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, .3. The Rise of Dalit Studies and Its
Impact on the Study of India

i

;Manisha Gawali
We who are sleep mus.open our
Eyes and look about us we must
not accept the injustice of our
enslavement by telling ourselves it
is our fate, as if we have no true
feelings, we must dare to stand up
for change. We must crush all these
institutions that use caste to bully
us in to submission, and
demonstrate that among human
beings there are none who are high
or low. Those who have found their
happiness by exploiting us are not
going to go easily. It is we who have
to place them where they belong
and bring about a changed and just

society where all are equal.

. Bama in Karukku (2012)

The present chapter focuses on tne rise of Dalit studies and its impact
on the study of India.

The 21% century has proved to the world that English literature is no
longer the sole province of the imperial England. Although English
literature started and flourished in England, it has gone on to sOW t.he
seeds of creativity in English in other parts of the world. The English
people themselves paved fthe way for the unexpected developmf:nts that
we witness today. When,the English colonizers went t0 lAr.nenca, they
began to write their own literature of the Americas. Similarly, thofs:
English men and women who went to Australia began. the process o-th
e litarature called Australian literature. And so is the case Wi
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~.. Banerjee, Jhumpa Lahiri and Kiran Desai have differen; Windows on the
| ‘?;" world of their lives in India and aboard, they too share the common
oncerns of Indian writers in terms of cultural bondings and bindings typy
Ip and also hinder us from evolving in to a hig}ier level of )ig
cle of suck i L : o ecially'z} higher standard of peaceful life for all Indiaﬁé.al_I ov'erl't‘h‘
_ o World. A dominant trend s the motivational and autobiographical worl
ad @ of prominent personalities like Dr. Abdul Kalam Wings of Fire an
E—~"Turning Points are both scientific and political in their overtones, but d
- - not lose sight out on guiding" the Indian Youth for a better India
Associated with this trend is the biographical writings of well-knowr
political, industrial, social, spiritual and media leaders, Industrialists like
JR.D Tata. Dhirubhai Ambani and Aditya Birla also have found a place
among biographers. Yet another trend is the emergence of Dalit writers
from the Dalit and other marginalilzed sections of the society. A
remarkable work of international standing is Bama’s Karukku, Ompuri
Valmikis’s Joothan. These writings erase the distinction between fact an
fiction. - ' ‘
Introduction to Dalit Studies:

‘Dalit’ is a Sanskrit word which means “oppressed” an
“downtrodden.” It was appropriated in the 1970’s by “untouchable
writers and activists to describe their community, both in the present an
in historical contexts. Starting with the Dalit\ Panther Movement, led b
‘writers in the 1970’s the term “Dalit” 'acquired a radical new meaning ¢
self-identification that éighified a new oppositional cqnsciousne,s_s: Todz?
it is a Widely used term in the Indian public sphere, espec1all¥ i
academic and literary fields. Dalit’s constitute nearly 17 percent- ¢
India’sApopulati:on -210 million people as per the 2011 CEnSS, ;[hheﬁ al
considered untouchable by Orthodox Hu.1du's and Hindu theo o%
because of their association in rural areas with impire occupations su

i k. ing dead animals and midwifery. 1
as leather work, sanitary work, removing

iti istori yater
ddition, because Dalit communities have been hlsto.ncal.ly segreg &
a ’ ty has a distinctive spatial dimension.

S“naly — Tenonwealth gitera J. v N
€nglish, postcolonial literaty ture, I&ew—zlterature in

re a.nd S0 on. Not to be left out, even those _,

olonized by th Enelich I )
Iran, Japan, Thailand ang Nep S it e Bhutan, Chingg

‘x)wak}un‘:

grOWI_ng in a similar fashion.
A few distinct trends are domi
he early 215t

'oth men and women from different wal
f the Pre- Independent authors dealt with nationalism and patriotism, the
ost-independent writers faced the challenge of handling the new found
olitical freedom. Notable among them in the in the post-Independent
idia are Salman Rushdie, Arundhati Roy, Amitar Ghosh, Shashi
1aroor, Shashi Deshpande, Manju Kapur, Arvind Adiga and Chetan
1agat. But the post modern writers like Rushdie and Ghosh had to
lve deep into the impact of freedom on the Indians. ‘
Another trend is the translation of regional literature in to English. For
ample, almost the entire works of Premchand or Rabindranath Tagore
Subramnia Bharathi or Vijay Teadulkar or Vasudevan Nair - are
iilable in English not only for the English people but also for the
)ple of the world who have some knowledge of English as a second or
sign language. Among the translated texts, we have a unique trend of
nen writers emerging on the national scene. A case in point in
hasweta Devi of West Bengal. She is an acticvist-writer who has
npioned the cause of the marginalized tribal people in West Bengal
such works as “Draupati” An interesting ‘aspect of this creative
slation is the work of Girish Karnad, for he wrote most of his plays in

the practice of untouchabili
ish but translated them into English himself. I—\Iis Plays from Tughlaq

practice has moral and religious sanction in Hindu theology.

* The Major Goals:
: 27
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INSIGHTS: EMERGING TRENDS IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE AND P
LITERATURES IN ENGLISH

The major objective of Dalit studies i 1s to offer new perspectives fi
the study of India. First to foreground dignity and humiliation as
ethical categories that have shaped political struggles and ideolo oal
agenda in India. Second, Dalit studies historicizes the persistence of ¢ (& '
inequality and discrimination that have acquired new forms In a mod
and democratic India. A key aim of Dalit studies i is to recover histories ¢ A 2 /) |
struggles for human dignity and caste discrimination by highlight_ening“\r
Dalit mtellectual and political activism. ‘

The rise of Dalit studies as a discipline can be located in the
transformational * political events of the 1990°s in India. The greater
visibility of Dalit political movements especially the Bahujan ‘Samaj
Party’s rise of political power in the 1990’s and 2000s in the northern
Indian State of Utter Pradesh, the rise of new and visible Dalit
movements in Southern Indian States such as Tamilnadu :; renewed
discussions around caste inequalities and discrimination following the
Indian government’s decision to implement recommendations from the
Mandal Commission report to extend affirmative action to lower caste
groups ; and the emergence of a new group of Dalit activist / intellectuals
in Universities across India.

Broad Objectives of Dalit Studies:

To undertake research to develop an understanding of the
consequences of social exclusion and discrimination on economic growth
and poverty, education health, political participation and on the well-
being of the marginalized social groups. ’

To undertake research on policies to overcome discrimination
particularly exclusion and discrimination induced deprivation and its

.

consequences.
To provide knowledge support to policy-making bodies to develop

inclusive policies.

To provide knowledge support to international development and
funding agencies to enable them to shape their approach and funding
policies towards problems of excluded groups. '

To provide knowledge support to civil society orgamzatlons at the

grossroot, state and national levels.
Nhallancac:e

The challenge is to make Dalit agendas and actors visible. This

requires innovative approaches and combmmg anthropological, historical
and literary fields. !

: ‘South Asian Scholar’s Attention to Dalit History:

Dalit history illustrates and enables connections with global histories

)o /of racism and social exclusion. Scholars and students will find

remarkable parallels on policies and practices that sustain exclusion of
Dalits (similar to black people and Burakumins in Japan) and their
struggles to seek access to public spaces. For these reasons, courses on
race and Ethnic Studies, Africana Studies, Black Studies, History,
Anthropology, English / Postcolonial Studies, Literary Studies and Area
Studies can benefit from Dalit histories courses that emphasize
innovative methodological and theoretical approaches will find Dallt
histories useful especially for graduate students.

Future of Dalit Studies: :

Dalit Studies' has the potential to fundamentally alter the
historiographical map of India / South Asia Studies. The recent
recognition by Indian academia of Ambedkar as a philosopher and social
scientist who made important contributions to the study of Indian Society .
and history, the surge in the Dalit histories in the last decade all around
the academia, especially in the United States, all seem to suggest that a
new set of quesnons are informing research and the study of India. A key
trend in the field\is to recover histories of leading Dalit activists of
leaders in different r\egions of India and to explore the nature of activism
that emerged there.

A second prominent trend which I have not mentioned so far, is to
recognize the distinctive agendas of Dalit feminism. A third emerging

- trend has been to engage with Dalit literature,-in both prose and verse

forms, as well as political and autobiographical writings to understand
the cultural and social motivations that have shaped their political
activities. A fourth prominent theme is to study Dalit group’s religious
and cultural formations. These four trends draw from and build on, the
work done by scholars prior to the 1990s and foreground the role of Dalit

activism.
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