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vzainst All Odds: A Testimony of Kolhati Women’s Plight

Dr. M.R. Banjare, 11ead, Department of Faglish, T. C. L. Govt. . G. College Janjgir (C.G)

~-ntabai Kale through his autobiography, one right to the
Jte Por” (Marathi, 1994, latter translated
- shoas C‘Against All Odds' 2000, by
7andey) exposes the uncqual, oppressive
.~: econamic structures in Maharashtra,
in the Kolhati community which
: ¢ women-folk. He pinpoints the harsh
- :hological and monclary tensions and
. +ons of Kolhati women. It also throws
-+ humiliation, cxploitation, sexual abuse,
- :. deprivation, and torture of dancers and
- zen in this unjust set-up. Kolhati
-~ =ad migrated from Rajsthan to Western
In Rajsthan, the Kolhatis were
. ~obats and jugglers, but poverty drove
~~cing. They developed a distinct style of
-+ «ong called *Lavni'. The music has more
- 2= melody and the songs are loud and full
- ~-endre. The dance itself was designed to
-. - 27ention and it was casy to understand
. m2lied tamasha.
-=an actor Sulochana, who played 2
. —-zarinthe 1959 film Sangte Aika says:
-. =z =as originally a form of traditional
_--: However, it has degenerated over

However, Kale's community gives
females: the child bears the name of hisher mother
and not that of the father. But this should not be scc.n
as the victory of Feminism - their mother’s name 1s
something to be ashamed of: +_most Kolhati children
bear their mother's name, a fact that proclaims their
legitimacy™ (p- ix). Earlier we had cases of female
focticide, the cases of *missing girls™. The girl child
was ‘upwanted’. But among Kolhatis, the birth of a
daughter was celebrated as more daughters meant
mare income. The males live off on the money that
their women camed by dancing in front of the

‘Satans ‘the men considered any abour below their

R dignity”. (p. 5}

Instead of protecting their daughters and
cisters from the male-gaze, the Kolhati men
themselves gave away their women 10 the highest
bidder for chira utara, a ceremony where young
virging were given 1o men “with all the trappings of a
wedding. but none of its sanctity” (p- 5)- This kind of
degeneration where a father whores his daughter is
incredible and unacceptable. Kale's grandfather
Kondiba ajoba handed over his young daughter
‘Baby Maushi’, who was on the threshold of her
youth to Shivajirac Henge, a forty year old drunkard

-0 2 loud and vulgar performance.

. - — more disturbing is that young girls
. -+ === highest bidder to provide for the

- == way a Kolhati community survives

- —-=2v eamed by the women of their

-2 men do nothing as they consider

=~ =z2low their dignity. Ironically they

. o= their wives 1o step on the

-z~ o7 the dancing stage. The women
- = anv part of their earnings.

< -=-c Shantabai Kale's, ‘Against All

= === predicaments of the tamasha dancers
s~—munity in Maharashtra. The book is a

-2z« o0 Feminist Movement and questions
__—+zicity of the aims of the movement.

- —=zs 2 man the sole possessor of woman.
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so that she would make his (Kondiba's) life easy —
‘what a travesty it was of the father-daughter
relationship’ (p. 63). And when she bore a daughter,
Shivajirao stopped visiting her completely. Kishore’s
mother Shantabai had already been become the
victim of the same incident, as she had been pulled
out of school and handed over to Namdeorao Jagtap,
to bring money for her father.

Such was the pitiable condition of these
women that the life of ‘imprisonment’ was a kind of
security to them: ‘They are like birds in a cage who
have forgotten how life outside the cage is like. They
cannot survive outside because their fear kills them’
(p. 191). They are even not allowed to select life
partner of their choice. Baby Maushi's friend Nili,
who was badly in love with Mukesh, expresses her
helplessness in a letter to him, ‘We are dancing girls.
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We belong to everybody. We have no right to fall in
love with any one man. If we do, then we must kill
that love, otherwisc our socicty won't let us live.’
(p.57)

Kishore regrets on the pathetic condition of
the women of his community. He writes:

“In the movies | had seen that brothers and
fathers rushed to protect their sisters and
daughters when anyone even passed a comment
or whistled when they walked past. But a
tamasha dancer's brothers and fathers went out
of their way 1o attract the attention of men to
their sisters and daughters, so that they
themselves could live in an indolent life, What
kind of relationship was this, 1 wondered? And
why, why did no body oppose it.” (p. 64)

The hypocrite socicty allowed the male to
taste ‘fresh flesh every night’, the woman was
always expected to be loyal to her man:

“As long as he maintained her and her family,
she would not have sex with any other man. He
was her *kaja’ or ‘yejman’, her master.” (p. 15)

Kishore narrates an incident which indicates
how the young girls have been made victims in the
hand of very old men. The story is that one day he
found a man about sixty years old caressing lovingly
a seventeen year girl, Rukmani. When Kishore
asked Baby Maushi whether the old man was
Rukmani's father; she replied angrily, ‘he’s not her
father; he's her “chira malik™. (p. 38)

What an irony — women who are selling
away their flesh daily to make the two ends meet, do
not have any time either for their children or for
themselves: ‘Tears are all that tamasha dancers have
in their lives anyway’ (p. 161). When the tamasha
dancers bore children and got aged they were left
poor and helpless by their respective yejmans. Lefl
by their yejmans, Kishore’s Sushecla maushi and
Baby maushi were forced to go back to tamasha.
When Kishore visited to them at Islampur he found
their condition worse than himself. The sufferings
and pains of tamasha dancers were well expressed in
the words of Susheela maushi. ‘Bai did the right
thing Kishore," said Susheela maushi, sadly. ‘Atleast
she is not as helpless as we are... Otherwise, she
would have been in the same stale as Jiji. Our lives

N\
153
have been spent looking after A

brothers; we have nothing, just nothing of
(p.162) Thus, ‘happiness plays a very, v
part in a dancer's life’. (p.173) Finally, wit
of Kishore; Susheela maushi and Bab
followed the way of Shantabai and she
their respective yejmans.

In the guise of an autobiograph
Shantabai Kale narrates the sad tale
women and their children who are lefi to
they survive, their life is no better than |
‘who can be kicked by any pass’
remembers an incident of his childh
according to Kishore, gave him his first
{he miserable lives of tamasha dancers. ¥

“Suman was a dancer from
community. One day, she had her ma
ghunghroos on and was breast feedin
baby when the bell rang announcing
the show. She quickly took babe off
and laid him on the floor beside me.
him while I'm away, Kishore, sh
rushed away.™™ (p. 57) Kishore put
his lap and tried to calm him. His
with tears as he realized that it had
him too when he was a baby.

Though, Kishore yearned fo
love throughout his life; it also
dilemma, the pain of a woman who
crossroads — to choose between tf
miserable life and the husband or ‘ka
for support. His mother's decision
latter was unforgivable by Kishore a
family — the family lost the breadwi
his mother; but what about the won
He says in the beginning, ‘My mo
free herself of the binding ghungrc
little broken bell, was dropped, left |
(p. 2). But can anyone fathom the ¢
mother? Shantabai ‘pinned for
remained duty bound to her husban

‘Against All Odds’ also
blurring away of the fine line
prostitution. People of Kolhati
nomadic who used to eam
performing tamashas before  the
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played dholaks and women g,
However, slowly this de
business, and e
between a dan

ced on the thythm,
ve graded from an ant into
nmil“y there was di
cer and a prostitute Tn:g e
has the satisfaction of carmvi i budies 2k et
out the Kolhati *dancer. ety
“espectability by cladd-S h?d fo put on the fagade of
ovnre tl\e;n i Ing in ‘elaborate saris, which
1 place so that thp C‘T‘)’ o wete: pirined deciinety
ssiags’ (o A1) fnl:: l\;:cvcr slid off the shoulder
S b ks y nce.lo attract men t?ut are
Y dressed, although physically only. It is just
Fretence for any spectator could hold and squeeze
=eir hands, pass lewd remarks and even take her as
~1s mistress.
This was a complete money game and to
“2ifill their sexual desire men went to Kothati's and
vith the power of money they exploit and harass
Xolhati women. Fulfilling their physical needs rich
—2n abandoned Kolhati women. Namdeorao Jagtap
.15 a politician and on the basis of his wealth forced
{manta’s father to shower on him Shanta’s virginity.
tad he abandoned Shanta after conception.
Snantabai gave birth to Kishore- who was called an
“egitimate and a mixed Child. Because of this
Zantity, he was abused, oppressed, exploited,
--miliated and maltreated. After abandoned by
:ztap, Shantabai was forced to join ‘tamsha’ for the
ke of her family. There she came in contact with
«~shnarao Wadkar, 2 moneylender from Parbhani.
‘-2 married Krushnarao Wadkar and went with her
Parbhani leaving Kishore behind to his
—ndfather Kondia and his aunt Jiji because of
. zdkar’s refusal. Her Marriage also could not put
- 2nd to her sufferings rather it worsened. Wadkar
.2z 2 money lender and has bad habits of going to
—~asha and gambling. He lost all his wealth in it. In
~_swration, he usually beats Shanta and harasses her
-=sically and psychologically.
Like Shantabai, Jiji, Baby 2nd Susheela have
~:zrgone through the exploitation and manipulation
- ¢ male dominated society. Jiji was very badly
—-2] by her father, Kondiba. Jiji had 25 acres of
~.3 in her name. She worked in farm but her father
~ass snatched all the earnings from the farm
==t giving a single rupee to Jiji. Jiji was
-~'vzed and all the family members left her alone
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in the farmhouse to die. When Kishore came [0 take
her to hospital, his grandfather did not allow him to
take her, instead he asked for money (0 Kishore.
This is very pitiable and regretable treatment given
o 2 woman jn Kolhati community. All the family
members were living on her earnings and in her
difficult days when she was in need of their help
they turned their faces and left her like an orphaned
on her own. This is the tragedy of Kolhati women.
She devotes her whole life for the welfare of her
family and in her last days the family members are
not going to take care of her. What a pitiable
condition! For Kolbatis” a woman is only for carning
money and at once she stopped earning they throw
her into Storehouse. Kishore felt very sad and
observing such a heart-breaking and pathetic
condition of woman he was haunted with questions
like “Has a woman no right to her own life? Is the
only aim of our lives to provide a livelihood to our
fathers and brothers? Is it sin to be bom a beautiful
woman in a Kothati family?(p. [9)

Whether it be Jiji, once the lady of the house
and now a pauper; or Shantabai, the steady and loyal
wife: or Susheela Maushi, the fate of all
Kolhati tamasha girls is the same — they all have to
expiate their ‘sin of being a woman®. It is sorrowful
but through Kale’s autobiography Nietzsche's
statement comes truc that ‘woman is the source of all
folly and unreason, the siren figure that lures the
smale philosopher out of his appointed truth-seeking
path and that woman is God's second mistake.’(p.
76)

Born to a tamasha dancer and unknown
identity of father, Kishore was oppressed, exploited
and maltreated on each and every level. For
accommodation in Ambajogai, Kishore has to hide
his caste and his identity of a Kolhati. Kishore
straightforwardly reveals the factual condition of his
oppression to his aunt Rambha maushi and also
asked her 10 not to meet him again. She was
surprised on Kishore's treatment and angrily she
scolded Kishore: “Before a tamsha dancer knows
why her chest must be covered by pallu, somebody
has filled her breast with milk under the guise of
Chira. Isn't that an insult? For two rupees we are
expected to sit on a man's lap- isn’t that an insult?
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Don't forget the few rupees we get for allowing a
man to hold and press our hand is what pays for food
in our house. Only a rare onc like you gets cducated
and even you feel ashamed of us. Isn’t that an insult
for us? (p. 152).

She also condemned the dual stands of the
society and said, ‘Kolhati women only dancc.
Dancing is our business, and our art. But, these days
all kinds of women indulge in blatant prostitution
under the guise of dancing. If our pallu slips even a
few inches off our chest, it causes a commotion. But
heroines in movies dance with bodies exposed, with
a different hero each time and it is called art. They
20 to Delhi and win awards for it. It is all a joke
played on us by shameless people.” (p. 152)

And again addressing to Kishore she burst
her anger towards the society, ‘Do you think we
chose to be dancers? Do you think we enjoy coming
here and dancing all night before kinds of men? Do
we wish to be insulted by your kind of people?
People who are educated and do not understand the
compulsions of aur life?’ (p.152)

These sharp and introspecting words of
Rambha mushi depicted the anger against age-old
cruelties, maltreatment and exploitation forced on
Kolhati women and also their cry for marginality and
being hatred by their own children and family
members. These high class men come to the tamsaha
at night and spend their whole night there and when
the lady conceives, they don't entertain her. Neither
they abandon her nor do they accept their child.
Kolhatis are touchable at night but during day they
are untouchables. This is the very pathetic, tragic and
pitiable condition of our ironically called high class
society of which Arvind Adiga rightly describes in
his “The White Tiger” as ‘an India of Darkness’.
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