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SOCIAL DISPARITY IN THE SHORT STORY ‘THE SHROUD’

Ms. Shubhangi Nivrutti Lavate
Research Scholar, Shivaji University, Kolhapur

Abstract:

The present research paper focuses on the disparity in the social life of the
Indian people. It shows a huge gap between the status of upper and lower class. The
suppression and the exploitation due to the poverty take place are depicted really in
the present story. “The Shroud” is the story of two cobblers, Ghishu and Madho.
Madho’s wife dies during labour pains. To buy a shroud becomes necessary. They
have no money. They beg the necessary amount from the villagers and squander it
on liquor and food. In spite of their laziness and deceitful behavior the theme of the
story centers around the concept of inhuman treatment given to the downtrodden in
the pre-independence India. It is not the story of only two persons, but of the entire
Dalit society. The shrinking of work by Ghishu and Madho can be seen as the
reaction to this inhuman treatment rendered to the Dalits. They promise to go to
work when invited but deliberately fail to keep it. People called them only if they
could not avoid it and they demanded double wages and the two together put in the
work of one man. This is their way of showing their displeasure, their anger. Even
the comment of Ghishu that money will come as it came earlier is indicative of this
very anger. They practically swindle the people of their money by telling lies. All
this is their way of pretesting against the injustice done to them.
Keywords-: Poverty, Zamindar, labor- pains, Shroud, Unjust Custom, Funeral Rites
Introduction -

“The Shroud” is the story of Ghishu and Madho, the two belong Chamar
Class. Budhia, the wife of Madho dies during child birth and the pair goes to get the
money for the shroud. They look at the custom of covering the dead with a shroud
as an unjust custom. Ghishu points out that the woman who lived in tattered clothes
all her life is to be given a brand new shroud after she died. In a sense they can be
called right. The funeral rites are imposed on men and women by the society. We
come across such customs and traditions in every society, not necessarily Indian.

The death compels them to buy a shroud. They have no money. They go to
the Zamindar for help and we see Ghishu prostrating before the Zamindar and
begging money from him. Surely he lies when he says we gave her the best possible
treatment we could afford, when the truth is that she was not even looked at while
she writhed. The lie is also the result of utter poverty and imposed custom. And
when they do get some help from the man others also out of feeling of shame, help
them. The amount is five rupees and they spend it, not on shroud but on drinking
and eating. In other words, they make the most of it. The shroud does not come.
Ghishu tells Madho that he would tell people that he lost the money and they will
pay again for the shroud. The hut itself becomes the shroud for the poor dead Budhia
and we must look at the title in this sense.
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Madho and his father Ghishu sat infront of their poor hut, warming
themselves in front of a fire. The fire had gone out but the burning coals baked
potatoes placed in them and the pair peeled off the potatoes and gulped them down
their throat without munching being too hot to munch. Budhia, the wife of Madho
was writhing in labour pain, inside the shack. Ghishu asked his son to go in and see
her, he did not move. “I am afraid of going in, I cannot bare her wails, he said,
“Why don’t you go in and see?” “How can I go in and see her half naked body?”
asked Ghishu. Both had the same thought in their minds: If I go in, he will gobble
up most of the potatoes and leave very little for me.

The duo thought her wailing unbearable and wondered why she doesn’t die.

Their trouble will be saved. Poverty, ruled the house. There was no death of work
in the area. Farmers needed labour, but the pair was extremely lazy. They loved
shrinking work and while time in meaningless activities. Hard work was not for
them. If there was no food in the house, Ghishu would cut the dry branches of trees
and Madho sold them in the market. Potatoes did their work and they felt sleepy.
Drinking water they spread on the ground with their knees near their chest and were
fast asleep in no time. Budhia continued to wail.
Ghishu and Madho led an utterly poor life, thanks to their laziness. They were
famous not to keep their word and for shrinking responsibilities. People avoided
calling them for work unless they were really short of workers and they would both
ask double payment and did one man’s work together. So nobody believed them.
Ghishu’s wife had died long ago and Madho was married to Budhia only one year
ago. Her arrival had improved the condition of the house because she did some work
and fed them. They were thankful to her for that.

When they woke up in the morning, the inside was quiet and they found her
dead. Even the child in her womb had died. Now they began to howl. People
gathered, expressed familiar consolatory words and went back. Women came and
wailed for some time and went back. Some persons began to cut bamboo into size
for the funeral bier. A shroud was necessary and it must be purchased from the
market. Neither Ghishu nor Madho had money with them. To seek help they went
to Zamindar. He hated Ghishu and Madho, who never kept their word of coming to
work on his farm. But the situation was different. So he hurled a one rupee coin at
Ghishu and went in. Seeing this others also contributed to the fund and in a short
while Ghishu had five rupees in his pocket. He was a rich man. Now he could
purchase a shroud.

The two went to the market, but they found that the price of the shroud was
too high. They wanted something cheap. When alive, Budhia wore rags and now
after death she was going to be covered in a new shroud. Both Ghishu and Madho
could not digest the idea. As they moved through the village, they come in front of
a wine shop and automatically their feet took them inside. Ghishu ordered the bottle
of liquor and some tidbits. But Ghishu was not satisfied. They had money and they
must use them to have their belly full. So he ordered two seers of puris and mutton
curry, fish and some more items. Madho went and brought them. They ate to their
bellyful and when they could eat no more they decided to give the puris to the
beggars.
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Madho was troubled somewhere deep down in his heart. They had collected
money for the shroud and they had spent it on food. What will the people say? Where
are they going to get the shroud now? But Ghishu was not worried at all. He said, “I
would tell the people that I lost the money from my pocket. We searched and
searched but could not find it.” Madho was quite impressed by th intelligent brain
of his father. Now they felt the pub with the puris tucked under their arms and went
out. They distributed the puris to the beggars saying, ‘Say prayer for my daughter-
in-law, who has died recently. Your prayers would send her to heaven. She will
surely go to heaven. She was a good and considerate person.” Madho said and started
weeping. Ghishu consoled him saying,’Be happy that she has escaped this hell.’
They started walking to their hut, of course in an unsteady walk. On reaching the
shack Ghishu started singing and it was followed by dancing. Even Madho joined
him and soon the liquor had it impact and both collapsed.

Conclusion-:
Ghishu and Madho lead the life of a destitute. They live in a dilapidated hut. There
are only a few earthen pots in the hut. The cause of their poverty, we are told is not
lack of work but their laziness, their reluctance to their work. They are shrinkers. If
they have nothing to eat, they steal from the farmers. The question is why do they
shirk work and prefer utter poverty? One way of looking as it is their nature and
illiteracy. But the author wants us to view it as their protest against the society. They
are looked down by the village because they belong to the downtrodden caste. In
retaliation to this they avoid working for the upper class villagers. Thus it can be
seen as their way of revenge on the society, though they suffer as a result.
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