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To the great Martin Luther King,


You fought


To liberate humankind


And to make them greater


Than they are.


For that,


I reverently dedicate this to you.




Translator’s Note


There is a curious dearth of English translations of Marathi literature. I feel like this is something every regional language translator in India might say for their respective languages, even though the landscape for translations is changing – dare I say, for the better? Of course, there are several reasons for this. One of the most prominent ones is the Booker Prize–winning translation of Geetanjali Shree’s Tomb of Sand by Daisy Rockwell. Prominent Indian awards, such as the JCB Prize, have also given some brilliant translations their due. However, certain languages have benefitted more than others; Marathi is yet to break into the mainstream in the same way as Hindi or Bengali. This work is a small attempt to bring that treasure trove to a larger audience. The night sky of Marathi literature is littered with breathtaking constellations that merit discovery, discussion and response.


Marathi literature entered my world in tiny bits, like intermittent rain seeping through the interstices of patchy rooftops. A small trickle every now and then, but nothing consistent. My understanding was painfully limited. My discovery of Baburao Bagul’s work was a potent mixture of chance and circumstance.


Born in 1930, in Maharashtra’s Nashik, Baburao Bagul was sent to Mumbai at the age of ten to live with his aunt. Much of his growth and development happened in the environs of the Matunga Labour Camp, which happened to be a node for the Ambedkarite and other workers’ movements, and where Bagul discovered Dalit-Marxist writers such as Anna Bhau Sathe. Bagul’s language is clearly impacted by both: the political and the literary forces that swirled in his immediate environment. These influences are catalysed into the pure, creative force that is Bagul’s work. Right from his first seminal collection, Jevha Mi Jaat Chorli Hoti (When I hid my caste, 1963), we can see his efforts to truthfully and unabashedly capture Dalit realities.


But it was this collection – Maran Swasta Hot Aahe (Death is becoming cheap, 1969) – that firmly placed him amidst the most prolific, impactful Dalit voices of his generation. Bagul’s craft had been honed considerably, and he takes us viscerally close to the lives of those who society has rendered invisible, inert and mute. His imperfect protagonists trudge through a world where all odds are stacked against them, and the reader is assailed by the feeling of helplessness that the characters experience.


Dalit literature has arisen from cultural conflict. Dalit writers rightly challenge the canonical ideas of ‘Hindu literature’ and its hegemony. Baburao Bagul reiterates,‘The established literature of India is Hindu literature. But it is Dalit literature which has the revolutionary power to accept new science and technology and bring about a total transformation. “Dalit” is the name of total revolution; it is revolution incarnate’. (Bagul, ‘Dalit literature is but human literature,’ Poisoned Bread, 1992, p. 289.)


Knowing this context is important to understand why Bagul’s work is not easy to translate. The act of translation itself, when applied to Dalit literature, becomes far more than just recoding, or bringing certain works to light that need attention in the artistic sense. Brahminical hegemony earlier assumed Dalit writing to be coarse, shallow, crude and without intellectual merit. After all, this writing did not adhere to the mores of ‘pure’ Marathi, or Praman Bhasha. But Bagul threw these sensibilities back in the face of the hegemon. In an essay in the Diwali issue of Marathwada from 1969, Bagul declares, ‘Dalit literature believes that looking for the meaning of life in social debates, philosophy or political manifestoes would make it monochromatic. The meaning of life is to be found in Nature.’


So, what can we say about this collection? Maran Swasta Hot Aahe is considered to be a milestone for both: Bagul’s writing and Marathi literature at large. For one, it definitely provided a stark contrast to Brahminical works and depictions.


The book shook me. The first layer of my reactions was rooted in the content of the stories themselves – Bagul articulated the bitter, abysmal realities of Dalithood in a raw, unfettered form that shredded my sanitized ideas of Marathi narratives. The second layer was simply an appreciation of his craft: the entire collection was remarkable. Each story was different, and the numerous shades of Dalithood were cocooned in the rich, experimental tapestry of Bagul’s words. Some stories were sombre from beginning to end; others exploded with barely repressed rage, and then there were those that read like cinematic masterpieces, with an entire range of emotions condensed into a single paragraph.


In this, Bagul’s writing was a reflection of the advent of protest culture and Dalit intellectual tradition giving a new outlet to Dalit emotions that had been suppressed, regulated and quelled for centuries. Bagul deftly adopts a stream of consciousness style to do so, giving us access to the character’s physical as well as mental discomfort, from the pain shooting through their limbs as they stand under the hot sun, hoping to earn their first morsel of food, to the mixture of rage, frustration and futility in the face of repeated injustices. Yet, there is also a significant difference in Bagul’s stream of consciousness, perhaps due to his familiarity with Buddhist thought. Often it’s not the protagonist themselves but their mind which feels emotions or comes up with a thought. For example: What if my mind, which loathed him to the core, suddenly had some untoward ideas? (‘Education’)


Even though the stories appear to be focused on individuals, Bagul uses them to critique society and bring out the irony in its stereotypes. Thus the notion of an ‘educated man’ is shattered as we see a well-read, artistic young boy forced to become a gangster to protect his family, even as his privileged classmate enthusiastically participates in the socialist struggle (‘Education’); the intense physical and emotional distress faced by what seems to be a group of petty conmen and loafers (‘Hard Labour’); and a gang leader risking his life and fighting his own men to prevent a prostitute from being raped (‘Goon’).


Even as each story depicts harrowing experiences underscored by unending misery, underneath it all simmers the will to power, to rebellion, silent and futile as it may seem, and to decisive revolution.


The shadow of caste haunts Bagul’s protagonists incessantly. While other authors dealt with caste and its manifestations in the village space, Lootaloot mainly takes us through the labyrinthine slums of Mumbai, as well as the intersections of that space with ‘civilization’ as we know it. This also adds to the complexity of dialect, since Mumbai as a city, has a profound impact on how characters speak in his stories. Shanta Gokhale, in her foreword to When I Hid My Caste, remarked that Bagul’s use of dialect also encouraged other emerging Dalit writers to use their own language to powerfully draw on their own experiences.


Baburao Bagul was an excellent orator, and his mastery of dialogue reflects this. His speeches were provocative as he didn’t simply attack Hindu supremacy with generic, milquetoast expressions. He focused obsessively on the primacy of nature, science and logic over religious institutions, and Manu – of the infamous Manusmriti – was often a target of his ire. Getting to the root cause of our casteist reality and attacking a system that was brushed off as a misunderstood relic of the past that somehow doesn’t exist in our newly developed, urbanized realities was his forte.


He also introduces critique that other authors might overlook by depicting Dalit characters who have been shown the ‘Brahmanical dream’ – i.e., those who are embarrassed of their heritage and aspire to become the shining beacons of modern civilization, while ignoring caste at their peril. From the teacher in ‘The Birth of a Poem’ to the eloquent Doctor Bapu in ‘Thirst’, these characters clash with those who have experienced systemic cruelty like none other and evolve. Despite the repeated use of the words helpless, futile or otherwise, these characters are drawn to revolt, rebellion and decisive revolution to better their lot by hook or by crook.


I’ll end with a note on the book itself so that you can dive into the stories without further ado: Our definitions of death, destitution, suffering and even Hell are varied and often based on personal experience. With Lootaloot, Baburao Bagul challenges sheltered sensibilities by penning an open, bare-faced collection of short stories that force us to be objective. Objective in our understanding of what suffering really is – or at least can be. But beyond these personal readings lies the politics of Dalit writing and, ultimately, the unapologetic depiction of Dalithood as a lived, persistent experience. I hope this translation can continue the legacy of Baburao Bagul’s work. Read, reflect and respond to this text in the ways you sincerely see fit.




लुटालूट


Plunder


Vanchala’s soft features had hardened with pure rage. Her eyes, normally brimming with affection, flickered with spite. Clenched and imprisoned within the vice-like grip of her hands was a letter. A letter that her father had recently inflicted upon her.


He repulsed her. His brutal wickedness had made an indelible mark on her mind. These thoughts swirled in her head the moment she got her hands on his letter. Why doesn’t a snake just bite him and end his miserable existence? she wondered.


Gangu Naikin shuddered when she saw her niece’s expression. A potent combination of fear and sorrow stifled her mind, which was screaming, Did my Nazuka die during childbirth? Did someone thrash Torappa brutally?


Meanwhile, Putali, who had just returned to the room after a bath, also sensed this dread when she saw their grave expressions. She was so fearful of Gangu that she couldn’t even clothe herself with the blouse, which lay draped on her shoulder. Knowing that Gangu became tyrannical whenever she was afflicted by grief, Putali approached the shrine and fervently prayed, hoping she’d be placated somehow. Gangu blankly stared at the numerous scars on her back.


Outside lounged Soni with her shapely, fair thighs in a cross-legged pose as she let the sun frolic on her lustrous back. Gangu’s misery elated her. She gleefully told Vanchala to go ahead and read the contents of the ominous letter.


‘Vanchala, read it out once, won’t you?’ she said. She imagined that the letter contained details about someone having brutally murdered Torappa, which meant Gangu would have to frantically return to her village Gangu hadn’t let her sit idle for a single second since she had bought her. The relentless line of customers exhausted her, and she ached for a moment’s reprieve.


Vanchala hardened her heart and started to read.


‘To, my respected elder sister (who is like my mother), Gangubai, your younger brother Torappa humbly bows before you and salutes you. I wish to inform you that your sister-in-law, Nazuka, with the grace of God…’ To regain her fleeting patience, she stopped for a moment – admittedly, with great effort. Her pause sent Gangu’s doubt-ridden anxiety skyrocketing while Soni lamented that now, because Torappa hadn’t met with an untimely death, she would never get her well-deserved rest.


‘…with the grace of God, has borne a son!’


‘WHAT?!’ Gangu yelled in a moment of supreme joy. On seeing that her sorrows had been dispelled, Putali sighed with no small measure of relief.


‘Nazuka begs you to bring a vajartika, a pair of floral gold earrings and a fine brocaded patal. Also, she insists that this boy and his arrival be celebrated with great pomp and ceremony. So, please send hundred to hundred and fifty rupees immediately. As for myself…’ As she read the letter, filled to the brim with selfish and wanton demands, Vanchala seethed with rage and fell silent, as if hit by a bad case of lockjaw. No matter how hard she tried, she could not read any further, Her heart ached.


Gangu, blinded by the joyous news, deviously ignored Vanchala and said, ‘I’ll send the money by tomorrow. What is the price of money? And, Nazuka, why are you begging, prostrating yourself before someone like me? In fact, I should be grabbing your feet! You have flooded our household with joy and light…’ Gangu was choking with emotion. Her sepia-tinted eyes cascaded tears of joy. Her body quivered with this sudden burst of inner, barely contained emotion. When do I send the money? How do I ensure that Nazuka is adorned like a goddess? Her mind raced.


Soni was agitated after witnessing Gangu’s joyous outburst. She feared that in her ecstatic state, Gangu might just decide to exploit her mercilessly. Putali was relaxed. Vanchala, on the other hand, had become cold and uncaring. She wanted to kill. If not her father, Gangu would do. Her mind coursed with these violent thoughts, and she couldn’t contain herself. ‘Is he a father or a bloody monster?! With an insatiable appetite, a greedy heart – he’s a tormentor, a bloody pimp!’


‘WHAT?’ Gangu suddenly became confrontational.


‘I said what I said. A pimp!’ Vanchala spat, eager to turn into a sword that would unleash itself on Gangu. And Gangu, cunning as she was, swallowed her anger because the young, beautiful, skilful Vanchala was making her a lot of money. She faked a benign attitude to avoid any further trouble.


‘Vanchala, Nazuka may not be your real mother – but she’s a mother, regardless. She hasn’t wronged you. Your mother had five girls after you. Agreed, a lot of money was borrowed and spent to bring Nazuka into our family – but she was worth every penny. She brought fortune with her. She furthered your father’s lineage. She brought Diwali into our house.’


‘Yeah, and turned me into Holi!’ Vanchala erupted. Gangu was furious, since she had to feign helplessness in front of Putali and Soni.


‘Not your father – your bloody sins are responsible!’ Gangu, who was not used to being patient, regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. She remembered Vanchala’s terrible temper and tried to rein herself in. Her dream of wreathing her brother and sister-in-law with gold was beginning to seem impossible.


‘Me… me… me… You accuse me of sinning? Tell me the truth, you old hag, was it me?! Wasn’t I staying with my husband? Even if he beat me, abused me and threw me out of the house – TWICE – wasn’t I the one who dutifully went back? Wasn’t I enduring all his beatings like some hapless cattle?! Wasn’t I toiling so that he could live well? LOOK – just look at this—’ Clack-clack went the buttons on her blouse as she snapped them off to reveal the scars on her breasts, her stomach.


‘When I couldn’t take it any more, I came to my father. And what father? He was a monster, a rakas! Both of us – mother and daughter – tried yelling, drilling some sense into him day in and out. He wouldn’t let me get a divorce. He wouldn’t get divorced either. Forget that, he didn’t even let me immolate myself so that I could just die. This went on for three long years. Then came my mother’s cousin brother. Spoke many honeyed words. Demanded that I be his instead. Everyone agreed to that match, and in the same vein… Finished. It was your brother who beat him up and drove him out. He would become my husband, right? If he was so righteous, why did he throw his daughter in a chakla? Should have simply slit my windpipe with a nail, aborted me instead! Now, in a single day, I acquire ten – and in a month, countless husbands… and that is “righteous”, isn’t it? You did this – all so you could turn me into a cash cow…’ Reaching the peak of her frustration, she bellowed and started to cry.


Gangu, determined to not let the business take a hit, prepared to ply her with false solidarity.


‘Vanchala, Satavi’s mark* never disappears, no matter how much we bash it against a rock – all that happens is our forehead turns to dust. Because of this mark, Draupadi had to start a household with not one but five husbands! Just take my case…’ Vanchala was crying. Soni, whose own sorrows had been stirred by Vanchala’s tears, started to cry, too. And Putali, on seeing their tears, was perplexed. Given that this auspicious moment was tarnished by unwarranted sorrow, Gangu’s anger had turned into something more ferocious. But she kept quiet because she needed Vanchala’s earnings for the next seven to eight days. Only then could she deck her sister-in-law up like a goddess. Celebrate the boy’s birth with pomp. To enable that sweet, utopian moment where money would flow like water, Gangu quietly narrated her own tale.


‘My husband sold me off to a madam when I was at absolutely no fault. Why? Well, he thought that the piece of land he’d mortgaged to get married to me was worth much more; so, he decided to try and get it back. We came to Mumbai to earn money, but we couldn’t manage that. He longed for his village, and without it, he couldn’t cope. He, too – much like your husband, Vanchala – would fly into a rage and beat me. Thought that I was responsible for him losing his land! In the end, he told me to stay with his sister, saying that he would return after a short trip to his village. Needless to say, he never returned. It was not that he simply died – he had sold me off to his sister! What was more, she wasn’t even his sister. She was a madam. That’s how husbands are, snakes, each and every one of them.’


Soni agreed with Gangu’s monologue. Her life was the same. Tired of her husband’s poverty, she had run off with a man. That so-called salaried man turned out to be a pimp. He had sold her off to Gangu.


Vanchala was still crying. Gangu’s rhetoric, laced as it was with justifications of pure selfishness, had rekindled her inner fire, and Soni, wanting to ensure that Gangu didn’t carry any venom in her heart, sympathetically asked, ‘And then what happened?’


‘What else could happen? I turned my bones into rickety-sticks for my younger brother. I hollowed myself out so that he wouldn’t want for anything. Today, I have a debt of a thousand rupees in my name… but I won’t let anything harm him. He—’


‘I will not give him a single dime. I won’t even let him stand where I spit. That bastard, he’ll do the same thing to my younger sister. But I’ll get him arrested, and then, after he dies, I will dance thayya-thayya on his goddamn grave!’ Vanchala shot up suddenly and slammed her feet as she danced with great fury. She hissed, spat and let loose a torrent of abuse before darting out of the room like an arrow.


‘Vancha…’ Gangu – the Gangu who loved her brother beyond belief, the one who loathed and criticized womankind’s existence on principle because of her own past – was frightened at Vanchala’s pure, emotional outburst. She turned a pallid, yellowing shade akin to turmeric. She didn’t move for a while and simply stared at the open door. And then, as if seared by the hottest fire, she screamed, ‘Soneyy!’


Now determined to destroy Vanchala and recover her losses, she decided to immediately open for business.


‘Soneyy, get ready. And quickly!’


‘But I haven’t even bathed, haven’t eaten; let’s do this in the evening…’


‘No, NOW! Putaley…’ Vanchala’s assault had turned her into a hadal. Putali was stupefied with fear. She could see the signs of Gangu’s transformation. But despite her habit – which was to obey Gangu’s orders – she could not lift a single toe. Because for the past seven–eight years, Gangu had never let her go first. When she started, business was always sluggish, resulting in laas – that was the belief. If the business went into laas today, Gangu wouldn’t even spare her a glass of water before she kicked her out, and it was this burning realization that made her resolutely stay right where she was.


On seeing Putali’s suddenly defiant attitude, Gangu showered her with abuse. The frightened Putali began relying on Yelamba’s grace, praying fervently that Gangu’s anger vanished, that she was assuaged somehow. To entice customers, she began blowing streams of red gulaal on the bed and then all over the room, gripped by dread because she hadn’t had time to complete her puja even as she inched towards the open door.


And Gangu had become incapable of handling the slightest delay. Vanchala’s assault had opened a wound and turned her into a terrible tyrant. She wanted a veshya who would utter all kinds of obscenities, behave in all sorts of appalling ways to destroy Vanchala. The sight of Putali’s muttering and her timidly miserable gait made her explode, ‘Arrey, oh, you bloody zebra from Ranibaug… cover up that streaked, pockmarked back of yours… or have you too decided to kill me off… put on that bra, turn around…’


Putali could not undo the damage of her actions so far. Gangu’s onslaught ensured that any coherent thoughts in her mind (frayed as it was by many agonies) had flown far, far away. Harrowed, she fervently clutched at her clothes so that she could dress herself. As she desperately tugged at her clothes right at the entrance, she felt a man’s gaze settle on her. Her movements were frantic as she struggled to hide the streaks on her body. But it was futile.


On seeing her pathetic state, Soni was filled with pity. But anger surged through every pore of Gangu’s body, from her toes to her forehead, and she yelled, ‘Let it be. Let it be! Show him – just show him. Move the hem of your sari aside… ugh, you bloody hag.’


Putali didn’t obey Gangu because she feared for her future. Instead, she tried being suggestive and used her neck to try and make a gesture. On seeing her invitation, the freeloader instantly left. Gangu started to slice her open with her sharp, abusive tongue, and Putali endured it even as she wiped her tears. Because she had to survive… and survive the longest. She had to eat, drink, beautify herself, get dressed. Then, after that, live the life of a leper and die the death of one – on the road, alone, abandoned.


Time passed by slowly, despondently. People would’ve received their salaries today, but even then, business was slow. Men sporadically stopped by from here and there, but then moved on. Putali was getting increasingly agitated. Why didn’t Yelamba send all these men to me? she asked herself even as Gangu’s hopes started to wane. But sending a money order to her brother, decking up her sister-in-law with jewels, celebrating the boy’s name with great pomp – all of these desires had intensified in her mind. She was hurt because she had to face facts: Vanchala’s absence did not bode well for the business. Defeat stared her in the face. And the beautiful, strong Soni was not making any impact either.


‘Soneyy, will Vanchala come?’ On hearing Gangu’s sadly uttered question, Soni’s happiness and Putali’s despair – both had no bounds. They were silent as they pondered upon Gangu’s state of mind. Gangu, too, was lost in thought. Soni will take fifteen to twenty men. At the rate of four to five rupees, she should make about sixty to eighty rupees. Half of that amount will be mine. Putali will add fifteen to twenty rupees to that. The rest? Vanchala will manage.


‘Soni, will Vanchala come?’ Gangu asked.


‘No, she won’t!’ Soni answered, triumphant.


‘She won’t?’ Gangu’s mind churned violently. She began thinking of ways to put Vanchala to work, when suddenly, as if struck by lightning, she screamed, ‘Soney, get Sidrappa here!’


‘I will not.’


‘Why not?!’ Gangu shouted.


‘She will break forever. Might poison herself and die.’


Gangu agreed with Soni. If she did bring him, Vanchala could break forever. The steady flow of money would stop. But then, how could she get her out? What was she to do? Gangu’s inner fire burned, hotter than before. She chastised herself. And here, Putali’s mind went utterly haywire. If she did not earn anything before the day ended, Gangu would throw her into a whorehouse that was even worse. There, disease or starvation would trample all over her… eventually, leprosy would take her… The premonition of this horrible future made her think that Sidrappa dada should, after all, drag Vanchala by her hair and beat her into submission so that she would finally get to work. She sought an opportunity to summon him and prayed to Yelamba that Gangu’s attention be diverted for her to exit.


At that moment, Gangu was convinced that even the beautiful Soni could not attract men to her establishment. Mentally preparing herself to grovel at Vanchala’s feet, she walked out. Thinking that this was a sign from the goddess herself, Putali tried making a hasty exit. But before she knew it, three men flooded the doorway. The knowledge that she was better than Putali delighted Soni. Suddenly, Gangu returned. She was pleased because Vanchala had finally appeared from where the girls stayed and was making her way towards them.


Soni took one of the men inside. Gangu’s half-share meant that she had freshly minted at least two rupees. She was going to obtain another four rupees from the rest of them. But the urge to quickly make as much money as possible ate at her. For this, she decided to set Soni aside and advertise Vanchala’s many qualities to those men instead.


But the men were not paying Gangu any attention. They still stared at the closed door where Soni was. Gangu tried diverting their attention by describing Vanchala’s body, bereft of any clothing. She narrated all kinds of scenarios that would be found in the Kamasutra in the most vulgar language possible. This was when Vanchala entered, holding the door for support. She was tired. Crying had sapped her.


‘Look at this. What a succulent cucumber she is!’ The man Gangu had enticed took Vanchala’s soft, delicate hand in his, and tried slipping her a five-rupee note. She retreated. Her refusal increased his desire tenfold. When he slipped his hand around her waist instead, Vanchala punched him in his chest with great force. He seemed to enjoy the punch, but Gangu felt its intended impact. The happiness she had experienced earlier turned into vengefulness. Vanchala’s words had afflicted her. Gangu was fully stoked by the fires of a cold, unfeeling enmity towards her. Vanchala was worse than a poisonous serpent. Emboldened by these thoughts, she surged forward and gave her a thunderous slap right across her face. ‘Wanted to kill my brother, did you… Dance on his grave, will you?’


Vanchala was ready to crush her, too. In fact, she wanted to ask Gangu for some money. She wanted to go watch a movie, but Gangu’s vile behaviour enraged her, and she ended up punching this stranger instead.


Both of them stood face to face, their hands entangled in each other’s hair in a vice-like grip born out of pure hatred. The men, meanwhile, observed this scuffle with amusement. Gangu, who had decided to fight Vanchala out of a fierce love for her brother, was now calling out to Sidrappa so that he could break all her bones, and Vanchala was giving the crazed, animalistic Gangu a ruthless beating. The two onlookers, upon seeing Vanchala’s agility, and subsequently, her inflamed body, were completely smitten.


A few women from the nearby shops streamed out, running towards Gangu’s establishment. On seeing this chaotic swarm, Putali and Sidrappa made a beeline towards where the scuffle was.


‘Hato!’ Sidrappa sliced through the crowd. He grabbed Vanchala by her neck and waist and threw her on the bed. The man who was with Soni used this chaos to take advantage of her.


‘Who is going in?’ Sidrappa’s voice was so ominous that the women immediately made themselves scarce. Vanchala lay there, lifeless. She resembled a husk. Her face was pallid, and she stared at the man near the foot of the bed with the white, soulless eyes of a corpse. Soni tried to see if Vanchala was alright, but Sidrappa was a threat that loomed large, keeping her right where she was.
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