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The theme of 20th century Marathi autobiographies has reflected 

ideologies in the social structure of Maharashtra which is nothing than the relics 

of Purushsukta. The Vedic texts and divine theories had argued spirituality of 

caste system; however, it has lost its flexibility of the Vedic period. Now the caste 

of a person is not decided by his likings for the specific occupation but by his 

birth. The person inherits the caste identity of its parents. The caste was 

understood in the following way. 

A caste is a kinship group1 living in a few neighbouring villages. These 

caste groups are endogamous. The purity-pollution relations govern 

birth, death, diet, marriages, sex, occupations and mere touch. These 

activities are maintained among the same caste. Their violation is 

punished by Caste Council with certain penance. The social privileges- 

social status, political power, economic prosperity, religious rights- are 

parallel to caste hierarchy.‟ (Ilaiah 24) 

And every occupation is fixed to a caste in such a way that the caste 

identity is evident from one‟s occupation. The occupations are also observed as 

heredity rights. It is gained through endogamous marriages.  

 „It is clear that the impurity of the Untouchable is conceptually 

inseparable from the purity of the Brahmin‟. (Dumont 54)  

According to Dumont purity was a key of the caste system. Every caste 

was separate from each other with repulsion. The caste groups followed 

                                                           

1The blood relations are generated through intra-marriages. 
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endogamy, restriction, contact and division of labour with a system of relations 

from highest to lowest. The lower castes always obeyed the ritual dominance of 

Brahmins and upper castes without demur. But the Dalit autobiographies 

discredited Dumont's assumption. They discarded ritual dominance of caste 

relations or strive for „post-Dumonian approaches'. The caste hierarchy is 

contextualized through the religious ideas in rituals, traditions and customs in 

their everyday life. The Hindu religious identity observes the basic needs like the 

food, shelter and clothes along with unwritten rules to greet, to stand, to walk 

and to speak with each other. The mainstream men, the head, are unchallenged 

authority in the family as well as society. Their decisions are followed without 

criticism. They prefer individual liberalism for the different problems. They 

prefer individual space for the economic progress at the cost of human values. 

They penetrate the caste and religious identity to make life more comfortable. 

The mainstream women share caste and religious identity with the mainstream 

men, however, they are suppressed with their gender identity in the same 

discourses. They are ascribed the negative power of impurity during their 

menstrual cycle whereas men are pious. And the religious traditions like 

marriage can enslave the mainstream women to their men. The men control 

their sexuality as they are considered as the gateways of the caste system. They 

have been denied public space. However, the mainstream women follow 

Pativratadharma which does not allow their participation in the disputes, 

earning and decision processes in their families.  

„Matters of caste customs, norms related to marriage and purity of caste 

came to be regarded as matters of religion and were to be executed 

through the caste councils. Women were dispensable to the agenda of the 

British in the early rule in western India though the attitude to gender 

was clearly influenced by caste and class considerations. In several cases 

of contestations of caste status, the purity of women was often more 

important than the right to Vedic rites and rituals.' (Rege 20)  

There is a master-slave relationship between men and women irrespective 

of their age. However, the upper caste men have sanctions to enter in to relations 

with lower caste women but the lower caste men dare not have a relationship 
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with upper caste women. Otherwise, there is a communal relationship among the 

upper caste men women and among the lower caste men women with due respect 

of their domains.  

The religious advantages assure the mainstream people economic stability 

as well as social status. The violation of these rules is a threat to the religious 

identity. Simultaneously, the religious identity of the untouchables makes them 

parasites for the basic needs. They are forbidden to wear ornaments. They have 

derogative localities, beyond the village boundaries no better than animals.  

„Mahars are found in almost every village of Maharashtra, and always in 

a minority. Their quarters called the maharwada, are set apart, usually 

east of the village proper. A Marathi proverb, jethe gao tethe maharwada 

(wherever there is a village, there is a maharwada), underlines their 

prevalence and also their low status since it is used idiomatically to mean 

the same as the English proverb, "There's a black sheep in every flock”.2 

A contemporary anthropologist, Irawati Karve, found the Mahars, and 

not the dominant agricultural caste of Marathas, the most thoroughly 

widespread caste of Maharashtra and ended an easy on “Mahars and 

Maharashtra” with the statement of a Mahar minor village official on the 

border between Marathi and Hindi-speaking peoples, jethaparayant 

mahar pochle tithaparayant maharashtra (as far as the Mahars have 

gone, there is Maharashtra)‟.3 (Zelliot 87) 

The Hindu religion deprives the untouchables from the mainstream 

society with certain derogative traditions. They are assigned negative right of 

pollution, restricting their entry in the public sphere. According to the customs, 

they have to walk on the road in the afternoon. The mainstream people are saved 

from their „polluted' shadows which would be too long in the morning and 

evening. They have to sit down on the road so that their shadow would not fall 

on the mainstream. They cannot spit on the ground so they have to tight earthen 

spittoons around their neck to spit in, and tight thorny bush around their waists 

                                                           
2 Alexander Robertson, The Mahar Folk (Calcutta: Y. M. C. A. Publishing House and Oxford 

University Press, 1938), p. 1 

3 Irawati Karve, Paripurti (Fulfillment) (Pune: R. J. Deshmukh, 1951), p. 81 
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to sweep off their footprints on the road.4 Such negative rights are ascribed to 

them.   

„The most prevented practice of untouchability was that which at one 

time compelled the untouchables to tie an earthen pot around their necks 

so that their sputum should not fall to the earth and pollute it. Another 

was the compulsion to tie a broom behind them so that their footprints 

would be erased before others set their eyes on them.‟  (Dangle xx) 

The untouchables achieve their communal solidarity with their 

transparent interpersonal relations. They tolerate the differences and resolve the 

disputes by sharing work opportunities among themselves. They prefer human 

values and transparency in relations. The community is a „social unit‟ where 

anybody can interfere and arbitrate. The social relations are extended among the 

family members. Their home is a „social unit' where anyone has a right to 

interfere, arbitrate and take quarrel to the Caste Councils. Everyone present in 

the Council has right to involve in a judgment; creating less possibility for 

injustice. They respect abuse and dominate irrespective of their age, gender and 

authority. These relations are based on productive labour and egalitarian power 

away from material gains.  

The Dalit women share their working capacities with the breadwinner. 

The community allows women's contribution for earning in the utter 

helplessness. The Dalit women participate in disputes, earning and decision 

processes. They are subjugated in a different way to the Dalit patriarchy so that 

they cannot transgress their limitations. Dr. Ambedkar has interlinked caste 

and gender. The Brahmins, the non-Brahmin Hindus argue for the caste and 

religious identities in the mainstream literature, especially in autobiographies. 

The Dalit autobiographies, which are emerged in the discourse of Dalit Panther 

Movement after 1972, challenge the concept of caste and religion imposed on the 

Dalits. The autobiographical literature in Maharashtra is proposed to observe 

caste and religion in the society. 

                                                           
4 Deshpande G.P. Selected Writings of Jotirao Phule. New Delhi. LeftWord, 2002 
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„These anti-development social forces which were operating against the 

untouchables for ages now have become a subject of scrutiny with the 

new social movement, which came forcefully at the beginning of the 

seventies in the twentieth century. It is no surprise that the movement 

incidentally started in Maharashtra, the homeland of B. R. Ambedkar 

who fought for the rights, liberties and equalities of the downtrodden 

throughout his life.  

The „self' is developed through the individual experiences in the 

mainstream autobiographies. The authors' personality is shaped through their 

confrontation with different people in different situations. Their „I' is their „self' 

that reflects liberal individualism. The authors argue for self-modification with a 

certain perspective. The authors of Dalit autobiographies are alienated from 

their community due to their education and awareness of the society. To debunk 

such alienation, these authors write about their community in their 

autobiographies so that they feel oneness with their community. The 

protagonists of the Dalit autobiographies represent their community. They never 

imagine themselves different than their community. They depict the community 

life, beliefs, joys, sorrows and their economic exploitations. The „self‟ of the Dalit 

authors is always constructed in the community; so that their „self‟ stands for 

„We‟ and not for „I‟. The „self‟ reflect „Dalithood‟. The Dalit autobiographies deal 

with the community life of the authors. The Dalits autobiographies always deal 

with community experiences. The protagonists share the negative identity of 

their community. The Dalit autobiographies are titled with community sense. 

Thus, the Dalit autobiographies challenge the religious identity as well as assert 

their conversion.   

Autobiography is a very difficult form to handle because it is not just a 

story of one‟s own life told in a straightforward style nor is it a creation of 

imagination pure and simple. Though imagination plays some role in the 

creation of autobiography, it is truth which plays a vital role. (Sargar)  

Dalit women were side-lined in the discourse of mainstream feminism on 

the one hand. On the other hand, they were suppressed by patriarchal ideologies 

and practices within their own communities. Dalit autobiographies written by 
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men resisted religion and caste identities; they still could not discard the 

masculine dominance. Dalit women, on the other hand, were suppressed by the 

structures of class, caste and gender. To counter such suppressions, the female 

protagonists of Dalit autobiographies played a vital role. They argued that 

women's enslavement was the beginning of human enslavement. In addition to 

the issues discussed by the male protagonists of Dalit autobiographies, the 

women protagonists explored Dalit women's perspective regarding religion and 

caste. They were the „Dalits among Dalits', who expressed themselves for the 

first time in the Marathi language. The Dalit female autobiographies emerged in 

the 1980s. „Mazya Jalmachi Chittar Katha‟ was the first Dalit woman‟s 

autobiography published in Marathi. While fighting against class, caste and 

gender, Shantabai Kamble opened a vista to Dalit feminism. Baby Kamble 

followed her to publish her autobiography „Jina Amucha‟ in 1986, which she 

claims was written twenty years earlier. There were eight female Dalit 

autobiographies available in Marathi (Hastak 211). These female authors were 

common Dalit women, who were influenced by the Ambedkar movement. They 

explored Dalit women‟s participation in the Indian freedom struggle, social 

emancipation and Dalit patriarchy.   

The Dalits propagate their lifestyle through their autobiographical 

literature after 1978 in Maharashtra. The identities of caste and religion have 

been rejected by them through such literature. However, the Dalit men 

protagonists reflect their perspective for Dalit patriarchy in their 

autobiographies. More than fifty Dalit male autobiographies are available in 

Marathi. (Hastak 209, 210) Their excellence is reflected through various awards 

and international status of these autobiographies; which are in themselves the 

first attempt of their authors. The cultural conflict with the mainstream society 

is the original impulse for these autobiographies.   

It must attempt to survey, in retrospective mood, a considerable portion 

of life, if not an entire life, and it must take the form of an ordered 

narrative, with deliberate selection and shaping of material (though not 

constructed as fiction) to compose an artistic whole. Above all its 

underlying principle must be scrutiny of the self, with outside 
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happenings, persons encountered, and observations admitted primarily 

as they imagine on the consciousness of the person on whose character 

and actions the writing is focused.5   

Author sticks to the facts of life, picture of past life. Subject matter is history i.e. 

life story. Autobiography is not history i.e. in chronological order. But it select 

events to establish growth of his personality creative blending of facts and 

fiction.  It is a faithful portrayal and incomplete work. It is a review of the past 

in the present context it vital. Overall growth and development of his character. 

It is faithful and first-hand portrayal of the author. It is introvert and more 

importance to the growth and development of his own self. In this phase, 

preaching has been the main impulse of their autobiographical literature. As a 

pattern, those, who are believed to live an extraordinary life, acquire the 

authority to explore their experiences in autobiographical tone. They ascribe 

certain morals to the society through the narration of their experiences. While 

exploring these experiences, the authors romanticize themselves and the persons 

to whom they come in contact with. They may be considered self-imposed moral 

authority for common people who lead a routine life and compose 

autobiographies to expose their uncommon experiences. The uncommon 

experiences inspire Baba Padmanji to compose, in 1888. He depicts the 

experiences of the conversion to Christianity in the contemporary period in his 

autobiography.  

It will be seen, therefore, that a perfect autobiography is neither a 

memoir nor a reminiscence, nor a diary, nor a confession if these do not 

aim at self-revelation; these are usually prompted by the motives other 

than the aesthetic motive and therefore fail to be the work of art 

although there be an autobiographical element in them. (Naik 39)   

 

CONCLUSION: 

 After independence, the majority of government positions have been 

occupied by Brahmin officials. They are anti-development social forces which 

                                                           
5 Encyclopedia Britannica, Vol.2, London: William Benton Publishers, 1963 p. 855 
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have restricted the rural economy in the absence of the knowledge of the social 

structure of the village. There has been no literary tradition which has 

satisfactorily depicted the village life. Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar has inspired the 

ex-untouchables to produce their own literature, which could locate them in the 

rural social structure.  
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