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THE ROLE OF HUMAN RIGHTS LITERATURP. 
A SELECT STUDY OF BAMA FAUSTINA 

SOOSAIRAJ'S SANGATI' AND MULK RAJ 
ANAND'S UNTOUCHABLE' 

Miss Apurba Borbora 

MA., Dibrugarh University 
Miss Urbashi Borbora 

Faculty in English, Sepon College, Dibrugarh 
INTRODUCTION 
Human rights literature believes in the power of literature to bring change. This literary geme 
is based on the theory of 'engaged literature' formulated by the French philosopher Jegm 

Paul Sartre in his book "What is Literature, first published in l941. Sartre is of the viey 

that one must ask oneself-"What is writing? Why does one write? For whom?" (Sartre 

1949:Foreword). In Sartre's words, the work of art is of value because it is an appeal; acal 

for social change. Literature is a tool with dual function: first as amirror to the oppressar 
and second, as a guide and inspiration to the oppressed. 

Human rights literature promotes the values of human rights directly or indirectly, t 

does not believe in writing as an aesthetic exercise only and calls for socia commitment This 
kind of literature has certain roles and characteristic features. It makes use of narralive 

tradition to develop empathy, to question hegemony, to promote the ideal of universaity and 
above al, to narrate experiences of the exclhusion, suffering and dehumanization. The pape 

highlightsthese characteristics with special references to two works of human rights litere-
ture, namely Bama's 'Sangari" and Mulk Raj Anand's "Untouchable'. Although, "Untouech 
able' was first published in 1935, i.e. before the Universal Declaration of Human Rights y 
United Nations (1948), there is a sugeestion to hunmanrights that were in conflict due to caste 
system. 'Samgati was first published in Tamil in 1994 and translated into English by laksh 
Holmstrom in 2005. 

DISCUSSION 
Bama's 'Sangatf can be described as anovella containing series of narratives with meno 
rable proagonists. 1hese indvidual stories woven together, narrate about the experienacs o 
various women belonging to the Dalit community. Bama projects how Dalit women a 
doubly marginalized because of caste and gender differences. Patriarchy, in the first plu 
makes themeconomicaly unequal to men. While men earm and spend money as they pi 
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women bear the tinancial bunden ot running the tamily, often singly. Within the community, the 

caste-courts. i.e. village couneils, and ehurchesare male-led. We are told in the book, about 

stories of women being abused violently by 1athers, husbands and brothers. On the other 

hand, being a Dalit, wonan never gets proper lacilitues of hospitals, doctors, education in 

their arca, nor do they gel such opportunity to go to cinema like the upper-caste women. 

They are constantly vulnerabie to sexUal harassment by upper-caste men whom they cannot 

oppose because of his pOwer and money. 

M.R.Anand's *Untouchable 'is about a day in the lile of Bakha who belongs to the 

lowest firaction of the outcastes. Bakha is a sweeper who cleans the public latrines situated 

near the colony of outcastes. IHis father Iakha sweeps at the town area. His sister Sohini. 

like other outcastes, 1s seen pleading lor the merey of upper-caste Hindus to get water from 

the communal well. T he greai catastrophe of the novel occurs in the morning when Bakha 

accidently bnusies up aganst a high caste man. Ihe untouchables like Bakha are supposed 

to use the public road by gIvIng a warning to high caste people that they are passing. The high 

casje man chides Bakha for polluting him and hits him. Later, this incident makes him search 

way to get rid of such inhuman treatment. The book closes with three solutions- Jesus 

Christ, Ciandhi., and the flush system to abolish untouchability. 
Ihese two works, hence, talk about deprivalion ol humanity to the weaker sections of 

society. Purthermore, they would illustrate the various roles and features of human rights 
literature as discussed below. 

Empathy: 
Empathy or the capacity for empathy is universal. It depends on a biologically based ability 
to understand the subjectivity of other pcople and to be able to imagine that their inner 

Cxpenences are ike one's own. Lynn Hunt examines the psychological effects of the rise of 

nove and its connection winh the emergence of human rights in "Inventing liuman Rights 

A History', chapter "Torrents of Emotion'". However,itis important to note what Lynn Hunt 
finds about novel and empathy. The 18th century novels, with eharacters from the middle 

cas, made the point that all people are fundamentaly similar because of their innerfecelings 
(Hunt, 2008: 39). In this way, reading novels created a sense of equality and empathy 
hrough passionate involvement in the narrative. Even Pramod K. Nayar in his introducuon 

0Human Righus amd Literature', approves the role of literature in developing empathy. 
has empathy helps us to stand up to prejudice and discrimination (Nayar, 2016: X1, 
Xi. Introduction). 

Mulk Raj Anand moves beyond social prejudices and caste differences to project the 

life O nouchables, empathize with their eonditions in his 1935 novel. although he himself 
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docs not belong to that caste. While Anand gives an outsider s viewpoint in 'trtouchabl 
Bama, being a Dalit feminist, gives an insider's viewpoint in "Sangali . Bama, in namatin 
the stories of various Dalit women, does not present them as merelY plinul victims but coun 
geous protagonists 
Storytelling 
Cultural texts and discourses tell stories of what it means to be human or to be deniet 
humanity, and of these storylelling fomns, literature is by tar the most pervasive. Sucha 

narrative tradition is also crucial for l Human Rights Campaugnis- "human nghts work is. ai 
heart, a matter of storytelling" (Dawes, "Human Rights in l.iterary Studies, 2009:394) 
Indeed, one makes his or her casc by getting someone to believe i, someone to speak in his 

or her favour. Thus, in Untouchable' Mulk Raj Anand tells the story of Bakha to comm 

nicate the sulferings of untouchahles. Bama's "Sangati narrales individual stories.memories 

of personal experiences. Mostly, narrator's grandmother, 1.e. Patti, is found telling these 

stories of women in ther street to her 
This narrative tradition mostly makes use of autobiographical elements and takesthe 

form of testimony. Torture novel and sentimental novel belong to this category of literature 

Dignity 
The main aim of Human Rights is the restoration of inherent dignity to all members ofte 

human family. Perhaps, human ight literature too highlights the idea of human dignity.of 

what it means to be human. It may either narrale about human s growth and development 

taking bildungsroman or other literary torms. or narate about a deprived, dehumanized 

subject. But, as mentioned by Promod K. Nayar in his introduction, the idea of hurns 

dgnty may only be highlighted implicinty, byY pointing to 'inverse images of corporeal unma 

ing and abuse" (Nayar, 2016: xii). 
In 'Sangati' and "Untouchable' we find such images abuse and degradation of the 

untouchables, vanously known today as Outcastes, schedule castes, harijan, dalit ete. Hin 

dusm prevents the fmdus from touching them oreven touching anything they have touchad 
Thus, in "Untouchable we see the confectioner throwing the"jalebis" to Bakha, the Hindu 

man slapping Bakha for being accidently touched by him. The low castes are deprived o 

their basic rights which is water. "The outcastes were not allowed to mount the plattorm 
surrounding the well, because if they were ever to draw water from it, the Hindus of thre 
upper castes would consider the water polluted"(Anand, Untouchable', 1947:20). In n 

altempt ol retrieving dignity, 13akha considers conversion into Christianity but soon loos 

hope in it and goes to consider the thoughts and principles of mahatma CGandhi. 

ura 

The positionof women is both pitiful and humiliating, really. In the fields they have to esea trom upper-Caste men s molestations. At church they must lick the priest's shoes arnd e 
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slaves whilec he threatens them with lales of God...they have to submit themselves to their 

husbnds" tomment" (Bunmai, "Sungati ". 2008:35). So, we find stories of Thaayi, Rakkamma 

and narrator's P'erimma (Senior aunt1) who were abused and beaten violently by their hus-

ands, of girls like Maramma who are sexually harassed by upper caste men. 

Universality 
1he 1948 Universul Declarition of Human Rights is inspired by such principles as universal 

ity. Any given proposition such as 'all humans are bome cqual'is universal because it can be 

conceived as being true in all possible context without creating any contradiction. Human 

Right Literature contribute to the broad reimagination of a more inclusive human community. 

In Bama's "angalt , the narator questions the gender based discrimination a femaletace in 

her community-"Why can t we be the same as the boys? We aren't allowed to talk loudly 

or laugh noisily.. We always have to walk with our heads bowed down... we mustnt eal 

first... What, Palli, aren '1 we also human beings?" (Bama, "Sangati', 2008: 29). This denial 

of humanity is thus questioned in a literature that is both universalizing and fundamentally 

devoted to respecting he diversity of persons and cultures. 

Hegemony: 

As said by James Dawes in his article "Human Rights in Literary Studies", 'the question of 

cultural imperialism-jdentity politics writ large-is ever present in hunan rights discourse 
(Dawes, 2009:401). But a broader term would be hegemony to include all sorts of oppres 

sion and dominauon violating human rights. For instance, the rule and hegemony ofwhite 

people over blacks, of heterosexuals over homosexuals, and of upper castes Hindus over 

Dalits-one group is always supposed tobe superior to the other, so much so that the 'other 

starts accepting the supposed inlerior status as true. 

In his novel, Mulk Raj Anand describes this sense of inferiority internalized after gen-

erations of oppression by upper castes Hindus: "Charat Singh's generous promise had called 

forth the trait of servility in Bakha which he had inherited from his forefathers, the weakness 

of the down-trodden, the helplessness of the poor and the indigent, suddenly receiving help. 

the passive contentment of the bottom dog... (Anand, 1947: 15). 

Among Dalits there is again the domination of women by men.As mentioned in 'Sangati 

,boys are given more respect(Bama, 2008:7). Thaay+'s husband beats her and justifies his 

act by saying, "She's my wife, I can beat her or killher ifl wish'" (Bama, 2008:43). 

Human Rights Violation: 
As mentioned earlier, human rights literature deals with human rights and their violation. 

There are 30Arnicles of human rights included in the Universal Declaration of' Human Rights 
ol 1948. The first article is about freedom, equality, brotherhood and dignity. In*Untouch-

aDle, written in 1930s, we find Gandhi speaking about inequality: "As you all know, while 
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We are asking for Ireedom from the grip ofa foreign nation, we have ouscCs tor centuries, 

trampled undertoot millions of human beings without feeling the shghlest remorse for our 

ncquty."Anand, 1947:119). The untouchables are the most dow-trodden pcople with 

easy access to water, streets, temple, or clean residence. Ihey are no treated as human 

eing. Simikarly, Bama has shown that females in Dalit community are nor uealcd in cqual 

Teis ike males. Girls aren't paid attention and rather engaged in househoid works or cam 

ng nvelihood which was the case with Marriamma and Maikkanni in xngu . 

The untouchables like Bakha don't have frecdom of movement and residence as mentionod 
n article I5, clause 1 ofUDHR. Females in Dalit community are not cqual belore law as 

menuoncd in article 7, nor do they get impartial heanng as lound in the cse or Marmamma. 

nus, the works of human nghts literature deal with vanous hurian ngnis issues directdy or 

indinctdly. 
CONCLUSION 

AS human nghts contunue to be the dominant discourse relatcd to issuesol social justice, 

scholars are developing new perspectives for understanding the chical, Iiterary and political 

ink between human rights and hterature, the waly s in whichliterairy texts, stones, testimonies 

and literary theories contribute to the evolution o1 the philosophies, laws and practices of 

human nghts. There has been much mprovement in the condition of marginalized people, 

such as those portrayed in the two works examined in the present paper, and a lot more is 

yet to be achieved and human nghis literature would always periorm ai importantTole lor it. 
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