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ABSTRACT

Literature is the reflection of life. The main aim of Literature is to expose the society in both
positive and negative aspects. From the classical , Literature has brought out many evils into light
like tyranny of the rulers, patriarchy, mechanical nature of society, caste discriminations, slavery,
class conflicts, racism, environmental degradation etc. By bringing these problems into light,
literature also gives a solution to those problems. One of such important issues is Caste
Discrimination. It is a system of dividing people into groups and suppressing them in the name of
caste. The Higher caste uses its power over the lower which in turn suppresses the lowest. This
system of discrimination is commonly found in Asian Countries like India, Bangladesh, Nepal,
Pakistan, Bhutan, Pakistan etc. God created mankind equally and there are no differences. But Caste
separated people as untouchables, inferiors and Panchamas. The marginalised are not given equality
in any field of life. Dalit Literature brings out such suppressions into limelight. Perumal Murugan is
a Dalit Revolutionary and his novel Seasons of the Palm exposes caste brutality. It also shows that
the problem of caste is reduced greatly in the present age and there will be a possibility of a better
future for them.

Keywords: Untouchables, Caste Discrimination, Panchama, and Dalit

Perumal Murugan is a contemporary Indian Writer in Tamil. He is a poet, novelist, short story
writer, a teacher, Scholar, revolutionary and a social activist. He has gained both literary and
commercial success for his works. He is famous for his regional writings on the Kongu region of
Tamilnadu. He deals with the lifestyle, culture, folklore, myths, religious practices and social issues
of the region. His works act as a cultural map of the region. He has authored about ten novels and
five collections of Short Stories and six collections of poetry. About seven of his novels are
translated into English. His famous novels include Seasons of the Palm(2004), Current Show(
2004),0ne Part Woman(2013), Pyre(2015), Poonachi: Or The Story of a Black Goat (2017), A
Lonely Harvest ( 2018), Trial By Silence (2018). His novel Current Show is translated into Polish
and One Part Woman is translated into Czech and German. His novel Seasons of the Palm was
shortlisted for the Kiriyama Prize in 2005.0ne Part Woman was shortlisted for the Crossword
Award and won ILF Samanvay Bhasha Samman in 2015.Aniruddhan Vausudevan won Sahitya
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Academy Award for his translation of One Part Woman into English in 2016. Perumal Murugan has
also received many honorary awards from the Tamil Nadu government. The Hindu praises him as
“A great literary chronicler... at the height of his creative Powers” and The Guardian calls him,
“The Tamil Irvine Welsh”

The novel Seasons of the Palm was published in 2000 in Tamil as Koolamadhari and was later
translated into English in 2004 by V.Geetha. V.Geetha is an Indian feminist historian, writer,
translator and a social activist. She writes about caste, class and gender issues. She has the
influences of Ambedkar, Periyar, Fanon and K. Balagopal who were great social and political
activists of the time. She is involved in many feminist movements and literary projects based on
mythology, folklore and tribal literature. It is fitting that such a translator would be able to do
justice to the people through her translations.

“Man is by nature a social animal; an individual who is unsocial naturally and not accidentally is
either beneath our notice or more than human. Society is something that precedes the individual.
Anyone who either cannot lead the common life or is so self-sufficient as not to need to, and
therefore does not partake of society, is either a beast or a God” says Aristotle in his Politics.

Man lives in a society and is always tied to its bonds. A man cannot live on his/her own. For every
need he depends on the society. The society is divided into many sections. The Social system of
India in the ancient ages has been divided into four “varnas” which means type or order. The
ancient text named Manusmriti which is a part of many Dharmasastras of Hinduism classifies the
society into four varnas based on their occupation. The first of the varnas are Brahmins who are
Priests, Scholars and teachers (born from Brahma’s head). The second are Kshatrias who are rulers
and warriors (born from Brahma’s Shoulders). The third of the varnas are Vaishyas who are
Agriculturalists and Merchants (born from Brahma’s Thighs). The last of the varnas are Shudras
who are labourers and service providers (born from Brahma’s Feet). A particular group of people
are not included in any of these divisions and they are called Panchamas.

The term Dalit means “broken or scattered” in Hindi. Dalits have ancient origin and are considered
as ethnic groups of India. They belong to various religions like Hinduism, Christianity, Islam,
Buddhism, Sikhism. They represent about 16 percent of India’s Population. The similar class
distinctions are also present in Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh and Pakistan. They are also called
Scheduled Castes, Depressed Classes and Harijans. They are considered untouchables and live in a
secluded area in a region. They are not allowed to enter into public places like temples and wells.
They do jobs like working with leather, feces and other menial works.

Many social reformers like B.R.Ambedkar, E.V.R.Periyar, Jyotirao Phule, Gandhiji worked
for the upliftment of Dalits. Dalits are given education which was denied to them for generations.
They are given better health care and employment. Reservation systems are introduced for political
representation. Many Social Organizations are formed for the upliftment of Dalits and Prevention
of Atrocities Act was passed in1995 to prevent harassment, assault or discrimination.

Page |87 Copyright © 2020 Authors



Studies in Indian Place Names Vol40-lsste 43'?:2’;; 2:?4‘%;3
- - u - - u -
(UGC Care Journal) y

Through proper Education and better living conditions Dalits have raised their economic and social
standards and status. They work for the development of others of their caste and class. Dalit
Literature aims at bringing the plight of Dalits to light. Arundhathi Roy says of Dalit Literature:

| do believe that in India we practice a form of apartheid that goes unnoticed by the rest of the
world. And it is as important for Dalits to tell their stories as it has been for colonized peoples to
write their own histories. When Dalit literature has blossomed and is in full stride, then
contemporary (upper caste?) Indian literature's amazing ability to ignore the true brutality and
ugliness of the society in which we live, will be seen for what it is: bad literature.

Seasons of the Palm by Perumal Murugan is a novel which gives a clear portrayal of the life of
untouchables. It gives a detailed view of both the suppressions underwent by Dalits and also how
the ancient times have changed greatly. The novel is divided into three parts namely: Dust, Fine
Mud and Dry Earth. Dust involves the introduction of characters and their situations. It was
described as harvesting season. It is represented as a season for mourning. The second part Fine
Mud shows the happy part of life. It is monsoon and the life of the children is happier. The third
part is Dry Earth. This part of novel takes a turn to sad events like Shorty is punished, Tallfellow
gets caught and Selvan disappears in the well.

The novel deals with the life of five lower caste children who work as bonded laborers in a farm.
They take care of the cattle and also work in the farm. They are about ten to twelve years of age.
They are Shorty, Belly, Tallfellow, Stonedeaf and Stumpleg. They belong to the same area but work
for different masters who are landlords. They graze their sheep together. Every one of them has
different stories and they come from same type of background. The life of these children can be
seen as an example of how the society has changed its attitude towards the lower caste after a long
time.

Shorty, the main character of the novel is a bonded labourer. His father is a drunkard and Shorty’s
income is very necessary for the family. He is given food twice a day and he stays in his landlord’s
cowshed. Shorty’s master is not as arrogant as the masters of other children. If Shorty is late, he
even cleans the cowshed. But his mistress is very cruel and abusive. Shorty takes his sheep early in
the morning to graze in the plains after finishing his work in the cowshed. He takes his food with
him. He is given two kambu balls, one for his breakfast and another one for lunch. At most of the
times, he is given the leftovers of the day before. He comes back in the evening and he sleeps in the
cowshed. His master is a good man but when he finds that Shorty has made a mistake, he will never
spare him. Once, Shorty stole coconuts from Vayakattu Master’s farm. His master tied his legs in a
rope and made him hang upside down in his well. His parents requested him and saved Shorty.

Shorty’s master acts as his father also. He teaches Shorty about planting Palm seeds. Shorty sells
Palm roots and his master encourages him to plant more. He gets two sets of clothes for him every
year. Shorty and Selvan, the master’s son are friends. The master did not mind their friendship.
Shorty is not considered an untouchable by them. They play in the evenings with the other children.
They take care of the sheep pen together during the monsoon season. On one such day, Shorty got a
glimpse of Munisami in his horse. Munisami is considered as the guardian God. This shows that
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God does not have any distinction between castes and he supports the good. He supports Selvan
during his difficulties:

Selvan suddenly gets up and starts running towards the twin palm. . . Selvan drops the lamb into
Shorty’s lap and puts his hands around his shoulders. He howls and weeps. Louder and louder. Sobs
rack his stricken and cold body. Shorty hugs Selvan to himself...Selvan cries even more and buries
his head in Shorty’s lap. Burdened by the two creatures in his small, skinny lap, Shorty looks
up...Shorty’s hand tightens around him. Wind, rain and lightning dance all around them to a steady
rhythm. Shorty feels himself a raindrop, bouncing off the wind and falling to the Earth. (164-65)

Shorty is very much inspired by the story of Athapa Master. He once worked in a landlord’s farm.
He worked hard and earned his land. He became a master. Shorty felt motivated that if he works
hard, he too can achieve a good position in his future:

Athappa Master had acquired the land for himself through hard work. Earlier, he had been a
household hand in another household...Athappa Master did not stop cursing his fate. He worked
himself to the bone, saved up and finally, bought a few acres of land for himself...Shorty is thrilled
to learn that the Master who once owned this and had been a household servant like himself. (262-
63)

He wants to save his younger brother bcause he knows that like him his brother will be sent to
master’s farm. He feels that he should work hard for them.

Belly is another girl bonded in a farm. She goes to the farm early in the morning and she goes back
home in the evening. She works in the cowshed and then takes the sheep for grazing. The Mistress
where she works is very abusive. She scolds Belly for each and everything. “Untouchable... What a
time to come! Can’t get up? Of course you’ll snore into the day if you gorge yourself like a
pregnant sow! What do you think we’re doing here?”’(29).Though the mistress is very rude to her,
her daughter Saroja is very friendly with her. They play together. Saroja helps belly in her works.
Though generation after generation people have been giving importance to caste, the present
generation does not give much importance to caste.

Tallfellow works for another master. He helps his old Master inspite of doing the farm work
and grazing the cattle. The Old man is bed ridden. He defecates in the bowl which is placed under
his bed. Even his sons will not go near him. But, Tallfellow cleans everything and takes care of him.
He considers Tallfellow as his son. “He calls out to his name piteously and holds on to his hands.
‘You’re like my son! How will I repay you? Pay for the sin of making you clean my shit?’” (52).
Need has changed the mindset of people. If the Old man is good, he might not have allowed
Tallfellow go near him. There is a positive change.

The caste and class system has been remaining a great problem for ages. Education, employment,
living conditions has created changes in the lives of the suppressed. Those who are suppressing
these people should also realize that all are equal in the eyes of God who has created them. This
problem can be solved only with a positive change in the minds of people in the society. This novel
shows that there are many possibilities for such a change and caste discrimination can be overcome
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in course of time. Selvan, Saroja, The Old Master in Shorty’s house, The Old Master of Tallfellow,
Stumpleg’s household are symbols of the change that could be brought into the society. A time will
come when there will be no caste and everyone will live together as equal beings:

Of You Children, the Nation’s Minions
Take the same food, wholesome and full
No Caste

No Creed

No Religion (Padmanaban 52).
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Abstract:

Any work of art can be interpreted in as
many ways as possible according to the reader.
Poonachi: Or The Story of a Black Goat by
Perumal Murugan is a simple novel about a goat

kid. But in deeper perspectives, Poonachi can be
considered a symbol of feminism and an extended
Metaphor of all the women. The goat faces many
problems and tries very hard to survive. She is
suppressed by the society. She lives for her
masters, separated from her love, suffers and at
last dies. She is a representative of the entire women
in India who live in suppression and stand up
against them. The present paper analyses the
feminist perspectives in the novel Poonachi: Or
The Story of a Black Goat by Perumal Murugan.
Not just Feminism, the paper also deals with the
eco-critical, social and political satirical aspects
in the novel.

Key Words: Feminism, Suppresion,
Representative, Eco Criticism and Extended
Metaphor

Poonachi as an Extended Metaphor of Feminism
in Perumal Murugan’s

Poonachi: Or The Story of a Black Goat

Perumal Murugan is an Indian Writer in
Tamil. He is a poet, novelist, short story writer, a
teacher, Scholar, revolutionary and a social activist.
He is famous for his regional writings on the
Kongu region of TamilNadu. He deals with the
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lifestyle, culture, folklore, myths, religious
practices and social issues of the region. He writes
for the darker sides of the society. He has written
about ten novels and five collections of Short
Stories and six collections of poetry any many of
his works were translated into English and Czech
and German. His famous novels include Seasons
of the Palm(2004), Current Show( 2004),0ne¢ Part
Woman(2013), Pyre(2015), Poonachi: Or The
Story of a Black Goat (2017), A Lonely Harvest
(2018), Trial By Silence (2018). His novel Seasons
of the Palm was shortlisted for the Kiriyama Prize
in 2005.0n¢ Part Woman was shortlisted for the
Crossword Award and won ILF Samanvay Bhasha
Samman in 2015.Aniruddhan Vausudevan won
Sahitya Academy Award for his translation of One
Part Woman into English in 2016. Poonachi was
longlisted for DSC Prize for South Asian Literature
and The Hindu Prize for Best Indian Literary
Fiction in 2018. Perumal Murugan has also
received many honorary awards from the Tamil
Nadu government.

The novel Poonachi was published in
Tamil in 2016 and was later translated into English
in 2018 by V. Kalyan Raman. Kalyan Raman is a
Chennai based writer and translator of Tamil poetry
and fiction into English. He has translated about
ten novels and hundreds of poems into English.
I1e has received prestigious Pudumaipithan Award
in 2017. He says about the novel,” Poonachi is
not just the story of a goat. Through his
exploration of the life journey of an animal,
Murugan leads us deep into * an intimate history
of humanity’ and the irreducible human essence
that we must fight to preserve” ( Translator’s Note
172). The novel has great importance in the literary
career of Murugan. He faced controversy because
his novel One¢ Part Woman and he announced

that Perumal Murugan the writer is dead. But afier
two years Poonachi gave him life again. He
himself says, “I am fearful of writing about humans;
even more fearful of writing about Gods. . . All
right then let me write about animals. . . It is
forbidden to write about cows and pigs. That
leaves only goat and sheep. Goats are problem-
free, harmless and energetic” (Murugan v).

The novel appears to be a simple tale
about a goat kid gifted to an old couple. They
take care of Poonachi as their own daughter. She
was given special attention. She grows, falls in
love, gives birth, suffers and ultimately dies. The
novel also gives a view of the rules laid down by
the British. The village folks are merely suppressed
by the government. But when looked deep, the
novel represents feminism, eco criticism, social
allegory, a beast fable. Thus the novel can be
interpreted in many ways. Perumal Murugan uses
Poonachi as his symbol to satirize the society.
After Poonachi was given to the old man by a
giant, she starts her saga of suffering as a girl
child starts living her life without knowing the
wickedness of her surroundings. * * I don’t know
how many more hazards this creature has to face.
Will she overcome them or go under? Who knows
what is fated for her?’. .. Asifinadream, she fclt
something seize her throat. Involuntarily, she let
out a loud cry. It was the loudest she had cried
yet” (10,22).

A Girl Child’s birth is considered in two
ways. In some families they are considered a
burden whereas in some a girl child brings
happiness to the Family. The giant gives Poonachi
as a gift to the Old man. The Old man considers
Poonachi as a God given gift and Poonachi brings
joy and life to the old man’s household.
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. . . she were seeing her own child after a long
time apart. .. ‘Aren’t you lucky to come and live
here?’ A determination that she must somehow
raise this kid to adulthood took root in her heart.
It had been a long time since there was such
pleasant chit-chat between the couple. Because
of the kid’s sudden entry into their lives, they
ended up talking about the old days. (12)

Poonachi is not so healthy. As she hasn’t
fed on her mother’s milk, she appears a dull child.
The old lady tries to feed her in all the possible
ways but in vain. The other goat at kids are healthy
and they bully her. Her problems begin. At first
when the old man kept her inside his basket an
Eagle tried to catch her. She escaped. Then one
day when the old woman forgot to put her inside
her basket, a wild cat caught her by the neck and
ran away. Again she was saved. “This Poonachi
will survive anything”( 26). A Girl child also
undergoes perils like infanticide, harassment, child
marriage etc and she has to strive hard to survive,
Next Poonachi’s ears are pierced. A girl child is
already considered a burden and when the girl
child is dark in complexion, the problems increase.
Murugan says, “Her Black colour was a problem.
. . Their colour provoked instant hostility. When
they saw Poonachi, the officials would go on the
alert immediately”(31).

A girl in any situation wants to live her
life boldly. She also wants others to live boldly as
well. Poonachi also exhibits such character when
she sees lambs always bowing down their heads
while grazing and even while playing,

Why did these lambs keep their heads
down even while walking? Can you call it a living
when you live without looking at anything but to
the ground? The trees, the moon, the stars,
daylight- had these lambs ever looked at those

marvels? Unless we look up, how can we see the
sky? ... Look at the goats. . . They always stood
with their heads held high. They focused only on
the leaves. . . Ifit was your nature to bow down,
why would anyone shackle you?(60, 61)

Poonachi for the first time in her life goes
on a trip when the old coiple goes to her
daughter’s house for the village festival. Poonachi
loves freedom and that's what a girl expects from
the society. She played in the wild. She loved the
trees and felt that it was her real home. She lost
her way and was fearful but later she feels very
happy. The old woman finds her later and feels
very happy. “ My goddess, my sweet mother”
(83).

It’s in the house of the Old woman’s
daughter where Poonachi finds her love. He is
Poovan. He is fully white except for a mole in his
Jjaw. She first feels that he won’t like her as she is
black with a protruding belly. But he likes her and
is friendly. They play catch-me-if-you can. He was
so concerned about her. He showed all the best
places to find fodder. But after a week the old
couple started back to home. They were separated
and she didn’t want to go away from him. On
knowing this, the lady tied her in a rope. She was
shackled. At most of the times, girl children are
given in marriage at a young age and they were
never asked about their concern for marriage. They
are taken for granted. in some cases parents
support their daughters in achieving their aims
and fulfilling their wishes. But it is not same
everywhere. It happened for Poonachi too.

Poonachi attained puberty and she was
made to mate with an old ram. She became
pregnant. She was very weak. Though the old
woman tried hard to give her food, she was still
weak. After five months, she gave birth to seven
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kids. Though she was happy about her kids, she
can't feed them all. She suffered a lot. She ate well
but she was still weak because of feeding the seven
kids. The old man sold all the seven kids. Poonachi
was very upset at the loss of all her kids at the
same time. A mother gives birth to a child after
undergoing so much pain. But the child is
forcefully taken from the mother and killed ifitisa
girl child. In many rural areas of India female
infanticide is still in practice. Though the mothers
didn’t want to kill the child, her in laws and other
relatives always consider a girl child to be burden.
A mother’s concern for her children is also not
taken into consideration. An article by Genthin
Chamberlain in The Guardian says about a woman
who was forced by her mother-in-law to kill her
own daughter.

When I had my first girl my mother-in-
law wanted me to kill her once she was born. When
the second girl was born, the day she was born,
my mother-in-law was asking me to leave the
house and | would not leave. She came into the
room I was in. | was on the bed. She poured
[paraffin] on me and she had matches and she
was threatening to light it. The baby was sleeping
on the floor when she did this. | started screaming
and crying and the neighbours ran in and they
said to me that it was better that 1 leave the house
because I would be killed if I stayed. My mother-
in-law just said it would be better if | were dead.

After some months, Poonachi got a
chance to go to the old lady’s daughter’s house.
She met Poovan. She was very happy and he was
also delighted. She spent the week happily with
Poovan. They mated. But the next day he was
sacrificed for the village God. She becomes
pregnant and again she gives birth to seven kids.
This time there is drought in the village. She

becomes very weak. They sold Poonachi’s kids.
Time moved on. There is no rainfall. There is no
food for anyone. Poonachi becomes pregnant
again. As there is no food, she could not even
stand by her own. She becomes very weak and
she dies. But she lives her life boldly, stands for
herself and for others as well.

Perumal Murugan through the character
of Poonachi describes the problems faced by the
daughters of our society. He never considers
Poonachi as an animal. He addresses the goat as
‘She’ and gives her the identity of a woman. She
continues to live throughout the novel as an
extended Metaphor for a girl. In the end she turns
into a stone idol, which goes back to our ancient
traditions when Kannagi of Silapadhigaram is
worshipped as deity. The novel can be considered
as a feministic novel. Not just Feminism, Poonachi
can also be considered an eco critical novel. There
are instances when Murugan speaks about the
deterioration of environment and agriculture,

The woman of the house said that once
upon a time, wild hounds, jackals and leopards
and herds of deer had lived in that forest. Now
there was only wild boar. ‘People keep destroying
everything and shoving every last bit into their
mouths. How then can anything or anyone
survive here apart from human beings? in the end,
can cven people survive for long?’.(85)

This novel can also be considered a
social satire and also as a political criticism,
Murugan speaks for the suppressed part of the
society and brings out the brutality of the
government. Poonachi is an allegory and also a
beast fable.

“Through a feat of storytelling that is
most masterly and nuanced, Murugan, Murugan
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makes us reflect on our responses to hegemony
and enslavement, selflessness and appetite,
resistance and resignation, living and dying.
Poonachi is not just the story of a goat. ( 172)
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Caste is a form of social hierarchy deeply ingrained in Indian society for centuries. Itis a
complex term marked by certain characteristic features like endogamy, similar occupation,
regional segregation, and prohibition of social and personal ties. People from one caste have
different forms of culture, ideals, worship rules and rituals. Division of labour is good as it helps
provide a systematic outset of society.

The most insidious aspect of caste is that it is used to justify the marginalisation and
oppression of certain groups. While it may have had some functional purpose in the past, such as
dividing labour and organising society, it has given rise to many injustices and inequalities.
Theoretically, caste is based on occupation and social organisation, but in practice, it has become
a dangerous form of discrimination, particularly against Dalits and other marginalised
communities.

As Ambedkar says in one of his speeches,

“Caste system is not merely a division of labour. It is also a division of Labourers.

Civilized society undoubtedly needs division of labour. But in no civilized society is

division of society accompanied by this unnatural division of labourers into airtight

compartments. The caste system is not merely a division of labourers which is quite
different from division of labour-it is a hierarchy in which the division of labourers are
graded one above the other. In no other country is the division of labour accompanied by

this gradation of labourers”. (qtd in The Logical Indian)
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