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ABSTRACT
Dalit literature forms an important and distinct part of Indian literature. It is the writing about Dalit by
Dalit with Dalit consciousness. It artistically portrays the trials and tribulations, humiliations, sorrows
and sufferings experienced by Dalits for an age old time. Dalit’s subaltern statu inherited from

the age old humiliation, oppression, exploitation and discrimination
society in general. He narrates his agony and anguish in the most pa
consequently, his harrowing and grievous tale brings to the fore
hurtful as slavery and as demeaning as apartheid. He says tha

it is seared by experiences that managed to find a literary sh

to study how Joothan sketches a tormenting and agonizing

and sufferings in an extremely hostile and prejudiced social

community.
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Dalit literature is that literature

about Dalits by Dalit sness. The form of Dalit is inherent in its
Dalitness, and its purg@se i i society of its slavery, and narrate its pain and
suffering”.! Dalit

constitutes thgr answer t

obiography Joothan, gives voice to the age old anguish and
humiliation, oppressio itation and injustice meted out to him and to his society in general.
He begins his autobiogra by pointing out that Dalit life is excruciatingly painful and it is
charred by experiences that managed to find literary shape and form. It is in this context that
Omprakash Valmiki's' Joothan: became a path breaking autobiographical account of his birth
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and upbringing as a Dalit in the newly independent India of the 1950's from an insider's
perspective. In Joothan, Omprakash Valmiki deals with the humiliating treatment given to the
Dalits that stemmed from the psyche of the people belonging to the upper castes. This humiliation
took the form of words, symbols and gestures used to denigrate them in both verbal and physical
form. Before these autobiographies that formed the main body of Dalit literature came out, the
Dalits were the proverbial invisible men and women of India who were forced to live on the
margins of society. Valmiki tells a poignant story of growing up in a village, a story of survival of
oppression as hurtful as slavery, as demeaning as apartheid, and also a story of victory as the
author after getting education learns to embrace his identity and becomes a spokesman for his
community. Joothan in Hindi means scraps of food left on an eater's plate, usually destined for the
garbage. The translator of Valmiki's Joothan, Arun Prabha Mukherjee, says:

“The title encapsulates the pain, humiliation and poverty of Valmiki's comm , which notonly
had to rely on joothan but also relished it. Valmiki gives a detailed d of collective
preserving and eating joothan”.?

India's untouchables have been forced to accept and eat 'Jo

was translated into English by Arun Prabha Mukhefjee in 2003 who a
introduction in the 2007 edition. After reading Valmiki'§work j
it and as she says:

“I wanted to translate it the moment I finis
readership in the hope that they too will fe

of the world besides India. | hope that the
i's readership manifold”.

dia rather the whole subcontinent for ages. So great is the
ence and vision of Valmiki that one tends to forget that it is a
translation. It is a t by the translator who brings out the linguistic and the socio-
cultural cadences of iS account. Joothan dwells upon the various aspects of Valmiki's life,
his personal intense stryggles and the excruciating and painful life of his community in general.
The writer belongs to the Valmiki community. Valmiki or Balmiki was widely adopted as a
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caste name by the Chuhras of Punjab and Western Uttar Pradesh under the influence of the
Arya Samaj, and also as a rejection of and protest against Hindu authority. It was an assertion of
their identity and also of their human rights. In school and college, Omprakash Valmiki says he
faced a lot of comments about his surname whilesome saw it is an act of courage, He says:

ripped this argument to pieces: 'What is so brave about that? ...
surnamespares us the hassle of asking what his caste is”.*

Though this autobiography is written at a young age, Val
through the travails and trauma of being an untouchabl
not unheard. As seen in the 2010 Jaipur Literary Festi
most- crowded and Joothan was among the first Qooks t

Joothan is a memoir of growing up as an '
Uttar Pradesh. It is a remarkable record of
of heart-rending vignettes that show how

r castes including the prominent Tyagi
ssed by name by the Tyagis. It was only 'Oe
ability was so rampant while it was considered

beside a pond called Dabbowali. The upper caste men and
nd and used it as an open-air lavatory to shit, squatting across

discuss the quarrels o iflage during this time like a Round- Table Conference. Valmiki says:
"The stench was so ovefpowering that one could choke within a minute. The pigs wandering in
narrow lanes, naked children, dogs, dirty fights, this was theenvironment of my childhood".®

During the rainy season things would get worse. The clay houses would collapse and in the
pouring rain they had to repair and rebuild on their own. Valmiki's education started when a
Christian, Sewak Ram Masihi, who taught Chuhra children to read and write, taught him the
alphabet. VValmiki's strength was his parents who were determined to give him a better future. In
spite of the new laws of the Constitution, his father had great difficulty in getting him enrolled in
a primary school. When he was finally admitted, he was made to squat on the floor while other
students sat on the benches. He was not allowed to participate in extra-curricular activities, and
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made to sweep and clean the school and adjoining grounds. The headmaster who made him do all
this tortured him incessantly: "The headmaster had pounced on my neck. The pressure of his
fingers was increasing. As a wolf grabs a lamb by the neck, he dragged me out of the class, and
threw me on the ground. He screamed, 'Go sweep the whole playground... Otherwise | will throw
you out of school"’By chance, his father passed by and saw him sweeping the ground. Between
sobs and hiccups, the boy told him everything. His father with eyes-blazing shouted loudly:
"Who is that teacher, that progeny of Dronacharya, who forces my son to sweep."® All the
teachers along with the headmaster, Kaliram, came out and started abusing his father telling him
to take his son away. Their threats had no effect on his father. Valmiil says: "I have never
forgotten the courage and fortitude with which my father confronte

Pitaji had all sorts of weaknesses but the decisive turn that he gave,my futur day has had a
great impact on my personality." °

His father got no support from any of the Tyagis of the vil
in what Kaliram had done. Ultimately, it was the vill

was given such low marks in the practical exam
invective, Valmiki writes: "Such were the

live in this terror-filled
210

ither money nor grain was given for
in public, the writer ponders: “My

glass. It remaifiSithere st¥11”.*'The humiliation that he suffered at the
is teachers, hai8ays: "The scars that | have received in the name of
2 One of the greatest scars on his mind was the

ng joothan. Ambedkar an indefatigable documenter of atrocities
against Dalits sho the high caste villagers could not tolerate the fact that Dalits did not
want to accepttheir J@othan anymore and threatened them with violence if any refused it.*®

Valmiki describes an incident, one of the most impactful in the book, in which there was a
marriage feast in the village. His community would gather outside with big baskets in which the
dirty pattals or leaf plates were put for the Chuhras to take home. After one such feast Valmiki's
mother requested the Brahmin host for some more food for her children, she was very rudely
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humiliated and asked to be satisfied with what she had got. Valmiki narrates: "That night the
Mother Goddess Durga entered my mother's eyes. It was the first time | saw my mother so angry.
She emptied the basket right there. She said to Sukhdev Singh, pick it up and put it inside your
house. Feed it to the baratis tomorrow morning." *

This and other incidents show that Valmiki's parents were different from others in his
community. His father, Chotan Lal, had the courage to stop the practice of ‘johgt' on his son's
to salaam all

they worshipped deities like Jahapir, Kah
interested in such rituals and animal sacri
I were really a Hindu, why
? Or try to fill me with caste
to be a Hindu in order to be a

e anfenlightened person much ahead of the other people in
ousness intensified when he came in contact with famous

Maharashtrian Brahmins they followed caste discrimination. They were confused because
they thought VValmiki was’a Brahmin surname. Valmiki decided to clarify the confusion and told
Savita the truth about himself. On knowing about his caste, she dropped him immediately.
Valmiki describes it: "Suddenlythe distance between us had increased. The hatred of thousands of
years had entered our hearts. What a lie culture and civilization are”® Later on, his marriage was
arranged without his consent. He did not like it and fixed his marriage to Chanda against the
wishes of his family.
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The final part of his memoir is devoted to the various places where he was posted during his
tenure in the Ministry of Defence. He came in contact with Marxism and read writers like
Chekov, Turgenev, Hemingway, Zola, and so on. He discovered Marathi Dalit literature which
forged his literary consciousness. He began writing poems, plays and short stories, and also a
column in a local weekly. After two decades, he brought out Joothan. He anticipates the criticism
that would be leviedagainst it in the last two paragraphs of the book:

"Times have changed. But there is something somewhere that continues to irk. I have asked many
scholars to tell me why Savarnas hate Dalits and Shudras so much. The

narrow circle. They say that literary expression s
ought not to limit himself to a narrow, confined
arriving at a point of view according to my,envir

There can be nothing more effective

humiliation and the indignity borne by iNg-up years. The stark truth that
adi that the writer has attained in his
r his community. Valmiki's voice

| charfed by experiences, experience that did not
creations. have grown up in a social order that is extremely
jonless tow.

cally by Valmiki that it becomes a symbol not just for

but for his fellow members of the community that he

riter lies in the fact that he not only describes the caste

f the upper castes but he also shows the internal divisions within

the depressed . gh and raw experiences narrated by the writer in the text touch a
raw nerve in the very reader. There are two themes of universal relevance that pervade
Jaothan i.e., the Iden#rty and the community. Vamiki's own life story prepares the foundation for
the politics of domination and resistance, and the theme of identity is very important as it shows
the development of the individual through social and historical experiences. The personal
experiences that mould the personality of the individual are applicable to the community as a
whole. The sense of writer’s identity emerges in a continuous tension between the stereotyped
Hindu society and his achievements and evolved mind that he slowly developed with its
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challenges and contradictions. All this accounts for the pre-occupation that Dalit authors like
Omprakash Valmiki have with identity and community. It was for this purpose that he chose to
use "Valmilu' as his caste name though many in his family including his wife Chanda prefer to
use his family's gotra name Khairwal. This name Valmiki signified his Dalit origin as well as an
aimed lineage to Valmiki, the great poet of the epic the Ramayana. While attending a session at
the fifth Jaipur Literary Festival on Outcastes: The Search for Public Conscience', Omprakash
Valmiki says being called a Hindu is like abusing to him. He uses Valmiki as his surname and says
it is almost a necessity these days. He further points out if one just says Omprakash, it's not
enough since people demand a surname as they come from a certain mindset. Caste envelops every
aspect of life in India.

There is this continuous sense of struggle to be and to become which ¢@nnects an individual’s
identity to that of the community. The autobiography of Valmiki ises the struggle of
Indian dalits, tribals and others for their rights and social justice, This st continues at all

edited by Arjun Dangle become texts of negation. The prot
of all kinds of injustices in our society but they ar

narratives based

wards the future. In this

where the account may

be the author's own experiences but i i i0h and struggle of others as
well. That is why many of these work i i

n by Arun Prabha Mukherjee, it is accessible to the people all over
the reader in direct touch with the Dalit voice reflecting anger, pain

of Valmiki becorfies a full- throated cry for basic human dignity for himself and for his
community as well. But this does not suffice; the struggle goes on and will continue to do so till
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the oppression ceases. The soft-spoken, bespectacled Omprakash Valmiki says that they are
creating a new history of India and, therefore, they are creating myths of their own.

Joothan comes out as a must-read for everyone. Arun Prabha Mukherjee has done a
commendable job in being able to retain the flavour of the original text while using the English
idiomand increasing its readability for a worldwide group of avid readers who are moved by this
highly impressive autobiography. The book comes out as a strong vehicle for social change but the
last word has to be Valmiki's own: “When caste is the basis of respect and merit, important for
social superiority, this battle can't be won in a day. We need an ongoing struggle and a
consciousness of struggle, a consciousness that brings revolutionary change both in the outside
world and in our hearts,a consciousness that leads the process of social change.”*°
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