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Bbstract

Dalit literature in India gained momentum after India had got independence. This body of literature is
distinct from the mainstream literature by its presentation, use of language and vocabulary. It has
presented to the world the silence of the centuries of the downtrodden and the marginalized section
of the society. Upara by Laxman Mane is exceptionally an outstanding example of Dalit
autobiographical narration which explores the dynamics of caste system, its practices and its socio-
political consequences. It has evil implications that only yielded hatred and disgust. It deteriorated
the millions of lives of low castes. So the probe into the issue is pertinent. Upara as an
autobiographical narration exposes the life of Nomadic tribe which was considered as an
untouchable; hence prone to subordination, subjugation, and atrocities. Upara brings to the front the
socio-political, economical, historical and cultural evil effect of caste systems. The issues of evil
effects of caste are brought to the limelight. In Upara, Mane writes about a Nomadic tribe, Kaikadi.
It wanders from place to place in search of livelihood. The people of this tribe not only live an
instable life but also a life dependent on the mercy of upper castes. The space assigned to them for
the temporary stay is an open defecation site which is inhuman and insulting. They have to inform
the important people of the village about their arrival and the assets they have brought with
themselves. Furthermore the poverty, to which they are succumbed, compels them for begging from
the upper castes for food. The dependent existence of these peoples on the upper castes and the
exploitative superstructure of the society, devoid them of the basic human rights to live with dignity
and self-respect.
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Dalit voice had been silent for many centuries in India. The emergence of Dalit literature
can be traced back to Dr. B. R. Ambedkar. He was the real voice of Dalits for emancipation,
freedom, equality and fraternity. His revolutionary ideas stirred all the Dalits of Maharashtra into
action as well as India and gave them new self-respect. Dalit literature is nothing but the literary
expression of this awareness. The body of Dalit literature is distinct from the mainstream
literature. The presentation of Dalits from their own point of view gives authenticity to their
expression. While the mainstream literature projects the Dalits as ‘seen’. The real voice and
experience of the Dalits is narrated through themselves. Such narrations took birth in the 19t
century. Inspired by Dr. Ambedkar and Jyotirao Phule, the Dalit writers ventured to give vent to
their lacerated psyches through autobiographies. They opened the door to the experiences of
masses that not only dwelt outside the periphery but was nonexistent, historically. They are
‘outsiders’ still they belong; such is the complex relationship Dalits have with their ‘other’. Such
complex mechanisms of relationships were developed due to the caste system in India which is a
very peculiar Indian social phenomenon.

The issues of evil effects of caste are brought to the limelight by the Marathi writer,
Laxman Mane through his autobiography. In Upara, he writes about a Nomadic tribe, Kaikadi. It
wanders from place to place in search of livelihood. The people of this tribe not only live an
instable life but also a life dependent on the mercy of upper castes. The space assigned to them
for the temporary stay is an open defecation site which is inhuman and insulting. They have to
inform the important people of the village about their arrival and the assets they have brought
with themselves. Furthermore the poverty, to which they are succumbed, compels them for
begging from the upper castes for food. The dependent existence of these people on the upper
castes and the exploitative superstructure of the society, makes them devoid of the basic human
rights to live with dignity and self-respect.
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The instable life of the nomads results into the lack of education. It further results into the
lack of consciousness for injustices done to them. Regarding the devastating results of the lack of
education among the deprived of the nation, Jyotirao Phule has made a significant observation:

“Lack of education leads to lack of wisdom, which leads to lack of morals, which leads to

lack of progress, which leads to lack of money, which leads to the oppression of the

lower classes. See what state of the society one lack of education can cause.”

(gtd in Nelson)

Laxman Mane through his autobiography has just elaborated the theorem of Jyotirao Phule. The
journey of the protagonist starts from the unconscious life on the outskirts of the village to the
first day in school. Mane’s father decides to send him to school to make him a teacher or an
officer. According to him education is the only way to improve the situation. But the pattern of
life of tribal makes them difficult to pursue education. Hence Mane has to leave one school and
has to admit another when they travel from one place to another. Though, keeping pace with
regular education was difficult for Mane that was the only option left with him to lead an
indignant life. He pursues education and comes into contact with social forces which influence
him to rebel against the social norms by marrying a high caste Shashi. Socially the move is
revolutionary but from the casteist point of view, he defies the generations of culture of caste
hierarchy. He has to suffer not only from the hands of upper castes but also by his own people.
They do not accommodate his wife into their community as her origin is unknown to them. If she
has recognition as his wife she must be from his community. The observation of Dr. Ambedkar
is apt here when he says exogamy is the survival principle of caste system.

...regarding the people of India the law of exogamy is a positive junction even today.

Indian society still saviours of the clan system, even though there are no clans; and this

can be easily seen from the law of matrimony which centres round the principle of

exogamy, for it is not that Sapindas (blood kins) cannot marry, but a marriage even

between Sagotras (of the same class) is regarded as a sacrilege. (8)

The ritual to accommodate Shashi into his community was performed. Mane was aghast to see
his principles of counter-revolution were trodden under the feet of collective conscious of castes
system. Though education is the life force to galvanize consciousness of the downtrodden, it
cannot yield to them happiness. Hence the education without the financial sources to support
them for earning livelihood, push them on the margins of economical periphery. Mane lives a
life of a beggar, before and after marriage. He has to suffer due to lack of resources. Hence
education with economical resources to earn money is an essential condition for the
development.

The caste system segregates the people on the basis of the principle of impurity and
hierarchy. The next move of the caste system is to subordinate people; then starts the chain of
unlimited atrocities to which lower castes are subjected to. Laxman Mane recalls his childhood
days when his parents are subjected to the atrocities and inhuman treatment. One day, his mother
and father went to sell the wooden pots. They had to return by afternoon but did not. The
children were at home and were very hungry. But by the afternoon, Mane heard an uproar and
saw his father in shackle while his mother in rags. His father had the marks of wounds on his
body. The whole villagers were behind them hurling abuses. Mane and his siblings were crying
for the safety of the parents. His mother was praying to the villagers to let them go. But they had
decided to persecute them for allegedly stealing the twigs of babul and the grains. The incident
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shows the relationship of the lower caste people with upper castes. The lack of dignified
livelihood and dependency drives Dalits to atrocity.

The Dalits are not only subjected to injustices but they have to face segregation also.
They were perceived as impure. So the touch was considered as ominous. Mane’s father used to
play in a musical band. They used to play for upper castes but were not allowed to enter the
premises of the courtyard. They had to take food near the place where rubbish was thrown. They
had to carry their own pots for eating and taking tea. They had been served from distance.
Nobody heeded them. They had to clean their own pots after having the food. Once the author
went along with his father to play the band, he was very thirsty by playing, so wanted to quench
his thirst. But he could not touch the glass of water. So he had to ask for it. He asked for it for
long time but nobody paid attention to him. At last his father asked for water and he got it. He
had to drink by his hands but by this way he did not feel satisfied. The water was poured from a
distance so it sprinkled on his shirt. To avoid it being soaked in, he stepped back and stumbled
on the drum of water. He touched the drum of water. So, one lady shouted at him. He had
contaminated the water. Everybody was furious and called names to him. The water was thrown
away and the arrangement was made to hatch a new drum of water. Hence the touch of the
human was so impure that the water of the drum was contaminated after his touch. Such customs
were prevalent due to the caste system.

Mane remembers one incident when he was in the sixth standard he went with his friend
to attend a marriage ceremony of Jagtap family. The marriage ceremony was of upper caste
community. Being a lower caste, he was not intended to sit with his friends for the feast. But
because of the insistence of his friends, he sat along with them. He thought nobody would know
him and so nobody would recognize his belongingness of low caste. Still a caterer from his
village recognized him and chastised to leave the place. He felt humiliated and left the feast. He
knew he had broken the rule; the consequences would be dire. After returning Jagtap informed
the author’s father that his son had contaminated the whole feast by eating with upper castes. He
reprimanded him for such irresponsible behavior. The author was terribly beaten for his action.
Furthermore, it was thought that education was not meant for low castes. Author’s father was
reminded by his community members that his son would be spoiled by the education so he
should stop it.

Whenever there was any stealing in the villages, the lower castes were made targets.
Once, in the author’s village, an engine was stolen from a well of Namdeo Patil, an upper caste
farmer. He filed charge sheet and brought the police from Phaltan. Nobody knew who the culprit
was; still the police took with them forcefully the sons of Gajari, a kaikadi woman. Though they
pleaded for being not guilty, they were forced to accept the offence or inform about the name of
the thief. Later it was discovered that one of the relatives of Namdeo Patil had stolen the engine
out of enmity. Still the low castes were always made target just out of prejudices.

The want of education in the community paved way to the superstitions and observations
of rituals which further led the community to poverty. The tribal believed in the gods who
protected them. Every year the kaikadi community used to gather at Kurvali, a small village, to
attend a religious fair. That had to be celebrated by sacrificing various animals and that was a
costly venture for them. Still these people drew money from the money lenders and celebrated
such events. The belief in such customs further drowned them in debts. The cycles moved from
one year to another and from one generation to another. Mane recalled one of his memories

Vol. | Issue B (December 2015) Editor-in-Chief: Bijender Singh

75



The Expression: An International Multi-Disciplinary e-Journal
www.expressionjournal.com ISSN: 2395-4132

when his sister Samindra was born. On the fifth day a certain ritual had to be performed to
goddess Satwai. A she goat had to be scarified for the goddess. His father buys one and in the
dark night along with other male members of the community and the author, went away from the
village to perform the custom. They killed the she goat and worshipped the goddess by offering
her the meat. The author’s father and other men drank the liquor and ate the meat. When author
asked him, why they did not bring his mother, he was answered that ladies were prohibited. The
goddess to which they worship for the wellbeing of the child is herself a woman still a woman
did not have access to the worship of the goddess. The hypocrite customs were exposed through
the innocent question of a child.

The Dalits were not only socially and economically deprived but also politically. When
the author was in the seventh standard, the Gram Panchayat Election was due in his village.
Though the village was small, considerable amount of candidates applied for it, from various
castes and categories. The author wanted that Rambhao, a considerate upper caste should win the
election. He started for his promotions. When the other upper castes came to know about his
involvement in the matter, they threatened the author’s father. The political existence of the
Dalits in the village was just of a voter. The active involvement in some group invited rage of the
other upper castes. As the existence of the lower castes was dependent on the upper castes, they
preferred not to be politically assertive. Rather they preferred to be submissive.

The plight of the women portrayed by the author is quite disheartening. Being a
secondary member of the community they were subjected to the harassment by the hands of not
only upper castes but also their own men. The relationship of the author’s father and mother is
strictly hierarchical. The father owns all of the authority of the family while mother is just a
supportive member of the family. She is subjected to physical violence as now and then her
husband beats her up for petty matters. When the author’s father and mother went for cutting
twigs, it was his mother who was caught and humiliated by the upper caste men by undraping her
sari. She was called bitch and had to suffer humiliation

The Kaikadi women had to live filthily. The cleanliness was taboo for them. The author
had maternal uncle, Maruti, who had a beautiful wife, Paru. She used to live clean and beautiful.
In the early morning or after dark, she used to bathe daily. But nobody liked her habits as they
feared the threat of other men to their dignity. Once she was taken by some unknown men at
night and raped. She did not know who those men were:

There might be two or four of them....I don’t know. They picked me up while I was still

asleep. When | woke up, | found that my mouth was gagged. And two or four men lifted

me up and made me lie flat on the ground and one by one pounced upon me...This is the
limit! What shall I do now?” And she resumed her crying. “It was terribly painful.... The

wolves didn’t leave me....My body has become a rotten log of wood now!” (83)

But later on she was abandoned by her husband and she died pathetically by becoming insane.
Hence, the women were prone to harassment from not only the other men but also by their own
men. The Kaikadi women were treated as the objects to be possessed by men. Mane remembers
one incident of his childhood when he witnessed one caste court procedures at one of the
religious fairs. One man, Punnappa was narrating to the court that he kept his wife to Dharma on
mortgage for two hundred rupees. After four years he wanted to take back his wife by returning
the money. But at that time his wife had a child from Dharma and the complications arose out of

Vol. | Issue B (December 2015) Editor-in-Chief: Bijender Singh

76



The Expression: An International Multi-Disciplinary e-Journal
www.expressionjournal.com ISSN: 2395-4132

that. The husband did not want the child but wanted his wife back while wife denied going with
him.

Your honour! I submit before you that | am no better than a meek animal. When | saw the

green grass, | ate it. What good are customs and traditions? My husband pawned me for

four years for money. When | was pushed into his room, he naturally took me to bed.

Why should he feed me free of charge! Moreover, women are like dumb cows. My

husband tethered me at his door. It’s my husband who is the butcher. Oh men of Wisdom

and Reason! Let me be judged by the goddess of Justice. How can | return now with this
child and stay with my first husband? You are the very incarnations of Almighty. Don’t

cross-examine me further, I beg of you. | am like your own daughter. (57)

Finally the judges was moved and gave the judgment that woman was not wrong. The women
characters of the narrative like Gajra, Parumami, the wife of Pingla Joshi and Ratna are made to
dance to the tunes of Dalit patriarchy. Here, What Spivak observes about subaltern women is
mention worthy: “It is, rather, that, both as object of colonialist historiography and as subject of
insurgency, the ideological construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If, in context of
colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is
even more deeply in shadow.” (284-285)

Thus, Laxman Mane’s Upara is a masterpiece of Dalit literature. The authentic
experiences are minutely narrated to have a close view of the caste system in India and the lives
of the sufferers. Upara brings to the front the socio-political, economical, historical and cultural
evil effect of caste system. The issues born out of the evil effects of casteism are brought to the
limelight. Moreover, Laxman Mane’s autobiography is a role model for representing the plight of
tribal community in Indian society. As R.B. Patankar comments: “Suppose that we are reading
Laxman Mane’s book Upara. Before we had read it we knew almost nothing about Kaikadi
tribe, whose life depicts. The range of our experience and understanding has been widened. But
that is not all; more important than this is the fact that the structure of our customary emotional
and ethical responses has been shaken” (405).
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