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Abstract 

Laxman Gaikwad’s The Branded (Uchalya) offers a moving autobiographical record of a 

community historically condemned to the periphery of Indian society. This paper explores how 

Gaikwad redefines dignity within the framework of social exclusion experienced by the de-notified 

Uchalya tribe. The autobiography portrays exclusion not merely as economic deprivation but as a 

systematic denial of personhood and recognition. Through his lived experience, Gaikwad transforms 

dignity from a moral abstraction into a practice of resistance and self-assertion. His pursuit of 

education, social awareness, and collective activism becomes a means to reclaim self-worth in a society 

that perpetually stigmatises his people. The Branded thus relocates dignity from the privilege of the 

powerful to the agency of the oppressed, articulating a subaltern vision of human value that challenges 

the caste-bound moral order of India. 
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Introduction 

Indian literature in English and in regional languages has long served as a mirror to social 

realities that remain hidden within dominant narratives. Among these, Dalit and tribal autobiographies 

occupy a unique position: they reclaim history from below. Laxman Gaikwad’s The Branded is one of 

the earliest self-narratives by a member of a Denotified Tribe in Maharashtra. His community, the 

Uchalyas, was once labeled a “criminal tribe” under British colonial law. Even after the Criminal 

Tribes Act was repealed in 1952, its stigma persisted, marking generations as “born criminals.” 

Gaikwad’s narrative is not only a personal memoir but also a collective testimony of his people’s 

struggle against exclusion. The text records a community’s fight for recognition, the pain of inherited 

stigma, and the assertion of dignity in a hostile world. This paper analyses how The Branded redefines 

dignity through acts of survival, education, and resistance, situating Gaikwad’s life within the broader 

discourse of Dalit and subaltern literature. 

 

Social Exclusion and the Legacy of Criminalization 

The concept of social exclusion refers to the systematic process through which individuals or 

groups are denied access to rights, resources, and participation in society. In India, caste and 

colonialism have reinforced one another to perpetuate exclusion. The Uchalyas exemplify this dual 

marginalisation. Colonial administrators classified them as “habitually criminal,” enforcing 

surveillance and restrictions on movement. After independence, the tag “denotified” did not erase the 

social memory of criminality. Gaikwad recounts how police raids, public humiliation, and arbitrary 

arrests were part of daily life. Even children inherited suspicion: “Before we learned to walk, we were 

branded as thieves.” Such inherited stigma produces both economic deprivation and psychological 

injury. The tribe’s lack of land, education, and permanent settlement ensured their continued poverty. 

Exclusion thus functions as a self-perpetuating cycle structural, social, and internalised. Scholars like 

Anand Teltumbde and Sharmila Rege have observed that Dalit and tribal communities are excluded 

not merely through caste hierarchy but through epistemic silencing. Their stories are erased from 

mainstream narratives. By writing The Branded, Gaikwad breaks that silence, converting testimony 

into resistance. His act of writing is the first step toward redefining dignity. 

 

The Autobiographical Voice as Resistance 

Autobiography in Dalit literature is more than personal confession it is a political genre. It 

documents survival in a world that denies humanity to its subjects. Gaikwad’s narration begins in 
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hunger and deprivation, but his tone is not of victimhood. Instead, he narrates with urgency and 

empathy, exposing social hypocrisy. In The Branded, the first-person voice creates intimacy and 

credibility. It challenges the reader to confront an uncomfortable truth: the branded are not criminals 

by birth but victims of a criminal social order. The narrative structure mirrors the process of self-

awakening from shame to self-respect. Gaikwad’s control over his life story is itself a reclamation of 

agency. Language becomes another site of resistance. Written originally in Marathi, Gaikwad’s idiom 

retains oral rhythms, folk imagery, and colloquial directness. This stylistic authenticity rejects the 

polished, sanitised voice of upper-caste literature. Translation into English extends its reach without 

diluting its rootedness. By making the subaltern speak in his own idiom, The Branded reclaims dignity 

through articulation. 

 

Poverty, Labor, and the Economics of Humiliation 

Material deprivation pervades the text. Gaikwad’s childhood is spent scavenging, stealing food, 

and migrating from village to village. Yet the narrative never reduces dignity to material comfort. The 

real humiliation lies in the denial of honest labor. The Uchalyas are excluded from settled occupations; 

even when they seek wage labor, they are mistrusted or underpaid. 

In one striking scene, Gaikwad describes how his mother is refused work because of her community’s 

name. Hunger forces them into illicit acts, which in turn reinforce the label of criminality. Dignity, 

therefore, becomes inseparable from economic justice. The ability to work honorably to sell one’s 

labor without prejudice is portrayed as a human right. Gaikwad’s later employment in factories and as 

a social worker marks a symbolic transition from dependency to self-reliance. Still, discrimination 

persists. Employers and colleagues often treat him with suspicion once his background is revealed. 

Thus, economic participation alone cannot ensure dignity; social attitudes must change. The text insists 

that respect cannot be bestowed it must be claimed through perseverance and visibility. 

 

Education as a Path to Self-Respect 

Education emerges as a transformative force throughout The Branded. When Gaikwad enrolls 

in school, his decision defies both societal expectations and intra-community fatalism. Teachers and 

classmates ridicule him; yet he persists, seeing literacy as a path to freedom. His struggles resonate 

with B. R. Ambedkar’s exhortation to “Educate, Agitate, Organize.” 

School becomes a double-edged space: it promises empowerment but also reproduces exclusion. 

Students from privileged castes mock his appearance and dialect, revealing how education can mirror 

social hierarchies. Nonetheless, Gaikwad converts learning into a weapon of self-assertion. Knowledge 

gives him a voice to question oppression and articulate his worth. 

By linking education to dignity, Gaikwad broadens its meaning beyond credentialism. For him, 

education represents self-knowledge the realisation that stigma is socially constructed. When he writes, 

“We were not thieves by birth but made so by circumstance,” he reframes identity through critical 

consciousness. His literacy transforms personal pain into collective insight. 

 

Cultural Stigma and Psychological Alienation 

Beyond material exclusion, Gaikwad captures the psychological wounds inflicted by caste and 

colonial stereotyping. Constant humiliation being called chor, criminal, or low-born creates 

internalised shame. Children grow up believing themselves inferior. The narrative illustrates this 

internalisation through repeated scenes of fear: fear of police, fear of landlords, and fear of rejection. 

Such fear corrodes self-esteem. Yet Gaikwad also documents moments of defiance his mother 

confronting police brutality, his refusal to accept caste insults. These acts of everyday resistance 

accumulate into a moral redefinition of dignity. Dignity here is not bestowed by social approval but 

achieved through self-acceptance. It requires psychological liberation the courage to see oneself as 

human despite systemic dehumanisation. The text aligns with Frantz Fanon’s idea that the colonised 

must reclaim humanity through action and self-assertion. In Gaikwad’s world, dignity begins where 

fear ends. 
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Community and Collective Assertion 

 Gaikwad constantly situates his personal growth within collective struggle. His later activism 

with the Denotified Tribes Federation transforms individual resistance into social movement. 

Community solidarity redefines dignity at a collective level. Organising for rights, demanding 

recognition, and narrating shared histories challenge the isolation imposed by stigma. Through 

collective voice, the branded people shift from invisibility to visibility. Gaikwad’s participation in 

social work reveals a crucial insight: the fight for dignity must move from self-help to social reform. 

He documents campaigns for housing, employment, and education for DNTs. His activism translates 

narrative into praxis. Dignity becomes not only a feeling but a policy demand an ethical claim upon 

the state and society. 

 

Gender and the Double Burden of Exclusion 

 The Branded centers on Gaikwad’s experiences, women in the narrative occupy a pivotal 

space. His mother embodies resilience amid compounded oppression. Denied education and burdened 

with both domestic and economic labor, she represents the intersection of caste and gender exclusion. 

Gaikwad portrays her dignity not through social recognition but through endurance. Her capacity to 

sustain the family despite hunger, police harassment, and public scorn redefines strength. The text 

implicitly critiques patriarchal norms within both mainstream and marginalised communities. Later 

sections of the autobiography show Gaikwad advocating for women’s education and participation in 

community activism. By acknowledging gendered exclusion, The Branded expands its humanistic 

vision. Dignity, it suggests, is incomplete unless shared equally across gender lines. 

 

Narrative Ethics and Self-Representation 

Writing itself functions as an ethical act in The Branded. By narrating what society suppresses, 

Gaikwad performs a moral intervention. He not only records suffering but also exposes the complicity 

of the social order in producing it. The autobiography becomes a counter-archive a record of lives 

erased from official history. Gaikwad’s self-representation challenges the voyeuristic gaze of 

mainstream literature that often depicts the poor as objects of pity. Instead, he writes from within, 

transforming the branded into subjects with agency. His style avoids sentimentality; it insists on 

realism. The ethics of representation thus align with the pursuit of dignity: to tell the truth of one’s 

existence without shame. In doing so, Gaikwad joins the lineage of Dalit writers such as Omprakash 

Valmiki, Sharankumar Limbale, and Bama. Their autobiographies share a common objective: to 

democratise literature by making the excluded visible. Each text becomes an act of social repair. 

 

Philosophical Re-Conceptualization of Dignity 

Philosophically, The Branded relocates dignity from metaphysical universality to lived 

particularity. Western humanist thought often treats dignity as inherent in all humans. Gaikwad does 

not deny this, but his experience reveals that social structures routinely negate that universality. Hence, 

dignity must be reclaimed through praxis. For Gaikwad, dignity involves recognition (samman), self-

respect (atma-gaurav), and mutual empathy. It requires dismantling not only legal but also moral 

hierarchies. His vision echoes Ambedkar’s assertion that “the outcaste is a by-product of the caste 

system; remove the system and you remove the outcast.” By linking dignity with social justice, 

Gaikwad transcends individual morality. Dignity becomes a relational and political concept a 

collective aspiration rooted in equality. His redefinition challenges the paternalism of charity and 

replaces it with the ethics of solidarity. 

 

The Role of Memory and History 

Memory functions as both burden and liberation in The Branded. Remembering suffering risks 

reopening wounds, yet forgetting perpetuates erasure. Gaikwad chooses remembrance as resistance. 

By recounting ancestral trauma, he ensures that the history of branding is neither normalised nor 

forgotten. The narrative’s temporal movement from past oppression to present awakening reflects the 

community’s evolving consciousness. The act of remembering transforms shame into moral witness. 

As readers, we encounter history not as distant record but as living experience that demands 
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accountability. Thus, memory becomes a moral resource for redefining dignity. It restores continuity 

between generations, linking personal struggle with collective destiny. 

 

Language of Hope and Transformation 

Despite its grim realism, The Branded is ultimately a text of hope. Gaikwad’s tone evolves 

from despair to determination. He envisions a future where education, social awareness, and activism 

dissolve inherited stigma. The closing sections emphasize human possibility rather than perpetual 

victimhood. Hope, however, is not naive optimism. It is grounded in struggle. Gaikwad acknowledges 

that social change is slow, but insists that moral change begins with recognition. Dignity, once 

internalized, can no longer be denied. His journey from a branded child to a respected social worker 

embodies this transformation. 

 

Conclusion 

Laxman Gaikwad’s The Branded stands as a seminal contribution to Dalit and tribal 

autobiography. It redefines dignity through lived experience, transforming exclusion into moral 

insight. By documenting the systemic injustices faced by the denotified Uchalyas, Gaikwad exposes 

how social exclusion operates through law, labor, education, and everyday interaction. 

Yet his narrative moves beyond documentation toward re-imagination. Dignity, in his vision, is neither 

charity nor assimilation; it is self-assertion rooted in equality. The branded reclaim their humanity by 

rejecting imposed identities and forging new moral vocabularies of worth. 

The Branded thus invites readers to rethink the ethics of social belonging. It reminds us that true dignity 

arises not from privilege but from struggle the human will to affirm life in defiance of oppression. In 

doing so, Gaikwad transforms his personal story into a universal lesson on justice, empathy, and hope. 
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