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Niranjana isoneof themost
significantwritersassociated
withthePragathisheela (pro-
gressive) literarymovement
inKannada literatureof the
1940sand50s.TheAll India

ProgressiveWritersAssociation,established
formallyatameetingofwriters inaChinese
restaurant inLondonin1934,wasa forumof
writerswhorebelledagainst theestablished
literary traditionandseveral inequalitiesof
Indiansocietybasedoncasteandclass.They
rosetoprominence inHindi,Urduandother
Indianbhasha traditions.
MulkRajAnand,Premchand,Sajjad

Zaheer, IsmatChugtai, FaizAhmedFaiz
were someof theeminent, originalwriters
whosewritingshave relevancebeyond the
ideological frameworksof theProgressive
Movement.The impact of themovementwas
pervasiveandpowerful, andhas continued
to influence socially engaged literatureat
differentperiods inmany literary traditions.
Somewell-knownwriters, includingSriranga
theplaywright, attended theconferenceof
progressivewriters inMumbai in 1943and
themovementbegan togathermomentum.
ThoughTaRaSu (TRSubbaRao) andANa-

Kri (ANKrishnaRao)were themostpopular
andvisiblewriters of themovement, it is
NiranjanaandBasavarajKattimaniwhose
fictionalwritingshave receivedbothpopular
andcritical attention.
Niranjana, aprodigy, beganwriting in

his school days.Healsomaintainedaclose
alliancewith thecommunist party and
movement in later years.Hewasaprolific
writerwhowroteover60works, editedand
compiled25volumesof short stories from
various countries and languages inaKan-

nada translation.Healso
editedanencyclopaedia in
Kannada.

Movingnarratives
His short story, ‘Koneya
Giraki’ (the last client) is a
powerful narrativeabout
awoman forced into sex
workwhonow, in the last
momentsofher life, is des-
titute, ill andabandoned.
The last client is depicted

as a vulturehovering todevourher flesh.The
short story is a classic amongmanywrittenby
progressivewriters.
Niranjana’s timeless classic is ‘Chirasma-

rane’(translatedbyTejaswiniNiranjana into
Englishas ‘The stars shinebrightly’). It is a
movingnarrative about the struggleofpeas-
ants inanondescript village,Kayyuru, in the
Kasaragodregion.Their struggle is against
a self-centered feudal systemwhichpushes
them intodebt, poverty, andbonded labour.
As thenovel progresses, it unravels the col-
lusionbetween the feudal lords, the imperial
British regime, and its instrumentsofpower,
namelybureaucracyand judiciary.
The schoolmaster educates twoyouth,Chi-

rukandaandAppu, about the ruthlessnessof
the systemwhichmeets their resistancewith
inhumanviolence.Gradually, the community
developedanawarenessof the legitimacy
ofprotestwith interventionsmadeby the
communist activists.But theprotest rally in
thevillage leads to theaccidental deathof
apoliceman leading to thearrest, trial and
sentencing todeathof fourof the village
youth.Themartyrdomisnarratedby the

author-narrator.
Thepowerof thenarrative flow, thepor-

trayal of several characterswith compassion
andunderstanding, depictionof a rural com-
munity gradually drawn intoa confrontation
with imperial power—theseelementsmake
thenovel’s texture complex.What is remark-
able is the fortitudeof the youth facingdeath
and theemotional support that their families
offer them. It is auniquepolitical novelwhich
depicts the inexorablebut violent imperial
political systemwithout verbal rhetoric
andovertly ideological interventionsby the
author-narrator.Longbefore theadventof
subaltern studies,Niranjana’snovel provides
apeasant-centric subalterneyeviewof the
collusionof feudalismwith imperialism.

Historicalnovels
Another toweringachievementof thewriter
is thenovel ‘Mrutyunjaya’. Itwas translated
intoEnglishas ‘Coming forthbyday’byTejas-
winiNiranjana, andwon theSahityaAkademi
Award for translation. It is anarrative recon-
structionof the rebellion inancientEgypt

‘4,500years ago’, as theopening informsus.
Ahuge, denselydocumentednovel, astonish-
ing in itsminutedetails of everyday life, it is
ahistorical novelwhicheschews thepopular
historical novel formpractised inKannadaby
GalaganathaandTaRaSu.
There isnoneof the romantic valorisation

of thepast, of heroismandof ‘Kshatra’values.
Thecanvas is of theordinarypeopleof the
great ‘mythologised’Egyptiancivilisation.
Instead, thereare theentrenched systems
ofpower, of institutional religionand
priesthood.There is also the royal regimeof
pharaohandregional feudal systems.These
areoppressive andexploitative. Inaway, the
depictionof the struggle and the tragedy is
an instantiationof theeternal class conflict in
different contexts andconjunctures.
What the twonovels share ishowhisto-

ry canbeconstruedas a repetitionof this
struggle.Thenovels, bothending in tragedy,
are alsoaffirmativeof the spirit of rebellion
and thecollectivepowerof ordinarymen
andwomen tochallenge structuresofpower
whichappear tobe invincible.
‘Kalyanaswami’ is anotherhistorical novel

basedon the legends, popularmemories and
his ownresearchonKalyanaswamiofKod-
agu,who leda rebellionagainst theBritish
regime twodecadesbefore the 1857warof
independence.Niranjanawrotea short essay
on ‘History andCreativeWriting’ inplaceof
a foreword to thisnovel. It is an important
theorisationon the reconstructionofhistory
in creativewriting.
Heargues that ‘history is not a tale about

kingsandqueensormerely the rise and fall
of empires’.Historyought tobeabout the
dynamicsof change inhumancommunities,
the spirit of theageand the formsofpower
which shape society.
Kalyanaswamyhasbeendescribedasa

rioter and imposter inpro-British sources.
Niranjanadepictshimasa rebel against
imperialismbydrawingon thepopular
legendsand thenotesmadeby thegreatpoet
and researcherGovindPai.Healsouses a
Yakshagana script,which theBritishadminis-
trators tried todestroybecause it valorised
Kalayanaswamyasapeople’s hero.
Ina literary careerof fivedecades,

Niranjanawroteplays, and short
stories andwasa full-time journalist,
an influential columnist andactivist.
Hedeserves re-readingandcritical
attentionat a timewhenweare cele-
bratinghisbirth centenary year.

RajendraChennilooksbackatthesignificanceof
Niranjana’swork,andhowitshapedandsteered
theprogressiveliterarymovementinKarnataka

orthKarnatakahas
several traditions that
display thesyncretic
cultural fabricof the
region.Theobservanceof
MuharraminKurubnal,

asmallvillage inKoppaldistrict,
isanexampleofsuchreligious
harmony inaction.
Thevillage,withnearly 1,500

people, hasnoMuslim families.
Yet, it has amosqueand the
HindushereobserveMuharram.
Perhapsa symbol ofunity, the
mosque is locatedbetween three
temples.
Every year, residents gather

andpool in somemoney to install
theAlaiDevaru ritualistically.
They invite amemberof aMuslim
family fromnearbyKandkoor
village toperformrituals.Three
years ago, thevillageeven
undertook the renovationof the
mosque.
“Wedonotknowhowthe

traditionof observingMuharram
trickled intoour villagebutwe
havebeencarryingon the tradi-
tion fornearlyonecentury,”says
RameshKurubnal, abusinessman
fromthevillage.
Right fromGuddali puja to the

Dafan, thepeopleofKurubnal
observeall theprescribed rituals.
Theyeven singMuharramsongs
anddancedressedas tigers to
fulfil their vows.On thedayof
KhatalRaat, participants visit
themosqueandoffer flowers and
sugar to theAlaiDevaru.
“Peopleof the villageprepare

Madli on the last dayofMuhar-
ramandoffer it to the fakirs, also
fromtheHinducommunity,”
saysRajasaab,whose familyhas
beenhelping thevillageobserve
Muharram.
Not justKurubnal, thereare

several villages acrossnorth
Karnatakawhichdonothave
MuslimsbutobserveMuharram.
Chowdapurvillagenear

Ballari’sKudligi is oneamong
these villages.The traditionof
observingMuharramwas started
decades agobyHonnuruswamy,
amanofmiracles, as the villagers
refer tohim.Today, his descend-

ants continue the traditionand
villagershappilyparticipate.
Chowdapurhas968Hindu

families and fordecades, noMus-
lim familyhas residedhere.
“There is aplaceofworship in

thevillage called theFakirswamy
temple,wherewe install thePeer-
alDevaru. It alsohas a linga-like
structure (gadduge) here.All
festivals includingMuharramare
celebratedhereand therehas
beennodifferenceof opinionsor
untoward incidents for the last 60
to70years,”saysKHalaswamy, a
nativeof the village.
HinduandMuslim families

fromneighbouringvillages
Jagalur andHosakeri also visit the
villageduringMuharramtooffer
prayers, addsHalaswamy.
Even inHarlapur,Belagavi

district,Hindushaveobserved
Muharramforover fourgener-
ations, praying toLordFakir-
swamy.There is adargah in the
villageand theAlaiDevaru is
installedhere. Thedargah itself is
a symbol of communalharmony
andhasphotosofHinduGodsand
saints aswell.
“Muharram ismoreof a cele-

brationhereand is observed for
fivedays.WesingRivayathpada
(songs) anddance to tunesofhejje
melaonall days.Other rituals like
theprocessionand fulfillingof
vowsareall doneasper tradition,”
saysVithalHadpadof thevillage.
Other villages includingHire-

bidanur,Bainakwadi inBelagavi
district,Kuppagadde, Jaladurga,
Halbhavi andHanumagudda in
Raichurdistrict, Sheeranahalli in
Gadagdistrict, Bacchaboranhatti
andDoddagatta inChitradurga
district, Bylahalli andHaltim-
lapura inVijayanagaradistrict,
Mushtagatte inBallari district
alsoobserveMuharram, even
though theydonothaveMuslim
populations.
According to researcherArun

Joladakudligi,most villages
musthavehadMuslim families
onceupona time.After these
familiesmigrated for various
reasons,Hindu families kept their
traditions alive.

Beyondreligious
boundaries

N

Peopleparticipate inMuharramritualsat themosqueatKurubnal
village inKoppaldistrict.

Youthparticipate inaMuharramprocessionatBacchaboranhatti in
Chitradurgadistrict.

Toiling together, thriving together:Abarterof labour
onsideringthemammothtasks thata
farmerfacesat thestartofeverykharif
season—de-weeding, tillingthe land,
addingfertiliserandthensowing—the
sightofanemptyparcelof landcanbe
daunting.Aspricesofproducestagnate
andthecostsof labourrise,cultivation
hasbecomeincreasinglyunviable.Set in
thiscontext, labour-sharingsystems, for-
malandinformal, canbekeytocontinue
practisingagriculture.Evolvedseveral
generationsago, the ‘muyyalupaddhati’
isonesuchtradition,observed inrural
communitiesacrossKarnataka.
Under the system,a villagepools

labour resources to completea task. “Ina
villageof30 families, all theable-bodied
members come together, right from
preparing the land for cultivation to
harvesting the land.Peopledonotback
out since theyhaveadependenceon the
tradition to cultivate their own land,”
saysManjamma, a residentof a village in
Tumakurudistrict.
Themuyyalu systemhasmuch in

commonwith theearlybarter system,
explainsArunJoladakudligi, a folk re-
searcher. “Manyvillages evolved systems
thatdonot involve theexchangeof cash,
due to various reasons. Someof these
exchanges startedbefore the introduc-
tionof cash, others came intobeing
because inflowwas limited in these rural

communities,”he says.
It is natural that even services suchas

agricultural labourarebartered, accord-
ing toGirijamma, aKadugolla farmer
fromTumakurudistrict.
“If this year,we takepulses froma

family,wemake sure to returnwitha
different commodity.Otherwise, in the
comingyear,wemake sure togivepulses
to the family,”she says.
Thepracticehas remained in commu-

nities that are economically backward

orgeographically isolated—particularly
tribal communities. In theKadugolla
community, for instance, barter systems
still existwithessential commodities—
foodgrain, vegetables andpulses.
Such systemsapplynot just to com-

modities and labour, but also toart. “For
instance, if a group fromvillageAwent to
villageBduringa significant occasion to
singdevotional songs, villageBwill later
sendpeople to villageA to sing,”explains
Joladakudligi.

Community
Barter systems functiononhonour
and therefore, can foster a real senseof
community.Manjamma, a leader from
theKadugolla community, explains that
fields comealivewith conversation, local
updates andevenbecomesites of col-
laborative folk singingandstorytelling.
“People inmycommunityprefer towork
thiswaybecauseonedoesnot realise
howthe timepasses.There is a real sense
of togetherness andunity that comes in
aswell,”sheadds.
Girijammaexplains that time so spent

in the fields alsohas apositive impacton
thepsyche. “Workingaloneorwith just
oneotherpersoncan feel very isolating.
When 10 to 15peoplegather, this feeling
dissipates.Also,wecan shareour joys
and sorrowswithpeople, and this light-
ensourburdens,”she says.
Apart fromwork, thegroupalso

breaksbread together. “Asagestureof
gratitude, thepersonwhoowns the land
thatweareworkingonprovides food,
water and snacks. It is fun toeat together
afterworkinga longhardday,”sheadds.

Relevance
As the input costs to agriculture rise
steadily, themuyyalu systemhas comeas
a silver lining. “Thecost of labourperday
isRs400 toRs500.Howcanwerecover

anythingafter sellingourharvest?We
cannot evenafford togrowourown food
ifwe spend thismuchmoneyon labour,”
saysNagaraju, aKadugolla farmer,who
hasexclusivelyused themuyyalu system
tocultivatehis land.
Withnoexchangeof capital, the tradi-

tionprovides analternative for villagers
to complete all agricultural taskswithout
working themselves to thebone.Today,
however, the system ison thedecline.
“In villages that seea lot ofmigration,
orones that areeconomicallywell-off,
this system is especially sparse,”says
Joladakudligi.
There is also little ‘mixing’of castes

andcommunities,whichprevents the
truepoolingof resourcesof current
residents of villages. “For instance, priv-
ilegedcastesonlypool resources if those
offering the labourarealso fromthe
samecaste,”he says.Asa result, though
the traditionhas remained inpockets, it
is practisedwithin familial networksand
almost exclusivelyunder the constraints
of the caste system.
On thewhole, currentpractitioners

of the traditionare certain that it could
hold thekey to ensuringaconsistent
supplyof labour in the future.To
achieve this, it is essential tobreak the
strongholdof the castehierarchy, says
Joladakudligi.
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Residentsofavillage inTumakuruworkingtogetherunder the ‘muyyalu’ system.
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WriterHaMaNayakareleasesananthology
ofwritingsbynotedKannadawriterswith
GorurRamaswamyIyengar,RSRajaram

andNiranjana inattendance.
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