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 FOLKLORE, HISTORIOGRAPHY AND THE REPRESENTATION OF 
MARGINS: REFLECTIONS ON LAXMAN GAIKWAD’S THE BRANDED 

 

Parmod Kumar* 

“The coming into being of the notion of ‘author’ constitutes the privileged 

moment of individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, literature, 

philosophy and the sciences.” 

“….In our civilization, it has not always been the same types of texts which have 

required attribution to an author.  There was a time when the texts that we call 

today ‘literary’ (narratives, stories, epics, tragedies, comedies) were accepted, put 

into circulation, and valorized without any question about the identity of their 

author; their anonymity caused no difficulties since their ancientness, whether 

real or imagined, was regarded as a sufficient guarantee of their status.”  

— Michel Foucault 

The cultural, political, and historical implications of the term folklore, or rather of 

its various uses, have been at the center of many disciplinary debates over the 

last two decades. This article seeks to argue that the term "folklore" has served as 

a narratological device in modern scholarship of ‘Indian’ culture; rather than 

reflecting its diverse history, "folklore" has served in constructing socio-cultural 

images that are not grounded in, or indicated by, the diverse social fabric itself. 

Historiography is invariably comprised of conventional tropes without which, as 

Hayden White has taught us, it cannot deliver a meaningful account. It is in this 
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context of conventional, but by no means insignificant, tropes, that the concept—

or trope—of "folklore" deserves attention: "folklore," I suggest, has furnished 

historiographic interpretations of rabbinic texts, in the choice of "plot structure" 

as well as in the implied "paradigm of explanation" that these historiographies 

employ. That is, "folklore" has served as an interpretative lens through which 

scholars have sought to explain rabbinic culture, consequently producing a range 

of cultural "plot structures." However, and this will be the focus of this article, 

the interpretative lens that employs "folklore" is not transparent since the use of 

the term itself is heavily saturated with underlying assumptions. 

 

The field of folklore studies has been well aware of the inherent problematics of 

its designated subject matter. Like other disciplines, it has been digging deeply 

into the archaeology of its own knowledge, and much has been said in recent 

discussions about the ideological components that have resided in the unfolding 

notions of "folklore" and in its various studies.  Taking this theoretical reflexivity 

of folklore studies to Indian Dalit Literature, I am suggesting that by selecting 

specific texts from the diverse Indian Culture and labeling them as "folklore," 

scholars have marginalized them. The margins to which they have been 

relegated are at times concretely social ones, in which case the "folkloristic" 

notions that are reflected in the texts are associated with low, weak or 

nonhegemonic groups (or at least thought to originate with them). At times, 

however, "folklore" is not attributed to marginal segments of society but rather is 
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seen to reflect noncanonical cultural ideas. In both instances, the designation of 

"folklore," implying an opposition to that which is "not-folklore," has served to 

construct a cultural hierarchical map. 

 

As I seek to argue, the act of marginalization has been committed not only by 

scholars who view folklore as an inferior cultural product. Folklorists, who favor 

folklore, have also contributed in enhancing some of the assumptions held by the 

non- (or: anti-) folklorists. Although in this essay I do not presume to present an 

exhaustive survey of rabbinic scholarship of folklore, I do hope to point at what 

seems to me to have been characteristic tendencies in the use of the term. 

 

The folklores and folktales have been an eternal part of every culture since ages. 

When it comes to Indian folk heritage, the country of diverse religions, languages 

and cultures has a complete range. Indian folklore has a wide range of stories 

and mythological legends, which emerge from all walks of life. "Folklore," as an 

essential category, when applied in Indian context, designates ideological, 

institutional or social margins, and in turn, it implies an imagined canon. The 

Branded by Laxman Gaikwad points to the chinks into the armour and calls for a 

broadening of the paradigm. The age old discrimination against an ancient 

cultural system and their literary expression has to be understood in a more This 

space aims to explore the same territory in the context of Gaikwad’s Sahitya 

Akademy Award Winning Novel. 
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Historiography, in every reasoned historiography, is inevitably comprised of 

conventional tropes without which, as Hayden White has taught us, it cannot 

deliver a meaningful account. 

 

Diana Fuss, in her discussion on essence versus social constructs in feminist and 

ethnic theories, presents Locke's distinction between two kinds of essentialism, 

which may also apply to the field of folklore: 

 

If we can never securely displace essentialism, then it becomes useful for analytical 

purposes to distinguish between kinds of essentialism, as John Locke has done with his 

theory of "real" versus "nominal" essence. Real essence connotes the Aristotelian 

understanding of essence as that which is most irreducible and unchanging about a 

thing; nominal essence signifies for Locke a view of essence as merely a linguistic 

convenience, a classificatory fiction we need to categorize and label. Real essences are 

discovered by close empirical observation; nominal essence are not "discovered" so much 

assigned or produced—produced specifically by language. 

 

Going back to the issue with which this article began, perceiving "folklore" as a 

"real" essence is analogous to what Hayden White described as "the conviction of 

the historian that he has 'found' the form of his narrative in the events 

themselves, rather than imposed it upon it." To be sure, much of the folkloristic 

paradigm understood its subject matter—"folklore"—to be a "real" essence. Yet, it 
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is possible to employ the disciplinary methods and tools without necessarily 

accepting their ontological premise. 

 

The Branded: Laxman Gaikwad    

No Native place. No birth-date. No house or farm. No caste either. This is how I 

was born. In an Uchlaya community, at Dhanegaon in Taluks Latur.                 

(Gaikwad, 1) 

 

Uchlaya (The Branded) which was originally written in Marathi literally means 

‘pilferer’. This work has been translated in various other languages. It came out 

as Uchakka in Hindi. The Branded by Laxman Gaikwad is an autobiographical 

novel which received several awards including Sahitya Akademi award in 1988. 

Gaikwad is a social worker and not essentially a writer. In one of his interviews, 

he revealed that writing novels does not fascinate him. He does not write for the 

claims of authorship but it was the age-long humiliation and agony that actually 

forced him to write about his experiences.  

 

Laxman Gaikwad gained recognition with the 1998 publication of The Branded, a 

translation of his autobiographical novel, Uchlaya. His novel for the first time 

brings to the world of literature the trials and tribulations of his tribe. ‘Uchlaya’ 

is a term coined by the British who classified the tribe as a criminal tribe. His 

treatment of the dalit theme, in which his own delicate subjectivity is a part, is 
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widely acclaimed for its masterful sensitivity and supreme craftsmanship. He 

depicts in all their subtlety and poignancy the inner feelings, sufferings and 

emotional complexities of a tribe historically viewed as criminals. He has three 

other books to his credit. Gaikwad’s literary carrier started in 1977 when he 

wrote a ballad expounding the innumerable agonies of the exploited people in 

society. 

 

Gaikwad’s work deals with the social category generally known as the 

Denotified and Nomadic tribes of which has a population of approximately six 

crores. Some of them are included in the list of Scheduled Castes, some others in 

the Schedule of Tribes and quite a few in Other Backward Classes. But there are 

many of these tribes which find place in none of the above. What is common to 

all these Denotified and Nomadic Tribes (DNTs) is the fate of being branded as 

‘born’ criminals. This autobiographical work documents the events of a 

stereotyped underdog, a representative of a section of society thriving on petty 

crimes. It is a poignant satire on social equality and proves the hollowness of the 

claims of 58 years of Indian independence. Gaikwad describes his life and the 

society around him to convey that there resides a section of Indian society which 

lives in sub-human circumstances and still a lot is desired to be done for the 

denotified tribes. 
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 Gaikwad narrates about a world where people survive on just water for three 

consecutive days, where food comprises cats, rats, roots and leaves, where life is 

abominably unhygienic. The indoctrination into the thieving profession is 

carefully described by Gaikwad. There are categories, classifications and 

techniques in stealing, which seems to reach the form of an art if one can use the 

word. It was Gaikwad’s good fortune that his father was a watchman and, 

thereby, exposed to the outside world. He realised the value of education, 

especially with regard to his youngest son, “Lachchman”. The son works as a 

cotton mill worker, moving on to become a powerful trade union leader and 

social worker. That apart, he produces a book which holds tremendous weight in 

the literary sphere. 

 

Gaikwad’s work is an eloquent attempt to lay bare the prejudice and make 

readers know that the people he belongs to are human beings and deserve all 

human rights to join the mainstream of social life. Just like other dalit 

autobiographies, as discussed in the second section of the chapter, the tone of 

Uchlayais frank and militant. The author does not intend to write like a canonical 

author; he simply tries to dispel the myths and misconceptions about his people. 

He does not want to waste the opportunity that someone like him rarely gets. He 

is aware of the fact that there is no systematic ethnological, historical and 

sociological study available on these tribes and therefore he presents his life story 

in such a way that the readers get a comprehensive view of the problem and its 
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causes. The opening page, which reflects gross realism, gives us an idea of some 

of the harsh and brutal facts of Gaikwad’s life: 

... My name is Laxman Gaikwad... I was born in a vagabond family 

with no home, no land to plough, not even a caste to call our own. I told 

folks that I am from Ghanegao as I was born there and grew up during 

my early years. My childhood was spent in a bird-nest-like hut. To enter 

it, one had to bend their knees. My grandmother Narasabai ran the 

household.  Her husband, my grandfather, Lingappa, had no job and had 

to report to the local police station twice a day. He once had a flourishing 

practice. He would go too far way towns, pick pockets, steal shopping 

bags and come home by night. He was a famous thief of his time in this 

part of the country. His name was well known even in Nizaam’s kingdom. 

    (p 1)                                          

Gaikwad, through his own life experiences, makes explicit the 

operation of a vicious circle which is in place that not only hinders their 

growth but also questions their existence in the society. He exposes all 

those hegemonic strategies that are employed against the low caste people 

and denotified tribes to subjugate them. He narrates how from the 

impressionable age in school, the language, mode of expression, 

socialization and role models all are given by the hegemonic system of 

Brahmins; there is not a trace of their original language, customs and 

culture in that. Gaikwad’s childhood experiences were no exceptions to 
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this general norm. The following lines reveal the embarrassment that he 

faces in his school. He does not complain that there is no teacher to stop 

this as the teachers make him feel worse: 

 When I went to school, the boys in my class sniggered at me. They 

mocked derisively: ‘Lakshya, Patharut boy, has come to school!’ I used to 

sit in a corner meekly as if I had been forcibly dragged there….some of the 

boys in the school used to call me Lachhmantata, crab-curry khataa.  

 (p. 34) 

 

Dalit students are only taught to be ashamed of their being. They are forcibly 

taken away from their original culture and therefore in the process made to 

emulate what the upper caste people do. The concept of sanskritisationi precisely 

points to this process. Gaikwad, the child student, does not resist this 

stereotyping and he along with everyone in his family is made to believe that 

their lower-caste status is not man-made but God-send: 

 Since then everybody in the school called me Lachhmantata. But I did not 

feel piqued. For I believed that because I belonged to the Parrot clan, a 

lower clan, they were privileged to mock at me. I did feel angry 

sometimes. But I kept quiet. If I told anybody at home, they abused me 

soundly.   (p. 34)  
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The history of the denotified tribes goes back to the early years of colonial rule. 

In those times, whoever opposed the British colonial expansion was perceived as 

a potential criminal. Particularly, if any attempt was made to oppose the colonial 

government with the use of arms, the charge of criminality was a certainty. The 

British in their list of criminal groups included many of the wandering minstrels, 

fakirs, petty traders, rustic transporters and disbanded groups of soldiers. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the tribes in the Northwest 

frontier were declared ‘criminal tribes’. This category became increasingly open-

ended and by 1871, the British had prepared an official list of Criminal Tribes 

and an act to regulate criminal tribes was passed in that year. For instance, the 

Bhils, who had fought the British rule in Khandesh and other territories were 

convicted under section 110 of the Indian Penal Code, were to be recognized as 

criminal tribes. The Criminal Tribes Act (CTA) made provisions for establishing 

reformatory settlements where the criminal adivasis could be kept in 

confinement and subjected to low paid work. They were required to report to the 

guard rooms several times every day, so that they did not escape the oppressive 

settlements. A close reading of The Brandedmakes it clear that the like dalits, 

marginalization of denotified tribes is carried out in similar ways:  

 

The Denotified tribes are not permitted to enter into the streets and houses of 

othe castes. The members of Denotified tribes could touch others or be touched 

by others but they also suffered from a similar kind of social ostracism. 



 
Ad Litteram: An English Journal of International Literati                  ISSN: 2456 6624 
 December 2018: Volume 3 
 

  
                Theme:“Telling the Tale across Mediums: The Teleology of Multiple Lives of a Work” 131 

The members of Denotified tribes are forced to reside in separate settlements.   

Seclusion at outskirts of the village or settlement may rightly be called social 

boycott or ostracism. 

 

Concepts like “defilement, pollution, impurity and exclusion” are blatantly 

attributed to the Denotified tribes. The idea that impurity can be transmitted by 

mere touch of these people or by their approach within a certain distance 

prevails. 

 Provision of separate tea glasses in rural and semi-urban areas (serving 

tea in tins separately allocated only for Denotified tribes) is common in 

public tea stalls. The Denotified tribes are served tea, not in glasses or 

mud cups like people of other castes but in aluminum tins. 

 The Denotified tribes are not allowed to fetch water from common water 

sources-wells, tanks and ponds. Village wells are still out of the reach of 

the Denotified tribes. 

 The Denotified tribes are not allowed to utilize the services of barbers or 

washer men. 

 The Denotified tribes are not allowed to bathe in common water sources. 

 The Denotified tribes are denied the right to move freely through the 

streets of other   caste people. Even the dead bodies of Denotified tribes 

are not allowed to be taken to burial grounds through the other-caste 

streets. 
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 The Denotified tribes are not permitted to use benches to sit in the village 

bus stops. 

 The Denotified tribes are forced to stand, or give way to other caste 

people, on the roads. They are also forced to use narrow dirt tracks. 

 The Denotified tribes are prohibited to wear chappals in the streets of 

other-caste people. They must carry them in their hands and walk 

barefoot. 

 The labour of Denotified tribe’s members is exploited in the name of 

bondage by advancing money. 

 The labourers of Denotified tribes are paid lower wages than those 

prescribed in the Minimum Wages Act. 

 People of other castes often extract free, compulsory labour from 

Denotified tribes. 

 In the name of religious rituals, Denotified tribes are often forced to beg 

for food in the houses of other-caste people. 

 The women of these tribes who work as agricultural hired workers 

regularly face physical abuse and sexual exploitation from the 

landowners, who normally belong to upper castes. 

 

Despite their marginal position, denotified tribes have contributed enormously 

to Indian history and society. In various parts of India many DNTs were 

incorporated into local states in pre-colonial times. In some cases, they became 
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the ruling families, in others the untouchable lower castes. Some were hired to 

fight wars for Indian kings and under British rule they offered some of the 

fiercest resistance. As soon as the British took over Eastern India tribal revolts 

broke out to challenge alien rule. In the early years of colonization, no other 

community in India offered such heroic resistance to British rule or faced such 

tragic consequences as did the numerous Adivasi communities of now 

Jharkhand, Chhatisgarh, Orissa and Bengal. In 1772, the Paharia revolt broke out 

which was followed by a five year uprising led by Tilka Manjhi who was hanged 

in Bhagalpur in 1785. The Tamar and Munda revolts followed. 

 

In the next two decades, revolts took place in Singhbhum, Gumla, Birbhum, 

Bankura, Manbhoom and Palamau, followed by the great Kol Risings of 1832 

and the Khewar and Bhumij revolts (1832-34). In 1855, the Santhals waged war 

against the permanent settlement of Lord Cornwallis and a year later, numerous 

adivasi leaders played key roles in the 1857 war of independence. But the defeat 

of 1858 only intensified British exploitation of national wealth and resources. A 

forest regulation passed in 1865 empowered the British government to declare 

any land covered with trees or brushwood as government forest and to make 

rules to manage it under terms of its own choosing. The act made no provision 

regarding the rights of the Adivasi users. A more comprehensive Indian Forest 

Act was passed in 1878 which imposed severe restrictions upon Adivasi rights 

over forest land and produce in the protected and reserved forests. The act 
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radically changed the nature of the traditional common property of the Adivasi 

communities and made it state property. 

 

There has not been many sociologists to examine the lives of these people and 

explore what it means to brand entire communities criminal, to live one’s life 

treated as a criminal simply because one is born in that community. Gaikwad 

narrates number of incidents which reveal the acute trauma and turbulence that 

he and his people had to face at the hands of Indian social system.  He explains 

that taking birth in a denotified tribe is made to be the biggest crime by the 

society that one can do. It is so because if you are once a member of one such 

tribe, the whole system would be against you, everyone would throw blames at 

you, there will be nobody to help you to get out of the system, in fact there are 

some state agencies which would want you to continue in the same manner. He 

does not try to conceal anything wrong about his family. In fact, he is open about 

everything. He is not inhibitive in the narration of thieving as his family 

profession. He presents the case of his grandfather which makes it amply clear 

how difficult the life circle is for the members of a denotified tribe: 

My grandfather, Lingappa, did maintain our household in 

his heydays, picking pockets, lifting valuables and odd 

things at markets and fairs. He was a well-known and 

respected thief in our tribe and area. The Nizam State 

records mentioned him as a most notorious and dangerous 
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thief. Nobody ever dared cross his path.Once while drunk 

he attempted to pick the money tied in the knot of a dhoti 

tied around a stranger’s waist. In cutting the knot with a 

blade (Bharat Blade was most suitable for such jobs) he cut 

too deep, making a long, deep gash in the stranger’s body 

from buttocks to waist. The man bawled in pain as blood 

gushed from the wound. (1). 

The immense power of this narrative agenda is its use of the author’s life-

experiences of pain as a means of political assertion. By writing about their own 

experiences as a Dalit, laxman Gaikwad, Omprakash Valmiki, Surajpal Chauhan 

reveal two objectives in their autobiographies. One is to contest the basis of caste 

discrimination. For example, in Joothan, Valmiki asserts, “Being born is not in the 

control of a person. If it were in one’s control, then why would I have been born 

in a Bhangi household? Those who call themselves the standard-bearers of this 

country’s great cultural heritage, did they decide which homes they would be 

born into? Albeit they turn to scriptures to justify their position, the scriptures 

that establish feudal values instead of promoting equality and freedom.” 

 

The fundamental point which I intend to make is that identification of "folklore" 

with the margins—social, institutional, or ideological—thus serves to reconstruct 

different images of Dalit culture and society, all of which imply certain 

assumptions regarding the culture and its representation in the texts. It 
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ultimately invokes and perpetuates a series of possible dichotomies between 

"folklore" and "not-folklore." Some scholars would probably not render these 

dichotomies problematic, nor would they question the role of "folklore" in the 

social reconstruction. However, others are involuntarily trapped by the term. If, 

indeed, the dichotomies and the social/cultural maps to which they correspond 

are inevitable as long as "folklore" stands for "real essence," how can one address 

the notion of folklore in rabbinic culture? The answer, as I may propose or 

suggest, lies in de-essentializing the term and by using the discipline of folklore 

studies for its interpretative tools, without necessarily accepting its identification 

with an essential subject matter. The present-day folklorists may need to become 

more critically aware of the ideological underpinnings of some of the work from 

the early years of discipline. There is a real need on the part of the folklorists to 

move beyond entanglements with nationalist projects toward a more pluralistic 

and inclusive reconceptualisation of their area of study. 
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