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CRITIQUING THE CONSTRUCTION OF DALIT IDENTITY IN SELECT STORIES OF PREMCHAND 
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Abstract 

With the proliferation of a substantial body of Dalit writing in Hindi across genres including Poetry, Fiction, and 
Autobiography during the last two decades, there has been an upsurge in counter-hegemonic discourses that foreground the need for a 
reappraisal of the mainstream writing centred on the lives of the dalits.  Premchand enjoyed an undisputed status for a long time as one 
of the greatest modern Hindi writers to give creative expression to the angst and exploitation of the people belonging to the 
marginalized sections of the society. In Premchand’s stories like “Kafan” and “Thakur ka Kuan,” we find one of the earliest 
reflections of the emerging Dalit identity. Negotiating with the complexities of communities suffering caste divide and consequent 
socio-political exclusion and exploitation, these stories provide a reflection of the plight of the marginalised in pre-independence 
India.The paper critically engages with the construction of the dalit identity in popular stories like “Kafan” and “Thakur ka Kuan” to 
reflect on the issues related to the emerging Dalit chetna in the colonial India.  

 
Keywords: Dalit, Cultural Politics, Exploitation, Identity, Premchand. 
 
Introduction 

Belonging to the progressive brigade of radical thinkers like Mulk Raj Anand and Ahmed Ali, Premchand is one of the 
earliest Hindi writers who through his narratives of exploitation engages with the plight of the dalits in pre-partition India. These 
inward-looking narratives reveal various cultural and religious complexities of Indian society to suggest that the colonial masters did 
not form the only agency of exploitation, threatening the possibility of survival with dignity of the communities at the margins. He 
produces numerous stories narrating the plight of the dalits drawing our attention towards various home-grown agencies of 
exploitation. With the proliferation of modern Dalit literature from 1980s onwards, one notices an emerging tendency to question and 
resist the reflection of the Dalit experience in non-Dalit writing. With the emergence of considerable body of writing from the dalit 
community, the mainstream and non-dalit representation of the dalit reality has been interrogated in an attempt to resist the 
mainstream cultural politics aiming at the projection of a stereotypical Dalit identity of a blind conformist and a passive sufferer 
lacking the ability to rise in rebellion. The paper critically engages with the construction of the Dalit identity in the select stories of 
Premchand to seek answers to the following questions:  

 Is it justified to cast aspersions at a socially engaged writer like Premchand and question and doubt his artistic integrity as far as 
the portrayal of the plight of the Dalits in his stories is concerned?   

 Does he really reflect the alleged upper-class bias in his stories centred on the Dalit experience?  
 Have non-Dalit writers like Premchand lost their relevance with the emergence of a strong body of writing by the sons of the 

soil? 
 Does the recent upsurge of Dalit literature in Hindi provide a different lens to explore and reconsider the non-Dalit writing and 

suggest further possibilities for research and critical engagement? 
 

The paper examines these and various other issues to understand the historical validity of Premchand at a time when many 
recent studies in Dalit literature and historiography have added various fresh perspectives to the Dalit experience in post- colonial 
India. 

 
Premchand’s consistent engagement with the important socio-cultural issues in pre-independence India has established him as 

an iconic literary figure in Hindi and Urdu literature. Critics have generally tagged him as a realist, a moralist, a progressive, secular 
and   socially engaged   writer who expresses urgency and a pressing need to engage with the problems of his age. His status as a 
literary icon and a sympathizer of the poor and the exploited continued to be undisputed until 1970s or so. But with the emergence of a 
variety of literary voices from the marginalized social groups, attempts were made to revisit Premchand from diverse post-colonial 
critical perspectives. Premchand’s status as a classic writer poses serious challenges before the readers. Francesca orsini, in the 
Introduction to the collected works of Premchand writes 
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To be labeled a ‘classic’ can be a double-edged sword. On the one hand, everybody knows a classic and 
encounters it at least once in a lifetime, either at school or elsewhere. On the other hand, a classic comes 
packaged with a number of definitions already stamped all over it. Moreover, readers approach a classic 
with such high expectations that more often than not they are disappointed on actually reading it.i 
 

The reader inevitably approaches a classic with certain preconceived notions about the author and the text and the ideas about 
the greatness of a classic writer are so embedded in his consciousness that it becomes challenging to open a new filed of inquiry. The 
ability to scrutinize and approach a text with open mindedness and the possibility of fresh critical inquiry and discovery of new 
meanings give a new lease of life to a text which continues to interest and engage generations of readers.  A text which does not 
explicitly state the authorial intention and continues to be ambivalent and ambiguous would live longer than the one where there is an 
overt moralizing. To borrow Wordsworth’s famous “film of familiarity” phrase, the eyes of the readers are so blinded with popular 
critical notions that he inadvertently falls a prey to the prevailing literary biases and his own reading of the text does not lead him to 
any fresh understanding. A critically engaging and enlightened reader should be equipped with all possible safeguards to protect 
himself from such intellectual assault and should not allow his ideas fall under the weight of prevailing conventions and beliefs. The 
inclusion of Premchand in the school/ college curriculum for more than four or five decades may be seen as the pronouncement of the 
greatness of the author. One can give endless arguments about the politics of canon formation and institutionalization of literature. But 
all said and done, Premchand continues to be a pioneer of modern Hindi/ Urdu fiction marking a shift from the purely fantastic realm 
of Afsana to the realistic realm of Kahani. With the establishment of Dalit studies Departments and inclusion of Dalit and the 
subaltern studies in the college curriculum, a dialectical space is created to negotiate with the tensions and complexities, charatcteristic 
of a society whch is based on heterogeneity and diversity, social, religious as well as cultural. Instead of showing a blind allegiance to 
tradition and authority, one needs to create an intermediary and dialogic space to accommodate constantly emerging ideological 
interventions. The inclusion of new/unknown writers alongside the established canon apart from offering the readers aplethora of 
perspectives also acts as a safeguard to prevent them from indulging in any implicit dangers of passing rash value judgements. 

 
 Premchand’s non-conformity, his progressive idealism, his defiance against meaningless conventions, repudiation of a 
ritualistic religion, respect for moral integrity, irrespective of one’s class identity are some of the qualities that distinguish him from 
his contemporaries. By aligning himself with the Marxist and progressive thinkers, he pioneered a new literary convention of social 
realism in Hindi/Urdu fiction. He came to be recognized as a realist and a social reformer who championed the ideals of truth and 
morality. Realising the need to break from the redundant literary and stylistic conventions of the past in the changing socio-literary 
context, he pioneered a realistic genre of fiction that signalled a clear departure from the old tradition of qissas and fasanas, the 
conventional forms of storytelling in Urdu. He felt the pressing need to redefine the objectives of literature in the changing socio-
cultural context in pre-Independence India. To address the complexities of the contemporary world, literature was to be used as an 
instrument or agency of social change. During the period of general political and cultural turmoil, Premchand  chose Fiction as his 
medium with the conviction that Fiction was not simply recreational  storytelling, it was “a serious enterprise and…it could contribute 
to the project of cultural and social reform.”ii He started writing novel with the conviction that it reflects a definite historical and social 
consciousness and it is in this sense that a novel is very different from a fasana which tells a romantic tale about an imaginary world. 
Despite being very close to Urdu poets like Firaq Gorakhpuri, he could never develop a peculiar taste for conventional love poetry. 
Realising the need for a new artistic medium to articulate the sentiments of a society facing change and turmoil, he expresses an utter 
disregard for literature dealing with the portrayal of a bygone world of love and romance and brings his fiction closer to the 
conventions of social realism.  The element of seriousness makes fiction deeply philosophical, demanding a profound intellectual 
engagement from both the writer and the reader. Premchand asserts that literature should delineate human experiences and it can exert 
influence on human mind and heart only when it reflects the lived reality. He expresses a strong distaste for the prevalent notion of 
literature as the source of pleasure and entertainment which transports you into a world of fantasy. He sees no essential opposition 
between literature and life and feels that literature should be instrumental in enlightening us about life. Recognised as an authentic 
chronicler of his times for long, Premchand now reached a stage where his intellectual sympathies are subject to scrutiny and 
criticism. He is being labeled as a propagandist, a pseudo-secular who developed strategies to camouflage his brahmanical identity 
under the garb of realism and social reform. Like Individuals, literary texts are also subject to the vagaries of time. With recent surge 
in Dalit literary criticism in Hindi, prolific dalit writers like Omprakash Valmiki and Mohandas Naimishray foreground the need to 
challenge and subvert the non-dalit literary discourse and create a history of their own, reflecting the actual Dalit consciousness. The 
backlash against premchand’s upper class/ brahamanical ideology reinforces the need to re-examine some of his writings on the 
representation of the Dalit community in North India. 
 
 Toral Jatin in Untouchable Fictions: Literary Realism and the Crisis of Caste writes that “if modern Hindi prose literature 
begins with Premchand, Hindi Dalit literature might be said to begin with opposition to Premchand.”iii Though the history of Dalit 
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writing in Hindi begins in 1980s, Premchand was one of the earliest modern Hindi writers to articulate the question of the dalit 
identity and caste exploitation in Northern India. There are occasional instances of the reflection of dalit sensibility before Premchand 
too. Toral Jatin mentions Hira Dom as an early Dalit poet in Hindi whose poem “Achhut ki Shikayat” (The Untouchable’s Lament”) 
was published in the literary magazine Saraswati. Blaming both the upper caste Hindus and the colonial masters equally responsible 
for the plight of the dalit, Hira Dom presents the vision of a more egalitarian society, based on the principles of equality and justice. 
But Premchand is widely acknowledged as the first modern Hindi writer to draw critical attention towards the plight of the 
underprivileged and the exploited. He wrote many stories on dalit characters in 1920s which was also historically important in view of 
the rise of swami Achutanand and Adi Hindu movement. The Adi Hindu movement shaped a new Achhut identity. The first All India 
Adi Mahasabha Conference in Allahabad in 1927 is described as an “important episode in the history of the movement” and the event 
found a wide coverage in all important newspapers. Recording the impact of the Conference, Rawat writes, 
 

It began on December 26 with a procession through Allahbad city by twenty five thousand Dalits, led by 
swami Achhutanand and G.A.Gavai in motorcars, followed by phaetons, buggies and tongas(two-
wheeled carriages);protesters carrying banners and flags; and bhajan- mandlis (singers) singing songs of 
the ancient glory of Adi Hindus. The conference itself, attended by some 350 delgates from Punjab, 
Bihar, Delhi, Madhya Pradesh, Poona, Hydrabad, and Bengal began with the slogans ADI Hindu vansh ki 
Jai and Angrez sarkar ki Jai, thanking the British for liberating Dalits from Hindu domination. One of the 
points repeatedly made was “we are no longer afraid” of the Hindus.iv  

 
It is very clear from the above account that there was an emerging socio-political consciousness in the Dalit community and 

they were not willing to compromise on issues related to their own identity in socio-political sphere. Expressing the sentiments of their 
community, the Dalit leaders registered a strong resistance against Hindu religion and even threatened to align with the British if 
social equality and political rights were not granted to them. Rawat highlights the crucial role played by the Chamar community in 
providing leadership and shaping the Dalit movement in Uttar Pradesh. First of all, sizeable dalit population belonged to the Chamar 
community and secondly most of them had achieved economic prosperity and were located in urban spaces. The recent opposition 
against Premchand’s “rhetoric of sympathy” necessitates a reappraisal of his Dalit narratives. One needs to reconsider the construction 
and representation of dalit identity in view of the scathing criticism that despite his professed sympathy with the dalit question his 
“work betrays a lingering faith in Varnvyavastha, the caste system as a whole.” v With some of the recent dalit critical assumptions in 
mind, the paper examines the select stories of Premchand locating them in the contested terrain of dalit identity and representation of 
marginality.  

 
The Dalits in India had to encounter the challenges of double victimization on account of external political domination and 

internal socio-cultural domination. Dalit literature is ideologically inclined towards a radical rejection of religious legitimization of 
class inferiority, poverty, and untouchability and attacks religion as the primary agency of exploitation. Premchand has been regarded 
as a secular and egalitarian idealist whose stories are targeted against a ritualistic and hypocritical religion. The paper examines the 
representation of the dalits in select stories to critically look at Premchand’s engagement with the question of emerging Dalit 
consciousness in 1930 and 1936. 

 
 “Sadgati” or “Deliverance” was first published in 1931. It is a story of prolonged exploitation and eventual death of Dukhi 
who belongs to the Chamar community. The story begins with a conversation between the protagonist Dukhi and his wife Jhuriya. The 
story provides illuminating insights on the problems of untouchability and caste conflict in India before independence. The reverence 
and allegiance that both Dukhi and Jhuriya show for an exploitative religion, appear problematic in the context of the political 
discourse of the Dalit community during the same period. They want the Brahmin to come and decide an auspicious day for their 
daughter’s marriage and are very concerned about following the sanctioned social code for the untouchables and would not like to do 
anything that might flare him up. When Dukhi asks her to wash their cot and set it out for the Brahman, Jhuriya warns him, and says, 
“He won’t sit on our small cot. Haven’t you seen how he lives—such restrictions!vi” The story reveals the hypocrisy of the Brahmin 
who would not accept anything touched by their hands but would gladly take away all the offerings given to him as per the sanctioned 
code.  So, he is warned by Jhuriya that she must “See to it that there is full tray of offerings.” A complete offering must include “one 
ser of wheat flour, half ser of rice 250 grams of dal, 125 grams of ghee, some salt and turmeric, and place four annas on one side of 
the plate.” vii 
 

Both the Dalit protagonists willfully succumb to the pressures of meaningless conventions and do not express any anger 
against an exploitative religion. They seek their salvation in conformity to all the religious rituals and would not like to invoke the 
wrath of a Brahmin. At the house of the Brahmin pandit, Dukhi is made to do rigorous physical labour and despite the debate about 
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the entry of an untouchable inside the house, Dukhi performs various household duties and eventually dies in a state of starvation. His 
corpse is abandoned by both the Brahmins and the Dalits and the story ends with the corpse left to be eaten by the vultures.  

 
  The lamentation by Jhuriya and some other woman at the house of the Pandit is the only active sign of protest against the 
persecution and eventual death of Dukhi. The men from Dukhi’s community do not come to take the dead body away fearing an 
investigation by the local police. The image of such passivity and silence of a community which had become politically and socially 
charged around the time the story is supposedly set seems problematic. One can argue in defence of Premchand that he was writing 
fiction, not history but one fails to understand why his artistic imagination could not visualize the Dalits as a socially active and 
politically conscious community which would rise into rebellion at such gross injustice.  
 

In his article “Under Indian Eyes, Characterization and Dialogism in Modern Hindi Fiction” Thomas De Bruign asserts that 
both language and literature had formed a nexus in polarizing the Indian society on religious basis and this communal polarization 
eventually resulted in the “violent partition” of the nation. His argument that “Hindi became the icon of Hindu nationalist movement, 
and literary writing was thrust into a prominent place in the newly established political arena”viii adds a new dimension to the 
understanding of Premchand as a mainstream writer when the country was shifting towards a c/overt brahmanical ideology. His shift 
from Urdu to highly sanskritized Hindi reveals another strand of such ideological affiliation. Bruijn foregrounds the importance of 
Hindi in the “public sphere and in the political arena” for its emerging modernity. (184) In his reading of premchand’s “Kafan” , the 
author draws our attention towards Premchand’s socialist leanings and  ideological shift. The idealism characteristic of Premchand in 
his earlier stories gives way to a sense of disillusionment about any change in the lot of the marginalized. Comparing the two lower 
caste protagonists with his earlier characters, he remarks, his early characters are 

 
… honest, simple people cornered by poverty and injustice but who overcome the corruption and 

indifference of their social surroundings. Unlike the two Chamars, they maintain their ethical integrity 
and are presented as examples of a new Indian citizen. The grim tone of “Kafan” marks a change in 
Premchand’s writing in the direction of a more somber view of society and the fate of the down-trodden.ix 

 
Bruijn asserts that with such stories, Premchand “opened the way for a realist account of the disillusion of life on the margins 

of society in Indian fiction.” (Bruijn, 201) Premchand’s socialism and his narratives of social disillusionment reflect a Chekhovian 
influence but his conceptualization of disillusionment and its class associations become problematic when he clearly establishes the 
class identity of his protagonist. In his other stories of marginality and class exploitation, he does not present such a grim sense of 
disillusionment as he does in “Kafan.” His perspective changes radically when he is dealing with the issue of exploitation prevalent 
among the higher classes. One can cite the example of a story like “Balak”. The story tells the plight of a woman Gomti who is 
exploited and abandoned by the society. She finds it difficult to survive with dignity in a mohalla inhabited by people with dubious 
moral standards. The people who themselves cast lustful glances at her, question her integrity and even an educated person like the 
narrator shares similar beliefs about ethics and propriety and becomes an accomplice in social and gender discrimination. Gangu, a 
Brahmin servant, marries Gomti against the advice of his master and accepts her child born after six months of their marriage. 
Premchand presents Gangu as a model of exemplary moral conduct. The projection of Gangu as a Brahmin who does not follow 
ritualistic practices of Brahmanism but has the moral courage to become the savior of an exploited woman is a nuanced construction 
of Brahmanical identity. It’s ironical that his Dalit characters fail to show similar courage to withstand exploitation. The pitiable 
condition and the moral laxity of the protagonists in “Kafan” presents a very dismal and nihilistic picture of a community. Premchand 
does not present any progressive vision of change and reform; he rather shows a complete lack of will on the part of the protagonists 
regarding their pitiable lot. Commenting on implied aesthetics in “Kafan”, Bruijn sums up 

 
There is definitely a judgment involved in the distance that the narrator takes from the speech and actions 
of the two men. Premchand denounces their behavior but the ambivalence in the way he presents them 
makes for a nuanced judgment: not only the Chamars are to blame but also the society that keeps them in 
hopeless poverty and dejection. (202) 

 
Premchand blames the sanctioned socio-cultural codes for the gradual withdrawal of the untouchables from the society. The 

protagonists’ utter disregard of religious and moral propriety and their obscene and cynical behavior are also the product of an 
exploitative socio-political system. But the explicit statement about the caste identity of the protagonists also foregrounds the need to 
engage with emerging social consciousness in the said community at a specified historical moment. Some of the recent sociological 
studies establish the rise of the Chamar community as the most active community in the socio-political sphere in the northern India. In 
a recent study based on the history of dalit Movement in the early twentieth century, Rawat draws our attention towards the growing 
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population of the Chamar community in urban spaces and argues that they were generally more prosperous than other Dalit 
communities in northern India.x It’s difficult to understand why Premchand expresses such disillusionment with respect to one specific 
community in 1930s when the Dalit movement had picked up great momentum.  

 
 Let us now direct our attention to other acclaimed story “Thakur ka Kuan.” Published in 1932, the story engages with the 
issue of sharp caste divide and consequent exploitation. Just like “Kafan” (“The Shroud”), in ‘Thakur ka Kuan” (Thakur’s Well”) 
(1932) too, the victim of caste exploitation finds liberation in death. Though the female protagonist is ironically named Gangi which 
seems a rustic articulation of Ganga, she is deprived of the holiness of Ganga on account of her caste and instead of being worshipped 
she has to suffer social abuse and exploitation. Water which is a recurrent metaphor for spirituality, purification and life in many 
literary traditions becomes a symbol of exploitation and social discrimination in the changing modernist context. It acquires a more 
complex meaning when it is used as an agency of exploitation on religious pretext. It holds great contemporary relevance as it does 
not only draw our attention towards the notion of pollution and purity in Hindu religious discourse but also engages us with the 
material reality of the Dalits even today. A recent Government survey about the availability of safe drinking water to the people 
belonging to the scheduled castes suggests that even today more than 20% population does not have access to safe drinking water. The 
Thakur’s well thus becomes a trope for constant hegemonic control and falling of the pitcher signifies the eternal drowning of the 
hopes and aspirations of the Dalits like Gangi and Jokhu. Gangi is full of contempt for people like Thakur, Brahmin, and the 
shopkeeper and finds them greedy, exploitative, hypocritical, wicked and lustful but she is too weak to register her anger and openly 
rebel against such evil forces. There is no outer manifestation of her inner rebellion. Despite being conscious of their religious 
hypocrisy and perversity, she does not gather enough courage to openly revolt. (Quote mansarover, p.55) 
 
 The other important aspect of the story is the death motif that highlights the emerging contours of Dalit identity. The death 
motif that Premchand uses in the story when the male protagonist Jokhu is made to die by drinking polluted water seems more 
problematic and draws our attention towards the common Brahamanical notions of pollution and purity with respect to class 
association. Many Dalit and non-Dalit scholars have examined the issues of silence and passivity with respect to Dalit identity, but the 
story may also be read with reference to purity/pollution discourse within the Brahamanical context and the idea of purity and 
pollution with respect to Dalit identity in Manusmirti. The concluding statement of the story “ghar phuunch kar dekha ki jokhu lota 
munh se lagaye wahi maila ganda pani pee rahahai” does not present any futuristic vision regarding the improvement of the Dalit lot. 
It does give a very dramatic ending to the story and stirs the deepest emotions of the readers but it also seems a veiled statement about 
the destiny of the dalits as polluted lot and the idea that a polluted after life is the destiny of a Dalit like Jokhu may be inferred from 
the symbolic representation of Jokhu’s death as a result of drinking polluted water. There is no salvation for adalit character like Jokhu 
even in death as his fate as being cursed nad polluted by birth was sealed when he was born. The story seems to follow the dictates of 
Dharma (Faith) rather than the ideology of Karma (Action) and in the end Jokhu’s statement “hum to mar bhijaatehain to koi duar 
par jhanknenahiaata” about the plight of the poor is proven true.  Premchand does not present any ideal aesthetic vision with the 
possibility of reconciliation or poetic justice. Commenting on the artistic limitations of a writer belonging to the Savarna class, Alok 
Rai writes in an article “Poetic and Social justice: Some Reflections on Premchand’s Dalit Controversy”, “The emergent Brahmin of 
the post 1857 Hindi heartland was particularly ill-positioned to be sympathetic to the anti-Brahamanical critique that was gathering 
strength elsewhere.” (2008:157). In view of Premchand’s complex cultural positionality, Toral Jatin remarks, “Premchand’s work, his 
aesthetics, the generic conventions he produced can only be understood within the framework of civil society, social critique and 
novelistic potentiality.”  
 
 Most of the early Premchand scholars repeatedly acknowledge the greatness of Premchand as a chronicler of the great social 
and political turmoil in the pre-independence India. InderNath Mohan describes him as “a literary as well as social phenomenon in the 
realm of literature.” By narrating the stories of excessive socio-economic exploitation and oppression of the marginalized sections 
including the Dalits, Premchand draws our attention towards the serious challenges that India had to encounter internally. On the one 
hand, India had to stand as a united nation in the struggle for Independence and ironically, on the other hand, India was a highly 
disintegrated society with its deep-rooted caste and class divide. Nationalist discourse and social discrimination are two recurrent 
themes in his novels and short stories. One notices a dialectical tension between his progressive vision and a sense of hopelessness. 
Today when the greatness of Premchand as a realist vis-a-vis his representation of marginality is being interrogated, one needs to 
locate him in the changing literary and cultural paradigm and also take into account some of the early readings of Premchand to arrive 
at a just and objective appraisal regarding his ideological positioning. InderNath Mohan, an early premchand scholar admits that 
Premchand was sensitive to the “radical changes” during 1905-1936 but despite his progressive idealism at a crucial historical 
moment, “he was handicapped by the limited vision and ideology of his own class.” (Mohan, 2) After heaping praise on Premchand 
for his authentic presentation of everyday situations, Inder Nath does not shy away from hinting at his circumspect artistic vision.  
With respect to his response to feudalism, Inder Nath concludes that Premchand “brings about the conversion of individuals who 
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change the environment, but he does not strike at the root of the problem—the feudal system which is at the basis of exploitation. His 
ideology is that of a reformer and not of a revolutionary.” (Mohan, 65) In his representation of marginality, one finds the zeal of a 
reformer but the passion of a revolutionary is absent.  
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