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The term ‘dalit’, as many readers would know, is the product of an organized social
struggle that the people known as ‘untouchable’, before the Indian constitution
abolished untouchability, began waging in Maharashtra under the leadership of
Jyotiba Phule and B. R. Ambedkar. The word literally means ‘ground down’, or
‘crushed’, and thus effectively signifies dalits’ understanding of themselves as an
oppressed people. The name that Gandhi gave them, ‘harijan’, although still heard
in some quarters is no longer politically correct as it smacks of condescension and
euphemism.
‘Dalit literature’ as a term came into being with the first conference of dalit writers,
held on 2 March 1958 where ‘a resolution was passed to the effect that the cultural
importance of dalit literature should be acknowledged and the literature given due
recognition’ (Limable 2004: 25). Beginning in Marathi during the 1920s, dalit
literature is now appearing in many Indian languages: Gujarati, Hindi, Marathi,
Punjabi, Tamil, and Telgu. Many of these works are now available in English.
The majority of the dalit texts published thus far are autobiographies and memoirs
and short story and poetry collections. In this first phase of dalit writing, writers
preferred the autobiographical narrative to the novel as they were keen to record
their own lived experiences and force the disbelieving non- dalit readers to face the
truth of dalit life, which might get diluted in the fictionalizing required by the novel
on the one hand and the readers; presuppositions about the fictionality of the genre
on the other. Hindu, then, is a new departure in dalit literature, along with Joseph
Macwan’ s Angaliayt (1986), the first dalit novel in Gujarati, and Limbale’s own
earlier novel Upalya (1998).
Although designated as a novel, Hindu shatters many of the taken-for-granted
expectations that the universalized bourgeois reader has from this literary genre.
Hindu is not based on excavations of the protagonist’s past memories, family
conflict, growing-up pains, romance and heartbreak that are the usual plotting
devices of the bourgeois novel. Hindu’s propelling event in the murder of a dalit
activist by a group of higher caste (in official nomenclature, they would belong to the
OBC, or other Backward Classes) villagers because he had become too big for his
boots in their eyes and through his Ambedkaraite theatre was threatening the
established order by inciting his caste members, Mahars, to convert. In his portrayal

of conflictual relations between dalits and the OBCs, Limbale seems to concur with
writers like Anand Teltumbde and Chandrabhan Prasad who say that the current
violence against dalits is being predominantly perpetrated by the OBCs who have
succeeded in amassing economical and political power during the last four decades.
However, all upper castes are generally hostile to dalit aspirations.
This is not a ‘universal’ story of the ‘human condition’ that I was trained to look for
in a literary text by my literary education. Dailt writing as a whole, and Hindu in
particular, challenges the claims of universality made by mainstream high caste
writers and its critics by pointing out that they either ignore dalits altogether or
misrepresent them.
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Achalpur was tense. Journalists, activists, and political leaders were making a
beeline for Achalpur. The police started investigating with great alertness and came
up with a list of ten suspects. The villagers were upset with the list and stoned the
police. ‘How many people will you arrest? Come, arrest us all,’ the villagers declared.
The criminals were hiding in the village, but the police found it hard to get to them.
They sent for reinforcements.
‘The amicable social relations for thousands pf years among the different
communities had now cracked. Tatya Kamble incited the Mahars against the
villagers.’ Narendra Patil, Bajirao Chavan and Sadashiv More and other had lashed
out aginst the police. Narendra Patil addressed a large crowd of the village
savarnas: ‘The government pampers the dalits. That’s why they have become
insolent. Nobody gives a damn for the savarnas. We have become like stepchildren.
Today the Mahars have refused to perform their traditional village duties.
Tomorrow the Mangs will follow suit. How will the village function in such
circumstances? Tatya Kamble came from a family of tamasha performers who had
danced in village functions and weddings for generations. But Tatya Kamble
stopped dancing in village events. The Mahars didn’t dance even in the wedding
procession of Prabhakar Kavale, the village patil’s son. They also stopped asking for
bidagi, the payment they received for dancing. This is an insult to the village.’ The
crowd raised an uproar following Narendra Patil’s speech even as the police stood
there like bystanders. Finally, the reinforcements arrived and they slapped on
Section 144. The police patrolled the village and appealed to the people to stay calm,
but the villagers continued to defy the police. The police lobbed tear gas shells at the
protestors and did a lathi charge. Some people were arrested. The village looked
like a police camp.

A police unit visited Kavale’s bara. Sudhakar was very pleased to see the police and
tucked his shirt inside his pajamas. He repeatedly asked the police: ‘Shall we play
cops and robbers?’ Constable Marathe put his hand on Sudhakar’s shoulder and
asked in a gentle tone: ‘Where did your brother go?’ Sudhakar immediately replied:
‘He went to steal. Let’s go catch him.’ Rambhau Kavale rushed to pull Sudhakar
behind him: ‘He is mentally retarded. Please don’t take him seriously,’ he explained
to the police. The police presence made Sonali nervous and Rambhau Kavale’s wife,
Kashibai, was totally bewildered. Rambhau Kavale’s mother, Parvatibai and father,
Shripatrao, witnessed the goings on in silence. Bhutali, the family servant, stood in
a corner, trembling violently.
The police searched the bara but didn’t find anything.
‘Where is Prabhakar?’ Constable Marathe asked.
‘He went to Pune,’ Rambhau Kavale replied.
‘When?’
‘About a week ago.’
‘He was seen in the village yesterday.’
‘They are lying.’
‘You are lying. We have captured him.’ Constable Marathe spoke so harshly that
Rambhau Kavale was rattled. When Kashibai heard that the police had nabbed
Prabhakar Kavale, her eyes filled with tears. Sonali’s face turned pale.
‘Where is the sword Parbhakar used to kill Tatya Kamble? Where are his clothes?’
Constable Marathe demanded.
‘He hasn’t murdered anybody,’ Rambhau Kavale said.
The police confiscated the sword hidden in the bara.

