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PREFACE

THIs remarkable novel describes a day in the life of a sweeper
in an Indian city with every realistic circumstance. Is it a clean
book or a dirty one ? Some readers, especially those who consider
themselves all-white, will go purple in the face with rage before
they have finished a dozen pages, and will exclaim that they
cannot trust themselves to speak. I cannot trust myself either,
though for a different reason : the book seems to me indescribably
clean and I hesitate for words in which this can be conveyed.
Avoiding rhetoric and circumlocution, it has gone straight to
the heart of its subject and purified it. None of us are pure—we
shouldn’t be alive if we were. But to the straightforward all
things can become pure, and it is to the directness of his attack
that Mr. Anand’s success is probably due. :
What a strange business has been made of this business of
the human body relieving itself ! The ancient Greeks did not worry
about it, and they were the sanest and happiest of men. But both
our civilization and the Indian civilization have got tied up in the
most fantastic knots. Our own knot was only tied a hundred
years ago, and some of us are hoping to undo it. It takes the form
of prudishness and reticence ; we have been trained from child-

hood to think excretion shameful, and grave evils have resulted, =~
both physical and psychological, with which modern education =
~ is just beginning to cope. The Indian tangle is of a different kind.

Indians, like most Orientals, are refreshingly frank; they have
none of our complexes about functioning, they accept the process -
as something necessary and natural, like sleep. On the other hand
they have evolved a hideous nightmare unknown to the west;
the belief that the products are ritually unclean as well as physi- -
cally unpleasant, and that those who carry them away or otherwise
help to dispose of them are outBastes from society, Really, it -
takes the human mind to evolve afiything so devilish. No animal
could have hit on it. As.one of Mr. Anand’s characters says:
‘They think we are dirt because we clean their dirt.”
The sweeper is worse off than a slave, for the slave may change

~ his master and his duties and may even become free, but the

sweeper is bound for ever, born inso a state from which he cannot
escape and where he is excluded from social intercourse and the
consolations of his religion. Unclean himself, he pollutes others
when he touches them. They have to purify themselves, and to
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rearrange their plans for the day. Thus he is a disquieting as well
as a disgusting object to the orthodox as he walks along the public
roads, and it is his duty to call out and warn them that he is
coming. No wonder that the dirt enters into his soul, and that
he feels himself at moments to be what he is supposed to be.
It is sometimes said that he is so degraded that he doesn’t mind,
but this is not the opinion of those who have studied his case,
nor is it borne out by my own slight testimony : I remember on
my visits to India noticing that the sweepers were more sensitive-
looking and more personable than other servants, and I knew
one who had some skill as a poet.

Untouchable could only have been written by an Indian, and
by an Indian who observed from the outside. No European,
however sympathetic, could have created the character of Bakha,
because he would not have known enough about his troubles.
And no Untouchable could have written the book, because he
would have been involved in indignation and self-pity. Mr. Anand
stands in the ideal position. By caste he is a Kshatriya, and he
might have been expected to inherit the pollution-complex. But
as a child he played with the children of the sweepers attached to
an Indian regiment, he grew to be fond of them, and to under-
stand a tragedy which he did not share. He has just the right
mixture of insight and detachment, and the fact that he has come
to fiction through philosophy has given him depth. It might have
given him vagueness—that curse of the generalizing mind—but
his hero is no suffering abstraction. Bakha is a real individual,
lovable, thwarted, sometimes grand, sometimes weak, and
thoroughly Indian. Even his physique is distinctive; we can
recognize his broad intelligent face, graceful torso and heavy
buttocks, as he does his nasty jobs, or stumps out in artillery
boots in hopes of a pleasant walk through the city with a paper
of cheap sweets in his hand. .

~ The book is simply planned, but it has form. The action
~occupies one day, and takes place in a small area. The gregt -
catastrophe of the ‘touching’ (p. 46) occurs in the morning, and
poisons all that happens subsequently, even such pleasant

episodes as the hockey match and the country walk. After a “

jagged course of ups and downs, we come to the solution, or

rather to the three solutions, with which the book closes. The
- first solution is that of Hutchitison, the Salvationist miss:onary:
© Jesns Christ. But though Bakha is touched at hearing that Christ ‘
receives all men, irrespective of caste, he gets bored, because the
missionary cannot tell him who Christ is. Then follows the second
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solution, with the effect of a crescendo : Gandhi. Gandhi too says
that all Indians are equal, and the account he gives of a Brahmin
doing sweeper’s work goes straight to the boy’s heart. Hard upon
this comes the third solution, put into the mouth of a modernist
poet. It is prosaic, straightforward, and considered in the light
of what has gone before in the book, it is very convincing. No
god is needed to rescue the Untouchables, no vows of self-sacrifice
and abnegation on the part of more fortunate Indians, but simply
and solely—the flush system. Introduce water-closets and main-
drainage throughout India, and all this wicked rubbish about
untouchability will disappear. Some readers may find this closing
section of the book too voluble and sophisticated, in comparison.
with the clear observation which has preceded it, but it is an
integral part of the author’s scheme. It is the necessary climax,
and it has mounted up with triple effect. Bakha returns to his
father and his wretched bed, thinking now of the Mahatma, now
of the Machine. His Indian day is over and the next day will be
like it, but on the surface of the earth if not in the depths of the

sky, a change is at hand.
E. M. FORSTER
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THE outcastes’ colony was a group of mud-walled houses that
clustered together in two rows, under the shadow both of the
town and the cantonment, but outside their boundaries and
separate from them. There lived the scavengers, the leather-
workers, the washermen, the barbers, the water-carriers, the
grass-cutters and other outcastes from Hindu society. A brook
ran near the lane, once with crystal-clear water, now soiled by the
dirt and filth of the public latrines situated about it, the odour
of the hides and skins of dead carcases left to dry on its banks,
the dung of donkeys, sheep, horses, cows and buffaloes heaped
up to be made into fuel cakes, and the biting, choking, pungent
fumes that oozed from its sides. The absence of a drainage system
had, through the rains of various seasons, made of the quarter
a marsh which gave out the most offensive stink. And altogether
the ramparts of human and animal refuse that lay on the out-
skirts of this little colony, and the ugliness, the squalor and the
lr?ise_ry which lay within it, made it an ‘uncongenial’ place to
ve in.

At least so thought Bakha, a young man of eighteen, strong and
able-bodied, the.son of Lakha, the Jemadar® of all the sweepers
in the town and the cantonment, and officially in charge of the
three rows of public latrines which lined the extremest end of the
colony, by the brook-side. But then he had been working in the
barracks of a British regiment for some years on a sort of proba-
tion with a remote uncle and had been caught by the glamour
of the ‘white man’s’ life. The Tommies had treated him as a
human being and he had learnt to think of himself as superior
to his fellow-outcastes. Otherwise, the rest of the outcastes,
with the possible exception of Chota, the leather-worker’s son,
who oiled his hair profusely, and parted it like the Englishmen
on one side, wore a pair of shorts at hockey and smoked cigarettes
like them, and of Ram Charan, the washerman’s son who aped
Chota and Bakha in turn, were content with their lot.

Bakha thought of the uncongeniality of his home as he lay
half awake in the morning of an autumn day, covered by a
worn-out, greasy blanket, on a faded blue carpet which was
spread on the floor in a corner of the twelve feet by five, dank,
dingy, one-roomed mud-house. His sister slept on a cot next to

1 Head or Foreman. o
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him and his father and brother snored from under a patched,
ochre-coloured quilt, on a broken string bed, further up.

The nights had been cold, as they always are in the town of
Bulashah, as cold as the days are hot. And though, both during
winter and summer, he slept with his day clothes on, the sharp,
bitter wind that blew from the brook at dawn had penetrated
to his skin, past the inadequate blanket, through the regulation
overcoat, breeches, puttees and ammunition boots of the military
uniform that clothed him.

He shivered as he turned on his side. But he didn’t mind the
cold very much, suffering it willingly because he could sacrifice
a good many comforts for the sake of what he called ‘fashun,’
by which he understood the art of wearing trousers, breeches,
coat, puttees, boots, etc., as worn by the British and Indian
soldiers in India. “You lover of your mother,” his father had
once abusively said to him, ‘take a quilt, spread a bedding on a
string bed, and throw away that blanket of the gora white men ;
you will die of cold in that thin cloth.” But Bakha was a child of
modern India. The clear-cut styles of European dress had im-
pressed his naive mind. This stark simplicity had furrowed his
old Indian consciousness and cut deep new lines where all the
considerations which made India evolve a skirty costume as
best fitted for the human body, lay dormant. Bakha had looked
at the Tommies, stared at them with wonder and amazement
‘when he first went to live at the British regimental barracks with
his uncle. He had had glimpses, during his sojourn there, of the
- life the Tommies lived, sleeping on strange, low canvas beds

~covered tightly with blankets, eating eggs, drinking tea and wine
in tin mugs, going to parade and then walking down to the bazaar
with cigarettes in their mouths and small silver-mounted canes
in their hands. And he had soon become possessed with an over-
whelming desire to live their life. He had been told they were
sahibs, superior people. He had felt that to put on their clothes
made one a sahib too. So he tried to copy them in everything,
to copy them as well as he could in the exigencies of his peculiarﬁr
Indian circumstances. He had begged one Tommy for the gift of a
pair of trousers. The man had given him a pair of breeches which
‘he had to spare. A Hindu sepoy, for the good of his own soul,
had been kind enough to make an endowment of a pair of boots
and puttees. For the other itams he had gone down to the rag-
seller’s shop in the town. He had long looked at that shop. Ever
since he was a child he had walked past the wooden stall on which
lay heaped the scarlet and khaki uniforms discarded or pawned
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by the Tommies, pith solar topees, peak caps, knives, forks,
buttons, old books and other oddments of Anglo-Indian life.
And he had hungered for the touch of them. But he had never
mustered up courage enough to go up to the keeper of the shop
and to ask him the price of anything, lest it should be a price he
could not pay and lest the man should find out from his talk
that he was a sweeper-boy. So he had stared and stared, stealthily
noticing the variety of their queer, well-cut forms. ‘I will look
like a sahib,” he had secretly told himself, ‘And I shall walk like
them. Just as they do, in twos, with Chota as my companion.
But I have no money to buy things.” And there his fantasy would
break down and he would walk away from the shop rather
crestfallen, with a heavy heart. Then he had had the good luck to
come by some money at the British barracks. The pay which he
received there had, of course, to be given to his father, but the
bakshish which he had collected from the Tommies amounted
to ten rupees, and although he couldn’t buy all the things in the
rag-seller’s shop he wished to, he had been able to buy the
jacket, the overcoat, the blanket he slept under, and have a few
annas left over for the enjoyment of ‘Red-Lamp’ cigarettes. His
father had been angry at his extravagance, and the boys of the
outcastes’ colony, even Chota and Ram Charan, cut jokes with
him on account of his new rigout, calling him ‘Pilpali sahib’
(imitation sahib). And he knew, of course, that except for his
English clothes there was nothing English in his life. But he
kept up his new form, rigidly adhering to his clothes day and
night and guarding them from all base taint of Indianness, not
even risking the formlessness of an Indian quilt, though he
shivered with the cold at night.

A sharp tremor of cold ran through his hot, massive frame.
The hair of his body almost stood on end. He turned on his
side and waited in the half-dark for something he knew not what.
These nights were awful. So cold and uncomfortable! He liked
the days because during the day the sun shone and he could,
after he had finished his work, brush his clothes with a rag and
walk out into the street, the envy of all his friends and the most
conspicuous man in the outcastes’ colony. But the nights! ‘I
must get another blanket,” he said to himself. “Then father won’t
ask me to put a quilt on. He always keeps abusing me. I do all his
work for him. He appropriates the pay all right. He is afraid of
the sepoys. They call him names. He abuses me. He is happy when
they call him Jemadar. So proud of his izzat I* He just goes about

1 Prestige. :
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getting salaams from everybody. I don’t take a moment’s rest
and yet he abuses me. And if I go to play with the boys he calls
me in the middle of the game to come and attend to the latrines.
He is old. He doesn’t know anything of the sahibs. And now he
will call me to get up, and it is so cold. He will keep lying in bed,
and Rakha and Sohini will still be asleep, when I go to the
latrines.” He wrinkled his dark, broad, round face with the
feeling of pain that came up into his being and made his otherwise
handsome features look knotted and ugly. And thus he lay,
awaiting his father’s call, hating to hear it, yet lying anxiously in
expectation of—the rude bullying order to get up.

‘Get up, ohe you-Bakhya, you son of a pig,” came his father’s
voice, sure as a bullet to its target, from the midst of a broken,
jarring, interrupted snore. ‘Get up and attend to the latrines or
the sepoys will be angry.’

- The old man seemed to awake instinctively, for a moment,
just about that time every morning and then to relapse into his
noi.lsy sleep under the greasy, dense, thick, discoloured, patched
quilt.

Bakha half opened his eyes and tried to lift his head from
the earth as he heard his father’s shout. He was angered at the
abuse as he was already feeling rather depressed that morning.
The high cheek-bones of his face became pallid with sullenness.
His mind went back to the morning after his mother’s death,
when although he, Bakha, was awake, his father had thought he

“was asleep and presuming he was never going to get up, had
shouted at him. That was the beginning of his father’s subsequent
early-morning calls, which he had begun at first to resist with a
casual deafness, and which he now ignored irritatedly. It wasn’t
that he couldn’t get up, because ordinarily he woke up from
his' slumber quite early, his mother having habituated him to
getting up early. She used to give him a brass tankard full of a
boiling hot mixture of water, tea-leaves and milk from the
steaming earthen saucepan that always lay balanced on the twg-
bricks-with-a-space-in-between oven or fireplace in a corner of
their one-roomed house. It was so delightful, the taste of that
hot, sugary liquid, that Bakha’s mouth always watered for it on
the night before the morning on which he had to drink it.-And
after he had drunk it he used to put on his clothes and go to work
at the latrines, happy and contented. When his mother died and
the burden of looking after the family fell on him, there was no
time left to look for such comforts and luxuries as an early
morning tumblerful of tea. So he learnt to do without it, looking




UNTOUCHABLE 13

back, however, with fondness to the memory of those days when -
he lived in the enjoyment not only of the tasty, spicy delights of
breakfast, but of all the splendrous details of life, the nice clothes
which his mother bought him, the frequent visits to the town and
the empty days, filled with play. He often thought of his mother,
the small, dark figure, swathed simply in a tunic, a pair of baggy
trousers and an apron, crouching as she went about cooking
and cleaning the home, a bit too old-fashioned for his then
already growing modern tastes, Indian to the core and sometimes
uncomfortably so (as she did not like his affecting European
clothes), but so loving, so good, and withal generous, giving,
always giving, buying him things, kindness personified. He didn’t
feel sad, however, to think that she was dead. He just couldn’t
summon sorrow to the world he lived in, the world of his English
clothes and ‘Red-Lamp’ cigarettes, because it seemed she was not
of that world, had no connection with it. ;
‘Are you up? Get up, you illegally begotten!’ came his
father’s shout again and stirred the boy to a feeling of despair.

. “The bully I’ Bakha exclaimed under his breath as he listened
to the last accents of his father’s voice die out in a clumsy,
asthmatic cough. He just shook himself and turning his back to
his father for sheer cussedness, averted the challenge of the dark,
dingy, crowded, little room which seemed to have come with
his father’s abuse. He felt that his bones were stiff and his flesh
 numb with the cold. For a moment he felt feverish. A hot liquid

trickled down from the corners of his eyes. One of his nostrils

. seemed to be blocked and he sniffed the air, trying to adjust his

" breathing to the congested climate of the corner where his face =

was turned. His throat too seemed to have been caught, for as
he inhaled the air it seemed to irritate his trachea uncomfortably.
He began to swallow air in order to relieve his nose and his
throat. But when a breath of air pierced the cavity which was
clogged the other became impenetrable. A cough shook the inner
tigsues of his throat and he spat furiously into the corner where
he'lay. He leaned on his elbow and blew his nose under the carpet
on which he lay. Then he fell back, his legs gathered together and

shrunken under the thin folds of his blanket, his head buried into :

~ his arms. He felt very cold. And he dozed off again.
~ ‘Oh, Bakhya ! Oh, Bakhya ! Oh, you scoundrel of a sweeper’s
- son! Come and clear a latrine for-me!” someone shouted from
without. L e ! e
~ Bakha flung the blanket off his body, stretched his legs and
- arms to shake off the half-sleep that still clung to him, and got up
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'abruptly, yawning and rubbing his eyes. For a moment he bent,
rolling the carpet and the blanket to make room for the activity
of the day, then, thinking he heard the man outside shout again,

" he hurried to the door.

A small, thin man, naked except for a loin-cloth, stood outside
with a small brass jug in his left hand, a round white cotton
skull-cap on his head, a pair of wooden sandals on his feet, and
the apron of his lion-cloth lifted to his nose.

It was Havildar Charat Singh, the famous hockey player of
the 38th Dogras regiment, as celebrated for his humour as for
the fact, which with characteristic Indian openness he acknowl-
edged, that he suffered from chronic piles.

‘Why aren’t the latrines clean, you rogue of a Bakhe! There
is not one fit to go near! I have walked all round ! Do you know
you are responsible for my piles ? I caught the contagion sitting
on one of those unclean latrines I’

‘All right, Havildar ji, T will get one ready for you at once,’
Bakha said cautiously as he proceeded to pick up his brush and
basket from the place where these tools decorated the front wall
of the house. ‘

: He worked away earnestly, quickly, without loss of effort.
Brisk, yet steady, his capacity for active application to the task
he had in hand seemed to flow like constant water from a natural

~ spring. Each muscle of his body, hard as a rock when it came
into play, seemed to shine forth like glass. He must have had

‘immense pent-up resources lying deep, deep in his body, for as
he rushed along with considerable skill and alacrity from one
doorless latrine to another, cleaning, brushing, pouring phenoil,
he seemed as easy as a wave sailing away on a deep-bedded river.
‘What a dexterous workman ! the onlooker would have said.
And though his job was dirty he remained comparatively clean.

" He didn’t even soil his sleeves, handling the commodes, sweeping

“and scrubbing them. ‘A bit superior to his job,” they always said,

* “not the kind of man who ought to be doing this.” For he looked
intelligent, even sensitive, with a sort of dignity that does not
Igglong to the ordinary scavenger, who is as a rule uncouth and.
unclean. It was perhaps his absorption in his task that gave him

‘the look of distinction, or his exotic dress however loose and

- ill-fitting, that removed him above his odorous world. Havildar

Charat Singh, who had tke Hindu instinct for immaculate |
cleanliness, was puzzled when he emerged from his painful -

half an hour in the latrines and caught sight of Bakha. Here was. !
a low-caste man who seemed clean! He became rather self- |
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conscious, the prejudice of the ‘twice-born™ high-caste Hindu
against stink, even though he saw not the slightest suspicion of it
in Bakha, rising into his mind. He smiled complacently. Then,
however, he forgot his high caste and the ironic smile on his face
became a childlike laugh. ‘

“You are becoming a gentreman, ohe Bakhya! Where did
you get that uniform ?’ .

Bakha was shy, knowing he had no right to indulge in such
luxuries as aping the high-caste people. He humbly mumbled :

‘Huzoor it is all your blessing.’

Charat Singh was feeling kind, though he did not relax the
grin which symbolized six thousand years of racial and class
superiority. To express his good-will, however, he said :

‘Come this afternoon, Bakhe. I shall give you a hockey
stick.” He knew the boy played that game very well.

Bakha stretched himself up; he was astonished yet grateful
at Charat Singh’s offer. It was a godsend to him, this spontaneous
gesture on the part of one of the best hockey players of the
regiment. ‘A hockey stick! I wonder if it will be a new one!’
he thought to himself, and he stood smiling with a queer humility,
overcome with gratitude. Charat Singh’s generous promise had
called forth that trait of servility in Bakha which he had inherited
from his forefathers, the weakness of the down-trodden, the
helplessness of the poor and the indigent, suddenly receiving
help, the passive contentment of the bottom dog suddenly
illuminated by the prospect of fulfilment of a secret and long-
cherished desire. He saluted his benefactor and bent down to his
work again.

A soft smile lingered on his lips, the smile of a slave over-
joyed at the condescension of his master, more akin to pride than
to happiness. And he slowly slipped into a song. The steady
heave of his body from one latrine to another made the whispered
refrain a fairly audible note. And he went forward, with eager
step, from job to job, a marvel of movement dancing through his
work. Only, the sway of his body was so violent that once the
folds of his turban came undone, and the buttons of his overcoat:
slipped from their worn-out holes. But this did not hinder his
work. He clumsily gathered together his loose garments and
proceeded with his business.

Men came one after another, jowards the latrines. Most

. *'The Brahmins, the Kshatriyas, the two upper castes in Hindu society,
Jjustify their superiority by asserting that they have earned their position by
the good deeds of multiple lives. !
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of them were Hindus, naked, except for the loin-cloth, brass
jugs in hand and with the sacred thread twisted round their left
ears. Occasionally came a Mohammedan, who wore a long white
cotton tunic and baggy trousers, holding a big copper kettle
in his hands,

Bakha broke the tempo of his measured activity to wipe the
sweat off his brow with his sleeve. Its woollen texture felt nice
and sharp against his skin, but left an irritating warmth behind.
It was a pleasant irritation, however, and he went ahead with
the renewed vigour that discomfort sometimes gives to the body.
‘My work will soon be finished,” he said to himself, seeing that
he was almost at the end of one part of his routine. But the end
of one job meant to him no escape into the haven of luxury.
Not that he shirked work or really liked doing nothing. For,
although he didn’t know it, to him work was a sort of intoxication
which gave him a glowing health and plenty of easy sleep. So he
worked on continuously, incessantly, without stopping for breath,
even though the violent exertion of his limbs was making him gasp.

At last when he had got to the end of the third row of latrines
for the second time during the morning, he felt a cramp in his
back and stretched himself out from the bent posture he had
maintained all the while. He looked in the direction of the town.
There was a slight misty haze before him, a sort of screen which
the smouldering fire in the chimney where he had burnt the
refuse last night had sent up to mingle with the vaporous fleecy
clouds that rose from the surface of the brook. Through the thin
film he could see the half-naked brown bodies of the Hindus
hurrying to the latrines. Some of those who had already visited
the latrines could be seen scrubbing their little brass jugs with
clay on the side of the brook. Others were bathing to the tune
of ‘Ram re Ram,” ‘Hari Ram,”—crouching by the water, rubbing
their hands, with a little soft earth ; washing their feet, their faces ;
chewing little twigs bitten into the shape of brushes ; rinsing their
mouths, gargling and spitting noisily into the stream ; douching
their noses and blowing them furiously, ostentatiously. EVer
since he had worked in the British barracks Bakha had been
ashamed of the Indian way of performing ablutions, all that
gargling and spitting, because he knew the Tommies disliked it, He

- remembered so well the Tommies” familiar abuse of the natives
‘Kala admi zamin par hagna wala® (black man, you who relieve
yourself on the ground). But he himself had been ashamed at the
sight of Tommies running naked to their tub baths. “Disgraceful,’
he had said to himself. They were, however, sahibs. Whatever






