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Abstract 

In this d issertation, I have focused on four novels of Indian authors: 
Untouchable by Mulk Raj Anand, A Fine Balance by Rohinton Mi stry, 
The God of Small Things by Aurndhati Roy and The Inheritance of Loss 
by Kiran Desai . I have focused on five subaltern characters and their 
disaster in India's caste based society. Caste di scrimination, untouchabi l ity 
and sbaltern ity are a despicable practice in India. Over the years books 
have been written, committees and commissions have been set up, and 
laws have been enacted to eradicate the caste taboo and the stigma of 
untouchab i l ity but, even after six decades of Independence, India 
continues the inhuman caste discrimination. The upper caste practice some 
inhuman codes for the lower caste. They are marginal ized by the old age 
oppressive system of the society. In the pre-1960s, most of the writers 
dealt with upper and middle class people but d id not explore the struggle 
of lower and subaltern c lass. A majority of the Indian novelists including 
Mulk Raj Anand, Rohinton Mistry, Arundhati Roy and Kiran Desai , have 
appeared at the contemporary time and shown an open concern for the 
subaltern class. These four novels represent the struggle of the subalterns 
for the ir lower position in society. The subalterns are at the bottom of the 
social pyramid and are utterly unprivi leged . For thousand of years they 
l ived and died as menials, i n  conditions worse than that of slaves. The 
novels which are d iscussed in this  thesis involve a deep exploration of the 
subaltern class. The authors have worked on the theme to make the upper 
castes aware and destroy the caste and class taboos. These novels also 
exhibit the subalterns'  turmoi l  in their inner psychology and their struggle 
to elevate their social and economic positions. This thesis aims to explore 
the subalterns' struggle in Ind ia through the depiction of the subaltern 
characters of these novels .  Thus, it must give an overview of the subaltern 
subjectivity and their struggle in India to project the issue on the world 
stage . 
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Introduction 

More than years independence. much 
longer? I want to be able to well, worship in the 
temple, walk where I like. Narayan, an untouchable character in 
Rohinton Mistry's Balance, p.l 

Caste discrimination, untouchability and 

ia from the prehistoric age. During the colonia! 

became 

the British 

major Cflses 

oppressed 
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without considering their caste or class. subaltern was 

both by the colonizers and the upper castes. Although the British were aware 

inhumanity in the caste system, did not outlaw 

that caste is an ugly practice in Indian but they no 

difference to cultural the Indians, in a way. caste 

discrimination was strictly followed all through the colonial era. 

discrimination was officially abolished in 1950 by the Indian constitution 

which the Right Equality as a fundamental Not that constitution 

in the 

m arked only 

and Independence made a 

period it is an 

difference to subalterns' 

prejud Independence 

political liberation from 

Political dictators were 

colonial yoke, not the attainment of social 

but social dictatorship still .... "'.·"."t"'r! and the are 

worst victims social dictatorship. Subalternity is the cruel 

practice that is attached to a section of Indian populace 

harassed oppressed various ways. 

Decades anti-disability legislation, alleviation 

official measures aim at empowering the subalterns and 

unhealthy 

which they are 

and 

the stigma 

untouchability but they not exactly su(;celcut:u In the problem. Although 

most DaHt organizations have noble at heart, their focus has primarily on 

reservation quotas related rather than integration of subalterns with 
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the Indian society or economic advancement. A large number the subaltern 

are wage workers, workers, bonded labours, cobblers, leather workers, street 

and manual scavengers who live mostly in villages, have very limited or no 

,,:,::ess to education and do not hope to benefit from reservations all that much. Subalterns 

people who suffer the worst economic 

They continue to on margins Indian society, In 

- exploited, ostracized, and socially excluded. 

In the post-colonial era, not many Indian authors dealt with the subaltern 

but Mulk Raj Anand in his novels, Untouchable (1935), Coolie (1936), Two Leaves 

and a Bud (1937); Rahinton Mistry in A Fine Balance (1995), Arundhati Roy in The 

God of Small Things (1997), and Kiran Desai in The Inheritance of Loss (2006) have 

authentically the subaltern struggle without sentimentalizing or 

projecting false heroism for ideological reasons. The aim of these fictional works is to 

the Indian society to the of the Dalit subalterns and to project the 

on world stage. These novels seem to do precisely what the government has failed to 

do - initiate an international discussion of the caste question. This thesis to present 

an overview of the by the above novels and 

to show how the subaltern protagonists resist the subordination in their own way, and 

finally assess achievement of these novels in social terms. 

Who are the Subalterns? 

with portrayal of the subaltern in Indian literature. The 

keyword, 'Subaltern' IS a concept first fully defined by the Italian Marxist and 

philosopher Antonio (1881-1937). to Gramsci, the subaltern can be 

any person or group of inferior rank and station because of race, class, sexual 

orientation, ethnicity or religion. In The Modern Prince and The Prison Notebooks, 

Gramsci subaltern as those subordinated by cultural constructions, 

what we call "hegemony", and excluded from any role a regime 
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The concept of hegemony was also first by Antonio Gramsci. Hegemony, as 

by Gramsci, is rooted in the notion of "intellectual and moral leadership" 

1996: 1 03). Hegemony therefore, to the different organizations involved in 

formation (Kurtz, 1996: 107), but it is always a process "aimed at obtaining consent 

establishing its legitimacy" (Gramsci, 1971: 12 in Kurtz, 1996). Thus, 'The Subaltern 

group that is not part of a dominant power structure.' 

Subaltern is a term that commonly to the UvVUlv from and groups 

the hegemonic structure. exact of the term in current 

philosophical and critical usage is disputed. Some thinkers use it in a general sense to 

refer to marginalized groups and the lower Others, such as Gyatri Chakravorty 

Spivak uses it in a more specific sense. She that subaltern is not 

just a classy word for for Others, somebody who's not a 
of the pie .......... In post colonial terms, everything that has limited or 

no access to the cultural imperialism is subaltern- a space of difference. 
Now who would say that's just the oppressed? The working class is 
oppressed. It's not subaltern .... Many people want to claim subalternity. 
They are the interesting and the most dangerous. I mean, just by 
being a discriminated- against minority on the university campus, they do 
not the word 'subaltern' ... They should see what the mechanics of the 
discrimination are. within the discourse wanting a 

of and not allowed, so them use the 
They should not call themselves subaltern. 

Homi Bhabha, a key thinker among post colonial critics, emphasizes the 

importance of social power relations to 'subaltern' groups. says, "oppressed, minority 

was to the the majority subaltern 

social groups were also in a position to subvert the authority of those who had hegemonic 

power." 

The term "subaltern", thus, to "those groups in society who are subjected to 

hegemony of ruling V' .... "'0""'," as it is pointed out in Key Concepts in Postcolonial 
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(215). lawaharlal Nehru once commented: " .... No 

ever got of disabi by the 

Here, Nehru suggests that the 

oppressor. idea of 'subaltern' is still 

to write about. The term also been 

6 

no community, no 

(qtd in 

IS usually under the 

even 

other who 

excluded and do not a position from which to notes that 

until the subalterns are subaltern by definition is not can not 

able to become a 

Subaltern study group: 

the post-Independent India the 1980s, Indian I world examines the 

subalterns and their historiography a critical the last decades, 

Subaltern Group (SSG) produced a large quantity literature on the peasant 

and working and its impact been felt beyond India. In 1982, a South 

Asian 

(SSG) or 

their activities under the " The Subaltern Study 

collectives" an Indian 

The founding members of group historians they 

claim to the history authentically. In ",,,,,.VW\ Ii to a 

for a new methodology, paradigm. The Studies 

to provide new interpretations and methodologies for about Indian working-

class Dinesh Chakrabarty, a leading Subaltern Studies spokesman, that the 

goal of is neither to political democracy nor to promote 

equal distribution of wealth but to keep alive philosophical truth, which means some 

, truth exists which can uncovered. This assumption is a "powerful as 

Friedman puts it. explains, hegemonic structure of world is no longer 

a reality, culture is also the subaltern scholars are not 

how some groups In Africa or America the 

penetration of colonialism; instead, as Chakrabarty claims, they are trying "to history 

to its in order to its unworking visible" 
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the subaltern stud Group has produced eight volumes (volume 9 

available soon) monographs. Ranajit Guha has edited first 

(1982), which cover various themes including critiques of elite historiography, 

peasants' belief systems, movements, Indian nationalism, 

insurgency, subaltern and politics, even a few critiques of 

subaltern studies and so on. Partha Chatterjee, Gyanedra Pandey, Sumit Sarkar and some 

Indian scholars are working broadly to remove the elitist bias from history and to 

empower the subalterns. purpose Subaltern Studies is to "produce 

historical analysis in which subaltern groups are viewed as the subjects of their own 

history" (Chakrabarty 472). Since the subaltern is not acknowledged as of his 

own destiny and is denied the access to hegemonic power, the central issue of subaltern 

mobilizations is notion of to elite domination" (Chakrabarty 472). 

Does Subaltern Studies bring social justice for all'? 

Jene a scholar South Asian Studies, points out a strong contradiction in 

subaltern writings. She that concentrate mostly on the conflicts 

between tribal and non-tribal people and not on landless groups (which are work related): 

"It is mainly (but not only) when can be understood within contexts rather than 

the work relation, such as conflicts between tribal and non-tribal or questions of 

ethnicity and religion that they have become for subaltern enquiries." Similarly, 

Ortner states "the of an adequate sense of politics among 

subalterns must inevitably contribute to an inadequate analysis of resistance itself." 

Another problem with the studies school is that it does not apply the heading of 

culture to material relationship in its analysis of subalterns. In the of 

subaltern studies mystify 

help the ideology of global 

relationship between power and culture, and in the process 

to Furthermore, Subaltern 

promotes the idea differences based on ethnicity, religion, region, race and ,..,�"._�, 

identities. Before accepting these differences, we must understand how identities 
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and promoted in the world .  The concern about implies 

to the social justice for oppressed subordinated people. 

of the Subaltern Study Group in I ndia, and now of a Subaltern Group in Latin 

come from backgrounds. Unfortunately, however as 

has recently stated, their aim is still to idea "difference" alive as 

philosophical question of our we should start thinking about the ,..""nf'p of  

studies that i t  can restored to  original purpose: expose the true history. 

A well known Bangladeshi and critic, Professor Syed Manzoorul Islam in 

"The culture of Subalternity and the New Historiography of Colonial India" 

further about the purpose SSG, 

Subaltern historiography in by 
Studies under of Ranjit Guha , has 

projected a deconstructive reading of the 'un-historical historiography' 
Subaltern studies project attempted to 

upon these 'subordinate and with a two-fold 
purpose-to of the history the and control (nationalism, 
power, authority, knowledge), and to restore site where 
consciousness' is both embedded and has a Subaltern 
short, attempt a reversal nationalistic historical discourse, 
hegemony with subaltern ( I s lam, 

The Studies 

hegemony of ruling 

methodology. ' . ... oral history 

the national discourse and points out the 

For reviving subaltern history, the SSG creates a 

court and prison, records ,  police statements, literary 

texts administrative notes etc . . . .' ( Is lam, 

tries to construct subaltern history. 

is how the Subaltern Studies 

If we tum our from historians to literary critics, what will we find? What do 

they think 

subaltern 

the Subaltern Could they solution to destroy 

Some scholars take active p art for removing the social problem 

through their literary works. Indian critic Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak brings this 1I1 

essay, "Can the Subaltern Speak?" (1988). Another writer, Rukmini Bhaya Nair, 
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ever, the of subalternity in connection with her the 

.,::ounts of rural woman. Spivak boldly says, 'The subaltern cannot speak (104.)' Spivak 

in the sense that if someone for the nothing fruitful comes out 

The God of small Things or Om Ishvar of A Fine Balance 

can't the Subaltern Speak? 

In the 

arguments. 

they 

"Can the Subaltern Speak?", Gayatri Spivak two key 

she argues that though postcolonial studies aim to help the 

I to do so .  Post colonial studies, ironically risks re-

colonial of political domination and cultural exploitation. The post 

colonial scholars want to help the oppressed, but end up doing the opposite. This happens 

U\A .. ,au",- they attempt to improve the con dition from the outside by granting 

them col lective speech. This attempt creates a situation subaltern depends upon 

western to "Speak for allowed to for 

themselves, they are spoken for. Furthermore they are treated as a group with a collective 

cultural identity: the identity of This situation, will 

re-inscribe their subordinate position in society. if they are not subordinate, there 

is no to speak as a collective group or to spoken for .  

Speaking for the dispossessed, one risk is  re-inscribing their marginalization. This 

me to the that Spivak puts forth in her article. I also 

cannot if you are a subaltern, she no one will 

listen to you, if they do, you are not a subaltern anymore. If the two arguments are 

brought together, it seems as though there is no way that the subaltern can be 

heard. Subalterns can neither for themselves nor can anyone else for them 

without re-inscribing their marginalization. Thus, it is, by definition,  impossible to 

and heard from the margins of subalternity. 
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;10 a Western Writer for the Indian Subaltern Class? 

It is a crucial problem as most the often feel that they to 'Speak 

a group can not for themselves. goal is to uncover the 'hidden 

and a argument about the treatment the 

group, including possible solutions. writers have to understand that no single person 

can be the person an entire even if that person is a part of 

a western writer the subaltern IS 

In perspective. In the of the novel, Untouchable, RM says, 

Untouchable could only been written by an by an Indian 
who observed the No however sympathetic could 

created the he would not have 
enough his troubles. And no untouchable have the book, 
because would involved and self-pity. Mr. 
Anand position. is a Kshatriya, and he 

have to inherit But as a child 
he played with children the to an Indian 
regiment, he to be fond them, and to understand a tragedy which 
he did not He just the right of insight """'''''.d.111 

has come to fiction through philosophy 
" 

(Untouchable; vii) 

Authenticity of the Subaltern representation: 

The attempts to discover a new but untold history the Indian subaltern 

class subalterns are always represented others' especially by 

the writers historians. The representation the subaltern is always a controversial 

for authenticity. writer subaltern from his own np,'cr"'I't, 
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point of with "I_"'v 1 ," , and, there is a being and 

Authenticity of representation remains a debatable issue in the realm 

Indian English received the attention of both the readers and 

critics. Most writers are the upper class or 

They portray 

The writers 

subaltern reality according to their own background and 

voice to the poor people who do not have opportunity 

before whole nation or world. The 

opportunity to the subaltern class here the play the role a mediator. 

question they Subalterns authentically? is a the 

subaltern the non-subaltern class. So, it is also questionable, how the writers get the 

of the world of subalterns? Do they represent 

oppressed of society without 

manipulation? There can 

for questions 

intense debate on that because 

the of 

or without any 

IS no 

representation. 

it lS not possible to 

portrayal 

an exact representation, 

struggle and of the 

answer 

are lots of 

instance, Mulk Anand's Untouchable, Co olie Two leaves a Bud, Raja 

Kanthapura, Amitav Ghosh's The Hungry Tide, Rohinton Mistry's A Fine Balance, 

Arundhuti The of Small and Kiran Inheritance of Loss , 

other novels that exhibit subalterns' turmoil in their inner psychology and their 

struggle to their social economic A number questions can 

raised regarding the authenticity of the subaltern portrayal but what Indian write 

is really praiseworthy. are in the portrayal the subaltern 

readers are touched by the representation the 

because 

For my 

case, these retain the profound impact on me and the result is that I have 

this area my dissertation. 
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My thesis is divided into The first entitled 

of the Subaltern class: Untouchables/Dalits in India, an 

ervlew India's caste distinction members of caste Hindus 

difference outside the caste system including untouchables, 

'etween the Varnas, four general of the caste 

castes and lower which are very important for understanding my 

chapter, Anand's Untouchable: Humiliation and injustice 

Untouchables an overview Mulk Anand's contribution especially on 

his Untouchable. novel is a document of 

inhuman social practices that the untouchables lower castes. chapter 

suffering and 

individuals 

of untouchables exhibits tension 

third chapter, Mistry's A Fine Balance: 

the Horror of System and the Subjectivity the 

lower castes untouchables. Mistry's brilliant representation of two chamaar 

Ishvar and the chapter how the untouchables and lower 

castes are ostracized harassed by caste people In chapter 

entitled, The God of Small Things: Miserable Plight Untouchables in India 

the caste discrimination its effect on untouchables caste 

IJ'AJIJI '\.-. Velutha, the of Roy's of Small Things is an untouchable 

paravan whose and humiliations are 

The Inheritance of Loss: A Subaltern Perspective 

lower people and their in abroad. 

appalling plight the subalterns in all novels is 

unwillingness to cods Appearances 

political set been changed but and mindsets 

fifth chapter, 

for survi val 

oflndia's 

changed, 

The caste people nonchalantly practice untouchability and feel none worse for 

four novels struggle of the subalterns for their 

caste system positions to They are at 

positions. The 

bottom 
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pyramid and are utterly unprivi For thousands of years they lived and died as 

in conditions worse than that of is a well known example in 

which can be followed to uproot the problem. During the Victorian Era, 

novels sensitized the English Society, as nothing else had ever done before, and 

to the reformation of the institutions and practices that were detrimental to the 

jowntrodden. Similarly, an honest discussion of untouchability and caste-based 

on the global arena would for sure exert on the 

�awmakers and hasten the integration the subalterns. If apartheid could be dismantled 

the international relentlessly on it, why can not caste discrimination be 

rooted out by sustained international attention paid to it? And novels In 

this paper have, I think, made at least a modest contribution to the solution of the 

subaltern issue by raising the upper caste consciousness and by calling the world's 

to it. study also to portray the true picture of the subaltern class and 

destroy caste and discrimination from India. 
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Chapter-l 

The Background History of the Subaltern class: Untouchablesillalits in 
India 
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Without knowing the background and social context of any l iterary work, it is 

quite impossible to interpret or justify it's authentical ly. My thesis explores the subaltern 

portrayal in  some selected Indian novels .  In this chapter, I have h ighl ighted the fol lowing 

few basic points about India's caste system: the distinction between members of the caste 

and those outside the caste system including untouchables (there is a confusion about the 

inclus ion or exclusion of untouchables from the caste system, technically they are outside 

the four Varnas), the conceptual difference between the Varnas, the four general 

classification of the caste system and the separation between upper castes and lower 

castes, and the oppression of Dalits and subalterns which are very important to 

understand my thesis. Thus, I hope, this chapter must help the readers to understand the 

authenticity of the subaltern characters of those novel s. 

India's Caste System: 

The Ind ian community strictly fol lows the caste system. Identity in India is 

largely determined by caste along with class, religion, gender and region. Al l ison El l iott 

points out that the origin of caste can be dated back to 1 200 Be. Caste encompasses two 

levels of an integrated system: Varna, the four main categories, and Jati ,  the 

mul titud inous subd ivisions within each Varna. Varna is broadly organ ized as a four

tiered socio-econo-pol itical system determined by Rig Veda, although not al l four varnas 

are present in every region of India. 

The whole of India has traditionally followed a different k ind of community (Jati) 

structure. Caste can be defined as an early system of social grouping distinguished by 

degrees of purity, social status, and exclusiveness . The word ' caste' is derived from the 

Spanish and Portuguese word ' casta' which means breed, race or kind. Castes are ranked 

and named considering the individual 's  birth . According to the Hindu sacred texts of the 

Rig Veda, there are four main castes and each caste performs a function in sustaining 
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life. are the Kshatriayas are the worriors; Vaisyas are the 

and merchants; and Sudras are and servants (Federal; 

all castes are the Brahmins. early eras, of the 

primary vocation was to learn 

and pray the people as 

the whole society. Today, occupations the Brahmins include doctors, lawyers and 

vocation is to 

nrA""'''T the The third Varna is the Vaishyas: 

indulge in economic 

working (Gari 

at a is as follows: 

3 
. 

Vaishyas Landlords, 
Business man 

and 

Mural of 

aristocrats rulers of the 

on the to 

landlords and businessmen. They 

caste is the 

1996). The 

the 

of the 

4 Shudras Workers, Peasants, Labours Perform 

N.B: is a relationship between occupation and Caste 

In the late 19th century, were three views on caste: ( 1) the incubus 

view: caste as a divisive pernicious force, a negation nationhood; 

"golden chain" view: caste as varna-to be seen as an ideology of spiritual and 

affinities, and a potential for national (3) 

corporation view: caste as jati -- to seen as a concrete ethnographic 

idealized 

Indian life, 

a source of 

154). In words 

whole Hindu 

national 

Indira Gandhi, 

about 

self-improvement or "uplift" 

original idea caste is incorporative of the 

than exclusion or domination" 

(Dirks 235). Rushdie also points out that "the new in Indian communalism is 
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of a collective Hindu that transcends caste and 

to under other Indian minorities" 1). caste is 

to decry the backwardness of Indian society. it is seen as a force 

impeding social equality and the better treatment of women in Indian society. 

Within each Varna, several Jatis Members of each jati must follow 

injunctions to remain loyal to their people. The specifications include one's career 

choices and marriage: each member must marry within his own jat. 

to perform its assigned responsibilities and without 

castes. For thousand years the amongst the castes and their 

each caste has 

touch of other 

have 

governed by religious and moral laws. The most influential of them is a compilation 

called Manu Dharma or the Manu Smriti. According to Hindu practice, only the 

castes the right to study the Vedas. The castes alone have to 

the thread ceremony which is performed as a rite of passage, allowing them to be termed 

twice- born. "If the shudra intentionally listens for committing to memory the Veda, then 

his ears should be filled with molten lead if utters the Veda, his tongue 

should cut off, if he mastered the Veda his body should be cut , says the 

Manu Smriti. In the Manu Smriti, different punishments are for the same 'crime' 

depending on the different castes. Thus, the caste system ofIndia is very rigid. 

The caste system a continual battle in India. banned by the 

government, it is still practiced de facto. Nowadays caste politics also become a 

debatable issue in India. Mahatma Gandhi, B.R. Ambedkar and Jawaharlal Nehru had 

different approaches to caste politics and the status untouchables. Till the 1970s, 

the politics of India was largely dominated by economic and 

questions of corruption. But since the 1980s, caste has emerged as a major in the 

politics of India. Many political parties in India openly indulged in vote 

bank politics. the subaltern class, Dalits, Untouchables are the result of caste 

politics of India. 
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\Vho are the Dalits? 

Now it is crucial to know, are Dalits are the synonym of subalterns, 

a sense. I use this term throughout to refer to the community of people in India who 

.:re oppressed by the mechanism of caste and who are consciously 

to such a practice of inequality. But, there is a wide variety of meanings and 

connotations that resonate within this single term. Massey points out that "dalit" 

is both a noun and an adjective derived from the Sanskrit root "daJ". "Dal" means 

variously to burst, split, crack, or crush. And yet the word is used most frequently to 

to communities of The word carries an unspoken, but widely recognized 

A n Marathi social reformer, Mahatma Jotirao Phule 

reportedly first used the term to describe outcastes and untouchables as broken-

down, members Indian 

Panthers, a Sh0l1-lived militant arm 

contends that it is the Dalit 

the Dalit movement flourished in 

J 970s, who "gave currency to the term 'dalit' as a constant reminder of their age-old 

denoting both their state of deprivation people who are rlnlnrp",,�,1'1 

Actually, the term includes all people who are oppressed in Indian society, 

though not n ecessarily because caste. According to 1973's Dalit Panther 

Manifesto, Dalits are the "members scheduled castes and tribes, 

the people, the landless and women all who are 

being exploited politically, economically, and in the n ame religion." Kusum Meghval, 

Il1 book, DalU Society in Hindi Novels: says, "The use 'daJit' has been 

accepted for those traditionally thought as Shudras in India. In dalit society there are 

those castes who exist on a and who have been persecuted for centuries." 

word "dalit" to some one individual or some community people who 

are oppressed socially, and sometimes emotionally and physically as well. 
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A l arge number of popu l ations in India are considered as Dalits. In the 1 991 

_ -"nsus, Dal it numbered just over 1 30 mi l l ion and constituted more than 1 6% of India's 

�op ulation. Despite some improvements in certain aspects of Dal i t  l ife, 90% of them still 

I\e in rural areas, and more than 50% are landless labourers. In m any parts of India, land 

- sti l l  held by the upper castes and they use the ideology of the caste system to 

economically exploit low- ranked l and less labors (Study Gu ide-South Asia Reading 

series ) .  

The Oppression of Dalits in India: 

Although the government has made some formal policies to d i scourage 

discrim ination, the integration of Dal its is not easily accepted because many people are 

stil l prejudiced . The programs that have been created are not always being implemented 

and the Dalits understandably feel discriminated . Most Dal its l ive i n  extreme poverty, do 

not own land and have no opportunity to have better employment and education. Police 

rarely help because they have their own caste biases. There is a lot of police corruption 

and if any Dal it dares to complain or try to change the social order by d emanding l and or 

asking for a min imum wage they are beaten, harassed and sometimes even murdered. 

Although India now has a pol i cy of quotas for education and government jobs for Dal its, 

most are sti l l  stuck with menial jobs. Now dalit chi ldren can attend school but they have 

to sit at the back of the classroom and are frequently treated poorly by teachers and 

students . In every p lace, they are exploited, d iscriminated and treated as sub-human 

beings. Attitudes are s lowly changing but caste taboo remains the same. So Dalits 

cont inue to fight for their freedom in India. Gandhi' s fight for Dal its was very much 

steeped in Hinduism. He said, "The taint of untouchabil ity is an i ntolerable burden on 

Hinduism. Let us not deny God by denying to a fifth of our race the right of association 

and on equal footing". 

What is Dalit Literature? 
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Dalit literature is a significant genre of Indian literature. It is relevant to know, 

what is Dalit literature? Dalit literature is a literary-cultural-political-social movement. It 

i a body of largely autobiographical essays, short stories, and poetry (novels are only 

b eginning to be published) which flowered in the 1970s under the patronage of the 

militant political group, the Dalit Panthers. Dalit literature is dominated by themes of 

untouchability, poverty, social repression, and revolution . It exposes the living 

conditions of Untouchables to a pan-Indian and, through recent efforts in translation, an 

increasingly international audience. It is sometimes, the experience of Dalits which is 

being transcribed into a powerful written form. 

Dalit literature continues to provide a space for the creation of a new identity 

for India's most oppressed people by Dr. Bhimrao Babasaheb Ambedkar. In the literature, 

through a conscious rewriting of history, religion, and cultural practices, Dalits provide a 

sense of identity which is organic to their own community. The origin of Dalit literature 

lies in the political history of the western Indian state of Maharashtra and its language, 

Marathi. Maharashtra is the birthplace and center of activity for the two founding 

reformers of the Untouchable resistance  movement, lotirao Phule and B himrao 

Ambedkar. Dalit literature appeared in embryo in the form of songs and folk performances 

during the height of Ambedkar's political and social agitation. Various locales in 

Maharashtra were the sites of the first major conversions of Untouchables to Buddhism in 

the wake of Ambedkar's conversion in 1956. Members among the first Dalits, graduated 

fro m  college in the late 1950s, formed a literary collective called the "Maharashtra 

Dalit Sahitya Sangh" (Dalit Literature Society of Maharashtra) and hosted the first 

conference on Dalit literature in 1958 . The Dalit Panthers were founded in the 1970s by 

three Marathi poets: Namdeo Dhasal, Arjun Dangle, and J.V. Pawar. It has only been in 

the last thirty years, since the end of the 1970s, that Dalit Literature has seen an 

increase in other languages and other regions of India. 
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Many authors of Dal it l i terature have written reflectively about what Dal it 

literature is .  Dangle writes, 

Dal it l iterature is one which acquaints people with the caste system and 
untouchabi l ity in Ind ia, its appal l ing nature and its system of 
exploitation . In other words, Dal it is not a caste but a real i zat ion and is 
rel ated to the experiences, joys and sorrows, and struggles of those in the 
lowest stratum of society . It matures with a sociological point of view 
and is related to the principles of negativity, rebel l ion,  and loyalty to 
science, thus final ly  end ing as revolut ionary. 

Many Dalit authors consider their l iterature as a vehicle for expressing the 

experiences, thoughts, and fee l ings of a large portion of society. Consequently, their 

l iterature is d ifferent from the elites' l iterature which has been written and continues to 

be written throughout India's h istory. Dalit writer R.G. Jadhav expla ins, 

Just as it is important to remember that Dalit l iterature has achieved its 
d istinction as a separate entity mainly on the basis of its soci al content, it 
is equal ly important to bear i n  mind that th is content takes a d i stinct form 
with the ind ividual writer and with each of h i s  separate works. 

One of the first Dalit writers was, Madara Chennaiah, an 11th century cobbler

saint. He is considered as the father of 'Vachana Poetry' .  Basavanna(1160) and Dohara 

Kakkaiah are the early poets of Dal i t  l iterature. In the modem era, dal i t  l iterature receives 

its first impetus with the advent of leaders l ike, Mahatma Phule and Ambedkar who 

brought forth the issue of DaI its through their works to expose the real hi story of Dal its 

and their miserable position in Indian caste based society. By the 1960s, Dalit l i terature 

saw a fresh crop of new writers l ike- B aburao Bagul ,  B andhu Madhav, Shankarao Kharat 

and so on. The birth of d al it novels has sign ificance i n  many ways- culturally, historically 

and ideological ly. The d alit novels are enriched with the content and descriptions of Dalit 

struggles for human d ign ity. The Dalit novels first came i nto existence in the late 1990s. 

The first novel in  this period is  Kakibatukulu that touches the readers in a great extent. 

The dal it novels are not only of the authentic l i fe experience of dalits but also the 
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depiction of the agony of dalits by targeting the hegemony of upper castes in society. The 

�elebrated novels which came in the year 2000 are 'Antarani Vasantam of G. Kalyan 

Rao, Kakka of Vemula Yellain, and Panchaman of Chilukuri Devaputra and Khaki 

Bhatukula of Spartacus (G. Mohan Rao) . 

These works are significant because they involve a deep exploration of the dalit 

struggle. The authors have tried to bring out various aspects of dalit struggle of India. 

They bring out some inhuman practices that affect dalit communities. They have inspired 

modern writers to deal with dalits, subalterns and untouchables. Mulk Raj Anand, 

Arundhati Roy, Rohinton Mistry and some other modern writers are undoubtedly inspired 

by those dalit writers. 

Who are the Untouchables? 

'Untouchables' means the people who are considered as contaminated and not to 

be touched . Historically, the untouchables have lived under the poorest conditions and 

received treatment that violets all conceptions of human rights. The untouchables suffer 

as the 'whipping boys' of Indian society. In Indian caste system, an u ntouchable, or 

'achuta' is a person outside of the four castes and considered below them, whereas, the 

Dalits include the lower castes. Untouchable is a demeaning term referred to the so-called 

outcast people of India according to Hindu religion . All others, including foreigners, 

tribes and nomads who do not subscribe to the norms of the society are untouchables and 

called 'Mlechhas' . The people who fell outside the four varnas included the group of 

outcastes now refered to as Untouchables. Thus, an untouchable or an outcaste is a person 

who does not have any Varna. 

Untouchables are generally associated with professions such as leather workers, 

butchers, launderers, and latrine cleaners, sweepers and general scavengers (Federal 

Research Division 267). Concept of purity and pollution has a great link with the term 
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. U ntouchable'. For example, a washer man who handles items polluted by blood or 

human waste, a l eatherworker who works with ani mals skins, a weaver who creates cloth, 

3 person who cremates or buries the dead, a manual scavenger, a carrier of the night soil, 

3n executioner who implements a capital punishment, and the fisher folk in some parts of 

t he country, are all considered untouchables. Some 'Untouchables' eat beef, others eat 

rats and snakes. 

The Oppression of Untouchables in India: 

What is the treatment reserved for the 'untouchables' who are outside the caste 

system and placed even lower than the Shudras in society? Untouchables are considered 

poll uted and not to be touched. They have separate entrances to homes and must drink 

from separate wells. They are considered to be in a permanent state of impurity. In the 

1 500s, during the ru le of the Marathas and the Peshwas in today's Maharastra state, 

"untouchables" were not allowed within the gates of the capital city Poona between 9 am 

and 3 pm because during this time their bod ies were l ikely to cast l ong shadows and the 

shadow of an 'untouchable' might fal l  on the Brahmins and pollute them . An 

'untouchable' has to carry an earthen pot around his neck so h is  spittle may not pollute 

the earth. In Maharashtra an 'untouchable' wears a black thread either around his  neck or 

on his wrist for ready identification, while in Gujarat a horn has to be worn for 

identification. They are denied entry into temples; they are not allowed to share 

community wells; they are forced to drink water from separate glasses and they are 

frequently attacked or abused by the upper castes. When they go part an upper caste 

house, they have to walk and push the bicycle rather than ride it. While walking in front 

of a powerful  upper caste man's house, they take off their foot wear till they clear the 

exclusion zone. The police are reluctant to register their complaints or investigate cases 

filed by them. The greatest injustice to the untouchables is though they have the 

intel ligence, ambition, and qualification to rise above their social classification, they are 

not given the chance. In the Hindu reli gi on (as well as in society), one can not break or 

raise above his/her caste or untouchability as the bloodline is the final and deciding 
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factor. This harsh law i s  stil l  practiced by many people in the current era. The 

Untouchables are the tru ly deprived people of Hindu society. 

The ' untouchables' constitute 15% of the total population of the sub-continent and have 

been categorized into three sub-groups: scheduled castes (SC), Schedu led Tribes (ST) 

and Depressed classes or Other Backward classes (OBC). 

Scheduled Castes (SC): 

Schedu led Castes general ly consist of former "untouchables" (the term 'Dalit' is 

now preferred) .  Now, 1 6% of the total popu lation of India is SC, i .e. around 160 mi l lion . 

Since 1935 ,  untouchables have been called "Scheduled Castes". They were also named 

"Harijan" (The children of God) by Mahatma Gandhi .  More recently these groups refer to 

themselves as Dal its, a self designation for untouchables of low caste. The term was also 

used in the 1930s as a Hindi and Marathi translation of "depressed classes", a term the 

British used for what are now called the Scheduled Castes. The term comes from the 

writings of the Dalit Panthers, a radical Dal it rights movement founded in 1972 in the 

state of Maharashtra. The Dalit Panthers revived the term in their 1993 manifesto and 

expounded its referents to include the Scheduled tribes, Neo- Buddhists, working people, 

landless and poor peasant women and all those being exploited politically, economically 

and in  the name of rel igion. Thus, the term SC in a broader sense, encompasses all those 

who are down- trodden and crushed underfoot. 

Scheduled Tribes (ST): 

Scheduled tribes are the tribal groups. Present population of ST is 7% of the total 

popu lation of India i .e .  around 70 mi l l ion. 

Other Backward Classes (OBS): 

The Mandai Commission includes more than 3000 castes under OBS Category 

and marks that the OBSs are around 52% of the total population of India. However, the 
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National Sample Survey puts the figure at 32%. There is substantial debate over the exact 

number ofOB Ss in Ind ia. 

Untouchabi l ity is not unique to Ind i a; it was practiced i n  parts of Europe until a 

few centuries ago, and Japan still has a l arge number of 'Untouchables' cal led the 

'burakum in'. But it is in the Indi an sub-continent that th is system survives, closely bound 

with cu lture, rel igion, history and contemporary pol itics. Though 'untouchab i l ity' is now 

i l legal in Ind ia, today over 170 mi l l ion men, women and children in the Ind ia are 

considered untouchables. The problem of untouchabil ity is more than an i ssue of law and 

order - it is  a deep rooted, mi l lennia -old mal ady that affects society. Thus, 

' untouchable' writers l ike Gruuam Joshua (1895 - 1971), as wel l  as Human i st writers l ike 

the recently  departed Mulk Raj Anand ( 1 905-2004), Rohinton Mistry, Arundhati Roy and 

so on, have taken the responsibi lity to make people aware about this oppressive rel igious 

ideology through their writings. 



Cbapter-2 

Anand's Untouchable: Humiliation and Social Injustice for the 
Untouchables 

Untouchable 



' Polluted, Pol luted, Poll uted . '  A shout rang through the air. He was 
comp letely unnerved . His eyes were covered with darkness. He couldn't  
see anything. His tongue and throat were parched . He wanted to utter a 
cry, a cry of fear, but his voice failed him. He opened his mouth wide to 
speak. It was no use. Beads of sweat covered h is forehead . He tried to 
raise himself from the awkward attitude of prostration, but his l imbs had 
no strength left in them. (Anand ' s  Untouchable: pg-52). 
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Mul k Raj Anand 's Untouchable ( 1 93 5) is a practical document of inhumanity 

and injust ice of the l ower caste people of India. Caste discrimination and the practice of 

untouchabi l i ty bring a lot of suffering for the Indian subaltern class . The practice of 

untouchabi l ity is a strong i deology of the upper castes and it becomes very d ifficult for 

the lower caste H indus to get rid of it . The protagonist of Untouchable, Bakha has also 

fal len i nto the same pattern .  The novel describes a day in a sweeper' s l ife and shows how 

the lower castes and untouchables are vict imized, humi l iated and oppressed in their 

everyday l i fe. The l i fe of a lower caste Hindu is more painful  than the l i fe of a slave in 

India's soc iety. The novel shows the pain and agony of Bakha for being an untouchable. 

The untouchables are inborn sufferers, discrim inated and hatred . 

Mu lk Raj Anand is a great humanist writer. Most of h i s  novels- Untouchable 

( 1 935), Coolie ( 1 936), Two Leaves and a Bud ( 1 937)) , The Village Trilogy - The 

Village ( 1 939) ,  Across the Black Waters ( 1 940) and The Sword and th e Sickle 

( 1 942) and The Big Heart ( 1 945)- deal with the underprivi leged sections of Indian 

society. In the novel, Untouchable he brings an untouchable protagonist to show the 

horror of India 's  caste system and to attain  the upper castes' attention. For the real istic 

presentation of the social and economic problems of the subalterns in the rigid caste 

system and British colonial rule, Anand is considered by many critics as one of the best 

writers. The value of his books accord ing to Margaret Berry, "is the witness they offer of 

India 's  agonizing attempt to break out of massive stagnation and create a society i n  which 

men and women are free and equal . "  Krishna Nandan Sinha has also remarked, "While 
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:he l ater novels retain the passion for social justice, they sound greater emotional depths." 

Anand reflects h is v is ion of progressive humanism for all the downtrodden people of 

I n d ia through his  al l  novels .  

Caste di scrimination is a hatefu l practice In  Ind ia. The l ower castes and 

untouchabl es are considered innately pol luted . There i s  no chance to remove the stigma 

of untouchabi l ity or raise their pos itions. A l l  the scornful  tasks are preserved for them . 

They cannot change thei r jobs accord ingl y. Unt i l  death they have to do the same service 

that their  fathers and forefathers d id.  They are more victimized than the slaves. The 

i nhuman practices of the society are represented in the novel in a real i stic manner. The 

evidence of real ism can be i dentified from the reaction of E.M Forster. He has written in 

the Preface to the novel, Untouchable, 

The sweeper is worse off than a slave, for the slave may change h i s  master 
and h i s  duties and may even become free, but the sweeper is bound 
forever, born into a state from which he cannot escape and where he 
excl uded from social intercourse and the consolations of h i s  re l i gion. 
(Preface-vi) 

What Forster argues is true in a sense because a slave can be free from slavery if he wants 

but there is no chance to escape fro m  the curse of untouchabi lity for the lower caste 

Hindus. In the novel, Untouchable, Bakha wants to escape from the identity of a sweeper 

and improve h i s  social position through the m im icry of British Soldiers and their 

l i festyle. 

Mulk Raj A nand's first novel,  Untouch able, expresses the inhuman and 

oppressive practices of upper caste Indians in a real istic manner. Bakha's struggle starts 

from the sun rise of the day and continues day long. He is woken in the early morning by 

his father's  shouts. The first task of the day is to cl ean the latrines before the rest of the 
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-:ommunity gets up to use those. Even when Bakha sleeps in, he is chided by the local 

H i ndu men who want to use the to i l et. Bakha takes this customary abuse as h is  legal gain 

for being an untouchable and cleans the toi lets one after another. He never gets love or 

sympathy but is chided continuously. He is  cal led by such names as ' i l legal ly begotten' ,  

' scoundrel ' ,  ' rogue of Bakhe' ,  ' son of a b itch ' ,  'wanton ' ,  'd irty dog' and s o  o n .  Bakha is  

hum i l iated by the local upper castes as Anand mentions, "Oh, Bakhya! Oh, Bakhya ! Oh, 

you scoundrel of a sweeper' s son ! Come and clear a latrine for me! someone shouted 

from without." (Page-7) 

Bakha expresses 'human enslavement, subjugation and oppression' in India's 

caste based society. Anand shows man's inhuman ity to fel low man through the character 

of Bakha. In India untouchables are the rejected, disinherited and helpless v ictims. They 

are always considered as contaminated and polluted. They don't  even get the l iberty to 

walk wi th the upper castes. When Bakha's  father becomes i l l  and Bakha has to go to the 

city to sweep the roads and the courtyard, on the way he inadvertently touches with an 

upper caste fel low. It brings the most humil iation and hatred for h im. Anand says, 

'Keep to the side of the road, you, low-caste verm i n !  he suddenly heard 
someone shouting at h im. 'Why don 't you cal l, you swine, and announce 
your approach!  Do you lrnow you have touched me and defiled me, you 
cockeyed son of a bow-legged scorpion! Now I wil l  have to go and take a 
bath to purify myself. And it was a new dhoti and shirt I put on this 
morning ! '  Page-38 

There is no liberty or justice for the untouchables in Ind ia. They are born to be 

k icked and abu sed . Anan d ' s  i ntent ion i s  to portray the m i serabl e  p l i ght o f  the 

lowest castes, workers, peasants and labourers of the soc i ety.  Bakha i s  treated as an 

an i m al rath er  than a h u m an b e i n g .  He becomes the symbol of "dehumanization and 

human subjugation". In the city road, after inadvertently touches the fel low, he is tortured 

in such a way that one m i ght th ink he has committed an unpardonable sin. Anand 

mentions, "But the crowd which pressed round him, staring, pull ing grimaces, jeering 
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lnd leering, was without a shadow of pity for his  remorse. It stood unmoved, without 

1eed ing his apol ogies," (page-40). 

Ind ia's  caste system is very rigid and fu l l  of prejud ices. There are so many 

restrictions for the lower castes. At every step, they have to fol low the restrictions. If they 

make any mistake, it is considered as a sin. From the age of Gandh i  to A mbedkar, 

untouchabi l ity is sti l l  practiced. Even the touch of an untouchable can pollute the upper 

castes. So the untouchab les have to shout a worning whi le passing, as Bakha does on the 

city street. Anand says, "A l ittle later he showed down, and q u i te autom atica l l y  he 

began to shout: ' Posh keep away, posh,  sweeper com i ng, posh,  posh,  sweeper 

com i n g ,  posh,  posh,  sweeper com i n g ! "  (page-42) . It is real ly an inhuman and hatefu l  

practice of t h e  u pper caste Hindus .  

As a humanist writer Anand fights for social justice and equality for the 

subalterns. In India the subaltern chil dren can not attend the same school with the upper 

caste ch i ldren. Anand has written the novel, Untouchable to expose the social injustice 

and ensure the basic rights and equality for the subaltern class. In th is  novel ,  Bakha's 

b u rn i n g  d e s i re i s  to go to scho o l  and become a sah i b .  But his  father "had told him 

that schools  are meant for the babus, and not for the lowly sweepers. "  Bakha has been 

painfu l l y  aware of the absurdity and cruelty of the upper-caste Hindus who have openly 

and boldly embraced the trad ition of untouchabi l ity. Anand says, "Later sti l l  he real ized 

that there was no school which would admit h i m  because the parents of the other 

chi ldren would not al low their sons to be contam inated by the touch of the low-caste 

man ' s  son ." (Page -30) 



-
. ... 

, -" ... _ .. -\:< f" - . -
-..--�,., 

Pic: It is a true picture of lndia's  latrine cleaners. Source: A Daily News Paper of Illdia. 
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Not only he but also h is  sister, brother and father are the victims of the racial 

jomi natio n  of India. Every treatment of untouchables is so painfu l  that the whole story 

ecomes unbearable. Most of the times, the upper c lass men, I ike the priest of the temple 

?undit Kal i  Nath, receive the advantages from the outcastes but hate and count them 

:m pure . The priest sexually harasses Soh ini  when Sohini goes to the temple to work. 

J ronical ly,  the temple priest, overpowered by his sexual desire for Bakha's s ister Sohini, 

:nust have been terribly confused about the mean ing of the words "purity" and 

" defilement ."  Evidently, Anand has placed the entire probl em of the soul's purity and 

impurity in the ev i l  cl ass stru ctu re. In the name of rel i g i on,  they p ractice 

prej u d i ces .  A nand shows the ev i l  excitement of the upp er  caste H i n d u s  when 

Bakha i s  caught as a s inner  i n  the city street. An and depicts the s ituation as, 

' Pol luted, Pol luted, Pol luted ! '  shouted the B rahmi n  below. The crowd 
above h im took the cue and shouted after him, waving their hands, some 
in fear, others in anger, but all in a terrible orgy of excitement. (pg-53) .  

Anand investigates the issue of untouchab i l ity with the experience and realization 

of Bakhas father, Lakha. Lakha says, 'We must realize that it is rel igion which prevents 

them from touching u s ' .  Thus, the untouchables take the hum i l iation as granted . In a 

trenchant criticism of the caste system, Forster wrote, 

" . . . . . .  they [Ind ians] have evolved a h ideous n ightmare unknown to the 
west: the bel ief that the products [human excreta] are ritual ly unclean as 
well s physically unpleasant, and that those who carry them away or 
otherwise help to d ispose of them are outcastes from society. Really, it 
takes the human m ind to evolve anything so devi l ish. No animal could 

have h it on it. As one of Mr. Anand 's characters says, 'They think we are 
d i rt because we clean their d i rt . ' (Preface-vi) 

E.M. Forster praises Anand for his sharper power of observation of Ind ian social reality, 

probab ly better than that of h is  own in A Passage to India. 
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Bakha helps people clean their bodies, but he does not understand how his touch 

poll utes those who profess purity by birth . What manifests in the minds of the upper

.::lass majority is the fear of intermingl ing and of the probable loss of inherited purity .  

The upper castes believe some religious dogmas and continue inhuman practices based 

on those. According to Hinduism, untouchables can pollute others from a distance. When 

Bakha reaches near the temple, he is abused by the other worshippers. Anand says, 

' You  peop l e  have only been po l luted from a di stance' , . . . .  The 
d i stance,  the di stance ! the worshippers from the top of the steps were 
shout ing. ' A  temple  can be pu l led accord ing  to the Ho l l y  Books by a 
low-caste man coming with in  s ixty-n ine  yards of it, and here h e  was 
actuall y on the steps, at the door. We are ru ined.  (Page - 53)  

There i s  a very frustrating scene, when Bakha brings a chi ld to his  mother. The 

child has been wounded in the head by a stick during a hockey game. When Bakha takes 

him, the mother grabs the chi Id from him and she abuses h im for having "touched" her 

boy. His love and innocence becomes a cause of shame and insu lt for Bakha. The mother 

abuses h im instead of bless ings. For this reason Bakha's mental pain becomes more acute 

then his physical punishment. The mother curses and humil iates Bakha unjustly. Actually 

there is no justice for the untouchables . Anand depicts the scene very vividly. He 

expresses, 

' Oh, you eater of your masters ! What have you done? You have ki lled my 
son! She wai led, flinging her hands across her breasts and turning blue and 
red with fear. ' Give h im to me! ! Give me my chi ld ! You have defiled my 
house, bes ides wounding my son ! '  . . . .  ' Get away, get away, you eater of 
your masters ! '  She shouted at  him. ' May you die ! '  (Page- 1 06). 



outcastes always from psychological The humi l iation and the 

mental agony to a great extent. They feel their existence as the 

l ife. Bakha as a sweeper expresses h is  agony: " ... I am a 

Untouchable! Untouchable!  That's the word ! Untouchable ! I am an 

IIntouchable ! " (43). Why are the untouchables always abused? Bakha finds the answer: 

we are Because we touch dung. They hate dun g. I hate it too. That ' s  

why I came I was 

touch us, the h igh-castes . '  (Page-43) 

on the every day. That 's  why don't  

Apparently Bakha imitates but deep down there i s  a desire to 

become superior so that he can turn i n  to the dominator from dominated. Bakha 

ironical ly to escape the humi liation and through m imicry the Briti sh .  He 

yearns the Brit ish soldiers '  clothes, one of h ats, their style, and their language. 

wants so much to learn the hockey stick. In fact, Brit ishness i s  for h im the way out of 

untouchab i U ty. m im icry Bakha can seen from two perspectives. One i s  from a 

point of view which i s  between the British and the Indian colonize. The 

other angle is with in  the Indians and that is between the upper class Hindus and lower 

class H indus. Bakha to become the English for enjoying the i r  superior 

pos i tion power. not to become an upper class man Engl ish 

are superior to the upper class !-{ indus. 

Bakha tries to escape from the curse of untouchabil ity. attempts to have access 

In and available around h im. But finds ways. One i s  

m imicking the Brit ish. Second i s  to  Christianity and the third i s  following 

Gandhi ' s  ideology and act iv ities. At the end, Bakha understands that it is to follow 

Gandhi the influence of and h is philosophy can h im to of 

untouchability. he finds the real answer in technology. wrote "No god 

is needed to rescue the Untouchables, no vows of and abnegation on the 

part of more fortunate Ind ians but s imply and solely- the flush system. Introd uce water 
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_ losets and main drainage throughout Ind ia, and all this rubb ish about untouchabi l ity wi l l  

2I sappear." (Preface-vi i i )  

After read ing Untouchable i t  becomes crucial to ask, Can untouchab les be "free 

from the stigma of untouchabi l ity"? It seems very heavy when Bakha asks the quest ion ,  

'shall I never be  able to l eave the latrines?"(147). The poet decreases Bakha's agony 

y describing the efficacy of the machine: "Then the sweepers can be free from the 

stigma of untouchabi l ity and assume the d ignity of status that is the i r  r ight as usefu l  

:nembers o f  caste l ess and c lass less soc iety" (146) . B ut the poet's resplendent vis ion 

of the abolition of untouchability and the formation of civil  society is dependent on 

i ndustrial ization and the ful l  application of modern ity when he puts these words in 

Bashir's mouth :  " In fact, greater efficiency, better salesmanship,  more mass production, 

standard ization, d ictatorship of the sweepers, Marxian material ism and all that ! "  ( 1 46). 

Anand wants to see a 'casteless and classless society. He wants to remove the practice of 

untouchab il ity and caste d i scrimination. He wants to prov ide 'human identity' without 

justify ing caste or c lass. That is why he takes the unpriv i leged section of the society as 

the major theme of his novels .  

Al l  the protagonists of Anand's novels as, Bakha, Munoo, Lalu, , Gangu are the 

v ict ims of upper caste oppress ion .  Anand i ntentional l y  selects these lower class 

characters. 

"My novels , "  remarks Anand, "were intended to be d i fferent from those 
of others, departures from the upper and m iddle section fictions . "  "I 
wished to recreate," he adds, "the folk, whom I knew intimately, from the 
lower depths, the lumpens and the suppressed, oppressed, [and] repressed, 
those who have seldom appeared in our l i terature except in Sarat 
Chatterj i , Prem Chand, Bibhuti, Tarashankar and Maneck Bannerj i ." 

(The Sources of Protest: 46) .  



37 

Bakha is  a universal representative of all untouchables. In Untouchable, Anand 

2 lares, "I meant to recreate the l ives of the m i l l  ions of untouchables through a s ingle 

. ,, [son " (qtd . in Raj an 1 02). The words,  ' sweeper' , 'untouchable ' ,  'coo l i e ' ,  ' tea garden 

: bor' and so on are used to raise the feel ing of shame and d isgust. There is no doubt that 

.-\nand experiences subaltern reality to a great extent in order to portray a l l  these subaltern 

�haracters. Ind ia's caste based society is such cruel to the subaltern class people as the 

Dante's hel l .  The question can be raised , who are really i mpure or pol luted? In "Culture 

a n d  Ana rchy" Matthew A rnold remarks that the aristocrats are the barbarians and the 

bourgeoi s  are the p h i l i st i nes. In the perspective of Ind i a, how can the upper castes(the 

barbarians and the phi l istines) be pure or unpolluted? Anand ' s  intention is to raise the 

untouchables' position as Gandhi remarks them the Harij ians, the sons of God . 

The novel, Coolie, has a wider canvas of the subalterns ' struggle. It i l lustrates 

Anand ' s  compassion and concerns for the poor o f Ind ia.  In Cool ie  he portrays the l ife of 

youn g  Munoo, Kshatriya by caste but a peasant boy who travels from his mountainous 

v i l l age through north Ind i a  and eventual ly  finds h imsel f in Bombay. Munoo for being an 

orphan is forced to take whatever work he can do to survive. He works a variety of odd 

jobs as a servant, in a mine factory and as a coolie at Daulatpur, Bombay and Simla ti l l  he 

d ies at 1 5  years old of tuberculosis brought by undernourishment. Munoo is exploited not 

because of his caste but of his poverty. In each of his  working places Munoo is subjected , 

harassed , and fi nancial ly expl oited by the employers, moneylenders and the so-called 

authorities. 

Munoo has gone through d i fferent positions before embracing death . It must be 

noted that the last two stages of Munoo's journey conclusively show that the Brit ish 

col o n i a l  govern ance of Ind i a  i s  l arge l y  respons i ble fo r the creation and perpetuation 

of slavery, poverty and su ffering. Anand represents Munoo to show a vivid p icture of 

human m isery, explo itatio n ,  starvation, poveliy and d isease. Not only Bakha, but also the 

whole subaltern class does very hatefu l  jobs. For instance, the incantat ion uttered by 
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:h e B o m bay cool ies ,  " We be l o n g  to suffer i n g !  We belong to suffering ! "  

Cool ie :2 1 S) ;  Munoo, being a Kshatriya b y  birth, does not carry the same baggage of 

Jn touchabi l ity as does Bakha. But Anan d  has successfu lly s�own that his  struggle ends 

jle same way as that of other subalterns. The fact re mains the same,  that both, Bakha 

3.nd Munoo are s l aves, tragic figures of history because they are unable to free 

-hemselves from the repressive tyranny of history and trad it ion.  Bakha's world of desire 

remains repressed j ust as Munoo's unborn dream-world is  permanently buried in the earth. 

In the novel, Two Leaves and a Bud ( 1 93 7), Anand continues his  exploration of 

the Indi an society . He portrays the p l ight of the labourers in a tea plantation in Assam. 

The story is about a poor Punjab i  peasant. He is brutally exploited in a tea plantation and 

kil led by a B ritish official, who tries to rape his daughter. ' Every comer of the garden, 

two leaves and a bud of the tea trees, the shade shrubs are the s i l ent witness of thi s  

oppression and agony o f  the poor Punjab i  laborer who stands as the insignia of the 

oppressed cl ass' . With its apt title, therefore the novel Two Leaves and a Bud stands as a 

moving document of the sufferings of the tea laborers. 

A l l  of A nand ' s  novels cal l for equal ity, l iberty and justice, and for basic human 

rights in India. The novels show real istic examples of the harsh treatment of untouchables 

and lower castes. The novels can be considered as the holy books of the untouchables for 

Anand' s  humanism. In fact, Anand maintains that the new humanism must include the 

fundamental human values of "the Buddhist karuna or compassion, bhakti and truth and a 

deep commitment to the ideal of human digni ty". 

" ' S HAMEFUL' , ' degrad ing' , 'dehumani zing',  ' d isgusting' ,  ' obnoxious' ,  

'abhorrent' , a ' blot o n  human ity' -these are some o f  the words used to describe ' manual 

scavenging. ' "  In Ind ia, Manual scavengers and sweepers are called ' Han, Hadi, Balmiki,  

dhanuk, Methar or Mehtar, B hangi, Paki ,  Thtti ,  Madiga, Mira, Lalbegi , Chura, Balashahi'  
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:m d  so on in languages, but they are invariably considered ' untouchables.' 

Without all them are do the meanest jobs live lives 

other ' untouchables' India. Employment Manual and 

(Prohibition) act was passed in 1993 . Wilson: "It took 

another some States to adopt it. States to adopt law, 

that they have any manual 

the Supreme 

of untouchability they 

while some states adopted the law only 

on the matter. How can the Indians solve the problem 

admit that problem 

Anand for a where castes would no longer infl ict pain on one 

another. Untouchability is an inhuman practice and the deformation of human 

It will take more for the powerful thinkers and politicians to destroy 

untouchability caste discrimination Gandhi been to the 

problem. But, it will not take to 'beast into angel, but man into man' . If 

everyone beJieves in he/she not belittle any one His best creatures. Anand 

wants to make upper castes Hindu society as well as all to aware of the 

subalterns' predicament. 
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l- Chapter-3 

Mistry's A Fine Btliance: the Horror of Caste System and the 

Subaltern Subjectivity 

"Rohinton Mistry" 
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Doctorj i, please do the operation on me, I wil l be grateful ,  but please leave 
out my nephew, Doctorj i ,  his name is Om prakash and his wedding is  
happening soon, please l isten to me, Doctorj i , I beg of you ! .  . . .  Cut me as 
much as you l i ke !  But  forgive my nephew! His marriage is being 
arranged ! . . . .  No one took notice of Ishvar's  crying; grief and tears were 
general throughout the tents . . . .  "Everything is ruined", he wept . . . . "Our 
fam i ly name wil l  die wi thout chi ldren, it is the end of everything -
everything is lost !"  
(lshvar wails to save Om's manhood; A Fine Balance: pp-65 1 -652) 

The Dal itiSubaltern struggle is a dominant theme of Rohinton Mistry'S A Fine 

Balance. The novel exposes the subaltern subject ivity in Postcolon ial India during Ind ira 

Gandhi 's  Emergency ( 1 975-1 977). It is a real historiography of the marginal ized Dalit 

commun ity that shows how Dalits are victimized by unfair social structures of India. In 

(he novel, Mistry exposes the Independent Ind ia, after 30 years of its partition, at the time 

of State Emergency. The story fol lows the fortunes of two untouchables, Ishvar and his 

nephew, Omprakash, during the Emergency, since they move from their vi l lage to a city 

(Mumbai) to seek work. Mistry depicts the terrible struggles of the subaltern class 

through these two characters. He also shows the brutal ities of caste system, appal l ing 

poverty, religious intolerance and absurd Emergency of India in  the novel. Mistry, 

through the novel, shows h is  profound consciousness for the subaltern class of India.  A 

critic says, "Mistry is a master blender of the picaresque and the tragic . . . .. To say he 

captures the textures of India well and creates larger- than- l ife characters is to note the 

least of his achievements. If anything, his success is to make l ife seem so much larger 

task for the novel ist enthrall ing" .  

A Fine Balance is an authentic documentary of Ind ia's reality and of the 

dispossessed. It shows the horror of the caste system of India. Guard ian, an Indian cri tic, 

remarks, A Fine Balance is "a masterpiece of i l lum ination and grace. Like all great 

fi ction, it transforms our understanding of life." Rohinton Mistry, Indian by birth, now is  
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... :1 Indian Canad ian.  A Fine Balance was published twenty years after he left Bombay, 

- is b irth pl ace, when he has returned only to vis it, but M istry finds no d ifficu lty in 

� J m moning up the city. He expl ains, "When you have grown up in one place and spent 

:he first 23 years of your l i fe there - that's how old I was when I left it is almost as 

, ugh you are never go ing to be removed from that place". That is way, he could move 

yond the focus on Parsi l i fe that has preoccupied h im in his  previous novel , Such a 

Long Journey ( 1 99 1 )  and feature the Ind ian lower caste nation at the time o f  ' State 

Emergency ( 1 975-77) , .  

Ishvar and Omprakash's fam i l y  is a part o f  the chamaar caste that trad itional ly 

cures leather and is considered untouchable. Ishvar's  father, Dukhai Mochi ,  was a 

cobbler and leather-worker. When he was given or purchased a dead buffalo or cow, he 

would skin the carcass, eat the meat with h i s  fami ly  and tan the hide and turn it into 

goods such as sandals and whips. In an attempt to break the restr ictive caste system that 

is set to oppress the lower castes, Ishvar's  father apprentices his sons to be tail ors by his  

Musl im fr iend, Ashraf. Narayan then turns to the v i l l age setting up his own business and 

his  son Om prakash being sent to join his unmarried uncle, Ishvar and Ashraf chacha to 

train as a tai lor. But Om and Ishvar lose their entire fam i l y  when a vindictive upper caste 

land lord burns their homes. Following this, Ishvar and Om go to Bombay, to make some 

money before retuning home again and plan to set up their own tai loring business. In the 

city, tyranny becomes their regular fare. The horror of Emergency fal l s  on them. 

Bul ldozers have fal len on sl um-dwel l ings in the name of the "Government 

Beautification" program . Ishvar and Om find a way for dwe l l ing in the streets, under the 

awning of a pharmacy. But they are soon rounded up and driven out of the city along 

with a bunch of beggars, to provide cheap (free) labour to an irrigation proj ect (another 

outcome of civic beautification scheme) as wel l  as to eradicate pavement dwel lers . Their 

suffering ends when they lose everything, even their manhood . In the novel M istry brings 

out, with devastating effect, the unbel ievable levels of cruelty that human can impart 

upon their fel l ow men. Chopping hands, pouring molten lead in to ears, shooting at the 

top of the head and so on have become the common punishment for the subaltern class. 
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:; i n humanity towards the lower castes sti l l  exists and w i l l  continue in India's caste 

-,J.S d society unless the issue is dealt strictly.  

Ro h inton M istry 's  fictional work, A Fine Balance, itself  i s  a unique h istory of the 

n i an subaltern class. Ind ian democracy offers l i berty and equal ity j ust for the e lite and 

pper caste Hindus. The l ower caste people are deprived of their d emocratic rights and 

�urvive under caste-based-laws which are totally prejudiced and inhuman. In the name of 

overty al leviation, the State Emergency brings inhuman suffering and humi l iation for 

'he subaltern class. M i stry ' s  intention i s  to explore the real h istory o f  India and show how 

, n  Emergency can be destructive for the poor people  instead of ensuring better 

opportunities for them. In fact, by depicting the struggles of the two untouchable 

c haracters, during the Emergency, the author succeeds in conveying his  point of view. 

The author informs as wel l as warns the readers that the horrors that fol low the 

untouchable characters in Mumbai are not local , but are national for the whole  

underprivileged community. The suffering of lshvar and Om confirms the readers that for 

the marginal peop le, "Living each day i s  to face one emergency or another". Mistry 

expresses the most horrifying facts of the Emergency and the oppression of the lower 

sections of society, which have only been partial ly and superficially covered by the 

historians. 

Gand h i ' s  steps for ensuring human equality and abo l i sh ing the caste system are 

praiseworthy but Mistry finds everything as horrible as it was in Gand h i ' s  era. Mistry ' s  

novel makes it abundantly clear that social domination, caste d iscrimination, subaltern 

subj ectivity and dalit  oppression are responsible, to a great extent, for the poverty of 

India. The untouchables and lower castes are always oppressed by the upper caste people. 

They have no freedom to choose their own occupations. For th is reason, they stay ever 

poor. M istry d epicts the landowners' and masters' brutal ity vividly.  M i stry shows the 

brutali ty of Thakur Premj i ,  the upper- caste landowner to Dukh i ,  Ishvar' s father when he 

has gone for pounding chi l l ies. He is beaten and his wages are confiscated because the 
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""nortar for pounding has spl it  in two . In another 

Narayan are from school caste 

young I shvar and 

,",/i,l HUl" . V l l "  and endure physical 

for steal i ng  i nto the c lassroom. brutal ity of the is real ly hateful .  

says, 

"Y ou Chamaar Very you are to enter the 
school ! "  twi sted ears ti l l  they yelped with pain started to 
The schoolch ildren fearfu l ly  h uddled together . . .  Holding on to Narayan, 
he s lapped I shvar times in quick across then 
del ivered the same number to brother's face. (Pp. 1 1 3 1 )  

Mistry shows the i njust ice and oppress ion of untouchables i n  a very real istic way . 

When Dukhi for P and it his agony by say ing, 

"Your chi ldren entered the classroom. polluted the They 
touched of d efi led s lates and chalks, which 

You are l ucky there wasn't  a holy book 
in  that cupboard, no texts. Or the 

more fi naL" (Pg· 1 34) 

It is one sort of cru elty of I nd ian that the children of the lower caste can not attend 

the same schoo l  with the upper caste chi ldren. The lower castes are considered as impure, 

pol luted and contaminated. M istry represents the cruelty to exclude the practice by 

attain ing our attention. 

M istry 's  characters, I shavar and Omprakash, are Untouchables. I n  v i l l age they 

are oppressed and d i scrimi nated by the castes i n  a severe way. Om' s  

father, has chal lenged corrupt electoral practices that effectively d i senfranchised the 

U ntouchable caste. thi s  reason, and his fri ends are tortured to death by the 

leader Thakur Dharamsi.  He i s  not satisfied that but orders to 

and murder fami ly .  The burning scene as Mistry depicts 

Narayn ' s  home 

the brutal i ty and 

inhumanity of the upper castes. Nothing can so barbarous; noth ing can be so brutal as 

burn ing a l l  of a fam i ly a l ive. M istry depicts the horror and agony :  



Dukh i , Roopa, Radha, and the daughters were bound and dragged into the 
main room. "Two are missing," said Thakur Dharamsi .  "Son and 
grandson". "Someone checked around, and informed him that they were 
l iving in town. "Well ,  never mind, these five wi l l  do." . . .  But the sound of 
grief soon mingled with the fami ly 's  death agony; the house was set 
al ight. The first flames li cked at the bound flesh. The dry winds, furiously 
fanning the fire, showed the only spark of mercy during this night. The 
b laze swiftl y enfolded all six of them. (Pp . I 77- 1 78) 
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arayan 's murder by Thakur Dharamsi expresses the i l legal power practice of the upper 

.:::astes Zamindaars and Thakurs. In the name of democracy, they practice brutal ity, 

inequal ity and sUbjecti vity. As Narayan seeks for democratic equal ity, Thakur Dharamsi 

by burn i ng his fami ly teaches the horrible lesson to the entire subaltern class to stop them 

for ever from asking for l iberty, equal ity or any sort of justice. 

The murder of that Chamaar family in 1 969 or 1 970 has got similarity with the murder in 

1 98 1  that has exposed by MJ. Akbar in his book Riot after Riot: 

In the autu mn of 1 98 1 ,  Harijans were kil led in several vil lages i n  Uttar 
Pradesh. Two of these massacres, one in Delhi ,  fol lowed by another a few 
days l ater in  Sarhupur - received widespread publicity. The ki l lers, who 
were Thakur Rajputs, had just one message to send through murder - the 
untouchable Jatav cobb lers had to learn their place in society and the caste 
h ierarchy. (Akbar: 45) 

Mistry shows the oppressive pol icies of the Emergency and those of the caste 

system vividly in the novel .  They are sent forcefully to a construction site as free labour. 

Mistry here invokes shades of slavery. According to Ind ian caste pol it ics, the subalterns 

should always agree with the upper castes '  order and they should forever l ive l ike slaves. 

In the d itch d igging project, they are tortured inhumanly .  Mistry expresses their suffering : 



By the end of the first week, Ishvar and am felt they had spent an etern ity 
in this hel l .  They were bare ly ab le to rise for the dawn whistle. Dizzy 
spel ls  made the world dance around them when they got out of bed. Their  
morning stead ied somewhat after their gl ass of strong, over-boi led tea. 
They staggered through the day, l i sten ing to the bewi l dering threats and 
i nsults of overseers and paid workers. They fe ll asleep early in the 
evening, crad led in the scrawny lap of exhaustion. (Pg- 435) 
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In India, the subalterns are deprived of thei r  basic rights. Mistry shows the 

insecurity of the subalterns' l ife . The Emergency even snatches the dwel l ing right of the 

lower class people. Ishvar and am after leaving their v i l lage, move from door to door for 

a place to live and work. On the ir  arrival in the city, the tai lors are permitted to sleep on 

the back pavement of someone' s  shop. After finding employment with D ina, they are 

encouraged by their host to rent a hut in the s lums, but immed iately it is razed to the 

ground by the Beautification brigade. For sleep ing i n  public places, they are caught and 

suffer a lot. The subalterns are l ike refugees in Ind ia. Ishvar and Om 's  vi l l age home has 

been burnt and at the city they run l ike nomads. They are precisely what Gadgi l and Guha 

( 1 995) wou ld  cal l  "ecological refugees." 

In A Fine Balance, Mistry b i tterly criticizes the Emergency for its brutality 

towards the subalterns. In the name of bringing peace for all Ind ians, it brings hatefu l  

reformation schemes as , "forced steri l izations and vasectomies b y  s in ister Fam i ly 

P lann ing cl in ics and d istribution of free radio transistors, the c ity Embel l ishment 

program, ' Remove THE Poor, Save the country' and the el im inat ion of slums to make 

way for Five Star Hotels or more lucrative designs, the ' Maintenance of Internal Security 

Act' (MISA)" that al low detention without trial, up to two years, and so one. Ironical ly, 

no one of the schemes can improve the subalterns' l ife rather bring i nhuman d isaster for 

them. 
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The most horrifying act of the Emergency and its impact on the subaltern cl ass are 

:- It extremely by th e main protagonists, Ishvar and Omprakash. After being rescued from 

e camp of the City Embell ishment programme by the Beggar Master, the leader of a 

and of beggars, I shvar and Om are forcibly picked up from the town square (where they 

had gone to find a bride for Om) to fulfil l 5he dai ly quota of steri l izations. The operations 

re done in less than sanitary cond itions and Ishvar's legs then become affected with 

gangrene and both his l imbs have to be amputated .  The description is horrific as the 

author mentions, "From the groin to the knee the flesh had become. B l ack" (P 530). The 

upper caste pol itical leader of the v i l l age, Thakur Dharamsi, is not happy up to this  much 

but directs the doctor to operate upon Om too, who is a mere youth, · waiting to get 

married . There is no way to escape from th is vicious forced ster i l i zation scheme. At the 

end, the project for genocide occurs through more subtle methods when lshvar and 

Omprakash are forced to undergo botched vasectomies that l eave one crippled and the 

other castrated . There can be nothing horrific than this sort of brutal ity. The subalterns 

have nothing as their own. At last they sacrifice their manhood and become the l iving 

dead entities. After losing manhood, lshvar expresses his extreme agony: 

" . . . .  What kind of l ife,  what kind of country is thi s, where we cannot come 
and go as we p lease? Is it a sin to visit my native p l ace? To get my 
nephew married?" He cou l d  walk no further, and sank to the p avement, 
shaking. (Page-659) 

Mistry shows that both, the authoritative power and social structure are 

responsible for the sufferings of the subaltern class. The oppressive power practice of 

Thakur Dharams i ,  Ishvar and Om fai l  to raise their social position and ensure economic 

freedom.  S ince Mistry'S  untouchable characters turn into beggars at the end of the novel, 

it becomes c lear that the untouchable and the beggar are d i fferent manifestations of the 

same condition .  At least the Indian society should give freedom to select their own work 

or else everybody wi l l  be affected . Mistry shows how Om and Ishvar are eager to change 

their identity of chamaar and how they eager to raise their social  position by tailoring. 
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3ut it is the hateful social law that always dominates the subalterns .  Mistry shows the 

�st emotional eondition by portraying Ishvar and Om as beggaL l11e scene is so 

·ouell ing that every reader must cry to perceive their disastrous eondition. Mistry shows, 

-one sat slumped on a low platform that moved on castors. He had no legs. The other 

D lted the platfonll wi.th a rope slung over his shoulder." (page -740) 

Picture: Beggars of India. Not only Ishvar and Om but also thousands of Indian 
subalterns beg to survive their Jives. 
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Accord ing to l i stry ' s  presentation, the Hindu upper castes are responsib le  for the 

\ crty of the subaltern class. They neither help nor al low the lower castes to switch 

�
.)m thei r inherent work and change their social pos ition. In A nand ' s  Untouchable, 

3 'ha tries to escape from the stigma of u ntouchabi l ity by m imicking the B ritish. In the 

il 'e l ,  The God of Small Things, Velutha, a Christian by birth but a paravan tries to 

�'"'m ove his  identity through h is  love affair with a h igher caste woman cal l ed Ammu. In 

:'o.'l same way, B iju  of The Inheritance of Loss struggles to earn money and change his 

50 ia l  position. But, al l  the characters, Ishvar and Om, Velutha, Bhaka and B iju fail  to 

.mprove their soci al pos ition or status for the cruelty of upper castes H indus. As long as 

·.he upper class peop le remain rigid on caste discrim ination, the subaltern w i l l  not be able 

: 0 raise their position and remove the stigma of subalternity. 

The issue of economy is an i mportant factor for the subaltern class as Rohi nton 

.'v1istry shows in The Fine Balance. He says that the economic explo itation should be 

stopped as early as poss ible in order to ensure the right of survival for the subaltern class.  

Ambedkar also explores the issue of econom ic injustice towards the subaltern class. He 

says, 

Untouchabi l ity is more than a rel igious system.  It is  also an econom ic 
system which i s  worse than slavery . . . . A s  an economic system it perm its 
exploitation without obl igation.  Untouchabi l ity is not only system of 
unmitigated econom ic exploitation, but it is also a system of uncontrol led 
econo m ic expl o itation. (Ambedkar). 

Mistry seems to be an expert in selecting names based on character portrayal .  

M istry selects the name o f  the characters considering their status. He h as given the name 

"Dukhi" to the head of that chamaar family.  By using the name "Dukhi", Mistry wants to 

evoke sympathy and pity for the character. It  is important to mention that 'Dukhi'  is the 

name of the protagonist of Premchand ' s  short story, Sadgati (Deliverance) .  The name 

symbo l izes the mental agony of the untouchables. Dukhi is a ' Bengal i '  and also a Hindi  
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,l.ord wh ich means ' Unhappy" in Engl ish.  The untouchables are real ly unhappy for their 

. hole l i fe for being deprived of love, sympathy, and basic needs. 

The law and pol ice department of Ind ia are not w i l l i ng to protect the ri ght of the 

su balterns and untouchables as much as of the upper castes and the e l ite class. The 

mination of the subalterns remains unchanged. The government passes new laws but in 

reality the laws do not protect the lower class people; rather the laws d isfavour and harass 

[hem. Mistry portrays the social d iscri minat ion which should have been el iminated from 

the postcolonial  India but ironically has not happened so. The adroitness of Rohinton 

\1istry can be seen in the attempt of intermingling the national po l itics and the subalterns' 

struggle of postcolon ial Ind ia. How national unrest s ituation and po lit ical turmoi l  affect 

the lower caste people is exhib ited with the reality of independent Ind ia.  Apparently, the 

State makes laws to regulate the dominant power and empower the lower castes. The 

actual fact is that all laws and documented rights of the citizens (ru le of law and the equal 

rights) cannot ensure peace and development for the subalterns; rather they increase the 

chaos rapidly .  The laws of the state are supposed to help and protect the common people. 

Ironical ly, the State and Laws victim ize the subalterns. Instead of providing protection 

and nurturing, the State pushes them into a risky and uncertain l ife. In A Fine Balance, 

M i stry d epicts all  sorts of oppression and uncertainty for the lower castes but shows a 

balance for surv iving in the cruel Ind ian society at the last section of the novel .  He shows 

the suicide of Maneck in 1 984 after discovering the circumstances that lead to the 

beggary of Ishvar and Omprakash. But he balances th is  despair with the practical 

assistance of D ina who continues to render Ishvar and Omprokash, despite her own 

poverty and helpless con d ition in her old age. 

Rohinton M istry d isplays the whole social structure of India where the lower caste 

people are deprived from getting the equal right to elevate their social and economic 

position. At the same time, he brings out the ro le of upper castes, deep rooted 

conceptual ized ideology, imperial attitu de and poverty to d isplay the social  struggle of 



rhe unprivileged in Hindu soc iety. Mistry shows that the caste d iscrimination is an 

� lli ient way of deceiving the subalterns from their basic needs and rights. The subalterns 

uld have had proper food, health, comfort, security, education, hygiene and freedom. 

·hat they get easi Iy is torture, humiliations and violence as they are made only for 

� ffering. When Ishvar and Om are incarcerated in the labour camp, Ishvar asks what 

;::r ime they have committed. "It's not a question of crime and pun ishment its problem and 

so l ution," says the foreman. (p. 33 8). Thus, the novel is an authent ic representation of the 

subalterns' struggle in India. I cannot imag ine another piece of  literature making such an 

i mpact on me. A Fine Balance is tru ly a work of genius. It should be read by everyone, 

and make its author a legend . 
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Cbapter-4 

The God of Small Things: The l\'liserable Plight of Untouchables in India 

Arundhati Roy 



. . .  l ay fo l ded on the fl oor. He was semi-conscious, but wasn ' t  moving. H is 
sku l l  was fractured in three p laces. H is nose and both his  check bones 
were smashed, . . .  h is  mouth had spl it open his upper lip and broken s ix 
teeth, . . .  Four of h is  r ibs were spl intered , . . .  His lower intestine was 
ruptured and hemorrhaged, . . .  His  spine was damaged in two places, the 
concussion had paralyzed his  right arm and resulted in a loss of control 
over his b ladder and rectum.  Both his knee caps were shattered. Sti l l  they 
brought out the handcuffs. 
(from The God o/Small Thing to show Untouchable 's  pun ishment, p-3 1 0) 
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Most of the modern Engl ish writers of India have sprung from an el itist 

background and belong to the upper middle cl ass that does not experience the struggle of 

subaltern c lass. Mu l k  Raj Anand and Kamala Markandeya who have dealt with the 

subalterns' struggle and transformed their  experience into great works of l i terature are 

rare in the modern era. In the post- 1 960s, with the emergence of post-modernism, the 

writers' have reflected their  new vision and exposed humanitarian themes such as 

struggle and oppression of the subaltern cl ass, experiences of the marginal ized and 

diasporic existence, Dal it  subj ectivity, caste discrimination and sufferings of 

untouchables. These crucial  themes have come under focus especial ly by such writers as 

Bharati Mukhergee, Upamanya Chatterj i ,  Anita Desai, Pankaj Jha, Shashi Deshpande and 

so on. They expose their  strong urge to explore those areas that had lain in the dark for 

long, or not considered ' su itable'  enough for d iscussion. A maj ority of Indian English 

novelists appearing over the past two/three decades have shown an open concern with 

these contemporary critical issues. A rundhati Roy is one of the foremost novel ists of this 

tradition who shows an exceptional awareness of the social crises. She has authored such 

thought provoking works as 'Confronting Emp ire' ,  ' The Algebra of Infinite Justice" 

(200 1 ), ' War in Peace' ,  and so one. She always talks for humanity and downtrodden 

people  of the society. In each of her writings, e i ther book or essay, she regards social 

problems and tries to create social awareness. Her books l ike the Threat of Nuclear 

Weapons, The Promotion of Equal Rights, The War on Terrorism and The Cost of 

Living, and so on. In her recent book, Power Pol i tics (200 1 )  she has dealt with 
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'ontemporary social issues and raised her voice against the injustice com ing from upper 

: res, government and powerful political agencies. Mrs. Roy is inspired by so many 

::: e t writers as, Mulk Raj Anand, Yashpal, Nagarjun, Khwaja Ahmed Abbas and to 

some extent, both Khushwant Si ngh and Kamala Das. 

Arundhati Roy ' s  debut Novel, The God of Small Things, for which she won the 

restigious Booker Prize in 1 997, i s  a bri ll iant representation of the pain and suffering of 

he mute and the oppressed, the discarded and the downtrodden .  She reflects al l  her 

concerns and awareness as wel l  as anxiety for those who have been marginalized by the 

age-old oppressive systems of society. The author h i ghl ights the rigid caste-system that 

sanctions oppression, brutality, humil iation and inhumanity for the subaltern and 

untouchable class of the Indian society. Arundhati Roy has been i ntensely pre-occupied 

with the caste-d iscrimi nation pol icy of the Indian society, particu larly the brutal denial of 

the basic human rights and dignity. Though Ind ia has got a tremendous development in 

case of science, technology and education by the recent years, its caste system has 

remai ned as rigid as ever. In an i nterview with Emily Guntheinz, Mrs. Roy mentions that 

the caste system is the "defining consideration in all  India politics, in  al l India marriage 

. . . . The l ines are blurring. India exists in several centuries simu ltaneously . . . . . Its very 

strange situation where there' s  a sort of a gap between . . . .  Sometimes it 's u rban and rural, 

but it' s real ly a time warp". 

The novel focuses on several smal l th ings : caste discrimination, practice of 

untouchabi l i ty, forbidden l ove affair, duty of Indian police department, pol itics, death, 

d ivorce, patri archal domi nation and so on aspects of contemporary India. Roy depicts one 

of the central characters cal led Ammu, the helpless daughter of the Ayemenem House, 

with her twin chi ldren Estha and Rahel and focuses al l these issues ski l l fu l ly .  As 

Joydipsingh K. Dodya says, "The family is a microcosm of a large culture. It is the 

foundation unit i n  any society that upholds i ts bel iefs, customs and tradition". Roy is very 



frank and 

most of 

brutal in exposing the of I ndian customs. 

hidden '-''''"'v,",,,''' of social brutality. As one critic observes, 

novel is with Indian family relationships, social customs and 
mores, politics and the most universal human emotions and behaviour. At 
one and same time, it is a suspenseful and tragic mystery, a love story, 
and an exposition of the paradoxes that exist in an ancient land whose 
history was forever altered by its British colonizers. (Shu lin Nishant) 

novel 

The God of Small Things represents Indian culture, caste and suffering of 

untouchables. In this chapter, ' The God of Small Things: Miserable of 

Untouchables in India' ,  I intend to re-examine influence the caste system and the 

miserable plight of untouchables in postcolonial India. 

Among the characters in the novel,  Velutha is an untouchable. Moreover, the 

of Velutha 

prejudices in India. 

the intermingling 

name, Velutha means "white in 

between caste and social 

he was so 

black" The novel indicates that the low-caste people or the so-called 

Untouchables are denied the 

all owed to enter the houses 

human in many ways. Untouchables are not 

higher caste. In times, untouchables were not 

allowed to walk on public roads, to cover their upper bodies and to carry umbrellas. 

more ironical ly, have to put their hands over mouths when speaking so that 

they can divert their polluted breath away from those whom they address. Mrs. Roy 

humiliation the untouchables as, 

Valutha would corne with VeUya Paapen to the back entrance of 
Ayemenem House . . .  Pappachi would not allow Paravans into house. 
Nobody would. They were not allowed to touch anything that 
Touchaboles Touched. Hindus and Christians . . . .  
were to crawl backwards with a broom, away their 
footprints so that or Christans would not defile 
themselves by accidentally stepping into a Paravan's  footprint. Paravans, 
like other Untouchables, were not allowed to walk on public roads. Not 
allowed to cover their upper bodies, not allowed to umbrellas. They 



had to put their hands over their mouths when they spoke, to divert their 
polluted breath away from those whom they addressed . (pg- 74). 
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I ronica l ly, Valutha is more fortunate than other Untouchables because he is a skil led 

carpenter and he can fix many things. Therefore, Mammachi pays Velutha "less than she 

would a Touchable carpenter but more than she would a paravan" (Roy 77) . 

Untouchabil ity becomes a stigma in India as racism was in America and apartheid 

in South Africa .  Some people even convert to Christianity and join the Anglican Church 

to escape the identity of Untouchabi l ity. In the novel, Roy shows that the forefathers of 

Velutha have embraced Christianity to escape the inhuman humil iations. But the 

Christians themselves have adopted the strict and unavoidable caste system. Thus, the 

paravans have only received the status of "Untouchable Christians" with separate church 

and priest. Not only th is, the untouchables are not sti l l  entitled to any government 

benefits like job reservations of bank loans at low interest rates (Roy 74) .  Hence, they 

couldn't enjoy the benefits l ike other Touchabl es. Official ly, they are Christians and 

therefore casteless. It is l i ke "not being allowed to leave footprints at al l" (Roy 74). In 

th is way, caste is a source of inequality and d isparity. They never get the right place. In 

contrast, their "disp laced" positions increase their mental agony to a great extent. Despite 

his untouchability and poor background, Velutha is a great help for Ammu's fami ly. At 

first Mammach i notices that little Velutha possesses a "remarkable faci l ity with his 

hands" (Roy 74) . Apart from the carpentry skiI ls, Velutha has a greater knowledge of 

machines. In Mammaci's words, if Velutha hasn't been a Paravan, he might have become 

an engineer . Unl i ke the scholarly Oxford-train ing Chacko, Valutha maintains the new 

canning mach ine and the automatic pineapple slicer. It is also Valutha who oils the water 

pump and the small  d iesel generator, and so on. Increasingly, the whole fami ly of 

Mammachi depends more or less on Velutha. Yet it causes a great deal of resentment 

among the other Touchable factory workers when Mammachi rehires Velutha as the 

factory carpenter and puts him in charge of general maintenance. In th is case the 

untouchables become victim of others jealousy. 



U ntouchables are i nborn sufferers. There is no way out of the stigma of 

untouchabi l ity. They lead inhuman l ife deprived of al l sorts of human rights. Velutha's 

mother d ied of tuberculosis and brother, Kuttappen is paralyzed . Therefore, he has to be 

independent to support the fami ly. He l ives in a society where its value is based on strict 

social hierarchy and pol itical ideology. When his affair with Ammu is d iscovered, it 

seems that everyone is waiting for his death. At the end, he learns the bitterest lesson with 

the price of his own l ife. And it proves that any attempt to challenge the supreme power 

of the authorities wi l l  be a fai l ure . Due to his oppressed position in society, Velutha turns 

to Ammu for love and comfort, and his oppression is somewhat released by the sexual 

intercourse with Ammu . He is no less oppressed than any other untouchables and it 

proves that caste status cannot be altered easily.  Velutha's poverty exposes the misery of 

whole untouchabl e  class . The author shows his  fami ly  p icture by saying, 

. . .  was Kuttappen, Velutha's o lder brother. He was paralysed from his 
chest downwards . . . .  He m issed his mother, Chel la, who had d ied i n  the 
same comer of the room that he lay in now. She had d ied a coughing, 
spitting, aching, phlegmy death . . . . After Chel la d ied, he was moved into 
her corner, the corner that Kuttappen imagined was the corner of his home 
that death had reserved to administer her deathly affairs. One corner for 
cooking, one for c lothes, one for bedding rol ls, one for dying in .(pg- 206) . 

In The God of Small Things Arundhuti Roy exposes the strong caste system 

prevalent in India in whi ch the Paravans (the untouchables) are d iscriminated. The 

development and significance of the novel depend on the untouchable Velutha's suffering 

and untold miseries at the hands of people whose attitudes are guided by age-old casteist 

prejudices. Velutha stands betrayed by society, by his party and by the national law. 

Velutha's subjugation is multiple for being born as a paravan and for being the son of a 

paravan. Velutha is bitterly humil iated by Mammachi when his affair with Ammu IS 

exposed: 



' Out ! '  she had screamed, eventually. ' If  I find you on my property 
tomorrow I ' l l  have you castrated l ike the pariah dog that you are ! I will  
have you ki l led ! '  . . . .  Mammachi spat into Vel utha,s face. Thick spit. It 
spattered across his skin.  His mouth and eyes. (pg- 284) 
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Untouchables are always ruled by the upper caste. They are made victims through 

false accusations. In India, there is no ground of truth, j ustice and legal laws for subaltern 

class. Velutha's death proves it clearly. After the outburst of Velutha's crime, Baby 

Kochamma reports to the pol ice that an untouchable has forced h imself upon her niece, 

Ammu. Baby Kochamma suppl ies all information to him to build a case large and 

concrete enough to capture the helpless paravan, add ing a sufficiently heavy dose of 

emotion. She says, 

"Educated by her fam i ly . . . . In the untouchable's  school ,  started by her 
father . . . . . . .  He was trained to be a carpenter by her fam i ly. The house he 
l ived in was given to his grandfather by her family. He owed everything to 
her fam i l y." (p- 26 1 ). 

And thus, Velutha is accused falsely. Actually caste discrimination and practice of 

untouchabi l ity are based on false rel igious dogmas and prej udices. Where there is no 

ground of truth, justice and legal laws, how can we expect true statement from an upper 

caste petitioner? 

The untouchables in India never get legal j ustice from the law department, police 

as well  as pol i tical parties. Mrs. Roy shows that both the commun ist p arty and the pol ice 

have strong infl uence on the untouchab les' l ives. They possess the authoritative power of 

the society and m isuse it for their own purpose, basical ly to oppress the lower castes and 

untouchables . Ironical ly, Roy intends to highlight the misuse of power in the novel when 

Inspector Thomas Mathew is described as the one who knows "whom he could p ick on 

and whom he cou l dn 't. She deliberately gives capital ized words to ridicule the Police: 

"Pol ice 
Obedience 
Loyalty 
Intel l igence 
Courtesy 
Efficiency" (8) 



B ' i de . the i m - ' ry proud of his rank and starns as he says with Baby 

. chamma " He had a T uchab le wife, two Touchable daughters - whole touchable 

generat ions waiting in their Touchable wombs . . .  " (Roy 259). However, Velutha does not 

","'t any protection from the communist party when he is charged of raping Ammu. The 

police do not even get the whole truth before they decide to give Velutha a death penalty. 

Just the fact, Velutha is an Untouchable, becomes a sufficient reason . At the end , Velutha 

is betrayed not on ly by the big authority but also by his caste destiny. 

It is not Velutha' s  fault  that "he lived in a society where a man's death could be 

more profitable than his life had ever been." Eventually, he is betrayed by the law and 

social customs of whole India. In Ind ia  the untouchables are total ly powerless in case of 

their own protection and in case of helping other helpless untouchables. They belong to 

no strong community which can support them in danger. They dwell in a world where 

privi lege or support is not available. They have no right to raise their position by marring 

an upper caste. The untouchables are restricted not to marry h igher than thei r caste. 

Velutha breaks the law and has to sacrifice his l ife. After his love affair with Ammu is 

di scovered by the local pol ice authority, he is tortured with great violence. The police 

assert that "they were not arresting a man, they were exorcising fear" (Roy 309). The 

brutality of the poli cemen is described as fol lows : 

. . .  the posse of Touchable Policemen acted with economy, not frenzy. 
Efficiency, not anarchy. Responsibi lity, not hysteria. They didn't tear out 
his hair or burn him alive. They didn't hack off h is genitals and stuff them 
in his mouth. They didn't  rape him. They were merely inocu lating a 
commun ity against an outbreak. (Roy 309). 

Arundhati Roy portrays India as a world of double standards, where principles 

and ideals are used as a mask to cover the worst kind of social injustice and cruelty, and 

barbaric behaviour is used as a tool to perpetuate the age-old exploitative caste system. 

As N.V.  Reveendran says in his essay 'A Horn on the Forehead' ,  "She (Arundhati Roy) 

is fu l l  of contempt for the envious old wretches; she dislikes the fraudulent pol iticians .  

But she is fu l l  of sympathy for the exploited by the rich and cheated by the trade 

unionists. She is l ike many of those who are fu l l  of feeling for the sufferers but know not 
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the way out.>'(p. 1 0  . Parti u larl y the most brutal force on Velutha is shown when he is 

mally trapped and nabbed . The brutal torture and miserable death of Velutha, is really 

inhuman. The brutal ity as Roy shows, 

Vel utha appeared on the scummy, s l ippery floor. A mangled genie 
invoked by a modern lamp. He was naked, h is  so i led mundu had come 
undone. Blood sp i l led from his  sku l l  l ike a secret. His face was swo l l en 
and his head look l iked a pumpkin, (pp. 3 1 9-320) . 

In remote areas of Ind ia, t i l l  today, sentences or death panalty of lower castes people are 

decided by upper caste authorities without proper judgment. 

Velutha, "the Untouchable" is  ki l led by the "touchable Boots", of the state pol ice. 

Ammu is ban ished and died alone, only thirty one. " . . .  a very v iable diable age" ( 1 6 1 ) .  

Roy represents the true picture o f  untouchables in  India bravely through Vel utha. H e  is 

accused of k idnapping the twins, and Estha falsely confirms it. Estha becomes a s i lent 

creature whose incomprehensible "Yes" serves to prove an innocent man gui l ty. Roy 

expresses her d is i l lusionment with the social cond itions of the postcolonial world in  

which the untouchables sti l l  face a hosti le society that does not  let  them l ive as  free and 

independent ind ividuals.  Velutha, the god of smal l things, the outcaste can never co-exist 

peacefu l ly w ith the "touchables" commun ities for as long as the stigma of untouchabi l ity 

i s  attached to h i m .  

The question can be raised, "Why Roy brings law breaking issue i n  h e r  novel? 

The characters of Ammu and Velutha, One from upper and one from l ower caste, have 

consciously been chosen to break social laws and deny untouchabi l ity. She suggests that 

there i s  a "del iberate val idation of erotic des ire as an act of transgress ion." It can be said 

that the transgression between Ammu and Velutha is  out of their free w i l l  and also out of 

desire and bod i l y  need . Yet the emphasis here is  that transgression is  one way of 

producing new power or strength. S ince the love l aws and caste taboos can not be altered, 

they choose their own ways to rebel or to protest against the supreme power and 

authority. Overal l ,  the whole Indian society is hateful for its cultural codes which 

pigeonhole and l im it people  in various ways. Thus, through Velutha, the author reveals 
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- me sign iii n i u concern ing caste, class, social mobilization, authoritative power 

of  male dominant Ind ian society. As a microcosm of India, The Ayemenem's power 

structure, with the position of untouchable Velutha is shown below: 

(Chart-3 ) 

Patriarchy 
(Pappach i and 
Uncle Chacko) 

1 
Women 
(Mammachi 
Baby Kochamma 

Orange drink 
Lemon drink an 

The Multiple Power Structures 
Socia I System 

Church 
(Syrian Christian ity) 

1 
Ammu a woman and an 

Outcaste now 
(Estha 

Rahel) Children 

\ Bonding 

Velutha 
(Paravan) 

Untouchable 

Upper Caste 
(Rev. Fr. John Ipe) 
Pappachi 
Chacko 
Baby Kochamma 
Mammachi 
Margaret Kochamma 

Poor 
Vellayed Paapen 
Factory labourers 
Women labourers 

/ 
(Police .�------------------- Political Party 
Inspector � / (Mr. K.N.M Pillai) 
Mathew and others) �>-. ________ _ 

State Machinery 
Chart-3 : (From Reena Kothars article 'The multiple Power Stricture in Ayemenem) 
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The caste taboo and untouchabil ity create horror feel ings for a l l  lower castes and 

castless people. Breaking any social law means to make l ife hel l  for any untouchable or 

lower caste Hindu. After breaking the love low, Ammu becomes so fearful that she is 

haunter by a terrible dream. The dream indicates that Ammu and Velutha wi l l  break the 

caste taboo and be punished by the ir transgression . Ammu breaks the caste taboo by 

having an affair with untouchable Velutha and they taste the bitter fruit of breaking love 

laws. The origin of "Love Laws" is not exactly clear that Roy has highl ighted in the 

novel, yet it indicates that India is a society with intricate cultural constrains and l im its. 

How can we say that the Untouchables have no desire or no privilege to enjoy sexual 

intercourse? 

It is not just Kerala but the whole of India that suffers from the caste prejudice. 

Transcending even a smal l frame, the people have to consider the social laws that al low 

and sanctions inhuman debasement and the cruel caste-based structure . Nila Shah 

remarks, "Velutha, the skil led paravan embodies the state of untouchable in free India. 

His pl ight is not much d ifferent from that of Anand 's  Bakha. In spite of his inborn noble 

qualities and physique he is not yet empowered to strike back. Though the days of 

crawling 'backwards with a broom'  sweeping away the foot prints have become a tale of 

past. The paravan' s  fate has not yet witnessed the change. Velutha, a god of small things 

lets no foot prints in sand, no ripples in water." 

Decreeing human beings as "untouchable", "impure", "d irty", and so one is 

noth ing but men's  revenge on the gent le God. Who is ' god' of small things? Though 

there is a controversy, it is understood that the untouchable Velutha is the god of smal l 

things .  As Ramesh k. Shrivastav says, 



Undoubtedly, Velutha, the Paravan, is the God of mall things. For most 
peop le Velutha is a small insignificant creature, an untouchable who fights 
no heroic wars, undertakes no Herculean tasks. Even his  fearless acts of 
social defiance cannot remotely be compared to the stunningly heroic feats 
of Prithvi raj who rescued his beloved Samyukta from the well -fortified 
castle-walls of her father. No paeans have been sung in his honour. He is a 
small paravan whose activi ties are too trivial to be given heroic 
d imensions. His importance l ies in being what H.Mani Metei cal ls ' the 
post-Darwinian Freudian God of primitive instinct, the secret charmer, 
Adam, Ammu'  s Paramour' , who gives her the warmth of his love which 
the equal ly  adventurous Ammu so much yearns for and reciprocate . . .  
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Ammu considers Velutha as the god of smal l things. Arundhati Roy' s  aim is to transform 

the humble man and woman into heroic creatures who chal lenge the hypocritical yet 

zealous guardians of social taboos and codes, and sacrifice their l ives at the end. 

Arundhati Roy says about Velutha, 

"The God of Loss 
The God of small th ings 
He left no foot-prints in sand, no ripples in water, no image in mirrors ." 

(P 265) 
However, the untouchable protagonist Velutha raises his position not in Indian caste 

based society but among some critics' and scholars' mind through his si lent resistance 

and acceptance of unjust death. According to the author Velutha is the god of small 

thi ngs, in fact the "inversion of God." 

Indian history never exposes its failure. It never says about the true struggle of the 

subaltern class. Through chapter 1 8, entitled, 'The History House ' ,  Ms. Roy wants to 

present history as a property of the upper castes. As the history is written by the 

oppressors, Velutha is cornered and final ly ki l led by the heavy-footed sentinels of 

history. Joseph Conrad ' s  phrase, The Heart of Darkness, is used symbol ical ly by Ms. Roy 

for cal l ing the inner areas of the forest- covered Ayemenem . It becomes ironically 

Velutha' s  hiding place from the "Posse of Touchable Pol icemen crossing the Meenachal 



64 

River" .  The author plays the expression 'Heart of Darkness' to turn it into 'Dark of 

Hearts ' .  She says, 

The Kottayam Police. A cartoonplatoon. New-Age princes in funny 
pointed helmets. Cardboard l ined with cotton. Hairoil stained . Their 
shabby khaki crowns .  Dark of Heart. Deadlypurposed . (304) 

The pol iceman ' s  slow, rhythmical movement is seen by the author as the march of 

history's  terror into the realms of the untouchables that destroys his dreams of equal ity 

and soc ial justice. Accord ing to her, "Dark of Heartness tiptoed into the Head of 

Darkness" . 

In The God of Small Things, Roy shows the inhumanity, cruelty and brutality of 

caste d i scri mination in India. Roy presents the miserable pl ight and struggle of 

untouchab les through the character, Velutha. She is very resentful of the increasing 

marginal ization in India. In the name of social and religious codes, most of the elite 

deprive the subaltern group. Mrs . Roy has written the novel to break the caste taboo and 

to show how the lower castes should protest the oppression of upper caste Hindus. The 

novel attains greater compactness and praise for the exact portrayal of the oppressed class 

in India. 
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Chapter-5 

The Inheritance of Loss: A Subaltern Perspective 

Kiran Desai The Inheritance aILoss 
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I n  the novel, The Inheritance of Loss the term 'subaltern' is perfectl y  used to 

denote marginal ized and oppressed people, especial l y  those struggling against hegemonic 

globalization. Kiran Desai's tragicomic novel, The Inheritance of Loss spans two 

continents and three generations . The story is set mainly in New York and India, 

contrasting the menial jobs and meager conditions of immigrant life in the city with the 

political unrest engu lfing an isolated Himal ayan hil l  town. Although the novel focuses on 

the fate of some powerless individuals, the author manages to explore, with intimacy and 

insight, some important contemporary i nternational issues: globalization, 

mu lticu ltural i sm, economic inequality, fundamenta lism and postcolonial terrorist 

violence. I n  The Inheritance of Loss, Desai focuses on the struggle and inhuman 

l i festyl e  of the subaltern redundant. Desai ' s  l iterary inheritances of India are some greats 

l i ke R.K Narayan, Rohinton Mistry, Vikram Seth, Arundhati Roy and her own mother, 

Anita Desai .  They have a lso portrayed the subaltern struggle in their works but Biju 's  

stru ggle is  something Desai came t o  knmv very i ntimate ly  w h i le l iv i ng i n  the U SA.  

Desai' s novel is  real ly more than j ust about some intense characters, emotions or  

a lovable  narration but about some issues that are responsible for the suffering of the 

global subaltern . B U u ' s  story as an i l legal immigrant in the USA i s  ful l  of bitterness and 

hopelessness. Likewise, by the characters - the Nepalese tutor, Gyan and the Cook, Desai 

deftly shuttles between fi rst and third worlds, i l luminates the pain of exile and shows the 

ambiguities of post col onialism. B y  these characters Desai certainly wants to explore the 

pain of the subalterns and the unfairness of the Indian class discrimination .  
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Some of the major characters of The Inheritance of Loss, Bij u, Gyan, and the 

Cook are the bitter portrayal of subaltern. Biju belongs to the ' shadow classes of i l legal 

immigrants ' in New York and spends much of his time dodging the authorities, moving 

from one i I I -paid job to another. In a paral lel narrative, Gyan is a descendant of a Nepali  

Gurkha mercenary fal ls  in a group of ethnic Nepalese insurgents and struggles in India. 

Likewise, as a subaltern figure, the Cook works like an animal and feels barely human at 

al l .  What b ind these seemingly disparate characters are a shared historical legacy and a 

common experience of i mpotence and humi l iation . Referring to centuries of SUbjection 

by the economic and cultural power of the West, Desai writes, "Certain moves made long 

ago had produced all of them". But the beginnings of the late 20th century global 

economy serve merely to scratch those wounds rather than heal them. All these characters 

struggle with their cultural identity and the force of poverty. 

B ij u  as an i l legal immigrant tries to find work and a better l i fe in New York. Biju  

works i n  a series of dead- end jobs epitomizes the p l ight of  the i l legal immigrant who has 

no future in his own country and who endures deplorable  conditions working i l legal ly i n  

the USA. He  changes h i s  job so often l ike a fugitive on the run because he has no  papers. 

At the very first year of America, he has worked at ' Don Polio ' ,  ' The Hot Tomato' and 

' Al i  Baba's Fried Chicken ' as a fu ll time waiter. He has to spend the whole day standing 

either in kitchen or at the counter with a row of men.  For being i l l egal immigrant he has 

to work hard but he is not wel l  paid. To hide self and earn better he rol ls from job to job, 

from 'Baby Bistro ' to ' Le colonial ' but m isfortune always ran after him. He has nothing 

to do or nothing to say, as he is a subaltern figure. Gayatri Spivak in his essay ' Ca n  the 

Subaltern Speak' tru ly  says "in the context of colonial production, the subaltern has no 

history and cannot speak". 

Bij u  has started his second year in America at 'Pinocchio's Ital ian Restaurant' 

where he has got humi l i ation along with low payment, i l l  treatment and hard slavery. As 

a poor uncultured Indian, B iju  is hum i l iated so often by the staff and the owner's  wife, 



e m il " , i the O \ller"s \ 'i , " J think I m i l rgi 0 his  lair oi l . ' Ch p- l O  pg

. Biju i {rapped in Ameri a for green card . He no\\" reaches in 1\ew '{ark and makes 

, " � to 'The Queen of Tarts Bakery ' .  Some days later he starts to find his fortune in 

rigitte ' s Restaurant ' .  He is humil iated even for being vegetarian and worshipping the 

I \' . Biju can not tol erate the oppression as they attack on his rel igion . Odessi a, one of 

� owners of the restaurant says, "You know, Biju ,  isn ' t  it i ronic, nobody eats beef in 

dia . . . . .  But here these were Indians eat ing beef' (Chapter -22, pg- 1 3 5 .) .  I l legal 

Im i grants' l i fe is fu ll of humil iat ion, pain and frustration. Not only Biju  but his friend 

.eed Saeed also leads an inhuman l ife for legal papers. He also shifts his job 

tinuously. When he left his job in 'Banana Repub l ic ' he says, "My boss, 1 swear he 

p grabbling my ass. Any way," he cont inued, "1 got married."(Chapter -1 9, pg

! 1 .To remove the subaltern identi ty, Saeed has to get married . B iju ' s  hopes are also 

ttered day by day just for the legal papers. The author depicts the i l legal immigrants' 

:e very real istical ly in the novel . She says, 

The green card the green card, the . . . .  without it he (B iju) could not leave . . . .  
Then, of  course, there were those who l ived and died i l legal in America 
and never saw their fami l ies, not for ten years, twenty, thirty, never again .  
(chapter -1 7, pg-99.) 

B iju ' s  i l legal l i fe in New York is miserable. He tries to eke out an existence 

: hout being caught in an a l ien cu lture which isn' t  too kindly to h im.  In the ' Gandhi 

e' the li ghts are kept low and that is why B iju  finds it better place to hide himself. But 

, 'he Cafe, B iju ' s  suffering reaches i n  the extreme level and he gets the perfect subaltern 

a � .  The owner gives the i l l egal immigrants' free housing not considering them human 

�:ngs but animals.  The author says, 

At the Gandhi cafe, amid oversized pots and saw dusty sacks of masalas, 
he set up h is new exi stence. The men washed their faces and rinsed their 
mouths over the kitchen s ink, combed their hair in the postage stamp 
mirror tacked above, hung their trousers on a rope strung across the room 
along with the dish towels. At n ight they unro lled their bedding wherever 
there was room.  (chapter-24, pg-1 47). 
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The envi ronment of Ghandhi Cafe is so unhealthy, so fi lthy that the rats have 

:hewed Bij u ' s  hair at n ight. After breaking his knee, he doesn't even get a doctor. The 

Dwner of the cafe, Harish Harry humil iates him as an illegal staff and advised him to go 

back his own country and return afterwards. Harry knows very well that it is not poss ible 

to come back again but he makes Bij u  trapped. The author says, "But i t  was so hard and 

YET there were so many here. It was terribly, terribly hard . Mi l l ions risked death, were 

humil iated, hated, lost their fami l ies- yet there were so many here" (chapter -30, pg-

1 89 . ) .  The i l l egal immigrants ' mental pain is more acute than physical labor. A l l  the 

times they become fearful whether they are being caught. The author says, "After two 

weeks, B ijou coul d  walk with the aid of a stick. Two more weeks and the pain left him, 

but not, of course, the underlying green cared problem that continued to make him i l l" .  

chapter - 30,  pg- 1 90).  

B iju, an i l legal immigrant, bounces from low-paying job in  the cruddy basement 

kitchens of Manhattan "learn ing to sear steaks" and d irect paper mi l l  cannons as d inners' 

salads in an easeless and ultimately has defeated in the l i fe-battle to rise in to a better 

class. He wants to fulfi l l  his father's dream. The cook had only one dream to see his son a 

rich gentleman .  Very often he feels very proud of his son and boastfu l ly says that one day 

very soon B ij u  wil l  take him and he wil l  lead ever happy l i fe .  But fate always loves to 

p lay with poor people.  At the end of the novel the author proves Biju as a perfect 

subaltern subject. 

As a subaltern figure, Gyan also suffers in Ind ia  as much as Biju in America. He 

· s  an ethnic subaltern i n  India. He has finished his bachelor ' s  degree but has not yet been 

able to find a job. He is paid a very smal l amount of money for teaching Sai and has to 

su rvive by that. He has to walk in  the cold  for that small amount but the Judge always 

humi l iates him. The author says, "His presence, he felt, was insolence, a l iberty driven if 

not by intend then certainly by fool ishness . . . .  You might be adept at mathematics, but 
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com mon sense appears to have e luded you" (chap- I 8 ,  pg- I 09. ) .  Having subaltern identity 

Gyan 's family suffers in India from 1 800s. H i s  Nepali  great grandfather had came India 

as a tea garden l abor. Not only he but also his  two sons sacri ficed the ir l ives as Ind ian 

so ldier in Burma. Gyan ' s  only one uncle is  al ive who al so has m issed h i s  toe for Indian 

battle . They lead very poor l ife i n  Ind ia  but nobody favors them for their subaltern 

identity. 

Gyan is  an am b i valent Nepal i tutor who sacrifices his young romance with Sai to 

Jom the violent separatists agitat i ng for an i ndependent state. Not surprisingly, half -

educated, uprooted much Nepalese gravitate to the first avai l able pol it ical  cause i n  the ir 

search for a better l i fe. Gyan also jo i ns what sounds l ike ethnic national ist movement 

large ly as an oppoltuni ty to vent h is  subaltern rage and frustration . After a brief crush 

with Sai,  Gyan finds h i msel f  ral lying for the cause of fel low Nepali Ind ians who seek to 

have the ir  own country or at least their own state. The movement has stopped but Gyan 

gets noth ing. He sacrifices his l ove and carries the same subaltern i dentity as a Nepal i .  

The cook is another Dalit character who leads h i s  l i fe as savage as a street dog. 

He is  very i l l  paid and has to work day long without any rest. The author describes the 

cook as, 

He was a powerless man, barely enough learn ing to read and write, had 
worked l ike a donkey al l  h is  l i fe, hoped only to avo i d  trou ble, l i ved on 
only to see his son. (chap-2, pg- l l ). 

The only hope whi ch keeps him al ive bearing all humi l iations and oppressions of the 

Judge is to see h i s  son prosperous and successfu l  as a gent leman. He always re-reads h is  

sons letter and feels  proud of h is  son . The cook boasts to  everyone he meets. He says, 



f�' son ', or in  -ew \"or . .  He is the manager of a restaurant business 
York. er big city. The cars and bu ildings are nothing l ike 

here. Tn tha cou ntry, there is enough food for everyone . . . . . .  One day, he 
laughed, One day soon my son will take me. 

(Chapter- l 4, Pg-84). 

I
e cook tolerates al l sorts of torture of the Judge th inking that one day he might be 

i eved from the damned work and could spend his l ife happily with his son. But his 

�ams never come true as he is a Dalit and the Dalits can never escape their m iserable 

e. 

Not only does the Judge treat him badly but also the police who come to 

\lestigate the judge's complaint about the robbery, have treated him very scorn fully.  

ley have overturned his  narrow bed and left h i s  few belongings in a heap. They have 

;0 sp i l led all the letters which B iju  has sent and began to read with out asking the cook. 

d ian police always treat the lower castes people and Dal i ts very badly. In The God of 

nail Things, Roy shows the inhuman treatment of the pol ice towards the Dal i ts and 

1touchables through the Character of Velutha. The detail is described in the previous 

apter. 

The cook is very i l l  paid though he does all house hold work along with glossary, 

ying mi l let, washing, cooking and so on. He is paid twenty-five rupees par month . His 

ary has hardly been changed in  years. When he has begged, "B ut sahib, how can I l ive 

his?" , the j udge growled and said that al l  his expenses are paid for housing, clothing, 

, medicines and that rupees are j ust extra. He also adds that B iju  must help him in  his 

age . The cook always feels inferior for being in the service of a fam ily.  He feels that 

. ?  is nothing as awfu l  as being a cook that let him down and makes him a fool .  

He always dreams his son a gentleman l ike the Judge and himself a proud father. 

.he oppression of the upper caste people, he always dreams to uplift his social 
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position through fasci nation as B akha, the protagonist of Anand' s  Untouchable who also 

imitates the Brii ish peopJe. 

The real oppression, hum i l i ation and suffering come in the l i fe of the Cook when 

the dog, Mutt has been lost. The judge h as beaten the cook and treated him as a beast. He 

has smacked the cook over the head with h is s l ipper. He begins to beat him harder and 

harder, and kick restlessly. When S ai comes to save h im,  he feels so bitter that he utters, 

Let h i m .  He wants to ki l l  me. Let h im k i l l  me. What is my l i fe? It's 
noth ing. Better that it 's gone. It' s useless to everyo ne. It' s usel ess to you 
and to me. K i l l  m e !  May be that wil l  give you satisfaction. It  wi l l  give me 
satisfaction. Go o n !  (chap-53 :320) 

In that old-age, after such humi liation, the cook has stopped dreami ng 

permanently. Not only the cook but also al l the su balterns, downtrodden or untouchables 

shatter their hopes with the course of the worst treatment of Indian society. The cook is 

the representative of all lower class workers i n  Indian society who are deprived from their 

legal ri ghts and needs.  

In The Inheritance of Loss. dealing with al l  l evels of  society and many d i fferent 

cultures, Desai shows l ife's  humor and brutal ity, its wh imsy and i ts passionate 

commitments that are both beautifu l  and wise. The novel seems to promise to take us 

somewhere in this global ize confusion of identity, motive, routine, unrealized dreams and 

intangible desires. Desai shows the ambiguities of post colonial ism where one person' s  

\-vealth means another's poverty. Orhan Pamuk supports her b y  saying, "people i n  the 

West are scarcely aware of this over whelming feeling of humil iation that is experienced 

by most of the world 's  popUlation," Desai basicall y  wants to expose ' subaltern ' as a 

global problem. She raises her voice as a representative of subaltern to prove that 
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b It rn can p ak. She identi fies late capitalism and postco lonial economic inequality 

o t l y  responsible for the sufferings of subaltern. She argues to treat subaltern with 

. mpathy and remove the anxiety of transmission through her beautiful novel, The 

�llzeritance of Loss. 

Conclusion : 

"What is th is  d isease? You may ask. This disease, brothers and sisters, is 
the notion of untouchabi l ity, ravaging us for centuries, denying d ign ity to 
our fellow human be ings. This disease must be purged from our society, 
from our hearts, and from our minds. No one is untouchable, for we all 
children of the same God . Remember what Gandhij i  says, that 
untouchabi l ity poisons Hinduism as a drop of arsenic poisons mi lk: '  

(Mistry 's A Fine Balance; Pg- 1 27) 

Caste d iscrimination and untouchabil ity have become a despicable practice i n  

Ind ia. Over the years books have been written, committees and commissions have been 

set up, and laws have been enacted to eradicate the caste taboo and the stigma of 

untouchabil ity. But, even after six decades of Independence, Ind ia continues the i nhuman 

caste d iscrim ination.  It is true that the caste system, i n  its original form, is not hered itary 

but based on psychological foundations and the d ivisions of the society according to 

different occupational groups. Some scholars argue that the caste or class d iscrimination 

is unjust and inhuman but all writings on caste- inequality fai l  to create any significant 

impact until the movement against the system emerged from the oppressors themselves. 

Inequality generated by the caste system is a recurring theme in Indian l iterature 

to which almost al l  major writers have responded seriously . Though not al l, some writers 

show their responsibil ity for the free-caste society . In 1 920, Gandhi has emphasized that 
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the remo al of untouchab i l ity must be considered a major program of the Congress and 

B . S .  Am bed ka� ( 1 89 1 - 1 956), the greatest leader and spokesman of the Harij ians, 

publ ished the Marath i fortn ightly Muk Nayak ( 1 920) as a protest against the practice of 

untouchabi l ity .  Some other writers have played a sign ificant role in combating the 

prejud ices and the trad ition- bound perceptions. Through al l the writers such as Unnava 

Lakshmi narayana (Malapalli-The village of the untouchable), Sivaram Karanth 

(Comana Dudi-the Durm of Chomai) ; Tarasahankar Band yopadhyayay (Kabi-The 

Poet) ; Thakazhi (Tottiyute Makan - Scavenger 's Son); Mulk Raj Anand (Untouchable), 

Premachand (Sevasadan and Karmabhumi), Indian l iterature discovers a new 

potential ity in the l ife of the low and the lowest, the deprived and the hum i l iated people. 

It is a great step that from the 1 990s, a new area of publ ication has been establ ished , 

called Dalit l iterature. 

Through my research on Subaltern presentation of some selected Ind ian novels, I 

have exposed how Mulk Raj Anand, Rohinton Mistry, Arundhati Roy and K iran Desai 

have portrayed successfu l ly the tragedy of the subaltern class of Ind ia.  It is the inhuman 

and stubborn social order that helps these writers to create such pathetic characters as 

B akha. Ishvar, Omprakash, Velutha, B iju,  the Cook and Gyan . Ironically the "lowest 

dregs" of mankind in Western l iterature can at least rebel, but these subaltern characters 

can not do so. More or less, all  these writers have intentionally presented the sufferings 

and tragedy of the characters to show the structure of Hindu ism as wel l as the 

dehumanizing caste d i scrim ination of India.  I strongly bel ieve that the characters from 

the lower and outcastes, i .e.  sweeper, cool ie, chamaar, paravan and manual scavenger are 

un iversal metaphors of the socio logy, h istory and metaphysics of human suffering and of 

man ' s  inhuman ity to fellow man . I therefore, argue that Anand,  Mistry, Roy and Desai 

elevate humanism to a great extent through their writings with the true representation of 

subaltern-struggle in Ind ian society. 
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Through the portrayal o f  the subaltern characters in these novels, the authors 

prove successfu l ly that the caste system and untouchabi l ity of Brahminical Hinduism are 

responsible in a great extent for inequal ity and therefore, poverty i n  India. Many Dal its 

continue to l ive in extremely mi serab le conditions. Nevertheless, the protest/struggle of 

subalterns does not necessarily succeed . Rather, Subalterns are l i kely to be ass imi lated by 

the dominant groups. In other words, the center domesticates the other by the way of 

assimi lat ion . As Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak asserts, "intel lectuals must attempt to 

disclose and know the discourse of society's  Other" ("Can the Subaltern Speak?" 

66) . S i m i larly, Homi K. Bhabha insists that "the critic must attempt to fu l ly real ize, and 

take responsib i l ity for, the unspoken, unrepresented pasts that hunt the historical present." 

( 1 2) Indeed, there are enou gh good reasons to bel ieve that those e l ites can do something 

for the subalterns. A long with writers, social workers, politicians, governments and so on, 

everybody shou ld take part to break the oppressive and inhuman caste system. Increased 

access to education and leadership of Dr. Ambedkar are major steps in the formation of 

Dal its movements and progress towards emancipation. Along with those steps, 

Untouchable, A Fine Balance, The God of Small Things and The Inheritance of Loss 

also bring international attention to the subaltern class. Thus, by reading these books, 

peopl e  should feel an urge to break the caste system and remove the practice of 

untouchabi l ity not only from Indi a  but also from everywhere of the world . 
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