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1.1. Introduction:
Joothan is a representative Dalit autobiography. In this book, Omprakash Valmiki writes about his experiences as a Dalit or untouchable in the newly independent India. "Joothan" refers to food scraps that have been left on a plate and are either going to the trash or going to animals. For decades, India's untouchables have been compelled to accept and consume joothan, and the name perfectly captures the suffering, degrading treatment, and extreme poverty of a group of people condemned to dwell at the base of the country's social structure.

1.2. Objectives: 
After going through this unit, the students will learn to:
· understand the salient features of the Dalit movement and literature.
· know the life and works of the author, Omprakash Valmiki.
· assess the lives of the Dalits in India through the text.
1.3. About the Author:
Omprakash Valmiki was one of the pioneering Dalit authors in India. He is well known for writing his autobiography, Joothan which is regarded as one of the key works of Dalit literature. He was born on 30 June 1950 in the village of Barla in the Muzzafarnagar district of Uttar Pradesh. He retired from the Government Ordnance Factory and retired to Dehradun, where he resided till his death on November 17, 2013, from complications related to stomach cancer.
Apart from writing his autobiography he also wrote on other genres of Dalit literature. Sadiyon Ka Santaap (1989), Bas! Bahut Ho Chuka (1997), and Ab Aur Nahin (2009) are three poetry books by Valmiki. Additionally, he published two anthologies of short stories, Salaam (2000) and Ghuspethiye (2004). He published a book Dalit Sahitya Ka Saundaryshaastra in 2001 on the aesthetics of Dalit literature. He also wrote the drama Do Chera and the history of his own community Safai Devata (2009). In 2008, Naresh K. Jain translated 15 of his short stories for the anthology Amma and Other Stories.

1.4.  Context and Background:
Dalit literature is a significant part of the Dalit Movement in India. The Movement gained its momentum in protest against the atrocities on the lower castes which is a direct outcome of the Indian caste system. The term ‘Dalit Literature’ first appeared at the Dalit literary conference held in 1958. But the term ‘Dalit’ gained popularity when a group of young Marathi writers and activists, including Namdeo Dhasal, Raja Dhale, and Arun Kamble, created a group called the Dalit Panthers in 1972. Dalit literature specifically highlights the sufferings, struggles, servitude, degrading treatment, humiliation, and poverty experienced by Dalits.
Dalit writers tried to portray their pains, anguish, and resistance by writing stories, poems, novels, autobiographies, and dramas. These writings are experience based. From this point of view, Dalit autobiographies are particularly significant because here Dalit writers depict their personal experiences. And Dalit writers turn to writing their autobiographies in order to their day-to-day experiences. Joothan is such an autobiography where Omprakash Valmiki records his own experiences of pain, humiliation, and struggle. 

1.5.  Summary and Analysis:
Valmiki starts his memoir with his early life, when he was a child, as a member of his tribe in the Uttar Pradesh village of Barla, close to Muzaffarnagar. Valmiki was born as a sweeper being a member of ‘Chuhra’ caste, as sweeping and cleaning were considered to be Chuhra's preordained employment. The narrative of the story presents a detailed account of the community's daily life, its rituals, customs, beliefs, and social practises, as well as a record of the oppression experienced by the members of their community at the hands of the upper classes, by alternately focusing on the individual and the community. Valmiki begins his autobiography with a vivid portrayal of the Chuhra basti, which is located a little outside of Tyagi community's neighbourhood. Valmiki writes that it was acceptable to touch dogs, cats, cows, and buffaloes, but if one occurred to touch a Chuhra, they became contaminated or filthy. Untouchability was so pervasive. No one considered the Chuhras to be human. 
Valmiki next begins to depict the traumatic experiences of his childhood in order to indicate the terrible sufferings he and his family had to suffer. He experienced the curse of untouchability for the first time in his early childhood when he was about to be admitted to a school. There were hardly any children from the Chuhra community who went to primary school. This was not because they were disinterested in education, but because of the attitude of the authorities in the government school who did not allow Dalit children to be enrolled. But due to the adamant attitude of his father little Omprakash was admitted to the school. However, after his admission he had to face torment both from his classmates and the teachers. In class, he was not allowed to sit with other upper caste students on the mat, but was made to sit on the bare floor behind all the other students, a position from which he could not even follow the blackboard well. He was teased in every possible way by the savarna students, the boys of the Tyagi’s who used to call him not by his name but in a humiliating manner as ‘Chuhre ka’. They used to beat him up without any reason and the teachers also supported them. Whenever he felt thirsty in school, he had to wait near the hand pump for someone to come and pour water into his hands, as being a Dalit, he had no right to touch the hand pump. Valmiki writes, “All sorts of stratagems were tried so that I would run away from the school and take up the kind of work for which I was born.” In support of this claim, Valmiki uses an example from his fourth-grade years. A new headmistress selected by Kaliram took the place of the previous one, Bishambhar Singh. As this was thought to be their responsibility, the Chuhras were usually given the task of sweeping and cleaning the homes of upper castes and public areas. As sweeping was their family business, the headmaster Kaliram summoned him from class one day and told him to manufacture a broom and sweep the entire school. He was instructed to climb a tree and break some twigs to construct a broom so that he can sweep the entire school as spotless as a mirror. Eventually, he was rescued by his father who protested against that cruel behaviour of the teacher. 
Valmiki presents the relentless harassment of the untouchables at the hands of the upper caste people. He shows that they were compelled to do various menial jobs which were assigned to them because of their low caste identity. They had to do those works even without any wages. The Tyagis in the village were of a superior caste, and so they acted like dictators over the Chuhras who had to live upon their mercy. It was taken for granted that it was the Chuhra’s duty to serve them. Various tasks were assigned to them which they had to carry out without any protest. If they refused to obey their orders, severe retribution would follow. During cultivation, Tyagis had to rely on the Chuhras to perform all the work of harvesting, reaping, gleaning and winnowing in the scorching heat of summer. But neither money nor grain was given to them as their daily wage. They were offered only one sheaf of crops for cutting twenty-one sheaves, which produced less than a kilo of grain. Whenever they demanded a reasonable wage, the Tyagis tried to subdue them, and if failed they would call for the help of the chief constable of Purkazi police station who also belonged to their caste. Besides cultivation, again it was Chuhra’s responsibility to dispose of dead cattle like the carcass of a cow, a buffalo or a bullock. Though this work demanded heavy labour, it remained unpaid. The Tyagis’ only duty was to inform the Chuhras about the death of any cattle and the Chuhras had to perform the job without asking for any remuneration. 
Valmiki in his account in Joothan also shows that not only the male members of his community were assigned various menial tasks. Besides them, women also had to serve at the houses of the upper caste people. His mother was responsible for cleaning the houses of eight to ten Tagas. The author’s two brothers, sister and sister-in-law also had to help her. Apart from cleaning the entire house and the cowshed, they had to carry baskets of dung from every cowshed to the place where cow dung cakes were made. They had to clean the dung along with the urine that lay scattered all over the floor of the cow sheds which work extremely unpleasant. However, for performing all these dirty and menial jobs, they were offered two and half kilos of grain per year, a few pieces of bread at noon specially made by mixing flour with husk since it was for the Chuhras, and sometimes the joothan which was nothing but scraps of discarded food. Valmiki presents the history of joothan. Joothan was of great sustenance value for the Dalits. When big functions like wedding ceremonies occurred in the houses of the upper caste people, the Chuhras gathered there to collect the dirty pattals or used leaf plates, thrown away by the baratis or the bridegrooms’ party. This was all they got in return of providing manual labour in the house. They were never served any fresh food from the kitchen.  After collecting the plates they used to gather the little pieces of pooris, bits of sweetmeats and the left over vegetables from these plates to eat. The uneaten pooris which were collected from the plates were dried in the sun. A cloth was spread on a charpai to dry them. These dried up pooris served as the main food of the Dalits during the rainy season, when these were first soaked in water and then boiled to make them fit to eat. This account brings into focus the subhuman lifestyle which the Dalits were forced to lead under the malign caste system and the abominable social rule of the upper caste people. However, he also narrates one incident when out of self-respect his mother courageously thrown away a basket full of joothan offered by Shukdev Singh Tyagi in his daughter’s marriage ceremony.
It was in Dehradun that the most decisive transformation came over Valmiki’s life as a Dalit. He took admission in DAV College and in Indresh Nagar in Dehradun where he was staying he came across a library which helped him to intellectually enrich himself. Here too he made friends with a young man named Hemlal who showed the beginnings of a new life to Valmiki by giving him a book on Ambedkar’s life. Though he had come to know about various eminent figures of the Indian freedom struggle and literature earlier, Valmiki had been totally unaware about Ambedkar, the maker of the Indian Constitution. He now learnt about how the higher caste people had tried to suppress the name of Ambedkar and his lifelong effort to abolish untouchability in India.
Valmiki also provides a picture of how the practice of untouchability came in between the love of two young people. The Kulkarni’s had a daughter named Savita who also mistook Valmiki for a Brahmin and fell in love with him. However, she rejected him when Valmiki rectified her mistake by exposing his identity as a Dalit. He often had to suffer from discrimination due to his surname, but this only made him all the more determined. Once he applied for a competitive examination but he was refused only because of his surname. His intellect, ability, and even merit were all neglected and doubted only because of his caste. He narrates one humiliating incident when he was invited to deliver a lecture on ‘Buddhist Literature and Philosophy’ at a conference. When he stood up to speak, a member of the audience refused to listen to his lecture because of his lower caste identity. 
Omprakash Valmiki comes to the conclusion that the condition of the Dalits can only be changed through a revolutionary transformation of society and of human consciousness.

1.6.   Aspects of Revolt:
Revolt and resistance are inseparable parts of Dalit literature.  These aspects are found in abundance in this text Joothan. It is shown right from the very beginning when Omprakash was a mere child. When little Omprakash was forced to sweep the school compound it was his father who rescued him from that tormenting pitiable situation and roared in protest against the teacher who ordered Omprakash to sweep. Valmiki presented in his autobiography that this incident and his father’s courageous attitude had a great impact on the formation of his own character. Not only his father, his mother too was dauntless to resist the oppressive caste system. There was a marriage ceremony in their village, the marriage of Shukdev Singh Tyagi’s daughter. From ten to twelve days before the wedding, the author’s parents had been doing all kinds of work at the Tyagi house. On the day of marriage when the bride groom’s party was eating, Valmiki was waiting outside along with his sister and mother in the hope of getting to eat some sweets and other delicious dishes, the smell of which loaded the air. When all the guests had departed, his mother had politely requested Tyagi to give some food to her children. But in return, she received only the abusive words of Tyagi who ordered her to leave the place with a basket full of joothan. However, these abusive words fired up his mother. She got infuriated, upturned the basketful of joothan in front of Tyagi, and left the place. This courageous approach, this rebellion, and this protest of his mother too made a great impact on Valmiki in the search for a dignified life. Since the Chuhras were assigned the task of removing dead cattle from the village. On one such occasion, little Valmiki had to join his uncle to skin the hide of a dead animal. His uncle forced him to carry the hide from which blood was dropping. He was littered with the blood of the dead animal that made him crumble. He felt like drowning in a swamp.  He was unable to cope with this assigned task. It is on that occasion his sister-in-law came forward to raise her voice against the tradition and forbade her mother-in-law saying that they could bear hunger but Omprakash should not be sent to perform such works in the future. He had great learning from all of these incidents on how to stand valiantly against all sorts of oppression and injustice. And his valiant attitude is shown many a time whenever he faced caste atrocities and the violations of human rights. 

1.7.  Conclusion:
Dalits continued to experience prejudice, economic hardship, violence, and humiliation despite the abolishment of untouchability in 1949. The famous Dalit political leader B. R. Ambedkar had a great impact on Valmiki who describes his valiant struggle to survive a predestined life of constant physical and mental torment. Joothan is a significant addition to the history of the Dalit literature and a manifesto for the radical reform of society and human awareness. It is a record of the Dalits' long-silenced and long-denied sufferings.

1.8.  Self-Assessment:
i. Narrate Omprakash Valmiki’s experiences of humiliation in Joothan.
ii. Write the significance of the title of Joothan. 
iii. Discuss Joothan as a representative Dalit autobiography.
iv. How did caste identity affect Omprakash Valmiki’s love life?
v. How does Valmiki represent the self and the community in Joothan?
vi. Comment on the treatment of untouchability in Valmiki's Joothan
vii. How does Valmiki represent the theme of Dalit resistance in Joothan?

1.9.  Learning Extensions:
· Dangle, Arjun (Ed). Poisoned Bread: Translations from Modern Marathi Literature. Hyderabad: Orient Longman, 1992. Print.
· Kumar, Raj. Dalit Personal Narratives: Reading Caste, Nation and Identity. New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2010. Print.
· Limble, Sharankumar. Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature: History, Controversies and Considerations. Trans. Alok Mukherjee. New Delhi: Orient Longman, 2004. Print.
· Prasad, Amarnath & Gaijan, M.B. Ed. Dalit Literature: A Critical Exploration. New Delhi: Sarup & Sons, 2007. Print.
· [bookmark: _Hlk137792812]Valmiki, Omprakash. Joothan: A Dalits Life. Trans. Arun Prabha Mukherjee. Kolkata: Samya, (2003) 2014. Print.





