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Abstract 

The collage of pictures of Dalit-life presented in both the upper caste and Dalit literatures 

gives an impression of inhuman behaviour by the upper caste on the Dalits. Nobody can 

oppose the fact that the Dalits are no better than bonded labourers ever in an independent 

India. Though there are laws banning untouchability in the society, it is less effective 

even in the twenty-first century. As a result, the low-caste has remained untouchable and 

suppressed even to this day in their homeland. Most of the violence against the Dalits 

comes from landowning caste – Hindus equipped with power and militias. Against these 

atrocities by the upper class, the subalterns, especially the Dalits, initiated several 

movements in Indian History. Today, a majority of these discriminated subaltern 

communities identify themselves as Dalits, thereby acquiring a new identity by coming 

together with the perspective that “Dalit is dignified.” This paper  is an attempt to 

explicate the fact that  the subalterns especially Dalit are still suffering in the society and 

are unable to achieve their identity remaining surprised by the upper castes.     
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gives an impression of inhuman behaviour by the upper caste on the Dalits. Nobody can oppose 

the fact that the Dalits are no better than bonded labourers ever in an independent India. Though 

there are laws banning untouchability in the society, it is less effective even in the twenty-first 

century. As a result, the low-caste has remained untouchable and suppressed even to this day in 

their homeland. Most of the violence against the Dalits comes from landowning caste – Hindus 
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equipped with power and militias. Against these atrocities by the upper class, the subalterns, 

especially the Dalits, initiated several movements in Indian History. Today, a majority of these 

discriminated subaltern communities identify themselves as Dalits, thereby acquiring a new 

identity by coming together with the perspective that “Dalit is dignified.” 

The Dalit movements, aimed at the liberation of Dalit folk from the oppressive structures 

in Indian society, are directly connected to subaltern movements. They reject the sub-human 

status imposed on them by the Hindu social order. A. S. Sujatha quotes Sathianathanclark’s 

words in her book to express the status of Dalits as follows: “…the subordination and subjection 

that marks the life of Dalits in India bring them into the contours of a particularly contextual 

assembly of subalternity” (5). This paper  is an attempt to explicate the fact that  the subalterns 

especially Dalit are still suffering in the society and are unable to achieve their identity 

remaining surprised by the upper castes.     

“Manusmriti”, the first document on jurisprudence in India by Manu, strictly prohibits 

Hindus of very low-caste from going through “Vedas”, the ancient holy scriptures or even 

listening to its recitation.The four divisions such as “Brahmin”, “Kshatriyas”, “Vaishyas” and 

“Sudras” have classified the models of duties based on caste distinction. Accordingly “Sudras”, 

the untouchables have stood at the bottom to comply with the commands of all the three castes 

ranked in order. 

For long, Indian society has taken such classifications as models for the vested interests 

whereas the low castes have been condemned to severe degradations in public life. Utterly 

humiliated, they have been identified with various titles like “Harijans” as propagated by 

Mahatma Gandhi, “Depressed classes” by the British. The term “scheduled caste”, as applicable 

to these people had its origin in April 1935. The erstwhile British government in India drew up 

the names of certain castes and clubbed them under the category of “S. C.” However, “Dalit,” the 

term more synonymous with down-trodden is a watchword in most of Indian languages to speak 

of the vast multitudes tyrannized over by higher classes. 

Writers like Arundhati Roy and Mulk Raj Anand have developed rarest style of using a 

language whose rhetoric effect can successfully break peoples’ silence and at once instilled in 
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them strength, courage and confidence. Their literary works have won incontestable admiration 

and applaud from the readers. The inner essence of these literary works contains organised 

experience of the writers representing pain, hunger, humiliation and fall of the Dalit masses. 

Speaking about the calibre of the novelist and the other upper- caste sympathizer, Mulk 

Raj Anand contemplates that a writer should be the fiery voice of the people, and a writer should 

be able to give a new vision of life realizing the pains, frustrations and aspirations of others, and 

by cultivating his incipient powers of expression, transmutes in art all feelings, thoughts and 

experiences. In his novelUntouchable also, the problem of the untouchable seems to have been 

properly addressed. And also, Anand has enunciated the maltreatment of an exploited with class 

concern. No doubt, he is, indeed, the “fiery voice” of the untouchable caste. 

Anandhatic Roy’s The God of Small Things narrates the same shocking experience of in 

human torture on the Dalits. Arundhati Roy is a social activist as well, and has worked among 

the Dalits, tribes and other exploited classes of the society. She also has first-hand knowledge of 

their life-struggle, and has participated in and spear headed many movements against what they 

consider to be Government’s anti – poor and undemocratic stand. 

 Untouchable narrates a day in the life of Bakha, an unclean outcaste, who suffers a 

number of humiliations in the course of his day. Bakha is eighteen, proud and strong and able 

bodied who has started to think himself as superior to his fellow-outcastes. The “touching” 

occurs in the morning and subsequently shadows the rest of the day. Due to his low birth, his fate 

is to work as a latrine sweeper. A strong believer in the dignity of man and equality of all men, 

Anan is naturally shocked by the inhuman way the untouchables are treated by those that belong 

to superior castes. The opening paragraph of the novel epitomizes the big divide between. the 

untouchables and other resident Communities as follows: 

The Outcastes Colony was a group of mud-walled houses that clustered together 

in two rows, under the shadow both of the town and the cantonment, but outside their 

boundaries and separate from there. There lived the scavengers, the leather-worked, the 

washer men the leather barbers, the water-carriers the grass- cutter and other outcastes 

from Hindu Society. (9) 
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In the novel, Bakha is known for his immitigable hardships and physical and mental 

agonies almost with the meticulous skill of historical raconteur. E.M. Forster expresses in his 

preface to “Untouchable” like this, “The Sweeper is worse off than a slave, for the slave may 

change his master and his duties and may even become free, but the sweeper is bound for ever, 

born into a State from which he cannot escape and where he is excluded from social intercourse 

and the consolation of his religion” (10). 

Once he has purchased the mouth-watering jeleb is and is lost in enjoying the taste of 

eating a portion of them when he unconsciously touches the tunic of caste Hindu who 

immediately starts  shouting like this, “Why  don’t you call, you swine, and announce your 

approach. Do you know you have touched me and defiled me, cock-eyed son of a bow-legged 

scorpion! Now I will have to go and take bath to purify myself. And it was a new dhoti and shirt 

I put on this morning” (51).Coming out of his reverie, Bakha is completely taken aback and his 

hands instinctively join together in apology without uttering a single word. He only bends his 

forehead over them and mumbles something but the ‘touched’ man does not care to hear what he 

says as he is not satisfied with Bakha’s dumb humility. G.P.Sharma rightly observes, “In his first 

novel Untoubable Mulk Raj Anand depicted the problem of untouchability suggesting the 

magnitude of the harm it has done by impending the harmonious growth and development of 

society as a whole while violating the sense of humanity in a most brutal manner” (103). 

In the novel, though he is touched by the Mahatma’s invocation of self-emancipation, 

Bakha feels cool, calm and gives up his pursuit of becoming a gentleman. He comes back to his 

own position but the position is modified by the Gandhian thought. Though Bakha struggles to 

release himself from the customs and beliefs of the community he belongs to, he is forced to 

understand that the society is too strong to be defeated. As a result, the individual’s struggle 

bears no fruit. 

Bakha at the end is not the same and Bakha at the beginning of the day. In the words of 

Anand, Bakha has a “deep sense of becoming” and Bakha and his tribe may remain sweepers in 

the years to come but a new sense of self-respect has been around in him which will bring luster 

and dignity to his profession. Though he is socially astrocised, has a spontaneous love of 
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physical exercise – a purity of spirit, pitied against the dirty job that has been imposed on him 

and his community for ages past. Passages like the following prove that Bakha is a poet in his 

own light: “…each muscle of his body, hard as a rock when it comes into play, seemed as easy 

as a wave sailing away on a deep-bedded river” (16) and “… but come, I have only one life to 

live,” he said to himself  “let me taste the sweets; who knows, tomorrow I may be no more …” 

(42). Even though, at times he seems to partake of a mythical figure condemned to the life of a 

sweeper, he never lapses into a mouthpiece of the author preferring, always to remain just 

himself and no more. 

In The God of Small Things,Velutha, a paravan and professionally or skilled carpenter 

remains a subaltern throughout the novel. He is actually a trade union activist trying  to shed his 

untouchable stigma wearing a  white shirt and mundu. When he was a boy, he used to go with 

his father to the Ayemenem’s house to deliver coconuts. But he did not have access to anything 

that the Touchables touched. Though he tries to achieve his identity after becoming educated and 

emancipated, he is unable to attain it because of the strongly inherited traditional thought that 

Paravans are inferior in the society. Recollections from Mammachi’s childhood demonstrates a 

gruesome picture of inhuman treatment by the upper-castes on the Paravans those days as 

follows: 

Paravans like other untouchables were not allowed to walk on public roads, not allowed 

to carry umbrellas, They had to put their hands over their mouths when they spoke, to 

divert their polluted breath away from those whom they addressed. They were expected 

to crawl backwards with broom sweeping away their footprints so that the Brahmins or 

Syrian Christians would not defile themselves by accidentally stepping into a Paravan 

foot-print. (74) 

 Though the Paravans of the present generation are not treated as callously as their 

forefathers used to be in routine matters , the events in the novel show that even in the present 

day world, the level of contempt of the high-caste people for them has not gone down even by a 

jot. In the case of Velutha, though having a vocation different from other Paravans, he cannot 

escape the humiliation as a Paravan. Velutha is rebellious by nature. He has excellent carpentry 
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skills and is talented for repairing all types of machines. But even his extraordinary talent and 

skills fail to fetch him any worthwhile recognition in the society simply because he belongs to 

the category of “untouchable”. Mammachi with her own impenetrable Touchable logic provides 

comments on Velutha like this, “if he hadn’t been a paravan, he might have become an engineer” 

(75). Velutha is supposed to have  “a particular smell” but he is given permission to “touch 

things that Touchable touch”(73) because of his extraordinary skill with machines. And 

Velutha’s appointment as a carpenter for the general maintenance of Mammachi’s factory is 

resented by the workers of the upper castes as, according to them Paravans are not meant to be 

carpenters. Mammachi has paid Velutha much less salary than she has to pay a “touchable” 

carpenter. This act of discrimination done my Mammachi is mainly for reducing the resentment 

of the upper-caste workers to some extent. 

 By this time, Velutha has already grown as a rebel- enough to shake the existing pattern 

of the society causing his traditional father, VellyaPaapen seriously worried. He sees Velutha 

and Ammu making love with each other. He reports the matter to Mammachi. Velutha is 

suddenly dismissed from the job. Baby Kochamma rushes to the police station to lodge a false 

report against Velutha for trying to molest Ammu. Ammutoogoes to the police station to set the 

record right. The confused police inspector feels that the paravan has not snatched anything from 

the touchable world; instead he is offered the same. The inspector ensures support of the local 

communist leader K.N.M. Pillai on Velutha-issue. Pillai assures the police that no patronage or 

protection of the party will be provided to Velutha. All this is done by pillai with an eye to the 

vote bank. Although a communist party worker, Velutha’s low birth hinders K.N.M. Pillai’s 

judgement. 

 The insults and atrocities to which Velutha is subjected to by Mammachi and the 

Kottayam police poignantly bring out the harsh reality that the caste subalterns have to pay a 

very high price if they dare to establish any type of intimate relationship with the high-caste 

people. Ammu’s tender feelings for Velutha are not approved by her Syrian Christian kin 

because of his Paravan birth. Here, Velutha, the subaltern male is marginalized for his low-caste 

origin. However, the novelist manifests the double standards prevailing among the people of the 

high castes in this matter as well to a severe ridicule. The males of high castes can have illicit 
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relationship with any member of females belonging to low caste without causing any defilement 

as such, but not even a single instance of a low-caste male having sexual relationship with a 

high-caste female can be tolerated. When Baby Kochamma gives complaint against Velutha to 

the police station, the inspector reprimands her for treating the untouchables kindly like this,                      

“‘you people’, Inspector Thomos Mathew said, ‘ first you spoil these people, carry them about 

on your head like trophies, then when they misbehave you come running to us for help’’”(261). 

The police commit unspeakable atrocities against Velutha not because they have personal scores 

to settle with him but because they wish to present, what Roy calls “Clinical demonstration in 

controlled conditions” (309) for other untouchables. 

 The pathetic thing is that though educated and strong enough to rebel against the 

atrocities done by the high-caste people, Velutha remains silent as it is the traditional 

characteristic feature of any paravan. He is suppressed not only by the elite but also by the 

strongly imbued traditional thought that they are paravans, inferior to the other castes, which of 

course obstruct their growth in the society that the voice of the subaltern cannot be heard in India 

like orthodox society. Jamuna says: 

Within the neo-colonialist narrative the master-slave dialectic still becomes an essentialist 

agenda. Here the elite neo-colonial intellectuals have failed to touch the consciousness of 

the subaltern and the neo-colonial discourse maintains absolute power in constituting and 

disarticulating the subaltern. (192) 

Velutha’s desire to live as a touchable is his only crime. He has the strength to kill at least one or 

two of his enemies but he remains all along a Gandhian. In his relationship with others, he is 

unique too. Arundhathi Roy gives him the height of a tragic hero to convince the readers of the 

unique qualities that paravan like subalterns can also attain. 

 The unique feature of the Indian caste system is that there is no chance for any upward 

movement for a low-caste person. If there is any effort or attempt by the lower caste people to 

challenge this idea by moving up, they are to face dire consequences. Though these low-caste 

people try to have a means to re-shape their destinies, but a series of tragedies awaits them. 

Hence, for the readers, subaltern characters in Mulk Raj Anand or Arundhati Roy may, at the 
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most, attract sympathy like Charles Lamb’s chimney sweepers or Dicken’s orphans, whose lives 

and work have been permanently devalued, misappropriated and made into stagnant categories 

by repressive traditions of history. 
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