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Abstract:
Although memory is a journey in the innermost dimension of an individual, it is also,
at the same time, the outer expression of a group or a community. Memory helps to evoke
identity formation through the narratives of home and belonging, reminiscence, lamentation
for the past event, and a sense of lost. With particular reference to Omprakash Valmiki’s
Joothan: A Dalit’s Life, the aim of the paper is to investigate how memory plays an inventive
role in the construction of the documentation of lived experiences of both an individual and a
community. Therefore, the paper makes an attempt to discover the reason behind social
injustice of the upper caste people towards the Dalit community. By delineating the personal
experience of an individual, the paper efforts to find out the memory of a marginalised
community. Thus, the text is not only about an individual but also becomes the cultural archive
of a community or a group.
Keywords: Memory, Individual, Community, Dalit.
Introduction
The concept of memory most often used to communicate the traumatic personal and
historical events, plays a very significant role in the development of inner perceptions and
thoughts. Memory also helps to establish a stronger connection between an individual and a
collective past. Although memory is a journey in the personal dimension of an individual, it is
also, at the same time, the external expression of a group or a community. The narratives of
past event are shaped by the memory of an individual. As memory is an outcome of the
experiences of both an individual and a community, in Joothan: A Dalit’s Life, Omprakash
Valmiki’s memories also become a tactic for social justice for the Chuhra community by
recalling their forgotten past. His memories of a particular time give a voice to the marginalized
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group who have endured suffering and pain within themselves since a long time in the uppercaste dominated society. Thus, he becomes the voice of these voiceless people by delineating
his own memories of pain and anguish. As Stephen Butterfield states that “The self belongs to
the people, and the people find a voice in the self” (Mostern 51).
Originally published in 1997, Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan: A Dalit’s Life, translated
from Hindi to English by Arun Prabha Mukherjee, is about the struggles of both the author as
a Dalit boy and his community. The term ‘joothan’ literally means scraps of food left on an
eater’s plate, usually destined to be thrown in dustbin, captures the poverty and miserable
condition of his family and community. In the autobiography, there is a stronger link between
the individual self and the communal self. Like any other Dalit life narrative, it is also found to
be as a life narrative of a collective self or a community. Moreover, the memory of various
issues like poverty, hunger, and humiliation which are intimately associated with his life
struggles take a very significant role in the life-narrating of the author. Here his memories help
to create a stronger connection between an individual and a collective past of his earlier life. It
also helps him to accelerate the narrative of his life-writing. The experiences of cruelty and
unkindness by the hands of upper caste people are emphasized through the memories of his
past life. Therefore, Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan is about an account of the personal
experiences of the author, the delineations of subjugation and humiliations of the Dalit
community, the ponderings of bitter memories, and the narrations of social inequality. The
borders between the past and the present, and between the self and the other, are operated by
the narrative of the author: “Memory is an act of remembering that can create new
understandings of both the past and the present. Memories are an active process by which
meaning is created; they are not mere depositories of fact” (Agnew 8).
Memory as a Recollection of the Past
In the autobiography, the events of the author’s life are voiced through the traumatized
memories of past. In an attempt to demonstrate the inner fury, his narratives move from the
past memories to the present ruminations. His present is filled with the contempt of past
memories. Although he has walked a long way from his past to become one of the most
discussed Dalit writers in India, the bitter memories of his own and his community still bring
him back to the reality. The psychic torment and inner rage are revealed through the bitter
experiences of remembered incidents of the past. For the betterment of their own social
positions, a very few lower castes people who later become the Dalit writers, try to be educated
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themselves. In this attempt, they get separated physically from their own community. But they
remain mentally connected to these people, and continue to write about their pain and misery.
In this way, they re-establish the connection with their own community. Omprakash Valmiki’s
Joothan is no such exception in this matter as it continues to establish the link between the
author and his community. Here the author’s memory is the recollections of past experiences
and replete with the emotional attachment of his own community:
Memory is the construction or reconstruction of what actually happened in the past.
Memory is distorted by needs, desires, interests, and fantasies. Subjective and malleable
rather than objective and concrete, memory is emotional, conceptual, contextual,
constantly undergoing revision, selection, interpretation, distortion, and reconstruction.
(ibid., 198)
The ruminations over his ill-fated childhood are filled with the memory of extreme
contempt that still rouses his conscious mind when he ponders over the past. The author’s
“school memories are living in a ‘terror-filled’ environment of embarrassment and pain, taunts
and beatings from schoolmates and teachers” (Boddu 633). He remembers how he has spent
his school days that are fully filled with disdain and resentment:
I had to sit away from the others in the class, and even that wasn’t enough. I was not
allowed to sit on a chair or a bench. I had to sit on the bare floor; I was not allowed
even to sit on the mat. Sometimes I would have to sit way behind everybody, right near
the door. From there, the letters on the board seemed faded. (Valmiki 3)
On an episode from The Mahabharata, once Omprakash Valmiki asks a question to his
class teacher— “Ashwatthama was given flour mixed in water instead of milk, but what about
us who had to drink mar, rice water? How come we were never mentioned in any epic? Why
didn’t an epic poet ever write a word about our lives?” (Valmiki 26). The teacher who belongs
to the upper caste gets furious by listening such a question from the mouth of a Dalit boy. The
author can still remember the brutal punishment that he gets from his upper caste class teacher
for asking the question:
He had rapidly created an epic on my back with the swishes of his stick. That epic is
still inscribed on my back. Reminding me of those hated days of hunger and
hopelessness, this epic, composed out of a feudalistic mentality, is inscribed not just
on my back but on each nerve of my brain. (ibid., 27)

www.the-criterion.com

020

Mingling the Memory of Personal Biography with the Community in Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan: A Dalit’s
Life

The beating of Surjan Singh, Valmiki’s cousin, by their physical education teacher
Phool Singh at prayer time makes the boy Omprakash so much scared that he almost becomes
introspective. Remembering the incident, he writes: “Whatever effect the beating had on Surjan
Singh, this inhumane act remains fresh in my memory. The same terror overtakes my
consciousness when I think of that day” (ibid., 56). Despite being one of the best students in
the class, he suffers the discrimination from his teachers. He reminisces over the past memories
of his school teachers— “The ideal image of the teachers that I saw in my childhood has
remained indelibly imprinted on my memory. Whenever someone starts talking about a great
guru, I remember all those teachers who used to swear about mothers and sisters” (ibid., 5).
The incidents of childhood days are still vibrant in his memories. He cannot forget those bitter
memories even when he tries to do it. As the memory of those traumatic days allows him to
portray the naked pictures of Indian social system where the upper castes continue to rule over
the lower castes, he makes an intimate connection with his Dalit community.
Memory: A Fusion of Personal Biography with the History of Communities
Omprakash Valmiki’s own memory for his community “contains a number of cultural
messages that are addressed to posterity and intended for continuous repetition and re-use. To
this active memory belong, among other things, works of art, which are destined to be
repeatedly reread, appreciated, staged, performed, and commented” (Erll and Ansgar 99). The
people of untouchable communities such as Chamars, Chuhras, and Bhangis are placed at the
periphery of society by inhuman torture and exploitation of the upper caste people. The
government also supports with the people who have social, economic and political power.
Seeing this biasness of both the upper caste people and the government towards the Dalits,
Omprakash Valmiki’s heart gets filled with scorn and disrespect. The memory of such incidents
keeps a deep mark on him, and the voice of protest arises suddenly out of his unconscious
mind:
I have not been able to forget these bitter memories. They flash in my mind like
lightning every now and then. Why is it a crime to ask to be paid for one’s labor? Those
who keep singing the glories of democracy use the government machinery to quell the
blood flowing in our veins. As though we are not citizens of this country. They have
suppressed the weak and the helpless for thousands of years, just in this manner. No
one will ever know how many talents their deception and treachery have wiped out.
(Valmiki 46)
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As he has always remained concerned about the unremitting maltreatment of his own
Dalit community by the upper castes, it can be argued that the memory is a “fusion of personal
biography with the history of groups and communities” (Zerubavel 290). His memory is an
outcome of the inhuman torture suffered by his own community by the hands of the upper caste
people. His concern for the Chuhra community is stated by the remembrance of inhuman
behaviours of the Tyagis community:
We did all sorts of work for the Tagas, including cleaning, agricultural work and general
labor. We would often have to work without pay. Nobody dared to refuse this unpaid
work for which we got neither money nor grain. Instead, we got sworn at and abused.
They did not call us by our names. If a person were older, then he would be called “Oe
Chuhre.” If the person were younger or of the same age, then he would use “Abey,
Chuhre.” (Valmiki 2)
Omprakash Valmiki has suffered inhuman torture even by his school teaches for
belonging to the Chuhra community. He shares the bitter memories of his school days where
he is not even allowed to drink water after the hard labour of whole day:
The other children in my class were studying and I was sweeping. The headmaster was
sitting in his room and watching me. I was not even allowed to get a drink of water. I
swept the whole day. I had never done so much work, being the pampered one among
my brothers. (ibid., 5)
Omprakash Valmiki: A Representative of His Community
The concept of memory is most often used as a troupe in literary narratives to
historically communicate the interface of thoughts, experiences between an individual and
his/her past. Thus, it subsequently becomes a referential frame of the entire community or a
milieu. In the autobiography, Omprakash Valmiki continues to depict the misery of the
Chuhras, people of his own community. Therefore, it helps “the author to recreate his lived
experiences and offer the readers a walk through his memory lane” (Fareed 31). His memory
of a rainy season in 1962 portrays the community’s misery and helplessness. The nonstop rain
of few days creates a disastrous effect on his community. Almost all people of the community
pass sleepless nights with hungry stomach– “The rain brought us to starvation’s door. Life
came to a standstill. People were wandering all over the village, hoping to find some grain so
that they could light the stove” (Valmiki 25).
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In the social scenario of India, it is generally noticed that the voices of both a Dalit
individual and a community have been silenced by the upper caste people of society. Hence, it
is interpreted that the word “Dalit captures the collective struggle against the caste-based
hierarchy and oppression associated with it. It encapsulates the collective emotion of anguish
resulting from being downtrodden for centuries in the name of rituals and traditions associated
with religion” (Vyas 158). Dalit autobiography is, as it is supposed to be the self-narrative of
the author, not only about the experiences of an individual self but about the experiences of
collective self of a Dalit community. The author’s bitter memory of the past is a kind of an
expression of fury and agony of his own community. Hence, the memories that are articulated
in this autobiography epitomize both the individual and the Dalit community. The agony of the
Chuhra community is echoed through the useful ruminations of his past memories, and the
agony does not only remain his own community; it becomes the suppressed anguish of many
thousand years of the entire marginalized and outcaste society. The humiliation for being a son
of community is still embossed on the memory of his school days:
The children of the Tyagis would tease me by calling me “Chuhre ka.” Sometimes they
would beat me for no reason. This was an absurd, tormented life that made me
introverted and irritable. If I got thirsty in school, then I had to stand near the hand
pump. (Valmiki 3)
The experiences of thousands of downgraded people over thousands of years are
witnessed by his own life experiences. Thus, he becomes the representative of his own
community.
Being a son of Namashudra community, Manoranjan Byapari, one of the most
discussed Dalit writers of West Bengal in the 21th Century, also shares his bitter experiences
in the memoir Interrogating My Chandal Life: An Autobiography of a Dalit. The bitter
memories that Omprakash Valmiki shares is no such exception than Manoranjan Byapari. To
delineate the naked scenario of Indian social system, they are realistic to share the experiences
of their own communities. In the autobiography, Omprakash Valmiki has narrated the price of
the pieces of pooris that they used to collect from the leaf plates of any marriage ceremony.
They would dry the pieces of pooris in the sun in an attempt to use them during the tough times
and rainy days. His heart recollects this memory with disgust and contempt— “When I think
about all those things today, thorns begin to prick my heart. What sort of a life was that? After
working hard day and night, the price of our sweat was just joothan” (Valmiki 11).
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Reviving the Bitter Memories of His Life and Community
Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan helps to revive the memory of pain and suffering of his
earlier life because it is kind of “literature which artistically portrays the sorrows, tribulations,
slavery, degradation, ridicule and poverty endured by Dalits” (Limbale 30). Whatever
happened in his real life is very artistically delineated in the autobiography. The whole
community along with his own family work for Tyagis, a group who continues to dominate
over the Chuhra community of the village. The issues of poverty and hunger, as the title itself
suggests, are closely connected with the life struggles of the author. The painful memories of
both an individual life and a community life are documented in the autobiography. The
narratives help to open up the issues of sufferings, untouchability and exploitation of the
Chuhra community. The community’s real image is depicted through the point of view of the
author:
Valmiki delineates the traumatic experiences ranging from his childhood to the
adult state in a very powerful manner which really disturb the reader. The text does not
follow a chronological pattern but is cast in the form of snippets unearthed from the
deep recesses of memory. The events are narrated from the perspective of the child and
the adult Valmiki, wherein the child is presented in his most vulnerable state against a
powerful oppressor but the adult understands the events in an ethical framework and
passes judgments on them. (Josan 10)
Replete with the bitter memories of the author, the book is the repository of pain and
suffering of his community. Here the growth and development of his life from childhood to
adulthood have been highlighted through the narrative. It is kind of a confession that he chooses
to reveal to the society on behalf of his community. He experiences humiliation and oppression
at almost every stage of his life. He wants to raise his concern for the Chuhra community so
that they can get both the social and political justice. The inhumane torture of the Tyagis who
demand themselves as brahmins, continues to prick the heart of Chuhras. The author explains
how he is forced to do work in the field by a Tyagi a day before his math examination. His
mind gets bitter by the swearing of the Tyagi. He considers it as a crime that raises fuel within
his mind. Such incidents by the Tyagis create a deep mark on both the physical and
psychological torture of the author and the Chuhra community. The inhuman torture is still
vivid in his memory:
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I told him repeatedly that I had to study for my test the next day, but he was adamant.
He held me by the elbow and dragged me to his field. He ordered me to do the work or
else. My mind was set aflame by his swearing. A fire engulfed my innards that day.
The memories of these crimes of the Tyagis continue to smolder deep inside me,
emitting red-hot heat. (Valmiki 66)
Conclusion
In the paper, my study has focused on the artistic role of memory which creates a fusion
between the history of a personal biography and the history of a community, while being a
significant source of their everyday livelihood. The proposition of the paper being to look into
various aspects has very significance in representing the ever-silenced voices of the Chuhra
community. The discussion has been done on the author’s personal connection with the
Chuhras who have remained one of the most culturally and economically marginalized groups
in Indian society. Therefore, the paper has looked into how his memories become a strategy
for the social justice of the Chuhra community and how his memories of earlier life help to
give a voice to the subjugated community. While there are many aspects arising from the
autobiography, this selective survey reveals the unexplored perspectives of memory in relation
to the author and his community. Appearing at numerous intersections of personal, political,
social, and cultural journeys, the aspect of memory has very artistically been embodied in this
life-narrative. While the life-narratives or the autobiographies of the Dalit writers such as
Bama’s Karukku, Yashica Dutt’s Coming Out as Dalit and Manoranjan Byapari’s
Interrogating My Chandal Life have been broadly acknowledged and astutely examined by
scholars and academicians, I have reasoned that these texts can also be read in the context of
memories in their life journeys.
My analysis has tried to underline how an individual and memory are inextricably
intertwined in Dalit life-narratives and how memory performs a very critical role to raise
various burning issues which have been weakening the Dalits since a very long time. This is
perhaps why the life narratives or the autobiographies of the Dalit writers have played such a
crucial role in the constitution of the category called “Dalit literature.” The paper has shown
how the subject of memory gives a dimensional meaning to the category of Dalit literature. My
observations lead to the understanding that the issue of memory is more historical and
inseparable from both the advent of the author as well as the conditions and circumstances of
his community.
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