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Dalit Writing refers to literature composed mainly by Dalits, sharing the sufferings 
faced by them in an unequal society in India. It is their response of protest through 
writing against the injustice that Dalits have been facing since thousands of years. In 
the case of Karnataka state, Dalit identity and awareness of atrocities against Dalits 
happened much earlier than other states, when Basavanna and other vachanakaaras 
composed poems, emphasizing the need of equality among members of all castes. 
However, this awakening happened in a large scale, when Dalit social consciousness 
happened due to the public agitations under the leadership of Mr. Basavalingappa and 
Prof. B Krishnappa in 1970s. This movement to establish equal rights in all spheres of 
the society brought a number of Dalit writers to the forefront. To name a few, 
Devanoor Mahadeva, Dr. Siddalingaiah, Ku. Veerabhadraiah. et al. Their writings 
gave a voice to the voiceless multitude and new understanding of a world which was 
unknown till then. Though, there are a few other eminent writers who brought out 
humiliating experiences undergone by Dalits, these writers are not a part of Dalit 
canon. Because, Dalit writers argue that non Dalit writers are merely ‘protest’ writers, 
as they are not the sufferers of the caste system. Whereas, Dalit writings by Dalits 
expressed living experiences of Dalit life through different genres. In the meantime, 
Dalit writing has introduced its own dialect, culture, custom and belief to kannada 
literature and enriched it. For example, the language of Dalit literature is rustic and 
colloquial. Devanoor Mahadeva’s novels use colloquial language which reflects the 
Dalit feelings effectively. As a matter of fact, Dalit writing has emerged as a 
discipline of academy study and also public reading. Indian universities have 
responded to the Dalit literature and it has become a part of curriculum.  

In this context, the paper historicises Dalit writing in Kannada literature and makes a 
note of important milestones and also discusses the present status as well as future 
course for Dalit expression in the space of Kannada literary world. 
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When we trace the beginning of Dalit consciousness and awareness in Karnataka, it 
all started with the foundation of ‘Dalita Krantidala’ and ‘Bhimasene Sanghatane’ in 
1970s. Then, Basavalingappa’s famous ‘Busa Episode’ laid the foundation for the 
creation of two important forums for Dalits to come together and fight for their rights. 
They are ‘Dalita Kriya Samiti’ and ‘Dalita Sangharsha Samiti’ Later, this Dalita 
Sangharsha Samiti (DSS) inspired and gave a platform for Dalit writers and they 
created their own separate forum, bringing together all Dalit writers and artists called 
‘Dalita Lekhakara mattu Kalavidara Yuva Sanghatane’. This organization, DSS was 
also responsible for the creation of forums for Dalit students, artists and women. They 
are respectively called as ‘Dalita Vidhyarthi Okkuta’, ‘Dalita Mahila Okkuta’ and 
‘Dalita Kalamandali’. DSS started functioning, to start with, by giving a definition to 
the word Dalit. It described Dalit as an untouchable, a person who is insulted in the 
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name of caste. The work-based caste system (chatur varna system) which created 4 
castes, but kept Dalits out of it. This outcaste identity put them into shame, so that 
these people felt ashamed to publicly speak out, about their caste.  However, Dalit 
writing is not defined in the similar lines. As these writers brought out their creative 
literary work under the banner of DSS, so there was no separate definition required 
for their writing.  

However, the birth of Bandaya Sahitya (Protest Literature) which defined its 
boundary, forced Dalit writers to introspect and define their literature. Interestingly, 
Bandaya writers included Dalit voices and discussed Dalit literature in their public 
debates. Bandaya writers questioned why only literature composed by untouchables 
should be labelled as Dalit literature and also declared that other Shudras can feel and 
write about Dalit suffering. This embarrassed Dalit writers. As a result, they brought 
out a clear definition to a Dalit as ‘downtrodden sufferer, who is financially and 
socially backward’. This definition clarified Dalit literature and the different 
perspectives it included. So, Dalit experience is analysed from different perspectives; 
Marxists took the financial aspect, Ambedkarites on the basis of untouchability and 
Lohiyites on the basis of caste.  

The first recognized Dalit writer Devaiah Harave described Dalits as 
untouchables who are neglected in political, educational, social and economic levels. 
He also described Dalit writers as the ones who try to remove caste based 
discrimination by expressing their pain through language. Then, another Dalit writer, 
Aravinda Malagatti brought three categories of people together as Dalits; 1. People 
who suffered politically, socially and financially, 2. Panchamas and 3. Not 
untouchables but discriminated financially, politically and socially. In other words, 
Dalits are the ones who are kept outside the caste system, outside the civilized society, 
and forced to menial jobs. 

Meanwhile, there are many terms used by upper caste people to define Dalits 
and these terms are accepted and used by Dalits themselves, namely; Ashprashyaaru, 
Anthyajaru, Anthyavasin, Anthyavaashi, Athishudhras, Anusuchita, Dasya, Dalita, 
Adhama Jananya, Chandala, Adhi Karnataka, Adhi Dravida, Adhi Andhra, 
Tirukkullatar, Panchamas, Bahishkrata, Harijana, Nimnavargadavaru, Parishishtajati, 
et al. Some of these terms were recognized at certain periods and some others were 
still not accepted by them still. However, Dalits were happy to declare themselves as 
‘Hole Madigas’. But, they refused to call themselves as ‘Harijanas’(children of god 
Hari), a term given by  Gandhiji. Nevertheless, they say that, they are not children of 
god, not of human beings. So, they brought back the word Dalit to call themselves in 
general usage. 

In this context, it is important to note that, Indian constitution has listed 150 
sub sects among Dalits in Karnataka as Dalits. The differences among these subsects 
is a main obstacle for their overall welfare. Dr. G S Shivarudrappa says, there is a 
difference between Dalit and other decriminalized sections of the society. Dalits are 
not just decriminalized, but went through real time violence and cruelty.  Basically, 
they are not recognized as individuals. He clarified on the question, what is Dalit 
literature as, the literature written by a Dalit. In that case, what happens to literature 
written by non-Dalits on Dalit issues? Aravinda Malagatti says that Dalit literature is 
‘picturization of exploitation through literary forms.’ If it is written by Dalits, then it 
is Dalit literature. But he should have Dalit sensitivity. There is difference between 
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Dalits and non-Dalits as far as Dalit experience is concerned. Because, Dalit 
experience of a Dalit is truly intense.  

Meanwhile, Jyoti ba phule founded ‘Sathya Shodhaka Samaja Samsthe’, an 
organization to help out backward caste people and women to fight for their rights in 
Pune. Inspired by it, ‘Praja Mithra Mandali’ was established in Karnataka as a 
political outfit for the similar purpose. As a result of nationwide protest for 
reservation, Krishna Raja Vodeyar IV of Mysore dynasty offered 50% reservation for 
weaker sections of the society in government jobs. Here, we have to understand that 
there was no state called Karnataka at that time. Before, unification of Karnataka, 
there was no cultural or literary identity as different kannada speaking provinces of 
present day Karnataka were spread out. In this context, Let us glance through the 
Dalit consciousness as presented in Kannada literature through 4 major periods of 
kannada literature called; Navodaya, Pragithisheela, Navya and Dalita/Bandaya. 

1. Navodaya Movement 

The major writers who wrote on Dalit issues are Masti Venkatesh Iyangar, 
Koradkal Srinivas Rao, Kuvempu, Anandakanda, and Bharatipriya. To start with, 
Mast Venkatesh Iyangar’s short story ‘Kalmadiya Kona’ celebrates Dalit culture.  
However, critics feel that, another short story, ‘Illiya Thirpu’ shows his lack of 
appreciation and understanding of Dalit culture and we can see his cynicism about 
Dalits. Whereas Koradakal Srinivas Rao, a contemporary of Masti, presented a true 
portrayal of Dalit life without being judgemental. His short story, ‘Daniyara 
Sathyanarayan’ expresses protest by the Dalit children against Hindu gods and upper 
caste landlords. His another short story, ‘Devasthana Pravesha’ resembles 
Ambedkar’s life and the notion that education empowers people, and the story ends 
with Dalit family entering a temple. The noted kannada poet and novelist, Kuvempu 
was the first non-brahmin writer in kannada literature. His short story ‘Saalada Magu’ 
brings out atrocities of feudal society and child labour as well as slavery. Kuvempu 
tried to bridge this caste division through human to human interaction level in his 
short story ‘Yaaru Ariyada Veera.’  Another important writer Anandakanda’s short 
story ‘Maalki Hakku’ discusses land ownership rights of Dalits.  His another short 
story, ‘Badaviya Baavi’ speaks of forgotten historical public well dug by an old out 
caste woman who kept it open for public use. The last important writer in this literary 
period, Bharati Priya’s short story ‘Mochi’ speaks of self dignity and respect of low 
caste people, who want to earn their salary through work, but not through charity. In 
Navodaya period, we don’t find any Dalit writers expressing themselves through 
literary work. As outsiders wrote Dalit experiences, we find only sympathy for Dalits 
on the one hand, and romanticizing of their problems on the other. Here, the writers 
being outsiders, couldn’t penetrate through Dalit social and cultural world.  

2. Pragatisheela Movement 

Pragatisheela literary revolution is ranged from 1936 to 1942. As a result of this 
movement, “Akhila Bharata Pragatisheela Lekhakara Sangha’ was established in 
1942. The major writers who addressed Dalit issues in their stories are Aa. Na. 
Krishnaraya, Basavaraj Kattimani, Niranjana, and Chaduranga. To start with, Aa. Na. 
Krishnaraya’s short story, ‘Rev. Dr. Rangus’ depicts heartlessness of Hindu society in 
denying Sanskrit education to Dalits and the generosity of British to empower them. 
Finally, the Sanskrit scholar Shastri feels guilty after Ranga, the Dalit boy becomes 
Rev. Dr. Rangus, a Sanskrit scholar himself. It transforms caste biased Shastri.  
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Similarly, Basavaraj Kattimani’s short story, ‘Caravan’ reflects extreme hunger and 
poverty of a Dalit family. His another story, ‘Hosavarshada Halerathri’ reflects 
disparity between life in a slum and a bungalow, and their contrasting response to the 
arrival of a new year. Whereas Niranjan’s short story, ‘Deguladalli Padarakshe’, 
speaks of the accidental entry of Dalit boy to a temple and the subsequent punishment 
for it by the feudal system. However, the story ends with a happy note, with the same 
boy announcing his clearance of 5th standard examination. His other story, ‘Charaka’ 
speaks of a Dalit family destroyed by drinking addiction. One more story, ‘Kaayo 
Srigowri’ reflects the effects of famine, and helpless parents trying to sell their 
children free. Chaduranga’s short story, ‘Beralu Thiruguthithu’ speaks of the 
importance of the Dalit protest and their subsequent emancipation. His another short 
story, ‘Bannada Bombe’ speaks of the value of human relationship in spite of caste 
differences. In Pragathisheela period, we don’t find much reference to untouchability. 
The human values like, humanity, idealism and sympathy are highlighted. True Dalit 
voice is missing in kannada literature in this period too.  

3. Navya Movement 

Navya literary movement is highly influenced by the western  literary and 
philosophical concept, ‘existentialism’ of 20th century. The important writers who 
focussed on Dalit consciousness in this period are Shantinath Desai, K Sadashiv, P 
Lankesh, and K. Poorna Chandra Tejaswi. To start with, Shantinath Desai’s short 
story, ‘Bharamayya hogi Nikhila naagiddu’, speaks of Dalit transformation due to 
increased social awareness. His another short story, ‘Yelladaru Iru Yentadaru Iru’, 
speaks of economic disparity and of socialism. Another writer, K Sadashiv’s short 
story, ‘Giddi’ analyses man-woman relationship in terms of caste differences. P. 
Lankesh’s short story ‘Muttisi kondavanu’ is about Dalit doctor treating upper caste 
patient and the mental stress that patient goes through due to it.  His another story,’ 
Sahapaati’ speaks of the importance of socialism in bringing up the status of Dalits. 
Finally, K. Poorna Chandra Tejaswi’s shot story ‘Gudugu Heliddenu?’ speaks of 
slavery of Dalits in a feudal system. So, Navya literary movement speaks of socialism 
and the need of individuality. 

4. Dalita/Bandaya Movement 

As mentioned before, Dalit voice is heard for the first time in the history of 
Karnataka in 1973, with the ‘Boosa Protest’ initiated under the leadership of B. 
Basava lingappa. These socio-political events were accompanied by an extraordinary 
efflorescence of Dalit writing in Kannada. As a result, many Dalit writers came to the 
forefront of literary creations. In this aspect, Devanooru Mahadeva’s short story 
collections ‘Dyavanooru’ was published in 1973.  It changed the form, the idiom and 
the content of kannada fiction. He is among the finest writers of fiction in Kannada, 
whose works have made a deep impact on the Kannada sensibility far beyond the 
horizons of Dalit protest literature. In his short stories he adopts a tone which is 
neither combative nor aggressive. 

In the same year, Siddalingaiah’s brilliant poetic collection’ Hole madigara 
Haadu’ was published. He is the finest Dalit poet in Kannada.  In his early phase as a 
poet, he wrote bitter, angry and rebellious poems which aimed at shocking the 
readers. They expressed the raw anger of Dalit communities caused by thousands of 
years of oppression. In his later phase, Siddalingiaah has written mature and finely 
controlled poems many of which have also been the most popular songs for decades.  
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A forum of Dalit artists and writers was established in 1974. And a seminar on 
Shudra Sahitya Chaluvali was organized in the same year. Dalita Kriya Samiti was 
established in 1972. And Dalit Sangarsha Samiti was established under the leadership 
of Prof. B Krishnappa in 1974. Dalita Brahagarara mattu Kalavidara yuva sangatane’ 
was established in 1976. As a result, Dalit literature came out in a large scale with the 
publication of writing by Dalit writers namely; B. Krishnappa, Devanuru Mahadeva, 
Siddalingaiah, Aravinda Malagatti, Manaja, Munivenkatappa, Mulluru Nagaraja, 
Indudara Honnapura, Ku. Verabhadrappa, K.Narayana Swamy, K Ramaiah, 
Ravadevaraki, Ma.Na. Javarayya, Mogalli Ganesh. Et al. 

When we look at the major factors which led to the emergence of Dalit and 
protest literature in Karnataka in 1970’s, the most important factor appears to be the 
Devaraj Urs regime in Karnataka politics. It had brought about a major shift by 
providing political leadership and representation to many of the backward classes and 
communities. This had broken the hegemony of the two major caste groups which had 
dominated Karnataka politics from its inception, in fact even during the movement for 
the unification of Karnataka. As a result, the marginalized voices got an opportunity 
to address their aspirations in different spheres in public life. Access to education and 
urbanization had created a generation of youth from the Dalit and backward castes 
who were now trying to establish their cultural and political identities. Many 
modernist writers who belonged to the shudra communities had also started openly 
rebelling against the hegemony of the Brahmanical literary-cultural establishment. 

This new awareness among Dalit writers led to the formation of a number of 
literary-cultural organizations which were directly influential in shaping Dalit and 
protest literature in Kannada. Among the major organizations was ‘Shudra 
Barahagarara Okkuta’ (Association of Shudra writers) which was soon renamed as 
‘Kannada Barahagara Kalavidara Okkuta’               ( Association of Kannada writers 
and artists(1973). There were also other organizations all of which were established in 
the same decade(1970s) and worked broadly for the same objectives as the Okkutta. 
Among them ‘Pragathi Pantha’, ‘Dalit Lekhakara kalavidara Sangha’ were very 
active. Some of the leading members of this association were some modernist writers 
of the second generation who were influenced by Lohia, Marxism and the socialist 
movement. The Okkuta was the nodal organization which created and sustained a 
powerful literary-cultural movement out of which Dalit and Bandaya 
(protest)literature emerged. 

Though all these factors had together created a conducive consciousness and a 
sense of purpose, the triggering event was the famous ‘Cattle Fodder’ incident which 
marks a watershed in the history of post-navya kannada literature. In November 1973 
Shri Basavalingappa, a charismatic Dalit leader and a cabinet minister in the Devaraj 
Urs ministry made a remark in a public occasion that most of Kannada literature was 
merely Boosa or fodder which is fed to cattle. The turn of events became a powerful 
motivation for young Dalit and progressive writers to organize themselves and make a 
frontal assault on the literary establishment as well as on a socio-cultural system 
which was violently trying to oppose any effort by the Dalits to articulate their 
identity and experience. 

When we look at the interactions between Dalit and Bandaya literature, though 
the controversies over the nomenclature and objectives of the two organizations 
continued over a long period, there was clearly a division between Dalit writers and 
other progressive writers. However, for more than a decade the two organizations 
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collaborated in struggles over many social and political issues. Whatever the 
differences be it, these two major organizations came into existence as a result of all 
these convulsions. One was the ‘Dalit Sangarsha Samiti’ and the other was the 
‘Bandaya Sahitya Sanghatane’(1979). These organizations went on to occupy centre 
stage in the Kannada scenario for decades and nurtured a literature vastly different in 
form and content from the Navodaya  and Navya literature. 

To conclude, when we go through the trajectory of Kannada literature and 
how it responded to the Dalit consciousness, identity and their suffering, what we 
understand is that, unlike other desi literatures, vachanakaras of 12th century tried to 
create a caste less society by composing poems on equality and spreading awareness 
about it.  Later, we can find some responses to the Dalit way of life in Navodaya, 
Pragatisheela and Navya literature too. However, we don’t find any first person 
narration of Dalit experience in these periods. So, the real beginning of Dalit literature 
happened in 1970s in a major way due to the different factors which are already 
discussed earlier. But this abundant Dalit literature in kannada language is a unique 
phenomenon in Indian literature, because nowhere else in Indian literature, we find 
this vast and varied Dalit experiences shared in different genres of literature except in 
Marathi literature. 
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