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The history of the evolution of mankind shows that from the ancient times, human
beings have preferred to live in groups for one or the other reason. This attachment to one’s
group made it possible and easier for the members to survive in the hostile circumstances. As
the group provided its members a sense of security and togetherness, gradually its importance
went on increasing and it became an indispensable part of the members’ lives. It is seen that
various rites, rituals, customs and traditions of the group influence its members. The actions
and behaviour of the members are largely controlled by their group. While living as a
member of any particular society, a human being has to give more importance to the social
customs and traditions rather than his individual likes and dislikes. It is so because of his
numerous needs and aspirations which can only be fulfilled in a collective, collaborative
manner with the help of certain social resources.

However, it doesn’t mean that only the human being is dependent on society: the
society also depends upon the human being. In other words the relationship between the
society and its members is reciprocal. Both influence each other and in turn are influenced by
each other and go on changing accordingly. As the personality of a human being is shaped by
the society and its institutions like marriage, family, education, law, etc. similarly the
individuals also play a vital role in shaping and developing these institutions.

Writers, being very important and active members of the society, considerably
influence and in turn are influenced by the society and its institutions. And so the social
institutions and their impact on the lives of its members has become a very sought-after area
in social, cultural and literary studies. As the study of various social institutions and their
influence on the personality development of human beings requires a large canvas, this article
limits itself only to the study of the institution of education and its influence on the
personalities of the protagonists of Athavaninche Pakshi and Baluta, the epoch-making Dalit
autobiographies in Marathi, written respectively by P.I. Sonkamble and Daya Pawar. Such a
study, the investigator believes, will add to our knowledge in understanding the importance
of education in human life in general and in the lives of Dalits in particular.

It is universally accepted that education, both formal and informal, plays a vital role in
the development of human beings. It helps the learners to grow in their personal as well as
social life. The history of mankind itself is a proof of this fact. From the ancient Sanskrit
literature, we come to know that princes and other members of the royal families were being
sent to the ashrams to get education. The same is also seen in ancient literatures of the West.
However, the same history shows that human society has been a place of inequalities at many
levels from its very beginning. There have been proofs that every society had and still today
has a hierarchical structure. In such a society, a group of individuals is always dominant than
the other groups. And the dominant group almost invariably exploits the weaker groups of
that society. This dominant group considers it superior to the others and forms the upper
strata of the social structure and exploits the lower strata. Such an oppressive system is found
to be present in almost all the ages and all the places. And it is because of this fact that the
members of lower strata are forced to lead miserable lives.

Dalits formed the lower strata in Indian social structure. Hence, they were denied each
and every opportunity by the upper caste Hindus. All the efforts of Dalits for getting
education were strongly and unanimously opposed by the upper castes for social and political
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reasons. The upper castes were afraid that if the lower castes are allowed to get education,
they will ask for their share in power. That is what R. Manjhi says:

“The caste formed the basis for a high degree of polarization in

access to knowledge and means of production....The instrument

used for perpetuation of socio-economic differentials was the

separation of work from knowledge and power. The working class

was denied the access to education as it was considered a privilege

of few upper castes. The denial of education was essential to

prevent them from acquiring rights in productive assets...”

(Manjhi)

The severe punishment meted out to Eklavya and Shambuka for their efforts in
getting education exemplifies the attitude of the upper castes towards the lower castes. And it
is because of the lack of education that Dalits remained far away from the development and
consequently led miserable lives. Actually, the caste Hindus were not ready to treat Dalits as
human beings at all. For them, Dalits were not better than animals. The following remark
made by Leibowitz in connection with Blacks in America is equally applicable to Dalits in
India. He opines that the Whites did not consider Blacks:

“... scarcely more than chattel or animals, to be taunted,
manipulated, humiliated at will, and kept in their place at the
bottom of society. Crossing the colour line was an offence seldom
tolerated and often severely punished.”(Leibowitz 1993: P.43)

But once Dalits became aware of the importance of education in their lives, they
started to educate their children and it helped them to climb the ladder of success. The credit
of changing the psyche of Dalits and making them aware of the importance of education
undoubtedly goes to the Herculean efforts of the social reformers and educationists like
Mahatma Jyotirao Phule, Maharshi V.R. Shinde, Chh. Shahu and others. These reformers
worked for the abolition of untouchability and tried to uplift the down-troddens by making
them aware of the horrible conditions of their lives. However, it was with the rise of Dr.
Babasaheb Ambedkar in Indian social and political affairs that Dalits really became aware of
their sad plight. The efforts of these visionaries were supplemented by the country’s political
independence from the British rule and the spread of education that brought a sea-change in
the outlook of Dalits in India.

P.l1. Sonkamble’s Athavaninche Pakshi is a narrative that speaks about Pralhad, a
parentless child belonging to a backward ‘Mahar’ community and his struggle to live a
meaningful human life. Similarly, Daya Pawar’s ‘Baluta’ speaks about various incidents from
the life of Dagadu, also a member Mahar community. Both these autobiographies speak
about the endless efforts of their writers to survive in the hostile, inhuman social
circumstances. While dealing with the ups and downs in the lives of Dalits, they throw a
flood-light on the importance of education in human life in general and in the lives of Pralhad
and Dagadu in particular.

A close analysis of ‘Athavaninche Pakshi’ and ‘Baluta’ shows that Pralhad and
Dagadu had realized the importance of education at a very early stage in their lives.
Education was regarded so important that P.I. Sonkamble begins his autobiography with a
chapter entitled ‘Goshta Pati-Pustakachi’ (A Story of Slate and Book). In this chapter,
Pralhad tells the readers how his sister bought a slate and a revision book from the weekly
market and admitted him to a government-run school. He writes:

“AoT Ffeviia MardedT Hea=al deTIqT Ush 9Tl | AN SAT0arH
3SSTAUME Ueh BDEH J&deh "4 HHIATH  FEH fo=ar Tmear=ar SR
vmesa @we.” (Following other villagers, my sister brought a
writing slate and a small Revision book costing four annas from
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the Tuesday-market and got me admitted in a government-run
school of the village.) (Sonkamble, 1979: P.43)

For Pralhad and Dagadu, putting in school was so remarkable because in those days
thousands of Dalit children were deprived of education due to apathy, poverty and ignorance
of their parents.

We are told that as a child, Pralhad was very much interested in attending the school
and getting knowledge. But as he had lost his parents he was living with his elder sister in a
small village. His sister was married to a poor farm-labourer and was compelled to work hard
to support her family. Though India was politically free with her own Constitution
proclaiming liberty, equality and fraternity, it was very difficult for backward castes to lead
their lives peacefully, particularly in villages. Caste Hindus were not mentally and
emotionally prepared to accept Dalits on equal terms. An inhuman and evil custom of
untouchability was practiced. A touch or even a shadow of a Dalit was considered to be
contaminating.

In such hostile social circumstances Pralhad and Dagadu had determined to get
education and give some meaning to their lives. They firmly believed in the power of
education in transforming human life. But getting education for Dalit children was not an
easy job because of adverse social, familial and economical conditions. Though there were
government-run schools where Dalit children could get free education, they were compelled
to work hard to support other expenses of the school. Not only the hostile social
circumstances deprived Dalit children of their education, but there were also their own people
who did not want them to be educated. ‘Baluta’ narrates an incident in which Dagadu’s close
relatives advise his mother not to send him to school. Their contention was that instead of
sending Dagadu to school, if he is made to work, it will bring home some money for his
widowed mother to support the household expenses. Daya Pawar writes:

TG, FaElel TST Tled 9rsad ? STIuT I arterdoer gerd? e
TOMST 3 WRSG Soigedl. =E T SRe Toids. daed TGl
fis. =s gor Hiefa=er! 7 (Sakhu, why are you sending this boy
to school? Are we Wanis or Brahmins? He will wander in the
village lanes and eat whatever he gets... or will look after
somebody’s cattle. It will also help you financially.) (Pawar, 1978:
P.37)

Similarly in Athavaninche Pakshi, we are told that after passing 4" Standard,
Pralhad’s education was discontinued because his second brother-in-law took Pralhad with
him on the pretext of helping him open a shop. But soon Pralhad realized the falseness of his
promise. Thanks to the timely support of Vinayak, Pralhad’s teacher and his own strong will-
power that Pralhad succeeded to get admission in 5™ Standard and his educational career was
saved. Pralhad studied very hard and passed the exam. He tells the readers that without
knowing English alphabet and attending the school for only one month in the first term, he
was the only student from his village, except Prabhakar, who passed the examination by
scoring 187 marks. Actually, it was a surprise for him as well as for others. While speaking
about this incident, P.l. Sonkamble writes:

“GR ares. IESTd UM TE U, ST ST YR gTadEresard Ui
IMST ST S&d o HUAA I MG ATRId. Bad TIT=AT FaTRST Arg.
AT 990 des. Ush d [Fsusi a@sa 9T a=uarar d gal
TEUTS! Ul Afe=aTd 24\e T /AT ATFY ¥ U9 era=. afdehorel
T ST J T Gied oot mer Terex 3tet.” (1 was pleased as |
had passed in aggregate. The students of Chere, who were
regularly attending the school since the sowing in rainy season’,
had all failed in the examination, except Prabhakar, a Brahmin. All
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were surprised for my reading the lesson from English textbook
without knowing its alphabet and passing the examination by
getting at least 187 marks. | also passed the annual examination
and my life-wagon came back on the right track from where it had
derailed for some time.) (Sonkamble P.1.: 1979: P.59-60)

By facing such attitudes of their relatives and community members, Pralhad and
Dagadu continued their education. Pralhad was required to walk five miles whereas Dagadu
used to walk three miles daily to reach to the school. The economic condition of their house
was very poor. The monster of poverty was a permanent member of their household. To
overcome this monster, they were forced to do all kinds of works. Pralhad used to sell the
bark of babul tree to the tanners, collect bones of dead animals, collect clay for the potters
and remove the carcasses of the animals. While narrating such incident, Pralhad says that it
had become his routine to collect the bones and sell them to the vendors after the school. He
felt disgusting to do such works but there was no any other alternative for him. He writes:

SIST HIEl SHEUT 88 Mol FUdeT fSgd SHdie faga a=aman.
IMST ATST F ST I U Gt SMST Sl " AT €aT ggd a9T...
” (I started to collect bones of dead animals from wherever | could
find them. Whenever there was holiday or half-day at school,
collecting bones became my sole profession.) (1979:P.67)

Another inhuman work Pralhad used to do was throwing away the carcasses of the
dead animals. In fact, it was an ancestral work of Dalits in India. It was horrible to do. But
Pralhad, Dagadu and many others from their community had no choice but to do that work. In
Athavaninche Pakshi Pralhad narrates an incident of throwing away a dead dog. At the
beginning he was pleased to get the work as the old woman had promised him a piece of
bread. But when he lifted the dog with its tail, it gave way as it was decomposed. It had a
stinking smell. He writes:

‘O T el A T BT IUSST RSl WIS a§d SIerEn
ST 9N HISAT erArad STl HIROT af =il TS, HST arg ad
T 9T ITEAEl Sedl, =dei @ Seer fHesvart.” (Somehow |
controlled my mind and held the tail of the dead dog. As it was
completely decomposed, that part of the tail gave way and came
into my hand. Though it had a stinking smell, I continued with the
job as | had a craving for a small piece of bread which | hoped to
get after finishing it.) (1979:P.87)

Here both of the above incidents show that the lives of Pralhad and Dagadu were
similar to the lives of other four-footed animals with which Dalits were usually compared.
They were made to do all kinds of chores just for a piece of bread. But the most important
thing about these experiences is that they throw a light on the personality of Pralhad and
Dagadu. These incidents, in fact, strengthen their will-power to get education and defeat their
circumstances.

During their school-days, both Pralhad and Dagadu stayed in government-aided
boarding meant for backward class students. Dagadu speaks about his stay in one of such
boarding. His mother used to work as a cook in the same boarding house. She was required to
cook for 50-60 inmates of the hostel. It was a tiresome job. But there was no choice for her.
She worked there without complaint as she could have the company of her children. But other
students of the boarding accused her of showing undue favours to her son during the meals.
Dagadu was disturbed to listen to such accusations. But he was emotionally devastated when
the students refused to have dinner because Dagadu’s mother had prepared it during her
menstrual period. In traditional Indian society a woman is forced to keep her away from the
touch of others during her menstrual period. Dagadu’s mother had informed about her period
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to the concerned authority. But she was asked to prepare the meal for the students. Daya

Pawar writes: ...
“ . Jo SEEay AR AR w1 Sod, © AGl Sed ATel... HY
AT ISAT SMMOT STEFS H1T TFR ST AT AR FHLar. of
SMGST T WA, {X0fT SIS AT AT AaHTaT o4 3I1d =14,
TE aes. WS SAien faares Amd e, e S g faere
Far... ” (Nobody was ready to have his meal. I didn’t understand
what actually had happened there... | got up from my plate and
enquired with my mother about the matter. She told me about it.
After listening to her, | felt so humiliated that | wished my mother
and me cease to be. The people to whom the society considered to
be polluting, themselves were humiliating a woman for her natural
menstrual cycle.) (Pawar, 1978: P. 108)

Though the boarding was funded by the government, majority of the trustees and
other office bearers used to be caste Hindus. So in many cases, they were not taking proper
care about the essential facilities provided in the boarding. The living conditions used to be
far below the expected standards. The students of the boarding were not allowed to voice
their displeasure. And if somebody tried to protest, then he was punished. Actually, the
mentality of the caste Hindus was not changed. They used to think that the backward students

were unnecessarily entertained by the government and so they were spoilt:
“a g OR O@ERd SEg! I MufEY S e O @roareT SR

T FIE ? TR TR R fGad oTar wad I <ar=ar afeeara.”
(Hey! All of you are the favorites of the government! Instead of
eating whatever is served to you, why you are making fuss of it?
The government has provided everything to you free of cost... still
you are expecting more.) (Sonkamble, 1979: P.177)

But Dagadu and Pralhad had no time to think about such things. They had vowed to
move forward in their lives by getting education. Whatever knowledge they had acquired
from books, had taught them to think differently. This change in their attitude had made them
self-conscious. They could understand that the sufferings of their lives were based on the
false concept of superiority. But it was not easy in those days to speak or to act against the
traditions. The fear of upper-caste Hindus was deeply rooted in Dalit psyche. Dalits thought
of themselves to be toothless snakes which can be poked even by children. Their dependence
on society had made them helpless. That is what Daya Pawar says:

“re, ofmur wae P wH? g fudt searer Huit feet? umre
TATd TR fSaru]  eTHrd STfoT  Iarsirar URTr TSt e
g, =YY Meardret oAm9ur faRdt ese=ml..” (What a coward |
am? Who made me such a coward? My life was similar to that of
any crawling object in the street which even cannot hiss at the
children who poke at it with a stick. Sometimes | used to feel that |
have lost all my self-respect just for a morsel of food.) (Pawar,
1978: P. 72)

It was possible for both Pralhad and Dagadu to get the job of teacher after passing
Matriculation. But they opted for higher education. In those days, getting higher education
was not an easy task for Dalit children. But they did not give up their efforts. Education had
instilled self-confidence in them. Finally, Pralhad got admission in Milind College,
Aurangabad. Here he came in contact with many good teachers and was impressed by their
knowledge. He thought if he could become like them. Now education had taught him to
dream of a better life. It had enabled him to climb a ladder of social hierarchy. Even
gradually the attitude of the people was also being changed. The people of his community
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had also become aware of the value and power of education. They knew that education is
going to change Pralhad’s life. Pralhad speaks about this changed attitude of his people in the
following incident:
T=OTA= SEETET HIST Sedi{es d TUcHT d UGl AHAf S I

=T ITTATT FgUA Bl B3 Sed =Y aiedi]es | ST HST

TSI f=ama= 3 w=omas 37 Fdl ATSRd I 7. Uae Al

T F AR 9 %R Yo FIvfiE STRERST FeSTeT S TS

T es fadedr TH| ST A8l 3T=ar 9gd Aa wamd.” (AS |

was brought up in Chere and was an outsider, and also behaved

respectfully with all and sundry, whenever | used to visit my

village, all villagers enquire about my well-being. It was true that

all the villagers were amazed as there was nobody except me who

had been to college at Aurangabad. ) (Sonkamble, 1979: P.140)

It is seen that education had also brought some change in the attitude of Savarna
Hindus. They had started to treat educated Dalits a little differently than illiterate Dalits. Both
Dagadu and Pralhad speak about such a changed attitude of the upper-caste people. In
Athavaninche Pakshi, Pralhad tells the readers that once he had come back to his village from
Aurangabad during the Diwali vacation. At that time Bhimraobapu, a caste Hindu, sent
Pralhad with his son, Yankat, to bring his daughter, Putalabai for the festival. When Pralhad
reached her house, he noticed a positive change in the behaviour of Putalabai and her family
members. As Pralhad and Putalabai had learnt in the same class and now as he was taking his
higher education, she treated him cordially. He writes:

“S TS T ITE TNATST T T AT HST SIguT aievard 7. . 1St
e Y8 a9 1 dQERel ded sh. 99 f[a=ar Jevdresd 7ot
SIUTad Bd. HR0T T STAR! Hhiest (edra are faor Afy=aaa we
T argT g AT J4 Il JEel. dies A TS aF =91
ST Ao el fTErer @mer @ & faees.” (Without
making any distinction | was served all the items of the meal.
Putalabai was serving me plentifully as she wanted me to eat to my
full satisfaction as (she might have thought), | was studying at
college though I was poor and had accompanied her brother to take
her to her parents’ home. So there was nothing wrong if she served
a little more food to the poor fellow like me.) (Sonkamble, 1979:
P.143-44)

But it doesn’t mean that educated Dalits were treated on equal terms by the Savarnas.
On the contrary, many people were not ready to change their age-old orthodox way of
thinking. For them Dalits, either educated or not, were the same. Though by their hard work,
Dalits had achieved some success in their lives, the caste Hindus had not completely changed
their attitudes towards them. The knowledge which Dagadu and Pralhad had acquired from
their education had made them aware of the fact that their oppressors were not ready to give
up the battle easily. They wanted to rule over their victims permanently. A critic speaks about
this attitude of the oppressors in following in following words:

“(The oppressors were always cautious)...to keep (the oppressed)
in his place; to restrict his freedom of movement, discourage his
ambition, and banish him forever to the nether regions of
subordination and inferiority..”( Bone, 1969: P.14.)

Naturally, such a vitiating attitude of the caste Hindus does not allow their victims to
have a normal growth of their personality. But Dalits continued their efforts with the hope
that someday their oppressors will change their attitudes.

In “‘Baluta’ and ‘Athavaninche Pakshi’, there are many incidents in which the readers
come across an orthodox attitude of the caste Hindus. Dagadu speaks about one such incident
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in which Vithoba, a member of Maratha community did not allow him in his house in
Mumbai. He was served his lunch outside the house. Even he knew that Vithoba’s wife will
purify the plate in which he had eaten his meal. (Pawar, 1978: P. 84)

The incident with Pralhad is more thought-provoking. He tells us how a man
belonging to Mali community expresses his displeasure for Pralhad’s sitting with others.
Actually, Pralhad was invited by his upper-caste friends. As his friends insisted, Pralhad sat
with them. But the Mali expressed his displeasure for Pralhad’s sitting with upper-castes on
the equal footing. P.1. Sonkamble writes about this incident in following words:

‘O FE H TEAT faAadrd WU TSl "iSar=ar &eEl S S IR
TS BT, T IS FII < AT ST ST T GIS0T G &b 8id
A X IS df Sled FIEA HIUMH T THedd HISATRS THI=1 F AT
SART GISTIET Sl 0] AT=AT ATHIST BOTHT FiY ST, e SedTer
T df WeUNeT, fCasiared IRl Hel T 8 WAl HE [IEeT ™
ST ST GIaiST F907 & :nfr 21 % HTdeh % EIECIREIE|
sTqer == arma.” (As all were requesting me to sit on the
woolen mat | sat on its edge. However, the Mali, whose aversion to
me could already be seen by his facial expressions, started to look
at me angrily, taking care that it is not noticed by others. His
behavior was such that it seemed to me that my sitting there had
made him sick. During the conversation, he interfered by saying, “
My Lord, you may not agree but this Parlya, though he is highly
educated, should not consider himself to be equal with the higher
castes and so should avoid sitting on equal footing with them. If he
does not recognize his social status, it will be dangerous for him.)
(Sonkamble, 1979: P.147-48)

Such kinds of people were everywhere. They were not ready to forget the customs
easily. Even Mahatma Gandhi believed that caste Hindus will take more time to forget the
age-old tradition of untouchability. Dr. Shriram Nikam speaks about Mahatma Gandhi’s
belief in following words:

“He (Mahatma Gandhi) conceived the process of assimilation of
the Depressed Classes in the Hindu-fold to be gradual due to
prevalent social customs and beliefs of the majority community.
They cannot be expected to shed all the long cherished beliefs and
customs overnight. Moreover in the matters of faith and social
custom use of force was out of question. It could prove
counterproductive.” (Nikam, 1988: P.142)

Mr. Gandhi seems to be correct in his observation. It was but natural that the caste
Hindus will try to enjoy the benefits of the old social custom as long as possible and to keep
it intact, they will stand united against all those forces that will try to abolish the system.
However, it should be noted that though it is against their will, with the passing of time the
caste Hindus have started to accept the change. And for this attitudinal change, education is
one of the important reasons.

Until now Dalits had considered the atrocities against them to be the outcome of their
ill-fate. But now education had taught them to think rationally. They had realized that their
sufferings were the consequence not of their previous sins but that of cruel social customs.
Education had brought the light of knowledge to their dark ghettoes. The teachings of Dr.
Babasaheb Ambedkar had made them aware of inhuman conditions of their lives and instilled
the ideas of equality and freedom in them. Now they were not ready to tolerate the atrocities
of the upper-castes. They had made up their minds to protest against all those social traditions
which had exploited them for centuries. Daya Pawar writes about this change in the attitudes
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of Dalits. During his school-days at a tahsil place, he had realized the true identity of his
personality. He had come to know that there is no need to feel inferior to the upper caste
students as he can show his talent in studies and overcome them. He writes:

ATRHATAT  JMMesdd HAT  HISAT Gl frquar=i 37z ™ SATAT.

U HIET HHT AT, Ma=aT Hisarsagd drel Jsod  JifesT!

TR OTaeT B9 Ieddie avATaTHu=AT QIATEl AT ST

A 2T ITRAr, ® InY of=ar &womwr ared srdar.” (I realized my

true personality at a school in Tahsil place. We are devoid of any

weakness. We have to break free from the bondages of the village.

For that, we have to get education. After coming into the town, it

was surprising to know that | can easily overcome the high caste

students in studies.) (Pawar, 1978: P. 52)

By bringing in such a change in their attitudes, Pralhad and Dagadu succeeded in their
lives. Pralhad, a parentless child belonging to the Shudra community, entered into a teaching
field and became a lecturer in a college and could achieve social status. Similarly, Dagadu,
who had lost his father at a very early age, defeated the antagonistic social forces and became
a famous writer and social and political activist. Actually, it was the transformation in the
lives of these Dalit boys. And this transformation was the result of education. It should be
noted here that there were so many boys and girls both in Shudra and Savarna communities,
however, only those could get some success in life who had treaded on the path of
knowledge, who had taken some kind of education. Pralhad and Dagadu did the same and
could climb the ladder of success in their personal and social lives and also showed the path
of success to the others.
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