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My Story

Parmar Kantilal Ukabhai 

This story is not only my story, many other Dalit human rights activists have had similar experiences as my own. When I talked about my life with other Dalits human rights defenders in Gujarat we realised that we all had similar experiences. However, this is the first time I have been able to share my life and experience with non-Dalits, and non-Indians. 

*****************

I am Kantilal Ukabhai Parmar. My father’s name is Ukabhai and my mother is Jivuben. I was born in Chital Village, Amreli Block and district, Gujarat, India. I have two brothers and two sisters and I am the eldest child in the family. I have two uncles. One works in the district village council and the second works as a peon (an attendant, or an orderly) at the Chital high school in my village. I also have a 95 year-old grandmother. We all live altogether. 

Schooling with caste discrimination
My 'polluted' coins
I was born into the Chamar community which is part of the Dalit community, a Scheduled Caste in India. People called us “untouchables” and I faced 'untouchability' many times in primary school. I took my primary education from the first standard to the seventh standard at the Jashvantgadh Primary School. In the classroom, we had to sit at the back of the room, away from the Patel students, the dominant caste classmates. At the school, as elsewhere, we had separate water glasses from other classmates from which to drink and were not allowed to use the common glass in the classroom. Also it was not easy for us to take part in cricket games and prayer either. 

When the dominant caste classmates needed to exchange coins with us, they would only touch our coins from us after purifying them with water, as they believed that our coins were polluted by our touch. We faced shame constantly and I could not understand what was wrong with me. 

My first leaf-plate for drinking water
When I was at school, my parents worked as agricultural labourers.  Whenever I had a vacation or holiday, I went to the farm to assist my parents and worked along with my siblings. I remember, one day when we went to the farm we brought our own plates and glasses. There were many people from our community working at the farm but we only had one common glass. I remember one time I was so thirsty, but could not use the glass which was occupied by others who were also thirsty. I asked the farm owner for water. I had to take the water by cupping my hands so that my hands did not touch anyone or anything, and the water pot was not polluted by touching my hands. The water was soon flowing off from my hands. I was too young to manage drinking with my hands and asked the owner to give me some leaves to use. This was the first plate I ever made for drinking water in my life. I did not want to do this type of work but we did not have any other choice and moreover, I realised later that wherever we went, the same discrimination would happen to us. I also realised that we could not manage our routine life under this situation. 

I have my name, Kanti
People did not call me by my name ‘Kanti’ but instead called me ‘Dhedh’. It is the common name for my sub-caste and a derogatory way of calling Dalits. Among the Dalit communities, the Valmiki is the lowest community. They are called ‘Banghi’ which is a derogatory name for the Valmikis. 

The Chamar is a community which is traditionally expected to repair shoes and slippers. The Upper caste people who want my father’s service throw their shoes to him from a distance. After repairing them my father puts the shoes at some point so that they can collect them from a distance as well. Payment for this service was given as grain on a monthly basis. 

When there were local occasions such as weddings or festivals in the village, my grandmother was usually informed by an upper caste person. While all the family members were invited attend generally only my grandmother went. My grandmother had to wait outside until the function was over when she would be given the leftover food to bring back home. Sometimes it was the only food we had. 

Kanti, don't cross the line
We were taught by the elders in the family that you have to behave properly in a society. The upper caste people were superior and we were inferior. We had to behave in such a manner that we did not cross the line. We learned from daily life that it is dangerous to cross the line. For example, in a school teams, we were not allowed to participate. We were continuously reminded that we were lower, and also continuously threatened with immediate punishment if we crossed the line, which would meted out in public. Even today, not only is the punishment public, but it is also even symbolic. If I do something my father may be punished. On the other hand if my father or a community member does something, I might be punished. Thus it is social punishment and community punishment. 

There was a local timber merchant that my family and our community members used to work for. He kept separate glasses on the side of the window for lower caste people to drink from. We had to call out for water when we were thirsty and could only use certain glasses. There were eight to ten timber merchants. The Hindu timber merchants have this practice but the Muslim merchants do not. 

When I was a child, I saw my mother and grandmother buy milk from the upper caste Patel family, they were not allowed to hand over the money directly straight to Patel; they had to leave the money beside the footstep so that the upper caste people could collected the money after purifying it with so-called ‘holy water’. This practice happens less in the towns and more in the villages. It is not because the caste identity or practice has been changed in the town but because in the village everyone knows who is who, while this is not so common in the towns. 

As Dalits we cannot buy a house or property in a town or city. When we do the documentation for buying property, we need to give our full address as well as our full name, which identifies our caste. The sellers do not say directly that they will not sell the property to us because we might take them to court. Thus they simply say that they have changed their minds and no longer want to sell the property. 

Dalit, son of the government
At secondary school for standard eight to ten, there were two or three dominant caste teachers who always called us “son of the government”. The teachers could not directly abuse us but used this term to indirectly abuse us in that way. This is the way of criticizing and mocking the government and its schemes to bring the low caste people into the mainstream. The teachers often says “hey, son in-law of the government, come in.” It is a sarcastic and derogatory way of referring to us. 

A female teacher from Bramin gave me free extra English class for two years and gave me a lot of support at the time. She considered me as her son and I was allowed to go to her while she also visited my house. Her name is Anshuyaben. I was quite clever and was always in the top first or second in the class. In ten standard, the last year of the school, there was an English teacher, Mr. Sangani who taught the male students. He used to say to me, “why do you study English?”, “You don’t need to study English.”, or “You should not study English.” He never tried to encourage me. Finally at the end of the argument, I asked him, “Why can I not study?” While Anshuyaben, the lady English teacher who taught female students at school always encouraged me, the male teacher would say, “What are you going to do after finishing the school?” “Even if you got good marks and passed the exam, what could you do? You are Charmar. You cannot go to college, and you should not go to college. Who is going to take you to the college?” Finally, when the results came I was the first in the school. Not only that, I scored 66% marks. It was 1986 and this was an exceptionally high mark at the time. However, the male English teacher said to me even after I got a first, “You did something wrong.”

When the result of my score came, people started visiting me with foods or sweets to congratulation me. However, my family did not have anything to give back to the guests, even a cup of tea as we were so poor. When entire village came to know my high rank in the school, it was published in a newspaper and I was so happy. However, I realised in a short time that “so what?” “I do not have money to study more.” “My parents cannot afford it.” I just went back to work.

Any student who comes first at school would be given 251 rupees as an award in the village. But neither the school nor the village gave me anything as I am a Dalit. My uncle was working in local administration as a government officer at that time and he had a little more money. The people asked him why he didn’t help me. Finally my uncle said to my father, “I would help Kanti to travel from the village to the city and get him involved in diploma and electronic engineering. Let him study.” My father said, “No, I can’t teach him. I don’t have money.” My father did appreciate what I did and how I succeeded in my studies, but he father didn’t want to burden his brother so my father refused. However, my uncle said, “No, this is one among us. He is good at studying.” It was my uncle who helped me to go to college. 

Caste discrimination at college, veiled from outside
In Bhavnagar town where I studied, if you entered from outside, you would not see the practice of caste discrimination. I did not know about that either at the beginning. I enrolled at the institution with my certificate identifying my caste and hometown. In the hostel of the institution where I stayed, I realised soon that the upper caste community could be free to stay anywhere they wish, while the Dalit students were put in one separate location. 

It is very tough in Gujarat during summer due to the lack of water. There was a water tank which could be used for the upper caste students, but there was no water for the Dalit students. We could not take a shower, could not wash our clothes, and even could not drink water. We had to wait for leftovers from the upper caste community. The hostel for the upper caste student had facilities such as electricity or TV, but for us there was nothing. 

I had borrowed a bicycle from my uncle for commuting as the hostel was a bit far from the college. One day, an upper caste, Darvard community student came to me and said, “Give me your cycle. I need to go to see a movie tonight.” I refused to let him have the bike saying, “I won’t give you my cycle, because I don’t want to give it to you.” The Darvard student cut off the tires and seat with a knife. I was very angry but could not complain against the upper caste student. I just had to keep quiet. 

An upper caste student could pick on any Dalit student and beat them up for no reason. Sometimes they would get drunk and come to beat one of us just for fun. We should have done something but we just had to stand and face it. We could not complain. If we complained, we would face abuse from the administration as well; we just had to obey. They also ask us to go to bring girls to the institution and when they came with girls, we were expected to vacate our rooms for them. If we objected, we were pushed out. We had to work like servants, even at the college. It became intolerable and I moved from Bhavnagar town to Amreli district for my diploma course in 1990. 

After I transferred to Amreli, I started organising the Dalit students and kept watching the Dalits newcomers. I encouraged them to stay together and founded a Dalit student union and became a union leader. The name of the union was Dalit Yuva Vidyarthai Sangathan. We dealt with Dalit issues and also started writing complaints and even a petition to the Prime Minister. I started developing my own small group struggling for the rights of Dalit students, specifically on issues like receiving or denying scholarships for the Dalit students. I also qualified for a scholarship which was denied.

Double suffering in my family after running the ration shop
When the government reserved the ration distribution shop at my hometown for Dalit community members in 1988, my father, who had finished 4th standard at school, with the help of my uncle filled out the application form for running the shop. His application was granted and he has run the ration shop in my village since then. 

My family has been suffering ever since. The only source of income in my family came from farm labour at the time. After my father got the license for the ration shop, he could no longer work at the farm as he had to open the ration shop everyday until late evening. My father usually brought other family members like my mother, grandmother and my sisters to work at the farm. However, with the absence of male members of the family, going outside of the village for farm work was reduced. At the same time, the ration shop needed more than one person to run it. It also required some investment for which my father had to get a loan from a bank. But the loan and the interest was too high for my father to pay back. My father also wanted some support for running the shop and asked my uncle to join as a partner. The problem was that the profit from the ration shop was not high enough and had to be reinvested in the shop for ten years. This ten year period was the toughest time for my family since we did not get any profit from the ration shop. Any profit there was had to be divided for three persons and after division my father’s amount went back for the investment. We got nothing. Other family members who might be willing to work could not go for some jobs as there was a security problem. In addition to that, I was studying at the time. 

When the shop started, 50% of the ration card holders in the village went to Amreli town to collect their rations since they did not want to buy them at my father's shop. Thus we have lost 50% of the potential customers. As the time went by, several other people did same. 

There was a village head who belongs to the upper caste community and was a BJP leader. He intentionally kept changing the ration card register which records who has been registered in which ration shop. The ration card holders started getting confused as to where to go to collect their rations and blamed this on my father. “Hey, you cheated me, my name is not here!” They believed that my father cheated them since they could not find their names under my father's ration shop in which the ration card holders initially registered their names. My father and my uncle who was a second partner were not aware how to run the ration shop and the legalities involved in it. They found it difficult to understand what the village head actually was doing by changing the register. However, another uncle, the third partner who was working in the government service was aware what was going on. My uncle could not say that the village head was wrong. He was not supposed to be involved in the ration shop as he was working for the government. My father and uncles manipulated it for a while but started struggling against it in a way by talking to people. During the first part of running the ration shop, we faced various problems, one after the other. It was believed that Dalits should not run a ration shop and it had been dominated by the upper caste. However, it was the government who granted the license for the ration shop and they cannot prevent us from running the place. 

I used to go back home during the vacation. My father was running the ration shop and mother and sisters worked at the farm. I also went to work at the farm to help support my family. However, even after hard labour at the farm, we did not have food to eat at home. We were so poor we only had water and some dry rotis (Indian wheat bread) to keep us alive. However, not one of us complained.

When I was studying at college, there used to be many people who came to know I was at hostel in town. They used to come to me for writing a complaint and getting a petition done. Even in the cases that the upper caste people threatened me for the complaint, the hostel was safe. I did not need to pay the rent as it was provided by the government. In addition, we could not get any other place to stay as we are Dalits. At the time I happened to read some articles written by Martin Macwan who is a founder of the Navsarjan in 1998. I was already self styled activist and became interested in social work for the community. I did not sit for my exams. I was engaged in something else rather than studying. I almost stopped studying in 1993 as I became a social activist inside and out. When I read the Martin Macwan's article, I asked him, “Can I work with you?” I joined the Navsarjan as a village human rights defender in 1998.

Put the theory into a practice
The first case I dealt with was a case of Devaliya village in which the water pipe line for the Dalits was cut off by the upper caste people. We protested it and created social tension, which resulted in the social boycott of the village by the upper caste for a long period of time, about three to four years. I started meeting people, writing complaints and organised protesting meetings. Various people came to us and inquired as to what was going on. It developed into a huge social issue. There were also people from the central intelligence department. That particular officer was a Dalit, Scheduled Caste. He said, “Why don't you complain to the National Human Rights Commission? This is the address. You can write to them. We will see what can be done.” I tried to write a petition to the National Human Rights Commission and it responded with an order consisting of 21 pages. Generally the National Human Rights Commission writes a one or two line order. We took the order to the High Court as a public interest application. The High Court stated that what the National Human Rights Commission had said was right and must be enforced. I started to learn how these things could be used and how the mechanism could be utilised. 

In addition to that, Martin used to call down to a city to give a regular session to the activists regarding different issues on law, land reform, social issue etc. He gave regular coaching for activists to empower them with the essential tools and basic knowledge. As I started working with Martin, I immediately got an opportunity to put the theory into a practice and it succeeded. 

Between fear and courage
My family is afraid of my work, even now. They say that I should be careful and I should be afraid of this and that. However, when the circumstances forced me to react and when I got exposed to more knowledge, I realised that the caste discrimination was wrong and there were different laws and mechanisms. I tried to find some remedy to that. Initially I was afraid of it. As the time passed by, I slowly became encouraged and got results. It is impossible to organise or motivate things all of sudden. I was dealing with a social milieu which is accepted as a norm in a society and I was working completely against the norm. 

In our community, people are supposed to get married when they are at between 15 to 18 age. However, I was fighting against the community and did not want to get married. I continued under I was 32 which was against the tremendous pressure from my family and in particular my parents who always were worried and cried a lot. My parents complained to everyone who came to our home, saying that I am always fighting against everything and do not want to get married. At the same time, my younger brother said, “If you do not marry, I will not marry.” There was a lot of family pressure. I finally decided to get married in 2002 and have a boy and a girl. I did not pick and choose my wife. I was willing to marry anyone who wanted to marry me. I married a lady to attained three standard and I am happy with my wife and children. 

My in-laws always urge my parents to get me to stop my human rights work. “It is enough and tell your son stop his human rights work. He always fights with the collector, the village head, Patel (upper caste), Darvards (upper caste) etc. He fights with everyone. You know, our daughter and grandchildren are supposed to be taken care of your son but he is fighting with everyone. If something happened to him, what would happen to my daughter?” 

I also feel personally concerned about bringing my family to Ahmedabad city to stay with me. My wife has not been in a city before and I am concerned that anyone who wanted to attack me would do so through my family. In addition, my children are still very young. Had they been a bit older it would have been much easier to manage things. I won't stay in a city, and in fact I am based in the village. I became a state coordinator for the organisation in a very short time. I was a village level activist before being promoted from a village human rights defender to a state coordinator. I think it is risky for my wife and the children to live in a city. They live in the village which is 250 km away from a city. 

Just be a human being
I understand that the activities of the organization are designed to focus on empowering people to stand on their own. If we are human, we need to be trained. There is no mention of the caste system. It is the organization and community where people are considered to be equal, and people are encouraged to consider each other as equal, to learn to stand on your own. Forget about the caste and then create a generation which starts standing upon its own feet. As the time passes and generations pass by, your contribution will eradicate caste based discrimination. 


******************************************


The Asian Human Rights Commission is regularly issuing this article series on Human Rights and Culture in which various cultural expressions, poems, stories, pictures and other forms of cultural expression that are based on the theme of justice, will be published. A pivotal issue in modern literature is justice, particularly the enormous unleashing of injustice under fascist, communist and other authoritarian regime including those that pursue an unbridled market economy have generated responses from created writers. This search for justice is at the very essence of being human. Human beings are part of nature and part of each other. Perhaps the lines of John Donne are most relevant: “…any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde;”
Contemporary mass culture promotes violence and destruction. There are those who are opposed to mass culture and want to reclaim the best traditions of human culture within which justice remains a core issue. This column will provide space for those who wish to share their creative initiatives.

# # # 
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