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ABSTRACT

This paper tries to address the questions related to the writing of Dalit
history in its broad academic context. While it is impossible to write
histories of Dalit communities in isolation from other social groups as
they interacted at several points of the social node, it is significant to
attempt a history of such social groups as it would bring under focus
several problems that the ‘historians craft’ has to face. Therefore the
central question of this paper is the challenges that Dalit history offers
to academic history writing. It is argued here that the perspective of Dalit
history makes possible exploration of new objects of analysis, which
much of the nation state centric history fails to articulate. It isin this
context that | address various genres of history writing in India.
Keywords: Dalits, history, Pulayas, Parayas, untouchability, caste slavery,
experience, Christianity, salvation

In this paper my major concernisto discussthe problemsin the
writing of history of Dditsathough theterm Dalitsisnot used in the source
materials pertaining to their history or sociol ogy even now. Some of these
guestions occurred to me when | took up the project of writing athesis
entitled ‘Imagining Equality: Modernity and Social Transformation of
Lower Castesin Colonial Kerala. However, | find that the problemsthat |
had to encounter were common across south Indiaor for that matter wefind
paradlelsinthehistory of the subordinated peoplein other partsof theworld.
Animportant aspect of my study wasto anayzethediscoursesof equdity as
it developedinKeralafrommid 19" century asinitiated by themissionaries
and carried forward by the socia movements of thelower castesinthe 20"
century. Thelower castereligious congregationsand social movements put
forward the agendaof social development that wasinformed by notions of
equdity. Wehavearichliteraturededling with thework of variousmissonary
organizationsand their interaction with thelower castes and the resultant
transformation of such socia groups across south India. (Oddie, 1977;
Kooiman, 1989; Frykenberg, 1980; Gladstone, 1984). Similarly thereare
large number of worksthat deal with particular studieson communitiesand
ther transformation. (Oomman, 1997; Danid, 2000; Deliege, 1997; Mosse,
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1994) Thereareworksthat deal withlong-term changesinthelower caste
communitiesinthemodeof thelifehistoriesof theindividuasthat unfoldin
the rich ethnographic context. (Racine& Racine, 1998) It isthrough the
unfolding of theintense biographical elementsthat we get asense of the
transformation of the community aswell astheindividud lives. Suchstudies
show adefinite bearing onthelower castelife-world aswell asthe problem
of identity and agency of the people.

| shall discussherequestionsrelated tothewriting of Dalit history in
thisbroad academic context. Whileitisimpossibletowritehistoriesof Dalit
communitiesinisolation from other socia groupsasthey interact at several
pointsof the socia nodeit issignificant to attempt ahistory of such socia
groupsasit would bring under focus several problemsthat the historians
craft hasto face. It will amount to stating the obviousthat thelower castes
have certainamount of circularity intheir socid lifewhereby they comeunder
theinfluenceof other social groupsand worldviews. Thesequestionshave
been taken up by ahost of scholarswho worked on various parts of South
India. Ineconomic history thelower casteswere studied more as part of the
agrarian structure providing their socially necessary labour power for the
production devoid of any particular rightsto property and resources other
than that was essential for their survival that guaranteed the physical
reproduction of their [abour power. They wereat thereceiving end of various
regimes of labour control that could be generalized asdavery. | anusing
heretheword davery awarefully well of the discussionsand debatesit had
generated on thelabour control regimesin various partsof India. (Prakash,
1997) One prominent question hereisto rethink the pre-colonial forms of
davery andlabour control regimethat existed in variouspartsof south India
and thetransformationsthat such systemsunderwent under colonialism. In
thelast few decades scholars havetried to understand the significance of
davery asalabour control regimein agricultura productionin different parts
of south India Thedebates|argely centered ontheimportance of davelabour
inthe pre-colonial/pre-capitalist production and its eventual abolition as
marking thecoming of capitalist production based onfreewagelabor. Another
group of scholarswere concerned with the causative factors behind the
abalition of davery such ashumanitarian concern of theabolitionistsincluding
missionaries, and their effortsto speed up the march towardsfreedom and
humanismand transform thedave cagteseventudly full membersof humanity.
There hasbeen arich historiographical debate on the problem of daveryin
south Indiathat bring together interesting materia for acritica understanding
of theexperientia dimension of davery. (Saradamoni, 1980; Kusaman, 1973;
Yusudas, 1975; Vijaya, Jayasree, Kumar, 1965; Hegele, 1967; Ravi Raman,
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2002; Kurup, 1984; Kooiman, 1989; Manickam, 1977; Baak, 1999) It
may not be out of place hereto suggest, following the debatesthat | have
referred to, thethree different viewsrel ated to the abolition of davery that
hingeson thehumanitarianideol ogy of missonary (Hegele, 1967; Saradamoni,
1980; Manickam, 1977; Kusuman, 1973; Jeffrey, 1976), freewagelabour
for capitalist economic production (Kurup,1984; Kooiman, 1989; Baak,
1999) andfindly theargument that the synergy between abalition and capitaist
economic production wasfar fetched and that the plantationsdid not offer
themuch projected freedom to the plantation daves (Ravi Raman, 2002). At
thesametimeitisimportant to notethat thereishardly any inevitableconnection
between capitalist devel opment and freewagelabour.

Whilethese studies areimportant and the information they have
generated on thelower casteswere decisive, therewasasubstantial lack of
the experiential dimension of slavery in such writings. It may not be an
impossibility towriteadifferent history of davery that could be conceptudized
through areverse ethnographic practice reading the sourcesthat were used
inthehistoriesof davery that arein circulation. Thesignificant pointisto see
inthe narrativesavailablein the sources, the emergence of the daveswith
body, soul, names, feelings and emotions, rel ationships, past, present and
future. Most studieson the problem of davery anditsabolition wereredtricted
by the historiographical positionsthat we havereferred to and asaresult of
that they could not engage with the experiential aspectsof slavery.

Itisinthiscontext that we consider the experiential dimension of
davery to transcend the prevailing debates on the history or sociol ogy of
lower castes. The dave experienceisimportant, asit would bedifficult to
undergtand thelower cagtelifeworld without aproper understanding of various
formsof davery. Thelower caste experience of modernity can’t bestudied
without serioudly engaging with the experiential aspect of davery. Infact
there are source materialsthat speak of the experiential aspectsof davery
that unfold throughthe narrativesof davesthat privilegether experiencesas
human beingswithemoations. Intheir narratives, thedavesprovidetestimonies
of the oppression and sufferingsaswell astheir resolveto understand their
Stuationinrelation to their structural positioninthesociety. They recollect
thelr experiencedrawing fromthesocia their memory. Thismemory of davery
and itsnarrative should be considered asthe materia on thebasisof which
one could rethink some of theissuesrelated to davery. Thisisundertaken
not merely to lament the past sufferings asthey were dominated but onthe
other handitisintended asastrategy that allowsacritical revisit of the past.
(Hartman: 2003) It isfor thispurposethat the experiential aspect of davery
istraced through the narrative construction of memory. The dependenceon
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davememory canraisequestionsrelaed to the construction of socid memory
itsdlf.

Incontemporary socia theory and historiography thereisasignificant
emphasison the question of social memory. Intheresearchesonthelower
castesocia groupssocia memory could be used asan extremely important
source. Recollection of memory isaval uable method when it givesaccount
of traumati c experiencesof the past such asgenocide/ethnic cleansing or the
socia sufferingsthat one particular socia group might have experiencedin
the past. In the case of thelower castesit isthe memory of social suffering
and oppressionthat isprominent whenthey recollect their past. Whilememory
iscongtitutive of history itisnot history assuch or sometimesit canhavea
surplusof meaningsand allusionsover and above history. Memory isnot
replicableby any other source. Memory isthematerid withwhichthehistorian
hastowork andit isreferred to as secondary memory asitisrecordedfor a
different purpose sometimeinfuture. Memory will alwayshave meanings
abovetherequirement of thehistoriansand itishig’her decisiontoreflect on
the past making use of memory that decidesitsuse. The peculiar nature of
memory and the continuous congtructionsof itinthe courseof itsrecollection
makesit non replicable by other sources.

Following theargumentsof Dominick LaCaprait may be observed
that memory—a ong with itslapsesand tricks—posesquestionsto history in
that it pointsto problemsthat are still alive or invested with emotionsand
value. Hefurther observesthat idedlly, history critically testsmemory and
preparesfor amore extensive attempt to wor k through a past that has not
passed away. Atthesametimeitisnecessary that historiansworking onthe
material of memory are ableto understand “ false memory syndrome”’ which
accordingto LaCapraisoneof themore socialy consequential formsthat
thetricksof memory may take'. (LaCapra: 1998) Thiscautionissignificant,
asmogt often historianswork with secondary memory. Itispossibleto creste
and sustain memoriesthrough discursive practicesthat privilege, for example,
the experience of sufferings. | consider that thetask of the historianisto
work through apast that has not passed away. It isinthisbroad context that
| think one could analyze davery and itsvarious manifestationsin different
partsof south India. It will bedifficult to retrieve dave memory if wedo not
find activerememoration of davery. But it doesnot preclude our search for
secondary memory that could beused intheandysisof thelifeworld of lower
castesfollowing the arguments of thememory and history. | considered this
problem assignificant when | had to analysetherememoration of davery as
practiced by certain social movementsin contemporary Keral&.
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Thereare somerecent worksthat explore the experiencesof davery
asrepresented inthe Maayaam literary worksto unpack strategiesof textual
representation aswell asthe social context of davery. (Menon: 2004) The
literary representation of davery hasbeen sudied fromacritical Ddit/feminist
perspectivethat triestofocusonthesocia dimension of desireinthediscussion
onthetext‘ Duravastha’ (Yesudasan: 1999; 2000)

Infact theabovediscussion on theexperience of davery leadstothe
question of religion of thelower castes. Thereisadefinitereason why the
discussion on davery immediately switchesover toadiscussiononreligion.
Themissionary interventionin mobilizing support for theabolition of davery
happensin the context of their interaction with the lower castesin various
regionsof south Indiawho had beenlivinginthestatusof daves. Subsequently
themissionariesredized how davery wasembedded in the power structures
of thevariousregionsand their relationship with the caste formation which
wasorganicaly linked to Hindu rdigion. Therealization dawned on themthat
only if thelower casteswere ableto sever themsel vesfrom the dominant
Hindureligionthat thelower casteswoul d ever be ableto becomeindependent.
Although the historiography of thisparticular apect of south Indianhistory is
really complex it ispossibleto pursue the question without going into the
problem of themotivesbehind joining anew and different religion whether it
is Christianity, Islam, Buddhism or any other religion. There are two
fundamental questionsthat arerelated to the problem discussed herethat is
decisveinwritingahistory of Dalit communities. Thefirst and foremost isthe
relationship that different Dalit communitieshad with Hindu reigion asit was
practiced in different regions. The contemporary debateson thisquestion
show the compl exity of the phenomenon.

It may be argued that the castes such as Pulayasand Parayas (similar
other castesin different partsof south India) that form maority of thelower
caste Chrigtianstoday in Keralahistorically had weak linkswith the dominant
Hindu religion athough they were very much part of the hierarchicd structure
of production as slave labourers. It is equally important to see that such
hierarchieswere never out sidethe Hindu religion whether initstextual or
practical aspects. One of the historians of Dalit movementsin Keralahad
observed that the lower castes such as Pulayas and Parayas never had any
religion. (Chentharasseri: 1979) It does not mean that they did not have
ritualsand related worldviews. Therdigion of thelower castesremained as
an elusivething and much of the colonia ethnography would treat themasa
residua category. Thesegmented nature of the caste society that allowed the
lower castesto havetheir own “inferior godsandrituals’ isthemgjor factor
to beconsidered here. Theliterature on thisquestion showsthat although the
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lower casteswere part of thevillager society, they weredefinitely externd to
theritua world of thedominant castes. In other words perhapsuntil categories
such asreligion wereenumerated for purposesof governmentality thereis
no reason to believethat thelower casteswere part of the exclusiveworld
of the upper caste dominant religion evenfor definitional purposes. There
aresomefundamenta questionsthat one hasto encounter when theseissues
areposed inthecontext of writing Dait histories. Therdigiosty of thelower
castes needsto be considered asauthenticin order to exploretheir lifeworld.
Thisisessentid for understanding the symbolicworld thet they had devel oped
indifferent regionsof south Indiahistorically. Thereformist agendaof the
20" century turned out to be detrimental to many religious practicesof the
lower castesasthey wereinterpreted to beinferior. But thereisinteresting
datain the ethnographic writingsaswell asinthetill living practicesof the
lower castes which could be used to study their symbolic world in a
diachronic manner using the devicesof the ethnographic history. 1 would
liketoinclude here black magic and other formsof ritua sthat had prevailed
among variouslower castesthat would giveusan entry intotheir mentality.
Itisinthiscontext that we consider thereligiosity of thelower castesas
authentic.

The second aspect of the problem isrelated to what isgenerally
referredtoas‘ converson’. Thelower casteswere hardly part of the Hindu
religion although they were spaced within thelarger agrarian society not
necessarily by taking part intheir symbolicworld. But with the coming of the
missionary Christianity (Catholic aswell as Protestant in various parts of
south India) they became componentsof the organized religion and beganto
sharethe new worldview. But at the sametimethey were opento negotiations
asthe contemporary analysisof popular Chrigtianity invariouspart of South
Indiashows. In other wordssomeof therecent writings, following the Socia
Anthropology tradition suggeststheliminaity of such practices(Rg:2002).
This,inmy opinion isan areathat needsto be studied.

There should be ahistoriographical critique of the debatethat is
completely overpowered by the* motives of ‘converson’ asif motivesare
bad andif it iseconomic, worse!! The proposition that comesout of this
historiography isthat sincelower castes conversions were motivated by
economic considerations, their religion was something less than proper
religion!! In hisbook on conversion and social equality Kooiman (1989)
made an interesting observation that the lower casteswere moreeager.....
‘to better their worldly conditions, to emanci pate themsel vesfrom their
social misery to befreed fromthetyranny of the higher castes' than much
moreprivileged greater ided of thesalvation of the soul. Onerecent scholar
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OlgaNieuwenhuysrepeatsthiswhen shewriteson thefuneralsand politics
among south Indian Ezhavas. Sheisexplicit when shesaysthat. * ...rather
than by conviction of sinor astrong desireto be saved, Christian converts
wereinspired by adesire ....to better their worldly conditions....” Inhis
book on the Paraiyars of Tamil Nadu Robert Deliege addressesthe same
guestion and goes to the absurd extent of saying that Paraiyars pray ‘to
obtain something fromthegods . (asif al upper castesareprayingto obtain
somethingto begivento God!!!) Without venturing for further examplesl
would liketo discussthe problemsthat are evident in such historical and
sociological constructions. Let usbeginwith what Kooiman says. Inhis
observations one could hear the echo of some of themissionarieswho felt
disgusted with their mass movement Christians. Or even beforethe mass
movementswefind smilar observations made by missionariesfrom various
partsof south India. Doesit show any thing meaningful about thelivesof the
lower castesin Keralaor anywhereelsein south Indiathat issignificant for
ustoday? Consider thetropes used by K ooiman that will be seen repeated
inother scholarly writingsaswell assome other sourcesthat | havementioned
here. Herefersto the desire of thelower castesto beliberated from their
worldly conditions, to emancipatethemselvesfrom their social misery and
to be freed from the tyranny of the upper castes.

If wereconsder itinthecontext of the Biblical knowledge, weshould
ask if it show somesimilarity with the situation that made Jehovahto send
Mosestolead thel sradlitesout of Egypt? What arethemeaningsof concepts
such asemancipation, socia misery, andthedesireto befreefromtyranny in
such contexts? (here the tyranny of upper castes). The archive of CMS,
LM Sand smilar missonary organizationsarevery e oquent onthisparticular
issueand thereareanumber of occasionswhen the Travancorelower caste
davescompared their Stuation with that of the | sraelitesunder the Egyptian
captivity when they refer to their conditions under the domination of Nairs
and Syrian Christians and the liberation that they felt when the CMS
missionariesworked among them. Theso-called ‘worldly conditions’ were
very much part of the spiritual conditions. Moreover there are narratives
that speak of the experience of emancipation that thelower castesfelt dong
with their reflectionson their accumulated social misery and sufferings. It
may bereiterated herethat the conditionsto which Kooiman referstowere
dehumanizing thelower castedaves. Thecontemporary researchesondavery
actudly show inavery engaging manner the dehumanizing effectsof it. What
the conventional historiography failed to understand herewasthe multiple
meanings of the concept of emancipation aswell asthe nature of the social
sufferingsof thelower castesunder thetyranny of the upper castes. In other
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wordsthere needsadeeper understanding of theexperientia aspect of davery.
Thenext related questionisto seeif itisreally bad to desirefood or other
worldly goods. Infact if wereconsder the narrativesin the subsequent studies
onthelower caste Christians, wewould seethat in many mass movement
areas of south Indiatheir economic conditions have not improvedin any
substantial manner and large mg ority of them continued under variousforms
of servitudethat exercised extraeconomic coercion. | would have agreed
withtheabovescholarsif therest of the communitiesin south Indiaor for that
meatter Kerdawererenouncing their food and other requirementsandindulging
insdf-mortification for the sake of the salvation of their souls!! Weareyet to
get empirical dataonthat.

Nieuwenhuysdidfield researchinasouth Keralavillagetowritethe
paper “ Mourning Amma: funerasas politicsamong south Indian Ezhavas’
(Nieuwenhuys.2004) But theinstrumental rationality that influenced her
perceptionof lower cagtereligiosity prevented her from undertaking further
research onthisquestionsand shegivesher opinion asasubgtitutefor research.
Itisinthiscontext that | would liketo consider the conceptsof sin, repentance
and salvation. | would argue that these concepts and the worldviewsthat
derivefrom them were extremely significant for thelower castes. | do not
think that the choi cewas between theses conceptsand the so-called materia
comfortsthat food and clothesoffered. Now let us seewhat isthe nature of
theinformation available onthe question of sin, repentanceand thedesireto
be saved which these scholarsargue were not the concern of thelower castes.
If wefollow thejourndsof missionarieswhoworked among thelower castes
wewould come across substantial information on theway thelower caste
people understood the notion of sin. Contrary to thearguments of Kooiman
and ahost other scholars, these sources show how deeply the notion of sin
had goneinto themindsof thelower caste peoplethat were powerful enough
to discipline’ them. Moreover inthe contemporary socia sciencethereis
an explicit recognition of the significance of the notion of sin among the
indigenous peoplewho joined themiss onsacrosstheworld (Robbins: 2004).
Infact one of the main themes of the missionary speecheswasthe necessity
of escaping from the sin and theimpending punishment in the hell that was
waiting for thesinners. Similarly thosewho joined the mission congregations
were made to understand the differences between various theological
classficationsof sins, such asorigina, mortal sin, minor snto mention afew.

| would argue on the basis of the sources both ethnographic and
archival that those who listened to these sermons and catechism began to
evaluatetheir livesand actionsinanew light. The numerous occasions of
people confessing to themissionariesaswell astheir decisionsto keep away
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from situationsleading to sinincluding drinking, should beconsideredina
new light. Peoplewereingtructed of rightful conduct such asrighteouswords
and deedsand ordered lifethat isguaranteed by the attendancein the Church
serviceand catechism. Missionary lettersand other documents speak of the
effectivenessof their gazein reforming the peopl e. The non-attendance of
Sabbath and work on Sabbath day was considered ashig sins. The people
were instructed to keep away from situationsthat could be construed as
invitationtofurther sins. Observanceof prayer timewasextremely important
and missionaries observe how thelower caste Christianswho would have
spend their timein variousother activitiesincluding quarrelsat night were
serious in their evening prayers and reading of scriptures. One of the
missionaries in Travancore observed that ‘among this people not only
drunkenness, adultery, thieving and other vices, formerly very common
were almost banished but also evil spirits were obliged to run away
from the place, there being scarcely any instance of demonical
propitiation, real or imaginary'. Rev. Koshi Koshi, another missionary
givesthe observation of aSyrian Christian informant that in the stillness of
the night he could daily hear in his home, the united voices of men,
women and children fromtheir different huts, praying and praising God
in the most fervent manner.

The upper castes of the neighborhood takes note of the changesin
thehabitsof their lower caste d ave/semi—d aveworkerswho they thought
previoudy werean unruly stock but have changed dramatically owingtothe
teachings of the missionaries. What doesit mean? My argument isthat it
refersto apossible changein the attitudes of the people and their conduct
that underwent aprocessof disciplining. Thereisdefinitely aneedfor revisiting
theseissuesif wehavetowriteacritical history of theexperiencesof various
Ddlit communitiesthat underwent thisprocess. Itisinteresting to notethat
from another region of south India—Dornaka inAndhraPradesh—we come
acrossexamplesof lower caste, Malaand Madiga Christiansreforming their
practices following the missionary disciplining that was evident in the
introduction of new marriage practices. (Susan Billington Harpe: 2002)

Another area of research that needs to be emphasized in
understanding thelower caste mentdity inthe context of their interaction with
missionary Chrigtianity isto Sudy the prayersthat werein useand thelanguage
inwhichthey became popular. | am not taking up the question of whether the
Paraiyars prayer towhich Deliegereferstoisjust for theworldly goodsas
eventheL ordsPrayer would have asentencesthat includes* give usthisday
our daily bread” which isfollowed by request of forgiveness of the sins
committed. My point isadifferent one, to seethelanguagein which these
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prayers were available to lower castes that had the potential to create a
different culture of language use. (Burke: 1987, Burke and Porter: 1986).
Themiss onary communi cation and language had adecisiveimpact onlower
caste peoplewhofollowed them. Itisinthiscontext that onecanthink of the
stories, sermons and speeches that must have been improvised to make
effective communication possible. Theseoral performanceshad adecisive
impact on thelower caste people asevidenced by thelife historiesof people
whowerevery well versed in prayersand their performativerendering. Itis
necessary to consider thevarietiesof speech, the main codesand registers of
themissionary linguistic practices. Thenotion of ‘ Code’ here standsfor a
variety of givenlanguagewhilethe'register’ isavariety spokeninaparticular
situation (Quotedin Burke: [bid: 83)

Closdly following thiswe need to reconsider the question of literacy
and new tastesthat have devel oped among thelower castesanditssignificance
inwriting about thecultura persondity of such socia groups. Infact weneed
to have more engaging researches on the questions such astherelationship
between lower cagte/Ddit literacy and ingtitutionssuch asstate, church, family
€etc.

Sociologistshave done extensivework on thelower castes' religion
insouth India. Therehasbeen an active engagement with questionsof *idioms
of subordination and styles of protest, inthewritings of scholarssuch as
David Mossethat trey to look at |lower casteinteraction with Christianity as
asgnificant socia experiencethat should have been viewed asimportant in
itsown terms. He explainsthelower caste experience of dominance and
subordination by showing how they have manipul ated the very ingtitutions
and symbolsthat definetheir subordination, to forge new social relations
based on the principles of honour, respect and autonomy (Mosse: 1994) It
deviatesfrom theinterpretationsearlier scholars such asMoffat who speak
of the reproduction of hierarchy among the lower castes as well as
contemporary scholarslike Deliege who suspectsthe authenticity of lower
castereligiogity. (Moffat: 1979)

The foregoing discussion on the various aspects of the social
experiencesof different lower caste communitiesin south Indiawould demand
acloselook at the question of religion in the context of modernity and
emancipatory politics. It isnecessary to accept thefact that lower castesas
political agents or for that matter Dalits as apolitical category assumes
significance only under conditions of modernity. The use of the term
emanci patory politicscan also appear abit out placenow. But thereisroom
for emancipatory politicsaslong asone doesnot totalize the subjectivities.
Themost important point hereisto see how the resources of thelower caste
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communities have been reinterpreted to provideacritical understanding of
their historical experiences. In someof thestudieson Ddlit cultural and socia
practiceswefind the explicit of use of the Dalit worldview and symbolsto
re-imaginean emancipatory politics.

Therdigioustraditionsof Dalitssuch asYellamma/Pochammacult
hasbeen reinterpreted by Kanchalliah asaresourcefor egditarianmobilization
and the need for reconstituting society on a different paradigm that is
expressively egalitarian and the process of which herefersto Dalitisation.
Similarly inthe context of Tamil Nadu Clarke exploresthe symbolic world of
theParalyarsasatheol ogica sourceto concelve of an emancipatory theol ogy
that hedevelopsfromthe primeval symbol of drumwhich hasadecisverole
intheir lived experience. Herethe Drumiselevated to asymbolic realm
whereit communicatesthrough adifferent language to the peopleand it
assumesadifferent ontology. Theidentification with the Buddhist theological
and religious practices by the Dalitsin Tamil Nadu isthe main concern of
Aloysius. All thesearemgjor effortsat exploring the Dalit cultural resources
inthe context of the discussions on religion and agency of the oppressed
people. (Clarke: 1999; Aloysius: 2000) Thisbrief discussion actualy raises
questionsrelated to therdligiousexperiencesof lower castesunder conditions
of modernity that wasessentid for critically engaging with theemanci patory
praxisthat they have devel oped.

Another sourcewherewefind thesocia imaginary of thelower caste/
dailit communitiesexpressed very srongly isintheliterary world. My immediate
referenceisto theworksof the colonial period although the contemporary
literary expressionsare equally important. | would includein the category of
literary worksfolk songs, prayer songsetc of variouslower castesHindus
and Chrigtiansof variousdenominationsincluding thosethat haveexisted as
limina entities. (Sherinian: 2002; Trawick: 1988) Thisliterary expressonthat
has become famoustoday, as Dalit literatureisan important siteto under
stand thesocid imaginariesat work. Therearestudieson literary figuresand
their contributionsto the socia changeamong Dalit communities. Thegenre
that they haveintroduced and theliterary sensibility and tastethat come out
of such interventions have been studied and some studiesarein progress
NOW.

Another areathat needsto be studied isthe emergence new family
form among different Dalit communitiesand the context of itsemergence. It
ispossibleto study it by following thelate 19" and 20" century debates. In
Keraathere were debates on suchissuesin the Sri Mulam Praja Sabha of
Travancorethat included questionsof family, property and inheritanceamong
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thelower cagtesingenerd. Thisdiscussontakesplaceinthelarger background
of social movementsthat have been demanding therecasting of the social
structure. Family was considered as an important site by thelower caste
movementsin general that required activeintervention to appear asmodern.

NOTES

! Dominick La Capra, History and Memory after Auschwitz, Cornell
University Press, London, 1998, pp.8-9

2 | am here referring to the movement named Prathyaksha Raksha Daiva
Sabha of untouchable castes such as Pulayas, Parayas and Kuravas who
are referred to many of the documents presented in this paper as Slave
castes and in contemporary Indian (Kerala) society as Lower castes. The
movement was started in Keralain thefirst decade of 20" century. It was
started by Poikayil Yohannan whose followers attributed divinity to him
posthumously and is currently worshipped as God, referring him asKumara
Grudevan. | have traced the career of Yohannan and his transformation in
my thesis.

¥ Thelimitations of the comparison are obvious.
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