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Dalits and Cultural Representation 
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The issue of cultural representation of dalits is something that has generally not figured 

much in scholarly writings. How do dalits register their own cultural voice? What are the 
cultural dilemmas they face? I have used Ramakatha as an entry point to explore these issues 
that are very significant for dalits in contemporary India.  

In 1987, the television serial R
overwhelming popularity. 
his coming back to Ayodhya. The possibility that the television Ramayana might conclude 
without portraying the episodes dealing with Sita and their purported ancestor upset a number 
of sanitation workers in north India greatly. Mass of sanitation workers in Jalandhar went on 
strike to demand the continuation of the serial to show the uttarkand. They mobilized MPs who 
eventually succeeded in getting the serial to telecast the final episode.1 

The reason for the anger of dalits to the proposed closure of the serial lay in their 
unique relationship with the Ramakatha tradition. One of the most numerous dalit castes in 
north India are Valmikis, who trace their descent from Valmiki, the traditional author of the 
Sanskrit epic. They constitute 11% of all dalit castes and close to 20% in north India. They 

without showing the 
episode of the banishment of Sita, the dalits felt that their own ancestor had been belittled.  

For centuries, dalits have been excluded from registering their voice in the cultural 
domain. An influential concept in anthropology of cult
latter, local traditions, expressed in oral and folk forms, that dalit castes are supposed to inhabit. 

more ac
great traditions, in literature, art, or religion. The contribution of the tribals and lower castes are 
almost entirely forgotten.  

While the Orientalists sought to study Hinduism in terms of its sacred scriptures 
essentially the Sanskrit texts produced by the Brahmanas, the colonial administrators cum 

practices of the lower classes. The highest ideas, the loftiest philosophy was attributed to the 
Hinduism of the Vedas and the Upanishads, while the later popular Hinduism was seen to be a 
degeneration from that supposed golden age when classical Hindu culture and civilization 
prevailed.  

India has been described as land of contrasts, and in nothing are the contrasts 
more marked than in Hinduism, in which the differences in beliefs and 
practices of the cultured classes and those of the masses, mostly unlettered 
villagers, are so great that they seem to be almost differences of kind rather 
than of degree. The religion of the latter has few of the higher spiritual 
conceptions of Hinduism and represents in the main its lower side. 2 

brahmanical sanskritic tradition became almost the standard in social and cultural perspective 

                                                           
1 India Today (31 August 1988), 81 
2 L.S.S. O Malley, Popular Hindusim, the Religion of the Masses,  Cambridge University Press, London, 
1935, p. 1 
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Colonial Remapping of the Ramkatha Tradition

Dr. Ashwin Parijat Anshu
Assistant Professor, Dept of History, Zakir Husain Delhi College, Delhi University

Under colonial conditions, a specific epic imagination came to be constructed in which 
epic became an imaginative tool to locate culture. Epics came to be seen as metanarratives 
which fixed the identity of culture/civilisation/nation. Ramayana (and Mahabharat) came to be 
valorized as constituting the historical memory of entire Hindus and later as foundational texts 
for religious and cultural identification like the Bible. Simultaneously, they acquired 
significance as offering an insight into the oldest, purest and most natural forms of poetry and 

ce in this context. The ways in 
which epics were centralized in the colonial culture discourse remapped the Ramkatha tradition 
onto a very different cultural context and reconstituted it in different ways. The Indian response 
to this remapping was crucial in giving the epic its modern national contours and its place in 
national culture.
The Orientalist rediscovery of Ramayana

Edwin Arnold credited the European discovery of Ramayana and Mahabharata to 
William Jones.1 d epic poems, in the sacred language 
of India- the Mahabharata and the Ramayana,- which were not known to Europe even by name, 

to be interpreted within a comparative cultural framework. He highlighted affinities of the 
Valimiki Ramayana with Greek epics and even suggested that Rama and Dionysius could be 
one and same.  

The first poet of the Hindus was the great Valmic, and his Ramayan, is an Epick (sic) 
Poem on the same subject, which in unity of action, magnificence of imagery, and elegance of 
style, far surpasses the learned and elaborate work of Nonnus entitled Dionysiaca, half of which 
or twenty-four books I perused with great eagerness when I was very young, and would have 
travelled to the conclusion of it if other pursuits had not engaged me. I shall never have the 
leisure to compare the Dionysiacks with the Ramayan, but am confident that an accurate 
comparison of the two poems would prove Dionysus and Rama to have been the same person; 
and I am inclined to think that he was Ram, the son of Cush, who might have established the 
first government in this part of Asia.2

In 1808, Carey and Marshman, the Serampore missionaries published the first modern 
text of Ramayana 

circulated, and the interesting view which it exhibits of the religion, the doctrines, the 

as justifying the interest in its publication.3 But it was German Orientalist August Wilhelm von 
) partial translation of 

Ramayan which appeared in 1829 that ignited real European fascination with this text. Schlegel 
had been fervently excited with the discovery of ancient Sanskrit texts which to him 

                                                          
1 Edwin Arnold, Indian Idylls, London, 1883, p. 5
2 Wilson Jones, Asiatic Researches, Vol. i , 1803,  p. 258
3 William Carey and Joshua Marshman, The Ramayuna of Valmeeki in the Original Sangskrit, 
Serampore, 1808
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An Oral Tradition and Its Transformation

Dr. Ashwin Parijat Anshu
Assistant Professor, Dept of History, Zakir Husain Delhi College, Delhi University

The katha is essentially an audience-oriented performance genre. During the course of 
fieldwork, the researcher attended a number of katha performances as well as met a number of 
people in Delhi and Banaras. Most of what is described below is based on that. The account of 
the audience experience, even though impressionistic, does help in giving an insight into the 
variety of audience responses to this genre of performance. 

Although considerable variation can be found in the type of audience who come to 
katha in different cities, and within a city, in the different neighbourhoods or localities, but 
broadly speaking, the predominant presence in katha programs is of men and women belonging 
to a higher age group and from a background possessing a measure of economic security. 
Adolescents and youth, at most venues were present in very small numbers and from this age 
group are more likely to be girls than boys. Girls accompany their mothers or grandmothers, 

presence and do not egg them on to listen attentively. 
Also people with poor economic backgrounds do not constitute any numerically 

significant category of listeners, particularly for non-sequential public kathas. Just a few days 
before the katha at Birla Mandir was scheduled, the researcher paid a visit to the place to
ascertain the program. Speaking to a regular worker at the place, the researcher asked him 
about his impression about katha in the previous years. The regular worker was quiet fluent in 
his knowledge of Hindu mythology and produced quotations from Manas but scarcely showed 
any enthusiasm for katha

1 He also took a dim view of the audience 
involvement in katha ining every year. Now people (with a tone 
of sarcastic humour) are turning to cinemas and parties which offer greater scope for 

moh-maya even after 

answered in the affirmative. Writing about this after the katha at Birla Mandir appears 
particularly ironical, for moh was a barrier in 
spiritual progress and how to obtain release from this mental affliction. Here the poignant 
response given by the cobbler sitting outside the Birla Mandir he 
need for attending kathas who do not possess Rama. As for me, in the midst of my work there 

Rama is a symbol of popular devotion; this does not obliterate class differences and 
antagonisms. Indeed the meaning and significance attached to Rama is different for the lower 
class people than the affluent audience of the katha at Birla Mandir.

view when he 

locality in South Delhi. There he received visitors who called on him personally or were 
acquainted with him. Most of the visitors were from affluent families. When the researcher 
reached the residence, only a few visitors were present. One of them, sitting close by an old 
lady, impressively dressed, was narrating to a younger woman about how once Dr. Rajendra 

                                                          
1 Rajkumar, Birla Mandir, Delhi, 14-3-99
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