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Scheduled  Castes, Unscheduled Change  

Introduction: Caste has a long history in India, but it has always been in a state of change. At various periods in history caste has sometimes been more open and flexible and at other times more rigid. Probably one of caste’s most rigid periods was under British rule when the colonial rulers tried to list each caste and treated that cast as a closed group. In post-Colonial India, caste has undergone major changes, especially in the large cities where people are more likely to mix and mingle in everyday life. However, even in villages and in areas where caste was the most strict, enormous changes are taking place. The following reading is a true story about caste in Kerela, a state known for its very orthodox attitudes toward caste. 
The author, Shashi Tharoor,  is one of India’s most successful diplomats and came in second in the 2008 election for Secretary General of the United Nations. 
Charlis on the Move

I was about eight or nine when I first came across Charlis. A few of us children were kicking a bll around the dusty courtlof my grandmother’s house in rural Kerala, where my parents annually on what they called a holiday and I regarded as a cross a between a penance and a pilgrimage. (Their pilgrimage, my penance.)  Balettan, my oldest cousin, who was all of thirteen and had a bobbing Adam’s apple to prove it, had just streaked across me and kicked the ball with more force than he realized he possessed.  It soared upward like a startled bird, curved perversely away from us, and disappeared over wall into the rubbish heap at the back of the neighbor's house.

 “Damn,” 'I said. I had grown up in Bombay, where one said things.

“Go and get it, da,” Balettan commanded one of the younger cousins. Da was a term of great familiarity, used especially when young boys around.

A couple of the kids, stifling groans, dutifidly set off toward the wall. But before they could reach it the ball came sailing back over their heads toward us, soon followed over the wall by a skinny, sallow youth with a pockmarked face and an anxious grin.

“Charlis!” a couple of kids called. “Charlis got the ball!”

Charlis sat on the wall, managing to look both unsure and pleased with himself. Bits of muck from the rubbish heap clung to his shirt and skin. “Can I play? he asked diffidently.

Balettan gave him a look that would have disiccated a coconut. “No, you can’t, Charlis” he said shortly, kicking the ball toward me, away from the interloper who’d rescued it.

Charlis’s face lost its grin, leaving only the look of anxiety across it like a shadow. He remained seated on the wall, his leg—bare and thin below hisa grubby mandu he tied around his waist—dangling nerviously.  The game resumed, and Charlis watched, his eyes liquid with wistfulness. . . .  no one paid any attention to him, except me, and I was the curious outsider.

“Why can’t he play?” I finally found the courage to ask Balettan.

“Because he can’t, that’s all,” replied my eldest cousin.

“But why? We can always use another player,” I protested.

“We can’t use him,” Balettan said curtly. “Don’t you uderstand anything, stupid?”

That was enough to silence me, because I had learned early on that there was a great deal about the vilage that I didn’t understand. . . .

[Later, I was still puzzling over what had happened.] “Who is this Charles, anyway?” I asked as my mother served me some mild chutney she made specially since I could’t handle the very spced version everyone else ate.

“I don’t know dear, just a boy from the village,” she responded. “Now finish your dosa, the adults have to eat.”

“Charlis is the Prince of Wales, don’t you know?” honked  Kunjunni-mama [a distant relative], enjoying himself hugely. “I thought you went to a convent school, Neel.”

“First of all, only girls go to convent schools,” I responded hotly. “And anyway the Prince of Wales is called Charles, not Charlis,” I shot back. . . .”

“Charlis, Charles, what’s the difference to an illiterate Untouchable with airs above his station? Anyway that’s how it sounded in Malayalam, and that’s how he wrote it. Charlis.” . . . 

“It doesn’t matter what his name is,” I said firmly. “Charllis seems like a nice boy. He went to the rubbish heap to get our ball. I liked him.”

“Nice boy!” Kunjunni-mama’s tone was dismissive. . . “Rubbish heaps are where they belonh. They’re not clean. They don’t wash. They have dirty habits.” 

“What dirty habits?” I asked, shaking off my mother’s restraining hand. “Who’s they?”

“Eat your food,” Kunjunni-mama said to me, adding to no one in particular, “and now ths Communist government wants to put them in our schools. With our children.” he snorted. “They’ll be drinking out of our wells next.” . . . 

[In spite of the warning, when Charlis learned that Neel loved halwa, a sweet, Charlis invited Neel to his home and gave him some halwa his mother had made. Returning home with some of the halwa in his hand, Neel greeted his mother.]

“Look what I’ve got,” I said proudly, holding out the Halwa. “And there is enough for everyone.”

“Where did you get that?” Balettan asked. . . 

“Charlis gave it to me, I said. “I went to his father’s shop. They — “

“You did what?” Balettan’s rage was frightening. . . .”Went to Charlis’s shop? . . . Took food from Untouchables?” I began to shrink back from him. “Give it to me!” 

“I won’t” I snatched the halwa away from his hands, and as he lunged, I turned and ran . . .“We don’t do this here, understand?” he breathed fiercely. “This isn’t Bombay.” He pried my hands apart.  The halwa gleamed in my palms. “Drop it,” he commanded.

Slowly I opened my hands outward in a gesture of submission. The orange slabs slid reluctantly off them. . . . Then they were gone, fallen in the dust.

Balettan looked at them ont the ground for a moment, then at me, and spat on them where they lay. “The dogs can have them,” he barked. He kicked the dust over them, then pulled me by the arm back toward the house. “Don’t you ever do this again.”

[Although at that moment Neel swore that he’d never return to Kerala again, he and his family continued to go back  to their ancestral home. Each year he noticed more and more changes. A few years later he noticed Charlis come into their home and talk with them although he never took food.  A couple years later, Neel learned Charlis was doing quite well at school.  In fact, he stood first in class and “was developing a reputation as something of an intellectual.”  

Then, on one visit, Neel and Charlis went to a restaurant so they could talk. Charlis said he was planning to go to the university. When Neel gently suggested that the competion might be very difficult]

“I am knowing that,” Charlis replied simply. Then, from the front pocket of his shirt he drew out a battered notebook filled with small, tightly packed curlicues of Malayalam lettering in blue ink, interspersed with phrases and sentences in English in the same precise hand.  "Look," he said, jabbing at a page.  "The miserable hath no other medicine/ But only hope.” Shakespeare, Measurefor Measure, III.i.2, I read. And a little lower down, “Men at some time are masters of their fates;/ The fault, dear Brutus, is not in our stars, / But in ourselves, that we are underlings.” Charlis had underlined these words.

"When I am reading something that inspires me, I am writing it down in this book," Charlis said proudly.  "Shakespeare is great man, isn’t he?” . . . 

“For the Colonel’s Lady an’ Judy O’Grady,” he declaimed at one point, “are sisters under their skins!'”—Rudyard, he added. “Is that how you are pronouncing it?”

“Rudyard, Roodyard, I have’t a clue,” I confessed. “But Charlis?  He's just an old imperialist fart.  What does anything he ever wrote have to do with any of us today, in independent India?”  

Charlis looked surprised, then slightly averted his eyes. “But are we not,” he asked softly, “are we not brothers under our skin?”

“Of course,” I replied, too quickly.  And it was I who couldn’t meet his gaze. . . .

Years passed. Men landed on the moon, a woman became prime minister, wars were fought . . . . When I did manage a visit to Kerala, it wasn’t the same. . . . The talk was of pesticides and irrigation, of the old rice-levy and the new, government-subsidized fertilizer, and, inevitably, of the relentless pace of land reform, which was taking away the holdings of traditional landlords and giving them to their tenents. [Balettan gave me a letter he had received from the government and asked me to read it for him and explain what was going on. After reading the letter, I turned to Balettan and asked:]

“What are those lands here, near Kollengode?”

“They are ours, of course.”

“Not anymore, Balettan. Who's T. Krishnan Nair, son of Kandath Nair?”

“He farms them for us, ever since Grandfather died.” . . 

“Well it says here that he’s just been registered as the owner of those lands. You were given fourteen days to show cause as to why his claim should not have been admitted.  Why didet you file an objection, Balettan?”

We were all looking at him. “How can they say Krishnan Nair owns our land? Why everybody knows it’s our land.  It’s been ours ever since anyone can remember. It was ours before Grandmother was born.”

“It’s not ours anymore, Balettan.  The government has just taken it away.” . . .

[Balettan was so uppset that Neel agreed to go the the Collector, the top IAS man in the district, and ask if he could do anything about it.]

The Collector's office in Palghat, the district capital, was already besieged by supplicants when I arrived.  Two greasy clerks presided over his antechamber, their desks overflowing with papers loosely bound in crumbling files held together with string.  Three phones rang intermitently, and were answered in a wide variety of tones, ranging from the uncooperative to the unctuous, depending on who was calling. . . . All eyes were on the closed teak door at the corner, bearing the brass nameplate  M.C. THEKKOTE, I.A.S., behind which their destinies were no doubt being determined. 

“It’s hopeless,” I said to Balettan, who had accompanied me. . . . 

“No, this is the only way. You go and give him your card.”

I did not share Balettan’s faith in the magical properties of this small rectangular advertisement of my status, but I battled my way to the desks and thrust it at an indifferent clerk. 

“Please take this to the Collector-saare,” I said, trying to look both important and implorring.  “I must see him.”

The clerk semed unimpressed by the colorful swirls and curlicues that proclaimed my employment by AdAge, Bombay's smartest new agency. “You and everyone else,” he said skeptically, putting the card aside. “Collector-saare very busy today.  You come back tomorrow, we will see.”

At this point Baletta’s native wisdom asserted itself. He insinuated a five rupee note into the clerk’s palm. “Send the card in,” he said. “It’s important.”

The clerk was instantly responsive.  “I am doing as you wish,” he said grudgingly. “But you will still have to wait.  Collector-saare is so so very busy today.”

“You’ve told us that already,” I replied.  “We'll wait.”

A peon wandered in, bearing tea for the clerks.  Once the man at the desk had satisfied himself that his tea was sugared to his taste, he added my card to the pile of papers he gave the peon to take in to the Collector. “It will take some time,” he added curtly. 

It didn’t. Soon after the door had closed behind the peon, the black phone on the clerk’s desk jangled peremptorily. “No, saar. Not long. Yes, saar.  At once, sarr.” He had stood up to attention during this exchange, and when he replaced the receiver there was a new look of respect in his eyes.  “Collector-saare will be seeing you now, saar," he said, with a salaam.  “You did’t explain who you were, sarr.” The five-rupee note re-emerged in his hand. “You seem to have dropped this by mistake, saar,” he said shamefacedly, handing it to Balettan.

“Keep it,” Balettan said, as mystified as I by the transformation in the man’s attitude.  But the clerk begged him to take it back, and bowed and scraped us toward the imposing doorway. . . .

The clerk opened the door into a high-ceilinged office. The Collector rose from behind a mahogany desk the size of a Ping-Pong table, and stretched out a hand.  “It's so good to see you,” he said.

It was Chalis.

“Charlis!” I exclaimed, astonishment overcoming delight. “B—but—the name—the IAS [Indian Administrative Service] “

“You never did know my family name, did you?  All these years.” Charlis spoke without reproach.  “And yes, I've been in the IAS for some time now.. . .  But this is the first time I've been close to Vanganassery.  I've barely got here, but once I've settled in. I’m planning to visit the village again soon,” he added casually. “It’s part of my district, after all.  That’d make it an official visit, . . . . Tell me, what can I do for you?”

We explained the problem, and Charhs was sympathetic but grave. The law was the law; it was also just, undoing centuries of absentee landlordism. . . Charlis explained all this carefully, speaking principally to Balettan rather than to me. “Some changes are good, some are bad,” he concluded, “but very few changes can be reversed.”

“Shakespeare or Rudyard Kipling?” I asked, only half in jest, rembering his little notebook.

“Neither,” he replied quite seriously. “Charlis Thekkote.  But you can quote me if you like.” . . .

[T]he week after our visit, . . . Charlis came to the village. I will never forget the sight of Charlis seated at our dining table with the entire family . . . serving him crisp-edged doses on Grandmother's best stainless-steel thalis; Kunjunni-mama, honking gregariously, pouring him more tea; and half the neighbors, standing at a respectful distance, gawking at the dignitary.

But the image that will linger longest in my memory is from even before that, from the moment of Charlis’s arival at the village.  . . . Charlis steps down, in his off-white safari suit and open-toed sandals, and walks to our front door, through the dust.  We greet him there and begin to usher him into the house, but Balettan stops us outside.  For a minute all the old fears come flooding back into my mind and Charlis's, but it is only for a minute, because Balettan is shouting out to the servant, “Can’t you see the Collector-saare is waiting? Hurry up!”

I catch Charlis's eye; he smiles.  The servant pulls a bucketfull of water out of the well to wash Charlis's feet.  (Source: India From Midnight to Millennium. P. 79 )
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