Department of English and FL
Class: BA
Semester: IV
Paper: Dalit Literature
Teacher’s Name: Dr. Santosh K Sonker

Ratan Kumar Sambharia and “Phulwa”
Biographical note:
Born in Bharawas village in Rewari district, Haryana and has live Ratan Kumar Sambharia has
served Rajsthan government for around 35 years and presently lives in Rajsthan. He is a short
story writer, playwright and critic. Many scholars are working on his literary creations. His
collection of short stories published under the title of Thunderstorm (2015) has been translated
by Dr. Mridul Bhasin.

Summery:

“Phulwa” revolves around life of a socially created low caste woman Phulwa. Phulwa’s
husband was once trying to tame the aggressive bullock of Jamindar but the rope slipped from
his hands and the bullock pocked into his belly and he died. Phulwa’s son, Radhamohan was
ten years old then. Phulwa with burden of serfdom and debt and two children to feed set her
life ahead with working in the house of Jamindar’s house as servant. She suffered humiliation
many times but she tolerated it for her son. Once Phulwa was in hurry and went to the well
where Landowner Balkaran Singh’s son Rameshwar Singh was bathing and from the periphery
of the well she begged water in the pitcher again and again. But Rameshwer raged in anger at
her dare to approach the well and spat into the pitcher of Phulwa. He had an idea of disrobing
and humiliating her like Draupadi was. She suffered severe hardships for the education of her
son. After completing her son Radhamohan qualifies civil services exam and becomes IPS. He
shifts his family to the city. His wife Shanti could not stay in the village even a single day after
marriage.

Time turned the situation of Rameshwar Singh and he visits city to get help from Pt
Mataprasad. Through the day he searched the address of Pt Mataprasad in the city but could
not find. No one told where he was living. Suddenly he remembered that Phulwa also lived in
the city. He searched her address and found a scrap of paper bearing her address. He asked her
son’s address to a person and the person took him to Phulawa’s house. He rang the bell and an
old lady came out who after some time recognize him. She took him in the house. After
showing him her house and things, she asked Kunwar, maid of the house whom he
misunderstood as her daughter-in-law, to bring tea. She told him that Kunwar is of Kshatriya
caste and has been deserted by her husband. Rameshwar due to his caste pride denied to drink
water and tea also. Seeing the luxurious life of Phulwa he was burning with envy and jealousy.
He insists Phulwa to take him to Pt Mataprasad house without delay otherwise, he would go
by asking from others. As they move some steps towards Pt Mataprasad’s house,
Radhamohan’s car stopped at his door but Rameshwar denied to meet her son. He was so much
prejudiced that he felt insult in taking help from Phulwa’s son to get job for his son. He was
taken to the poor house of Pt Mataprasad where he was told by widow Parti that Pt Mataprasad



was dead two years back. Phulwa was asked to sit at the head of the cot against the social
tradition which shocked Rameshwar. After sometime, tea was brought by her daughter-in-law.
As she left for house, Ramshwar expressed his motif behind visiting the city. Parti asked him
if he requested Phulaw about it. He reiterated that it was against his principles to ask help from
Phulwa because her caste would not change even if she turned into gold. She said that he is
still narrow minded person like a frog in the well and his caste pride was useless because in the
age of power and position there existed only two castes in the city—poor and rich. As night
grew, she was worried about the stay of Rameshwar because her son was not at home. She was
of firm belief that a landlord and an animal could not be trusted. After dinner he went to sleep
but seeing the same bedding which he saw in Phulwa’s house, he flared in rage. Moreover, a
goat stood in the corner of the room and an ill dog was tied to the door. In the night smell of
goat’s pissing and dog’s relentless coughing and spasmodic chocked nostril of Rameshwar. He
could not sleep any more. At quarter to twelve, keeping his caste ego aside he walked out
towards the house of Phulwa in the falling of thick rain drops.

Characters:

Phulawa- An old lady and a low caste woman
Radhamohan- Son of Phulwa

Shanti- Wife of Radhamohan

Kunwar- Maid of the house of Kshatriya Caste
Rameshwar Singh- Jamindar of the village and a casteist
Deep Singh- Rameshwar Singh’s son

Pt Mataprasad- Brahmin of the village settled in the city
Parti- Widow of Pt Mataprasad

Ratan Kumar Sambharia, “an established name in the world of regional literature” has
emerged on the scenario of Indian literature as a very powerful voice at a time when
Postcolonialism has created writers’ interest in peeping into past! India, Postmodernism in
emphasizing rural and local India, Subaltern theories in voicing marginal India, and Dalit
Movements in paving ways to flourish Dalit India (Bhasin x). The current scenario lets
intellectuals not take rest without brooding over the question of identity dalits are struggling
for, although most of them are not aware of what dalit life is! Embedded in multifarious aspects
of dalit life and culture, Ratan Kumar Sambharia’s short stories have created a niche for him
in the realm of dalit writing. Presenting his view about him Hemendra Chandaliya opines:
“Ratan Kumar Sambharia is an . . . author . . . with progressive outlook. . . . He is an author of
robust optimism and defines it as necessary characteristic of Dalit literature. His attitude of
Dalit Writing is inclusive and liberal.” Hailing from a dalit society he has experienced society
around him very minutely which flows in his literature. Mridula Bhasin observes:

What distinguishes his [Ratan Kumar Sambharia’s] narratives is the gritty
realism he brings to them and although his protagonists come from different
regions, they speak the universal language of real people living in abject
poverty, defined by shared rural ethos and socio-historical experience. Their



concerns revolve around issues of caste, land and livestock, on the one hand,
and of self-respect and integrity, on the other hand.

Like other short story writers of dalit community, he also trains at main stream society but with
the different perspectives; he opts portrayal of positive image of Dalits instead of apparent
depiction of brutality inflicted on them by non-Dalits. Touching upon the miseries of Dalits
life, the writer penetrates into the life and mind of the “Other” who feels bruised at the
development of their subordinates because it comes as a threat to their concocted supremacy.
His short stories delve deep into the social dichotomy of Savarnas and Dalits and reveal
Savarnas’ life and reactions at the social mobility of Dalits. Crossing boundary of religion and
culture his short stories unveil problems of discrimination in communities other than Hindu
such as Sikh and Muslims. The present paper aims at revealing Ratan Kumar Sambharia’s
virtuosity as a Dalit writer shedding light on the treatment of Dalit issues in his two stories
“Phulwa” and “Thunderstorm” collected in Thunderstorm, collection of his short stories.

Ratan Kumar Sambharia’s “Phulwa” is unique in its kind because it sheds meager light
on the atrocity on Dalits by non-Dalits which most of the dalit short stories do. If it is measured
on the canonical approach to Dalit literature, it can be called a dalit story just because it has a
Dalit family at its core and lashes out at Brahmanic mentality which does not tolerate the
pleasant life of socially deprived people. It depicts the reactions of a non-Dalit at the well-off
condition of a dalit whoever was his servant but now has earned money and respect in the
society because of her son’s education. It is a Dalit or Ambedkarite story in true sense because
it depicting the changes education brings leaves positive effect on the Dalit readers which are
ignored by non-Dalit writers. Dr. Ambedkar has always asked Dalits to earn education because
it is the only instrument which can fetch for them respect in the society and happiness in life.
When a Dalit reader, who is suffering from inferiority complex because of his socially defined
polluted identity and has been discriminated and neglected because of his low position in caste
ladder, reads the stories, which depicts either Dalit protagonists as recipients of brutality and
humiliation inflicted by the Sawarnas or revolts of the protagonists against the exploitation of
Dalits as utter failure culminating in massacre, his psyche is badly affected and his courage to
voice against the discriminatory attitude of society dies instantly making him perpetual slave
to the hierarchal social system.

The story has a psychological tinge because it focuses less on the physical suffering of
Phulwa as a Dalit woman; her pain is lightly unveiled through flashback at Rameshwar’s visit
of her house; it is an extensive exposition of inner realms of Rameshwar, a Jamindar who feels
humiliated and jealous of looking at her palacious house equipped with fine assets. Challenging
the main stream belief that Dalits lack mind, the story proves Phulwa as a prudent woman who
maintains equilibrium of mind against the hovering painful past and opens her house for
Jamindar to burn in inner humiliation which he cannot express. She leads him to each room of
her house and very mechanically shows him what she has today. When Rameshwar’s
frustration crosses its limits he insists Phulwa to take him to Pt. Mata Prasad in spite of her
request to meet her son who is about to be present any time. Reaching his destination what he
finds is very disappointing for him. Against Phulwa’s big mansion Pt Mataprasad’s house is
Very poor:



Two charcoal drums served as a makeshift gate. The gate was just a barrier. The
latrine and the bathroom were right next to it. A gunny sack hung on the latrine.
The bathroom had a mud floor. There were just two rooms. Close by stood a
garage. The kitchen, set up in the passage way, was equipped with a few odd
utensils. (7' 14)
Undoubtedly Parti and Phulwa might had maintained differences in the village and avoid touch
of each other because of different castes but here they are “bosom friend” (7' 14). Frank
relationship between Parti and Phulwa astonishes him. He is taken aback when Parti pulls her
to sit on the head and she sits at the foot of the bed. Moreover, she tells Phulwa not to put
burden of sin on her sitting at the foot of bed. At this unexpected behavior what Rameshwar
feels reveals his brahmanic mentality:
He felt like piece of straw caught in wirphool. Pandit ji’s widow was sitting at
the foot of bead and Phulwa at the head. It was as if bricks mean exclusively for
the threshold of home, which none but a chosen few were allowed to cross, have
been used to pave the courtyard where just about anyone was allowed access.
(T'15)
Rameshwar who denies drinking and eating anything, although he is thirsty, and makes an
“excuse of teeth ache” gulps down tea because he is fainting with hunger. His false caste pride
starts leaking out as he opens a conversation with Parti after Phulwa leaves for her house. He
requests her to get job for his son. Being suggested by Parti to request Phulwa for it, he angrily
states: “Even if Phulwa turns into Gold, her caste will remain the same. I did not even drink
water at her place. I would rather die than betray principles” (7' 17). But he is badly retorted by
Parti who has renounced her caste mentality: “You have remained a frog in to the well
Rameshwar! Now it is the era of position and influence, not of caste” (7 17). Her suggestion
to go and fall on Phulwa’s feet as her son is a Superintendent of Police, hurts him as if
“Someone had thrown acid on him”. Parti’s humane behavior is very common nature of a
Brahmin with developed Dalits like Phulwa because they know very well that their soft
treatment can win heart of a Dalit who has suffered a lot because of his caste. As she is a widow,
she is fully aware that her good relationship with Phulwa will make her life easy. A citation
can be taken from Omprakash Valmiki’s autobiography, Joothan, to authenticate crocodile
nature of Sawarnas. Though Parti does not get chance to torture Phulwa but she also observed
caste while she was living in the village. The Thakur who beat Omprakash for a scrap of
leftovers, enjoys food when he grows rich. Contrary to it, still he does not touch Omprakash’s
relatives living in the tattered condition in village.

Parti offers him food but she is worried about his stay at night as she has only two rooms
with open gate in between and a curtain as symbolic door. Suddenly an idiom occurs in her
mind which reveals an ill nature of Jamindars: “A landlord and an animal can never be
trusted—no one can foretell when they might change their intention” (7" 18). She is very true
in her thought. She knows a Jamindar better than a Dalit. How fraud and treacherous they can
be, only Brahmins can know because they have been their guru since time immemorial. If one
takes example of mythical stories, he finds that every king and emperor has a Brahmin for
advice; he gets defeat where he stops obeying his suggestion.

Rameshwar’s blood boils up as he sees the bedding borrowed from Phulwa has been
arranged for his sleep. His thought that “A cow, buffalo, or a goat from a lower community



becomes Brahmin when it enters a Brahmin’s household” consoles him (7" 18). It is rotten
mentality of a Casteist Brahmin who thinks that a man or an animal loses all impurities and
becomes pure if it is touched by a Brahmin; contrary to it, if a Brahmin’s girl marries an
untouchable boy, she becomes polluted and insults name of her ancestors more than of six
generations. Defeated with the situation, helpless Rameshwar tries to sleep but due to “the
garage stank of goat piss and droppings” and relentless coughing of ailing dogs he could not
sleep in spite of all his attempts (7 18). The dog’s sudden spasmodic retching chocks his nostrils
with smell and vomiting rushes up his throat. Though it is quarter to twelve, he walks out of
the place and his feet turn towards Phulwa’s mansion in lighting and raining.

The story brilliantly presents two very important aspects with new colouring:
shrewdness and jealousy in the Savarnas. It opens war at the Brahmins without depicting
tattered condition and exploitation of Dalits. But Ratan Kumar Sambbharia is out of this charge.
The story does not discuss elaborately the exploitation of Phulwa rather it unveils the mentality
of the Rameshwar in particular and non-Dalits in general. It is a psychological story.

Notes—

1. Past India: It refers to India before British invasion.

2. Ramdasis Chamar: Ramdasis Chamar are those low caste people who adopted

conversion and became disciple of Guru Ramdas, a revered saint.
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Roop Narayan Sonkar and “Poisonous Roots”

Biographical Sketch:

Roop Narayan Sonkar was born in 1962 in Village Naseniyan, Tehsil Bindaki,
Fahtehpur, Allahabad, Uttar Pradesh. He completed Bachelor of Law from
University of Allahabad, Prayagraj. Presently he lives in the Doon View Cottage,
Mussouri, Uttarakand. He hails from Khatik community which is considered
socially low in Indian caste ladder. He is versatile writer in Hindi. His
autobiography Nagphani, novel Suardan, Gatar Ka Admi, Dank etc and short
story collection Jahrili Jaden (Poisonous Roots in English translation published
in 2005) are very famous in Indian Literature. He has written 27 plays. He
received various honours such as Dr Ambedakar National Award, Hindi Gaurav
Award, Natya Ratna etc.

................................................................................................

Roop Narayan Sonkar, one of the writers India has produced, hails from a
low caste community i.e. Khatik of Uttar Pradesh. If we talk about him as a writer
on the literary scenario of India, it can be said that he is writer of true realistic
vision who depicts the other face of low-castes represented often by writers as
docile, recipient of humiliation, agony and torture as low like Munsi Premchand’s
Hori!. Still progeny of Munshi Premchand exists but writers like Ratan Kumar
Sambharia and Roop Narayan Sonkar have emerged Indian English literature
who projects their protagonists as a conscious Dalit who does not die as victim of
caste tyranny rather wins in his effort to bring social equality and respect. About
himself and his writings, Roop Narayan Sonkar reveals:

My literature is not a creation of the imagination only, it has
dominance of reality. . . . I have broken the so called barriers of
creativity. I do not use the lingual structure or mosaic language but
the crude language of that part of society which I try to bring out
layer by layer. If people blame that I have favoured the oppressed
and neglected society of Dalits and deserted the traditional
expectations, I accept it and want to tell them that it is not enough;
something more is required. Hailing from a Dalit [rather low-caste]
community, I have first-hand experiences of caste tyranny practiced
by non-Dalits. My experience as a Dalit after being processed
through heat-oppressed-brain take the shape of idea which form my
literature. 1 like other Dalits, have a great reverence for Dr.



Ambedkar who is the messiah of Dalits and down-trodden. (Dalit
Assertion and its Space in Literature 306-307)
Ideologically he differs from Sharankumar Limbale who observers, “Dalit
literature is precisely that literature which artistically portrays the sorrows,
tribulations, slavery, degradation, ridicule and poverty endured by Dalits. This
literature is but lofty image of grief” (30). He stands with Kancha Ilaiah who in
an interview with Yogindar Sikand states:
To be honest I am seriously opposed to the writings of what is called
the ‘history of sorrow’—simply narrating all the oppression and
sufferings that the Dalit-Bahujans have had to suffer under
Brahmanism, although that, too, cannot be ignored. . . . If you want
to defeat the enemy, you cannot remain contended with merely
critiquing him, because even in that case he is the one who sets the
term of discourse and you are playing the game according to the
rules that he devises, so naturally it is he not you who wins in the
end. Thus, rather than dwell simply on our historical oppression or
the dangers of Hindu fascism, keep the focus on the process of
Dalitisation, and thereby set the term of discourse and debate
yourself. (338-339)
One thing which the writers do not pay attention to is readership of low-caste—
people who form the considerable shape of readers. As untouchability and caste
mark identity of a group of people, so does their readership. The creations with
negative image of Dalits and negative ending i. e. death of the protagonists may
not convince the upper caste readers to treat low-born communities with equal
status but leave serious effects on the psyche of the Dalit readers and internalize
socially constructed polluted identity to their deeper psychic level. Roop Narayan
Sonkar understands this mechanism well which he confidently fights against:
My stories are not based any “ism” or philosophy. They have a true
and vivid description of tragedies caused by the perverted order,
corrupt system and handicapped democracy in spite of the fact that
our Constitution is the best in the world. They analyze the life of the
contemporary society. It is not enough to say that I have discarded
the traditional expectations and taken side of the oppressed and
neglected society of Dalits, common man in true sense of the term,
because my stories go beyond this and speak about the uprising of
the down-trodden sections. (DASL 307)



“Poisonous Roots ", a title story, deals with Hira Lal and his father who
come from an untouchable community. The story reflects how caste system
practices gradation of labour which Dr Ambedkar does not approve of. He
observes: “As an economic organization, caste is a harmful institution, inasmuch
as, it involves the subordination of man’s natural powers and inclinations to the
exigencies of social rules” (264). Caste system as “economic organization”
imposes certain work on certain castes ignoring their natural aptitudes and
denying the opportunity to develop efficiency. It forces on the inheritance of work
from ancestors.

Hira Lal’s father called as Dada by everyone is a contractor of buildings.
He is offered to construct village school by Sarpanch Raj Sing which he accepts
happily due to absence of school building in the village for children, even though
rate of construction is very low. On the day roofing of the building is to be laid,
students are asked to contribute their labour because it requires the huge man
power. Most of the upper-caste boys feel insult in doing work thinking that it is
not their work; if some boys extend help, they use the bucket to carry the mixture
instead of carrying it on the head but Heera wholeheartedly reaches the mixture
to the expected height climbing bamboo staircase. Climbing fast, he slips and
falls down. Ironically enough, Headmaster Triveni Shankar recognizes it as his
excuse made to escape the work against his real intention. The headmaster does
not pay any attention to the denial of work or disinterest in the work of upper-
caste boys but he badly enough misinterprets Hira’s miserable fall as excuse from
work and instead of sympathizing his agonizing pain, he abuses and kicks him
mercilessly. What he says is general perception of the so-called upper-castes and
reflection of caste ego:

He is making a lame excuse and trying to tell his parents how we
treat him. These lowly people. Imagine! They have to work one day
and look at the rumpus they create. The government does not charge
any fee. Feel grateful, at least! Have some sense of shame you
bastard! (PR 13)
Inhumanly enough, he attacks on Hira Lal’s sprained foot and thigh wounded
earlier. Schools and educational institutions are assumed to exercise equality,
fraternity and liberty. But it is shameful that these are the place where practices
of caste hegemony are glaring. Even in the contemporary scenario, newspapers
report incidents of caste discrimination and untouchability.

The writer has depicted Dada as an Ambedkarite in true sense. He is a

contractor but he is fully aware of the importance of education which, as Baba



Sahab has emphasized, is a key for earning social respect and getting rid of
inhuman treatment. He has not been represented a vulnerable low caste which
often is done. Undoubtedly people of socially neglected castes are represented as
silent receiver of caste tyranny but Dada boldly opts resistance mechanism
against it because he knows that a snake will bite if it is not crushed immediately.
As he listens to the groaning of his son, an anger upsurges in him. He angrily
shouts:
Look at the sons of Brahmins and the Thakurs. They are not doing
any work; only relaxing in the shade of the banyan tree and playing,
whereas my son is slogging. The bastard Chaube is committing such
a big crime against my child; I’ll kill the dog! He must be
committing bigger atrocities on my child behind my back. (13-14)
He beats Master Chaube and lodges a complaint against him to Shri Raj Singh
who takes matter to the Inspector of School, Lateef Ahmed. Taking into
cognizance the seriousness of the matter, Lateef Ahmed calls Master Chaube for
an explanation, who knowing the repercussion apologizes to Dada whose mother
promises him that no action will be taken further by her son and grandson. Chaube
on his part accepts his mistake as a teacher and gives an assurance not to repeat
such atrocities in future and firmly decides: “Just as the sun gives its light to all
without any discrimination against caste, creed, colour or sex, similarly, he would
impart the same education to all without any difference” (Poisonous Roots14).
Due to his socially defined low-caste, Hira Lal is made to clean the
playground, which has turned into garbage and emits foul smell in rainy season
due to its use for reliving by human beings and animal both, adjacent to his school
for the organization of the Kabaddi Tournament. The Principal Chaube exploits
emotionally: “Hiralal, you are very good at kabaddi and we are looking forward
to having you in our team. But, if the ground is not cleaned, how will you play?
Why don’t you go and help the two sweepers?” (16). He innocently helps to
sweep the ground for three hours with the hired two labours and comes back to
study after having bath at home but what he finds is shocking to him. His bag is
thrown to the corner and he is treated differently by the teachers and the students
both. It is how they justify the untouchability of the low castes for their good
work. No ethics, no law or religion at all say that cleaning is bad but it has been
manipulated in the structure of caste politics. Work of cleaning is identified with
low castes and is seen as a permanent indicator of polluted identity.
As per the caste structure, people recognized as low castes are kept away
from religious places such as temples, important cultural entity to maintain caste



hegemony. Acceptance and rejection of the untouchables is manipulated as per
the requirement. It is generally seen that construction of temples, statues and other
works etc are done by the caste categorized as low but their participation in the
religious practices is not accepted. Hiralal is used to polish the brass dome of
Shiva temple for the approaching recitation programme of the Ramayana. The
work may risk his life, but he accomplishes it. The logic which Sarpanch gives
when Hira Lal’s mother arrives is very typical; Hira Lal’s skill and adventurous
work is given religious colouring: “When a young boy does such a difficult task,
it seems that he has divine powers” (PR 17). Very ironically Hira Lal is exploited
to brush the dome of temple taking risk to his life but his reciting of Ramayana is
treated as sacrilege by Rambhajan Awasthi who angrily shouts: “This
untouchable does not have any right to recite the couplets from the Ramayana.
This unbroken chant will not be consecrated” (PR 17). Just because of his low
caste, he is abused and asked to go out immediately. This is what Dr Ambedkar
states presenting his view against defence of caste as division of labour. He
observes:
... caste system is not merely division of labour. It is also a division
of labourers. Civilized society undoubtedly needs division of labour.
But in no civilized society is division of labour accompanied by this
unnatural division of labourers into water tight compartments.
(EWBRA 263)
Labour of the low caste is appropriated and manipulated as the need of the upper
caste. In matter of labour, socially imposed polluted identity does not restrict
them from religious spheres but in matter of their acceptance as a part of the
culture and ritual of high caste is denied. At one time they are included and at
the other time they are excluded. This reminds one of what Homi Bhabha has
described in his book Location of Culture. Though he has given this concept in
context of colonial experiences but if the context is changed, the same feelings
low castes experience in India. He opines: “‘in-between’ spaces provide the
terrain for elaborating strategies of selthood - singular or communal - that initiate
new signs of identity, and innovative sites of collaboration, and contestation, in
the act of defining the idea of society itself”. Hiralal feels happy to be part of
cultural display but Rambhajan feels challenged. Presence of low castes in the
religious ceremonies are denied just because to maintain caste supremacy. As
religion sanctioning is the only basis of the sustainability of caste, the
participation of low caste come to them as a threat; they feel if gain expertise in
such practices, they may claim equality or right causing loss of their supremacy.



The humiliation inflicted on Hiralal lays bare the hypocrisy of the upper
castes and raises consciousness for his ‘self’. Caught in gulf of anger, he hurls
Ramcharit Manas at Rambhajan’s face and walks out. It does not signify the
negation of subjugation, it signifies rejection of cultural performativity of caste
politics. Rambhajan’s thought to defend his caste ego has to accept equal status
of low caste: “A woman, a pandit (priest), an uncouth person and lowly person
can all be very dangerous” (17).

Thus, both Hira Lal’s father and his son get over caste identity and acquire
Dalit identity after revolting against their inhuman treatment by the upper-castes
having notional caste supremacy. He is not broken person but a new hero or a
Dalit.
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