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Abstract 

Sharankumar Limbale’s The White Paper (Shwetpatra) is a foundational text in Dalit 

autobiographical writing and a landmark in the evolution of Dalit aesthetics. This paper 

examines the text as a socio-political document that exposes caste violence, illegitimacy, 

hunger, and the psychological trauma of growing up in a deeply stratified society. It analyzes 

Limbale’s narrative through the lenses of Dalit theory, Ambedkarite philosophy, subaltern 

studies, and trauma theory. The study argues that Limbale transforms personal suffering into 

collective resistance, making his autobiography not merely a personal narrative but a political 

manifesto. It further explores themes of identity fragmentation, social exclusion, caste-based 

humiliation, and the politics of survival. The paper concludes that The White Paper exemplifies 

“art for life’s sake,” challenging traditional literary aesthetics and asserting the legitimacy of 

Dalit experience as central to Indian literature. 
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Introduction 

Dalit literature has emerged as one of the most transformative literary movements in 

modern India, fundamentally challenging the epistemological and aesthetic foundations of 

dominant literary traditions (Guru, 2009; Rege, 2006). It resists centuries of caste-based 
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silencing by foregrounding lived experience as a legitimate and necessary site of knowledge 

production. Within this context, Sharankumar Limbale’s The White Paper (Shwetpatra) 

occupies a crucial position as both an autobiographical narrative and a political intervention 

(Limbale, 2004). 

Unlike canonical autobiographies that privilege individual achievement and self-

fashioning, Limbale’s narrative disrupts the genre itself by shifting the focus from the 

individual to the collective (Mukherjee, 2009). His life story becomes inseparable from the 

history of caste oppression, thereby blurring the boundaries between personal memory and 

social history. The text functions not merely as a recollection of lived experience but as an 

indictment of the structural violence embedded within Indian society (Nayar, 2011). 

Literature Review  

Scholars of Dalit literature emphasize its political urgency and ethical commitment to 

truth (Guru, 2009). Dalit writing challenges classical Indian aesthetics, which often privilege 

harmony, beauty, and detachment. Instead, it foregrounds lived experience and social reality 

(Limbale, 2004). 

Autobiography occupies a central place in Dalit literature, functioning as testimony and 

counter-narrative to dominant caste histories (Rege, 2006). These texts document everyday 

caste violence, including social exclusion, economic deprivation, and psychological trauma 

(Omvedt, 1994). 

Existing research highlights themes such as illegitimacy, identity crisis, hunger, and 

survival (Teltumbde, 2010). Critics also underscore the intersection of caste and class, as well 

as the influence of Ambedkarite ideology on Limbale’s consciousness (Ambedkar, 2014; Rao, 

2009). 
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Theoretical Framework 

Dalit Aesthetics 

Dalit aesthetics represents a radical departure from classical notions of literary beauty. 

It rejects abstraction and idealization in favor of realism, immediacy, and ethical urgency. In 

Limbale’s framework, the value of literature lies not in its formal elegance but in its capacity 

to represent truth and provoke social change. His narrative style—direct, fragmented, and 

emotionally intense—embodies this aesthetic principle. 

Ambedkarite Thought 

Ambedkar’s critique of caste as a system of graded inequality provides the ideological 

backbone of Dalit literature. His call for the “annihilation of caste” is not merely a political 

demand but also a cultural and epistemological project. Limbale’s narrative reflects this 

vision by exposing the dehumanizing effects of caste and asserting the need for dignity and 

self-respect. 

Subaltern Studies 

Subaltern theory foregrounds the voices of those excluded from dominant historical 

narratives. Limbale’s autobiography can be read as a subaltern intervention that disrupts the 

authority of upper-caste historiography. By narrating experiences that are often dismissed or 

ignored, the text reclaims history from the margins. 

Trauma Theory 

Trauma theory provides a useful framework for understanding the psychological 

dimensions of caste oppression. Limbale’s narrative reveals how trauma is not an isolated 

event but a continuous condition shaped by social structures. The repetition of humiliation, 

hunger, and rejection creates a cumulative psychological impact that defines the subject’s 

identity. 
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Analysis 

Dalit Aesthetics: Reclaiming Truth as Literary Value 

Limbale’s rejection of classical aesthetics is not merely stylistic but ideological. His 

writing dismantles the assumption that literature must provide pleasure or aesthetic 

satisfaction. Instead, it confronts the reader with discomfort, forcing an engagement with the 

realities of caste oppression. This shift from “beauty” to “truth” marks a fundamental 

reorientation of literary values. 

His sparse and unadorned language mirrors the harshness of lived experience. The 

absence of metaphorical embellishment is itself a political choice, resisting the tendency to 

aestheticize suffering. In this sense, Limbale’s narrative becomes an act of resistance against 

both social and literary hierarchies. 

Illegitimacy and Ontological Crisis 

The theme of illegitimacy in The White Paper operates on multiple levels—social, 

psychological, and philosophical. As the child of a Dalit mother and an upper-caste father, 

Limbale occupies a liminal space that denies him a stable identity. This condition reflects 

what may be termed an “ontological crisis,” where the subject’s very existence is rendered 

illegitimate by societal norms. 

Illegitimacy thus becomes a metaphor for the Dalit condition as a whole—excluded, 

unrecognized, and denied humanity. The narrative reveals how caste operates not only as a 

social system but also as a mechanism of existential exclusion. 

Hunger as Structural Violence 

Hunger in Limbale’s narrative is not merely a biological need but a manifestation of 

systemic inequality. It functions as a form of structural violence that perpetuates caste 

hierarchies. The recurring imagery of hunger underscores the material realities of oppression, 

linking economic deprivation with social marginalization. 
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By depicting hunger as a constant presence, Limbale exposes the failure of social and 

political systems to უზრუნველ basic human needs. Hunger becomes both a physical 

experience and a symbol of denied dignity. 

Everyday Violence and Social Conditioning 

One of the most striking aspects of the text is its portrayal of everyday violence. This 

violence is not always overt; it is embedded in language, behavior, and social norms. From 

caste-based insults to spatial segregation, the narrative reveals how oppression is normalized 

and internalized. 

Such representations align with contemporary theories of structural violence, which 

emphasize the subtle and pervasive nature of social injustice. Limbale’s work thus expands the 

understanding of violence beyond physical acts to include psychological and symbolic 

dimensions. 

Gendered Dimensions of Caste Oppression 

The narrative’s portrayal of Dalit women highlights the intersectionality of 

oppression. Dalit women are subjected to both caste discrimination and patriarchal 

exploitation, making them particularly vulnerable. Limbale’s depiction of his mother 

underscores the systemic nature of this violence. 

Her experiences illustrate how caste and gender intersect to produce a unique form of 

marginalization. This intersectional perspective is crucial for understanding the broader 

dynamics of Dalit oppression. 

Education as an Ambedkarite Praxis 

Education emerges as a central motif of resistance in the text. Inspired by Ambedkar’s 

emphasis on education as a tool of liberation, Limbale pursues learning despite significant 

obstacles. Education becomes a means of reclaiming dignity and challenging caste 

hierarchies. 
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However, the narrative also reveals the limitations of education within a deeply 

entrenched caste system. While it offers opportunities for mobility, it does not entirely 

dismantle social prejudice. 

Discussion 

Limbale’s The White Paper redefines autobiography as a collective and political act. 

By situating personal experience within broader social structures, the text challenges the 

individualistic orientation of conventional autobiographical writing. It transforms memory into 

a site of resistance and suffering into a form of political consciousness. 

The work also compels a rethinking of literary criticism. It questions the applicability 

of traditional aesthetic frameworks and calls for a more socially engaged approach. In doing 

so, it contributes to the ongoing project of decolonizing knowledge and redefining literary 

value. 

Conclusion 

The White Paper stands as a powerful testament to the resilience of the human spirit in 

the face of systemic oppression. Limbale’s narrative not only exposes the structural violence 

of caste but also asserts the agency of the oppressed. By transforming personal suffering into 

collective resistance, the text redefines both literature and politics. 

This study concludes that Limbale’s work must be understood not merely as an 

autobiographical account but as a radical intervention in literary and social discourse. It 

challenges dominant narratives, reconfigures aesthetic values, and affirms the centrality of 

Dalit experience in shaping Indian literature. 
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