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‘Situations of marginality produce ideas of justice.’ While thinking about the notion of ‘justice’ in the context of the Dalits, this statement in the Preparatory Note of the Conference kept flashing in my mind. Some of the questions that followed were: What constitute ‘situations of marginality’ for the Dalits? Where do I find articulations of such situations, by Dalits themselves? What do such articulations tell me about the notion of justice? If justice, minimally defined means delivering what people are due, then in what ways is a Dalit perception of justice distinct from that of any other marginalized group? In this paper, I hope to answer these questions by looking at three Dalit autobiographies written in the last twenty five years.


As a distinct literary genre, autobiography is understood as writing about the self. It’s a retrospective narrative, where the primary focus of the author is upon her own life as an individual, whereby she charts out the journey of the self. Personal accounts by the Dalits however, defy such an understanding. In these texts, the subject/narrator moves back and forth between the individual ‘I’ and the collective ‘we’. The experience of marginality of both the self and the community is a critical resource here, which is utilized to “create testimonios of caste-based oppression, anti-caste struggles and resistance”
, and in that a distinct world view is offered. It follows then, that it is more appropriate to refer to these texts as ‘life narratives’ rather than autobiographies. I examine how these narratives could be used for our understanding of justice, specifically for the Dalits. 

The texts that I consider for this purpose are: Joothan by Omprakash Valmiki, Akkarmashi by Sharankumar Limbale and Antasphot by Kumud Pawde. Joothan, originally written in Hindi, was published in 1997. The word ‘joothan’ refers to the leavings on the plate of a person, after she has finished eating. The word has connotations of ‘pollution’ attached to it. Akkarmashi, a landmark in Marathi Dalit literature was written by the author at the age of twenty-five and was published in 1984. Akkarmashi means one who is an outcaste or illegitimate and is used only as an abuse. The third text, Antasphot, is also written in Marathi and was published in 1981. It is credited to be the first published narrative by a Dalit woman. The word literally means outburst, but the author understands the concept as ‘thoughtful outburst’ rather than an emotional one. For this paper, I rely on the English translations of these texts. I treat the three words (joothan, akkarmashi and antasphot or pollution, exclusion and thoughtful outburst), not as titles of individual books, but as themes that I find running through each of the texts. This makes one see the three texts as one single narrative, with a polyphony of voices.


The narratives present detailed accounts of everyday life, customs and beliefs of the communities and social practices by constantly shifting the focus between the individual and the community. Just like an ethnographer, the authors document instances of deprivation, suffering, violation experienced and also resistance posed by them and their communities. Although, the narratives do not tell us explicitly what ‘justice’ means from a Dalit standpoint, the reader gets a sense of the justice-concerns of the subjects by traversing through these narratives of hope and despair interwoven together. Where these texts differ from academic ethnographies is that, here the narrator does not feel burdened with the requirement of objectivity and does not feel pressured to distance herself from the subjects’ emotions. But this notwithstanding I prefer to call these narratives, Ethnographies of Justice.  

Comprehending Situations of Marginality


I was kept out of extracurricular activities. On such occasions I stood on the margins like a spectator. During the annual functions of the school, when rehearsals were on for the play, I too wished for a role. But I always had to stand outside the door. The so-called descendants of the gods cannot understand the anguish of standing outside the door.


In the above excerpt, Omprakash Valmiki, the author of one of the life narratives I am looking at, talks about his experience of exclusion in school, where all the teachers and the majority of the students were from the Upper Caste
 Tyagi community. Even though expressed in plain and simple language, the passage generates a sense of disturbance in the reader. What I want to pose here is a question of method and understanding. Why is it that the representations of injustice and exclusion in the mainstream literature on Justice remain confined to figures and statistical enumeration? And why is it, that I feel a greater sense of revulsion by reading this passage than what I feel by reading the specialized reports produced by the National Commission on Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes? In other words, are we as researchers equipped to understand and respond to “the anguish of standing outside the door” that Valmiki talks about? There is a tendency, in the academic community to privilege neutral, impersonal third-person accounts of injustice over first-person ones. In this pursuit of objectivity, the quandaries of everyday lives and the experiential dimension of caste based marginality are lost on the researcher. It is a part of the argument in this paper that, it is much more rewarding to use Dalit life narratives, for a nuanced understanding and a better grip of a slippery and unwieldy idea like justice.


The contemporary programs – both national and international – for the emancipation of Dalits are marked by the absence of a Dalit vision or a Dalit voice. This paper is an attempt to reclaim that vision and voice, through the medium of life narratives. The authors of the texts speak for themselves, and are thereby transformed from voiceless and passive objects of history to conscious subjects, who create alternative modes of knowledge and knowing. 

Joothan: A Metaphor of Poverty, Pollution and Humiliation 

During a wedding, when the guests and the baratis, the bridegroom’s party, were eating their meals, the Chuhras (the caste that the author belongs to) would sit outside with huge baskets. After the baratis had eaten, the dirty pattals or leaf-plates were put in the Chuhras baskets, which they took home, to save the joothan sticking to them. The little pieces of pooris, bits of sweetmeats, and a little bit of vegetable were enough to make them happy. The joothan was eaten with a lot of relish. The bridegroom’s guests who didn’t leave enough scraps on their pattals were denounced as gluttons. Poor things, they had never enjoyed a wedding feast. So they had licked it all up. During the marriage season, our elders narrated, in thrilled voices, stories of the baratis that had left several months of joothan
.


Valmiki goes on to give a detailed description of preserving and eating the joothan after reprocessing it, during the ‘hard days of the rainy season’. The memories of his childhood associated with joothan, often come back to haunt him and cause him renewed pain and humiliation. At the first blush, the passage seems to be giving a glimpse of the scale of poverty and suffering due to hunger in Valmiki’s community. However, on closer reading, another aspect of this deprivation comes to the fore. The passage highlights the association of the Dalits with the notion of pollution. Consider the following lines from Limbale’s book Akkarmashi.  


The teacher asked the high-caste boys and girls to collect the leftovers on a piece of paper and give it to us. I and Parshya carried the bundle of the leftover food on the way back. The high caste boys and girls were laughing and joking, but our whole attention was on the bundle. Mallya carried a bundle of bhakri on his head and we, the Mahar (the author’s caste) boys, followed him excitedly like hungry vultures. At last we gathered in Girmalya’s farm and opened the bundle. It contained crumbs of different kinds of food and their spicy smell filled the air. We squatted in a circle and stuffed ourselves greedily. We had never tasted food like that before. We were all really gluttonous. Our stomachs were greedy as a beggar’s sack. When I got home I told my mother all about this. Like the victim of a famine she said, ‘why didn’t you get at least a small portion of it for me? Leftover food is nectar’
. 


The similarity in themes in the two excerpts is striking. What I find more striking and what is more critical to my purpose here is the ‘naturalness’ of the teacher’s asking the ‘high-caste’ students to collect the leftover food and give them to the Mahar students. Once again, along with suggesting poverty and hunger, the passage signifies the Mahars as deemed polluted. Although class-based issues come up in both the narratives, especially Akkarmashi, where pain is experienced as hunger, both the authors interpret their accepting leftover food in the context of their caste identity. As mentioned earlier, joothan or leftover food carries the connotation of ritual pollution, when used in relation to anyone other than the original eater. It is this association with ritual pollution, and the stigma and discrimination resulting thereof, that sets apart the Dalits from the other deprived groups or ‘have-nots’ in the Indian society. And it is this association with ritual pollution that is invoked to explain and justify the infra-human status assigned to the Dalits by the caste system. 


Another aspect of this association with pollution is the Dalit’s engagement with the so-called ‘unclean’ occupations. Certain occupations – mostly associated with death and human bodily waste – are regarded as unclean and degraded and therefore assigned to those considered to be outside the pale of humanity. In fact, the link between the Dalit as embodying pollution and the polluting occupations follows a circular logic: Why are the jobs polluting? Because they are performed by Dalits. Why are the Dalits polluting? Because they perform polluting jobs. 


What needs to be stressed is that the idea of pollution here does not refer to lack of hygiene. Tasks such as announcing the news of death or epidemic, or beating of drums at weddings, funerals and festivals are considered polluting as these involve inauspicious events like death and contact with animal hide. One confronts this irony in the logic of pollution, along with Limbale in the following lines.


I used clean clothes, bathed everyday and washed myself clean with soap, and brushed my teeth with toothpaste. There was nothing unclean about me. Then in what sense was I untouchable? A high caste who is dirty was still considered touchable!


One comes across a host of themes and emotions in these lines. One, there is a sense of anguish in being subjected to a set of rules, that defy any reason or logic. Two, the sarcasm at one level entails a critique of religion, rituals and caste; however at another level, it also captures a sense of helplessness in realizing one’s inability to break the vicious circle of pollution and caste despite bodily cleanliness. The following two epigraphs portray the same sentiment:


All I knew was that I did not want to go into the line of work that my ancestors had been doing for thousands of years. I had written to Pitaji, informing him of my decision to leave college and learn this technical work in a government factory. He was delighted. He kept saying repeatedly, ‘At last you have escaped “caste”.’ But what he didn’t know till the date he died is that ‘caste’ follows one right up to one’s death.

The result is that although I try to forget my caste, it is impossible to forget. And then I remember an expression I heard somewhere: ‘What comes by birth, but can’t be cast off by dying – that is caste’.


What is it about caste that makes it difficult to “cast off”? The answer is that caste is justified by the logic of pollution; and hidden within the ideology of pollution is the issue of power. I shall argue that too much attention on the ritual aspects of pollution conceals the power aspect of it. Valmiki’s life narrative reveals this aspect successfully. In the very act of giving joothan or leftover food to the Dalits lies an exercise of power by the Upper Castes. On the occasion of the landlord’s daughter’s wedding, when after all the guests have eaten, Valmiki’s mother asks the landlord for some fresh food for the children, the landlord remarks: ‘You are taking a basketful of joothan. And on top of that you want food for your children. Don’t forget your place Chuhri
. Pick up your basket and get going.’
 Thus, giving of joothan is a process which ensures that the Chuhras don’t forget their “place” and the caste hierarchy and the corresponding power structure is maintained. Giving of joothan is not only an act of charity towards the impoverished, but is a means of robbing the Dalit of her humanity, dignity and sense of worth, and binding her into perpetual subordination.  

Akkarmashi: Between the Excluded and the Illegitimate


Akkarmashi, the title of Limbale’s book is a Marathi word, which roughly translated means ‘outcaste’, and signifies ostracism. The word also denotes exclusion, for an outcaste is essentially excluded from the community and the associated resources, rights and privileges. Experiences of exclusion act as a common theme and move the narrative forward in each of the texts I have analyzed in this paper. 


A good way to explore the forms of exclusion is to start with the spatial dimensions of it. The most stark and visible form of exclusion in the public sphere is the segregation of the Dalit houses from rest of the community and restrictions on the spatial mobility of the Dalits. In both, Joothan and Akkarmashi, the authors mention that the Dalit settlements are located outside the boundaries of the village. Thus, Limbale talks about the Maharwada and Valmiki describes the filth and squalor of the Chuhra Basti. However, one finds a different account in Pawde’s narrative. Pawde, who was born and grew up in an urban setting, says that her house was ‘encircled on all sides by the houses of caste Hindus’
. Similarly, both Limbale and Valmiki recount incidents where the Dalits are either prevented by the upper castes from using the village roads altogether or are required to step down the road in order to make way for the latter. 


Another facet of exclusion is the exclusion from education or learning. The religious scriptures prohibited the Dalits from acquiring formal education or any technical knowledge. Specifically, the women and the Dalits were forbidden from studying Sanskrit, the language in which the scriptures were written. The Manusmriti
 laid down that hot oil should be poured into the ears of those Shudras who dare to listen to the recitation of the sacred Vedas. The irony is brought out in the narrative of Pawde, a Dalit woman, who not only goes on to study Sanskrit but also becomes a revered Professor of the subject; but not before overcoming the structural and attitudinal barriers posed on her way. Pawde recounts,


After I entered high school, I took Sanskrit as an elective subject in class nine. The school where I went supported Brahminical prejudices. All sorts of indirect efforts were systematically made to prevent me from learning Sanskrit. ‘You won’t be able to manage. There will be no one at home to help you. Sanskrit is very difficult,’ etc., etc. But I was firm as a rock. Seeing that no form of persuasion had any effect on me, the persuaders stopped persuading. But how to remove the prejudice in their minds?


The Head of the Department was a scholar of all-India repute. He didn’t like my learning Sanskrit, and would make it clear that he didn’t. And he took a malicious delight in doing so. The sharp claws of his taunts left my mind wounded and bleeding. In a way, I had developed a terror of this great pandit.


We have seen earlier in Valmiki’s case, how he used to be excluded from the extra-curricular activities in school. Valmiki relates another instance, where the teacher always kept him out of the chemistry lab ‘on some pretext or the other’, thus preventing him from doing any lab experiment. Even after seeking the intervention of the school principal, the teacher’s behavior did not change but turned for the worse. He writes:


I was unable to conduct experiments during that whole year. Not only did I do very poorly in the lab tests in the board exam, I also got low marks in the oral, even though I had answered the examiner’s questions quite correctly. When the results were announced, I was among the failures. I had good marks in all other subjects except chemistry. I had failed the lab tests. 

This turn of events had put a barrier in my path. I no longer felt interested in studying. I felt surrounded by darkness.
  


Besides the feeling of demotivation and helplessness suffered by the author, the reader is made to confront the systemic and institutionalized nature of exclusion practiced in education in modern India. The passages above pose a significant counter-point to the idea of ‘meritocracy’, which is based on the premise that students are evaluated strictly on the basis of ‘merit’, irrespective of their caste identity and that caste-discrimination in education is a myth. The passages are live testimonies of continuing caste discrimination in the secular public sphere, which also help in positing caste as the central fault line in modern India.


The word akkarmashi, used in the specific context of the book also means the illegitimate. Limbale was branded as illegitimate by his community, because he was born of a sexual relationship outside marriage, between an upper caste man and a Dalit woman. I feel the usage of the word ‘illegitimate’ is not specific to the circumstances of Limbale’s birth alone, but also encapsulates a significant facet of the Dalit’s situation of marginality. It is often argued by the upper caste critics of the State’s affirmative action policy, that the Dalits are not legitimate claimants of the benefits given to them. One gets a feeling of this forced illegitimacy in the words of Pawde.


One thing irked me – the ironical comments about the scholarship I got. ‘She’s having fun and games at the expense of a scholarship. Just bloated with government money!’ From the peons themselves to the senior officials, there was the same attitude. I couldn’t understand. Was it charity they were dispensing from their personal coffers?


Traditional Hindu law denied the Dalits their ‘right to be human’
 by not recognizing their equal claim to natural resources like water. While the law in modern India seeks to undo this by conferring full citizenship to the Dalits, their being viewed as illegitimate bearers of this citizenship, poses serious challenge to any thinking on inclusion, emancipation or empowerment of the Dalits. 

Antasphot: Dalit Political Assertion as Thoughtful Outburst


Antasphot is a Marathi word which literally means ‘outburst’. The author has clarified in her subsequent writings that by outburst, she does not mean only emotional outburst, but for her, this outburst is a thoughtful one. In her own words,


When a culture based on hierarchy as in the case of the Indian society literally bites the flesh off the minds of individuals and communities and wounds them, then how do I see my life and that of my wounded community as human beings? This question keeps eating at my brain. 


The narrator here reveals a critical awareness; an awareness about the self, about the social location of the self with respect to her immediate community and with respect to the power structures that marginalizes her and her community. And one senses this awareness throughout the narratives. Thus Limbale observes, “Our plight made us introspective”
. This takes me back to my starting point that, situations of marginality produce ideas of justice. The awareness about one’s situation of marginality, when expressed in words or action takes the form of outburst – thoughtful outburst. I would argue that this trope of thoughtful outburst is helpful in understanding the Dalit political assertion and other modes of claiming justice. 


One wonders, whether the thoughtful outburst is only about the consciousness of one’s marginality or does it have the potential of becoming a violent outburst, seeking retribution? I came across only one such instance in Limbale’s narrative that hints towards such a possibility.


Santamai (Limbale’s grandmother) and I went to the moneylender. He was drunk. Santamai and I stood at some distance from him. Santamai’s blouse was torn exposing her breast. The moneylender kept staring at the peeping breast, but he refused to lend us the money. His look spread like poison in my heart. I wished that the blouse of this moneylender’s mother or sister was torn so that I could stare at their (author’ emphasis) breasts. I burned from within. Our poverty was detestable. I wanted to rebel against such humiliation.


I am not willing to understand this in terms of a connection between the gender of the author and propensity of violence. I do not have adequate material at this point to make such a claim, though it’s a question that needs thoughtful analysis. For the time being, I find my answers in the words of Valmiki:

In the early days, I used to get angry. In my rage, I would clash with people. It is not that I don’t protest now. However, my approach is different today. Now I can take it with the attitude that it is a social disease that I am contending with. 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 (emphasis supplied).


The idea of a critical consciousness leading to thoughtful outburst in the form of assertion for dignity and justice, is relatable to Jotiba Phule’s formulation of the concept of Tritiya Ratna. For Phule, education was the source of liberation. He saw education, not as mere alphabetical knowledge but as the ability to be critical and see through the working of oppressive structures (Phule spoke about Brahmanism, patriarchy and the oppression of peasants by money-lenders). For Phule, education was the Tritiya Ratna or the third eye which could pierce through the veil of ideology and endow the individual with a consciousness that would eventually liberate her from oppression. 
Pollution, Exclusion, Outburst: A Framework for Thinking about Justice for the Dalits


While it is relatively simpler to point out and mark the acts that constitute ‘injustice’, the idea of ‘justice’ defies easy definition. The precision of definition notwithstanding, the life narratives explored here, do give us a broad framework within which one can think about justice for the Dalits. I have argued in this paper, that the themes of pollution, exclusion and thoughtful outburst offer such a framework, in which one can locate the justice-concerns that mark the lived reality of the Dalits. 


The Dalit life narratives constitute a significant rejoinder to the communitarian views on justice. Essentially, the narratives construct the Dalit as an individual endowed with reason, inherent dignity and human rights. And in that, the narratives display a modernist and universal orientation by invoking the imagery of the ‘human being’ as conceived by modern Human Rights paradigm. However, even while speaking in the language of universalism, the subjects introduce new cultural meanings to the ideas of deprivation, exclusion and rights. The success of the international programs for Dalit Human Rights lies, in the proper appreciation of these cultural meanings.


Finally, I see the present paper as an intervention in a broader discussion regarding justice for the Dalits in modern India. The primary mode, in which the State in India conceives of justice for the Dalits, is that of reservation or distributive justice. As the life narratives suggest, the justice-concerns of the Dalits go much beyond the narrow confines of distributive justice and touch upon the so-called ‘non-cognitive’ issues like fear, powerlessness, violence and humiliation. The narratives confirm what Iris Young points out, that it is a mistake to reduce the idea of justice to distribution of resources alone
. For Young, while thinking about justice, the concept of distribution should be explicitly limited to material goods, like things, natural resources, or money. This paper is a modest attempt in that direction.
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� Rege. 2006. at 14


� Valmiki at 16


� In order to distance myself from the notions of ‘upper’ and ‘lower’ castes, I shall denote such words in capitals throughout the text. 


� Valmiki at 9


� Limbale at 9


� Limbale at 107


� Valmiki at 77-78


� Pawde at 97


� The colloquial feminine of Chuhra, the caste that Valmiki belongs to.


� Valmiki at 11


� However, this is not to say that caste-segregated neighborhoods are absent in urban areas. 


� An ancient Brahmanical legal text


� Pawed at 101


� Pawed at 104


� Valmiki at 65-66


� Pawed at 103-104


� The phrase is borrowed from Upendra Baxi’s Book ‘The Right to be Human’, New Delhi: 1987


� Limbale at 83


� Limbale at 82


� Valmiki at 132


� Young, I.M. 1990. Justice and the Politics of Difference
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