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Abstract

Indian society is primarily caste-based. Caste is a psychic notion, not physical. It is
hierarchical and divisive. It divides the people based on their labour and also creates division
among the labourers. It gives birth to social inequality and economic disparity. The identity of
caste is so intricate and deep-rooted that one cannot get rid of it even after death. Dalits, who
constitute more than twenty per cent of India’s total population, are the regular victims of the
caste system. They are treated worse than dead animals. Today, whatever improvements
Dalits have achieved in their everyday lifestyle are only because of education and affirmative
actions, as described in the constitution of India, implemented by the state for their
betterment. However, because of the existence of the psychic disease of caste, Dalits could
not be liberated from their low-caste identity. Religion is another decisive and divisive
component of Indian society. It is the mother of the caste system and untouchability in India.
Religion and caste are interconnected and inseparable. Defenders of the caste system connect
its origin with God or divine power by quoting their religious textbooks so that nobody can
question its structure. Aravind Malagatti's Government Brahmana strongly critiques the
Indian social structure. It criticises the non-Dalit readers and scholars who directly repudiate
the existence and brutality of the caste system and the heartless practice of untouchability
against the Dalits. The proposed paper honestly aims to interrogate the rigidity of caste and
religion by exploring and analysing the various incidents and situations faced by the author in
his autobiography.
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About the Author

Arvind Malagatti is one of the leading Dalit writers in the Kannada language. He is also a
well-known poet, critic, social activist and renowned scholar. He was born on 1% August
1956 at Muddebihal, in Bijapur District of Karnataka. He has retired as a Professor of
Kannada from the Kuvempu Institute of Kannada Studies (University of Mysore), Mysore,
Karnataka. He graduated from MGVC College, Muddebhihal, in 1978. He was awarded a
Post-graduation degree (1¥ class) and PhD with the Gold Medal for his best thesis in Folklore
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Studies from the Karnataka University, Dharwad, in 1980 and 1985, respectively. He started
his teaching career as a lecturer at a Government College in Mangalore in 1983. In 1987, he
was directly appointed as a Reader at Mangalore University. He joined Mysore University in
1994 as a professor of folklore studies. He worked there in various academic, research and
administrative capacities until his retirement in 2006. He has served as president and a
member of Karnataka Sahitya Academy and a general council member of Sahitya Academy,
New Delhi. He has also worked as an editor and editorial board member for many literary
journals and newspapers. Apart from being dedicated to teaching and administrative
responsibilities in various positions, he has been very active in creative writings. He has
published sixteen collections of poetry, one short story, one novel, four plays, one
autobiography, one travelogue, more than ten essays on Dalit literature and literary criticism
and a lot of research works in the fields of folklore studies and Dalit literature. Many of his
original writings in Kannada have been translated into English, and some scholars have done
their doctoral research on his writings. He is the recipient of the Karnataka Government’s Dr
Ambedkar Fellowship Award and a winner of the Karnataka Sahitya Akademi Award for his
outstanding autobiography— Government Brahmana. He has started many organisations for
the Dalits' betterment and actively participated in the various Dalit movements in Karnataka.

About the Autobiography ‘Government Brahmana’

Government Brahmana is an English translation of Aravind Malagatti’s original Kannada
autobiography. It is the first Dalit autobiography published in Kannada in 1994. It is also the
first Dalit autobiography translated into English. It has been published by Orient Longman
Private Limited in 2007 at its head office in Chennai. It has been translated from Kannada to
English by Dharini Devi Malagatti, Janet Vucinich and N. Subramanya. Dharini Devi
Malagatti is the author's wife and a literary critic, poetess and writer. Janet Vucinich is a
renowned scholar in the West who teaches at a community college in New Mexico.
Nagarajrao Subramanya is a writer, a scholar on Tibetan Refugee Studies and a bilingual
translator from Kannada to English and English to Kannada. Government Brahmana is the
first Dalit autobiography which has been adapted into a Kannada movie with the same title. It
is also the first Dalit autobiography to receive the Karnataka Sahitya Academy Award in
1996. The whole autobiography has been divided into twenty-two chapters or episodes. These
episodes are the author’s lived experiences from childhood to adulthood days. During his
journey from childhood to student days, the author encounters frequent incidents and
situations that are shocking, humiliating and painful. These bitter experiences of the author
are the results of the brutalities of the upper-caste Hindus executed against Dalits because of
their low-caste identity in the villages of Karnataka (India).

A Review of Dalit Literature in Kannada
Dalit literary writing in Karnataka has quite a rich history. It is almost fifty-five years old

now. It can be divided into three-time frames for the convenience of Kannada and non-
Kannada readers. The first phase of Dalit literary productions in Kannada began in the 1970s.
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The second and third phases of Dalit literature in Kannada began in the 1980s and the 1990s,
respectively. The Dalit social and literary movement of Maharashtra inspired the rise of the
Dalit literary movement in Kannada. Aravind Malagatti is a second-generation Kannada
language poet and writer who started producing his literary works in the 1980s. Dr
Tharakeshwar V.B, Professor, Department of Translation Studies at the English & Foreign
Languages University, Hyderabad, India, in his Afterword to Aravind Malagatti’s Government
Brahmana, describes the progress of Dalit literature in Kannada, “The first Dalit poetry
collection in Kannada was published in 1975. Siddalingaiah’s Holemaadaigara Haadu (Song
of Hole Madigas) was the first poetry collection, though independent poems by Dalit writers
had been published earlier either in magazines or in anthologies. Likewise, the first short
story collection was Devanooru Mahadeva’s Dyavanooru, published in 1973. Poetry is the
most popular genre in Kannada Dalit literature-more than two hundred and fifty individual
collections of poetry have been published. One of the notable features of Dalit poetry is that
in the initial stages many of the poems served as songs that were used in the movement.
Whether it was a protest rally, a meeting or a function, it would invariably start with Dalit
songs sung with tamate, a drum-like instrument. Short story is the genre that has been much
experimented with in Dalit literature. Autobiography is not a major genre in Kannada Dalit
literature. We find autobiographies emerging only in the 1990s. It was in this decade that
some of the Kannada Dalit writers crossed the age of fifty and may have considered writing
and reflecting about their lives. Autobiographies may have also been partly inspired by the
success of the genre in neighbouring Maharashtra” (Afterword, 125-126).

Introduction

Today, Dalit Literature is popular primarily because of its autobiographical narratives. The
roots of these autobiographical narratives are based on the writers' lived experiences in
villages during their childhood and adulthood. Dalit literature is also called experiential
literature or literature of protest. The essential themes of Dalit autobiographies are caste
discrimination and humiliation perpetrated against Dalits living in the villages by the upper-
caste Hindus mainly due to their low-caste identity in society. Dalit writers’ regular
encounters with adverse social situations and conditions have given a new meaning to their
existence. In articulating their experiences, they attempt to attack the foundations of the
established hegemonies of caste and religion and question the existing socio-economic
disparities. Through their life narratives, the Dalit writers want to create awareness for future
generations about the incidents and situations of their bygone days. They want to encourage
Dalits to be ready to face adverse situations rather than surrender to them. Dalit writers
demand a casteless society through psychological changes so that all citizens can benefit from
equal opportunities without any kind of discrimination.

Aravind Malagatti belongs to the Maali caste of a Dalit community living in the rural areas
of Karnataka. The traditional occupation of his community was removing the skin of dead
animals. His father was a primary school government teacher and his mother was a
homemaker. He lost his father due to a scorpion sting when he was hardly a year old. After
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his father’s untimely death, his paternal uncle, who was serving in railways, helped him in his
upbringing, helped him in his education and settled him down for his future journey. His
grandmother, more than a mother, played a pivotal role in shaping his and his siblings’ lives.
His autobiography, Government Brahmana (1994), is a significant Dalit literary work that
critiques the Indian social system in strong words. It exposes the cruelties of caste, religion
and the practice of untouchability committed against the Dalits in the villages of Karnataka.
The title of his autobiography has a derogatory connotation. It is an upper-caste way of
addressing the Dalits who have benefited from the government's reservation policies in
getting education and government services. The same does not apply to uneducated and
unemployed Dalits living in the villages and doing traditional work. These benefits have
changed their living standards and have helped them to develop a sense of unity and assertion
among themselves. The reservation policy has also encouraged them to protest against
Brahmanical domination. According to the hierarchical social order, even today, Brahmins
have a privileged position in society. They have been controlling the whole learning system
and the authority of religion for centuries, whereas Dalits were utterly deprived of these
authorities. Now, the Dalits are acquiring higher positions in the government sectors. They
are migrating towards urban areas, which is why the upper-caste people indirectly address
such Dalits as Government Brahmana instead of directly calling them by their caste name. It
is like M.K. Gandhi's Harijan only. Thus, by titling his autobiography as Government
Brahmana, the author intends to reveal the casteist-mindedness of the caste Hindus to the
broader readership.

Professor Tharakeshwar, in his Afterword to Government Brahmana, explains the title more
aptly, “Aravind Malagatti’s autobiography takes its title from the ‘upper’ caste way of
referring to Dalits who have taken the benefits of reservation (an affirmative action of the
state, also enshrined in the constitution of India). It is no secret that another kind of
reservation existed earlier, that certain jobs were meant for certain people-Brahmins enjoyed
the privileges of the state (monarchy), and they were treated positively by caste-based society.
Now the members of ‘upper’ castes cannot reconcile themselves to the positive steps that the
modern democratic state has taken up for ushering social equality. This would demand a
parting with the privileges that the ‘upper’ castes have hitherto enjoyed. They began calling
Dalits ‘Government Brahmins’ when the government took certain steps to ‘uplift’ Dalits. If a
Dalit is still in a village and bound to his traditional occupation, nobody would call the Dalit a
‘Government Brahmin’. But if the Dalit utilises the legal opportunities that come his way,
then he would be called by that name. Thus, the title of this book takes the name given to
Dalits who enter modern spaces with the help of reservations” (Afterword, 121).

Interrogating Rigidity of Caste and Religion in ‘Government Brahmana’

The caste or varna system originated in India only and has a long history. The psychic notion
of caste is believed to be the foundation of Indian society, and it exists even today. The origin
of the caste system lies in Hindu religious textbooks such as Rigveda and Manusmriti, which
have been promoting and defending it for centuries. Since then, it has been an essential
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component of Indian society and culture as a whole. It is racial and so inhuman that it does
not treat the Dalits as human beings. It is more dangerous than the American slavery practised
against the Blacks. No doubt, American slavery was merciless, but it could not survive for a
more extended period because of strong anti-slavery movements and legal provisions. At the
same time, the Indian caste system has been surviving for over many thousand years. In the
villages, the majority of the upper-caste Hindus do not even accept the Dalits as equal human
beings because of the stigma of having a low-caste identity in society. They do not like Dalits
to be educated and to be socially and economically empowered. The high-caste Hindus want
Dalits to be engaged in their traditional occupations instead of going to schools, colleges and
universities to obtain knowledge. Suppose they secure their admissions in schools and other
institutions of higher education. In that case, they are discriminated, humiliated in front of
other students and forced by high-caste teachers to clean the grounds by reminding their low-
caste identity instead of imparting knowledge to them. Dalit students become the subject of
severe punishment. Arvind Malagatti’s Government Brahmana is full of such horrifying
experiences. There were four students from his community in his village school. The cleaning
of the classrooms used to be their responsibility only because of their low-caste identity. One
day, it was Malagatti’s turn to come to school early and clean the classrooms. The teacher
punished him severely, not because of his inefficiency in completing his homework but
because he could not clean the classroom. It was his first painful experience in his village
school as a Dalit. He writes, “Fold your hands in the style of a namaskar. Then interweave
your fingers together, okay? Now the fingers of your right hand are clutching your left hand,
and the fingers of your left hand are clutching your right hand, aren’t they? All right. Now
hang yourself on a peg on the wall, such that there is sufficient distance between the floor and
your legs. Have you hung yourself? No, not like that. The peg should be located between your
braided fingers. Yes, that is right. How long can you remain in such a posture without
shedding tears? This was a punishment I faced in my school days” (Malagatti, 12).

Though sweeping or cleaning all the classrooms, including tables and benches, was entirely
the responsibility of Malagatti and four other Dalit students, but they were not allowed to sit
on these tables and benches. They were asked to sit in the corner of the floor of a room
because these tables and benches were meant for upper-caste students only. All four Dalit
students had one fixed day to sweep the classrooms. The name of the student who had to
clean the classroom for the following day was written on the blackboard. The teacher and the
monitor of the class never used to write their full names on the blackboard out of their caste
hatred against Dalit students; instead, they used to distort either their first name or their
surname to play mockery with them. The next day, it was Malagatti’s turn, but that day, he
had to go to a fair, so he got permission from the class monitor to clean the classrooms in
advance before leaving for home. His first name, Aravind, could not be twisted, so they
considered distorting his surname. They wrote it on the blackboard as Mala Katti (Katti
means monkey or ass) instead of Malagatti.

The author reacts seriously and writes, “My heart was thumping. Still, boldly, I moved
towards our guru’s chair, stood on it and attempted to rewrite ‘ka’ as ‘ga’. I do not know
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where our great teacher was hiding till then. He entered the classroom and pulled out the
cane, which was kept on a wooden peg on the wall. I started shivering at the very first site of
it. I felt as if all my strength was leaving me. Before I could get down and justify my act,
saying, ‘They have written “katti”. He started beating me. ‘So what if it is written “katti”?
Were you trying to make it “gatti”? The bastard has just learnt to write and he already wants
to correct what is written. A katti is a katti anyway. Can a donkey ever become a horse? Why
the hell should a donkey look for cotton seeds and good feed? He continued to beat me till he
was satisfied. I remember very well how I kept crying as I took off my shirt and mopped his
chair with it” (Malagatti, 16).

In the third chapter of his autobiography, ‘The She-buffalo on Heat and the He-buffalo after
Her’, the author shares his experiences of the cruelties of caste practised against animals by
human beings when he was hardly ten years old. The author says that once, there was a she-
buffalo in his family, which was given to her grandmother as a gift from her family when she
married his grandfather. One day, her grandmother discovered that the she-buffalo was on
heat, and she wanted to mate with a he-buffalo. Since there was no he-buffalo in their village,
her grandmother considered taking her she-buffalo to another village to mate with a he-
buffalo. The author and his grandmother take their she-buffalo to the nearby village, but the
owner of the he-buffalo denied his he-buffalo to mate with their she-buffalo. Then they take
their she-buffalo to the other village quite far from theirs. Finally, they reach their destination
after crossing a long distance. The same thing was repeated at their last destination also. The
owner of the he-buffalo was a Brahmin. Despite his grandmother’s several requests, the
owner denied his he-buffalo to mate with their she-buffalo. Then, suddenly, on seeing the he-
buffalo at a distance, their she-buffalo escapes from their hold and starts running towards the
he-buffalo. Finally, they both succeed in their mission despite the caste restrictions created by
the owner of the he-buffalo. The author questions the rigid nature of caste and leaves a valid
question for the readers to contemplate. He writes, “How can a society, which does not let
even the creations of Vishwamitra make love naturally, give a chance for human lovers to
meet? Which is why stories like that of Marammadevi and the buffalo have branched out so
widely” (Malagatti, 25).

The author shares many painful and disturbing experiences of untouchability faced by himself
and his community people during their childhood to adulthood days in their villages. In his
village, the Dalits were not even allowed to climb or cross the steps of the shops owned by
the caste Hindus. If anyone among the Dalits dared to do so, they were humiliated and
abused. Their mere touch was enough to get the upper-caste people polluted. There was a lake
in his village, which used to be a major water source for washing clothes. The author writes,
“This lake has washing stones at five places, as though to represent the four varnas and the
fifth for outcastes. Each stone was used by people of a particular caste, as if on contract.
Among all the people of our lane, my family was the first to show courage by going to that
lake to wash clothes. You may be surprised to know that even now people belonging to
certain castes do not go there to wash their clothes. That’s a reality even today” (Malagatti,
27).
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In the sixth chapter of his autobiography- ‘Glory of Janivaara and Shivadaara’, the author
shares the religious experiences of the people of his forefathers who converted to
Veerashaivism, one of the religious cults of Karnataka during Independence. After
conversion, they became faithful devotees and started following certain principles of
Veerashaivism so that they could change their low-caste identity. They also desired to be
called upper-caste. Later, they realised that even after their conversion and being strong
devotees, they could not liberated from the stigma of their low-caste identity. It is not only the
reality of his ancestors but all the Dalits in India who converted to different religions in order
to get rid of the shackles of caste. Malagatti shares the results of their conversion; he further
writes, “Lower caste people who got converted during the era of Basavanna, the twelfth-
century socio-religious reformer of Karnataka, have remained a sub-sects of particular castes.
In the same manner, though Dr Ambedkar converted to Buddhism during the period of Indian
independence, he became a neo-Buddhist, not a Buddhist. In the same period, my ancestors
were drawn into Veerashaivism and became Veerashaivas. But now we are Veerashaiva
Harijans!” (Malagatti, 46).

Dalits are not the only victims of casteism and untouchability practised by the caste Hindus in
the rural areas of Karnataka; the animals also become the target of these social evils. There
was a dog named Handya in the Dalit neighbourhood. He was regarded as a hero in the
colony. He used to accompany the colony's people whenever they shopped in the village or
fetched water from the wells. One day, Handya followed Malagatti and his fellows when they
were going to fetch water. Meanwhile, Handya sees the village Sahukar’s bitch, whom other
dogs had surrounded. Handya goes there and drives them away from there. He becomes a
friend with the Sahukar’s bitch and succeeds in showing his manliness. When the Sahukar
comes to know this, he kills Handya brutally and asks a sweeper woman to dispose of his
body. Later, she reveals the brutal killing of Handya to the entire Dalit colony. The author
reacts and writes, “A dog is a dog. I cannot think, “Yes, | am a dog. I belong to lower caste
people. I shouldn’t make love with the other dog brought up by upper-caste people.” We
could have told it, if only it could have understood us! After all it is a dumb animal. No
yakka, how can you ask us to forget it? The fellow was towards the field and he was in a
hurry, but the dogs stood in his way. Announcing that it is a dog belonging to the lower
castes, he slashed its penis with a sickle. Should he do that in front of my eyes? May his
mouth rot. The dog started writhing on the ground. The people pelted stones at it and finally
killed it” (Malagatti, 53).

In the twelfth chapter of his autobiography, The Government Brahmana’s Devotion to Lord
Raghavendra, the author shares his upsetting experience of showing his devotion and its
results to Lord Raghavendra, a popular saintly figure in South India. After watching a South
Indian movie dedicated to Lord Raghvendra, Malgatti’s devotion to him increases, and he
becomes a dedicated follower. The author draws a large portrait of the Lord, frames it, writes
his name on it and then donates it to the temple priest, father of his Brahmin friend, to hang
on its interior wall. The author reacts and writes, “I was filled with pride that a Dalit’s name
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had found its glory in a Brahmin temple. All of a sudden the picture vanished from the
temple. When enquired about it, the priest, wearing the look of someone in deep sorrow, said,
‘It’s been kept inside because the nail came loose and the picture fell down.” I looked at the
wall and observed that the nail was intact, but the picture was no longer there. I nurtured the
hope that the picture might be restored to its place the next day, so I watched the wall with
hope every day. The nail stood out on the plain wall. The priest used to pretend as though he
did not see me and present the appearance of being engrossed in his work. I never gathered
courage either to question him or to offer to replace the glass if need be. But the feeling of
devotion has slipped from zero to a virtual vacuum” (Malagatti, 62-63).

Conclusion

The English translation of Aravind Malagatti’s ‘Government Brahmana’ has undoubtedly
contributed to the existing corpus of Dalit literature, mainly autobiographical narratives. It
has increased a wider readership and raised awareness among non-Kannada readers across
India and abroad about the Dalits' socio-cultural and religious positions and identities in
southern India. It is an insightful journey of the author’s life from his childhood to his college
days as a student. Through this life narrative of the self and his community, the author aims to
make the readers aware of the situations and conditions the Dalits have lived in for centuries.
Like other Dalit autobiographies, this autobiography also has a message - to make a universal
call for holistic social change. One distinction of this autobiography is that it does not portray
the Dalit characters in helpless or pitiable conditions. The author portrays his grandmother as
a fearless, revolutionary, strong-minded woman and a role model for him who, instead of
surrendering to the incidents and situations, becomes ready to face them directly. Through his
autobiographical narrative, the author questions the authorities of caste and religion and how
the upper-caste people have used them to commit wrongs against the Dalits in the past. He
reminds them that if they have realised their wrongs now, they should not repeat them. He
further advises them that now is the right time for all the perpetrators to change their minds
and come forward to start a movement for social equality for all. In India, social inequality is
the root cause of all the other inequalities. If we succeed in achieving social equality for all,
we can remove all other inequalities. He firmly believes that bringing psychological change is
only needed rather than committing or promoting violence. He knows that literature has an
immense power, if read and understood seriously and sincerely, to awaken and motivate the
readers to bring a revolution in society without any bloodshed. And so is the ultimate purpose
of writing his autobiography.
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