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 Gopal Guru classifies Marathi Dalit writers into two categories: the elitist and the 

mudhouse writers. The former, according to him aspire to be acceptable to and assimilatable 

into the canonical writings of various hues including the Left. The latter aim at radicalizing 

the Dalit masses through „cultural assertion from below‟ (187). This paradigm can be applied 

to the Telugu Dalit writing too. Some of the contemporary Telugu Dalit writers use the ethos 

and language of the Dalits without stylizing and having to conform to any of the literary 

elements of the canonical literature. They are putting in sincere efforts at the cultural 

assertion from below. However, some of the Telugu Dalit writings are modeled after the 

canonical works conforming to the tenets of the mainstream literature.  

 

Kalyana Rao‟s Untouchable Spring is a case in point. It is a Dalit novel consisting of 

Dalit characters, dealing with the problem of untouchability, encompassing a hundred years 

of Dalit life. One of the reviews reads, “Antarani Vasantam addresses the issue of 

untouchability experienced by six generations of people…The socio-cultural life, 

humiliations and oppression by the forward castes and other related issues are discussed in a 

scientific manner” (27).
 
Published by Virasam, a frontal literary organization that represents 

the ideology of the extreme Left, the novel received wide acclaim selling in good numbers. 

The novelist is an ideologue of the extreme Left.  Without defying the conventional narrative 

technique, the novel is modeled after the conventional novel in two aspects: the European 

form and the Leftist world view.    

  

 The novel does not defy the conventions of a well-made novel.  The crux of a Dalit 

novel lies in Dalitisation, of the form and the content.  The European form needs to be given 

up for the Dalit street-plays and ballets.  The content of a Dalit novel springs from the Dalit-

specific repression, discrimination and the concomitant Dalit-specific reaction.  As regards 

the content, Untouchable Spring can be considered a Dalit novel till the end of chapter 

twelve, exactly half the novel.  The remaining half reads like a class based novel advocating 
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violence and revolution like Vattikota Alwarswamy‟s Prajalamanishi (The Man of the 

People) and Vasanthageetham (The Muse of Spring) of anonymous authorship.   

 

A quick perusal of the history of Telugu Dalit literature would enable one locate this 

novel in proper perspective. The Telugu Dalit literature runs parallel to the Dalit movement 

in Andhra Pradesh. The early period, which may be termed the reformative phase was 

marked by the Bhakti writings of Potuluri Veerabrahmam and Vemana. The Adi-Andhra 

movement that held its first conference in 1917 under the leadership of Bhagya Reddy Verma 

faded in the 1930s when the Nationalist movement began under the leadership of Gandhi, 

who visited Andhra in 1932-33. Gurram Jashuva, Boyi Bheemanna and others, who began to 

write under the influence of Gandhi‟s Harijan upliftment, continued to write in the following 

phase that may be said to have commenced in 1944, when Ambedkar visited Krishna district 

in Andhra Pradesh. These writers, especially Jashuva, were ignored in the literary 

historiography (Satyanarayana 99).
xviii

 The next phase of Telugu Dalit literature commenced 

in 1985, the year in which the notorious atrocities of the upper castes against the Dalits in 

Karamchedu, and later at other places took place. This period marks the beginning of the new 

phase of the Dalit literature. The writings of this period could be rightly termed the Dalit 

phase. The works produced by the second and third generation educated Dalits, who 

subscribe themselves to the ideology of Ambedkar, question the role of the Left in the Dalit 

emancipation. It may not be out of place to state that the Dalit discourse in politics and 

literature strengthened ever since the Dalits began to deviate from the Left in Andhra 

Pradesh.  

 

Untouchable Spring, written in the third phase, subscribes instead to the Leftist 

ideology. The narration opens with the introduction of Ruth, a sixth generation urban 

Christian character in the lineage of the women in the novel.  The narration traces out the 

history of the lives of the Dalits encompassing a hundred years, consisting of the pre and the 

post-Independence period.  Ruben takes over the narration by the end of the novel.  Both the 

narrators – Ruth and the omniscient narrator – are aliens to the Dalit „insiders.‟  Ruth, through 

whose eyes the reader gets to know the life of the Dalits, is alien because she is born and 

brought up in the urban milieu with Christian background, and therefore she would perceive 

the problems of the Dalits with sympathy and pity, which the Dalits have outgrown in reality.  

And the novelist in the form of the omniscient narrator too is an outsider in the novel because 
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he would view the Dalits, in his capacity as the omniscient narrator, critically as an onlooker, 

observer and judge.  As the one, who knows the motives behind every thought and deed of 

the characters, he would maintain equidistance.   

 

The narrative technique is not inclusive of the Dalit art forms. The „outsider-

narration‟ disables the novelist from having an account of the experience of the Dalits at 

personal and collective level.  The main thrust of the Dalit literature is on their personal 

experiences as well as the experiences of their ancestors based on memory. The experience of 

the Dalits only gets expressed with a sympathetic treatment by the narrators. The narrators 

unwittingly assume the role of considering the subjects as the Other; as writing on behalf of 

them, but not the characters writing about themselves.  The illiterate characters as they are: 

Sinasubbadu, Ellanna, Errenkadu, Sivaiah; and the women, Sinasubbi, Lachimi, Lingalu, 

Subhadra and Sasirekha in that order, excepting Ruth and Ruben, could have „written‟ 

themselves using the rich Dalit oral art forms.  Ruth, Ruben and the narrator, being educated, 

make sweeping generalization on art and literature.  As a result, the narrative often becomes 

polemical and pedantic. The narrator‟s observations on art, aesthetics and agrarian relations 

are well informed to the educated.  This amounts to intellectualization of the Dalit life. The 

analyses of their lives seem superimposed.  Moreover, such an attempt is tantamount to 

considering the characters ignorant and inferior as against their inherent elements of protest 

and revolt. 

   

Ruth, like the novelist himself, is a creative writer, educated, liberated and urban-born 

and brought up. She learns about the Dalit life through the memories of her husband, Ruben. 

There are similarities between Ruth, the non-participant persona and the all-pervasive 

narrator.  Both of them are educated, non-participant observers and aestheticians.  They don 

the role of reformers/liberators of sorts.  They are distanced in time and place from their 

subjects.  They are in a sense alienated from those that they are writing about.  As a result, 

both Ruth and the narrator self-consciously project that they are what they are not; that they 

empathise with their subjects.  

 

 Then comes the style, which too does not defy the style of a conventional novel.  The 

novel is written in: a) the mode of written language, which is in opposition to the illiteracy of 

the Dalits; b) the „acceptable‟ or „received‟ Telugu least affected by the dialects of the locale 
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of the novel i.e. Rayalaseema and the coastal region; c) keeping the dialogue to the least 

minimum possible; and d) the non-Dalit sociolect. The novel lacks in the caste specific 

phonology (the sounds of words), morphology (the inflections uniquely used by the Dalits), 

syntax (the mal-formed – not well formed – word order.  The Dalit narrative and the Dalit 

dialogue cannot take place in a stylized language.  Structuralist linguists like Sossure would 

hold that written mode corrupts the language, and that the oral mode is the most authentic 

form of the language. The oral Dalit dialect can best communicate the Dalit experience.  

Vemula Yellaiah in Kakka, Endluri Sudhakar in Mallemoggala Godugu and the short story 

writers like Nagappagari Sunderraj, Jupaka Subhadra, Jajula Gowri, Gogu Shyamala, 

Kalekuri Prasad and Nallala Laxmirajam 
  

use the Dalit language and oral tradition in their 

writings communicating the authenticity from below.   

 

Equally important factor that negates the element of Dalitisation in the novel is the 

typology of the most important character, Yellaiah.  The main thrust of the novel begins and 

ends with the birth and the death of Yellaiah, without many struggles on his part.  Yellaiah is 

portrayed as a picaro as well as Kunstllerroman – portrait of the growth of an artist.  Yellaiah 

is the grandfather of Ruth‟s husband, Ruben.  The reader learns about Yellaiah through Ruth-

Ruben account provided by the narrator.  Yellaiah experiences in his childhood both physical 

and mental trauma on account of untouchability.  Chased by the caste-Hindus, Yellaiah by 

chance runs into a Dalit artist under whose training, he grows into an artist of repute. Then 

on, Yellaiah becomes a Bhairagi, an Indian version of a picaro learning and spreading the 

song in the region leaving behind his son, Sivaiah and wife, Subhadra. By the fag end of his 

life, he would however return to his village, Enneladinni, the locale of the novel, during the 

famine, and dies on joining his wife and the grown up son.  This part of the story running into 

half of the novel consists of the Dalit experience – the untouchability, the agrarian relations, 

the atrocities, the inter and the intra-caste relations in the village, transition of the villages – 

all of which subject the Malas and the Madigas to abject poverty, insults and repression.  But, 

there is a problem with the typology of the character, Yellaiah.    

   

 The very premise of Dalit life is based on the work culture, and here is a character, 

who wanders performing ballets and songs leaving behind his wife and son.  Yellaiah‟s 

alienation from work (he is sporadically shown to be working during his wandering) and his 

embracing of art as a mission is an instance of leisurely pursuit of art.  There is a sustained 
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attempt of valorizing Yellaiah, the artist and his art.  In valorizing so, the novelist‟s attempt is 

to create a parallel art of the Dalits in opposition to the mainstream classical art forms. Every 

sub-caste has constructed a form of art and it is practiced exclusively as an occupation 

without regular work.  They depend on their art for survival.  Untouchable Spring has one 

such character by name Naganna, who survives on art.  Naganna trains Yellaiah, who also 

becomes an art professional.  This very attempt of exclusivist art without a productive 

occupation is characteristic of Brahminical way of life evading work and hardships of life.  

This aspect needs to be Dalitised, and instead of doing so, the narrator glorifies the kinds of 

Naganna and Yellaiah, the latter earning the epithet, Atelladu-Patelladu (Singer-Elladu and 

Ballet-Elladu).  The novelist focuses on the development of Yellaiah as an artist, but in the 

process creates an escapist character – escape from family and partially from work.  In the 

process of his pursuit of art, Yelllaiah becomes a Bhairagi.  Yellaiah, who otherwise would 

have been a wonderful Dalit character, has been ruined as a Dalit character because of his 

being modeled on Kunstullerroman and picaro.   

 

Every Dalit caste of the region has at least one dependent community, who survive by 

begging through art.  Artists belonging to these communities, who are still prevalent, thrive 

on art, but not on work.  Most of the artists within the Dalit community do not take part in 

productive work.  Any form of institutionalized art assumes its leisurely practice providing 

the escapist rout.
  

Besides, Yellaiah‟s
 
irresponsibility towards family for whatever reason is 

non-Dalit and Sanskritic in sacrificing work and family in pursuit of art. The pursuit of the 

underground activities in the M.L politics by abandoning work and family is akin to the 

Brahminical renunciation of family in pursuit of truth by the saints. 

 

Yellaiah‟s death gives an abrupt turn to the story.  There is a shift in the thrust of the 

novel from the caste to the class struggle.  The narrator prepares the reader, right from the 

beginning of the second half, for a solution in the class based struggles. Dalitisation primarily 

lies in finding a solution within the parameters of caste.  As K.G. Satyamurthy noted, the 

working classes have the potential to create a classless society, the suppressed castes too are 

potential enough to create a casteless society.  Ambedkar has adequately established the 

inability of the former in the context of a caste based society like India.  In fact, the reason for 

the delay or the slow-paced Dalitisation is the prevalence of the class based polity both in the 

mainstream and the underground polity.  Ironically, as delineated in the later part of the 
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novel, the cadre of the Left is drawn essentially from the Dalit communities thereby 

assimilating the Dalits into its fold distancing them from any possibility of Dalitisation.  The 

thirteenth chapter onwards, the novel runs at a faster pace.  Yellaiah‟s grandchildren, Ruth 

and Ruben and great grandchildren, Mary Suvartha, Emmanuel, Jessy and Ruby work as 

cadre in the underground Left.  Ruben would ruminate, like Gorky‟s Mother, the struggle and 

sacrifice of her progeny, and derives fulfillment out of it.   The second half of the novel runs 

insipidly carrying out polemics of class struggles, glorifying sacrifice, bloodshed and so on 

contrary to the vibrancy and the volatility of the Dalit life. Thus the second half of the novel 

reminds one of Vasantha Geetham, a novel of anonymous authorship. Though familiar with 

the Dalit emotions, aspirations and living conditions, Kalyana Rao‟s portrayal of the Dalit life 

is informed by his Marxist ideology. This aspect is characteristic of the Dalit literature 

written by the savarna, non-Dalit writers as interpreted by a noted historian, Adapa 

Satyanarayana. (94).    

 In terms of history, the class based militant struggles may be realistic in parts of 

Andhra Pradesh.  But there is other side of it too.  Most of the people who lost their lives in 

the militant struggles were the Dalits, whose children are deprived of parents; wives deprived 

of husbands.  What is noteworthy is that besides the militant struggles, there have been Dalit 

movements in Andhra Pradesh in the form of attacking the social constructs of oppression. 

But the Dalit movements were overshadowed by the   Left. The novel is silent on this very 

important aspect of social transformation.   

 

Dalits in India are thus subjected to assimilation even in the modern period. The 

Church lured them in the name of Missionary education and health leading to large scale 

conversions. The Dalit Christians suffered double alienation in the Church: from the 

European Christians and the upper caste Christians. The problem of the untouchability 

continued in the Church too. Subsequently, the Dalits were organized socially and politically 

under the banner of Adi-Andhra, sons of the soil movement during the period 1917-1940 by 

Bhagya Reddy Verma. But the Nationalist movement fizzled out the Dalit movement 

incorporating the Dalits in the guise of Gandhi‟s Harijan upliftment sidelining the issue of the 

caste and untouchability. The third betrayal of the Dalits this time around is by the Left which 

has been roping in the Dalits into their cadre without addressing the issues of caste and 

untouchability so fundamental to the lives of the Dalits. It is in this sense that Chinna Rao 

Yagati, a historian describes the political predicament of the Dalits aptly, “Dalits were used, 
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abused and politicized by all political parties, Congress, Communist and non-Brahman”(139).
 

The aspect of the Dalit assimilation into the Right, the Left and the Christianity has been 

abundantly represented in the Telugu novel.
xviii 

The Dalits have been affirmative in respect of 

protest, defiance and culture which need to be explored by the historians, political scientists 

and writers. Against this background, Kalyana Rao‟s Untouchable Spring best fits into a sub-

genre that may be termed the revolutionary Dalit novel.   
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Notes  

1. An earlier version of this paper was presented at a three-day national seminar on 

“Personal Narratives of Dalits and their Religion(s)” organized by the School of 

Humanities, Department of English, University of Hyderabad, Hyderabad, October 16 – 18, 

2007. 
 

2. It is interesting to note that writers of all hue have sidelined Jashua.  The 

Rightwing neo-classicists brushed aside Jashua and the problematic of caste as they 

explored the Hindu Dharma as a solution to all the proble.  The Leftwing critics like 

Chalasani Prasadrao, Chenchaiah and K. V. Ramana Reddy had written off Jashua as a 

traditionalist for not using the free verse.  For a detailed account see 
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3. Novels dealing with the themes of assimilation of the Dalits into the Right, the Left 

and the Christianity, written at different points of time include, Tallapragada 

Suryanarayana Rao‟s Helavati (1913), Venkataparvateeshwara Kavulu‟s 

Matrumandiram (1919), Unnava Laxminarayana‟s Malapalli (1920, Acharya 

Ranganayakulu‟s Harijana Nayakuldu(1933), Adavi Bapiraju‟s Narudu (1946), Ilindra 

Ranganayakulu‟s Mallika (1950), Vattikota Alwarswami‟s Prajalamanishi (1955), 

Muppala Ranganayakamma‟s Balipeetham(1962), Maheedara Rammohana Rao‟s 

Kollayigattitenemi (1965), Malladi Vasundara‟s Trivarna Pataka (1965), Vachaspati‟s 

Anthasthulu–Anthahkaranalu (1965), Dasharathi Rangacharya‟s Chillaradevullu (1970), 

KesavaReddy‟s Banisalu (1971) and Shmashanam Dunneru (1979), Incrdible Goddess 

(1979), and Illendula Saraswati‟s Neebanchenu Kallumokkuta (1976).  Most of these 

novels, written by the savarnas, do not represent the cultural assertion of the Dalit life 

and language. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


