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Preface

This book tells the story of how untouchables became Dalits. It is an ac-
count of how the stigma of being “untouchable”was redefined as an iden-
tity about historically specific forms of suffering and exclusion, and of
how this identity eventually became politically powerful. It is also a story
about the reorganization of caste under political modernity. The Caste
Question thus addresses the constitutive relationship between Dalit
emancipation and Indian democracy.
Dalit emancipation is an unfinished project, initially conceived by the

Mahar Dalits of Bombay Presidency who challenged both colonial and
nationalist ideas of personhood and political subjectivity in fundamen-
tal ways. Their struggle for rights and social recognition utilized diverse
strategies, ranging from the demand for separate political representation
to conversion to Buddhism. These strategies produced the Dalit as a
specific political subject, a non-Hindu, a political minority, and finally,
as a suffering subject who required state protection. Efforts to redress
complex cultural forms of discrimination thus produced a unique set of
religiopolitical resolutions to the problem of Dalit suffering. The signal
efforts of a key figure, the political thinker and activist Bhimrao Ramji
Ambedkar (1891–1956), were critical in resignifying a political univer-
sal, equality, as caste equality.
The history of Indian democracy is thus inseparable from the politics

of caste and from the activism of anticaste radicals who struggled to ren-
der caste, a culturally and historically specific form of embodiment, uni-
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versally salient as the practice of inequality. This explains why caste has
grown rather than diminished in significance as democracy has taken root
in India, producing a form of politics that forefronts collective rights and
group emancipation rather than individual autonomy.The alternative ge-
nealogy of the political subject proposed in this work thus poses a chal-
lenge to received accounts of democratization. The latter assume liberal
individualism as the goal of enfranchisement even when political action
centers on demands for group recognition and the protection of minori-
ties. Instead, I propose to examine how caste subalterns influenced the
distinctive career of India’s secular modernity.
The received account of India’s modernity equates politics with the

oppositional consciousness of anticolonial nationalism. Scholarly efforts
such as those by the Subaltern Studies Collective to counteract explana-
tions of non-Western political forms and social processes as derivative
of, or deviating from, hegemonic narratives of Euro-American transition
do not satisfactorily resolve the problem. The subaltern is often concep-
tualized as an anachronism, a political subject from a precapitalist past,
rooted in forms of social life and community that appear to be the source
of oppositional consciousness. Subaltern agency is thus posited in op-
position to the state and its institutions, while the failure of subaltern
protest is attributed to a failure to capture state power. Instead, my fo-
cus is on how caste subalterns creatively transformed key political cate-
gories, such as rights, equality, and citizenship, through recourse to con-
stitutionalism and the franchise. Focusing on Dalit subject-formation
allows us to write an alternative history of democratic liberalism, instead
of exploring alternatives to hegemonic (Western) political forms.
History from the perspective of the Dalit subaltern reflects a persist-

ent effort to convert the Dalit’s structural negativity within the caste or-
der into positive political content, and to make historic suffering and
humiliation—the experience of being “ground down” and “broken”—
central to the identity of Dalit as both a non-Hindu minority and an in-
augural political-ethical subject. This book’s title, The Caste Question,
is thus a provocation to rethink India’s political modernity from the per-
spective of Dalits as they simultaneously pursued religious, social, and
political emancipation. Such a position goes beyond the perspectives of
writing “histories from below,” though the paucity of serious social and
cultural histories of Dalit life makes this a valuable and necessary effort.
Instead, this book focuses on the crucial role of Dalit subalterns in re-
defining organizing terms of colonial liberalism such as religion, com-
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munity, rights, and equality, and interrogates the multiple and often
contradictory outcomes of Dalit emancipation.
Caste, once a modal form of social organization identified with

backwardness and underdevelopment, is today a vibrantly contested
political category and identity. Dalits—Scheduled Castes in government
parlance—have been crucial to the elaboration of India’s civil rights
regime after national independence and figure in the governmental imag-
inary as vulnerable subjects and victims of historic discrimination.While
Dalit enfranchisement through affirmative action is compelling and sub-
versive, the affective force of Dalit identity politics derives from the myr-
iad ways in which the Dalit body continues to be the site of recurrent
stigmatization, making it a historical and a contemporary object of suf-
fering. Rising Dalit militancy has been offset by new formations of anti-
Dalit violence: brutality against intercaste liaisons, land grabs, and other
forms of economic violence, especially against more prosperous Dalits,
sexual humiliation of Dalit women, ritual murders, and the desecration
of Dalit commemorative sites.
The conceptual elaboration of Dalit emancipation (and the politi-

cization of Dalit identity) returns us to an enduring question for politi-
cal liberalism: to what extent can the social differentiation and ascrip-
tive identifications of civil society avoid becoming politically salient? If
the separation of private interests (or beliefs) from public rights is im-
possible, under what terms and conditions are social identities politicized?
The paradoxical coexistence of (Dalit) political militancy and the politi-
cization of (upper-caste) violence is a crucial phase in the “untouchable”
subject’s continued struggle to becomeDalit.The transformations of caste
and of untouchability attest to a corporeal politics premised on the con-
tinued salience of embodied difference, and not its transcendence. They
forefront as well a more general paradox of political recognition: seek-
ing emancipation by identifying with historical vulnerability. As cultural
practices and social forms are redefined as civic disabilities, and as the
inequities of caste are equalized through political intervention, the terms
of “politics” itself have become politicized: the social antagonisms and
violence of everyday life structure the political field, even as politics
heightens the agonistic character of social life. Efforts to convert the neg-
ative centrality of the Dalit into positive political content have also em-
phasized the Dalit’s unique place in the political unconscious of Indian
society.
Dalit history is not merely of concern to those with interest in the sub-
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continent, but also forms a key chapter in the global history of political
emancipation. If democracy is predicated on the figure of the citizen and
the idea of equality, it is also a historical form and a cultural concept,
the terms of which are subject to political negotiation and revision. The
transformation of subjects into citizens is contingent on historical cir-
cumstance, while the idea of equality has developed in relation to efforts
to overcome the inequities produced by various forms of embodied “dif-
ference.” Just as there is nothing in the logic of social formations that
guarantees an automatic transformation of subjects into citizens, there
is no unitary definition of equality or of citizenship around which polit-
ical subjectivity coheres. Thus it is fair to say that the form of democracy
is closely connected to the forms of inequality that define a social order
at any given point in time. From this it follows that the logic of democ-
racy neither excludes a redefinition of political citizenship nor precludes
historico-cultural formations of suffering and discrimination: the pursuit
of rights and recognition have the capacity to expand what we recognize
as the field of politics.
Dalit emancipation is a significant (if unacknowledged) chapter in

the history of an idea: democracy. But it is also a prism through which
to address the critical role that Dalit history has played in the translation
of caste into a complex form of inequality that undercuts analytic dis-
tinctions between “the social” and “the political” and between “religious”
and “secular” domains of social life. The continued reverberations of the
“problem of freedom” are today reflected in social forms and political
practices that place theDalit at the center of democratic struggle.TheCaste
Question traces this intersection between Dalit emancipation and the de-
velopment of distinctive practices of political recognition, and offers away
of understanding how a deep logic of democratization relies on (rather
than dissolving) derided cultural forms and social practices in the effort
to refashion selves and to remake politics. Dalit history is the history of
India’s political modernity.
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Author’s Note

This is a work of academic scholarship. TomakeMarathi andHindi terms
accessible to nonspecialist readers, I employ transliterations without di-
acritics and offer the translation in parentheses so that the sense of a word
or expression is immediately clear. The many terms used to describe ex-
untouchables are drawn from archival sources, colloquial speech, and
interviews. None is meant to hurt or offend anyone. In addition to their
caste names—for example, Chambhar, Mahar, Mang—members of the
untouchable communities are referred to colloquially as asprushya (un-
touchable), bahishkrit varga (excommunicated classes), Anarya (non-
Aryan), and atishudra (lowest among the shudra or laboring classes).
By 1911, the British government was using the term “Depressed

Classes” to refer to the untouchable communities, though there were de-
mands for replacing this derogatory term with “noncaste” or “noncon-
formist” Hindus. From 1935, the term “Scheduled Castes” has been in
use. This refers to the state-wise list of untouchable communities who
are eligible for constitutional safeguards.
In addition to governmental nomenclature,M.K. Gandhi adopted the

term “Harijan,” or “people of god,” in 1933, to atone for the sin of un-
touchability. Some years later, a mass conversion of ex-untouchables to
Buddhism inNagpur in 1956 gave rise to the category nava Boudha (neo-
Buddhist).
However, the term commonly used today by those who have suffered

the stigma of untouchability is “Dalit,” which means “ground down” or
“broken to pieces” inMarathi and Hindi. The term first made its appear-
ance during the late 1920s, but gained prominence during the 1970s, at

xx



a time of literary and cultural efflorescence among Dalit youth in Maha-
rashtra. Today, the term is used across India in recognition of Dalits’
claims to a history of suffering and resistance against caste inequality. I
use the word “Dalit” throughout this study, even when that usage is
anachronistic (for the colonial period, for instance), when writing about
general or conceptual matters pertaining to the untouchable communi-
ties. I use the expression “Mahar Dalit” (pl. Mahar Dalits) to detail the
activities of this particular caste, which was at the forefront of political
conscientization in Maharashtra. I capitalize the word because I believe
that 165 million Indians are entitled to a capital letter.1
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Figure 1. Map of Mahrashtra and adjacent areas, with state boundaries as
of 2008. Courtesy of Philip Schwartzberg, Meridian Mapping, Minneapolis
(MN), with editorial assistance from Joseph E. Schwartzberg.



Introduction

Untouchables, usually known by degrading names such as Chamar,Ma-
har, Mang, and Paraiyar, were dehumanized by the caste Hindu order.
Caste subalterns’ efforts to overturn prevailing relations of caste and
community through the creative transformation of existing social cate-
gories and practices thus challenged caste Hinduism and the privileges
that reproduced it. Dalit emancipation was predicated on the existen-
tial, political, and ethical reordering of Indian society, but it also pre-
supposed the imagination of the Dalit as a specific kind of political sub-
ject. It is the contention of this book that by examining how people
without rights came to possess them, and how stigmatized subjects were
transformed into citizens, we can also learn something about the en-
abling conditions and constitutive contradictions of India’s political
modernity: the becoming Dalit of the stigmatized subject is also a ge-
nealogy of the Indian political.
“Dalit” is a word for a community and an identity that are in themak-

ing. To call oneself Dalit, meaning “ground down,” “broken to pieces,”
“crushed,” is to convert a negative description into a confrontational
identity and to become a particular sort of political subject for whom
“the terms of exclusion on which discrimination is premised are at once
refused and reproduced in the demands for inclusion.”1 Dalit history
traces the paradoxical manner in which an identity predicated on a fu-
ture outside or beyond caste was conceived with historical humiliation
and suffering as its enabling ground; it is the narrative of how a new po-
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litical collectivity was constituted by resignifying theDalit’s negative iden-
tity within the caste structure into positive political value.
The historical conditions under which the untouchable subject became

Dalit are critical,2 for it was largely (though not exclusively) through the
activism of Dalits that untouchability was secularized and politicized, or,
that certain socioreligious practices were redefined as forms of civic and
political exclusion. The institutional and discursive shifts that enabled
these processes also affected the trajectory of Indian democracy, espe-
cially the contemporary development of a constitutionally mandated field
of civil rights law (rhetorically) committed to caste equality. Taking up
a number of distinctive moments in Dalit political engagement from the
1880s to the 1990s,TheCasteQuestionweaves together a history of com-
munity formation and the remaking of the caste self with an account of
India’s secular modernity.
This is no heroic history, but one beset with reversals, failures, and

contradictions produced by caste subalterns’ engagement with colonial,
nationalist, and upper-caste power. Tracking the formation of the Dalit
political subject from the colonial into the postcolonial period leads us
to ask how persons once stigmatized succeeded in creating political vis-
ibility and social worth for themselves. More significantly, it poses the
question of why Dalits continue to be afflicted by violence and margin-
alization. In fact, I suggest that the terms of Dalit enfranchisement and
the forms of governmental reparation for stigmatized personhood have
produced new forms of vulnerability, together exacerbating the relevance
of conjunctural violence to contemporary Dalit identity.
The broad strokes of this narrative are not hard to delineate. The story

begins with the unique relationship between colonial modernity and an-
ticaste thought that was forged in western India. Spurred by colonial ex-
periences and ideas, members of the Mahar caste led a regional move-
ment in the last decades of the nineteenth century, which for the first time
produced a political response to the association of untouchability with
Hinduism. They did not demand Hindu inclusion, but instead conceived
the untouchable as a unique political subject, as non-Hindu and Dalit.
In the 1920s, caste leaders, led notably by Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar,
were able to nationalize the Dalit question and to coalesce around the
enfranchisement of Dalits as a particular kind of minority, exceptional
subjects of historic suffering and discrimination. Although a bid for sep-
arate representation failed in 1932, Dalits ultimately found an impor-
tant place in India’s 1949 Constitution: Article 17 abolished the practice
of untouchability. Over the next decade, the government implemented
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laws to protect Dalits from caste violence and instituted affirmative ac-
tion policies, known as reservations, to redress inequities. The legal sta-
tus of Dalits was transformed. As a consequence of these changes over
the course of a century, once-stigmatized Dalits came to occupy new sub-
ject positions: they became members of a political minority and vulner-
able citizens constitutionally encoded as objects of state protection. Thus
did erstwhile untouchables become central to the development of a dis-
tinctive democratic order.
If the details of the story are political common sense, their longer-term

implications remain poorly understood. Why did a centuries-old prac-
tice of deprivation become the focus of intense debate and intervention
from the late nineteenth century, leading eventually to its formal aboli-
tion? How did a putatively religious ordering of persons come to be re-
defined as a form of social inequality and historic discrimination that
demanded state action? I approach these questions through interwoven
threads that acknowledge the complexity of Dalit political subject-
formation. One line of inquiry follows ideas and practices developed by
Dalits themselves, caste subalterns who pursued what I call caste radi-
calism.Their politics of recognition and rights comprised an original cri-
tique of the caste Hindu order, and it was accompanied by the creation
of a distinctive political counterculture. Eventually, these madeDalits vis-
ible to the Indian political-legal order as exceptional subjects. Thus, Dalits
altered the shape of Indian democracy as they creatively redeployed
founding assumptions regarding the subject of rights and the terrain of
politics. The broader consequences of their actions can be gauged by
the manner in which accounts of Dalit emancipation stand to amend the
global history of liberal secularism. For this, a second and complemen-
tary thread of analysis tracing policy directives, governmental debates,
and legal-juridical action around untouchability is helpful. State practice,
colonial policy, and the agency of upper-caste reformers and nationalist
elites are of great interest here insofar as they made it possible for un-
touchability to move to the very center of concerns about political recog-
nition and rights. These conjunctural shifts proved crucial to the elabo-
ration of the caste question in the late colonial period even as they
illuminated productive alliances between the colonial constitution of
“the political” and the nationalist reconstitution of politics. Examining
contradictions within political liberalism will contextualize the issues
involved.
Liberalism combines two distinctive histories. One is the history of po-

litical rights, and the other is the transformation of moral sentiments in
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the growth of human freedom.3 Liberalism’s narrative of political subject-
formation typically aligns the subject of rights with the subject of free-
dom and rationality. However, colonial power was effective precisely
because of its mode of justification for inequality and domination. The
tension between universalism and difference, an organizing binary of
liberal universalism (and of capitalist modernity more generally), when
adapted to projects of imperial governance and control, manifests as a
distinction between normative subjects and “politically inadequate”
ones who are seen to suffer the stigma of culture, race, religion, or, in-
deed, sexual difference. These politically inadequate yet excessively em-
bodied subjects have been objects of a peculiar and perverse fascination:
they have constituted sites of moral-political intervention, even as they
have been subject to violent control and discipline. Indeed, the anxiety
to control such forms of alterity reflects a broader logic of liberalism gen-
erally, and of colonial liberalism in particular: the manner by which the
production, recognition, and distribution of social difference serve as the
explicit predicate for the state’s authority to govern legitimately.
In India, social forms that were the product of colonial intervention

were instead viewed as artifacts of precolonial social life and impediments
to the modern bureaucratic state. Meanwhile, some forms of commu-
nity and collective life—for example, caste and religion—were invested
with political value. Thus religious and political domains, though theo-
retically separate, were practically intertwined. This contradiction cru-
cially defined the colonial state form: religionwas secularized and defined
as community, while community gained political salience as constituency.
This was the route whereby religion was politicized. A paradox of po-
litical commensuration followed: religious communities were seen as
quantitatively incommensurable but qualitatively equivalent. In turn,
colonial state intervention resolved the paradox, mediating between com-
munities as neutral (external) arbiter. We might thus extend Philip
Abram’s famous deconstruction of the political realism of state theory
to examine what might be termed the “colonial state effect.”4 Abrams
argued that “the state” was an enabling fiction for masking decentral-
ized practices of power, and that the putative materiality of the state as
a thing or a place was in fact the effect of practices of power that pro-
duced the state as an autonomous whole. Misrecognition plays a criti-
cal role in Abram’s account of the state effect, as it does in my descrip-
tion of the colonial state. However, the colonial state effect is derived
from an opposite set of moves to what obtains in Abrams’ account: colo-
nial power was repeatedly denied, dissimulated, and devolved onto na-
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tive social and political forms to produce the effect of dispersion and dis-
aggregation rather than of cohesion. This enabled colonial authoritari-
anism and the emergence of a distinctive politics of identity.
For those defined as Hindus, caste also played a mediating role, defin-

ing identities, demarcating the boundaries of community, and regulating
exchange. The British complemented their colonial perspective on caste
as social totality with perceptions of caste as a unique, unchanging form
of Hindu social stratification. Enumerative technologies like the census
took caste and religion as modal forms of social categorization and ef-
fectively gave them political pertinence. By fixing tribe, race, religious
groups and especially caste as modes of social categorization, the impe-
rial census of 1871–72 instigated complex interactions between indige-
nous class-caste formations and colonial classification. Requiring people
to identify themselves by governmental categories, census technology em-
phasized the differential electoral weight of religious communities, pro-
moted identification with caste, and facilitated lower-caste demands for
rights and representation. Rather than yielding political individuation,
new investments in community-based claims changed prevalent norms
of status and respectability. By treating caste as both traditional and po-
litical, then, the colonial state inadvertently enabled a (new) politics of
caste.
Nicholas Dirks has argued that an enhanced politicization of civil

society took shape after the Mutiny of 1857, when culture became an
explicit category of colonial government.5 Social and ascriptive identi-
ties such as religion and caste became sites of political conflict and com-
petition, leaving the colonial state to arbitrate between good and bad,
deserving and undeserving forms of politics. This pointed to a hierarchy
of colonial political forms, where native agency was stigmatized as re-
quiring colonial correction.Anticolonial nationalists challenged precisely
this denigration of native social forms and resignified them as sites of
cultural authenticity and collective sovereignty. From 1885, the Indian
National Congress explicitly challenged the colonial state’s sovereignty
over native subjects. Like the British, nationalists and upper-caste re-
formers understood caste to be religiously derived. Their response to caste
hierarchy differed, however, in that they saw it as a matter for Hindus to
negotiate, not for colonial policy to determine. In turn, untouchability
was incorporated into the political project of anticolonial nationalism as
a religious problem of reforming Hinduism. Though they challenged the
legitimacy of colonial domination over the intimate lives of natives, na-
tionalists left intact colonially derived distinctions between the social
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and the political, even as they asserted their right to define the content
of those categories. If colonial state practice politicized social forms and
practices while denigrating them as signs of human backwardness, na-
tionalists reinvested the social with a capacity for ethical and political
regeneration. Thus the growing significance of untouchability reform de-
rived from the divergent meanings (and deepened salience) of the social-
religious domain for colonial and nationalist thought. By 1920, the In-
dian National Congress under its creative and unconventional leader,
M.K. Gandhi, had acknowledged untouchability as a “reproach to Hin-
duism” and made it something of a test case for reforming Hinduism,
from exhorting upper-caste Hindus to perform stigmatized labor to re-
naming untouchables Harijans, or “people of god,” by 1933. Untouch-
able reform became central to the identity of a confessional Hinduism
and to the consolidation of Hindus as a majority political constituency
representative of the nation as a whole.6 Equally, locating untouchabil-
ity wholly within religion effectively limited the colonial state and legal
apparatus to little more than delegating to Hindus the problem of un-
touchability. Thus if the religious solution of inverting negative stereo-
types affirmed the primacy of the “social” for anticolonial mobilization,
it also reproduced upper castes’ hegemony by deflecting attention away
from the victims of caste discrimination.
Scholarly accounts of the politics of untouchability typically chart a

move from a social reformist phase to the Congress’s politicization of
untouchability as a problem for Hindus, which effectively limited par-
ticipation in social reform to upper castes.7 The Caste Question departs
from such treatment to track the manner in which the violence of un-
touchability became a central element of Dalit critique, which enabled
stigmatized subjects to be defined initially as non-Hindus and later as a
cultural and political minority. Dalit critique exposed the doubled na-
ture of the caste question. As colonial abstraction, caste was externally
manifest in a demographically based politics of number and in the re-
liance of upper castes on untouchables to constitute a religious and po-
litical majority in Indian society. As a category of everyday life and a form
of stigmatized existence, untouchability shaped the “inside” of commu-
nity, and thus its reform became central to the ethical and affective re-
constitution of Hinduism. By politicizing the principle of structural neg-
ativity that underwrote Dalit identity, caste radicals also redefined the
social totality of caste as a form of historical violence crucial to the con-
stitution of the caste community. In turn, Dalits used the contradiction
between their religious status as untouchable and their political status as
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minority to leverage a powerful demand for political rights and social
recognition.
A Dalit history of caste politics brings into view a wider set of rela-

tionships—those between state, caste and community, between nation
and minority, and ultimately, between the religious and the political. The
history of how untouchables becameDalits is the story of how alterations
in the social relations of caste became central to debates about equality
and discrimination. It is also the story of how a geohistorical universal,
equality, became historically and culturally specified as caste equality.Ul-
timately, an account of Dalit political subject-formation illuminates the
colonial (and postcolonial) trajectories of secular liberalism and explains
why it is marked by a permanent tension between “the religious” and
“the political.”

questions of caste, community, subject

Far from being the “unthought” of Indian society, caste is overwhelm-
ingly visible to scholars of South Asia as the overdetermined site of In-
dian “difference.” If it was long seen through Louis Dumont’s account
of caste as a religious principle and social totality, the intellectual labor
of the last three decades has consisted of rescuing caste from religion to
reveal its political entailments. I should note at the outset that my inter-
est in the development of anticaste thought extends and reprises such con-
cerns at the levels of both “history” and “theory.”
As is well known, in Dumont’s formulation of caste society a purity-

pollution opposition structured a sacral order that subsumed politics.8

In the process, potential conflict was ritually defused so that caste rela-
tions could appear consensual. Dumont argued that political ideas of
individualism and distinctions between equality and inequality—the
major achievements of European political thinking and institutions—
weremissing in hierarchical societies. This was because the idea of equal-
ity was bound upwith the capacity for abstraction and equivalence, rather
than the encompassment of politics by religion as was the case with hi-
erarchy. The epistemological significance of Dumont’s argument cannot
be emphasized enough: because hierarchy is about ritual binaries that di-
vide social space, secular conceptions of equality (concernedwith the op-
eration of abstraction and of commensuration) are logically impossible.
Early ethnographies of untouchable communities accepted the Dumon-
tian opposition between Brahmin and untouchable and examined the par-
tial integration of impure castes into the ritual hierarchy, thereby assuming
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the putative consent of the untouchable communities to their own ex-
clusion, as well as lower castes’ mimicry of the ranked relations of caste.9

While such works focused on the social practice of distinction and dis-
crimination, they also assumed the ideological power of dominant castes’
conception of social order. That is, they equated power with the power
of upper castes. To maintain that “impurity is a relative concept” and
that the untouchable’s stigma is inherited and irreversible, as Robert
Deliège has argued, reveals a gap between the description of caste stigma
at the level of practice and scholarly reproduction of upper-caste ideol-
ogy as a descriptor of social reality.10 Instead, a subaltern theory of caste
would begin by examining the production of social analytics as a reflec-
tion of the politics of knowledge formation; it would focus on how caste
radicals theorized caste as historically specific and as a geohistorical uni-
versal, and then examine the implications of anticaste thinking for alter-
native histories of political subject-formation.
More recently, historicized analyses of colonial power and knowledge

formation have followed from Nicholas Dirks’s signal critique of Du-
mont’s totalizing, ahistorical treatment of caste. Dirks argues that Du-
mont’s orderly caste structure headed by Brahminswas an artifact of colo-
nial power; that caste and religion were always political. By dissolving
crucial connections between caste, kingship and territory, the colonial
state was able to take caste and religion outside the domain of politics
and to redefine them as social categories and associational civic forms.
Though newly created divisions between the domain of politics occupied
by colonial power and the domain of civil society defined by aberrant
forms of political authority were constituted through practices of power,
these divisions were reified by colonial (and nationalist) sociology as a
set of existing analytic distinctions between the religio-ritual and the po-
litical, the material and the symbolic.11 The subsequent appearance of
caste politics within the Indian social domain was taken to be a category
mistake reflecting Indians’ political backwardness. In a further twist, it
was the colonial version of caste that was defended as being authenti-
cally Indian by colonial administrators, native elites, and even lower-caste
activists.12Thus did a colonial category become an “ethnographic real,” a
modern identity and a naturalized representation around which Indians
developed a range of discursive positions, political claims, and alignments
in the colonial and postcolonial periods.
Dirks’s arguments provide key analytic openings for scholars recon-

sidering caste in terms of history and power relations. They influence my
efforts to address the discursive separation and conceptual entailments
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of religion and politics as central elements of colonial (and postcolonial)
knowledge formation, and allow me to extend those concerns to con-
sider the novel manner in which Dalit critique emphasized the perennial
and unresolved tension between these two realms and focused attention
on their mutual entailments. If the ambiguous relationship between re-
ligion and politics has long been a preoccupation for colonial and post-
colonial history, Dalit political thinking and action upset the neat bina-
rism between these two domains of social life by inviting attention to the
political consequences of the split, and instead emphasized the relation-
ship of supplementary opposition (andmutual constitution) that obtained
between them. Such duality persists, however, and it is reflected in post-
colonial efforts to resolve the caste question on two fronts: through the
reform of Hinduism to produce religious equality and the institution of
a legal regime to mitigate civic inequality. As I argue in later chapters, an
important result of these moves has been to provoke localized anti-Dalit
violence and the reenactment of ritual humiliation, which underscore the
continued salience of divisions between the political and the religio-ritual
domains of social experience for Dalits. My own scholarly position sit-
uates caste radicalism within discursive and institutional contexts of the
colonial-modern as a distinctive form of secular criticism, which recog-
nizes social/religious and political designations as duplicitous, mislead-
ing, and complicit with colonial knowledge. Remaining attentive to how
such distinctions have been deployed means accepting necessary ambi-
guities as these categories shift and interpenetrate in politics through time.
(Ironically, such critique is enabled by another intellectual trajectory as-
sociated with imperial practices, namely colonial liberalism.) Addressing
the formative conditions of caste radicalism takes us away from an epis-
temology of caste toward the existential lifeworlds of caste subalterns,
and the critique of everyday life that emerged from within the experien-
tial domains of stigmatized selfhood. Ultimately, caste radicals’ analysis
of caste Hinduism as a justification for structural and transacted violence,
together with their range of experiments with social practice and politi-
cal forms, exposed the founding contradiction of the caste order and un-
derscored the paradoxical centrality of the stigmatized subject to the
project of freedom. It is this genealogy of Dalit emancipation (and its af-
termath) that concerns me.
My focus diverges from studies of untouchable community formation

that have focused on Dalit struggles for a respectable place within the
Hindu order or for escape from hegemonic Hinduism through novel so-
cial and religious practices. Important recent works by Sekhar Bandyo-
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pahdhyay, SaurabhDube, DilipMenon, and Vijay Prashad examine how
regional caste groups developed oppositional consciousness through po-
litical critique as well as forms of religiosity and self-fashioning, refus-
ing caste stigma while imagining alternative forms of community.
Menon and Prashad are keenly attentive to the Gandhian resolution of
the untouchable problem as a problem of personal hygiene and unfairly
degraded labor. They rightfully evaluate this as a most innovative, yet
politically compromised upper-caste response to the problem of untouch-
ability.13 These recent works situate earlier studies—such as Mark Juer-
gensmeyer’s analysis of the thought of theAd-Dharmmovement andR. S.
Khare’s study of Chamar Dalit intellectuals, which took seriously the his-
torical and political explanations of caste stigma produced by organic
intellectuals—within the shifting discursive and institutional contexts of
anticolonial activism.14

Community is a misleading rubric under which to examine changing
forms of power and political subjectivity, however. Like caste, it is a pu-
tatively primordial entity resignified under colonial conditions as the en-
abling form, or receptacle, of an aberrant politics. The political salience
of community derived from its resembling religious communities, which
were invested with political recognition and juridical authority by the
colonial state.15 By the turn of the twentieth century, the transfer of lo-
calized authority from caste panchayats and religious bodies to ho-
mogenously defined Hindu andMuslim communities regarded as quasi-
sovereign entities meant that community was both the site of embodied
religious particularity and a parastate entity.16 Hence, community can-
not be backgrounded as the “context” for Dalit subject-formation, as
many studies do, but must be incorporated as a simultaneous dimension
of its politics. Alone among subalterns, the Mahar Dalits of western In-
dian conceptualized a collective exit out of colonial religion and com-
munity. Remaking the self challenged the colonial-nationalist reification
of community and anticipated a new political and ethical subject, the
Dalit, and a new community of Buddhism. Relating anticaste thought
with Dalit activism takes us beyond a focus on critical praxis into the
domain of a novel theorization of the political subject. It is precisely this
imagination of a new political collectivity, contingent on the conceptu-
alization of the Dalit subaltern as both stigmatized subject and revolu-
tionary figure, that illuminates Dalit history as something other than the
history of community.
Inseparable from considerations of caste and community is the Indian

subaltern, usually viewed as a precapitalist subject rooted in forms of so-
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cial life that became sources of oppositional consciousness. The Subal-
tern Studies Collective made a sustained argument for tracking the
specificity of anticolonial nationalism and nation-state formation, even
as it underscored the political complicities between colonial and nation-
alist elites. This allowed the Collective to expose nationalists’ institutional
reliance on colonial infrastructure, on the one hand, and to criticize na-
tionalism’s ideological dependence on culturally coded, or “traditional,”
forms of authoritarian power on the other. If anticolonial nationalism’s
difference lay in the enhanced political currency of culture and tradition,
as Partha Chatterjee has argued,17 then it has long been the contention
of the Collective that a hegemonic, mainstream (Hindu) culture was
conflated with the distinctive lifeworlds and aspirations of the subaltern,
enabling epistemic violence and antidemocratic politics on the part of
nationalist elites.18 Thus, in as insightful an analysis as Ranajit Guha’s
study of insurgent peasants as revolutionary political actors, community
unhistoricized is simply the locus of a traditional moral order while the
subaltern appears negatively, what is left over outside the axial political
equation of colonial state and elite nationalists.19 In these accounts, the
political culture of caste and the intellectual history of radical anticaste
thought appear for the most part as residual rather than as intrinsic and
necessary to the development of political critique.
Drawing inspiration and yet departing from such work, The Caste

Question expands caste, community, and subaltern historiography across
the religious-political and colonial-postcolonial divides and beyond its
usual focus on the figure of the peasant, indigenous idioms of protest,
and on a clean opposition between an anthropological conception of com-
munity and a Marxist distrust of state power. At the heart of my analy-
sis are caste subalterns who positioned themselves at the center of de-
bates about inequality and discrimination in India from the late colonial
period, and who transformed conceptions of nation, citizenship, and po-
litical rights by working within, rather than outside, state institutions.
Their conceptions of power, like their desire for rights, derived from colo-
nial liberalism, yet enabled Dalits to step outside the suffocating embrace
of a cultural nationalism dominated by upper-caste elites.Addressing caste
radicals’ understanding of caste as a distinctive form of power allows
us to see how, in western India, caste radicals articulated a critique of
Brahminical hegemony and religious superstition with a powerful so-
cioeconomic evaluation of caste as a material structure of exploitation,
to develop a theory that traversed the realms of the experiential, the
political, the epistemological, and the ethical. Their focus on the exis-
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tential aspects of caste subalternity—on questions of the caste body,
violence, language, and experience—addressed matters of personhood
and self-making typically elided in critiques of colonial and anticolo-
nial thought. Analysis of caste radicals’ thinking and action animates
this book because it is their unique understanding of the manner in which
the caste Hindu order was reproduced, coupled with vital efforts to bring
into being a new political subject, that defines the trajectory of Dalit
emancipation.
Writing “history from below” is a worthwhile venture in view of the

scarcity of serious historical studies of Dalit life.20 I shift away from
movement-centric accounts, however, using The Caste Question as a
provocation to rethink India’s political modernity from the perspective
of Dalit enfranchisement. Tracing long-term developments in the thought
of radical anti-casteism that culminated in the political philosophy of
B. R. Ambedkar during the interwar years allows me to illuminate dis-
tinctive aspects of the caste question and their potent translation into
categories of democratic thought and practice. Subalternity itself stands
to be reconceived in the process of understanding how Dalits’ ideas, ac-
tions, and political interventions altered the content of caste and chal-
lenged the organizing principles of colonial liberalism and democratic
processes in India.

caste radicalism: dalit subjects and dalit politics

A vital inaugurator of anticaste discourse was Jotirao Govindrao Phule
(1827–90)—from the non-Brahmin Mali, or gardening, caste—who de-
veloped one of the earliest critiques of caste and Brahmin religious domi-
nation.21 In a number of books, such as Ballad of Raja Chatrapati Shivaji
Bhosle (1869), Priestcraft Exposed (1869), and Slavery (1873), he began
to construct a counterhistory for the lower castes that drew heavily on
the prevalent idea of an Aryan invasion to explain the millennial sup-
pression of the shudras (lower castes) and atishudras (untouchables).
RereadingHindumythology as a historic battle betweenAryan Brahmins
and Dravidian others, Phule endowed elements of popular culture with
a radical caste consciousness, connecting economic, social, and political
domination to the outcome of a race war. His story revolved around the
defeat of Dravidian Kshatriyas (warriors), who constituted the bahujan
samaj (majority community) through the trickery ofAryan Brahmins. In-
deed, Phule’s rewritten history of caste conflict and his sustained offen-
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sive against the inhuman and inegalitarian caste order became political
common sense.
Undergirding this meaningful alternative history was Phule’s use of

slavery as concept-metaphor for the complex structure of exploitation
organized around embodied difference. Published in 1873, his book,Gu-
lamgiri (Slavery) was inspired by radical freethinkers such as Tom Paine
and the ideas of Protestant Nonconformism. Phule invoked the exem-
plary structure of modern unfreedom, Atlantic world slavery, to reframe
caste relations in idioms of exploitation and inequality rather than reli-
gious order. Because the caste subaltern, like the slave, was defined by
the historical experience of oppression and exploitation, recovery of the
lower-caste self was intimately connected to a critique of caste power.
This was a key strategy that allowed caste radicals to resignify caste
subjugation as a process of subject-formation by transposing political
antagonism from social space onto the plane of mytho-historical time.
Caste radicals generally understood the religious and the political as-

pects of caste as formally differentiated, but systemically interdependent
and mutually constitutive. For them, history and politics, the past and
the future, were conjoint in the rewriting of history as the work of imag-
ining the caste subaltern as a revolutionary political subject. As a social
movement, however, caste radicalism was contingent and conjunctural,
a product of encounters between the critical intellectual traditions of an-
ticaste thought and the institutions and infrastructure of colonial soci-
ety. Missionary discourse and colonial institutions, as well as new ideas
and experiences of civic space and public property, empowered Dalit and
lower-caste struggles. New educational opportunities, urban migration
shaping new contexts of life and labor, a distinctive public sphere of print
and performance, and a colonial legal order accommodating debates
about of public equality all contributed to Dalits’ newfound ability to
demand civic and political rights regardless of the traditional rules gov-
erning caste segregation. Simultaneously, caste radicals also developed a
nuanced understanding of how colonial policies deepened caste distinc-
tions. The new Brahmin, for instance, was seen as a product of colonial
bureaucracy, his sacerdotal position enhanced by secular positioning.
Phule’s critique—and that of anticaste polemics and activism more
generally—focused not only on the ideology of Brahminism, but on the
overrepresentation of the Brahmin minority in educational and bureau-
cratic contexts.
Caste-radical thought was forged around a critique of Brahminism as
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a historically located ideology that justified caste power in all its mani-
festations—religious, sociopolitical, and economic, as Rosalind O’Han-
lon’s important work on Phule’s thought attests.22 I add to this scholar-
ship a perspective on howDalit and lower-caste subject-formation relates
to colonial and anticolonial thought and politics. Around the turn of the
twentieth century, Dalits in Bombay and the Central Provinces, led by
members of the Mahar caste, began organizing to demand civil and po-
litical rights and recognition as Hindus. They gradually enlarged their
target from caste Hinduism to colonial classification andmainstream na-
tionalism, especially the upper-caste bias of the Congress. Partha Chatter-
jee has clarified the way in which anticolonial nationalism positively
valued those forms of spiritual and cultural life derided by British colo-
nizers.23 Instead, I draw attention to the conflation of spirituality with
the practices of upper-caste Hindus and its (re)deployment as public dis-
course. Caste radicals specifically politicized this aspect of nationalism
by arguing that caste inequality was reproduced through practices that
straddled spiritual and material domains. Beginning with Phule, they
framed caste hierarchy as a form of exclusion and inequality and, by the
1920s, translated it into terms such as “public exclusion,” “segregation,”
and “civic disability”—secularized terms with expanded political range.
Indeed Dalit and anticaste activists challenged the terms of religious and
political inclusion and telegraphed the inadequacy of either a reformed
Hinduism or the enumerative solution of colonial liberalism, with its fo-
cus on primordial community. In this way, Dalit critics made rights claims,
even as they sought to extend the range and signification of a “right” to
include forms of life without prior political visibility.
In contrast to earlier anticaste struggles, the Dalit-led movement dur-

ing the interwar years pressed not only for separate political rights but
also for conversion out of Hinduism. Dalit conversion made sense for a
community whose history, since Phule, was written as the narrative of his-
torical antagonism between Brahmins and first peoples, or betweenAryan
and Dravidian races for whom emancipation could only happen outside
forms of identity produced by Hindu society. Imagined simultaneously
along two distinct registers—political minority and socioreligious non-
Hindu—Dalit identity combined seemingly incompatible modes of expe-
rience. Yet the complex nature of caste inequality meant that political
emancipation required religious conversion, and that conversion could not
be rendered salient without civic and political protections. Equally im-
portant, individual freedom was contingent on collective emancipation.
“Dalit” came to name an identity and a community, most importantly an
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imagined community outside Hinduism—and outside religion itself—
as a strategy of political emancipation.
This political posture matured in the interwar years, when B.R. Am-

bedkar, the Dalit movement’s most significant thinker and national po-
litical leader, reconceived Dalit activism in terms of democratic thought
and action, and positioned Dalit disenfranchisement as a complex, ex-
periential structure of oppression, exploitation, and dehumanization. At
his death on December 6, 1956, Ambedkar left behind a rich legacy as
a political thinker and Dalit activist who nationalized the Dalit question
more effectively than any other leader; as a scholar, commentator, and
modernizer of Hindu law; and as the architect of India’s Constitution.
Ambedkar’s centrality to popular history and academic scholarship
poses unique challenges for the historian-anthropologist, however. In-
sofar as Ambedkar has an important place in popular memory, there is
a fierce investment in tracking his life and his movement through highly
valued written records, archival sources, and documentation that sug-
gests extra-Dalit significance. Dalit intellectuals—few are professional ac-
ademics, most write exclusively inMarathi—have assiduously collected,
recorded, and produced accounts of the Dalit past. If they have played
a central role in producing a Dalit past, it is very often a past oriented
toward a personal and political telos. Scholars have tended to reproduce
the personality and community-centric content of these narratives.Or they
have positioned Dalit history along caste/class or Buddhist/Marxist bi-
narisms, taking as objective fact debates and divisions that structure
polemical positions. Thus, inmy view, popular histories tell usmuch about
the existential axes of Dalit subject-formation and about how the figure
of Ambedkar has been constructed as totemic of the Dalit past and fu-
ture. Ambedkar is iconic of Dalit struggle and symptomatic of the social
field and ideological forces that enabled Dalit political visibility at a
particular historical conjuncture. My interest is to critically assess the
contradictions and paradoxical outcomes of an emergent theory of the
political subject connected to cultural history and to political action.
Simply put, Ambekar provided the set of political idioms that most

effectively converted the negative identity of the untouchable into the po-
litical potentiality and historical agency of the Dalit. Ambedkar first used
the term dalit in his journal,Bahishkrit Bharat (Outcaste India), in 1928,
where he characterized being Dalit as the experience of deprivation,
marginalization, and stigmatization.24 “Dalit” indexed both subject of
suffering and revolutionary agent, and it was posed against “Harijan”
(people of god) or “Hari,” first used byM.K. Gandhi in 1933 to describe
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“men of God abandoned by society,” a term abhorred by many Dalits
for its paternalism.25 Indeed, the politics of naming is deeply consequential
for the politics of recognition. If names are also “claims to certain iden-
tities, properties, or entitlement,” it is through the “reiterative process
of naming” that those identities become fixed and meaningful in the first
place.26 The politics of naming thus secures new relationships between
words and bodies, between ways of being and ways of seeing and speak-
ing within the social field.27 In this case, the politics of the name also
reflects a deeper paradox of Dalit politics that derives from the fact that
the term “Dalit” is both analytic and prescriptive: it defines the histori-
cal structures and practices of dispossession that experientially mark
someone asDalit and simultaneously identifies theDalit as someone seek-
ing to escape those same structures. In other words, the name indexes an
analysis of caste inequality and the terms of resistance that can augur its
annihilation.
Far from naming a consummated subject, then, “Dalit” signifies a

process of becoming and a community-in-the-making: these are difficult
horizons of potentiality. History from the perspective of the Dalit sub-
altern anticipates and overturns a powerful Dumontian paradigm for un-
derstanding untouchability as the negative axis of the caste order. As un-
touchability is the constitutive outside to the ranked social relations and
symbolic transactions that define the practice of “caste,” the untouch-
able is dialectically related and diametrically opposed to the ritually pure
Brahmin, the common object of revulsion from whom all “touchable”
castes derive their identities. The Dalit history I recount here reveals a
sophisticated attempt to make historic suffering and humiliation central
to Dalit identity in a way that converts this structural negativity into pos-
itive political content. By infusing a negative identity with positive or rev-
olutionary potential, caste radicals—includingAmbedkar—looked to end
historic discrimination and suffering. This is why, unlike the peasant sub-
altern, the Dalit could become a figure of the future, necessarily discon-
nected from prior community and existing practices that reproduced
historic humiliation. This decisive move toward what we might call a
revalued or positive negativity, which Ambedkar articulated most pow-
erfully, produced an inbuilt tension in Dalit identity that, when activated
on constitutional and political fields, has had important consequences.
Briefly put, discourses of state protection and the legislation of Dalit
vulnerability resymbolized Dalit identity around the axis of political
violence.
It is important to note that while Ambedkar maintained continuity
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with most traditions of radical anti-casteism, his genealogy of the Dalit
rejected the biological/racial distinction between Aryan and Dravidian
that distinguished Phule’s vision of the non-Brahmin Dalit, though
Ambedkarmaintained that sociopolitical conflict betweenDalit and Brah-
min was the structuring antagonism of Indian history. And though
Ambedkar addressed the experiential dimensions of untouchability, he
also exceeded them by converting a Dalit problematic into an inquiry
into the nature of social relations and political ethics. He did so through
a sustained engagement with liberal thought and democratic discourse
to position the Dalit as a unique cultural and political subject of his-
toric suffering. His caste radicalism took shape at a time when the po-
litical language of equality, freedom, and historical agency—legacies of
colonization—presented political opportunities and new strategies with
which to challenge marginalization. My contention is that the histori-
cal conjunction of Dalit political thought, language, and activism, to-
gether with the changing character of the late colonial state, influenced
the career of India’s political modernity. The twentieth-century course
of Dalit political recognition and enfranchisement explored in The Caste
Question illuminates how Dalit struggles to address the distinctive in-
equities of caste simultaneously, and necessarily, expanded the historical
provenance and discursive range of democratic liberalism.

questions of democracy, minority, and violence

Examining how untouchables become Dalit reveals a surprisingly pro-
ductive alliance between caste, liberal institutions, and democratic ideals.
Against the grain of a tradition that takes caste and democracy as anti-
thetical,28my examination of Dalit emancipation tracks the relationship
between the political enfranchisement of stigmatized subjects and India’s
political modernity, between the Dalit and democracy. As the experience
of stigmatized existence intersected with ideas of democratic equality,
caste was secularized through a sustained problematization of the reli-
gious/political divide. This meant neither that caste became completely
political, nor that models of equality for a bourgeois subject of freedom
adequately addressed Dalit enfranchisement. But it did mean that, ulti-
mately, liberal forms such as constituency and minority became means
through which Dalits imagined community and pursued equality.
Dalits’ incremental, regional struggles for civic and political rights

through the early twentieth century matured on a national stage in the
interwar years. There were key developments in this period: a shift in the
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political economy of empire; distinctions between “white” Dominion
colonies and nonwhite imperial possessions; the emergence of the United
States as a counter to British hegemony; experimentation with interme-
diate forms of political organization between empire and nation; and
finally, challenges to the legitimacy of empire as a political form by al-
liances of colonized peoples. Most importantly, the period reflected a re-
newed focus on, and redefinition of, “the political.”
WorldWar I provided an opening for Indians, like Britain’s other col-

onized subjects, to press for limited political representation in return for
their participation in the war effort. The gap between liberal ideologies
of progress and improvement and illiberal government practices became
the target of critique, and the focus for new modalities of political ac-
tivism and mass protest. The British responded by devolving power to
the natives in stages.
Lord Ripon’s 1882 Resolution on Local Self-Government made pro-

vision for the inclusion of a few elected members in municipal commit-
tees and proposed the establishment of rural local boards. An advocate
of Gladstonian liberalism, Lord Ripon, who was viceroy from 1880 to
1884, saw limited self-government as “an instrument of political and pop-
ular education” and encouraged the expansion of self-government from
locality to provincial and central legislatures.29Unlike Ripon, JohnMor-
ley and Lord Minto entertained no illusion of democratization. The
Morley-Minto reforms of 1909 entrenched dyarchy as a system of con-
stitutional autocracy whereby the “natural leaders” of India’s multiple
religious and caste communities would be trained in self-governance.30

British officials maintained control over revenue and taxation, army and
police, while elites received a limited franchise and some provincial au-
thority over education, health, agriculture, and local governing bodies.
Without administrative funds, however, native representatives faced ac-
cusations of corruption and nepotism that the British then attributed to
the “Indianization” of politics. Dyarchy brought no substantive political
change to the exercise of autocratic power. The confrontation between
nationalist demands for expanded political representation and the colonial
government’s racialized dyarchy instead emphasized limits to colonial
democratization and produced a charged field of constitutional politics.
Under pressure from nationalists, the government established the South-
borough (1918) and Simon (1928) commissions to consider the terms
of native franchise and the functioning of dyarchy. Constitutional reforms
led to the Government of India Act of 1919. A revised Government of
India Act of 1935 rejected Indians’ demand for Dominion status, created
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a federation of British India and the Princely States to dilute the political
strength of the Congress, andwas colonial India’s first constitution.These
political experiments were deeply compromised by racial practices of rule
and by the reproduction of traditional authority by the colonial state.
Throughout this period, enfranchisement was illusory, “a semantic

sleight” as Ranajit Guha has observed, “used to dignify measures for
imperial control over the subcontinent by a spurious parallelism with
the radical constitutional initiatives of nineteenth-century revolutions.”31

If democratic institutions came slowly to the subcontinent, ideas of
equality and individual rights introduced by British forms nevertheless
became a recognizable political rhetoric and a formalized political ide-
ology. In positing noncongruence between colonial policy and demo-
cratic ideology, I take inspiration from scholars of postemancipation
societies who have powerfully argued for a distinctive colonial geneal-
ogy of rights, for example, the arguments of C. L. R. James in his pow-
erful classic, The Black Jacobins, that Haitian revolutionaries redefined
the Declaration of the Rights of Man as a founding document of racial
equality.32 Such contingent, conjunctural demands—whether by caste
radicals or by the enslaved—have lasting effect: they expand the reper-
toire of rights claims even as they situate them within particular socio-
historical contexts of inequality and exploitation.
A genealogy of democracy, then, incorporatesmultiple instances where

discourses of democracy and equality confront diverse forms of differ-
ence and are called upon to ameliorate contingent instantiations of in-
equality. If race constituted the form of embodied difference that exposed
the constitutive paradoxes of republican thought in the late eighteenth
century, then in colonial India in the early twentieth century, the prob-
lem of caste minority exposed the fundamental authoritarianism of colo-
nial rule, as well as anticolonial nationalism’s complicity with colonial-
ism’s culturalization of the state.
Examining minority as a political form in the interwar period extends

and challenges prevailing analyses. Scholars associated with the Cam-
bridge School have played a significant role in historicizing the colonial
state by drawing attention to the expansion of its infrastructural and ad-
ministrative complex, the restructuring of India’s colonial economy, and
the entry of Indian elites into politics proper.33 They associate the inter-
war period with the simultaneous retreat of the (colonial) state and an
indigenization (and regionalization) of political power that made elites
mimicmen, mere political conduits between center and region.While this
sheds light on the extension of state power into new domains of native
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life, it portrays native elites as power brokers jockeying to convert sta-
tus into interest and runs the risk of positing envy and self-interest as ad-
equate representations of historical agency. Bymistaking effect for cause,
therefore, such political sociology renders historical explanation sub-
servient to empiricism and economism.
It is more helpful to consider Dalit interwar politics in the context of

a shift in colonial governmentality. “Governmentality,”Michel Foucault’s
word for the combined and uneven powers exercised from above together
with dispersed, capillary forms of power exercised by subjects through
self-regulation, is a concept-metaphor useful for attending to changing
permutations of sovereign and rationalizing power.34 From this per-
spective, the state itself appears as a complex, internally fissured entity
ruling through ideology as well as coercive power or, in Philip Abrams
excellent formulation, as an effect of overlapping practices of power
rather than a unitary object.35 Colonial governmentality is that mix of
autocratic and infrastructural power that worked, initially, by politi-
cizing the domain of culture. Culture constituted a form of civic disability
even as it enabled, in Partha Chatterjee’s words, “the rule of colonial dif-
ference.”36 Historicizing colonial governmentality makes it clear, how-
ever, that there are significant differences between a late nineteenth-
century version characterized by the culturalization of politics and
enumerative technologies such as the census, and a twentieth-century
phase organized around the political technology of the franchise and pro-
cedures of representative government. The colonial politics of minority
is an exemplary case for considering how the politics of commensura-
tion transformed colonial liberalism.
The political theorist Ernesto Laclau has described democracy as an

exercise in political commensuration that produces equivalence between
unlike persons, objects, or qualities. Thus the presumed equality of citi-
zens is the product of strategies of equalization and comparison. The ten-
sion inherent in commensuration is most apparent in demands byminori-
ties for recognition on their own terms as the precondition to substantive
equality.37 This is the case where politically “inadequate” subjects such
as untouchables seek to become citizens. Because the ground of their in-
adequacy is taken to be non- or prepolitical difference—whether sexual,
religious, racial, or cultural—it must be rendered politically consequen-
tial. Here, because particularity is the basis of political recognition, such
claims are precarious and reiterative. This was certainly the case for In-
dia’s Dalits. From the early twentieth century, the Indian National Con-
gress had dominated the political-moral space of nationalist thinking
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and political action, complementing many critiques of colonial oppres-
sion with the pursuit of power in a national state. Regionally, by 1930,
the Congress in Bombaywas dominated by non-Brahmins, including key
activists of the anticaste and non-Brahmin movement. The rural base of
non-Brahminism was thus incorporated into the Congress. It is at this
conjuncture, and against the closures in nationalist thought, that minority
status became a focal point around which Ambedkar attempted to ar-
ticulate the specificity of Dalit as a distinctive community, a constituency.
Dalit equality and enfranchisement increasingly came to be associated
with their difference from, rather than similarity to, other communities.
Within the colonial framework that mapped community and con-

stituency onto religious identity, Muslims were India’s modal political
minority. The enumerative principle of weightage, first accepted for the
Muslim separate electorate in 1909, was introduced to acknowledge their
“historic and political importance” and to compensate them for future
demographic changes.38 Simultaneously, caste Hindus discovered an in-
terest in claiming untouchables as Hindus, especially after the 1908 cen-
sus, when colonial officials began to emphasize untouchables’ separate
identity. In 1911, untouchables became “Depressed Classes,” a term that
described persons suffering ritual exclusion and stigmatization as “lesser
Hindus.” Initially, colonial officials used the politics of number and quota
to argue that untouchables were extraneous to a demographically defined
national Hindu majority. From 1919, the Indian National Congress
worked against these efforts by arguing that the community of Hindus
included the stigmatized untouchables. Yet colonial categorization facil-
itated Dalits’ self-identification as a discriminated community; their
move toward formal political demands for rights reflected awareness of
the constraints and possibilities of liberal institutional logic. If during the
1920s Ambedkar struggled to bring visibility to the Depressed Classes
through the demand for adult franchise and protection, by 1932 hewould
defend his position that they constituted a socially vulnerable and sepa-
rate political minority.39 Earlier forms of activist mobilization, such as
regional temple entry satyagrahas (lit., “struggle for truth”; here, peace-
ful mass mobilization challenging the status quo, whether colonial pol-
icy or, in this case, Hindu exclusion), reached closure as Ambedkar led
activism toward new demands for juridical rights for a historically ex-
ceptional and ethically normative community.
The British Communal Award of August 16, 1932, allowed the De-

pressed Classes a double vote, one for their own candidates wherever
these voters predominated and another vote in the general (Hindu) elec-

Introduction 21



torate.40Here, colonial sociology amplified the paradoxical nature of mi-
noritarian claims: Dalits’ collective status as a stigmatized community
within Hinduism was the basis for recognizing them as a separate entity.
Indeed this period, which culminated in India’s first constitution, the Gov-
ernment of India Act of 1935, saw sustained action by Dalits and Mus-
lims to establish political identities through new arrangements of
power.41 Electoral politics became an arena for performing minority so-
cial and political interests, with the franchise conceived as a technology
of political self-fashioning.42 There was one significant difference be-
tween the identity of Muslims as minorities (which enabled subsequent
claims to separate nationality) and the impossible task that Dalit eman-
cipation set for itself: to maintain historical antagonism to hegemonic
Hinduism—rather than a claim to absolute religio-cultural difference—
as the grounds for Dalit claims to minority recognition. Colonial knowl-
edge formation amplified the paradoxical nature of Dalit demands, for
it was Dalits’ collective status as a stigmatized community within cor-
porate Hinduism—itself a reified category and the product of colonial
intervention—which enabled claims to separate entity.
Here, it is helpful to examine how the colonial constitution of “mi-

nority” differed from theoretical constructs in the classical literature. In-
deed The Caste Question is a provocation to contrast Dalit emancipa-
tion against the classic problem of minority as articulated, for example,
by Karl Marx in “On the Jewish Question.”43 In that text, Marx stages
the internal tensions of liberal thought by emphasizing the troubled de-
pendence of the citizen, a figure of political universality, on forms of em-
bodied particularism. Minority is thus a political form that exposes the
internal tensions of liberal thought, and the mechanism by which liber-
alism incorporates difference.Minority is a mediating term between civil
society and state that converts religious distinction into political lack. As
Marx presciently argues, it is the secularization of religion that makes
religious difference politically consequential. By asserting that minority
is “the political manner of emancipating oneself from religion,” Marx
prescribes freedom from religion as the first step toward a human eman-
cipation, with liberal distinctions between religion and politics mirror-
ing the material contradictions that anchored the liberal state form.
For Marx, it was necessary to annihilate (religious) particularism by

transcending embodied difference and to move toward a new universal-
ity. In colonial India, however, religious difference was the ground of in-
clusion and exclusion, immanent rather than extraneous to the political
field. In a political sphere permeated by “prejudice” (Marx’s term for
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nonpolitical difference), caste radicals saw that it was through the exac-
erbation of differencewithin religion, and not its transcendence, that Dal-
its could realize political selfhood. ForDalits, individual freedomwas con-
tingent on the emancipation of the community, rather than separation from
it. Since individual freedom was contingent on the emancipation of the
community from caste stigma, and not on a separation from community
as in the liberal narrative of freedom,Dalits identified themselves as a com-
munity of suffering and as a special kind of political minority negatively
defined as non-Hindus in antagonistic relation to the Hindu order. A neg-
ative identity became the basis of collective political rights and also con-
verted the democratic political field into a space of agonistic combat.
Ambedkar’s activism and political thought together played a crucial

role in making a negative identity the basis of substantive rights claims.
His critical engagement with, and creative transformation of, liberal dem-
ocratic norms and practices produced new idioms for untouchability as
a form of historic discrimination and enabled experimentation with a
range of ameliorative measures. Insofar as caste did not map along a sin-
gle axis of conflict and contradiction, and because untouchability was
manifest through the complex articulation of religious, economic, and
social forms, caste radicalism redefined the caste order as a form of his-
torical violence and inequality. In turn, Ambedkar imagined the Dalit as
a vulnerable and violated subject lacking political worth, whose entry
into full humanity required two specific modes of redress: political ade-
quation (or equalization) and recognition of cultural exception. Caste
discrimination required a rewritten history of the Dalit and redress
through modern political measures, such as the franchise and a consti-
tutionally mandated regime of affirmative action.
By the end of the 1930s, Muslims had begun to shed their minority

status and demand recognition as a separate and distinctive nationality.
During the same period, Ambedkar posited Dalits as subjects of suffer-
ing defined by a permanent antagonism to the caste Hindu order. They
required: (1) a political resolution to the problem of religious exclusion
through a separate electorate for Dalits as non-Hindus; (2) a religious
resolution to political inequality by conversion out of the Hindu fold;
and (3) a constitutional resolution recognizing Dalit disenfranchisement
and making the abolition of untouchability central to Indian civil rights.
Indian society and politics would be democratized through caste, with
constitutional measures placing Dalits at the center of an emergent civil
rights regime. Ensuing legislation included a new juridical category, the
“caste atrocity,” to apprehend and prevent anti-Dalit violence.
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As a consequence, Dalits’ enfranchisement bound them to state struc-
tures and bureaucratic mechanisms, entrenching debates and policies on
caste deep within the postcolonial state. However, both popular ha-
giography and scholarly accounts of untouchable community formation
scant the discursive centrality of untouchability to the development of a
range of political initiatives, from the establishment of a separate elec-
torate to the Indian Constitution. This book exposes the constitutive re-
lationship between untouchability and democratic ideas in India, and ar-
gues that their relationmirrors the centrality of slavery to the elaboration
of capitalist regimes and to the development of ideologies of freedom and
equality in the Atlantic World. In particular, I examine the role of legis-
lation, especially reservations policy, in equalizing Dalits’ social status
and explore how the Indian state has played a critical role in practicing
a kind of restitutive justice that has made exceptional subjects rhetori-
cally indispensable to constitutional policy and debate.
Unlike remedial civil rights regimes in the West, which are perceived

as special, intentionally temporary and ostentatious state interventions
into civil society, exceptionalism is written into the Indian Constitution
to protect vulnerable subjects. Addressing the Constitution as a histor-
ical and cultural text clarifies why Dalits are legally encoded as excep-
tional subjects, and how legal exception functions as a form of politi-
cal inclusion. Such a reading strategy can indicate how the Constitution
came to function as a restitutive measure for colonial underdevelopment
through the far-reaching transformation of Indian society. On the other
hand, it also positions constitutionally mandated civil rights policies as
a critical node in contemporary transformations of the social relations
of caste. Utimately, the redefinition of untouchability via constitutional
policy and legislative action transformed relations between Dalits, caste
Hindus, and the state in postindependence India. Once a form of social
experience identified with tradition, religion, and stigmatized labor, Dalit
identity was redefined as a form of vulnerability that constituted the
grounds for political recognition. Indeed this was a paradoxical outcome
of minoritarian enfranchisement: the civil rights regime produced not
the emancipated citizen but the vulnerable subject (at risk of conjunc-
tural violence). Affirmative action policies and protective legislation rec-
ognized caste discrimination and anti-Dalit violence as social harms, but
they also restricted identity by classifying Dalits as vulnerable subjects
at risk of injury.
The paradoxical exacerbation of identification around injury and vul-

nerability as a symptom of the emancipation of cultural and political mi-

24 Introduction



norities alters assumptions about the politics of recognition. Instead of
achieving purely political status Dalit identity balances between a purely
relational and historical identity and amore essentialist or embodied one.
By forefronting what Dorothy Ko calls the “stubbornness of bodies”—
forms of embodiment and experiences of stigmatization that require a
range of political interventions—Indian democratic processes highlight the
incomplete politicization of caste.44 In part, Dalit politics operates through
a dynamic where stigma, constantly repeated, enables new sets of claims.
As I noted earlier, the fact of stigmatized existence secures the ground of
political struggle evenwhile politics anticipates its disappearance.This sup-
plementing of the Dalit’s political body with something outside politics
and history—the natural body, religion, culture—suggests why Dalit and
state efforts at political commensuration consistently reengage the social
degradation and nonrecognitionDalits experience at the edge of theHindu
social order. This is the point of failure for commensuration and the limit
case of the Indian political. This limit on the full politicization of stigma-
tized existence suggests not the cessation, but the permanence of politics.
The “anthropological limits of the political” are marked by forms of ex-
cess and insufficiency that must constantly be brought into the field of po-
litical commensuration.45 Thus the political field is constantly made and
unmade in response to external constraints and conditions outside the field
of politics. Just as the symbolization of cultural practices and social forms
identifiedwithDalit life is an ongoing process, so too are attempts to sym-
bolically annihilate Dalits’ identity through political violence an indica-
tor of the reconstitution of caste sociality.
Changing forms of Dalit politics and more general shifts in discourse

and policy around caste and untouchability distinguish the Indian reso-
lution of minority: this is characterized by an exacerbation of difference
in order to obviate it. The legislative invention of the “caste atrocity” as
a special category of crime in order to identify and thereby thwart anti-
Dalit violence; the growing power of Dalits in electoral politics; and, from
the 1950s, the emergent cultures of Dalit protest, including religious re-
sponse to the caste question through Buddhist conversion—all have be-
come compelling if contradictory aspects of Dalit emancipation. They
have also provoked new ways to stigmatize Dalit bodies through phys-
ical and symbolic violence. The constant reiteration of difference balances
Dalits between a purely historical, relational identity and an essentialist
one. The tension within an identity doubly derived from stigmatized
essence and state classification is a structuring aspect of Dalit existence
that unavoidably complicates schemes for redress and restitution. Dalit,
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like blackness, appears as the experience of suffering and exclusion for
which, despite requisite political restitution, there can never be adequate
compensation. Dalit militancy around this ambivalent identity has also
incited newly ritualized structures of anti-Dalit violence. Modes of po-
litical recognition dependent on identification with Dalitness as a form
of life have also enabled new practices of violation.
The “Dalit question” has long been organized around the stigmatized

body as historical and present object of suffering.What distinguishes Dal-
its is their millennial, religious stigma and the unique dilemma un-
touchability poses to the state. While the underlying force of Dalit iden-
tity has been a critique of the dehumanization of bodies labeled “Dalit”
and deemed incommensurable with caste Hindu bodies, we also see that
postindependence idioms and practices designed to redress stigmatized,
embodied experience are part of an infrastructure that makes Dalit suf-
fering appear timeless and historically specific at once. Dalits continue
to be burdened by a historical susceptibility to violence and marginal-
ization despite the legal frameworks constructed to protect them. The
coexistence of the subject of rights and the violated subject is replicated
in formal and informal politics by efforts to redress historic injuries
through corresponding structures of material and symbolic reparation.
Thus a crucial phase in the becoming Dalit of the “untouchable” now
involves the paradoxical co-constitution of recognition and violence, and
the politicization of violence.
Instead of a triumphalist emancipation story, then, The Caste Ques-

tion traces the contemporary implications of identifying Dalits as minor-
ity subjects burdened by historic vulnerability. In attending to the ways
inwhich postindependence politics perpetuates violence against Dalits and
reproduces suffering bodies, this alternative history of Dalit identity sheds
critical light on the historical field of Indian democracy as a political form
distinguished not by the elimination of caste discrimination, but by its im-
plication in new forms of violence and the emergence of new means of
regulating the caste order. The civil rights regime, the constitutional clas-
sification of the Dalit, and the creation of the juridical category of “caste
atrocity” together comprise a set of bureaucratic measures to define and
protect exceptional subjects. Ironically, they reproduce vulnerability as the
condition of possibility for continued protection and legal recognition.
Caste violence must be distinguished from studies of collective vio-

lence in South Asia, for example, the anti-Sikh riots, Sinhala-Tamil con-
flict, and Hindu-Muslim conflict.46 Instead, the acceleration of violent
sociality and its proximity to postcolonial lawmaking I discuss resemble
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processes of identity formation that Jean and John Comaroff eloquently
describe for contemporary South Africa. There, the legislated visibility
of African lifeworlds has renewed the “standoff between liberal univer-
salism and the pragmatics of difference” and has provoked intense at-
tachment to ritual-archaic forms (witchcraft in their case), as the result
of a specifically postcolonial politics of multiculturalism. In SouthAfrica,
moving problematic practices from criminal to civil courts has been a
way to counterpose cultural alterity to liberal reason. Instead, we see the
aggressive criminalization of untouchability in postcolonial India.While
each constitutes a structurally distinctive mode of engaging difference,
they are symptomatic of new relationships between the postcolonial state
and its citizens. The Comaroffs’ argument about the co-constitution of
political violence and cultural forms productively echoes my understand-
ing of the accelerated symbolization of caste violence.47 Caste violence
spans a range of acts that reproduce caste stigma: spatial segregation;
technologies of the body from rules governing physical proximity to the
comportment of the physical body and its appearance; sexual violation;
the use of insults and epithets demeaning caste labor and the caste body;
caste massacres. When it erupts as spectacular violence, caste violence
coalesces around symbols of Dalit militancy and signs of Dalits’ socio-
political advancement.48 Anti-Dalit violence is anticipated, named, de-
scribed, and is a specific focus of governmental intervention. The praxis
of caste radicalism was distinguished by efforts to theorize the violence
of caste from the perspective of an embodied subalternity. Today, caste
violence is a ritualized form of political violence that stages the Dalit as
an exceptional subject.
By joining community formation, political formation, and subject-

formation, I hope to encourage consideration of caste/untouchability as
both political category and perceptual field. Because the emergence of
the Dalit as a political subject has altered the social field and political
practice of caste, the deeper ethical force of Dalit history and politics de-
rives from continually highlighting the tension between culture and pol-
itics, the religious and the political, and its consequences for persons and
bodies named Dalit.

framework and methodology

“Dalit studies” is a recognizable field of inquiry today. This is due to the
growing presence in the Indian academy of self-identified intellectuals from
theDalit and non-Brahmin communitieswho emphasize the continued rel-
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evance of caste as a form of inherited privilege and challenge its erasure
in debates about social justice, economic redistribution, and electoral pol-
itics. Their effect in shaping conversations about the continued if trans-
formed presence of caste in public life has been profound.49 Beyond the
academy, conjunctures in culture, politics, and economy have renewed a
focus on Dalit culture and political assertion that compels us to rethink
the historical anthropology of caste.A presentist orientation—gauging crit-
ical practice and intellectual production in terms of contemporary rele-
vance—must be distinguished, however, from a history of the present or
historical ontology, phrasesMichel Foucault used to describe the refracted
relevance of texts, objects, words, and persons across time. I believe that
a history of the present can chart the afterlives of discourses and practices,
their peculiar and unexpected hauntings, and their contingent transfor-
mations. It is in this spirit that I address the discursive context and the so-
ciopolitical field in which contemporary debates about caste are situated.
My interest in the contiguity between Dalits’ long-term struggles for

rights and social recognition and their continued vulnerability to physi-
cal and symbolic violation requires some combination of ethnographic
and historical methods, for I seek to historicize the symbolic forms of
life defined by the term “untouchability” and to approach democracy
and political citizenship as cultural categories. If anthropology examines
culture as symbolic constellations significant for people in their daily lives,
history addresses their formation and transformation. Historical an-
thropology thus explores the supplemental relationship between geneal-
ogy and archeology, methods that privilege form and depth, respectively.
Historical anthropology is not primarily about synthesizing archival re-
search and participant observation to comprehensively analyze social re-
ality. It is a critical practice that considers how disciplines such as an-
thropology and history construct their objects of knowledge within fields
of power. The supplemental relation between culture and history is dis-
cernible in the verywords “culture” and “time.”Taken to identify the key-
words of two disciplines, they turn out to be terms that assume, require,
and replace each other, their instability revealed when we examine, say,
the cultural construction of time or the historicity of the culture concept.
This “supplementarity” signals the openness of dialectical structures and
the provisional nature of syntheses.50As a critical strategy, historical an-
thropology can defamiliarize objects and idioms of analysis, inserting
them into new frames of reference and creating novel semiotic connec-
tions. It is this set of intellectual moves that has allowed me to stage the
paradoxical centrality of the Dalit to Indian democracy.
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in maharashtra

North and east India have been the focus of much South Asia scholar-
ship. My research moves attention toward the west where a nineteenth-
century tradition of caste radicalism provided fertile ground for the de-
velopment of Dalit critique. Over the course of two and a half years of
research between 1996 and 2004, I talked with people and worked in
the state archives of Maharashtra; in the archives of the police and both
district and high courts; at the India Office Library; and in four private
libraries and collections. This experience helped me see how caste radi-
cals adopted the vernacular, Marathi, as their main language for an en-
tire corpus of texts such as ballads, mythic histories, plays, pamphlets,
memoirs and autobiography, as well as journalism that was crucial to
a counterculture that sustained a public critique of caste oppression. My
regional focus and unique archival sources affected how I perceived the
field of inquiry, and underscored my appreciation of contingent histori-
cal practices and developments that have received limited attention. They
also guided the arguments this book advances.
The state ofMaharashtra, formed in 1960, unified theMarathi-speak-

ing regions of what had earlier been the Bombay Presidency, the Central
Provinces and Berar (or the Vidarbha region), and the Marathwada re-
gion of the former parts of the Hyderabad state. Its 118,717 square miles
include a 300-mile coastal strip between the Sahyadri Mountains and
the Arabian Sea, an area of wet-rice and garden cultivation, small land-
holdings, and a greater degree of landlessness than the Deccan, the large
lava plateau east of themountains.Marathi, the languagemost commonly
spoken in various dialectal forms across Maharashtra, is categorized as
Indo-Aryan but has Dravidian elements. In terms of rules and structures
of marriage and kinship, the region is characterized as Dravidian, pre-
dominantly featuring forms of cross-cousinmarriage.51Maharashtra thus
is a bridge area of cultural mixing between north and south, organized
around the geopolitical region of the Deccan. The “idea” of Maharash-
tra managed to unite diverse sections of society divided by political ide-
ology and divergent interpretations of the past around a shared pool of
core symbols forMaharashtrian uniqueness, especially the figure of Shiv-
aji, who asserted autonomy from the Mughal center,52 headed the
Maratha polity at its apogee, and was coronated as Chatrapathi, or lord
of the royal canopy, in 1674.53Also supporting historic claims to a com-
mon regional identity were exclusionary idioms, especially anti-Muslim
ones drawing on recurrent tropes ofMaratha valor resisting theMughals.
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Indeed, an unlikely populism of class and caste emerged in the immedi-
ate postindependence period amid long-standing cultural and political
tensions, especially between Brahmins and non-Brahmins, which trans-
ferred to struggles over ideology and leadership in political parties from
the Indian National Congress to the Communists.
Central to the politics of identity in this region, as we will see in the

following chapter, is the category of Maratha-kunbis, or soldier-farm-
ers, who were central to the emergence of political non-Brahminism
across the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and the charged (and often
conflictual) relationship between political non-Brahminism and an emer-
gent Dalit movement dominated by the Mahar community.
Mahars, 9 percent of the population, are by far the most numerous

Dalit group in the region. Unlike other untouchable communities, which
tend to be localized, they are to be found in every district, from forming
5 percent of the coastal population to almost 20 percent in the east. Ma-
hars consider themselves superior to Mangs and inferior to Chambhars,
who do not hold the ritually inferior position in Maharashtra that they
do in northern India. Mahars’ distinctive use of a stick marked them as
kathivale (those who carried a kathi, or staff ), as did use of the greeting
johar, accompanied by suitable deformation of the body andmaintenance
of physical distance from caste Hindus; the suffix nak on the first name
did the same, indicating the Mahars’ military past as watchmen and sol-
diers of the Maratha polity. An inherited balutedar (village servant) po-
sition entitled its Mahar holder to a fixed amount of land known as the
vatan and dozens of rights to such things as cattle hides, the clothes of
corpses, left-over food, and various ritually degraded “gifts.” Mahars
were inferior village servants, watchmen, andmessengers who arbitrated
border disputes, tracked thieves, performed burial-ground duties, and
removed cattle carcasses. They also lit the first fire at the Holi festival
and kept the shrine and palanquin of Mariai, the goddess of smallpox.54

Under the British, Mahars served in the British Army until racial ty-
pologies and martial race ideology provoked army reorganization in the
aftermath of the 1857 Mutiny, leading to Mahars (and Chambhars) be-
ing pensioned off and retrenched from military service by 1892. In the
aftermath of military exclusion, Mahars, many with English education
and lacking a defined occupational niche in the village economy,migrated
to urban areas such as Nagpur and Bombay, where they formed a sig-
nificant constituency of cotton-mill laborers, railway workers, and san-
itation and dock laborers in the early twentieth century.55

The sociopolitical transformations induced by colonial modernity
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shaped the two major caste movements that overtook the region during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Both responded, in part,
to the hegemony of a very small Brahmin population, which was con-
solidated in the eighteenth century, when state intervention hardened caste
practices and prohibitions, particularly those controlling women and reg-
ulating caste purity.56This was preceded by the cultural and political dom-
inance of the Chitpavan Brahmins, who displaced the then-dominant
Deshastha Brahmins to create the seventeenth-century Peshwai, a Brah-
minical state.57 Brahmins’ ritual power was in constant tensionwith fluid
processes of caste and class formation in the Deccan from the sixteenth
to the nineteenth centuries, which provided openings for itinerant, no-
madic and low-caste communities to become a part of the Maratha pat-
rimonial state. A combination of the Brahmin’s symbolic centrality and
the social mobility afforded by the military-agrarian order produced re-
peated challenges to Brahmin hegemony across the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. By then, memories of Brahmin political dominance to-
gether with their predominance in the colonial bureaucracy associated
Brahminismwith caste power even as it made the Brahmin a potent figure
of ridicule.
Colonial critique of the Indian social, missionary intervention and

Enlightenment ideologies of natural rights and freedom together influ-
enced a small but influential group of upper-caste reformers. As Rosa-
lind O’Hanlon has shown, Protestant Nonconformism in western India
united ideas about human equality and rationality advocated by thinkers
such as Volney, Voltaire, and Thomas Paine with missionary-styled cri-
tique of Hindu superstition.58A combination of these ideas was reflected
in the secret society, the Prarthana Samaj (Prayer Society), established in
1862, which grew out of the Paramahansa Mandali (Society of the
Supreme Being), a secret society established in 1849 with a fervid mes-
sage against religious superstition and idolatry. Across the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, Maharashtrian social reform took strong
positions on caste and gender reform in response to colonial critiques of
the Hindu domestic. However, social reform also produced new config-
urations of Brahminical patriarchy and of heteronormative conjugality,
even as it reproduced upper castes’ secular power through institutions
associated with colonial modernity. Another response to colonization
can be seen in the emergence of a radical Hindu nationalism articulated
in the political thought and activism of Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–
1920), the inaugurator ofmelas (festivals) in the mid-1890s that aggres-
sively staged Hindu identity and politicized public space through proces-
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sions, songs, and virulent anti-Muslim rhetoric. V. D. Savarkar’s (1883–
1966) early enthusiasm for a multireligious, quasi-nationalist upsurge
against colonial powerwas offset by his growing advocacy of political Hin-
duism, correlating religion, territory, and racial identity inHindutva:Who
Is aHindu (1923).TheHinduMahasabha, formed in 1915with Savarkar
as president, played a key role in taking up the untouchable problem in
the interest of crafting Hindu unity. Mahasabha activists were centrally
involved in the Parvati temple satyagraha of 1928, while notedDalit lead-
ers from the Vidarbha region of Maharashtra responded to exhortations
to Hindu unity and broke with B. R. Ambedkar in the 1920s and 1930s
over his position on Hinduism.59 Social reform of the (Hindu) intimate,
political practices of craftingHindu community, and the institutional con-
texts of colonial modernity, together with the imperatives of colonial ex-
traction and underdevelopment, framed the emergence of political non-
Brahminism and, later, of Dalit politics in the region.

The two-part structure of The Caste Question reflects the dissonance
between Dalits’ successful struggles for rights and social recognition,
on the one hand, and their continued experience of being vulnerable cit-
izens subject to violence, on the other. Though related, these two areas
of inquiry necessarily draw on different materials and methods and en-
gage different modes of argument.
In part 1, “Emancipation,” I adopt the methods of political and in-

tellectual history to examine how Dalits developed a public critique of
stigmatized existence, joined it with self-fashioning and social activism,
and ultimately won recognition as a political constituency. I draw on
archival sources, private papers, and political writings to examine the
connections between a movement and an ideology, between organized
efforts to challenge caste stigma and the development of a discourse of
minority connected to fields of power and meaning informed by impe-
rial rule and Indian nationalism. This section covers more than half a
century, from the late nineteenth century to the period of constitutional
law making between 1947 and 1950, when Dalits struggled to trans-
form the social relations of caste and remake themselves as minoritarian
citizens, only to be reconstituted within state and legal discourses as vul-
nerable persons living a form of stigmatized existence.
Chapter 1 follows the creation of a Dalit public sphere and a new po-

litical identity out of traditions of anticaste radicalism by a nineteenth-
century generation of Mahar Dalit activists who brought ideas of rights
and social recognition to bear on addressing caste humiliation and dis-
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crimination. The chapter explores how two divergent formations, polit-
ical non-Brahminism and Dalit critique, emerged out of the public cri-
tique of Brahminism generated by activists of the Satyashodak Samaj
(Truth Seeking Society). Caste radicals established a fundamentally sec-
ular understanding of the artificial distinctions between the religious and
the political and the failure of “religion” to encompass the totalizing char-
acter of caste oppression. A domestic focus, reforming stigmatizing prac-
tices and uplifting women’s status to refashion the community, also re-
situated authority within the Dalit community. Concurrently, activists
fostered associational forms for protesting and petitioning in new idioms
of segregation and public exclusion, inciting activism around public space.
Two such spaces were the school and the temple, where I show howDalits
made novel interventions and incited new exclusionary tactics.
Chapter 2 follows Dalit activism to the water tank and temple door,

symbolic sites where Indian nationalists and Dalits pursued caste de-
mocratization in the 1920s. I show how water and temple entry satya-
grahas exposed the contradictions between nationalist and Dalit con-
ceptions of rights and inclusion, religious and civic frames, and modes
of political action. A close look at legal cases around the satyagrahas re-
veals how Dalit demands for social inclusion couched in terms of civic
rights and natural justice were recast by courts as claims upon private
property. This enabled British legality to supplement the accepted right
of Hindus to regulate customary caste practices and to translate caste
privilege into liberal practices of exclusion founded on the exclusionary
right to (private) property. This shifted untouchability in two ways: (1)
bringing it under a language of liberal property that could legitimize ex-
clusion, and (2) rendering caste into a property of the self, and real prop-
erty (such as temples) an extension of persons. Untouchability was again
interiorized as an ineffable quality of the caste body, and Dalit attempts
to secularize untouchability remained incomplete. To further illustrate
the elasticity of liberal discourse, I examine a counterbalancing kind of
legal reasoning (leavened by practical considerations different from
those of temple entry) applied to a traditionalMahar property, the vatan,
that processed another version of custom as law and Dalits as necessar-
ily, if unfortunately, stigmatized persons.
Chapter 3 moves to the nationalization of the Dalit question within

the politics of colonial governance and anticolonial nationalism and,
finally, its resolution by the postcolonial state. The chapter underscores
the remarkable political theoretical contributions and the practical po-
litical actions of B.R. Ambedkar, the Mahar lawyer, political scientist,
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and organizational leader of Dalit activism from the 1920s onward. In
centralizing Ambedkar, I try to balance a dual focus—one eye on how
his thought and activism contributed crucially to Dalit recognition and
enfranchisement, the other on how his critical encounter with liberal dem-
ocratic ideas defined major aspects of Indian democracy and brought
something novel to liberal visions. In brief, Ambedkar placed untouch-
ability center stage as a form of historical discrimination requiring re-
dress by drawing on traditions of anticaste thought. And in recasting un-
touchability as historical inequality, Ambedkar also reconstituted Dalits
as a distinctive political minority with a right to separate enfranchise-
ment. In an unusual act of political emancipation challenging colonial
apprehension of Hindus as a natural political constituency, he also cre-
ated a Dalit identity outside the Hindu fold through conversion to a pu-
tatively originary Buddhism. The chapter considers Ambedkar’s intel-
lectually compelling yet politically paradoxical resolution of the caste
question: the institutionalization of Dalit identity within the state and
constitution, which prepared the way for significant legal protections.
Both have had profound implications for a continuing politics of recog-
nition and rights around a Dalit subject encoded as essentially vulnera-
ble and susceptible to violence. I also suggest, however, that Ambedkar’s
distinctive resignification of Dalit identity in cultural-historical and po-
litical terms made the Dalit integral, rather than peripheral, to a geneal-
ogy of democratic political modernity.
Part 2, “The Paradox of Emancipation,” turns to the organizational

shape of Dalit politics and changing structures of Dalit life inMaharashtra
over the last forty years to consider new forms of political violence re-
lated to Dalit identity that arise despite—and sometimes due to—legal-
bureaucratic frameworks designed to end caste discrimination regulat-
ing the caste order. This section shifts the scale and tenor of previous
argument. Beginning on the national stage of the constitutional-legal
framing of Dalits, it then returns to regional and local scenes, placing
political renarrations and legal adjudications of singular acts of violence
in relation to state discourses and new mechanisms of caste regulation.
Chapter 4 is a theoretical inquiry into the connections between caste,

social recognition, and protected minorities. It looks at how the post-
colonial state has underwritten new and sometimes violent practices of
caste sociality through bureaucratic regimes developed to address caste
inequality. Recalling how violence figured in caste historical conscious-
ness and politics, most particularly as an issue between Gandhi and
Ambedkar, I suggest ways to consider the significance of both structural
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violence and its enactment as forms of political communication. Keep-
ing this in mind, I discuss Indian constitutional-legal measures, especially
the criminalization of untouchability, which embeds assumptions about
Dalit personhood in democratic processes. I argue that constitutional
categories, in particular, have produced a discursive-structural context
in which vulnerability and protection, conjuring the specter of violence,
become key dimensions of the Indian state’s caretaking profile and an
aspect of Dalits’ subjectivity. From this perspective, vulnerability becomes
a Dalit form of life perceptible as an artifact of state intervention and ju-
ridical convention, and an unanticipated product of the government-
defined caste atrocity.
Chapter 5 begins to historicize the relationships between the state prac-

tices discussed in chapter 4 and the dynamics ofMaharashtrian Dalit life
and cultural politics in the 1970s. Offering longer-term reflections on sym-
bolic politics, this approach provides a model for relating historical
process and cultural transformation while leaving room for the incom-
mensurability between the experiential domain of everyday life and its
objectification in institutional practice and political discourse. Set into
the scene of postindependence political developments in Maharashtra,
the nodal points for examining these dynamics are new configurations
of political violence, particularly around symbolization of the Dalit past
and the Dalit self by the Dalit Panthers, who challenged extant Dalit lead-
ership even as they contested Dalits’ exclusion from symbolic represen-
tation. By examining Bombay riots between the Dalit Panthers and an-
other emergent political formation, the Shiv Sena (Shivaji’sArmy), as well
as a symbolically charged struggle to renameMarathwadaUniversity after
B.R.Ambedkar, this chapter examines the interplay betweenDalit coun-
tercultural forms and new formations of anti-Dalit violence.
Chapters 6 and 7 directly address local denouements of Dalit eman-

cipation: the exacerbation of anti-Dalit violence known by the term “caste
atrocity.” Moving between intimate portraits of social life afforded by
the case study and analysis of political forms and social structure, I hope
to replicate, rather than to resolve, the tensions and ambivalences of Dalit
existence within structuring regimes of law, bureaucracy, and governance.
Two focal incidents took place in Marathwada, an area once in the for-
mer colonial princely state of Hyderabad until it joinedMaharashtra dur-
ing the 1960 linguistic reorganization of states. Chapter 6 explores the
intersection of local caste and family relations with the legal apparatus
through a well-known 1963 case in which village residents in Sirasgoan
abused and humiliated four Dalit women. Chapter 7 looks into policing,
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legal action, and publicity surrounding the 1991 killing of a Dalit kot-
wal (village-level police officer) at a village temple entrance. A running
theme throughout these chapters is the management of anti-Dalit vio-
lence by state functionaries at both national and local levels, and an ex-
amination of how state action intersects with the complex semiotic reg-
isters through which anti-Dalit violence signifies as ritual degradation as
well as political backlash.While these chapters examine the consequences
of Dalits’ legal vulnerability, they also explore the performative nature
of caste violence, which manifests aspects of ritual archaic and political
discipline.
In the epilogue, I reprise the concerns of this book by addressing

broader themes in the politics of identity and recognition, and by revis-
iting the contemporary perils and possibilities of a corporeal politics of
caste.
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chapter 1

Caste Radicalism and the Making
of a New Political Subject

In colonial India, print capitalism facilitated the rise of multiple, dis-
tinctive vernacular publics. Typically associated with urbanization and
middle-class formation, this new public sphere was given material form
through the consumption and circulation of print media, and character-
ized by vigorous debate over social ideology and religio-cultural prac-
tices. Studies examining the roots of nationalist mobilization have argued
that these colonial publics politicized daily life even as they hardened
cleavages along fault lines of gender, caste, and religious identity.1 In west-
ern India, theMarathi-language public sphere enabled an innovative, rad-
ical form of caste critiquewhose greatest initial success was in rural areas,
where it created novel alliances between peasant protest and anticaste
thought.2

The Marathi non-Brahmin public sphere was distinguished by a cri-
tique of caste hegemony and the ritual and temporal power of the Brah-
min. In the latter part of the nineteenth century, Jotirao Phule’s writings
against Brahminism utilized forms of speech and rhetorical styles asso-
ciatedwith the rustic language of peasants but infused themwith demands
for human rights and social equality that bore the influence of noncon-
formist Christianity to produce a unique discourse of caste radicalism.3

Phule’s political activities, like those of the Satyashodak Samaj (Truth
Seeking Society) he established in 1873, showed keen awareness of trans-
formations wrought by colonial modernity, not least of which was the
“new” Brahmin, a product of the colonial bureaucracy. Like his anticaste,
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non-Brahmin compatriots in the Tamil country, Phule asserted that per-
manent war between Brahmin and non-Brahmin defined the historical
process. This was the foundation for politicized non-Brahmin commu-
nities identifying themselves as members of a political and ethical com-
munity, the shudra-atishudras,who shared a common identity across jati
specificities, jati being the term to describe regionally distinctive caste clus-
ters (e.g., Maratha, Mahar, Deshastha Brahmin) associated with long-
term processes of state and society formation.
By the late nineteenth century, there were significant continuities be-

tween the new forms of sociopolitical critique and historical identity that
Phule established for Dalit and non-Brahmin communities and a dis-
tinctively Dalit (largely Mahar) discourse of stigmatized existence. Dalit
discourse, however, highlighted the instability of a collective shudra-
atishudra identity (and the unique disabilities of being an untouchable)
as Dalits confronted efforts to align non-Brahmin (especially Maratha)
identity with the varna category, or the prescriptive pan-Indian category,
of Kshatriya. Print journalism nurtured this Dalit public sphere. Between
1877 and 1929, many newspapers explicitly addressed the disabilities of
caste while fashioning a new sense of Dalit identity.4 In their pages, Dalit
reformers and publicists depicted the practice of untouchability as con-
tingent and wrong, and associated the religio-ritual stigmatization of
Dalits with their illiteracy, poverty, and social backwardness: upper-caste
perceptions of untouchability as ritual transcendental were countered
by an immanent, sociopolitical critique of caste relations. Exploring the
intellectual formation I call caste radicalism, and the contexts in which
it arose, clarifies how a Dalit critique initially allied with radical anti-
Brahminism separated from it in the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, with Dalit critique pursuing its own trajectory of distinctive analy-
sis joined to activism.

marathas, brahmins, mahars

Over the last two decades, studies of theMaratha polity havemoved away
from frameworks wherein theMarathas were viewed as either predatory
hordes of men from low-caste and nomadic communities relentless in
their pursuit of revenue extraction or Hindu warrior-nationalists pitting
their “Maratha” valor and manliness against Islam and theMughal Em-
pire. Revisionist historiography on the Marathas has long roots, for ex-
ample, in the writings of the liberal economic nationalist, Mahadev
Govind Ranade, who proposed a genealogy for Indian nationalism
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through Maratha history in The Rise of Maratha Power (1900), and in
S.N. Sen’s The Military System of the Marathas (1928), which traced
overlaps between Mughal and Maratha military regimes. While these
works challenged the depiction of Maratha history as the unfolding of
Hindu history, they nonetheless suffered from the malaise of claiming
the Marathas for a contemporary anticolonial nationalism.5 However,
recent scholarship has addressed the significant continuities between
Mughal andMaratha political idioms, while studies of theMaratha polity
have focused on those sociopolitical aspects that distinguished Maratha
state formation: sophisticated structures of revenue contracts and col-
lection, monetization of services, a market in patrimonial tenures, expan-
sion of agriculture from the Deccan heartland into the frontier regions
of middle India in the interest of settled revenue collection, and finally,
an elaborate legal-bureaucratic regime distinguished by a system of fines
and punishments.6 This Maratha polity accords with developments in
various parts of the subcontinent between the sixteenth and eighteenth
centuries, when new groups—Jats, Rajputs, Marathas—arose out of the
contexts of military service and tenurial holdings under the Mughals
(1526–1707).
“Maratha” was an expansive category (and an identity) that was in-

timately related to early modern patterns of labor mobilization for land
and military markets, and included a range of persons whose bids for
political and economic power had succeeded, from the lowly kunbi peas-
ant-cultivator to the ninety-six eliteMaratha families, the shahannavkuli,
who claimed a genealogical link with the Rajputs. Thus, state formation
in the Deccan region was characterized both by the increased salience of
the category Maratha in signifying emergent patterns of power, and by a
growing number of persons laying claim to Maratha as identity. Entry
into the category Maratha was possible through marriage, political-
economic control over land, and over time, through the fabrication of
genealogical affinity with the varna-jati combination of the Kshatriya-
Rajput. The inherent plasticity of Maratha social formation was tied to
the redistributive economies of Old Regime polities: by embedding hold-
ers of service tenures within locality, Old Regime paradigms of land and
power also enabled imperial service to function as a mechanism of lo-
calization.7 The Maratha polity transformed in the eighteenth century
into what the historian Hiroshi Fukazawa has termed a “Brahminical”
state ruled by Chitpavan Brahmins, the Peshwai.8 It suffices here to note
that the state-society linkages of the Peshwai produced a unique collec-
tive memory of Brahmins’ political domination and not merely their rit-
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ual authority. This situation and the tripartite caste structure of the
Deccan—comprising Brahmins, untouchables, and especially that loosely
defined middle group, Maratha-kunbis—enabled an unusual critique of
caste oppression.
The consolidation of a Maratha polity was symbolically marked by

Shivaji’s coronation as Chatrapati in 1674. By then, the Deccanwas char-
acterized by a sedentarized populace, monetization of the economy, and
a highly organized regime of revenue collection, though Maratha suzer-
ainty was initially achieved through practices of social banditry and
guerilla warfare. Significantly, Maratha dominance provoked challenges
to Brahminical authority conducted within ritual idioms. The most fa-
mous illustration of the pattern is Shivaji’s coronation as Chatrapati, or
lord of the chhatra, a large parasol or canopy placed over Hindu gods
and kings to signify grandeur and dignity. The controversy over Shiv-
aji’s claims to Kshatriya lineage—he came from a family of patils (vil-
lage headmen) near Pune who acquired power through military service
to the Nizam Shah of Ahemdnagar—arose when a section of Deccan
Brahmins rejected the possibility of allowing Shivaji to be coronated with
Vedic rites reserved for twice-born Kshatriyas. A Brahmin from Benares,
Gaga Bhatta, supported Shivaji’s claim to Kshatriya status after much
persuasion and traced the Bhosle lineage to the Sisodia Rajputs of
Udaipur. Though Brahmin authority sanctified temporal claims, ritual
was powerful only when supported by idioms and practices of political
sovereignty. The belatedness of Shivaji’s coronation and its ritual recog-
nition of Shivaji’s consolidation of real power over the Deccan (and other
Maratha families) are noteworthy. Even more important are the multi-
ple significations of the term “Maratha” and growing conflict around ef-
forts to align Maratha jati with Kshatriya varna.
Brahmins continued to deny the Bhosle royal family’s claim to Vedic

rites and thus rejected their identity as twice-born Kshatriyas. Instead,
they argued that the Bhosles were Shudras entitled to rites performed ac-
cording to the Puranas. Symbolic insults toMaratha identity gained trac-
tion across the nineteenth century as the Chitpavan Brahmin community
gained political visibility as a consequence of the Brahmin peshwa, or
primeminister’s increased centrality in political affairs. By 1749, the trans-
fer of real power from the Chatrapati to his Brahmin ministers was an
established fact, and Shahu I had been banished to Satara from Poona
and confined to his fort, almost a prisoner of the peshwa. The declin-
ing political fortunes of the Bhosle family popularized the growing per-
ception among upwardlymobileMaratha-kunbis, that a repetitive struc-
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ture of Brahmin insult and non-Brahmin humiliation was the governing
logic of history. Indeed Brahmins had long maintained that the genocide
of Kshatriyas by the Brahmin Parashurama, the sixth incarnation of the
Lord Vishnu, as related in the Dasavatara, or the ten incarnations of Lord
Vishnu, was proof that there were only three castes in the Kali Yuga:
Brahmins, Shudras, and untouchables. Thus the Vedokta controversy be-
tween Pratapsingh and the Chitpavan Brahmins of Poona between 1820
and 1830, and again in 1900 between Shahu Chatrapati of Kolhapur and
his rajopadhyaya (priest to the royal family), resuscitated the long-stand-
ing battle over Maratha demands for recognition as Kshatriyas in the
face of Brahmin efforts to reiterate their Shudra identity. Shahu’s response
was distinctive, however, and it is a symptom of the extent to which con-
flicts between Brahmins and non-Brahmins (and the emergence of polit-
ical non-Brahminism) defined the sociopolitical landscape: in 1913, he
challenged Brahmins’ exclusive control over scriptural knowledge and
ritual performance by establishing a school to train non-Brahmin priests,
and by 1921 he had established an alternative locus of Kshatriya ritual
authority.9

By then the Deccan had undergone significant political transforma-
tion, and both Brahmin and Maratha responses were mediated through
a powerful new presence, the East India Company. The Peshwai ended
when East India Company forces defeated Peshwa Bajirao II in 1818.10

From then, the colonial state increasingly played a significant role in defin-
ing the meaning and social experience of the term “Maratha”; produced
a set of affective attachments and institutional investments in history and
(caste) identity, and enabled the rise of a newly salient, oppositional term,
“non-Brahmin.” Ironically, colonial intervention accelerated two seem-
ingly contradictory processes: the secularization of caste and its novel
association with Hindu religion. The colonial government abdicated di-
rect responsibility for adjudicating issues of ritual status, religious rights,
and community standing, though these were important realms of state
intervention under the Old Regime.11While this produced new openings
for challenging caste discipline and Brahminical norms, the mediation
of Brahminical knowledge (and the secularization of the Brahmin’s
power as state functionary) played an important role in colonial knowl-
edge formation. Power was no longer exercised through explicitly hier-
archical registers, but through binary distinctions between “religious”
and “political” arenas that respected neither social experience nor pop-
ular categorization.The emancipatory possibilities and the novel closures
of colonial modernity thus produced a distinctive conjuncture.
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For non-Brahmin communities, colonial modernity had a twofold ef-
fect. It produced new investments in history and caste identity, and it pro-
voked affinity with a new range of modern institutions—schools and col-
leges, law courts, hospitals—spaces through which social mobility for
the downtrodden and exploited might be accomplished. Colonial infra-
structure, and its multiple and dispersed effects in the form of a colonial
“sensorium,” was inextricably linked to new experiences of the self and
enabled radical egalitarian ideology to percolate through caste radicals’
discourse, from ideas of self-respect and equality among intimates to a
critique of the structured political-economic inequities of Brahminism.
A distinctive Mahar history was the ground from which other claims

to social inclusion emerged and onwhich differences from non-Brahmins
set a divergent trajectory for Dalit politicization. In drawing on a racial
theory of conquest to explain the subjugation of non-Aryan Kshatriyas,
the Shudras and atishudras, by Aryan Brahmin invaders, Jotirao Phule
transvalued colonial-national fascinationwith theories ofAryan conquest
to argue that a permanent and irreconcilable hostility between Brahmin
and non-Brahmin had characterized caste society from its inception.12

Phule never used the term “Hindu” in his writings, lest it appear that he
was describing a consensual religio-cultural formation. He always wrote
of Brahmin interests antagonistic to the bahujan samaj, the “majority
community.” However, by the time Phule was writing the terms “Arya”
and “Aryan” had come to symbolize a set of associations between lan-
guage and territory and between territory and religion, enabling a par-
ticular vision of the national-archaic: the civilizational history of India
was now aligned with a territorially bounded, geographically distinctive
protonational (Hindu) space, Bharat or Bharatvarsha.13

Reversing European narratives about the divergent civilizational sta-
tus and material development of Indians and Europeans, both Hindu re-
former Bal GangadharTilak andArya Samaj leader Dayanand Saraswati
positioned Aryan society as coeval with Vedic religion, even as they
posited Bharat—expansively defined by B.G.Tilak as spanning theNorth
Pole to the subcontinent14—as the home ofmodern-dayHindus who had
exported their religious values to the European world long ago.15 Even
the downtrodden communities had a place in this reconstituted Vedic
past: because their degraded lifestyles were a consequence of forgetting
their Aryan identity, they could be redeemed through shuddhi (purifica-
tion).16 Indeed, the desire to reconstitute a glorious Aryan past in India’s
present was evident across the board. Phule’s conception of history as
caste conflict, however, recuperated a non-Aryan Kshatriya past forMa-
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harashtra’s downtrodden.Arguing that the word “Kshatriya” originated
in the Sanksrit kshetra (field), he imaginatively linked agricultural labor
withmilitary service, fields of cultivationwith battlefields, and the humble
peasant-cultivator with a past of military prowess. Then he went even
further, asserting an exceptional role for the downtrodden, the Mahars
andMangs, who had offered the strongest resistance to the Aryan-Brah-
min invaders.17 Interpreting the term “Mahar” as Maha-ari (Great En-
emy), Phule argued that theMahars had twenty-one times freed their Dra-
vidian brothers from conquest by Aryan Brahmins but were finally
defeated through chicanery and cunning.18 Subsequently, the bhat Brah-
mins, Phule’s pejorative term for these ritual specialists, composed sa-
cred texts—the Smritis, the Samhitas, the Shastras, and the Puranas—
to justify their ill treatment of vanquishedDravidian Kshatriyas: “So that
[the Maha-ari, or Mahars] would never lift their hand against the brah-
mins [Parashurama] had a black thread tied around their necks, and pro-
hibited even their Shudra brethren from touching them.He [Parashurama]
started the practice of calling these Maha-ari Kshatriyas by the names
ati-Shudra, Mahar, antyaj, Mang, and Chandal.”19

As punishment for resistance, theMaharswere defined as untouchables
and banished from society, condemned to poverty, feeding on dead car-
casses and wearing the black thread as a symbol of servitude.20 A pada
(poem) written by the president of the Bombay Shri Somavanshi Mitra
Samaj (Association for Friends of the Somavanshi),21 Pandit Kondiram,
who was influenced by Phule, drew on this imagery to communicate the
continued effects of past horrors.22 In addition towearing the black thread,
Mahars could ownno new clothes or jewelry.They dressed in clothes taken
from corpses, wore iron jewelry, ate from broken clay pots, and owned
only “dogs and asses; rats andmice.”23They were dispossessed, shadowy
figures reduced to begging and eating food unfit even for animals.

The [Mahars’] condition is so deplorable, that they come begging
For the rotten food scraps that have been thrown to the cows [lit.

“thrown into the cow shed”]
Which even the cattle will not touch24

Kondiram ended with the powerful image of Mahar children sitting on
a dung heap, their bodies covered with ash, sores on their eyes, rags cov-
ering their buttocks, their stomachs “sunken and empty.”25 Kondiram’s
imagery echoed the detailed prohibitions of texts such as the Manusm-
riti, which relegated untouchables to the very edge of human society, near
graveyards and on dung heaps.26 While Pandit Kondiram, like Phule,
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agreed that the shudra-atishudraswere Dravidian Kshatriyas, he presents
here a very specific set of images of Mahars’ destitution. Though Phule
had argued that the shudra-atishudras were a political collective, he had
also held Brahmins responsible for creating divisions among them.Coached
by wily Brahmins to “hate the Mahars and Mangs,” Shudras had forgot-
ten that the untouchable communities were once brave Kshatriyas.27

Early Dalit activists such as Gopal Baba Valangkar (?-1900) and
Shivram Janba Kamble (1875–1942) drew on Phule’s recuperation of a
militant history for the Dalit communities.28 Both, however, hitched a
martial Mahar identity as Dravidian Kshatriyas to a new goal—a claim
to continued employment in the British Army. Army service and its
suspension deeply affected the first generation of Dalit publicists who had
experienced social mobility and relatively little discrimination in the mil-
itary. The significance of military service for Mahar Dalit is best under-
stood by examining Valangkar, whose experience in the army, combined
with immersion in Phule’s Satyashodak ideology, resulted in a system-
atic Dalit critique of caste injustice. Gopal Vithalnak Valangkar was a
Mahar native of Ravadhul, about five miles from the town of Mahad.
He was an active member of the Satyashodak Samaj while in the mili-
tary. In 1886, he retired as army havaldar (native sergeant) and went to
Dapoli in the Ratnagiri district of the Konkan to become a schoolmas-
ter. Dapoli was a unique settlement of Mahar and Chambhar military
pensioners. According to the 1872 census, Dapoli had a population of
8,513 Mahars. In the Ratnagiri district, 2,180 Mahars were on the mil-
itary rolls, 1,150 of whomwere listed as pensioners. In fact,Mahars were
described as “owning much land” in Dapoli.29

By 1892, however, Mahars were collateral damage of a decision by
the British government to stop recruiting untouchables. They were vic-
tims of the “martial races theory” adopted by the British Army after the
Mutiny to justify reorganization of the military along caste lines by ex-
cluding Dalits and Brahmins (as well as South Indians, communities from
east India, etc.), who were regarded as weak, effeminate, and incapable
of martial courage.30

If the British army justified military exclusion, Mahar Dalits mobi-
lized Phule’s concept of history as race war to emphasize their martial
identity.31 Educated up to the Normal School examination in Poona’s
Shri Ganesh School, Valangkar was deeply influenced by Phule’s critique
of Brahmin hegemony and the radical egalitarianism of Satyashodak
thinking.32 Subhedar R. S. Ghadge, a military pensioner who later be-
came a member of the Poona branch of Vithal Ramji Shinde’s Nirashrit

46 Emancipation



SahayyakMandal (Depressed ClassesMission; DCM), recalled that when
hewas stationed in Poona alongwith Valangkar, they heard Jotirao Phule
lecturing the Mahar regiment about the bravery of the Chambhars, Ma-
hars, and Mangs who had valiantly fought the Aryan Brahmins in an-
cient times.33 Another member of the Satyashodak Samaj, Govind Gan-
pat Kale, recalled that Phule was a frequent visitor to Valangkar’s home
in the Maharwada in Bhavani Peth and that Phule often tested members
of the Samaj by seating them in the same pangthi (row) as Valangkar,
while food was served.34While the Samaj might have tolerated such ex-
periments in Phule’s lifetime, Valangkar himself became a victim of caste
prejudice a few years later. In 1895, five years after Phule’s death, the
Samaj decided to banDalits—Chambhars, Dheds,Mahars, andMangs—
from their meetings.35

Valangkar’s activismmanifested both significant continuities with and
new departures from Satyashodak thinking. In 1888, Valangkar wrote
a Vinanti Patra (Petition Letter) in which he offered an extensive critique
of caste exclusion in the form of a series of questions regarding the di-
vine rationale for jati and varna distinctions, and for the practice of un-
touchability.36 In this text, as well as in his reply to Census Commissioner
H.H. Risley’s questionnaire regarding the origins and practices of vari-
ous castes, which he composed in 1894, Valangkar provided a geneal-
ogy of Dalit humiliation and suffering and framed arguments for Dalit
rights and social recognition in the language of humanitarianism and
social justice.37 Elaborating upon Phule’s account of the defeat of the
Shudra-atishudras, Valangkar argued for a repetitive structure to the
outcasting of the untouchable communities after their original defeat by
Aryan Brahmins, and he historicized Dalits’ social stigmatization to the
peshwa period, when lower castes and untouchables had faced severe re-
ligious exclusion and social violence. Valangkar argued that the Mahar
Kshatriyas had been stigmatized after eating meat to survive the Maha-
durga famine of 1396. Again during the Peshwai, the lower-caste and
untouchable communities had found themselves subject to severe caste
discipline under a Brahminical state. As in Phule’s account, the abject po-
sition of the Dalit was historically produced through the foundational
conflict betweenAryan Brahmins and the autochthonous Dravidian com-
munities of western India. In Valangkar’s account, however, originary
conflict was overlaid with an argument that specified a key element of
Dalits’ degradation, their eating of carrion.This became a recurrent theme
in Valangkar’s explanations of Dalit stigma, which drew on the real-life
experiences of Mahar communities.38
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In addition to founding the first Dalit organization in the Bombay Pres-
idency, the Anarya Dosh Pariharak Mandali (Society for the Removal of
the Misdemeanors of the Non-Aryans) (ADPM),39 Valangkar was a fre-
quent contributor to the newspapers Sudharak and Din Bandhu. In the
1890s, he toured western India performing kirtans (religious songs)
against the ill treatment of the Dalit communities.40When he was nom-
inated to the Mahad Local Board in 1895, caste Hindus and Muslims
boycotted the board’s meetings. This provoked a series of reports in the
Din Bandhu criticizing Valangkar’s treatment.41 Ironically, this incident
occurred in the same year that the Poona branch of the Satyashodak
Samaj decided to ban untouchables from their meetings.
Valangkar was adept at the organizational practices of the Satya-

shodak Samaj, but he was also familiar with the workings of colonial
institutions such as the school, the army, and finally, the colonial bu-
reaucracy. When faced with evidence of social exclusion and stigmati-
zation specific to the untouchable communities, Valangkar responded
by seeking colonial intervention to safeguard Dalits’ historical rights.
In July 1894, Valangkar drafted a petition on behalf of the ADPM to
the Bombay government demanding equal employment and civil rights
for the untouchable communities.42This inaugurated a spate of petition-
ing from other Dalit activists, including petitions from 1905 and 1910,
drafted by Shivram JanbaKamble, demandingMahars reinstatement into
the British Army and employment in police forces.43 None of these peti-
tions received a positive response.44 However, the petition became a cru-
cial forum for writing Mahar Dalit history and for self-representation. In
this genre, Dalits positioned themselves as supplicants and pleaded that
historical wrongs to proud warriors required redress, while drawing on
new discourses of social inclusion and civic equality to make their case.45

Phule’s historical conflict between Brahmin and non-Brahmin pro-
duced the shudra-atishudra as a revolutionary subject. Like the Dalit to
come, shudra-atishudra named a community that did not exist: it signaled
a potentiality, but also defined that group historically by valorizing their
military prowess and indigeneity while challenging their defeat at the
hands of wily bhat Brahmins. The power of Phule’s narrative lay not
only in the refusal of Brahminical hegemony but also in the claim to self-
representation by the bahujan samaj (majority community) of the down-
trodden and toiling castes, now valued as key political actors against alien
interlopers. They were the Rakshasas, the protectors of the land, who,
once vanquished, appeared in Hindu mythology as asuras, or demons.
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History was a counter to historical forgetting, an antidote against reli-
gious superstition and ideological indoctrination. Valangkar took up the
narrative of shudra-atishudra bravery and military valor and the critique
of Brahmin chicanery and cunning. Unlike his notable predecessor, Joti-
rao Phule, whose investment in Enlightenment rationality and human-
ism was combined with efforts to reinterpret Hindu popular culture, es-
pecially the Puranic tradition, Valangkar turned to the Rg Veda and the
Bhagavad Gita, and argued that they put forth competing views on the
origins of untouchability: the former relied on amodel of descent codified
in the Manusmriti, while the Gita (and the Vayu Purana) were based on
a theory of karma,or doing.46Valangkar’s argument regarding a key con-
tradiction between caste as religious transcendental and caste as derived
from a theory of action gave the practice of untouchability amore specific
history, even as it allowed Valangkar to challenge religious ethics from
within the scriptural tradition. This was distinct from Phule’s rationalist
humanism, belief in a formless Universal Creator, and his efforts to prop-
agate his Sarvajanik Satya Dharma (the True Religion for All), each of
which verged on atheism. It allowed Valangkar to specify the nature of
Dalit stigma and to seek its redress through a set of sociopolitical strate-
gies, from petitioning to challenging the religious bases for untouchability
through an alternative reading of a humanistic bhakthi Hinduism.
If Valangkar’s critique was enabled by forms of anticaste critique pop-

ularized by the Satyashodak Samaj, the Samaj’s expulsion of its Dalit
members in 1895 was an early sign of fissures within this imagined com-
munity of the shudra-atishudra. By the early decades of the twentieth cen-
tury, anti-Brahminism had transformed into political non-Brahminism
with a focus on converting the demographic predominance of the non-
Brahmin into political power. By the time themovement was incorporated
into the Indian National Congress in the early 1930s, non-Brahminism
had moved from ideological critique to political contestation.47 Con-
currently, the once expansive, incorporative Maratha identity associated
with anti-Brahminism became an exclusive identity tied to the realiza-
tion of ritual Kshatriya status, or to forms of peasant populism.48As non-
Brahmins poured into the Congress, Dalits’ conflicts with the Congress
were increasingly inflected with a Dalit/non-Brahmin antagonism.49Cru-
cially, emerging distinctions between Dalits and non-Brahmins were
played out on the field of intimate life and familial relations, gender and
genealogy. The regulation of sexuality, in particular, was an important
axis for the politicization of caste identity.
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gender, sexuality, anti-brahmin politics,
and the dalit habitus

Widows are cursing the religion that prohibits a woman from remarrying
Those who persecute women shall find themselves in hell
The Peshwas created this ignominious treatment of women
And for that reason their kingdom was destroyed

gopal vithalnak valangkar,
DB, July 19, 1896, Akhand 5, verse 1–3

Hindu scriptures, especially the Manusmriti, defined both lower castes
and women as impure, polluting, and subject to detailed regulation. It is
not surprising that Phule and Valangkar equated the plights of these
groups. Phule’s earliest reform efforts addressed both lower castes and
women: he opened a school for untouchable students in 1852 and a home
for upper-caste widows in 1854. Placing gender and sexuality at the heart
of caste distinctions enabled a powerful critique of the reproduction of
caste through the regulation of gender.
Enforced widowhood, an important target of caste radicals’ critique,

focused on the inhuman treatment of the widow, whowas tonsured, sub-
ject to severe sartorial codes, prohibited fromwearing jewelry, and forced
to observe dietary restrictions to control her passions.50 Sexual anxieties
about the widowwere long-standing, butHindu reformers’ and caste rad-
icals’ renewed focus on the treatment of widows coincided with the colo-
nial state’s efforts to reform the Hindu joint family.51

Caste radicals were distinctive and vociferous in emphasizing the im-
portance of caste respectability and sexual purity to the reproduction of
Brahminical patriarchy. Thus, when Phule and his wife, Savitribai, opened
a home in 1854 for upper-caste widowswho faced intimate violence rang-
ing from physical abuse to impregnation, they were criticizing a Brah-
minical order that sanctioned such practices, even as they were chal-
lenging upper castes’ capacity to protect “their women.”52 Tarabai
Shinde extended their critique in Stri-Purush Tulana (A Comparison be-
tween Women and Men), written in 1882 in response to the conviction
of an upper-caste widow, Vijayalakshmi, of infanticide.53 Shinde attacked
the hypocritical stance of criminalizing women rather than challenging
the sexual excesses of men and argued that all men, not merely Brah-
mins, were implicated in the ill treatment of women.54 The upper-caste
widow also played an important role in Valangkar’s critique. He com-
pared the tonsure of widows with cows going to the slaughterhouse and
argued that widows were deeply susceptible to sexual advances by “as-
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cetics, mendicants, and priests” who congregated at holy places to take
advantage of them.55 Indeed, an established trope in anticaste polemic
was Brahminism’s ideological reduction of women and the lower castes
to beasts of burden: their sentience and physicality were inversely related
to their value as persons.
Because enforcedwidowhood exposed the structuring relationship be-

tween caste hegemony and control over female sexuality, the practice pro-
vided the occasion for early critiques of the caste order and of Brahminical
mores in particular. A dialogue between a widow and her father in a
Satyashodak jalsa (folk drama) uses the widow’s physical disfiguration
to stage a broader critique of enforced widowhood and to challenge its
growing acceptance among non-Brahmin communities where pat (sec-
ond marriages) had previously predominated.56

I am your loved one [ladki], Anna,57 your loved one
How can you make me bald [bodki]58

My form
Glitters [chamchamki]
Like a dazzling diamond in a foil

I am as delicate as a flower garland
I ornament my plaits with flowers
Give up your adamant behavior
Hurry and fix my [second] marriage
Allowed among lower castes

Bhimrao says
Don’t cause sorrow
Or you will be sorry [lit. “you will fall on your noses”]59

In the first decades of the twentieth century, Satyashodak jalsas were
the main vehicles for spreading the Samaj’s message to the rural popu-
lace. Traditional tamashas, renowned for their word play and sexual in-
nuendo interspersed with song, typically began with an invocation to
Lord Ganapati. The stories centered on the theme of Lord Krishna’s dal-
liances with his gopis (milkmaids). Instead, the Satyashodak jalsa invoked
the gana (the people) as leaders (pati, or “the source of rule”). Satyaji’s
dialogue with Brahmin women on the irrationality of Hindu ritual, dis-
cussions about the exploitation of the peasantry, and critiques of the
Brahmin-moneylender (shetji-bhatji) were popular.60 The use of coarse
and insulting language was standard. Bhimrao Mahamuni from Otur is
credited with having staged the first jalsawith the support of Shahu Cha-
trapathi and Krishnarao Bhalekar. Ramachandra Ghadge (Kale, Satara
district) started his famous jalsa troupe in 1915.61 Colonial reports in-
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dicate the extent to which the Satyashodak Samaj relied on the jalsa and
other popular cultural forms. A brief note by District Magistrate Satara,
dated October 11–12, 1919, recorded: “It was found necessary in April
1919 to issue an order under Sec. 144 Cr. P. C., preventing the religious
sermons, kirtans, and ‘tamashas’ of the Samaj at Karad for two months.
District Magistrate reported that the so-called religious ‘tamasha’ and
kirtans of the Satya Samaj consisted of coarse abuse and ridicule of the
Brahmans and were rightly stopped.”62 By 1929, more than twenty-nine
troupes were performing in southern Maharashtra. By 1932, however,
the Bombay government noted a marked decrease of the performance of
Satyashodak jalsas, but attested to their continued cultural significance:
“The Satyashodak Samaj hit on tamashas as a means of propaganda
amongst illiterate rustics and the points they make are probably coarse,
but though the Brahmans have complained to me of the coarseness of
the attacks made on them in these tamashas by the Satya Samaj, I have
never yet been able to get a statement of any particular words they con-
sider offensive. What happens, apparently, is that songs are sung con-
taining offensive stories from sacred books and these are represented as
Brahman morality.”63

Satyashodak activists experimented with new social forms and coun-
tercultural strategies to challenge Brahmin hegemony and exploitation
of female suffering. Like the jalsa, another important effort centered on
politicizingHindumarriage as the hinge between intimate and public po-
litical life, and as the site where ideologies of caste purity and gender re-
spectability were articulated as caste power. Thus the Satyashodak mar-
riage eliminated the need for a Brahmin priest and emphasized self-respect
and equality within marriage.64This challenge to the social reproduction
of caste through religious exploitation of the non-Brahmin communities,
and the sexual regulation of (their) women, inspiredAmbedkar, who urged
Dalits to perform Satyashodak marriage. He even presided over one in
Vidarbha in 1927.65 Similarly, Self-Respect marriages in south India in the
movement’s heyday (1925–39), took the politicization ofmarriage to new
heights. Self-Respecters, especially their leader, Periyar, or E.V. Ramasamy
Naicker, urged activists to perform intercaste andwidow remarriages and
celebrated them in movie halls and theaters, where theywere performed
at ritually inauspicious times. By so doing, they staged the theatricality of
politics and the significance of sexual politics for radical anti-casteism.66

The political import of the Satyashodakmarriage is reflected by a legal
case fromOtur in Poona district, a site of radical Satyashodak activism.67

A Brahmin joshi (priest) demanded his traditional fees for performing a
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marriage even though the Satyashodak marriage had eliminated his
role.68 On appeal to the Bombay High Court, Balaji Patil argued that
his fellow caste members had performed his daughter’s wedding in keep-
ing with ancestral tradition. His legal representative recognized the nov-
elty of the Satyashodak marriage, however, and argued: “The marriages
were performed without any prescribed ceremonies, and no priest as
such, was employed. There was no ganeshpujan (inauguration of themar-
riage ceremony through a prayer to Ganesha). There was nothing be-
yond the placing of garlands on the necks of the bride and bridegroom.
There was no distribution of fees (dakshina); therefore the village joshis
cannot claim any fees. There is a separate ritual for the Sudras of the de-
fendant’s caste. That ritual was not performed.”69 The 1888 judgment
by Justices Sargent and Candy supported the Satyashodaks’ argument
that because the wedding of Patil’s daughter was not performed as a
(legally) recognizable non-Brahmin or Shudra marriage, the joshi was
ineligible for fees. By refusing to sacralize marriage on the Brahmin’s
terms, the Satyashodakmarriage positioned itself as an explicit challenge
to the social reproduction of caste through the sexual regulation of
women. This was of a piece with challenges to Brahmin sacerdotal power
and ritually “pure” status in important rationalist texts such as Svayam-
purohit (YourOwn Priest) andGharache Purohit (Household Priest) that
empowered non-Brahmin communities to perform religious rituals with-
out Brahmin intervention.70 Schools for training priests were similarly
established in villages, so that rituals could be performed without Brah-
min intermediaries.
Though caste radicals were preoccupied with challenging caste ideol-

ogy by rethinkingmarriage and sexuality, they were by nomeans immune
to the extension of novel patriarchal practices into their own households.
In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, enhanced regulation of
women became a mechanism to resolve anxieties about social status
among upwardly mobile, politicizedMarathas.71 Sociocultural practices
such as Marathmola percolated down from royal families and landed
gentry to young women from upwardly mobile families. This partial seg-
regation of women involved withdrawing their labor and physical pres-
ence from public space and became a status marker for Maratha families
claiming elite Kshatriya status. Meanwhile, Dalit publicists and reform-
ers underlined the susceptibility of Dalit women to sexual violation ac-
cording to “custom” and focused on enforced sexual servitude through
womens’ ritual dedication.72 Even as Dalit publicists launched a severe
critique of the interdependence of sexual compulsion and the material

Caste Radicalism 53



deprivation of Dalit communities, their efforts to modify Dalit intimate
relationships also enhanced the authority of male Dalit reformers.
The contradictory effects of the social reform of gender by caste rad-

icals can be explained by the fact that Dalit and non-Brahmin political
subject-formation increasingly involved the politicization of Dalit and
lower-castemen through the reform of family and female subjects. Earlier,
colonial paradigms of social reform had intersected with (and enhanced)
Brahminical models of caste and sexual purity to produce hegemonic ide-
ologies of domesticity, female enfranchisement, and companionate mar-
riage. They had been vigorously criticized by anticaste radicals, who drew
attention to the supplemental relationship of gender and caste and the
reproduction of caste norms through sexual regulation. In the first
decades of the twentieth century, however, non-Brahmin critiques of the
gendered character of caste were muted by emergent forms of caste
conflict that increasingly framed the modernization of gender as de-
pendent on the reconstitution of caste masculinity.
An important consequence of the discrete, if mutually entailed, tra-

jectories of gender reform and the politicization of caste by anticaste rad-
icals was that the subject of non-Brahmin and, later, Dalit politics was
imagined as male.73 Let me clarify that my argument in no way refuses
the significant public presence of women and the centrality of female
labor to the household economy of Dalits and lower castes. As well, bour-
geois ideologies of femininity carried a very different valence for stig-
matized communities, since coerced sexual labor constituted a key site
of collective humiliation. While such developments speak to divergent
genealogies of the feminist subject, they also help to explain the specific
conditions that set the ground for a masculinist anticaste politics.
By the early decades of the twentieth century, Jotirao Phule’s resonant

narrative of Brahmin invasion and political usurpation was redirected to
serve an argument regarding the impure, miscegenated origins of the Chit-
pavan Brahmins. Maratha masculinity was directly engaged in the re-
sulting narratives, while Dalits—excluded from Kshatriya status—were
rendered marginal to the conflict. The emphasis on Dalit and Maratha
masculinity was the result of caste radicals’ initial emphasis on the im-
portance of gender and sexuality in the constitution of the (political) com-
munity of caste. Their divergent trajectories can be explained, however,
through caste radicalism’s intersections with the institutional contexts
of colonial modernity and the discursive logics of an emergent cultural
nationalism. Below, I address the polemical centrality of narratives of sex-
ual violation for the justification of Brahmin hegemony and for coun-
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terarguments that challenged Brahminism by questioning the Brahmin’s
putative “purity.” My focus is on two things: (1) the manner in which
gender and genealogy discursively constituted the difference between
Brahmin and non-Brahmin; and (2) how the renewed politicization of
caste identities around the axis of gender and sexuality demarcated emer-
gent non-Brahmin and Dalit public spheres.
InMaharashtra, it was said that therewere only Brahmins and Shudras

in the Kaliyuga (the present, corrupted age). This indicated a Brahmin-
centric view of the degradation of the all intermediate castes to Shudra
status. Constant conflicts over Shudra status were in evidence from the
1700s, if not earlier, and became especially virulent by 1830 with regard
to Chitpavan Brahmins’ determination to downgrade the Kayastha Prab-
hus to Shudra status.74 But whowere the Chitpavan Brahmins? Phule had
framed them as aliens and interlopers. Valangkar embellished Phule’s ac-
count: the Konkani Chitpavan Brahmins were Semitic people who had
fled the Barbary coast, were shipwrecked off the Malabar coast, married
low-caste women from the Konkan region, and became a caste of fisher-
men. Theywon power and Brahmin status through cunning.75Valangkar
went further to explain the distinctions between Mahar and Maratha.
He described the Mahars as varnas of mixed jatis who shared the line-
age of other Dravidian Kshatriyas—Surya, Chandra, Shes, and Yadu.
However, he defined Rajputs and Marathas as Turks who had been sent
to annihilate Buddhism and Jainism in India. If Valangkar distinguished
the Marathas from other Dravidian Kshatriyas, it is because this was a
pronounced theme ofMaratha genealogies produced in the early decades
of the twentieth century, which sought to redefine Marathas’ status as
Aryans and as Kshatriyas.
Dalits andMarathas past felt compelled, however, to engage with the

Chitpavan Brahmins’ genealogy related in the Sahyadrikhand, a caste ori-
gin myth that referenced an act of genocide in the Dasavatara to explain
the disappearance of Kshatriyas from the Deccan.76 In the Dasavatara,
the axe-wielding Brahmin Parashurama, an incarnation of Vishnu, is said
to have exterminated all Kshatriyas during the TretaYuga, in retaliation
for his father’s murder.77 (Recall that in Phule’s account, the Maha-ari
had risen against Parashurama twenty-one times, only to be subjugated.)
To extirpate his sins, Parashurama tried to perform penance. Unable to
find Brahmins in the Konkan, he created the Chitpavan Brahmins by pu-
rifying a group of sixty fishermen at a funeral pyre. The Chitpavans were
rendered pure (pavana) through funereal ashes (chitta).
If this genealogy rendered Chitpavan Brahmins of dubious distinction,

Caste Radicalism 55



it created an even more compromising account of non-Brahmins. The
Shudra-Kshatriyas of Kaliyuga, it was said, were the product of illicit in-
tercaste unions between Brahmin sages, rishis, and enslaved Kshatriya
women.78The term “Shudra,” in both popular discourse and legal texts,
conjured the dishonor of impure origins, a bastard identity born out of
bondage, sexual degradation, and servitude. No less than B.R. Ambed-
kar was impelled by this account of sexual violence to argue that, “[i]n
every case, the Kshatriyas are shown to have undergone an abject sur-
render . . . [in many stories] the surrender of the Kshatriyas was so to
say purchased by them by offering their women to the victorious brah-
mins. The stories are all doctored with a view to glorify the brahmins
and humiliate the Kshatriyas.Who can take such dirty, filthy, abominable
and vainglorious stories of reconciliation as true historical facts? Only a
supporter of Brahminism can do so.”79 Indeed, Maratha assertions in
the early twentieth century challenged this foundational narrative of sex-
ual violence and caste miscegenation by addressing the Brahmin’s mis-
cegenated identity.
In order to align themselves with region and nation,Marathas asserted

that they were the original inhabitants of Maharashtra and thus true na-
tionalists. To make their case they drew on colonial racial typologies in-
flected by regional caste conflicts and made sometimes confusing and in-
consistent distinctions between Aryans and Dravidians, and Hindus and
Brahmins.80 By the turn of the century, Maratha purity had become a
sensitive issue forMaratha activists and eliteMaratha families alike. The
latter distinguished themselves from Marathas of uncertain status, re-
ferred to by a range of terms—kadu, akkarmashe (lit. “miscegenated,”
“bastardized”), and kharchi (semi-legitimate)—and sought to legitimize
status through ritual incorporation into varna hierarchy.81 Marriage ad-
vertisements seeking pure alliances between elite, wealthyMaratha fam-
ilies began to appear in the pages of the Kolhapur newspaper Vijayi
Maratha (VictoriousMaratha) and themore conservative, Belgaum-based
Rashtraveer (Patriot).82

Such practices were doubly inflected by the desire to challenge Brah-
min hegemony and to claim for Marathas a distinctive Kshatriya iden-
tity by aligning jati with varna status. The net result was a shift away
from Phule’s tradition of radical egalitarianism and critique of religious
orthodoxy toward an embrace ofAryan identity for KshatriyaMarathas,
now increasingly represented as Hindus with full access to Vedic rituals
in contrast to Brahmins, who were portrayed as being of questionable
origin. Notable exceptions to this tendency are Mukundrao Patil, editor
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of theDin Mitra (1910-30), who repeatedly urged an expansive identity
for non-Brahmin castes as non-Aryan Hindus ranged against Brahmin
domination;83 and the non-Brahmin activists Keshavrao Jedhe and Din-
karrao Javalkar. They were increasingly confronted, however, by grow-
ing Dalit-Maratha conflict as an organized Dalit movement exacerbated
economic tensions on a rural field polarized between Dalit laborers and
non-Brahmin, especially Maratha, landlords.
Maratha assertions of pure Kshatriya origin positioned them asAryan

originators of Hindu scriptures with a first claim to Vedic authority, and
Maratha polemicists urged non-Brahmins to take up the thread ceremony
and other Vedic rituals to assert their superiority over Brahmins.84 This
erased the illegitimacy Phule had attributed to the scriptures as signs of
Brahmin cunning and made for the Maratha Kshatriyas a central place
within Hindu history. It also left intact the narrative of the defeat and
humiliation of the Dravidian Shudra.
The reconstitution of the Maratha self (and of Maratha masculinity)

was thus inherently unstable. At one level it constituted a challenge to
Brahmin power (and Brahmin-centric history) across the longue durée.
However by positing a direct correspondence between the uneven polit-
ical regimes that produced Maratha as a resonant caste identity in west-
ern India and the ritually exclusive varna status of Kshatriyas, Maratha
assertion relied on a genealogy that denied salience for Phule’s imagined
collectivity of shudra-atishudras. The rewriting of Maratha history left
little room forMarathas of questionable status and increasingly rendered
alliances between Dalits and Aryan-identified non-Brahmin groups dif-
ficult. As debates over caste identity intersected with narratives of sex-
ual violence and structural analyses of the sexual reproduction of caste,
complex political tensions between Brahmins, non-Brahmins, and un-
touchables were also staged. Between 1922 and 1926, an aggressively
masculinized counterdiscourse became a major node of conflict for non-
Brahmin challenges to Brahmin superiority.
Ganpati and Shivaji melas [festivals], started in the 1890s by radical

Hindu nationalist Bal Gangadhar Tilak (1856–1920), had countered
Muharram processions by politicizing public space and religion through
everyday cultural symbols and historical figures associated with intimate
practices of Hindu religiosity. Themelas included street marches, singing,
and the staging of plays that created a context for displays of anticolo-
nial rhetoric and patriotic fervor. They also accommodated inflamma-
tory anti-Muslim rhetoric and derogation of women and anti-Brahmin
radicals.
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In turn, Chatrapati melas counterstaged Maratha masculinity. Par-
ticipants wore warrior costumes, carried spears and javelins, sang mela
songs criticizing Brahmin hegemony, and asserted the true national pa-
triotism of non-Brahmins.85 The Peshwas were blamed for losing Ma-
harashtra to the British. Insults were common.86 By 1924, nightly fra-
cases between Tilakites and non-Brahmin activists brought the melas
under extensive police surveillance and caused the banning ofmany songs
and publications by both sides.87 The liberal organ, Servant of India,
noted that the Chatrapati melas showed that “they [non-Brahmin ac-
tivists] could beat the originators of the festival on their own ground,
that is, in the employment of indecent language. Their attacks were di-
rected against the very people who introduced this sinister element into
the public life of Poona.”88

This aggressively masculinized non-Brahmin political culture exacer-
bated caste antagonism through a sexual politics. Popular pamphlets
made sexual innuendos about Brahmin women and represented widows
as symbols of Brahmin tyranny. They cast aspersions on the sexual pu-
rity of Brahmin communities, characterizing them as the illicit offspring
ofMarathamen and Brahminwomen. Brahmins were routinely described
as dasiputras (colloq. “bastards”) in polemical texts,89 thus reversing the
Brahmins’ narrative of the Marathas as Shudras and the offspring of da-
sis (enslavedwomen). Indeed, Brahmins complained that one of the taunts
employed by the activists was, “the Chatrapatimela has come; Brahmin
women better run.”90

Gender and genealogy were discursively central to this emergent non-
Brahmin public sphere. Non-Brahmin activists emphasized the history
of concubinage and Brahmin men’s sexual exploitation of lower-caste
women (and their own wives) through popular-cultural representations
of the Peshwai as a period of sexual debauchery.91 To suggest that Brah-
mins were foreigners and the offspring of caste miscegenation threatened
the Brahmins’ claim to caste purity and, therefore, to ritual authority.
Government censorship of “inflammatory” or “obscene” texts illustrates
the growing significance of a public sphere of print and performance in
exacerbating Brahmin/non-Brahmin conflict in Poona, hotbed ofTilakite
activism.
Let us begin with publication of Deshache Dushman (Enemies of the

Country) in 1925, with an introduction by Keshavrao Bagade.92The con-
troversy over the text was preceded by demands that same year that the
Poona municipality honor Phule with a statue. The deep-rooted resist-
ance of Brahmins and conservative non-Brahmins—including Phule’s rel-
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ative, Baburao Phule—who accused Phule of being a Christian convert
who destroyed Hindu religion, intensified friction and set the stage for a
spirited response. The Oriental Translator described the book as “writ-
ten in themost intemperate and objectionable language; in places the vio-
lent fury of the writer has so carried him away that his whirling words
are barely intelligible.”93 Bagade admitted that “the language and mode
of expressing ideas employed in this book will not please Brahmans.”94

Deshache Dushman branded Brahmin leaders as traitors sprung from
a stock of foreign invaders of low status and questionable origins. The
authors argued that Brahmins were well known for using any means to
assert their superiority—from chicanery and cunning to falsifying his-
tory. Tilak and Vishnu Shastri Chiplunkar—the latter famous for his vit-
riolic criticism of Phule and the social reformer Gopal Hari Deshmukh,
or Lokahitawadi, in his 1874Nibandhamala (Garland of Essays)—were
referred to as enemies of the country “born from the vomit of Brahmans”
(in reference to Brahmins’ claims that they were birthed from the mouth
of Purusa, or “the original man”).95 Chitpavan Brahmins were generally
described as “Satan,” “cobras,” “sons of prostitutes,” and “mother go-
ers.”96 Indeed the litany of complaints against Brahmin patriotism com-
prised an account of Brahmin treachery, sexual licentiousness, and fe-
male exploitation. This text, like others that followed, described Peshwa
history as a period ofmaximal corruption,whenBrahmins sold their daugh-
ters and loaned their wives.97 Shivaji’s protection of Brahminwomen from
the depredation ofMuslimmenwasmentioned in conjunctionwith Brah-
min hypocrisy about the behavior of their women—“the Bhatmind thinks
religion is destroyed when a Shudra is crowned king but cannot com-
prehend when a Brahmin woman comes jumping from the bed of a Shu-
dra.98 Brahmins, it was noted, had the vile tendency to “suspect their
mother’s chastity,” “shave women,” and to allow widows to throw their
illegitimate children on “crossroads eight times a week.”99 At the same
time, the Brahmin priest “who calls the non-Brahmins Shudras an enemy
is a badmash dacoit [bandit] who casts evil glances at their women.”100

Equating Brahminismwith slavery, the text noted, “it is a sin to give alms
to a Brahmin who smokes ganja, drinks wine and ascends the staircase
of houses of ill repute. To get marriage solemnized by Brahmins is tan-
tamount to polluting an auspicious occasion [and] writing the horoscope
of a future slave generation.”101

The controversy overDeshache Dushman was heightened by a set of
parallel publications that challenged Brahmin hegemony and its ritual
and material enslavement of non-Brahmins. R.N. Lad, the editor of
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Mazur, and Annabhau Chavan, writer of “The Marriage Ritual of the
BhatsAccording to the Shastras, or Their Foolish Foolishness,” were sen-
tenced to nine months rigorous imprisonment for promoting communal
enmity.102 In his piece of June 5, 1926, which described a marriage cer-
emony that took place in Masur on May 25, Chavan issued a challenge
to “the extremely foolish, wicked, mean Bhats in Masur, the daredevil
donkeys, the Bhat sons of prostitutes, who seek the evil of the benefac-
tor, who give the form of untruth to truth, and truth to untruth, the cruel
Bhats who put the barber’s razor on the heads of their mothers and sis-
ters.” He called them hypocrites “intent on securing their own selfish
ends,” who despised Europeans, yet flattered them in “servile ways” and
saluted them “by bending down again and again.” Chavan argued that
Brahmins refused to tolerate the reforms of the Satyashodak Samaj be-
cause it challenged them directly. He described Brahmin priests as Go-
laks, or the illegitimate offspring of “shaved widows,” and warned of
dire consequences if they cheated non-Brahmins or clamored for “more
Dakshina” in the future.103

Antagonism between Brahmins and non-Brahmins was at an all-time
high in Pune in August 1926—and the writers of Deschache Dushman
were in jail—when a young Maratha man named Hari Narayan Dhana-
vade was accused of attempting to molest an eighteen-year-old Brahmin
woman namedDwarakabai.An inflammatory newspaper article reported
that a witness had seen “the accused in the act of moving his face to-
wards her” when he was dragged away from his victim.104 Dhanavade
maintained that he had been standing in a doorway, far from the inci-
dent, when he was set upon by thirty to thirty-five Brahmin youth.
Tilak’s Mahratta editorialized: “It is an insult to the womanhood of

Maharashtra. . . . To the brahmans we have only to say one word. If they
wish to live in honour then they must face the crisis with courage, man-
liness and bravery. Theymust take every step to defend the honor of their
sisters and daughters. Theywill, we trust, prove equal to the occasion. . . .
it is said that this assault is a most cowardly campaign that is being car-
ried out through some leaders of the non-Brahman party against the Brah-
man community and their womanhood.”105 The newspaper noted the
increased frequency of such incidents in the prior six years in southern
Maharashtra, where a concerted campaign to boycott Brahmins had
been taking place.106TheVijayi Maratha challenged this view and noted
that “public rudeness to womenwas originally inculcated by theTilakites
and Brahman Ganapati melas and Tilakite and Brahman anti-feminist
movements,” and that there was an “old tradition” (among Brahmins)
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of “composing abusive song against educatedwomen” and “reviling them
at will.” The paper went on to note that it was non-Brahmin men who
had protected Brahmin women when they were abused and set upon by
Brahmin men for supporting the Patel (Intercaste Marriage) Bill.107

In the first decades of the twentieth century, a set of mutually consti-
tutive if deeply contradictory sociopolitical processes were at work: emer-
gent forms of upper-caste female mobility and domestic modernity; the
heightened centrality of Maratha genealogy and of Kshatriya status for
upwardly mobile non-Brahmin families; a long-standing critique of
Brahmin hegemony and Hindu history; and finally, a burgeoning anti-
colonial movement that sought political unity among disparate castes and
classes and that took distinctive regional shape. Partha Chatterjee has
argued that cultural nationalism revalued the Hindu domestic through
women’s alignment with the spiritual interior of the nation, even as it
gave women a new place in public life and allowed them to navigate the
public spaces of work and politics without imputation of sexual impro-
priety.108 Chatterjee’s argument describes the logic of anticolonial na-
tionalism as derivative of colonial categories and reactive to the colo-
nizer’s discourse about the colonized, so that cultural nationalists could
value the domestic intimate even as they sought to transform gendered
relations within the family. Chatterjee’s account addresses the affective
centrality of the domestic sphere—and the Hindu upper-caste woman
who symbolized it—for nationalist thought, but fails to take note of the
political ambiguity that surrounded this figure. Given the centrality of
gender and sexual regulation to the discursive hegemony of Brahminism
in western India, the Brahmin woman had long personified elements of
non-Brahmin critique, even as she became the rallying point for a renewed
politics of Brahminism. Here, the historic conflict between Brahmins
and non-Brahmins was staged through competing narratives of caste
masculinity and differential claims over women.
In contrast to this public, explicitly confrontational, masculinist pol-

itics, Dalit reformers’ masculinity was predicated on the reform of gen-
der within their community and the defense of community honor against
the disdain of outsiders. In 1908, the Somavanshiya Mitra published a
letter from Shivubai Vallad Lakshman Jadhav-Sonkamble, who identified
herself as a murali. Muralis were young girls from the Mahar, Mang,
kunbi, and so-called nomadic communities who were married off to the
god Khandoba at his temple in Jejuri in fulfillment of a vow.109 Muralis
wore amangalsutra of seven cowrie shells110 and, although human mar-
riages were denied them, as nominal wives of the god they were obli-
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gated to provide sexual services to men. Murali dedication was among
a range of regionally distinctive practices involving women of all statuses,
which came to be glossed by the colonial state as ritual “prostitution.”
The lives of dedicated women, however, were more complex. Many re-
mained with one partner all their lives. As temple servants, others ac-
quired property in the form of tax-free inam lands. Women from Dalit
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wala Kundalwadikar. Namdev Vhatkar,Marathi Loknatya Tamasha: Kala ani
Sahitya (Kolhapur: Yashashree Prakashan, n.d.), appendix. Author’s collection.



and nomadic communities were historically associatedwith the traditions
of courtly performance, especially the erotic lavani.111 By the twentieth
century, they were more closely associated with tamasha performance,
now depicted as a lewd and raunchy popular cultural form.112

The legendary Pavalabai was dedicated as a murali, though her ex-
quisite beauty and performative skills brought her to the attention of the
famous Brahmin tamasgir (tamasha performer), Patthe Bapurao, born
Sridhar Kulkarni (1866–1948). Pavalabi joined Patthe’s troupe and be-
came his companion.113Though she was a famous performer, Pavalabai’s
career mirrored the reduced significance of traditional popular culture
to an emergent Dalit politics and the growing presence of a reformist cri-
tique of (Dalit) female sexuality. Thus the new performative medium of
theAmbedkari jalsa,which is discussed in chapter 2, was composed solely
of men and reflected long-standing efforts of male reformers to break the
association between tamasha and the sexual promiscuity of its (female)
Dalit performers.
Shivubai’s letter was written against this backdrop of male reformers

working to abolish stigmatizing practices, especially ritual dedication and
sexual servitude. She responded to a letter written by aMahar panch (re-
ligious head) castigating muralis as social evils whose sexual promiscu-
ity was ruining Dalit men and their families.114 Shivubai objected that
she was forced to do her job by the men of her community. She noted
that many women converted to Islam and Christianity to avoid prosti-
tuting themselves.115 Indeed, Shivubai held the men of her community
responsible for perpetuating the practice and called for a campaign against
fathers who dedicated daughters. Shivubai’s indictment of the men who
perpetuated the practice was distinctive. Her point was overwhelmed,
however, by multiple and overlapping efforts to criminalize the practice.
The practice of murali dedication was strongest near Jejuri and in

southern Maharashtra, where it was associated with a distinctive inher-
itance practice among the Mahar and Talwar communities. In 1906, the
collector of Bijapur argued that “the prevalence of the practice of dedi-
cating girls to prostitution among the Mahars is partly attributed to the
fact that the male issue of prostitute daughters are allowed to succeed to
a Mahar watan” when a man dies without male offspring.116 Bomanji
argued that even if the practice was customary, “this recognition of ille-
gitimate children should be stopped.”117 What Bomanji failed tomention,
however, was that the decision to allow a murali’s male heirs to inherit
their mother’s property had been reached after a decision to disinherit
muralis from directly owning ancestral property. On February 27, 1857,
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the collector of Dharwad had “brought to notice the law of inheritance
prevailing among Mahars and other low castes that a man dying with-
out male offspring could leave property to a daughter only if she was a
‘professional prostitute.’”118The collector noted that though it was prac-
ticed among “groups comparatively unimportant in numbers and social
position,” the “loathsome custom” encouraged women to lead a life of
“privileged profligacy.”The then Revenue Commissioner forAlienations,
Sir Barrow Ellis, noted that “though prostitutionwas not expressly a con-
dition for tenure, it was customary to retain one unmarried daughter to
hand down watan to illegitimate offspring.”119 Government Resolution
no. 6788, passed on January 22, 1858 barred ownership through ille-
gitimates. Locally, however, the practice was clearly condoned. A com-
plex case from 1873, involving a Talwarkiwatan in the name of “Vianki
Talwar,” brought up questions of whether a prostitute’s adopted son, or
her prostitute sister’s biological son should inherit her estate. In this case,
as with all other cases originating in the Dharwar district, it was decided
that inheritance should skip the prostitute and go directly to her male il-
legitimate offspring.120 Thus the depiction of the practice of ritual dedi-
cation as a form of sexual servitude (and social scandal) was only par-
tially true: murali reform gathered steam after female inheritance was
stigmatized andMahar andTalwarmen had become beneficiaries of gov-
erning paradigms that privileged patrilineal inheritance.121

By the 1890s, various missionary groups had taken up the issue and
suggested punishing parents and priests who enforced the tradition and
recommended the transfer of dedicated women to orphanages. N.G.
Chandavarkar, a social reformer, famous justice of the Bombay High
Court and a member of the Society for the Protection of Children, made
similar recommendations.122 By the time the noted Indologist R.G. Bhan-
darkar sent up a memorial from prominent Indian and European citi-
zens of Poona in August 1906, it was found that an extensive discus-
sion of the devadasi issue had already taken place in Madras in 1903.123

The figures for dedication in southern Maharashtra for the period 1905–
9, when the murali controversy reached its height, was as follows: 836
in Belgaum, 911 in Bijapur, and 876 in Dharwar district.124 The Bom-
bay government’s inquiry into the practice encompassed more than four
hundred pages of testimony by district magistrates in Bombay, extensive
debate on whether murali dedication could be criminalized, as well as
far-reaching transformations of Hindu law to prevent illegitimates from
inheriting—whether male offspring of muralis or dasiputras customar-
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ily entitled to a half share from a Shudra father’s estate.125 The opinion
of Dalit male reformers was not solicited, let alone the muralis.
Though sidelined by the government, Dalit reformers like Kamble ap-

plauded the effort and lobbied for community support.More significant,
if rarely noted, is the fact that public attention to the practice ofmuralis’
dedication shifted power within the community toward the viewpoint of
male Dalit reformers and publicists. The degradation of Dalit women be-
came a powerful issue aroundwhich theymobilized to demand gendered
respectability through the abolition of customary practice. As much as in-
tervention into murali practice was a means to reform the Dalit family, it
was also the lever to move power away from figures such as the panch and
male heads of household and toward Dalit publicists who wielded a nor-
mative conception of sexual vulnerability. Debates over ritual dedication—
now recast as prostitution—became crucial to the reconstitution of Dalit
masculinity even as it secured the social power of publicists, pedagogues,
and community spokesmen.126

Shivubai’s letter launched a furious debate in and beyond the Soma-
vanshiyaMitra.127 Efforts were made in Jejuri to educate families against
dedicating their daughters.128 Shivram Janba Kamble held a meeting in
Jejuri where he made a speech against the practice.129 Muralis like Shivu-
bai held fathers responsible for pushing their daughters into the practice
and criticized male customers for creating a market for muralis’ sexual
labor. Butmen castigatedmuralis for seducing them and breaking up fam-
ilies, thereby assuming muralis’ “consent” to their dedication. This was
tricky given the normal age of dedication and its representation as cus-
tomary practice. And yet, muralis (and their families) were blamed for
perpetuating a practice that stigmatized the entire community.
Increasingly, Dalit reformers—like missionaries—suggested criminal-

izingmurali dedication. A 1909 reformers’ petition demanded the regis-
tration of muralis and the prosecution of parents who performed new
dedications.130 This produced a climate among Mahars that was re-
sponsive to criminalization of the practice. By then, the Bombay gov-
ernment had reached a consensus that criminalizing the practice was the
most direct means of curtailing it. No new legislation was passed,131 but
a proclamation banning the practice and reiterating the punishment for
dedication was issued.132 Subsequently, the Somavanshiya Mitra carried
news of two men, Kisan Sadhu Mahar of Jejuri and Mahalu Mahar of
Bombay, prosecuted for dedicating their daughter and sister, aged eleven
and thirteen, respectively.133
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Although some muralis supported criminalizing the practice of dedi-
cation, their primary focus was on redefining their position within the
Dalit community. In addition to prosecutingmuralis,Dalit reformers like
Kamble also promoted murali marriage and sexual monogamy as the
route to gendered respectability.134 Shivubai argued that marrying mu-
ralis acknowledged men’s responsibility for the practice, even as it en-
hanced muralis’ self-respect and community standing. In fact, on April
18, 1909, the Somavanshiya Mitra noted that Shivubai had married the
social reformer, GanpatraoHanumantraoGaikwad.135Marriage offered
protection in a context where men were actively involved in acquiring,
dedicating, and frequenting muralis. For the women who chose to re-
main muralis, however, emphasis on marriage further stigmatized the
practice and pushed it into a zone of shameful secrecy. Murali remar-
riage continued to have great public support.136At a meeting of men and
women from the devadasi and jogini communities in Bombay in 1936,
Ambedkar addressed women from Kamathipura, the red-light district of
Bombay:

The Mahar women of Kamathipura are a shame to the community. Unless
you are prepared to change your ways we shall have nothing to do with
you, and we shall have no use for you. There are only two ways open to
you: either you remain where you are and continue to be despised and
shunned or you give up your disgusting professions and come with us. . . .
You will ask me how you are to make your living. There are hundreds of
ways of doing it. But I insist you must give up this degrading life. You must
marry and settle down to normal domestic life as women of other classes do
and not live under conditions that inevitably drag you into prostitution.137

As the reform of the traditional practice ofmurali dedication came to
be allied with the reform of the Dalit intimate, sexual monogamy and
the production of family became appealing alternatives for Dalit men and
women towhom this held out a recognizable model of respectability. Sex-
ual respectability was achieved, however, through the stigmatization of
“custom” and ritual servitude or dedication, categories of colonial le-
gality whose paradoxical deployment and unforeseen consequences I ex-
plore in greater detail in chapter 2.
The fraught position of female subjectivity “between community and

state” is an enduring binarism in South Asian historiography. An adroit
colonial move allied women with caste and religious communities and
simultaneously castigated communities for reproducing female back-
wardness and preventing female emancipation. As the relationship be-
tween women and community deepened, first in reaction to colonial in-
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tervention and later as a form of nationalist glorification, the possibility
of gender equality was also precluded. By the turn of the century, upper-
caste nationalists had recuperated women as symbols of a modernized
“tradition” and relegated them to the inner recesses of community life,
arguing that women would be enfranchised from within community
rather than through colonial state intervention. An issue taken up largely
by Christianmissionaries and later byDalit reformers,murali reformwas
distinct from this colonial-nationalist association of women with tradi-
tion. Here, the issue was the overdetermined association of Dalit female
sexuality with sexual availability and degraded female value. The ill treat-
ment of the upper-caste Hindu widow by scriptural injunctions is an apt
comparison, although Dalit reformists differed in their efforts to create
a set of secular associations between femininity and domesticity.
As the work of regulating Dalit women continued in more dispersed

forms, the degraded status of women was seen to be closely related to
the emasculation of Dalit men. Fifteen years after the murali issue died
down, an editorial by the Dalit activist and thinker B.R.Ambedkar asked
why Brahmin and upper-caste women enjoyed an exalted status as moth-
ers when Dalit women’s children were subjected to humiliation and de-
nied basic recognition, negating all the desires that a mother might have
for her child’s well-being.138 He went on to say, “You have given birth
to [us] men, and when we are treated worse than animals, it hurts you.”
Thus linked to women’s degradation, Dalit masculinity was simulta-
neously positioned as wounded and vulnerable. Importantly, however,
the onus was on Dalit women to reform themselves and play a central
role in modernizing the community. They had to resignify the gendered
habitus: “You should wear your sari in the way that upper-caste women
wear their saris. You incur no expense by doing so. Similarly, the many
necklaces around your neck, and the silver and tin bangles youwear from
wrist to elbow is a mark of identification [olakhnyachi khun]. . . . If you
must wear jewelry, then get gold jewelry made. If you cannot, then don’t
wear jewelry. Pay attention to cleanliness!”139

What did these exhortations mean for women from a stigmatized
community? On one hand, like upper-caste ideologies, they symbolically
associated women’s status with community status. On the other hand,
they emphasized the significance of clothing, jewelry, and the right to
ceremonial display as aspects of self-fashioning vigorously policed by up-
per castes. The right to a new habitus,140 to good clothing, footwear,
jewelry, and bodily comportment—standing erect while speaking, re-
fusing to contort the body in an obsequious fashion—was critical to Dalit
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self-fashioning. Though discourses of sexuality and of female enfran-
chisement were caste-specific, the focus on the feminized body—how it
was experienced and represented—was central to a range of political
processes.141 Women, marriage, and family remained irreplaceable sites
for reproducing caste ideas and practices. Thus emergent forms of a caste-
specific female subjectivity were directly implicated in the production of
a social field where transformations of the non-Brahmin and Dalit habi-
tus could occur, and they deeply affected emergent forms of caste mas-
culinity. The politics of caste and gender complicated modes of political
participation and of subject-formation associated with masculinization
and community modernization. In a very real sense, however, the stage
was set for a Dalit public sphere rendered male.

separate but equal: school, temple,
and the dalit self

We all drink water from the same tap, in hotels and Irani stores we sit
at the same table and drink tea and eat bread and biscuits. On trains
and steam boats we sit with our thighs and shoulders touching.

DB, April 20, 1907

As a distinctive identity for Mahar Dalits was clarified in the late nine-
teenth century, so toowere the emerging tensions of village life intensified—
conflicts between Dalit and Maratha groups over provision of services,
the exploitation of caste labor, and friction between claims to Brahmin
proportional representation and anti-casteism increased. The situation
made escape from the village highly desirable for Dalits. Indeed, the lib-
eratory potential of machine and metropolis exerted a profound hold on
the Dalit imagination and the Dalit modernity that developed in concert
with the urbanization of Dalit communities.
Mahar Dalits migrated to cities like Bombay and Nagpur in dispro-

portionate numbers.142 According to the Indian census, between 1872
and 1881 the number of Mahars in Bombay rose 66 percent. By 1938,
almost 92 percent of untouchable workers in the city were Mahars. Ma-
hars performed unskilled labor under difficult and exploitative working
conditions—40 percent of themwere considered to be performing “coolie”
labor, and they constituted more than 45 percent of the total work-
force.143 They were concentrated in particular industries: more than 60
percent worked in the railways or textile mills—the railways were the
first and most significant mode of Mahar employment and drew a ma-
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jority of workers from the Nasik and Ratnagiri districts. Significant num-
bers worked for themunicipality, for factories , and for public works com-
panies such as Bombay Electric Supply andTransport (BEST).Mahar mi-
grants from Satara comprised the bulk of dockworkers and coalminers.144

Urbanmigration and urban infrastructure—especially everyday tech-
nologies of travel and communication that appeared to shrink, even ob-
viate, social distance—provoked key transformations of Dalit selfhood.
Din Bandhu’s commentator on urban life was clear that modern travel—
“sitting with thighs and shoulders touching”—obliterated caste distinc-
tions, because it was impossible tomaintain caste taboos or regulate con-
tact in public conveyances.145 Lower-caste use of steamboats, trains, and
trams opened a new dimension where touch was rendered anonymous
even as it was secularized. However, these new spaces were in constant
danger of being overwhelmed by social pressure to reproduce hidebound
Brahminical beliefs and practices, as Valangkar’s abhang warned.146

When a woman is polluted, even if she is a queen among the Mahars
She is shy of her husband and public gatherings
[Like such women] a Mahar or a Mang is not seen in public

Though the word is sabha [association] it is a sham because there is no
place for a Mahar and Mang in it

Nobody knows what this sabha does
Why don’t you ask a Mahar or a Mang who the members of this sabha

are, give me an example of a Mahar who is a member of this public
gathering

Clean your minds and bathe your bodies
Then, tie the bond of unity
If you get polluted by the touch of the Mahar
How will you achieve anything

[Respect] the name sarvajanik [public] of your organization and allow
entry to Mahars and Mangs

Do the work by mutual agreement, by discarding shame . . .
There will be equality in society
Understand this fully, that only through the equality of Brahmin and

Mahar
Will your unity look mature

Satyapreet [lover of truth] says embrace and accept the Mang and Mahar
And thereby achieve unity

Yours
A Vanquished Mahar147

It is likely that Valangkar’s abhang was publicizing the Din Bandhu
Sarvajanik Sabha, which was formed in 1884 by Krishnarao Bhalaker
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and others to counter what they considered to be a Brahmin-dominated,
exclusivist Sarvajanik Sabha. Valangkar drew on a set of gendered asso-
ciations between social stigma and public intercourse to challenge Dalits’
civic exclusion. Like a woman naturally “shy of her husband and public
gatherings”when shewasmenstruating, Dalits also experienced “shame”
and self-revulsion. One was never to see a Mang or a Mahar in public.
Valangkar’s abhang challenged theDalit’s internalization of pollution and
proposed that without equality between Brahmin and Mahar, between
the excessively fortunate and the excessively stigmatized, there could be
no true “public.” For Valangkar, the organization of the world through
the phenomenology of touch and smell also enabled an extension of
stigma from biological bodies to the metaphorical collective of the body
politic. In the interplay between literal touch and the imaginative de-
mocratization of the body he saw possibilities for self-fashioning and
political transformation. Going further, Valangkar also suggested that
only with a caste mind cleaned of impurities could the Sarvajanik Sabha
(a regional precursor to the Indian National Congress) accept the Dalit
castes.
Ironically, then, the institutional spaces and amenities of colonial ur-

banity exacerbated the experience of the caste body by highlighting the
irrationality of caste segregation. As Dalit publicists—Valangkar, Kam-
ble, and others—denaturalized the caste order, they also motivated caste
Hindus to justify caste distinction in new ways that utilized the regula-
tory power of colonial institutions to produce new instruments of caste
hegemony. Both dimensions, Dalit emancipation and new forms of sub-
jection, were played out in schools and temples.
Access to education was a long-standing demand of Dalit publicists,

as it had been for Satyashodak activists. Education was central to self-
fashioning because it demystified the Brahmin trickery at the heart of the
continued dehumanization of Dalits and non-Brahmins. There was also
thematerial fact of Brahmin preponderance in colonial administration.148

Conflicts over access to colonial schooling emphasized the built-in con-
tradictions of colonial education. In 1882, the Hunter Commission as-
serted the government of India’s commitment to untouchable education,
reaffirmingWood’s Dispatch of 1854, which opened government-funded
schools to all castes in response to missionary pressure. The record of
government-funded education for untouchables was poor, however. For
instance, the first public schools in Poona’s Purandhar district opened in
1836, but by 1839 only 17 of 759 pupils came from the untouchable
communities. The numbers did not rise significantly in following years.149
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The most famous case is of the Christian Mahar convert from Dharwar
who petitioned the government in June 1856 after being denied admis-
sion into the government school. The Bombay government refused to
compromise the education of the majority of caste Hindu students at a
government school for the sake of “a single individual” by making caste
Hindus associate with a Mahar student. Caste Hindus’ right to exclu-
sive education was thus reinterpreted as the colonial administration’s re-
spect for the religious sentiments of the majority.150

The Free Church of Scotland and the American Marathi Mission had
supported Phule’s Society for the Promotion ofMahars andMangs, which
established schools in Pune between 1848 and 1852. The extensive in-
volvement of missionaries in the field of untouchable education was
viewed as blurring the line between proseletyzation and social service,
compromising the colonial state’s explicit commitment to religious non-
interference after the 1857 Mutiny. Colonial officials held missionaries
responsible for politicizing untouchables who showed “independence and
self-sufficiency,”151 by inciting them to “claim a right” evenwhen untouch-
ables themselves chose not to exercise it,152 thus exacerbating conflict
between the majority of caste Hindu students and a few untouchable
students.
Conflicts over equal education in the 1880s and 1890s confirmed gov-

ernment fears of unrest. Such an incident had taken place in Rajangaon,
in Sirur taluka, Pune, in October 1886, when the village patel and kulka-
rni twice closed down a school run by the American Marathi Mission,
using violence and intimidation to prevent the seven Mahar (and two
Maratha) children from attending the school run by Indian teachers.153

A similar report from Satara noted that Mahar boys were not allowed
to sit in the school rooms with other boys, and that often a “few miser-
able Mahar boys are seen seated in the blazing sun outside scribbling on
their slates and apparently entirely neglected.”154 Or else, as happened
in Manmad, Nasik district, in 1884–85, caste Hindus financed an En-
glish class through private funds rather than sending their children to
the Anglo vernacular school run by the Church Mission Society, which
also admitted untouchable students. Often, the government’s anxiety to
maintain (and enhance) the population of students attending publicly
funded English schools undercut the commitment to education for un-
touchables.155 Increasingly, the colonial government faced a spate of pe-
titions as untouchable students—who faced informal boycott by caste
Hindus or the active enforcement of segregated education by colonial
officials—petitioned for civic inclusion, while the parents of caste Hindu
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students wished to exclude untouchables from classrooms. The Bombay
Education Department had considerable leeway in deciding issues on a
case-by-case basis in this contentious atmosphere.156 As government’s
general commitment to native education confronted its specific commit-
ment to untouchables’ education, a novel resolution arose: Dalit students
were placed on the school’s verandah at a distance from both caste Hindu
classmates and the classroom, to fulfill the colonial mission of educational
access.
Sitting on the verandah obstructed the untouchable students’ vision

and hearing and left them vulnerable to the adversities of climate. In 1916,
Communist activist R. B. More attended classes on the first floor of a
school in Tale, in the Mangaon district, sitting on a scaffold erected by
school authorities.157 Like the scaffold, the school verandah preserved
the illusion of equal education even as it emphasized the liminal status
of those Dalit students who had managed to secure a right to govern-
ment education. Reinterpreting the caste Hindu position as the majority
sentiment, colonial officials made the verandah a new technology of seg-
regation that reproduced caste exclusion.
Dapoli, the hub of early Dalit activism, was also a significant site of

struggles for equal education. After the Society for the Propogation of the
Gospel closed down its primary school, military pensioners petitioned
the government on July 1, 1892, to enroll fourteen of their children in
the municipality’s primary school.158After asserting that admitting Dalit
childrenwould cause caste Hindu students to leave the school, the Dapoli
municipality agreed to open a separate class with a separate teacher if
theMahar and Chambhar pensioners could collect enough boys.159 B.R.
Ambedkar, who attended that school between 1894 and 1896, described
how all the Dalit students sat in one room, placing their slates on the
ground so teachers could examine them. The children were barred from
the commonwater supply.160The right to education, when combinedwith
new practices of segregation, paradoxically intensified untouchable stu-
dents’ experience of stigma.
The Dapoli petitioners protested on September 8, 1892, requesting

that the students be included in the other classrooms. When their peti-
tion was rejected by the Dapoli municipality, the petitioners approached
colonial officials, who asked the municipality whether the children could
be accommodated on the verandah.161 The municipality replied that the
verandah was not large enough for all the children, but that the Dalit pe-
titioners could pay Rs. 50 to enlarge it.162 Stalled, the pensioners con-
tinued up the bureaucratic line until J. Nugent, commissioner of the
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Southern Division, told Vishnudas Hari Barve, the chairman of the mu-
nicipality, that he was required to open the school to the Dalit children.163

The municipality responded that equal education should occur gradu-
ally in order not to offend orthodox sensibility, and by November 1894
themunicipal engineer had not yet approved verandah extension.164After
threatening repeal of the school’s grant, Director of Public Instruction
K.M. Chatfield instructed the Dalit children to maintain a safe distance
from other Hindu children in the classroom.165 A visit to the municipal
school at the end of 1894 found “theOfficers’ children sitting in the same
class rooms along with the other boys at the distance of three or four
feet and receiving instruction with the class regularly.” The Dapoli pen-
sioners were said to be satisfied, because “they never wished that their
children shouldmixwith the other boys but they wanted that they should
receive instruction along with them, separately in the same class rooms,
and this is now done.”166 Though the collector of Ratnagiri decided to
monitor the progress of untouchable education through quarterly reports,
access to schools was a vexing one. Almost a decade later, in 1901, the
president of theADPM sent another petition to the Bombay government,
claiming that Dalit students continued to be excluded from the school.167

As Dalit students tried to enter schools at the turn of the twentieth
century, equal right to education was converted into the right to segre-
gated education for untouchable students: caste restrictions were re-
spected due to fear of boycott by caste Hindu students. The school ve-
randahwas a newmechanism of exclusion that encompassed overlapping
structures of exclusion. One was based on Brahminical norms that repli-
cated caste hierarchies. The other, grounded in liberal language, acqui-
esced to caste Hindus’ refusal of mixed-caste schools as a matter of re-
spect for the opinions of the majority community. Levels of education
among untouchable students continued to be abysmally low: less than
0.48 percent were literate in 1911; by 1931, that number rose to 2.9 per-
cent.168 In response to segregated schooling, Mahar Dalits in Nagpur,
Bombay, Poona, and Ahmednagar established separate schools and hos-
tels for Dalit students in the first two decades of the twentieth century,
complementing earlier work in Vidarbha and the Central Provinces.169

Shivram Janba Kamble defended separate schools and argued that be-
cause Brahmin schoolmasters perpetuated caste distinctions, schools had
to hireMuslim teachers.170 By 1908, Vithal Ramji Shinde’s DCM ran fif-
teen day schools, six Sunday schools, and four industrial schools in Bom-
bay, Poona, and Ahmednagar.171 By 1909, the DCM had even reached
into Dapoli.172 In 1916, of 1,600 Depressed Class students, 500 were en-
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rolled in Shinde’s schools. Though they were spurred by the failure of
government schools to include Dalit students, separate schooling defined
a powerful strategy for refashioning the Dalit self.
The Mahar community’s growing refusal to countenance socioritual

stigmatization produced new sites of contestation. Like separate educa-
tional facilities, efforts to build separate temples reflect an arc of Dalit cri-
tique. The economic enfranchisement of an important group of Mahar
elites in the Vidarbha region enabled the institutionalization of a sepa-
rate religious authority for Mahars. The 1877 opening of Empress Mills
in Nagpur had provided a new source of livelihood for Mahar Dalits. In
addition, a Mahar petty bourgeoisie of malguzars (landlords) financed
the move into an industrializing cotton economy. This educated elite
maintained links with rural areas, endowing schools and hostels and play-
ing a role in shaping early Dalit politicization.
Born in 1864, Vithoba Raoji Moon Pande typified the new Mahar

“small scale capitalist” first mentioned in an 1899 settlement report for
the Nagpur district.173 Educated in a mission school and influenced by
critiques of caste hierarchy and Hindu superstition, he took advantage
of his frequent travel as a cotton trader to act as a pracharak (preacher)
for the Gorakshan Sabha (Organization for Cow Protection) which had
links with theArya Samaj.174 In 1906,Moon Pande established theAntyaj
Samaj (Society for the Outcastes), renamed the Loyal Mahar Sabha in
1912 and presided over by his close associate, the ReverendG.D. Philips.
Before he died in 1924, Moon Pande had requested nomination to the
Central Provinces Legislative Council. Like Valangkar,Moon Pande’s life
coincided with the emergence of the Dalit public and publicists in the
crucible of colonial modernity.175 Unlike Valangkar, however, Moon
Pande’s challenge to caste discrimination instituted an alternative source
of religious hierarchy.
WhenMahars were denied use of theAmbal tank at Nagpur’s Ramtek

temple in 1903,176Moon Pande mobilized a large group ofMahars who
belonged to bhajan mandalis (groups that performed religious music).
They went to the home of the temple owner, Raoji Raghuji Bhosle,177

who gave Mahars permission to bathe at the Ambal tank on the condi-
tion that they stop eating beef and, more generally, desist from unhygienic
practices.178 Bhosle’s response typified the upper-caste reformism that
rationalized Dalits’ degradation as resulting from their stigmatizing prac-
tices. Moon Pande appears to have supported this reform because he
held meetings in villages near Nagpur to persuade Mahars to stop eat-
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ing beef, even demanding that they take a public oath to that effect.179

Although they did so, it was clear that relations with temple authorities
had reached an impasse. The Ramtek Temple Committee askedMahars
to channel a portion of the fees paid to the pande (Brahmin priest) at
the ghats—for services like shaving or making offerings of pindadaan
to the ancestors—to the Gorakshan Sabha to fund separate Mahar
bathing ghats at the temple tank. No Mahar ghats were built, however.
Moon Pande responded to the Brahmins’ exploitation of Mahars at

the Ramtek temple by establishing a separate Mahar priesthood to min-
ister to the community’s religious needs. To counter the Gorakshan
Sabha’s failure to build separate Mahar ghats,Moon Pande asked—and
received—permission from the RamtekTemple Committee to build a sep-
arate temple for Mahars on January 24, 1905. In March 1906, he ac-
quired land for the purpose at a high price.180That same year the Antyaj
Samaj committee took over management of the new Mahar ghats, es-
tablished an independentMahar priesthood, and gaveMoon Pande pan-
deship, the right to perform rites and receive dakshina (charities) from
Mahar pilgrims at the ghats.181

By 1907–08, this parallel structure of religious authority protected
Mahar pilgrims from paying extravagant sums for shraddha (funeral)
rites.182Moon Pande’s use of Mahars’ growing economic strength to as-
sert a positiveHindu identity went further.Alongwith the ReverendG.D.
Philips, he collected funds for a separate temple, a Shivalaya, near the
Mahar ghats. Construction began on October 27, 1920, and was com-
pleted in 1924, shortly before Moon Pande’s death.183

Separate institutions signaled failed efforts at civic and religious equal-
ity.They also indexed the changed discursive and political contexts ofDalit
self-fashioning. Unlike the establishment of separate schools, Moon
Pande’s temple and Mahar priesthood reproduced religious hierarchy by
legitimizing the priest’s role. Instead of criticizing Hinduism in toto and
envisioning a complete excision fromHindu religiosity,Moon Pande’s cri-
tique of religious exclusion produced a mimetic structure of religious au-
thority, a Mahar priesthood. At the same time, his work underscored the
growing economic strength of an emerging Mahar elite whose power as
reformers within the community allowed them to challenge the Hindu hi-
erarchy. Moon Pande’s actions were radical and reformist, and indicated
the ambivalences of Mahar religiosity and the limits to Hindu inclusion.
Perhapsmore pointed and problematic is thematter of thirteenMahars

who entered a temple dedicated to the god Meghnath, an incarnation of
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Figure 3. Public notice issued by Vaman Vithoba Moon Sant Pande, son
of Vithoba Raoji Moon Pande, October 11, 1920. The notice outlines the
exclusion of the Mahar community from bathing at the Ramtek ghats;
Moon Pande’s acquisition of a plot abutting the Ambala tank for the per-
formance of funereal rites and plans to construct a Shiva shrine; and the
support of British officials, including the viceroy at a meeting in 1913. It
ends with a warning to “Mahar brothers” to beware of Mahars perform-
ing religious rites without proper authorization. Courtesy of the Vasant
Moon Collection, Nagpur.



Shiva, in the village of Washer in Chanda district of the Central Provinces
on September 22, 1922. They “slaughtered a goat there, sprinkled its
blood upon the idol, put shendur [vermillion] on the image and adorned
it with flowers.”184 Though staged as religious worship, this incident
blurred distinctions between the sacred and the profane because anoint-
ing a deity with goat’s blood could also be interpreted as an act of defile-
ment. The ambivalence of the animal sacrifice arose from its signifying
potential as worship and defilement. If upper-caste Hindus interpreted
animal sacrifice as desecrating the temple, it is also true that temples to
Shiva, a non-Brahmin god inMaharashtra, would have allowed the prac-
tice of animal sacrifice.Was it the sacrifice of the goat (as opposed to the
more common buffalo), or the physical presence of Dalit worshippers in
the temple that challenged its sacrality? Could the right to worship en-
compass the right to worship differently, as well as the right of Dalits to
worship in a mixed-caste temple?

new departures: the emergence of
autonomous dalit politics

By the late 1920s, conditions enabling Dalit activism were well in place.
The distinctive ideological and institutional contexts in whichDalits’ lives
were enmeshed from the later nineteenth century facilitated an incipient
discourse of rights and emergent conceptions of the Dalit self as a histori-
cal actor and a political subject. Nonconformist Christianity and imag-
inative alliances with radical Euro-American traditions of free thought
had influenced ideas of self-respect, equality, and social justice, while the
radical anti-casteism of the Satyashodak Samaj associated the stigma-
tized existence of Dalits and non-Brahmins with the Brahmins’ ritual, eco-
nomic, and social domination. Ironically, Dalits’ experiences with the in-
stitutional infrastructure of colonial modernity amplified the impact of
stigmatization and exclusion. Indeed, Dalit activism developed through
the enhanced contradiction between the experience of stigma and the pos-
sibility of emancipation through the institutions and ideologies of colo-
nial modernity.
The Dalit public that coalesced in the first decades of the twentieth

century reflected the changed experience of Dalitness: by the 1920s, dis-
parate and localized challenges to the caste order had coalesced into an
explicit demand for civic rights. When three thousand people gathered
in the town of Mahad on March 19, 1927, for nonviolent public action,
a satyagraha to take water from the Chavdar tank, they were testing a
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resolution.185 Three years earlier, the Mahad municipality had granted
untouchables access to the town’s public water sources. Apparently, civic
inclusion threatened religious orthodoxy. The priest of the temple next
to the tank ran through town announcing that the satyagrahis were not
merely taking water from the tank, but were also attempting to enter
the temple. Rumors of temple entry inflamed caste Hindu sentiments.
A riot ensued. Caste Hindus attacked Dalits, many of whom were se-
verely wounded and taken to the hospital, while others sought shelter in
Muslim homes.186 The Chavdar water tank was ritually purified soon
thereafter to rid it of the polluting touch of Dalits.
One might have anticipated that such violent resistance to Dalits’

claims would bring their struggle to a close. Instead, another satyagraha
was started on December 25, 1927. A weekly letter from Mahad’s dis-
trict superintendent of police noted that “[h]andbills in connection with
satyagraha of untouchables at Mahad are being distributed all over Ma-
had and Mangaon talukas [disrict subdivision]. The argument in the
handbills is that . . . untouchables have a right to take water from the
aforesaid tank. This right must now be established.”187

Ten thousand people gathered in Mahad this time. They took con-
siderable risks in participating in the satyagraha and faced retaliatory
violence. Despite support from important non-Brahmin activists, ten-
sions between Dalits and non-Brahmins persisted, and Keshavrao Jedhe
appears to have participated in a call to impose a boycott against Ma-
hars, even making a speech in favor of a boycott.188 As Dalits asserted
the right to participate in the satyagraha, tensions between non-Brahmins
andDalits assumed an economic dimension in rural areas whereMaratha
or non-Brahmin landlords directly exploited Dalit labor: “We had never
imagined that these issues would be publicized so quickly. But like the
waving of a magic wand begging for bhakar [millet bread], and eating
dead meat has stopped in Kolaba district. But in those villages where
these new programs have begun . . . [untouchables] are not allowed to
come and go in the village, in some places wastelands given to them have
been taken away.”189

In a spectacular challenge to the orthodoxy of religious sanctions be-
hind caste distinction, satyagraha organizers, who included caste Hin-
dus andDalits, agreed to burn the sacred text, theManusmriti.190A long-
time Brahmin associate of B.R. Ambedkar’s, G.N. Sahasrabuddhe,
moved the resolution to burn the text at Mahad. Ambedkar, who had
read portions of the Manusmriti with a pundit in the months before the
conference, had with him a copy of those segments concerned with the
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punishment and social exclusion of women and Shudras. Those portions
were burned in public rejection of caste hierarchy and sanctioned vio-
lence. Ambedkar acknowledged the debt to the techniques and strategies
of popular nationalism, comparing this rejection of the caste order with
the burning of foreign cloth by Indian nationalists to challenge colonial
exploitation. Both cases were examples of spectacular refusals of op-
pressive sociopolitical orders.
The events of 1927 marked a significant departure in Dalit politics

and inaugurated urban-centered regional associational forms. The
Bombay-based Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha (Association for theAmelio-
ration of the Boycotted; BHS) was the organizational force behind the
Mahad satyagraha.191Also known as the Depressed Classes Institute, the
BHS was formed on July 20, 1924, to promote education and social re-
form amongMahar Dalits. In Bombay, it established a free reading room,
a Students’ Conference, and aMahar Hockey Club.192The BHS also ran
a free hostel in Sholapur; opened vocational schools, libraries, and com-
munity centers; and supported study circles and cultural activities. In its
early phase, the BHS undertook joint programs with organizations such
as the Social Service League dominated by caste Hindu reformers.193 BHS
activists intervened in village-level conflicts and held Bahishkrit Parishads
(Depressed Class Conferences) across the Bombay-Konkan region.194

Throughout the interwar years, new conceptions of public access and
civic inclusion animated Dalit public action. As radicalized Dalits made
bold public rights claims and launched an attack on the symbols of caste
orthodoxy, they enlarged their repertoire of activism as well as their con-
ceptual vocabulary of politics.
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chapter 2

The Problem of Caste Property

In 1921, Kalicharan Nandagavli, a wealthy businessman and malguzar
(landlord) from the Gondiya district, introduced a measure to open all
civic water supplies to the Depressed Classes in the Central Provinces in
the interest of realizing “ordinary human and civil rights.”1 The Arya
Samaj reformer S.K. Bole introduced a similar resolution during the
1922–23 session of the Bombay Legislative Council, calling for opening
all communal and municipal water supplies to the Depressed Classes.2

In 1926, the Bombay Legislative Council added a proviso that munici-
palities depriving Depressed Classes of access to public amenities would
suffer loss of government funds. Each of these resolutions preceded pas-
sage of the Mahad municipality’s resolution that opened the Chavdar
tank to all castes, and they were supported by Dalit and non-Brahmin
provincial representatives (together with a few upper-caste reformers),
who began to argue that access to government property was a civic right
protected by law.
Taking advantage of the novel openings afforded by colonial moder-

nity, nineteenth-century Dalit activism had focused on a variety of social
spaces and had utilized diverse methods—from polemics to petitioning—
to claim social recognition, with limited success. The interwar years
brought about a significant change: Dalits began to organize around
civic rights, especially the right of access to public and government prop-
erty. As noted by V. Geetha and Rajadurai, “Streets, schools, temples
and water points emerged as contentious spaces to which all sorts of
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people, individually, severally, and through their caste associations
sought free and equal access.”3 In this second phase of emergence as a
political community, Dalits aimed to subsume religious democratiza-
tion under a more generous liberal paradigm of civic rights. This secu-
larizing process was manifest in complex claims to public property and
involved Dalits, upper-caste nationalists, and conservatives alike in a
contentious debate about competing notions of equal access and civic
inclusion.
Interwar political adjustments—limited representation for native

subjects, non-Brahmin, and Dalit representatives—committed the colo-
nial state to the rhetoric of public responsiveness, even as Dalit activism
accelerated claims to public rights and access and adopted new modal-
ities of collective expression, such as the nonviolent protest of the satya-
graha. The result was that claims to public access began to draw colo-
nial officials into adjudicating civic claims as Dalits increasingly came
into open conflict with caste Hindus and the colonial state over the na-
ture of those rights. Colonial law courts had played a crucial role in ad-
judicating claims to customary honors and privileges in the nineteenth
century. Now, the claims involved the question of public access and use.
That is, they were contingent on a conception of the colonial “public”
rather than a colonial conception of community. The Dalit demand for
public access was efficacious because it created equivalence between
different practices of caste segregation and across sites of exclusion.
Together and separately, such analogical efforts were supported by new
conceptions of civic access. A rights claim required legal adjudication,
however. As Dalit and caste Hindu conflict over practices of social ex-
clusion increased, struggles moved from polemics and public action into
the colonial law courts.
Central to this activity was the paradoxical outcome and political de-

nouement of two temple satyagrahas (1928–35), as well as Dalit attempts
to abolish a stigmatized property form, the Mahar vatan. In adjudicat-
ing these issues, I argue, colonial law courts mobilized discourses of pri-
vate property to strengthen, rather than weaken, the power of caste
Hindu claims that segregation was a customary practice dictated by re-
ligious custom. Case by case, the customary segregation of space was
likened to the exclusive rights derived from the ownership of prop-
erty. In this incremental alignment of customwith the contract-inflected
regimes of private property, a new foundation for segregation was
produced.
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water tank and temple: politicizing
and privatizing space

The public response to theMahad satyagrahawas incontrovertible proof
of the success of emergent associational forms in channeling critiques of
Dalit stigma. However, Ambedkar called off the secondwater satyagraha
scheduled for December 26, after burning the Manusmriti in public and
comparing Dalit struggles with the demand for civic equality during the
French Revolution. He explained his decision, noting, “The untouchable
community is caught between the government and caste Hindus. One or
the other is bound to attack the untouchables, and there is no shame in
saying that [untouchables] do not have the strength to take them both
on at once.”4 The Mahad satyagraha became a test case for issues of un-
touchable access and resulted in the only successful judgment in favor of
Dalits’ rights. The satyagraha raised troubling questions, however: Did
Dalits already have the right to take water from the tank, or was this a
“new” claim promoted by the satyagrahis? If Dalits had the right to take
water from the tank, why hadn’t they done so in the past? Could their
possession of an unrealized right be mobilized against caste Hindu as-
sertions that common access to water violated scriptural injunction?
As the debates over civic rights heated up and the ire of orthodoxHin-

dus grew, the Mahad municipality quietly resolved, on August 4, 1927,
to reverse their earlier decision opening the tank to all castes.5 Some
months later, onDecember 10, 1927, a group of orthodoxHindus sought
a temporary injunction from the Bombay government barring untouch-
ables from taking water from the Chavdar tank until a decision was
passed in the court case challenging Dalits’ access to the Chavdar tank.6

The Office of the Remembrancer of Legal Affairs granted the injunction,
noting that “if the injunction had not been granted and the suit decided
in favour of the ‘touchables’ they will be put to considerable expense and
inconvenience for ‘purifying’ the tank; while in the existing circumstances,
if the untouchables win the suit the only effect will be to prolong by a
year or so the oppression that has lasted centuries. I think most judges
would have granted the injunction.”7 Local officials also supported caste
Hindus’ rights to exclusive use. The district magistrate, J.R.Hood, opined
that the water satyagraha had been incited by outsiders stirring up trou-
ble. “[People like Dr. Ambedkar] instigate the local depressed classes to
enforce their claims by direct action and then appeal to me to save them
from the resulting retaliation of the higher castes.”8
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Not all government officials subscribed to Hood’s position, however,
and there was a good deal of debate about Dalits’ claims to the Chav-
dar tank. The tank was, after all, public government property. Shouldn’t
the government support the Dalits’ rights claim?The government threat-
ened to withhold funds from theMahadmunicipality, but when that pro-
duced no results both the governor-in-council and the commissioner of
the Southern Division demanded a clarification of Dalits’ rights.9 A di-
rective from the General Department (GD) noted, “The Municipal res-
olution of 1924 gave the untouchables no new rights and the resolution
of 1927 has taken away none. From the legal point of view both reso-
lutions were superfluous.”10

Though colonial officials might have taken a liberal view of Dalits’
claims in their private correspondence, it was an altogether different mat-
ter to publicly recognize those claims. Caste Hindus maintained that they
were prohibited by custom from coming into contact with untouchables.
And as their position on the historical status of custom became hard to
substantiate, they proffered an ingenious argument: the Chavdar tank
was contiguous with the Vireshwar temple, which made it an extension
of temple space and therefore a sacred site from which untouchables
were definitively barred by custom. The distinction between, and the
conflation of, sacred and civic space was creatively mobilized by caste
Hindu plaintiffs. Because the tank abutted the Vireshwar temple, there
was as much “sanctity about it [the tank] as about the temple under the
Hindu law.”11 Sheer proximity transferred the temple’s sacrality onto
the tank.
The Dalits’ position was that both civic and sacred spaces were al-

ready politicized. Both produced the same effect, Dalits’ civic exclusion.
In a passionately angry editorial in the Bahishkrit Bharat, B.R. Ambed-
kar argued that there was no difference between the tank and the tem-
ple. Reminding his readers that the Chavdar tank had been purified af-
ter the March satyagraha, Ambedkar acknowledged that prejudice
against the untouchables was always manifest as a form of religious re-
pugnance: “Some people think that untouchables went to takewater from
the Chavdar tank, and that the violence took place because of that. But
we think it is more apt, appropriate, to call the riot a religious war. It is
true that we wanted to establish whether or not we were on an equal
with other Hindus. It has now become public [ jagajahirat zhale ahe] that
the caste Hindus have answered a resounding no to this question.”12

Against such exclusionary tactics, Ambedkar skillfully conflated ac-
cess to water with temple entry because the general right to public ac-
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cess included access to the temple. He argued that “public facilities should
be open to untouchables like other Hindus,” and noted that, “let alone
the Chavdar tank, even if the untouchables had gone into the Vireshwar
temple they would not have been going against the law.”13Once the right
of public access was acknowledged, Dalits could enter any institution they
wished.
Ambedkar’s argument rooted right of access in the public nature of a

facility rather than in religious custom or precedent. A public institution,
by definition, envisioned social intercourse across particularistic or ex-
clusionary identities. This went against the equation of custom with so-
cial separation. Caste Hindus argued, for instance, that social intercourse
with untouchables was inimical to “the principles of the Hindu religion
and to the long-standing religious feelings and sentiments of the Caste
Hindus.”14 The satyagrahis had “wounded” the religious feelings of the
Hindus, forcing purification of the tank.15 In contrast, Ambedkar de-
fended temple access not because he supported religious worship, but be-
cause the public nature of the temple could only be manifested through
the entry of the untouchable.

The most important point we want to emphasize is not satisfaction you get
from the worship of the image of God, but the plain fact that a temple is
not defiled by the presence of an Untouchable nor is the purity of the image
affected by it. . . . The issue is not entry but equality.
Untouchables have as much claim [varsa, “inheritance” or “patrimony”]

over Hinduism as do the touchables. If a right is established then the issue
of usage becomes moot. When it concerns civic issues, no law gives rights to
an individual. Even when use or enjoyment [of property] cannot be shown,
or when it is interrupted, the right is not lost.16

Ambedkar derived the concept of public access from the definition of a
public utility. Although his logic of association was the same one caste
Hindus used to extend sacral authority from temple to tank, his concep-
tion of equal access depended on an expansive and inclusive, rather than
an exclusive, definition of the public.
Dalits’ political mobilization around public access was inspired by

nationalist assaults on the racial exclusivity of colonial institutions. By em-
phasizing caste-based exclusion, however, Dalit defendants in theMahad
case encountered a major drawback: they could not prove long-term use
of the Chavdar water tank. Instead, they asserted a right of use that ex-
isted regardless of whether or not it was realized. If caste Hindus resorted
to custom as the grounds for exclusive right to property, Dalits argued that
public access was premised on social inclusion. If customwas immutable,
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immune to the dictates of historical change or social transformation, so
too was natural justice. The latter trumped the former because it was
transhistorical, rational, and humanitarian, not religiously ordained. Two
competing models of legality were in play here: one redefined customary
practice as the exercise of law; the other redefined custom as the per-
petuation of injustice contrary to a more encompassing standard of nat-
ural justice. However, the Mahad case was decided in favor of Dalit de-
fendants on a far more constrained basis, and ultimately reflected the
concerns of a colonial property regime that privileged private property
rights. In the past, “theMuhur [Mahar] population ofMahad had prom-
ised to contribute towards the repair of the suit tank [i.e., the Chavdar
tank under contention].”This meant that they were taxpayers.17The dis-
trict court judge argued that theMahadmunicipality was like a trust that
held the tank as a property “for the whole public in general,” all tax-
payers, not for a particular section of the public.18 The plaintiffs’ appeal
to the Bombay High Court brought a similar decision: there was little
evidence of a right to exclusive use of a water tank that was maintained
by municipal funds.
The success of the Mahad judgment belied troubling developments.

Rights traced to custom were increasingly equated with the rights of pri-
vate property. The scholarly literature on custom tends to counterpose
custom and contract. Literal interpretation of analytic distinctions that
were porous and context-dependent also tends to reify distinctions that
took shape in the political contexts within which colonial legality de-
veloped.19 Here, I examine the resemblances between custom and con-
tract to reveal how two differently organized structures of exclusion—
religioritual conceptions of differentiated personhood versus private
property and contract regimes—could be productively aligned to support
exclusion and spatial segregation.
The articulation between caste custom and property was not seren-

dipitous, but tactical. According to Section 21 of the Bombay Regula-
tion II of 1827, intercaste relations could come before colonial courts
only if they were defined as conflicts involving property or physical in-
jury. Internal caste matters—including issues of caste etiquette and cer-
emonial rights and honors—were to be decided by the caste panchayat.20

The relations of property built into the Mahad case articulated mutu-
ally constitutive relations between person and property. First, there was
a set of contiguous relations where the perceived repugnance to a per-
son, the untouchable, transferred to property, especially property in-
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vested with sacrality. In turn, the contact with such property was as-
sociated with physical touch. This constituted a “structure of feeling,”
if you will, that enabled touching property to be redefined as touching
persons identified with the property. So far as untouchables were con-
cerned, their presence caused emotional repugnance on the order of
physical harm.
More important, caste Hindu plaintiffs in the Mahad case not only

asserted contiguity between temple and tank, or a shared sacredness, but
also directly analogized custom to property. In other words, they equated
social segregation with the right to exclusive use in the regime of private
property. For instance, they pointed out that the Chavdar tank was sur-
rounded by homes owned by caste Hindus as additional proof that the
tankwas caste Hindu property.21Homeowners had even built stone ghats
(steps) leading to the tank, thus enclosing the tank as one would private
property.22 District Magistrate Hood agreed that the tank’s geography
supported claims to restricted access, even if caste Hindus were unable
to provide written evidence to substantiate their position: “So far as I
can ascertain at present the arguments likely to be put forward for ex-
cluding the Untouchables from the tank are; 1) The site of the tank is in
the midst of the caste Hindu quarter 2) the custom of (untouchables) not
taking water from it hitherto 3) the existence of a separate well main-
tained by the Municipality for the Untouchables of Mahad town at ap-
proximately a quarter of a mile from the tank 4) the existence of private
ghats of the surrounding caste Hindus residing on all sides of the tank.”23

The tank’s location thus became tautologous evidence of exclusive use
and of the customary exclusion of untouchables.
Property logic could be used to justify violence against those who tres-

passed caste etiquette and convention.As inmatters of property trespass,
one had the right to self-protection and defense of private property—
even at the risk of harming others—and one could argue that the right
to private property protected one from contact with those who caused
repugnance. We see here the complex closed circuitry that mapped the
putative repugnance attached to certain categories of persons in the
regime of custom onto the association between persons and places in
the regime of property. The right to discriminate based on property own-
ership was inferred from the distinctions of custom proscribing contact
between persons.
In deciding theMahad case on appeal, the justices of the BombayHigh

Court, Broomfield andWadia, noted that if caste Hindus actually proved
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a relationship between the Chavdar tank and the Vireshwar temple, they
could have made a convincing case that the tank, too, was a sacred space
historically out of bounds to the untouchable communities. A Chavdar
tank shown to have a historic connection to the temple would obviate
the need to establish a history of exclusive tank use, since it would be
classified as a tank existing for the exclusive use of caste Hindus. This
followed from the definition of a Hindu temple as a private or a limited
trust held on behalf of caste Hindus who could restrict access as a mat-
ter of right.24 Thus, if the tank was historically associated with the tem-
ple, the justices noted, it could have been argued that the juxtaposition
of the two sets of persons in a sacred space like the temple was so “re-
pugnant” to caste Hindus that “the entrance of one set into the temple
entails the departure of the other, so that it is as if it were trespass to
the other person.”25 Because the rules protecting property permitted
forms of discrimination that aligned with customary practices of ex-
clusion, caste Hindus could just have easily claimed their exclusive right
to a limited trust, the Hindu temple, instead of taking recourse to cus-
tom when they tried to exclude untouchables from access to the Chav-
dar tank. However, this required proof that the Chavdar tank was an
integral part of the Vireshwar temple, and caste Hindu petitioners had
failed to make their case.
Caste Hindus and colonial officials knew quite well that customary

practices of caste segregation did not map neatly onto private property
rights. Yet, despite a Dalit victory in the Mahad case, a perceived conti-
guity between exclusionary forms readied colonial courts to immunize
custom fromDalit assaults upon caste exclusivity. By the 1930s, the con-
solidation of an active, visible Dalit public was matched by the emer-
gence of a novel structure of exclusion in which colonial legality upheld
customary forms of caste segregation by representing them as modern
legal relationships. Nowhere was the contradiction between Dalit politi-
cization and colonial regulationmore acute than in the struggle over tem-
ple entry.
As the locus of Brahminical authority, the temple was a symbol of

Dalits’ exclusion from religious worship and the most potent site of
Dalits’ denigration by caste Hindus. Prior struggles to enter educational
institutions and public facilities set the stage for demands for religious
equality. By 1928, claims to public access focused on the Hindu temple
as the frontier of Dalit efforts to democratize caste relations. Indian Na-
tional Congress leaders, especially Gandhi, were responsible for inaugu-
rating temple entry as a tactic for the realization of caste equality.Yet the
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major Congress-led temple satyagrahas, at temples in Vaikom (1924) and
Guruvayur (1932), reflected the Congress position that caste inequality
was aHindu problem to be addressed by the upper castes.AsDilipMenon
has argued, “Temple-entry continued to be seen within the paradigm of
the ‘purification of Hinduism’ with the ‘conversion even of the most or-
thodox’ effectively limiting the political potential as well as the partici-
pation of anyone other than the upper-castes.”26

Temple entry occupied a different position in the Dalit political reper-
toire. If nationalists framed the temple as an exceptional structure because
it was a place of religious worship, Dalit activists equated temples with
other enclosed public spaces, such as schools, hotels, and teashops, in
their bid to clarify the legal principle of equal access. Their politicization
of temple entry emphasized the resemblance between the temple and other
public places, thereby refusing the a priori sacrality of the temple. Such
a strategy allowed them to make an assault upon one of the most sym-
bolically overdetermined spaces in the Hindu sociopolitical imaginary
through the idiom of equal access, rather than through claims for equal-
ity of worship.
In making claims to the temple Dalits were identifying themselves, and

demanding that caste Hindus acknowledge them, as Hindus. Their sup-
port for temple entry derived, however, from a political agenda radically
opposed to Congress considerations: “We know that the deity in the tem-
ple is made of stone, and that neither our sight nor our worship of it will
solve our problem. We are embarking on this satyagraha as a matter of
principle to see if we can bring about a change in the Hindu mind.”27

Indeed, the two main Dalit-led temple satyagrahas, at the Parvati temple
in Poona (1929) and the Kalaram temple in Nasik (1930–35), challenged
the Congress-led temple satyagrahas, which positioned the temple, in a
rather circumscribed manner, as the symbol of a shared Hindu religiosity.
Instead, the Dalit-led satyagrahas exhorted satyagrahis to make claims to
the temple as a public place—as government property that they could en-
ter by right.
The use of shared terms—access, caste equality, and democratization

of worship—obscured important differences in Congress and Dalit
goals. Congress efforts to nationalize the temple as a place of Hinduwor-
ship also defined the temple as a Hindu structure outside the purview of
colonial control. Dalit-led satyagrahas placed the temple within govern-
ment control and imputed to it a “publicness” that dissolved distinctions
between civic and religious space. Temple entry sharpened the conflict
between differing political conceptions of rights by emphasizing conflict-
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ing interpretations of the basis for religious inclusion. These divergent
positions on the right to enter the temple were finally played out on a ju-
dicial field that increasingly framed the temple as a form of encumbered
property.
The satyagrahas of the late 1920s were not the first occasions of colo-

nial government interest in Hindu temples. Prior colonial objectification
of the temple affected the adjudication of temple-entry cases. From the
nineteenth century, colonial regulation had orientalized the Hindu tem-
ple as the physical manifestation of Hindu tradition and religiosity. But
colonial officials also defined the temple as a “religious institution of pub-
lic utility,” a space where ritual status was reproduced through worship
and an economic institution for managing often-sizeable financial assets.
Thus the Hindu temple emerged as a peculiarly bifurcated institution, an
economic entity rendered amenable to colonial control also reified as a
place of religious worship governed by custom.These incongruent frame-
works for temple regulation would directly influence the impasse en-
countered by efforts to define the temple as public property, on the one
hand, and to democratize religious worship, on the other.
In 1930, colonial administrators in Bombay noted that that “there

could be no general policy concerning temples, and matters [of temple
ownership and access] would have to be taken on an individual basis.”28

To understand this position, it helps to know something about established
patterns of temple administration. The nineteenth-century temple had
been transformed by colonial ideas regarding Hindu religiosity in con-
junction with new articulations between capital, custom, and property.
Bombay broadly followed the administrative pattern set in southern In-
dia, where temples had come under state regulation in 1873.At that time,
theHindu Religious EndowmentsAct brought temple administration un-
der judicial control, but forfeited judicial intervention in issues regard-
ing ceremonial rights and honors.29 The colonial government assumed a
regulatory power over the management of temple lands and began to
make cash allocations for temple upkeep.30 Temple worship was once at
the heart of a redistributive process that converted the symbolic capital
of prestige and status into material honors. But by the end of the nine-
teenth century these honors were themselves commoditized and the fo-
cus of legal disputes. 31

The public and private dimensions of the temple came under separate
legalities: the regulation of worship was carried out according to Hindu
custom, while the colonial state regulated management of temple prop-
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erty. The fiction ofHindu control over the temple was maintained, how-
ever. Administratively there was little difference between temples under
direct government control, such as Poona’s Parvati temple, and private
temples like the Kalaram in Nasik; in most instances, the government
did not “interfere with the nomination of the Committee or with theman-
agement of the temple unless there was gross negligence, want of super-
vision, etc.”32 Indeed, public grants were made to temples regardless of
whether the management committee was appointed by the Bombay gov-
ernment. In the case of a public temple, “Govt. would be a party . . . hav-
ing appointed trustees but even then would be neutral regarding wor-
ship”; theywould only involve themselves in the affairs of a private temple
if “the point involved a question affecting allowances paid to the tem-
ple.”33 This did not preclude the involvement of colonial authorities in
the financial management of the temple, however.
The management of the Parvati temple, constructed in 1749, was well

documented and revealed two significant moments of colonial rationali-
zation. The first, between 1818 and 1842, involved aggressive interven-
tion, and was led by the collector of Poona, H. D. Robertson. He gath-
ered evidence of financial mismanagement and corruption, concluded that
government grants far exceeded monies needed for temple upkeep, and
appointed a Committee of Managers in 1842 to take control of the tem-
ple.34 After 1860, the Parvati temple was maintained as an “established
religious institution” through native intermediaries, in this case the
Committee of Managers, with minimal government interference.35 Like
Parvati, the Kalaram temple was also subject to colonial oversight, though
its management structure was a little more complex and was divided
between god as the temple’s “owner,” the panches (managers) who were
responsible for the temple infrastructure, and the pujaris (priests) who
had rights to offerings and responsibility for the idols and religious wor-
ship.36The Bombay government clarified that the temple was neither pri-
vate in the sense of exhibiting individual ownership, nor public in the
sense of being open to all. “If it is public at all, it is a ‘public Hindu tem-
ple.’”37 So far as religious practice was concerned, “[government] would
remain neutral if the point at issue concerned the method of worship or
who should be allowed to worship.”38Control over practices of worship
was thus ceded to the temple’s caste Hindu congregation. Religious wor-
ship allied with that colonial artifact, custom, was rendered autonomous
from the domains of politics and economy with which it was integrally
associated, even as “the customary” was rendered ahistorical and de-
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nuded of the context sensitivity of earlier articulations of religious au-
thority and state practice.
Customary practice was supported by the definition of the temple as

the exclusive property of caste Hindus. As temple records were rarely
available, the government typically decided temple ownership through
“the medium of inquiry of prevalent forms of congregational worship
with respect to usage,” that is, according to custom.39 Such practices had
produced the legal definition of the temple as a “limited trust” held on
behalf of caste Hindu worshippers, meaning that any change in temple
administration required the assent of all members of a temple congre-
gation. A fiction of consensus thus supplemented the fiction of an origi-
nal charter of temple ownership. If present usage constituted a record of
ownership and if the possibility of expanding the community of wor-
shippers also depended on the current congregation, this airtight con-
struction promised little chance of Dalit entry into mixed-caste temples.
The Bombay government explained its position of noninterference: “It
is not in the power of individuals having the management of the institu-
tion to alter the purpose for which it was founded, or to say to the other
worshippers ‘we have changed our opinion and you who resort to this
place for the purpose of worshipping in the customary manner shall no
longer enjoy the benefit intended for you unless you conform to the al-
teration which has taken place in our opinions even to the extent of sub-
mitting to the presence of other worshippers who are prohibited by cus-
tom and the shastras from entering the temple.’”40 Colonial authorities
had struck a balance with caste Hindus in the peculiar power-sharing
politics of dyarchic governance they had embraced, especially with re-
gard to their nonintervention in the “religious” domain.
Increasingly, as interwar political pressures forced the colonial state

to embrace the rhetoric of civic rights and public access, the earlier dis-
course of religious noninterference seemed insufficient. Legal conflict over
the temple in the 1920s and 1930s registers the discursive turn to idioms
of property to justify customary practices of caste segregation. Indeed
the use of terms such as “segregation” and “trespass” created new as-
sociations between caste and property in the face of Dalit challenges. The
awkward institutional history of the Hindu temple enabled Hindu wor-
shippers to prevent Dalits’ physical entry into the temple and later justified
nationalist reformers’ refusal to democratize the temple on the grounds
that the temple was restricted property. Equating the repulsion of con-
tact with the exclusivity of property materialized the repugnance that
caste Hindus claimed to feel in sharing temple space with untouchables.
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Thus, Dalit-led temple satyagrahas accentuated both the paradoxes of
property and the embedded violence of the caste order.

temple entry 1929–1935: necessary
violence and the cunning of custom

The Parvati satyagraha began onOctober 13, 1929, and brought together
Dalit activists led by Shivram Janba Kamble, vice chairman of the Poona
branch of the Depressed Classes Mission, as well as caste Hindu mem-
bers of the newly formed Asprishyata Nivarak Mandali (Committee for
the Removal of Untouchability;ANM).41TheANMhad strong links with
the Anti-Untouchability Subcommittee created by the Indian National
Congress on March 29, 1928.42 By June of that year, Congress came to-
gether with the Hindu Mahasabha to take up the project of temple en-
try in Poona.43 When the satyagraha began in October, temple trustees
immediately shut the temple doors and hired private guards. Soon after,
a notice board outside the Parvati temple stating that the temple was open
to all Hindus was changed and now forbade untouchables from enter-
ing.44 The ANM withdrew its support of the temple satyagraha soon
thereafter and sought a compromise solution: untouchables’ partial en-
try into the temple or restricted access to the temple precincts for wor-
ship from a distance.
By January 19, 1930, the Parvati satyagrahawas called off altogether

at the insistence of Congress leaders. Gandhi and the leaders of the Anti-
Untouchability Subcommittee argued that the satyagrahawent awry be-
cause it had not been not under complete Congress leadership.45 Seth Jam-
nalal Bajaj, secretary of the CongressAnti-Untouchability Subcommittee,
had thrown open his own temple inWardha to untouchables. But accord-
ing to him, temple satyagrahas led by Dalits were problematic because
“the existing conditions not only in Poona, but all over the country, do
not warrant starting of satyagraha by ‘untouchables’ for asserting their
right of temple worship.”46 Even when Dalit satyagrahis “stood the
ordeal without in the least losing their temper,”47 it remained Congress’s
prerogative to instigate and manage temple entry so that it did not “cre-
ate internal jealousies among the Hindu communities and jeopardize
Hindu unity.”48A report noted: “The Satyagrahawhich the Bombay ‘un-
touchable’ leaders proposed to resort to was naturally different from the
well-knownmethods ofMahatmaGandhi inasmuch as they did notmake
too much of a fetish of non-violence.”49 In fact, the report went on to
blame the Dalit satyagrahis for marring the “good will” that existed for
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temple entry through their impulsiveness and impatience. By 1932,
Gandhi was defending the Congress position on the temple satyagraha
by arguing that the principle of religious equality had to be balanced
against respect for private property: “[With] reference to temples like Par-
vati temple there is a difficulty about the trust. The trust deed itself lays
an obligation on the trustees to prohibit the entry of ‘untouchables’ into
the temple.Where such a disability exists, I would be able to understand
the powerlessness of the trustees. And Satyagraha in reference to such
temples would be pure violence.”50

In the sustained interrogation of violence that was crucial to his the-
orization of an indigenous ethics, Gandhi made a clear distinction be-
tween violence directed against oneself, resignified as self-discipline, and
other-directed violence, which compromised the realization of truth. For
the satyagrahi, the experience of violence only intensified the assertion
of a moral claim. Ironically, the structural violence of caste remained in-
visible to the upper-caste activist who advocated violent suffering on be-
half of untouchables. However, NarayanraoGunjal, a temple trustee and
a leader of orthodox Hindus opposed to satyagraha, distributed leaflets
during a lull in the satyagraha demanding that caste Hindus “welcome”
the satyagrahis with violence. Violence against the Dalit satyagrahis was
a communicative medium newly developed to address Dalit efforts to se-
cure right of entry. Gunjal castigated Dalits’ growing politicization and
associated it with transgressive sexual desire: “The untouchables wanted
to marry girls from high-caste Hindu families, and therefore, it is unwise
to give [them] any encouragement.”51

In one of his last editorials in the Bahishkrit Bharat, B.R. Ambedkar
wrote a long evaluation of the Parvati satyagraha addressing Gandhi’s
displacement of violence onto theDalit satyagrahi.Ambedkar argued that
acts of violence clarified the contradictions embedded in the very con-
ceptualization of temple entry. Violence was the product of caste Hindus
changing the “format of the satyagraha” by attacking the satyagrahis.52

Reformist caste Hindus, half-hearted progressives (navamatvadi), were
even more to blame. They had encouraged the satyagrahis to demand
temple entry, backed off from the struggle, and then refused to condemn
violence against the volunteers.When untouchables controlled the satya-
graha theywere blamed for inciting violence. Indeed the “deva [lit. “god,”
in this case the do-gooder Hindu] was actually a devva [demon] and his
gift was poisonous.” Even Gandhi’s decision to suffer on behalf of the
less fortunate was a patronizing and limited gesture. Ambedkar wrote:
“Let me ask these people who would change hearts—how much change
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of heart [matparivartan] do you want to achieve? If every Hindu, then
untouchables will wait forever. . . . No untouchable believes that his hu-
manity will be recognized after independence just because caste Hindus
argue that they can only live up to their humanity then.”
Ambedkar argued that the true lesson of the Parvati satyagraha was

that it taught Dalits the necessity for retaliatory violence. Rather than
sitting quietly and getting hit with stones and bricks, the untouchables
would also “take recourse to the brutal policy of causing harm to harm-
less people.” Indeed, Ambedkar argued that the Gandhian criticism of
violence was misperceived. The satyagraha form staged a necessary vio-
lence as the consequence of placing the weak in the direct line of vio-
lence, and yet satyagraha leaders feigned surprise when they became vic-
tims of violence.53 For Dalits, acts of violence revealed the structural
violence embedded within all forms of caste sociality. In contrast, for the
Congress/Mahasabha alliance, the Parvati satyagraha redefined the satya-
graha form altogether. First, satyagraha was to be performed under the
guidance of caste Hindus. In other words, untouchable management of
sataygraha exposed its inherent limits: satyagraha was a mechanism for
the transformation of the upper castes, not a radical tool for caste equal-
ity. Secondly, satyagraha for challenging untouchability was seen to com-
promise the effectiveness of this “matchless weapon” for national inde-
pendence and unity, since it intensified violence among Hindus.
The so-called aggression of Dalit volunteers gave Congress national-

ists cover for withdrawing quietly from the Parvati satyagraha.Dalits did
not enter the Parvati temple until 1932, after Gandhi’s fast-unto-death.
The Chambhar activist P.N. Rajbhoj led the effort, having rejected Am-
bedkar’s leadership to join Gandhi in 1932, only to rejoin Ambedkar
again in 1942, with the formation of the All-India Scheduled Caste Fed-
eration (AISCF).54 In contrast to the reformism of caste Hindu leaders,
the Dalit-led Nasik satyagraha exposed a new set of contradictions
around the juridical status of “public access” and inauguratedDalits’ his-
toric decision to refuse Hindu inclusion.

nasik and the spatialization of property

A priori an enclosed space is more private than an open one.

Letter from Clayton, Commissioner, Central Division,
to R.G. Gordon, December 10, 193155

The ancient temple of Kalaram which is selected by the crusaders as the
field of battle has been converted into a fortress by the Brahmin defenders.
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. . . Each side has enrolled volunteers 500 strong, with distinctive colours
and slogans and there is an air of grim determination in both camps.

“Impressive Scenes,” Times of India,March 4, 1930

Local leaders took the initiative in the Nasik satyagraha at the Kalaram
temple. It was organized byNasikMahar Sangh secretary BhauraoGaik-
wad and the group’s president, Sambhaji Yesu Rokade.56 They collected
Rs. 10 from each village in the region57 in addition to large donations
from Dalit landlords of the Central Provinces.58 By the end of February
1930, they had collected more than Rs. 15,000.59 The Ambedkari jalsas
played a crucial role in mobilizing people for the Nasik satyagraha.60

Bhimrao Kardak and Dadasaheb Pagare, president and secretary of
one of the most famousAmbedkari jalsa troupes, the NasikYuvak Sangh
Sangeet Jalsa, explained their decision to use this form by describing the
Ambedakri jalsa’s continuities with its predecessor, the Satyashodak jalsa,
and with popular tamasha performance: “In tamasha there was fun
[vinod], and there was pedagogy [upadesh, i.e., to instruct or lecture].”61

The fun in tamasha was bawdy and risqué, but there was no ban on
women hearing it. Entire villages came out to enjoy a tamasha perfor-
mance, and it was a significant medium of entertainment amongst Dal-
its. The Ambedkari jalsa also omitted the initial mangalacharan propiti-
ating a deity and instead recounted Ambedkar’s glories. The Ambedkari
jalsas publicized important political events and problems internal to the
Mahar community, such as the performance of Maharki (degraded caste
labor), drinking and gambling, and the lack of education. Encounters
were staged between a maushi (lit. “maternal aunt,” a familiar figure in
the tamasha who signified ignorance or tradition) and a sudharak (re-
former). Dialogues, called chakkad or saval-javab (lit. “question-answer”)
were interspersed with interludes of popular songs that would have been
familiar to anyone who had attended tamasha or lavani performances,
but that were rescripted with political rather than erotic content.

Maushi: Is this satyagraha long or short, round or square? Is it some-
thing to eat? I still don’t know, so tell me.

Sudharak: Mahar, Mang, Chambhar those of us who are defined as
inferior and untouchable, why don’t we have the right [hakk]
to go to a Hindu temple when we are Hindus?

Maushi: Arre, give us that right. I don’t refuse it. That is not my ques-
tion. My question is that for so long now we have been sloganeer-
ing “Let’s participate in the satyagraha.” But first tell me clearly
what a satyagraha is, define it and describe it, that is all I am
asking!
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Figure 5. Special issue of Janata, 1933, with photographs of important leaders
of the Nasik satyagraha: Amrutrao Dhondiba Rankhambe (left) and Bhaurao
Krishnarao “Dadasaheb” Gaikwad (right). Shri. Bansode’s Navamatwadi jalsa
troupe is pictured below. Courtesy of Eleanor Zelliot.



Sudharak: Alright, listen carefully. Satyagraha is composed of two words,
satya means something that is true, and agraha means to demand
something, such as to demand our human rights. Where is the
‘satya’ or truth here? Mahars, Mangs, Chambhars, we are all
oppressed [paddalit, lit. “crushed”] though we are Hindu by
religion. Why should we not enjoy the same religious, social,
and civic rights that touchable Hindus enjoy?62

Figure 6. Dalits entering the Kalaram temple, Nasik, n.d. Courtesy of Prakash
Vishwasrao, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar (Mumbai: Lok Vangmay, 2007).



The Ambedkari jalsas were remarkably minimalist, focused mainly on
rational critique and dialogue, while eschewing symbols of popular re-
ligiosity or folk belief as signs of tradition and backwardness. Each jalsa
was described as a “farce,” that is, a one-act play.
Between five thousand and eight thousand people attended the Nasik

satyagraha when it began on March 2, 1930.63 There was plenty of re-
sistance to it as well. The president of the Kalaram temple trustees, a Brah-
min lawyer named V. B. Akut, also happened to be the president of the
Nasik Congress Committee. He resolved to prevent the satyagraha at all
costs.64Gandhi said, “I have not approved of theNasik Satyagraha about
Kalaram Temple for the simple reason that I have smelt a trace of vio-
lence in that Satyagraha.”65 Dalits themselves called off the satyagraha
in 1936 and admitted the impossibility of Hindu reform.
By then, the issue of religious inclusion was moot. At a meeting of the

Depressed Classes Conference in October 1935 atYeola, a fewmiles out-
side Nasik, Ambedkar made the famous statement, “It is an unfortunate
fact that I have been born a Hindu: it was not in my power to oppose or
change that. But I can promise you this. I will not die a Hindu.”66 This
statement was accompanied by talk of mass conversion from Hinduism
and marked a major turning point in Dalit politics.
The entire satyagraha period of Dalit activism was inspired by Gand-

hian strategies of popular resistance, however. A photograph of Gandhi
had hung in the conference hall during the Mahad satyagraha and
activists called out his name as they undertook a procession around the
Chavdar tank. But the split between Dalit activists and Congress na-
tionalists was complete by 1930, with the latter pledging support for tem-
ple entry from afar. Still, symbols of Gandhian opposition to colonial
rule had become ubiquitous andwere portable signs of collective protest.
Dalit leaders also borrowed the organizationalmethods of Congress lead-
ers. During the Parvati satyagraha, for instance, volunteers were asked
to sign pledges to follow strict discipline.67

1. Once untouchable brothers come to Parvati temple, they should sit at
the foot of the temple where the volunteers tell them to, and behave/do
as they are told.

2. Do not fidget or gather together in a crowd. There is no problem in
hailing [ jayjaykar karane] important men.

3. No one should bring lathis, kathis, or umbrellas with them.
4. Only those people selected by the Satyagraha Committee can climb to

the Parvati temple.68
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A fetish for order and bureaucracy was also evident in the focus on record
keeping. Donations were to be documented with receipts. Handbills dis-
tributed throughout theNasik district in 1932 exhorted, “Chaupeel pau-
thi shivay deu naka! [Don’t make contributions without receiving a
printed receipt]. Other handbills carried slogans in English such as “Un-
touchability is nothing but slavery,” “Tell a slave he is a slave and he will
revolt,” and “Death is better than dishonour.” Echoing Tilak’s claim of
freedom as a birthright, some handbills declared “Manuski ha pratyek
manasacha janmasiddha hakk ahe [Human dignity is everyone’s birth-
right].” For a largely illiterate community, the fascinationwith forms and
receipts was an interesting mimesis of bureaucratic authority.
A police report on the Nasik satyagraha noted with unease the com-

mingling of Gandhian and distinctly Dalit political symbols:

In front of the main gate and close against it were collected nearly 100
depressed classes—mostly Mahars, seated on the ground singing songs and
shouting war cries in loud tones at regular intervals. Included among them
were a considerable number of women seated in the front rows. It would
be utterly impossible for any person trying to enter the temple to make his
way through their ranks. Standing up at intervals were guards dressed in
khaki and carrying sticks resembling the scout sticks. . . . It is noticeable
that the satyagrahis were largely dressed in Gandhi caps and Khadar [hand-
spun, coarse cotton] which have been recently served out to them. . . .
[N]ot a man would stand up, not even when I was speaking to them,

and they are mostly village watandarMahars! Yet the moment Ambedkar
arrived they jumped up, salaamed, etc. It may also be noted that, judging
by recent assumption of Gandhi caps, these unlawful actions are to be under-
taken under the aegis of Gandhi as part and parcel of his campaign of Civil
Disobedience.69

Dalit satyagrahis used symbols of Gandhian protest such as white peas-
ant caps and khadi (homespun), as well as military outfits that signified
the Mahar battalions. Shahid Amin has described the Congress volun-
teer as a hybrid creature whose commitments to Gandhian mobilization
were processed through a Hindu religious idiom of asceticism and re-
nunciation. In fact the otiyar, the local rendition of “volunteer,” was a
recognizable figure in the village as he came around demanding chutki
[lit. “a handful,” the alms given to holy men).70 The Dalit scout became
a similarly ubiquitous figure during theNasik satyagraha. Initially a term
used to describe a uniformed member of the highly disciplined Samata
Sainik Dal (Army of Soldiers for Equality), “scout” came to describe any
lathi-carrying volunteer in the front lines of conflict.71The Samata Sainik
Dal even had a women’s wing. At the start of the Nasik satyagraha,more
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than five hundred womanmarched at the vanguard “inmartial array like
disciplined soldiers,” shouting slogans.72 Drawing upon images of mili-
tarized masculinity as well as the status and respect that Mahars derived
from a military past, the Samata Sainik Dal provoked a completely dif-
ferent set of associations—combat, armed resistance, virility—from
those attached to nonviolent protest.
As the symbolic universes of Dalit andGandhian protest collided, they

revealed radically different perspectives on violence, as during the Par-
vati satyagraha. Temple satyagrahas were always meant to play a strate-
gic role in politicizing Dalits. Ambedkar noted that he had launched tem-
ple entry not because he wanted “the Depressed Classes to become
worshippers of idols which they were prevented from worshipping or
because I believed that temple entry would make them equal members
in and an integral part of the Hindu society . . . [but because it was the]
best way of energizing the Depressed Classes andmaking them conscious
of their position.”73 If the temple satyagrahas were supposed to mobi-
lize Dalits to claim their rights, they did their job and did it well. Dalit
satyagrahis came from diverse backgrounds—they were military pen-
sioners, rural Dalits, and urban youth.
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Vangmay, 2007).



The extended duration of the Nasik satyagraha and its ultimate fail-
ure showed that though Dalits were partly successful in gaining some
moral ground, they were ultimately unable to overcome the effects of a
colonial legality that articulated customwith property and reinvested the
caste habitus with the force of law and the fiction of consensus.And space,
once politicized via satyagraha, became a more encompassing setting for
political statements and acts, a stage for materializing new strategies of
exclusion with the support of colonial officials whose stance of religious
neutrality ultimately favored the status quo.
TheNasik satyagraha again posed the question: didMahar Dalits have

a right to temple entry? The district magistrate, R.G. Gordon, argued
that the Mahars were not making a “legal” claim, but a “moral” one, a
claim “as yet not . . . possessed or exercised.”74 His circular reasoning
suggested that if Dalit satyagrahis had a claim to the temple through prior
usage, they could have filed that claim under Section 147 of the Indian
Penal Code concerning rights to disputed property.75 Gordon noted, “It
was on the ground that the case of the Mahars disclosed no allegation
of a right of which a Civil Court would take cognizance that the [Re-
membrancer of Legal Affairs] held that S 147 would not apply to dis-
putes arising from the alleged rights of the Mahars to temple entry.”76

Gordon argued that the satyagrahis were enacting new claims because
they had not sought legal clarification on their right to temple entry by
presenting it as a struggle over disputed property. As with Gandhi’s ul-
timate capitulation to the property regime and the temple trust deed dur-
ing the Parvati satyagraha, colonial officials articulated tensions between
Dalits’ right to religious worship and their right to the temple as private
property. Both relied, however, on Dalits’ uncertain status as Hindus.77

The Bombay government closed off access to the Kalaram temple to
all Hindu worshippers, hoping to provoke clarification of Dalits’ rights
through the law courts. The satyagraha had settled into a pattern of daily
confrontation between satyagrahis and caste Hindus at the temple en-
trance when the local organizer, Bhaurao Gaikwad, sent an urgent let-
ter to Ambedkar on March 19, 1930. Gaikwad wrote that the priest of
the Kalaram temple, the pujari, was allowing worshippers into the tem-
ple through his home: “Sir, I beg to inform you that though all the four
gates of the Kalaram Temple are blocked by the Satyagraha volunteers a
private entrance is being availed of by the touchables to get a darshan
[glimpse of the deity]. This private door belongs to the Pujari’s house
and is situated very close to the Northern gate of the temple. . . . though
the entrance was private it was turned into a semi-public one by the fact
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that all the touchable public availed itself of it to enter and visit a Public
Temple.”78

Gaikwad went on to note that the police officers on duty had refused
to intervene. Furthermore, Gordon had warned the satyagrahis that pre-
venting access to the temple would result in their removal by police. The
pujari’s ingenious method of allowing caste Hindus to enter the temple
transformed the Kalaram conflict. Ambedkar said that “under no cir-
cumstance can we tolerate this new stunt of the Pujari and tolerate his
rendering our satyagraha futile even if it [brings] us into conflict with the
government.”79 Conflict it produced aplenty: the temple satyagraha was
now diverted to the pujari’s door.
In the meantime, Gordon defended his decision to allow the pujari to

convert his home into a temple entrance and asserted that all caste Hindu
worshippers could be viewed as guests who had been invited to a private
gathering at the pujari’s home. He even went so far as to erect a make-
shift barrier of two dilapidated motor lorries at either end of the street
to regulate Hindu worshippers’ access to the priest’s home during the
rath yatra (a procession of Ram’s chariot) in April 1930.80

Gordon appears to have internalized the legal debates about the sta-
tus of Hindu temples that were raging at the time among colonial offi-
cials concerned with matters of law and revenue. His elaborate prepa-
rations to make sure that caste Hindus were not deprived of the right of
worship suggest that he believed both that the temple was caste Hindu
property and that it was his duty to protect property rights. His support
for the pujari was an extreme interpretation of property rights. Gordon
noted that “the question of what people do when they get inside it [the
temple] it seems to me, is in law the business of the Pujari only.”81 Thus
the Nasik district magistrate’s commitment to private property trans-
formed the satyagrahis into criminals: “If the Satyagrahis squat in front
of the Pujari’s house and prevent people whom the Pujari wishes to ad-
mit from going in, they commit wrongful restraint; if they go in while
the Pujari opens the door to admit others, knowing that he objects to the
entrance of the Satyagrahis, they commit house trespass. Both are cog-
nizable offences.”82

Gordon’s attempts to regulate the flow of worshippers though the
pujari’s home during the Ramanavami celebrations, which commemo-
rate Lord Rama’s birth on the ninth day of the Hindu month of Chaitra,
became something of a precedent. Two years later, the new district mag-
istrate, L.N. Brown, proposed a similar method of crowd control: “Mr.
Gordon allowed the pilgrims to enter the Temple through the Pujari’s

The Problem of Caste Property 103



house. . . . Mr. Robinson and I would like to substitute timber barriers
for those barriers ofMr. Gordon’s. [These timber barriers consist] of two
strong timber walls, projecting from the walls at either side of the street,
and one slapping in the middle, in such a way as to allow one person to
pass through at a time. I have seen similar barriers in London, when big
crowds are expected.”83 Brown’s superiors warned him against emulat-
ing Gordon’s example: Gordon had been disciplined for his actions and
transferred out of Nasik.84

In the meantime, Bhaurao Gaikwad had filed a complaint with the
police noting that the pujari had made the entrance to his home semi-
public, converting it into “a public right of way.”85 The Home Depart-
ment took a similar stand, saying that “if . . . the Pujari abuses this right
and uses his private entrance not for the entrance to his house proper
but as a passage to the temple, he is converting a private into a public
entrance.”86 The remembrancer of legal affairs, who had supported the
rights of private property until “prompted” by the home minister to re-
consider his position, now argued that the pujari was a temple servant
who had abused his official position.

There is nothing to show that the pujari’s house is not part of the temple
and besides it is not established that the entrance to his house which also
leads to the temple is really a private entrance. Unlike a private individual,
the pujari is a temple servant and his actions should be viewed from his
state as such. Whatever rights and privileges he enjoys in this respect they
are in virtue of this status and so long as he attempts to abuse them openly,
the police could not give him any aid and protection to carry out his evil
designs.87

The remembrancer’s distinctions between public office and private
prejudice were quite slippery, since even in his official, public capacity
the pujari represented an exclusively caste Hindu public. He was under
no compunction to be more inclusive. The placement of his home beside
the temple marked his intimacy with the temple as public functionary
and custodian of ritual knowledge. The uncertain distinction between the
priest’s status as merely a temple servant somewhat akin to a public offi-
cial and his status as a religious specialist meant that he derived his au-
thority from two sources, creating a confusing circularity so far as colo-
nial officials were concerned.
Themove to further enclose space and proscribe access to the Kalaram

temple and its environs indicates a radiating zone of conflict that politi-
cized social interactions by spatializing them.This tactic was not restricted
to one priest. Other attempts to enclose public space clearly intended to
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bring it within the ambit of proprietary claims. For instance, in Decem-
ber 1930 the satyagrahis asserted their right to use the four kunds (bathing
ponds) outside the Kalaram temple. A caste Hindu aided by prominent
members of the Nasik municipality won permission to erect a barbed-
wire fence around each kund. Even Gordon, loath to support the satya-
grahis’ cause in any fashion, noted that the action verged on the illegal,
as “this has been done without granting a lease” so that caste Hindus
might avoid government scrutiny.88 The government agreed that the
ponds were a “part of a public river and unenclosed and though theMa-
hars do not claim ever to have bathed there it is certainly arguable that
they . . . have as good a right to bathe in it as any Brahman.”89Once en-
closed, however, the ponds became legible as private property.90

Dalit-led actions exposed the limitations of temple satyagrahas as a route
to caste equality. Thus it is not surprising that by 1933 Gandhi no longer
advocated temple satyagrahas and argued that they compromised the satya-
graha as a “matchlessweapon” for national independence. In fact, Gandhi
distanced himself from temple satyagrahas altogether and opted to instead
undertake three personal atonement fasts against untouchability between
1932 and 1933.91 He followed them with the 1933 Harijan tour asking
caste Hindus to voluntarily impoverish themselves to become like the un-
touchables. Congress now acknowledged as a mistake the arc of temple
satyagrahas,which beganwith violent encounters rangingDalits andCon-
gress activists against orthodox Hindus, but ended with almost immedi-
ate acceptance of partial access to the temple as a compromise solution,
or complete cessation of satyagraha under threat of violence.
Dalits were only partially successful in presenting to the government

religious rights folded into a generic claim to public amenities. If a moral
right was the first step in establishing a new rights claim, how could it
be recognized and where did its legitimacy lie? Accepting a moral right
as a legal claim, the colonial government recognized, carried profound
consequences. Such acceptance would overturn the legal status of cus-
tom: “if the courts recognized untouchable claims to temple entry, they
would in essence be recognizing a moral claim as a legal or justiciable
claim, and in the process they would be changing a fundamental princi-
ple of Hindu law, that ‘custom has the force of law.’”92

Though the colonial government maintained the specificity of Hindu
custom, it was easy to render custom compatible with contract, and to
read into discourses of property a further equation of exclusive custom-
ary rights with the right to private property. In their distinctive ways, caste
Hindus and the colonial government had used the productive tension be-
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tween custom and contract to counter Dalits’ rights claims. For casteHin-
dus, custom had the force of law precisely because the force of colonial
law could be mobilized to extend and to regulate the domain of custom.
This is not to suggest that nothing had changed. As the remembrancer

of legal affairs stated, “Even assuming that the untouchables had hith-
erto not worshipped in this temple, it might be simply because no one
attempted so far to assert their rights.”93This argument had found strong
expression in Ambedkar’s speech during another satyagraha: possession
and enjoyment could be distinctive (and disaggregated) aspects of a
“right.”As colonial neutrality with regard to religiousmatters overlapped
with the discourse of custom, however, arguments about unrealized rights
failed.94 The Bombay government might accept that “untouchables as
Hindus have as much right to enter the temples as the touchables,” but
this position was treated as one requiring the consent of public opinion,
that is, of caste Hindus.95Only then would it be possible to overturn cus-
tom and convert a moral right into a legal one.96

Caste Hindus’ ability to manipulate the discourse of custom exposed
the political nature of colonial legality. More significantly, it inverted the
nationalist critique of the colonial propagation of custom. If nationalists
blamed the colonial state for reifying custom, colonial officials explicitly
devolved the responsibility for legal change upon casteHinduswhose cus-
tomary rights stood to be compromised. As a result of the productive cir-
cularity between colonial interpretations of the temple as a peculiar prop-
erty form, as a limited trust safeguarding caste Hindu exclusivity, on the
one hand, and nationalists’ interpretation of temple entry as amechanism
to transformHindumorality on the other, temple entrywas at an impasse.
Congress representative Ranga Iyer’s 1933 Temple-Entry Bill in the Cen-
tral Legislature advocated a change in customon a case-by-case basis with
the assent of each and every temple worshipper as a means of breaking
the deadlock.97The bill was described thus: “Shortly put,Mr. Ranga Iyer’s
Temple-Entry Bill empowers the trustees to widen the circle of beneficia-
ries under the instrument of trust—namely, the untouchables—and to do
this by a referendum of the voters of the electoral roll of a municipality
or of local boards in the vicinity of a temple.”98

By equating caste Hindus with a political constituency with majority
and minority opinions on temple entry, the Congress acknowledged, if
inadvertently, that temple entry was a political issue and not simply the
“religious problem” that Congress reformists, especially Gandhi, pre-
sented. Poised between orthodox and Dalit positions on temple entry,
Congress reformism charted a highly compromised middle ground.
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Congress reformism acknowledged the temple as a sacred space and
simultaneously sought to make worship equitable. If equality of worship
was about constituting a Hindu community, changes in the legal-political
status of the temple indexed a secularization of temple space. This mir-
rored the governmental bifurcation that made the temple both property
and place of worship. And it contrasted with the position of Dalit satya-
graha leaders who demanded not a Hindu equality, but equality per se.
For them, polling caste Hindus who had a right to be in the temple about
untouchable entry was the worst form of paternalism; it maintained the
right of the upper castes over the temple while procedurally appearing
to make caste Hinduism compatible with the requirements of social in-
clusion and egalitarianism. It is interesting, therefore, to see advocates of
Ranga Iyer’s bill displacing responsibility for the negligible pace of legal
reforms onto a colonial government accused of standing in the way of
historicizing custom.99 C. Rajagopalachari argued that “British courts
and British law in India, by enforcing the established usages and customs
of the Hindus, prevented the natural growth and evolution of Hindu cus-
toms.”100 Rajagopalachari was correct about the reification of custom,
but appears to have forgotten that this was the result of a compromise
between caste Hinduism and colonial legality.
Whether through colonial legality or nationalist law making, the end

result was similar: the temple was affirmed as caste Hindu property. Even
the passage of the Bombay Temple-Entry Act of 1947 was stymied by a
constitutional guarantee of the freedom of religion, which proved useful
for asserting sectarian rights over temple access, including prevention of
Dalit entry. Only in 1956 did the Bombay Hindu Places of Public Wor-
ship (Entry Authorization) Act override all sectarian distinctions of tem-
ple usage by throwing open all Hindu temples to “all classes and sections
ofHindus,” finally aligning access to the templewith access to public places.
Rather than a mechanism for producing Hindu inclusion, Dalit-led
satyagrahas of the 1930s thus revealed the temple to be the most tangi-
ble manifestation of caste Hindu hegemony.

the mahar vatan: stigmatized property
and dalit servitude

The temple was not the only place where custom and property met and
conspired against Dalit rights claims. The Mahar vatan, a stigmatized
property holding, was the scene of a familiar impasse regarding customary
practices, this time of labor servitude and landholding. TheMahar vatan
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was a patrimony, a land grant as well as a hereditary office.Mahar vatan-
dars, holders of the vatan, were obligated to perform extensive village
duties, from ruling on boundary disputes and running personal errands
for the village elite, to performing defiling labor such as removing car-
casses. Mahar vatandars were “inferior” village servants appointed first
by the Maratha patrimonial state and later by the colonial state. Their
duties derived from their dual status as balutedars (village servants) per-
forming necessary services for the village as a whole and as state func-
tionaries. As one of the bara balutedar (twelve village servants), the vatan-
dar was remunerated annually for duties performed, through a share of
the harvest.
The Mahar vatan was unlike other rights and patrimonies, however.

The stigma associated with it came from habituated forms of servility,
such as begging for leftovers, to which Mahars had a hakk (right) that
was associated with “payment” for services rendered,101 and from Ma-
hars’ handling of defiled substances, such as dead cows. The Mahar’s
typical baluta (a customary share) was inedible food, used clothing, and
the occasional handful of grain. Kardak and Pagare’s description of Ma-
harki (degraded caste labor) reflects the paradoxical position of vatan
duties as a source of stigma and of livelihood.

Untouchable brothers, renounce the ways of your fore fathers

(According to) the customs of the past (we) eat carrion
We have become degraded, and nobody touches us

When cattle die in the village, they say “call the Mahar”
When they ask us to take it away, we feel disgusted

Taking a rope and stick in hand, four heroes get ready
They start off happily, as if they are going to the council

Lifting the stretcher on their shoulder, they say there is an
epidemic this year

This is our traditional profession, how shall we leave it, Oh Govinda102

Kardak Bhimrao urges you! Renounce this habitual beggary103

We have become degraded, and nobody touches us104

Though characterized as a stigmatized property form, theMahar vatan
had been a sign of status and a mechanism of incorporation into Old
Regime polities. The vatan and the rights associated with the vatandari
office were coveted. The adjudication of vatandari rights had also been
a source of revenue for the state, even as Mahars proudly asserted their
rights to the ceremonial honors that accrued to the bara balutedar.105 In-
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deed, histories of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that
recalled the precolonial Mahar military past counted the Mahar vatan
among the fifty-two rights granted to the Mahar community in recogni-
tion of bravery and valor.106 A popular twentieth-century account by
Ambedkar’s biographer, C. B. Khairmode, associatedMahars’ historical
rights with an originary, voluntary castration by theMahar warrior Am-
rutnak, who was charged with conveying his master’s queen to safety
while preserving her chastity.107 The practical significance of the Mahar
vatanwas rather different, however. As a land grant associated withMa-
hars’ performance of caste-marked labor, it was, unlike other vatans,
premised on relations of servitude and the performance of Maharki. All
caste Hindus in the village had a right to the Mahar vatandar’s labor.
Thus the Mahar vatan was a form of property that obligated Mahars to
labor in ways that reproduced the very conditions of defilement and
degradation that identified them as Mahar. It is no surprise that the re-
making of the Dalit habitus in the 1920s and 1930s also sought to crys-
tallize the exploitative nature of Mahars’ “customary rights,” since the
regime of labor and property holding reproduced normative inequality
and confirmed the socially negligent status of Dalits.
The Mahar vatan was a distressingly particular, stigmatized and stig-

matizing property holding. The vatan’s standing as an encumbered or
burdened form of property, not unlike the temple, is clarified when it is
historicized through colonial efforts across the nineteenth century to ra-
tionalize exceptional property holdings and to bring them within a gen-
eral regime of property relations. Described by the 1827 regulation, or
the Elphinstone Code, as a “hereditary office,” the vatan came under in-
creased surveillance throughout the nineteenth century.108 Offices were
reified in the figure of native authorities such as deshpandes (district ac-
countants), deshmukhs (district headmen), patils (village headmen), and
low-level village servants such as the Mahar vatandar.The perquisites of
their office, inam (tax-free) lands, were simultaneously brought within
the purview of a normative property regime.
The Summary Settlement Act (Bombay Act II of 1863) released re-

gional officers, deshmukhs, and deshpandes from their hereditary duties
by levying reduced taxes on their inam land through a process the British
called commutation. This normalized “exceptional” property holdings
by turning tax-free lands into taxed lands to generate state revenue.109

The Hereditary Offices Act (Bombay Act III of 1874) followed closely
upon these changes. It regulated service rotation and the number of vatan
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co-sharers but left customary rights and duties untouched: because cer-
tain hereditary officers provided necessary services, their positions were
viewed as useful to government. In a move of enormous consequence to
Mahar vatandars, Section 16 of this act provided that the commutation
of vatans should not be “held to affect any right of individuals or village
communities to exact such service as may be customary from village ser-
vants who have been relieved of government liability to perform such
services to the State.”110

Thus were duties stripped away from the honor of holding an office.
The hereditary village-level servants were simply localized without their
links to the state. Why did this happen? After the Mutiny of 1857, con-
solidating the legal authority of the colonial state served, on one hand,
to reify customary rights and duties such as theMahar vatan and, on the
other, divorced such duties from property and other perquisites that in-
vested hereditary office with status and power. Property forms were thus
imperfectly dissociated from the particularities of caste and kinship. The
Mahar vatan thus continued to function as a stigmatized property form
associated with degraded persons, but Mahars were denied the memory
of military service and of centrality to the village economy.
Demands for change within the Mahar community articulated with

political-economic changes already underway, including growing conflict
between Mahars and peasants. Section 64 of the Hereditary Offices Act
addressed conflict betweenMahars, who claimed rights to dead carcasses,
and cattle owners, who accused Mahars of poisoning cattle, with a pro-
vision for bringing the vatans of accused Mahars under the purview of
the state.111 Hiroyuki Kotani has written of the exponential rise in con-
flicts over rights to carcasses during the latter part of the nineteenth cen-
tury and argues that a “new precedent” gave peasants ownership of the
carcasses while Mahars were increasingly prohibited from claiming
them as a customary right.112 The next phase in the politicization of the
Mahar vatan brought Mahars into direct conflict with agriculturalists,
since the vatan tied Mahars to one village, where they were “required to
do every sort of work, whether private or official, demanded by gov-
ernment officials or by any ordinary villagers.113 They [were] required
to do the work of carrying letters by running in the hot sun ten or twelve
miles. If aMahar [was] absent from a village, his wife or evenminor chil-
dren [were] forced to do his work.”114

Vatan abolition became an important issue in the Bombay Legislative
Council for five years between 1923 and 1928, but had no positive out-
come.When D.D. Gholap, the first nominated Depressed Class member
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to the council, proposed on February 23, 1923, that the Mahar vatan
be abolished, the vatan he described was already a colonial artifact.115

R. S. Nekaljay inquired again, in February 1924, about the exact du-
ties of a Mahar and introduced a resolution on August 14, 1924, seek-
ing better pay for Mahar vatandars. He also demanded that vatans be
considered tax-free lands to compensate for past exploitation. These res-
olutions were voted down, as was another effort four years later. Iron-
ically, Mahar vatandars proved to be resistant to the efforts to abolish
the vatan, since it was one of the only ways in which Mahars could ac-
quire some semblance of status, even if it was a status that further stig-
matized them.116

B. R. Ambedkar introduced Bill XI in 1928, which proposed that (1)
Mahar vatandars give up their status as village servants and pay taxes
upon vatan lands to escape the stigma of holding the Mahar vatan; (2)
the Bombay government clarify the duties of the Mahar village servant
so that he was not exploited by both state and village elites; and that (3)
the government provide equitable cash remuneration for vatandars who
opted to remain village servants. In essence, Ambedkar demanded that
theMahar vatandar be recognized as a salaried government servant. The
bill followed intense discussionwithin theMahar community, which was
divided on the issue of giving up a customary right that provided a sem-
blance of financial security.117 However, Ambedkar was adamant about
the necessity tomodernize the community and emphasized that though the
vatan was meant to be a subsistence holding, it bound its holders to the
performance of exploitative labor. His effort to abolish the Mahar vatan
identified the privatization of this property form with Mahars’ escape
from Maharki.
In a set of editorials in the Bahishkrit Bharat, Ambedkar queried the

unclear distinctions betweenMahars’ “public” and “private” duties that
led to their hyperexploitation.118 “Instead of treating the baluta as pay-
ment [for services rendered] or a salary,” he wrote, “villagers consider it
as alms-giving and Mahars as beggars . . . even the snot-nosed children
of upper castes—Brahmin, Maratha, kunbi—say what they feel like to
a Mahar man or woman.”119

Dependence on the baluta also made Mahars obsequious and help-
less, Ambedkar observed. This was a form of slavery cultivated by the
upper castes and premised on theMahars’ degradation.120Ambedkar also
noted that the Mahar vatans had lost value. Or, where values had risen,
Mahars had opted to sell their lands or subdivided them so many times
that the lands were useless. This is confirmed by M.G. Bhagat’s 1935
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study of the state of the Dalit communities, which found that subdivi-
sion had rendered theMahar vatan incapable of being a subsistence hold-
ing.121As well, although the Bombay government conveniently assumed
that Mahars were adequately remunerated for their private services to
village elites, their official salary of Rs. 5 to Rs. 6 per month was far be-
low a subsistence wage.Ambedkar’s efforts to transform theMahar vatan
into private property and to categorize Mahar vatandars as wage work-
ers located the degraded identity of Mahars in their performance of
defiling labor. For him, clarifying the conditions of labor while bringing
it within the regime of contract would endow caste labor with monetary
value. By altering the relations of labor, a transformation of caste sociality
might also be produced.
Efforts to revise the Mahar vatan bill failed miserably. Bill XI, which

was sent to a fifteen-member Select Committee, was characterized as “too
exceptional” and was withdrawn two years later due to vociferous op-
position.122 Legislative Council members noted, “If . . . Dr. Ambedkar’s
proposal is to break up the organization of villages, as it inevitably would,
his proposal stands condemned or at least must be regarded as too far in
advance of the times.”123 This was an acknowledgment of the coercion
through which Mahars’ degraded status in the village was maintained.
Why not abolish the Mahar vatan? Why did this property form re-

main in place while the colonial government was only too happy to en-
fold other categories of inam lands into a homogenous regime of prop-
erty? The Mahar vatan was remuneration for an office and it was inam
(tax-free) land.The difference between theMahar vatan and other offices,
however, was its tie to labor servitude. Mahar vatandars were doubly
stigmatized. They held an inferior form of property that rendered them
susceptible to the performance of degraded labor. Efforts to abolish
the Mahar vatan emphasized and elaborated this circularity between the
Mahar’s labor and the Mahar’s stigma. Ambedkar’s efforts to convert
Mahar vatandars into property owners who relieved themselves of cus-
tomary duties and gave up the privileges of the Mahar vatan anticipated
a radical overhaul of the village economy. Ironically, vatan abolition pro-
duced great resistance within the Mahar community. Like the contexts
of military service with which it was associated, the vatan was a bitter-
sweet gift—it was a sign of prestige and of servitude.
There was also the difficulty of definition: how was one to separate

the public and private duties ofMahar vatandars?WhenAmbedkar rein-
troduced his 1928 bill to the Legislative Council in 1937 in the hopes of
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encouraging “freedom of contract” between agriculturalists and Mahar
laborers, his bill contained an important amendment: Section 19D stip-
ulated that Mahar vatandars could refuse to serve ryots (peasants) and
could forfeit “that portion of their money cess due to them for services
to the ryots.”124That is, Mahars could opt out of servicing villagers. The
implications were extensive:Mahars’ services could be disaggregated into
discrete tasks, each carrying a separate wage, andMahars had the right
to refuse their labor, thus overturning the compulsions of Maharki.
A most telling contribution to the discussion was the Bombay gov-

ernment’s admission that it was impossible to calculate the monetary
value of Mahars’ customary services. The Commissioner of the Central
Division noted that Mahars performed purely government services,
quasi-government services “for the general benefit of the community in
which both the villagers and Government share,” and purely private ser-
vices.Mahars themselves would have to be responsible for collecting pay-
ment from private individuals, because “even if it were made legal the
practical difficulties of classifying customary services rendered by Ma-
hars under the head ‘Private’ and ‘Government’ would render the task
of apportionment almost impossible.”125

An even more dramatic issue was the significant financial losses an-
ticipated if Mahar vatandars were classified as government servants, as
Ambedkar proposed. In 1937, the Bombay Legislative Council noted that
classifying Mahars as “stipendiary servants” in the employ of govern-
ment would incur a huge loss to the Bombay treasury. It would be too
expensive to remunerateMahars’ labor at market rate. Certainly, the fail-
ure ofAmbedkar’s bill signaled social resistance, but it also indicated gov-
ernment’s devaluation of caste labor. It was calculated that 22,190 full-
time servants would be needed to replace existingMahar village servants,
and that Rs. 29 lakhs would be needed to pay them at the rate of Rs. 10
per month. A full service assessment of Mahar vatans would only yield
Rs. 5 lakhs, forcing the government to make up the balance.126 The gov-
ernment’s calculation revealed just how profitable it was tomaintainMa-
hars as poorly paid “part-time village servants.”127 Their unequal status
with respect to other village servants was also clarified in an explanation
of how the lands of other hereditary servants were regularized. When
district officers were relieved of their services, they were relieved of pay-
ing a one-time judi, or cess (tax), on their tax-free lands, and received
extra cash in payment for government’s undervaluing their services. In
their case, “commutation . . . was made in view of a liberal policy of
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Govt.” As the remuneration of kulkarnis (village accountants) and patils
was considered insufficient, they were also given a cash remuneration on
the Wingate scale. “The watan lands of patils and kulkarnis were sub-
jected to [a one-time] additional judi and ceased to be assigned as renu-
meration for service. . . . Thus when kulkarni service was commuted, it
was not necessary to resume their lands.”128 In the case of “inferior vil-
lage servants,” however, vatan lands given in remuneration for service
rendered could be reassigned to other impoverishedMahars.129Thismade
theMahar vatan a lucrative source of free labor for the government, and
one that the government would not easily abolish. A government memo-
randum acknowledged as much. “In the cases of Hereditary District Of-
ficers and Kulkarnis the government themselves wanted to terminate the
contract but the other parties were still willing to continue the service.
Some consideration was therefore necessary to induce [them] to give up
their source of livelihood. In the case of Mahars the position is the re-
verse and there is no reason why Govt. should make any sacrifice.130

If Ambedkar embraced the idea of the unencumbered personhood
of the liberal subject, the Bombay government reasserted the coercive
nature of the contract and its inherent inequality, and thereby also ac-
knowledged the monetary value of stigmatized labor. Debates over the
clarification of vatandar duties continued: government officials repeat-
edly asserted the impossibility of enumerating Maharki services, while
the Backward Classes (BCs) officer demanded that Maharki services be
brought within the domain of wage labor and pressed for reduction of
Mahar vatandars’ duties—for example, carrying the post long distances,
being made to sleep on the porch at the patil’s home or outdoors in the
village square, and performing free labor for government servants (in-
cluding British officers) on visitation.131 Dalit leaders continued to ag-
itate against the Mahar vatan in the pages of Bahishkrit Bharat and
Janata, and held Vatandar Parishads to demand regularization of the
Mahar vatan as agricultural land.132 The Mahar vatan was finally elim-
inated by the passage of the 1959 Bombay Inferior Village Vatan Abo-
lition Act.

the legibility of dalits

Dalit activism in the interwar years reflects a transformed discursive con-
text, as the category of “the public” itself became the site of conflict and
new forms of political mobilization enabled Dalits’ assaults on institu-
tionalized practices of caste exclusion. Significantly, colonial commitments
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to public access produced a crisis in political discourse and colonial or-
ders of legality. Standard frames of custom, tradition, and community no
longer easily justified colonial authoritarianism. When Dalit struggles
transmogrified into legal conflicts over water tanks, temples, and stigma-
tized labor, the idioms of private property were increasingly used to jus-
tify customary practices of caste segregation. The novel association be-
tween the regimes of custom and property that emerged during this period
clearly responded to Dalits’ success in presenting caste and untouchabil-
ity as structured by institutionalized exclusion with material conse-
quences. Although little changed for Dalits in the 1930s, the rhetoric of
public access, as we have seen, was profoundly significant for the Dalit
communities, albeit with paradoxical outcomes.
The issue of access to caste Hindu property was positioned within a

social, political, and economic matrix very different from that of classi-
cal liberalism.Yet the odd referentiality between customary practice and
the regime of private property thrived on the assumption that custom-
ary practices produced forms of exclusion like those that issued from the
ability to alienate private property through the regulatory fiction of the
contract. In fact, the logic of the contract itself went so far as to equate
the practice of untouchability with a contractual agreement between con-
senting parties, as in this judicial opinion: “the uninterrupted observance
thereof [the practice of untouchability] during the last 2000 years and
over is a clear indication of the acquiescence in and the acceptance thereof
by the untouchables themselves . . . as between private parties the said
custom is perfectly legal and valid and hence enforceable.”133 If the prac-
tice of untouchability could be understood as a social contract between
private parties, then untouchables could be viewed as complicit in their
own exclusion from proscribed space.
It is the elusive, malleable, yet terriblymaterial nature of what we com-

monly understand as property that enabled political liberalism to align
property with personhood. FromHegel onward, the relationship between
property and personhood has been described as one of supplementary
opposition. The subject-object relationship and, more fundamentally, the
identification of oneself as capable of possessing objects, of owning and
alienating property, establishes subjectivity.134 The owning subject con-
verts objects into property and thereby also attains a certain self-reflex-
ivity. The enabling fiction of property as the ground of recognition is then
recast as the voluntary entry of propertied persons into a regime of po-
litical legibility. In classical, Lockean liberal terms, the act of enclosure
that marks off private property instigates the social contract through
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which society, especially political society, comes into being. Thus, if the
capacity to own property is the signature of personhood, it is also the
foundation of the state, which exists to protect property.135 The propri-
etary relationship thus “always also indexe[s] a set of political relation-
ships between the holders of property, particularly real property, and the
state.”136 For classical liberalism, then, the fiction of property is gener-
ative of both personhood and political orders.
Even though we associate property with real property and material

objects, it is clear that “property” is a signifying apparatus that has the
more general power of constituting persons as certain kinds of object-
oriented subjects and of objectifying certain forms of personhood. So far
as the Dalit communities were concerned, the strange dislocations of
property and personhood, the customary and the contractual, invested
terms such as “segregation,” “trespass,” or “disability”with new salience
in describing traditional practices of exclusion and stigmatization. The
spatial and property metaphors that organized the category of “the pub-
lic” were generative of new justifications for caste exclusion.
Dalits’ investment in expanding the category of the public in this inter-

war period and their claims upon public spaces such as schools, streets,
trains and temples generated novel technologies of segregation that un-
derscored the adaptability of modern disciplinary formations for repro-
ducing caste norms and prejudice. Even as untouchability was interiorized
as an ineffable quality of the caste body or recast in Gandhian paradigms
of hygiene and cleanliness, caste exclusion and segregation were legit-
imized through a language derived from liberal property regimes. This
rendered caste into a property of the self and (real) property an exten-
sion of persons. The implication of this was that demands for social in-
clusionwere consistently recast as claims upon private property, enabling
a legal defense of caste inequity in the language of liberalism, and not in
the usual idiom of tradition. The secularization of untouchability was
paradoxical: ritually inflected practices of separation inhered within lib-
eral paradigms of exclusion and the legal discourses that justified them.
So far as caste Hindus were concerned, the materialization/objectifica-
tion of custom into a form of caste property (the temple) also supported
a legally recognized caste Hindu personhood and agency. For Dalits, on
the other hand, real property (the vatan) was converted back into a cus-
tomary holding that justified the relations of caste servitude that under-
wrote it. The fiction of the social contract was perniciously interpreted
to fix these forms of personhood and the social relations resulting from
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them as an originary agreement in which the untouchable communities
acquiesced to their degradation. In the Indian public sphere Dalits were,
in some more-than-metaphorical sense, “trespassers.”
The political challenge of the 1930s, then, was to resignify the struc-

tural negativity and restigmatized existence of the Dalit into positive po-
litical potentiality and tomake the stigmatized subject central to the imag-
ination of caste equality.
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chapter 3

Dalits as a Political Minority

The untouchables are usually regarded as objects of pity but they
are ignored in any political schema on the score that they have no
interests to protect. And yet their interests are greatest. Not that
they have large property to protect from confiscation but they have
their very persona confiscated. The socio-religious disabilities have
dehumanized the untouchables and their interests at stake are there-
fore the interests of humanity.

b. r. ambedkar, Evidence before the Southborough Commission,
in BAWS, vol. 1

I have accepted the Buddhist Dhamma. I am not a Mahar, nor an
untouchable, nor even a Hindu. I have become a human being.

shankarrao kharat, Babasaheb Ambedkaranche Dharmantar

B.R. Ambedkar’s definitive and moving final gesture, his public conver-
sion out of Hinduism together with almost half a million people, became
the symbolic core of a liberated Dalit identity. Ambedkar’s conversion
emphatically affirmed a defining characteristic of Dalit emancipation: the
significance of the religious and the political as simultaneous axes of Dalit
subject-formation. Dalit conversion to Buddhism on October 14, 1956,
inNagpur signaled this rejection of existingHindu culture and ideology.1

It was anticipated by Ambedkar’s famous statement at Yeola in 1935,
before a crowd of ten thousand people: “Because we have the misfor-
tune to call ourselves Hindus, we are treated thus. If we were members
of another faith, none dare treat us so. . . . We shall repair our mistake
now. I had the misfortune of being born with the stigma of an untouch-
able but I will not die a Hindu for this is in my power.”2

The 1956 rebirth into the Buddhist community consisted of a public
rejection of oldmemories and practices. Ambedkar’sAll-India Scheduled
Caste Federationwas intensively involved in the preparations for the dik-
sha (initiation ceremony). Buses were chartered to bring people to Nag-
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pur, arrangements were made to house them on the grounds where the
conversion took place, and cleanliness and hygiene were emphasized to
underscore the spiritual significance of Dalit conversion.3 Everyone
dressed in white clothes for the diksha, while receiving the Buddhist
vows.
Ambedkar was converted by Bhikku Chandramani Mahasthavir and

then conducted the public conversion by administering the tisarana, the
acceptance of Buddhist vows and allegiance to Buddhist precepts, to the
gathered crowd. In addition to the panchashila, or the five Buddhist prin-
ciples, the crowds accepted the twenty-two vows Ambedkar had specifi-
cally created for Dalit conversion. These amounted to a total rejection
of Hinduism: a denial of the divinity of the Hindu gods, Brahma, Vishnu,
Maheshwara (Shiva), Rama, and Krishna; refusal to perform shraddha
(funeral rites) and to offer pindadaan (food for male ancestors); and re-
jection of Brahmin priests and denunciation of false propaganda that Bud-
dha was an incarnation of the Lord Vishnu. These renunciations were
followed by the positive acceptance of the fourteen oaths of belief in Bud-
dhist ideals. Cries of “jai Buddha” (victory to Buddha) and “jai Bhim”
(long live Ambedkar) filled the air. Ambedkar described the “enormous
satisfaction” and “pleasure unimaginable” of the conversion and noted,
“I feel as if I have been liberated from Hell.”4 The famous Dalit writer,
Shankarrao Kharat, described it as a rebirth. Dalit conversionwas a sym-
bolic rebirth, but it also brought closure: Ambedkar passed away on De-
cember 6, 1956, hardly two months after his conversion. More than two
million people gathered in the streets of Bombay as his bodywas brought
from Delhi to his home in Dadar. It was the largest public gathering the
city had witnessed to date.
Ambedkar’s 1935 (Yeola) statement shocked Hindus and created alarm

among members of the Hindu Mahasabha who feared the destruction
of a Hindu political majority. Particularly troubling to them, perhaps,
was Ambedkar’s position that the reform of untouchability had nothing
to with untouchables’ “good conduct,” since they were engaged in a per-
manent war with Brahminism, a conflict “without end.”5 Madan Mo-
han Malaviya was reported to have said “hands off the untouchables;
none has a claim on Harijans [other] than the Hindus,” and furious ef-
forts ensued to prevent Ambedkar from converting to Islam, as he had
initially intimated.6 Even M.C. Rajah—president of the All-India De-
pressed Classes Association, who had clashed with Ambedkar over his
demand for a separate electorate and signed a pact with B. S. Moonje,
president of the HinduMahasabha, confirming the Hindu identity of the
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untouchables—felt compelled to respond. In a letter to Moonje, Rajah
argued: “You view the whole problem of the Depressed Classes, in view
of Dr. Ambedkar’s proposal, as one of communal migration and not as
a religious problem. One would expect the president of the Hindu Ma-
hasabha to view it as a religious problem and not merely as a political
problem. . . .You are dissecting theDepressed Classes and affiliating them
religiously with Sikhs while retaining them politically as Hindus.”7

As always, Gandhi’s response wasmore complex. He condemned con-
version as a political tool. “Religion . . . does not lend itself to purchase
in any shape or form. Or if such an expression can be used in connec-
tion with things of spirit, religion can only be purchased with one’s own
blood.”8 If Gandhi rendered the authenticity of Dalit conversion suspect,
he also noted that this was because it precluded caste Hindu repentance:
“The very existence of our religion depends on [untouchability’s] vol-
untary removal by savarnaHindus in the spirit of repentance. It can never
be a question of barter for me.”9

While Hindus debated conversion from a political-demographic per-
spective or as a challenge to the very possibility of Hindu reform,
Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism twenty years after the Yeola state-
ment was made on grounds of ethics and self-respect. Buddhism was a
“civic religion” that met the need for social ethics and rationality that
were missing in Hinduism.10 Indeed, Valerian Rodrigues has argued that
Ambedkar’s Buddhism was a profoundly modern innovation that he
adapted to the categories (and values) of Enlightenment reason.11 The
goal of Dalit critique was to challenge the violent exclusion, invisibility,
and degradation to which the caste Hindu order consigned Dalits. The
wretched material existence of Dalit communities, their susceptibility to
the cunning and treachery of the bhat Brahmins, and their exclusion from
cultural and political resources was central to caste radicalism. Ambed-
kar’s distinctive contribution to this discourse was his critique of the caste
order from the perspective of the Dalit subaltern, who was posited as a
unique political, ethical, and historical subject. Ambedkar’s creative rein-
terpretation of political terms and categories of democratic liberalism,
especially the concept of minority, is a defining feature of his thought and
the extended focus of this chapter. Buddhist conversion is equally cru-
cial, however, to understanding the ethical-political reorientation of Dalit
subjectivity.
Ambedkar’s interpretation of Navayana (new vehicle) Buddhism was

eclectic from the perspective of Buddhism’s more traditional practition-
ers and was the direct result of Ambedkar’s criticism of Hinduism. In-
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equality and dehumanization, he argued, were the “very basis of that re-
ligion [Hinduism] and its ethics.” He argued that no “man must have
his ancestral religion if he finds that religion repugnant to his notions of
the sort of religion he needs as the standard for the regulation for his
own conduct and as the source of inspiration for his advancement and
well-being.”12 Buddhism condensed questions of state and nation, of
rights and social recognition, answering both colonial domination and
Hindu nationalismwith an indigenous ethical alternative that manifested
the highest orders of human compassion.13Ambedkar’s Buddha and His
Dhamma, completed a few days before his death in 1956, introduced
Buddhism as the basis for a new society founded on the principles of
equality, liberty, fraternity, and human compassion. The language of this
text was markedly different fromAmbedkar’s earlier writing. “The Bud-
dha andHisDhamma registers [Ambedkar’s] experience of tiredness with
the social science mode of reasoning. . . . By giving up a certain kind of
language I believe he was giving up the system that gave birth to it.”14

Ambedkar’s rejection of the transcendental rendered his Buddhism an
immanent critique of the social. Martin Fuchs writes that in central sec-
tions of the Buddha and His Dhamma, “Ambedkar launched an attack
against ‘religion,’ putting Buddhism on a different plane . . . [as] supe-
rior to religion.”15 Not simply an act of religious conversion, Ambed-
kar’s turn to Buddhism was an extraordinary, ultimate enactment of
ethical conviction preceded by a forty-year struggle to understand the
co-constitution of politics and religion that produced caste.
Ambedkar was multiply and actively engaged as a lawyer, scholar

and theorist, publicist and activist, and as a notable Dalit participant
in shaping India’s representative democracy from 1917.16 He was born
in Mhow in 1891, into a family long affiliated with the British Army. He
had advanced degrees in political science from Columbia University and
the London School of Economics, and was called to the bar in England.
A trenchant critic of the caste elitism and social conservatism of the In-
dianNational Congress throughout his political career,Ambedkar played
a central role in imagining the new India, first as chairman of the Draft-
ing Committee of the Indian Constitution and later as independent India’s
first lawminister (1947–51).He resigned from the cabinet over political in-
transigence regarding the Hindu Code Bill, which sought wide-ranging
reform and codification of practices relating to Hindumarriage, divorce,
adoption, and inheritance. Ambedkar had long maintained the central-
ity of sexual control to the reproduction of caste. “Social reform from
its inception had a dual program: there was the reform of theHindu Fam-
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ily, and social reform in the sense of reorganization and reconstruction
of society.”17 Ambedkar considered the Hindu Code Bill “the greatest
social reformmeasure ever undertaken by the legislature,” and noted that
leaving “inequality between sex and sex which is the soul of Indian so-
ciety untouched and to go on passing legislation relating to economic
problems is to make a farce of our Constitution and to build a palace on
a dung heap.”18

As India’s first law minister and chief architect of the Indian Consti-
tution, Ambedkar played a key role in imagining the Indian citizen as
a political subject. The techniques of political commensuration that he
devised rendered the historical denial of full personhood and political
subjectivity to Dalits politically consequential. The almost half-million
Mahar Dalits who converted with Ambedkar were citizens of a newly
independent India where the adult franchise, the abolition of untoucha-
bility, and constitutional safeguards for historically discriminated against
and disadvantaged groups sought to dismantle the old order of hierarchy
and privilege.19 Buddhist conversion, then, was preceded by the (politi-
cal) conversion of Dalits into a non-Hinduminority. While most studies
of Ambedkar focus on his demand for separate political representation
for Dalits, which produced a historic conflict with Gandhi in 1932, such
a perspective limits appreciation of the longer-term impact of caste rad-
icalism on Ambedkar’s thought and occludes his exceptional departures
into democratic thinking and constitutional law.20 It also scants the com-
plex and seemingly contradictory actions that marked a political career
accommodating multiple responses to the problem of Dalit disposses-
sion: inclusion, political separation, religious conversion, emancipation
through political citizenship, cultural alterity, and state protection of mi-
nority rights. Each of these strategies was an extension of Ambedkar’s
efforts to theorize the intimate violence of untouchability.
Ambedkar’s evolution in thinking was symptomatic of broader shifts

in Dalit politics even while his interventions produced a distinctly new
Dalit identity. Caste radicals had long sought a language to describe the
existential horrors of stigmatized existence. Indeed, untouchableswere not
invisible when Ambedkar rose to prominence; the term dalit, or paddalit,
already had some currency.AndwhileAmbedkar’s critique of caste—from
the sexual to the spiritual, from the political to the ethical—resembled
that of Jotirao Phule, inwhose critical traditionAmbedkar explicitly placed
himself, there were distinct departures. Deeply committed to the category
of the self-regulating, autonomous individual,Ambedkar committed him-
self to the creation of the Dalit self in response to a historically situated
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problematic: collective emancipation of the community from caste stigma
and historical discrimination.The liberation of self was contingent on cre-
ating a community thatwas agonistically related to the community ofHin-
dus and to the national community. Therefore, Ambedkar argued that a
“fundamental and deadly antagonism” existed between caste Hindu and
untouchable, that the Dalit communities constituted a “separate element
in the body politic,” and that the social stigma Dalits’ suffered rendered
them a very peculiar kind of political minority. His analysis reconfigured
the field of signification named “Dalit.”
By the third decade of the twentieth century, Mahar Dalits were or-

ganizing around rights claims. Their activities, in which Ambedkar
played an important role, inhabited an Indian political climate increas-
ingly focused on nationalism and government. As I have noted, the in-
terwar years were marked by a global restructuring of the British empire
and the emergence of anticolonial nationalisms. Some were inspired by
the Bolshevik revolution of 1917 and by Marxist ideology more gener-
ally. Others interpreted Japan’s success in the Russo-Japanese War of
1905 as the first successful national war of independence. In India, the
Indian National Congress dominated the political-moral space of na-
tionalist thought and action. Increasingly, as the ideology of anticolonial
thought was transformed into majoritarian claims to state power, with
Congress laying claim to being the rightful inheritor of the state, the ques-
tion ofminority was also sharpened to reflect awareness of the constraints
and possibilities of liberal institutional logic.
Ambedkar’s redeployment of Dalit identity crystallized in the 1930s

around his representation ofDalits as a separate politicalminority. By then,
colonial categorization, the (ideological) prominence of community as con-
stituency and models for limited political participation intersected with
Dalits’ self-identification as a discriminated community to facilitate their
shift into formal politics. Ambedkar’s struggle to invest Dalits with hu-
man dignity and political legibility within a liberal framework required
an act of ideological separation from colonial-nationalist paradigms,which
shared the view of Depressed Classes as degraded Hindus, even if they
differed on how to ameliorate their low status. Ambedkar undertook a
complex task: to use existing political language and tools of redress to
recreate Dalit identity by revaluing Dalit stigma. Ambedkar’s critical re-
thinking of secular and democratic categories built political value into the
dehumanized Dalit in a remarkable manner, making the Dalit minority,
rather than the political majority, the bearer of emancipatory potential.
At the same time, his articulation of an alternative principle of minority
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ultimately positioned him against theHindu community and theCongress,
while bringing him into conflict with the British colonial state. A more
difficult political position there could not have been.

the structural violence of caste

B.R.Ambedkar’s political trajectory was distinguished by his lifelong ef-
fort to find a language into which the existential realities of Dalit depri-
vation could be adequately translated. He sought to elaborate the exis-
tential fullness of personhood historically denied to Dalits and to develop
means of redress to counter the complex inequities of the caste order. If
Gandhi wasAmbedkar’s foremost political rival, an intimate enemywho
sought to transform the ethical conduct of caste Hindus, Marx was
Ambedkar’s intellectual adversary as Ambedkar thought about the Dalit
as a universal historical subject with, against, and beyond Marxian cat-
egories of class and political subject-formation. It is no surprise that in
one of his last works Ambedkar compared the nonviolent, compassion-
ate community of the Buddhist sangha with the agonistic formation of
class, acknowledging the two philosophies to be comparable in their
depth of engagement with collective human suffering, inequality, and the
struggle to remake the world in the quest for emancipation.21

Three distinctive moments can be distinguished in Ambedkar’s quest
to develop a discourse of the Dalit as political subject. They are less
points in time during a linear development of ideas than intertwined di-
mensions of his reconsideration of caste, society, politics, and minority.
First, in a sociolegal vein, Ambedkar constantly cultivated the ground
of his thought and action through a comprehensive critique of Hinduism
and the caste order. His efforts to politicize the boundaries of “the po-
litical” can be appreciated through his efforts to address the structural
violence of untouchability as the secret of caste. In a second, formal po-
litical dimension, Ambedkar worked within liberal democratic thought
to generate grounding principles for a new conception of minority. This
began as an attempt to define untouchables as a political minority struc-
turally similar toMuslims, that is, as a distinct community whose rights
were certain to be diminished by the majority Hindu community. The
third dimension of his thinking, however, challenged the very possibil-
ity of using liberal models of commensuration to equalize the Dalit. Dal-
its’ status as a territorially dispersed, suffering minority rendered them
incommensurable. As a figure of singularity, Ambedkar’s Dalit was both
a subject constituted by a hurtful history and a portent of the future, a
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constant reminder of the inadequcy of a merely political response to the
violence of caste.
Nonetheless, as a practical matter, Ambedkar continued to try to in-

corporate Dalits as political actors within a liberal procedural logic of
equalization, with the result that Dalits’ anomalous position as non-
Hinduminority—the positive political valuation of a negated identity—
was embedded in the state as a permanent political contradiction, thereby
acknowledging the impossibility of justice for Dalit suffering through
mere political means. Ambedkar’s signal transformation of the political
consists, then, in investing the state with the protection of its minorities
by using law to reveal state complicity in the extension of caste power.
In Aniket Jaaware’s powerful formulation, “This is what I would like to
call the stamp on the forehead of the state. I mean stamp in the double
sense of a bureaucratic seal of endorsement, as well as a mark of the con-
tradiction that is, from now on, forever visible. This is, in a certain sense,
an ironic inversion of the stamp of caste.”22 It is precisely this tension
between political adequation and its ultimate insufficiency, I suggest, that
produced the Dalit as political potentiality and a very particular sort of
historical subject.
Ambedkar’s early analyses emphasized two things that remained con-

stant in his thinking about caste: Brahminism’s centrality to the devel-
opment of caste relations and the quasi-juridical basis of caste regula-
tion. In a 1917 article in the newspaper Indian Antiquary, “Castes in
India: Their Genesis, Mechanism, and Development,” he theorized the
social reproduction of caste along two axes.23 The imitation of Brah-
minical mores across the caste order produced what he later referred to
as a system of “graded inequality.” Each caste in the varna (the fourfold
prescriptive hierarchy of caste) was invested with reproducing its status in
a system organized along “an ascending scale of reverence and a descend-
ing scale of contempt,” a perverse ordering of persons along a hierarchy
of dignities.24 The Brahmin’s quasi-juridical authority came from the
Manusmriti, the compendium of the Hindus’ “illegal laws . . . responsi-
ble for the acquiescence of the lower-castes to their subordination.”25The
second axis of caste was alignment of social and sexual reproduction
through the control of women and their sexuality because, “in the final
analysis creation of castes as far as India is concerned means the super-
position of endogamy on exogamy.”26 Conflict within the caste system,
from sexual violence to structural exploitation, was a conflict between
intimates rather than between biologically distinctive races, as colonial
sociology would have it. This intimate order, chaturvarna (the textually
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derived fourfold ordering of caste), sublated direct confrontation and dis-
persed conflict across the caste structure.AsAmbedkar noted, “Inequality
is not half so dangerous as graded inequality.”27 The point was to reori-
ent conflict around this primary contradiction, a fundamental antago-
nism that structured history.
Ambedkar’s theorization of caste and untouchability was influenced

by Dalits’ experience of civic exclusion. In the 1920s, as Dalit mobiliza-
tion for civic access met violent resistance, Ambedkar’s attention was
drawn to the persistent, daily violence of the caste order. In particular,
bahishkar (caste boycott) was a principle of structural violence, the
generic form of caste antagonismworking at physical, economic, and psy-
choreligious levels. It was also transacted violence, a disciplinary tool caste
Hindus used to temporarily separate an errant member of the body politic
or an entire community.28 The exclusion of the untouchables was built
into the structure of caste as a form of violence, which constituted a prin-
ciple of segregation. Untouchability as practiced by the Hindus, wrote
Ambedkar, “is not a case of social separation, a mere stoppage of social
intercourse for a temporary period. It is a case of territorial segregation
and of a cordon sanitaire putting the impure people inside a barbed wire
into a sort of cage. Every Hindu village has a ghetto. The Hindus live in
the village and the Untouchables in the ghetto.”29

Ambedkar testified before the Simon Commission (1928) that bahish-
kar accommodated “modern” forms of civic exclusion:

Dr. A: There are a great many villages where the depressed
classes are not allowed to travel in these buses.

Commission: Who prevents them?
Dr. A: The driver would not take them.

Commission: One would expect the driver to take anybody who pays.
Why does he not take them?

Dr. A: Because if he takes them the other people will not come
into his car. For instance, the barber here would not
shave my head even though I offered him a rupee.

Rao Saheb Patil: According to the law the driver would be prosecuted if he
refuses to take any passengers.

Dr. A: That can be evaded by saying that all seats are booked.30

Perversely, the right to freedom of association could be used to justify
the denial of services and social interaction. Social segregation could be
perpetuated and legitimized through entirely modern ideas and contrac-
tual logic, as chapter 2 argued.Ambedkar repeatedly drew upon themeta-
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phor of failed exchange to describe caste as a mechanism for withhold-
ing sociality. He argued that the threat of temporary outcasting drew its
force from the permanent outcasting of one community—the untouch-
ables. This negative force held the caste order together, making struc-
tural violence integral to the molecular order of caste. Though despised,
untouchables formed the glue of the caste order, while untouchability
was its structuring negative principle; it was Hindusim’s “constitutive
outside,” its necessary yet excised animating force. Untouchability pro-
vided the single point of unification for the otherwise fragmented Hindu
castes. In every other respect, difference of practice and belief fractured
Hindusim irreparably. Ambedkar’s critique of caste through theorization
of the violence of untouchability had ontological, existential, and polit-
ical dimensions. His sophisticated analysis of caste as premised on the
systematic exclusion of untouchables inflected his thoughts about mi-
nority, class, and finally, the decision to effect a religious split away from
the Hindu majority.
To locate untouchability—readily seen as extraneous to caste Hin-

duism—as the secret of caste was perhaps the most powerful attempt yet
to critique caste from the perspective of the Dalit subaltern. It was a
difficult task forAmbedkar to defamiliarize what had beenmisrecognized
as consent and discipline rather than violence, however. Dalits and caste
Hindus alike acquiesced in mistaking violence for religious dictum. The
difficulty was exponentially intensified by Gandhi’s brilliant attachment
of “nonviolence” to the Congress nationalist cause and, thus, to an ethi-
cal caste Hinduism. In fact, Gandhi foregrounded nonviolence by under-
taking a fast-unto-death from September 20 to 24, 1932, in response to
the 1932 CommunalAward, which allowed the Depressed Classes a dou-
ble vote. In chapter 4, I return to that moment in detail as it relates to
understanding violence. Suffice it to say here that Gandhi’s tactical use of
a technique Ambedkar considered violent was a practical success. Ambe-
dkar backed down from a symbolically overdetermined and politically
potent conflict with Gandhi, describing his capitulation as an act of hu-
manitarianism: “I responded to the call of humanity and saved the life
of Mr. Gandhi by agreeing to alter the Communal Award in a manner
satisfactory to Mr. Gandhi.”31

The failure of political separation, together with a growing convic-
tion regarding the inseparability of caste and Hinduism, was responsible
forAmbedkar’s powerful 1936 text,TheAnnihilation of Caste.Described
as his “last address on a subject vitally concerning the Hindus,” it was
written as a talk for the Jat-Pat Todak Mandal (Association to Break
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Caste) of Punjab.32 The text was incendiary—a total critique, arguing
that there could be no equality in Hinduism until caste was destroyed:
“You must . . . destroy the sacredness and divinity with which caste has
become invested. In the last analysis, this means you must destroy the
authority of the Shastras and the Vedas.”33

The Annihilation of Caste was privately published after the Mandal,
troubled by Ambedkar’s decision to leave Hinduism, rescinded his invi-
tation to speak. Ambedkar had described himself as a Hindu contem-
plating an exit from the Hindu religion and one of the conference or-
ganizers, Sant Ram, criticized him for this: “The object of our conference
was to persuade the Hindus to annihilate castes but the advice of a non-
Hindu in social and religious matters can have no effect on them. The
Doctor in the supplementary portion of his speech insisted on saying that
this was his last speech as a Hindu, which was irrelevant as well as per-
nicious to the interests of the conference.”34Ambedkar expected this re-
sponse and queried: “What can any one expect from a relationship so
tragic as the relationship between the reforming sect of Caste Hindus and
the self-respecting sect of Untouchable[s].”35

The Annihilation of Caste articulated Ambedkar’s position on Hin-
duism as a juridical order: “Religion by the Hindus is nothing but a mul-
titude of commands and prohibitions. . . . [W]hat the Hindus call Reli-
gion is really Law or at best legalized class-ethics.”36 Caste, a system of
“graded sovereignties,” reaffirmed the Brahmin’s hegemony because each
caste oppressed inferior castes and was in turn subject to the Brahmin’s
contempt. Hindus did not feel the need to justify injustice and inequal-
ity; each person was complicit because all identified with and desired the
Brahmin’s status.Thiswas the hidden violence of the caste order. For those
committed to abolishing caste and transforming Hindu society, the way
forward was to democratize the priestly class and to kill Brahminism.37

There was no escaping the essay’s implication: the ethics of Hinduism
subverted the principles of equality and self-respect. Hindu ethicality was
impossible because Hinduism was premised on inequality. If caste was
to go, Hinduism had to go. “There can be a better or a worse Hindu,”
Ambedkar argued, “but a good Hindu there cannot be.”38

In the 1940s, Ambedkar further refined his understanding of Hindu
ethicality by characterizing untouchability as “an aspect of social psy-
chology . . . a sort of social nausea of one group against the other.”39 A
rare autobiographical description reveals the visceral nature of caste feel-
ing. Ambedkar described traveling with his siblings as a child, revealing
his Mahar identity to a kindly stationmaster who had assumed he was
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an upper-caste child. This produced “repulsion” in the man.40 Ambed-
kar’s difficulties in finding housing in Baroda on his return from the
United States also revolved around counterfeit identity. Hemasqueraded
as a Parsi to secure housing, only to be discovered and, this time, threat-
ened with physical violence.41 The troubled question of recognition for
the stigmatized person, and Ambedkar’s description of physical repug-
nance mirror Frantz Fanon’s focus on racial and cultural violence in his
analysis of subject-formation. Fanon argued that the racial gaze deforms
recognition so that the colonizer is unable to “see” the colonized except
as a (black) body. Blocked intersubjective processes of identity forma-
tion in the colonial context produced disgust, violence, and fear in the
colonizer and self-hatred in the colonized. Like Ambedakr, Fanon used
the term “nausea” to describe the visceral nature of racism: “In the train
I was given not one but two, three places. . . . I existed triply: I occupied
space. I moved towards the other . . . an evanescent other, hostile but
not opaque, transparent, not there, disappeared. Nausea . . .”42

By defining group formation as a function of stigma and separation,
and by describing social relations in the language of physical repulsion,
Ambedkar suggested that only deformed social relations between castes
existed in a structure that presented violence as law. Race and slavery
were explicit axes of comparison. Elsewhere in his writings, Ambedkar
noted that the slave was better off when compared to the untouchable.
In ancient Rome slaves were educated as a sign of their masters’ status
and participated in the economy as scribes, performers, musicians, and
skilled labor. Plantation slavery was brutal, yet slaves’ status as a value-
producing property meant that there was some incentive to protecting
them: “Being property and therefore valuable, the master for sheer self-
interest took great care of the health and well-being of the slave.”43 Un-
touchables, on the other hand, were not formally enslaved, but their so-
cial stigma reproduced their material deprivation. The comparison was
polemical and it was meant to challenge the putatively consensual model
of caste relations and caste labor that upper-caste reformers, especially
Gandhi, had outlined.
Like race, the connection between caste and commodity logic is a sug-

gestive axis ofAmbedkar’s thought.We have already seen this inAmbed-
kar’s discussion of bahishkar as social segregation screened through free-
market logic and laws of contract. I argue thatAmbedkar theorized caste
as a doubled structure of symbolic and material dispossession along the
lines of Marx’s argument about the commodity form as fetish and as a
social hieroglyphic demanding to be read.44 ForMarx, abstract labor (la-
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bor power) is realized in the exchange value of the commodity, which is
the misrecognized form of congealed labor. Capital thus necessarily in-
cludes labor even though labor is necessarily invisible, displaced onto the
fetish value of the commodity.45 The untouchable was just such a social
hieroglyphic, one who provided a key to the animating logic of caste.
Unlike capitalist relations of production to which labor was central,

however, caste society was not organized on the model of bourgeois ac-
cumulation, but on ritual action as a form of symbolic expenditure, to
which the untouchables’ labor was extraneous because it was defined
as being defiled and impure. In addition, caste was a complex symbolic
form whose antagonisms were dispersed across the social field and
whose accretive character forbade a systemic view of all of its histori-
cal layers in any synchronic formulation. This made it more difficult
for Ambedkar to centralize a historical antagonism between Brahmin
and Dalit as the motor of history. Caste society was internally contra-
dictory, but in a nondialectical sense. Internal contradictions did not
propel the system forward in a holistic process of change. Rather, we can
see caste as a “structure in difference” whose various, discordant parts
bore a contingent, non-necessary relation to each other.46The Dalit sub-
altern was the negated and nauseating, if necessary, component of the
caste order, embodying the dehumanizing potential of caste in its most
acute form.
Even as Ambedkar developed this systemic theory of caste, he turned

his attention to specifically political mechanisms for makingmanifest the
position of structural negativity occupied by the Dalit communities. The
Indian National Congress, intent on incorporating majority and minor-
ity within a national community, formed the political and discursive con-
text within which Ambedkar thought and struggled for a Dalit political
identity. What was the position of untouchable communities composed
of people who were essentially treated as subhuman or degraded Hin-
dus? Was there a mechanism for recognizing them? Ambedkar’s effort
to define the main characteristics of this political constituency built on
his critique of the Hindu community as a political/legislative entity that
excluded Dalits as a matter of principle.

the possibility of minority

Colonial conceptions of Dalits, or Depressed Classes as a community
of degraded Hindus, developed incrementally and oftentimes in oppo-
sition to caste Hindu efforts. The 1901 census established varna hier-
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archy as an accurate descriptor of the caste system.47 By 1908, when it
became clear that the untouchable communities were sizeable—about
16–24 percent of India’s population48—casteHindus began to assert that
untouchables were Hindus.49 The colonial government decided not to
rank caste communities in the 1911 census, a response to petitioning by
caste groups looking to substantiate claims to high status in the varna
hierarchy. At the same time, colonial officials began to emphasize un-
touchables’ separate identity, recategorizing them in 1911 as “Depressed
Classes,” an altogether new category to describe degraded persons who
suffered ritual exclusion and stigmatization as lesser Hindus. In that year,
a circular fromCensus Commissioner E.A. Gait proposed a series of tests
for defining membership in the Depressed Classes.50 It caused conster-
nation among caste Hindus because it enabled colonial administrators
to classify close to a quarter of the Hindu population as Depressed
Classes. It was reported in the India Review that Muslims were adamant
that this strength of “outcastes [who] are beyond of Hinduism” should
not “swell the numerical force of the Hindus.”51

In 1931, Census Commissioner J.H. Hutton proposed a test for un-
touchability that essentially defined it as a form of social segregation char-
acterized by exclusion from public amenities.52 The translation of un-
touchability from religious to civic exclusion amounted to an official
secularization of the category: “From the point of view of the State, the
important test is the right to use public conveniences—roads, wells and
schools—and if this be taken as the primary test, religious disabilities
and the social disabilities involved by them may be regarded as contrib-
utory only.”53

While this colonial understanding dovetailed with Dalits’ own secu-
larized perception of the consequences of caste stigma, a liberal truism
posed a practical problem for forming a Dalit constituency: the idea that
it was composed of free and equal contracting subjects. This liberal idea
assumes whatmust be accomplished, that is, that procedures or processes
be developed whereby incommensurable entities are rendered commen-
surable with each other. The political theorist Ernesto Laclau argues that
political equality actually requires acts of commensuration, of creating
likeness or similarity between persons or qualities that are dissimilar in
some respects. He writes, “In the political field equality is a type of dis-
course that tries to deal with differences.”54 If commensuration presumes
the logic of equivalence, minority is a political form that associates some
ascriptive categories of civil society with political inadequacy. Thus, mi-
nority as a demographic category is never merely about number. It indi-
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cates a qualitative difference, what we might call a subject’s singularity,
which cannot be rendered fully commensurable within political space. It
is precisely due to the qualitative and quantitative distinctions encom-
passed by the term “minority” that minority rights are such a fraught is-
sue. When particularities typically considered to be outside the field of
liberal political commensuration—because they are taken as pre- or apo-
litical categories—become sites around which demands for dignity and
rights occur, they pose a problem for the abstract conception of citizen-
ship. They also pose procedural problems insofar as rules and mecha-
nisms are required to enable certain political results, for example equal-
ity. To locate commensuration as an active process, and liberal ideology
as responsive to historical contingency and to political necessity, throws
into relief two fundamental aspects of the colonial state: its externality
to indigenous society as well as its interventions into Indian society
through policies and procedures that blocked full political commensu-
ration.55 As we will see, religious difference was taken as absolute, but
religious communities were balanced against each other as political ma-
jorities andminorities. This produced a politics of exception and demand
for commensuration.
In a practical sense, Ambedkar confronted communities constituted as

prepolitical, fundamentally religious structures of authority that regulated
their members and, in turn, submitted to colonial regulation. Beyond the
fact that these religious communities were recognized as political actors
is the more significant issue of their recognition by the colonial state as
qualitatively equivalent—Hindus were united to each other by faith and
belief, aswereMuslims, and eachwas subject to the laws of their respective
communities.Yet theywere quantitatively incommensurable asHinduma-
jority and Muslim minority. Hindus and Muslims were characterized by
an unbridgeable absolute difference. Muslims were constituted as the ar-
chetypical political minority, acknowledged in a separate electorate. Once
identified with the separate electorate, Muslims increasingly defined their
interests outside of, and oftentimes in opposition to, the general interest.
Hindus in turn saw the general constituency asHindu and as a spacewhere
Muslims could expect “no extra” representation. The separate electorate
designated Muslims as the political minority and normalized Hindus as
a distinctive religious community (and a numerical majority) liable to
dwarf any other electoral grouping. What did it mean to invoke the De-
pressed Classes as a “minority” under these circumstances?
Ambedkar’s conception of a Dalit minority did not begin with the de-

mand for a separate electorate for the Depressed Classes. He arrived there
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eventually, by working within, and trying to expand the boundaries of,
liberal institutional logic to encompass recognition of the Depressed
Classes as a constituency with the capacity to represent their own inter-
ests. In his vision of Dalits defined by social marginality, civic exclusion,
and material deprivation, Ambedkar had already departed radically
from the idea of untouchables as degraded Hindus. Specifying Dalits’
minority status required engaging with caste as a complex form of in-
equality. To do so, Ambedkar made arguments about the primacy of the
political to oppose preexisting organic definitions of community and to
address Dalits as having a class interest that could be revealed as a polit-
ical interest.
Specifying the conditions under which a socially and economically

deprived collective could demand political recognition was an early step
in Ambedkar’s theorization of the Dalit as minority. He initially asserted
the primacy of the political as the ground for human recognition.
Through claims to a universal right to politics, he strove to bring atten-
tion to an unrecognized constituency possessing no distinguishing qual-
ities but for the fact of its humanity. As he wrote, the Depressed Classes
“have their very persona confiscated. The socio-religious disabilities have
dehumanized the untouchables and their interests at stake are therefore
the interests of humanity.”56Thus was the humanity of the Dalit asserted
through her right to political recognition.
In articulating a new Dalit identity, Ambedkar experimented with the

Marxian discourse of class to distinguish aDepressedClassminority from
aMuslimminority by specifying themateriality of caste. In 1918and 1928,
he testified before two British commissions, the Southborough and Simon
commissions,which considered the extension of the franchise and the func-
tioning of dyarchy, in both cases representing the Depressed Classes as a
distinctive community with separate interests.57As he argued in 1918, “a
minority which is oppressed, or whose rights are denied by the majority,
would be a minority that would be fit for consideration for political pur-
poses.”58 Noting that the caste Hindus could represent “the material in-
terests of the Mohammedans and vice versa,” Ambedkar distinguished
the Depressed Classes as “educationally backward . . . economically very
poor, socially enslaved.”59 Material deprivation and social stratification
united them as a class.
Positioning untouchables as a distinct community and constituencywas

precisely what Gandhi contested. He offered a powerful reason why un-
touchables did not need special political representation. “Sikhs may re-
main as such in perpetuity,” he pointed out, “so may Muslims, so may
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Europeans. Would ‘untouchables’ remain untouchables in perpetuity?”60

In other words, it was self-defeating to dwell upon experiences of abjec-
tion to claim political representation. The history of caste subjection had
to be transcended. Gandhi’s question cut to the political conundrum of
Dalit identity,which depended on exacerbating stigmatized identity to over-
come it. Ambedkar answered that it was only along the axis of the his-
torical, the ground of inherited subalternity, that Dalit identity could be-
come salient. Caste was classlike, but also a form of embodiment; stigma
carried upon the body was the perverse legacy of the Hindu juridical or-
der. Thus Ambedkar attempted to render religioritual stigmatization po-
litically salient and to ground political struggles in an identity that would
ultimately be transcended.Hiswas a sustained effort to transform the struc-
tural negativity of the untouchable into positive political value.
On what basis could a territorially dispersed minority, lacking social

and economic status, become not only politically legible but politically
consequential? Ambedkar took a principled and strategic stance: uni-
versal franchise was the common sense of democratic politics. It could
be used proactively to reveal potential constituencies or groups such
as the Depressed Classes, who required protection. Lowering eligibility
criteria—property and taxation qualifications—and granting reserved
seats in legislative bodies would address the unequal position fromwhich
the Depressed Classes entered the political terrain. Communal electorates
had the best chance of representing the community’s interest, however.61

Instead of diluting particularity, adult franchise with reserved repre-
sentation would position the Depressed Classes as political and eco-
nomic, rather than religious, minorities. They required protection due
to their low social and economic status; their small numbers required
some form of compensation. A separate electorate with weightage could
meet these goals.
Ambedkar developed his position through a sustained critique of the

Muslim separate electorate. The enumeratively grounded principle of
weightage was introduced in 1909 to acknowledge the “historical and
political importance” of Muslims.62 Some years earlier, in his represen-
tation to the viceroy, the Aga Khan had challenged the ratio between
Hindu and Muslim communities, arguing that “the Mahomedans of In-
dia number according to the census taken in the year 1901, over sixty
two millions or between one fifth to one fourth of the total population
of His Majesty’s Indian dominions, and if a reduction is made for . . .
those classes who are ordinarily classified as Hindus but properly speak-
ing are not Hindus at all, the proportion of Mahomedans to the Hindu

134 Emancipation



majority becomes much larger.”63 For caste Hindus, the Hindu identity
of the Depressed Classes became all the more important compared with
the modal minority, Muslims. Ambedkar struggled, however, to define
the Depressed Classes through an altogether different principle of mi-
nority. He emphasized that socioeconomic deprivation required legal safe-
guards, and argued that separate representation “was literally showered
upon a community like the Mahomedans holding a stronger and better
position in the country than can be predicated of the Depressed Classes.
The Sabha protests against this grading of the citizens of a country on
the basis of their political importance.”64

In fact, Ambedkar acknowledged that Muslims represented the prin-
ciple of nationality, rather than political minority. They were a demo-
graphic majority in Baluchistan, Sind, Bengal, Punjab, and theNorthwest
Frontier Provinces. The territorialization of number through the estab-
lishment of Muslim and Hindu majority provinces, a demand of the
Muslim League from 1928, was a prelude for demands based on the
territorialization of nationality.65 Ambedkar thought these Muslim-
majority provinces an “ingenious contrivance” involving “the mainte-
nance of justice and peace by retaliation” and “a system of protection by
counterblast against blast; terror against terror and eventually tyranny
against tyranny.”66TheMuslim special electorate had created a false unity
between communities of varying strength, displacing the question of equal-
ity onto (numerical) parity between communities rather than asking how
representative they were: “It is contrary to all sense of political justice to
approve of a system which permits the members of one community to
rule other communities without their having submitted themselves to the
suffrage of the communities.”67

Nationality rendered number unimportant. Indeed, national affilia-
tion was an affective bond of commonality, whereas majority and mi-
nority were structural positions that citizen-subjects inhabited in rela-
tion to the state.Against the reigning (oxymoronic) conception of Hindu
majority andMuslim minority, Ambedkar posed political constituencies
produced through the antagonism of competing class interests. The De-
pressed Classes were unlike Muslims, he argued, because they shared a
set of social and economic disabilities as a group. Defining Dalits as a
class that suffered material deprivation meant they constituted a minor-
ity in political terms, not a constituency united by primordial ties of com-
munity. Ambedkar also underscored the difference between the political
interests of the Depressed Classes and Muslims. Muslims were a politi-
cized community recognized byHindus. Untouchables were unrecognized
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as political subjects and therefore also lacked social recognition. Distin-
guished by material deprivation, physical vulnerability, and stigmatized
status in the caste order, Dalits represented an altogether different prin-
ciple of minority. The thinking was ingenious. Ambedkar drew on a
generic theory of representative government based on adult franchise to
derive political value for a stigmatized community by claiming a universal
right to politics.68 In turn, he used the right to politics to redefine the
meaning of minority and majority in India. Ambedkar noted, “A politi-
cal majority is not a fixed or a permanent majority. It is a majority which
is always made, unmade and remade.” The Hindu majority, he contin-
ued, was a “communal majority [that] is a permanent majority fixed in
its attitude. One can destroy it but one cannot transform it.”69

Ambedkar was one of the last Dalit leaders to embrace the separate
electorate.70 His posture in favor of adult franchise along with reserved
representation for the Depressed Classes was distinctive with regard to
other non-Brahmin and Dalit leaders. The Depressed Classes Mission,
the Servants of India Society, the Servants of the Somavanshi Society, non-
Brahmin leaders, and the Depressed India Association all favored sepa-
rate representation. Though they formed a similar proportion of Bom-
bay’s population, the Depressed Classes had managed to send only one
nominatedmember,Ambedkar, to the provincial legislative council, com-
pared to twenty-nine Muslim members. The Mahar Seva Sangh (Asso-
ciation for Service to the Mahars), represented by Dnyandev Dhruvnath
Gholap, the first Depressed Class representative nominated to the coun-
cil, in 1924, submitted a petition demanding separate representation to
protect Depressed Class interests: “We reckon all Touchables as Bour-
geois, feeding ruthlessly upon our innocence and getting themselves
profited at our cost. We also make no distinctions between Brahmans
and the non-Brahmans. . . . The non-Brahman Marathas, with a secret
motive of giving a finer democratic touch to their movement, showed us
some attractive signs of sympathy and fraternity; but past twelve years
experience has proved that they have not only misused but abused the
power that they obtained by our joining hands with them.”71

Ambedkar, however, emphasized adult franchise and criticized educa-
tion and property requirements, and demanded reduction of property and
taxation qualifications for Depressed Class candidates. Acknowledging
the power of separate representation, however, he noted that, “for the
Depressed Classes, communal representation and self-determination are
but two different phrases which express the same notion.”72
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If theHindus,Muslims, andDepressedClasseswere understood to con-
stitute three distinct communities of interest, with the Depressed Classes
forming 18 to 20 percent of the population, this third community dis-
turbed the idea that only “fixed permanent communities” existed as po-
litical categories. By subverting the colonial discourse of community as
constituency, Ambedkar was also strategically positioned to argue for a
fundamental contradiction betweenHindus andDepressedClasses on the
basis of material exploitation and socioreligious stigmatization.
As early as 1920, Ambedkar argued that the Depressed Classes would

remain powerless unless they used their political potential to threaten
Hindu hegemony.73 As an exceptional community, untouchables had to
harness their latent political power tomakeHindus realize that they were
of greater significance than their mere numerical strength: “Our un-
touchable brethren will recognize their own strength once they realize
thatMuslims cannot winwithout us and equallyHindus cannot winwith-
out us. They [untouchables] alone have the power to bring about a de-
cisive shift one way or the other.”74

In a sense, then, Ambedkar saw the separate electorate as akin to
the general strike. Ambedkar sought to mobilize the negative power of the
Depressed Classes in the same way that the general strike revealed the
secret of capital: that capital necessarily includes labor even though labor
is invisible, displaced onto the fetish value of the commodity. By making
caste Hindus “dependent upon the votes of Untouchables,” the separate
electorate would reveal the latent power of the Depressed Classes to with-
hold consent to Hindu hegemony.75 By sharpening the antagonism be-
tweenHindu and non-Hindu, the perception that the Hindus constituted
a consensual, quasi-natural community would also be challenged. Un-
like workers inWestern nations who could become visible as labor, Dalit
structural negativity arose from their extraneous position in a system of
symbolic labor. They could creatively make this visible only in the politi-
cal arena: the emancipation of the minority subject was culturally spe-
cific, even if it resembled the trajectory of proletarian conscientization.
Dalit emancipation required antagonism to religious identification, rather
than a transcendence of religious identity.
Gandhi challenged efforts at political separation during the second

RoundTable Conference and bitterly resisted demands for a separate elec-
torate for the Depressed Classes. Having agreed to a compromise solu-
tion on the stalled question of minority rights. Gandhi then went on a
fast-unto-death to challenge PrimeMinister RamsayMacDonald’s Com-
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munalAward ofAugust 16, 1932, which gave the Depressed Classes sep-
arate electorates in areas where they were concentrated, in addition to a
general vote. Indeed the Communal Award was a critical moment for
Ambedkar insofar as it clearly marked the anomalous status of the De-
pressed Classes as a political minority because they were degraded Hin-
dus. Despite Hutton’s 1931 description of untouchability as social seg-
regation characterized by exclusion from public amenities, the Communal
Award reincorporated the Depressed Classes as a group of stigmatized
Hindus whose status could be ameliorated through a claim upon caste
Hindus in the form of the double vote. Sadly, the Award and its com-
promise successor, the Poona Pact, overwrote Ambedkar’s redefinition
of minority. The Poona Pact instituted reserved representation, with seats
increased from the 71 granted by the Communal Award’s separate elec-
torate to 148 seats reserved for Depressed Class representatives in a two-
tier election, a general Hindu electorate choosing from candidates who
had been selected in a primary election for the Depressed Classes.
As the colonial state stepped back from interfering in what was char-

acterized as an internal problem for the Hindu community in the after-
math of Gandhi’s fast-unto-death, it became obvious that the majority
of caste Hindus would not tolerate any form of internal regulation. If
parity was established between religious constituencies, it was also the
case that the colonial government had relegated the internal regulation
of those communities to socioreligious elites, even if that contravened
principles of justice or fairness. Whether the response was a politically
motivated effort to plump Hindu numbers or whether it involved a sus-
tained encounter between caste Hindu and untouchable premised on a
“shared concept of humanity which means that the [Dalit] is a perverted
version of the self,”76 the Poona Pact was calculated to resist political
separation because caste Hindus interpretedAmbedkar’s demand for sep-
arate representation as an unspoken (religious) conversion. Even Prime
Minister Ramsay MacDonald indicated that the Communal Award was
based on the identity of the Depressed Classes as degradedHindus: “The
number of special seats to be filled from spec ial Depressed Classes con-
stituencies will be seen to be small and has been fixed not to provide a
quota appropriate for the total representation of the whole of the De-
pressed Class population, but solely to secure a minimum number of
spokesmen for the Depressed Classes in the Legislature who are chosen
exclusively by the Depressed Classes.”77

The failure of separate representation haunted Ambedkar, despite the
fact that the Poona Pact positioned the Dalit communities as subaltern
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Figure 8. “Charge-sheet against Gandhiji and Congress,” a
response to the second Round Table Conference, produced
by the Depressed Classes Institute prior to Gandhi’s fast-
unto-death and the Poona Pact compromise. Courtesy of
the Khairmode Collection, Bombay University.



citizens. Ambedkar’s faith in this political solution requires inspection.
Why would someone who supported adult franchise, protective mecha-
nisms, and inclusion of a marginalized community like the Depressed
Classes in a common civic and political life advocate separation as amech-
anism of political recognition?What did the demand for a separate elec-
torate achieve? I have noted that caste was a complex symbolic form
whose antagonisms were dispersed across a social field whose accretive
character forbade a systemic view of all of its historical layers in any syn-
chronic formulation. The status of the Depressed Classes as an impov-
erished, demographic minority made it difficult to centralize a historical
antagonism between Brahmin and Dalit and to then render that antag-
onism politically consequentialwithout the support of the state to coun-
terbalance Hindu hegemony. Insofar as there was no single procedural
mechanism or political form that could respond to the complexity of caste
inequality, the separate electorate was an overdetermined political op-
tion from the start. What it revealed, however, was Ambedkar’s sense of
the necessity of working with and through the state to illustrate the lim-
its of existing governmental procedures and mechanisms, instead of re-
fusing to engage with democratic liberalism and embracing a religious
politics, as Gandhi had done.
During the 1920s, Gandhi had skillfully articulated untouchability as

a societal division of labor to which the untouchable’s stigmatized labor
was central.78 In the aftermath of the Poona Pact, he began describing
the relationship to untouchables in terms of a spiritual debt to Harijans
(people of god) or Hari. This penitential model of citizenship required
empathetic identification with the Harijan and repentance in the form of
service, ceaseless labor for the Harijan cause, and complete identification
with the untouchable.79We thus find Gandhi claiming to be a Hindu by
birth and an untouchable “by choice.” Equally troubling, he justified
varna hierarchy as an ethical division of labor based on the principle of
service and sacrifice, with the untouchable central to this economy of sac-
rifice.80 Practical issues such as interdining and intermarriage were sim-
ply dismissed as matters of choice. No one was obliged to eat in anyone
else’s presence or to “give his daughter in marriage to anybody in par-
ticular.”81 Service and redemption were important, not equality and rec-
iprocity. Gandhi argued, “If everyone regarded himself as a Shudra, re-
ligion would be well rid of the concept of high and low.” The principle
of (voluntary) manual labor, of service, that characterized Shudra dharma
ought to be the governing principle of everyone’s “varnadharma.”82

Gandhi’s support for varnashramadharma (caste as a moral ordering
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based on the societal division of labor) left the laborer’s stigma untouched
and elided the question of inequality.83

In contrast, Ambedkar noted, “caste was a division of laborers and
not just of labor.”84Violence was essential to themaintenance of the caste
order: “One important requirement for the successful working of Chatur-
varnya is themaintenance of the penal system. . . . The system of Chatur-
varnyamust perpetually face the problem of the transgressor. Unless there
is a penalty attached to the act of transgression, men will not keep to
their respective classes. . . . Not only is penal sanction necessary, but
penalty of death is necessary.”85 Indeed, it was the effort to rethink the
personhood of the laborer, not merely redefining stigmatized labor, that
led Ambedkar to explore the adjacencies of race, class, and caste in the
first phase of his political thought.86 In contrast, anger at the insult of
being referred to as Harijans was widespread among Mahar Dalits, as
can be seen from this dialogue:

Congress supporter: How sweet is the name, “Harijan.” Oh Harijans,
really you are lucky!

Ambedkarite: Don’t call me Harijan! That name is an affront to our
self-respect. When the Congress government called
us Harijans, all the representatives [of the Indepen-
dent Labour Party] walked out. Not only that but
our self-respecting untouchables are holding meetings
to refuse that name, Harijan. Don’t you dare call me
Harijan! . . .
Do you think changing our name can improve our
status?
. . .
As soon as I hear the name Harijan I am on fire from
head to toe, and I get so angry I start shaking.87

the impossibility of minority

You are fighting for Swaraj [self-rule]. I am ready to join you. And I may
assure you that I can fight better than you. I make only one condition. Tell
me what share I am to have in Swaraj. If you don’t want to tell me that and
you want to make up with the British behind my back, hell on both of you.

B.R. Ambedkar, Bombay Sentinel, April 28, 1942

Ambedkar’s analysis of caste as structural violence required strategies
to exacerbate the latent antagonism and conflict of Hindu society so as to
harness Dalits as a political value. During the 1930s, such strategies took
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shape around the Dalit as a universal political subject and Dalits as the
vanguard of broader struggles for material emancipation.
In her important account of Ambedkar’s relationship with Commu-

nism, Gail Omvedt describes the 1930s as the “years of radicalism.”88

The election manifesto of the Independent Labour Party (ILP), formed
on August 15, 1936, noted, “The word Labour was used instead of the
words Depressed Classes because labour includes the Depressed Classes
as well.”89 The party was to be sustained by a cadre of unpaid volun-
teers engaged in grassroots conscientization and fund-raising.90The Con-
gress was characterized as a “capitalist party.”91 An editorial in Janata
argued that it was impossible to have a party of capitalists, workers, and
peasants.92The ILP was committed to state management and ownership
of industry and supported credit and cooperative societies, tax reforms
to reduce the burden on agricultural and industrial labor, and free and
compulsory education.93However, the distinctive experience of caste la-
bor was fundamental to the ILP.94

A twenty-thousand-strongmeeting of theManmad RailwayWorkers’
Conference in 1938 saw critiques of Brahmanshahi and bhandwalshahi,
or Brahminism and capitalism.95 A workers’ union of the Bombay mu-
nicipality, the Mumbai Kamgar Sangh, was also formed in 1935 with
help from the Samata Seva Sangh and represented about 5 percent of the
fifteen thousand employees of the municipality.96 Efforts were also made
to organize dockyard workers and railway workers in 1948.97These orga-
nizational efforts sought to make caste a crucial focus for the working-
classmovement.Agitation against the khoti system and the power of land-
lords in the Konkan region saw joint ILP-Communist rallies in September
and October of 1937; a strike and demonstration against the Industrial
Disputes Bill in November attended by over one hundred thousand
people; and a massive peasant protest in Bombay on January 12, 1939,
attended by twenty thousand people. This was offset byAmbedkar’s con-
flict with the largely upper-caste leadership of the Communist movement
in India. Ambedkar threatened to break Bombay’s historic mill strike of
1928 unless untouchables were employed in all departments, a demand
towhich Communists reluctantly agreed.98The strike of 1929 sawAmbe-
dkar encouraging Dalit workers to return to work to avoid boycott and
discrimination by powerful moneylenders.99

The exploitation of caste labor brought Ambedkar into alliance with
the Communists, but Marxism was no substitute for an immanent cri-
tique of caste.100Though it remained a regional party, the ILP performed
well in the 1937 elections and won eleven out of fifteen reserved seats.101
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However, the period saw increased tension between Dalit groups: P.G.
Solanki, a Chambhar associated with the Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha,
and N. Shivtarkar parted ways with Ambedkar.102 The latter rejoined as
secretary of the AISCF. And by the end of the decade, the Communists
were allied with Congress.
In the 1940s, the discourse on Scheduled Caste (SC) representation

fundamentally changed: now, it was the Dalit’s singularity as a histori-
cally stigmatized subject that justified her position as the subject of free-
dom. The unreconciled tension between universality and historical par-
ticularity was staged in spectacular fashion at themoment of postcolonial
transition. On August 20, 1940, in a speech offering dominion status to
India, Lord Linlithgow acknowledged the SCs as a separate political con-
stituency whose consent was necessary for Britain’s transfer of power to
Indians.103 Linlithgow’s invitation to Ambedkar to join the viceroy’s Ex-
ecutive Council coincided with Congress’s Quit India movement of 1942
and led to charges thatAmbedkarwas an imperialist stooge.104The British
continued to believe in the separate identity of the SCs. Even as late as
1944, Lord Wavell told Gandhi that the SCs constituted a “separate
element in the national life of India,” and made the granting of full free-
dom to Indians contingent on framing a constitution for India to which
all major players, including the Depressed Classes, would assent.105 Still,
resistance to separate SC representation grew. Gandhi argued, somewhat
disingenuously, “I know the fashion is to talk of the Hindus forming the
majority community. But Hinduism is an elastic indefinable term, and
Hindus are not a homogenous whole like Muslims and Christians. . . .
In other words and in reality so far as India is concerned, there can only
be political parties and no majority or minority communities. The cry of
the tyranny of the majority is a fictitious cry.”106 While the Cripps Mis-
sion in 1942 supported separate representation for religious minorities,
Sir Stafford Cripps’s refusal to support SC demands for separate repre-
sentation was described as a “conspiracy of silence” between “the Gov-
ernment, the Congress and even the Muslims.”107 It was the immediate
trigger for Ambedkar’s establishment of the AISCF, formed at a Nagpur
conference in July 1942, which held that the SCs were “racially and cul-
turally different from all.”108 The AISCF Working Committee even ar-
gued that Dalits were a religious minority and described Congress hege-
mony as leading to “the annihilation of our people as a political entity.”109

Ambedkar strongly objected to the Cripps betrayal, saying, “Up to the
declaration of 8th August 1940 His Majesty’s Government’s view was
that the untouchables were a distinct and a separate element and that
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they constituted so important an element that their consent was neces-
sary for any constitutional changes that may be desired.”110

Although the SCs had once enjoyedMuslim political support, Ambed-
kar noted that recognition of Muslims as a nationality now pitted Mus-
lims against all other communities. He saw the All-India Muslim League
setting up “a new equation of values . . . that theMuslims, whatever their
numbers, are just equal to the non-Muslims and therefore in any politi-
cal arrangement the Muslims must get fifty percent.”111 The Muslim
League had trumped number with nationality.112 Now the problem was
how to get untouchables recognized as “a separate element” in the na-
tional life of India. Physical separation was proposed through establish-
ment of SC villages, on government wastelands and private lands, over-
seen by a government-established Settlement Commission.113 Village
committees would form the basic AISCF organizational unit and provide
funds through a tax.114

Again, this was out of sync with the political proclivities of other Dalit
leaders. M.C. Rajah, president of the All-India Depressed Classes Asso-
ciation and Ambedkar’s most important rival, had demanded separate
electorates all along. But he had also issued a joint declaration with the
Hindu Mahasabha demanding reserved seats for Depressed Class can-
didates, noting that a separate electorate was only viable if the colonial
government was the “special protector of Minority interests.” Under
changed political conditions, it was imperative that the Depressed
Classes, who lacked an “effective percentage,” amalgamate themselves
into the Hindu constituency provided they got reserved seats.115 Appar-
ently, constituencies could play the game of parity only with the colonial
state as ringmaster.116

Rajah’s position apparently triumphed, since the SCs played no part
in the critical Simla discussions of 1945.117 The Cabinet Mission, which
visited India from March to June 1946 to discuss interim government
and the framing of a new constitution for India, defined the Indian Na-
tional Congress as the chosen representative of all constituencies except
Muslims. The Cabinet Mission Award of May 16, 1946, did recognize
three main communities, however: general, including Hindus and oth-
ers; Muslim; and Sikh. As the SCs had no separate representation, they
would be accommodated within an advisory committee to the Constitu-
ent Assembly drawn from provincial legislatures.
This betrayal by the British government set the tone for Ambedkar’s

What Congress andGandhi HaveDone to the Untouchables, a vehement
attack on Congress hegemony published in 1945, a few years before the
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violent onset of Partition. The text located the Poona Pact compromise
as the root of the failures of the 1940s. Ambedkar wrote that the Com-
munal Award had redressed the political weakness of the Depressed
Classes by making Hindus dependent on their vote: “The second vote
given by the Communal Award was a priceless privilege. Its value as a
political weapon was beyond reckoning. . . . No caste Hindu candidate
could have dared to neglect the Untouchables in his constituency or be
hostile to their interests if he were made dependent upon the votes of the
Untouchables.”118

Although animated by an enormous sense of betrayal, this text was
also one of Ambedkar’s most important engagements with political lib-
eralism. Moving from his earlier focus on redefining the colonial cate-
gory of minority, he now targeted Hindu majoritarianism and its polit-
ical representative, the Congress, for reproducing caste hegemony through
the franchise. His immediate focus was the defeat of AISCF candidates
in the historic elections of 1945–46, which resulted in Congress claims
that they represented SC interests.119His broader concern, however, was
how to demarcate a distinctive SC interest within the field of liberal
politics.
Ambedkar’s analysis began with the Poona Pact provisions regarding

the selection of SC representatives. The pact dictated a two-tier process
wherein SC voters selected a group of SC candidates in a primary elec-
tion. Later, they voted together with the general electorate to choose the
SC candidate for the reserved seats.120 Ambedkar argued that because
caste Hindus could ultimately swing their votes toward a palatable SC
candidate, the initial selection of candidates by SC voters was rigged to
produce candidates most acceptable to the general (Hindu) electorate.
Even when SC voters elected representatives to reserved seats, their in-
terests were not necessarily represented, since those interests would have
to be rendered palatable to the general constituency, who voted for re-
served seat candidates during the second vote. Ambedkar noted that the
system of reserved representation worked in favor of Congress, which
ran Depressed Class candidates in both the reserved and general elec-
tions. For the Congress, this substantiated their claim that untouchables
were Hindus. What it actually produced, as Ambedkar noted, was con-
centration of political power in Congress’s hands. The SC electorate re-
mained a numerical minority subservient toHindu interests, without hav-
ing the separate electorate to transform the principle of minority into a
logic of (political) exception.
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Multi-member reserved constituencies were organized around two-tier
elections. In the primaries, SC voters selected a roster of SC candidates
most likely to succeed in the general election. This diluted Dalit self-rep-
resentation because the process often produced “unrepresentative” to-
kens. Instead, under the system of distributed voting Ambedkar recom-
mended, voters had the same number of votes as the number of candidates
in the running: they could distribute their votes across candidates or
bunch them up. SC and caste Hindu voters could swing their votes to-
ward favored candidates, to produce more “representative” spokesper-
sons to articulate competing political interests. SC and caste Hindu rep-
resentatives would then confront each other on an agonistic political
terrain.121

Ambedkar’s critique of the electoral process and the Congress was in-
terpreted as reflecting his pro-British, antinationalist stance. This rendered
his efforts to position himself as a nationalist critic of Congress politics
rhetorically untenable.122 One Congress detractor, K. Santhanam, de-
clared thatWhat Congress and Gandhi Have Done was “an incoherent
jumble” without order or justification, determined to represent Gandhi
and the Congress as “wholly evil.”123ThoughAmbedkar’s text was struc-
tured to refute Congress claims to represent the nation through a step-
by-step illustration of the oxymoron of Hindu democracy, his critique of
Congress was ignored. C. Rajagopalachari argued that the SCs had no
claims upon a separate democracy: “The Scheduled Castes are evenly dis-
tributed all over India and are about ten per cent of the population. . . .
Thus distributed, they have to be part of the general population and can-
not isolate themselves into a separate democracy. Nothing therefore fol-
lows from the argument even if conclusively proved that the Scheduled
Castes do not stand behind the Congress and do not support its claim
for political freedom.”124

Ambedkar’s critique of the unrepresentative character of the Con-
gress was thus a moot point, since “it may often be impossible to get
minorities to agree to the claims for self-government which is majority
rule even though the minorities be fully protected in their civil and po-
litical rights.”125Another text, K. Santhanam’s Ambedkar’s Attack, also
discounted the SCs as a territorially dispersed minority: “Whether there
are 50 or 60 millions, it is of minor importance. I may point out that
they are distributed almost evenly in all the villages of India. In each vil-
lage they constitute a minority.”126 Santhanamwas emphatic that a com-
munity defined by neither demographic concentration nor cultural dis-

Dalits as a Political Minority 147



tinction must accept their position as Hindus. This was of a piece, of
course, with Congress insistence on characterizing the AISCF as a com-
munal organization. Ambedkar, not the Congress, was said to hold on
to untouchability as a “precious possession,” resisting assimilation and
integration. SC representation was also posed as a “short cut” to polit-
ical power for leaders who benefited from safeguards enjoyed by their
community.127

As time went on, the Poona Pact was understood to be a political res-
olution of the caste question because it settled the problem of the reli-
gious status of the Depressed Classes. The politics of untouchability had
once again foregrounded the relationship between “the religious” and
“the political,” while the politics of the 1940s demanded that the SCs
join the political mainstream. The high politics of the transfer of power
only exaggeratedDalit political negligibility. Ironically, Sir StaffordCripps
acknowledged as much, noting that “owing to the operation of what is
known as the Poona Pact, they [Ambedkar’s party] have been almost en-
tirely excluded from the provincial assemblies.”128

Ambedkar insisted that the political significance of the Depressed
Classes derived from their status as an exceptional community defined
by social exclusion. He adhered to the view that the Hindu majority was
a communal, not a political, majority, since it could not be “made and
unmade.”He had repeatedly tried to transform political discourse byDal-
its’ oppression and their status as minorities. For a community that was
stigmatized and territorially dispersed, self-representation was neither
possible from within nor outside of the terrain of formal politics, how-
ever: the Hindu majority dominated both spaces. Though political com-
munity formation had been stymied in the 1940s, its necessary corollary,
strong community and identity formation, remained for Ambedkar to
rework and build upon. Increasingly, he elaborated a principle of Dalit
personhood that lay outside of political commensuration.

the buddhist dalit

For what is this sacred literature? It is a literature which is almost entirely
the creation of the Brahmins. Secondly, its whole object is to sustain the
superiority and privileges of the Brahmins as against the non-Brahmins. . . .
Knowing that what is called the sacred literature contains an abominable
social philosophy which is responsible for their social degradation, the
non-Brahmin reacts to it in a manner quite opposite to that of the Brahmin.
That I should be wanting in respect and reverence for the sacred literature
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of the Hindus should not surprise any one if it is borne in mind that I am a
non-Brahmin, not even a non-Brahmin but an Untouchable.

B.R. Ambedkar,WhoWere the Shudras? in BAWS, vol. 7

Ambedkar had repeatedly confronted the limits of liberal inclusion and
Hindu tolerance. He had shown that colonial governmentality enabled
Hindu majoritarian power. Yet he believed that Dalits could emerge in
their specificity: embodied particularism had to be justified as such. In
his later writings, Ambedkar rewrote the history of caste subjection as a
process of subject (de)formation by introducing Buddhism as a forgot-
ten agent of history, thus locating religious and political antagonism at
the very heart of subaltern community formation. Ambedkar’s geneal-
ogy of the Dalit Buddhist was located in the tradition of ideological cri-
tique favored by caste radicals, especially Phule. Ambedkar’s focus on
Hindu juridicality (and on the Vedic basis of Brahminism) and his re-
liance on the methodologies of the human sciences—anthropology, an-
thropometry, philology—was distinctive, however.Ambedkar’s attack on
Brahminism adopted the following major strategies:

1. Redefining the Vedas, Smritis, and Shastras, texts of social con-
duct and political ethics with an imputed historical validity, as
texts that justified Brahmin domination and thereby produced
something like a caste sociology of knowledge.129 (It should
be noted here that Ambedkar reread the Vedic past to give the
Kshatriya a distinctive history, even as he dated the distinctive
stigmatization of the Dalit communities to the period between
Vedic and Puranic history, thus implicating the Kshatriya com-
munities in the defeat of Buddhism.)

2. Reading Puranic texts such as the Ramayana and the Maha-
bharata as quasi-realist representations of the Hindu gods as
corrupt, lascivious, and violent individuals. That is, turning
myth into social realism by applying human standards of con-
duct to divine actors and thereby exposing caste Hinduism as
advocating violence and discrimination.

3. Examining Hindu law as political performative, that is, ad-
dressing juridical texts as bringing desired forms of social order
and regulation into being, rather than articulating existing
domains of power and control. Legal categorization of peoples
and communities thus became a crucial form of cultural pro-
duction in Hindu society.
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4. Engaging in a scientific and scholarly study of Indian society
and history, using the methodological tools of comparative
philology, archeology, and anthropology to describe the speci-
ficity of the Hindu social formation.

Ambedkar drew on each of these strategies in his genealogy of Dalits
as Buddhists and Broken Men.130 Broken Men were a destitute, territo-
rially dispersed community of suffering, and history’s detritus. Because
they had resisted the movement of history, they symbolized obdurate
social forms and practices that were not subsumed by the mainstream.
Buddhism was the constitutive outside, the supplement, which inhered
within Brahmanism in the figures of these Broken Men, partially in-
corporated ethnic or political others who were the most vulnerable and
violated elements of caste society. The Broken Men were living symbols
of dehumanized existence and proof that colonization was integral to
Hindu historicity.131

The discovery of a new historical agent, Buddhism, allowed Ambed-
kar to argue that there had been a potent, though now-forgotten con-
tender with caste Hinduism from the very inception of Indian society.
Buddhismwas a religion that privileged rationality and ethics in contrast
to the ritualism and violence sanctioned by Brahmanism.Ambedkar’s ge-
nealogy of the Dalit Buddhist was highly speculative, however. I attend
to it because of the political importance of Ambedkar’s transposition of
political antagonism from the social space of caste onto the plane of his-
torical time, which, like Phule’s similar move, succeeded in anchoring
Dalit suffering to the deep structure of Hindu history. Such a reflexive
appropriation of history became a potential mode of political redemption.
History, translated into caste biography and thereby into a genealogy of
Brahminical hegemony, became the authorizing explanation of marginal
identity and of the experience of discrimination. It simultaneously offered
an alternative political mythology to the narrative, dominant among caste
radicals, of an enduring racial conflict betweenAryan Brahmins and Dra-
vidian Kshatriyas. Dalit Buddhist history was intimately bound up with
Ambedkar’s desire for differentiating the genealogy of Shudra and Dalit,
and his focus on replacing Phule’s narrative of collective shudra-atishudra
defeat with the distinctive narrative of Dalit Buddhism.
By the time Ambedkar was writing, the term “Aryan” had taken on its

association with race as a full-blown biological concept and had become
aligned with the horrors of National Socialism. Ethnonational, colonial,
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and upper-caste accounts also privileged Aryan race theories. Ambedkar
used the term to describe the racial stock of all Indians, drawing onmeth-
ods adopted byWestern proponents of the Aryan conquest theory to sup-
port his thesis of two originary groups in conflict.132 Phule’s racial-con-
quest narrative was now ingeniously transformed to locate political
conflict within Indo-Aryan society, rather than between two contending
races. In brief, Ambedkar found two origin myths in the Rg Veda, one
supporting and one ignoring varna distinctions, and hemapped themonto
“ideologies of two differentAryan races”who later “merged into one.”133

Ambedkar’s genealogy of the Shudras was based on rereading the
Rg Veda and the twelfth book of the Mahabharata, the Shanti Parvan,
as texts that staged a struggle between two (Aryan) Kshatriya lineages,
the Solar and the Lunar.134 The struggle between them was used to ex-
plain the production of the Shudra as a degraded identity, thereby over-
turning Phule’s central thesis about the Shudras as non-Aryan Ksha-
triyas. The Shudras were vanquished Kshatriyas, but they were also
Aryans degraded by vengeful Brahmins. With this move, Ambedkar
offered the possibility of reading the Shudra as historically distinct from
the untouchable, non-Brahmins as different from Dalits. Ambedkar
went further and explained the repeated derogation of the Shudra as a
consequence of Brahmins’ withholding the upanayanam (thread cere-
mony inducting men into Brahminhood), recitation of the Vedas, and
ownership of property.135 What had earlier been an open system of in-
duction into Brahminhood through scholarly learning was rendered a
hereditary mark of status. The ban on intercaste marriage was also im-
portant in producing a Brahminical patriarchy. Ambedkar had long
argued that “the absence of intermarriage—endogamy to be concise—
is the only one [principle] that can be called the essence of caste when
rightly understood.”136

As should be evident from the discussion in chapter 2, Ambedkar’s
narrative draws on Maratha histories of the early twentieth century,
which argued that Marathas were Aryan Kshatriyas, while kunbis were
categorized as the offspring of Aryan conquest of Dravidian communi-
ties. There are also important continuities with Valangkar’s argument that
Maratha identity was coterminous with the Rajputs andTurks whowere
sent to western India to destroy Buddhism.Unlike late nineteenth-century
efforts to challenge Aryan history through polemical counternarrative,
Ambedkar’s allegiance to the methods of scientific history and ethnol-
ogy privileged the nation as the unspoken unit of political analysis, while
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his focus on history, and on ancient India in particular, resonated with
anticolonial thought more generally.
These discussions had taken a specific turn in Maharashtra through

the efforts of V. K. Rajwade (1863–1926), who legitimized disciplinary
history and advocated for it a scientific method and philosophical basis.
Rajwade attributed national sentiment to the resilience of Vedic Aryan
civilization, its caste laws, and the dominance of Brahmins. Rajwade’s
Brahminism—and the institution he founded in Dhule, the Bharat Itihas
Samshodak Mandal—was roundly attacked by caste radicals, most fa-
mously by Keshav Sitaram Thackeray. The focus on ancient India as the
locus of incipient state-society formation became historical common
sense, however. VeteranCommunist leader ShripadAmrut Dange (1899–
1991) publishedRajwade’s unfinishedwork,BharatiyaVivaha Sansthecha
Itihas (History of IndianKinship), togetherwith an introduction, in 1976.
Dange himself wrote India from Primitive Communism to Slavery (1949)
and drew on Friedrich Engels’sOrigin of the Family, Private Property and
the State (1884). Dange was roundly criticized by the famous historian
of ancient India, D. D. Kosambi for relying on faulty evidence.137 But the
debate continued. Ambedkar wrote The Rise and Fall of HinduWomen
(1954) in response toA. S. Altekar’s Position ofWomen in Hindu Civiliza-
tion (1938).Whether Buddhism andMuslim invasion were blamed for the
loss of women’s previously high status in Vedic society, asAltekar argued,
or whether it was Buddhism that enabled female enfranchisement, as per
Ambedkar, gender and kinship came to play a central role in the evolu-
tionary narrative of Indian state formation.138More recently, Sharad Patil’s
efforts to bring classical Indology into conversation with emancipatory
thought, what he callsMarx-Phule-Ambedkarvad, makes state formation
contingent on shifts in sex/gender systems.139

Ambedkar’s creative re-reading of Indic texts and the specification of
an Indian transition narrative together located the Shudra within history.
It also explained untouchable identity by weaving together two distinc-
tive models of historical causality: the evolution of settled society from
nomadic communities and the religious-political conflict between Brah-
minism and Buddhism. Indeed, the Dalit Buddhist genealogy does not
discuss Buddhist philosophy so much as it articulates Buddhism within
the history of state formation. Buddhismwas a religion of state supported
by royal patronage, its rise coeval with a critical period of state forma-
tion and territorial consolidation in ancient India. Ambedkar described
Buddhism’s defeat by Brahminism as a “political revolution, a bloody rev-
olution engineered by the Brahmins to overthrow the rule of the Bud-
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dhist kings.”140 In Ambedkar’s account of the evolution of Hindu soci-
ety, Indo-Aryan society was composed of Brahmins, Kshatriyas, and
Vaishyas organized around the practices of Vedic sacrifice and beef eat-
ing. From this emerged the efflorescence of Buddhist thought, culture,
and politics brought to a violent end by the Brahmin commander-in-chief,
Pushyamitra, of the Buddhist emperor BrihadrathaMaurya. This was fol-
lowed by the institution of caste Hinduism by the Gupta emperors, who
relied on the Manusmriti—Ambedkar dates its composition to 170–
150 bce—to justify chaturvarna and the stratification of Hindu society.
Ambedkar bypassed the tactic of asserting that untouchables lost high-

caste status through their own actions, such as scavenging or eating beef
or carrion. Instead, he historicized untouchables as a distinct group of Bud-
dhists, wandering tribesmen defeated in battle as nomadic society gave
way to settled agriculture and as blood affiliation gave way to territorial
affiliation; that is, as clan and tribe gave way to the principle of nation-
ality. Unlike the Shudras, with their militant Kshatriya past, untouchables
had always been Broken Men, degraded, homeless, and fated to inhabit
the margins as vestiges from the past. Guarding villages and their wealth,
refusing to accept Brahminism, they had become dependent on eating dead
cattle for sustenance. In the struggle between Buddhism and Brahmanism,
Brahmins, originally meat eaters, had adopted the nonviolent policies of
Buddhism and instituted the ban against meat. In turn, this stigmatized
the Broken Men, who ate carrion to survive.
The contemporary fact ofMaratha assertion clearly influencedAmbed-

kar’s emendation of Phule’s genealogy of caste conflict. In distinguishing
between Shudra and untouchable tomark the singularity of the Dalit Bud-
dhist, Ambedkar also positioned the Shudra both within and outside the
caste order, an aggressor-turned-victim practicing the politics of resent-
ment. As defeated Aryan Kshatriyas, Shudras were complicit in repro-
ducing caste hierarchy through their desire for recognition within the
varna order, even as they struggled against a Brahminism that denied them
true status. The argument about Kshatriya resentment was organized
around a rereading of the figure of Shivaji. Ambedkar’s interpretation
diverged, in fact, from almost all prevailing representations of this fig-
ure, including Phule’s. It is a truism to say that Shivaji was one of the most
powerful and multivalent symbols of non-Brahmin politics.141 Shivaji’s
struggle for recognition as a Kshatriya and as a powerful and just ruler
of the non-Brahmin communities was the single-most important node in
the writing of alternative histories of Brahmin hegemony across the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Instead, Ambedkar criticized
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the large sums of money that had been paid to the Brahmin priest from
Benares, Gagabhatta, for “discovering” Shivaji’s royal lineage and noted
that “the decisions of the Brahmins on matters of status were open for
sale like the indulgences of the Catholic clergy.”142Ambedkar challenged
the identity of Rajputs as Kshatriyas, the very legacy to which Shivaji laid
claim, and argued instead that they bore no relation to the Vedic Ksha-
triyas. Instead, they were raised to the status of Kshatriyas “with the ob-
ject of using them as means to suppress Buddhism in Central India.”143

By positing Shivaji as desirous of recognition within the Brahminical
order, Ambedkar was also noting that in the struggle against Brahmini-
cal domination, Shudras and untouchables had markedly different ex-
periences of social exclusion. The most fundamental difference was be-
tween touchable Hindus (Savarnas) and those without caste (Avarnas).
The Shudra was denied the privilege of being twice born, of being bap-
tized into Vedic learning, but the untouchable was completely outside
the varna order. Theirs was the dark side of the fairy tale, the story of
“witches, goblins, and ogres.”144This distinction illustratedAmbedkar’s
principle of graded inequality internal to the logic of chaturvarna that
was encompassed by an earlier, more enduring conflict between casteHin-
dus and untouchables.
Ambedkar’s genealogy of the Dalit Buddhist superimposed two tem-

poral structures: the originary defeat and repeated degradation of the Bro-
kenMen fusedwith the enduring political-ethical challenge of Buddhism,
forgotten but not vanquished. A developmental narrative alongside a re-
demptive one united historical with cosmological time. This dovetailed
perfectly withAmbedkar’s dual project of political emancipation and self-
representation joined with remaking degraded Dalits into modern citi-
zens. The recovery of a forgotten past furthered the emergence of a new
political subject, the Dalit Buddhist.
In October 1935, Ambedkar declared that though born a Hindu, he

refused to die one—his so-calledYeola statement.145At aMahar Parishad
held in May of that year, the only time he ever called a caste conference,
Ambedkar broached the issue of converting out of Hinduism. He said
that the weakness of the untouchable communities combined with ef-
forts to challenge varna hierarchy would lead to eternal “conflict” and
that there was no option but to leave the Hindu dharma.146 The publi-
cation of Annihilation of Caste almost immediately followed the Yeola
statement, but Ambedkar did not convert out of Hinduism until 1956,
shortly before his death. This conversion was his final, most powerful
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challenge to Hindu inclusiveness after the Poona Pact. Though he de-
scribed conversion as a Dalit return to the Buddhist past, it was perceived
as Dalits’ symbolic exit from the Hindu community, a final refusal to
countenanceHinduism’s historical degradation of the untouchables. Bud-
dhism was significant insofar as it was personified in the figure of the
Dalit Buddhist.147

Ambedkar connected again withMarxist thought at the end of his life
when he justified his complete rejection of Hinduism through an inno-
vative, eclectic reading of Buddhism. In his whimsical text, “The Bud-
dha or Karl Marx,” Ambedkar paid homage to Marx’s revolutionary
egalitarianism by arguing that Marxism came closest to Buddhism as an
emancipatory ideology. Like Buddhism, it advocated the abolition of pri-
vate property, aligned poverty with social exploitation, and offered re-
dress, in the here and now, for social suffering.148 Like the French and
Russian revolutions, Buddhismwas revolutionary, aiming to “reconstruct
the world.” The French revolution had imagined, but failed to material-
ize, equality; the Russian revolution instated equality, but sacrificed fra-
ternity and liberty. “It seems the three can only co-exist if one follows
the way of the Buddha,” wrote Ambedkar.149 Buddhism’s achievement
was to articulate egalitarian and compassionate guiding principles, some-
thing that Hinduism lacked, to gently reorient the behavior of individu-
als and the community. As Gauri Viswanathan notes, Ambedkar believed
Buddhism capable of altering the disposition of men so that they “would
be prepared, through a combination of rationality, morality, and social
consciousness, to take action out of reasoned volition.”150

Opposed to Marxism’s reductive focus on material needs, however,
was Buddhism’s focus on the spiritual development of humanity. Ambed-
kar considered community and humanity mutually constitutive, each re-
quiring the other, with Buddhism as the mediator. The defeat of Bud-
dhism by Brahminism was significant precisely because Buddhism held
out the possibility of an enlightened nationalism, one that joined the dem-
ocratic principle with the desire for national unity. For Ambedkar, the
return to Buddhism was a project of political self-definition. By linking
nation with state through an ethical principle, Ambedkar’s Buddhism
offered an indigenous alternative to colonial domination and to Hindu
nationalism. Ambedkar’s statement, “I must undertake the work of con-
version,” thus profoundly expressed his conviction regarding the Bud-
dhist Dalit as the universal subject of emancipation and a portent of In-
dia’s future.
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Figure 10. Flyer for the Akhil Mumbai Ilakha Mahar Parishad (Bombay
Province Mahar Conference) of May 1936, supporting Ambedkar’s decision
to convert and resolving to boycott Hindu deities, temples, and religious rites.
Courtesy of Prakash Vishwasrao, Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar (Mumbai: Lok
Vangmay, 2007).



emancipation and minority

Ambedkar was a strategic and creative thinker whose efforts to address
the violence and inequality of caste also reflected the heteronomy of caste,
caste as a “structure in difference” whose various, discordant parts bore
a contingent, non-necessary relation to each other.151 His attempt to re-
dress the inequities through political means was at some level an impos-
sible project that emphasized the contradiction between caste and democ-
racy, rather than resolving it. Ambedkar’s critique was of a piece with
caste radicalism’s focus on the political consequences of religious ideol-
ogy and its long-standing commitment to rational critique of Hindu su-
perstition. Clearly, where Ambedkar differed with this tradition was in
his sustained engagement of liberal categories—individual, minority, na-
tion, rights—and their redeployment for the emancipation of commu-
nity. Marx offered a strategy of “reading” the social. Ambedkar’s im-
manent critique of caste ideology came closest to a creative deployment
of such a reading.152 In his thought as well as his activism, Ambedkar
illuminated the persistent tension between the religious and the politi-
cal and the manner in which this dichotomy structured modes of polit-
ical commensuration and cultural exception. In this, he diverged from
the classic account of (religious) minority.
Viewing minority identity as incomplete, caught between religious

particularism and universal citizenship, Marx had noted that “minor-
ity” was a mediating term that converted the social categories of civil
society into political lack. Asserting minority to be “the political man-
ner of emancipating oneself from religion,” he had prescribed political
emancipation as the simultaneous freedom from religion. His solution
was to annihilate religious particularism by transcending embodied dif-
ference. For Dalits, however, their negative relationship to Hinduism
rendered full separation impossible. Instead, the Dalit relationship with
Hinduism produced inclusion and exclusion. Religion was immanent
rather than extraneous to the political field. Given the collective nature
of caste stigma, freedom for the self was contingent on the emancipa-
tion of the community. In Ambedkar’s view, this required identifying
oneself as a stigmatized subject and as a special kind of minority, as non-
Hindus defined by a permanent and antagonistic relationship to the
Hindu order.
Ironically, the demand for political commensuration revealed that

Dalits were incommensurable. They required political equalization as well
as recognition as historically distinct subjects. Rather than transcending
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difference by transcending religion, the struggle for Dalit emancipa-
tion set up a universalized difference within an ethical religiosity. Dalit
emancipation did not subsume the religious to the political. Rather, re-
ligion and politics were both redefined as sites of historic antagonism:
Brahmanism versus Buddhism, Hindu majority versus Dalit minority,
respectively. The turn to an ethical space outsideHindu law and its violent
order marked the field of Dalit freedom. As regards political equality,
Ambedkar’s political experiments had positioned Dalits as a non-Hindu
minority whose political strength derived from a claim to separation, and
later, to state protection. This reflects the colonial context in which the
question of minority arose and the specificity of the Dalits as minority:
they had to be constituted as both a distinct community and a con-
stituency with discrete political interests. In the case of Dalit emancipa-
tion, a negative identity became the basis of collective political rights,
but it also converted the political field into a space of agonistic combat.
Themodel of Dalit identity was the model of permanent struggle through
the exacerbation, rather than the resolution, of difference.
There is certainly no material connection between Ambedkar’s spec-

ulative history of the Dalit Buddhist and what was to come in the realm
of state policy and politics. But the tense balance he maintained between
the injurious history of the Dalit Buddhist and the political utopia of Bud-
dhism, between the singular identity of the stigmatized subject and the
need to redress historical suffering, left room for positioning Dalits as
objects of positive remedies carried out by the state.
The irony of a Dalit law minister who played the role of the modern

Manu, the eponymous law giver as the chief architect of India’s Consti-
tution, is central to Ambedkar’s complexly ramified political career.153

Yet Ambedkar’s trajectory poses a problem for scholars seeking conti-
nuity and coherence. Sekhar Bandhyopadhyay has articulated a general
unease with explaining Ambedkar’s decision to accept a berth in a gov-
ernment led by Congress, an avowed political enemy.154 Indeed, Band-
hyopadhyay’s response has been to address the “crisis” of Dalit politics
at the moment of political transition (1945–47) as a problem of with-
drawal of British patronage for the SCs, together with Congress’s focus
on religious difference as the site of minority recognition, both of which
signaled failures for Dalit politics. He is right to point to the hegemony
exercised by a majoritarian Congress version of nationalism. This was
reflected in Rajagopalachari’s and Santhanam’s separate attacks on
Ambedkar’s What Congress and Gandhi Have Done to the Untouch-
ables, where Ambedkar explained the demographic and political weak-
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ness of the Dalit constituency. Bandhyopadhyay is certainly right to argue
that Congress hegemony was secured—in 1945 as in 1932—through a
claim upon the political identity of the SCs as Hindu. Unlike Bandhyo-
padhyay, however, I would not focus onDalits’ organizationalweakness—
an issue Ambedkar explicitly addressed in his 1945 text on the nature of
Hindu majoritarianism—or take recourse to a merely instrumental un-
derstanding of political constraint. By failing to relate Ambedkar’s po-
litical thought with his activism, Bandhyopadhyay also fails to address
the substantive critique of the nation form and majoritarian logic that
was the hallmark of Ambedkar’s thought.
Instead, I have underlined the impossible position in which Dalits

found themselves as a territorially dispersed minority with nowhere else
to go; the impossibility, precisely, of converting minority into national-
ity at the critical moment of postcolonial transition.155 We might recall
Ambedkar’s moving statement at his first meeting with Gandhi on Au-
gust 14, 1931, before they were to attend the second Round Table Con-
ference: “Gandhiji I have no homeland. . . . How can I call this land my
own wherein we are treated worse than cats and dogs, wherein we can-
not get water to drink? No self-respecting Untouchable worth the name
will be proud of this land. . . . If in my endeavour to secure human rights
for my people who have been trampled upon in this country for ages I
do any disservice to this country, it would not be a sin; and if any harm
does not come to this country thorough my action, it may be due to my
conscience.”156

The moment of political transition straddles the moment before and
after 1947. This was a moment when the “harm to the country” that
Ambedkar threatened—Dalit violence—was instead transformed into an
angry response to all manner of gender, caste, and socioeconomic priv-
ilege; it was a moment when Dalit conscience was channeled into a doc-
ument with radical social implications, the Indian Constitution.Wemust
concern ourselves with addressing Ambedkar’s success in encoding Dal-
its in the Constitution and thereby fulfilling his project of inserting this
universal-particular, revolutionary subject into the heart of Indian democ-
racy as the place from which to remake society.156 I therefore suggest a
shift in focus from the high politics of negotiation and maneuver to
Ambedkar’s efforts to infuse the Constitution with his republican vision
of transforming social practice through the state. Ambedkar’s actions
were undertaken from a position of defeat and the impossibility of in-
scribing Dalits’ political separation into state structure.What Ambedkar
managed instead was to predicate the development (and humanization)
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of society on abolishing the complex ritual, economic, and social in-
equities of caste. That is, he partially succeeded in making social reform
and the change of habits—an interior transformation along the lines en-
visioned by Gandhi—contingent on the production of new laws (i.e., an
external or formal transformation) that replaced the “illegal laws” of the
Hindus. The specific terms of political recognition by the Constitution
and subsequent legislation encoded the animating tension of Dalit iden-
tity and politics: their struggles for recognition came to depend on their
identity as vulnerable subjects. This dynamic had much to do with the
trajectories of Dalit—and Indian—politics to come.
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part two

The Paradox of Emancipation
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chapter 4

Legislating Caste Atrocity

The curse of untouchability is like a hydra-headed monster. You
take away one of its heads, and two heads come out in its place.
You remove it in one place, and it appears in another place. You
try to cut it in one form and it appears in another form.

d. c. sharma, in Lok Sabha Debates, August 31, 1954

Untouchability is not a commodity, is not a thing that is visible.
n. rachiah, in Lok Sabha Debates, April 27, 1955

There is not a single political party in India today, which has got
on its programmes an item that the practice of untouchability
should continue.

g. h. deshpande, in Lok Sabha Debates, August 31, 1954

The story of Dalit emancipation presents its share of violent incidents,
from the policing of caste sociality to satyagraha clashes. The latent vi-
olence of the crowd and the undisciplined satyagraha volunteer were con-
stant sources of anxiety for Gandhian civil disobedience. Gandhi casti-
gated the violence of the Dalit satyagrahiwho broke through police forces
to enter temples and expressed fear of a more general Dalit violence. And
he brought the problem of violence to the forefront when, in 1932, he
responded to Prime Minister Ramsay MacDonald’s Communal Award
allowing theDepressedClasses a double vote.AlthoughGandhi had agreed
to arbitration on the issue of minority representation, he refused to abide
by the terms of the Communal Award. His letter to Samuel Hoare dated
August 14, 1932, explained his decision to undertake a fast-unto-death
by arguing that the Award offered a dangerous political solution to what
was primarily a “religious and moral issue” requiring the “penance” of
caste Hindus.1 If Ambedkar conceived the separate electorate as a polit-
ical weapon to reveal the latent power of the Depressed Classes to reject
Hindu hegemony, Gandhimobilized his power as an exemplary individual
to change the rules of the game, posing the possibility of his death and
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hence his exit from the game. What would victory mean, after all, if the
vanquished were also annihilated?
Gandhi had often undertaken fasts, including two famous ones in re-

sponse to failures of nationalistmobilization.2A fast-unto-death in response
to the political empowerment of the Depressed Classes appeared to be
downright objectionable, however. Even Gandhi’s supporters wondered
how it could be justified, and indeed, who constituted the audience for
this fast. Gandhi clarified, noting that the Communal Award thwarted
Hindus from continuing a necessary repentance.3 “The separate elec-
torates are meant to perpetuate the sin or to make it impossible for the
Hindus to repent,” Gandhi argued, noting that political separation
would encourage a violence akin to a civil war between caste Hindus and
Harijans, and between Hindus and Muslims.4 This was implicit confir-
mation of Ambedkar’s position, which sought recognition for Dalits as
a third political force.And instead of accepting that Hindu inclusion, too,
could be understood as a form of violence, Gandhi attributed the threat
of violence to a compact between untouchable “hooligans” and Muslim
“hooligans” who would kill caste Hindus.5

Violence, its visceral presence acknowledged and sublated, was never
far from Gandhi’s experiments. For Gandhi, the body was a limit to be
conquered and surpassed in the quest for ethical purification, even at the
risk of self-violence.6 Gandhi was well aware that like other individual-
ized techniques of self-purification that formed a part of the ashramvows—
celibacy, vegetarianism—fasting could appear to others not only as a form
of denial, but also as self-directed violence. Redefined as a purification
of bodily excess, however, such “technologies of the self” were mecha-
nisms to sublate social violence. In one letter, Gandhi made it clear that
one fasted against a loved one who was to be reformed, not to “extort
rights” from an enemy.7 The fast was terribly public and deeply private,
both a spectacle of suffering and a disciplinary mechanism to vanquish
desire: “All fasting and all penance must as far as possible be secret. But
my fasting is both a penance and a punishment, and a punishment has
to be public. It is a penance for me, and a punishment for those I try to
serve. . . . The only way love punishes is by suffering.”8

In Gandhi’s own deeply embodied political practice, fasting, like the
embrace of voluntary poverty or the performance of stigmatizing labor,
was a form of upper-caste atonement.9 Cleansing the upper-caste self of
caste arrogance required a fast-unto-death even when it implicated oth-
ers in the practice of one’s ethics. Ambedkar noted that such penitential
politics inflicted a violence of its own, and did so in two ways: first, by
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failing to recognize Dalits’ quest for dignity and social recognition, and
second, by redefining Dalits—in their quest for political autonomy—as
the perpetrators of social violence rather than its historical victims.10

the violence of recognition

However evaluated, Gandhi’s orientation stands in stark contrast to Dalit
views on violence. Dalit activists came to see the injustices of the caste
order as intimate violence and as dehumanization; they used that lan-
guage to criticize caste hierarchy and to indicate “a new form of social
presence registered by Dalits.”11 The failure of Dalit-led satyagrahas
showed that, when aimed at religious inclusion rather against the injus-
tices of the colonial order, satyagraha heightened violent antagonism be-
tween caste Hindus and untouchables. Thus for Ambedkar, satyagraha
was one way of sharpening Dalits’ awareness of the daily injustices of
the caste order, insofar as the satyagrahis’ experience of physical violence,
being hit with bricks and stones, was a reminder of more invisible forms
of violation and dehumanization that defined Dalit identity. The Brah-
min/Buddhist struggle had revealed Brahminism as a culture of violence
euphemized as religious precept and social practice. A historical and col-
lective memory of originary violence, the outcasting of the Broken Men,
continued to be experienced in daily exclusion. As noted in chapter 3,
Ambedkar understood bahishkar, permanent outcasting, as a sign of the
structural violence of a caste Hinduism that disciplined through threats
of outright violence and the quiet violence of cutting social ties. Indeed,
the Starte Committee, which conducted a thoroughgoing inquiry into the
status of theDepressedClasses in Bombay in1930,declared the social boy-
cott worse than physical violence because “it passes as a lawful method
consistent with the theory of freedom of contract.”12

For untouchables, bahishkar operated as a permanent principle of seg-
regation internalized as a form of physical vulnerability. So far asAmbed-
kar was concerned, the boycott played an important role in muting the
contradictions of caste society because it was euphemized as an occa-
sional and lawful mechanism. Or, it could be used in a lawlike manner
to reassert caste hegemony, as with boycotts against Dalit activists. In
either case, the boycott was illegal and its violence was euphemized as
discipline—“If you step out of line, then you are disciplined.” Ambed-
kar defamiliarized this process to reveal its intrinsic violence and to argue
that if caste boundaries were maintained through illegitimate violence,
then Dalits required a radical remedy in the form of legal redress.
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Ambedkar’s repeated use of the phrase the “illegal laws of the Hin-
dus” to describe not merely bahishkar but caste society connects him to
important discussions about law and violence.13MaxWeber defined the
state through its monopoly on the exercise of “legitimate violence,” a vi-
olence that cannot be named as such because it appears in another guise,
as law. Walter Benjamin’s distinction between lawmaking and law-
preserving violence is helpful here. The first references an originary mo-
ment, when law and society are founded on violence—not on the social
contract—asThomasHobbes argued. Law-preserving violence is the ba-
nal, regularized violence that passes for law, whatWeber refers to as “le-
gitimate violence.”14 Lawmaking and law preserving are manifestations
of violence. But the temporal distance that separates law-preserving vi-
olence from its origins in violence makes law appear legal, rather than a
species of violence. Violence is euphemized and rendered intrinsic, rather
than external, to state power. The proximity of transacted violence and
the invisibility of state violence is one reason why law is experienced as
“not violence.” Ambedkar’s concerted efforts to address the violence of
untouchability through the oxymoron of the “illegal law” resembles Ben-
jamin’s description of law-preserving violence as a violence that appears
other than itself, as “law” and not “violence.” The task of anticaste cri-
tique was to force recognition of the violence of caste as the geohistori-
cal universal of Hindu history.
Despite fears to the contrary, Ambedkar did not imagine Dalit eman-

cipation by physical acts of retaliation, but by the historical necessity to
remake the self through the symbology of Buddhist conversion and
through participation of the state as guarantor of social justice. The turn
to a constitutional resolution of the violence of untouchability had to do
with the situation Dalits found themselves in at the cusp of national in-
dependence: they were territorially dispersed and impoverished, and they
were unable to escape their status as a non-Hindu minority, a minority
framed by an agonistic relationship to the caste Hindu order without the
physical separation of territorial partition. Indeed, Buddhism’s status as
an ethical force indigenous to the subcontinent was important proof of
Dalits’ political and ethical centrality to the redemptive project of re-
making India. This articulation of an ethical response to Dalit suffering,
together with a program of political enfranchisement, was operational-
ized at the moment of postcolonial transition through a set of efforts—
from a failed radical transformation of Hindu law to constitutional safe-
guards and protective mechanisms for the specially disadvantaged—that
were intended to remake caste personhood and the social relations of
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caste. These efforts culminated, ironically, in the articulation of the Dalit
as an exceptional legal subject, marked by inherited subalternity and at
risk of further violation.
Ambedkar’s ambivalent victory, winning constitutional inscription for

the Dalit, opens onto the organizing issue of part 2 of The Caste Ques-
tion: politicized violence as a locus/symptom of state intervention into
Dalit identity. Why violence? Whether it is physical or symbolic, woven
into law or religion, used against Dalits or for militant self-fashioning,
violence is neither aberration nor a simple reflection of existing social
antagonisms. Indeed, the proliferation of violent forms following Dalit
recognition and (state) protection suggests that violence is a historical
and cultural formation that has played a distinctive role in the forma-
tion of Dalit personhood. By looking at instances of anti-Dalit violence
as they articulate with the legal constitution of Dalit vulnerability and in
terms of broader political dynamics, it will be possible to consider the
ways in which violence reconstitutes social relations and political prac-
tice on the ground. The first aspect to consider is how violent acts against
Dalits were centralized in the civil rights regime and in legal-bureaucratic
mechanisms created to protect Scheduled Caste subjects.

bureaucracy and recognition:
creating social facts

Between 1947 and 1955, the Dalit citizen was conceptualized through
legal equalization: the abolition of untouchability by Article 17 of In-
dia’s Constitution and the institution of protective laws and affirmative
action policies were meant as positive policy to produce equality. The
subject of rights was simultaneously imagined as a universal subject and
a historical subject defined by caste. As the nation came to be aligned
with the Hindu community in the years leading up to and following Par-
tition, state protection of Dalits’ rights as minority rights was also placed
on new footing through the regime of civil rights and the secularization
of Hinduism.15 (By then, the Gandhian project of self-reform had given
way to the Nehruvian project of building the nation-state through pub-
lic policy and infrastructural development.) Significantly, the practice of
untouchabilitywas criminalized,with stringent laws passed to punish caste
Hindu perpetrators. Together and separately, these legal-bureaucratic
measures defined the SCs as vulnerable citizen-subjects. The Indian Con-
stitution set itself up as the ultimate guarantor of citizens’ rights through
acts of equalization via positive discrimination for socially marginal and
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deprived populations. Quite simply, it anticipated a significant transfor-
mation of civil society by the state, followed by shifts in (caste) sociality
and conceptions of personhood.16Whereas a liberal democracy commits
to the sanctity of specific procedures believed to guarantee unbiased out-
comes, India’s emergent democracy specified desired outcomes and com-
mitted itself to bridging the gulf separating them from the present.
Ambedkar’s efforts to reform the Hindu family and intimate relations

floundered not only because of the deep-seated resistance of Hindu or-
thodoxy, but also because of prejudice against a Dalit law minister who
sought to change Hindu law.17 When he resigned from his post as law
minister in 1951 after a four-year rapprochement with Congress, Ambed-
kar was frustrated with upper castes’ resistance to substantive reform
beyond the abolition of untouchability and the institution of reservations,
and thought it futile to remain part of the Congress government.Yet per-
haps the attempts to redefine caste as a civic disability and a form of so-
cioeconomic backwardness have been more successful than Ambedkar
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Figure 11. Cartoon caricaturing Ambedkar’s decision to resign from the Law
Ministry over the failure to implement the Hindu Code Bill and comparing it
to the householder renouncing worldly living. Note the use of Hindu themes
to represent what was, in fact, Ambedkar’s challenge to Hindu hegemony.
Shankar’sWeekly, October 7, 1951. Courtesy of the Vasant Moon Collection,
Nagpur.



imagined. The reservations regime inaugurated a specific form of legal
exception, what legal historian Marc Galanter calls “compensatory dis-
crimination,” that marked out a special place for the SCs in the consti-
tutional vision. This vision heuristically divided social space into two
zones, one governed by market principles of competition and putative
merit and another that was an objectof social intervention, populated by
subjects whose status was to be equalized. As a consequence, the sub-
stantive equality posited by the constitutional vision rendered the demo-
graphic majority—Dalits and lower castes—the object of social engineer-
ing, while a demographic minority retained its role as a social majority.
This founding discrepancy between demographic weight and sociopoliti-
cal worth animates India’s civil rights regime.
Another contradiction is produced by the discursive centrality of caste

to civil rights, in contrast to the ban on enumerating caste identity in every
all-India census undertaken after 1931. This posed a threat to national
integration. Reservations in educational institutions and public sector
undertakings were envisaged as temporary measures to be renewed a
decade at a time. In addition, as castes advanced socioeconomically, they
were to be removed from the roster of groups eligible for quotas, cul-
minating in a final “descheduling” of Scheduled Classes (SCs), Sched-
uled Tribes (STs), and Backward Class (BC) communities by 1981, at the
end of the sixth five-year plan. Today, however, the population of SCs,
BCs, and Other Backward Classes (OBCs)—all those entitled to some
form of constitutional protection—together exceeds 50 percent of the
population even though the Constitution stipulates a 50 percent cutoff
for reservations. Themajority of castes are defined as suffering from some
form of social deprivation and “backwardness.” Indeed, caste has taken
on a classlike terminology, while the term “class” has itself been inter-
preted by Indian law courts to subsume caste, now understood as but
one indicator, if a significant one, of a group’s socioeconomic develop-
ment.18What political practices develop around the fissures between so-
cial domains, one occupied by citizen-subjects who are the beneficiaries
of historical discrimination and the other inhabited by a demographic
majority defined as socioculturally deprived? What happens when poli-
cies of equalization, usually viewed as temporary and exceptional mea-
sures, are the normative mechanisms of political socialization? What
kinds of engagement with the state arise as new governmental categories
impinge upon the reorganization of social life?
Indian political mobilization has been oriented around practices of so-

cial engineering implemented to challenge upper-caste hegemony and to
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transform deprived subjects into equal citizens. The relationship between
social categories and (ensuing) social conflict becomes clear if we view
them as effects of an animating tension between universalism and partic-
ularism in the Indian Constitution. Foreshortening what was for West-
ern democracies a contentious, incremental process of franchise expan-
sion, India granted universal adult franchise after national independence.
The franchise was juxtaposed to an acknowledged long-term history of
differential community rights and persistent, complex forms of ritual and
cultural inequality. While “the people” do appear in the Indian Consti-
tution in their general aspect as citizens of a sovereign nation-state, they
are more often named in their particularity marked by class, caste,
poverty, and religion. The putative equality of Indian citizens is achieved
through embracing particularity. In the aftermath of Partition, Muslims
lost their status as the modal minority, giving up the separate electorate
“in the national interest.”19 Instead, from the Constitution’s distinctive
focus on social and economic equality came a new category of persons,
“the poor.” Caste, however, occupied the center of the constitutional com-
mitment to social justice. Both a traditional category and a social evil,
caste was to be excised from the body politic.20

The first front of caste equalizationwas the secularization ofHinduism.
Article 26 of the Constitution guarantees that castes, in the form of sects,
have the right to exist, to maintain their religious and charitable institu-
tions, and to manage their own religious affairs.21 Similarly, Article 30
gives religious and linguistic minorities the right to establish and admin-
ister educational institutions of their choice.Thus Indian secularism is com-
mitted to religious equality, not to religious noninterference, balancing
rights to sectarian or particularistic forms of worship against a generic
commitment to religious equality. It is Hinduism that has come under le-
gal reform, however.22 Article 25(2)(b) opens Hindu temples to all Hin-
dus, placing the rights of subsects and the right of equal access to reli-
gious institutions at odds with each other.23And because the commitment
to caste equality blurs the boundary between religious and secular rights,
lawmakers and courts have implicitly acknowledged their right to inter-
vene in and reorganize religious practice in the interest of caste equality.24

The second front of equalization was democratization through caste,
insofar as equality was specifically conceived as equality between castes.25

Marc Galanter notes that compensatory discrimination is “very much a
domestic product, produced with little guidance or borrowing from
abroad,” a unique kind of civil rights law that addresses caste as a col-
lective structure of deprivation and impoverishment.26 There is thus a
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productive tension between a constitutional commitment to individual
rights and the legislative focus on collective disabilities.Within this frame-
work, the practice of untouchability has been singled out in a series of
exceptional measures that reflect Dalits’ distinctive place in the political
unconscious. SC legislation is of two kinds: measures for protecting vul-
nerable subjects and policy measures supporting socioeconomic devel-
opment. Article 15(4) empowers the state to make special provisions for
the advancement of any socially and educationally backward classes of
citizens, or for SCs and STs. Article 16(4) advocates “any provision for
the reservation of appointments or posts in favour of any backward class
of citizens which, in the opinion of the State, is not adequately repre-
sented in the services under the State.” Article 46 of the Constitution, a
directive principle, stipulates: “The State shall promote with special care
the educational and economic interests of the weaker sections of the
people, and in particular, of the Scheduled Castes and the STs, and shall
protect them from social injustice and forms of exploitation.” This has
enabled several states to reserve seats for SCs and STs in technical, en-
gineering, and medical colleges, and in police departments. Article 330
provides SC/ST reservations in the Lok Sabha (the lower house of Par-
liament), while Article 332 provides for reservations in state legislative
assemblies. Recent constitutional amendments, the Seventy-Third and
Seventy-Fourth Amendments of 1992, respectively, provide reservations
in local government at the rural panchayat and municipality levels, and
stipulate that one-third of those seats be reserved for women from the
SC/ST communities. These provisions have enabled three kinds of reser-
vation, each focused on the extension of dignified livelihood: (1) in leg-
islative bodies, government service, educational institutions, and in hous-
ing and land allotment; (2) in programs granting scholarships, grants,
loans, health care, and legal aid for SCs; and (3) special measures, mostly
legislative, to protect SCs and STs from practices such as bonded labor,
untouchability, and land alienation.
The presumed obviousness of the category of SC served as a model for

defining groups entitled to “preferential” treatment by the state. As we
saw in chapter 3, that definition merged the qualities of social exclusion
suffered by theDalit communities with their ritual status as degradedHin-
dus, so that the SCs were seen to suffer a unique combination of socio-
economic deprivation, occupational segregation, and educational back-
wardness combined with ritual stigma.27 The definition of the BCs and
OBCs presented lawmakers with a unique challenge. It was unclear who
the BCs were, though their social advancement was enjoined by the Con-
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stitution. Mysore State first used the term “Backward Class” in 1918 to
categorize everyonewhowas not Brahmin. Bombay included reservations
for socially and economically backward groups in the Starte Committee
Report of 1930. Since 1916, Madras had caste quotas for bureaucratic
recruitment, while the princely states of Baroda and Kolhapur instituted
similar policies at the turn of the nineteenth century to curb Brahmin dom-
inance. The contemporary term “Backward Classes” does not map
neatly onto the non-Brahmin politics of the colonial period, however.
While a capacious use of the term includes those bureaucratically clas-
sified as SCs, STs, Denotified Tribes, Nomadic Tribes, and BCs, a precise
definition of BCs and the related category of OBCs is at the heart of caste
politics today.28

In 1953, a Backward Classes Commission headed by Kaka Kalelkar
was convened to consider reservations for thoseOBCswhowere excluded
from earlier provisions. The commission’s report was largely discredited
for emphasizing the separation of castes, however. By 1965, individual
states had been advised to develop their own socioeconomic indices for
affirmative action policies. The 1975 Havanur Committee Report for
Karnataka, followed by the Venkataswamy Report, and the Chinnappa
Reddy Commission (1990), was perhaps the most ambitious: complex
formulas were introduced to correlate low social status with the perfor-
mance of degraded or marginalized economic functions in order to pro-
duce a quantifiable measure of cultural backwardness and deprivation.
In 1978, B. P. Mandal was charged with heading a five-member com-
mission to reconsider the Kalekar report. In 1980, the Mandal Commis-
sion Report supplemented the 22.5 percent reservation for SCs and STs
in central government institutions with a recommendation of 27 percent
reservation for theOBCs. Violent upper-caste resistance to the V. P. Singh
government decision to implement the Mandal report in 1989 marked
the apogee of these efforts. Widespread civil unrest and rioting spurred
on by the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) eventually led
to the removal of Prime Minister V. P. Singh from office in November
1990. However, in September 1991 the newly installed government of
Prime Minister P.V. Narasimha Rao announced that it would retain the
reservation scheme recommended by theMandal CommissionReport and
would reserve an additional 10 percent for poorer members of the up-
per castes and non-Hindu minorities. In September 1993, the Supreme
Court ruled theMandal scheme constitutional in Indra Sawhney v.Union
of India.29 This brief overview illuminates the incremental manner in
which the demographic majority has been enfolded into the reservations
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regime and contextualizes the violent conflict over redistribution of re-
sources and privileges that has come in its wake.
Letme focus, however, on a unique set of legal measures throughwhich

Dalits came to be interpellated as injured subjects. I will focus on these
laws to explore the legal constitution of Dalit vulnerability.30 Article 17
of the Indian Constitution reads: “‘Untouchability’ is abolished and its
practice in any form is forbidden. The enforcement of any disability aris-
ing out of ‘untouchability’ shall be an offense in accordance with law.”
Thus untouchability was underscored as an exceptional practice requir-
ing measures beyond positive discrimination, including the provision of
criminal laws to punish those who perpetrated untouchability, and it was
secured by a new juridical category, the “caste atrocity.”31 These laws
enabled judicial procedure to address specific forms of violation that com-
prised anti-Dalit violence, but they did so without a working definition
of untouchability. As was noted in an early law case:

It is to be noticed that the word ‘untouchability’ occurs only in Art. 17 and is
enclosed in inverted commas. This clearly indicates that the subject-matter
of that Article is not untouchability in its literal or grammatical sense but
the practice as it has developed historically in this country . . . Art. 17
which was intended to give effect to the decision to abolish the practice
of untouchability, as mentioned above, does not define that term. Nor is
a definition contained anywhere else in the Constitution. This omission
would appear to be deliberate as the intention presumably was to leave no
room or scope for the continuance of the practice in any shape or form.32

The Protection of Civil Rights (PCR) Act of 1974—an amended version
of the 1955 Untouchability (Offences) Act abolishing untouchability in
public places33—notes, “‘Civil rights’ means any right accruing to a per-
son by reason of the abolition of ‘untouchability’ byArticle 17 of the Con-
stitution.”34 This explicitly connects civil rights with the status of Dalits.
Why hesitate to define untouchability or name its victims? A broad

consensus had emerged before passage of the 1955 Untouchability (Of-
fences)Act that defining untouchability would risk reinscribing stigma.35

Members of the Lok Sabha suggested that statements like “Whoever pro-
hibits an untouchable from doing x and y” would emphasize the stigma
of the name “untouchable.”36 Thus “the untouchable” as a name was
replaced by “the practice of untouchability” as the focus of penal sanc-
tion.37 During debates some members argued that it was necessary to
define untouchability: “Otherwise this will be left to vague and compli-
cated interpretations in the law courts, and even the law courts will not be
in a position to say what is untouchability and what is not untouchabil-
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ity.”38Others noted that a binding definition of untouchability opened anti-
untouchability legislation to contentious and unnecessary litigation.A third
group argued that the Constitution had already abolished untouchabil-
ity: laws were required to punish perpetrators. Defining untouchability
was unnecessary because courts would recognize the practice when saw
they it.39

Progressive legislation thus generated a practical problem. Anyone
might bar an agricultural laborer from a restaurant by arguing that he
smelled or dressed badly. It was another thing if the laborer also hap-
pened to be an untouchable. In that case, regardless of the act—preventing
entry, calling out an insult, or physical assault—motivation was predi-
cated upon the victim’s identity as untouchable. In fact, the connection
between the person and the practice of untouchability was what distin-
guished anti-Dalit violence from other crimes against person and prop-
erty. Thus “the practice of untouchability” targeted (and reproduced) the
identity of persons already suffering stigmatized existence. Declining to
name the untouchable in legal discourse left unattended the fact that in
everyday social interactions people appeared to know the identity of their
untouchable victims. By accepting the “I know it when I see it” model
for defining untouchability, lawmakers also gave state officials charged
with protecting untouchables great leeway in interpreting anti-Dalit
crime. Laws meant to transform (existing) social relations became re-
liant on conventions of social categorization to apprehend the crime of
untouchability.
The Untouchability (Offences) Act was a criminal law that took pre-

ventive action to reduce anti-Dalit offenses in order to enhance their
sociability with other castes. It was not meant to guarantee equal rights.
The Constitution already did that, according to minister of home affairs
and states, Dr. Katju. The only issue was securing a “particular right,”
such as access to public amenities or private services that might be de-
nied on the basis of caste: “Supposing a man is forbidden to draw water
from a well in accordance with existing customs; we enforce the law
and send the man to jail for six months. . . . The people in the village
combine and say, this well has now become brasht, has become defiled,
we will sink another well; so far as this well is concerned we won’t use
it. The result is that well is practically confined to the use of my brethren
of the Scheduled Castes. Would that make them happy? . . . We want
equal use.”40

Themajor innovation of the Untouchability (Offences)Act was to shift
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the burden of proof to the accused, as a means of inculcating behavioral
modification. N.C. Chatterjee described this to be contrary to cardinal
principles of British, hence Indian, jurisprudence. He accepted it, how-
ever, as upper-caste “atonement.”41Apparently, this view prevailed, since
the relocated burden of proof became a defining feature of the Un-
touchability (Offences) Act. Legislators acknowledged that the legisla-
tion was coercive because it instituted a series of punishments for those
who refused to obey the law. G.H. Deshpande argued:

The moment you pass the law, the moment that [those supporting untouch-
ability] find that the State machinery is behind you, they immediately come
and obey everything, and they give everything they denied before the law
was there. . . . So, what I want to say is that after you pass this law, the only
thing that will be required is to see that the entire State machinery and the
organised and progressive public opinion is behind this law. . . . It should
be made an obligatory part of a District Superintendent of Police or a Dis-
trict Magistrate to see that whenever he receives a complaint, he must rush
to the village and see that the Harijans are allowed to exercise their full
rights. If that is not done, then this law will not be effective.42

After passage of the bill, the legislated abolition of untouchability became
the bar against which the practice of untouchability was measured; in-
creasingly, the discourse around untouchability (abolition) also described
the social fact of untouchability. Each amendment to the Untouchability
(Offences)Act broughtmore stringent punishments against perpetrators.43

By 1989, the Prevention ofAtrocities (Against ScheduledCastes and Sched-
uled Tribes) Act (POA Act) defined political, ritual, or symbolic violence
as criminal acts. Section 3(1) placed humiliation—caste insults, coercion
to eat or drink noxious substances, and ritual humiliation—on a par with
denial of access towater sources, public property, and thoroughfares; sex-
ual violence against Dalit women; economic dispossession such as land
grabs or demands to perform bonded labor; and attempts to prevent vot-
ing or holding political office. All counted as atrocities.44

Amended laws eventually produced a definition of untouchability: a
list of acts, public manifestations of the practice, which encompassed
ritual and symbolic humiliation as well as physical violence. Equivalence
between hurtful words and harmful deeds was assumed.45A complicated
bureaucratic edifice grew up to monitor and manage instances of anti-
Dalit violence. The post of commissioner for SCs and STs was created in
1950 byArticle 338 of the Constitution. The commissioner had no statu-
tory powers, however; this minister of the government of India could only
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make recommendations. His staff of seventeen field officers was placed
under the Department of Social Welfare in 1967, compromising the pri-
mary activities of the commissioner’s office—receiving complaints and
grievances, keeping tabs on state and central government policies. The
Department of Social Welfare, established in 1964, was responsible for
most matters regarding SC/ST welfare until 1973, when the HomeMin-
istry reclaimed that territory.46 In the meantime, a watchdog parliamen-
tary Joint Committee on Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes was
started in 1968 to recommend implementation techniques for the SC/ST
commissioner’s reports. Unlike the commissioner, the joint committee had
investigative powers. Still, to deflect charges of negligence in addressing
rising caste violence, Parliament set up a five-member commission for
the SCs and STs in 1978; its activities mimicked the commissioner’s.47

Also expanded were the police infrastructure and programs to sensitize
police to a new category of crimes, the caste atrocity.48Only in 1990 was
Article 338 amended to give birth to the statutory National Commission
for Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes. In Bombay, a PCR Cell was
formed in 1988with a deputy inspector general of police tomonitor cases
of caste and gender violence.
The growing bureaucratic apparatus to monitor untouchability soon

spawned a metamonitoring apparatus for watching over members of the
Department of SocialWelfare and the Office of the SC/ST Commissioner,
and to recommend measures to amend the Untouchability (Offences) Act
of 1955. For instance, in 1965 the government appointed R. Elayaperu-
mal to chair a Committee on Untouchability, Educational and Economic
Development of Scheduled Castes. The Elayaperumal Report, released in
1969, cited failure to enforce untouchability abolition, through official neg-
ligence, lax collection of detailed information on theworkings of the 1955
act, lack of follow-up information on police action, and delayed hearings
and decisions in untouchability cases. Even the PCR Cell was seen as a
dumping ground for those “facing action for delinquency or inefficiency,
or as punishment for refusing to toe the line of their political bosses.”49

However ineffectively institutionalized, the atrocity—and the genera-
tion of actuarial knowledge regarding anti-Dalit violencemore broadly—
came to occupy a central place in state discourse as well as Dalit activism
as a barometer of social relations. For caste Hindus, the threat of vio-
lence remained a crucial mechanism of social control. Focusing on the
adjudication of violent acts thus becomes a point of entry into the trans-
formed sociopolitical valence of untouchability as it intersected with gov-
ernmental imagination.
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If, overall, anti-Dalit violence prevention has been a story of failure,
why attend in detail to the forms of Dalit personhood entrenched in leg-
islation?What can dilemmas in definition really tell us? Michel Foucault
argues that discourse is productive, initiating and transforming categories
and practices by enfolding them within a new epistemic context.50 Dis-
courses are both ideational and material, enabling counterintuitive, un-
likely connections between practices and spaces, institutional sites that
bear a family resemblance to each other through some disciplining func-
tion. Thus school and bedroom, or prison and army, though very differ-
ent kinds of spaces, share characteristics of regulating and normalizing
bodies. Discourses about subjects can simultaneously constitute a predi-
lection for surveillance, for monitoring and disciplining. In this sense, we
can see how a certain field of “untouchability” was incrementally pro-
duced as an effect of the abolition of untouchability and the apprehen-
sion of violence against a stigmatized collectivity. Though atrocity laws
are preventive, they are also productive: they reorganize social life around
new governmental categories that themselves become available as objects
of social and political attachment. By defining Dalits as injured subjects
who are susceptible to continued harm, protective measures produced a
more proximate relation between Dalits and the state and impelled the
development of regulatory structures and disciplinarymechanisms to pro-
tect them. The effect of these measures, however, was both ironic and
unanticipated, for the legislation of caste crime heightened the salience
of caste conflict by drawing attention to the presence of anti-Dalit vio-
lence as a fact of everyday life.51

Although the term commonly used to describe anti-Dalit violence is
jatiya atyachar (caste atrocity), this term was only defined in 1989 with
the passage of the POA Act. The Fifth Report of the Commission for
Scheduled Castes and ScheduledTribes (April 1982–March 1983) noted
“atrocity” as an everyday, not a legal term.52 Our contemporary defini-
tions of atrocity shuttle between an unnatural act, a crime against hu-
manity, and a violation of civility, an offense to aesthetic sensibilities and
cultivation.53 Nowhere is “atrocity” confined to designating offense
against a particular class or group of people. However, according to the
Home Ministry, “atrocity” characterized offenses under the Indian Pe-
nal Code perpetrated on SCs and STs: “Where the victims of crime are
members of Scheduled Castes and the offenders do not belong to Sched-
uled Castes, caste consideration[s] are really the root cause of crime, even
though caste consciousness may not be the vivid and immediate motive
for the crime.”54

Legislating Caste Atrocity 177



As “atrocity,” a term with everyday usage, became a legal category,
the legal implications of the term were clarified to suggest that all Dalits
were at constant risk of violation by non-Dalits, that “caste considera-
tions” alone were intense enough to motivate actions against Dalits. The
catalog of violence, too, expanded. Acts from the everyday to the ex-
traordinary, from the structural to the spectacular, from spatial segrega-
tion to ritual humiliation to political terror, became legible as practices
of untouchability because the victim was an untouchable. Between the
inception of preventive laws in 1955 and refining amendments completed
in 1989, crucial aspects of everyday life and social relations between castes
were brought within the ambit of this new juridical category, the caste
atrocity.
A critical point is this: in providing punishments to deter the com-

mission of caste crimes, the Untouchability (Offences) Act incorporated
the Dalit’s body as a kind of deformed or injured property that belonged
to the state: “A crime is an offense against the public at large, for which
the State as representative of the public, will bring proceedings in the form
of a criminal prosecution. The purpose of such proceedings is to protect
and vindicate the interest of the public as a whole.”55 The state could
also bring a civil case against those who practiced untouchability if there
were efforts to prevent use of public property such as wells or temples:
“The social action for a tort on the other hand, is convenienced andmain-
tained by the injured person himself and its purpose is to compensate
him for the damage he has suffered at the expense of the wrong-doer.
The State may never sue in tort in its political or governmental capacity,
although as the owner of property it may resort to the same tort.”56

Manifestations of individual acts of anti-Dalit violence could be rit-
ual or secular, criminal or civil in nature.What bound them together was
their generic status as acts perpetuating untouchability. This became the
common denominator between different actions, with the untouchable’s
identity (as an untouchable) becoming the touchstone for anti-Dalit crime.
As acts perpetuating untouchability gained public prominence and came
to be identified as anti-Dalit violence, the social life of the category “atroc-
ity” increasingly performed the work of making social relations between
Dalits and others legible.

law, violence, and atrocity

Ambedkar had long argued that the violence of untouchability was man-
ifest in the illegal laws of the Hindus, and that the molecular presence of
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structuring violence was misconstrued as caste law. The constitutional
response was to articulate caste violence as a distinctive form of violence
collectively practiced against a stigmatized group by individual perpe-
trators. This new moment of lawmaking embedded the violence of caste
within law as a consequence of efforts to redress the historical violation
of the Dalit. The effort to right historical wrongs by abolishing un-
touchability also cemented “untouchability” as a legal effect, as a cate-
gory or practice that acquired salience and critical visibility through de-
bate and discussion about its abolition. As “untouchability” was framed
through contiguity with the juridical category of atrocity, its association
with crime began to imbue the practice with a double reality, one in the
context of everyday life, the other in the realm of performance and spec-
tacle.57 In contrast to practices of equalization that sought to bring Dalits
within a normative framework of socioeconomic relations, the atrocity
legislation was an exceptional legal measure that emphasized the Dalit’s
status as a historically stigmatized subject through the act of imagining
justice for her.
No one believed that passing lawswould abolish untouchability. Prob-

lems of implementation began almost immediately. What we can say is
that the public life of untouchability and a new legal reality were mutu-
ally entailed processes. The incitement to declare oneself the subject of
violation or the object of an authentic cultural practice must be a neces-
sary first step in seeking recognition and redress. This requires strategic
enactment of a belief in law: one must act as if legal structures are ca-
pable of delivering justice once harm and injury are presented in famil-
iar legal idioms.58 Such is the case even,maybe especially, when one knows
the immense difficulties or impossibility of legal resolution. A peculiar
quality of law has this effect: though law has the power to define, it also
appears to be an external source of redress.59 It is the seeming externality
of the law to which people respond when they accept the force of law.
This aspect of law—law as always already excessive, law experienced as
the force of law—must be balanced against the self-sufficiency of law as
a linguistic practice as well as a regime of punishment, as the legal the-
orist Robert Cover has argued.60

These combined aspects of law produced something like a force field
around vulnerable subjects by generating new debates, bureaucratic
forms, and most importantly, social relations between Dalits and others.
As exceptional subjects, Dalits were excessively visible in bureaucratic
discourses. That excessive presence, perhaps tautologically, called for state
protection. It is especially noteworthy that social relations between caste
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Hindus and Dalits came under intense regulation because these relations
were perceived to carry the potential for violence. As customary prac-
tices of untouchability were subjected to punishment, incidents of caste
inequality developed a politically explosive character. The past two
decades in particular have witnessed a change from violence that pre-
vents Dalits from claiming political rights to violence that responds to
their perceived political militancy. This is the result, oddly enough, of
criminalizing the practice of untouchability and penalizing its perpetra-
tors. As upper castes and, increasingly, those referred to as BCs or OBCs
enact violence against Dalits today, their violence in turn produces new
forms of Dalit militancy and self-assertion.As “hidden” or invisible forms
of violence gain public visibility, they also become the locus for further
politicization. Containment of anti-Dalit violence is cemented into In-
dia’s civil rights regime even as violence increasingly functions as a mode
of public recognition between Dalits and caste Hindus.
This violence, then, is not a reflection of caste antagonism, which is

how caste violence is often interpreted. It is counterintuitive but en-
lightening to address such violence as a form of social reproduction
rather than as the destruction of social bonds. Anti-Dalit violence is a
mode of representation and a material artifact that stages social life, as
Allen Feldman has provocatively argued.61 Certain performances of vi-
olence restructure the field of social action around violence, which takes
on the aspect of a seemingly originary, structuring force fromwhich cause
emanates.
The outcomes of caste crimes are neither given in advance nor regu-

lated solely by the state apparatus. The power of bureaucratic identifi-
cation has to be reasserted, reclaimed, and renegotiated at local levels
where it undergoes critical emendation and reinterpretation. As I will ar-
gue in the following chapters, antiatrocity legislation oversaw new forms
of localization and a perceptual split between locality and state. This split
mimiced the representation of the state as ideological unity and as a set
of dispersed or divided bureaucratic powers. As a consequence, caste vi-
olence was increasingly processed at two levels: as local antagonism and
as a structural entailment of Dalit politicization.62 The following chap-
ters, organized around critical localized events, examine the postcolonial
legal discourse I have outlined here. In them I explore the governmental/
judicial machinery operating in relation to, and elaborating, changed
caste habitus, political assertion, and everyday identities in Maharash-
tra, where anti-Dalit violencemoved to a central position in popularmem-
ory and public culture. Looking at the intersection between recurrent
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practices stigmatizing Dalits on the one hand and Dalits’ continued pre-
occupation with the experience of violation on the other, I discuss how
anti-Dalit violence is also a locus for further politicizing Dalit identity.
Untouchability’s newfound visibility has incited new political formations
rather resistant to the eye of the state. At the same time, efforts to use
legislation regarding the caste atrocity as a model of justice and a form
of social recognition raise critical questions concerning legal assumptions
about Dalit personhood and vulnerability.
Taking violence as a constitutive element, a form of political currency

in the postcolonial milieu of commensuration, also opens the intriguing
possibility of writing the histories of postcolonial governmentality and
Dalit personhood as explorations in the relationship between law and
violence. In the chapters that follow, the violence of recognition, the puzzle
of visibility and violence, marks a promising point of entry for under-
standing changing configurations of the Dalit subject.
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chapter 5

New Directions in Dalit Politics
Symbologies of Violence, Maharashtra, 1960–1979

Well before the state of Maharashtra was formed in 1960, a linguistic
state for Marathi speakers was enthusiastically endorsed by writers, ac-
ademics, and activists who formed organizations for a united Maha-
rashtra: the Samyukta Maharashtra Sabha in 1939, followed by the
Samyukta Maharashtra Samiti in 1946. “The vernacular press and
Marathi-speaking intellectuals had rallied around a single narrative of
the emergence of theMarathi-speaking people,” writes Thomas Hansen,
“unique in their courage and independence, not to be subdued by Mus-
lim invaders, indeed, the first real Indian nationalists.”1

The demand for a unitedMaharashtra consolidated political common
sense around Maharashtrian uniqueness and an unlikely populism of
caste and class. The twentieth-century non-Brahmin movement had laid
claim to Maratha standing, associating itself with martial bravery and
manliness befitting Kshatriya status. In a separate Maharashtra lay the
possibility of expanding non-Brahmin political and cultural dominance
across caste, region, language, and history. For Socialists and Commu-
nists, affiliated with agrarian populism and working-class struggle, the
Marathi Manus (the Marathi man) was identified with the urban laborer
who was exploited by moneylenders and industrial capitalists from the
Parsi, Gujarati, andMarwari communities. The ordinaryMarathi Manu
was thus entrusted with the historic task of reclaiming his essence, his
Marathi asmita, against the depredations of “foreign” capitalists, Mus-
lim invaders, and cunning Brahmins.
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The consolidation of Maratha power enabled mobilization around a
common linguistic and cultural identity. By 1930, the Indian National
Congress was dominated by non-Brahmins, including key anticaste activ-
ists, so that non-Brahminism’s rural base was translated into dominance
over Congress networks of power and patronage. After independence,
Marathas controlled a rural economy built on sugarcane agriculture and
presided over educational and banking institutions as well as sugar co-
operatives. The Congress came to be associated with Maratha power,
while the Dalit was rendered marginal to the common regional identity
on which organized politics was based after 1960.
Ironically, the growing regionalization of politics was the outcome of

political reorganization at the center. At the national level, rising anti-
Dalit violence was reinforced by upper-caste resentment of the reserva-
tions regime.2 The increased visibility of violence was partly an effect of
record keeping and the separation of caste violence from other forms
of violence. But by the 1970s an increase in violence was also generated
by the consolidation of Congress politics around a charismatic leader,
Indira Gandhi; state-level politicians, chosen for their allegiance to New
Delhi, were unable to control local tensions.
These shifts were concurrent with developments in Dalit political cul-

ture after B. R. Ambedkar’s demise. The transformation of popular cul-
tural practices, the creation of new institutional spaces, and the sedi-
mentation of affective energies and political commitments around new
objects and practices have defined the Dalit popular. In the postcolonial
period, commemorative political symbology—flags, statues, naming and
writing practices—materially signified the memory work through which
a new community identity began to emerge. These acts of symbolization
drew new objects and icons into an existing semiotic field that was or-
ganized aroundAmbedkar, the originary point of Dalit history and a po-
litical figure increasingly deified as community icon.
After the mass conversion to Buddhism in 1956, many people de-

stroyed or threw away the idols of Hindu gods and goddesses.3 Though
every Dalit Buddhist home now contains a photograph of the Buddha
and Ambedkar, Bhimrao Kardak and Dadasaheb Pagare’s dramatic per-
formance, the Dharmantar (conversion) jalsa, tellingly featured a resis-
tant maushi, a maternal aunt who had to be convinced that Hinduism
was hell and that Buddhismwas the religion of equal respect.4 If the Bud-
dha became one axis of symbolic power, Ambedkar became an equally
powerful one as the modern Manu, the eponymous lawgiver and chief
architect of India’s Constitution. In visual representations, Ambedkar is

New Directions in Dalit Politics 183



almost always depicted in a blue suit, a tie, and glasses. Often he is car-
rying the Constitution, hands pointed into the air in a defiant gesture.
Plenty of hagiographical charitra (biographies) of Ambedkar have ap-
peared.5 Some “create a noble lineage according to which Ambedkar
would belong to the Naga Buddhist clan.”6 Many, however, portray
Ambedkar’s life as contiguous with political thinkers like Socrates or with
figures associated with collective emancipation—Lincoln or Lenin.7 In a
popular photographic collage, Ambedkar is depicted from youth to old
age through images where he increasingly resembles the Buddha.
In chapter 3 I suggested that Dalit conversion marked a new tempo-

ral order outside Hindu history and cultural hegemony. Conversion also
produced a distinctive Dalit culture. Organizationally, the Bauddha Jana
Panchayat Samiti (Buddhist People’s Council Committee), which grew
out of the Mahar Jati Panchayat Samiti (Mahar Caste Council Com-
mittee), formed in 1941, transmitted knowledge about Buddhism to new
converts through bauddhacharyas (Buddhist priests), educational activ-
ities, and by publishing on Buddhist Dalit history.8 To guide the converts
in Buddhist rituals, Ambedkar compiled the so-called Buddhist Bible, the
Bauddha Puja Patha, a manual of how to conduct Buddhist rites. A new
ritual calendar was organized around Ambedkar’s life. It involved cele-
brating his birthday, Bhim Jayanti, on April 14; making visits to the
chaityabhoomi in Dadar, Bombay, where Ambedkar was cremated on
December 6; and commemorating Dalit conversion at Nagpur’s diksha-
bhumi (initiation site). In the Ambedkarite calendar, called Krantiparva
(Revolutionary Days), the new year begins on Ambedkar’s birthday on
April 14. Days of the week and the months are marked by Buddhist sym-
bology. Pilgrims visit newly sacred spaces, including Ambedkar’s resi-
dence, Rajagriha, in Bombay, and the Chavdar tank at Mahad, known as
Krantibhumi (revolutionary site), sanctified through the use of Buddhist
architecture, such as the stupa, the dharmachakra, and the distinctive
portals that stand at the entrance to many Dalit institutions.9

These ongoing processes of sacralization certainly invested Ambed-
kar and the Buddha with affective energy, even as they produced a sa-
cred topography of Dalit Buddhist imagery and institutions. Because such
processes of symbolization were explicitly associated with the rejection
ofHinduism and because they were contiguous with explicitly “political”
claims to public space, these processes were interpreted by non-Dalits as
militant forms of political commemoration.
This chapter examines Dalit political culture as it intersected with

Maharashtrian sociopolitical transformations of the 1960s and 1970s
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to produce a new cultural politics around the identity “Dalit.” Increas-
ingly salient political violence distinguished this period, as new sites of
antagonism developed within and outside of the domain of politics
proper, including challenges to Congress hegemony by a new organiza-
tion, the Shiv Sena (Shivaji’s Army); growing conflict among Dalit
groups, especially between the established leadership of the Republican
Party of India (RPI), and the antiestablishment Dalit Panthers; Sena and
Panther struggles over the control of neighborhoods and party cadres;
emergent distinctions between urban and rural Dalits; and finally, rising
political violence to counter Dalit militancy.
The ongoing struggle to symbolize the distinctive identity of the Dalit

under changing circumstances produced a new focus geared toward ac-
cruing greater potency for the Dalit as political actor. If state legislation
of Dalit identity had produced a particular interpretation of Dalit vul-
nerability,Maharashtrian Dalit politics countered with new forms of po-
litical subjectivity and of aesthetic self-making: the violence of recogni-
tion was met by violent demands for recognition on Dalits’ terms. The
net effect was to further politicize everyday life in Maharashtra, espe-
cially key symbols of Dalit identity.

political violence: rpi, sena,
and the dalit panthers

The general failure of an autonomous Dalit politics after independence
was partly due to the marginal position of the Dalit vis-à-vis the com-
mon regional identity that formed the imaginative basis of organizational
politics. Symbolic politics, a crucial axis of political subject-formation,
was intimately, but not exclusively, connected with the demographically
negligible position of Dalits and their exclusion from sites of social pro-
duction. Still, the Dalit challenge remained: to expand the categories of
who or what could be a political subject. In significant ways, this took
place on symbolic ground: the maturation of Dalit politics was reflected
in competing interpretations of Ambedkar’s relevance for Dalit history.
The initial struggles were over who had the power to represent the Dalit
as political subject.
Having embraced the political universalism of the Constitution and

the ethics of Buddhism, Ambedkar had little enthusiasm for a linguistic
state based on equivalence among caste, region, and history.10He feared
that a focus on language would only deepen caste dominance and argued
that Dalit oppression would increase once rural elites from the Marathi-
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speaking regions united as a large bloc to preclude the developmental and
democratic possibilities opened by positive discrimination and escape from
village life.11 Despite his skepticism, the RPI, formed soon after his death
in 1956,wasmeant to represent his principles but allied itself not onlywith
the Praja Socialists and the Shetkari Kamgar Paksha (Peasant andWorkers
Party), but alsowith the SamyuktaMaharashtra Samiti.Together they used
the demand for a separate Maharashtra state as a political opportunity
in the elections of 1957 and 1961.12The RPI manifesto used the language
of class and labor exploitation to position Dalits at the forefront of the
struggle to unite the shoshit (exploited) classes for total emancipation—
religious, sociopolitical, and economic. This continued earlier Indepen-
dent Labour Party andAll-India Scheduled Caste Federation strategies of
building coalitions betweenDalit labor—millworkers, municipal and rail-
way workers, the rural poor—labor unions, and peasant organizations.13

The first RPI factional split came quickly, in 1958, as a young, urban,
educated group broke away from the largely rural and illiterate, if charis-
matic, leadership of B.K. Gaikwad to form the durustha (reformed) RPI
led by B.C. Kamble.14Generational differences, functional styles, and po-
litical ideology drove the acrimonious split. The symbolic significance of
the RPI, however, remained. As Jayashree Gokhale-Turner notes, “Being
a Dalit and specifically a member of theMahar-Buddhist community, im-
plied a visceral, if at the same time a vestigial, loyalty to the political form
which Ambedkar left behind. . . . The RPI embodied a dual set of alle-
giances, to the figure and personality of Ambedkar which had become the
transcendent ‘myth’ of the movement, and to their own history and the
reworking of the history which the movement had brought about.”15

While Ambedkar appeared to have rejected Marx for Buddha, signifi-
cant strains of his thought resonated with Marxian critiques. B.C. Kam-
ble hit a nerve when he warned—in a criticism of Gaikwad’s group, the
so-called dhotare (dhoti-wearing faction)—that an RPI coalition with the
Communists would destroy Dalit autonomy. “When Congress got power
they destroyed Ambedkar’s organization,” Kamble wrote, “and now the
Communists are getting Dadasaheb’s [Gaikwad’s] support and they are
conducting a mischievous smear campaign against Ambedkar.”16 Kam-
ble thought the left’s presence in the bhumiheen satyagrahas (satyagrahas
of the landless) in 1956 and 1964 and in urban labor organizing, in which
Gaikwad played a key role, compromised Ambedkar’s vision of an au-
tonomous Dalit party. Communists were using untouchables, drowning
them in the proletariat. The RPI’s Young Turks, described caustically by
the Dalit writer Raosaheb Kasbe as anxious to “join the ruling class,” fo-
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cused on furthering the interests of an emerging Mahar urban elite, so-
called Dalit Brahmins, through reservations, jobs, education, and political
representation.17 As the RPI began to move away from mass organizing
in urban and rural areas, its dependence on mainstream political parties
increased. By 1974, the party had split into four factions. Congress co-
optation of RPI leaders exacerbated factionalism within the party and
continued to produce splinter groups too numerous to outline here.18

Political factionalism underscored a deeper set of transformations: par-
ticipation in democratic politics and demands for access to education and
employment had exacerbated cleavages between urban and rural Dalits,
between impoverished agricultural laborers and the upwardly mobile
beneficiaries of the reservations regime (derogatorily referred to as sha-
sanache javai, “government’s son-in-law”).Although academic observers
attribute Dalit political assertion to this vigorous, urbanizedmiddle class,
Dalit politics cannot be reduced to the politics of the vote bank. How,
then, do we understand these fissiparous tendencies?
One standard argument understands politics in India to be the result

of factionalism among local caste and landed elites, thereby temporally
extending the political historians’ tendency to equate ideology with ma-
terial interest.19 I want to reframe the discussion by recallingAmbedkar’s
prescient analysis of the impossibility of representing Dalits’ political in-
terests given their demographically negligible position and their exclu-
sion from sites of social production and public self-representation. As
noted earlier, symbolic politics became a crucial axis of political subject-
formation partly due to the political weakness of the Dalit communities.
Symbolic politics was also related to the crisis of leadership that followed
Ambedkar’s demise, as well as the inherent tensions at the heart of being
Dalit: was Dalit an identity, or did it signal a political potentiality that
exceeded the Dalit communities?
Both theRPI and a newpolitical contender, theDalit Panthers, laid claim

to Ambedkar and made him a key symbolic site for reworking the Dalit
past and the Dalit self. Ambedkar’s very name and a consistent return to
Ambedkarite symbolism—whether through installations ofAmbedkar stat-
ues in rural areas, the proliferation of the nila jhanda (the RPI’s blue flag),
or the distinctive greeting, “Jai Bhim” (Hail Bhim, i.e.,Ambedkar)—blessed
Dalit political activism of all stripes even when such activism reflected sig-
nificant divergence from his project. Ambedkar was a floating signifier at-
tached to a diverse range of social practices and political demands that
brought them all into a unified domain of action and visibility: Dalit pol-
itics. The name “Ambedkar” was a fetish object circulating through di-
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verse arenas and accruing signifying power, as was his iconic representa-
tion. There was thus no easy distinction between the symbolic and the real
in Dalit politics. Evoking Ambedkar’s name and interpreting his legacy
produced materially consequential responses definitive of Dalit politics.
A new form of Dalit militancy arose in an atmosphere dominated by

the Shiv Sena, a social movement started in 1966 to challenge a ruling
Congress party becoming increasingly centralized at the expense of re-
gional party organizations. The Sena was also able to capitalize on ele-
ments of (Maratha) caste pride and regional identification predominant
in theMaharashtra State Congress. Started to eschew rajkaran (organized
politics), the Sena flouted public authority, flaunted the strength and
courage of its youthful cadre, and staged violent displays of regional and
ethnic chauvinism. The Sena took over theMarathi public sphere. Its rise
was marked by its ability to organize “lumpen” elements in urban Bom-
bay through hate speech, aggression, and displays of violence. Aggres-
sively positioned against the political left, including labor organizers, the
Sena became a useful, if embarrassing, Congress ally. It also harnessed
the frustration and anger of the middle classes whose exclusion from
white-collar jobs was attributed to Madrasis (southern Indians) and the
power of a non-Maharashtrian financial elite. The Sena’s main targets,
however, were Muslims and Dalits. Muslims were the historically for-
eign “other” against whom the discourse of Maharashtrian uniqueness
was constructed. Dalits were reviled for challenging their impure and stig-
matized status through Buddhist conversion and political assertion.
Together and separately, southern Indians, Dalits, and Muslims were

the hate objects of the Sena. Having laid claim to the symbolization of
Maratha (and Maharashtrian) identity through the explicit exclusion of
the Dalit Buddhist, the Sena focused Dalits’ political energies around ag-
gressive claims to self-representation. As a consequence, new perform-
ances of political violence ensued.
From the start the Sena’s neighborhood units, called shakhas (branches),

were politicized through religious festivals such as the Ganeshotsav and
the Shivaji Jayanti as well as through an extensive financial infrastruc-
ture and allied patronage networks with petty traders, businessmen, and
local politicians.20

In June 1972, the newspapersNavakal and Prajasattak noted the for-
mation of the Dalit Panthers by organizers Arjun Dangle, Namdeo
Dhasal, and J. V. Pawar. Another leader, Raja Dhale, had been politicized
by the Socialist youth wing, theYuvak Kranti Dal (RevolutionaryYouth
Movement), begun in 1969. The Panthers were critical of the RPI’s po-
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litical corruption, but their main focus was on the casteism of the Indian
state. Raja Dhale’s article in the Socialist journal Sadhana, commemo-
rating the twenty-fifth anniversary of Indian independence, August 15,
1972, as Kala Swatantra Din (Black Independence Day), brought the Pan-
thers notoriety. Dhale argued that a flag that could not protect the equal-
ity and dignity of Dalits was like a “piece of cloth to be stuffed up the
savarna’s [caste Hindu’s] ass.” The Shiv Sena and the Jana Sangh, pre-
cursor to the Bharatiya Janata Party, took a procession to the Sadhana
office and threatened to burn it down if Dhale wasn’t disciplined for his
antinational views. This was a recurrent pattern: Panther militancy and
abuse of establishment politics were met with the threat of violent dis-
cipline by Shiv sainiks, often with the support of state functionaries, es-
pecially police.21 Increasingly, state policymirrored the caste antagonisms
reflected in the politics of the street.
The Sena and the Panthers recruited from the same base: unemployed,

semi-educated lowermiddle-class andworking-class youth. Some Panthers
were involved in so-called lumpen or criminalized lifestyles.22As Sena con-
trol over central Bombay expanded into suburban neighborhoods, Dalit
youth were recruited and even elevated to shakha pramukh (local branch
leaders). Conflict escalated as Dalit sainiks (Sena cadres) from working-
class neighborhoods began to join the Panthers in large numbers.23

The Panthers’ challenge to the Sena, the state government, and ossified
RPI leadershipwas persuasive, if measured by the spread of their chhavnis
across Bombay. By using a term that recalled the march of the Mahar
military unit, the Panthers signaled a militant urban presence. Within a
year, they established thirty-two Bombay chhavnis of twenty-five mem-
bers each and, by 1974, had branches all over Maharashtra. The hierar-
chical organization culminated in a central body that met annually.24 In
fact, chhavni organization resembled the shakha grid of the Shiv Sena.
Despite the disciplined structure envisioned by the Panthers’ Constitu-
tion, chhavnis—like the Sena shakhas and unlike the tightly disciplined
RSS shakha on which both were modeled—were largely autonomous,
often started on impulse, and loosely funded at public meetings and
through journalism. Handbills or progressive newspapers such asNava-
shakti andNavakal published notices of impulsively organized meetings
andmorchas (processions). It was hard to coordinate the growing chhav-
nis and to control members.25Decentralized structure was their strength
and their undoing: the Panthers had no single leader, no uniting ideol-
ogy, and no long-term strategy. In fact, branches and leaders often clashed
with each other. Nonetheless, public meetings served as ecstatic com-
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memorations and public affirmations of a despised and denigrated iden-
tity now resignified as political potential.26 But the capacity for storing
and accumulating the energy of these meetings was simply not built into
the Panthers’ organizational structure.
What is clear is that the Panthers sought a new grammar of political

charisma. Rather than replicating existing symbologies of political virtue,
they challenged canonical representations of the Brahminical subject and
political leader. Without a developed alternative, however, their politics
remained experimental. The RPI-Panthers conflict, new forms of self-
representation, and anti-Dalit violence enhanced the sheer visibility of
Dalits in urban Bombay. The effects of such visibility had very different
consequences in rural areas, as we will see later in this chapter.
While the sociopolitical context of the 1970s transformed Dalit poli-

tics, internal polemics focused on Ambedkar’s legacy. The war of words
between the Panthers and the RPI took place through privately circulated
pamphlets. RPI leaders were accused of “[filling] their pockets” while
trampling on the “Doctor’s revolutionary heritage.”27 The RPI was “en-
tangled in the wheels of getting votes, reservations, reserved posts [and]
they ignored the issues of rural Dalits and their problems. . . . this is the
legacy of Ambedkar’s party.”28 B. C. Kamble of the reformed RPI was a
favorite target. The Panthers inquired, “Are these leaders, especially B. C.
Kamble, even worthy of polishing Ambedkar’s shoes? [Babacha boot
pusaychi layak ahe ka?]”29 The Panthers declared, “If we give our futures
over to such neutered leaders then we will be destroyed. And therefore
we say, today, with bowed heads, that we and the Republican Party share
no blood ties.”30 The father had been killed and a new lineage begun.
Dalit Buddhism was a special point of tension. Kamble, positioning

Dalits in the vanguard of struggles for social justice, claimed that the “Shiv
Sena and the Communists have the same criticism of RPI—that it is a
Dalit-specific party.”31 Dalit Buddhists paid a price for conversion: a re-
strictive Dalit identity and the identification of the RPI as a party of and
for Buddhists. Likewise, the state’s relationship to converted Buddhists
was a contentious matter.32A1950 President’s Order included Buddhists
in the Backward Classes and excluded them from Scheduled Caste reser-
vations, even though Buddhism was legally defined as a Hindu sect.33

As courts equated conversionwith loss of constitutional safeguards,34Dalit
Buddhists found themselves in the ironic position of claiming that though
changed in their “mind and manners,” as Buddhists they were “despised
and disgraced” and continued to “suffer from stigma of untouchabil-
ity.” They had to qualify the aims of Dalit conversion, arguing, “the
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Figure 12. RPI and Dalit Panther pamphlets, top to bottom, left to right: Gair
Republican Pudhari, Bichari Paddalit Janata, Ani Dalit Panther (1974); Dr.
Babasaheb Ambedkaranchya Communist Nindemagil Rahasya va Artha Bodh
(1965); Dalit Panthers’ Constitution and Activities (n.d.); Itihasachi Chakre
Ulti Phiru Naka Nahi Tar Khaddyat Jal (1974). Courtesy of Dr. Gangadhar
Pantawane, Aurangabad.



Conversion is mainly intended for spiritual and cultural elevation and not
for any material gain or benefit.”35 The end result was that Dalits had a
difficult time proving their conversion and, if they succeeded, they could
not demand reservations as socioeconomically backward Buddhists.36As
one pamphlet noted, they derived rights from remaining legible as stigma-
tized Hindus.37 Due to political pressure, however, Maharashtra began
treating Buddhists on par with SCs in 1972.38

Ambedkar’s double legacy also divided the Panthers between Buddhist
and Marxist interpretations of Dalit history, the Dalit self, and the best
strategy for Dalit emancipation.39 The Marxist critique was favored by
supporters of Namdeo Dhasal, while Buddhism and an emphasis on the
separate cultural and religious identity of Dalit Mahars predominated
among supporters of Raja Dhale. In sum,Dhasal insisted that the broader
significance of Dalit liberation was as a collective struggle of the dispos-
sessed andmarginalized, while Dhale argued that the fundamental conflict
of Indian society was produced by the untouchable’s degraded position
within the caste Hindu order.40 There were protracted, vituperative ex-
changes complete with personal accusations of wrongdoing—accepting
bribes, womanizing, drinking.Despite both high-minded rhetoric and crass
questing for power, this was at heart a struggle over Ambedkar’s legacy.
Dhale found Ambedkar’s Dalit politics definitive and Ambedkar himself
a “revolutionary leader”whose “greatness” lay in leadership and the Bud-
dhist conversion.41 Dhasal argued that Ambedkar’s ideas had to be ren-
dered adequate to changing historical circumstances, creatively reinter-
preted to be relevant to the times. Firmly convinced of the material basis
of caste exploitation, he wanted to minimize Buddhist identity and form
coalitionswith the left.His support for theCommunist Party of India (CPI)
in the 1974 elections became the most visible bone of contention. Dhale
warned against trusting the Communists who were out to expand their
political base, not to support the Dalit agenda, and argued that they were
diverting Dalits from the fight against untouchability.42 As one Panther
wrote, “There cannot be a merging of Ambedkarvad and Marxvad.”43

Dhasal was ejected from the unified Dalit Panthers in October 1974.44

Overall, political violence steadily increased from the late 1960s, par-
ticularly through the Sena’s cultivation of masculinity and associated
street-fighting culture and the group’s aggression against southern Indi-
ans, Muslims, and Dalits. This violence was symbolically potent even as
it became politically efficacious for a social movement that castigated elec-
toral politics as incapable of representing the distinctive majoritarian in-
terests of theMarathi Manus. The Sena in the 1960s perfected the art of
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attacking opponents on train platforms, in alleyways, outside the entrance
gates of mills and factories, and on the street, especially Communist la-
bor leaders and union organizers.According toThomasHansen, “It [was]
through ritualized destruction of property, the attacks on police, the hurl-
ing of stones, and the shouting of slogans that sainiks [were] produced,
their identities formed and stabilized.”45 The climate of fear produced
by riots and acts of retributive violence, often characterized as sponta-
neous outbursts of popular action, was essential to the Sena’s image.
In contrast, Dalit politics definitively reentered the realm of public

space and self-representation, what has been called a politics of presence
with the Dalit Panthers.46 Action to resignify space—streets and urban
neighborhoods, institutional spaces such as universities and government
offices, and the space of language and literature—brought Dalits visi-
bility. These forms of assertion were readily perceived as violent claims
upon public space and state institutions and, along with the containment
of such assertions by the state, politicized Dalit identity around multiple
significations of violence: symbolic, structural, transacted, and retribu-
tive. The threat of violence was also essential to the cultivation of an ag-
gressive Panther masculinity. From the start, reports of atrocities against
Dalits played a key role in the Panthers’ advocacy of counterviolence.47

Panthers often responded to news of atrocities by rushing to the scene
with cycle chains, knives, and wooden staffs to threaten perpetrators.
The Panthers’ fearless demeanor and their readiness for street fighting
were important components of their image.
There was intense street fighting (prachanda mara-mari) between the

Panthers and Sena until 1980.48 As sainiks attacked the Panthers during
their public meetings, the Panthers challenged the Sena’s casteism by not-
ing that the Sena depended on Dalits as foot soldiers and front men in
illegal activities.49The Panthers incited violence by insultingHindu icons
or by threatening to burn theHindu scriptures. Due to the constant threat
of street fights and sudden violence, Panthers Raja Dhale and Namdeo
Dhasal were said to carry arms. The Sena’s alliance with the police force,
especially the constabulary, combinedwith the state government’s interest
in containing the Panther threat, had practical consequences. Hundreds
of criminal cases were lodged against the Panthers. Leaders often hid from
the police, making sudden appearances at public meetings and then dis-
appearing again.
The salience of violence itself, if taken as an organizing locus of specifi-

cally political action, gives us the conceptual leverage to examine how
Dalits and others were attempting to disaggregate structuring hierarchies
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of caste sociality and to redefine them as distinctions of power and priv-
ilege. This produced new arenas of conflict, from the literary represen-
tation of Dalit life and selfhood, to the right to lead processions or lay
claim to public space through graffiti and political signage.

dalit language, space, identity, and violence

The Dalit challenge produced new loci of political antagonism not only
within the space of politics proper but in civil society. The relationship
between language and politics, violent speech and political visibility, and
political visibility and claims to public space intersected with the dialec-
tic tension—Dalit as a figure of general emancipation and Dalit as a his-
torically restricted identity—that hauntedDalit politics. Violence reflected
even as it exacerbated social fissures. As often as violence was perfor-
mance, it was also a spectacle of power, particularly when it was chan-
neled into speech. The use of epithets, slogans, and powerful wordplay
became a defining characteristic of the Panthers, who verbally abused
Hindu gods and goddesses and denigrated texts such as the Gita and
Manusmriti. ByAugust 15, 1973, when they demonstrated to protest the
state’s tolerance for injustice against Dalits and the exploited classes, the
Dalit Panthers were well known for their public stunts, fiery language,
and “extremist” views.
Panther discourse marked a shift from earlier rhetorical paradigms.

Ambedkar’s arguments were powerful illustrations of liberal/legal
modes of argumentation substantiated with impressive documentation
and flawless reasoning. The epithets and colorful language used by the
Panthers were a sharp and unsettling contrast, even to potential fol-
lowers. Many reacted against Panther modes of expression and left the
organization.50 The Panthers’ efforts to disfigure language as a form of
ideology critique resonated with a long-established tradition of anticaste
critique—from polemics as acts of consciousness raising to the highly
personalized, sometimes sexualized discourse of non-Brahman thinkers.
Ironically, the Shiv Sena leader Bal Thackeray’s clever wordplay and
choice use of the double entrendre, not to mention his significant talent
as a cartoonist, also traces back to this sharp tradition of non-Brahmin
polemics through his father, K. B. Thackeray.51

Departing fromAmbedkar’s elegant arguments and realistic compro-
mises, if not from his name, Panther politics was a politics of disturbing
the status quo, unsettling categories and representational forms taken for
granted. Certainly, Panthers’ violent critique of bourgeois lifestyles and
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their focus on the aesthetics of daily life and survival under conditions
of social and economic deprivation challenged the Marathi cultural es-
tablishment.52 But theirs was an effort to distinguish Panther activity from
a movement identified with a restricted social base and ideological ori-
entation, and to create a different political discourse. The Panthers’ po-
litical agenda, targets of critique, and strategies fluctuated to address the
renewed marginalization of Dalits, displaying a tactical shift into a so-
ciopolitical arena already highly structured around questions of identity—
whetherMaharashtrian,Maratha, or sainik.The Panthers’ resymboliza-
tion of Dalit selfhood was political action in a situation where symbolic
politics was genuinely consequential.
The Panthers came to be associated with the power of language to
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moment of political conflict and cultural efflorescence,
when the relationship between Dalit identity and the
Mahar caste was being posed anew. IllustratedWeekly,
April 2, 1972. Courtesy of the Vasant Moon Collec-
tion, Nagpur.



represent Dalit life and experience in new ways. New forms of Dalit self-
representation were related to the intensified politics of locality and the
association between the Panthers and a broadly defined left. Style became
a part of that persona. By the time he started his little magazine Vidroha,
Panther leader Namdeo Dhasal was recognizable by his “Castro”-type
topi (cap) and a shoulder bag, imitated by many Dalit men. His open ad-
mission of his desire for liquor, charas (hashish), and women from Ka-
mathipura, the famous red-light district of central Bombay, had earned
him a fair degree of notoriety.53The Panthers also invited associationwith
a global imaginary of progressive literature and politics—the Black Pan-
thers, anti-Vietnam protests, the 1968 Paris student protest—as part of
their antiestablishment aesthetic. Panther polemics, violation of linguis-
tic conventions, and desecration of language tied into a politics of pres-
ence that gave rise to a new literary subject.
Many well-known Panthers—Dhale, Dhasal, Daya Pawar, Arjun

Dangle, Yashwant Manohar—were identified with the Dalit sahitya (lit-
erature) movement, which crossed between literary and political regis-
ters. Neither an object of redemption nor purely a historical and cultural
subject, the literary “Dalit” was an emergent form of life defined by des-
titution and poverty, but transformed into a militant force.54 Dalit
sahitya represented an “ethnographic” turn in the representational prac-
tices of self-narration or literary depiction. An earlier generation of Dalit
writers who had participated in Ambedkar’s movement—for example,
Shantabai Dani’s account of feminist activism inRatraDinAmhi (1990);
Vasant Moon and his account of growing up in a Nagpur slum, in Vasti
(1995); or Narendra Jadhav’s account of his father’s life, Amcha Baap
AniAmhi (1994)—recalled the social and political upheavals of the 1920s
into the 1950s as consonant with new forms of self-making. Their work
is so closely tied toAmbedkar’s movement as tomakeAmbedkar the pro-
tagonist of these narratives of a heroic struggle for self-respect and social
recognition. Instead, Baburao Bagul’s Jevha Mi Jat Corli Hoti (1963),
Daya Pawar’s Baluta (1978), and Shankarrao Kharat’s Taral Antaral
(1981) did not hesitate to reveal the painful histories of the Dalit self.
These accounts did not merely indict caste Hindus, but also addressed
the violence of the Dalit intimate, remarked on regnant cultural prac-
tices, and depicted the culture of desperation and self-degradation to
which Dalits’ low status had given rise. The richness of Dalit life was de-
picted in its contradiction; it was a cultural form that grounded an im-
manent critique of Dalit dispossession, but it was also the source of a
militant urban identity. It was to be lived and transcended.
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Thus the language of Dalit sahityawas not merely a form of social re-
alism or a more “authentic” representation of Dalit life. Rather, it im-
plicated the caste Hindu and constituted an ethical challenge. Daya
Pawar’s autobiographical novel, Baluta (The Share), undercuts the pre-
sumed veracity, the “reality effect” of autobiography altogether via a tan-
talizing representation of the Dalit as society’s secret sharer. The narrator,
DagduMaruti Pawar, characterizes his story as a secret that must not be
revealed to anyone because of the painful history he narrates.

Dagdu Maruti Pawar
Who carries as his portion, or share [vatlya]
This baluta of pain
Tied up in the folds of his dhoti
Because of the structure of Indian society

I am only the beast of burden [bharvahak]
Who manifests his words [shabdat shabdankan kela]

His desire was that
No one should be told

I also feel
That we should not reveal this to anyone55

Begging for leftover food as baluta (remuneration for the performance
of stigmatized labor) is a quintessential symbol of the Dalit’s humilia-
tion. Baluta locates the stigmatized Dalit within an economy of humili-
ation and suffering, his share in life. Baluta acknowledges the Dalit as
the secret sharer of Indian society whose story cannot be related except
through an initial act of disavowal: his desire that no one should know.
The literary representation of the Dalit implicates the caste Hindu and
insistently poses the question of responsibility: what does it mean to con-
sume Dalit life, to witness Dalit life in all its brutality?
Simultaneously, the “Dalit Brahmin” is attacked for betraying the rad-

ical impulses of the Dalit movement, settling for the false security of up-
ward mobility and mimicking of the upper-castes.

Hey white collar Dalit Brahmin
You have betrayed your own blood

The people who have uprooted themselves
Spilled their own blood to give you
That plump and prosperous look

You shouldn’t keep it
Like a terrylene shirt, uncreased and unwrinkled
On that swivel chair in an air-conditioned office
That reservations have brought you
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And that two-room kitchen self-contained flat
That a clerkship has bought you
Don’t think that this is the only form
that responsibility takes
Don’t read the news that in the villages our mothers and sisters
Have been raped
Like a eunuch, between gulps of beer
The times are changing
You better learn the pattern of the times
And change

Or tomorrow’s glowing embers will reduce
Your bungalow to ashes
Don’t say you weren’t warned56

The Panther literary-political aesthetic expressed a critique of the Dalit
Brahmin’s ethical position. The threat of violence against the Dalit Brah-
min, who lacked the urge to protect his mothers and sisters from sexual
violence, was also a statement about his effeminacy. The call to action is
thus a critique of Dalits’ co-optation into the administrative and insti-
tutional structures of the state as well as an indictiment of Dalits’ desire
for power and recognition.
Panther self-representation also tied into a longstanding politics of the

street, which had been defined by demonstrations, strikes, and tense re-
lations between trade unions and the police in central Bombay.57 These
working-class neighborhoods had a definite identity from the interwar
years, when housing contraction and overcrowding opened the streets
to diverse social forms—akharas (gymnasiums), liquor shops,mitraman-
dals (friendship clubs), radical study groups, religious festivals, the per-
formances of the Socialist and Communist kalapathaks (performing
troupes) defined old working-class neighborhoods.58Criminal gangs and
importantmembers of the Bombay underworld lived and conducted busi-
ness there.59 The same streets saw intense political contestation among
Communists, sainiks, the RPI, and the Panthers. Many politicians had
electoral bases there and activists, including Namdeo Dhasal, displayed
an intense affinity with working-class neighborhoods, red-light areas, and
slums. These were sites of deprivation and destitution, but also of radi-
calized young people who made them spaces of political militancy. Re-
viewing Dhasal’s collection of poems, Golpitha (1972), the progressive
Marathi playwright, VijayTendulkar, noted that he could not understand
the use of language by Dalit writers because he had no access to the life
of everyday violence and sudden intimacies of which they wrote: “This is
the world of days of nights; of empty or half-full stomachs; of the pain of
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death; of tomorrow’s worries; of men’s bodies in which shame and sen-
sitivity have been burned out; of overflowing gutters; of a sick young
body; knees curled to belly against the cold of death . . . of the jobless,
of beggars, of pickpockets . . . Dhasal’s Golpitha where leprous women
are paid the price and fucked on the road, where children cry nearby,
where prostitutes waiting for business sing full throated love songs.”60

Literary depictions of the saturation of everyday life by violence, to-
gether with the spatialization of violent conflict in the neighborhoods of
central and suburban Bombay, produced a volatile and violently sym-
bolic political atmosphere that enabled the Bombay riots of 1974.

the 1974 riots

Riots in the Worli area of central Bombay, which began in the Bombay
Development Department (BDD) chawls (tenements) on January 5,
1974, are an important landmark in Dalit politics. They pitched police
and Sena supporters against Dalits, even as they brought to the surface
political tensions between the RPI and the Panthers and among the Pan-
thers. The BDD, formed in 1920, eclipsed the Bombay City Improvement
Trust, which had been formed in 1898. The BDD chawls, 121 in num-
ber, were built as “sanitary dwellings for the poor and the police,” or-
ganized in blocks of three to four chawls arranged around open fields.61

Multiple families shared single rooms above ground floors rented out as
shops; there was little management of infrastructure, especially toilets
and access to water.62 By 1974, however, the chawls were thickly in-
habited. Seventy percent of residents were caste Hindus who most often
supported the Shiv Sena, 20 percent were Dalits, and the rest were police
constables.
By then, increased police surveillance had effectively curtailed Panther

political activities.63 RPI leaders had long wanted to crush the Panthers’
growing power.64 Sectarian differences took on a more broadly political
character when the RPI allied with the Congress and the Shiv Sena for
the 1972 and 1974 Bombay Municipal Council elections. The Panthers
called an election boycott in protest and supported a January 1974 CPI-
affiliated millworkers’ union strike protesting Congress policies.65There
were allegations that RPI members were responsible for attacks on Pan-
thers and a proliferating number of police cases against them. The Con-
gress offered to drop pending criminal cases if the Panthers called off
the boycott.66 Congress leaders attended a Panther public meeting in the
BDD chawls on January 5, 1974, expecting the boycott to be withdrawn.
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Instead, it was reported that the Panthers criticized the RPI alliance and
made obscene comments about Hindu deities.67 People in the audience
began to throw stones; the violence escalated into a police charge with
lathis and tear gas.68 There was intermittent violence in the Worli BDD
chawls the nextmorning, which, by January 16, spread to the BDD chawls
inNaigaum, though the riotsweremore easily contained there.69TheWorli
riots continued intermittently until April.
One approach to investigating the continuation of violence in Worli

is to look at relations of antagonism that manifested themselves in spa-
tial strategies of boundarymaking and boundary destroying. Spatial prox-
imity between police and citizens, between Sena and Panther supporters,
made 70 of the 121 the chawls confrontational zones and contributed
to the quick and continued intensification of violence.
The 1974 riots between the Hindus and “neo-Buddhists” were not

simply riots, but were systematic attempts by Hindus to overthrow the
neo-Buddhists and to destroy Buddhist establishments like the Buddha
Temple and Memorial Hall, situated at Worli and Naigaum.70 Describ-
ing the riots as a conflict between “caste Hindus and neo-Buddhists,”
the Bhasme Commission of Inquiry into the riots noted that the severity
of the riots was due to the geography of the BDD chawls: “Caste Hindu
chawls or Buddhist chawls face each other or they are the adjoining
chawls. The riots started with the throwing of stones. The situation of
the chawls is very ideal for stone throwing warfare. People just collect
near about the chawls and throw or pelt stones at the opposite chawls.
Even stones could be pelted easily from the terraces of the chawls. . . .
During the riots Neo-Buddhists have suffered most because they are in
a minority in terms of population.”71

Alleys, corners, and terraces were places from which violence could
issue. In my 1997 and 2000 visits to the BDD chawls, I was shown how
windows carved into the stone structure were tactical points for throw-
ing stones at crowds gathered for demonstrations, while the narrowwalk-
ways between chawls were like traps. The Bhasme Commission noted:

We cannot forget the location of the chawls and the built-up area or the
open space or gaps between the chawls. As observed by the police officers
in the course of their evidence, it was not possible for them to prevent
the people from gathering into crowds at various places. . . . Despite the
arrangement, stones were hurled from the terraces of the chawls. The
entrances to the terraces of the chawls were promptly closed. Missiles
were collected from various chawls after their search. It appears that the
partition walls of the common bath-rooms were demolished for using their
bricks as missiles.72
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The commission further noted that “the two communities [caste Hindu
and neo-Buddhist] attacked each other with various missiles like stones,
sodawater bottles, and indulged in anti-social activities.”73Anoldwoman,
Gangubai Jagtap, reported that the police entered her home after kick-
ing her, as detailed in the commissiion’s report: “Two pictures of Dr.
BabasahebAmbedkar were hanging on the door of the room.When they
saw the pictures, they spent their anger on them. They broke the pic-
tures by striking with lathis. When she again resisted, the policemen
pushed and abused her.”74 Another witness noted that policemen “en-
tered through the central entrance screaming ‘Break the idols of these
Mahardes.’ So saying they struck their sticks to their heart’s content on
the photos of the revered Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar, Bhagwan Gautam
Buddha, andMahatma Phule.”75Another witness said that “residents of
chawl Nos. 37, 36, 32, 58 and 57 continuously attacked chawl Nos. 39,
40, 60, 61 and 59 with stones, sodawater bottles, tube lights, fireballs of
kerosene.”76 Indeed by January 7, according to one witness, this violence
had assumed a “communal complexion.” By Janury 18, “rival groups of
forty-fifty persons and 8–10 people from the terraces were indulging in
mutual stone-throwing. They were hurling missiles like soda water bot-
tles, acid bulbs, fluorescent tubes. Acid bulbs were thrown from the ter-
races of Chawl 114 and 115, which exploded after hitting the wall of
Chawl 98.”77

Although much of the violence was indiscriminate, important mark-
ers between spaces—entryways, divisions between bathrooms and living
areas, the privacy of homes—were invaded, and symbols of Dalit pride,
such as Ambedkar photos, were targeted. Certain incursions into pro-
scribed chawl space specifically crossed caste boundaries. The capture
of Dalits’ intimate space was a totem of victory, a sign of the reduction of
Dalits’ political presence. Seemingly indiscriminate crowd violence ac-
tually clarified broad distinctions between caste Hindu and Dalit; spa-
tial differences mapped onto differences of political affiliation, sainik and
Panther.78

Political rituals exacerbated the “communal complexion” of the
riots. Demonstrations, processions, and the commemoration of Ambed-
kar’s birthday on April 14 became charged events that produced fur-
ther violence, much like communal riots of the colonial period when
ritual occasions—religious festivals, historical observances, and public
performances—were used to demarcate and enlarge community space.
Violence enacted claims over space, while spatial tactics of boundary
maintenance and destruction materialized claims to history, community,
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and identity. Unlike earlier clusterings of communal violence around rit-
ual events, however, the Worli riots codified political and sectarian dif-
ferences. Rather than the politicization of ritual, this was a ritual or com-
memorative aspect of politics formed by new acts of symbolization
through violence.
As a consequence, everyday objects—lightbulbs, stones, bottles, cycle

chains, doors, electricity itself—took on new symbology as weapons. Jus-
tice Bhasme noted that “the situation of the chawls is ideally suited to
the stone-throwing warfare.”79An assistant commissioner of police who
was on duty at the BDD chawls told the commission, “Later on in the
evening he [the commissioner] came to know that the residents of B.D.D.
Chawl No. 59 (NB) had connected a live wire to the main iron door of
the chawl.” By the end of January, “Chawl Nos. 54, 59, 60, 80, 91 and
98 were frequently attacked by caste Hindus. The iron door of Chawl
No. 81 was removed by Hindu goondas [thugs, lumpen elements] and
thrown in front of Chawl Nos. 113 and 114. . . . The policemen resid-
ing in Police Chawls 32 to 40 and LA-Divn. 3 were also helping the Hin-
dus in their attack on Neo-Buddhists.”80

Public conflict complemented daily violence. On January 10, Raja
Dhale was arrested as a Panther morcha protesting police atrocities
wound its way through the mill district. Demonstrators started to stone
buildings and ransack a snack food shop. Police constables testified be-
fore the Bhasme Commission that the people in the crowd brought stones
to throw at police and at onlookers standing on top of buildings, who
were said to be Sena supporters.81The Panthers and their supporters also
carried Molotov cocktails.82 A subinspector and six constables were in-
jured, and the police tear-gassed demonstrators. Some months later, in
April during the Ambedkar Jayanti celebrations, caste Hindus “attacked
different gatherings of Neo-Buddhists when they were busy preparing
for Jayanti celebrations” with the help of police. The role of the police
was especially troubling. They knew the chawls well because many of
them lived there. In the Bhasme Report, witnesses testified to police bru-
tality in numerous guises. The complaints against the police included: (1)
that a majority of them supported the Sena and were anti-Dalit; (2) that
their sons had dressed in uniform and threw stones; (3) that off-duty po-
lice were part of the violent crowd; and (4) that they used excessive force
to quell mob violence.
The commission concluded that theremight have been instances where

the police used excessive violence or targeted Dalits, but that they had
for the most part behaved impeccably: “Caste Hindus have dubbed them
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[the police] as pro-Neo-Buddhists, while theNeo-Buddhists have branded
them as the champions or saviours of caste Hindus. Apart from other
facts and circumstances, this one circumstance exonerates the police from
charges of partiality, bias, communalism or one-sided behaviour during
the riot period.The charges levelled against themby both the fighting com-
munities is in a sense a tribute to the police force.”83 In fact, “the targets
were always the police,” the commission reported, going on to note that
“when faced with a riotous mob indulging in stone-throwing, the police
personnel have the same right of self-defence as any other citizen has under
the relevant portions of the Indian Penal Code.” Of course, the difference
is that the police were armed with crowd-control technology, revolvers
and tear gas. They used the tear gas extravagantly: “[The] only limit on
the number of shells to be fired [was] the dispersal of the crowd.”84

Evidence of police partisan behavior was overwhelming. Some mem-
bers testifying before the Bhasme Commission described a “police riot”
against Dalits. Interestingly, the Shiv Sena was nowhere mentioned in the
commission report or newspaper accounts, although Communists were
accused of inciting violence between Dalits and caste Hindus. Justice
Bhasme commented, however,that “there [was] no doubt that amongst
the residents of theWorli and Naigaum chawls, a large number of people
are Shiv Sena minded or sympathizers of their cause.85 He argued, how-
ever, that it was necessary to consider “the roles of the Dalit Panthers
and the Sena party almost in juxtaposition.”86 By attributing reciproc-
ity to the performance of violence, state functionaries reasserted control
over the domain of representation. Bhasme also blamed “anti-social el-
ements operating matka [numbers game] dens, illicit liquor trade cen-
ters, gambling dens, and their associates or supporters or patrons” for
indiscriminate violence. “On account of their participation the riots con-
tinued for a considerable length of time despite the police intervention.”87

The commission report noted “large numbers of unemployed teenagers,
school-drop-outs who had nothing to do but to organize themselves into
street gangs.”88Anxiety about social life in working-class neighborhoods
was nothing new, but this attempt to tie the Worli violence to loosely
brutal but nonpolitical gangs was important.89

Low voter turnout due to a general climate of fear in central Bombay
led to the defeat of the Congress alliance later in 1974. The victory came
at a cost: political violence desymbolized was redefined as criminal ac-
tivity and urban warfare between rival gangs. The result was a further
spatialization of violence. As boundaries in and between neighborhoods
were redefined through violence, they became contested targets capable

New Directions in Dalit Politics 203



of inciting further violence. Thereafter, incursions into caste Hindu
spaces and institutions and responding efforts to contain such transgres-
sions through violence became a defining feature of the dynamics of Dalit
activism. Symbolic politics was intensified as the result of Dalit claims
to power.
Despite an obstinate universality of conception, whether in Ambed-

kar’s articulation of the Dalit Buddhist or in constitutional paradigms of
the suffering citizen, heterogeneous social-political forms and cultural
practices produced a different Dalit inMaharashtra, where the deepened
significance and symbolization of region and caste incited newmappings
of political violence and new spatializing strategies. The form of politics
described here most closely approximates what Partha Chatterjee has
characterized as a politics of the governed, which manifests as a persist-
ent demand for recognition from the domain of organized politics, often-
times through creative use of discourses of democracy and moral inclu-
sion. The politics of the governed cuts across properly legal, associational
forms of civil society to produce “a constantly shifting compromise be-
tween the normative values of modernity and themoral assertion of pop-
ular demands.”90 It works through connections with “other groups in
similar situations, with more privileged and influential groups, with gov-
ernment functionaries, perhaps with political parties and leaders.”91

Chatterjee’s is an important response to the devaluation of post-
colonial politics, which, from a Euro-American liberal perspective, ap-
pears as “corruption,” “nepotism,” “factionalism,” or “religious fun-
damentalism.” By presenting the governed—a contextually defined
category akin to the subaltern—as a form of alterity, Chatterjee also risks
anthropologizing them, however. We might extend his analysis to ex-
amine how the charge of “violence” further stigmatizes the politics of
the governed. Indeed, the spectacle and ethicality of different kinds of
violence are critical aspects of the performance of the politics of the gov-
erned, producing a range of political forms, from the authoritarianism
of the Shiv Sena to Dalit demands for social recognition. The Shiv Sena
drew on the “presence of formal, institutional politics, violent street-
level agitation, informal networking, and local brokerage” to become
politically efficacious.92 The Dalit’s marginal social identity—his or her
exclusion from the theaters of social production and political value—
together with the legal-constitutional definition of the Dalit as a vulner-
able subject, made the political symbolization and desymbolization of
crucial icons and indexes of Dalit identity acts of enormous material
consequence. Even as semiotic density amassed around the word “Dalit”
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and around violent interventions into Dalit selfhood, subjectivity was ad-
vanced. The multiple meanings of the word “violence”—from acts of lin-
guistic defilement to masculine self-fashioning and claims to symbolic
space—gesture to the range of activities through which a newDalit pub-
lic was being reconstituted, this time through an active engagement with
Marxian categories of political subject-formation and support for revo-
lutionary counterviolence.
Allen Feldman has argued that “the growing autonomy of violence

as a self-legitimating sphere of social discourse and transaction points
to the inability of any sphere of social practice to totalize society.”93 If
violence represents and seeks to perpetuate the fragmented character of
the social, it does so through its distinctive materiality. Dalit politiciza-
tion and, for that matter, anti-Dalit politicization, challenged ideas of
what was within and outside of “politics” and did so through specifi-
cally material practices of political violence. In Maharashtra, new sites
of symbolization—space, institutions—were created through spectacles
of desecration, defilement, and purification. It is precisely through po-
litical violence and the symbolization of political forms that the Dalit
presence attained visibility and significance in the contexts of everyday
life. As Dalits staged this politics of presence, state and casteist forces
attempted to desymbolize sites of meaning by enacting forms of sym-
bolic annihilation that would be experienced by Dalits as forms of so-
cial death and invisibility.
Organized politics and political violence intersected, but theywere also

discontinuous. This is to argue for the relative autonomy of violence from
effectual causes, whether the behavior of political parties, election vio-
lence, or material circumstances of deprivation. Indeed political violence
produced new acts of symbolization. The polysemous character of vio-
lence and its distinctive materiality hold the promise that social relations
can be restructured, new discursive-structural contexts produced around
acts of violence, and new axes of political subjectivity created. Another
instance of political violence, this one an apparent Dalit incursion into
caste Hindu semiotic space, takes us a step further into the ritual aspects
of symbolization through violence.

namantar and political commemoration

The backward classes have come to realise that after all education is the
greatest material benefit for which they can fight.We may forego material
benefits, we may forego material benefit of civilization, but we cannot
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forego our right and opportunity to reap the benefits of higher education
to the fullest extent.

B.R. Ambedkar, “On the Bombay University Act
Amendment Bill,” BAWS, vol. 2, 62

Radical student politics was a defining feature of the 1960s and 1970s—
from the free-speech, antiwar, and civil rights movements in the United
States and the Paris student protests, to India’s Naxalbari peasant re-
bellion of 1967, which attracted a generation of Calcutta’s middle-class
youth toMarxist-Leninist politics. By the early 1970s, student politics had
generated a critique of the university as an institution for the reproduction
of bourgeois ideology. The namantar (renaming) movement to change
the name of Marathwada University in Aurangabad, Maharashtra, was
energized by these broader trends in student activism and the politiciza-
tion of the university. Unlike the effort by conscientized middle-class
youth to criticize institutional ideology, however, namantarwas a demand
for the right to be represented in the symbolism of the institution by re-
naming the university after B.R. Ambedkar. Organizing aroundAmbed-
kar as the origination point of Dalit history and identity, the namantar
movement represented the university as a particular symbolic place, a
site of political commemoration.
Amajority of students inAurangabad, regardless of caste identity, came

fromnearby rural areas.All casteswere severely affected byMarathwada’s
drought and famine of 1972, which contributed to a strong studentmove-
ment on the university campus for social justice.94 The concentration of
Dalit caste groups in Marathwada’s five districts was higher than in any
other region of Maharashtra. Dalit castes constituted 16.25 percent of
Marathwada’s population and Mahar Dalits constituted 6.5 of the total
Dalit population, though in the districts of Beed and Osmanabad their
numbers were higher.95 Higher education in Aurangabad remained seg-
regated at the college level, but Marathwada University was better inte-
grated. Almost a quarter of students came from the Dalit castes.96The uni-
versity also had two Dalit vice chancellors in the early 1970s, R. P. Nath
(1972–75) and Shankarrao Kharat (1975–76).
Most Dalit students inAurangabad attended institutions affiliatedwith

the People’s Education Society (PES), established in 1945 with the intent
of “promot[ing] higher education among the poor middle classes in gen-
eral and theMiddle Classes in particular.”97The PES had established the
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar College of Arts and Commerce, the Dr. Am-
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bedkar College of Law, andMilindCollege on land provided by the nizam
of Hyderabad.98 These colleges formed a complex of institutions proxi-
mate to Marathwada University. Although initially only 200 of the 800
students at PES institutions were Dalits from the Mahar community,
this changed during the 1960s when Dalits from Nagpur began to enter,
especially at Milind College. In 1975, over 90 percent of the students
attending PES institutions in Aurangabad could be classified as BC stu-
dents.99 The PES colleges were widely identified as Dalit institutions:
“Milind Mahavidyalaya’s English initials M.M. are popularly taken to
meanMahar-Mang college. The students call Saraswati Bhavan the Shetji
Bhatji [merchants and Brahmins] college;MaulanaAzadCollege is known
as theMohammedanCollege, andVasant RaoNaik College is called Van-
jari College [Naik’s caste]. . . . When Babasaheb Ambedkar’s follower
Shankarrao Kharat [the eminent Dalit writer] became the Chancellor of
Marathwada University, the students disparagingly referred to it asMa-
harwada University.”100

In a segregated educational environment, the PES institutions had pro-
duced a very strong sense of unity among students. “Perhaps in no other
city are the Scheduled Caste and Nava Bauddha students as well organ-
ized as in Aurangabad town. . . . It is quite possible that the caste ten-
sions permeating the Aurangabad colleges have a tendency to spill over
to other areas from where the students come.”101 The PES institutions
symbolized Dalit pride. Staunch Ambedkarites on staff promoted a
strong service ethic. Milind students were encouraged to conduct field
surveys and sociological studies, and the Ambedkar College of Law ran a
popular legal clinic for the impoverished. The focus on social workwithin
the community came from the strong involvement of PES faculty and
trustees in the Ambedkar movement. The PES curriculum showed a pro-
clivity for Buddhist history and culture and for social justice issues. Stu-
dents might have been oriented toward the socially and economically less
fortunate, but they also showed a “willingness to workwithin the system
in order to expand economic opportunities for the newly-developing
‘middle class’ within that community.”102

In 1973,Marathwada students demanded an exemption from fees and
tuition. The Dalit-led Republican Students’ Federation did not support
that movement, instead demanding a hike in government stipends for
1974. By 1977, student members of the Socialist-affiliatedYukrand (Rev-
olutionaryYouth) had widened the focus of the student movement to ad-
dress poverty, rising prices, and the deteriorating economic situation of
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the region. Dalit students, initially joining with Yukrand, later accused
them of hijacking the stipend issue initiated by Dalits. These student de-
mands preceded the namantar issue.
Namantar agitation started in 1977 and culminated in the “Long

March” of December 6, 1979, organized by Professor Jogendra Kawade
from Nagpur and his Dalit Mukti Sena (Dalit Freedom Army), which
brought activists from all over Maharashtra to Aurangabad to partici-
pate in a jail bharo (fill the jails) program.103 Between 1977 and 1979,
Marathwada was under siege, and random acts of violence as well as
highly orchestrated attacks of murder, arson, and looting were carried
out with the connivance of local authorities. Aurangabad was under cur-
few and the police were given shoot on sight orders. As the riots spread
throughout the rural areas, it was clear that the violence had coagulated
along train and bus lines. Police and state functionaries were prevented
from reaching rural areas, however, because “the communication sys-
tem and railway traffic were completely disrupted” and “track fish plates
were removed and the signal actuating wires were cut” in many places.
State authorities estimated “that they incurred a loss of Rs. 5–6 lakhs
every day as more than 1,000 buses plying different routes in the region
had to be withdrawn.”104

The demand to rename the university was broached on July 18, 1977,
at a meeting of the university’s Executive Commission. A huge proces-
sion of more than ten thousand people comprising youth from political
organizations, members of the BackwardClasses University andTeachers’
Association, and the Dalit Panthers confronted the university’s govern-
ing body with their demands. The namantar movement from the first
exceeded the control of the Aurangabad-based student leadership. Soon,
internal differences on namantar strategy came to the fore between the
Aurangabad, Bombay, and Pune branches of the Dalit Panthers.105

In namantar, control over space, real and virtual, was central to form-
ing a new identity. Objects and icons—statues of Buddha andAmbedkar,
the flying of blue flags, and the university as monument of self-definition
and upward mobility—were imbued with an affective presence. These
became objects of ritual veneration and signs of political commemora-
tion as Dalits rejected the symbology of their earlier lives in toto and re-
placed it with a new cultural memory centered on Ambedkar and Bud-
dhist conversion.When the chief minister ofMaharashtra, Sharad Pawar,
announced the legislature’s decision to rename Marathwada University
on July 27, 1978, severe riots broke out across the region.106 Though
many, including the mainstream media, thought namantar originated
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among urban, educated Dalits, a newspaper report failed to find the in-
stigating center: “During the last decade there have been periodic stu-
dent agitations in the region of Marathwada. They had a serious impact
on the style of the functioning of political parties here. But there is a
marked difference between this agitation and earlier ones. The present
agitation is quite spontaneous, and no known student leader seems to be
behind it. This is not only true of Aurangabad but also other parts of the
region and no known student leaders seem to be behind it.”107This state-
ment captures the symbolic significance of the university for Dalits, for
whom it was a space associated with their historical exclusion. The in-
tensity of affect is well captured in the following statement: “TheMilind
campus in Aurangabad is now an educational and cultural centre thanks
to the efforts of Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar. We now want to convert it
into a power centre.”108

Because reservations were blamed for the presence of Dalits in the uni-
versity and associated with the decline of academic standards, resistance
to reservations became an important reason for the intensity of violence.
Among urban and rural Dalits they also became an excuse to devalue
broad-based support for the namantar position as merely instrumental.
In contrast, as violence intensified, the university was being incorporated
into an existing Dalit political symbology: “It is possible that rural Dalits
did not fully understand the demands for namantar. But they definitely
wanted to see a prominent institution named after their loved leader. And
when the riots took place, the photos of Bhagwan Buddha andAmbedkar
which can be found in each home [were] desecrated and destroyed. After
this, their demand for namantar has grown stronger.”109 Rumors flew
among those university namantar: “The University degree awarded to
students will carry the picture of Ambedkar. When the graduate frames
his degree and hangs it on the wall, it may amount to image worship.”110

Ambedkar’s name was the semiotic currency for pro and anti namantar
positions in the struggle over Dalits’ social mobility and right to self-
representation in the postcolonial order.
Aurangabad’s upper-caste intelligentsia, progressive on other issues,

resisted the namantar demand, they said, to preserve the unique identity
of Marathwada against the insensitivity of the Maharashtra state gov-
ernment. The editor ofMarathwada,Anant Bhalerao, was quoted as say-
ing, “Namantarmakes it the university of one dharma [religion] and jat
[caste].”111 The depiction of Ambedkar as a Dalit icon and namantar as
a casteist demand defined upper-caste resistance.An editorial claimed that
“nobody wants to be seen as insulting Ambedkar, even those students
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who are angriest about namantar,” because of the vehemence with which
Dalits protected his name. The editorial advised resistance to this cen-
sorship in order to reveal the antinational sentiments of Dalits. They had
collaborated with the British and the razakars,Hyderabad’s feudal land-
lords who had resisted national unification, and now made highly par-
tisan demands unrepresentative of the majority’s desires.112

Violence quickly spread into areas of commercial agriculture in the
districts ofAurangabad, Parbhani, andNanded.113 Public works projects
launched under the Employee Guarantee Scheme in response to the
drought of 1972 had already politicized agricultural laborers around
wages. The shift to sugarcane and cotton cash crops in these districts
where landholdings were large meant that demand for agricultural la-
bor was high. Dalit labor, the bulk of landless workers, experienced in-
creased bargaining power and less economic dependence on upper-caste
landlords.114 On the other hand, the resuscitation of a government cot-
ton scheme had depressed prices, partly explaining “why the extent of
atrocities in the major cotton producing and marketing districts was
markedly high in comparison to the other districts.”115 In these cotton-
producing areas, signs of class mobility—bicycles, new pots and pans,
good clothes—were specific targets of violence.
From July 27, 1977, throughAugust 7, 1978, a reign of terror infected

1,200 of Marathwada’s 9,000 villages. Fifteen thousand Dalits were af-
fected in all, 1,200 homes were attacked, and 5,000 people were ren-
dered homeless.116 “Photos of Bhagwan Buddha and Ambedkar which
can be found in each home [were] desecrated and destroyed.” For Dal-
its, “this was the greatest insult to them.”117Houses were torched, Dalit
women were raped and molested, and in a few instances Dalits were set
on fire and their property destroyed. Sexual violence was a great insult.
Womenwere raped in Sonkhed village, Kandher taluka (subdistrict), tor-
tured and raped in Bolsa village, Billoli taluka, and the ironically named
Izzatgaon village (izzat is “respectability,” “pride”) was the scene of the
brutal rape of four or five women who were running to escape attack-
ers. The breast of one woman was cut off.118 Brutal desecration of Dalit
bodies, often by burning, was another distinctive feature of the anti-
namantar violence. One instance was the killing of Fauzdar Bhurevar on
July 31, 1978, in Jalgot village. When he took shelter in a home, he was
beaten by a crowd and then burned alive at the police outpost.119 In
Sugaon village, in the Kanher taluka of Nanded district, Janardhan
Mavde, a Dalit upasarpanch (deputy village head), was murdered and
pesticide was poured into the Dalits’ water well to poison them.
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As violence spread across the region, some reports noted that changes
to village structure had produced resentment. Filling the hereditary post
of police patil (head of village police) with Dalits had become an espe-
cially sore point.120 As educated Dalits competed with village heads for
jobs, “those who were called ‘Namya’ earlier, now have to be called
‘Namdevrao.’”121That is, those insulted in the past were now addressed
with an honorific. Targets of violence were often these low-level village
officers, police or politicized Dalits who had challenged village authori-
ties in some fashion, each of whom represented the transformation of
village caste relations through state policy. Symbols of economic accu-
mulation and social advancement were also targets of violence, especially
arson.

[In Akola village] the first house that was set on fire belonged to Shri
Kashinath Borde, a police patil from New Buddhists who is owner of 14
acres of agricultural land in the village. He had installed a flour mill in
the village and was quite well off. He was the main target of the fury of
the caste Hindus because in his official capacity he had been reporting the
cases of harassment of Scheduled Castes. . . . His bullock cart and house-
hold articles were burnt. . . . The attackers set fire to the house withMashals
[lit. “candle,” but here, “long torches”].122

The most infamous incident of all took place in Temburni village,
Nanded district: the brutal killing of Pochiram Kamble, a Dalit from the
Mang community who had embraced Buddhism. Kamble owned six acres
of gaayraan zamin (common grazing lands, on which landless Dalits en-
croached in order to have the lands regularized later). He had assaulted
a servant of the ex-sarpanch for grazing cattle on his land.123 During ri-
ots on August 4, 1978, mobs ransacking homes and looting food grains
and household goods found Kamble, who had hidden in a friend’s home.
“When they found the whereabouts of Shri Pochiram they chased him
and brought him back to village Chouka where he was done to death
and burnt his body.”124

A parliamentary commission instituted by the central government’s
HomeMinistry touredMaharashtra as it became apparent that there was
a reign of terror inMarathwada. Its head, RamDhan, commented, “Many
of the sarpanches and police patils instigated atrocities on ScheduledCastes
and neo-Buddhists during disturbances and did not report the cases of
arson, loot or burning of houses, etc. to local police stations or the higher
authorities in their respective areas.”125 Brutal dismemberment was es-
pecially potent. The symbolic mutilation of the Dalit body underlined the
threatened social existence of Dalits.126
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Dalits were also held responsible for inciting violence. The Marath-
wadaNagarik Samiti (Marathwada Citizens’ Committee) spread rumors
that violence in rural areas came from anger against Dalits’ abuse of the
Protection of Civil Rights Act of 1974 and caste Hindus’ resistance to
the crude language and arrogance of Dalit leaders whose status had im-
proved through reservations.127One Samiti founder argued that the leg-
islation had become a “tool and weapon in the hands of the militants
among the Dalits, for terror and black-mailing of non-dalits, giving rise
to enormous discontent and conflicts.”128 Another article noted:

The misuse of the PCR Act has been the cause of trouble in villages. It
is a dangerous weapon in the hands of the Dalits. Anyone can make any
charge. In many instances in order to squash the case the complainant
agrees to remain absent (Offences under [the] PCR Act are noncompound-
able) so as to have an ex-parte judgment. But this is only after extorting
large sums of money. But villagers seething with anger at the treatment
meted out against them have grabbed this opportunity to settle old scores
with their Dalit opponents. All the caste Hindus, Muslims, Sikhs, Chris-
tians and other backward classes have got together against the Dalits.129

There was plenty of evidence that the police were unaware of the PCR
Act or that they deliberately harassed victims by withholding informa-
tion when filing cases.130 The parliamentary commission suggested the
need for greater representation of SCs and STs on the police force, as well
as infrastructural reform to strengthen police intelligence at the taluka
level and to improve communications with radios, telephones, andmotor
vehicles. Yet the media focused on allegations that the PCR Act was be-
ing misused by Dalits.
The namantar issue remained unresolved until 1994, when the na-

mavistar (name enlarging) agitation succeeded in renamingMarathwada
University as Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar Marathwada University, satis-
fying Dalit and regional demands.131 There was a great deal of violence
again, largely restricted to the districts of Beed, Osmanabad, and Parb-
hani. At least four Dalits were stabbed, Dalit property was burned, and
statues of Dr. Ambedkar were desecrated throughout the region. An im-
portant aftermath of the renaming was the withdrawal of atrocity cases
in a deal brokered between some Dalit leaders, the then-ruling Con-
gress led by Sharad Patil, and the incoming Shiv Sena government under
Manohar Joshi. By September 1995, the Maharashtra state government
had begun to withdraw more than eleven hundred cases registered un-
der the POA Act, even though it is illegal to do so; only courts can dis-
miss atrocity cases. The Shiv Sena argued that cases were often falsely
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registered to settle old scores, and argued that the repeal would “pro-
mote communal harmony.”132 Newspaper statements were also issued
saying that only cases of shivi ghalne (insult) would be retracted. Though
theCommittee for the Protection ofDemocratic Rights (CPDR), alongwith
B. R.Ambedkar’s grandson, the politician PrakashAmbedkar, filed a pe-
tition arguing that the state government could not summarily recall cases
being fought by the state on behalf of Dalits, the High Court dismissed
the petition. The irony of the state rejecting its own laws for protecting
Dalits appears to have troubled no one. Clearly, unless state discourse
and practice can become political leverage, they are empty exercises in
legitimation. Politics accumulates around such performances; it is not
internal to them. By the time I visited the Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar
Marathwada University (BAMU) in 1996, it had become another site of
commemoration in an evolving lexicon. On my first visit there, I noted:
“Busloads of people come from Aurangabad’s environs to have darshan
of the BAMUgate. The gate copies the gate surrounding the Sanchi stupa,
to evoke the Buddhist sites in the region such asAjanta and Ellora. People
often take darshan at the BAMU gate and leave an offering, as though
the university were a pilgrimage site.”133

symbolic violence as social form

Dalit victims of violence in Aurangabad were the collateral damage of
the conflict between two orders of legality: the intimate hierarchies of
caste in the village and the state’s incorporation of caste antagonisms
within its infrastructure. Though they diverged in scale, the state’s con-
nection with upper-caste cultural norms meant that there was little dif-
ference between repressive and ideological apparatuses of state.134 As I
will argue in following chapters, the (collapsed) distinction between re-
pressive and ideological apparatuses produced a new politics of locality,
with locality being the product, paradoxically, of a wider domain of pub-
licity that staged local antagonisms and Dalit militancy. Dalits’ symbolic
claims to public space and institutions were devalued as sectarian (or
casteist) by asserting equivalence between Dalits’ (illegitimate) claims
upon the university and the violence of upholding the caste order. The
rhetorical commitment to the social distribution of economic opportu-
nity and to legal protection for Dalits also created a schism between lo-
cal caste culture and state law. This was reflected in the overlapping of
two kinds of time and two distinct repertoires of violence: ritual viola-
tion, on the one hand, and the targeting of new symbols of Dalit pride
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and social advancement, on the other. Although the performative con-
tradiction between the body of the state and the body of the state func-
tionary often collapsed, it could occasionally produce openings for jus-
tice. Atrocity laws were themselves a barrier to arbitrary violence:
anti-Dalit violence had a name, and it was a crime with victims and per-
petrators. This is perhaps why allegations of “false atrocity” played such
a significant role in justifying anti-Dalit violence. The balancing move
was an effort to empty Dalit politics of its “ideological and historically
specific intentionality and singularity.”135

The namantar movement accelerated the symbolization of political
figures and spatial logics. It also intensified political antagonisms and
reflected them in transformations of caste sociality. Dalits’ militancy pro-
duced violent repugnance in two registers: intensified ritualization of po-
litical violence, manifested in archaic forms of punishment, and crystal-
lization of political antagonismswith substantial support from local state
functionaries. This bifurcated structure of anti-Dalit violence—which en-
acted the recurrent tension between the political and the ritual-archaic—
intensified affiliations with symbolic form, whether new symbolizations
of Dalit identity or ritual degradation of the Dalit body. Understanding
the relation between violence and politics, and between political violence
and symbolic politics embedded inmaterial and spatial practices, enables
us to move away from the persistent binarism of depicting the naman-
tarmovement as amatter of either class antagonism or “purely” symbolic
politics.
As theWorli riots show, this bifurcation was vivid in the 1970s, as lim-

ited avenues for social mobility and economic advancement through the
reservations regime produced class fractions in the Mahar Dalit commu-
nity. These mapped onto other divisions between the urban and the rural
and between a universalist Dalit subject and an exclusivist Buddhist iden-
tity. These tensions seemed to become evident in a putative disconnect be-
tween the originators of the namantar demand and the victims who suf-
fered its violence. An example of this view can be seen in the following
statement: “The poor villagerswhose propertieswere destroyed andwhose
life and liberty were threatened did not even know what this University
was and whether there was any proposal to change its name. . . . [T]he
caste Hindus did not attack them for the reason that the University was
to be renamed; but did so out of jealousy, hostility and caste hatred and
on account of the conversion of Dalits to Buddhism. . . . [One more rea-
son] was the enmity on account of constant disputes between the land-
lords and agricultural labourers on the inadequacy of wages.”136
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In contrast was the effort to delink ideology from economy: “The im-
plication that those who don’t have 2 square meals a day should not be
interested in the namaantar issue is patronizing. Does this mean that the
poor don’t have the right to exercise their civil rights, or to vote? 47%
of the people in India get 2 meals a day. . . . Does that mean that [the
rest] should not exercise their democratic rights? . . . Casteism does not
have to do with economic standing.”137

It is not within the scope of this book to explore the extensive and in-
tense debates about caste and class from this period, which divided along
idealist and materialist perspectives. Suffice it to say that many discus-
sions addressed the possibility of adopting a class-caste model for the
purposes of political mobilization and constituency building but were
stymied by factional struggle and philosophical distinctions.138 Nor can
I address the range of localized political activity around caste and class
issues. I draw attention to these debates to illuminate the binarism be-
tween material contexts and symbolic dimensions of Dalit life that were
activated at a transformative political moment, and to suggest that the
distinction—as one scholar noted, “objective class contradictions are
masked by the intervention of varna ideology”139—is too emphatic. Ma-
terialist perspectives focused on production relations and the devaluation
of Dalit labor. But the reproduction of antagonism was (and is) effected
through other materialities—of language, space, and violence—that
invest the stigmatized body with affect and value.
The symbolizing and desymbolizing of key dimensions of Dalit expe-

rience and identity became politically consequential and materially sig-
nificant in the 1970s. But the politicization of everyday life beyond the
realm of formal politics was itself central to postcolonial Dalit identity.
Although this was partly an effect of the state and of the emphatic par-
ticular identity of Dalits, new forms of public self-fashioning were added
to the mix by the 1970s. As the reservations regime became a conspicu-
ous and highly conflictual space within formal politics, Dalits’ represen-
tational practices produced new loci of conflict around ritual and socio-
economic exclusion in daily life. The experientially inescapable visibility of
Dalits was the result of the accelerated symbolization ofDalit identity and
the Dalit past. A more significant visibility came from the perception of
Dalits as undeserving objects of government largesse whose additional
claims upon the domain of representation had to be resisted at all cost.
As a consequence, violence became the hinge connecting the domain

of formal politics and everyday life. As Dalits came to be stereotyped as
militant, injured people with an insatiable appetite for government
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recognition, any effort to establish identity for self or community became
a potentially incendiary demand. In this milieu, Dalit politics, from the
formation of the Panthers to the namantar movement, enabled equiva-
lence between political commemoration and political violence. The vio-
lence did not stand for other contradictions. Rather, it was a form of
public communication and a material practice that staged political an-
tagonisms. Violence became the pivot that articulated the spheres of pro-
duction and reproduction of the Dalit body. This followed from the in-
augural efforts of the Dalit Panthers to produce a public sphere where
violent speech defined the Dalit as a revolutionary subject, even as such
speech had the (limited) capacity to challenge the Sena’s incursions into
state power. As a practice of self-fashioning and as a strategy of politi-
cal containment, violence embedded itself within the political during
the 1970s, at a moment when regional relations of caste were under-
going great change due to emergent political actors, the Panthers and the
Shiv Sena.
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chapter 6

The Sexual Politics of Caste
Violence and the Ritual Archaic

Political violence is a genre of emplotted events. An event is not
what happened but what can be narrated.

allen feldman, Formations of Violence

The alleged incident with Sonabai which is denied by the defence
took place some six months back. Yedu is said to have shown her
money and held her Padar [the edge of the sari that wraps around
the breasts]. . . . One cannot say that the thing must have happened
altogether.

judge c. j. dighe, Judgment on Criminal Appeal no. 5/1965,
June 30, 1965

When I started fieldwork in 1996, almost everyonewithwhom I discussed
caste violencementioned Sirasgaon. “Sirasgaon”was code for events that
had occurred in a village of that name, the site of a spectacular “atroc-
ity” case of the early postcolonial period. As the unprompted recollec-
tions attest, the 1963 event was instilled in popular memory. In fact, I
first came to know the details from a government servant I call S., who
was extremely conscious of givingme information “off the record.”Thus
I keep the description of place vague, emphasizing what I heard as I
recorded the story in my notes over two days. Taking this as a sample of
popular memory, I focus on how S. framed the sexual violation of Dalit
women, his acute sensitivity to how ideas about gendered respectability
were caste-marked, and finally, his political sensibilities regarding the case
as an instance of caste atrocity.

Day One:
I went in today [Thursday, May 16, 1996] to ask for permission to follow
up cases in district courts. I wrote up a visiting card, which the peon took in.
When I finally meet S., he is very sparkly and interested in academic

research. His office has a photograph of Babasaheb [Ambedkar] on the
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wall, and there are piles of registers on the floor. As is typical of administra-
tive offices, his table is very large, and arranged in front of it are three rows of
chairs. I briefly tell S. that I’m working on caste and law [my normal “cover,”
especially in government offices] and that I need permission to follow up on
these cases. S. tells me that he will put my case before the chief justice, and
that I should get the permission from the court in about three weeks.
I am getting ready to go, when S. says, “If I may offer you some advice . . .

I don’t know if I should presume . . . ” I say, “Please, that would be very
welcome.” S. says, “You know there was a major case . . . ” and before he
can finish I ask, “Sirasgaon?” I don’t know why this case came to mind,
but I am glad it did because now S. seems pleasantly surprised that I have
heard about this case. I say, “Can you tell me anything at all about the
case? Everyone tells me that it was a big case, but nobody can give me any
details because they were too young when the case took place!” [We both
echo this last phrase together.] S. says, “I was involved in the case. I was
an advocate in Aurangabad at that time.” I am so excited I can hardly
speak. I make an appointment to meet him the next afternoon.

Day Two:
When I go in the next day, someone else is already there. S. introduces me
to him, and then launches into his story. I am getting used to this style of
“interviewing” now. There are often other people in these big government
offices, and the interview has the feel of a performance in a durbar, where
my informant holds forth, and I listen, pipe in with questions hoping to get
a debate going with the onlookers if I am lucky, or else just look on along
with the audience, nodding occasionally and taking notes. Of course I give
up the idea of taping anything under these circumstances. At one point
early on, S. says, “You can listen, and write later.” I ignore him and put
the notebook on my lap rather than keeping it in his view, and scribble
furiously as he speaks.
These are the details of the incident, in condensed form. [Recounted

by S.; S. does not remember dates, the case number, or other details.]
“Five women tried to fill water at the common well at about ten am.

Savarnas [caste Hindus] tried to stop them, and Dalit men tried to resist.
Twelve of the accused men went the next day and dragged the women
out of their houses. The sarpanch [head of the village or governing body]
and police patil were among the accused. They stripped the women and
paraded them naked from street to street. Maybe 50–70 people were
actually involved. The men were armed with sticks. RPI karyakartha
[activist] and taluka [subdistrict]–level president Sakharam Khajekar went
secretly to get the details. People were threatened before the police investi-
gation began. Then our people came to Aurangabad to tell me [S.] about
the case. I went to the SP [superintendent of police] and collector [Aurang-
abad]. The FIR [First Information Report] contains all details, but in the
statements given to the police, people said ‘We went to fill water, and they
abused us [shivya dilya].’
“Joshi was the public prosecutor on the state’s behalf. There was a lot of
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publicity in the papers. The accused filed an application to transfer the case.
My brother-in-law, who was also an advocate, and I supported this move.
Almost all the accused were Marathas. The star witness was a sutar [car-
penter]. Justice P. E. Vani tried the case in Aurangabad. The Dalit mandali
[community] was worried about whether Joshi would try the case properly,
and an application was filed with the government of Maharashtra to give
the case to someone else.”
. . .
“Like others, I supported Laxmanrao Kulkarni’s name, and suggested
that the vakil [lawyer] should not be transferred just because of his caste
identity [a demand that was made by other Dalit leaders at the time].
We appealed to Justice Dighe in the sessions court when the case came
to sessions. Initially the sentence was six months plus Rs. 1,000 fine. The
Bombay High Court upheld the ruling of the Aurangabad District and
Sessions Court. Then the accused went to the Supreme Court where the
sentence was lessened. [I have not been able to find the Supreme Court
judgment, if it exists.]
“Ramrao Adik appeared on behalf of the criminals. At one point during

the course of the trial, I asked Adik how he could have appeared on behalf
of the accused, and whether it was because they were Marathas. In turn,
Adik asked if this was a ‘Dalit’ case. I answered that if this had been a case
involving the stripping of Maratha women, I would have been against the
men.”
S.’s story takes about an hour to narrate. Just as I am leaving, I ask about

feminist intervention, and S. says there was none. Then he relates this anec-
dote: Soon after the Sirasgaon case, a report appeared in theMaharashtra
Times regarding Swati Patankar, a woman traveling in a Bombay local
train whose mangalsutra [necklace symbolizing a woman’s status as wife]
had been snatched.
S. mentioned that many activists and academics were incensed by this

case and wrote to complain about the threat to the women’s safety. S. says,
“[I] wrote in toMaharashtra Times saying that a major case such as Siras-
gaon had just occurred, and none of these academics had raised their voices.
How was it that they were so angry about Swati Patankar. Was it because
she was a Patankar [an upper-caste surname]?”

Like many other atrocity cases, Sirasgaonwas publicized by local-level
activists through formal and informal networks. S.’s account of the case
reflects the Dalit community’s vigilance regarding caste violence and their
ability to intervene—S. had been an advocate in Aurangabad, the local
RPI had been involved, and so on.Matters of gendered respectability and
sexual humiliationmade Sirasgaon an issue of community honor. S.’s caste-
marking sensibility and atrocity perception were framed largely around
questions of political strategy—which political parties defendants were
allied with, how sensitive they were to caste issues—and around the un-
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spoken caste prejudice that attended cases of caste atrocity. These pro-
duced what Ann Stoler has called “hierarchies of credibility,” frames of
legibility that dictate what can and cannot be said and by whom. This was
a critical aspect of the framing of the Sirasgaon event as a legal case.1

Sirasgaon was part of popular memory, but it was difficult to get in-
formation about it. Once it was defined as a crime, the incident was trans-
formed into a legal case available to researchers through multiple judicial
iterations.2 Even though I had heard the story from S. inMay 1996, I only
managed to track down case records near the end of my research stay, in
June 1997.After a series of frustrated efforts, I finally found the judgments
of the judicial magistrate first class and the sessions judge in the district
and sessions court’s storage room in Aurangabad city. I was allowed to
take the case papers outside the courthouse to photocopy them the day
before my departure. Once I had the case number and other details, find-
ing the oral judgments of the Bombay High Court became easier.
The Sirasgaon incident was not merely a legal case, however. Rangit

Guha has argued that redefining events into crimes “reduce[es] their range
of signification.”3 Legal redefinition is more than an act of epistemic con-
tainment; it is also a form of translation: quotidian practices are recon-
textualized and, in the process, rendered extraordinary. In this case, the
extraordinary aspect—the prominent individuality of Sirasgaon,wemight
say—connected with and circulated through a larger force field whose
operations we can refer to as publicity.4 TheMarathwada, a newspaper
published in the city of Aurangabad and run mainly by Socialists, played
a significant role.5TheMaharashtra LegislativeAssembly (MLA) and the
Maharashtra Legislative Council (MLC) discussed the Sirasgaon case,
adding political ramifications.6The Republican Party of India held many
rallies across Maharashtra to protest the event. People composed songs
about Sirasgaon. The social circulation of information occurred at the
intersection of diverse rhetorical registers—legal, journalistic, activist—
of publicity around “Sirasgaon.”These produced themultiple, refracted,
and incomplete narrative that constituted Sirasgaon as a scandal.
Why focus on the texts of law?What important labor did court judg-

ments perform? As we will see, it was through the individualizing mech-
anism of the court proceedings that Sirasgaon gained notoriety as scandal.
Scandal straddles the terrain of secrecy and publicity, exposing routine
events that most people would know, yet about which they profess ig-
norance. Individualizing what is often a systemic issue, the scandal—like
the legal case—can make visible regnant structures of violence. Accord-
ing to S., the Sirasgaon incident originated in a quarrel over access to com-
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mon water, one of the stereotypical “causes” of daily caste conflict. The
sense that very little unusual had happened was initially promoted by the
women victims themselves, who gave a first account describing only ver-
bal abuse (shivi dene), and not sexual humiliation. Shame legitimized the
public lie that “nothing happened,” but it also offered a path for male ac-
tivists of the Dalit community to focus on caste violation rather thanmul-
tiple enactments of sexual humiliation.The court records, however, traced
a complex circuit of desire, transgression, and retribution played out be-
tween a Dalit family, the Sirsats, and a Maratha employer, Yedu Kale. In
fact, it is not far-fetched to cast this scene of seduction and subjection as
a ritualized performance of sexual humiliation, which can be reconstructed
as a form of political violence, as caste violence.

the court, the family drama, and euphemism

This is the story of Sirasgaon as a legal narrative, as a story created by
and for the law. OnDecember 22, 1963, four Dalit womenwere dragged
out of their home, stripped, and paraded naked in the village of Siras-
gaon, in Gangapur taluka, Aurangabad district. Six months earlier, one
of the women, Sonabai Sirsat, had carried breakfast for her brother-
in-law, Kishan, an agricultural laborer. She encountered Yedu Kale, a
Maratha landlord who employed Kishan. Taking advantage of the fact
that Sonabai was alone,YeduKale propositioned her. “Yedu is said to have
shown her money and held her Padar.”
Sonabai told her mother-in-law, Laxmibai, about the incident. Both

went to see Yedu’s wife, Shevantibai, to complain to her about her hus-
band’s misbehavior. She asked them not to make the matter public.
Months later, Kishan decided to leave Yedu’s employ. He visited She-
vantibai at that time to remind her of the incident with Sonabai and asked
Shevantibai “to imagine what she would have felt if Kishan himself was
to touch her Sari or to outrage her modesty.”7 By asking her to empathize
with a woman who had neither caste status nor privilege, Kishan drew
attention to Shevantibai’s vulnerability as awoman.Hewas also asserting
that he, likeYedu Kale, could make a woman aware of her sexual vulner-
ability. Dalit laborer or not, Kishan appeared to be saying that he was
capable of harassing Shevantibai as a man.
Shevantibai clearly felt insulted and “spoke about it to her husband

with some relishments.”OnDecember 22,Yedu Kale and a group of men
went to Kishan’s hut armed with sticks, demanding to see him. Kishan
was away.When his father asked the reason for the mens’ visit, “He was
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told that Kishan had played mischief with his [Yedu’s] wife.”8Yedu be-
gan to beat Kishan’s father, Vithal Amrita, as Kishan’s brothers, Mohan
and Lahanu, ran away. Kishan’s mother, Laxmibai, was also beaten, and
her sari was removed byAsaramDadaAgale. Two others, TukaramBhika
Kale and Tukaram Dashrath Sirsat, removed Sonabai’s sari. The two
naked women were then dragged toward the village from their home in
the so-called Baudhwada on its outskirts. About this time, another group
of men, six or seven in number, rushed into Kishan’s hut and dragged
his sisters-in-law, Kadubai and Sakrabai, outdoors, where they were also
beaten and disrobed. The women were paraded to the ves (entrance to
the village) while being beaten with sticks. On the way, they stopped at
Yedu’s house so that his wife, Shevantibai, could see them. The four
women returned home later that day covered by a single sari that one of
the perpetrators had thrown toward them.
Yedu’s act of revenge mirrors his initial act. He had touched or pulled

Sonabai’s sari, an action countered by Kishan’s conversation withYedu’s
wife, Shevantibai. Disrobing the women and exhibiting them to She-
vantibai suggested thatYeduwas quite capable of protecting his wife and
humiliating the Sirsat women. This is the kernel of the Sirasgaon even.
The scandal at whose core is a public secret that reveals underlying struc-
ture of caste sociality.9 Rape, the stripping and parading of women, and
other forms of gendered humiliation reproduce upper-caste male privi-
lege. Sexual violence is particularly indecipherable as caste violence be-
cause it is normalized as upper-caste privilege and experienced as an un-
speakable form of intimate humiliation. Secrecy around sexual violence
is doubly inflected. Perpetrators do not conceive it as violation except
when they encounter resistance, in which case they brutally assert their
rights. Its victims experience humiliation as gendered violence and as col-
lective punishment of the family and community.
The Sirasgaon scandal illuminated structuring violence—its role in

producing and reproducing stigmatized existence—as the (hidden) on-
tology of caste, which became evident through the individualized the-
atricality of caste crime. The proper name “Sirasgaon” memorializes vi-
olence that was the result of deep structures of caste discrimination
crystallized into a conflict between victims and perpetrators. Through
the court case, seduction and subjection—or the ritualized performance
of sexual humiliation—was also illuminated as a form of political vio-
lence, as caste violence. Thus the oddly reticent statement in the news-
paper Marathwada, “Sirasgavat ghadu naye te ghadala. Sarvanchi man
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sharamene khali zhukavi [In Sirasgaon, something that should have never
happened occurred. Everyone should hang their head in shame”].10This
statement can be read as shame at the public acts of stripping and humili-
ating the women, and as acknowledgment that sexual violence solidified
upper-caste patriarchal power. The peculiar structure of the public secret
was also reflected in the judge’s comments: first, that “one cannot say
that the thing must have happened altogether,” and later, that “[the mo-
tive] has come forward in a distorted manner.”11The uncertain status of
sexual violence as caste violence derived from the structures of caste pa-
triarchy that justified it, and from its association with practices of secrecy
and intimacy.
It is important that the Sirasgaon case was not registered under the

Untouchability (Offences) Act and that its handling as a case shows only
incipient awareness of the legal category of caste crime. Though cases
involving anti-Dalit violence were categorized as caste crimes under the
Untouchability (Offences) Act, public awareness of these laws was still
underdeveloped. “Caste atrocity” had yet to become a full legal entity.
In addition, as is apparent from official records, collusion between local
police, bureaucrats, and caste Hindu participants meant that ultimately,
caste crime could be obscured by local indifference and legal procedu-
ralism. Finally, laws to protect Dalit victims could impart a spurious
legitimacy to treating stigmatized existence as the status quo, further
compounding the difficulty of perceiving differential forms of burdened
personhood.
Two actions, however, reveal Dalit political sensibility about the Siras-

gaon incident: first, Kishan’s challenge toYedu’s harassment of Sonabai,
and then the Sirsats’ immediate move to publicize the event beyond the
confines of the village by calling in the police, the law, and RPI activists.
When the women returned home, they sent a neighbor to the village of
Malunja, about amile away, to contact their relatives. One relative rushed
to Sirasgaon, and then went to Gangapur, the taluka headquarters about
six miles away, to consult members of the RPI before writing an appli-
cation to inform the police subinspector (PSI) of the violence. The subin-
spector entered the incident in the station diary and then went to Siras-
gaon with the relative and an RPI activist.
In Sirasgaon, the subinspector drew up a panchnama (record of the

incident and victims’ testimony witnessed by at least five people). He
recorded all four women’s comments together as one consolidated state-
ment. The panchnama contained nomention of the women’s injuries and,
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oddly enough, repeatedly noted, “besides this nothing else happened.”
The subinspector then told his constables to escort the four women and
Kishan’s father, Vithal Amrita, to the medical officer in Gangapur. But
they were not taken to Gangapur that night; the subinspector sent a mes-
sage calling their bullock cart back. A constable by name of Salunkhe
later testified that a meeting of caste Hindu notables at the gram pan-
chayat, or village council, office that evening had resolved to bribe Vithal
Amrita so that he would not register the incident with police.12 Clearly
the subinspector was aware of this meeting, since he called the cart back
from its journey to Gangapur.
The cultural critic D.R. Nagaraj has described how Dalits’ political

awareness changes the political economy of village social life: “The cru-
cial fact is that the upper caste society does everything in its imagination
and power to seek solution of the dispute within the confines of the vil-
lage, but the Dalits are stubborn in their refusal to accept this and they
seek the active intervention of not only the instruments of justice, but
the involvement of the activists outside the village.”13 The turn to state
law is an act of delocalization that expands the domain of action and in-
tervention, while simultaneously intensifying processes of localization
through antiatrocity legislation and large-scale Dalit politicization. As I
noted in the previous chapter, the split mimics the representation of the
state as ideological unity and as a set of dispersed or divided bureaucratic
powers, with implications for caste violence at two levels: violence under-
stood both as local antagonism and as the structural entailment of Dalit
politicization. After the Sirasgaon incident, the Sirsats used state law to
circumvent village prejudice and community relations. That is, they drew
the attention of the local RPI leader to the incident and sought access to
law as a site of redress. Just as important, one of Vithal’s sons, Mohan,
suspected the subinspector’s integrity and filed another application
about the stripping. Only then, two days after the incident, did the sub-
inspector investigate it as a cognizable offense that required a police
inquiry and a medical examination of the injured women. Mohan’s
persistence, along with the support of RPI activists, led to the case be-
ing filed. The charges involved rioting, intent to hurt, house trespass,
and outraging the modesty of a woman. By December 26, all ten accused
were arrested.
The judgment of the taluka court magistrate notes, “The application

which is registered by the PSI contains a paragraph showing that the case
of parading was not mentioned earlier because the ladies were bashful of
disclosing the same.However, it is the case ofMohan that this paragraph
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was added only at the insistence of PSI Patil.”14Mohan testified that PSI
Patil had made him change his original application to include a para-
graph stating that the women had been too ashamed tomention the strip-
ping to the subinspector who first investigated the incident. Patil then
used the alibi of female modesty to cover up his own procedural lapse.
In court testimony, the accused introduced the scenario that S. recalled:

the women had been injured while bringing water through the village.
They suggested that a scuffle had ensued when savarnas (caste Hindus)
had protested against the Dalit women walking through the village af-
ter taking water from the main well.15 Yedu Kale made contradictory
statements. At one point he said that he had visited Kishan to inquire
about his absence from work and to retrieve a two-hundred-rupee loan.
At another point, he argued that he had been home entertaining a po-
tential bride’s family. Six of the accused said they were in their fields or
working outside Sirasgaon. All maintained that they had been arrested
based on false allegations made at the behest of Asaram Bhusare, with
whomYedu Kale had a long-lasting feud and whowas described as being
in league with the “harijans.” Asaram Bhusare, the upasarpanch (deputy
village head) of Sirasgaon, had a sister who had been deserted by Yedu
Kale some fifteen years earlier. Personal animosity between Yedu and
AsaramBhusarewas suggested as the reason behind the Sirasgaon charges.
By this point, intimate ties of kinship, marriage, and community were
thoroughly saturated with local political signification.16

The magistrate of the taluka court rejected the alibi of factionalism
and the argument that the Sirsat women were injured in a scuffle when
they tried to bring water from the village. Although the case was not reg-
istered under the Untouchability (Offences) Act, the magistrate ac-
knowledged the vulnerability of the “poor harijans” while chastising the
subinspector’s judgment: “PSI Patil had terribly erred in his duty when
he tried to shelter the accused and minimise the offense as much as pos-
sible. The high principle of social equality for the poor harijans whowere
at the mercy of the other villagers was in my [the judge’s] opinion tram-
pled upon without any regard to modesty or humanity.” The judge de-
sired to put down this “animal instinct.”17

C. J. Dighe, appellate judge of the Aurangabad District and Sessions
Court, affirmed the ruling. The accused were sentenced to forty-three
months imprisonment and a fine of Rs. 300. Vithal Amrita was to get
Rs. 1,000 in damages. Dighe accepted the fact that the social world of
Sirasgaon was casteist and that it was perfectly possible that the women
had been disciplined for a caste infraction. He argued, “Actually the pros-
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ecution need not prove anymotive.We have to look to the circumstances
and other evidence for finding the guilt.”18 Sympathetic to the Dalit
women, Dighe spent a great deal of his judgment addressing the social
conditions that made anti-Dalit violence possible:

It is said that it looks very unnatural that no person came forward and no
human being should be there to help the poor ladies. It is further said that
the case about parading the ladies is unbelievable, inasmuch as, they are
alleged to have been taken through the streets lined with number of houses
and it seems improbable that no inmate of the house not even a female one
should come forward for their rescue. The argument is worth considera-
tion. If the incident has happened, its tragic effect is heightened because no
one has dared to come forward for helping the poor women. Instead of,
therefore, coming to the conclusion that since no one came to their rescue,
the whole story is concocted, it would be better to analyse the evidence on
record . . . to find out why the bystanders could not have come ahead for
succour. It is here that the complexion of communal tension or the com-
munal aspect has to be rightly appreciated. However much one may say
that Harijans are living in cordial atmosphere, the very suggestion given
by the defence that they were subjected to attack because they used a pro-
hibited road while carrying water pots goes to give an insight into the mind
of the so called Hindus of higher strata.19

Dighe was comfortable with a general, sociological explanation of
caste crime. But how did he interpret the complex family drama that ap-
pears to have motivated the violence?Whywere the women stripped and
paraded? Dighe thought that explanation would prove difficult, but he
did propose that when Kishan spoke to Shevantibai in a suggestive fash-
ion, he “lower[ed] the prestige and status of an influential agricultural-
ist [Yedu].” Dighe added that four of the accused were “rich and in-
fluential” persons. Hewas skeptical, however, of the Dalits’ claims about
the origin of the incident:

The social conditions of the Harijans could not be said to be as yet any
way much better than what they were previously when they were called
and believed untouchables. It is not unlikely, therefore, that Yedu should
flurry up into a rage when a boy like Kishan had the audacity to enquire
with Shevantibai in a straightforward manner making humiliating sugges-
tions as to what she would feel if he were to outrage her modesty. . . . The
alleged incident with Sonabai which is denied by the defence took place
some six months back. Yedu is said to have shown her money and held her
Padar [the edge of the sari that wraps around the breasts and hangs down].
According to Sonabai and Laxmibai they complained to Shevantibai [Yedu’s
wife] who asked them not to make the matter public. One cannot say that
the thing must have happened altogether.20
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Dighe was unwilling to believe that Yedu might have harassed Sonabai,
but he was quite comfortable interpreting the transaction between Kis-
han and Shevantibai as an insult toYedu’s prestige. Imagining himself in
the prominent agriculturalist’s position of privilege allowed Dighe to in-
terpret Kishan’s actions as a challenge toYedu’s control over his wife and
to his status as an upper-caste landlord. The sessions court judge may
have professed some uncertainty about why the women were targeted
for humiliation, but there was no doubt in his mind about tensions be-
tween Harijans and Hindus in Sirasgaon. He dissociated sexual violence
from public practices of untouchability, however:

Perhaps it is possible to interpret that both the sides are not making full
breast of the previous incident if any. When one bears in mind that the
ladies were more subjected to attack and humiliation, it is not unlikely that
something connected with the females may have happened, and yet it has
not come forward before the Court in so many words, I would be blamed
for making a guess work but I am saying this only to disprove the sugges-
tion that the motive does not exist. Perhaps it has come forward in a dis-
torted manner.21

The distortion was an effect of the use and abuse of legal categories. Be-
cause they did not fit standard descriptions of caste crime—denial of ac-
cess to roads or common water taps—sexual violence and expressions
of caste masculinity were illegible as caste crime.22 Dighe applied the
“know it when I see it”model of untouchability practices. He saw clearly
that the crime was committed in order to uphold caste stigma, affirming
the commonsense understanding of the Dalit as someonewho suffers dis-
abilities because she/he is already a Dalit. As the judge noted, “It is here
that the complexion of communal tension or the communal aspect has
to be rightly appreciated.”23 He assumed the prevalence of a caste habi-
tus, and his judgment hinged on the idea of a caste mind at work.Yet the
crime against the Sirsat family was not quite a caste crime, not “in so
many words.”
What are the consequences of such reasoning? Like progressive judges,

protective laws seek to render Dalit bodies commensurable, that is, to
equalize them by redressing their stigmatized status. These efforts at com-
mensuration fail, however, because the Dalit is not only a political or ju-
ridical subject. The Dalit’s encoded identity as injured subject invokes
elements outside politics, elements of the archaic—culture or religion—
that cannot be legislated away. This creates an impasse in justice, which
is also manifest at the level of the mundane and the procedural. Its ef-
fect is a denial of justice due to the inscrutability of sexual violence and
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humiliation as caste crime. Dighe’s judgment reflects this impasse by shut-
tling between a sort of Gandhianmoral outrage for protecting poor Har-
ijans, on the one hand, and his focus on the technical and procedural
missteps of the police, on the other. Thus, when we expect a judgment
wholly based on procedural inconsistency, such as the errors of PSI Patil,
Dighe suddenly poses the problem of how to do away with the social evil
of untouchability or attempts to read motive by positing “caste mind”
at work in rural Marathwada.
In fact, PSI Patil’s missteps did become the defining feature of the case.

Though he was animated by a sense of social justice, Dighe focused his
arguments on behalf of victims confronted with an errant police ma-
chinery that colluded with the accused to produce procedural inconsis-
tencies. A half-spoken understanding of the conditions of possibility for
the Sirasgaon incident was transformed into a language of procedure
and evidence inflected bymoral outrage. Dighe’s judgment couldn’t com-
prehend sexual violation as constituting caste violence. Describing the
Sirasgaon incident as a tragedy, he addressed untouchability as a moral
rather than a political problem. As he noted, “If the incident has hap-
pened, its tragic effect is heightened because no one has come forward
for helping the poor women.”24 Condemning the immorality of strip-
ping the women obviates a political reading of the relationships of caste
privilege and patriarchy solidified through the humiliation of the women,
an important matter to which we will return.
Does the invisibility of sexual violence matter when the courts pro-

duced a progressive judgment in favor of the Sirsats? From my perspec-
tive, it does, because the unique legal status of caste crime reveals a con-
sequential bifurcation at the core of antiatrocity legislation. Anti-Dalit
violence was conceived of as socially motivated against a vulnerable col-
lective, the result of a prejudice so deep that it structured and normal-
ized everyday social relations between Dalits and caste Hindus. Legisla-
tion against anti-Dalit violence challenged such social common sense. It
was premised on the idea that law had the power to transform caste so-
ciality because it could disarticulate the violence deeply embeddedwithin
social life and bring it to the surface as “crime.” A crime, however, is ad-
judicated by individualizing victims and perpetrators and by following
through on procedures that rely on a limited range of specifiably legal
facts governed by ideas of what constitutes “good” evidence, especially
with regard tomotive. Though animated by a sense of social justice, Dighe
was constrained by these limits: he focused on how an errant police ma-
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chinery and the corruption of a PSI resulted in procedural inconsisten-
cies and injustice against the Sirsats.
Here we might note affinities between the individualizing of the court

case and the individualizing of the public scandal as shared forms of pub-
licity: in each case, publicity has the capacity to render the banal excep-
tional, thus producing an almost illicit glimpse of the order of things. Both
the court case and the public scandal individualize a stretch of human
action as out of the ordinary, yet bring to the surface the “unknownwell-
known” of ever-present deep structures of caste sociality and violation.
The difference between everyday practice and expert knowledge is not

only a difference in power, but also in perception. The contextual and
the conventional are different semiotic dimensions: the former privileges
perceptual distinctions valued in daily life, those of “common sense” or
what Bourdieu refers to as doxa; while the conventional recesses singu-
larity by privileging sequence, pattern, and regularity. The legal process
of generalizing instances of violence into types of crime also incorporates
singular acts into conventions of penal categorization.25 In “Sirasgaon,”
governmental efforts to acknowledge social reality and translate the ex-
periential everyday of caste violence into crime, was successful in gener-
ating publicity and visibility for the “new” category of caste violence.
What we recognize clearly as ritualized humiliation and public exhibi-
tion of gendered vulnerability was occluded by judicial narratives of crime
and victimhood inwhich the constitutive fact of sexual violation remained
invisible and unsayable.

performative violence at the ves

If the sexualized frames of revenge and retribution found no adequate
legal representation, could they be spoken at all? OnMay 4, 1997, I met
with one of the Sirsat women, whom I call Y. She was living outside
Sirasgaon in a government slum development where Dalit and Muslim
homes sat side by side. An RPI activist introduced me, saying that I
wanted to “discuss the incident [ghatane baddal bolayca ahe],” before
leaving us alone. Y. was astonished and repeatedly asked why I was in-
terested in something so old. How did I even know about it? When I
told her about my extended search for the legal judgments, she sat down
and looked off thoughtfully into the distance and then gestured for me
to sit.
The Sirasgaon incident remained symbolically charged, thirty years
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after the fact. Y. wouldn’t look at my face, her eyes fixed somewhere be-
yond me as she began to speak without any questions or interjections
from me. She spoke about the men who had come to the Sirsat hut, and
she pointed to her breasts and sari, saying “they removed this [he sagale
kadle],” unable to speak directly about what happened. She talked about
being dragged outside her house and through the village to the ves, her
hands gesturing wildly to the various parts of her body that had been
beaten by the men. The traumatic incident was vividly etched in the
woman’s memory, though none of her grown children knew about it.
They knew, however, that she never wanted to visit the village of Siras-
gaon and that they were also prohibited from doing so. Revisiting the in-
cident resuscitated her humiliation and,more importantly, the fear of con-
tinued reprisal. At our first meeting, she noted bitterly that many people
had come to speakwith the Sirsat womenwhen the incident first occurred,
but that there had been hell to pay after the activists left. When I visited
Y.’s home a few days later, she did not want to discuss the incident further.
As I demonstrated in chapter 5, when a political context enables vi-

olence to become a site for staging and challenging identities, such po-
litical violence can also transform context, creating and destroying
frames of intelligibility. The semantic excess of political violence reveals
and transforms symbolic formations of body, community, and history.
I attend to an aspect of “Sirasgaon” almost overlooked in court in or-
der to understand the women’s humiliation as the performative violence
of symbolic forms, where sexual humiliation represents the archaic
within modern repertoires of violence. I do so by attending to the pub-
lic exhibition of the women at the ves. By this route, we can explore the
place of sexual humiliation within a social-symbolic order without com-
promising the specific identity (and traumatic experience) of the subject
of violence.
In most villages in Marathwada, the residential area for Dalits, called

the Maharwada or Baudhwada, is usually located at the southern end of
the village, and it is almost always outside the village boundary. In Sir-
asgaon, the Maharwada abutted the southeast. A government primary
school sat along the eastern side of the village boundary, along with a
separate hand pump that was used by Mahar Dalits and other lower
castes. I gathered, on my visit to Sirasgaon, that Dalits there were not in
the habit of celebrating Ambedkar’s birthday. Nor did his bust sit next
to a figure of the Buddha, something I had come to expect from visits to
other villages.
In most of the Marathwada villages I visited during 1996–97, the ves
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was close to a temple toMaruti or Hanuman. This was usually an open-
air structure with a large stone image of Maruti installed at its center
and painted a metallic saffron or dabbed with the haldi and kumkum
(turmeric and vermilion) used for religious worship. In Sirasgaon, the
veswas located in the northwestern quadrant of the village and required
a walk through the village if one was to get to it from the Maharwada.
The Sirasgaon ves comprised two large blocks of black stone about three
feet apart. In conversation, I was told that animal sacrifices often took
place at the ves, with the meat being shared between the villagers.
The ves is a ritually charged space.According toMolesworth’sMarathi

Dictionary, the ves (f ) is “1. The gate of a village; 2. (Because it used to
be enforced by closing the gates) payment of the government revenue; 3.
A gate or door of a yard or other enclosure.” Thus, a veskar is “the per-
son appointed to keep the gate of a village. He is usually a Mahar. His
nightly patrol around the village is known as gast ghalne.” This ties the
Mahar caste to guarding the village boundary26 and presents the veskar
as the excommunicated figure who reinforces village solidarity.
The Sirasgaon incident resurrected the historically significant centrality

of the ves, a symbolic boundary that both marked off the village from
the public world and reaffirmed the Mahar’s role in consolidating vil-
lage solidarity. As the next chapter makes clear, the significance of the
Mahar veskar as a boundary-marking figure was related to memories of
a precolonial past when Mahars were sacrificed at the threshold of forts
or villages to commemorate military conquest. Parading the women
around the ves overturned this historical relationship between ves and
Mahar. If the male veskar protected the village to guarantee the normal
village order, the women’s humiliation at the ves was a sign that things
were out of place. At amoment of crisis, “tradition”was reversed.Mark-
ing the village boundary through the women’s bodies and then parading
the women around the ves in the daytime symbolically reconstituted a
threatened village solidarity and performed a collective punishment of
Dalits occasioned by improper interpenetration of the Kale and Sirsat
family dramas. An especially humiliating form of public chastisement,
the events at the ves also emasculated the men of the Sirsat family, who
were unable to protect their women.
The Sirasgaon incident challenged the traditional order. Though upper-

caste Marathas had shamed the women to reassert their hegemony, they
deserted the village when the “atrocity” became public. Everyone did.
The Sirsat family left Sirasgaon to escape the vengeance of the upper
castes. They became migrant laborers working in the sugarcane fields of
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southern Maharashtra. The involved Maratha families left the village
to live on their agricultural lands. Rather than preserving village soli-
darity at the ves, the incident transformed the social order because of its
notoriety and the involvement of the police and Dalit activists. Instead
of burying violence more deeply within a seemingly consensual structure
of upper-caste privilege and Dalit subordination, the women’s ritualized
humiliation revealed deep social cleavages and politicized violence. The
symbolic significance of the ves remained intact. However, the archaic
siting of violent humiliation brought forth a response that reveals the ef-
fects of state and Dalit politicization in altering communal solidarities.
While this understanding of the Sirasgaon spectacle reminds us of the

continued symbolization of the Dalit body through violence, it also points
beyond itself. How do gender, caste, and sexuality together structure the
inscrutability of particular forms of violence and humiliation?

caste and the sexual economy

Where society is already well-knit by other ties, marriage is an ordinary
incident of life. But where society is cut asunder, marriage as a binding
force becomes a matter of urgent necessity. The real remedy for breaking
Caste is inter-marriage. Nothing else will serve as the solvent of Caste.

B.R. Ambedkar, The Annihilation of Caste, in BAWS, vol. 1, 67

In arguing that intercaste marriage could eradicate caste, B.R. Ambed-
kar highlighted the critical role of female sexuality in the reproduction
of caste.27 In addition to the ban on intercaste marriage, sati (enforced
widowhood) and childmarriage regulated the lives of upper-caste women,
all mechanisms Ambedkar thought maintained the ratio between men
and women by ridding the system of “surplus” women. The structural
functionalism of Ambedkar’s early account of caste and sexuality not-
withstanding, he saw that caste power was gendered and he addressed
how sexual regulation reproduced caste relations. His profound invest-
ment in the Hindu Code Bill reflects Ambedkar’s long-held views of the
constitutive relationship between caste and sexual regulation. The call
for intercaste marriage was an effort to reconceive the relationship be-
tween Hindu marriage and the caste order. It remains a radical inter-
vention to this day.28 Marriage was a hinge, articulating the social and
sexual orders, but it also regulated sexuality through caste norms. Inter-
caste marriages were intrinsically political acts because they acknowl-
edged desire between castes. Unlike informal sexual relations againstwhich
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Dalit activists had virulently campaigned, intercaste marriage was a sanc-
tioned transgression.
Ambedkar’s commitment to defining intercaste marriages as Hindu

marriages, instead of as civil marriages registered under the Special Mar-
riages Act, is significant. He envisioned that by breaking the association
of womenwith the reproduction of caste community, intercaste marriage
would annihilate caste distinctions. We can appreciate the strategic sig-
nificance of keeping intercaste marriage asHindumarriage when we rec-
ognize that intercaste marriage asserted the sanctity of marriage as a so-
cial form, but recalibrated the relationship between caste and gender from
within the institution of marriage. Intercaste marriage would annihilate
caste by rewriting the sexual contract.
The legacy of anticaste critique is heterogeneous and discontinuous: it

contains critical as well as status quo perspectives on gender and sexual-
ity. Despite Ambedkar’s perspicacious discussion of the relationship be-
tween caste and sexuality, he also largely conceived the Dalit political sub-
ject as male. Female persons played important roles in political action and
collective protest to be sure, but they were also held to bourgeois concep-
tions of respectability and female propriety.29 The history of Dalit eman-
cipation charted in this book addresses caste masculinity as a neglected is-
sue, one pursued in powerful critiques by Dalit feminists today.30 In
chapter 1, however, I cautioned against assimilating this critique into ex-
isting paradigms of the feminist subject. As a consequence of appropriat-
ing colonial-Brahminical paradigms of autonomy and self-sovereignty that
assumed an upper-caste,male subject of rights, Dalit and non-Brahmin po-
litical subject-formation predicated the upwardmobility ofDalit and lower-
castemenon the reformof family and of female subjects.Thus,Ambedkar’s
critique of caste and gender regulation, while it focused on the reproduc-
tion of upper-caste male privilege through the control of gendered bodies,
also has important implications for challenging the historical association
of gender controlwith community identity. Rather than proposing amodel
of female enfranchisement that posits the political rights of women against
the authority of community—the general model of female suffrage—
Ambedkar suggests amechanism to dissolve the identity of “community”
through intercaste marriage and thus secure the sexual rights of women as
political rights. Ambedkar’s focus on intercaste marriage is a foil against
which to reconsider the sexual reproduction of caste power.
Upper-caste women were prominently regulated. What happened,

however, to Dalit and lower-caste women who were not governed by rit-
ually prescribed forms of social death and corporal violence? By what
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mechanisms were they disciplined? Dalit and lower-caste women have
long suffered sexual violation as caste exploitation and forced sexual la-
bor. As a Satnami (Chamar) said, “The upper castes would not touch us.
They would never eat with us. But they were always ready to fornicate.
For ‘doing it’ our women were not untouchable. . . . Even after licking
the private parts of Satnami women, they would not lose their purity.”31

In fact, sexual violence performed a pedagogical function in socializing
men and women, Dalit and caste Hindu alike, into caste norms. The
specific relationship of stigmatized existence with sexed subjectivity ac-
centuates the consistent illegibility of sexual violence as caste violence, even
as it renders sexual violation a definitive aspect of gendered Dalit per-
sonhood. The paradox of sexual violation as constitutive of female iden-
tity and invisible to categorization is precisely what makes the Sirasgaon
case so troubling. This is reflected in the event’s performed specificity—
the stripping and parading of Dalit women at the ves—together with its
generic banality—another case of violence against women. One way to
address the paradox is to examine the sexual economy of caste as a specific
instance of the sexual contract.
The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss famously argued that mar-

riage lay at the interface of nature and culture and that it was animated
by the logic of gift exchange, which produced a traffic in women between
wife givers and wife takers: social status derived from sexual commerce.
In traditional studies of kinship, the incest taboo is the origin of per-
missible sex, while sexual exchange produces social intimacy between
strangers. As feminist critics of Lévi-Strauss have noted, the mythic char-
ter for the emergence of sexual/social order inWestern societies, theOedi-
pus myth, is a narrative of family violence through which the narrative
of subject-formation and sexual difference are conjoint. For instance in
the classic Freudian reading, the man’s desire for the mother also pro-
pels identification (and conflict) with the father. Meanwhile, the lack of
the penis and desire for the father force the daughter to accommodate
herself to “lesser rights” from childhood. Jacques Lacan’s argument that
language is structured by desire and lack, and by the symbolic order of
law, rendered virtual what in Freud remained a set of associations be-
tween biological difference and sexed subjectivity. This allows us to see
that the Freudian family drama is less a literal description of existing con-
ditions than the staging of a paradigmatic moment when nature is trans-
formed into culture, a thought experiment through which Western soci-
eties produce a narrative about sociosexual order. One can remain
agnostic, even critical about the implied universality of this form, while
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simultaneously acknowledging themodel’s power to connect sexual sub-
ordination with heterosexual desire.32 One may also note that unlike—
and in opposition to—commodity exchange, sexual exchange is typically
read in two ways, as prepolitical and as inaugurating political society.
Kinship is understood to be the chronologically anterior, primitive ver-
sion of political citizenship.33

Of what use are theories of the relationship between sexual exchange
and social formation in addressing the specific economy of caste? Caste
is the effect of sexual regulation. Therefore, sexual relationships within
and between caste communities are a nodal point through which caste
supremacy is reproduced or challenged. Sexual desire and violence across
caste is the constitutive outside to the regulatory order of caste and kin-
ship. Thus the sexual economy of caste is complex: it prohibits all men
from viewing all women as potential sexual partners, but also gives up-
per-caste men the right to enjoy Dalit and lower-caste women. Indeed,
knowledge of this is a public secret, normalized as privilege by the up-
per castes and experienced as a shameful secret by its victims. Sexual vi-
olence is a negative but necessary effect of ideas regarding caste purity
and social respectability that regulate the normative caste order. This is
because caste hegemony is secured in two ways: by regulating caste re-
spectability and by justifying flagrant transgression as a form of upper-
caste privilege. The doubled economy of caste is at work in the exchange
of womenwithin the caste community and in an informal circuit of sexual
liason with women seen as always-already amenable to sexual violation
as a right. The putatively closed circuit of marriage and respectability is
thus destabilized by this “other” economy of sexual violation/pleasure
that equates caste privilege with the availability of lower-caste women
as upper-caste property.34 Although marriage regulates caste purity to
some degree, the sexual economy of caste is intrinsically unstable. The
problematic permeability of violence and desire, of rape and marriage,
intimates that sexual violence is caste violence because it operates as the
prerogative of upper caste men.35

The brutal violence against Dalit men accused of desiring upper-caste
women further illuminates the double jeopardy of sexual violence as caste
violence. If Dalits’ political awareness has intensified caste conflict, the ad-
judication of the Sirasgaon incident suggests that a crucial but invisible
consequence of Dalit politicization is that the desire for upward mobil-
ity was recast as a desire for sexual access to upper-caste women. Siras-
gaon reenacted an archaic form of punishment for two small acts of re-
sistance perceived as political challenges: Kishan’s conversation with
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Shevantibai, perceived as an insult to Yedu, and the Sirsat women’s ef-
forts to inform Shevantibai of her husband’s misbehavior. In addition to
everything else, exhibiting the women to Shevantibai reaffirmed the sanc-
tity of upper-caste women as caste property, out of bounds to Dalit and
lower-caste men. Just the hint of transgressive desire was catastrophic;
it became an alibi for anti-Dalit violence.
The pernicious euphemization of sexual violence as a form of upper-

caste, male desire also permits upper castes to imagine that fantasies of
sexual possession, or of sexual violation of upper-caste women, are im-
portant vectors for consolidating Dalit caste masculinity. Remaining ag-
nostic about the veracity of this assumption, I suggest, rather, that the
perverse logic of caste’s sexual economy is such that the violation of Dalit
women as a matter of right and the violent disciplining of Dalit men are
two sides of the same coin. As the Sirasgaon incident reveals, both are
acts of sexual violence and indices of caste power. This duplicity of caste
and sex makes apparent why the specificity of sexual violence is so often
lost when it is redefined as caste violence, and why a feminist focus on
sexual violence tends to ignore its specificity as violence against Dalit
women. When sexed subjectivity is joined with stigmatized existence,
sexual violence becomes existentially overdetermined and legally inscrut-
able. We can see below an illustration of the manner in which ideas of
personhood and of property can be perverted by violence against Dalit
women to reaffirm their identity as Dalit and as Dalit women. My aim
here is to reflect on how a more generic set of arguments about sexual
subordination might be operationalized to reflect the specific experience
of Dalit women, who are marked by the disabilities of caste and gender.

Ideologies of Dalit Ideologies of
accumulation women caste purity

Dalit women’s sexuality The Dalit body signifies a
is appropriated as the site of potential recurrent
property of upper-caste violation—a permeability
men; sexual dispossession to intimate violence that
becomes an exceptional constitutes sexed
instance of the generic subjectivity—because the
form of deprivation invisibility of normalized
defining the Dalit family. violence arises from its

redefinition as upper-caste
power.
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after sirasgaon: sexual violence as caste violence

Despite its scandalous existence as an exceptional event, “Sirasgaon”was
not an anomaly.More recent examples of sexual violence show howdom-
inant structures of sexuality and caste sociality—the structuring vio-
lence of caste—continue to be exposed in spectacles of violence. More
poignantly, they remind us that violence can be reintegrated into social
life even in the face of redress and more developed state discourses of
“atrocity” than existed in 1963.
The ghastliest incidence of sexual violence in Maharashtra to date is

perhaps the massacre of September 29, 2006, in the village of Khairlanji,
Bhandara district. The incident began as a land grab by local agricul-
turalists—of the five acres the Dalit family owned, two acres had been
taken over to make way for a road, and the remaining three were in dan-
ger of expropriation. It ended with the mutilation and rape of forty-four-
year-old Surekha Bhotmange and her teenaged student daughter, Pri-
yanka, and the brutal murder of Surekha’s two sons, Roshan and Sudhir,
aged nineteen and twenty-one. Again, Khairlanji highlights the paradox-
ical centrality of sexual violation as a mechanism of caste embodiment
as well as the necessity of understanding the specificity of sexual viola-
tion through the signifying structures of Dalit stigma. Indeed the event
addresses the complex materiality of violence as a political form and a
perverse instance of (caste) intimacy.
By all accounts, the Bhotmanges were an upwardly mobile Dalit fam-

ily. Priyanka was a school topper studying political science and sociol-
ogy, and one of her brothers was a college graduate; both he and his vi-
sually impaired brother earned extra money by working as laborers.
Surekha challenged the initial land grab with the help of a cousin. When
he was attacked, Surekha identified the attackers and had them arrested.
Sadly, these were the same men who returned with others to massacre
the Bhotmange family. The family was paraded naked, beaten, stoned,
sexually abused, and then murdered by a group of men from the kunbi
and kalar agricultural castes. Surekha and her daughter Priyanka were
bitten, beaten black and blue, and gang-raped in full public view for an
hour before they died. Iron rods and sticks were later inserted in their
genitalia. The private parts and faces of the young men were disfigured.
“When the dusk had settled, four bodies of this dalit family lay strewn
at the village choupal [square], with the killers pumping their fists and
still kicking the bodies.The ragewas not over. Some angrymen even raped
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the badly mutilated corpses of the two women.”36 The bodies were later
scattered at the periphery of the village.
It took more than a month for the news to spread. Internet discussion

groups in the so-called Dalit blogosphere played a vital role. Web ver-
sions of the event circulated far and wide, as did photographs of the mu-
tilated bodies of the victims, compensating for the lack of coverage by
mainstream news media. Dalit and grassroots organizations such as the
Ambedkar Centre for Justice and Peace and the Vidarbha Jan Andolan
Samiti filed petitions with the government. By November, photographs
of the victims’ bodies were pasted on the walls of Dalit bastis (residen-
tial areas),and large rallies were held in Bhandara, Nagpur, Aurangabad,
and Pune. Women’s groups staged major rallies, and women came out
in large numbers to protest. Police beat protesters and opened fire on
crowds at these rallies and killed at least one person in Amravati. Dalit
politicians were severely criticized for failing to intervene and seek jus-
tice for Dalit victims.37 What came to light were police cover-up, bu-
reaucratic mishandling, and utter disregard for justice for the victims.38

Ultimately, all the eleven accused received bail on December 30, 2006,
and three of them were acquitted on September 15, 2008. None were
prosecuted under the POA Act.39

This time around two things were distinctive: the inaction of the Dal-
its associatedwithmainstream political parties, and the follow-up to anti-
Dalit violence by the counterviolence of Dalits. Media exposure of the
Khairlanji incident was closely followed by news that a statue of B.R.
Ambedkar had been desecrated in Kanpur, in Uttar Pradesh, which pro-
voked retaliatory violence inMumbai and elsewhere inMaharashtra.We
have seen already that Ambedkar images have played a crucial role in
the constitution of a Dalit popular. At stake has been Ambedkar’s sin-
gular individuality, the agentive power of self-determination to remake
the Dalit self and thereby challenge the social invisibility and humilia-
tion to which the community was relegated. Though Ambedkar statues
are a social fact in almost every village in Maharashtra, the erection of
statues in other parts of the country is more recent. In 1997 alone, fif-
teen thousand statues of Ambedkar were installed across Uttar Pradesh,
provoking widespread conflict with caste Hindus who saw this as a chal-
lenge to their hegemony. Thus it is not important whether the Kanpur
statue’s desecration was indeed the cause of Dalit counterviolence. More
significant is the statues’ role as symbolic currency in the resignification
of public space.
Dalit rage was described in a number of ways as it reverberated across
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state borders: as a response to the statue’s desecration in far-away Kan-
pur; as retaliation for Khairlanji; and finally, as a symptomofDalits’ deep-
rooted anger against an irresponsible and uncaring state. Dalit militancy
was transformed from remaking the Dalit self to destroying the images
and institutions of caste exclusion: protestors burnt the famous Deccan
Queen, the Mumbai-Pune express train that ferries white-collar work-
ers between the two cities and is a symbol of bourgeois, upper-caste re-
spectability; suburban trains were burnt, as were a hundred buses; and
there was stone-throwing in cities across the state. That violence was soon
followed by an important commemorative event, the fiftieth anniversary
of Ambedkar’s death. Each anniversary is typically observed in Mumbai
on December 6 by up to a million people: many travel ticketless or walk
for hundreds of miles, braving hardship and hunger. The event is known
for the highly disciplined crowds who visit the consecrated ground, the
chaitya bhoomi, in Babasaheb’s memory.
The portrayal of Dalit rage at this time is significant. The Maharash-

tra state government showed its deep ignorance about the solemnity of
this occasion for Dalits across the country and anticipated further vio-
lence on that day. Though nothing happened, fear of a violent Dalit mob
was fueled by newsmedia: they predicted a siege of the city, warning that
Mumbai residents could be potential victims of Dalit unruliness and ran-
dom acts of violence. For Dalits, Khairlanji “was the end of imagina-
tion,” as one activist put it—an apocalyptic event without any adequate
frame of representation.40 For the state machinery, however, the violence
of Khairlanji was quickly replaced by the threat of Dalit counterviolence.
Sexual violence, the desecration of a statue, Dalit counterviolence, and
political commemoration produced a field of signification animated by
acts of (symbolic) substitution and overdetermination.
Along with the power of violent reciprocity came heightened sensi-

tivity to sexual violence against Dalit women. By the 1990s, Dalit femi-
nists were arguing that it was impossible to understand the sexual viola-
tion of Dalit women except as a recurrent stigmatization of Dalits. They
challenged upper-caste feminists for ignorning the central role of caste
in regulating female sexuality and sexual access.41 Sexual violence had
thus attained semiotic density as a distinguishing feature of caste violence
and a sign of its discursive centrality in framing Dalit identity, even when
the meaning and interpretation of violence differed from victims to per-
petrators. The violent excess of the Bhotmages’ murder and the ritual
desecration constituted caste punishment through the symbolic degra-
dation of gendered Dalit bodies.
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In attributing to violence a purely instrumental or utilitarian function—
seeing it as a reaction to Dalit economic mobility or political mobiliza-
tion of Dalits—we ignore the fact that violence continues regardless of
efficacy because it is also pedagogical instruction in a symbolic order ob-
scured by modern state forms and discourses. The brutal ritual desecra-
tion of the gendered Dalit body is a technology of violence that resur-
rects archaic forms of sexual violence and punishment in direct proportion
to the politicization of Dalits. From Sirasgaon to Khairlanji then, the state
action of defining the vulnerable Dalit subject and outlawing her viola-
tion has been met by counterresponse on the “creative” semiotic ground
of violation and violence that relocates struggles over Dalit identity to
streets, homes, and to spaces otherwise invisible to the state’s modern,
nonarchaic glance. From “Sirasgaon,” an early atrocity in which the le-
gal armature to name, contain, and control the field of popular repre-
sentation was nascent, to this more recent case governed by the 1989
Prevention of Atrocities Act, the extremity of violence suggests that its
symbolic significance and semiotic density are deepened as a consequence
of the politicization of violence.42
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chapter 7

Death of a Kotwal
The Violence of Recognition

On August 17, 1991, Ambadas Sawane, a kotwal in the village of Pim-
pri Deshmukh in Parbhani district, Maharashtra, was bludgeoned to
death on the steps of aHanuman temple.1As police investigated, activists
from political parties, from the Shiv Sena to Congress to the RPI, state
government functionaries, and village locals produced their own con-
tentious and often conflicting readings of the murder. All had one point
in common: everyone agreed Sawane was killed because he was a Dalit.
The brutality of the murder and its symbolic resonance with earlier in-
stances of mandir pravesh (temple entry) generated a great deal of pub-
licity. It was the first case in Maharashtra to be judged under the Pre-
vention ofAtrocities Act of 1989, which prescribes stringent punishment
for caste violence.
In his judgment, delivered at the Parbhani Sessions Court, Justice Ad-

harkar held that Sawane was the victim of a caste crime. Even though
the immediate motive for the murder appeared to be upper-caste retali-
ation for Sawane’s “desecration” of their Hanuman temple, Adharkar
focused instead on Sawane’s attempts to install an Ambedkar statue in
the village, drawing attention to how Dalit politicization had affected
the context of caste sociality. Out of ten accused, Adharkar found five
individuals guilty of bludgeoning Sawane to death. He let them off lightly
and argued that intent to murder could not be established. Of the five
men acquitted, two were state functionaries charged with protecting cit-
izens: the police patil (head of village police), Kishore Marathe, was ac-

241



cused of inciting the violence, and the sarpanch (elected village head) was
accused of being negligent in his duties.
My analysis of caste atrocity comprises two arguments. First, the fail-

ure of justice derives not solely from the monumental problems of im-
plementation, but also from the understanding of vulnerable personhood
that drives exceptional laws, that is, from the fact that Dalit equality is
set up to operate through legal exceptionalism.2 Second, we can best make
sense of the violence surrounding this exceptional subject by addressing
the displacements between law, politics, and everyday life that make a
violent act, an atrocity, the occasion for further politicization.
As we saw in chapter 4, the law produces objectified categories that

are contested and thrown back into the legal arena in a cycle of exchange
that grounds acts of recognition. To examine Sawane’s murder and the
publicity, trial, and judgment that followed is to address this meeting of
progressive laws and local caste relationships, to show how juridical as-
sumptions about Dalit vulnerability are refracted through political strug-
gles that can unsettle the contexts and conventions of a caste civility cre-
ated in the governmental imagination. The first zone of contact in the
Sawane case was the policing function.

police procedure, publicity, and political violence

Unlike the Sirsat case in Sirasgaon, Sawane’s murder from the start pre-
sented inescapable political implications within a milieu of increasingly
confident Dalit political assertion. Like Sirasgaon, this case engaged the
bifurcated nature of antiatrocity legislation that, on one hand, recognized
anti-Dalit violence as springing from a prejudice so deep that it struc-
tured and normalized everyday social relations and, on the other hand,
proposed to disarticulate such deeply embedded violence simply by re-
defining habituated actions as crimes. Communicative technologies such
as police wireless (radio) records make visible an informational grid,
a structure of publicity and internal communication that included dis-
cussion within the chain of command, responses to government func-
tionaries in Bombay, and negotiations with political activists and the
media that trace how the police developed the case.
On the night of August 16, Sawane’s family found him lying in a pool

of blood outside the temple. His brother Kachru took him to the police
outpost at Tadkalas by bullock cart. A police constable then took Sawane
to the PrimaryHealth Centre, which referred him to Parbhani’s Civil Hos-
pital, where he died soon after arrival. The next day, Kachru filed a First
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Information Report that was critical in bringing the murder to the at-
tention of the authorities.3As a result, five men were taken into custody.
Two were Marathas and three were Malis. According to a September is-
sue of the Marathi newspaper Loksatta, all five accused were identified
as Shiv Sena activists.
The police investigation began after Sawane’s bodywas brought home

the next day, on August 17. Due to the severity of the crime, Subdivi-
sional Police Officer (SDPO)Gopalshetty accompanied PSI Kolhapurkar
to conduct the police interrogation. They interviewed key witnesses:
Sawane’s father, his brother, a neighbor, his wife Rukminibai, and a
cousin. The accused men from the Maratha and Mali castes were then
taken into custody. By August 19, Sawane’s death was recorded by the
PSI under Section 302 of the Indian Penal Code (attempt to murder) and
linked to Section 3(x) of the Protection of Civil Rights Act of 1976. The
addition of the PCRAct’s Section 3(x) was mandatory and signaled that
the case merited extra care as an atrocity.
Unfortunately, bothGopalshetty andKolhapurkar were found to have

sabotaged the investigation by withholding crucial local knowledge. In
a public statement to the press, Gopalshetty had purposefully downplayed
the overdetermined symbology of Dalit homicide on the temple steps.
This was noted in this police wireless record of August 19:

7. SDPO from Sailu, S. B. Gopalshetty investigated the offence. After visit
Gopalshetty saw me, and told me that the incident was not an outcome of
casteism but it took place all of a sudden. Gopalshetty also issued a press
release which states that he met the witnesses, majority of whom were from
Hindu community and that according to them, the incident took place all
of a sudden and there is no communal past history to the village. The press
note further states that the incident took place due to misunderstanding
which resulted in exchange of hot words followed by attack on the kotwal
by the aforesaid five accused, injuring him seriously. . . .
8. I feel that . . . [the SDPO] did hurry in issuing the press note which

was contrary to the very contents of the FIR and also to the facts subse-
quently revealed during investigation. It was because of this press note
that the Department and also the Govt. of Maharashtra were put in embar-
rassing position. Not only this, but it resulted in unnecessary criticism by
press and various political leaders that the police was partial and hiding
the truth. From a bare read of the press note, it would be seen that the
contents of para. 1 indicate that the incident of assault/murder took place
due to temple-entry by a Mahar, i.e., Dalit, whereas para. 2 of the note
speaks out all together different story that the incident took place all of
a sudden due to misunderstanding. . . .
On the spot enquiry revealed that Gopalshetty did not place true picture
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of the incident before me . . . he admitted to not have stated the facts of
temple entry by a Mahar kotwal resulting in his murder by caste Hindus
[with] an intention of avoiding likely flaming of communal atmosphere and
its repercussions.4

Gopalshetty told his superior, the superintendent of police inAurangabad,
that drawing attention to Sawane’s homicide as a caste crimewould have
politicized the police investigation. Instead, he had tried to protect al-
ready fragile social relations in Pimpri Deshmukh. Ironically, Gopal-
shetty’s own problematic public statement brought unwelcome attention
to police practices. The news-reading public would have missed neither
Sawane’s identity as a Dalit nor the bizarre circumstances of his death.
The press report implicated Gopalshetty, but it also placed the police in-
vestigation in a climate of suspicion. Together with this, there emerged
evidence of complicity between police and a key accused, the police patil,
Kishore Marathe.
SDPO Parab, who replaced Gopalshetty, conducted a new investiga-

tion into the homicide fromAugust 28 toOctober 28, 1991. Hemet with
witnesses who said that Kishore Marathe had incited the villagers to kill
Sawane.According to them,Marathe remained near Sawane and refused
to send for help once he was badly wounded. Sawane’s father said that
when he asked the police patil for help, Marathe sneered, “Why don’t
you take him home?” Sawane’s father also gave evidence that Sawane
had told him, “They have killed me, Bapu,” and revealed the names of
his killers, including Marathe.5 Parab’s investigation cast doubt on PSI
Kolhapurkar’s earlier investigation and suggested police negligence. An
added irony was that Sawane was himself a kotwal, a low-level village
police functionary. InMaharashtra, kotwalswere drawn from theMahar
community, adding to their ritual function as veskars who had the duty
of patrolling the village at night. Here, the police patil was implicated
in Sawane’s murder and later found to have used his position to protect
himself from prosecution.6 If Sawane’s murder was politically motivated,
then why did the police patil have such animus against him? More sig-
nificantly, how did such deeply consequential lapses by local police come
to light at all?
As we shall see, the contest over how to frame Sawane’s murder was

both an internal issue between government officers and an external bat-
tle of publicity. The local police stationed at the police outpost in Tad-
kalas reported to the SP inAurangabad.However, caste and gender crimes
were also monitored by the PCR Cell formed in 1988 and headed by a
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deputy inspector general of police (DIGP) sitting at theMaharashtra State
Police Headquarters in Bombay. Sawane’s homicide was overseen by the
PCRCell in Bombay, in addition to local police. OnAugust 28, the DIGP
sent a wireless to the superintendent in Aurangabad, saying: “One
Kachru Sahebarao Sawane, brother of the deceased, was brought byVivek
Pandit [an activist] who says that the Police Patil of the village is the main
accused in this case but is not shown as the accused. Similarly the hari-
jans were not allowed to enter the said temple.”7Another wireless of Au-
gust 30 repeated this information and asked for a detailed report of the
incident.
Such communication indicated a diverse and diffuse field of public-

ity adjacent to the police chain of command. There was a complex cir-
cuitry of debate, negotiation, and compromise among different depart-
ments of state and national government, and contingent responses to
external political pressure. Bombay headquarters was under scrutiny from
a host of interested parties: media, political activists, party leaders, non-
governmental organizations, members of the Legislative Assembly, and
government functionaries (including from the National Commission for
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, from the state and central gov-
ernment’s Social Welfare Ministry, and from Maharashtra’s Home De-
partment). Local police might have been driven by the dictates of local
relations of power and their own position within a caste habitus inimi-
cal to Dalits. Starting at the level of activists and local political leaders,
however, publicity could unsettle this enclosed world of police investi-
gation. Responses by Bombay and local police illustrate multiple inter-
ests and pressures refracted through the police hierarchy.8 The schisms
reveal how contentious the categorization of Sawane’s murder had be-
come, but they also illuminate how such fissures enabled a productive
space for political negotiation that engaged different strata of the state.
Debate among state functionaries and external political pressure pro-

duced this field of publicity. Police wireless reports were a crucial con-
duit. Their status as confidential communication offers us entry into the
conflictual workings of the state apparatus and access to the politicized
nature of bureaucratic knowledge. Together and separately, directives
from police superiors and communication from local police illuminate
“new” demands on the police to make caste crime visible. Thus, we see
repeated demands from Bombay for SP Parbhani to provide details of
the incident. “I contacted SP on phone yesterday and asked him as to
why he has not sent the copies of his reports to me so far. He regretted
and said he forgot to endorse a copy of his report to the DIG-PCR. Even
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now his report is not received.”9 These transactions show how proce-
dural discussions either foreground or ignore the caste dimension of the
killing, depending on political pressures exerted on the police. Insofar as
wireless reports negotiate this wider social space, they make it apparent
that the outcomes of state intervention were contingent products of de-
bate and negotiation between apparatuses of state with divergent, often
contradictory, interests.
Even though the police wireless records were constituted as a form of

secret communication internal to the police, the information transmit-
ted through these channels was susceptible to the broader worlds of jour-
nalistic publicity, rumor, and political activism. A brief exploration of
this other circuit sheds light on how the wireless records articulated with,
and inflected, police work.
Local police in Pimpri Deshmukh had come up with six potential

“causes” for Sawane’s murder in the course of their on-the-spot inquiry
and witness testimony. These were:

1. something vague and ambiguous called “tradition,” which
explained why Dalits could not enter the temple and had to
stand at the steps to take darshan;

2. Sawane’s involvement in attempts to install a statue of Ambed-
kar in the village;

3. Sawane’s consumption of large quantities of alcohol, which
made him loquacious and gave him the courage to enter the
temple and abuse the caste Hindus assembled there [the autopsy
found no alcohol in his blood];

4. assertions of an “illicit relation” between Sawane and a woman
from Pimpri Deshmukh, which led to a fatal assault on Sawane
by the woman’s two brothers;

5. Sawane’s reported abuse of Maratha villagers, including the
police patil’s wife;

6. a preplanned human sacrifice.

This set of motives constructed by local police took village rumors at face
value and initially gave all possibilities equal weight. They meshed with
various newspaper statements by political party leaders and with popu-
lar rumor regarding the event. For instance, Advocate Shri Bobde (a Shiv
Sena member of the Maharashtra Legislative Assembly) suggested that
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Sawane was killed due to an illicit love affair. In an interview with The
Indian Express, Dalit Panther leader Rameshbhai Pandagale suggested
human sacrifice, a view seconded by his colleague and Panther leader Gan-
gadhar Gade in theMaharashtra Times on September 4.Dainik Prabha
and The Indian Express published a story about the Ambedkar statue on
September 1 and 5, respectively. DevidasYashwant Deshmukh, who held
a liquor license, came forward to say that he had served Sawane alcohol
twice. Vishwanath Ganpath Dukre, participating in bhajans (Hindu de-
votional songs), noted that Sawane had been abusing Marathas in filthy
language and had also insulted the patil’s wife.10 Such motives began to
locate Sawane’s murder, for police and the public, in a context of caste
and sexual enmity in a village that had been classified as “sensitive” by
the Central Department of Intelligence.11 As the police negotiated the
thickets of rumor and publicity, their initial suggestions about localized
political enmity were reinterpreted.
SDPO Parab, who took over the investigation ten days after Sawane’s

murder, focused on the location of Sawane’s murder on the temple steps.
His report noted:

Dalits in the village even now do not enter the temple. If they want to wor-
ship or to take “Darshan” they offer it from the footsteps of the temple
from the outside. It was raining in the village on the fatal night. Kotwal
Ambadas according to the F.I.R lodged by his brother Kachru Sahebrao
Sawane at P.S. Tadkalas on August 17 at 0700 hours was taking round
as per the directions of Police Patil Kishore Marathe. When he reached in
front of temple, he had to take shelter from rains inside the temple. Since
he entered the sanctum of the temple the people gathered there for singing
“Bhajan” got annoyed. Heated arguments were exchanged between kotwal
Sawane and these villagers. . . .
According to the complainant Kachru Sahebrao Sawane b/o [brother of ]

the victim, he . . . heard cries of Ambadas, the victim, at about 1030 p.m.
near Hanuman temple. Hence, they rushed there and saw aforesaid per-
sons attacking Ambadas with lathis [thick wooden staffs] and stones. Out
of fear they ran towards their house and informed of the incident to the
father . . . [they] went to the spot and found Ambadas lying unconscious
in a pool of blood near footsteps of the temple. . . .
It may be mentioned that the accused were saying that Ambadas Mahar

entered into their temple and hence they were beating.12

This wireless report sheds light on local social reasoning. It centered
attention on the spectacular circumstances of Sawane’a murder on the
steps of a temple, allegedly due to temple entry. It highlighted Sawane’s
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entry as a transgressive act—“since he entered the sanctum of the tem-
ple the people . . . got annoyed.” It also offered an upper-caste villager’s
perspective on why violence ensued—“Ambadas Mahar entered into
their temple hence they were beating.” Finally, the report drew attention
to local caste etiquette that called for Dalits to worship “from the foot-
steps of the temple from the outside.” Thus, SDPO Parab presented
Sawane’s entry into the Hanuman temple as a sacrilegious act that led to
his murder.
Where the Parbhani wireless report suggests that Sawane’s murder

should be seen as a ritualized observance of untouchability, the Bombay
PCR Cell consistently demanded a more political reading of the murder.
Officials in Bombay at the top of the chain of command were the ones
who interpreted “local” information and concluded that Sawane’s death
was a caste crime. They were aided in this by newspaper reports of a long-
standing political conflict in the village between Sawane, who wanted to
install anAmbedkar statue in the village, and those who resisted this act.13

In response to anAugust 20 query about the feud from the DIGP in Bom-
bay, a wireless reply was sent from the subdivisional police officer in Par-
bhani to bothAurangabad and Bombay: “1)No previous dispute between
the parties until incident 2) The facts came to be known to the police
after the incident 3) The incident took place suddenly hence no preven-
tive action taken in the matter [number 3 is underlined].” Handwritten
at the top of the transmission is, “How does the SP say that this hap-
pened suddenly. Ask the SP for detailed report with a special messenger
at once.”14

This exchange between the DIGP and local police in Parbhani further
compromised representations of the event.15 The PCR Cell in Bombay
countered that it was unlikely that the murder had taken place suddenly
andwrote to the SP inAurangabad again, onAugust 30, askingwhy Bom-
bay had not received a detailed report, especially when the murder ap-
peared to be an instance of anti-Dalit violence.16

As the wireless communication between Bombay andAurangabad ac-
celerated, pressure on the police investigation in Parbhani also increased:
what was the cause of Sawane’s murder? The response to a report of
August 30, 1991, titled “Incident of murder of a kotwal belonging to a
backward community in Parbhani District,” sent to the additional chief
secretary of the Home Department, state of Maharashtra, by the addi-
tional director general of police (Law and Order) was harsh. In a series
of handwritten notes on the margin of this report, the Home Depart-
ment commented:
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1) Press note seems to have been clumsily prepared, and contains material
that need not have been there

2) No indication whether deceased had taken a leading part in installa-
tion of Ambedkar bust and whether this was resented by caste Hindus

3) Whether such resentment manifested into altercations, or otherwise
generated tension

4) Were office bearers like sarpanch, police patil, etc. involved?
5) When was village last visited and didn’t police official come to know

of differences/tensions
6) SP’s comment that the incident blew up after 10 days—apparently

there was some whispering campaign from both sides17

Like the newspaper reports castigating police mishandling of the case,
the handwritten notes of the chief secretary, HomeDepartment, changed
the course of the inquiry. It counterposed Sawane’s death on the steps
of the temple against accounts of his political activism. Sawane’s attempt
to install an Ambedkar statue in the village now became a crucial piece
of information that began to transform this case into an act of symbolic-
political violence and atrocity. Significantly, the note addressed the lo-
cal political context in Pimpri Deshmukh instead of focusing on Sawane’s
murder near the temple. Were the police patil and sarpanch involved?
When was the village last visited? Political pressure and publicity lifted
Sawane’s murder from a purely localized context, reframing it as a more
representative form of political violence, with the installation of the
Ambedkar statue becoming the dominant explanation for Sawane’s
murder.
The national commissioner of SCs and STs, Ram Dhan, was the per-

son most responsible for arguing that the atrocity was an act of political
violence. He wrote to Chief Minister Sudhakarrao Naik about a Sep-
tember 3 visit he had made to Pimpri Deshmukh, and noted: “A sensa-
tional news item appeared in the Times of India dated 28–8-91 to the
effect that a Scheduled Caste (Mahar) Police Kotwal of village Pimpri
Deshmukh in Parbhani district was stoned to death by upper-caste resi-
dents on 16–8-91 for standing on the steps of a Hanuman temple in the
village. That such an incident should have taken place in the year of the
birth centenary of Dr. BabasahebAmbedkar is amatter of extreme shame
to the Indian society.”18 Ram Dhan pressed the significance of Sawane’s
murder on theHanuman temple steps and explained it as the consequence
of Sawane’s position as “a young and upcoming leader of theMahars.”19

He noted Sawane’s foiled attempts to install a statue of Ambedkar on
village land and associated that with his murder.
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Newspapers picked up on this association between political militancy
and the symbolic charge of Sawane’s murder on the temple steps. The
Indian Express reported that caste Hindus had stopped a procession cel-
ebrating Ambedkar’s birthday on April 14 and noted that the sarpanch
had prevented the installation of an Ambedkar statue in the village, even
though Sawane had collected money for that purpose.20 Political parties
got involved. The Bharatiya Janata Party led a delegation to the chief
minister’s office to press him to visit the village, while the Republican
Party of India (Athavale faction) staged a demonstration in front of the
district collectorate in early September.
If the state government consistently downplayed theAmbedkar statue,

Ram Dhan worked to publicize the murder as a caste atrocity, framed as
retribution for Dalits’ political self-representation. Ram Dhan’s report
emphasized the geography of violence and the contest over public space.
Arguing that Sawane’s murder had been preceded by a struggle over the
social signification of space, he suggested that efforts to claim “public”
space had invited retributive violence and had reproduced the spatial seg-
regation that defined untouchability. Ram Dhan also historicized these
tensions by asserting that public commemorations of Ambedkar had
taken on powerful symbolic connotations since the namantar agitation.21

Thus, Ram Dhan’s report provided a political explanation of Sawane’s
murder, connecting this discrete instance of caste crime with broader up-
per-caste resentment of Dalits’ militancy. By reframing Sawane’s murder
as caste atrocity, Ram Dhan also put pressure on the police to register
the symbolic and political dimensions of the case: a Dalit had been blud-
geoned to death on the steps of a temple because he had tried to install
a statue of Ambedkar in Pimpri Deshmukh.
By the time Ram Dhan’s report was issued, Sawane’s murder had as-

sumed national proportions. The Lok Sabha discussed the issue of atroc-
ities against SCs and STs onAugust 19, 1991,well before news of Sawane’s
homicide reached the press.22On September 31, the primeminister wrote
to all chief ministers requesting them to monitor atrocities cases.23 The
Committee on theWelfare of the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
noted “an astounding increase in the number of crimes committed
against Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes even after the implemen-
tation” of the POAAct, and added that the stringent punishments of the
act encouraged greater cover-up through collusion between state func-
tionaries and upper-caste leaders. The central and state governments were
now responsible for addressing how a deterrent, the POA Act, was con-
tributing to caste violence. The DIGP in Bombay noted the national con-

250 The Paradox of Emancipation



cern over caste atrocities in a note to the subdivisional police officer in
Parbhani, on September 2: “You are aware that DIGP PCR is looking
after this subject and is required to send reports to State government as
well as Central government. It is very disappointing that you failed to
send a report to me till it was discussed in the Parliament though you
had sent your report to other officials. Explain your failure.All Unit Com-
manders are again requested to keep this in mind and must endorse copy
of their wireless message and reports whenever atrocities are committed
on SC/STs. Similar section of PAA [Prevention of Atrocities Act] must
repeat must be applied wherever necessary.”24

As the state government became involved in Sawane’s murder and the
case became a state and nationwide scandal, “locality” also attained new
significance. On September 3, 1991, the Maharashtra Times and the
Times of India carried news about the persistence of untouchability in
Marathwada’s villages. Rajdeep Sardesai wrote in the Times that a non-
governmental organization based in Vasai and the Nirmala Niketan
School of Social Work, Bombay, had conducted a survey between May 6
and May 26, 1991. The survey found that over 80 percent of Dalits did
not have the right to enter temples inMarathwada, that they were barred
from common water sources, performed defiling labor, and faced polit-
ical discrimination. The findings questioned whether Maharashtra, the
region that produced Phule and Ambedkar, could claim to be a pro-
gressive state. On September 6, the DIGP and the PCR Cell in Bombay
demanded that special police officers be sent to investigate untoucha-
bility in the villages mentioned in the Maharashtra Times and Times of
India articles.25

AnotherTimes of India story on September 3 noted negligence by gov-
ernment functionaries: “Not only the police but the people’s represen-
tatives seem very indifferent to the dastardly murder. The minister in
charge of the district, Lakshmanrao Dhate, stated that he had not visited
the village only because there would be an impression that he was on the
side of only the Dalits.”The Shiv SenaMLA [member of theMaharashtra
Legislative Assembly] of Parbhani, Mr. Datta Bagade, said that he had
not visited the village “only because it would create tension, for except
the Dalits and the Muslims all the others are voters of the Shiv Sena.”26

Both the politics of untouchability and the struggles over political power
came to be highlighted in the press.27 As various government agencies
attended to journalistic coverage, the local context of caste relations be-
came even more significant for what it illustrated about the persistence
of anti-Dalit violence.
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A beleaguered note of September 19 from Parbhani to the PCR Cell
in Aurangabad noted the scandalous publicity around Sawane’s murder:

The incidence of murder of a Mahar kotwal Ambadas Sawane by caste
Hindus at village Pimpri in Parbhani District on 16–8-91 has attracted
huge press publicity and also visits by various V.I.P.s including Social Wel-
fare Minister Ramdas Athwale, Parbhani District Minister Shri Madhu-
karrao Ghate, Hon. Chief Minister of Maharashtra and Shri Ramdhan,
Chairman SC/ST, Government of India, New Delhi followed by the visits
of different political parties and social delegations led by Dalit Panther,
B.J.P., S.K.P., Shiv Sena, Human rights Association, “Rachnatmak Sangarsh
Samiti”, etc. to the village. I was also present for supervising bandobast and
security arrangements. The press, state associations and even Parliament
had brought the village under scrutiny over the above incident.28

As the police investigation interacted with other forms of publicity,
Sawane’s murder was increasingly represented as a caste atrocity, even
though the practice of untouchability was amenable to different interpre-
tations. Some press reports in English andMarathi emphasized Sawane’s
murder as a case of mandir pravesh (temple entry), locating the atrocity
in the murder on the temple steps. Others, like RamDhan, focused on the
Ambedkar statue as the occasion of a political struggle. Pratap Bhangar,
an advocate and activist of the Janata Dal, made an important statement
about party loyalty: “The police patil and the sarpanch have been polit-
ically affiliated for 10 years. At that time Ambadas and Kachru, who are
today actively involved with Dalit politics, were also with them. In fact
they were dependent on Ambadas. With the entry of the Shiv Sena two
years ago, the first seeds of discord were sown.”29 A press report iden-
tified the five men convicted of Sawane’s murder as Shiv Sena activists.
Significantly, theMaharashtra StateWelfare Committee noted that in their
meeting with Kachru they had learned that Muslim residents had tried to
leave Pimpri Deshmukh when the Shiv Sena came to power, but Sawane
had encouraged them to remain.30 Sawane’s murder thus came to be im-
plicated in the broader political context of the growing power of the Shiv
Sena inMarathwada.The dual registers of the symbolic-political were dif-
ferently comprehended by the law, however.

pronouncement: legal structures of recognition

The transformation of raw intelligence gathered through police work into
the repetitive narrative structure of the wireless report illuminates how
governmental knowledge is vulnerable to internal and external mecha-
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nisms of surveillance, the media, local activists, upper echelons of the
police bureaucracy, and state and party functionaries. Police procedure
and bureaucratic hierarchies joined with forms of critical publicity,
which forced the police to recognize Sawane’s murder as a caste crime.
The jurisprudence of atrocity draws attention to how judicial knowledge
is structured by political negotiations outside the framework of law, and
to how judicial discourse is embedded in policing practices.31

As we will see in the adjudication of Sawane’s murder, normalizing
judicial-legislative frameworks of the postcolonial state combined with
a distinct form of subalternity, Dalitness, to redefine Dalit and upper-
caste identities as those of victim and perpetrator. The manner in which
state, policing bureaucracy, and the judge framed Sawane’s death, how-
ever, made it difficult for them to apprehend and comprehend a social
world of symbolic-political violence. It was a strange juxtaposition of
recognition of the “political” ramifications of Sawane’s murder, itself the
consequence of scandalous publicity, and the impossibility of justice that
was staged in the courtroom. Herein lay the second scandal of Sawane’s
murder: the depoliticization of the political atrocity of anti-Dalit violence.
The Special Judge V. B. Adharkar passed judgment on Special Case

No. 11/91 in the Parbhani Sessions Court on June 18, 1992.32 I have al-
ready noted that Adharkar’s judgment revealed awareness of the so-
ciopolitical context in which Sawane’s murder took place, yet it was blind
to the ways in which caste sociality contaminated the police investiga-
tion and resultant publicity. It is fair to say, however, that there were prob-
lems with the POAAct itself, which assumed untouchability as the basis
for the commission of caste crime, yet demanded that judges follow stan-
dard judicial procedure in bringing criminal trials to closure. The way
that “untouchability”was discursively deployed in the courtroom reveals
a split that disconnected the recognition of caste atrocity from the abil-
ity to address it by punishing perpetrators. The other dynamic at work
in Adharkar’s judgment was the way he disconnected the narrative of
historic caste tension in the village from his evidentiary findings regard-
ing intent, thereby separating aspects of the case that were integrally re-
lated to each other.
Adharkar opened his judgment by describing the geographical situa-

tion and the social structure of the village, because they explained Sawane’s
efforts to install an Ambedkar statue in the village and his brutal mur-
der. He correlated space with caste power:

As per ancient custom the untouchables reside in a separate Wasti outside
the village at a distance of 300 feet towards the North side. The said Wasti
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was previously known as Maharwada and now as Boudhwada. For
the sake of convenience it is referred to as Maharwada. There is a way
from the village to the Maharwada running East-West. The Maharwada
is the north side of the road and a house of . . . a caste Hindu (Mali) is to
the South of the road. The untouchables decided to install a statue of Dr.
Babasaheb Ambedkar near the house of the said [Hindu].33

Later the judge noted, “The said site is not in the Maharwada but in
the village” (6). Adharkar had no doubt that the installation of the
Ambedkar statue posed a powerful challenge to the symbolic division of
the village into caste Hindu and Dalit. The sarpanch and the police patil
had opposed the installation of the statue and had threatened Sawane
with dire consequences. As well, a group of villagers had tried to bribe
the Dalits with Rs. 500 to place the Ambedkar statue in the Maharwada
rather than inside the village. Adharkar drew attention to commemora-
tive politics of space that, whether it took place in a village or in an ur-
ban slum, put Dalit selfhood on the line in a political struggle to control
the (re)signification of space. Adharkar also felt it worthwhile to add this
observation: “Sometimes the police had to go there [Maharwada] to
maintain law and order, and to see that there should not be breach of
peace” (3).
Adharkar contrasted this with the political geography of the temple

as a public place and a sacred space. Sawane’s murder on the steps of
the temple was understood as an issue of temple entry because Dalits were
barred from the temple. “The untouchables were prohibited from mak-
ing entry into the temple on the ground of untouchability. In this way un-
touchability was observed in the village.” The judge mentioned a series
of events that defined the politics of this space: the upper castes denied
Sawane entry into the Maruti temple because he was a Dalit, they in-
sulted him by calling himMahardya (a derogatory reference to Sawane’s
subcaste], and they assaulted him on the steps of the temple. Indeed, when
asked why Sawane was being beaten, the crowd outside the temple is
supposed to have said, “The temple has been dis-sacred! In our temple
AmbadasMahar had come and therefore we have been beating him” (73).
Oral evidence given in court claimed that the crowd outside the temple
said to Sawane’s brother, “Oh Mahardya, how did your brother enter
into the temple?The temple has [been] dis-sacred.”34The fact that Sawane
was brought outside the temple and called “Mahardya” while being as-
saulted, constituted the public practice of untouchability.
The use of the insulting name,Mahardya, is significant, since the POA

Act considers the caste insult to be a psychic wound approaching the
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severity of physical assault.When the public prosecutor emphasized that
an insult was a caste crime, the defense resorted to an ingenious argu-
ment: “Because the villagers knew that Ambadas [Sawane] was Mahar
by caste (whether) such person was referred to as “‘Mahar Ambadas’ or
only ‘Ambadas’ has no meaning at all” (78–79). In essence, the defense
argued that because Sawane was known to be a Dalit, verbal confirma-
tion of his identity should not be taken as motive for the crime.
Judge Adharkar countered that the substance of the testimony asso-

ciated Sawane’s caste identity with the desecration of the temple. Fur-
thermore, Adharkar distinguished two forms of phenomenal violence:
new violent caste sociality displayed in conflict around the Ambedkar
statue and retaliatory counterviolence that reinstated Dalits’ stigmatized
status. In other words, the struggle over installing the Ambedkar statue
had produced counterviolence that attempted to replicate apparently
archaic forms of caste sociality. Adharkar understood Sawane’s murder
on the temple steps—the upper castes’ maintenance of the temple’s
purity—as such a form of retaliatory violence in service of reasserting
caste privilege in the face of Dalit militancy. Dalit political militancy was
met with a brutal variation on an anachronistic form, barring entry into
a temple.
Though he took the caste insult seriously, as a prelude to violence, and

even though he produced a narrative indicating the relevance of the so-
ciopolitical context of caste crime,Adharkar adjudicated the case by stick-
ing narrowly to the question of intent. Could it be said that the villagers
meant to murder Sawane because he was a Dalit? Adharkar noted that
the villagers had clearly meant to protect the temple from pollution but
that the violence that ensued was spontaneous and unplanned. When
someDalit boys who had come to attend awedding in Pimpri Deshmukh
entered the Hanuman temple in 1985 or 1986, their families had been
threatened with dire consequences if the boys weren’t disciplined. But
they had not been murdered (84). Could it be established, after all, that
the villagers had the intent to murder Sawane?Without evidence of prior
planning, Sawane’s death could not be characterized as caste atrocity.
Furthermore, since the assailant who threw the rock that fatally injured
Sawane could not be identified, none of the men could be punished for
murder. Adharkar wrote, “The sum and substance of the evidence is that
deceased Ambadas sustained one fatal injury resulting in death but it
could not [be] attributed to a particular accused person in this case”(84).
Ironically, even though atrocity legislation assumed collective violence,
as well as the existence of an unspoken (yet pervasive) caste prejudice,
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it was precisely the collective nature of the murder that produced Ad-
harkar’s inability to adjudicate intent.
Adharkar acknowledged repeated evidence of police negligence as well

as the political motivations for Sawane’s murder. He wrote, “There is
no evidence that the political leaders or the Ministers brought pressure
or influence on the investigation officers, but the truth is, as can be seen
from the facts stated earlier, the direction of the investigation had
changed [after SDPO Kolhapurkar was replaced by SDPO Parab]”(40).
The judge then proceeded to simply ignore the “new” evidence produced
by Parab, including evidence of the police patil’s involvement in the crime.
Adharkar noted that the Code of Criminal Procedure did not make “pro-
vision” for recording either supplementary or “fresh statements.”
Adharkar’s seemingly schizophrenic judgment, at once acknowledg-

ing and refusing to include evidence of conflict around the political sym-
bology of Dalit identity—whether the effort to install anAmbedkar statue
or the murder’s location on the temple steps—is exceedingly odd. The
judgment is a perversion of justice if we recall that the POA Act explic-
itly defines as atrocities acts ranging from humiliation to economic ter-
ror and ritualized violence. At one level, perhaps the judge’s deliberate
and extended search for motive was simply disingenuous, the perfor-
mance of what was expected of him given the enormous publicity around
the case. His presentation of himself as a committed judge allowed the
purposeful imposition of another judicial framework, something like
mens rea, even when the crime specified the use of exceptional laws, that
is, atrocities legislation, that obviated requirement of a specific motive.
This is certainly possible, and even probable. Acknowledging collective
violence and simultaneously individuating it, as Adharkar had done, was
enabled by atrocities legislation. On the one hand, all crimes against Dal-
its were assumed to be acts of anti-Dalit violence. However, the adjudi-
cation of caste crimemade no procedural accommodation for the enmity
andmutual fear that was assumed by atrocities legislation as the grounds
of a daily sociality between Dalits and caste Hindus. The caste civility
that was the creation of governmental imagination was also a response
to the structuring violence of untouchability. Judges in atrocities cases
therefore had great leeway in reproducing precisely the kind of impasse
we see in the adjudication of Sawane’s murder. The conventions of legal
redress open possibilities for escape from justice.
The law might disrespect the dead, but they are not the only actors in

this drama. Compensation—the conversion of human presence intomon-
etary value—was an important mechanism by which the living contin-
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ued to engage with the state. In his report, Ram Dhan argued that caste
crime had to be addressed as a human rights violation: “At present many
of the State Governments are sanctioning Rs. 1 lakh as relief to the fam-
ilies of those who are killed in caste and communal riots. As compared
to these cases, killing of SC/ST persons in cases of atrocities on them
amounts to crime against humanity. Therefore the families of SC/ST per-
sons who are killed in cases of atrocities . . . deserve an equal treatment
if not amore sympathetic one.”35However, Sawane’s death attained sym-
bolic closure through a smaller sum: Rs. 54,050 were collected from the
Chief Minister’s Fund, the Social Welfare Board, the Revenue Employ-
ees Welfare Fund, the district collector, and the village. Sawane’s wife,
Rukminibai, was offered his kotwalship at a salary of Rs. 900 per month
and given a small plot of land in Pimpri Deshmukh. Having failed to pun-
ish the perpetrators, compassion now assumed the guise of compensa-
tion and further commodified Dalit pain and suffering.

politics, symbolic form, sacrifice,
and commemoration

The social life of this new juridical form, the caste atrocity, is embedded
in structures of caste sociality, which are in turn reproduced and distin-
guished along two mutually constitutive registers: atrocity as a political
act that calls for Dalit response and atrocity as the performance of ritu-
alized violence. Can we distinguish political violence from archaic rituals
that reproduce Dalit stigma? Or is it that political violence becomes effi-
cacious through the renewed symbolization of cultural forms and ritual
practices associated with the (caste) body? Another crucial point of en-
try into the significance of Sawane’s death is thus the performative con-
text from which the atrocity of caste violence gains its intense symbolic
charge.
Sawane’s murder throws into relief a problematic permeability be-

tween violent acts that reproduce stigmatized existence and violent acts
that prevent social and political advancement. The double valence of vi-
olence derives in part from the specific trajectories of the Dalit subject
“becoming political.” Structures of everyday life are politicized as a con-
sequence of creating a new identity for the collective Dalit self through
the accelerated symbolization ofDalit forms, such as statues of Ambed-
kar. But, as we saw in chapter 6, anti-Dalit violence is also enmeshed in
a cultural matrix, a set of symbolic codes that devalue Dalit bodies. We
can neither understand the specificity nor the peculiar intimacy of anti-
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Dalit violence without considering the semiology of political subject-
formation. The violent reciprocity between Sawane’s involvement with
anAmbedkar statue and his murder on the steps of a temple reflects caste
violence in the double register of the ritual-archaic and the political. The
intersecting logics of sacrifice and political commemoration together elu-
cidate the crucial role of the political resignification of symbolic forms
in Dalit subject-formation.
The ritually charged ves, the space demarcating the village from the

public world, joins the Mahar caste to the task of guarding the village
boundary. Living outside the village boundaries, the Mahar veskar is the
outsider figure who protects the integrity of the village social unit. As
kotwal, Sawane was vested with responsibility for a modern variant of
this practice. The Mahar’s central role in securing a place from which he
was banished resonates with a larger set of associations around the use
of the Mahar’s body to consecrate physical space. This is why the sug-
gestion that Sawane’s murder was a human sacrifice, though it appears
atavistic, is not farfetched. It has a basis in medieval practices of sacrifice.
In the medieval Deccan, human sacrifice—often of aMahar—was a cru-
cial trope throughwhich land grants and vatandari rights and patrimonies
were either legitimized or challenged. Often, the Mahar was a surrogate
for those of higher-caste status or military rank whose claims to sover-
eignty were understood to be incomplete without human sacrifice to
strengthen acts of military incorporation. Mahars were often sacrificed
at the foundations of forts or buildings that had been wrested from en-
emy control in order to appease the gods with an offering imbued with
a “dark polluting magic,” though the benefits accrued to the person on
whose behalf the Mahar was sacrificed.36

The organization of the medieval polity around this victim-figure also
became the ground forMahars’ claims to future vatandari rights and du-
ties. These were livelihood claims to maintenance and the right to life, if
you will, that positioned Dalits within an Old Regime habitus charac-
terized by performances of distinguishing, demeaning, and subsuming
the self, and pertained throughout contexts from worship to kingship.
Sumit Guha relates the case of the eighteenth-century Civhe Kolis who
advanced claims to vatandari rights to a fort based on a copper-plate
inscription from 587 mentioning a Mahar sacrifice: Mahar surrogates,
“Nathnak, son of Bahirnak Sonnak and Devaki, wife of Nathnak, were
buried in the foundations of the tower. Only then could the tower be suc-
cessfully completed.”37Guha also recounts rival claims to vatandari rights
from the years 1746–47 that resurrected the trope of burial in a build-

258 The Paradox of Emancipation



ing’s foundation. The father of the claimant, Ramnak, was supposed to
have been buried in “the Sarja tower [where] the masonry marker still
exists. I am his son.”38 There are two sides to this act: one is the sacrifice
itself, and the other the vatandari rights that emanate from Mahar sac-
rifice. Both signal the role of theMahar as a surrogate emissarywho trans-
fers impurities from a place or territory through the violent expulsion of
sacrificial death: power is performatively secured through the sacrifice
of the Mahar body.
This sacrificial logic returns in the Mahars’ origin story of the fifty-

two vatandar’s rights. We will recall that the account of Amrutnak from
the 1920s emphasized voluntary castration as the symbol of Mahars’
loyalty and the origin of the charter of the fifty-two rights of the village
Mahars, including the guarding of the ves.39 Both sacrifice and sexuality
were connected inMahar histories of their status as virile protectors; they
had virile power because they were also sacrificial victims.
RenéGirard discusses sacrifice as the ritualization of violence. The cen-

trality of sacrifice derives from its status as an act of excessive symbol-
ization that transforms a mimetic doubling of violence into a condensed,
singular act. Though the sacrificial act gains salience through its con-
nection to broader contexts of violent enactment, it also transcends them
to become a mythic origin point, the prehistory of society or a people,
for instance.40 As Allen Feldman writes, “The central political problem-
atic of violent reciprocity is the thin membrane of division, reversibility,
and doubling that both divides and conflates ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’
violence.”41 This describes the Maratha social-political formation per-
fectly. Stewart Gordon describes an emergent polity defined by guerrilla
warfare and the constant transformation of outlaws—including Shivaji
himself—into kings.
It is precisely that moment when the legitimacy of violent acts of

expropriation have to be asserted retroactively that the “necessity” for
ritual violence, violence placed outside the space-time of everyday or po-
litical violence, becomes most pressing. As Feldman notes, “The search
for legitimacy through the search for nonmimetic practice resolves into
a new cultural construction of violence.”42 In India this ritual reconstruc-
tion of violence also requires a culturally coded sacrificial victim, the
Mahar, who personifies the community’s pollution and must therefore
be cast out. Sacrifice, like the “contract” of political theory, produces so-
ciety.43 Society in turn, like caste itself, is organized around an excluded
negativity, an abandoned or absent figure, in this case the Mahar.44

The symbolic import of Sawane’s murder on the steps of a temple was
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lost on no one, from the policemen who conducted the initial inquiry to
Judge Adharkar. There is a clear formal resemblance between the logic
of sacrifice and the murder on the temple steps. Yet the epochal socio-
political changes that temporally separated the two sacrificial acts—a
Mahar buried in a structure’s foundation and Sawane’s murder—also
distorted the aura of sacrality attached to the second sacrificial event.
The sacrifice of a Mahar at the foot of a military fortification was once
a ritual act, while the 1991 murder of a Dalit on the steps of a temple
was a criminal act. Whereas in the first case political legitimacy required
a sacrificial act, in the second case a criminal act echoed symbolic salience
because aDalit wasmurdered on the temple steps. In both instances, how-
ever, ill-defined boundaries between religious and political space were
clarified through violation of the Dalit’s body. The boundary-enforcing
function of the Mahar veskar was intimately tied to this creation of
boundaries through the Mahar’s physical body.
The archaic imaginary is necessarily limited; it works through repeti-

tion and formal resemblance. Sawane’s murder on the steps of the tem-
ple carried a symbolic charge derived from the resuscitation of symbolic
forms still active in popular memory. These range from themedieval pro-
duction of an authoritative subaltern history through the narrative sig-
nature of Mahar sacrifice in a twentieth-century Dalit counterhistory
locating Amrutnak’s sacrifice as the source of Dalits’ enforced inclusion
within the hierarchy of caste.
Although Sawane’s murder on the temple steps resonates with the logic

of sacrifice, this logic does not completely encompass its meaning. The
apparent continuities with archaic practice are formal, for Sawane’s mur-
der followed from his participation in a project of political assertion,
namely, to commemorate a new Dalit collectivity through the installa-
tion of an Ambedkar statue. Since the namantar movement, many Dalit
struggles revolved around new acts of boundarymaking and destruction,
from Dalits’ encroachment onto gayraan zamin (common grazing land)
leading to increased conflict with the Shiv Sena since 1985, to the visual
icons of Ambedkar, Phule, and Periyar that began to dot urban and rural
landscapes throughout India during the 1990s. Indeed by the late 1990s,
the northern Indian state of Uttar Pradesh, under Bahujan Samaj Party
(Party of the Majority; BSP) leadership, took the lead in such acts of po-
litical commemoration.
What was the symbolic significance of erecting an Ambedkar statue?

Wherein lay the power of its desecration? The journalist P. Sainath has
observed, “Currently, there aremoreAmbedkar statues in India’s villages

260 The Paradox of Emancipation



than any other leader. His statues are not government installed—unlike
those of the others. The poor put them up at their own expense.”45 In
turn, statue defilements are acts of symbolic annihilation. Violence to
and around the statue linksAmbedkar’s symbolization as the origin point
of Dalit history with caste Hindus’ perception of the proliferation of
Ambedkar images as illicit acts of sacralization.46 The particular mode
of desecration thus is significant. Political desecration of religious icons
goes back to the 1920s and 1930s, when Satyashodak and non-Brahmin
activists occasionally garlanded Hindu deities with slippers, though this
practice was more common among Self-Respecters in the south. This
turned an act of veneration, garlanding the deity, into an act of desecra-
tion. Not only that, but using a defiled object, the slipper made from
leather, a defiling substance, also polluted the idol. This signaled active
repugnance toward caste hierarchy and religious superstition, and it was
on par with burning Hindu scriptures and abusing Hindu gods and god-
desses. This idiom of public desecration has since expanded to include
shaming politicians by garlanding them with slippers, a transliteration
from ritual to political registers.
Erecting an Ambedkar statue imitates acts venerating representations

of religious and political figures, but there is a difference. The prolifera-
tion of Ambedkar statues is a claim to space within a representational
economy saturated by deified nationalist icons commemorated by the
state, as Sainath notes. Commodified images of Ambedkar, such as calen-
dars, posters, buttons, and so forth, depict his life in the style of Puranic
narratives, where the god’s life is told through a series of ideal-typical
events and encounters. There are also collages of Ambedkar’s photo-
graphs across time, in which he increasingly resembles the Buddha. The
most common three-dimensional representations ofAmbedkar, however,
portray him in a militant upright pose, dressed in a recognizable blue
suit and red tie, holding the Constitution in his left hand, his right arm
outstretched to make a point. In this representation, Ambedkar’s role as
a crucial public figure for independent India merges with his signal im-
portance in producing a new history for the Dalit community and self.
On display here is not only his singular individuality, the agentive power
of self-determination to remake the Dalit self and thus challenge the
social invisibility and humiliation of that community, but also the strong
visual connection of Ambedkar to the constitution of the Indian polity
itself.
The fact that a Dalit figure is at the center of acts of symbolic exchange

does not mean that there is a shared understanding of what the figure
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means, however. The desecration of Ambedkar statues by non-Dalits as-
sumes structural equivalence betweenAmbedkar and religious icons and
symbols, and in turn enacts an enraged desymbolization and symbolic
annihilation of Dalits as a community. As Dalits experiment with a new
regime of signification, their acts and aspirations run the risk of being
misconstrued as acts of deification precisely because some idioms of per-
formance resemble acts of veneration. This is ironic because Dalits as-
sociate Ambedkar with refusal of the representational practices and ide-
ological structures that define caste Hinduism.Wemust thus ask whether
a political statue imbued with affective charge becomes a “sacred” ob-
ject, or whether we can find other ways to describe acts of political com-
memoration that seek to resignify Dalits’ resistance to the cultural and
ideational practices of the Hindu order. It is entirely possible to read the
response to the desecration ofAmbedkar statues not merely as a reaction
to defilement but also, and more strongly, as a response to Hindu soci-
ety’s persistent refusal to recognize and respect the acts of symbolization
through which Dalit identity is constituted in the first place.
In Pimpri Deshmukh today, there is a bust of Ambadas Sawane next

to a statue of Ambedkar. His inclusion within a recognizable tradition of
political iconography creates a political biography for Sawane: his mur-
der is commemorated as an act of martyrdom. Sawane’s inclusion within
this iconography suggests the capacity of semiotic technologies to expand
an existing representational field by imputing contiguity between politi-
cal figures andpoliticized symbols.The sad irony, of course, is that Sawane’s
commemoration comes as the result of his own failed attempts to install
an Ambedkar statue in Pimpri Deshmukh.

after atrocity: violence and everyday life

As I have shown throughout the second part of this book, the conjuga-
tion of Dalit identity with historical suffering, on the one hand, and with
legal-bureaucratic forms of protection, on the other, has produced new
sites of conflict and new possibilities for Dalit emancipation. The inter-
pellation of the Dalit subject into regimes of state recognition publicizes
anti-Dalit violence as atrocity and in so doing challenges the postcolo-
nial state’s discourses of social welfare and protection. As we have seen,
atrocities legislation is not merely prophylactic. Rather, by embedding
agents and social practice in new frames, legal discourse also transforms
the perceptual field around categories such as “untouchability” and iden-
tities such as “Dalit” or “caste Hindu,” provoking new forms of social
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engagement and interaction. The regulatory function of law also allows
law to function as a particularly potent form of publicity that creates the
exception, the “case,” out of the practices of everyday life.47 When in-
visible forms of everyday violence—invisible because they are a structur-
ing violence—are rendered spectacular, as during Sawane’s murder and
the defilement of the Sirasgaon women, new political struggles organize
around violence.
Political violence unsettles symbolic forms and challenges the deep

structure of the caste Hindu order. However, the resilience of everyday
practices of stigmatization also conditions Dalits’ continued quest for so-
cial justice and dignity. Sawane’s political assertion intensified caste an-
tagonism along the registers of the ritual-archaic and the political. In turn,
these antagonisms were heightened by legal structures of recognition that
emphasized the agonistic nature of caste interaction between victim and
perpetrator, violator and violated, often making Dalits vulnerable to fur-
ther violence. Rather than a cessation of anti-Dalit violence, efforts to
legislate Dalit vulnerability out of existence have instead helped to es-
tablish violence as a public mode of recognition between upper castes
and Dalits. The repertoires and targets of violence may be transformed,
but violent acts responding to new forms of Dalit militancy tend to si-
multaneously deepen existing patterns of ritual violation and symbolic
humiliation. How to understand this paradoxical aspect of Dalit eman-
cipation?
A careful reading of the social life of the caste atrocity implicates

local state functionaries in the miscarriage of justice. It also implicates
the caretaking efficacy of the postcolonial state insofar as legal redress—
in this case, the adjudication of murder as caste atrocity—reencodes vul-
nerability as a crucial axis of Dalit existence. The bifurcation between a
definition of caste crime as violence toward a vulnerable collective and
adjudication of caste crime through an individuated structure of trial and
punishment makes a just social order less possible, even as it becomes
all the more urgent.
This is reflected in a further irony: as the targets of anti-Dalit vio-

lence become more clearly political—through acts and symbols related
toDalit demands for economic empowerment, educational opportunities,
jobs, rights to public space—repertoires of retributive violence coalesce
around historical modes of Dalit stigmatization. In the postcolonial
period, political symbology—flags, statues, the namantarmovement, cul-
tural production—objectify thememorywork throughwhich a new com-
munity identity emerges. As these acts of symbolization have drawn new
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objects and icons into an existing semiotic field, they have also provoked
acts of desymbolization—by upper castes and policing functionaries—
through practices of defilement, dismemberment, and desecration. State
functionary participation extends further into the deformation of ac-
cepted legal process itself, as we have seen in this chapter and the pre-
ceding one, with efforts to protect local officials, such as the police patil
and sarpanch, and with the search for exact but unprovable individual
motive.
Violence has played a central role in the semiotic density and public

salience that the term “Dalit” has acquired across the last century. The
public violence of the Worli riots and the namantar agitation, and the
more intimate violence of Sirasgaon and Pimpri Deshmukh, offer points
at which we can historicize the relationship between political violence
and symbolic politics by being attentive to the deployment of specific so-
cial and cultural forms. While each act of caste violence is distinctive, I
have suggested a model of reading the atrocity across time to understand
the growing salience of particular tropes and symbols.48 By analyzing key
transformations in Dalit politics over a thirty-year period, I have argued
that accelerated practices of self-representation are visible not merely as a
retelling of political history, but equally in the semiotics of Dalit life itself.
Is this really political? Yes, because the most powerful axis of Dalit

political subject-formation has focused on remaking the caste self and the
caste body—the experiential site of stigma—through acts of political re-
signification. The demand for rights and social recognition that defines
Dalit struggle poses a fundamental challenge to the representational
economy of caste Hinduism. Becoming “Dalit” is the process through
which the caste subaltern enters into circuits of political commensura-
tion and into the value regime of “the human.” Because the name and
bodily experience are crucial sites of political subject-formation, politi-
cal violence must also address this semiotic axis as the space of politics.
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epilogue

Dalit Futures

My friend’s elderly father, Vasantrao Kamble, had spent his working
life in a government office. While speaking with him in Aurangabad
in March 1997, I casually asked him about caste discrimination. His re-
sponse was illuminating. He said that when caste Hindus at work came
to know his caste identity, they reacted as if they had received an elec-
tric shock. The termKamble used, shock basane, replaced the more com-
mon expression, dhakka basane, which means to experience a physical
jolt.1 By describing contact between untouchables and caste Hindus
through the metaphor of electric shock, Kamble emphasized his impact
on upper-caste persons rather than the effect of untouchability on him.2

Instead of citing an instance of discriminatory practice as we might ex-
pect, the audacity of Kamble’s statement lies in his description of social
recognition as electric shock, as producing a violent sense of dislocation
for caste Hindus.
Violence and otherization, though central to Dalit subject-formation,

are invariably omitted or marginalized in scholarly accounts of caste rela-
tions. If violence is an axis for subject-formation, so too are themore quo-
tidian practices of caste privilege and prejudice. Elements in the modern
habitus of caste include the small insult, the suddenwithdrawal of friend-
ship and intimacy, and the surprised discovery of caste identity or caste-
identified practices. They are eloquent testimony to the effects of inher-
ited privilege upon those denied its protective embrace: while upper castes
recess their caste identity, Dalit and lower-caste persons are burdened by
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the fact of caste. For instance, Kumud Pawde describes her excessive visi-
bility and peculiar “attraction” as a Sanskit scholar:

That a woman from a lower caste that is the lowest of the low should learn
Sanskrit, and not only that, also teach it—is a dreadful anomaly to a tra-
ditional mind. And an individual in whose personality these anomalies are
accumulated becomes an object of attraction—an attraction blended of
mixed acceptance and rejection. The attraction based on acceptance comes
from my caste-fellows, in the admiration of whose glance is pride in an im-
possible achievement. That which for so many centuries was not touched
by us, is now within our grasp. That which remained encased in the shell
of difficulty, is now accessible. Seeing this knowledge hidden in the esoteric
inner sanctum come within the embrace, not just of any person, but one
whom religion has condemned to vermin—that is their victory.
The other attraction—based on rejection—is devastating. It pricks holes

in one’s mind—turning a sensitive heart into a sieve. Words of praise of this
kind, for someone who is aware, are like hot spears. . . .
“Well isn’t that amazing! So you’re teaching Sanskrit at the Government

College, are you? That’s very gratifying, I must say.” The words are quite
ordinary; their meaning is straight-forward. But the meaning conveyed by
the tone in which they are said torments me in many different ways! “In
what former life have I committed a sin that I should learn Sanskrit from
you? All our sacred scriptures have been polluted.” . . .
The result is that although I try to forget my caste, it is impossible to

forget. And then I remember an expression I heard somewhere: “What
comes by birth, but can’t be cast off by dying—that is caste.”3

If Pawde’s narrative of education and upwardmobility is marred by the
persistence of prejudice, it is also marked by keen awareness of the caste
body. She notes that as a child, she bathedwith Pears soap and hermother
“rubbed Kaminia hair oil on her hair, and plaited it neatly.”4 She was
cleaner and smelled better thanmost of her Brahmin classmates, but their
mothers refused to let the children play with Pawde or to invite her into
their homes. When she stood at the entrance to a wedding ceremony de-
lighted by the Vedic chanting, she was mistaken for a poor child hoping
to get food, and was shooed away with a laddoo, a traditional sweet.
Pawde concludes with the bitter realization that her marriage to a
Maratha eased her entry into the academy. “But one thought still pricks
me: the credit for Kumud Somkuwar’s job is not hers, but that of the
name Kumud Pawde.”5 In Pawde’s account, the name and the caste body
speak the unspeakable and, in turn, elicit visceral practices of prejudice
and discrimination. Caste cannot be forgotten because of the facticity of
the caste body.
Together and separately, Kamble and Pawde describe the persistent,
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if hidden, signs of caste distinction that coexist with its more spectacu-
lar manifestations—caste’s relentless “outing” through caste certificates,
segregated housing, and anti-Dalit violence. And if Dalits bear the bur-
den of caste, embarrassed silence is the typical response to the social vis-
ibility of caste privilege. The relative visibility and invisibility of caste in
the public sphere is a sign of the differential subject positions occupied
by upper and lower castes with relation to caste privilege, as well as an
acknowledgment of caste as the public secret of secular modernity. Ac-
ademics, too, have tended to ignore the complicity between secular per-
sonhood and upper-caste privilege, focusing instead on Dalits and lower
castes whose identities are overdetermined by caste. The result is that
the upper-caste habitus operates as a sphere of secular modernity unin-
fected by caste, as if a neglected Brahmin minority had followedMarx’s
injunction to transcend a burdensome historical religious identity.6

ThusM. S. S. Pandian’s account of that oxymoronic entity, the “secular
Brahmin,” is noteworthy for its glimpse into the reproduction of caste
privilege. Historically, Tamil Brahmins saw no contradiction between
performing their bureaucratic competence in a caste-heterogeneous en-
vironment, while vigorously reproducing their Brahminhood in the do-
mestic sphere.7 If the southern Indian Brahmin’s divided self has his-
torically allowed him to defend caste as a practice of the intimate self,
while simultaneously claiming to be a victim of the reservations regime—
now redefined as a form of reverse discrimination—this is because in-
herited privilege is naturalized and caste power elided.
The conceit of inherited privilege goes beyond the small minority of

southern Indian Brahmins, of course. Today, upper castes typically at-
tribute their alienation from civic life and associational institutions to
the criminalization of politics, rampant corruption, and the breakdown
of public civility. The implied subtext of these statements is that the reser-
vations regime is responsible for distorting political culture. A presumed
threat to inherited privilege, now recast as concern for the protection
of equal opportunity, enabled the vigorous opposition of the so-called
Forward Castes to the extension of reservations to the Other Backward
Classes during the anti-Mandal agitations of 1989. More recently, dur-
ing the second round of anti-Mandal agitations in 2006, there was mas-
sive mobilization against efforts to extend reservations to the nation’s
top engineering, management, andmedical schools. The spectacle of qui-
escent upper castes rallying to protect the rule of merit and demanding
an end to caste-based reservations reflects how India’s secular democ-
racy has quietly but successfully ventriloquized the hegemonic aspirations
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of an upper-caste minority as the voice of the social majority. Privatiza-
tion, economic liberalization, and India’s growing presence on the global
stage have also provided fertile ground for the entrenchment of upper-
caste hegemony through an increasingly diasporic andmobile Indianmid-
dle class.8

The invisibility of upper-caste caste privilege has to be set against Dal-
its’ experience of intimate practices of prejudice. Indeed the twinned
structure of denial and disclosure gestures to the continued relevance of
a corporeal politics, whose enabling conditions (and limits) I have tried
to specify in this book.9 Dalit selfhood and the caste body have been
historically central to the problematic of Dalit emancipation precisely
because the stigma of caste is a birthmark, it is what “can’t be cast off
by dying.” Central aspects of Dalit subject-formation therefore include
efforts to find an appropriate language for describing stigmatized exis-
tence together with the translation of caste stigma into a form of polit-
ical inequality.
There are at least two different experiences of the caste body at stake

in this account. The political history of Dalit subject-formation and mil-
itant identity is organized around the emancipated subject. But it is also
the case that the politically inadequate subject is the one who continues
to experience the stubborn stigma of caste. The constitutive tension be-
tween relational and embodied identity has historically required that “the
terms of exclusion on which discrimination is premised are at once re-
fused and reproduced in the demands for inclusion.”10This has produced
new fields of power and identity that have crystallized around the Dalit,
thus challenging the prevailing terms of politics.
Etienne Balibar’s discussion of the epistemic rupture inaugurated by

the Declaration of the Rights of Man and its vision of (political) eman-
cipation provides a framework for historicizing the manner in which em-
bodied identity is rendered politically salient, through a process I have
termed the “politicization of politics.” In a provocative set of essays on
the relationship of theoretical Marxism to classical political theory, Bali-
bar argues that “the signification of the equation man = citizen is not so
much a definition of a political right as the affirmation of a universal right
to politics. Formally at least—and this is the classic example of a form
that can become a material weapon—the Declaration opens an in-
definite sphere of politicization of rights-claims each of which reiterates
in its own way the demand for citizenship, or for an institutional, public
inscription of freedom and equality.”11

In Balibar’s formulation, politics is a contingent, conjunctural process
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punctuated by momentary resolutions reflected in political forms—for
example, fascism, totalitarianism, and electoral democracy—each prem-
ised on a different relationship between state and political subject. Bal-
ibar ascribes to the Declaration the enunciation of a right to politics rather
than a discrete set of political rights. Any final resolution to political con-
flict is, in fact, impossible. Accordingly, acts of political commensuration
and equalization are acts without closure and processes without end. I
take the import of Balibar’s point to be the transposability of rights claims
between one social field, such as labor, and another, such as sexual dif-
ference, a process integral to what he terms an “ethics of emancipation,”
which undergirds the right to politics, that is, the conviction that “the
emancipation of the oppressed can only be their own work, . . . empha-
sizes its immediately ethical signification.”12 Such a notion of “the po-
litical” does not deny transformative junctures along multiple (and un-
even) axes of social, political, and economic enfranchisement. Neither
does it imply that political forms are without constraint. Instead, this per-
spective makes possible an account of subaltern identity formation that
enabled Dalit critique and allowed stigmatized existence to become po-
litically salient. If the Dalit subaltern brings central aspects of the Indian
political into view, is there a structuring relationship between caste sub-
alternity and Indian democracy that requires specification?

why “the caste question”?

By the turn of the twentieth century, caste equality and the reform of un-
touchability were everywhere volatile issues open to debate and the in-
terventions of colonial officials, nationalist reformers, and activists from
the various untouchable communities. Untouchable reform had become
central to the identity of a confessional Hinduism, on the one hand, and
to the consolidation of Hindus as a political community or constituency,
on the other. Standard accounts that tell the story of untouchable com-
munity formation, colonial modernity, and anticolonial nationalism
trace a movement from the social reformist phase of untouchable reform
to the subsequent (if ironic) politicization of untouchability as a prob-
lem for Hindus and Hinduism in the hands of M.K. Gandhi and the In-
dian National Congress. A political compromise between (Hindu) social
reformers and Congress radicals on the issue of untouchable reform
allowed Hindu upper castes to function as a political reflection of the
nation as a whole. This compromise consisted of defining untouchabil-
ity as a matter of hygiene and personal cleanliness while undertaking
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projects of religious inclusion. By refusing to address caste (especially un-
touchability) as the practice of inequality, nationalists also made un-
touchability the paradigmatic instance of (Hindu) “difference” that mo-
tivated various strategies of inclusion, from temple- entry to the reserved
electorate. This is the standard narrative against which a Dalit history
of India’s political modernity takes shape, in the process illuminating an
alternative set of relationships between the key categories of state and
community, nation and minority, and ultimately, between the religious
and the political.
In Bombay, debate was especially vociferous, and it was conducted at

a high level of political sophistication due to the legacy of caste radical-
ism, which connected a critique of Brahminical hegemony and religious
superstition with a powerful socioeconomic critique of caste as a mate-
rial structure of exploitation. Jotirao Phule produced a systematic account
of caste as both inhuman and inegalitarian, and he rewrote Hindu his-
tory as a history of caste conflict and race war between Aryan (Brahmin)
and Dravidian (Kshatriya). This became Dalit political common sense.
Caste radicals more generally understood the religious and political as-
pects of caste as phenomenologically distinctive, yet mutually constitu-
tive. By the turn of the twentieth century, a series of dispersed shifts in
Dalit life and labor had begun to crystallize around the public experi-
ence of being a stigmatized subject, efforts that crucially involved the re-
form of the Dalit domestic. Such efforts restructured authority within
community: a new generation of Dalit advocates with a historical mem-
ory of military employment and the benefits of colonial education, and
centrally influenced by the tradition of Satyashodak activism, took up po-
sitions of leadership within the community. They encouraged new forms
of activism around public space and access to government property.
While Dalit reform drew on the considerable reformist efforts of the

well-to doMahar Dalits of Vidarbha and the Central Provinces, the idiom
of segregation and civic exclusion through which Dalit activists such as
Gopalbaba Valangkar, Vithal Raoji Moon Pande, and Shivram Janba
Kamble criticized traditional hierarchies was distinctive, and it was dis-
tinctively new. Dalit critique was the outgrowth of Dalits’ experience of
the spatio-temporal orders of colonial modernity as refracted through
institutional sites such as schools, railways, and factories. The putative
anonymity of urban life combined with the promise of social equality in
colonial institutions was a bittersweet, double-edged experience for
Mahar Dalits. Their entry into public spaces such as schools, streets,
trains, and temples was thwarted by novel technologies of segregation

270 Epilogue



that reflected the adaptation of modern disciplinary formations as con-
duits for the reproduction of caste norms and prejudice. More broadly,
untouchability was transformed along two axes: (1) it was further inte-
riorized as an ineffable quality of the caste body; and (2) caste exclusion
and segregation were legitimized through recourse to a language derived
from liberal property regimes. Recasting demands for social inclusion as
claims upon private property thus enabled a legal defense of caste inequity
in the language of liberalism (and not tradition). Thus, the secularization
of untouchability was paradoxical: ritually inflected practices of separa-
tion inheredwithin liberal paradigms of exclusion and the legal discourses
that justified them. Under colonial conditions, political recognition could
support caste privilege and the interests of a powerful minority.
The objectified structure of existence named “untouchability” was a

creation of legal modernization, but it did not remain a colonial construct.
As debates about untouchability accelerated during the interwar years,
a changed imperial context transformed the discursive milieu and so-
ciopolitical frame within which those debates were embedded; mutual
transformations inflected political discourses and shaped institutional
strategies. Increasingly, the activities of a regionally distinctive commu-
nity, Mahar Dalits, animated by the political thinking of their most sig-
nificant thinker, B.R. Ambedkar, placed the problem of untouchability
at the very heart of a national debate about political rights and social
recognition. Dalits challenged the interpenetration of caste power with
Brahminical authority, but their most crucial political demand, separate
representation, failed. This demand was the first step, however, in en-
gaging the political idioms and procedural forms, first of colonial liber-
alism and later of postcolonial civil rights and developmentalism. Indeed,
the difficulty of resolving historical discrimination is reflected by the terms
in which Indian constitutionalism conceives the problem of Dalit en-
franchisement through the dual registers of exception and equalization.
It is here that we see the continued salience of symbolic forms and struc-
tures of alterity.
The cultural and political history of how untouchables became Dalits

is also the story of how a political universal, equality, was transformed
into a historically and culturally specific entity, how equality was redefined
as caste equality. One of the main contributions of The Caste Question
is to challenge the centrality of “caste” to discourses of South Asian ex-
ceptionalism on the one hand, and to demand attention to secularism
and democracy as cultural objects on the other. To make cultural cate-
gories political is to make visible the caste subaltern as an inaugural po-
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litical subject. To culturalize political categories, on the other hand, is to
challenge the assumption that words such as “rights,” “equality,” and
“democracy” are universals.With this in mind, it is worth specifying the
topos of Indian democracy in so far as it conjugates the interaction be-
tween social recognition and rights through the figure of the Dalit.

the politics of recognition

During the last century, the humanity of the Dalit came to be predicated
on arduously resignifying the apparently consensual order of caste as the
practice of sanctioned discrimination and violence. The visibility of the
Dalit subaltern and the political salience of embodied difference for In-
dian politics reflects the success of Dalit claims to human recognition.
We can better evaluate how Dalits are situated on the field of recogni-
tion by exploring affinities with, and significant departures from, the par-
adigmatic model of recognition.
G.W. F. Hegel’s account of the master-slave dialectic makes power,

inequality, and terror essential to the struggle for freedom. In Hegel’s
account, coming to self-consciousness depends on the other’s recogni-
tion and is an inherently violent process. As is well-known, the parable
of recognition is inaugurated when two equal and opposite forms of self-
consciousness, each desirous of the other’s recognition, embark on a
struggle unto death. But herein lies the problem: only one of them can
win. Victory is short-lived, for it is contingent on enslaving the other so
that mutual recognition becomes impossible. The master wins the first
round of the struggle, but becomes dependent on the acknowledgment
of an enslaved other. The slave retains the capacity for self-realization
through labor and the willingness to risk his life to achieve his full hu-
man potential, to imagine freedom in its plenitude. In this account of
recognition, social relations are permanently conflictual. The slave, like
the proletariat or the peasant, is an inaugural subject existentially de-
fined by negative consciousness, but carrying the seeds of revolutionary
action.13 By establishing the inseparability of subject-formation, social
relations, and political processes, Hegel also reminds us, contra John
Locke, for example, that there are no originary individuals who “found”
society by contract or any other means. Thus, Hegel profoundly ques-
tions whether the accepted separation between individual and commu-
nity and the story of their subsequent political integration is intellectu-
ally sustainable.
In Hegel’s time, the Haitian Revolution played a crucial role in em-
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bedding race and slavery within the conceptual circuitry of rights and
recognition.14 The institution of slavery became an organizing figure for
political thought through the paradoxes it posed for the self-identity of
master and slave.15 In India, too, at least from Phule’s time, slavery was
a powerful concept-metaphor for caste as a conflictual and antagonistic
social structure suffused by violence. Thus, what Thomas Holt refers to
as the enduring “problem of freedom” hinges on this paradoxical cen-
trality of slavery to the imagination of freedom in the Western philo-
sophical tradition, not to mention the historical contiguity of (planta-
tion) slavery with the development of capitalism.16 By explicitly linking
subject-formationwith the development of political forms, Hegel’s model
of recognition—and its significant emendation by theorists of anticolo-
nial struggle—provides a useful template against which to address Dalit
subject-formation.
It is obvious why an account that places violence and freedom at the

heart of narratives of self-identity and social recognition should have pro-
voked engagement and extension into new domains of social experience.
Frantz Fanon’s revision of Hegel connected subject-formation with the
racial and cultural violence of colonialism. The cycle of misrecognition
Fanon famously outlined in Black Skin, White Masks (1952) develops
through a psychoanalytic rereading of Hegel that begins with the exter-
nalization of the racial self through a child’s fearful gaze, “Mama, see
the Negro! I’m frightened!” It ends with the Negro’s identification with
the white gaze, seeing himself as he is seen: “The Negro is an animal, the
Negro is bad, the Negro is mean, the Negro is ugly.”17 Substituting the
black man’s epidermal schema, the fact of blackness, for his corporeal
schema, white racism systematically misrecognized the black person.
A response to the psychic wound of racialization and the organizing

logic of colonial exploitation is conceived in Fanon’s famous manifesto
of decolonization, TheWretched of the Earth (1961). Here Fanon pro-
posed violence—rather than work, or as a specific kind of work—as the
transformative activity of the colonized. In his masculinist narrative of
national liberation, Fanon described decolonization in apocalyptic terms,
as a moment of rebirth and the making of a new man. His solution to
colonial dehumanization lay in the spectacular violence of the colonized:
revolutionary violence was both necessary and purifying.
There was no endorsement of antistate violence inAmbedkar’s scheme

of Dalit liberation, insofar as Ambedkar stood against revolutionary vi-
olence and spoke for a territorially dispersedminority within the nation.18

Fanon and Ambedkar creatively reinterpreted Hegel’s narrative of sub-
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ject-formation through historical particularity—slavery or caste—and
situational possibility—revolution or postcolonial transition. Both saw
subject-formation as violent per se but also as the creative basis of soci-
ety. Fanon’s response was to exacerbate violent antagonism to the point
of revolutionary violence as political creation. The impossibility of con-
verting Dalit minority status into the principle of nationality meant that
it was the revolutionary act of constitution making that imagined a new
social contract between Dalits and Hindus, between oppressors and op-
pressed. Ambedkar’s faith that the state, via law as habit-changing tech-
nology, could effectively transform social relations and behavior reflects
his intellectual proclivities.19 As well, it was a pragmatic response to the
colonial-national context within which he worked to resolve the Dalit
question.
This is where the Dalit question takes a detour from the demand for

a purifying violence to counter the violence of colonial exploitation and
racialization. Rather than instigating violent separation, the permanent
antagonism between Dalit and non-Dalit became a structuring contra-
diction of state practice. Ambedkar’s attempts at political separation,
though they failed at the level of realpolitik, underlined the fact that Dal-
its were a territorially dispersed minority. From then on, a principle of
separation would inhere as a permanent reminder of the impossibility of
justice for Dalits’ historic suffering within the normal terms and condi-
tions of political discourse.
The moment of constitution making predicated the development of

the postcolonial polity on redressing caste “backwardness,” now defined
as a complex form of social inequality, through practices of equalization.
What Marc Galanter calls policies of “compensatory discrimination”
carry within them an analytics of power: they provide a diagnostic of the
structural causes of sociopolitical deprivation, and they are a mechanism
for its redress.What is noteworthy is the centrality of the ScheduledCastes
to this vision, for their enfranchisement was conceived through the dual
registers of exception and equalization. Because the politically inadequate
subject was also a socially marginal subject, the constitutional resolution
to the caste question required questions of social inequality to be ad-
dressed through political means. Strategies of equalizationwere thus con-
ceived as capable of transforming social practice in addition to render-
ing stigmatized subjects into citizens. In this schema, national freedom
and emancipation were prospective, they were promissory notes contin-
gent on the success of time-bound measures, for example, reservations,
which assumed that substantive equality and a new sociality would reign
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in the future. Here lies an indication of what I have termed the “politi-
cization of politics.”
The second axis of identity, resting on the rewritten Dalit history of

enduring conflict between Buddhism and Brahminism, allowed Dalits to
claim the political identity of non-Hindu.This challenged the Dalit’s cen-
trality to a reformed Hinduism and a recuperated upper-caste self
“premised on a shared concept of humanity which means that the other
is a perverted version of the self.”20 Instead, for Dalits, the right to reli-
gious belief was also the right to assert an agonistic identity counterposed
to the hegemonic embrace of Hindu history. The maximal act, conver-
sion out of Hinduism, also purposively reminded Hindus of the intimate
violence of untouchability.
Such trajectories emphasize the dual problematic of Dalit emancipa-

tion: to overcome religious discrimination and political inequality simul-
taneously, rather than transcending religious distinction by substituting
the rule of the state for the rule of religion. Dalit liberation staged the in-
terpenetration of the religious and the political as a permanent, consti-
tutive contradiction of the Indian social order, rather than their subla-
tion or transcendence. The tension between a vulnerable identity derived
from historically stigmatized existence and its translation into the lan-
guage of state classification and protection became a structuring aspect
of Dalit postcolonial existence. The interanimating tension between the
“religious” and the “political” resolution of theDalit was revealed.There-
fore, challenges to the complex ritual, social, and economic inequities
generated by caste Hinduism mobilized the dual registers of cultural ex-
ception and political equalization, identity and equality. They correspond
to the paradoxical duality of a Dalit identity balanced between a purely
relational and historical identity, on the one hand, and a more essential-
ist or embodied one on the other. The problem of Dalit essentialism cap-
tured in the “Buddhism versus Marxism” debates after national inde-
pendence, the cultural politics of Dalit liberation, the symbolic violence
of speech and word in Dalit literature, and the continued vulnerability of
Dalits to ritualized structures of political violence each reflect the delicate
balance of conceivingDalit both as an identity and as political potentiality.
Alarmingly, symbolic politics and political symbology in general, and

ritualized structures of anti-Dalit violence in particular, reflect the Dalit’s
pivotal role in expanding the domain of politics by making manifest the
relationship between violence and politics. The increased salience of the
caste body and the visibility of Dalits are mutually entailed by state struc-
tures of recognition and the politicization of public space, whether ur-
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ban or rural, where the game of recognition between Dalit and non-Dalit
is at least tensely, and often violently, enacted. Contemporary Dalit vul-
nerability is, in part, an artifact of state intervention, juridical conven-
tion, and efforts to manage the caste atrocity through the constitution-
ally mandated field of civil rights law to which the SCs are central.
Juridical structures of protection are thus the reflex of an existing archaic
structure of violence and the response to it.

rights, reservations, and representation

In my account of Dalit emancipation, I have consistently emphasized the
transformative potential carried by the idea of rights, social recognition,
redistribution, and political representation and their significant revision
in the course of Dalit struggle. In its focus on individual reason, rights,
and human equality, anticaste discourse might appear as a vernacular
complement, a homegrown version of political liberalism. However the
valence of these concepts was transformed when they were addressed to
distinctive forms of life, that is, to caste stigma, and because they took
root in a colonial context that precluded standard narratives of subject-
formation and individual agency.
One way to emphasize the distinctive genealogy of Dalit subject-

formation is to contrast it with the tension between group identity and
individual rights in theWest, where group identity is often characterized
as a secondary, sometimes aberrant effect of the normative trajectories
of individuation. I should clarify that my intention is not to make a point
about Indian deviance or belatedness, but precisely the opposite. I want
to suggest that by exploring a defining feature of Indian strategies of
equalization, affirmation of individual rights through affirmation of col-
lective identities, we might also be invited to reconsider the problematic
status of group rights for late-modern Western democracies.
In theWest, the consensual politics envisioned by liberal democracies

has been dependent on mechanisms for casting out social forms and re-
ligio-cultural practices that offend moral dispositions, violate the free-
dom of others, or require some form of remedial correction. Policies and
procedures for recognizing difference are typically viewed as practices of
prejudice or as the introduction of particularism into a normative polit-
ical field. Even when they are acknowledged to be necessary, as with the
case of affirmative action policies, they carry the taint of exceptional or
extraordinarymeasures of short duration and ostentatiousmodes of state
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intervention into civil society. Extended and inconclusive debates around
the politics of identity derive in part from the fact that religious or cul-
tural practices implicate a group or community as the bearer of identity,
challenging liberal conceptions of the individual as the locus of au-
tonomous or voluntary action and the bearer of rights.
The tension between individual and group rights is the classic impasse

of liberal multiculturalism in the West. The most persuasive reading of
this dilemma is articulated by Charles Taylor (1994), who argues that
the politics of identity place liberal democracies in the position of man-
aging the commitment to equality and universal rights against claims to
authenticity.21As individuals and groups use symbols of ethnic, religious,
sexual, and cultural belonging asmarkers of authenticity, they also deepen
the public visibility of particularistic identities as the grounds for mak-
ing claims upon the social collectivity for equal rights, on the one hand,
and for tolerance and respect on the other. For Taylor, as for other com-
munitarians, the right to recognition is understood as a claim to the right
to difference.
The problem for a politics of identity thus becomes how to distinguish

the recognition of difference from the practice and perpetuation of in-
equality, from the problem of the social redistribution of political and
economic opportunity, on the one hand, and from support for repugnant
practice on the other. Ironically, liberal tolerance might enable “liberal
strategies of exclusion,” to borrowUdayMehta’s apposite phrase.Moral
repugnance has become a powerful defense against cultural practices,
(e.g., genital cutting, veiling, or bigamy) and the legitimating ground for
political intervention, often (and increasingly) in the name of human
rights. In less extreme instances, the remedy for this problem is articu-
lated as the need to contextualize each instance on its own terms, confi-
dent that liberal consensus can distinguish “good” difference from
“bad.”We thus return to the classic recourse to law, context, and the in-
dividual “case.”
The pressing issue of social redistribution as a response to historical

discrimination tends to be divorced from the social recognition of dif-
ference.22 In this latter instance, the embarrassment around group rights
manifests as a challenge to the relevance of addressing past injustice
through present practices of antidiscrimination. This is buttressed by a
growing consensus—certainly in recent debates over affirmative action
policies in the United States—that it is preferential quotas that consti-
tute a practice of prejudice, rather than the socioeconomic circumstances
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to which they respond. Demands for recognition and for equality thus
mobilize divergent conceptions of history, and they enact different rela-
tionships to the state. While the politics of recognition addresses groups
as fully developed, autonomous identities competing for social space, the
model of discrimination assumes coeval or connected histories based on
differential access to social and political power that must be remedied
through state intervention.
The simultaneity of Dalit enfranchisement with postcolonial transi-

tion requires a different understanding of Dalits’ political history. Recog-
nition, redistribution, and equal representationwere to be simultaneously
secured through themechanism of reservations. Thus separation, or group
identity, has functioned as the modal form of political inclusion, genera-
ting a form of politics where a sociopolitically inadequate, demographic
majority—for instance, lower castes—has challenged upper-caste hege-
mony. The limits to such a form of politics—whose logical culmination
would be a system of proportional representation along caste lines—
arises, however, due to the political conviction that caste is not a posi-
tive form of social organization but a historically and culturally specific
form of inequality. Thus the dual impulse to recognize and to remove
caste has produced an agonistic terrain of politics where caste identifi-
cation is expected to lead to the annihilation of caste. The paradox of
embracing universal models of progress while in practice working
through caste defines the postcolonial career of Indian democracy. The
gap between substantive equality and embodied difference generates a
corporeal politics of caste.23

How does this happen?Wemight begin by noting the historic central-
ity of community, for like caste and religion, community was a repre-
sentational construct, an effect of colonial knowledge. Community was
understood to enframe caste and religious entities, however, giving them
organizational regularity, coherence, and a kind of public legibility. Colo-
nial misreading of the nomothetic character of community meant that
communities were viewed as perversely political: they were affective, pre-
political entities, on the one hand, and manifestations of despotic power
on the other.
While the status of community-as-constituency is an enduring legacy

of colonial government, it is also true that a reductive definition of “com-
munity” was challenged from the start. Initially, Jotirao Phule’s charac-
terization of the shudra-atishudra as a political collectivity and an ethi-
cal unity challenged the Brahmin’s hegemony through implicit use of the
discourse of majority and minority at a time when the nation was yet to

278 Epilogue



be passionately imagined by anticolonial thought. Unity among the Dalit
and non-Brahmin communities proved impossible, however, given the
economic contradictions between those who owned and those who la-
bored, together with non-Brahmins’ investment in the ritual hierarchy
of caste.A consistent tension in the politics of non-Brahminismwas posed
to those who challenged the Brahmin’s political power but accepted his
ritual sacrality, versus those who imagined the caste self and the social
order outside the frame of Hindu history altogether. These contradic-
tions affected B. R.Ambedkar’s efforts to enumerate a community of non-
Hindus, their identity negatively defined through a historic antagonism
to touchableHindus, which revealed a structuring violence, a fundamental
cleavage within the Hindu community.
The mechanism through which such negative identity was to be man-

ifest is instructive. The separate electorate was a colonial means of com-
mensuration that assumed qualitative equivalence between quantitatively
incommensurable entities. That is, equivalence between the Hindu ma-
jority and Muslim minority was assumed on the grounds that they were
both religious communities. Thus Ambedkar’s efforts to use the separate
electorate to define a new minority organized around a negative princi-
ple of social organization, untouchability, was bound to fail. In essence,
Ambedkar sought to delineate a community whose very existence indicted
inherited privilege as a form of caste power. The failure was instructive
nonetheless, since it revealed untouchability as the glue uniting the oth-
erwise fissiparous castes, while the visible economy of caste was secured
through the dehumanization of the untouchable. This structure of a nec-
essary yet negated existence is precisely what strategies of equalization
were meant to redress.
Inherited subalternity precluded Dalits from unequivocally claiming

cultural distinctiveness, for theirs was a culture of subordination, phys-
ical deformation, and the performance of degraded labor. Gandhi’s sharp
query whether Dalits desired to retain their stigmatized identity was pre-
scient, but the response was complex: theirs was an identity that had to
be acknowledged and refused.
Adult franchise together with the persistent politicization of caste as

a sign of inequality and of “civilizational shame” has brought social forms
and practices within the frame of political commensuration.24 Though
policymakers envisaged reservations as temporary measures, a decade at
a time, the practice is now integral to the architecture of the postcolo-
nial state. The seeming irony of India’s democratization through osten-
sibly derided cultural forms and social practices associated with the “tra-
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ditional” order of caste has affinity with the use of race in affirmative ac-
tion policies. Unlike affirmative action policies in the United States, how-
ever, it is the demographic majority that is conceived as sociopolitically
inadequate, from the superclassification of the Dalit to reservations for
the OBCs.

equality and difference

It was onlywhen the national community could be alignedwith theHindu
nation, that is, in the crucial years leading up to Partition and its after-
math, that the state’s protection of Dalits’ rights as minority rights was
placed on new footing. These rights were secured through the regime of
civil rights and the secularization of Hinduism.25 The dual resolution of
the Dalit question is quite distinct from the constitutional categorization
of Muslims as a religious minority or, for that matter, the impasse of fe-
male enfranchisement that is recurrently staged as a conflict between state
and community.
If Muslims were the modal minority in colonial India, theirs was a

question of sovereignty and not of difference.26 For this reason, Parti-
tion challenged the conceptual viability of the term “IndianMuslim,” so
much so that it became political common sense to define the good Mus-
lim as one who did not self-identify as one.27 In contrast, the Indian Con-
stitution redefined Muslims as religious rather than political minorities.
The identification of the Muslim as pure alterity has had pernicious ef-
fects, ranging from the susceptibility of Muslims to genocidal violence,
to growing evidence that their indices of socioeconomic growth rank even
lower than the SCs.28

The “secularism debates” in India have focused, however, on extending
one of the fundamental precepts of the politics of identity by redefining
the right to difference as the equal right to religious difference.29 Partha
Chatterjee has argued for the need to respect religious communities as
forms of life even when they refuse to subscribe to the norms of reasoned
debate, thus challenging the liberal rationality presumed by the politics
of identity. By emphasizing the incommensurability of community prac-
tice with state reason, Chatterjee suggests that even when the identity of
communities is incommensurable, they must be presumed to be com-
mensurable (as political units) with respect to the state. Chatterjee’s de-
mand for a “strategic politics of tolerance” that respects religious dif-
ference, together with the “push for democratization from the inside”
through “institutions which have representative legitimacy,” is oddly
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redolent of the status of community in colonial thought.30 His position
has generated significant criticism by feminist scholars, who argue that
it paves the way for patriarchal unfreedom.31

Feminist scholars, on the other hand, have been concerned with the
status of women as a political collectivity. Joan Scott has argued that in
the West, demands for political equality have mobilized around sexual
difference as that which precludes political equality and as the grounds
for political recognition for women. This has produced a recurrent (and
unresolved) tension between difference and equality in feminist demands
for rights.32 In India the problem is complicated by the fact that women
must engage state and community simultaneously, albeit differently, since
sexual rights—marriage, divorce, inheritance, maintenance—are regu-
lated by religious personal laws, while the Indian state adjudicates other
aspects of women’s status.Mrinalini Sinha has posited the distinctive per-
ils for Indian feminism as a consequence of such bifurcation: feminist de-
mands for difference were historically aligned with “the collective inter-
ests of religious communities,” while demands for political equality
posited women as “entirely apart and separate from all other social re-
lations,” though in practice this aligned them with the political position
of upper-class, upper-caste Hindumen.33 While Sinha’s work reveals how
a hegemonic feminism was ideologically aligned with mainstream na-
tionalism, Rajeswari Sunder Rajan has brilliantly theorized the implica-
tions of this impasse for the gendered subaltern when she is also a reli-
gious minority. From “Shah Bano” to “Amina”—cases that consistently
point to the failure of justice for Muslim women, whether through per-
sonal laws or criminal justice—Sunder Rajan explores the contemporary
impasse of feminist theorization of the female subject when confronted
with the bifurcated subjectivity of theMuslimwoman as citizen-subject.34

If “honor” is the disciplining discourse of community, Sunder Rajan’s
work unravels the hazards of statist discourses of “protection,” a dis-
course Indian feminists have challenged but also implicitly reproduced
through their engagements with the state.35

I would argue that one way out of the continued impasse of female en-
franchisement as individuating yet affiliating is for feminists to mobilize
dual demands—political equality vis-à-vis the state, and sexual equality
within community—but to focus, ultimately, on rendering “community”
an unstable and illegible category, as caste radicals sought to do earlier in
the century through intercaste and political marriage. Rather than efforts
to subsume community to the state, aligning sexual rights with political
rights—and thereby challenging the stability of “community”—might be
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the more salient method of intervention. I say this because India’s pecu-
liar path to secular modernity has exacerbated the tension between com-
munity and state, with both conceived as static entities. Introducing sexual
difference as the site of social reproduction thus poses a serious challenge
to the political status of community and the hegemony of the state.
Unlike female enfranchisement, which must mediate between sexu-

ality and community, the Dalit question is now conjoined with democ-
racy and secularism in a unique manner. It stages political equalization
and cultural exception as dual strategies for challenging the complex in-
equities generated by caste Hinduism. For Dalits, emancipation of self
and community are simultaneous goals, since the aim is to overcome
discrimination and inequality in the political and religious spheres. In
turn, my theorization of anti-Dalit violence posits it as a limit to polit-
ical commensuration for Dalits.

dalit power

Given the long history of Dalits’ resistance to Hindu incorporation, it is
ironic that the caste question has become prominent as a consequence
of Hindu nationalism’s transformation of political culture and its chal-
lenge to extant forms of secularism.36 The immense irony of Hindu na-
tionalism is that it brought Dalit and Backward Caste politics to the fore-
front through an aggressive, inclusive Hindu nationalist casteism that
accelerated lower-caste politicization while giving some a place as foot
soldiers in anti-Muslim violence.37AsDalits have been symbolically rein-
corporated into the formal political arena via Hindutva politics and its
anti-Muslim enactments, an emergent Dalit politics has also challenged
Hinduization.
Indeed, it is not overstatement to say that the post-Mandal Dalit sub-

ject is at the heart of a democratic revolution of the Indian polity and rep-
resents another reorientation of power around electoral politics and the
figure of the caste subaltern. The electoral success and populist polemics
of the Bahujan Samaj Party in Uttar Pradesh, India’s most populous state,
spotlights the new direction. The historic election victory of the BSP in
May 2006 staged “Dalit power” through a landslide victory free of past
political alliances, including the Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party.38 Scholars such as Gopal Guru and Sharad Patil have long asso-
ciated the politics of the BSP—political coalition building, including with
Hindu nationalists; the sharpening of caste identities; and a symbolic con-
tempt for the upper castes—with political opportunism rather than po-
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litical emancipation.39 This timewas different.Virtually ignored bymain-
stream media, the BSP ran a highly successful campaign that departed
from the anti-Brahmin posture it had taken since its 1984 founding.40

Mayawati, the only Dalit woman to become chief minister of an Indian
state, hadwon the post thrice in the past, heading coalition governments.
In the 2006 elections,Mayawati cultivated the Brahmin vote and aDalit-
Brahmin bhaichara (brotherhood) to win a BSP victory. While 80 per-
cent of the Dalit vote went to the BSP, the votes of Brahmins and the so-
calledMiddle Backward Classes were crucial to the landslide.41This was
a subaltern version of the Congress strategy of winning elections through
a coalition of upper castes and “coreminorities.”One of the tens of thou-
sands of BSP supporters gathered in Lucknow for Mayawati’s swearing-
in ceremony noted the symbolic potency of the event: “Mythology . . .
has recorded how Brahmin priests across the length and breadth of the
country refused to perform Raj Tilak [accession of power] ceremonies
for Shivaji just because he was a Maratha. . . . [Today] we are witness-
ing the Raj Tilak of a Dalit, and that too of a woman, virtually conducted
by hundreds of thousands of Brahmins.”42

The epochal shift was lost on no one: Dalit subalterns had captured
state power and stood at the center of Uttar Pradesh’s politics. The trans-
formation of Dalits’ low status into an electoral catalyst was a belated
realization ofAmbedkar’s dream.43 Ironically, the power of the Dalit vote
was realized by emphasizing the structural similarities betweenDalits and
Brahmins as demographic minorities, on the one hand, and by forcing
Brahmins to recognize their political dependence on the BSP, on the other.
Dalit power was manifest through the BSP, but Brahmins were put in
a position to name themselves as Brahmin and as a numerical minority
to boot.
The BSP’s success indicates that a subaltern transformation of the

political brings with it the recognition of state power as caste power.
Mayawati’s shift in emphasis from the bahujan samaj (majority commu-
nity) to sarva samaj (the entire society) indexes the symbolic centrality
of Dalit power for transforming politics. As one journalist noted, “The
BSP’s victory advances the issues of equity and redistributive justice
towards the top of the agenda—not just in U.P. [Uttar Pradesh] but in
India as a whole.”44

The potential transformation of the Indian polity through the centrali-
zation of Dalit power appears anomalous if judged from the perspective
of Western democratic regimes. It is also the case that the egalitarian
promise held out by the BSP has yet to be realized. However, the sym-
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bolic association between democracy and the Dalit has become a partial
reality in India’s political landscape.Mayawati’s success derives from us-
ing the space of representative democracy and adult franchise to focal-
ize Dalits’ particular interests. This resemblesAmbedkar’s early argument
regarding the possibility of using universal enfranchisement together with
political safeguards to make the Dalit minority visible as a complexly
subordinated group. As well, it reflects possible alliances between Dalits
and other stigmatized groups, includingMuslims andChristians, alliances
that are not along traditional class lines, but instead require creative link-
age between caste and class.45

These developments return us to the dual resolution of the Dalit ques-
tion along the axes of the ethical and the political, of conversion and com-
mensuration. I have argued that this resolution is in fact a recipe for the
politicization of politics, for new imaginations of social justice and dig-
nity. This derives from the impossibility of doing justice to theDalit within
existing forms of political restitution. Thus the successful accretion of
political value for Dalits in one part of the subcontinent might be a por-
tent of the future. Or, perhaps it will give way to new imaginations of
the human and of human rights outside the subcontinent.46

The effort to imagine the contours of a shifting politics and a society
that is yet to come returns us to Vasantrao Kamble’s powerful metaphor
of connection: the electric shock as a model of social recognition. His-
tory, politics, culture, the caste body—each has been surprisingly trans-
formed by the demand for Dalit recognition. Dalit struggles for equality
and self-respect have not been abstract thought experiments. They have
been generated within the embodied space of stigmatized selfhood. By
implicating Dalits and non-Dalits in its genealogy of political subject-
formation, Dalit history implicates us all in the imagination of a Dalit
future.
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Abbreviations

ADPM Anarya Dosh Pariharak Mandali

AIR All India Reporter

AISCF All-India Scheduled Caste Federation

ANM Asprishyata Nivarak Mandali

BAWS Babasaheb AmbedkarWritings and Speeches

BB Bharatishkrit Bharat

BC Backward Class

BDD Bombay Development Department

BHS Bahishkrit Hitakarini Sabha

BJP Bharatiya Janata Party

BLR Bombay Law Reporter

BSP Bahujan Samaj Party

CID Central Intelligence Department

CPI Communist Party of India

DB Din Bandhu

DCM Depressed Classes Mission

DIGP Deputy Inspector General of Police

DSP Deputy Superintendent of Police

ED Education Department

FIR First Information Report
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GD General Department

ILP Independent Labour Party

ILR Indian Law Reporter

JD Judicial Department

MSA Maharashtra State Archives, Mumbai

OBC Other Backward Class

PCR Act Protection of Civil Rights Act

PES People’’s Education Society

POA Act Prevention ofAtrocities (against Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes) Act

PSI Police Subinspector

RCSCST Report of the Commissioner of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes

RD Revenue Department

RPI Republican Party of India

RSS Rashtriya Svayamsevak Sangh

SC Scheduled Caste

SM Somavanshiya Mitra

SP Superintendent of Police

ST Scheduled Tribe
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consequence of India’s encounter with missionary Christianity, see Peter van der
Veer, Imperial Encounters: Religion and Modernity in India and Britain (Balti-
more,MD: JohnsHopkins University Press, 2001).With regard to Christian con-
version of the lower and untouchable castes in western and central India, see
Saurabh Dube, Untouchable Pasts: Religion, Identity, and Power among a Cen-
tral Indian Community, 1780–1950 (Albany: SUNY Press, 1998); and Rosalind
O’Hanlon,Caste,Conflict, and Ideology:Mahatma Jotirao Phule and LowCaste
Protest in Nineteenth-Century Western India (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1985).
7. Dilip Menon, Caste, Nationalism and Communism in India: Malabar,

1900–1948 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); and Vijay Prashad,
Untouchable Freedom: A Social History of a Dalit Community (Delhi: Oxford
University Press, 2000).
8. Louis Dumont, Homo Hierarchicus: The Caste System and Its Implica-

tions, complete rev. English ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980);
and Louis Dumont, FromMandeville toMarx:TheGenesis andTriumph of Eco-
nomic Ideology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1977).
9. Michael Moffatt, An Untouchable Community in South India: Structure

and Consensus (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1979).
10. Robert Deliège, The World of the “Untouchables”: Paraiyars of Tamil

Nadu (Delhi and NewYork: Oxford University Press, 1997). Promising avenues
of inquiry are found in the work of R. S. Khare, who discusses howDalit Chamar
intellectuals theorize their subalternity; Owen Lynch’s study of Dalit political mo-
bilization in Lucknow; and the work of Gyan Prakash on the Bhuinyas of Bihar,
where labor servitude and ritual degradation produced a critique of caste that
involved both the internalization of ritual hierarchy and its virulent rejection in
favor of egalitarianism. R. S. Khare,TheUntouchable as Himself: Ideology, Iden-
tity, and Pragmatism among the LucknowChamars (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1984); OwenM. Lynch, The Politics of Untouchability: Social Mo-
bility and Social Change in a City of India (NewYork: Columbia University Press,
1969); and Gyan Prakash, Bonded Histories: Geneologies of Labor Servitude in
Colonial India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
11. Nicholas B. Dirks, The Hollow Crown: Ethnohistory of an Indian King-

dom, 2nd ed. (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993). Gloria Raheja
has argued for the coexistence of Kshatriya power and Brahmin dominance, but
does not discuss how their intersection transforms scholarly understandings of
caste power. Gloria Goodwin Raheja, “Centrality, Mutuality and Hierarchy,”
CIS 23, no. 1 (1989): 79–101.
12. Dirks, Castes of Mind, part 3. For a discussion of Indological and social-

scientific constructions of a sociopolitically deficient “India,” see Ronald Inden,
Imagining India (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990).
13. Sekhar Bandyopadhyay, Caste, Protest, and Identity in Colonial India:

TheNamasudras of Bengal 1872–1947 (Richmond, Surrey: Curzon Press, 1997);

288 Notes to Pages 6–10



V. Geetha and S.V. Rajadurai, Towards a Non-Brahmin Millennium: From
Iyothee Thass to Periyar (Calcutta: Samya, 1998); Menon, Caste, Nationalism
and Communism in India; and Prashad, Untouchable Freedom.
14. Mark Juergensmeyer, Religion as Social Vision: The Movement against

Untouchability in Twentieth-Century Punjab (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1982); and Khare, The Untouchable as Himself. Nandini Gooptu’s
work addresses underexplored linkages between caste-labor and urban politics
in the interwar period. Nandini Gooptu, The Politics of the Urban Poor in Early
Twentieth-Century India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). An-
tonio Gramsci defines the organic intellectual as a member of the subordinated
classes who, like all dominated peoples, carries a contradictory perspective on
the world that acknowledges the force and power of elite domination even as
it rejects the validity of those same categories of identity and social description.
Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, (New York: Columbia University Press,
1992).
15. Important examples include J. Duncan M. Derrett, Essays in Classical

and Modern Hindu Law, 4 vols. (Indian repr., Delhi: Universal Book Traders,
1995), especially vol. 3,Anglo-Indian Legal Problems, and vol. 4,Current Prob-
lems and the Legacy of the Past); Marc Galanter, Law and Society in Modern
India, ed. Rajeev Dhavan (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1989); and R.
Lingat, The Classical Law of India, trans. J. Duncan M. Derrett (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1973).
16. Rachel Sturman has explored how “marginal communities”—Khojas,

Memons,Mahars—had been brought under the ambit of Hindu andMuslim per-
sonal laws that were invested with “universalized and rationalized jurisdiction”
during the 1930s. Rachel Sturman, “Public and Private Communities,” in “Law’s
Subjects: Property, Personhood and Family in theMaking ofModern India” (un-
published ms.).
17. Partha Chattejee, “TheNationalist Resolution of theWoman’sQuestion,”

in Recasting Women: Essays in Indian Colonial History, ed. Kumkum Sangari
and Sudesh Vaid (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1990), 233–53.
18. For recent examples, see Shahid Amin, Event, Metaphor, Memory:

Chauri Chaura 1922–1992 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1995); and Dipesh
Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Dif-
ference (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). Works on the gen-
dered subaltern have identified significant lacunae in the conception of sexed
subalternity and a more general refusal, on the part of the Subaltern Studies
Collective, to engage the question of gender. Important examples include Uma
Chakravarti,Rewriting History:The Life andTimes of Pandita Ramabai (Delhi:
Kali for Women, 1997); Indrani Chatterjee, Gender, Slavery and Law in Colo-
nial India (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1999); Charu Gupta, Sexuality, Ob-
scenity, Community:Women, Muslims, and the Hindu Public in Colonial India
(NewYork: Palgrave, 2002); Tanika Sarkar, HinduWife, Hindu Nation: Com-
munity, Religion, and Cultural Nationalism (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 2001); Mrinalini Sinha, Specters of Mother India: The Global Restruc-
turing of an Empire (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006); and Rajeswari
Sunder Rajan, The Scandal of the State: Women, Law, and Citizenship in Post-

Notes to Pages 10–11 289



colonial India (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003). The classic text is
the groundbreaking essay, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern
Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, ed. Cary Nelson and
Lawrence Grossberg (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 271–313.
19. Ranajit Guha,ElementaryAspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India

(Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1983).
20. Eleanor Zelliot’s pathbreaking work on B.R. Ambedkar and the Dalit

movement provides the basis for important recent works, including Jayashree
Gokhale’s study of the Ambedkar movement and Gail Omvedt’s comparative
study of Dalit movements in the west and south. Zelliot,Dr. Babasaheb Ambed-
kar and the Untouchable Movement; Jayashree Gokhale, From Concessions to
Confrontation:The Politics of an IndianUntouchable Community (Bombay: Pop-
ular Prakashan, 1993); and Gail Omvedt, Dalits and the Democratic Revolu-
tion: Dr.Ambedkar and the Dalit Movement in Colonial India (NewDelhi: Sage
Publications, 1994). The twelve-volume Marathi biography of Ambedkar, first
published in 1964 by C. B. Khairmode, is a critical source for scholars of the
movement. C. B. Khairmode,Bhimrao RamjiAmbedkar Charitra, 3rd ed. (Pune:
Sugawa Prakashan, 2003).
21. For key studies that consider caste radicalism as an intellectual forma-

tion, see V. Geetha and Rajadurai, Towards a Non-Brahmin Milennium; and
O’Hanlon, Caste, Conflict, and Ideology. For writings by and on Phule, see R. S.
GhadgeAmhi Pahilele Phule [The PhuleThatWe Saw], ed. SitaramRaikar (Pune:
Ma. Phule Samata Pratisthan, 1981); Pandharinath Sitaram Patil,Mahatma Joti-
rao Phule Yanche Charitra [A Biography of Mahatma Jotirao Phule] (Chikhali,
1927); and Dhananjay Keer and S.G. Malshe, eds., Mahatma Phule Samagra
Vangmay [Collected Works of Mahatma Jotirao Phule] (Mumbai: Mumbai
Rajya Sahitya ani Samskriti Mandal, 1969), reprinted 1991, ed. Y.D. Phadke.
22. O’Hanlon, Caste, Conflict, and Ideology.
23. Chatterjee, “The Nationalist Resolution of the Woman’s Question.”
24. Although dalit and paddalitwere used in the 1920s, the terms only gained

traction and came into common usage in the 1970s.
25. Gandhi attributes the term “Harijan” to the saint Narasinha Mehta.

Navajivan, August 2, 1931; and Young India, August 6, 1931. Earlier, Gandhi
used the term antyaja (last born) to refer to untouchables.
26. Thomas Blom Hansen,Wages of Violence: Naming and Identity in Post-

colonial Bombay (Princeton, NJ : Princeton University Press, 2001), 2.
27. Allen Feldman, Formations of Violence (Chicago: University of Chicago

Press, 1991).
28. A key example is the famous model of Sanskritization and westerniza-

tion put forward by M.N. Srinivas and the unfortunate longevity of his now-
dated analysis of caste assertion among political scientists. A recent example in
an otherwise important account of the rise of “backward” caste and Dalit pol-
itics is Christophe Jaffrelot, India’s Silent Revolution: The Rise of the Lower
Castes in North India (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002). Though
prescient in recognizing the growing political salience of caste, Srinivas’s model
of politics is ultimately homeostatic: it assumes that dominant castes transfer so-
cial capital and social conflict onto a new field, electoral politics. Indeed, Srinivas’s

290 Notes to Pages 11–17



model of social transformation—“Sanskritization” and “westernization”—
describes parallel forms of upward mobility: one is ritual, the other secular; one
mimics the idealized power of Brahmin, the other of colonizer.Themodel describes
perceived reality—for example, that Marathas dominate electoral politics in Ma-
harashtra, or Gowdas in Karnataka—but it does not constitute a theory of caste
power. Mysore Narasimhachar Srinivas, Social Change in Modern India (Berke-
ley: University of California Press, 1966). On caste and electoral politics, see also
Lloyd I. Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rudolph, The Modernity of Tradition:
Political Development in India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1972).
29. R.Moore, “TheTwilight of theWhigs and the Reform of the IndianCoun-

cils, 1886–1892,” The Historical Journal 10, no. 3 (1967): 400–414.
30. R. Moore, “John Morley’s Acid Test: India 1906–1910,” Pacific Affairs

40, nos. 3–4 (1967): 333–40; and StanleyWolpert,Morley and India, 1906–1910
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967).
31. Ranajit Guha, “Discipline and Mobilize,” in Dominance without Hege-

mony: History and Power in Colonial India (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1997), 100–150.
32. C. L.R. James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San

Domingo Revolution, 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage, 1963). As Laurent Dubois
has recently noted, James’s exclusive focus onToussaint L’Ouverture was polem-
ically powerful yet historically problematic and ignored the fact that L’Ouver-
ture’s efforts to build a postemancipatory social order reinstituted the racial and
economic orders of the plantation he had struggled against. Laurent Dubois,
Avengers of the NewWorld: The Story of the Haitian Revolution (Cambridge,
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004). See also David Patrick
Geggus, The Impact of the Haitian Revolution in the AtlanticWorld (Columbia:
University of South Carolina, 2001).
33. On theCambridge School argument regarding the provincialization of pol-

itics, see, for example, Christopher Baker and David Washbrook, South India:
Political Institutions and Social Change (Dehli: Vikas, 1975); and JohnGallagher,
Gordon Johnson, and Anil Seal, eds., Locality, Province, and Nation: Essays on
Indian Politics 1870 to 1940, reprinted fromModern Asian Studies (Cambridge:
University Press, 1973). For an early critique, seeM. S. S. Pandian, “BeyondColo-
nial Crumbs: Cambridge School, Identity Politics, andDravidianMovement,”Eco-
nomic and PoliticalWeekly 30, nos. 7–8 (February 18, 1995): 385–91. For an im-
portant discussion of the emphasis on capitalism over colonialism in Cambridge
historiography, see Dirks, Castes of Mind, epilogue.
34. Graham Burchell, Colin Gordon, and Peter Miller, eds., The Foucault

Effect: Studies inGovernmentality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).
35. Abrams, “Notes on the Difficulty of Studying the State.” See also

Mitchell, “Economy and the State Effect.”
36. Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Post-

colonial Histories, Oxford India Paperbacks (Delhi: Oxford University Press,
1995). See also David Scott, “Colonial Governmentality,” Social Text 43 (Au-
tumn 1995): 191–220.
37. Joan Wallach Scott, Only Paradoxes to Offer: French Feminists and the

Rights of Man (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996).

Notes to Pages 18–20 291



38. Aga Khan, Times of India,October 6, 1906. Before Partition, one of four
Indians wasMuslim.Muslims were a demographic majority in Baluchistan, Sind,
Bengal, Punjab, and theNorthwest Frontier Provinces. SeeAyesha Jalal,The Sole
Spokesman: Jinnah, the Muslim League, and the Demand for Pakistan (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 2.
39. Female enfranchisement was posited either as an extension of collective

community rights or as an individual right transcending social relations. Upper-
caste Hindu feminists refused to demand special representation because they re-
jected the political separation this implied, which put them on par with Depressed
Classes and Muslims. However, women were ultimately unable to elide gender
specificity to claim the position of the unmarked, universal citizen. This failure
intensified the schism between feminists’ political identification with the univer-
sal subject of rights and their structural position as political subjects caught be-
tween communitarian and state logics of incorporation. As well, because the uni-
versalist position was historically aligned with the political interests of the Hindu
upper-castemale, Indian feminists increasingly confronted the uneasy resemblance
between their demands for (universal) political rights and the rhetoric of upper
castes who rejected special representation for minorities. Sinha, “Ambiguous Af-
termath,” in Specters of Mother India, 197–247
40. PrimeMinister RamsayMacDonald suggested that a double vote allowed

for weightage without the enforced political segregation of the Muslim separate
electorate. “GeneralAppreciation of the CommunalAward,”Home Political File
no. 41–44 and KW Serial nos. 1–37, NAI, cited in Shabnam Tejani, “A Pre-His-
tory of Indian Secularism: Categories of Nationalism and Communalism in
Emerging Definitions of India, Bombay Presidency C. 1893–1932” (PhD disser-
tation, Columbia University, 2002).
41. For an account of the 1935 Government of India Act as a blueprint for

continuation of British rule in opposition to nationalist demands, see Carl Bridge,
Holding India to the Empire: The British Conservative Party and the 1935 Con-
stitution, South Asian Publications Series, no. 1 (New Delhi: Sterling Publishers,
1986).
42. David Gilmartin, “AMagnificent Gift:MuslimNationalism and the Elec-

tion Process in Colonial Punjab,” Comparative Studies in Society and History
40, no. 3 (July 1998): 415–36.
43. Karl Marx, “On the Jewish Question,” in The Marx-Engels Reader, 2nd

ed., ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 26–52. On the affinities
between the Jewish question in Europe and the problem of Muslim minority on
the subcontinent, see Aamir Mufti, Enlightenment in the Colony: The Jewish
Question and the Crisis of Postcolonial Culture (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2007).
44. Dorothy Ko, Cinderella’s Sisters: A Revisionist History of Footbinding

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 41.
45. Etienne Balibar, “‘Rights of Man’ and ‘Rights of the Citizen’: The Mod-

ern Dialectic of Equality and Freedom,” in Masses, Classes, Ideas: Studies on
Politics and Philosophy Before and After Marx (London: Routledge, 1994), 46.
46. Important texts include: Arjun Appadurai, Fear of Small Numbers: An

Essay on the Geography of Anger (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006);

292 Notes to Pages 20–25



Urvashi Butalia, The Other Side of Silence: Voices from the Partition of India
(New Delhi: Penguin Books India, 1998); E. Valentine Daniel, Charred Lulla-
bies: Chapters in an Anthropography of Violence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1996); Veena Das, Mirrors of Violence: Communities, Riots, and
Survivors in South Asia (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1990); RituMenon and
Kamla Bhasin,Borders and Boundaries:Women in India’s Partition (New Bruns-
wick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1998); Gyanendra Pandey, Remembering
Partition: Violence, Nationalism and History in India (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2002); and Faisal Devji, “Hindu/Muslim/Indian,” Public Cul-
ture 5, no. 1 (1992): 1–18.
47. Jean and John Comaroff, “Criminal Justice, Cultural Justice: The Lim-

its of Liberalism and the Pragmatics of Difference in the New South Africa,”
American Ethnologist 31, no. 2 (2004): 188–204. For an argument about the
two epochs of postcolonial politics, the first defined by decolonization and de-
velopment and the second by neoliberal governance and discourses of social
order, see Jean and John Comaroff, “Millenial Capitalism and the Culture of
Neoliberalism,” Public Culture, 12, no. 2 (Spring 2000): 291–343; and Jean
and John Comaroff, eds., Civil Society and the Political Imagination in Africa:
Critical Perspectives, Problems, Paradoxes (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1999).
48. For sociological studies of caste violence, see Susan Bayly, Caste, Society,

and Politics in India: From the Eighteenth Century to the Modern Age (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), especially chapter 9, “CasteWars and
theMandate of Violence”; Ghanshyam Shah,Untouchability in Rural India (New
Delhi: Sage Publications, 2006); and Oliver Mendelsohn and Marika Vicziany,
The Untouchables: Subordination, Poverty, and the State inModern India (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), especially chapter 2, “The Question
of the ‘Harijan Atrocity.’” An early account of this phenomenon can be found
in N.D. Kamble,Atrocities on Scheduled Castes in Post Independent India, 15th
August 1947 to 15th August 1979 (New Delhi: Ashish Pub. House, 1981).
49. Examples include Uma Chakravarti, Gendering Caste through a Femi-

nist Lens (Calcutta: Stree, 2003); Satish Deshpande, Contemporary India: A So-
ciological View (New Delhi: Viking, 2003); K. Ilaiah,Why I Am Not a Hindu:
A Sudra Critique of Hindutva Philosophy, Culture and Political Economy, 2nd
ed. (Calcuttta: Samya, 2005); Mary E. John, “Alternative Modernities? Reser-
vations and Women’s Movement in 20th Century India” Economic and Politi-
cal Weekly (October 28, 2000): WS22–WS29; Dilip M. Menon, The Blindness
of Insight: Essays on Caste in Modern India, Other Headings (Pondicherry:
Navayana Pub., 2006); Aditya Nigam,The Insurrection of Little Selves:The Cri-
sis of Secular-Nationalism in India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006);
Chandra Bhan Prasad,Dalit Phobia:Why DoThey Hate Us? (New Delhi: Vistar
Pub., 2006); M. S. S. Pandian, Brahmin and Non-Brahmin: Genealogies of the
Tamil Political Present (Dehli: Permanent Black, 2007); Anupama Rao, ed.,
Gender and Caste: Contemporary Issues in Indian Feminism (New Delhi: Kali
for Women, 2003); and Ghanshyam Shah et. al,Dalit Identity and Politics: Cul-
tural Subordination and the Dalit Challenge, vol. 2 (New Delhi: Sage Publica-
tions, 2001).

Notes to Pages 26–28 293



50. Dirks, The Hollow Crown, xxiii.
51. Thomas R. Trautmann,Dravidian Kinship (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-

versity Press, 1981).
52. On the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century formation of regional break-

aways, see Muzaffar Alam, The Crisis of Empire in Mughal North India: Awadh
and the Punjab, 1707–48 (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1986); and Andre
Wink, Land and Sovereignty in India: Agrarian Society and Politics under the
Eighteenth-Century Maratha Svarajya (Cambridge University Press, 1986).
53. For a discussion of the resonance of Shivaji forMaratha history, see Prachi

Deshpande, Creative Pasts: Historical Memory and Identity in Western India,
1700–1960 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2007); and Daniel Jasper,
“Commemorating Shivaji: Regional and Religious Identity in Maharashtra, In-
dia” (PhD dissertation, New School for Social Research, 2002).
54. R. E. Enthoven, TheTribes and Castes of Bombay, vol. 2 (Bombay: Gov-

ernment Central Press, 1922), 401–18. Interestingly, Enthoven fails to mention
Mahars’ involvement in military service.
55. Zelliot, “Dr. Ambedkar and the Mahar Movement,” 22.
56. Chakravarti, Rewriting History; Sumit Guha, “An Indian Penal Regime.

Maharashtra in the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 147 (1995): 101–26;
V. S. Kadam, “The Institution of Marriage and the Position of Women in Eigh-
teenth Century Maharashtra,” Indian Economic and Social History Review 25,
no. 3 (1988): 341–70; and N.K. Wagle, “The Government, the Jati and the In-
dividual: Rights, Discipline andControl in the Pune Kotwal Papers, 1766–1794,”
Contributions to Indian Sociology 34, no. 3 (2000): 321–60.
57. See Frank F. Conlon, A Caste in a ChangingWorld (Berkeley: University

of California Press, 1977), for the Chitpavans. On the Peshwai, see Hiroshi
Fukazawa, The Medieval Deccan: Peasants, Social Systems and States; Sixteenth
to Eighteenth Centuries (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991).
58. O’Hanlon, Caste, Conflict, and Ideology, 53.
59. Ambedkar’s entry into active politics coincided with the retreat of key

political leaders from the Vidarbha region, including Kalicharan Nandagavli,
Kisan Fagoji Bansode, Ganesh Akkaji Gawai, and M.M. Thaware. Rejecting
Ambedkar’s 1935 call for conversion out of Hinduism, they supported inclusion
within a reformedHinduism. The Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (National Vol-
unteer Corps), founded in Nagpur in 1925 by K. B. Hegdewar with its commit-
ment to Hindu nationalism, was a strong presence in the region.

1. caste radicalism

1. Scholars of north India have argued that the vernacular public sphere ex-
acerbated Hindu-Muslim conflict, even as it enabled new constituencies to take
shape within a fractured and complexly ramified public sphere. See Sandria B.
Freitag, Collective Action and Community: Public Arenas and the Emergence of
Communalism in North India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989);
Nandini Gooptu, The Politics of the Urban Poor in Early Twentieth-Century In-
dia, Cambridge Studies in Indian History and Society 8 (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2001); CharuGupta, Sexuality,Obscenity,Community:Women,

294 Notes to Pages 28–39



Muslims, and the Hindu Public in Colonial India, 1st Palgrave ed. (New York:
Palgrave, 2002); Kathryn Hansen, Grounds for Play: The Nautanki Theatre of
North India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); and Francesca
Orsini,TheHindi Public Sphere 1920–1940: Language and Literature in theAge
of Nationalism (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2002). For western India,
see Veena Naregal, Language Politics, Elites, and the Public Sphere:Western In-
dia under Colonialism (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2001). For an important account
of the articulation between music, modernity, and the Brahminizing performa-
tive sphere, see Janaki Bakhle, Two Men and Music: Nationalism in the Making
of an Indian Classical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).
2. Gail Omvedt, Cultural Revolt in a Colonial Society: The Non-Brahman

Movement in Western India 1873 to 1930 (Bombay: Scientific Socialist Educa-
tion Trust, 1976).
3. The most important scholarly account of Phule’s thought is Rosalind

O’Hanlon,Caste,Conflict, and Ideology:Mahatma Jotirao Phule and LowCaste
Protest in Nineteenth-Century Western India (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1985).
4. Though strapped for cash, these newspapers managed to give some con-

tinuity to a Dalit communicative public. The Din Bandhu (Friend of the Impov-
erished) was an organ of Satyashodak anti-Brahminism. The first issue of Din
Bandhuwas published in January 1877with a circulation of 300 copies. By 1884,
with a circulation of 1,650, the newspaper was second only to Tilak’s Kesari.
Native Newspaper Report, September 6, 1884, MSA.Din Bandhu’s first editor,
Krishnarao Bhalekar (1850–1910), was an early member of the Satyashodak
Samaj. A forceful critic of Brahmin hegemony and ritualism, he came from the
village of Bhamburde, near Pune. Educated at a mission school and employed at
a district court in Pune, Bhalekar had staged anti-Brahmin plays and started a
school for the poor even before he met Phule in 1867. Y.D. Phadke, Vyakti ani
Vichar: Kahi Anubandh (Pune: Srividya Prakashan, 1979), 41–64. In 1880,
Narayan Meghaji Lokhande took over publication of Din Bandhu. Lokhande
was active in the working-class movement and started the Mill Hands Associa-
tion in Bombay, thus creating new linkages between the peasant base of the Satya-
shodak Samaj and Bombay’s laboring classes. Lokhande opened the Bombay
branch of the Satyashodak Samaj in 1874. Manohar Kadam, Narayan Meghaji
Lokhande: Bharatiya Kamgar Calvalice Janak,3rd. ed. (Mumbai:Mahatma Phule
Samata Pratishthan and Akshar Prakashan, 2002). The Somavanshiya Mitra
(Friend of the Somavanshi), started by the Poona reformer Shivram Janba Kam-
ble, was published from 1908 to 1912. Ambedkar’s first journalistic venture, the
Muknayak (Leader of the Mute), was active from 1917 to 1920, and the Bahish-
krit Bharat (Outcaste India) was published between 1927 and 1929. Appa
Ranpise, Dalitanchi Vrittapatra (Bombay: Bauddha Sahitya Parishad, 1962).
5. For an account of the changing valence of Maratha history and the poli-

tics of vernacular history writing, see Prachi Deshpande, Creative Pasts: Histor-
icalMemory and Identity inWestern India, 1700–1960,Cultures ofHistory (New
York: Columbia University Press, 2007).
6. Important revisionist accounts include Stewart Gordon, The Marathas

1600–1818 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); Frank Perlin, “State

Notes to Pages 39–41 295



Formation Reconsidered, Part Two,” Modern Asian Studies 19, no. 3 (1985):
415–80; and Andre Wink, Land and Sovereignty in India: Agrarian Society and
Politics under the Eighteenth-Century Maratha Svarajya (Cambridge University
Press, 1986). For the legal order, see Sumit Guha, “An Indian Penal Regime: Ma-
harashtra in the Eighteenth Century,” Past and Present 147 (1995): 101–26; V. S.
Kadam, “The Institution ofMarriage and Position ofWomen in Eighteenth-Cen-
turyMaharashtra,” Indian Economic and Social History Review 25, no. 3 (1988):
341–70; and N.K.Wagle, “The Government, the Jati and the Individual: Rights,
Discipline and Control in the Pune Kotwal Papers, 1766–1794,” Contributions
to Indian Sociology 34, no. 3 (2000): 321–60.
7. Frank Perlin, “OfWhiteWhale and Countryman in the Eighteenth Century

Maratha Deccan: Extended Class Relations, Rights and the Problem of Auton-
omy under the Old Regime,” Journal of Peasant Studies 5, no. 2 (1978): 172–237.
8. Hiroshi Fukazawa, “State and Caste (Jati) in the Eighteenth-Century

Maratha Kingdom,”Hitotsubashi Journal of Economics 9, no. 1 (1968): 32–44.
9. N.K. Wagle, “Ritual and Change in Early Nineteenth Century Society in

Maharashtra: Vedokta Disputes in Baroda, Pune and Satara, 1824–1838,” inRe-
ligion and Society in Maharashtra, ed. M. Israel and N.K.Wagle (Toronto: Cen-
tre for South Asian Studies, University of Toronto, 1987), 145–81. For a non-
Brahmin perspective on the Vedokta controversy and its 1830 resolution in favor
of the Maratha case, see M.G. Dongare, The Lineage of the Bhosle Family (Kol-
hapur, 1905), cited in O’Hanon, Caste Conflict and Ideology, 33–34. For a dis-
cussion of the tension between Shahu Chatrapati’s emphasis on ritual recogni-
tion within varna terms, and his commitments to the Satyashodak critiques of
caste hierarchy, see Omvedt, Cultural Revolt in a Colonial Society, 124–36.
10. Peshwa dominance coincided with Maratha incursion into Malwa, Gu-

jarat, Delhi, and Bengal in the period 1720–40, and the annexation of Orissa in
1745. The collection of chauth (tribute) from Bengal and Bihar continued until
1758, when the British stopped payment after becoming de facto sovereign over
Bengal, Bihar, and Orissa.
11. N.K.Wagle, “ADispute between the Pancal Devajna Sonars and the Pune

Brahmins Regarding Social Rank andRitual Privileges:ACase-Study of the British
Administration of Jati Laws in Maharashtra, 1822–1825,” in Images of Maha-
rashtra: A Regional Profile of India (London: Curzon Press, 1980), 129–59.
12. Phule’s history was based on a reinterpretation of the Dasavatara, which

describes the cyclical movement of the yugas, or ages of man, through Vishnu’s
ten incarnations on earth. Phule argued that theMatsya (fish) avatar foretold the
invasion of theAryan bhat Brahmins. He focused, however, on the defeat of Bali,
the virtuous king of the Daityas, or the asuras (so-called demons), by Vishnu’s
chicanery and cunning. Vishnu, in the guise of Vamana, a Brahmin dwarf, asked
Bali for a boon—the grant of all the land he could encompass in three steps. Va-
mana then grew to gargantuan proportions, encompassed the earth and the heav-
ens with two steps, and placed his foot on Bali’s head for the third step. This
consigned Bali to the netherworld. Phule argued that Bali’s defeat foretold the
historic humiliation of the shudra-atishudras. Jotirao Phule,Gulamgiri, in Samagra
Vangmay: Mahatma Phule Samagra Vangmay [Collected Works of Mahatma
Jotirao Phule], ed. Dhananjay Keer and S.G. Malshe (Mumbai: Mumbai Rajya

296 Notes to Pages 41–44



Sahitya ani Samskriti Mandal, 1969), reprinted 1991, ed. Y.D. Phadke. On Pu-
ranic history, see Romila Thapar, Interpreting Early India (Delhi: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1992).
13. Joan Leopold, “The Aryan Theory of Race in India,” Indian Economic

and Social History Review 7 (1970): 271–97; andThomas R.Trautmann,Aryans
and British India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997).
14. Bal Gangadhar Tilak, The Arctic Home in the Vedas: Being Also a New

Key to the Interpretation of ManyVedicTexts and Legends (Poona: Tilak Broth-
ers, 1956).
15. Joan Leopold, “The Aryan Theory of Race in India, 1870–1920,” In-

dian Economic and Social History Review 7 (1970): 271–97; and Thomas R.
Trautmann, Aryans and British India (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1997).
16. V. D. Savarkar’s text, Hindutva: Who Is a Hindu (1923), a founding

text for contemporary Hindu nationalism, drew on such affective associations
between language, territory, and (religious) identity, but extended the concept of
Hindu beyond religious adherence to the political identity of anyone who
claimed India, or Bharatvarsha, as pitrabhumi (fatherland) and punyabhumi
(sanctified or holy land). Thus the Hindu Mahasabha over which Savarkar
presided stood not for Hindu revival—a project for which the atheist Savarkar
had little patience—but for the secular nationalism of Hindus, who were con-
ceived as an ethnopolitical category. Arvind Rajagopal has argued for distin-
guishing Savarkar’s brand of political Hinduism from the contemporary ideol-
ogy of Hindu nationalism, though they are assumed to be identical, both in
popular perception and among key thinkers of theHindu right.Arvind Rajagopal,
Politics after Television: Hindu Nationalism and the Remaking of the Public in
India (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).
17. There was some consensus that the Mahars were the original inhabitants

of Maharashtra. R. E. Enthoven, The Tribes and Castes of Bombay, vol. 2 (Bom-
bay: Government Central Press, 1922), 401–18; Alexander Robertson, The Ma-
har Folk: A Study of Untouchables in Maharashtra (Calcutta: YMCA Publishing
House, 1938), chapter 4; and R.V. Russell and Rai Bahadur Hira Lal, TheTribes
and Castes of the Central Provinces, vol. 4 (London: Macmillan, 1916), 129.
18. Phule, Gulamgiri, in Samagra Vangmay, 120.
19. Ibid., 116.
20. Ibid., 72.
21. Mahars, especially those from the Konkan region, used the term “So-

mavanshi” to associate themselves with the Lunar line (lit. vamsa, “genealogy”)
of Kshatriyas.
22. The newspaper Somavanshiya Mitra mentions the activities of “Kondi-

ramRamjiMaster,” a schoolteacher and itinerant preacher, who spoke frequently
at Mahar meetings in the Bombay-Poona region. SM, August 1, 1908; Decem-
ber 1, 1908; and January 1, 1909. The founder of the Depressed Classes Mis-
sion (DCM, established 1906), Vithal Ramji Shinde (1873–1944), noted that
Pandit Kondiram held a meeting in front of his home on Nesbit Road in Bom-
bay on June 5, 1910, to commemorate Cokhamela’s death. See B. B. Keskar,
ed., Vitthal Ramji Shinde: Lekh, Vyakhyane va Upadesh (Mumbai: Damodar

Notes to Pages 44–45 297



Savalaram and Company, 1912), 145. Shinde, who was from a Maratha family
in Jamkhandi, joined the Prarthana Samaj in 1899. He went to England in 1901
to study comparative religion at Oxford with the support of Sayajirao Gaikwad
of Baroda (1875–1939), whose patronage of anticaste activists extended from
Phule and Valangkar to B.R. Ambedkar. Shinde returned in 1903 and worked
for untouchable reform until he resigned from the DCM in 1923 over allega-
tions of casteism by a Dalit student at one of the mission’s schools and popular
criticism of his support for Congress nationalism. Shinde’s book on untoucha-
bility, Bharatiya Asprusyatecha Prashna (1933), argued for a distinctive histori-
cal identity (and Buddhist past) for the untouchable communities. Shinde’s ef-
forts at untouchability reform should be placed against those of the Brahmin
reformer S.M.Mate (1886–1957), whowas affiliatedwith theHinduMahasabha
and supported caste endogamy through a eugenicist argument about its benefit
for the “Hindu nation.” Mate’s book, Asprushtancha Prashna, also published
in 1933, uses the term asprushta (untouched) rather than asprushya (untouch-
able) to refer to the Dalit communities. For an excellent account of Shinde’s
thought and activism, see G.M. Pawar, Vithal Ramji Shinde: Jeevan va Karya
(Mumbai: Lokvangmaygriha, 2004).
23. Pandit Kondiram’s pada (poem), verse 4, in G. B. Valangkar, “Anarya

Dosh Pariharak Mandali Petition to His Excellency the Commander-in-Chief of
Bombay Presidency in Poona, July 1984” (Marathi), Khairmode Collection, Bom-
bay University.
24. Ibid., verse 5.
25. Ibid., verse 7.
26. Laws of Manu, trans. Wendy Doniger with Brian K. Smith (Delhi: Pen-

guin, 1991), 10: 8–26, 50.
27. Phule, Gulamgiri, in Samagra Vangmay, 91.
28. Kamble argued thatMahars had been in the employ of virtuous Dravidian

kings like Bali, Ravana, andHiranyakashipu before they appeared in the Puranic
literature as degraded asuras. Nagpur Yethil 30 va 31 May ani 1 June 1920
Bahishkrit Bharat Parishadet Zhalele Ra. Shivram Janba KambleYanche Bhashan
[Shivram Janba Kamble’s Speech at the Bahishkrit Bharat Parishad of May 30–
31, and June 1, 1920] (Pune: Istralight Chapkhana, 1920).
29. Maharashtra State Gazetteer, Ratnagiri District, 1880, rev. ed. (Bombay:

Diretorate of Government Printing, Stationary, and Publications, Maharashtra
State, 1962), 129 (for population figures) and 206 (for Mahar land ownership).
30. On Mahar history, see N.G. Bhaware, “Marathekalin Asprushyanchi

Stithi,” Asmitadarsh, (January–March 1980); “Shivashai Ani Peshvaitil As-
prushyateche Svarup,” Asmitadarsh, Divali Ank [Divali issue] (1980); P. Gavli,
Peshvekalin Gulamgiri va Asprushyata [Slavery and Untouchability under the
Peshwa Rule] (Kolhapur: Prachar Prakashan, 1981); and Zhumbarlal Kamble,
“Rainak—Thoda Itihas, Thodya Dantakatha,”Asmitadarsh (October-December
1978). For an excellent account of Mahar demilitarization and the racial reor-
ganization of the British Army, see Philip Constable, “The Marginalization of a
Dalit Martial Race in Late Nineteenth- and Early Twentieth-Century Western
India,” Journal of Asian Studies 60, no. 2 (2001): 439–78. Constable draws on

298 Notes to Pages 45–46



the important work of Steven Cohen, “The Untouchable Soldier: Caste, Politics,
and the Indian Army,” Journal of Asian Studies 28, no. 3 (1969): 453–68.
31. Surya, Soma, Shesha, and Brahma were the four Kshatriya lineages. The

surname Somavanshi (Lunar lineage) was also common among Mahar Dalits.
Indeed, shared Maratha and Dalit surnames were an important source of Dalit
claims to Kshatriya status. Early petitions from Konkan and the Vidarbha re-
gion in the name of the “Somavanshi Mahars” are common.
32. Like many Chambhar and Mahar pensioners of Dapoli, Valangkar was

influenced by the radical egalitarianism and caste critique associated with the
fourteenth-centuryweaver-philosopher from north India, Kabir. C. B. Khairmode,
Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Charitra, vol. 1, 3rd ed. (Pune: Sugawa Prakashan, 2003),
204. Kabirpanthis, or followers of the Kabir sect, are distinguished by their use
of the kanthi, or necklace of tulsi beads. Kabir’s sayings are popularized through
song form, or pada, as well as the aphoristic two-line doha, which draw from
the lifeworlds of the laboring classes. Ramesh Dhavare has suggested that
Valangkar was the “Kabir Panth Shudra Sadhu” with whom Phule conducted a
dialogue on the religious basis for caste hierarchy. RameshDhavare, “Gopal Baba
Valangkar,”Mangaon Parishad: 62nd Smriti Mahotsav [Mangaon Conference:
The 62ndAnniversary Celebrations] (Kolhapur, 1980), 2–3. Vithal Ramji Shinde
argued that Valangkar’s thinking was influenced by the Christian convert, Baba
Padmanji, in Mazhya Athvani va Anubhav (1958), 214. Padmanji’s account of
his 1854 conversion was recounted in the Christian paper Arunodaya [Dawn]
and translated into English by the Protestant missionary J. Murray Mitchell as
Once Hindu Now Christian: The Early Life of Baba Padmanji (1890).
33. Sitaram Raikar, ed., Amhi Pahilele Phule (Pune: Mahatma Jotirao Phule

Samata Pratishtan, 1981), 37. See also R. S. Ghadge to P. S. Patil, Pune, May 29,
1930, P. S. Patil MSS, Shivaji University, Kolhapur.
34. Raikar, Amhi Pahilele Phule, 16–17.
35. Din Bandhu [Friend of the Impoverished], February 2, 1896. The ban-

ning of Dalit groups is also mentioned in Gangadhar Pantawane,Vadalacha
Vamshaj [The Stormy Lineage] (Kolhapur: Prachar Prakashan, 1982), 29. How-
ever, in the following year, 1896, Phule’s close associate, Krishnarao Bhalekar,
presented Valangkar with a roll of honor at a Satyashodak Samajmeeting in Pune.
DB, January 19, 1896. The samaj continued to be involved in Dalit reform into
the 1920s, especially in the Vidarbha region.
36. Valangkar’sVinanti Patra of 1888 was reprinted in the journal Purogami

Satyashodak (July–September,1979) under the titleVitthalVidhwansan.Valangkar
is supposed to have written another text titled Hindu Dharma Darpan [Mirror
of the Hindu Religion], about which no further information is available. Valang-
karmentions being unable to get one of his works published inDB,May 10, 1894.
37. G. B. Valangkar, Khali Lihilelya Sarkari Surveypramane Konkanatil

Mahar Jati Sanbandhi Mahiti [Information on the Mahar Caste of the Konkan
According to the Government Survey Below] (n.p., August 31, 1894).
38. On the other hand, Satyashodak activists such as Pandit Dhondiram

Namdev, who was from the Kumbhar, or potter caste, attacked Brahmin
hypocrisy by pointing to the importance of animal sacrifice (and the role of beef )

Notes to Pages 46–47 299



in Vedic culture. Pandit Dhondiram asked how Brahmins, who were descended
from Vedic beef eaters, could attack the Mahar Kshatriyas for eating carrion in
times of hunger. Pandit Dhondiram Namdev, Vedachar [Thoughts on the Vedas]
(Bombay, 1896). Dhondiram was a prolific writer who wrote a Tamasha (1897)
and a dialogue titled Ganpatrao Thorat, Gustadji Shet, Babulabudhan Va Pan-
dit Dhondiram Namdev (Satyashodak Samaj) Yancha Samvad (n.d., n.p.). It is
most probable that he was the “Dhondiba” with whom Phule conducted the di-
alogue in Gulamgiri.
39. Valangkar noted the difficulty of raising funds for the ADPM’s activities.

DB,May 20, 1894.
40. Kirtans were conducted in Pune, Satara, Nagar, and Solapur.DB,Octo-

ber 13, 1895. A decade thereafter, Valangkar’s ADPM successor, Ramchandraji
Talsarkar, promised that the organization would go on two kirtan tours per year.
SM, December 1, 1908.
41. The resolution of this issue remains unclear. See Valangkar’s letters in

DB from March 31, May 4, May 19, and June 30, 1895.
42. The military pensioners refrained from sending Valangkar’s 1894 peti-

tion for fear of losing their pensions. DB, April 7, 1894. The ADPM sent it on
April 11, 1895, after a March meeting chaired by Subhedar Major Ramchan-
draji Talsarkar and SubhedarMajorHon. Bahadur Kopadkar. In 1901, Subhedar
Major Ramnak Chownak sent another petition to the government on behalf of
the ADPM. Military pensioners in Satara, led by Shivram Govind Waiker Mas-
ter, also petitioned the Bombay government in 1894 and 1895, but the govern-
ment refused to interfere. Reply from Chief Secretary to Government to Petition
from ShivramGovindWaiker Master,March 26, 1895, RD, vol. 77, 1895,MSA.
43. For the 1903 and 1905 petitions, respectively, see Memorial from Cer-

tain Mahars from the Bombay Presidency Praying That They May Be Enlisted
in the Indian Army and Employed in Large Numbers in the Police Forces, 30
June, 1905, GD, vol. 98, 1906, MSA; and Memorial from the Mahar Commu-
nity for Employment in the Indian Army and Police, 14 December, 1910, GD,
vol. 94, 1912, MSA. This latter petition appears in the Khairmode Collection,
Bombay University, as The Conference of Deccan Mahars 1878 Cantonment
Poona, Bombay Presidency, November 1910 to the Right Honorable The Earl
of Crewe, K.G., C., M.A., F. S. A., Secretary of State for India, London.
44. The 111th Mahar Regiment temporarily recruited Mahars for the war

effort duringWorldWar I. B.R. Ambedkar on behalf of the BHS, “Memorial on
the Disbandment of the 111th Mahar Regiment,” 1922. Khairmode Collection,
Bombay University.
45. OnMahar use of petitions, see for example, Shivram Janba Kamble, “Ma-

har Kontya Hi Babtit Halke Nahit” [Mahars Are in NoWay Degraded]DB,Au-
gust 5, 1908, republished in Asmitadarsh, Divali Ank [Divali issue] (1979). The
benefit of British government and benevolence was another running theme inMa-
har petitions. See for example, “Deva, Amchya Ingraji Rajala Udhanda Ayushya
Dhya” [God, Please Give Our English Government a Long Life], SM, Decem-
ber 1, 1908.
46. Both Phule and Valangkar criticized the ninetieth hymn of the Tenth

Book of the Rg Veda, called the Purusa Sukta, which equated the origins of

300 Notes to Pages 48–49



the varnas with different parts of Purusa’s body, thus relating social function
with social status, or stigma. Valangkar’s distinction between a descent-based
and a performance-oriented theory of caste hierarchy is discussed in the Vinanti
Patra, 20.
47. Krishnarao Jedhe, the important non-Brahmin leader, joined the Congress

in 1930. This was preceded by Vithal Ramji Shinde’s efforts to join non-Brahmin
politics with Gandhianism through his Nationalist Maratha Party.
48. Gail Omvedt argues for two strands of non-Brahmin politics: one radi-

cal-populist, the other drawing on the association between Marathas and king-
ship to assert Kshatriya status. Kolhapur was an important site of Satyashodak
activism and non-Brahmin politics because of Shahu Chatrapati. Omvedt, Cul-
tural Revolt in a Colonial Society, 124–36. Shahu supported key Dalit initiatives,
from reservations in employment and education to funding B.R.Ambedkar’s ed-
ucation and hosting the importantMangaon Parishad of 1920, where he declared
Ambedkar the unquestioned leader of the untouchable communities. For essays
on the continuities between Satyashodak and early Dalit activism, see Ramesh
Dhavare, ed.,Mangav ParishadVisheshAnk 1982 (Kolhapur: B. S. Patil for Nava
Maharashtra Mudrana va Prakashan Sanstha, 1982).
49. By 1935, Congress representatives had been elected to ten out of eleven

local boards in Bombay.Y.D. Phadke, Politics and Language (Bombay: Himalaya
Publishing House, 1979). Colonial reports reveal a significant rise in Congress
membership, noting a massive jump between 1936 and 1937 from 45,915 to
156,894members.Extract fromWeekly Letter,no. 47, November 27, 1937,Home
(Special) 922(2), MSA.
50. Uma Chakravarti, “Reconceptualizing Gender: Phule, Brahminism and

Brahminical Patriarchy,” inWomen in Indian History, ed. Kiran Pawar (Patiala:
Vision and Venture, 1996).
51. Dipesh Chakrabarty has argued that widows’ suffering was central to the

self-fashioning of male reformers as both reasonable and sentimental. Dipesh
Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Dif-
ference, Princeton Studies in Culture/Power/History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 117–48.
52. Jotirao and Savitribai Phule publicized the house thus: “Printed notices

were . . . pasted on the walls of the corners of streets, where the Brahmins re-
side. From its commencement up to the present time, thirty-five pregnant wid-
ows came to this house.”Quoted in RosalindO’Hanlon, “Issues ofWidowhood:
Gender, Discourse and Resistance in Colonial Western India,” in Contesting
Power: Resistance and Everyday Social Relations in South Asia, ed. Douglas
Haynes and Gyan Prakash (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1991), 84.
53. See Padma Anagol, “The Emergence of the Female Criminal in India: In-

fanticide and Survival under the Raj,”HistoryWorkshop Journal, no. 53 (2002):
73–93, for a discussion of the Vijayalakshmi case. Anagol cites many instances
of widows’ sexual abuse, including the case of a Mahar woman who was turned
out of her home by her lover when she became pregnant.
54. When Krishnarao Bhalekar criticized Shinde’s book in 1885, Phule ar-

gued that Bhalekar’s position supported the decadent lifestyle of menwhile bind-
ing women to domestic servitude. Phule, Satsar 2, in Samagra Vangmay. Simi-

Notes to Pages 49–50 301



larly, Meghaji Lokhande, the trade union leader and editor of the Din Bandhu,
located female promiscuity as a threat to working-class families and criticized
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and political treachery. Home (Pol), No. 10, 1928, MSA.
98. Deshache Dushman, 7.
99. Ibid., introduction.
100. Ibid.
101. Ibid., 56.
102. No. S.D. 1133, October 7, 1933, from D. J. Donell, Assistant Secretary

306 Notes to Pages 58–60



to Government of Bombay, to Secretary India, Home (Pol), Home (Special)
363(4)II, “Brahmans v. non-Brahmans,” MSA.
103. Memorandum no. OT 288, dated June 17, 1926, from Oriental Trans-

lator to Secretary, Government of Bombay, Home (Special) 363(4)II, “Brahmans
v. non-Brahmans,” MSA.
104. Times of India, September 4, 1926.
105. Mahratta, August 22, 1926.
106. “Social Pests Condemned,”Mahratta, September 12, 1926.
107. Reported in Times of India, September 6, 1926. TheVijayi Maratha had

in mind the popular Marathi farces that were modeled on the English one-act
plays performed in the Grant Road Theatre, which was inaugurated on Febru-
ary 10, 1846. The first Marathi farce was performed in 1856. Farces addressed
a variety of themes, from historical chronicles, to pornographic or lewd per-
formances reminiscent of tamasha, to critiques of social reform agendas, espe-
cially those concerned with female education. Usually farces were set within
Hindu mythologicals and functioned as a moment of social realism that was set
apart from the epic time of the mythological. Bhimrao Kulkarni,Marathi Farce
(Pune: Maharashtra Sahitya Parishad, 1987).
108. Partha Chattejee, “The Nationalist Resolution of the Woman’s Ques-

tion,” in Recasting Women: Essays in Indian Colonial History, ed. Kumkum
Sangari and Sudesh Vaid (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1990),
233–53.
109. For a missionary feminist’s description of the status ofmuralis in Bom-

bay, see Mrs. Marcus Fuller, TheWrongs of IndianWomanhood, with an intro-
duction by Pandita Ramabai (New York: Ravell, 1900). Jennifer and Marcus
Fuller were both missionaries with the American Faith Mission, who opened
mission branches in Akola, Berar, in 1882. Published in the year of Jennifer
Fuller’s death, TheWrongs ofWomanhood, previously serialized in the Bombay
Guardian, catalogued gender discrimination, including ritual dedication.
110. Vaghyas were men dedicated to the god Khandoba. Another typical fig-

ure associated with the ritual practices of theMahar andMang communities was
the potraj, a devotee of the goddess Mariai. The potraj had long braided hair,
wore ankle-length skirts and anklets, and a cowrie-shell necklace around his neck.
He carried a set of stones smeared in vermilion—representing Mariai—in a box,
and carried a whip in which the goddess was said to reside. Smeared in vermil-
ion and given to dancing with the whip, the potraj was a fearsome figure asso-
ciated with Shiva. Mentioned in Robertson,Mahar Folk.
111. Sharmila Rege, “Hegemonic Appropriation of Sexuality: The Case of

the Erotic Lavani of Maharashtra,” in Social Reform, Sexuality and the State,
ed. Patricia Uberoi (New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1996), 23–38. For an analy-
sis of the emergence of urban, commercial public theater in the post-1850 period
and its impact on popular performative traditions, especially of female imper-
sonation, see Kathryn Hansen, “Theatrical Transvestism in the Parsi, Gujarati
and Marathi Theatres (1850–1940),” in Sexual Sites, Seminal Attitudes: Sexu-
alities, Masculinities, and Culture, ed. Sanjay Srivastava (New Delhi: Sage Pub-
lications, 2004), 99–122.
112. R. B. More’s autobiography contains vivid accounts of Bombay’s fa-
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mous Batatyachya Chawl, inhabited by prostitutes and famous tamasgirs
(tamasha performers) of the time. Satyendra More, Comrade R. B.More: Dalit
va Communist Calvalicha Sashaktha Duva (Mumbai: Paryay Prakashan, 2003),
53. More played a key role in the Mahad satyagraha but joined the Commu-
nist Party in 1930. He was an important union organizer affiliated with the tex-
tile, railway, dockyard, and Bombay Electric Supply and Transport (BEST)
unions in Bombay. He probably went to Bombay in 1918 or 1919. By then, Dal-
its were an important constituency in Bombay’s urban culture, as spectators and
performers. Sangeet natak companies, which staged Hindu mythologicals, were
important financial contributors to early Mahar Dalit activist efforts, including
the famous Mahad satyagraha. R. M. Biwalkar and Zhumbarlal Kamble, Ma-
hadcha Mutisangram [Mahad Freedom Struggle] (Pune: Rajhans Prakashan,
1977), 12, 47.
113. Pavalabai and Patthe lived together for a time in central Bombay during

the 1920s. Patthe met B.R. Ambedkar to offer funds for the Mahad satyagraha.
Ambedkar refused, accusing Patthe of making his money by exploiting Mahar
women. Biwalkar and Kamble, Mahadcha Mutisangram, 47. The few details
of Pavalabai’s life can be found in Kanta Achalkhamb, “Namchand Pavala Bai,”
Asmitadarsh,Divali Ank, vol. 11, no. 3, 1982. I am also drawing from interviews
held August 14 and 30, 2004, with Madhukar Nerale, owner of the Hanuman
Theater, which staged tamasha performances between 1948 and 1994.
114. The original letter of July 1908 from the panch is unavailable, as this

issue of the SomavanshiyaMitra is missing from the Khairmode Collection, Bom-
bay University.
115. SM, December 1, 1908.
116. K.R. Bomanji, Collector of Bijapur, no. 3474, July 12, 1906, JD, vol. 155,

no. 1559, 1909, “Murlis,” MSA.
117. Bomanji noted that the practice of allowing the sons ofmuralis to inherit

their mother’s ancestral property was approved by GR no. 2266, dated May 5,
1874.
118. No. 290 of 1857 to H. C. Anderson, Secretary to Government, from

Collector, Dharwar, February 27, 1857, JD, vol. 143, no. 2078, 1907, “Memo-
rials,” MSA.
119. K.R. Bomanji, Collector of Bijapur, no. 3474, July 12, 1906, JD, vol. 155,

no. 1559, 1909, “Murlis,” MSA.
120. Memorandum no. 1116of1873,April 11, 1874, from Collector, Dharwar,

JD, vol. 140, 1874, MSA.
121. For an analysis of how the Bombay government addressed inheritance

through the mother’s line for the offspring of devadasis, as opposed to the rights
of dasiputras, (illegitimate sons) to inherit from Sudra fathers, see Rachel Stur-
man, “Theorizing Rights, Morality, and Exchange in the Colonial Jurisprudence
of Hindu Marriage,” Feminist Studies (forthcoming).
122. JD, vol. 155, no. 1559 (1909), “Murlis,” MSA. As chairman of the De-

pressed Classes Conference, Chandavarkar had pressured the Indian National
Congress to clarify its position on caste, which led to the passage of Congress’s
1917 Resolution on Untouchability.
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123. Attachments fromMadras district magistrates are found in JD, vol. 155,
no. 1559, 1909, “Murlis,” MSA.
124. These figures were produced in response to GR(D) no. 2843 of May

1906, sent to all district magistrates asking them to report on the practice. JD,
vol. 143, no. 2078, 1907, “Memorials,” MSA.
125. Chandavarkar’s handwritten note of October 12, 1908, suggested pass-

ing a law applying to “all Sudras who hold watans.” He downplayed the import
of his suggestion by noting that existing legislation had already “set aside the or-
der of Hindu law or inheritance” by excluding “female heirs from the right of
heirship of a watan.” JD, vol. 155, no. 1559, 1909, “Murlis,” MSA. This Brah-
minizing move directly contravened an earlier finding that “amongst Sudras the
right of succession undoubtedly devolves on illegitimate sons in the absence of
legitimate sons, sons’ sons, or sons’ sons’ sons.”Memo from the RLA, no. 1695,
December 22, 1884, JD, vol. 155, no. 1559, 1909, “Murlis,” MSA.
126. R. B. More argues that the Somavanshiya Mitra shut down in 1912 due

to lack of funds, which was the result of community resistance tomurali reform.
Satyendra More, Comrade R.B. More, 98.
127. In 1896, an account in the newspaper Shetkaryancha Kaivari noted that

a young, educated girl of fourteen in the town of Yeola was getting ready to be-
come a murali. Holding the girl responsible for this “decision,” the paper won-
dered why she was not being married to a good Mahar and made to give up her
evil ways.
128. SM, December 1, 1908.
129. SM, August 1, 1909.
130. SM,March 1, 1909.
131. It was argued that existing laws governing the sale or transfer of girls

for prostitution were adequate. Parents were punishable under Section 372 of
the Indian Penal Code for dedicating daughters, as were priests performing the
dedication. “Procurors” could be prosecuted under Section 373. Minors were
protected under the Guardians andWards Act, which allowed that “a Collector,
guardian, relative or friend of a minor can seek to protect a minor.” Thus it was
not new legislation so much as “public initiative” that failed to curtail the prac-
tice. Unofficial Reference from JD, no. I-M,April 20, 1909, JD, vol. 155, no. 1559,
1909, “Murlis,” MSA.
132. GR no. 3866, JD, July 8, 1909, Proclamation Issued by the Govern-

ment of Bombay, on the Subject of the Custom Prevailing in the Bombay Presi-
dency of Marrying Young Girls to Hindu Gods, JD, vol. 155, no. 1559, 1909,
“Murlis,” MSA.
133. The Jejuri case is reported in SM,November 1, 1909; the Bombay case

in SM, December 1, 1909. See also “Result of the trial of Kisan Sadhu Mahar
who dedicated his minor daughter as a ‘Murali’ to the god ‘Khandoba’ at Jejuri,
April 1909.” Because Kisan’s thirteen-year-old daughter Radha was dedicated
inApril 1909, before the law banning dedication went into effect, Kisan was sen-
tenced on October 25, 1909, to “rising of the court and Rs. 10.” JD, vol. 216,
no. 687, 1910, MSA.
134. Shivram Janba Kamble, Shripatrao Ramji Thorat, and ShivramTatyaba
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Tanbate wrote to supportmuralimarriage. SM, January 1, 1909, and July 1, 1909.
The Sudharak also asked men to consider marrying muralis in an article of
July 30, 1906.
135. An advertisement for a special issue of Somavanshiya Mitra mentions

that a photograph of Shivubai and Hanumantrao Gaikwad will be included.
Unfortunately, that special issue is missing in the Khairmode Collection, Bom-
bay University.
136. A notice from July 19, 1909, noted that Vithabai, a murali from Ka-

mathipura, Bombay’s famous red-light district, converted to Islam to marry her
partner. Thorat asked why murali marriages could not be supported within the
Hindu religion. SM, August 1, 1909. The newspaper also reported that fifty-five
muralis had been married. SM, July 1, 1909. A Bahishkrit Sabha in Ambarnath,
in Thana district, on August 9, 1927, demanded that the age of marriage be set
at twenty-two years for men and sixteen years for women as part of a broader
effort to link murali reform with the transformation of gender relations in the
community. Pawar and Moon, Amhihi Itihas Ghadavila, 46–47.
137. Times of India, June 17, 1936.
138. BB, September 30, 1927.
139. Ambedkar’s speech on December 27, 1927, took place before “thou-

sands of women from the surrounding area [who had] walked eight to ten miles
by foot to take [Ambedkar’s] darshan.” Biwalkar and Kamble,Mahadcha Muti-
sangram, 73. Biwalkar and Kamble note that a makeshift changing room was
erected at the conference, to teach Dalit women to tie the sari in a respectable way.
140. Pierre Bourdieu describes “habitus” as a set of culturally specific prac-

tices of bodily comportment inculcated early in life, and a form of symbolic power
that works through the reproduction of bodily practice, belief, and comport-
ment. Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1990),
69. While Bourdieu’s idea of the habitus addresses the resilience of quotidian
practices of distinction, his ideas are less helpful in explaining alterations in cor-
poreal practice.
141. Ambedkar noted, “The greatest progress we have made is to be found

amongst our women folk. Here you see in this conference these 20,000–25,000
women present. See their dress, observe their manners, mark their speech. Can
any one say that they are untouchable women?”Report of theAll-IndiaDepressed
Classes Conference (Nagpur, 1942), 28–29.
142. The largest migration to Bombay was from the Ratnagiri district in the

Konkan, which provided the “single largest source of industrial workers for Bom-
bay.” The district’s high proportion of quit rent and grain deficits produced high
levels of rural indebtedness. Baniprasanna Misra, “Factory Labour During the
Early Years of Industrialisation: An Appraisal in Light of the Indian Factory
Commission, 1890,” Indian Economic and Social History Review 8, no. 3 (July-
September 1975), 210. The post office (which operated out of schools) was im-
portant to the remittance economy that sustained the Konkan. Valangkar, DB,
August 26, 1894.
143. Census of India, 1881, vol. 3 (London: Eyre and Spottiswoode, 1883).

The 1938 figure is from Gopinath Ramchandra Pradhan, UntouchableWorkers
of Bombay City (Bombay: Karnatak Publishing House, 1938). By 1921, the pop-
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ulation of untouchable castes working in Bombay’s textile mills was 12 percent;
this figure reached 38 percent by 1941. Morris D. Morris, The Emergence of an
Industrial Labor Force in India: A Study of the Bombay Cotton Mills, 1854–
1957 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1965). Throughout this period,
untouchables represented 40 percent of the workforce in the ring-spinning de-
partment and 20.9 percent of the workforce in the winding and reeling depart-
ments, with a greater concentration of men (70 percent) in the former and a ma-
jority of women (74 percent) in the latter. Morris D. Morris, “Caste and the
Evolution of the Industrial Work Force in India,” Proceedings of the American
Philosophical Society 104, no. 2 (April 1960), 128.
144. Rasiklal Cholia, Dock Workers in Bombay (Bombay, 1941), 41–45.
145. Valangkar, DB,March 31, 1895.
146. The abhang is a verse set to the metrical style of the bhakthi poetry of

the Varkari saints such as Tukaram, Eknath, and the Dalit (Mahar) saint
Chokhamela.
147. Valangkar,DB, September 30, 1894.The repeated invocation of the term

sarvajanik, lit. “for all people,” and sabha, “association,” refers to the Sarva-
janik Sabha, the regional precursor to the Indian National Congress that was
formed in 1872 by the liberal M.G. Ranade.
148. “Memorial to the Hunter Commission, 1882,” in Samagra Vangmay.
149. R.V. Parulekar, ed., Selections from the Records of the Government of

Bombay: Education,Part 1, 1819–1852 (Bombay:Asia PublishingHouse, 1955).
See also Extract from Report of the Board of Education, Bombay for the Years
1840 and 1841,MSA.
150. “Report of the Director of Public Instruction,” July 10, 1856, in Bom-

bay General Proceedings for the Year 1856–1857,MSA.
151. Remarks by C.H. Snow, Assistant Collector, Pune, February 1, 1887,

ED, vol. 45, no. 348, 1895, MSA.
152. Report of the Indian Education Commission Appointed by Resolution

of the Government of India Dated 3rd February 1882 (Calcutta: Superintendant
of Government Printing, 1882), 515, MSA. Colonial officials believed that En-
glish education would have an influence on the reform of caste society. E.H.
Gumperz, “English Education and Social Change in Nineteenth-century Bom-
bay, 1858–98” (PhD diss., McGill University, 1980); and EllenMcDonald, “En-
glish Education and Social Reform in Late Nineteenth-Century Bombay,”Mod-
ern Asian Studies 5 (1965–66): 453–70. Gauri Viswanathan’s argument about
a colonial genealogy for English, which developed through the links between lan-
guage and Christian doctrine, complicates these earlier studies that operate with
an instrumental understanding of the value of English education. Gauri Viswa-
nathan,Masks of Conquest: Literary Study and British Rule in India (Delhi: Ox-
ford University Press, 1998).
153. Lee Warner to Collector, Poona, via Commissioner, July 10, 1887, ED,

Report no. 3875, July 12, 1887, vol. 45, no. 348, 1895, MSA.
154. G. F.M. Grant to Mackenzie, Satara, August 2, 1887, Annual Admin-

istration Report of the District Deputy Collector for 1886–1887, ED, para. 19,
vol. 45, no. 348, 1895, MSA.
155. Three classes of schools received government aid: Class A schools were
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supported by local, municipal, and provincial funds; Class B schools were pri-
vatelymanaged (e.g., bymissionaries), received grants-in-aid and had to open their
doors to untouchable students; Class C schools, designated special schools, ex-
isted for a particular community and purpose. There was some confusion among
colonial officials whether Class C schools weremandated to receive untouchables.
Lee Warner to HE Gov., August 4, 1887, ED, vol. 45, no. 348, 1895, MSA.
156. Philip Constable, “Sitting on the School Verandah: The Ideology and

Practice of ‘Untouchable’ Educational Protest in Late Nineteenth Century
Western India,” Indian Economic Social History Review 37, no. 4 (October–
December 2000): 383–422.
157. R. B. More was born in Dasgaon, a few miles outside Mahad. More’s

father’s maternal uncle was Vithal Joshi, a literate, wealthy jungle contractor in
whose home Valangkar was supposed to have composed Vitthal Vidhwansan. In
his Vinanti Patra, Valangkar mentions a wealthy Mahar family that built a sec-
ond story for their home and invited a Brahmin priest to bless the home on Sep-
tember 3, 1888.The Brahmin joshiwas excommunicated. The owner of that home
was most certainly Vithal Joshi. Joshi’s sons were educated by Valangkar and
went on to become teachers at Mahad’s Marathi school. By 1917, in response
to the growing demand for education among Mahars, a relation of More’s had
rented his premises for a separate Mahar school (partly) funded by the govern-
ment. Satyendra More, Comrade R.B. More, 19–25.
158. DB,April 15, 1894. See also “Petition from Pensioned Native Officers,

Dapoli, to Nugent,” February 8, 1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895, MSA. Ambedkar’s fa-
ther, Subhedar Ramnak Malnak, was one of the signatories to the petition. See
also DB, October 14, 1894; and Sahasrabuddhe to Chatfield, Director of Pub-
lic Instruction, November 29, 1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895, MSA.
159. My recapitulation of these events relies on Sahasrabuddhe to Chatfield,

Director of Public Instruction, November 29, 1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895, MSA;
and the Marathi correspondence that accompanies a letter from the Collector of
Ratnagiri, W. W. Drew, to Sahasrabuddhe, April 26, 1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895,
MSA.
160. Charles Selden, “A Prince andOutcast at Dinner in London,”NewYork

Times, November 30, 1932 (an interview with B.R. Ambedkar).
161. DB, January 1, 1893.
162. Petition from Pensioned Native Officers, Dapoli, to Nugent, February 8,

1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895, MSA.
163. An English letter noted that Dapoli Mahars had sent a memorial to the

commissioner of the SouthernDivision demanding that their children be permitted
to attend local schools. DB, April 8, 1894.
164. J. Nugent, Commissioner of the Southern Division, toW.W. Drew, Col-

lector, Ratnagiri, May 2, 1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895, MSA.
165. J. Nugent, Commissioner of the Southern Division, to Lee-Warner, Sec-

retary of Government, June 30, 1894, ED, vol. 45, 1895, MSA. On the munic-
ipality’s recalcitrance, see also DB, October 14, 1894.
166. No.A 4863 of 1894–95 from Sahasrabuddhe, Education Inspector, SD,

to Director, Public Instruction (Chatfield), Dharwar, November 29, 1894, vol.
45, no. 348, 1895, MSA.
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167. Petition fromRamnak Chownak, President of ADPM,March 25, 1901,
ED, vol. 33, 1901, MSA.
168. These figures are drawn from the Census of India, 1911, vol. 7 (Bom-

bay: Government Central Press, 1911–15); Census of India 1921, vol. 8 (Cal-
cutta: Superintendant of Government Printing, 1921–24); and Census of India,
1931, vol. 8 (Delhi: Manager of Publications, 1932).
169. The Central Provinces saw the resurgence of a second phase of Satya-

shodak activism at the turn of the twentieth century. The region also saw Dalit
activism among literate and sometimes wealthy Dalit landowners, ormalguzars,
who endowed educational institutions and demanded representation in gov-
ernment. For details of reformist efforts, see H. L. Kosare, Vidarbhatila Dalit
Calvalicha Itihas (Nagpur: Gnan Pradeep Prakashan, 1984); and Vasant Moon,
Madhyaprant-Varhadatila Dr. Ambedkarpurva Dalit Calvali (Pune: Sugawa
Prakashan, 1987).
170. For Kamble’s efforts, see SM, June 1, 1910, October 1, 1909, and No-

vember 1, 1909. See also Presidential Speech of His Highness the Maharajah
Gaekwar at the All-India Conference on the Abolition of Untouchability, Bom-
bay, 23 March 1918 (Bombay: British India Press, 1918). An editorial regarding
Gaikwad’s educational initiative appeared in SM, August 1, 1908.
171. Khairmode, Dr. Bhimrao Ramji Charitra, vol. 2, 227.
172. SM,March 1, 1909.
173. R.H. Craddock, The Settlement Report of Nagpur Zilla (n.p., 1899).

Moon Pande was the grandfather of VasantMoon, who was the editor and com-
piler of the BAWS series until his death in 2002. Vasant Moon writes that he re-
ceived his grandfather’s papers in 1979 when a grand-uncle handed him a bun-
dle of papers wrapped in a large cloth. The grand-uncle had contemplated burning
the papers, but remembered Moon’s penchant for collecting old documents just
in time. VasantMoon,Madhyaprant-Varhadatila Dr.Ambedkarpurva Dalit Cal-
vali, introduction.
174. Testimonial for Vithoba Raoji Moon Pande by Reverend W.D. Waller,

Kamptee, January 1, 1916, Vasant Moon Collection, Nagpur. In 1922, Moon
Pande established a Cokhamela Sudharak Mandal (Cokhamela Reform Society)
to assert a positive Hindu identity for Mahars and called for the reform of prac-
tices such as eating carrion and child marriage. Report of the Second Session of
the Cokhamela Sudharak Mandal (Ramtek, November 24, 1923).
175. At the turn of the twentieth century, Nagpur’s Mahars were also de-

manding education, equal access to water wells, and dharamshalas (guest-
houses).NagpurMaharMitras Sabheche Suchiputra [Information Regarding the
Meeting of the Friends of the Nagpur Mahars] (n.p., April 13, 1913).
176. Marathi petition from Vithoba Raoji Moon Pande to the Honourable

Members of the Ramtek Temple Committee (n.d.), Vasant Moon Collection,
Nagpur.
177. Vasant Moon, Dr. Ambedkarpurva Dalit Calvali, 11–12.
178. Letter no. 214 from the Gorakshan Karyalaya, Nagpur, October 26,

1903; letter from Shri Gorakshan Sabha Office, Nagpur, to the Mahar Commu-
nity, October 11, 1903; letter from N. Deshmukh, Secretary of the Gorakshan
Sabha, Nagpur, October 30, 1911, all in the Vasant Moon Collection, Nagpur.
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179. Petition from Vithoba Sant Pande to Ramtek Temple Committee, Oc-
tober 28, 1908; and petition to the Gorakshan Sabha from the Mahar Commu-
nity, September 20, 1907, both in the Vasant Moon Collection, Nagpur.
180. Deed of sale to Vithoba Raoji Moon Pande, March 2,1906, Vasant

Moon Collection, Nagpur.
181. TheLoyalMahar Sabha:ABrief Summary of its Record,March 15, 1914,

Vasant Moon Collection, Nagpur. A receipt in the name of the “Cokhamela Dev-
asthan Committee (Ramtek)” mentions a fee of five annas for a pande’s services.
182. Kararnama [Testimony], March 4, 1907, Vasant Moon Collection,

Nagpur.
183. Jahir Patra [Public Notice], November 10, 1920; and petition from

Vithoba Raoji Moon Pande Sant to His Excellency, the Governor in Council,
Central Provinces, Nagpur, January 4, 1924, both in the Vasant Moon Collec-
tion, Nagpur. Hindu inclusionwas a strong demand amongMahars in Vidarbha.
184. Atmaram (accused) v. King Emperor, AIR 1 Nagpur 121. The case was

decided on March 10, 1923, and reported the following year.
185. The Bombay government gave a figure of three thousand attendees at

theMarchmeeting.Extract fromConfidentialWeekly Letter,DistrictMagistrate,
Kolaba, December 10, 1927, Home (Special) 365(64)II, “Mahad Satyagraha,”
MSA. Dhananjay Keer estimates a crowd of ten thousand in his Dr. Ambedkar:
Life and Mission, 3rd ed. (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1971), 69.
186. Twenty people were severely wounded and seventy more were badly

hurt, including four women. Dnyanprakash, June 27, 1927. Five caste Hindus
were sentenced to four months of imprisonment for rioting. “Mahadcha Khatala
va Asprushyancha Jay” [The Mahad Judgment and the Untouchables’ Victory],
BB, July 1, 1927. The protection offered byMuslims in the town is noted in “Aa-
jkalche Prashna” [Today’s Questions], BB, April 6, 1926.
187. Extract from Confidential Weekly Letter,District Superintendent of Po-

lice, Kolaba, November 5, 1927,Home (Special) 365(64)II, “Mahad Satyagraha,”
MSA. Women’s financial contributions to the satyagraha are mentioned in BB,
November 4, 1927.
188. Confidential Reports on the Mahad Satyagraha, January 1, 1928,

Home (Special) 365(64)II, “Mahad Satyagraha,”MSA.This is surprising because
Keshavrao Jedhe and Dinkarrao Javalkar had given speeches at the first satya-
graha arguing that Marathas were responsible for oppressing Dalit communities
in rural areas. Ratnakar Ganvir, Mahad Samata Sangar (Nagpur: Srinivas Mu-
dranalaya, 1981), 45. B. R.Ambedkar criticized the non-Brahminmovement in his
editorial, “Mahad Yethila Dharmasangar va Varishta Hinduna Jababdari” [The
Religious War at Mahad and Caste Hindu’s responsibility], BB, April 22, 1927.
189. “Aajkalche Prashna” [Today’s Questions], BB, July 1, 1927. The first

issue of BB, April 3, 1927, also noted retaliatory violence against Dalits. Caste
Hindu retaliation is also mentioned in Biwalkar and Kamble, Mahadcha Muti-
sangram, 54.
190. TheManusmritiwas the prime symbol of Brahmin domination for caste

radicals. The text’s ban on education for women and untouchables, and the pre-
scribed ill-treatment of the Shudra castes were repeatedly challenged as symbols
of Hindu tyranny.
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191. B.R. Ambedkar chaired the BHS, whose board included caste Hindus
and Dalits. Caste Hindu or Parsi members of the board included C.H. Setalvad
(president), Meyer Nissim, G.K. Nariman, V. Chavan, R. Paranjpe, B.G. Kher
(all vice presidents). The BHS’s management consisted of Ambedkar (chairman
of council of management), S.N. Shivtarkar (general secretary), andN.T. Jadhav
(treasurer).Meetings were normally held in DamodarHall in Bombay.Bahishkrit
Hitakarini Sabha, Niyam Patrak, Sthapana July 20 1924 [Rules of Constitution
of the BHS, established July 20 1924], Khairmode Collection, Bombay.
192. Report for 1925 of the Depressed Classes Institute,Khairmode Collec-

tion, Bombay.
193. The BHSworked together with the Samata Sangh (Association for Equal-

ity), founded byAmbedkar in 1926. The Samata Sangh was led by Deorao Naik,
a Deshastha Brahmin; Bhaskarrao Khadrekar, a Bhandari; and Bal Gangadhar
Tilak’s son, Sridhar Balwant Tilak. The Sangh worked among caste Hindus to
stress activities such as intercaste dining, the promotion of Vedic weddings, and
the wearing of the sacred thread. Its newspaper, Samata, was published for one
year, from 1928 to 1929.
194. R. B. More notes that he organized a meeting of military pensioners in
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with patriarchal power, as in the case of Dalit men’s desire for upper-caste women,
as a recent study argues. S. Anandhi, J. Jeyaranjan, and Rajan Krishnan, “Work,
Caste and Competing Masculinities: Notes from a Tamil Village,” Economic
and Political Weekly (October 26, 2002). Intercaste marriage thus remains a
biopolitical frontier for caste emancipation.
29. Ambedkarite politics was shaped by negotiations with the colonial state

and Indian nationalism, andworked through institutional forms such as the caste
association. Between 1917 and 1927, three national women’s organizations had
emerged—the Women’s India Association, the National Council of Women in
India, and theAll-IndiaWomen’s Conference, with the latter emerging as the pre-
mier women’s organization by 1940. Dalit women’s organizations grew out of
this conjuncture, which saw the emergence of the woman activist as a distinct
figure. Two women, Savitribai Borade and Ambubai Gaikwad, were appointed
to Janata in 1930. By 1930, Mahila Parishads, or Women’s Conferences, were
being organized, and in 1936 theMahila Parishad resolved to reserve one of three
seats for SC women in provincial legislative councils. The ILP years—which saw
increased militancy around caste labor more generally—saw demands for equal
wages for female mill workers, support for compulsory education for Dalit girls
through scholarships, and programs to encourage young women to finish their
education before getting married. Urmil Pawar and Meenakshi Moon, Amhihi
Itihas Ghadavila: Ambedkar Calvalit Striyancha Sahbhag [We Too Made His-
tory: Women’s Participation in the Ambedkar Movement] (Mumbai: Stree Uvac
Prakashan, 1998), 73. Anjana Deshbratar noted the social segregation of Dalit
women at the 1938 meeting of the All-India Women’s Congress in Nagpur. This
led to support for separate organization of Dalit women. The All-India Un-
touchable Women’s Conference was formed in 1942, along with the AISCF.
Women’s employment and education was a focus throughout. Pawar andMoon,
Amhihi Itihas Ghadavila, 80. Women also played a critical role in the black flag
demonstrations in 1946 and the landless struggles of 1956 and 1964. Ibid., 81–
84, 100–21.
30. For a discussion of Dalit feminism alongwith excerpts from selected texts,

see Anupama Rao, ed., Gender and Caste: Contemporary Issues in Indian Fem-
inism (New Delhi: Kali for Women, 2003).
31. Quoted in Dube,Untouchable Pasts, 171. For a moving account ofMuli,

who pimped Dalit women for a living, see James M. Freeman, Untouchable: An
Indian Life History (London: George Alien and Unwin, 1979). In Kolhatyache
Por (Child of the Kolhatis), Kishore Shantabai Kale writes of being born in the
community of tamasha performers to a mother who abandons him to negligent
relatives. The autobiography is an extended meditation on coerced sexual labor
and social illegitimacy. Kishore Shantabai Kale, Against All Odds, trans. Sand-
hya Pandey (Delhi: Penguin, 2000).
32. Feminist critiques of Lévi-Strauss’s position on marriage as gift exchange

are numerous and date to a period in disciplinary anthropology dominated by
feminist debates about the geohistorical limits (and theoretical relevance) of “gen-
der” as a category of analysis. The two critiques I find particularly useful are

360 Notes to Pages 233–35



Gayle Rubin, “The Traffic of Women: Notes on the Political Economy of Sex,”
in Towards an Anthropology ofWomen, ed. Rayna Reiter (NewYork: Monthly
Review Press, 1975), 157–210; and Marilyn Strathern, The Gender of the Gift:
Problems withWomen and Problems with Society in Melanesia (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1990). Rubin theorizes limits to Marxist, psychoan-
alytic, and anthropological conceptions of sex/gender, while Strathern revisits
the theory of the gift by examining the dangers of Western social categorization
occluding Melanesian paradigms of gendered sociality. A sophisticated explo-
ration of the relationship between European social theory and the social history
of colonialism in constituting gendered subalternity can be found in Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, “Scattered Speculations on the Theory of Value,” and
“Breastgiver,” in In OtherWorlds: Essays in Cultural Politics (NewYork: Rout-
ledge, 1988), 154–78, 222–40.
33. Carole Pateman, The Sexual Contract (Stanford, CA: Stanford Univer-

sity Press, 1998), 19–76.
34. Susie Tharu, “The Impossible Subject: Caste and the Gendered Body,”

in Gender and Caste, 261–75.
35. In her brilliant study of the paradoxes of sexual subjugation in the ante-

bellum South, Saidiya Hartman explores how the legal bifurcation of slave as
person and property enabled the disappearance of “sexual violence” from the
law. Since sexual violence neither incapacitated the slave for work nor inflicted
damage to the slave as value-producing property, rape and molestation did not
figure in the regime of partial commodification that defined chattel slavery. An-
other enabling paradox, the assumption of the slave’s passion (and black sexu-
ality) as provoking consensual sex, also served to occlude sex as violence. Nei-
ther the laws of property nor personhood allowed recognition of the constitution
of female slave subjectivity through violation. Saidiya Hartman, “Seduction and
the Ruse of Power,” in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery and Self-Making in
Nineteenth Century America (NewYork: Oxford Unverity), 79–114.
36. Fact-finding report of theVidarbha JanAndola Samiti, which visitedKhair-

lanji on October 6, 2006, “Kherlanji Other Reports: A Buddhist Family Massa-
cred,” along with other fact-finding and newspaper reports available at Atrocity
News, http://atrocitynews.wordpress.com/manuski-centre-khairlanje-report.
37. AnandTeltumbe, “Khairlanji and ItsAftermath: Exploding SomeMyths,”

Economic and PoliticalWeekly 42, no. 12 (March 24, 2007): 1019–25.
38. Bhaiyyalal, a witness to the violence (and sole survivor of the Bhotmange

family), failed to get the case registered with police. The case was initially dis-
missed as the handiwork of Maoist extremists; the special inspector general of
police was bribed; and government doctors failed to check for sexual assault while
conducting the postmortems. No visits from state functionaries or upper-level
police were forthcoming. The bodies of the two women were exhumed and a
second autopsy conducted on October 5 due to mounting public pressure. Or-
ganised Killings ofDalits in KhairlanjiVillage,Tal.Mohadi,Dist.Bhandara (Pune:
YASHADA, November 2006).
39. The Hindu, September 16, 2008.
40. Smriti Koppikar, quoting Nagsen Sonware, president of the Ambedkar

Center for Peace and Justice, in “Beat the Drum,”Outlook,December 18, 2006.

Notes to Pages 235–39 361



41. Dalit feminism is agonistic, not antagonistic, to amainstream Indian fem-
inism that has typically addressed caste as antimodern and antisecular. Like the
critique of race and gender by African American feminists who connect racial-
ization with sexual violence, and sexual control with the reproduction of white
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