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Abstract

Premchand, a writer with a progressive outlook, always addressed the exploitation and
marginalization issues among the lower classes. He has always recorded the plight of the poor people
in his literature. In Pratigya, along with social issues like the agony of the girl widow, the widow’s
sorrow for her husband’s death, her conjugal love, unsatisfied longings for a comfortable life,
Premchand has depicted the issue which arises from poverty. Although there is no direct representation
of untouchable characters in the novel, there are some references to the lower castes. Premchand had
written extensively about untouchability issues, exploitation of untouchables through the hands of
upper caste people in his short stories and novels. B.R. Ambedkar firmly believed that the code of
Manu and the Hindu religious scriptures are responsible for the caste-based graded society. This graded
structure of caste prevented the choice of profession to the untouchables. They were also deprived of
education, social interaction and a chance of uplifting themselves. As a result, untouchables got more
deficient and prone to social atrocities.

Key Words: exploitation, marginalization, literature, untouchable, social, violence, etc.

Introduction

Premchand offers a kind of contrast to English literature because English literature generally
talks about two world wars. The novelists and poets generally speak about destruction and violence in
these two World Wars. Premchand talked very significantly about the freedom movement, about the
need for the art to wake up to reality; otherwise, it would crush them in totality. Premchand was not
just a writer; but a phenomenon; an atmosphere. While reading his novels, we go back to the 1960s,
1970s and 1980s. One of the essential qualities of the writings of Premchand was that he understood
the problems of others, he sympathised with the problems of others. Perhaps, these qualities were
imbibed in Premchand by his mother. She was not only educated but had a legacy of writing. Her
father was a writer, though his writings never got published. Initially, Premchand was struggling with
the medium of expression. Being a Munshi, he was well versed in Persian and Urdu. At an early age,
he started writing stories and short novels. Usually, patriotism was the theme of his early writing. The
first story written by Premchand was entitled Dunia Ka Sabse Anmol Ratan (The Most Valuable Jewel
on the Earth). It was published in Zamana in 1907. Later on, he wrote the first novel called Asrar-1-
Maabid and the second novel as Hamkhurma-o-Hamsawab in Urdu in 1906. In 1907, its Hindi version
came entitled Prema. His third novel, Krishna, was published in the same year. In 1906, Premchand
got married on the day of Shivratri with a widow, Shivrani. She was Devi Prasad's daughter, who
decided to remarry his younger daughter Shivrani, who had lost her husband within three months of
the wedding. This marriage proved a very successful marriage of 30 years. After the death of
Premchand, she survived thirty-five years and wrote many stories and a valuable book of memoirs
entitled Premchand Ghar Men (Premchand in the Home).?

In Pratigya, there is a reference to a servant named Kahar from the lower section of society.
Kahar addressed Sumitra as ‘Sarkar’ and in his extreme humbleness, asks for silk achkan of Kamala,
but Sumitra did not give it to him. So, he begs for it and says that if you did not give it, Babuji (Kamla)
would beat me so severely that my skin may come out. From this dialogue, we know his status in that
contemporary society that untouchables were tortured and physically assaulted for none of their faults.
Further, Sumitra says to him, “It is your destiny to be beaten up like that. Go and get beaten up by his
legs.” (My translation 92)
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Kahar is an example of a representative of the deprived sections of the physically, socially and
economically exploited by the people who were in power by using their force.

Dannath, a college professor and a representative of the elite upper-caste, holds very derogatory
views about the untouchables. Not only that, but he expressed his views in a public lecture and the
audience was very much impressed by his opinions:

“There is much ado about the untouchables everywhere. Do not stop them from fetching the
water on our wales. Do not stop them from coming to temples; do not stop them from coming to
mosques. Before eradicating untouchability, let them clean themselves, and their thoughts and
behavior also need to be cleaned; nobody is ready to pay attention to this. Hurry up and meet these
demands of these untouchables; otherwise, they may become Christian or Muslim. Alas! What
Christians and Muslims can attain by accommodating these corrupt castes? Lacs of Chamars and
Domade have become Christians; in Madras province, most of the villages have converted to
Christianity, but they have not changed their way of talking and behaving. They still believe in dead
bodies and prayers. Even they have started drinking more liquor...” (My translation 74)

Dannath severely criticizes the untouchables of that contemporary society and instigates the
people to go against the social reforms as it may prove a threat to their Hindu religion. He is spreading
hatred among the people against Amritrai and his noble work of Vanita Ashram. Further, he says:

... Chamar eats the flesh of dead animals as his food; he spends his days and
nights washing and cleaning the skins of the dead animals; I will never let
his pot go in my wale for fetching the water. (My translation 74)

Purna, a widow of a lower level clerk, has no economic source from which she can live her life
independently. So, out of sympathy, Badri Prasad decides to let her live in his house. Earlier, he was
thinking of offering twenty rupees a month to her. However, later on, he changed his mind and started
thinking of making a fixed deposit of four thousand rupees; so that she can earn her bread and butter
with the help of interest accrued on the principal amount. However, Kamla Prasad, for showing his
greatness towards her, took her to his house immediately. She has to live there a life of a dependent
widow. Kamla Prasad had an eye upon her and willing to take undue advantage of her out of poor
financial condition. Purna is so helpless that she cannot accept the saree’s gift by Kamla Prasad,
thinking that Sumitra may feel offended.

Conclusion

The series of tragic human experiences in the life of Purna is because of her dependent status.
She cannot resist the temptations shown by Kamla earlier only because she cannot go elsewhere by
outwardly rejecting his sexual advances. The fundamental cause of all tragic happenings in the life of
Purna seems to be her inability to earn her bread and butter.

Thus, Premchand has revealed the grass root reality of India at the beginning of the twentieth
century. The inhuman forms of exploitation, insulting treatment through the hands of upper castes, the
rich people’s imposition of their terms and conditions on poor and the untouchables have been
discussed in Pratigya, though not with a solution. As India’s society is fragmented into several castes
and sub-castes, clear picture is reflected in Pratigya. Caste is an integral part of Indian socio-cultural
life, and Premchand, being one of India’s finest storytellers and writers, depicted the grave realities of
rural life in a very explicit manner. Premchand’s contemporary writers like Pratap Narain Mishra,
Ramchandra Shukla, and Baratendu Harishchandra never mentioned gender and caste discrimination
because of their upper-caste background. In the Bhakti period, caste and gender discrimination issues
were never on the fore except in Kabir and Rahim’s writings. Premchand is the first such writer who
strongly voiced the problems of subjugation and discrimination.
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