf ba-

han ko data ki vah kyom cup rahi. use bhl us bad'mas ko do-car cappalem mar'ni cahie thim.
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Yet again, looked at in the context of distribution of female and male agency, the
episode is remarkable. The unspecified “boy” who “comes running” to help is not asked
to do so by a female character, but rather does this out of his own accord. Furthermore,
his activity is restricted to the holding and the taking away of the offender, while it is the
female protagonist who proceeds to slap her assailant with her shoe. Back home, it is
once again the mother, who becomes “furious” when she is told about the incident,
while the father remains absent from the narrative. Additionally, the sister’s passivity
does not go unnoticed: she is scolded by the mother for not having been more active
and self-assertive. The question of the importance of education is once again brought
up in this episode thus completing the description of the woman role model trope as an

active and confident woman, who understands the importance of education.

Besides Baisantri's grandmother and mother, Doh'ra Abhisap is filled with short pas-
sages about active and hardworking women, who understand the importance of educa-
tion, in particular for girls. Among these women are: the aforementioned Jar Bar Caud-
hari**® as well as Jhala Bar (Baisantri 1999: 37f), both of whom run schools for Dalit and
Adivasi girls, “some Christian nuns” (kuch sar bhiksuniya; Baisantri 1999: 35), who peo-
ple called ammaji and who came into the basti to help people with medicine and medi-
cal treatment, and who also opened a “high school” for girls (har skdl; ibid.) and a small
pharmacy (davakhana; ibid.), where people could get medicine for free, as well as two
Parsi women (do par'si mahilaem; Baisantri 1999: 38), who used come to to Jar Bar's
school to teach “girls guide” (gar'ls gaid; ibid.), i.e. first aid, survival skills, etc. Other ex-
amples include stories about women living in dire circumstances, but continuing their
education in spite of it. For instance, “a girl from our community” (hamare samaj ki ek
lar'kr: Baisantri 1999: 55), whose mother “became a little crazy” (us'kif ma thori pagal-si
ho gar thim; ibid.), so that as the eldest daughter she was compelled to take care of her
siblings, home and father. She also traveled to school “from faraway” (vah bahut ddr se
skal ati thr, ibid.) and often fell asleep in class from exhaustion, for which she was

scolded by the teacher and teased by her classmates. Despite all these difficulties she

248 See footnote 227.
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“passed her matric”**® (phir bhi us'ne maitrik pas kiya; ibid.). Another woman role model
with a partially similar story is Lalitd (see below). Through the incorporation of all these
women into her autobiography, Baisantri not only makes female characters more visible
— thus at once challenging and countering female erasure in male-written texts — but
also constructs a new trope, the trope of the woman role model, who works hard, is in-
dependent, particularly independent of men, does what she considers right and under-
stands the importance of education. Simultaneously, as a direct result of Doh'ra Ab-
hisap being filled with these female characters, male characters often seem passive,
submissive or even irrelevant in Kausalya Baisantri’'s narrative, so much so that the
reader is at times left wondering what role a particular male character played in an

episode where he is hardly mentioned.

4 The Men of Doh'ra Abhisap

As mentioned above, there is no shortage of male characters in Doh'ra Abhisap. How-
ever, there is a distinctive pattern discernible in the author’s treatment of these charac-
ters. Besides creating the woman role model trope and redistributing female and male
agency in her autobiography, Kausalya Baisantri also uses several narrative techniques
to make certain male characters appear less significant or at times even unimportant for
her narrative. On the other hand, at the same time, Baisantri also constructs the man
role model trope, who, in parallel to the woman role model understands the importance
of education whether it is for boys or girls, respects women and does not try to deprive

them of agency.

2% “In India, ‘matriculation’ (sometimes called ‘matric’) is a term commonly used to refer to the final year of
high school, which ends at tenth standard (tenth grade) and the qualification received on finishing the
tenth standard (tenth grade) of high school and passing the or the state board exams, commonly called

‘matriculation exams™ (https://en-academic.com/dic.nsf/enwiki/9119055 accessed on 07.0822.).
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4.1 What Happened to Lalita’s Husband?

One of the most striking examples of female agency versus male insignificance in Do-
h'ra Abhisap is the story of Lalita, a young Dalit woman, who was the object of distrust
and envy for other women because of her friendly and communicative nature and who
had to endure the bad temper and physical violence at the hands of her jealous hus-
band. Lalita and the main protagonist — who by then is a married woman and mother —
become friends. Influenced by this friendship, Lalitd decides to study and become a
teacher. At this stage, the reader might have reasonably expected to learn about Lalita’s
husband’s reaction to such a decision being made by his wife. Especially a husband
who is portrayed as violent and jealous must have had a strong opinion about his wife
independently deciding to study. Yet, no reaction of the husband is mentioned in the
narrative at all. Lalita takes and passes several courses and gets admitted to university.
At some point, she relocates into a hostel for Dalit students, because her husband “be-
came kind of crazy, quit work and went away to Nagpur” (us'ka pati viksipt-sa ho gaya
aur naukari chor'kar nag'pur cala gaya tha; Baisantri 1999: 113). Later, when Lalita is
thrown out of the hostel, because she rebelled when she found out that the hostel man-
ager was embezzling money (another example of an active and self-confident woman),

Baisantri takes her into her own home.

On other occasions in the book, Baisantri's own husband, Devendra Kumar, is por-
trayed as a man who harassed his wife, was very much against her freedoms, and es-
pecially as a stingy man who counted every paisa and didn’t even leave enough money
for his wife to run the common household. As a reader, one would expect such a hus-
band to react to a new member of the household at least in some way. Yet, Baisantri
does not mention her husband in this episode. The reader learns nothing whatsoever
about his reaction to Lalitd’s presence in his house. Staying at Baisantri’s home, Lalita
studies for her exams, finishes her bachelor’s degree, finds a position as a teacher in
Nagpur and moves back in with her parents. This success story is accompanied by the

following sentences: “her husband had gone crazy. He committed suicide having thrown

146



himself under a train” (us'ka pati pagal ho gaya tha. us'ne rail ke nice akar atmahatya K,
Baisantri 1999: 114). As a reader, one expects such a dramatic death to be commented
upon at least in some way, but Baisantri obviously does not find it important or neces-
sary to elaborate. What does it mean that he became “kind of crazy”? Why and how did
this happen? Were there confrontations between wife and husband because of her de-
cision to study, and was his becoming crazy connected to Lalita’s decision in any way?
Doh'ra Abhisap does not answer these questions. Baisantri’'s purpose is clearly to tell
the story of Lalita — another role model, a free, hardworking, independent and honest
woman, who understands the importance of education. Since the fact that she had a
husband could not be overlooked completely, his character is mentioned, but he is
given so little prominence in the narrative that the reader is left wondering about his
fate. What happened to Lalitd’s husband? The fact that the author does not answer this
question is a very important statement. Doh'ra Abhisap is an active response to male-
written Dalit literature and by means of giving prominence to female characters and
mentioning male characters only in passing Baisantri in a way mirrors the male-female

dynamics found in Hindi Dalit autobiographies written by male authors.

4.2 The Grandfather’s Fate

Baisantri employs a different strategy to make a male character appear inconsequential
or unimportant in the case of her maternal grandfather — i.e. the second husband of Aji,
the man whose house she fled from with her children before she came to Nagpur (see
above). In Doh'ra Abhisap, this man is portrayed as a wealthy, moody and violent man,
a drunkard, a man, who used to abuse and attack everyone around him, including his
two wives and children. In the beginning of Doh'ra Abhisap, on the pages narrating the
life of Baisantri's grandmother Aji, the grandfather is mentioned on 4 consecutive
pages. On page 18 — the first of those 4 pages — he appears 8 times before the first ex-
ample cited below. The reader can be expected to be well acquainted with the grandfa-

ther character after the 8 mentions. Nevertheless, once on each of the 4 pages the
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grandfather is mentioned on, he is treated as a new and unfamiliar character who re-

quires an explanation in a parenthetical gloss:

Grandfather (Mod'kaji) had given this jewelry to grandmother, too [...]*°
(Baisantri 1999: 18).

Sometimes something would happen to grandfather (Mod'kdji), | don’t
know. He would scold grandmother because of the smallest things, some-

times he raised his hand to her, too®*' (Baisantri 1999: 19).

The nephew was familiar with Mod'kdji’s (grandfather’s) temper and had

sympathy with grandmother®? (Baisantri 1999: 20).

Grandfather (Mod'kaji) thought that grandmother must have gone to her
brothers’ place®? (Baisantri 1999: 21).

Despite the fact that the reader can reasonably be expected to recognize the grandfa-
ther character without an explanation, in the examples above, parenthetical glosses
keep appearing when he is mentioned, as if implying that the author does not expect the
reader to be familiar with the character. Furthermore, the fact that at times the word
“grandfather” is explained with his name “Mod'kaj1” while another time it is the other way
around, hints at a certain discomfort or unwillingness on Baisantri’s part to regard him in

the narrative in the same way as other family members. It also might be a sign of the

2% Hindi original: & ko bhi ajoba (mod'kdji) ne yah jevar die the [...]

5! Hindi original: gjoba (mod'kiiji) ko kabhi-kabhr na jane kya ho jata tha, pata nahim. vah choti-chofi ba-
tom ko lekar &jT ko dat'te, kabhrl hath bhr uthate the.

2 Hindi original: bhatija mod'kdji (ajoba) ke svabhav se paricit tha aur use &jr se sahanubhditi thr.

233 Hindi original: djoba (mod'kiiji) ne soca ki aji ap'ne bhaiyom ke ghar gai homg.
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author’s uncertainty about how to treat this character. As mentioned above, on the first
pages of her autobiography, Baisantri assumes the part of an omniscient narrator and
recounts the life stories of her grandmother Aji, her mother and her father. Yet, when
writing about the grandfather character, she admits to not knowing what happened to
him: “sometimes something would happen to grandfather (Mod'kdijt), | don’t know”. This
treatment of the grandfather character, in whose place she seems to be unable to put
herself, has to be viewed in the context of his personality and Baisantri’s attitude to-
wards it. Contrary to the other family members, the grandfather is not portrayed as a
positive character. While implicitly treating him in this way as a kind of a foreign element
Baisantri subtly suggests to the reader what their own attitude towards this character
should be. In a later chapter, the grandfather’s death is mentioned. Considering how in-
frequently the character is mentioned in Doh'ra Abhi$ap on the whole, this paragraph is

unexpectedly long and detailed:

AjT's co-wife had died of some illness before 4. Now grandfather rarely
stayed in the village. Again and again he would come to Nagpur and stay
with mother. Now all his arrogance was gone and his domineering manner
did not impress anyone. His daughter-in-law, too, didn’t take care of him
properly. He had gotten quite old. Sometimes he would urinate and defe-
cate inside his clothes. Still, he continued to abuse everyone. One day,
hungry and thirsty he died in his bed in [his own] excrement. No one even
noticed when he died. His end happened in very sad circumstances. But
no one had compassion for him. Mom was saying that when her brother
was dying he had told his mother (Aji): “feed dogs and cats, but don't let
my father come to your door. He has given you nothing but suffering all
your life”. This shows how much hatred for his father there was in his
heart®®* (Baisantri 1999: 29f).

2 Hindi original: &j7 kT saut kT &ji se pah'le kisT bimari se mrtyu ho gar thi. ab ajoba gav mem kam rah'te
the. nag'our mem ma ke pas bar-bar akar rah'te the. ab un'ki sarf akar calf gar thi aur un'ka pah'le jaisa
rob kist par nahim cal'ta tha. bahd bhri un'ki thik se dekh'bhal nahim kar'ti thim. ve kafi bdrhe bhr ho gae

the. kabhi-kabhi ve ap'ne kap'rom mem hi tatti-pesab kar dete the. phir bhi sab'ko galiya dete rah'te the.
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Baisantri’'s grandfather might or might not have died in exactly the way stated above. It
is not my intention to doubt this description. What is striking, however, is not only the
fact that Baisantri chose to include this episode in her autobiography at all, but also the
fact that such a long, detailed and graphic paragraph is dedicated to it. In it, | see a
statement and a strategy that allows Baisantri to further suggest to the reader a certain
disapproval of the grandfather character. Human excreta are mentioned in Baisantri's
narrative on a few other occasions and in all of them, there is a boundary drawn be-
tween the clean family Kausalya Baisantri grew up in and the unclean surroundings they

were compelled to live in.

The first chapter of Doh'ra Abhisap meticulously describes an apparently regular Sun-
day in Kausalya’s family at the time of her childhood. Baisantri narrates in some detail
how the mother washed and brushed her daughters’ hair, how every family member
worked and cleaned something or other: from the cleaning and plastering of the house,
the washing and ironing of clothes to the sorting through rice grains. The two pages of
this scrupulous account end with the exhausted parents each taking a bath after finish-
ing this regular housework. Monika Browarczyk has pointed out that there is a narrative
leitmotif in Doh'ra Abhisap concerned with cleanliness, which “is to be read in the con-
text of a denial of Dalits’ alleged uncleanliness” (Browarczyk 2013: 297). | argue that
Baisantri not only demonstrates her family’s cleanliness in order to challenge the “al-
leged uncleanliness” of Dalits, but also to demarcate between her “progressive” family
and the rest of the basti they lived in at the time. This is made apparent through several
examples below. The first chapter does not only contain a very thorough description of a
regular Sunday cleaning ritual, it also discusses everyday meals and mentions that the
author’s family, as well as the “people from the basti” (basti ke log; Baisantri 1999: 13),

habitually consumed beef:

ek din ve bhukhe-pyase, tatti-pesédb mem ap'ni khat par mare pare the. kab un'ki mrtyu hur kisti ko pata hr
nahim cala. un'ka amt bari duhkhad paristhiti mem hua. phir bhi un'ke prati kist ki sahanubhati nahim thr.
ma& kah rahi thim ki un'ka bhar mar'te vakt ap'nT ma (&ji) se kah gaya tha ki kutte-billl ko khana khilana
paramtu mere pita ko ap'ne darvje par nahim ane dena. us'ne tumhem sari umr duhkh hr duhkh diya.

is'se us'ke man mem pitaji ke prati kit'nt ghrna thi is'ka pata lag'ta hai.
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This meat used to be cheap. There was a slaughterhouse just a short dis-
tance away from our basti. This slaughterhouse was in a place called
Gaddigodam. Muslim butchers sold the meat. The slaughterhouse had
mesh windows and doors. A doctor used to come, check the cows and
give permission to slaughter them. English people, Anglo-Indians and ser-
vants of Christians used to come here to buy meat. There was a small
market in Gaddigodam. One could get there everything one needed®®
(Baisantri 1999: 13).

In this short paragraph Baisantri argues that the slaughterhouse was a hygienic place:
not only did it have “mesh windows and doors” to prevent insects from entering, but also
a doctor used to check that the cows were healthy and could be slaughtered without
reservations. This excerpt also implicitly puts Baisantri’'s family as well as other beef-
eaters in the same line with well-respected members of the Indian society: “English peo-
ple, Anglo-Indians and servants of Christians”, who also bought meat at this place. The
subsequent narrative explicitly talks about the allegation of uncleanliness and the rea-

sons for it.

People from our basti used to buy meat, wrap it in some cloth and carry it
[home]. Blood would keep dropping out of the cloth all the way. It looked
very repulsive. Mother didn’t like to see this at all. She would stop whoever
she saw carrying meat wrapped in a cloth. She used to explain to them
that they should carry the meat in a tin or a bowl, covered. [Otherwise]

people will see this and say that we are dirty people. When people from

5 Hindi original: yah més sasta hota tha. hamarf bastr se thori hi dirf par kasaikhana tha. gaddigodam
namak jagah par yah khasaikhana tha. muslim kasar yah mas bec'te the. kasaikhane ki jalidar khirkiyam
aur darvaje the. daktar akar gayom ki jac karke kat'ne ki anumati deta tha. amgrej, aimglo imdiyan,
Tsaiyom ke naukar yaha akar mams kharid'te the. gaddigodam mem chotl si ek market thi. kam bhar ki

jartrat kT cljem vaha mil jati thi. vaha himda khatik bak'riyom ka mas bec'te the.
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the basti liked what mother said and carried it out, she became very
happy®*® (ibid.).

The paragraph suggests that one of the reasons for the “Dalits’ alleged uncleanliness”
(Browarczyk 2013: 297) is not the fact that they consumed meat, but that they used to
transport it in the manner described in the passage above. It also demonstrates that
Kausalya Baisantri’'s mother was aware of this professed uncleanliness and not only ac-
tively worked to change this state of affairs, but also possessed enough authority in the
basti for the people to listen and agree with her arguments. Still, Baisantri on several oc-
casions mentions people from the basti, who harassed the family because its members
worked hard to better their life circumstances. In the next short episode, the boundary
between the clean family of Kausalya Baisantri and the unclean others is made much

more obvious.

Now, mother had given up the thought of our marriages and made up her
mind that, however many obstacles may come, [she] would give us all,
brother and sisters, higher education. She was a very brave woman. Peo-
ple even came at night to our door to shit and piss, to wickedly point out
their objections to our studying. Grumbling, mother would clean away the
shit and piss, but she would not give up®’ (Baisantri 1999: 75).

2% Hindi original: hamarf basti ke log mas kharid'kar kisT kap're mem badh'kar late the. kap're mem se
sare raste bhar khan tapak'ta rah'ta tha. dekh'ne mem bahut bhadda lag'ta tha. ma ko yah dekh'kar bahut
bura lag'ta tha. vah jis'ko bhTl kap're mem mas badh'kar late dekh'tr, use tok detT thi. unhem sam'jhati thim
ki kist dibbe ya bartan mem mams laya karo, dhak'kar. log yah dekh'kar kahemge ki ham gamde log

haim. basti ke logom ko mé& kT bat acchr lagi aur unhomne is bat par amal kiya, tab ma ko bahut khusT hu.

27 Hindi original: ab ma ne hamart $adr ki cimta chor df aur pakka irada kar liya tha ki cahe kit'ni bhri ar'-
canem kyom na aé, ham sab bhai-bahanom ko (ci $iksa demgi. vah bahut diler mahila thim. hamare
dar'vaje ke pas log rat mem tatti-pesab tak kar jate the, Sararat ke taur par yah jat'lane ke lie ki ham kyom

parh'te haim. ma bar'barati hur tatti-pesab saf kar'tim, lekin unhomne har nahim mant.
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Not only are the “people from the bast” portrayed in this excerpt as unclean, by leaving
their excreta at the doorstep of Kausalya's family, they are also depicted as metaphori-
cally trying to besmear the family, to make it dirty and with it, more like themselves. This
episode vividly illustrates how Baisantri demarcates between her family and the people
who objected to their getting educated. Read together with the previous example, it im-
plies that cleanliness goes together with education and ignorance is at the root of un-

cleanliness.

In chapter thirteen, Baisantri reflects on the differences between the basti she lived in
and other neighborhoods. These differences became apparent to her once she started
going to school in another part of the town. An apparent train of thought brings Baisantri

to a particularly explicit and detailed description of the basti's public latrine.

On rainy days, mud was visible everywhere in the basti. But in front of the
houses of those big people [(i.e. from other neighborhoods)], there were
clean and tidy paved roads. Coming from Sitabuldi and other such places |
didn’t feel like entering the basti. | had to pass right next to the latrine.
Shitting children could be seen in front of it. The whole place kept being
filled with shit. And in front of this there were people’s houses. They used
to see shit all the time. For such a big basti there were only three latrines
and in each of them there were eight flush toilets, which were continuously
filled up with shit. There wasn’t even a clean place to put a foot on. Tape-
worms, ringworms were wriggling around. One could see shit of different
colors — black, red, brown, because some pregnant women used to eat
dirt or charcoal. Seeing this early in the morning, | felt nauseous. Early in
the morning there was a huge crowd. | used to go only to the school la-
trine®® (Baisantri 1999: 68f).

28 Hindi original: basti mem baris ke dinom mem sab or kicar nazar ata tha. paramtu in bare logom ke

gharom ke age pakki saf-suth'rf sarakem thim. sitabardr adi ki or se ane par mera man basti mem ghus'ne
ko nahim kar'ta tha. sam'ne hi pakhane ke pas se guzar'na par'ta tha. pakhane ke sam'ne bacce pakhana

kar'te nazar ate. sari jagah pakhane se bhari rah'tl. aur usi ke sdm'ne logom ke ghar the. uth'te-baith'te
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This is one of the most intense descriptions of the unhygienic surroundings in which
Kausalya Baisantri grew up in Doh'ra Abhisap. However, while describing the public la-
trine, Baisantri several times reiterates how repulsive she found it, how she “didn’t feel
like entering the bastl’, “felt nauseous” and “used to go only to the school latrine”. By
distancing herself from the vividly described uncleanliness, Baisantri once again demar-
cates between herself and the dirt she was surrounded with while living in the bast.
Thus, in Doh'ra Abhisap this kind of imagery is used as a boundary marker between the
family Baisantri grew up in and the unclean, uneducated and ignorant others. Through
the detailed and graphic description of the grandfather character’s death in his own exc-
reta, Baisantri's autobiography thus positions him in this second category and
metaphorically deprives him of the status of Baisantri’'s family member.

4.3 The Man Role Model Trope

As mentioned above, Dohra Abhisap does not treat male characters in the same way
male-written Dalit autobiographies treat female characters. There are numerous male
characters in Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography. As has been demonstrated in the pre-
vious sections, some of them are treated in the text as unimportant, insignificant or irrel-
evant. However, in parallel to the women characters, there also is a specific pattern dis-
cernible that is used to portray “good” male characters. Besides creating the trope of the
woman role model, Baisantri’s autobiography also constructs the man role model. Like
Baisantri's mother, her father, whose character is frequently overshadowed by the
agency of Baisantri’'s mother, is the most important man role model in Dohra Abhisap.

He is a hard working man, understands the importance of education for all his children,

unhem pakhana nazar ata tha. It'ni bari bastr ke lie sirf tin pakhane the aur har pakhane mem ath flas the
jo pure bhare rah'te the pakhane se. pamv tak rakh'ne ke lie jagah nahim hoti thi. fep varm, rimg varm bil -
bilate rah'te the. tarah-tarah ke ramg ka pakhana dikh'ta tha — kala, lal, braun kyomki kuch garbh'vatr
mabhilaem mitti, koy'la khatr thim. savere-savere yah dekh'kar jT macal'ne lag'ta tha. savere-savere bahut

bhir rah'tt thi. maim skdl ke pakhane mem hi jatr thr.
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supports his wife and does not interfere in her endeavors. Other male family members,
i.e. Aji's brothers, nephew and son Sravan, are mentioned only intermittently, neverthe-
less, being hard working and supportive towards women, their characters, too, consti-
tute examples of this trope. The list of other “good men” encompasses several more or
less minor characters, all of whom have been good or did a service to one or more
members of the author’s family and/or were particularly respectful towards women and
supportive of the idea of education for everyone. For instance, in the beginning of chap-
ter six, a Patel belonging to the Jaiswal Bania®® is mentioned, who owned the land of
the basti, in which the family lived at that time. When the young Kausalya passed her
“matric”,*° “he came to our home and gave me three rupees as a reward. He became
very happy. He said, ‘in my house neither boys nor girls study’. To mother, he said, ‘you
are very brave. You have educated [your] girls and you [still] keep the courage to edu-
cate them further’. Mother became very happy”?®' (Baisantri 1999: 30). Note that here,
once again, it is the mother who is being praised for educating the children, not both
parents. Another man role model is Kisan Bhaguji Ban'sode, a social activist, who
“‘worked to bring about awakening among untouchables” (aspr§yom mem jagrti lane ka
kam kar'te the; Baisantri 1999: 38). He also “prepared his wife to teach girls” (/ar’kiyom
ko parhane ke lie ap'ni pat'ni ko taiyar kiya tha; ibid.). Like Kausalya’s parents, this char-
acter is also said to have suffered hardship in the name of education: “Kisan Bhagujr
Ban'sode’s financial state was very bad, in spite of this, he dedicated his body, mind
and funds to the community” (kisan bhaguji ban'sode ki arthik halat bahut kharab thi
phir bhi unhomne ap'na tan-man-dhan samaj ko arpit kiya tha; ibid.). In Doh'ra Abhis$ap,
the man role model is invariably a man who supports the idea of education, particularly
education for women. When, after a number of frustrating experiences and failures the
family finally succeeds to have a water pipe installed in their house, the young Kausalya
goes to thank the engineer who helped her in this endeavor, and who responds by say-

2% See footnote 118.
260 See footnote 249.

28 Hindi original: to vahi hamare ghar aya aur mujhe tin rupaye inam mem die the. aur khiib khu$ hua.
kah'ne laga ki mere ghar na lar'’ka parh'ta hai na lar'ki. ma se kaha ki tum bahut dhairyavan ho. lar'kiyom

ko parhaya, aur bhi parhane kT himmat rakh'tr ho. ma bahut khu$ huri thim.
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ing: “study well now, all of you sisters and brothers” (tum sab bahan-bhar ab khub
parho; Baisantri 1999: 80). Baisantri mentions on several occasions that the family was
persecuted by “some vagabond boys and some of our relatives, who had a jealous na-
ture” (kuch avara lar’ke aur kuch hamare ristedar, jin'ka svabhav jal'ne ka hai; Baisantri
1999: 61), because they could “not [stand to] see our progress” (ve log hamari pragati
nahim dekh sak'te, ibid.) and would thus “torture us in different ways” (is'lie ve hamem
tarah-tarah se satate haim; ibid.). On one occasion, a bogus complaint is filed with the
police, after which an officer appears at the family’s house. However, being from “a
backward community” (vah samaj bhi bahut pich'ra tha; ibid.) himself, the officer quickly
realizes that the complaint is false. He advises the family to let him know, if anyone ha-
rasses them again (us'ne kaha ki agar is'ke bad kor ap'ko tamg kare to hamem khabar
kar'na; ibid.). Thus, this character not only supports the idea of education for male and
female members of “backward” communities, but also offers his support and protection
in case the family is harassed on these grounds. A short time later, the police officer is
transferred to another town, but “whenever he would come to Nagpur, he would visit us
before he would leave. Once, he even brought his wife and mother to our home” (vah
kabhi nag'pur ata, to ham logom ko mil'kar jata tha. ek bar ap'nf pat'ni aur ma ko bhr
hamare ghar laya tha; Baisantri 1999: 61f). This last sentence seems to highlight the ex-
ceptional qualities of the police officer: not only did he offer Kausalya’s family his help
and protection, he even brought his female family members for a visit with him. In this
way, similar to the woman role model Baisantri also constructs the man role model in
her autobiography: a man who is hardworking, honest, upright towards women, and

supportive of the idea of education for everyone.?*?

5 Conclusion

Using Tulsiram’s and Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiographies as case studies | have

shown that autobiographies written by male Hindi Dalit authors tend to disregard female

22 A further example of the man role model trope is discussed in chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”.
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characters and often either do not mention them at all or mention them to a much lesser
degree than male characters. In Murdahiya, the first book of Tulsiram’s two volume au-
tobiography, women characters often appear in groups, while individual women hardly
find any mention. In the second volume, Manikarnika, hardly any women characters ap-
pear in the main narrative, while at the end of the volume, a separate chapter gathers
these characters under one umbrella. While in both volumes the events are narrated in
a chronological order, this separate chapter seems to be cut out of the main narrative,
as events narrated in it happened during times, which have already been covered in the
narrative preceding this chapter. In Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiography Jdthan, women
characters often remain behind the scenes as well. While in Valmiki’s work, all four
brothers of the author are mentioned many times and portrayed in some detail, his sis-
ter is hardly mentioned at all and is given no narrative agency whatsoever. Another form
of female erasure that can be found in Omprakash Valmiki’'s Jathan, is the narrative ab-
sence of women characters in episodes, in which their presence is explicitly announced.
An illustration of this phenomenon is constituted by an episode describing the events of
an entire day, during which all the characters who are mentioned in the narrative are
men, despite the fact that the episode begins with the statement that women and chil-
dren were the only ones, who had stayed in the village, while men had left to work in the
fields.

Kausalya Baisantri’'s autobiography is an active textual response to male written Dalit
autobiographies and to female erasure from literary production as well as to the ab-
sence of narrative agency for women characters which she opposes. By expanding our
understanding of the autobiographical pact as formulated by Philippe Lejeune and turn-
ing her maternal grandmother and mother into additional protagonists of her autobiogra-
phy, she fills out the picture drawn by male Hindi Dalit writers, which frequently leaves
empty spaces where women characters should be. The same objective is reached by
including numerous female characters in Doh'ra Abhisap — whether it is required from
the point of view of the main narrative or not. In this manner, Baisantri is, as has been
pointed out by many scholars, including the collective in her private story, but, as Laura
Brueck has argued, this fact should not mean that Baisantri’s writing is such due to her
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being female, but rather constitutes a conscious and purposeful textual intervention with
a clear goal. Many of the women characters portrayed by Baisantri in her autobiogra-
phy, exhibit very similar characteristics, i.e. they are intelligent, active and enthusiastic,
they work hard, understand the importance of education and often exert themselves to
help others to get educated. | argue that by filling her autobiography with these women
characters, Kausalya Baisantri creates a new trope, which | call the good woman trope,
which challenges male-written Dalit literary texts as well as traditional views on gender

roles.

Baisantri announces in the introduction to her autobiography that she “needs indepen-
dence” to write her own story and that her husband, her brother and her son — her male
relatives, that is — could disagree with her decision to publish her life story. | read the
numerous examples of female agency, or, indeed, female independence, in Doh'ra Ab-
hisap as performed through Baisantri's own agency of writing her autobiography. The
instances in which the young protagonist of Baisantri’s autobiography is sexually ha-
rassed by male characters and to which she reacts by actively and fearlessly standing
up and defending herself with force, are to be read in this context and seen as the

equivalence of the act of her writing and publishing the autobiography.

As far as Doh'ra Abhisap’s male characters are concerned, Baisantri's narrative does
not neglect them in the way male Dalit writers tend to do with female characters. How-
ever, it subtly suggests to the reader a value judgment towards particular characters.
Through the usage of several narrative techniques such as explanations in parenthetical
glosses, employment of particular imagery or stripping individual characters of narrative
agency, Baisantri is able to let specific characters appear insignificant or irrelevant. At
the same time, in Doh'ra Abhisap, Baisantri also creates the man role model trope,
whose characteristics are very similar to the ones of the woman role model. That is to
say, in Kausalya Baisantri’s autobiography, the man role model is respectful towards
women, understands the importance of education for both sexes and either helps or en-

courages others to get educated.
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Chapter 4

Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'na in Omprakash Valmiki’s
Jathan

This chapter deals with Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiography Jdthan. It discusses the
rhetorical strategy used by him to create a tension between the usage of standard and
non-standard forms of Hindi in direct and reported speech. Using close reading as my
method, | demonstrate through numerous examples how this practice implicitly marks
the speakers either as formally educated vs. not educated or as competent vs. incom-
petent and thus suggests to the reader a value judgment towards these speakers and
their statements.

1 Introduction

Marathi Dalit author and critic Sharankumar Limbale (Saran'kumar Limbale) stated in
Dalit Sahityace Saumdaryasastra (“Aesthetics of Dalit literature”) — a book first printed in
Marathi in 1996 which is widely considered to be the first effort in a theory of Dalit litera-
ture — that the language of Dalit literature is an “uncouth and rude language” (g&var-
asabhya bhasa; Limbale 2005: 45).%° He went on to say that this language was the Dal-
its’ speech (boli) that didn’t follow “rules of grammar and cultivated gestures” (Sist
samket aur vyakaran ke niyam). According to him, Dalit writers have rejected “standard
language” (praman bhasa) and have chosen the “language of the bast’"?** (basti ki
basa) for their writings (ibid.). This was certainly true for early Marathi Dalit poetry of the

Dalit Panthers, who used language as a weapon to attack casteist society and lay bare

263 Limbale 2005 is the Hindi translation made by Ramanika Gupta of the original book which was first
published in Marathi. Thus, the originals given in brackets, too, are Hindi translations of the Marathi origi-

nal.
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its crimes against the “lower castes”.?®® Hindi Dalit literature has since developed a far
more nuanced approach to the usage of language, but it has, “nevertheless, inherited a
focus on language as a tool of differentiation and political commentary” (Brueck 2014:
101). Manipulations with language as a stylistic device are among the most important
narrative strategies used by Hindi Dalit authors in their writings and warrant therefore a

close examination.

Contrary to Limbale’s claim that Dalit writers have rejected standard language, Hindi
Dalit authors, and particularly the three authors whose works are in the focus of this dis-
sertation, for the most part, use Modern Standard Hindi as their primary language — a
standardized form of the khari bolP®® dialect of Hindi as it is taught in schools and at uni-
versities. While Kausalya Baisantri’s Hindi appears to be more colloquial and Tulsiram’s
language is more akin to scholarly language — unsurprising facts since Hindi was not
Baisantri’'s mother tongue and Tulsiram’s long academic career had to have an effect on
his choice of language — Omprakash Valmiki’'s choice of speech forms and manipula-

tions with language are more complex and intricate.

This chapter explores ways in which Omprakash Valmiki employs the usage of different
varieties of Hindi in his autobiography. | will show how Valmiki’'s usage of “marked
speech” changes throughout Jdthan and how he uses it to highlight the differences be-
tween various speakers and the main text corpus. “Marked speech”, in this context, is
any sentence or phrase that is written in something other than Modern Standard Hindi —
the main language of Jdthan — which effectively “marks” the speaker in a certain way.

As outlined by Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, “character, as one construct within the ab-

stracted story, can be described in terms of a network of character-traits. These traits,

264 For the term bastr, see footnote 36.
265 gee, for example, Omvedt 1995, Zelliot 2015 and Hovell 1989.

26 R.'S. McGregor translates kharf bolf as “established speech”, see McGregor 2004: XIlI.
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however, may or may not appear as such in the text” (Rimmon-Kenan 2005: 61). A
character’s speech can serve as a means of indirect characterization, particularly when
it is different from the voice of the narrator: “The form or style of speech is a common
means of characterization in texts where the characters’ language is individuated and
distinguished from that of the narrator. Style may be indicative of origin, dwelling place,
social class, or profession” (Rimmon-Kenan 2005: 66). In the case of Jathan, however,
characters’ speech is rarely used for characterization of individual characters, but rather

of particular groups of characters.

The famous Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin introduced the term “heteroglossia”
as a theoretical concept which is rather useful in this context. The term first appeared in
his essay “Discourse in the Novel” written in 1934—-35 and refers to the simultaneous ex-
istence in a single language of particular lects or varieties of language, which reflect
“specific points of view on the world, forms for conceptualizing the world in words, spe-
cific world views, each characterized by its own objects, meanings and values” (Bakhtin
1981: 291). What defines heteroglossia is not merely the existence of these lects, but
rather the tension and contrast between different varieties of language as they repre-
sent disparate world views. | argue that it is these world views that Valmiki endeavors to

style through his usage of characters’ speech as indirect characterization in Jathan.

Laura Brueck has shown that while Hindi Dalit authors use Modern Standard Hindi in
their short stories in first- or second-person narration, in monologue or dialogue they fre-
quently use marked forms of Hindi to give emphasis to the difference of the marked
passages of spoken or reported language and thus to “exhibit nuanced political per-
spectives” (Brueck 2014: 105). She has shown further that “for a character to speak in a
‘marked’ (simplified, non-modern-standard) version of Hindi is to exhibit a deficiency of
Dalit chetna®®’ to be characterized not only as ‘rural’ or ‘traditional’, but specifically to be

condemned as ‘backward” (ibid.).

27 For the term dalit cet'na (Dalit consciousness) see the introduction to this dissertation and footnote 5.
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In a similar manner, in Jdthan “marked speech” is exclusively used in direct speech, i.e.
in dialogue or monologue. This “marked speech” is only twice represented by another
language.?® On all other occasions it is a non-standard variant of Hindi, which in actual
speech in many cases might not draw any particular attention to itself. It does, however,
clearly stand out in writing. | argue that this “marked speech” cannot be seen as
Valmiki’'s “attempt at truthfulness”, an attempt, in other words, to let the characters
speak in exactly the same way they did when he witnessed them in his actual child-
hood. For one reason, because just as no text and no autobiography can be an exact
representation of reality, no person’s memory can be expected to be perfect to an ex-
tent that would allow them to reproduce speech exactly as they heard it many years pre-
viously. More importantly, Valmiki’'s usage of “marked speech” in his autobiography
holds a distinctive structure: direct speech is scarce in Jiathan and each case of it is
strategically placed to reflect distinct ideas or ideology. | argue that the interplay be-
tween different variants of Hindi is a specific stylistic device which is consciously em-
ployed by Valmiki as a means of indirect characterization with a very definite objective

in mind.

| prefer not to refer to this non-standard variant or form of Hindi either as “dialect” or as
“sociolect”. To call it a dialect one would need to have more information than the small
amount of separated sentences presented in Jithan. It would also need to have more
features distinguishing it from standard Hindi than is discernible from the available ex-
amples. In addition, there is no true consensus about the term ‘dialect’ and its precise
characteristics, for which reason | choose to abstain from its use.?® To call it a sociolect
also appears problematic, since it is not a type of speech that is used by a specific so-
cial group, at least not one that is generally regarded as a group. While a jati can un-

doubtedly be called a social group, in Jathan, characters who use this speech belong to

268 Marathi and Punjabi, see chapter 5 “Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment”.

269 See, for instance, Alexander Maxwell (2018) and a thorough discussion of the famous witticism “a lan-
guage is a dialect with an army and a navy” attributed to the linguist Max Weinreich (apparently, originally
made in Yiddish in 1945).
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different jatis, and furthermore, different characters belonging to the same jati use differ-
ent kinds of speech in different situations. | would venture to regard this kind of marked
speech and particularly the way in which Valmiki uses it in his autobiography as a “con-
structed sociolect”, a lect, that is, which is used by a certain kind of people, whether
they regard themselves as a group or not. However, since this is not a sociolinguistic
work, | will refrain from using these terms. Omprakash Valmiki himself refers to this form
of Hindi at one point in his narrative as a “rural accent” (dehatr lah'ja; Valmiki 1999: 86).
It is very probable that the form of Hindi which was spoken in Valmiki’s village at the
time of his childhood and adolescence constitutes the base for the form of Hindi he
chose to use in his autobiography,?”® but since, as pointed out above, this form of Hindi
stands out in writing more than it would in actual speech, | prefer not to use the term ac-
cent as well. | will thus proceed to refer to the non-standard variant of Hindi that is used

by Valmiki in his autobiography as a “non-standard form” of Hindi, or “marked speech”.

2 Marked Speech in “the Village”

Like in his short stories, throughout Jiathan Omprakash Valmiki also uses non-standard
forms of Hindi in direct speech as shown by Brueck (Brueck 2014: 107ff.); there exist,
however, gradations of marked speech in Jathan, which allow the author to use it as a
more intricate rhetorical strategy. | call the two main settings of Jiathan “the village” and
“the city”. The first part of the autobiography is set in the “village” setting, where the pro-
tagonist grows up and goes to school. The “city” setting starts after the protagonist
leaves his village Barla to go to college in Dehradun. Valmiki’'s usage of language after

this crucial moment changes abruptly, which is why | will analyze it separately.

2" This same form of Hindi is also used by Valmiki in his short story Paccis cauka derh sau (Valmiki 2000:
78-84).
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2.1 Non-standard “rural” Hindi

At first glance, it looks like all village residents in Jdthan speak a kind of a non-standard
rural form of Hindi that is characterized — to give just a few examples — by the usage of
retroflex na instead of dental na, shortening or lengthening of vowels, changing of verb
forms or combining of their parts (parha hai instead of parh raha hai), loss or addition of
aspiration (b7 instead of bhi, mhare instead of mere) and use of non-standard words?”"
(jakat), which are often stressed by synonyms in parenthetical glosses as an indication

that the author does not expect his standard Hindi readers to be familiar with them.

This is how young Omprakash’s father asks the school principal for his son to be admit-

ted to school:

Example 1.1%"2

Translation: Master ji,>” | will be grateful to you, if you will also teach this

child of mine two letters.

27! By “non-standard” | mean both usage in Modern Standard Hindi, as well as, and more importantly so,

the standard usage of language in the main text corpus of Jithan.

272 Examples are numerated throughout this chapter to allow easier discussion of and comparison be-

tween them on later occasions.

273 The word Jj1, used with a name or a title, is a formal appellation similar to “sir” or “madam”.
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Hindi original:*’* mastarlji, thari mehar'banni ho jagr jo mhare is jakat
(baccd) ku br do aksar sikha doge (Valmiki 1999: 12).

Standard: mastarlji, teri/tumhari mehar'bani ho jaegr jo mere is bacce

ko bhi do aksar sikha doge.

Here, in some words, aspiration is added (mhare instead of mere), while in some it is re-
moved (bl instead of bhi), some vowels are flattened (kd instead of ko), a consonant is
doubled (mehar'banni for mehar'bani), the verb jaegr is shortened to jagi, teriltumhari is
clipped to thari, a non-standard word jakat is used and explained in a parenthetical

gloss.

On another occasion, when the young protagonist needs to climb on top of the house to

mend the roof, his father addresses him in a similarly non-standard form:

Example 1.2

Translation: Careful, Mumsr ji,?"® steady feet... don’t go on the roof... stay

right next to the wall.

2" Throughout this chapter, whenever non-standard usage of Hindi is of importance, the structure of
quotes from Jithan is as follows: In the transliterated quote from the Hindi original the words marked bold
are non-standard. This quote is followed by a standard Hindi version of the same, in which the replaced
words are also marked bold. However, it must be kept in mind that it is not always possible to replace
each non-standard word with an exact standard equivalent, several variations might be possible. In
cases, when | am aware of the possible variations, they are separated by a / sign: tere/tumhare. An Eng-
lish translation precedes the Hindi versions. In cases when it is not the register of Hindi that is discussed,
the regular practice of quoting the English translation in the main text continues, while Hindi originals are

quoted in footnotes.

25 The words mumsT ji stand for the father’s affectionate form of address for the young Omprakash. Its
meaning and significance are discussed in more detail in chapter 5 “Challenging Premchand: Creating a

Narrative of Empowerment”.
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Hindi original: sambhal ke, mum§i ji, paira jama ke... chat par mat jana...
dival ki taraf hi rah'na (Valmiki 1999: 31).

Standard: sambhal kar, mum§r ji, pair jama kar... chat par mat jana...

divar ki taraf hi rah'na.

Like in the first example, the dental na is replaced here with the retroflex na (jana in-
stead of jana, rah'na instead of rah'ng), additionally, two words have non-standard
forms: paira instead of pair and dival instead of divar. The two absolutives sambhal ke
(carefully) and jama ke (steady) have colloquial forms, which in the case of Jathan ap-

pears to be an indication of non-standard usage.?”®

Valmiki’s father is not the only character who uses this form of Hindi. Other people use
this kind of non-standard form of Hindi in direct speech, too. In the following example
Sukkhan Singh (Sukkhan Simh), the young protagonist’s school friend, addresses Om-
prakash thus:

Example 1.3
Translation: Why did you stop going to school? Won’t you study further?

Hindi original: kyom mad'rase jana chor diya, agge ni parhega? (Valmiki
1999: 24).

Standard: kyom mad'rase jana chor diya, age nahim parhega?

27 The colloquial form ke of the absolutive suffix kar as well as the colloquial form pe of the postposition
par are often used in spoken Hindi and could well be considered standard Hindi in writing, as well. How-
ever, in the case of Jdthan | tend to interpret them as non-standard, because, as will be shown in more
examples to come, the colloquial forms ke and pe are only used in those instances in which the speech is
marked as non-standard. While in examples where speech is standard, the standard forms kar and par

are used. The main text corpus uses the standard forms exclusively.
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Here, too, the dental na is replaced with the retroflex na (jana instead of jana), a conso-

nant is doubled in 4gge instead of age and the negation nahim is shortened to nr.

On another occasion, when a washerman (dhobi)?”’ refuses to iron young Omprakash’s

clothes, he utters the following sentences.

Example 1.4

Translation: We don’t wash Chuhra’s and Chamar’s clothes, and we don’t
iron them. If we iron your clothes, the Tagas won’t give us their clothes to

wash. There goes my daily bread...

Hindi original: ham cah're-camarom ke kap're nahim dhote, na hr istri
kar'te haim. jo tere kap're pe istri kar demge to taga ham'se kap're na
dhulvaége. mhari to roji-rottr cali ja gi... (Valmiki 1999: 28).

Standard: ham ciah're-camarom ke kap're nahim dhote, na hr istri kar'te
haim. jo tere kap're par istri kar demge to taga ham'se kap're na dhul-

vaége. meri to roji-roti call ja gai...

This is the only instance in which a person belonging to a jati other than Chuhra
(cah'ra)’™® or Taga (taga)®® uses direct speech in the village setting of the book. | use
this example despite the fact that it constitutes somewhat of an exception. Apart from
the colloquial form pe of the postposition par, the other non-standard words in the wash-
erman’s speech — mhari instead of meri, the double { in rofti instead of rofi, the short-
ened verb grinstead of gar — appear only in the last sentence and seem to have been
added at the end as an afterthought. The two first sentences do not contain any words

"7 The term dhobT (Dhobi) is the name of the jati of washer people. The name is derived from the Hindi
verb dhona and Sanskrit dhav, “to wash” (Russell 2021: Vol. I, 431-436). The community is large and
distributed all over the subcontinent, it is listed as a Scheduled Caste, though, to my knowledge, not in ev-

ery Indian state.

278 See footnote 35.

27 See footnote 80.
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or word forms that | would consider non-standard Hindi. This peculiarity has to do with
the fact that the washerman neither belongs to Valmiki's own Chuhra jati, nor to the
dominant Taga jati, which is seen and portrayed as the main oppressor of the Chuhras
throughout the book. As | will show below, usage of non-standard vocabulary or word
forms in direct speech in Jathan often has to do with the context of caste oppression,
and thus the dhobi, standing as it were between the two extremes, is not heavily
marked with non-standard word forms. This aspect is discussed below in sections 2.2
and 2.3. What is important at this point is to demonstrate that this non-standard form of

Hindi is used in direct speech in the village setting of Jithan by people from all jatis.

Savarnas (savarna) or people from “high jatis” also use this form of non-standard Hindi
in their speech. On page 75f. a village resident called Camanlal Tyagr addresses the

young Omprakash thus:

Example 1.5

Translation: [I] have heard [that] you go to school to study? [...] take [this],
read this page and show [me] [...] Chotan, your son can even read the

Ramayana.

Hindi original: suna hai, ta parh'ne jata hai skal mem? [...] le, is panne pe
parh'ke dikha [...] chotan, tera betta to ramayan bhi parh leve hai (Valmiki
1999: 75f.).

Standard: suna hai, ta parh'ne jata hai skal mem? [...] le, is panne par
parh'kar dikha [...] chotan, tera beta to ramayan bhi parh leta hai.

Camanlal Tyagr's speech, too, is characterized by the usage of a retroflex na instead of
dental na in suna instead of suna, the double f in befta instead of beta as well as the
non-standard verb form /eve instead of leta. The colloquial forms pe instead of par and

ke instead of the absolutive suffix kar add to the non-standard feeling of this example.
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The fact that this particular example appears to contain fewer non-standard forms than

other similar examples is discussed in section 2.3 below.

2.2 Standard vs. Non-standard Hindi

However, not all people in the village use non-standard speech: school teachers in par-
ticular often speak Modern Standard Hindi. When headmaster Kaliram is searching for

the young Omprakash, he uses the following phrase:

Example 2.1

Translation: abe, hey Chuhre ke [(see below)], where have you gone [(lit.:

entered)] motherfucker... your mother...

Hindi original: abe, o cih're ke, madar'cod kaha ghus gaya... ap/ni ma...
(Valmiki 1999: 15).

While a pupil answers thus:

Example 2.2
Translation: Master sghab,?®° he is sitting in the corner.
Hindi original: massab, vo baittha hai kone mem (Valmiki 1999: 15).

Standard: mastar sahab, vah baitha hai kone mem.

While the word méassab alone does not necessarily constitute non-standard usage — in

Hindi literature, school children often call their teachers matsab or massab as a short

2% The word sahab, used with a name or a title, means today much the same as “sir”, “mister”.
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form of mastar sahab — its usage together with vo instead of standard vah and the
retroflex n in kona instead of kona, as well as the doubling of the fa in baiftha instead of
baitha does mark this sentence as definitely non-standard. The teacher’s speech, how-

ever, is not non-standard at all, but rather highly irregular and abusive.

This irregular and abusive type of speech is another kind of speech form employed by
Valmiki in Jathan. It almost invariably starts with the Hindi word abe. The Oxford Hindi-
English dictionary gives its translation as “interj. pej. you! you rascal! wretch!” (McGre-
gor 2014: 46). The English translator of Jdthan, Arun Prabha Mukherjee, leaves it un-
translated as “abey” (Valmiki 2003: p. 3). In Hindi, this word is used as a form of highly
impolite and rude address. In Jathan, the word abe, which is only used in direct speech,
is frequently followed by cdh're ke or cuh're ka. The words k& and ke are forms of the

Hindi possessive postposition, so cih're ke or cih're k& means “belonging to Chuhra”.

Valmiki states on page 12 that most residents of his native village Barla used this kind
of language when addressing a member of the Chuhra community. “No one used to call
[us] by name. The custom or form of address for an older [person] was “o cah’re” [(hey
Chuhra)], for one of the same age or younger “abe cuh're ke” [(literally: “you Chuhra’s”,
meaning the offspring of a Chuhra)]”#' (Valmiki 1999: 12).

Headmaster Kaliram is not the only school teacher who uses Modern Standard Hindi in
his speech. Other school teachers from Valmiki’'s native village Barla portrayed in
Jathan also speak standard Hindi for the most part. What makes the teachers’ speech
different? | argue that through the usage of Modern Standard Hindi in the teachers’
speech Valmiki marks them as educated people. In a rural environment in the 1950s
and 60s in northern India school teachers can safely be assumed to belong to the most
educated people of a village. The accentuation of the difference between formally edu-

cated and not educated people in the very beginning of the book helps Valmiki on later

! Hindi original: nam lekar pukar'ne kisi ko adat nahim thi. umr mem bara ho to ‘o chah're’, barabar ya

umr mem chota hai to ‘abe chiah're ke’ yahi tarika ya sambodhan tha.
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occasions to immediately suggest to the reader a kind of moral superiority and/or inferi-

ority as well as trustworthiness of the speakers.

On the other hand, the abusive form used by most teachers as well as on many occa-
sions other “upper caste” villagers, serves as a tool that allows Valmiki to mark their
speech as not neutral, i.e. not quite the same as the straightforward Modern Standard
Hindi that is the language of the main text corpus.

On a few occasions, like in examples 2.1 and 2.2 above, the school teachers’ standard
speech is contrasted with non-standard speech used by other characters. There is not
much direct speech in Jdthan in general, and even less direct speech that is directed at
someone other than the main protagonist. It is therefore barely possible to say with any
amount of certainty whether or not it was Valmiki’'s intention to imply that some of the
non-standard Hindi speakers in Jathan spoke in this manner on a daily basis or only
switched to the non-standard form of Hindi for the benefit of the people they meant to
abuse or discriminate. But examples 2.1 and 2.2 above, as well as several examples to
follow allow me to argue that the non-standard form of Hindi is employed by Valmiki not
as a symbol for the usage of non-standard speech as a means to discriminate people
from “lower castes”, but is rather used consciously by the author as a rhetorical device
to highlight the difference between formally educated and not educated persons — at

least in the village setting.

In examples 2.3 and 2.4 below, the teacher Brjpal Simh speaks Modern Standard Hindi
to his class (2.3) as well as to the young Omprakash personally (2.4), while his wife
(2.5) uses such an emphatically non-standard form of Hindi that one simple sentence

requires two explanations in brackets.

Example 2.3
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Translation: Should any student have a question or a doubt, he can ask
[me] without hesitation. He can come to [my] house. | want every student

from my class to get good grades.

Hindi original: kisi bhr vidyarthr ko kuch pach'na ho ya samka ho to bina hi-
cak pich sak'ta hai. ghar mem & sak'ta hai. maim cah'ta ham, meri kaksa
ka har vidyarthi acche amk lae (Valmiki 1999: 70).

Example 2.4

Translation: Put your books on the parapet in front, there is wheat in this

canister, just have it ground and bring it back. By then | will be free.

Hindi original: ap'nr kitabem sam'ne mumder par rakh do, is kanastar mem
gehﬁ haim, jara inhem pisakar le 4o. tab tak maim khali ho jaamga
(Valmiki 1999: 71).

Example 2.5
Translation: | don’t know where he went! He didn’t tell [me] before going.

Hindi original: pata nahim kimgghe (kaha) ka likar'ge (nikal gae)! bata ke
nahim gae (Valmiki 1999: 71).

Standard: pata nahim kaha/kidhar nikal gae! bata kar nahim gae.

The five-word sentence uttered by teacher Brjpal Simh'’s wife contains several non-stan-
dard forms: the standard kaha or kidhar is replaced by kimgghe, the postposition ko, as
in some previous examples, is flattened to k& and used after the interrogative pronoun,
which in itself constitutes non-standard usage; the perfective verb form nikal gae is
transformed to likar'ge. In addition, the second sentence contains the colloquial form ke
of the absolutive suffix kar. In fact, the short speech made by the teacher’s wife contains
one of the most extreme examples of non-standard Hindi in Jathan on the whole. At the

same time, the teacher’s speech is represented as standard to such an extent that even
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standard forms of the postposition par as well as the absolutive suffix kar (pisakar) are
used. The teacher’s wife addresses the young Omprakash, but there is nothing to indi-
cate that she speaks in this manner because of the person she is addressing. Overall,
the contrast between the teacher’s and his wife’s speech is very prominent and makes it
hardly possible for the reader to come to another conclusion than that the teacher’s wife

must, unlike her husband, be not formally educated.

The following example is particularly interesting because the people speaking non-stan-
dard Hindi on this occasion are the father and the brother of the same Brjpal Simh from

the examples 2.3 and 2.4 above.

Example 2.6
Translation:
[father:] Who is it sitting? [...]

[brother:] He came from Barla. Birij'pal?®* sent [him]... They came to get

wheat. One is inside, [he] is filling a sack with wheat. [...]

[father to Omprakash:] Son, why are you sitting there... Come here and sit

on the cot.

[Omprakash:] ...Abba ji,?®® | am fine right here. [...]

[father:] No, son, come and sit here. [...] Are you studying? [...]
[Omprakash:] Yes. I'm in the tenth [grade].

[father:] Does my Biraj'pal teach you?

[Omprakash:] Yes...!

82 Note that the name Brjpal, which is written is this form throughout the book, appears in this short
episode as “Birij'pal” and “Biraj'pal” — another hint at the non-standard register used by teacher Brjpal
Simh’s father and brother.

% | iterally, “father”, a form of respectful address to an elderly man.
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Hindi original:
[father:] yo kon baiththa hai? |...]

[brother:] bar'la se aya hai. birij'lpal ne bhejja... gehi lene ae haim. ek

bhittar hai, katte mem gehﬁ bhar riya hai. [...]

[father to Omprakash:] bette, vaha kyid beththa hai... ighe (yaha) ake
car'par pe baith ja.

[Omprakash:] ...abba ji, maim yahim thik hd. [...]

[father:] na bette, yaha ake baith. [...] parhe hai? [...]

[Omprakash:] ji. das'vim mem hd.

[father:] mhara biraj'pal parhave hai?

[Omprakash:] ji...! (Valmiki 1999: 64).

Standard:
[father:] yah kaun baitha hai? [...]

[brother:] bar'la se aya hai. brj'pal ne bheja... gehi lene e haim. ek bhi-

tar hai, katte mem gehﬁ bhar raha hai. [...]

[father to Omprakash:] bete, vahd kyom betha hai... yaha akar car'par

par baith ja.

[Omprakash:] ...abba ji, maim yahim thik hd. [...]

[father:] na bete, yaha akar baith. [...] parh rahe hai? [...]
[Omprakash:] ji. das'vim mem hd.

[father:] mera brj'pal parhata/parhate hai?

[Omprakash:] ji...!
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Both Brjpal Simh’s brother and father speak a non-standard form of Hindi, which is in no
way different from the one spoken by Valmiki’'s father in example 1.1. In the beginning
of the dialogue, Brjpal Simh’s father talks to his son, after this he addresses the young
Omprakash. His choice of language is the same on both occasions. Additionally, neither
father nor son are aware of young Omprakash’s jati affiliation when they talk to him.
Hence it is obvious that on the one hand, Brjpal Simh speaks Modern Standard Hindi
not for the reason that this was the language members of his family used to speak,
while on the other hand, it is irrefutable that the “upper caste” men do not speak non-

standard Hindi condescendingly to discriminate or for the benefit of the Chuhra boy.

The next example contrasts the standard Hindi of a (former) teacher with the non-stan-
dard speech of his friend. When the young Omprakash finds himself stranded in Muzaf-
farnagar, a city about 20 km away from his native village Barla, he is lucky to meet his
former teacher, mastar Vedpal, who agrees to put him up for the night. All of his utter-

ances are in Modern Standard Hindi.

Example 2.7
Translation: Come, we’ll put you on the first bus in the morning.

Hindi original: calo, subah ki pah'li bas mem baitha demge (Valmiki 1999:
68).

Translation: Go, lie down on that cot. | will put you on the 6 o’clock bus in

the morning. You will arrive at home by half past six.

Hindi original: jao, us carpar par let jao. subah chah baje ki bas mem

baitha diiga. sarhe chah baje tak ghar pahiic jaoge (Valmiki 1999: 68).

Translation: It's just a matter of one night, lie down on the floor. These

people have come unexpectedly.
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Hindi original: rat bhar ki to bat hai phars par let jdo. ye log acanak a gae
haim (Valmiki 1999: 69).

The teacher’s guest, however, speaks differently:

Example 2.8

Translation: Who is this lad? Send him, too, yar’®... he, too, will have a

taste...

Hindi original: ye laumda kon hai? ise bhi bhej de yar... yo bhi cakh lega
svad... (Valmiki 1999: 69).

Standard: ye laumda kaun hai? ise bhi bhej de yar... yah bhi cakh lega

svad...

The teacher speaks an impeccable form of Modern Standard Hindi in which, similarly to
example 2.4 above even the standard form of the suffix par is used twice. Yet, his
guest, who with his speech addresses Vedpal, uses non-standard forms kon instead of
kaun and yo instead of yah as well as the informal or colloquial words laumda and yar.
Here too, the different speech forms are used to mark the former teacher as an edu-

cated person as opposed to his friend.

Even on occasions when teachers use non-standard vocabulary, their speech is rarely
as richly packed with non-standard words or word forms as the speech of other per-
sons. On page 28f Valmiki writes about his teacher Yogemdra Tyagt, who was a “nice
man” (ad’'mi to bhale the; Valmiki 1999: 28) and used to tell Valmiki’s father:

Example 2.9

% The word yar m., means “friend”; it is an emphatically informal Hindi word.
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Translation: Chotan, don’t stop your boy from studying.

Hindi original: Chotan, ap'ne lar’ke ko parh'ne se mat rok'na (Valmiki 1999:
29).

However, at school, as a form of punishment for mistakes he used to humiliate Om-

prakash by threatening to tear his shirt and saying:

Example 2.10

Translation: How many pork joints (pieces of pork meat) have you eaten?

You must have eaten at least one leg?

Hindi original: sdar ki kit'ni samtem (sdar ki gost ki boti) khar haim? ek
pamv to kha hr lete hoge? (Valmiki 1999: 29).

Yogemdra Tyagrt speaks standard Hindi in both examples. But example 2.10 contains
the word samtem,?®*> which is not frequently used in Hindi and which is marked by
Valmiki himself as non-standard through the explanation in the parenthetical gloss. Yet,

its usage alone does not constitute non-standard language.

On another occasion, an unnamed teacher (called “mastar sahab” throughout the
episode) scolds the young protagonist, because he allowed himself to ask a question
that compared the situation of the starving Chuhras with the story of Dronacharya

(Dronacharya).?®

Example 2.11

285 Py of samt, f. 1. joining, sticking. 2.contact. 3. a liaison [...]. 4. plot. (McGregor 2004b: 1000).

2% Dronacharya (Dronacharya) plays a central role in the Mahabharata, where he is portrayed as an as-

cetic and a guru to both, the Pandavas (Pandava) and the Kauravas (Kaurava).
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Translation: Terrible times have come [upon us]... if an untouchable
[(achat)] is daring to speak out. Chuhre ke, you're comparing yourself to

Dronacharya... There, | will write an epic on youl[r skin]...

Hindi original: ghor kaliyug & gaya hai... jo ek achdt jaban jorT kar raha hai.
[...] cah're ke, ta dronacarya se ap'ni barabari kare hai... le tere Gpar

maim mahakavya likhaga... (Valmiki 1999: 34).

Standard: ghor kaliyug & gaya hai... jo ek achuat jaban jori kar raha hai.
[...] cah're ke, ta dronacarya se ap'ni barabari kar rahe hai... le tere tpar

maim mahakavya likhiga...

Like in the previous example, the teacher’s speech in this instance is mostly standard —

but for the one shortened continuous verb form kare hai instead of kar rahe hai.

In the next few examples, however, teachers use more non-standard forms. When

teacher Phalsimh is beating up a Chuhra pupil, he utters the following sentences.

Example 2.12

Translation: Abe, séle,?®” Chuhra’s offspring, tell [me] when you die. You

pretend to be a great hero, today [I] will take out the oil from your hair.

Hindi original: abe, sale, cah're ki aulad, jab mar jaega, bata dena. bahut
hiro bane haim, aj karhaga (nikaliiga) terT julphom se tel (Valmiki 1999:
61).

Standard: abe, sale, cuh're ki aulad, jab mar jaega, bata dena. bahut hiro

bane haim, &j nikallga teri julphom se tel.

On this occasion, there appears in the teacher’'s speech a retroflex na in the verb

ban'na, instead of a dental na (bane instead of bane) very similarly to the non-standard

7 The word sala m. means “brother-in-law”, but is widely used as an abusive address in Hindi.
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form of Hindi as it has been show above. The verb karhiga®® is another instance of a
Hindi word that is not frequently used in standard Hindi, but can easily be found in a dic-
tionary. Nevertheless, the author’s explanation in brackets suggests that he considers
this a non-standard word that requires explanation. Teacher Philsimh’s speech on this
occasion is still standard Hindi for the most part, but the two non-standard forms in this

example suggest a peculiarity that is worth a closer look.

Earlier in the book, when the new headmaster Kaliram speaks to Omprakash, he starts

by speaking standard Hindi, but changes his speech midway to non-standard.

Example 2.13

Translation: Abe,*°

what is your name? [...] Good... there is a teak tree
standing over there, go climb it, break some twigs and make a broom.
Make a broom with leaves. And make the whole school shine like a mirror.

After all, this is your hereditary occupation. Go... start working at once.

Hindi original: kya nam hai be tera? [...] thik hai... vah jo sGm'ne $isSam ka
per khara hai, us par carh ja aur _tah’niyaz tor'ke jhard bana le. pattom valr
Jjhara banana. aur pdre skual kd aisa cam'kad de jaisa sisa. tera to yo
khan'dani kam hai. ja... phataphat lag ja kam pe (Valmiki 1999: 14f.).

Standard: kya nam hai be tera? [...] thik hai... vah jo sam'ne $isam ka per
khara hai, us par carh ja aur _tah’niyé tor'kar jhara bana le. pattom valr

Jjhara banana. aur pure skul ko aisa cam'ka de jaisa Sisa. tera to yah
khan'dani kam hai. ja... phataphat lag ja kam par.

28 Future 1% person singular of karh'na, “v.t. 1. to pull, [...] 2. to take out, to draw (water, or milk from a
cow), to draw off (liquid) [...]" (McGregor 2004b: 188).

29 The word be is a short form of abe.
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This is the only occasion in Jathan in which a teacher’s speech is marked by this many
non-standard forms. Remarkably, the shift in the headmaster’'s speech occurs around
the word jhara, “broom”, the very symbol of the occupation that is considered “tradi-
tional” for members of the Chuhra jati. Speaking about it, the teacher starts to pro-
nounce dental na retroflex as na: bana, banana, he also flattens ko to ki, as we have
seen on numerous occasions before; sa turns to sa: sisg instead of $isa, the non-stan-

dard yo replaces the standard yah, the postposition par is used in its colloquial form pe.

If we look back at the examples in which teachers use standard Hindi (2.3, 2.4, 2.7, 2.9)
and compare them to the ones, in which they use some forms of non-standard Hindi
(2.10, 2.11, 2.12, 2.13), it becomes obvious that what is common between the examples
in the first group is that they are neutral with regard to caste discrimination. In contrast,
what is common between the examples of the second group, is that they all have a con-
text of caste oppression. Thus one can say that while Modern Standard Hindi is used in
the village setting of Jathan as an indicator of formally educated persons, in cases with
a context of caste discrimination, non-standard vocabulary and/or non-standard word
forms are used in direct speech as a marker, even if the person is a formally educated

one.

In the case of the “nice man” (bhale ad'mr;, Valmiki 1999: 28) Yogemdra Tyagi (example
2.10) the non-standard marker is only one not very common Hindi word — the level of
caste discrimination in his case can be regarded as rather light in comparison. In the
case of “mastar sahab” from example 2.11, the marker is a non-standard verb form — af-
ter all, his is a more serious case of caste discrimination: he denies the “untouchables”
(achat) the right to speak, ask questions and compare themselves to persons he re-
gards as socially above them. Teacher Phalsimh from example 2.12 resorts to physical
violence: he threatens (and then proceeds) to beat up an “offspring of a Chuhra” (cah're
ki aulad) and thus his speech is marked by two different markers (a non-standard word
form as well as an uncommon word). And in the last example (2.13), headmaster

Kaliram denies the main protagonist the right to education and forces him to do unpaid
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labor — arguably, one of the highest forms of caste discrimination, which requires for his
speech to be marked as non-standard nearly to the same extent as that of “uneducated”

village residents.

Since a non-standard form of Hindi is used in the village setting of Jithan as an indica-
tor of formally uneducated people, every usage of this speech form leaves the impres-
sion of a lack of formal education and, as such, of incredibility and even incompetence.
Using non-standard word forms or vocabulary as a marker, Valmiki is thus able to signal
or suggest to the reader a value judgment towards the speakers: whom to consider as
trustworthy, whom to regard with suspicion or to dismiss as uninformed. The higher the
level of caste discrimination, the heavier is the speech marked as non-standard. Using
non-standard Hindi in this way, Valmiki effectively suggests that the practice of untouch-
ability and caste oppression is limited to incompetent individuals and is to be dismissed

by educated rational people.

2.3 Dalit Cet'na Context

Having argued that non-standard speech marks the speaker as uneducated or unin-
formed, in the following section, | take the reverse case into account. In the following
subsection | show that through the tension created in Jathan by the usage of standard
and non-standard Hindi in direct speech, persons who have been marked as not for-
mally educated, on several occasions are made sound more credible, informed or

knowledgeable by virtue of the usage of a more standard form of Hindi.

One such person is Camanlal Tyagr from example 1.5. He is portrayed in Jathan as the
only village resident from the dominant land-owner Taga jati, who supports the idea of
young Omprakash’s education. In example 1.5 above, when he asks the boy to read

something for him and praises his ability to the boy’s father, his speech appears to be
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marked as non-standard to a somewhat lighter degree than that of other village resi-
dents. Or, to put it in another way, his speech contains more standard Hindi forms than
the speech of other village residents. In the following example, Camanlal Tyagr comes
to Omprakash’s home to congratulate him on the occasion of his finishing high school.
He proceeds to invite the boy to his own house where he serves him lunch from his own
dishes.?° On this unequivocally non-casteist occasion Camanlal Tyagi prevents the pro-
tagonist from putting away his own dirty plate and addresses his daughter using un-
marked Modern Standard Hindi.

Example 3.1
Translation: Take bhaiya’s*®' utensils and bring them away.

Hindi Original: bhaiya ke bartan uthakar le ja (Valmiki 1999: 75).

The sentence is very short and hardly lets one come to a definite conclusion, but the us-
age of the standard form of the absolutive suffix kar (uthékar) — and not ke, as in many
examples marked by non-standard speech above — does imply that in this case, too, the
Hindi is standard not by accident. In other cases, too, the language becomes more stan-
dard in direct speech in cases with a pronounced dalit cet'na context.?®> That is to say,
in cases where the importance of education is underlined, or where the emerging politi-
cal awareness of the speaker or the awareness of oppression and a rebellion against it

is stressed.

2 One of the main expressions of caste discrimination is the refusal to let people who are labeled as “un-
touchable” eat or drink from the same kitchenware as people who consider themselves as “high caste” or

Savarna.

»! The word bhaiya m. means “brother” and is used in Hindi as a form of friendly address of a younger

person or one of the same age.

2 For the term dalit cet'na (Dalit consciousness) see the introduction to this dissertation and footnote 5.
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When Omprakash’s father sees his son sweeping the schoolyard instead of sitting in
class after headmaster Kaliram forces him to do this work, the father’s speech becomes
far less non-standard than on other occasions. Since there are several examples, in
which the father speaks to a teacher using many non-standard words and word forms,
his usage of a more standard language in the following examples cannot be explained

by mimicry as theorized by Homi Bhabha (2004).

Example 3.2

Translation: Which teacher is that progeny of Dronacharya, who makes

my son sweep...

Hindi Original: kaun-sa mastar hai vo dronacarya ki aulad, jo mere lar’ke

se jhard lag'vave hai... (Valmiki 1999: 16).

Standard: kaun-sa mastar hai vo dronacarya ki aulad, jo mere larke se

jhard lag'vae hai...

Arun Prabha Mukherjee has pointed out that by making Omprakash’s father call head-
master Kaliram “Dronacharya” and hence “by showing his father’s ability to deconstruct
the story, Valmiki portrays Dalits as articulate subjects who have seen through the cher-
ished myths of their oppressors” (Valmiki 2003: XLIl). But the emerging dalit cet’na in
the father’'s consciousness is also revealed by the language he uses. The father’'s
speech appears to be non-standard to a far lesser degree than on other occasions (e.g.
examples 1.1, 1.2). Here, there are only two non-standard forms: the retroflex na in-
stead of dental na in kaun and the non-standard verb form lag'vave instead of lag'vae
or, possibly, lag'vatellagvata. The same pattern is discernible in his subsequent speech
— after a confrontation with the headmaster, who forces him to leave the school with his

son.

Example 3.3
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Translation: You are a teacher... therefore | am leaving... But remember
this, teacher... this offspring of a Chuhra will study right here... in this
school. And not only this one, more will come to study after him.

Hindi Original: mastar ho... isllie ja rahd hi... par ithd yad rakhie
mastar... yo cuh're k& yahim parhega... isi mad'rase mem. aur yo hr

nahim, is'ke bad aur bhi avemge parh'ne ka (Valmiki 1999: 16).

Standard: mastar ho... is'lie ja raha ha... par itha yad rakhie mastar...
yah ciah're k& yahim parhega... isi mad'rase mem. aur yah hi nahim, is'ke

bad aur bhi aemge parh'ne ko.

Here, similarly to example 3.2, the father's speech contains much more standard forms
than is usual for his character. The above example contains whole sentences in stan-
dard Hindi. The commonest of non-standard forms, one that is characteristic for
Valmiki’s father's speech on several other occasions (including example 1.2 above) —
the retroflex na — does not make its appearance in this speech at all.?*® The only three
non-standard forms include two occurrences of the non-standard yo instead of yah, the
non-standard future verb form dvemge instead of demge as well as the postposition ki

instead of ko.

| argue that in parallel to the usage of non-standard markers in direct speech with con-
text of caste discrimination, Valmiki uses more standard forms in the speech of people
who are otherwise marked as not formally educated in cases with a dalit cet'na context
to make these speakers sound more competent. More examples help to substantiate

this argument.

On page 21 the young Omprakash’s mother waits for “leftovers” (jathan) outside
Sukh'dev Simh Tyagr's house on the occasion of a wedding and asks him for some food

2% According to the pattern of the non-standard speech form as it has been shown above, one could have

expected the words it'hd and parh'ne to contain retroflex nas instead of the standard dental nas.
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for her children. Initially, both speakers use approximately the same number of non-

standard word forms.

Example 3.4

Translation: Chowdhury ji,*** now that everyone has eaten and left... put
some [food] on a leaf plate for my children, too. After all, they, too, have

been waiting for this day.

Hindi Original: caudhart ji, ib to sab khana kha ke cale gae... mhare
jakatom (baccom) kua bhi ek pattal par dhar ke kuch de do. vo bi to is din
k& imtazar kar re te (Valmiki 1999: 21).

Standard: caudhari ji, ab to sab khana kha kar cale gae... mere baccom
ko bhri ek pattal par dhar kar kuch de do. ve bhr to is din ka imtazar kar

rahe te.

Most of the non-standard forms used by the mother have appeared in previous exam-
ples: retroflex na instead of dental na (khana), colloquial form ke of the absolutive suffix
kar (kha ke, dhar ke), mhare instead of mere, ki instead of ko, br instead of bhr;, the
non-standard word jakat appears with an explanation (baccd) in a parenthetical gloss.
Additionally, the non-standard word ib appears instead of ab, the colloquial form vo in-
stead of ve and the shortened continuous suffix re instead of rahe. Sukh'dev Simh

Tyagr's reply is similarly marked.

Example 3.5

2% |n this case used as a form of respectful address. See also footnote 141.
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Translation: You are taking a basket full of leftovers... And on top of that
you are asking for food for your children? Stay in your place, Chuhri.?®

Take your basket and get away.

Hindi Original: tok'ra bhar to jathan le ja ri hai... Gppar se jakatom ke lie
khana mamg r hai? ap'ni aukat mem rah cah'ri. utha tok'ra dar'vaze se
aur cal'ti ban (Valmiki 1999: 21).

Standard: fok'ra bhar to jathan le ja rahr hai... dpar se baccom ke lie
khana mamg rahr hai? ap'ni aukat mem rah cah'ri. utha tok'ra dar'vaze

se aur cal'tr ban.

Like the mother, Sukh'dev Simh Tyagr uses jakat instead of bacca, retroflex na instead
of dental na (khana, ap'ni) and — twice — the shortened form of the continuous suffix
instead of rahi. In addition, the character doubles the pa in dppar instead of dpar and
uses the rather rare and extremely rude form cal'fi ban. After hearing Sukh'dev Simh
Tyagr's words the mother not only turns into a “Durga”®*® and throws away the basket

full of jathan, her speech, too, becomes far less marked with non-standard forms.

%5 The word Chuhri (cah'ri) is the female form of cdh'ra. It is a very impolite way of addressing a woman

from the Chuhra jati.

2% “On that day Durga emerged in the eyes of my mother”. Hindi original: us roj merf ma ki &khom mé
durga utar ar thi (Valmiki 1999: 21). Mukherjee explains this in the introduction to her translation of Jathan
thus: “How consciously Dalit writers use language became evident to me when, during our interview,
Valmiki explained that he used the analogy of the goddess Durga in Joothan to describe his mother’'s
anger when she throws away the basketful of joothan after the higher-caste character Sukhdev Singh
Tyagi insults her. This is the only place in the text where he draws on traditional Hindu mythology. Like
the goddess, who is the embodiment of shakti or power, his mother will not be submissive against such
an insult but will avenge herself. Valmiki said that he used the analogy under duress, because he could
not find another equivalent that would appropriately describe his mother’s heroic action and her anger.
(The goddess Durga is the protective mother who will also use her power to rid the world of evil)” (Valmiki
2003: XXXVII).
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Example 3.6

Translation: Pick it up and put it inside your house. Serve it to your guests

as breakfast tomorrow morning.

Hindi Original: ise thake ap'ne ghar mem dhar le. kal tar'ke baratiyom ko
naste mem khila dena... (Valmiki 1999: 21).

Standard: ise uthakar ap'ne ghar mem dhar le. kal tar'ke baratiyom ko

naste mem khila dena. ..

There are only two non-standard forms in this example: the shortened and colloquial
form of the absolutive verb thake instead of uthakar and well as the retroflex na instead
of dental na in dena. The retroflex na is missing, however, in the standard word ap'na.
Thus, while the mother is marked as a person who has not been formally educated in
example 3.4 as well as on other occasions, her usage of more standard Hindi in exam-
ple 3.6 indicates the emergence of dalit cet’hd in her character’'s consciousness and
makes her sound more competent as well as authoritative, and hence above the “high

caste” man who insulted her.

In example 1.3 above young Omprakash’s school friend Sukkhan Simh’s speech has
been shown as an example of the non-standard speech used by village residents. On
that occasion, he asks Omprakash why he stopped going to school. Valmiki explains in
the book that his family could not afford to send him to school after his eldest brother
had died. After the encounter with Sukkhan Simh, however, Omprakash comes back
home and says to his mother:

Example 3.7

Translation: Mom, | have to go to school.

Hindi original: ma, mainne skdl jana hai (Valmiki 1999: 24).
Standard: méa, mujhe/mujh’ko skal jana hai.
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The forms of Hindi used by the main protagonist himself are discussed in section 2.4
below. This particular example is discussed there in more detail. At this point, it should
be enough to say that | understand the usage of non-standard forms in this example —
mainne instead of mujhe/mujh’ko and the retroflex na instead of dental na in jana — as a
means to emphasize the main protagonist’'s need to get back to school and get edu-

cated.

The family understands the boy’s distress and starts looking for a way out. Bhabhr,?*’

the widow of Omprakash’s eldest brother, offers his mother the only valuable object she

possesses, a silver anklet, with the following words:

Example 3.8
Translation: Sell this and get /alla j**® admitted.
Hindi original: ise bec ke lalla ji ka dakhila kara do (Valmiki 1999: 25).

Standard: ise bec kar lalla jT ka dakhila kara do.

Remarkably, the bhabhr's speech is merely marked by the colloquial form ke of the ab-
solutive suffix kar. In the whole book there is, unfortunately, only one other instance on
which the bhabhr character uses direct speech. On this other occasion, she stands up
for the young Omprakash and asks his mother not to let him do work which is consid-

ered traditional for members of the Chuhra jati, like the skinning of a dead animal.

Example 3.9

»7 The word bhabhiis commonly used in Hindi for a sister-in-law.

2% Form of affectionate address used by the sister-in-law for her husband’s youngest brother.
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Translation: Don’t make him do this [work]... We will bear the hunger...
Don’t drag him into this dirt...

Hindi original: in'se ye na karao... bhuke rah lemge... inhem is gamd'gr
mem na ghasito... (Valmiki 1999: 48).

This instance also has a strong dalit cet'na context; there are no non-standard words or
word forms in it at all. The text provides no evidence that would make it possible to in-
terpret the bhabhr character’'s speech according to the pattern provided above. This is
due to the fact that Valmiki's autobiography — similar to other male-written texts particu-
larly from South Asia — is deeply characterized by female erasure, and hence in it, direct
speech is used by women extremely rarely and only on strategic occasions. Neverthe-
less, the changes in the direct speech used by the protagonist’s father and mother allow
me to speculate that it is that said dalit cet'na context, which makes the bhabhi charac-

ter use standard Hindi in the examples above.

To bhabhr's selfless gesture in example 3.8, Omprakash’s father replies:

Example 3.10

Translation: No bahd...*® don't sell this... | will do something to send him
to school. Don’t you worry... You only have this one thing... You would

sell it, too... Keep it.

Hindi original: na bahd... ise na bec... maim kuch na kuch kar'ke ise skul
bhejiga. ta phikar na kar... ek yahl to cij hai tere pas... use bhi bec
dem... rakh le ise (Valmiki 1999: 25).

Here, the father’s speech uses Modern Standard Hindi throughout. Similarly, on page

48, when the young boy’s mother lets him keep the money that was earned by him do-

2% Daughter-in-law; a traditional form of address.
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ing the hard work of skinning a dead animal — a task she was forced to let Omprakash
do, because the family desperately needed money and no one else was available —

she, too, uses standard Hindi.

Example 3.11

Translation: You don’t have school books, buy whatever you can with this
[money]. We will manage the household expenses somehow or other.

Hindi original: tere pas skual ki kitbem nahim, in'se jo bhi ae kharid le.

ghar ka kharca to jaise-taise cal hi jaega (Valmiki 1999: 48).

The last two examples above have a distinctive dalit cet'na context and both Om-
prakash’s father and mother characters use standard Hindi in them. Just a few lines
later, however, when the context is familial and has nothing to do with Dalit politics or
dalit cetina, Omprakash himself speaks standard Hindi,** while the mother goes back to

using non-standard forms.

Omprakash replies to his mother’s offer saying that some money should also be shared

with his uncle, who participated in the skinning of the animal with him.
Example 3.12
Translation: Give some of it to uncle, too.

Hindi original: is'mem se kuch caca ko bhi de do (Valmiki 1999: 48).

His mother, who is not satisfied with the part the uncle character played, responds:

3% See subsection 2.4 in this chapter below for a detailed discussion of speech forms used by the main

protagonist.
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Example 3.13

Translation: Don’t [even] mention his name, let your father come, | will

make him break his bones.

Hindi original: us'kd nam mat lena, tere bap ka ane de, is'ke har tu_r’va'f/g/'
(Valmiki 1999: 48).

Standard: us'kad nam mat lena, tere bap ko ane de, is'ke har tur'vadagr.

Once the context is no longer associated with dalit cet'na, Dalit politics or the impor-
tance of education, the main protagonist’'s not-formally-educated mother once again
starts using non-standard word forms: k& instead of the postposition ko and retroflex na

instead of dental na in ane.

Thus, Valmiki uses more standard words and word forms in the speech of people who
have been marked as not formally educated to make speakers who support the idea of
education for Dalits, who reject caste-based oppression, who stand up for their rights
and are prepared to accept difficulties in the name of education and advancement
sound more competent. This strategy helps the author to promote one of the main mes-

sages of his autobiography, namely, the importance of dalit cet'na and education.

2.4 Speech Forms Used by the Main Protagonist

There is one feature common to all narrative strategies in Valmiki’'s autobiography,
namely that there is a progression in all of them. Through his writing Valmiki constantly
performs the gradual changes in his protagonist’s mind and consciousness as he devel-
ops and becomes more mature and experienced in the timeline of the narrative. At the
same time, Valmiki demarcates between his main protagonist and other characters in

the book, as this same main protagonist is the only character who from being an unedu-
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cated person turns into an educated one as the narrative progresses. | argue that it is
for this reason that the young protagonist — while he is a child and an adolescent in the
timeline of the narrative — only uses direct speech on very few occasions. Instead, on
several occasions, Valmiki lets his main protagonist use reported and not direct speech.
Several dialogues that have to do with the child Omprakash being first admitted to
school, contain no direct speech by Omprakash himself. Instead, his responses are ei-

ther monosyllabic or written as reported speech.

When the young Omprakash is spoken to by his teachers or other village residents,*"

his replies are extremely short. He doesn’'t say more than “yes” (ji), his name or “in
fourth [grade], sir” (ji, cauthi mem; Valmiki 1999: 17), when he is asked what grade he is
in. It is thus impossible to label the main protagonist’'s speech on these occasions as ei-
ther standard or non-standard. When the young protagonist is forced by the school
headmaster to sweep the schoolyard and his father finds him complying with this order,

the conversation between the two is as follows:

Example 4.1

Translation: “Mumdér ji,**> what are you doing?” He used to lovingly call me
mumdSi ji. Seeing him, | burst into tears. He came to me in the schoolyard.
When he saw me crying, he said: “Mumdr ji... why are you crying? Tell

[me] properly, what happened?”

My sobbing had stopped. Between hiccups | told father the whole story
that for three days [the headmaster] is making [me] sweep. And [he]

doesn’t let me study in class.

Hindi original: “mumsr ji, yo kya kar ra hai?” ve pyar se mujhe mumsr ji hi

391 pPp. 14-15, see examples 2.1, 2.2, 2.13; p. 68, see example 2.7; as well as p. 17.

392 The words muméi jT is the father’s affectionate form of address for the young Omprakash. Its meaning
and significance are discussed in more detail in chapter 5 “Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative

of Empowerment”.
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kaha kar'te the. unhem dekh'kar maim phaphak para. ve skul ke maidan
mem mere pas a gae. mujhe rota dekh'kar bole, “mumsi ji... rote kyom
ho? thik se bol, kya hua hai?”

merT hic’kiyam bamdh gar thim. hicak-hicak'kar pari bat pitaji ko bata dr ki
tin din se roz jhara lag'va rahe haim. kaksa mem parh'ne bhi nahim dete
(Valmiki 1999: 16).

In the above example, the only non-standard word forms appear in the father's direct
speech: the by now familiar yo instead of yah as well as the shortened continuous suffix
ra instead of raha. The rest of the text is standard Hindi, whether it is the voice of the
narrator or the reported speech through which the young Omprakash tells his father
what happened. The fact that the author chooses reported speech over direct in a dia-
logue, suggests that he implicitly looks for a way to avoid marking the protagonist’s

speech as either standard or non-standard on this occasion.

Valmiki choses the same tactic on page 34. In example 2.11 above, a teacher gets an-
gry with Omprakash for comparing life led by the Chuhras with the life of Dronacharya.
On this occasion, the young Omprakash once again speaks only through reported

speech, while the teacher — like the father in example 4.1 — uses direct speech.

Example 4.2

One time, the schoolmaster was teaching a lesson about Dronacharya.
Nearly crying, the master told [us] that Dronacharya gave to Ash-

watthama,®*

who was restless from hunger, floor mixed with water instead
of milk. Having heard the painful portrayal of Drona’s poverty, the whole

class broke out in sighs. [...]

| got up and had the insolence of asking mastar sahab a question. Ash-

3% Ashwatthama (Aévatthama) is Dronacharya’s son, who has a difficult childhood as a result of his fa-

ther’s simple and ascetic life.
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watthama was given floor mixed with water, and we got rice mar [(water
left over from boiling rice)]. Then why were we not mentioned in some

epic? Why had no poet written a word about our life?°* (Valmiki 1999: 34).

On this occasion, Valmiki’s choice of reported speech and thus standard Hindi for the
voice of the main protagonist seems particularly apt, since the young Omprakash’s criti-
cism can reasonably be understood as a criticism that the author aims at the casteist
system and all who supported it in the past and continue to do so in the present. Choos-
ing non-standard Hindi on this occasion would have meant depriving his criticism of a
sense of authority and making it sound implausible. In fact, non-standard Hindi as the
voice of the main protagonist appears only twice in the whole book: once in the village
setting and once in the city setting (see section 3 below). In the village setting, this hap-
pens on the occasion discussed above in example 3.7, on which the boy is pleading

with his mother to let him go back to school.

Example 4.3

Translation: As soon as | came back home, | told mom: “Mom, | need to

go to school”.

Hindi original: ghar pahiic'te hi maimne ma se kaha, “ma, mainne skil
jana hai” (Valmiki 1999: 24).

Standard: ghar pahiic'te hi maimne ma se kaha, “ma, mujhe/mujh’ko

skal jana hai”.

3% Hindi original: ek bar skial mem mastar sahab dronacarya ka path parha rahe the. mastar sahab ne
lagb'hag rudsa hokar bataya tha ki dronacarya ne bhikh se tarap'te a$vatthama ko ata pani mem
ghol'kar pildya tha, dadh ki jagah. drona ki garibl k& darun nak$a sun'kar purm kak$a hay-hay kar uthr thi.
[...]

maim khara hokar mastar Sahab se ek saval puach lene ki dhrst'ta ki thi. asvatthama ko to dadh ki jagah
ate ka ghol pilaya gaya aur hamem caval ka mar. phir kist bhT mahakavya mem hamara jikr kyom nahim

aya? kist mahakavi ne hamare jivan par ek bhi $abd kyom nahim likha?
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Here, the main protagonist’s short direct speech is marked by two non-standard forms:
mainne instead of mujhe/mujh’ko as well as jana instead of jana. Since, as | have
shown earlier, non-standard Hindi is used by Valmiki in the village setting to mark the
speakers as not formally educated, by choosing this speech form for the main protago-
nist on this occasion Valmiki emphasizes his protagonist’s need of formal education and
expertly accentuates with it the context in which it is used. Later in the book, starting
from page 40,°* direct speech is used for the main protagonist’s voice and it is standard

Hindi in all instances, except for one deviation which is discussed in section 3 below.

One could speculate that since non-standard Hindi is mainly used in the village setting
to mark people as uneducated, the author might have found it difficult to decide when
and how exactly the main protagonist’'s speech should transform from non-standard to
standard, being, as mentioned before, the only person in Jathan who undergoes the
transformation from an uneducated to an educated person in the course of the narra-
tive. This might be a reason for Valmiki to have chosen not to let his main protagonist as
a young boy use direct speech at all. Another reason might be that Valmiki chose re-
ported speech over direct, because it helped his main protagonist sound more compe-
tent or authoritative than he would sound were he to use non-standard speech. What-
ever the author’s reasons, the effect that is achieved by this approach is that the main
protagonist’s voice — whatever his age — never sounds like the voice of an uneducated
or incompetent person. And since, according to Philippe Lejeune (1989: 14), the main
protagonist, the author and the narrator of an autobiography are (with some reserva-
tions) identical, this approach also adds credibility and a sense of competence to the

narrator’s voice and the author himself.

3% On pages 40, 42, 43, 47, 55, 71, inter multa alia.
195



3 Marked Speech in “the City”

The main protagonist relocates from his native village Barla to go to college in
Dehradun, where he lives with his uncle, whom he calls mama (maternal uncle), and his
older brother Jasbir. What | call the “city setting” of Jdthan starts at this point and contin-
ues until the end of the book. There are very few examples of non-standard Hindi in the
city setting and on the first pages of it, Valmiki’'s usage of standard and non-standard

forms of Hindi changes to accommodate another aspect.

The first of these examples contains a single non-standard word used by the main pro-
tagonist himself, while all the other speakers use standard Hindi. In the context of the
episode, Omprakash, who is the new boy in a city school now, is bullied by some other
boys due to the appearance of his clothes. When Omprakash is spoken to by a city boy,

it is standard Hindi that is being used:

Example 5.1

Which tailor was this made by? Give us his address, too** (Valmiki 1999:
85).

But when Omprakash answers, a non-standard word form slips out:

Translation: [It] will tear... let it go...

Hindi Original: phat jagi... ise chor do... (ibid.)

Standard: phat jaegi... ise chor do...

3% Hindi original: kis telar se sil'val hai? hamem bhi us'ka pata de do.
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The fact that Omprakash’s use of the non-standard future form jagi instead of jaegi is
not an accidental one is made clear by the subsequent sentence: “They laughed out
loud at my rural accent™ (Valmiki 1999: 86). To this, another city boy replies mock-
ingly, while also using standard Hindi: “Which village did you arrive from, sir?”*% (ibid.). |
argue that on this and the following occasions, Valmiki uses the tension between non-
standard and standard forms of Hindi in direct speech to accentuate the difference be-

tween “people from the city” and “people from the village”.

In the next instance, the city residents Omprakash, his brother Jasbir and their uncle all
speak standard Hindi, despite the fact that of the three, Omprakash is the only one who
has been formally educated. Each of the characters speak in the context of a conflict

that arose between Omprakash and his uncle.

Example 5.2

[Uncle:] Should something happen to you, what will | tell my brother-in-law

and sister? [...]
[Jasbir:] You came here to study... Leave these useless things. [...]

[Omprakash:] Mama, all my friends are educated boys. | don’t roam
around with louts and rogues. | don’t do anything else but study. [...]

[Uncle:] Tell him he is not to return here. Let him go to the village*

(Valmiki 1999: 90f.).

397 Hindi original: mere dehatr lah'je par ve jor se hase the.

3% Hindi original: kis gav se padhare ho jr?

39 Hindi original: [Uncle:] tumhem kuch ho gaya to maim ap'ne jija aur bahan ko kya javab diiga?
[Jasbir:] td yaha parh'ne aya hai, aise phal'ti ke kam chor.

[Omprakash:] mama, mere sabhi dost parh'ne-likh'nevale lar'ke haim. maim gumde-bad'masom ke sath

nahim gham'ta ham. parhai-likhar ke alava maim kol kam nahim kar'ta him.
[Uncle:] is'se kah de laut'kar yah& na &e, gav cala jae.
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All three characters use grammatically correct standard Hindi without any non-standard
words or word forms. The uncle character even uses the standard absolutive suffix kar
— and not ke, as it has appeared in several examples with non-standard forms — when
he says is'se kah de laut'kar yah& na &e (“tell him he is not to return here”). While there
are no previous occasions on which the uncle uses direct speech, the Jasbir character
uses non-standard Hindi on other occasions. In addition, the utterances are complete
and long enough to allow one to argue that it was the author’s intention to let the char-
acters use standard Hindi on this occasion. In contrast, when Omprakash goes to the
village to let his father give him advice on the situation, the father’s response is particu-

larly long and non-standard.

Example 5.3

Translation: Do what seems right to you. After all, | am an uneducated vil-
lager. But don’t discredit my name. You need to study further. Go from
here directly to Dehradun. Tell Har'phul (my uncle) that [I] had given him
refuge that time in Barla, when he didn’t know anything. After that, | kept
his lad (Sur'jan) in Barla for two years. He has forgotten... If he won'’t keep

you with him, | will arrange something else. Why do you worry?

Hindi original: terir samajh mem jo thik lage, tad kar. maim to an'parh-gavar
hi. par merda na (nam) bad'nam na kar'na, rahi agge parh'ne ki bat. td
yaha se sidhya deh're (deh'radin) hr jana. harlphal (mere mama) te
kah'na, use us tem bar'le mem panah di thi, jib vah kuch bi na jane tha.
bad mem us'ke laumde (surljan) ko do sal bar'la rakha. use bhal giya...
vah ap'ne sath nahim rakhega, to maim tera alag imtajam kar diga. ta
phikir kyim kare hai? (Valmiki 1999: 92).

Standard: terf samajh mem jo thik lage, ti kar. maim to an'parh-gavar hii.
par merd nam (nam) bad'nam na kar'na, rahl age parh'ne K7 bat. ti yaha

se sidhe deh'radun (deh'radin) hi jana. harphdl (mere mama) se
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kah'na, use us taim bar'le mem panah di thi, jab vah kuch bhi na jane
tha. bad mem us'ke laumde (surljan) ko do sal bar'la rakha. use bhul
gaya... vah ap'ne sath nahim rakhega, to maim tera alag imtajam kar
diiga. ti phikar kyom kar rahe hai?

As mentioned before, Valmiki does not use much direct speech in Jathan as a rule and
each instance appears to be strategically placed. It is therefore remarkable that the fa-
ther’s speech in this case is significantly longer than on any other occasion and that it is
so emphatically non-standard as to contain several forms that have not appeared be-
fore. There are many word forms in this excerpt that appeared in instances of non-stan-
dard speech earlier in the book: the retroflex na in several verb forms (kah'na instead of
kah'na, jana instead of jana, etc.), the i in giya instead of gaya, the absence of aspira-
tion in bi instead of bhi, the shortened continuous verb form kare hai instead of kar rahe
hai, etc. But there are also several new non-standard forms: sidhya for sidhe, te instead
of se, na instead of naGm, which is explained in a parenthetical gloss and, interestingly,
the English word “time” that has been written in a non-standard way: fem instead of
taim. This is the only occasion on which a villager uses an English word in direct speech
in the whole book. Additionally, the grammar seems to be non-standard on several oc-
casions as well: the verb form of “jib vah kuch bi na jane tha” seems peculiar: instead
of the perfective participle jane one would expect the verb to be imperfective: na jan'ta
tha. Similarly, in “use bhdl giya” standard usage would be to use the personal pronoun

vah, not use.

On the whole, the reader is left with the impression that the author goes out of his way
to emphasize the non-standard nature of the “uneducated villager’'s” speech in contrast
to the standard speech used by city residents. Valmiki doesn’t leave room for interpreta-
tion, when he lets the father himself explain his choice of words: “After all, | am an uned-

ucated villager” (maim to anlparh-gavar ha).
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Later, when Valmiki describes his life in a student hostel, he writes about students who
were dissatisfied with the state of rotis®° (rotr) they were served at the student mess
(mais). He writes that his and his friend Vijay Bahadur’s point of view regarding the rotis
was different. When a fight broke out and rotis flew through the air, his friend could not

contain his anger and said:

Example 5.4

Translation: You ass! You don’t know the price of this roti! How much hard

work it takes to grow it in the field... do you know?

Hindi original: oe, khotte! ti is rotti ki kimat ni jan'ta! ise khet mem ugane

mem kit'ni meh'nat lag'ti hai... tujhe pata hai (Valmiki 1999: 101).

Standard: oe, khotte! tu is roti ki kimat nahim jan'ta! ise khet mem ugane

mem kit'ni meh'nat lag'ti hai... tujhe pata hai.

Valmiki’s friend Vijay Bahadir uses direct speech on several other occasions in the
book, yet, it is only on this occasion that he uses any non-standard word forms. On this
occasion, his short speech is marked by four non-standard forms: in the word roti the ta
has been doubled and changed to retroflex instead of dental: roffr; the negative particle
nahim has been shortened to ni, the dental na in jan'ta, too, is retroflex instead of den-
tal. In addition, Vijay Bahadir's speech uses the Punjabi word khotta (“ass, donkey™"")
instead of a Hindi word. Vijay, like Omprakash, is a boy who comes from a village, and
since the context on this occasion points to the previously mentioned difference be-
tween people from the city and people from the village, it seems obvious that his choice

of words should be attributed to it.

310 A flat, round bread usually cooked on a griddle.

3 https://dsal.uchicago.edu/cgi-bin/app/singh_query.py?page=603 accessed on 14.09.22.
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All previous examples in this section suggest one conclusion: in the city setting Valmiki
uses a non-standard form of Hindi in direct speech to differentiate between village and
city residents. In the cases when Omprakash himself and his friend Vijay Bahadir use
non-standard Hindi, it happens only when there is a need to emphasize the difference
between “people from the city” and “people from the village”. On other occasions their
speech is standard. At the same time, the same person — Omprakash himself, his
brother Jasbir or Vijay Bahaddr — can be marked as one or the other depending on what
is necessary according to context. When, in the first example used in this section, Om-
prakash is a new boy from a village, who is being bullied by city boys in his new school,
his speech is non-standard, but when he is a young man, who knows what is best better
than his “uneducated” (an'parh) father, his speech is standard, while the father's speech

is heavily marked.

At times, it looks like what is being accentuated through the tension between the two
speech forms is the “progressive” aspect of the city and the “backward” aspect of the vil-
lage, while other examples suggest that what is being stressed is a gap between the vil-
lage and the city, which has more than one defining feature. Examples quoted above
imply that people from the city might dress better (example 5.1) and be better educated
(example 5.3), but they do not understand life in the village, do not know the value of

bread and pay too much attention to outer appearances (examples 5.4 and 5.1).

Non-standard forms of Hindi virtually disappear from the book after the first pages of the
city setting. On a few later occasions Valmiki’'s mother uses non-standard Hindi in direct
speech, when the main protagonist is said to have returned to his village for a visit. Her
usage of this form is in no way different from previously discussed instances and
stresses the difference between the formally not educated mother and her educated

son.
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Valmiki falls back on the usage of a non-standard form of Hindi in direkt speech once
more on page 149, when he writes about an official he met in the course of his profes-
sional life, who turned out to be from the same region as Valmiki himself. Seeing the

name “Valmiki”, this man exclaims:

Example 5.5
Translation: Abe, wretch, you have made it this far!

Hindi Original: abe, sauh're (sasure) yaha tak pahiic giya' (Valmiki 1999:
149).

Standard: abe, sasure (sasure) yaha tak pahic gaya!

The very short exclamation is marked by the non-standard verb form giya instead of
gaya, the non-standard word sauh're which is explained in a parenthetical gloss as
sasure®'? and by the pejorative interjection abe.*"® Without these words, the exclamation
could have had a positive connotation; as it is, however, by virtue of the non-standard
speech and pejorative vocabulary the speaker is made sound not only abusive, but also
incompetent. It can be said that on this occasion Valmiki returns to the village setting
definition of his usage of non-standard speech forms of Hindi as being used by formally
not educated people or at least, people who are being made sound uninformed in the

contest of caste oppression.

The only other instances of marked speech in Jdthan are two appearances of another
language — Marathi in one case, Punjabi in the other — which are discussed in chapter 5

“Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment”.

312 The word literally means “father-in-law”, but it is often used as a form of abusive address.

313 See section 2.2 in this chapter above.
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4 Conclusion

In his autobiography Jathan, Omprakash Valmiki uses standard and non-standard forms
of Hindi in direct speech to suggest to the reader particular differences between speak-
ers. In the village setting, he uses a non-standard form of Hindi to mark speakers as not
formally educated, this form of speech is contrasted with the speech used by school
teachers, who are implicitly marked as educated through the usage of standard Hindi in
direct speech. At the same time, in the context of caste discrimination school teachers
are marked as less knowledgeable or competent through the usage of some non-stan-
dard forms in direct speech. In contrast, people who have been marked as not formally
educated in other instances are made sound more credible or authoritative in the con-
text of dalit cet'na or Dalit consciousness by the usage of more standard forms in their

speech.

For the main protagonist himself, Valmiki’'s autobiography on several occasions in the
beginning of the book choses reported speech instead of direct, for example, when the
main protagonist is a child and could not possibly be regarded as formally educated or
more knowledgeable than his elders. As the narrative progresses, the main protago-
nist's speech becomes direct and standard, with two minor strategic exceptions. One of
them is meant to emphasize the protagonist’s need to continue his education, while the
other — in the city setting of Jithan — serves as a means to accentuate the difference

between village and city residents.

In the city setting of Jithan, the same difference — between people from the village and
people from the city — is highlighted by the same means, that is, through the usage of
standard and non-standard forms of Hindi in direct speech. Depending on the require-
ments of the context, the same person might be marked as “rural” or “urban” on different

occasions.
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Chapter 5

Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment

1 Introduction

This chapter examines another distinctive narrative technique used by Omprakash
Valmiki in his autobiography Jathan. While still relying on the tension between standard
and non-standard forms of Hindi created by Valmiki in his autobiography, which is dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, this chapter analyzes how through his narrative, Valmiki
challenges and contradicts the message of the short story Dadh k& dam written by Mun-

shi Premchand, and in particular, an infamous phrase uttered by one of its characters.

1.1 Premchand and Dalit Literature

Dhanpat Rai Srivastava (Dhan'pat Ray Srivastava) (1880-1936), better known by his
pen name Munshi Premchand (Mums$i Premcamd) can today still be called the best
known and most prominent modern Hindi writer. In her book Untouchable Fictions. Lit-
erary Realism and the Crisis of Caste, Toral Jatin Gajarawala writes that “modern Hindi
literature, it is said, begins with Premchand” (Gajarawala 2013: 32). Similarly, in her
work entitled Writing Resistance. The Rhetorical Imagination of Hindi Dalit Literature,
Laura Brueck states that “it is impossible to overstate the prominence of Premchand in
north Indian literary and cultural imagination” (Brueck 2014: 45). The significance of
Premchand for Dalit literature is also enormous and, according to Gajarawala, “if mod-
ern Hindi prose literature ‘begins’ with Premchand, Hindi Dalit literature might be said to
begin with opposition to Premchand” (Gajarawala 2013: 33). She proceeds to explain

that, though Hindi Dalit writing began much later, “an ideological opposition to Premc-
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hand and the rhetoric of sympathy he is seen to represent may be where we can locate
the first affective stirrings of Dalit literary opposition” (ibid.). This opposition culminated
on July 31, 2004, when members of the Bharatiya Dalit Sahitya Akademi (BDSA, “In-
dian Dalit Literary Academy”) organized a symbolic burning of several copies of the
Premchand novel Rangbhdmi (1924). Gajarawala states that with the burning of copies
of the novel, Dalit writers also burned “an icon, a worldview, a genre, an ideology”
(ibid.).

Premchand was the first notable Hindi writer to introduce realism as a literary genre and
to depict “lower caste” characters in his writings. However, his characters are often seen
as passive, lacking in agency objects to be pitied by the readers rather than active and
angry subjects who refuse to submit to caste hierarchy. Dalit writers have accused
Premchand of a “lingering faith in varnavyavastha, the caste system as a whole”, of
having a “feudal” outlook, of being a “Chamar-hating Kayastha” (Gajarawala 2013: 37)
and of favoring Gandhian ideas (Valmiki 2010: 144ff.).3"

One of several short stories written by Premchand dealing with the notion of caste op-
pression and untouchability, in which characters from “untouchable” jatis figure promi-
nently, is Dadh k& dam (The Price of Milk, first published in 1934). In this short story, a
woman from the Bhangi®'® jati called Bhungi (Bhlgr) rears the son of the village zamin-
dar (zamin'dar)*'®* Babu Maheshnath (Babu Mahes$'nath) with her breast milk, while her
own infant son doesn’t get enough motherly attention and nourishment. Several years
later Bhungi dies while working at Babu Maheshnath’s house leaving her son Mangal
(Mamgal) an orphan. With only a dog as companion, he lives in the proximity of the

house, being dependent on food leftovers (juthan) from the big house. When Mangal is

314 For more detailed discussions see Gajarawala 2013: 1-68 and Brueck 2014: 43-61.

315 See footnote 84.

316 “A tax collector or landlord in India under the Mogul empire. The landlord system formed the basis of a
system of land-settlement developed in India under British rule”. (cited from:
https://www.oxfordreference.com/view/10.1093/oi/authority.20110803133350561, accessed on 30.06.22.)
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wrongly accused of hurting Maheshnath’s son Suresh (Sures$), he is insulted and con-
templates leaving. However, at night, hunger brings him back. When, after this ordeal,
Mangal, who has been waiting in darkness outside the door of the big house, finally gets
the leftovers from Maheshnath’s table, his eyes are “full of humble gratitude” (Premc-
hand 2004: 232).

Brueck (2014: 12f.) has pointed to a link between Dudh K& Dam and Jathan insofar as,
in Valmiki’s autobiography, food leftovers also play a critical part. In the vital passage
that gave Jdthan its title young Omprakash’s mother first begs for and then, after being
insulted by an “upper caste” neighbor, in whose house she does menial labor, proudly
rejects food leftovers (juthan) that members of the Chuhra jati traditionally received from

“upper caste” houses on occasions of big feasts in Valmiki’s native village Barla.®"”

In this episode, Valmiki’'s mother is “sitting outside the door”*'® of the “upper caste”
house, in the same way in which, in Premchand’s Dadh k& dam, Mangal and his dog
wait outside the door for the jathan from Maheshnath’s table.*' If one looks at the two
episodes in contrast, Valmiki’s mother’s rejection of the jiuthan she has been waiting for,
becomes doubly significant, as it can also be seen as a rejection of Mangal’s passive
acceptance of his fate. For Brueck (2014: 13), “Valmiki [...] sees his mother’s angry de-
nial of her own humiliation as the revolutionary spark that defines [...] his life’s journey
out of mental slavery of untouchability”. Debjani Ganguly mentions the same episode as
the defining moment in Valmiki’'s “transformation from a little churha [(sic)] boy recon-

ciled to assuaging his hunger from upper caste ‘leftovers’ to a battler against the

317 This incident is also mentioned in section 2.3 in chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy:
Dalit Cet'na in Omprakash Valmiki's Jdthan”, where the dialogue between the mother and the Taga

neighbor is reproduced.

318 “Mother was sitting outside the door with a basket”. (Hindi original: méa tok'ra lie dar'vaje se bahar
baith thr; Valmiki 1999: 21).

319 “They both [...] stood outside Maheshnath’s door concealed in the darkness”. (Hindi original: doné [...]

mahe$'nath ke dvar par adhere mem dabak'kar khare ho gae; Premchand 1996: 289)
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scourge of untouchability, a transformation that [...] is captured in a narrative frame
quite akin to a Bildungsroman” (Ganguly 2009: 436). In other words, Valmiki's depiction
of his mother’s outraged action represents exactly that, which according to Dalit writers,
is lacking in Premchand’s writing. The mother, a member of an “untouchable” jati is por-
trayed in this episode of Jithan as an active subject, contrary to the meek and passive
Mangal from Duadh k& dam. The notion of “waiting outside the door” is reiterated in
Jathan on two further occasions. On page 26, Valmiki writes that as a school boy, he

has been forced to wait outside the door at school functions:

| was kept away from cultural programs and activities. On such occasions,
| just stood on one side and became a spectator. When on occasion of the
school annual festival, there was a rehearsal of a play, etc., | too wished |
could get a role. But | always had to stand outside the door. The so-called
descendants of gods cannot understand this pain of standing outside the
door®*® (Valmiki 1999: 26f.).

Significantly, Valmiki’s main protagonist is portrayed here as someone who looks to play
an active part, but is being forced by the “so-called descendants of gods” to stand out-
side the door — just like Mangal is forced to stand outside the door by casteist society in
Dadh ka dam. Yet, there is a clear difference between Mangal and young Omprakash:
Omprakash wishes to actively participate in the school play and is not reconciled with
his passivity. The “standing outside the door” is once again mentioned on the very last
page of Jathan:

320 Hindi original: mujhe samskrtik karyakramom, kriyakalapom se diir rakha jata tha. aise vakt, maim sirf
kinare khara hokar darsak bana rah'ta tha. skal ke varsik utsav mem jab natak adi ka parvabhyas hota
tha, meri bhi iccha hofi thi kor bhdmika mujhe bhi mile. lekin hamesa dar'vaje ke bahar khara rah'na par'ta

tha. dar'vaje ke bahar khare rah'ne ki is pira ko tathakathit dev'taom ke vamsaj nahim samajh sak'te.
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Poverty, lack of education, broken harsh lives, the pain of standing outside
the door — how will the high-born possessed of good qualities Savarna
Hindus be able to know these?

Why is ‘jati**" my identity?**? Some friends point to my loudness, my being
arrogant in my writings. Their intimation is that | am trapped in a narrow
circle. Literary expression should be comprehended in broader meanings.
One should leave constriction behind. That is, my being a Dalit and form-
ing [my own] point of view on a subject in accordance with my surround-
ings and social and cultural situation means being arrogant, because in
their view | am just an SC, one who stands outside the door®?® (Valmiki
1999: 160).

In this excerpt Valmiki equates “one who stands outside the door” with a Scheduled
Caste®* member and the notion of “standing outside the door” with “poverty, lack of ed-
ucation, broken harsh lives”. Standing outside the door clearly means in Valmiki's vo-
cabulary being excluded from society®*® — an evil of which he accuses people who ad-

here to casteist principles. Looking once again at the parallel between Jiathan and Dddh

321 Single quotation marks in original, see chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”.

322 The word pah'can means “recognition, distinguishing mark, identity, etc”. With this word Valmiki refers

to his chosen surname Valmiki, which constitutes a jati marker. See chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”.

32 Hindi original: garibi, asiksa, chinn-bhinn darun jimdagi, dar'vaje ke bahar khare rah'ne ki pira bhala
abhijatya gunom se sampann savarn himdia kaise jan paége? ‘jati’ h meri pahacan kyom? kar mitr mert
rac'naom mem mere laud'nais, airogaimt ho jane ki or isara kar'te haim. un'ka isara hota hai ki maim
samkirn day're mem kaid hi. sahityik abhivyakti ko vyapak arthom mem grahan kar'na cahie. samkirnata
se bahar ana cahie. yani mera dalit hona aur kist visay par ap'ne parives, ap'ni samajik-arthik sthiti ke
anusar drstikon banana airogaimt ho jana hai, kyomki maim un'ki najar mem sirf es. si. hi, dar'vaje ke

bahar khara rah'nevala.
324 See chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”.

325 See also the description of the “barrier” — i.e. the pond Dabbowali — between the village Barla, and the
bastr in which Omprakash Valmiki grew up and the corresponding close reading section in the introduc-

tion to this dissertation.
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ka dam, one can say that Valmiki accuses casteist society of trying to force him into the

part played by Mangal in Premchand’s story.

Valmiki’s autobiography is not the only one of his works in which he refers to Premc-
hand and his writings. Valmiki’'s poem Thakur ka kuam (The Thakur’s well) is a direct re-
sponse to Premchand’s short story of the same name.** **" |n this short story, Premc-
hand depicts the “lower caste” woman Gangi (Gamgr), who, in a way similar to Mangal,
stands hidden in the darkness not daring to draw water from the Thakur’s well for her
sick husband (Premchand 2004: 109). Challenging even the notion of a well that be-
longs to the Thakur, in his poem, Valmiki poignantly asks, if the well belongs to the
Thakur, what belongs to oneself: “the village? the city? the country?” (gav? S$ahar?
des?; Bharti 2006: 56).

In this context, the nickname Munshi Ji (mumsr ji),*® with which Valmiki's father often
addresses his son in the book, appears in a new light. As mentioned above, Premc-
hand’s full pen name is Munshi Premchand (although he is generally known as Premc-
hand today). The word mumér is a very common title for anyone who has to do with writ-
ing and generally “a title of respect to an educated man” (McGregor 2004b: 816). Since
young Omprakash was one of very few educated people in his community at the time, it
would be quite plausible for his father to affectionately call him Munshi Ji. Nonetheless,
Valmiki’s extremely conscious and careful use of language and choice of phrasing has
been sufficiently demonstrated by this point to allow one to argue that his decision to
use this nickname in his autobiography can hardly be incidental. On the contrary, it con-

326 Premchand’s short story Thakur ka kuam was first published in 1932.

327 The word thakur can have various meanings, but means, both, in the case of Premchand’s story as
well as Valmiki’'s poem “a title of respect, used in the names of people who own large areas of land or
people of high social rank” as defined by the Oxford Advanced Learner's Dictionary

(https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/thakur, accessed on 15.09.22.).

328 For instance, on pages 16 and 31, see chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'na

in Omprakash Valmiki's Jathan™.
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stitutes another link between Valmiki and his autobiography and Premchand and his
writings. Using several elements of Premchand’s story, Valmiki constructs his own nar-
rative through which he challenges both Premchand and casteist society. In this man-
ner, in Jathan, Valmiki’s protagonist undergoes a transformation from Premchand’s
Mangal — a young uneducated boy who is waiting outside the door hoping to receive
some juthan — to Omprakash Valmiki, a writer (Munshi Ji) who refuses to be a passive
spectator and instead, plays an active part in his own live and fortune. The very fact of

the existence of his autobiography is a case in point.

1.2 Premchand and the Babu Maheshnath Utterance

In the beginning of Dddh ka dam, in the middle of a discussion with Bhungi, the charac-

ter Babu Maheshnath®?° utters the following phrase:

Whatever else might happen in the world, Bhangi will remain Bhangi. It is
hard to make people out of them®*® 33! (Premchand 1996: 284).

32 An utterance very similar in essence also appears in Premchand’s novel Gaban (1931), see Ga-
jarawala 2013: 37 for details. Premchand was an extremely prolific writer and might have used a similar
phrase in other works as well. However, since this is not the only connection between Jiathan and Dadh
ka dam, | maintain that it is this short story that Valmiki references in his autobiography. | therefore refer
to the utterance as the “Maheshnath utterance” henceforth.

330 Hindi original: duniya mé aur cahe jo kuch ho jae, bhamgi bhamgri hi rahemge. inhem ad'mi banana
kathin hai.

31 “adimi banana” is an idiomatic phrase that is translated in the Oxford Hindi-English Dictionary as “to

educate, to civilise” (McGregor 2004b: 85), however, | chose to translate it literally to better convey the

underlying meaning.
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Bhungi, whose jati is Bhangi, responds by saying that Bhangis “make people” out of “big
people” (bhamgi to barom-barom ko ad'mr banate haim; ibid.), alluding to the traditional
occupation of Bhangi women as wet nurses in “high caste” households. “Why would
anyone need to make people out of them?” (unhem koi kya ad'mi banaye; ibid.)
Bhangi’s retort is seen as a great impertinence, but since her services are still urgently
needed in the big house, it is laughed off and forgotten. The incident has a much longer
life in the Dalit literary world. In Dalit writer Ajay Navaria’s well-known short story Ut-
tar'katha,** first published in 2012, Maheshnath’s utterance is explicitly mentioned as a
pretext for an unnamed gentleman, who looks suspiciously like Premchand, to write this

“answer story”:

He started taking something out of his bag: “Have a look at this sentence:
‘Whatever else might happen in the world, Bhangi will remain Bhangi. It is

hard to make people out of them.” How is it?”

“‘Did you say this?” there was something like irritation in my voice, or

ridicule or it might have been just dissatisfaction.

“A character belonging to the Thakur [(thakur)] jati from the Premchand
story ‘Dadh k& dam’ said this”. He gazed at me in silence, then, standing
awkwardly, started cracking his knuckles. There was despair [written] on
his forehead that seemed to have been born out of a mental struggle of
some days. He put his hands into the pockets of his kurta and when he
took them out again, the empty pockets of the kurta [came out and] dan-
gled like the squeezed out teats of a goat. “Why was this said? This is my

concern”?? (Navariya 2012: 88).

332 Literally “the answer story”; “Hello Premchand!” in Laura Brueck’s translation.

333 Hindi original: vah thaile mem se kuch nikal'ne lage — ‘dekhiye jara yah vakya — ‘duniya mem aur cahe
jo kuch ho jae, bhamgi bhamgri hi rahemge. inhem ad'mi banana kathin hai.” kaisa hai?’ unhomne picha.
‘vah ap'ne kaha hai kya?’ mere svar mem kuch khij jaist thi, ya upahas ya phir sayad vah asamtos hr ho.

yah premchamd ki kahanr ‘dddh k& dam’ ke ek thakur jati ke patr ne kaha hai.’ vah mujhe cup'cap tak'ne

lage, phir khare-khare ap'ni umgliyam cat'kane lage. un'ke mathe par hatasa thi, jo kafi dinom ki kas'-
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This short passage from the beginning of Navaria's short story, challenges not only
Babu Maheshnath’s utterance, but also Premchand himself. The unnamed gentleman
obviously represents Premchand at least in part, and his awkwardness, the cracking of
his knuckles, the struggling that has been with him for several days, as well as the
empty teat-like pockets suggest that there is no reasonable explanation for this utter-
ance, no substance to it. At the same time, the image of the empty teats hints at the
‘lack of milk” in Maheshnath’s house — the reason, for which Bhungi, in the original
Premchand story, has to become the wet nurse to Maheshnath’s young son. This image
effectively contests the notion that people from “upper castes” are to be regarded as the
Haves while people from “lower castes” as the Have-Nots, since in Dddh ka dam it is
Babu Maheshnath’s unnamed wife who does not have milk to feed her son and the
woman from the Bhangi jati who does. Navaria’s unnamed character proceeds to hand
the first-person narrator some papers, which he calls uttar (“response”), and which con-
tain the embedded narrative that follows. This embedded story is the Uttarkatha itself,
which re-tells the story of Mangal and provides “responses” to several short stories writ-

ten by Premchand, which feature characters from “lower castes”.

Navaria’s short story is certainly worthy of a deeper analysis, which is beyond the scope
of this dissertation.*** However, it should be noted that his narrative illustrates how
deeply the Dalit literary consciousness is affected by Premchand’s legacy and the story
Dadh ka dam in particular. Dalit writers like Omprakash Valmiki and Ajay Navaria reject
the patronizing empathy of non-Dalit writers such as Premchand and respond by be-

stowing agency upon their characters. Or, as Brueck aptly puts it,

Therein lies the difference in most Dalit writing. Charging that non-Dalit

writers, however sympathetic, use the Dalit character as an object of em-

maka$ se paida hur lag'ti thi. unhomne ap'ne donom hath, ap'ne kur'te ki jebom mem dale aur phir jab
bahar nikale to kur'te ki khall jebem bahar aise latak gaim, jaise bak'ri ke nicure hue than hom. ‘kyom
kaha gaya aisa, meri cimta yah hai?’

33 See Brueck 2014: 12-15 for a further discussion of Navaria’s short story.
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pathic connection and subsequently locate the impetus for social change
outside of that Dalit object, Dalit writers instead seek to invest their char-
acters with subjectivity and the power to resist, rebel, and change. This is

Dalit consciousness®® (Brueck 2014: 14f.).

The change that Brueck is talking about is what Babu Maheshnath’s utterance denies
Bhangis and by extension all Dalits. This same change is what Navaria grants Mangal
through his narrative and what Valmiki turns into a major motif of his autobiography.
While the connection between Navaria’s Uttarkatha and Dadh ka dam is explicit and
straightforward, Valmiki’s approach is much more subtle. Instead of introducing and dis-
cussing the subject directly, he lets three different characters, on three different occa-
sions in his autobiography utter a slightly paraphrased variant of what | call the “Ma-
heshnath utterance”. These three characters either address the main protagonist di-
rectly or — as in the last instance — merely utter the phrase in his vicinity, thus giving the

narrator an opportunity to respond to it in the main text.

All three instances contain direct speech and feature an interplay between standard and
non-standard Hindi and with it the tension between formally educated and/or competent
speakers versus incompetent ones.** On the following pages | close read and discuss
these three instances and show how Valmiki uses the Maheshnath utterance to didacti-
cally promote one of the main messages of his autobiography. Namely that what is
needed for members of castes formerly labeled as “untouchable” in order to improve
their life circumstances and advance socially or, to change and not to “remain a

Bhangi”, is education.

335 See chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'na in Omprakash Valmiki's Jathan”

for a discussion of dalit cet'na or Dalit consciousness.

336 See chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'na in Omprakash Valmiki’s Jithan”.
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2 First Appearance of the Maheshnath Utterance: Fears and Doubts

The first instance occurs on page 40. The main characters of the episode are the young
Omprakash, on his way to school, and an older boy called Brje$ Taga, a boy from the
Taga (taga) or Tyagi (tyagi) jati, which is the dominant jati in the village. The scene is

set with the following description.

Sdrajbhan Taga’'s son Brje$ was coming right behind me. He was quite a
few years older than me. He had a rather long stick on his shoulder. He
might have been going to the field. The moment he saw me, he started
muttering something. | pretended not to hear and went on. Just when we
came to the kothi (a building belonging to the irrigation company), he
spoke. The school was a little further away, “Abe, Chuhre ke, stop”®" 33®
(Valmiki 1999: 40).

The scene abounds with an atmosphere of danger, even though nothing as yet has
happened. The young protagonist finds himself far away from any shelter or people he
could ask for help, one on one with an older boy who has a “long stick” (ek lambi-si
lathi) on his shoulder and is obviously aggressively disposed. He addresses Omprakash
with the derogatory form of address (abe, cih're ke) introduced by Valmiki earlier in the
book.

337 “Abe, Chuhre ke” roughly means “hey, Chuhra’s offspring”, see chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetori-

cal Strategy: Dalit Cet'ng in Omprakash Valmiki’'s Jathan”.

3% Hindi original: mere piche-piche siraj'bhan taga ka beta brjes a raha tha. mujh'se umr mem kafT bara
tha. us'ke kamdhe par ek lambi-sri lathr thi. sayad khet par ja raha tha. mujhe dekh'te hi us'ne kuch
bar'barana $uri kiya. maim an'suna kar'ke cal'ta raha. kothi (nahar vibhag ka niriksan ka bhavan) ke pas

pahdc'te hi, us'ne avaz di. skal thori-st dir rah gaya tha, “abe, cih're ke, ruk ja”.
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| turned around and looked at him, mischief was gleaming on his face. He
came close to me and said, “Chuhre ke, you have grown horns indeed.

You are quite arrogant. Even the way you walk has changed”** (ibid.).

Brjes’s speech is unmarked on this occasion.

When | started to walk away without replying, he moved forward and
blocked my way. He said threateningly, “I've heard you're clever in your
studies™* (ibid.).

Here, however, the boy’s aggressive behavior is accompanied by the usage of a
retroflex na: suna hai, ti parh'ne mem hoSiyar hai (suna instead of suna). This usage
has been shown in chapter 4 to be one of the most prominent features of the non-stan-
dard form of Hindi used by Valmiki to mark speakers as not formally educated or to let

characters sound uninformed or incompetent in the context of caste oppression.

He drove one end of the stick into my stomach, “Come on, show me, too,
how clever you are”. He was bent on fighting. | wanted to avoid fighting.
Seeing me quiet he growled again, “However much you study, you’ll re-

main a Chuhra...”* (ibid.).

33 Hindi original: maimne mur'kar us'ki or dekha, us'ke ceh're par $aitani jhalak rahi thi. mere karib akar
vah bola, “ciih're ke, tere to sac'muc simg nikal ae haim. ti to bari Sekhi mem rah'ta hai. teri to chal hi

badal gar hai”.

3 Hindi original: bina uttar die maim jane laga to us'ne age barh'kar mera rasta rok liya. dat'te hue bola,
“suna hai, ta parh'ne mem hosiyar hai”.

31 Hindi original: us'ne Iatht ka ek sird mere pet mem gar diya tha, “kar'’ke hamem bhr to dikha ta kit'na
hosiyar hai”. vah jhag're par utard tha. maim jhag're se bac'na cah'ta tha. mujhe cup dekh'kar vah phir
gurraya, “kit'na bht parh liyo, rahega to cah'ra hr...”
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The atmosphere of danger nears escalation when the boy voices the first Maheshnath
utterance of Jathan: “However much you study, you’ll remain a Chuhra...” (kithha bhr
parh liyo, rahega to cah'ra hi...). The boy’s usage of a non-standard verb form /iyo in-
stead of the subjunctive/imperative form /o of the verb lena (“to take”), once again marks
him as an uninformed speaker. Furthermore, what distinguishes this utterance from the
original Maheshnath utterance is not only the fact the “Bhangi” has been replaced with
Valmiki’s own jati, Chuhra, but the more important fact that this new utterance already
contains a solution. Instead of the uncertain “whatever else may happen in the world”,
Valmiki introduces a clear proposition, i.e., education as the way to improve and socially
advance one’s life circumstances. The escalation of the situation as well as the young

protagonist’s reaction to it are not less remarkable.

He shoved me with the stick. | just escaped falling, but my bag fell on the
ground. He caught the bag with the stick, picked it up and started to whirl it
in a circle. | was entreating him, “My books will fall out... give me my
bag... my notebooks will get torn...” He didn’t give in, whirled the bag
forcefully and threw it far away. When | ran to pick it up, he started roaring
with laughter. My bag had fallen into a ditch at the side of the road, where
it had filled up with water and mud. While fishing out the bag, my clothes
had gotten wet. My feet were smeared with mud, the books and note-

books in the bag had become wet, when | saw them, | started crying.

At school | had washed my hands and feet at the tap. | dried my books
and notebooks in the sun. My mind became very sad on that day. It
seemed as if studying would not fall to my share. But | kept seeing my fa-
ther’'s face and remembering his words, “You have to improve jati by
studying™* (ibid.).

32 Hindi original: us'ne mujhe IathT se dhakiyaya. maim gir'te-gir'te baca, lekin mera jhola zamin par gir
para tha. us'ne us jhole ko lathi mem phésakar dpar utha liya aur gol-gol ghumane laga. maim us'ke age
gir'gira raha tha, “meri kitabem bikhar jaégr... mera jhola de do... kapiya phat jaégr...” vah nahim mana
aur zor se ghumakar us'ne jhola ddar phemk diya. maim uthane ke lie daura to vah kah'kahe lagakar

hés'ne laga. mera jhola sarak ke kinare khal mem gir gaya tha, jaha panr aur kicar bhara hua tha. jhola
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The “upper caste” boy physically attacks Omprakash, but is satisfied when not the boy
himself, but his book bag falls to the ground. He then proceeds to try to destroy the
book bag, this symbol of education. The whole episode can be read as an allegory of
the casteist “upper caste” society trying to prevent members of the “lower castes” from
studying. The older “upper caste” boy attacks the younger and physically weaker “lower
caste” boy, because he has already “changed” as a result of studying: he speaks Mod-
ern Standard Hindi, “the way he walks has changed” (céal hr badal gar hai), he even
seems to have become “arrogant” (bari Sekhi mem rah'ta hai). In other words, the text
implies that education makes people not only speak correctly, but changes them in
other ways, too. For instance, it can make them more sure of themselves, which might

be perceived as “arrogance”.

The fact that the attacker is satisfied when not the young protagonist himself, but rather
his book bag becomes the object of the attack, as well as the fact that what the young
protagonist tries to save are his books, and not his person, leaves no doubt about the
metaphorical significance of this altercation. The young Omprakash implores the older
boy not to destroy his books. He runs to get his book bag out of the ditch whilst his own
clothes get wet and dirty. The casteist society, represented here by the “upper caste”
boy, emits an evil laugh, when it sees the “lower caste” boy crawling in the ditch and
getting dirty. Again, a metaphor — this time, the casteist society is pleased seeing a
“lower caste” boy being dirty on his hands and knees, whence it has pushed him. As a
result of the attack, the “lower caste” boy is nearing despair, but thanks to his father’s
wise advice, which stands in direct contradiction with the Maheshnath utterance, he de-

cides not to give up his studies.

Just like the paraphrased Maheshnath utterance, the father’'s words “You have to im-

prove jati by studying” (parh-likh'kar jati sudhar'ni hai) suggest that a change and an im-

nikal'ne mem mere kap're bhig gae the. pav kicar mem san gae the, jhole mem kitabem aur kapiya bhig
gar thi, jinhem dekh'kar mujhe rona a gaya tha.

skiil ke nal par maimne hath-pav dhoe the. kitabem, kapiya dhip mem sukhai thim. mera man bahut
duhkhi ho gaya tha us roz. lag raha tha jaise parh'na-likh'na ap'ne hisse mem nahim hai. lekin pitajr ka ce-

h'ra sam'ne ate hi un'ki batem yad ane lagr thi, ‘parh-likh'kar jati sudhar'ni hai.’
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provement is possible through education. Thus, in the first instance, the Maheshnath ut-
terance is not yet contradicted, it is paraphrased to contain a possible solution and a
change brought about in the main protagonist as a result of education is hinted at.

3 The Maheshnath Utterance Refuted

The second instance occurs after only two pages in the book, but almost two years later

according to the chronology of the narrative. The main protagonist is a member of his

343 344

friend’s barat party>* and as such is required to join in the salam®** procession despite
his unwillingness to do so. During this procession, the party stops at the house of an

“‘upper caste” woman, who expresses interest in the groom.

Translation: One woman said while placing a one-rupee note on Hiram
Sing’s hand, “Oh, your son-in-law is quite handsome. What work does he

do?”

Hiram Sing’s mother-in-law said enthusiastically, “He is studying... he has
passed the 8th grade exam”. The woman who was asking looked at Hiram
in astonishment. | was standing right next [to him]. Looking at me from top

to bottom, she asked in the same tone: “You... study too?”

3 In this case, a marriage procession of the bridegroom’s party to the bride’s parental house.

3% According to Jithan, it was common among the Chuhras that during a salam procession, the groom
went around in the bride’s village with his party and the bride visited the groom’s village with her party —

both in order to receive gifts from “upper caste” village residents.
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Hindi original: **° ek aurat ne hiram simh ke hath par ek rupae ka not
rakh'te hue kaha, “ari, tera jamar hai to soh'na (sumdar) kam kya kare
haim?”

= “

hiram ki sas ne utsahit hokar kaha, “parhe haim... athvim k& imtahan diya
hai”. ptach'nevali mahila ne ascarya se hiram ko dekha. maim pas hr khara
tha. mujhe dpar se nice dekh'te hue usi sur mem boli, “ta... bhi parhe
hai?” (Valmiki 1999: 43).

Standard: ek aurat ne hiram simh ke hath par ek rupae ka not rakh'te hue

kaha, “are, tera jamar hai to sumdar kam kya kar rahe haim?”

hiram ki sas ne utsahit hokar kaha, “parh rahe haim... athvim ka imtahan
diya hai’. pach'nevall mahila ne ascarya se hiram ko dekha. maim pas hr
khara tha. mujhe dpar se nice dekh'te hue usi sur mem boli, “td... bhi

parh rahe hai?”

The “upper caste” woman is very clearly marked as a not formally educated person.
She uses ari instead of are, shortens the continuous verb forms kar rahe and parh rahe
to kare and parhe, and uses the non-standard word soh’na which is explained in a par-
enthetical gloss as sumdar (good looking) by the author. By this point in the book
Valmiki’'s usage of non-standard words and word forms has been made very clear. The
speech form used by the woman thus from the very beginning signals her incompetence
to the reader. Her superficial interest in the young and handsome bridegroom and her

astonishment at the reply lead to the following conversation with the young Omprakash.

Translation:
| nodded.

[Woman] “You... in which class?”

3% Since the woman’s speech is heavily marked with non-standard words and word forms, and the gram-

mar of the dialogue between her and Omprakash is crucial for my argument, | return in this example to

the practice of quoting the Hindi original and its standard version in the main text.
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[Omprakash] “I've passed the 9th grade exam”.

Her eyes filled with astonishment, “You look younger than him?”
[Omprakash] “Jr, ** | am younger than him”.

She paused for a while, then said, “But Barla is a Taga village?”
[Omprakash] “Yes, ji. | said.

[Woman] “Chuhra’s kids go to school too”. She was wondering.

[Woman] “However much you study... you will remain a Chuhra”. saying

this she vented her anger and went back inside.

Hindi original:

maimne ‘ha’ mem gardan hila.

[Woman] “ta... kon'st kilas mem hai?”

[Omprakash] “naumvi ki pariksa dr hai”.

us'kir amkhem tajjub se bhar gai, “tu dikkhe to is'se chota?”
[Omprakash] ji, maim in'se chota ham”.

vah thora ruk'kar boli, “bar’la to tagaom ka hai?”
[Omprakash] ‘ji ham”, maimne kaha.

[Woman] “cah'rom ke jakat (bacce) bhi parh'ne javem hai mad'rase

mem”. use ascarya ho raha tha.

[Woman] “kit'ha br parh lo... rahoge to cuh're hi”, kah'kar us'ne ap'ne bhi-

tar ki bharas nikalr aur amdar calr gai (Valmiki 1999: 43).
Standard:

mairiine ‘h&” mem gardan hilar.

346 JTis a word with several meanings: when used with a name or a title it is a formal appellation similar to
“sir” or “madam”; used on its own as a response, it can be understood as both a polite form of address as
well as an extremely polite form of agreement. The word is left untranslated because no English transla-

tion can reflect the level of extreme politeness associated with it.
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[Woman] “td... kaun'st klas mem hai?”
[Omprakash] “naumvi ki pariksa dr hai”.

us'kir amkhem tajjub se bhar gai, “ta dikhne mem to is'se chota?”

h—

[Omprakash] ‘i, maim in'se chota hd”.

vah thora ruk'kar boli, “bar’la to tagaom ka hai?”

[Omprakash] 4T ha”, maimne kaha.

b

[Woman] “cah’rom ke bacce bhi parh'ne jate hai mad'rase mem”. use as-

carya ho raha tha.

[Woman] “kitha bhr parh lo... rahoge to cuh're hi”, kah'kar us'ne ap'ne

bhitar ki bharas nikalr aur amdar call gar.

In this exchange, too, the woman continues to use non-standard words and word forms.
In the interrogative pronoun kaun'si, retroflex na replaces the dental na and the diph-
thong au shortens to 0. The vowel i is added to the word klas, aspiration is dropped in
the word bhr, two non-standard verbs forms are used: javem instead of jate and dikkhe,
which might stand for dikh'ne mem or dikh'kar. Additionally, the non-standard word jakat
is used and explained as bacce in a parenthetical gloss. In contrast, Omprakash’s own

speech is emphatically standard, correct and polite.

It is interesting to note that while in the first instance above Brje$ Taga uses the non-
standard verb form liyo in the Maheshnath utterance (kit'ha bhri parh liyo), the woman in
the second instance uses the standard subjunctive/imperative verb form /o. However, in
this case, the Maheshnath utterance contains an unaspirated br instead of bhri (kit'ha br
parh o), while just a few lines before the same character used the standard form bhr in
her speech (td... bhi parhe hai?). This interchangeability of the non-standard word
forms serves to emphasize the lack of importance of the particular speech form, tongue
or dialect used as opposed to the fact that the speech is marked as non-standard. The

different speech forms, which imply the protagonist’s superiority over the uneducated
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“high caste” woman, once again demonstrate the author’s attempt to contradict the Ma-
heshnath utterance, which is repeated here with barely a change in the wording: kit'ha
bi parh lo... rahoge to cah're hi (“However much you study... you will remain a
Chuhra”).

The protagonist’s reaction after this second occurrence of the Maheshnath utterance is
quite different. While the first instance is followed by frustration, feelings of insecurity
and a somewhat reluctant determination to go on studying to pursue an uncertain “im-
provement of jat” (jati sudhar'ni hai), the second is succeeded by a self-confident narra-
tion, in which Valmiki proceeds to challenge the Maheshnath utterance in a number of

ways.

The procession had moved on to the next door. My throat was drying out
from thirst. | was also tired from standing around. | said to the drummer,

“bhaiya,*’ get [me/us] some water to drink”.

He looked at me in surprise, “We will only get water when we get home”3#®
(Valmiki 1999: 43f.).

In this episode, the main protagonist is portrayed as a self-confident young man, who is
exhausted and wants nothing more than to quench his thirst. It appears as if he has for-
gotten that due to his jati affiliation, he cannot get drinking water in a “high caste” neigh-

borhood. The drummer’s surprise shows that this is a well-known fact.

347 “Brother”, a friendly form of address.

38 Hindi original: juliis ag'le dar'vaje ki or cal diya. pyas ke mare mera gala sikh raha tha. khare-khare
thak bhi gae the. maimne dhol bajanevale se kaha, “bhaiya, kahim pant pil'va do”.
us'ne hairani se meri or dekha, “pani to ghar jake hi milega”.
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The whole joy of taking part in the barat was spoiled. When we came back
soaked in sweat, | drank a lot of water. When he saw [me] drinking water
like this, the man who had given me the water said, “is there a drought in

Barla?”

“‘No! The salam has dried out my juices”. Whether that poor uneducated
one understood the essence of my words or not, | do not know. | silently
sat down on one side to ease my exhaustion. The pain of wandering from
door to door for ‘salam’ had exhausted me beyond measure. [l felt] as if

something was boiling in my mind®**° (Valmiki 1999: 44).

The change that had started to happen to the young Omprakash as a result of his stud-
ies in the first instance, has led him in the second instance to contrasting himself with a
“poor uneducated one” (vah becara an'parh), who might not be able to understand the
protagonist’'s metaphor. It also appears as though the main protagonist is the only mem-
ber of the party who endures suffering as a consequence of the salam. His anguish ap-
pears to be more mental than physical: he is exhausted by the “pain of wandering from

door to door for ‘salam’ (‘salam’ ke lie dar-dar bhatak'ne ki pirda). A context of dalit

cet’na®*° emerges in the narrative as the young protagonist struggles with his feelings:

Pork meat and rotis were made for lunch. Having drunk alcohol some peo-
ple were creating a hubbub. People were dozing on the cots at the bottom

of the neem tree. In the commotion of the food being served and the de-

3% Hindi original: barat mem ane ka sara anamd kir'kira ho gaya tha. pasine se lathipath jab ham vapas
laute to maimne ji bhar'kar panr piya. pant is tarah pite hue dekh'kar pant pilanevala bola, “bar'le mem
skha par gaya hai kya?” “nahim! salam ne meréa pani sokh liya hai”. mert bat ke maram ko vah becara
an'parh sam'jha ya nahim, maim nahim jan'ta. maim cup'cap ek kinare baith gaya tha, ap'ni thakan
mitane ke lie. ‘salam’ ke lie dar-dar bhatak'ne ki pira ne mujhe behad thaka diya tha. mere man mem

Jaise kuch ubal raha tha.

3% See chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'na in Omprakash Valmiki’s Jathan”

for a discussion of dalit cet'na or Dalit consciousness.
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parture of the bridegroom’s party | was sitting quietly aside®' (Valmiki
1999: 44).

The by now educated main protagonist, who speaks emphatically correct standard
Hindi, is portrayed on this occasion as a young man who is estranged from a community
that used to be his own. While other members of the barat party continue to celebrate,
he is sitting apart and brooding over something that “was boiling in his mind” (mere man
mem jaise kuch ubal raha tha). The appearance of the protagonist’s father offers an op-

portunity to elaborate:

Seeing me sitting like this, Father asked, “Why are you sitting like this,
Munshi ji?”

Instead of answering father’s question, | shot a question [at him]: “Is this

going for salam [a] good [thing]?”

Father stared at me as if he was seeing me for the first time. Seeing him
quiet, my mind’s confusion started to come out, “That the groom should
tour from house to house at his own wedding... it's a bad thing... bride-
grooms from high castes never go around like this... this bride will go to
Barla and walk around from house to house for salam in the same man-

ner...”**2 (ibid.).

31 Hindi original: dopahar ke khane mem star ka mit aur rofi bani thi. $arab pikar kar log ho-halla kar rahe
the. nim ke per tale caripaiyom par log tgh rahe the. khana khilane aur barat ke vida kar'ne ki gah'ma-
gah'mi mem, maim ek kinare cup'cap baitha tha.

32 Hindi original: mujhe is tarah baitha dekh'kar pitaji ne piicha, “aise kyim baithe ho mumsr ji?”
maimne pitajr ke saval ka uttar dene ke bajay, ek saval tejT se daga, “ye salam ke lie jana kya thik hai?”

pitajr ne mert or aisa ghdra jaise pah'li bar dekh rahe hom. unhem cup'cap dekh'kar mere man ki uthal-
puthal bahar ane lagi, “ap'ni hi $adi mem dulha ghar-ghar ghame... burf bat hai... bari jat'valom ke dulhe

to aise kahim nahim jate... ye dulhan bar'la jakar aise hi ghar-ghar jaegi salam karlne...”
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One might say that Valmiki depicts in this episode the emergence of dalit cet'na: first,
the main protagonist is haunted by feelings of anguish and exhaustion after participation
in an event that is part of the Chuhra tradition, then he proceeds to brood over his feel-
ings and finally expresses his frustration with a custom that he regards as demeaning
and compares the celebratory customs of the Chuhras with those of “high caste” peo-
ple. The protagonist’s efforts are not in vain: his father, whose speech is once again em-

phatically non-standard at this point, realizes the truth of the son’s words.

Translation: Father was listening to my words in silence, “Munshi ji, that’s
it, sending you to school has been a success... | understood it, too... now

we will break this tradition”.

Hindi original: pitajr khamosi se meri bat sun rahe the, “mumsiji, bas, tujhe
skul bhej'na saphal ho giya hai... mhari samajh mem br & giya hai... ib is

rit kd toremge” (ibid.).

Standard: pitaji khGmosi se meri bat sun rahe the, “mumsiji, bas, tujhe
skul bhej'na saphal ho gaya hai... meri samajh mem bhi & gaya hai... ab

is rit ko toremge”.

The father’s non-standard speech serves here to emphasize the contrast between the
son’s standard speech and progressive thought and the traditional casteist worldview
his father comes from. The father’s words “sending you to school has been a success”
illustrate once again the contradiction of the Maheshnath utterance: studying has made
the protagonist different, it has made him see the demeaning nature of this tradition, it
has also helped him explain this to his uneducated father, who realizes the truth of his
son’s words and who, along with the whole family, also changes and improves his situa-

tion as a result of his son’s studies:
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Father indeed did break this tradition in his own house. My brother Jane-
sar's barat party went to Rajopur near Laksar. Father had flatly refused,

“My son will not go for salam’.

At my sister’'s wedding, too, we didn’t allow our brother-in-law to go for
‘salam’. We clearly said that if someone wanted to give something, they
should come and give it here®? (Valmiki 1999: 44).

The second Maheshnath utterance serves as an opportunity to introduce the subject of
a practice that helps to plant an inferiority complex inside young people from the Chuhra
jati. In the narrative following the utterance, Valmiki addresses a conflict between tradi-
tion and dalit cet'na, which is resolved when the protagonist succeeds in convincing his
father of the custom’s bad impact on the young couple. The two short examples of oc-
casions on which the family has refused to go for salam are full of a sense of pride and

self-respect, not inferiority.

It might seem like an ordinary matter, but whether it is a groom or a bride,
a sense of inferiority is planted inside them from the first day of marriage.
A short story of mine about ‘salam’ with the same title has been published
in Hans magazine (August 1993) and Rajendra Yadav had called it a

forceful story of protest against Brahminism*®** (Valmiki 1999: 45).

33 Hindi original: pitajr ne sac'muc is rit ko ap'ne hi ghar se tora tha. mere bhar janesar ki barat laksar ke
pas rajopur gar thi. pitaji ne saph mana kar diya tha, “mera beta salam kar'ne nahim jaega’.
bahan ki $&di mem bhi ham'ne ap'ne bahanor ko ‘salam’ par nahim jane diya tha. saph-saph kah diya tha,

Jise jo bhi dena hai yaham dekar jae.
3% Hindi original: dekh'ne-sun'ne mem bahut sadharan-si bat lag sak'ti hai lekin dalha ho ya dulhan, $adr

ke pah'le hr din un'mem hin'ta-bodh bhar diya jata hai. ‘salam’ par isi Sirsak se meri ek kahani hams

(agast, 1993) mem chapr thi jise rajemdr yadav ne brahman'vad-virodh ki sasakt kahanr kaha tha.
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As a crowning achievement the author announces that his short story with the same title
has been published in the renowned magazine Hans and received highly positive feed-
back from its famous editor, Rajendra Yadav (Rajemdra Yadav).**® Thus, in the narra-
tive that follows the second paraphrased Maheshnath utterance, Valmiki presents sev-
eral arguments which help to demonstrate that education is able to improve one’s life
circumstances and social status. Through his narrative, Valmiki suggests that education
is able to transform a person into a reflecting, intelligent and self-respecting human be-
ing, who is capable of rebellion against centuries-long oppression and able to achieve
as much as a publication in an esteemed magazine and receive high praise from a fa-
mous person — all of which not merely challenges, but contradicts the Maheshnath utter-

ance so vigorously as not to leave any doubt in the mind of the reader.

4 The Didactic Moment

The third instance of the Maheshnath utterance, which is meant to seal the argument, is
located on the last pages of Jathan. The main protagonist is now nearly equivalent with
the author of the book at the time of writing. He walks along a street with a friend whose
aim it is to convince Valmiki to change his surname to a caste-neutral one.**® This ap-
pears to be a sour subject with Valmiki, who on several pages argues that one of the
most important means towards an improvement of reputation and social status of Dalits
is to openly admit to being one. At this moment, the companions happen to overhear a

conversation between some bus drivers.

Translation: Most of the drivers were Sikhs. Finishing his argument one

driver [said], “Say what you will... however big an officer he might be-

355 See the introduction to this dissertation.

3% His chosen surname “Valmiki” is a caste marker, since it is the name by which members of the Chuhra

jati are known in many parts of northern India. See also chapter 1 “Who is a Dalit?”.
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come, his caste cannot be changed... if he is a Chuhra, he will remain a
Chuhra...”

Hindi (and Punjabi) original: jyadatar draivar sikkh the. ek draivar ne ba-
has ka samapan kar'te hue, “kuch bhi kaho... chahe jinna badda af'sar
van jave, us dr jat ni badal sak'di... cah'ra hai to rahega cah'ra hi...”
(Valmiki 1999: 157).

The words marked bold in the above example are partly standard and partly non-stan-
dard Punjabi words, that is, non-standard and marked with regard to Hindi — the main
language of the text. The Sikh bus driver speaks a mixture of Hindi and Punjabi, which,
according to Anne Murphy®”’ can be heard quite often particularly in eastern Punjab, the
Puadh region, and in Delhi. In Jathan, Valmiki mentions numerous friends and col-
leagues from different parts of India and yet, this is only one of two instances in the
whole book where another language is used in direct speech. ** If Valmiki’s friends and
colleagues who appear as characters in his autobiography use direct speech in the
book at all, it is invariably Modern Standard Hindi. As has been shown above, a speech
form other than standard Hindi — whether it is (partly) a different language or not — only
appears in the text on strategically placed occasions. | thus regard the above example
as another instance of marked speech, which is meant to make the speaker stand out
and look less of an authority. Not only is the fact that Punjabi has been chosen on this
occasion over Hindi a marker in itself, but even more so is the fact that some of the
Punjabi words are written in non-standard forms. The Punjabi verb for “to become” is
ban'na, not van'na, so the compound verb form van jave should read ban jave in stan-

dard Punjabi. In a similar manner, the consonant va has been replaced by ba in badda

337 The following explanations regarding the Punjabi language were obligingly supplied by Dr. Anne Mur-

phy, Associate Professor at the University of British Columbia, via email communication.

38 The only other instance of a different language in Jithan is the direct speech used by an unnamed vil-
lage boy met by Valmiki on his way to his native village. The boy initially speaks standard Hindi and
switches to Marathi when faced with violence. On that occasion Valmiki does not only explicitly give a rea-
son for the change of language, but also translates the complete sentence into Hindi in a parenthetical

gloss.
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instead of vadda. Further, the negation nahim has been shortened to ni, which is un-

usual for written Punjabi.

In this third and last instance, the paraphrased Maheshnath utterance has changed: the
bus driver doesn’t speak about education anymore, he speaks about “becoming a big
officer”. It appears that the fact that a person from a “lower caste” can study and be-
come a “big officer” (badda af'sar), or, as in Valmiki’s case, a well-known and success-
ful writer, is considered as already established. What remains is to challenge the phrase
“if he is a Chuhra he will remain a Chuhra”. This is where Valmiki turns the tables on
Babu Maheshnath and his utterance and argues that “staying a Chuhra”, that is to say,
to admit one’s one’s jati affiliation instead of hiding it as soon as one has become “a big

officer” is precisely what should be done in order to improve the Dalits’ reputation.

Having heard this conversation, Imduji looked at me. There was a ques-
tion in her eyes, “Say now, mister writer, is there still a sustainable argu-

ment for your surname after this?”

After some silence Imduji said, “One day this surname of yours will
tremendously damage your position”. At the same moment her daughter
Soniya, who was standing beside us, announced, “Uncle, | will write

Valmiki with my name”*** (ibid.).

While the narrative following the first two instances strives to corroborate the notion that
education is the right approach for “a Chuhra” to improve their situation, in the last in-
stance the author doesn’t even need to respond to the Maheshnath utterance — neither

to the driver’'s argument, nor to the silent question that is being asked by his friend — the

3% Hindi original: is vartalap ko sun'kar imduji ne mert or dekha. un'ki amkhom mem jaise prasn tha, ‘ab

kaho lekhak ji, is'ke bad bhi ap'ke sar'nem ka kor aucityapiirn tark hai?

kuch der kT khamosi ke bad imdu ji ne kaha tha, “ap'ka yah sar'nem kisr din ap'ki pratistha ko zabar'dast
dhakka pahumcaega”. usi ksan pas khari un'ki beti soniya bol pari, “amkal ji, maim ap'ne nam ke sath

valmiki likhagr.
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statement has already been contradicted: not only through the narrative following the
second incident, but by the whole book, by the mere existence of it, as well as by Imduji
herself, when she silently addresses Valmiki as “mister writer” (lekhak ji). When Soniya
— a representative of the new educated generation of Dalits — agrees with the main pro-
tagonist’s and the author’s opinion without further argument, the text implies that she re-
alizes that the driver’s utterance lacks substance. There are no arguments to support it.
It's empty, just like the empty teat-like pockets belonging to the Premchand lookalike
from Navaria’'s Uttar'katha. On the other hand, in Valmiki’'s case, his whole life is an ar-
gument that proves his point. By making the young woman agree with the protagonist’s
view and declare her intention to make her own Dalit identity public, Valmiki metaphori-
cally paves the way for the new generation. The Maheshnath utterance helps Valmiki to
make his point: not only is education the way to improvement, but being a Dalit, espe-
cially a distinguished member of the Dalit community, one should not strive to cease to
be one, i.e. to resort to “passing” as someone else, but to endeavor to make one’s

achievements known in order to improve the position of the whole Dalit community.

5 Conclusion

In his autobiography, Omprakash Valmiki refers to the well-known short story Diadh ka
dam written by the renowned Hindi writer Munshi Premchand not only through its title —
Jathan — but also through the image of “standing outside the door” as well as the utiliza-
tion of an infamous phrase uttered by one of its characters, Babu Maheshnath. Evoking
the image of standing outside the door on three separate occasions, all of which accuse
casteist society of reducing Dalits or people formerly labeled as “untouchable” to pas-
sive spectators, Valmiki implicitly draws a comparison between the fate of Mangal, the
protagonist of Didh k& dam and his own life story. While Mangal’s character remains
content with his passive position in life, Valmiki’s protagonist rebels against the place

“outside the door” that is forced on him by society.
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A more central part in Valmiki’'s autobiography takes the phrase uttered by Premchand’s
character Babu Maheshnath. It is addressed to a woman from the Bhangi jati and reads,
“Whatever else might happen in the world, Bhangi will remain Bhangi. It is hard to make
people out of them”® (Premchand 1996: 284). This phrase, which is referred to as the
“‘Maheshnath utterance” throughout this chapter, is repeated in a slightly altered form by
three different characters on three different occasions in Jathan and challenged by the
narrative that frames it. The altered utterance contains the means proposed by Valmiki
to achieve improvement, which is education. At the same time, every character to pro-
nounce this paraphrased utterance is marked as an incompetent speaker through the

usage of non-standard speech.

In the first instance, Valmiki introduces the subject and his protagonist’s doubts about
whether or not he will be able to continue his studies despite the hostility he meets with
from members of the “upper caste” society. The second instance demonstrates that
Valmiki’s assertion is accurate, that education indeed does help to improve one’s situa-
tion in life and social position. Finally, the third instance serves as a didactic moment to
seal the argument. Valmiki proceeds to suggest that a “Bhangi” — to use Premchand’s
original wording — should not endeavor to cease to be a “Bhangi”, but should let the
world know of their achievements in order to improve the position and social standing
for all Dalits. Valmiki’'s autobiography Jithan is the best example for such a course of

action.

Thus, the central character of Valmiki’s autobiography in the course of the narrative un-
dergoes a transformation from a young illiterate boy akin to Premchand’s Mangal to
Omprakash Valmiki, an established writer — Munshi Ji, as his father used to call him, or
“‘mister writer”, as his friend Imduji calls him on one of the last pages of the book.
Valmiki uses his life narrative to challenge the object status to which, as Dalit writers

claim, Premchand and other non-Dalit writers have subjected Dalit characters in their

3% Hindi original: duniya mé aur cahe jo kuch ho jae, bhamgi bhamgri hi rahemge. inhem ad'mi banana
kathin hai.
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writings. Instead, Valmiki fills his text with his own agency and dalit cet'na to promote

the same strategy among his potential Dalit readers.
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Conclusion

In this dissertation, | have shown that Hindi Dalit authors use a wide variety of narrative
techniques in their autobiographies to perform their Dalit identity. Chapter 1 “Who is a
Dalit?” discusses relevant caste-related terminology and proceeds to present the wide
range of definitions for the term dalit, which can be found in various scholarly works,
pieces of Dalit literature and criticism. As the next step, the chapter demonstrates how
each of the three authors uses caste-related terminology and the term dalit in their re-
spective autobiographies. The ambiguity of the term dalit presented in the first part, is
emphasized by the different meanings implicitly given to it by Omprakash Valmiki,
Kausalya Baisantri and Tulsiram. The chapter demonstrates that caste-related terminol-
ogy and especially the usage of the term dalit is still far from unified and extremely am-
biguous. In Hindi Dalit autobiographies as well, its usage is diverse and indefinite. Even
though in his autobiography Jathan Omprakash Valmiki mentions his own definition of
the term dalit — namely that a Dalit is a member of the group formerly labeled as “un-
touchable”, who has become aware of the oppression his community has been facing
for centuries and stands up against it — a closer look at the usage of the term dalit in
Jathan reveals that Valmiki barely uses the term as a designation for particular individu-
als, while rather preferring to employ it as a collective term used in formal and abstract

”» 13 ” “*

contexts as well as phrases such as “Dalit literature”, “Dalit movement”, “Dalit con-
sciousness”, etc. In the case of particular individuals, however, in Jdthan, either other
caste-related terms such as names of jatis are used or the characters’ jati affiliation is
not revealed at all. Since in his autobiography, Valmiki performs the changes in his pro-
tagonist’s consciousness through his writing, the term dalit only appears in the narrative
after the main protagonist gets acquainted with it. But even after this, there are only two
occasions in the whole book, on which Valmiki comes close to calling himself “Dalit”
rather than using the two names of his jati “Chuhra” or “Bhangi”. In Kausalya Baisantri’'s
autobiography Doh'ra Abhisap, categories such as names of jatis, occupational terms
and religious affiliations initially seem to be used without differentiation, which suggests
an unimportance of categories for Baisantri. In the greater part of her autobiography for

herself and her family members Baisantri uses the terms Mahar as well as “untouch-
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able” (asprsya or achat). Once her family advances socially as well as financially, how-
ever, the Hindi words meaning “untouchable” and names of jatis are practically replaced
by the word dalit. The term dalit appears to have a very specific meaning in Baisantri’s
vocabulary as a designation for people, who have become aware of the importance of
education, have educated themselves and/or members of their families and have
achieved a better social status. In his two volume autobiography, Tulsiram uses the
term dalit in quite a different manner as an umbrella term that includes every person or
group of people belonging to any community or jati formerly labeled as “untouchable”,
regardless even of whether the said person or group has lived in the historic time pe-
riod, in which the term was in use. Both, present day members of Scheduled Castes
such as Chamar or Pasi jatis as well as characters from Buddhist texts, who are termed
as Chandala in those texts, are called Dalit in Tulsiram’s autobiography. Tulsiram uses
names of jatis for both Savarnas as well as Dalits, as occupational terms or as subcate-

gories, and does not appear to attach any negative undertone to jatis.

Chapter 2 explores the construction of a Buddhist identity for Dalits in the two volumes
of Tulsiram’s autobiography. It shows that since the early 20th century quite a few no-
table Dalit leaders and activists have endeavored to construct a new shared and re-
spectable identity for Dalits by claiming that in the past, Dalits became labeled as “un-
touchable” as a consequence of their Buddhist identity and a refusal to submit to the
Hindu religion. One of the most well-known of these activists was Dr. Bhimrao Ambed-
kar, who studied the history of caste oppression for many years and published the book
entitled The Untouchables Who Were They And Why They Became Untouchables?, in
which he argues at length that people known as “untouchable” at the time of his writing
the book, had been Buddhists in the past and became ostracized and labeled as “un-
touchable” because they refused to change their eating practices and give up consum-
ing beef. For Ambedkar the root of untouchability lay in the Hindu religion and he pro-
moted the idea that in order to be free and live in an egalitarian society, Dalits needed to
renounce Hinduism and convert to an egalitarian religion. After many years of delibera-
tions and an in-depth study of many religions of the world, Ambedkar chose Buddhism
as such a religion and proceeded to convert to Buddhism in 1956 together with his wife
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as well as several hundred thousands of Dalits. Hindi Dalit writer Tulsiram follows
Ambedkar in his two-part autobiography when he claims that present day Dalits must
have been Buddhists before being labeled as “untouchable”. Attempting to deconstruct
the centuries old identity of the powerless and deprived “untouchables”, in the two vol-
umes of his autobiography, he utilizes several Buddhist stories as parables to create a
virtual link between present day Dalits and Buddhists of ancient times. He also provides
his own piece of evidence for his claim, and implicitly promotes conversion of Dalits to
Buddhism as a means to be accepted into a bigger community and thus to escape suf-

fering.

Chapter 3 “Tropes of Agency in Kausalya Baisantri’'s Doh'ra Abhisap” looks into the spe-
cific case of Kausalya Baisantri, who as a woman Dalit writer performs her intersectional
identity as a Dalit and a woman and creates new literary tropes in the context of male-
female relations and the discourse of empowerment in her narrative. The chapter
demonstrates in its initial stage how male authors of Hindi Dalit autobiographies tend to
disregard female characters and often either do not mention them at all or mention them
to a much lesser degree than male characters. In the first volume of Tulsiram’s two-part
autobiography Murdahiya, for instance, individual women characters — as opposed to
groups of women — are hardly mentioned in the narrative. Barely any women characters
appear in the main part of Manikarnika, the second volume of his autobiography. In-
stead, they are assembled in a separate chapter at the end of the volume, which, being
cut out of the chronological order of the autobiography, looks like an afterthought. In
Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiography Jiathan, women characters often remain behind the
scenes as well. This is illustrated based on two additional examples. As the next stage,
the chapter demonstrates how Kausalya Baisantri actively responds to female erasure
in male written Dalit autobiographies as well as to the absence of narrative agency for
women characters which she challenges in her autobiography. By experimenting with
the genre of autobiography and adding her maternal grandmother and mother as main
protagonists of her work, Baisantri fills her narrative with female characters and with fe-
male agency. Numerous further female characters of Doh'r& Abhisap help in the cre-
ation of the woman role model trope, which | identify in this chapter and exemplify by
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means of various close reading examples from the text. Baisantri also creates the man
role model trope. She does so by indirectly suggesting to the readers that specific char-
acters are to be regarded as insignificant and irrelevant, while others should be seen as
role models. The woman and the man role model tropes share the following characteris-
tics: they are hard-working and honest people, who understand the importance of edu-
cation for both girls and boys and run schools or help in other ways to advance educa-
tion for underprivileged persons. In addition, the male role model is respectful towards
women, and the woman role model is independent and clever and plays an active part
in her own fortune and the narrative. With these tropes, Baisantri’s autobiography Do-
h'ra Abhisap challenges male-written Dalit literary texts as well as traditional views on
gender roles and distribution of agency. In the introduction to her autobiography,
Baisantri declares that she “needs independence” to share her story with the world and
that her male relatives, i.e. her husband, her brother and her son, might be displeased
with her choice to publish her frank and openly written work. | argue that the many ex-
amples of female agency in Doh'ra Abhisap are performed through Baisantri’'s own

agency of writing her autobiography.

Chapter 4 “Forms of Hindi as a Rhetorical Strategy: Dalit Cet'ng in Omprakash Valmiki’s
Jathan” analyzes the language and usage of non-standard versus standard forms of
Hindi in Valmiki’s autobiography. Using examples of direct speech from Jdthan, | show
that Omprakash Valmiki uses in his autobiography different forms of Hindi in direct
speech to indicate to the reader certain dissimilarities between speakers. In the village
setting of the book, a non-standard form of Hindi is used in order to mark speakers as
not formally educated. This form of speech is juxtaposed to the speech used by school
teachers, whose direct speech uses standard Hindi, and is thus implicitly marked as the
speech of educated persons. This difference between educated and not educated char-
acters serves the purpose of marking school teachers as less knowledgeable or compe-
tent in the context of caste oppression through the usage of some non-standard forms
in direct speech used by them. In contrast, characters who have been marked as not
formally educated in other instances appear more authoritative or informed in the con-

text of dalit cet'na or Dalit consciousness by the usage of more standard forms in their
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speech. Valmiki’'s usage of standard and non-standard forms of Hindi changes in the
city setting of Jathan. Here, the difference between people from the village and people
from the city is highlighted by the same means, that is, through the usage of standard

and non-standard forms of Hindi in direct speech.

At last, chapter 5 “Challenging Premchand: Creating a Narrative of Empowerment” ex-
amines the narrative techniques employed by Omprakash Valmiki to express Dalit con-
sciousness by means of rhetoric and linguistic methods. In Jathan, Valmiki refers to the
short story Dddh k& dam written by the celebrated and prolific Hindi author Munshi
Premchand not only through its title — which means “leftovers” and is a direct reference
to Premchand’s story — but also through the notion of “standing outside the door” as well
as the usage of an infamous phrase uttered by one of its characters, Babu Maheshnath.
In his autobiography, Valmiki evokes the image of standing outside the door on three
separate occasions, all of which serve to accuse supporters of caste hierarchy of reduc-
ing Dalits or people formerly labeled as “untouchable” to passive spectators instead of
active agents. By doing this, Valmiki draws a subtle comparison between the destiny of
Mangal, the main protagonist of Didh k& dam and the story of his own life. While Man-
gal’s character remains content with his passive position, Valmiki’'s protagonist rebels
against the place “outside the door” which casteist society tries to force on him. A more
crucial role plays the phrase uttered by Babu Maheshnath, another character from
Premchand’s Dddh ka dam. It is addressed to a woman from the Bhangi jati and reads,
“Whatever else might happen in the world, Bhangi will remain Bhangi. It is hard to make
people out of them™® (Premchand 1996: 284). This phrase, or the “Maheshnath utter-
ance” as | refer to it, is uttered in a somewhat changed wording by three different char-
acters on three different occasions in Jdathan and challenged by the narrative that
frames it. This altered utterance contains the method suggested by Valmiki to achieve
improvement, namely education. In addition, through the usage of non-standard
speech, each character to utter this paraphrased statement is marked as an uninformed

speaker. In the first instance, the main protagonist’s doubts about the continuation of his

%! Hindi original: duniya mé aur cahe jo kuch ho jae, bhamgr bhamgr hi rahemge. inhem ad'mi banana
kathin hai.
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education regardless of the antagonism of the casteist society he meets with is intro-
duced. The second instance proves that Valmiki’s assertion is accurate, and that educa-
tion indeed helps one to advance socially. Finally, the third instance serves as a didactic
moment to seal the argument. Valmiki suggests and is supported by a character who
represents the new generation that as a “Bhangi” — to use Premchand’s original wording
— who has advanced socially, one should not hide one’s caste affiliation. Rather, one
should make it known publicly in order to improve the reputation and position for all Dal-

its. Valmiki’s autobiography Jdthan is the best example for such a course of action.

In this way, the central character of Valmiki's autobiography in the course of the narra-
tive undergoes a transformation from a young illiterate boy akin to Premchand’s Mangal
to Omprakash Valmiki, an established writer — Munshi Ji, as his father used to call him,
or “Mister Writer”, as his friend Imduji calls him on one of the last pages of the book.
One can, arguably, see this same transformation in the other two autobiographies,
which are in the focus of this dissertation, as well. While Valmiki purposefully uses his
life narrative to challenge the object status to which, as Dalit writers claim, Premchand
and other non-Dalit writers have subjected Dalit characters in their writings, Kausalya
Baisantri and Tulsiram do so indirectly through the very fact of writing and publishing
their autobiographies. All three authors reject the passive position of “Mangal” and in-
stead, write their texts through their own agency and consciousness in order to promote
the same strategy among their potential Dalit readers. Tulsiram argues for taking the ini-
tiative and getting educated despite any obstacles, including one’s family that might not
realize its importance. His promotion of Buddhism as the historical religion of Dalits de-
constructs the identity of the helpless and destitute “untouchables”, while his implicit
campaign in favor of a conversion to Buddhism encourages the idea of being an active
agent in one’s own story. Kausalya Baisantri achieves the same objective in Doh'ra Ab-
hisap by the means of writing about three generations of women in her family and effec-
tively showing how a change of situation or, in this case, social position happens in a
gradual progression. As the first step, her grandmother revolts against an abusive hus-
band and decides to lead an independent life. She works hard regardless of deprivation

and loss, and arranges the marriage of her daughter to a suitable young man, who was
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raised by a good woman. As the next step, this daughter (i.e. Kausalya’s mother) works
hard together with her husband and decides to educate all her children. The more posi-
tive change enters the lives of the family members, the simpler it seems to get: while the
eldest daughter had to stop studying because her in-laws opposed the idea of her edu-
cation, the second eldest daughter (Kausalya Baisantri herself) struggled through high
school and college regardless of caste oppression she had to face. Regretting her el-
dest daughter’s fate as an uneducated woman, the mother decided not to let her other
children marry young and give an education to all of them. The younger children of the
family also studied at universities and got academic degrees. At the end of her autobi-
ography, Kausalya Baisantri states that her mother became extremely active in helping
other Dalits to get educated too. At last, Baisantri lists her own children and nieces and
nephews and states that all of them are educated and married to suitable partners
(some of whom belong to “high castes”) (Baisantri 1999: 116). In this way, all three au-
thors of Hindi Dalit autobiographies in focus of this dissertation not only challenge, but
also contradict the Maheshnath utterance, and advocate for education and active partic-

ipation in their own destinies for all Dalits.
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