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_ Remembering WS-10:
Studying Caste and Gender:
Issues in History and Memory

“We live our lives sunk in a vast forgetting, a fact we refuse to
recognise’” (Milan Kundera, Ignorance 2002).

The Course WS -10 on ‘Caste and Gender in Modern India:
History and Memory’ was floated this semester (Jan-April 2009)
at the Krantijyoti Savitribai Phule Women’s Studies Centre as an
open course. WS-10 is a course propelled by dalit life narra-
tives, seeking to draw all participants into recognizing histories of
caste and gender ‘usually forgotten’ in the official structuring of
curricula. The memories that constitute the narratives have amoral
and political force that confronts the ‘officially forgotten’ histo-
ries of caste and gender oppression, resistance and struggles.
WS-10 is a modest attempt to open ourselves to the turbulent

processes of learning and thereby intervening in the ignorance on
caste and gender in modern institutions and practices; an igno-
rance manufactured and sanctioned by our academic practices.
Twenty-two students registered for this course, ten opting for
Marathi and the remaining twelve for English as their medium of
expression. Reading materials were made available in both the
languages and it was decided that preparatory reading for classes
would be ensured by designing ‘surprise comprehension exer-
cises’ and students’ participation in teaching of the course. All
narratives in the course it was decided would be introduced in
the classroom by students who would work in four groups some-
timés across languages at other times around a common lan-
guage of expression in order to ‘read collectively in translation as
many dalit narratives as possible.

The course began with reading the classics on caste and gen-
der which are often forgotten in constructing the classical tradi-



tion in the curricula. We began with reading Jotiba Phule’s Satsaar
and Sarvajanik Satyadharma Pustaak before turning to feminist
explorations of Dr Ambedkar’s Castes in India, Rise and Fall of
Hindu Women, Riddles in Hinduism and Ramaswamy Naicker
Periyar’s ¢ritique of enforced motherhood. Ironically, as we were
reading these texts and were turning to writings and memories of
women in the Satyashodhak, Ambedkarite and Self Respect pub-
lics the visual space of Pune city came to be occupied by hogrd-
ings of Parshurama (who beheaded his mother and later fixed a
‘matangi’s’ head to restore her to life) calling for participation in
Multilingual Brahman Parishad. The Multilingual Brahman
Parishad meeting in Pune city, boasting of star speakers passed
resolutions against inter caste marriages and for vegetarianism
and in a sense drove home the ‘contemporary relevance’ of the
classics we were reading in class. The students articulated the
complex ways in which class, region and moral economy of the
household mediated in their caste communities to actively dis-
courage, limit the boundaries of or violently oppose intercaste
marriages. Students, especially first generation learners argued
that the economic insecurities in higher education were rendering
them more dependent on family and kinship networks and re-
ducing the already shrunken space for independent decisions on
life and family.

The discussion on history and memory began with students
introducing and initiating discussions on four narratives — Vasant
Moon’s ‘Growing up Untouchable in India’, Baby Kamble’s
‘Prisons We Broke’ , Sharan Kumar Limbale’s ‘The Outcaste’
and Om Prakash Valmiki’s ‘Jhootan’. Vasant Moon and Baby
Kamble’s narratives were discussed as offering from two differ-
~ ent locations contesting narratives of the nation. These memories

of Moon and Kamble allowed an understanding of the ways in
~which differences of gender, caste and region mediated the
Ambedkar movement. Sharan Kumar Limbale’s and Om Prakash



Valmiki’s narratives created discomfort that comes with recog-
nizing the violence of ‘our ignorance’. Groups discussed memo-
ries of caste in Nehruvian India from locations stigmatized by
‘scavenging’ labour and ‘illegitimate’ birth. The consumption of
Jhoota food and the sexual violence that structures and is struc-
tured by caste was the focus of discussions. Questions of iden-
tity —as they emerge in Valmiki’s family name and Sharan Kumar
Limbale’s ‘impossibility of belonging to any one single commu-
nity’ generated considerably emotionally charged discussions.
Can the violence of caste become a ground to justify violence of
rape? The issue of hegemonic and subordinate masculinities pro-
duced by the caste/gender nexus and the complicity with hege-
monic models was the focus of much heated discussion. What
was most encouraging about the discussions was the absence of
posturing of politically correct positions by participants thus pro-
ducing the classroom as a space for reflecting on caste inside
and outside the classroom. Discussing the significance of memo-
ries of caste for the troubled relations between feminism and his-
tory, we tried to compare the case with memory work on parti-
tion in rewriting the histories of the nation. Detailing the conjunc-
ture that makes doing history and memory of caste and gender
possible, the class discussed why this called for a democratiza-
tion of the methods of knowledge. In other words, we asked
why and how dalit narratives constituted by memory, experi-
ence, identity, embodiment and agency democratize methods of
knowing caste and gender.

At this point in the course, the centrality of hunger and food in
memory and articulations of pain, humiliation, assertions of self
respect, taste of own culinary skills and distaste for ‘bland
brafimanical’ food was pointing to the limitations of structural
anthropological discourse on caste and food and the sanskritisation
model of understanding changes in caste based eating and drink-
ing practices. The idea of doing a food project — of undertaking



an analysis of representation of dalit food practices and docu-
menting memories and recipes began to float in the classroom
but had not generated immediate responses. Infectious enthusi-
asm and engagement came much later when students began to
- document memories of food and recipes.

“ The groups of students now working separately in Marathi
and English were asked to introduce and discuss Bama’s Karraku
and Uttam Kamble’s ‘Aai Samjun Ghetana’. It was heartening
to see students introduce a third text Shantabai Kamble’s ‘Majhya -
Jalmachi Chittarkatha’ that was not ‘a part of the assigned task
for class’. As a course co- ordinator who has often been thor-
oughly depressed trying to figure out why many of the students
resist reading for class discussions- this was a pleasant shock. It
had nothing to do, needless to say, with ‘pedagogical talents’ of
the teacher or teaching assistants but the discourse of participa-
tion that dalit life narratives generate as against the discourse of
distancing that some of the “more regular’ readings produce.
These narratives were discussed to detail the memories of kin-
ship —fictive and real, patriarchies and caste in diverse times and
spaces. The works of two feminist historians on caste, kinship
and patriarchies in diverse settings — matrilineal Malabar and
patrivirilocal Haryana was introduced to detail routes that make
a historian challenge ‘the field’ through are-reading of the ar-
chives and memoirs as also take ‘routes to the field’ to docu-
ment oral histories to make sense of the archives. The relations
between memory, contexts and concepts in ‘doing caste and
gender’ were discussed by Uma Chakravarti in a two hour pre-
sentation on how she came to ‘Brahmanical Patriarchy’. A de-
tailed discussion on Urmila Pawar’s ¢ Weave of my Life’, detail-
ing the memories of labour, household, food, culinary skills, ro-
mance, conjugality, migration, routine violence of caste in the city
and its institutions and of ‘becoming Buddhist’ focused on dalits
as producers of modernities countering the dominant discourse
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of dalits as ‘poor consumers’ of modernity.

At this point in the course students and the team of Tina
Aramnha, Sangita Thosar, Deepa Tak got down to nitty-gritty for
doing memory work on food and culinary practices. Rough list
of questions were drawn, circulated, appointments made with
our respondents and schedules for collective work drawn. The
sensitivity of the group on ethics of doing memory work, the
genuine engagement in learning from ‘live memories’ was appre-
ciated by the respondents. There was no ‘classical anthropo-
logical gaze’ at the ‘other’ during the three days on intense memory
work that we did collectively. As the reflections in this book will
bear out, the exercise in documenting memories made us throw
the gaze of the respondents on ‘ourselves’, ‘our lives’ and aca-
demic practices. The axes of power in our classroom were
considerably destabilised as students and team members from
the Centre working in Marathi and coming from marginalized
communities ‘lead’ the exercise of memory work as many of ‘us’
were at acomplete loss to understand what ¢ Vazdi’ and ‘Chanya’
or Ghoul Sabjee meant. The class discussed the process of put-
ting the documentation together before moving on to the next
module in the course.

The discussions on caste, violence and sexuality began by
addressing the question of ‘official forgetting™ of caste violence in
postcolonial India and the documentation of memories of
holocaste being limited to fact-finding reports and testimonies.
Drawing upon the writings of Ravi Kumar on caste violence in
Tamil Nadu, the class discussed the limitations of social science
methods and tools in documenting this violence. Recalling
Chunduru, the Khairlanji massacre was detailed to locate the
gendered grounds of changing caste relations in post 1960s rural
India. Why does the attack on pubs in Karnataka generate a
“nation wide’ protest campaign by women and Khairlanji fail to
be inscribed in the ‘collective memory’ of ‘“women’ despite the
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marches, protests by dalit women across Maharashtra ? Asking
why and how ‘we’ forget the sexual atrocities, rape and massa-
cre at Khairlange, it was argued that this has much to do with the
complicity with structures of caste and class and the routine vio-
lence of caste and gender. Groups presented Aravind Mallagatti’s
‘Government Brahmana’ and Baburao Bagul’s ‘Mother’, to dis-
cuss the routine violence that is produced by institutionalized
stereotypes and binaries of love and dharma, desire and nur-
ture, caste and merit in caste-patriarchal society. Methodologi-
cal questions raised by the research on caste, labour and mascu-
linities in a Tamil village were discussed - and the possibilities
and limitations for studying the production of hegemonic and ex-
aggerated subordinate masculinities were detailed.

The course ended with groups presenting Narendra Jadhav’s
‘Outcaste: A Memoir’ to delineate how an archive of the public
and private and of structure of feelings of the Ambedkar move-
ment is built from fragments. We discussed how the notesin a
diary that comes to be kept to ‘keep a retired father busy’ and
reconstruction of memories by a family produce radical empiri-
cism and alternate histories that move beyond the evidentiary
rules of social science. '

This collection of narratives ‘Isn’t This Plate Indian’? : Dalit
Memories and Histories of Food, has emerged from the collec-
tive efforts of all involved in WS-10. I would like to put onrecord
my heartfelt thanks to Dr. Raosaheb Kasabe and Dr Sulbha
Patole who helped me to think through the project before float-
ing the idea in class. Kasabe Sir in his characteristic style nar-
rated his own memories of food, kinds of meat, nausea and at-
tempts to get the better of socialized limitations of taste. Sulbha’s
enthisiasm and sharing of memories outside Namdeo sabhagraha
convinced us that such a project was indeed needed. This project
was not possible without the ‘insider’s’ perspective that Sangita
Thosar and Deepa Tak lent to the project besides their efforts



in organizing the meetings with respondents and editing the nar-
ratives. Tina’s translations and painstaking efforts at editing both
the Marathi and the English narratives have made this ‘in record
time’ publication possible. The faculty members, non- teaching
staff and research team at the centre, particularly Nirmala Jadhav
who assisted the teaching of this course but could not be a part
of the project due to.other research commitments have helped in
diverse ways to make this project possible. Thanksare due to
Deepak Kasale for typing and typesetting of this book. Lastly, a
big thanks to all the students who participated in the course and
the project for their insights, hard work and the enthusiasm they
brought to the project. It has encouraged me to restart my long
pending work on ‘ Ambedkar: Feminist Explorations’, a reader
in the Navayana Series. This book will be for the WS -10 batch
0f2009.

Sharmila Rege
April 2009
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Preface: Process and Reflections

The journey of'this project has been like a roller-coaster tak-
ing us to the heights of excitement and joy as well as the depth of
pain and deprivation. Having never truly experienced hunger, this
project gave us a slice of the pain of hunger, desperation for food
as also the joys and aspirations associated with food.

The course on Caste and Gender in Modern India: History
and Memory involved reading lot of Dalit autobiographies which
we feel truly directed us towards the dynamics of food practices.
For example the name ‘Joothan’ itself is a strong statement that
indicates how food is central to the sustenance of the caste sys-
tem. It has been emphasised through varied texts and experi-
ences that food is an identity marker and this project truly brought
this thought alive underlining its regional specificities, personal
histories and as a marker of social status.

Acknowledging that modern institutions and practices have
reinvented caste, the class reflected on cookbooks and the ab-
sence of Dalit recipes in them. It led to the pertinent questiorn: of
“Why are not Dalit'cooking practices worthy of study or why are
they not to be considered as knowledge and documented in a
cookery book?’ It is towards unearthing these invisible histories
and demanding their value, that this project took shape.

Indian society is a caste-based society and its hierarchy re-
volves primarily around paternal residence, food practices and
marriage. Food was central to the practice of untouchability —
first because who could eat what was regulated by the brahmanical
ordering of society and then this itself became a marker of pure
and ifnpure status. Recognising this fact, this project looked to
engage with memories of Dalit women and men to explicate the
caste and gender intersections on the site of food.

While the class consisted of 22 students, the editorial team
comprised of the course coordinator Sharmila Rege alongwith
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Deepa Tak, Sangita Thosar and Tina Aranha. The team, over
several meetings, worked on the conduct of the interviews, iden-
tifying and sourcing resource persons, distributing work within
the team, finalising ‘the space’ to conduct interviews and cru-
cially managing available time. There was much disagreement
within the team over the number and the specific resource per-
sons we ought to include in this project. After much discussion,
we came up with a rough list of resource persons who would be
approached by Deepa and Sangita (many of them they knew
personally) to ask if they would agree to be part of this project.
The consent was sought and thus informed to the team.

Meanwhile the entire team decided to prepare a question-
naire schedule and likewise students came with possible ques-
tions they would want to ask. 22 different set of ideas were put
together and the team discussed the prepared interview-guide.
This schedule was given beforehand to students to help them
familiarise themselves. The team also used it to inform resource

“persons of the type of questions that would be asked. The team
then arduously nfade a timetable to ensure that one English me-
dium student and one Marathi medium student engaged and wrote
one life narrative.

Selection of resourcepersons was an intimate and conscious
decision. It was earlier decided that 6 Dalit women would be
interviewed recognising that food is intrinsically linked to women.
This number rose to & and on the insistence of students, two
male resourcepersons were added. Students wished to inter-
view more male resource persons to trace the gendered nuances
of food practices, but time constraints meant we had to limit them
to two. Hence we had 10 resourcepersons — 8 women and 2
men: They belonged to Matang, Valmiki, Neo-Buddhist and
Pinjari castes.

The interviews were conducted across three days—17%, 18th
and 19" March 2009. The students were divided into groups
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and students opposed this idea. When the rationale of conduct-
ing the interviews was explained, they agreed but insisted that all
students would attend all interviews. Thus the timetable included
one Marathi/Hindi speaking student as the main interviewer while
one English medium and one Marathi medium student wrote out
the interviews. This timetable underwent many changes with re-
source persons either being unable to come for the interviews or
requesting for change in date. Since the resource persons spoke
in Marathi and Hindi, Sharmila and Tina took charge of translat-
- ing the interview into English for the benefit of students who didn’t
understand Marathi and Hindi. Even as much care was taken to
take note of every detail and translate it, it was understood that
nuances of spoken word/expressions do get lost in translation.

In order to ensure that the resource persons spoke freely,
they were informed of the project in advance. The classroom
was organised in such a way that students sat around the
resourcepersons te make it less intimidating. There were discus-
sions with students over the manner to ask questions as well as
informal meetings with the resourcepersons when they arrived at

-the Centre.

Our resourcepersons were shy, humble, extremely gregari-
ous and with a funny bone. They shared their lives and recipes
with us even as it opened up sore points as well as tickling memo-
ries of the past. Every moment was savoured, all recipes baked
in the specificity of the individual/region/cornmunity and all memo-
ries deep fried with questions, comments and sharing of experi- .
ences by students and the team.

- When the students’ enthusiasm dipped or theze was hesita-
tlon,sensed in students or resourcepersons, the team took over
and intervened. This helped because when resourcepersons felt
embarrassed speaking of some aspects of their lives or called
some meat as ‘mothyacha mutton’ (big mutton) the team en-
sured they felt comfortable as also asked pointed questions to
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cull out that ‘mothyacha mutton’ means beef or asked for the
meaning and recipe of ‘chania.’

Each recipe was mouth-wateringly explained, some almost
as if cooked right there with gestures of mixing the mutton or
sprinkling the masala. Questions of the recipe of the masala al-
ways brought a twinkle in the eye of the resourcepersons and as
one of them responded “Saying swadanusaar (as per your taste)
for any measure in recipes is the most misleading piece of infor-
mation!” Interacting with the resourcepersons opened up a new
- world of finger-licking savouries and everyone on board felt that
they were participating in a food festival!

While students had to write one life narrative each, they were
advised to write in third person format. Yet some students felt it
lent much more to the subject and hence wrote in first person
format. ,

Moreover since this is the first attempt to document these
memories and histories, the lives and recipes do not follow pre-
ordained formats of narration and hence writing. The -
resourcepersons didn’t always follow a chronological format in
narrating their lives nor gave quantitative measures in describing
recipes. '

The students submitted the essays in 5 sections: Why this
project, Connecting read passages with the project, Analysing
Existing Cookbooks on Shelves, Documenting Life Narratives
with Recipes and Reflections. The editorial team looked at the
essays and edited them for factual accuracy, copy-editing and
sometimes length. Care was taken to ensure original thought was
retained. Editing was an arduous task what with bringing to-
- getlter 22 voices across 2 languages ensuring that arguments made
by students came across in their continuities and discontinuities
to build a coherent text- produced at once individually and col-
lectively.

The editorial team noted that across essays there was una-



nimity in the selection of passages, critique of cookbooks and
also the critical act of reflecting on their lives and practices and
hence learning relationally. There was variation in what they no-
ticed in the cookbooks depending on their location as also their
specific styles of sketching out the narratives.

Coming from very diverse locations, we as a team disagreed
immensely on issues as also brought specific flavours to the plate
of this project. ' '

For Sangita, this project underlined that food can be knowl-
~ edge and acknowledged that it granted legitimacy to her child-
hood memories of struggling to assert her food choices even as
she questioned the right of others granting it legitimacy. She re-
called how as a child she would remain silent on the question of
eating beef but later as she joined the Satyashodhak Movement,
started sharply asserting her food choices as a spontaneous re-
action against the years of silenced oppression against her and
many like her who didn’t have a voice. She truly believes that
this project has sfiown how caste and its cultures determines
what we eat as well as what we ‘prefer’ to eat. She asserted
how in the city one would hide the act of eating beef and she
recalls how her mother instructed her that in case anyone asks,
Sangita should say ‘today we are eating potatoes at home.” She
believes that this project has truly brought alive the concept that
onie learns of how caste and gender construct division of labour
as also indicated pertinent points of the relation of food to the
caste economy. The possibility of a project that researches
food that we eat surprised her, and later she enjoyed it immensely.

Deepa pointed out that through the course on Caste and Gen-
der and this project; she truly understood how food can also be
a site for knowledge. She notes that her own experience always
reflected that food was a site of oppression — of deeming people
like her lowly due to their food practices. The project made her
think on the need for documenting this knowledge as well as led
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her to the Food Section of a bookstore marvelling at the titles
like Buddhist Peace Food. As someone who doesn’t consume
pigmeatand had hidden it from her friends in college, Deepa has
always revelled in the ‘shuddhata’ (purity) attached to her in her
family. She sees this act as having ingrained the dominant belief
of pure and impure focod. Even as she has never truly experi-
enced hunger, she recalls how she would wonder why males in
the family would always get a larger share. She also underlines
how it wasn’t always easy to convince the resource persons for
this project who laughed it off or hesitated and how many of
them placed their trust in her to discuss their lives. In this pro-
cess, she believes being an ‘insider’ helped.

Tina hadn’t fathomed the deeply enriching journey this was
going to be when she agreed to be a part of the project. Even as
this project was underway, she read many dalit autobiographies
like Weave of my Life, Joothan, The Outcaste and Ouicaste: A
Memoir, which brought to her attention the question of food, it
being site of humiliation and a site to claim modernity. As some-
one who has never regarded cooking as a skill or been inter-
ested in cooking, this project led her to reflect on the violence
she inflicted by brushing off her mother’s battle in building a ‘ne-
goiiated taste’ across two cultures in an inter-religious marriage.
It also brought back memories of how there would be ‘contro-
versies’ over what kind of food was served, how it was served
and to whom was it served first not so much in marriages (what
with marriages now having buffets) but with death ceremonies
and rituals. For her, being a part of this project has underlined
her privileged upper caste status as also made her recall and
appreciate her childhood fetish for bhakris and chutney, eaten
relishingly at a neo-Buddhist neighbour’s home. It has resolved
for her many disturbing questions of the past as well as provided
answers to the many nagging questions of the present.

Even as this was an effort to document the process, it has -
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made us reflect on the materiality of the everyday, convincing us
- of'the diverse paths this project will take hereon. In essence, ﬂ]lS
project doesn’t end here.

Deep@ Tak
Sangita Thesar
Tina Aranha

(April 2009)
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Section [

Ism’t This Plate Indian? :
Dalit Memories and Histories of Food

Rationale of the Project:

As students whose everyday lives make the campus mess
and fast food of various kinds issues of immediate concern; two
controversies centring on food in the last decade have caught
our imagination. In May 2001, McDonald’s India was in the news
concerning the alleged reports of its ‘delicious French fiies being
laced with beefextracts’. This probably was rooted in the prac-
tice in the U.S. where the French fries are indeed made in beef
tallow to cater to their U.S clientele who have a preference for
French fries with beef flavour. Consequently in India, Managing
Directors of McDonald’s India had to go live to let the people
know that their product of French fiies is fried in vegetable oils
and that the segregation in vegetarian and non-vegetarian food is
maintained even at the farm level. The McDonald’s U.S con-
firmed that its imports of par-fried French fiies by McCain Foods '
India Pvit Ltd and Lamb Weston are par-fried in pure vegetable
oil sans beef tallow or anty fat ingredient of animal origin.! At this
juncture it is not difficult to realize that this agitation was initiated
by the middle class and upper class consumers of McDonalds,
but the focus on beef also ‘reveals that they were speaking as so
called upper caste Hindus’. It is interesting to note that in the
entire controversy upper caste Hindu sensibilities of food were
homogenised as Indian sensibilities. ‘

The other incident concerns the meat eating controversy at
the Hyderabad Central University where ten Dalit students were
rusticated in 2002. One of their grievances was that they were
treated differently in college mess because they ate meat. The
issue concerned an imaginary symbiotic and direct relationship

Isn’t This Plaie Indian? 62 .



between food composition and mess bills. Further the HCU hostel
administration followed a policy of segregating vegetarian and
non-vegetarian eaters. The Dalit Students Union argued that this
segregation structurally reinforces the Varna distinction of Hin-
duism into impressionable young brains. The concept of “Indian
food sentiments’ under the name of secular and pan Indian tradi-
tion was being hegemonised as one of vegetarianism. The impli-
cation was that rich upper-castes could survive on such diet since
they could afford the different vegetables and milk supplements
needed for proper nutrition but the lower-castes would have to
survive onjust cereals, thus denied the meat that could have been
a source of nutrition for them. The students argued that in a sys-
tem where dalits and minorities tend to be alienated culturally,
both by the choice of texts and teaching methods, unreflective
adoption of vegetarianism only adds to the cultural alienation felt
by them.

The students underlined the need to declare food habits as a
fundamental right of a citizen and any kinds of impediments, ‘hate
campaigns’ against particular food should be regarded as viola-
tion of basic human rights. A couple of years later, the campus
saw the organisation of dalit food festival on campus where stu-
dents had to wage a struggle to serve beef and pork in the festi-
val.

Both the incidents suggest that in a caste-based society like
India, foods eaten constitute one of the key elements that distin-
guish the most valued attributes from the lowest valued ones in
terms of pure and impure within the pyramidal structure of the
caste system’ . Eating habits and foods starkly mark the bound-
aries between the pure and the polluted, as well as between the
upper and lower class, male and female, humans and god. Con-
versely, what kinds of food are ‘permitted’, ‘tolerated’ and ‘en-
forced’ for consumption and the ways in which they are con-
sumed are structured primarily by the caste, class, gender in-
~ equalities in society. This project emerges with a modest aim of
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at least untangling caste, class and gender on the food plate and
the assumptions in the making of national and regional cuisines.
This project aims to flesh out the politics of caste oriented
cultural contestations which are embedded within the discourse
of food. Cultural practices of dining, serving and cooking have
always been imbued with the quest for social and political power.
Historically, the nationalist struggle has also been rife with ideo-
logical struggles on practices of food consumption. Gandhi and
Ambedkar’s views about food reflect political contestations over
- the idea of modernity. Food in the formation of the nationalist
politics is not a neutral or unimportant category as the memories
in dalit narratives of interdining® would bear out. The practice of
interdining between the ‘touchable’ and ‘untouchable’ castes for
breaking taboos of untouchability, a programme with which V.
D. Savarkar’s name came to be associated always served veg-
etarian (if not Brahmin) meal thus not addressing the very act of
eating meat that branded some castes as untouchable castes.
According to Ambedkar, the principle of untouchability ini-
tially emerged as a practice to ban the consumption of eating
beef. The imposition of this ban was articulated in order to win
an ideological battle of ethics against Buddhism. The consump-
tion of non vegetarian food has thus been ethically and morally
delegitimized by the Hindu discourse*. The cow as a sacred ani-
mal, D.N. Jha believes, did not really gain currency until Dayanand
Saraswati’s cow protection movement in the 19 century. “The
cow became a tool of mass political mobilization with the orga-
nized cow-protection movement”,’ the historian points out. He
argues that the killing of cows stopped gradually with the agrar-
ian society and caste rigidity. The Brahmins found it convenient
to say that those who ate beef were untouchables. But they them-
selves continued to consume it, recommending it for occasions
such as shraadh. Inthe present era, this history becomes im-
portant as the flag of beef eating is wagged by the Hindu funda-
mentalists to render Islam and Christianity alien and communal
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and explains why Jha’s book came to be banned and his life
threatened. Food is therefore an important site on which the
memories of why the question of communalism in India is also at
once a question of caste are inscribed.
* September 24, 1932 undoubtedly remains etched in the col-
lective memory of the dalits not just as the time when Poona Pact
was signed as a result of Gandhi’s opposition to the British
government’s provision of separate electorates for the Sched-
uled Castes, but also as the moment where the aspirations of
citizenship of dalit communities were obliged to conform to the
Hindu majority’s view through Gandhi’s strategic use of fasting.
This event proved the experience of hunger would never be po-
litically neutral; while the experiences of hunger of those ascribed
as ‘pure’ by caste society amounted to an empowerment through
self restraint; for those inscribed as impure by the same order,
hunger and negative rights on food (the compulsion to eat meat
of dead cattle) became norms they were obliged to suffer from.
John Thieme and Ira Raja® in an anthology on food in South
Asia, analyze the dialectic relations between food and culture,
by giving emphasis on the communicative dimensions of food
and its important role as a signifying system. This immediately
~ raises questions about the limitations of a semiotic analysis for
addressing the power and inequalities produced by food prac-
tices. As Aravind Mallagati, a folklore scholar in his life narrative
‘Government Brahmana’’ argues that the interpretations of sym-
bolism and exaggerated scholarly comments often say nothing
about the violence routinised through practices in caste society.
The need to undertake this project on ‘memory work on dalit
food practices’ comes partly from the vacuum that is left behind
by most theorizations on food and from seeing food not so much
as melting pot, but as an invisiblised site of contentions, where
numerous silent battles are raised simply to say I exist’.
The project has it beginnings in our reading of dalit life narra-
tives which, as opposed to other life narratives, deal explicitly
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with the question of food. Memory here comes to play a signifi-
cant role in the critical reflexivity that is an integral part of these
narratives. Consider for instance the following selections from
dalit life narratives: ' =

“During a wedding, when the guests and the baratis, the
- bridegrooms party, were eating their meals, the chuhras would
sit outside with huge baskets. After the baratis had eaten, the
dirty paital or leaf plates were put in the chuhras basket, which
they took home to save the jhootan sticking to them. The
little pieces of pooris, bits of sweetmeat and a little bit of
vegetable would be enough to make them happy. The jhootan
was eaten with much relish. The bridegroom’s guests who
didn’t leave enough jhottan behind on their pattals were de-
nounced as gluttons. Poor things, they had never enjoyed a
wedding feast, so they had licked it all up. During the mar-
riage season, our elders narraied, in thrilled voices, stories of
baratis who had left several months of jhootan.”
(Om Prakash Valmiki, 2003)®

‘Nobody was ready to exchange his or her share with my
grandmother. She got really angry and in a fit of rage she
declared ¢ from today on who ever eats the meat of dead
cattle will swear by the pig’...some women rushed ahead to
beat my grandmother. Some began to rub their palms and
sing curses that would finish her. The young in the crowd
patted my grandmother on her back. “great work sitavahini!
Today you have opened the eyes of the Maharwarda ....
Later oaths were taken and promises made to give up eating
dead cattle and spontaneously the slogan of Bhimrao ki Jai
was given’. (Baby Kamble, 2007)° -
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“When the menfolk went out and women and girls re-
mained at home, they dined only on kaat. A sinall quantity
was poured in water and cooked as a soup with chilli pow-
der, salt and piece of raw mango or amsul. This was called
saar. Women ate their rice with this watery dish. Similar
saar would be made with the stock of other fish. This was an
extremely low quality dish with no nutritional value. It would
invariably upset the stomach. . ..

... “Hey what is that funny “dug dug” noise,

What is the foul smell spreading all over?

Well, what they cooked was fish water!

Someone’s had a bellyful! And how!

She wears a short sari, down to the feet now

To hide what’s trickling down from her butt!

This saar used to be the regular diet for the daughters in
law. The poor things ate it without complaint and naturally
faced the consequences. Itoo grew up on this saar, this why
my digestion is excellent”

(Urmila Pawar, 2008)!°

“Making Mandes , a very thin chapatti ,is an art of cook-
ing in the Mahar community that is dying away. This kind of
bread is made on an overturned, heated earthern pot.... Along
with Mandes of course mutton or chicken was necessary. It
had to spicy enough so that guests should gasp for breath
when they soaked a piece of the Mande in the gravy and ate
it.... When ever Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar came to Nagpur
he would eat mutton and Mandes. Once in 1930, Babasaheb
Called Yogesh Varade’s mother and said, holding out the
Mandes “through the almost transparent Mandes your face
can be seen. Such a beautiful art in your hands”

(Vasant Moon, 2001)"
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“Bhakari is as large as man. It is as vast as the sky, and
bright like the sun. Hunger is bigger thanman. Hunger is vaster
than the seven circles of hell. Man is only as big as a Bhakari,
and only as big as his hunger. Hunger is more powerful than
man....... The world is born from a stomach, so also the link
between mother and father, sister and brother”

(Sharan Kumar Limbale, 2003'%)

“My man licked his lips at the remembered feast.......
Whatever meat could not be consumed quickly before it got
spoilt, she dried it in the sun. After a few days of drying, the
sun turned the meat into thin, crackly strips. Those chanya
were so delicious!. Aaee would roast them in the fire for us
to eat and for so many weeks, we would beg her for the
treat” (Narendra Jadhav, 2003)"

On Sunday we usually had a good meal. They butchered
a cow exacily ai the time when we returned from the morning
Pusai. With our midday kuuzh we would be given a little of
the meat in its plain stock. For this, the meat was just boiled
with a touch of salt, but no masala whatever..... when they
were cooking meat, we came home as soon as the prayers
were over at the church, without getting led away into any-
thing else. .

“Usual _I_y we had tice and kuzhambu only in the evenings.
Otherwise, it was some kind of kuzh in the mornings and at
mid-day. It would be a kuuzh appropriate to the season. To
go with the Kuuzh there would be something or the other -
onions, groundnuts, moulded jagggery, green chillies. Ifthere
was a little money in hand, there might be arelish of roasted
and ground gram or a pickle from the nadar shop, or any-
thing else we could buy. This pickle was usually hung up in
packets in the shops. The shop owners would usually pre-
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pare this ‘kadichukira’ in their own homes and bring it to
their shops. They used to make it full of flavours, with all
sorts of good things like brinjals and red chillies. They’d give
you five or ten paisa’s worth wrapped up in a banyan leaf.
To this day, I relish this Kadichukira. It always went very
well with our kuuzh. “(Bama, 2000'4)

It is apparent from these selections that the struggle against

hunger and for food is central to dalit life narratives. There are
memories of negative rights, compulsions and coercion of eat-
ing the meat of dead cattle in the pre-Ambedkar era and those of
the message of Ambedkar translating into food related practices
in the Ambedkar era. The moral economy of the household how
to consume - who consumes what and how much is also an im-
portant part of the critical memories. The memory is not always
one of pain, so that authors recount relishing a particular dish and
also the ridicule of the gluttony and taste of the so called upper
castes. The memories often comes heavily tinged with emotion,
so that shame, humiliation encountered as part of a process of
collecting or begging for food and disgust over what was eaten it
apre- Ambedkar era has the moral and political force that pushes
the reader to question such a politics in an effort to unseat such a
deeply embedded system of discrimination.
- Food, as we have argued in this section, is very much a po-
litical question and cannot be equated to personal choice and
taste. In a society where what we eat, when we eat, how we eat
and how what we eat is produced, is marked by gender, caste
and class; the question of food cannot be pushed under the car-
pet as a private question. Having highlighted the memories of
caste and gender in the dalit life narratives, in the next section,
we address the gap between these and the world of cookbooks
and sociological writings on Indian cuisine.
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Section I

‘Natiomal’ and ‘Regional’ Cookery Books:
Isn’t the Plate of Dalit Recipes ‘Indian’?
- “Cookbooks, which usually belong to the humble literature of
complex civilizations, tell unusual cultural tales.” '
Aurjun Appadurai begins his essay on cookbooks in contem-
porary India by pointing out how cookbooks reflect the logic
and economics of household budgets and domestic ideologies.
They are meant for a literate society where food displays class
and caste hierarchies. What is to be eaten, how and in which
order it is to be eaten and when it is to be eaten — all are ex-
pressed through cookbooks seen as a communicable variety of
expert knowledge." : :
During the month of March, all of us participating in this
project visited bookstores in Pune and one of us also visited a
Marathi bookstore in Thane to get a sense of the cookbooks on
the shelves—to see the history of cuisines of India as constructed
in them. A single glance at the food and cooking section of any
major book store in the city was enough to tell us the audience
these books are addressed to. There is a tendency to address
mostly the urban elite, the upper caste and the vegetarian public.
Our small survey at the bookstores on the variation of cook-
books available reveals that the shelves are full of ‘national’ and
‘regional’ cookbooks in more or less equal number. While na-
tional cuisine is constituted by selections from different regions,
regional cuisines homogenise differences within the region and
both show no hesitation in referring to the single, overarching
Hindu tradition as ‘Indian’. For instance, consider Dal Chaval
by Satarupa Banerjee (Vasan Publication) and Non Vegetarian
Delights by Sandhya Kumar (Lotus Press). Banerjee, a Bengali
Brahmin, in her preface acknowledges the richness of regional
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variations though she put together dal and chawal under one cat-
egory. The second book is written by non-brahmin and does not
acknowledge regional variations of cuisines even within India as
if non-vegetarian cooking was the same all over India. Other
books, like Vegetarian Fare by N. Radha Rao (Longman),
seems to cater to cosmopolitan taste of readers by providing a
variety of recipes from India and some other couniries like Thai-
land, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Continental, and Iran. Indian foods
are divided into some sections that include rice dishes, curries
with side dishes, chutney, masala, among others.
‘Annapurna’ written by Mangala Barve and translated by
Snehlata Datar is originally a Marathi book and has had the stu-
pendous luck of having 50 editions in 30 years. The author claims
that her ‘husband and father loved gourmet cooking and were
fastidious about nutritious and sumptuous food. So to be happy
I had to be a good cook. I began collecting recipes.” Her hus-
band was into advertising, thus she met several elite families from
different communities during parties. The translator claims that
this book is a popular gift to newly married and those who live
abroad. - :
In this context, it is interesting to look at the creation of na-
tional cuisine through the discourse of cookbooks in India.
Appadurai (1988) has argued that the authentic Indian cook-
book did not hide the regional differences, but rather the regional
cuisines caine to be represented as national cuisines. Although
Appadurai recognizes the homogenization of certain regional
cuisines as the ‘authentic’ national cuisine, he does integrate caste
as an analytical category in deconstructing the ‘national’ cuisine
in India. He concludes, perhaps a little too hastily that the cook-
-books signify cross-caste flow of recipes in an urban cosmopoli-

tan. The absence ofa dalit cookbook or the deafening silence
- of cookery magazines on the ‘dalit food festival’ organised by
Chandra Bhan Prasad in Delhi would lead us to be cautious about
any hastily drawn conclusions. '
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Abrief analysis of the cookbooks revealed that in addition to
regional cuisines being represented as Indian cuisine, certain up-
per class/caste recipes are reproduced as dominant recipes of
particular regions. Minakshi Dasgupta’s cookbook ‘Bangla
Ranna’ (the Bengali recipes) depicts the ‘authentic Bengali reci-
pes’ in the so-called traditional way of serving food, in a silver
plate, with rice in the middle and curries in separate bowls. This
resembles the food habits and practices of the upper caste and
class. The recipes of what gets represented as ‘authentic Bengali
cuisine’ is typically upper caste and the use of costly ingredients
like ghee and more costly fishes is representative of the taste of
Bhadralok. The homogenization of Bengali cuisines across erst-
while East Bengal (present Bangladesh) West Bengal is glided
over. The authors acknowledge that the use of different types of
fish, onion, garlic and poppy seeds vary across social classes.
Pania bhaat (the cooked rice stored in water) gets recognized

as ‘what’ is consumed by the poor. A case of the classical col-
lapse of caste into class?

There were titles which by their sheer flippancy cannot fail to
amuse the readers (in the stores and of our project!!) .There
were titles like ‘How fo forget your Ex With the Stab of a
Fork’-Solo recipes for sporadic singles or titles like The cook-
book for Girls Who haven't Learnt Much from their Moth-
ers’ or a book called “Small Tasty Dishes for Moms on the
Verge of a Nervous Break-down” in trying to cope with the
food demands of children. Books by Karen Anand, Neeta Mehta,
Tarla Dalal and Sanjeev Kapoor were stacked on the shelves
along with plenty of other books by foreign authors. Our selec-
tion of books was however based on uncommon unheard names
of experience in the hope that some authors who are not chefs or
professionals may through daily experiences just see the caste
differences in food.

What we found was a series of cookbooks on ‘satvik’ diet
and calorie conscious diet. The idea of food devoid of any trap-
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- pings of desire, food that helps one renounce the desires was
what this cookbook on satvik diet tried to endorse. The com-
monplace items like pani puri, dahi puri were given Sanskrit names
like pushpanjali etc. This cookbook performed the enormous
feat of invoking what the Right wing has been trying for so long,
i.e. a golden Vedic past that is pan Indian. Idli, jostled with Dhokla
and Khandvi, as Jalebi, Rasgulia and Gulab Jamun ended things
on a sweet note, in this book. There seems to be a trend to-
wards healthy eating as cookbooks for people with high choles-
terol or diabetics were seen lining shelves after shelves. These
diseases are also seen as afflicting the well to do classes of the
society, making the audience of a cookbook amply clear. Food
as therapy was a strong theme throughout. Be it eating ‘satvik’
or going lowcal (low calorie), food was the miracle cure. The
multiple discourses on food, of following certain diets could be
American or Vedic, their audience and perspective on food was
not very different from that of the other.

There were increasing number of ‘continental cooLboo»ks
they included Chinese, Italian and Thai cuisines. It marks clearly
the upper middle class and elite shopper who is as much at
home buying Dior perfumes as while eating ‘continental’ to carry
on the global consumption project. The politics of defining global
though can be summed up as First World as continental and Third
World as Oriental. Its interesting to see India, carrying on its
shoulders the tag of the Orient, now looks at China, Thailand as
Orient, Vietnam and Korea are conspicuous by their absence on
this Continental /Oriental scene.

It would be too simplistic to say that the English books cater
to upper middle class to upper class clientele and regional
(Marathi) to a lower middle class. Both address a middle class,
largely one where the woman works outside the home, but sees
the home as her prime responsibility. In Betty Freidan’s words,
the woman must be busy enough to buy a cake mix, but not so
busy that she doesn’t want to bake. Appadurai’s study on cook-
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books too assumes a housewife, the one who will cook special
meals to entertain her husband’s boss and different ones for his
extended family. Most cookbooks today cater to the working
wornan, who wants to cook in a jiffy and still impress her guests.
It is not only about being a good wife, ideal hostess, great cook,
but also being someone who knows a lot about diet and nutri-
tion, while holding down a career and two or more children.

Iin the English cookbooks while caste differentiation is hidden
under the garb of inter- regional cuisine( Maratha cooking called
‘ Assal Kolhapuri’ /Authentic Kolhapuri ), the Marathi books
may go as far as titles like ‘Maratha Recipes’, ‘Saraswat Cui-
sine’, ‘CKP Specialities’ or “The Plate of Panchali’- Recipes of
Panchal Caste Women’s Club in Mumbai. Caste when articu-
lated is restricted to the ‘upper castes’ and the books then claim
o be storehouses of information for a new bride and include
various party menus, including some caste specific foods with a
few “universal ¢ items thrown in for a good measure.

History as all processes of remembering tends to be selective
as this process is often embedded in power, and therefore what
comes to be treated as the norm and what gets erased from
collective memory all together often has to do with what interests
this recording of history served. Thus when Appadurai(1988)
mentions that the Mughal texts that have recipe sections are per-
haps the first time we have a textualisation of culinary practices in
India and further mentions how this Mughalai cuisine has now
come to beregarded as a pan Indian cuisine; it is a testament to
the fact that food like any other social practice comes to de de-
termined by the practice of power. As social science research-
ers, what gets written of is of immense importance for us but so
is that which is written off. It is even more necessary, to exca-
vate if necessary culinary practices that have been marginalised
over the years. This process of marginalisation often comes not
through direct attacks on particular foods but through insidious
attacks on questions of nutrition, hygiene but all importantly
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taste.'SFurther, in matters of representation the cookbooks have
remained highly selective, thus while they did manage to foray in
the direction of what are the types of food popular amongst the
Mopallah’s or Muslims in Kerala, or among the Boharis; cook-
books generally steer clear of beef and pork.

A trend of metropolitan pragmatism is witnessed in food prac-
tices through the composition of cook-books. A sense of erod- -
ing traditional concepts is found in the role of left over food in the
new cook-books. As observed by Appadurai (1988), lefi over
food has been a sensitive category in traditional Hindu thought
and even if in certain traditional circumstances they are positively
transvalued most often the eating of leftover was equated with
the risk of moral degeneration, contamination and loss of siatus.
However these books make no reference to those who driven
by the violence of the caste regimes ‘discovered’ ways of drying
and storing food. For a country like India, ridden with droughts,
famines and floods, the absence of even one book on how io
.cook during disastrous times says a lot about which India we are
really talking about. While a book on cooking during recession
might be in the offing to address the ‘needs’ of those who might
have to give up their international tastes for indigenous dishes
who would pick up a cookbook that reminded them about star-
vation deaths or of castes that learnt to dry stale puris and bhakris
for ‘even more difficult’ times? Our project to publish such a
book is not merely to add one more ‘different cookbook’ to the
list but an act of struggling against power by bringing into collec-
tive memory that which is ‘readily and officially’ forgotten.

Today the bookstores seem to have cookbooks that bring
about a paradoxical mix of the Gandhian and Savarkarite ap-
proach to food and untouchability. There is an exchange of reci-
pes symbolizing inter dining and there is a focus on food as other
worldly, as renunciation and as worship. People can now eat
food ‘belonging to other castes’ but within the limits set by the
Varna order and ‘pure pan India Hinduism’. A Tamilian Brahmin
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can cook Dhokla or Khandvi as it is good for the health, and
carries the mark of satvik rasa, while a Maharashtrian can take
to idlis, yet neither might have ever given a thought to learning to
cook what the woman who works in their house eats on an ev-
eryday basis.

Modernity of the cookbooks emerges through a displace-
ment of contexts of region, religion and caste in adopting and
adapting to culinary practices across the country. Caste though
here has not been forgotien: merely garbed differently so that an
abundance of books on vegetarian cooking, for instance ‘Satvik
Cooking’. Caste can now be written in a discourse of not what
is considered as pure and polluted food, but rather through a
discourse on health and nutrition which works within the larger
paradigm of Hinduism, which the book cover reminds us of.””

What do we do then to address the deafening silence on dalit
food in both national and regional cuisines - Isn’t the plate of
dalit food Indian? If it is then what do we do to build an alternate
archive of histories and memories of dalit culinary skills and reci-
pes? Our project makes a modest beginning by documenting the

-memories of food and recipes in practice in dalit households by
doing memory work with 10 dalit men and women from Bud-
dhist, Matang, Valmiki and Pinjari castes. As feminist research-
ers, we believe that the memories of food — of lives lived and the
culinary skills and knowledges they make in the process cannot
be separated. This is what we present in the next section.

- Aashinm, Auarita,
Chiristina, Debasmita,
Gayatri, Kena,

Marushka, Pallavi,
Priyanka, Sarnali,
Smeriti, Supriya.
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