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Abstract:

Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan is a landmark work that provides a poignant and
unflinching portrayal of caste-based oppression in India. This study examines the systematic
dehumanization and discrimination faced by Dalits through a critical analysis of Valmiki’s
autobiographical narrative. By exploring his lived experiences and reflections, the research
investigates the lasting impact of caste hierarchies on the socio-economic and psychological
well-being of marginalized communities. It also examines the intersection of caste with other

social factors, uncovering the intricate framework of oppression.

By situating Valmiki’s life within the broader Indian social context, this study aims to
illustrate the pervasive and enduring nature of caste-based injustices. Through a comprehensive

analysis, it seeks to highlight how deeply entrenched caste structures continue to shape
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individual lives and societal dynamics. Ultimately, by amplifying the voices of those historically
marginalized and silenced, this research contributes to the ongoing discourse on social justice

and equality.

Keywords: Joothan, Valmiki, Caste-based, Dehumanization, Ubiquitous.

Valmiki’s Joothan: A Dalit's Life stands as a powerful testament to caste-based
oppression in post-independence India, offering a raw and unfiltered account of the systemic
discrimination, social exclusion, and everyday humiliations endured by Dalits. Through his
autobiographical narrative, Valmiki traces his journey from a childhood shaped by the rigid caste
hierarchy to his emergence as a prominent Dalit writer. Born on June 30, 1950, in Barla,
Muzaffarnagar district, Uttar Pradesh, he belonged to a marginalized Dalit community where
access to education and social mobility was severely restricted. His enrollment in a village
primary school in July 1956 marked the beginning of his lifelong struggle against entrenched
caste prejudices, as teachers refused to address him by name, reducing him instead to his caste

identity.

Growing up in a rigidly hierarchical and Brahminical social order, Valmiki experienced
firsthand the brutal reality of untouchability. His memoir vividly depicts the dehumanization of
Dalits, who were relegated to menial, degrading labor while being systematically denied basic
human dignity. Despite the constitutional abolition of untouchability, discriminatory practices
remained deeply ingrained in social structures, affecting education, employment, and everyday
interactions. Valmiki’s narrative exposes the entrenched caste hierarchy, wherein the Chuhras

were subjected to relentless exploitation by the Tagas, an upper-caste landowning community.
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The deeply ingrained caste prejudice dictated every aspect of their lives, reinforcing a social

system designed to maintain their subjugation.

One of the most oppressive aspects of caste discrimination was untouchability, which
dictated social interactions and institutional norms. Valmiki recalls how upper-caste individuals
considered it acceptable to touch animals such as cows, buffaloes, and dogs, yet touching a
Chuhra was seen as polluting. This systemic dehumanization reduced Dalits to mere objects of
social contempt, shaping not only interpersonal relationships but also institutional structures that
perpetuated their marginalization. His memoir serves as a horrifying portrayal of the daily
struggles that Dalits endure, providing an essential lens through which to understand the depth

and persistence of caste-based oppression.

The trauma of caste-based discrimination was not confined to public spaces; it infiltrated
every sphere of life, including education. Dalit children faced verbal and physical abuse, their
aspirations crushed before they could take root. However, amidst this pervasive discrimination,
Joothan also highlights the resilience of the Dalit community. While the outside world treated
him as inferior, Valmiki found solace within his family, where he was nurtured and supported.
This familial love provided him with the strength to confront the injustices of the caste system

and fueled his determination to carve out an identity beyond the limitations imposed upon him.

The dominance and repression of Dalits by the so-called 'upper caste' in India are
graphically depicted in Joothan. The text explores the ways in which the upper caste maintains
power through various systems, including tradition, legislation, religion, culture, and language.
Despite having an important school exam, Valmiki was forced to plant sugarcane on Fauz

Singh’s field, demonstrating how his subaltern status was reinforced. Incidents of
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mistreatment—such as abuse by head teacher Kaliram, forced labor for upper-caste families, and
exclusion from extracurricular activities—further highlight the systematic oppression he faced.
The memoir also vividly captures the suffering, shame, and destitution experienced by Dalit

communities, who had to rely on leftover food for sustenance.

Valmiki recounts memories of collecting, storing, and consuming joothan, or food scraps
left by upper-caste households, providing a harrowing account of survival under oppressive
social conditions. Years later, these memories rekindle feelings of humiliation, underscoring how
caste oppression extends beyond physical hardship to psychological trauma. Joothan is not just a
personal narrative but a broader socio-political critique, exposing the deep-seated inequities
within Indian society. It portrays the struggles of those referred to as "erstwhile untouchables,"

illustrating their continued fight for dignity and justice.

Education emerged as both a site of oppression and a tool of resistance in Valmiki’s life.
As the only member of his family to attend school, he encountered relentless hostility from
upper-caste teachers and classmates who sought to break his spirit. The classroom, which should
have been a space of learning and empowerment, became yet another site of humiliation. Yet,
through education, Valmiki found a means of self-assertion. His relentless pursuit of knowledge
became an act of defiance against a system that sought to keep Dalits in perpetual subjugation.
His engagement with literature and activism eventually led him to Maharashtra, where he
became involved in the Dalit movement, drawing inspiration from Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s

ideology.

In an interview with Suresh Chandra Dwivedi, Valmiki acknowledged his profound debt

to Ambedkar, stating that the leader’s life struggles and philosophy shaped the emotional
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foundation of his literary works. Unlike mainstream literary traditions that often overlooked or
sanitized the realities of caste, Joothan emerges as a radical text that challenges dominant
narratives and amplifies the voices of the oppressed. By documenting his struggles, Valmiki
asserts not only his personal identity but also the collective identity of the Dalit community,
demanding recognition, justice, and equality. His work also sheds light on the intersectionality of
caste and gender, examining the unique forms of oppression faced by Dalit women. In this
context, Joothan serves as a critical intervention in Dalit literature, reinforcing the ongoing

struggle for social transformation and human dignity.

An analysis of this story by Douglas Bom explores the issue of dominance in Indian
society. Bom highlights Valmiki's observation that "one can somehow get past poverty and
deprivation, but it is impossible to get past caste" (20), emphasizing the rigid nature of the Indian
caste system. This system has kept thousands across the nation in socioeconomic subjugation for
generations due to their lower-caste status. Joothan poignantly depicts the suffering and
destitution of the Chuhra community in Uttar Pradesh, to which Valmiki belongs. The scheduled

castes were often treated worse than animals. Bom further elaborates, stating:

Instead of following a linear pattern, the author moves from memory to memory
demonstrating how his present is deeply scarred by his past in spite of the distances he
has traversed to become one of the prominent authors in Dalit literature. Valmiki
describes his childhood in the village Barla district of Uttar Pradesh. He writes about the
ill treatment meted out to him when he was at school because he was an untouchable. He
describes the trauma he went through when he asked to spend three days sweeping the
school courtyard instead of accompanying his classmates belonging to the higher caste, in

the study class (Bom 13).
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Individuals of the Dalit caste in Valmiki’s narrative endured severe deprivation of basic
amenities, relegated to the lowest echelons of society and forced into isolation due to the stigma
surrounding their existence. This segregation not only shaped their communal standing but also
deeply affected their women and girls. Even within their homes, these women faced dire
conditions, their dignity and honor constantly at risk. Economic hardships further exacerbated
their plight, forcing even newlywed women to endure the indignity of seeking the open sky for
their most basic needs. This stark reality highlights the multifaceted oppression of Dalit women,
trapping them in a relentless cycle of economic hardship and societal disregard for their

fundamental rights and dignity.

All the women of the village, young girls, older women, even the newly married brides
would sit in the open space behind these homes at the edge of the pond to take a shit. Not
just under the cover of darkness but even in daylight. The purdah observing Tyagi
women, their faces covered with their saris, shawls around their shoulders, found relief in
this open air latrine. They sat on Dabbowali's shores without worrying about decency

exposing their private parts (Valmiki 1).

In addition to evoking sympathy for marginalized Dalits, the author challenges the reader
with a poignant question: “Why is my caste my only identity?”” (Valmiki 52). This thought-
provoking inquiry compels the reader to reflect on the deeply entrenched caste-based divisions in
Indian society. The socio-political landscape of India has long been shaped by caste, influencing
everything from political maneuvering to debates on affirmative action policies in government
employment and education. These systemic issues stem from the intersection of caste and
religion, reinforcing societal hierarchies. Joothan exposes the rigidity and arrogance of casteist

India—an issue that remains just as relevant today as it was in the early 20th century.

www.the-criterion.com

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.10448030
284



{

The Criterion: An International Journal in English Vol. 16, Issue-I, February 2025  ISSN: 0976-8165 TheCoitinton

Despite governmental efforts to uplift disadvantaged communities through reservation
policies, Valmiki argues that the achievements of Dalits are often dismissed and ridiculed. The
pervasive nature of caste-based discrimination is ingrained in cultural, social, and institutional
frameworks, affecting individuals in ways both overt and subtle. One such example is the
mandatory disclosure of caste, community, and religion on school and college admission
forms—a practice that reinforces social stratification rather than eradicating it. To truly
safeguard fundamental rights, it is not enough to merely be Indian; a more profound societal

transformation is required.

Beyond linguistic self-identification, Dalits were also subjected to official classifications
imposed by governing authorities. The British colonial administration, for instance, formally
adopted the term ““Depressed Class” in its records, a label initially used by Christian
missionaries in southern India. However, this term was met with resistance. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar,
recognizing its demeaning and pejorative connotations, proposed alternative designations such as
“nonconformist Hindus,” “protestant Hindus,” *noncaste Hindus,” ““excluded castes,” and
“exterior castes” (56). Nevertheless, he continued to use ‘“depressed classes” and
“untouchables” interchangeably in his writings and speeches, reflecting the persistent struggle to

redefine Dalit identity in a dignified manner.

Arunprabha Mukherjee, in her critique “Joothan: A Dalit Literary Text,” asserts that
Joothan brings to light ““experiences that didn't find room in literary creation” (Mukherjee 42).
These experiences encompass Valmiki’s birth and upbringing in the untouchable Chuhra caste—
a status ascribed to him solely by birth, placing him at the lowest rung of society. His memoir
chronicles his heroic struggle against a life of relentless physical and psychological persecution,

his awakening to Ambedkarite thought, and his emergence as a vocal advocate documenting the
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exploitation and oppression he endured, both personally and as part of a stigmatized community.
Through this literary intervention, Valmiki pioneers new ground, navigating themes rarely
explored in mainstream Hindi literature. Mukherjee observes that Dalit representations remain
conspicuously absent from modern Hindi literary canon, except for occasional poems and short
stories by upper-caste writers who often depict Dalits as mere objects of sympathy rather than as

agents of resistance.

More than just a memoir, Joothan is a powerful socio-political commentary that lays bare
the deeply entrenched caste system in India. By examining the interplay between subordination
and assertion in Valmiki’s life, this study underscores the resilience and agency of Dalits in the
face of institutionalized oppression. The enduring significance of Joothan extends to
contemporary discourses on social justice, equity, and the urgent need for continued activism and
systemic change. The study’s conclusion highlights how caste-based discrimination remains a

pressing issue and argues for sustained efforts to dismantle these hierarchical structures.

Valmiki’s memoir stands as an unflinching critique of the socio-political systems that
sustain caste-based marginalization. By recounting his lived experiences with stark honesty, he
not only exposes the brutality of caste oppression but also affirms the dignity and agency of
Dalits. Joothan serves as a testament to the struggles of an entire community, giving voice to
those long silenced by historical injustice. Through his narrative, Valmiki challenges readers to
confront the lasting impact of caste discrimination and calls for a radical restructuring of society

that upholds equality and justice.

At its core, Valmiki’s account is a narrative of resistance, social mobility, and the

collision of power dynamics. He depicts grassroots protest movements that remain unable to
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challenge the entrenched political elite, illustrating the stark realities of hierarchical dominance.
By offering a raw and comprehensive portrayal of caste oppression, Joothan underscores how
Dalits, relegated to the lowest strata of the Hindu caste system, constitute a significant portion of
India’s impoverished population. Their existence is a testament to the enduring effects of caste-
based discrimination, reinforcing the urgency of reform and advocacy in the ongoing struggle for

social justice.

In conclusion the novel is more than a personal memoir; it is a searing indictment of the
systemic caste-based oppression that has long plagued Indian society. Through his unfiltered
narrative, Valmiki lays bare the everyday humiliations, deprivations, and resistance experienced
by Dalits, offering an insider’s perspective on the deeply entrenched prejudices that shape social
structures. His lived experiences, marked by exclusion and indignity, mirror the collective
struggles of an entire community that continues to grapple with historical injustice. By weaving
personal testimony with broader socio-political critique, Joothan challenges dominant narratives

and asserts the agency of Dalits in reclaiming their identity and dignity.

Despite legal reforms and affirmative action policies, caste-based discrimination persists
in various forms, underscoring the need for continued advocacy and structural transformation.
Joothan remains a vital text in contemporary discourse, urging society to confront its casteist
legacy and dismantle the hierarchies that sustain oppression. Valmiki’s memoir not only
amplifies the voices of the marginalized but also serves as a call to action—demanding
awareness, empathy, and tangible efforts toward social equity. By engaging with Joothan,
readers are compelled to acknowledge the enduring echoes of injustice and contribute to the fight

for a more just and inclusive society.
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