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Holding up
a mirror

In his latest book of short fiction, Sharankumar

Limbale, a formidable voice of Dalit literature,
mirrors the reality that Dalits live with even today.

BY LYLABAVADAM

THARANKUMAR

it Limbale is among the
most acclaimed writers of
contemporary Dalit liter-
atore in Inmchia. Flis latest
book, a collection of 23
short stories titled The
Dialit Brafmin and Other
Btories, further coments
his reputation as the voioe
af Dalit literature,

The =on of a Patil
father amd a Mahar
mother, Limbale realised
that he was considered
akckarnashi, or one of im-
pure blosd. His grand-
mother had a  live-in
relationship  with  a
Muslim. Limbale cm-
braced this as his social,
gencticand emotional hers
itage. He named his auto-
biography  Akkermashi
(The Onreaste), and when
it was published in 19582, it
wis hailed as a landmark
in Marathi literature,

EXPERIENTIAL
WRITIHNG

Dialit writing is largely ex-
periential, There is not
much fiction, Perhaps it
has to do with the fact that
until recently Dalits did
nat write ar, mone accur-
ately, were not allowed to
write, Until 50 yvears ago,
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literature in India was the
stronghold of the upper
castes,

The storics and tradi-
tions of Dalits were oral
umtil B.R. Ambedkar em-
phasised the need for Dal-
its 1o doeclare themselves
through literature and dis-
prove the accepted wis-
dom  that writing and
literature werne meant only
for the upper castes. Henee
the experiential  writing
that now largely character-
ises Dalit literature,

The writer Anand Tel-
tnmbade writes in his intooe-
dusction to the book that it
i% this intensive recounting

of their lives and all that

The Dalit Brahmin
and Other Stories

By Sharankumar
Limbale
Translated from
the Marathi by
Priya Adarkar

Orient BlackSwan

Pages: 20&
Price: Re.£50

has been forcefully  in-
graincd in Dalits that has
made Dalit writing “oc-
cupy acentral place in lit-
crary  discourse  today”,
Teltumbde places Dalit
wriling in comtext, saying:
“The history of Dalit writ-
ings, as the experiential
narrative of Dalit lives by
Dalits themselves in writ-
ing, goes back o the Tamil
Siddhas (6th to 13th cen-
turics C.E) amd DBhakti
zaints; since many of them
were Dalits, it is probable
that their oral verses were
commitied o writing for
their acsthetic and spir-
itual value by others....
Moderm Dalit writing, a
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product of the conscious-
ness  ereated by the
Ambedkarite Dalit move-
ment and the spread of
education among Dalits,
acdopied the natural genre
of short story.”

Teltumbde goes on to
trace the rise of this liberat-
ure through the growth of
cerdain publications that
“brought forth a new gen-
eratbon  of writers  who
wiere dissatisfied with the
established Marathi liter-
ature, which they saw as
bounzenis, Brahminie,
mvaribund and orthodo 1t
[the Ambedkarite Dalit
movement] ushered  in
meodernizm in Marathi lit-
erature and significantly
beeame one of the catalysts
of the Dalit literature
M ement.”

The short stories in the
collection are a glimpse
into the lives of Dalits, The
framwework i the
Ambedkarite movement.
The characters are Mahars
who have converted to
Buddhism. They include
the voung amd the old,
men, wormnen, children and
voung adults with raging
hormones.  They  either
bow to cruel tradition or
challenge institutionalised
oppression. The setlings
are both wrban and rural
Feudalism,  modernity,
class  barriers,  illiteracy,
superstition, love, treach-
ery, blind devotion and op-
pression rage through the
stories. They are not pot-
boilers; they mirror the
reality that Dalits live with
even boday,

There is the generation
that accepted the in-
justices. There is the gen-
cration that questions
these injustioes, followed
by the generation that is
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caught in a limbo of ac-
ceptance and rejection of
what their ancestors toler-
abeed,

Then there is the gen-
eration which roars and
seiees its rights by the
throat. But turmoil still
mules. The generation that
takes its rights for granted
is vt to be bom—social
conditions have not al-
lowed for that generation
1o be born. Limbale cap-
twres all these aspects in
his evocative, raw, painful
amwd l:.'ﬁl,:l RUOFI.

The intriguing title of
Dalit Brahmin is a refer-
ence W the urban, edu-
cated middle-class Dalit
who is suspected by other
Dalits of hx&hiliﬁ el
aijin thetm.

Telwmbde  explains
how “the term was first
coined by [the  Dalit
writer] Baburao Baghul,
but made famous by [the
Dhalit  litteratenr]  Arun
Dangle theough his antho-
logy  Poisoncd  Bread....
Dangle’s deseription of the
Dalit Brahmin as ome who
secks o distance himself
froam the political progress
andd cultural expression of
his caste community drips
with  disdain.  Dangle's
Dalit Brahmin s cdu-
cated, vt beset by an in-
feriority complex. He s
opportunistic, and  un=
marved by the communal
spirit of freedom  and
struggle of the Dalit
eIt

In the story with that
title, the protagomist likes
his Brahmin friends visit-
ing his home becanse it in-
creases  his prestige;  his
wife attends non-Dalit ce-
remonics such  as  the
Maeledfeeraralon (socinl ﬁllh-
ering in which marriced
WOIER pn-._i.-l;"nt each other
turmerie and  vermilion)
and  the Salyvanarayana
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puja; he himscelflikes toat-
tend  functions  of  the
Rashtriva Swavamscwak
Sangh (R35) He talks of
revedution but shics away
from attending a Dalit
protest  march.  Finally,
after a mecting at a Brah-
min houschold, his firicnd
baldly tells him: “Do vou
know—all the utensils that
sou used were kept separ-
ate. All the eloths vou used
have been taken and given
b the laundry.... You as a
Dealit writer stay at his
|H'E||.L'5[', .'1.|'|l:| iz l:lﬂ:lﬂﬂ:'hﬁ'r
vencess and  generosity
shine forth for the world to
see. Do vou understand?
He would nob serve even a
charity meal to a Dalit
from this town,”

Listeming to his fricicd
proves to be a reality check
for the Dalin Brahomin whao
reflects,  “Dineshs  [the
friend] words piereed me
like arrows. 1 had become
mumh like a lump of clay. |
had uwnderstood the limits
of that howse. The limits of
bumnity, and my owmn,”
Although  Limbale s
clearly contempluons of
the “wannabe™ Dalit Brah-
mins, he captures the fra-
gility of their expectations
and  aspirations  sensit-
wwely.

A thread of Brahmin-
ical  hegemony runs
through  the  stords,
whether it 15 the beautiful
Bralimin women who re-
ject the acdvances of Dalit
men because of their caste
or the school principals
and government servants
who conspire against their
Dealit colbeagues. Brahmin-
ical power is expressed
succinctly  in the story
titled “Son-in-law of the
Government” where Brah-
mins  assert  themsehes
and perform pujas in of-
fices despite it being un-
constitutional, but object
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when Dalits ask to oeleb-
rate Ambsxlkar Jayvanti.

Limbale highlights the
infighting among  Dalits
when he talks of the lead-
ers of the community be-
ing interested  only  in
collecting  contributions.
He also exposes the almost
internalised need of some
Dealits to carry forward the
slavery of their ancestors,

This iz brought ol
with anger and pathos in
“The Yeskar's Bhakn®, the
story of a Dalit willage
walchman. A r|,|'|,:|l|-|"r1h =
curs on his watch and be =
accused  of  involvemont.
He tries o find the thicves
but is unable to. His pun-
hment s a thraghing
giver Lo him by felbow Dial-
its o the orders of the vil-
lage patil (chicftain). To
clear his name he hangs
himself, leaving his family
destitute, His post is a
mach-coveted one among
hiz community, and when
another Dalit is appaointed
wabchman, life moves on
s if  nothing  had
happenad,

Limbale also exposes
the grip that customs have
on  his community. In
“Vows", a Dalit fulfils mvow
to the village goddess by
making his teenage son
participate in a ffiedbo, a
ritual in which the devolee
rushes  headlong into a
temple wall, His son dics
while doing this and the
distranght maother hits her
own head against the wall
and dics as well, Instead of
expressing horror at the
deaths and the manner in
which they occurred, the
other  devedees  worny
about whether the goddess
will curse them bocause a
woman  had  performed
ilhactha,

While this  reviewer
has mot read the Marathi
original, there is some-

thing about the transla-
tion that, at times, fecls
stilted. The translator,
Priva Adarkar, has ad-
dressed this problem in
her  introductony  note
where she savs: "The levels
of Marathi vsed vary with
the character who speaks
or narratcs. It is, of course,
not always possible o con-
ey the effects of dialect in
the original, when it moves
to a different language.
Chne just has to approsim-
ate it with simple, less
ml'ﬂiiﬁl:i:_ﬁhﬂl wipds,”

MHARRATIYVES OF
UPLIFT

Although the stories ex-
press well-worn and well-
ke Elvcamnes 1:|rt'::]l|h.:|i.1::':-
tion, suppression  and
oppression, there s a
vigour in Limbales writing
that raises them from takes
of woee and self-pity to nar-
rativies of struggle, uplift
and courage.

If there is criticism, it is
that the narrative seems to
have  been handled
simnplistically ot times, Tel-
tumbde  expresses  this
when he says: “Limbale’s
engagement with the Dali
URIVETSe  appears  lune
nelled insofar as he cither
doses nigt confront the com-
plexity imdueed by capital-
ist development that has
been taking plaee since the
last century, or nates it bt
prefers to drve past it on
the preconccived caste
rol.”

Limbale is a represent-
ative of the community,
and his narratives uphold
thiz, bast he needs 1o go the
cxtra  mile.  Teltumbsde
sums it up when he says:
"Percepive  writers  like
Limbale have a cdefinite
role to play, They are not
1,-x|'|-|,-1.'1.-|;"|:| i '|,'||'1,|'|.'ii||.- an-
swers: their role is to hold a
mirror b socicty,” O



