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Introduction 

For most people.:. evcn scholars, 'Hinduism' has been a taken-for­
granted concept. Hindus are the people of India. Hinduism is 
their rdigion. Beginning with the R.~ T1:da to the philosophers and 
even contemporary political leaders, it has been seen as a unique 
phenomenon of spirituality linked to a practical life; and with a 
solid geographical baSL' in a diversified subcontinent. Although its 
stability has been broken fi·om time to time by invasions, conquests 
and disturbances, it has nevertheless maintained a f.1ir continuity. It 
has given birth to rampant and unjustifiable social inequalities but 
has also spawned the protests against these. Its greatest virtue has been 
its elasticity. its pluralism, its lack of dogma. Hinduism, it is said, has 
no 'orthodoxy' (though it may have an 'orthopra:-.:y'). With a core 
in the religious tradition going back to the Vedas and Upanishads, it 
has brought forth other sister/ child religions-Jainism, Buddhism, 
Sikhism-all born out of the same fertile continuate of tradition, all 
part of India and Hinduism's contributions to the world. 

This image, encompassing the cultural diversities of the sub­
continent and subordinating them to a V£·dalltic core, has pervaded 
both popular and scholarly writings on India. To take but one 
example, two scholars of 'religion in Maharashtra' draw together 
dalit, Marxist and blwkti traditions in a book entitled Tile Expcrimcc 
4 Hi11d11iSIII, only to givc 1/i:dalltcllll the last word: 

Uuddhists,Jains, Muslims, Christians, nay even the Marxists, of today's 
India cannot hdp partaking of it-they are all Hindu-Bharatiya at 



heart .... What is it to be a Hindu-Bharatiya? What docs it involve? 
Chiefly. the accepting of the other world as well as this world. 
the attempt to reconcile the two. But between the two the other 
world comes first. Brahman and maya arc both real. hut brahman 
is the ultimate reality .... This ultimate/provisional dualitv has been 
resolved into a unity in the Vedanta of nonduality. (BiJa\'e Jl)RH. 
318-ll)) 

There are many who would contest this violently. and as we shall 
sec the Indian tradition is much more than 'Hinduism' so defined. 
What is more striking. though. is that behind the image of flexibility 
and diversity is a hard core of an assertion of dominance." lktween 
the t\vo the other world comes first"-this assertion leads to the 
political line of the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) that there may 
be various versions of what is defined as the 'Hindu tradition' 
(Sikhism, Buddhism, Jain ism. Arya Sam;~ and Sana tan dharma arc 
the ones usually mentioned), but there is no question that the core 
is 'traditional' Hinduism-what is known. somewhat f.1llaciously. as 
sanatm1 dhar111a. 

Out of the pleasantries of the official ideology ofHindu pluralism 
and tolerance and under the pressures of contemporary material 
deprivation and economic turbulence, has grown the modern 
politics of Hind11t11a-militant Hinduism, Hinduism as nationalism. 
It makes a simple addition to the claim that Hinduism is the main 
religion of the people of India: Hinduism is the national religion, 
the people's tradition in the subcontinent. but it has been attacked, 
smothered, insulted, dishonoured, first by Muslim aggressors, then 
by British colonialism, and now by the contemporary State which 
in its self-definition as "secular" is dishonouring it in its own land 
and pampering Muslim and Christian minorities. Hinduism's great 
virtue was its generous tolerance of other f.1iths. but its enemies 
have taken advantage of this; Hindus must now be strong. fierce and 
proud, and not hesitate to assert themselves. 

Today, large sections of left and democratic forces and all new 
social movements are trying to argue and organise against the 
growing influence ofHindutva or Hindu-nationalism.Thc m;~ority 
of these have taken a position against 'communalism' but not against 
'Hinduism' as such. The 'secular' version of this opposition argues 
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that Indians must come together beyond their religious identities, 
as citizens of a nation and as human beings. It is exemplified in the 
popular anti-communal song Mmzdir-Ma4id: 

!11 temples, mosques, gumdll'ams 
God is dil'ided. 
Dil'idc the earth, di11ide the sea, 
But doll 't di11ide huma11ity. 
The Hi11du says, 'T11c temple is mi11e, 
The temple is my home.' 
The iVluslim says, 'i\1ccca is mi11e, 
AlccCtl is my loyalty.' 
The tu'o.fi.~lll,jight a11d die, 
Get )i11ished t?D. i11.fi.~l11i11g ... 

The song goes on to describe the machinations of political 
leaders and the perpetuation of exploitation through communalism. 
but interestingly enough, even its appeal to a common identity 
draws on (and reproduces?) the notion that India is the home of the 
Hindus, while the Muslims fmd their loyalties elsewhere. 

An even more eloquent version can be found in Kabir, 

The Hi11d11 says Ram is dear, 
The !v/uslim says Rahima11 
They quarrel,.fi<~ht 111111 kill each other 
Nc11er lmoll'i 11g the esse11ce. 

Another mode of opposing communalism is to re-appeal to 
Hindu traditions themselves, a position that has been developing 
among several anti-conununa1 Delhi intellectuals over the last few 
years. This has been eloquently voiced by Madhu Kishwar in a 
number of Mmmslzi articles which argue 'in defence of our dharma'. 
Agreeing with the condemnation that Nehruvian and modern left 
secularism are insufficient to deal with the need for identity, she 
appeals to bhakti traditions as the 'true Hinduism', and argues that 
the militaristic image of Rama is a distortion, and that much of 
casteism is in t1ct a colonia] heritage. This position has antagonised 
many secular feminists, but there is no denying that it is persuasive 
to many, particularly to middle-class, upper-caste Indians. Even the 
upper-caste left is being increasingly drawn to it. This is illustrated 
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by the poster of the Sampradayikta Virodhi Abhyan (SVM): the 
mask of Rama, the form of Ravana. The SVM thus appeals to the 
'gentle' image of Rama and takes for granted the demonical quality 
ofRavana. 

These two forms of opposition to Hindutva-thc 'secular' and 
'Hindu reformist' versions-draw respectivc:ly upon Nehruvian 
and Gandhian traditions. While there is no reason to doubt the 
genuineness of their attempts to oppose the aggressive politics of 
the Hindutva forces, what is questionable is that they accept the 
validity of the general identification of' Hindu' with 'Bharatiya', of 
Hinduism with the tradition of India. 

It is necessary to go beyond this debate which poses 'sccubrism' 
or a 'reformed Hinduism' as the alternative to Hindutva. This means 
going beyond 'Hinduism' itself. 

Beyond this debate between the secularists and the Hindu 
reformists there arc many voices in India today which not only query 
the BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party)/VHP interpretation of Hinduism, 
but also contest the very existence of Hinduism as a primordial 
force in India. A Tamil dalit scholar-activist, Guna, writes: 

The very concept of Hinduism, which took shape in the north 
only when the Muslim rule was being consolidated ... was never 
known to the Tamils until the period of British colonization .... The 
Brahmans, who had English education and had the opportunity 
of studying abroad, took some threads from the Europeans who 
conceived of a political entity called 'Hindustan' .With the borrowed 
idea, they could clumsily merge the divergent cults and Brahmanic 
caste apartheid to term it as Hinduism. This concept ... resulted in 
formulating a pseudo-religious-political concept called ·Hinduism', 
based on which they sought to dcfim· their myth of a 'Hindu' 
nationhood .... The 'Hindu' was thus born just two centuries back; 
and he is still a colourless, odourless and formless illusory artiftcial 
construction. (Guna 1984, 124-25) 

Guna is part of a broader tradition or set of traditions which 
have put forth alternative interpretations of Indian identity (or 
identities). These have been socially based among the lower castes, 
dalits and non-Brahmans, drawing on peasant (and women's) 
traditions, mainly in the southern, western and outlying regions of 

x INTRODUCTION 



the subcontinent. In contemporary times they draw on such leaders 
as Phule, Ambedkar, Periyar; they appeal to heroes of revolt such as 
Birsa Munda and Veer Narayan Singh; they claim the traditions of 
Buddha and Carvak, Mahavir, Kabir, Guru Nanak and Basavappa; 
they claim heroes like Shiv;~i but contest the Hinduist interpretation 
of him; they claim the glories of Mohenjo-daro and the heritage of 
the pre-state tribals as opposed to that of plundering Aryan tribes. 
In contrast to the secularist opposition to Hindutva, they proclaim 
a new politics of a radically transformed non-Hindu identity, and 
in contrast to reformist Hindu identities they d~fme 'Hiud11ism' itself 
as cl/1 t>pprcssil'e class I castdpatriarcllal force. 

The dalit movement, based on ex-untouchables and widening to 
include non-brahman castes of many southern and peripheral areas, 
has in recent times brought forward most strongly this ideological 
challenge, this contesting of Hinduism. Indeed the impetus to 
challenge the hegemony and validity of Hinduism is part of the 
very logic of dalit politics. 

Dalit politics, the dalit vision, in f.1ct, requires going beyond even 
the term 'dalit'. In the last decades this has become the most widely 
accepted word for the most oppressed and exploited sections of the 
caste system. But others-the 'other backward castes', the former 
shudras, the 'non-Brahmans' generally-have been also oppressed 
and exploited within the 'graded hierarchy' which Ambedkar had 
called caste. They have also contributed to the fight against it. Some 
of the most profound expressions of a 'dalit vision' have come from 
those who were not strictly 'dalit' themselves-people like Plmle, 
Periyar, Kabir, Tukaram-even, for that matter, Buddha himself. 
who represents the starting point of a long journey towards social 
equality and social justice. 

It is insufficient to see dalit politics as simply the challenge posed 
by militant organisations such as the Dalit Panthers, the f.1ctionalised 
Republican Party, the rallies of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP). 
or even the insurgencies carried out by low-caste based Naxalit~: 
organisations. Dalit politics as the challenge to brahman hegemony 
took on wider forms throughout the 1970s and 1980s, its themes 
sweeping into movements of'backward castes' (the former shudras 
of the traditional l'llma system), peasants, women, and tribals. Dalit 
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politics in the sense of a challenge to brahmanic tradition has been 
an aspect of 'several new social movements'. Strikingly, if we take 
1972, the year of the founding of the Dalit Panthers, as a year 
from when began a new phase of the dalit movement, it was also 
a crucial year for many other new social movements-from the 
founding of the Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA) in 
Ahmedabad to the upsurge of a new environmental movement 
in the Tehri-Garhwal Himalayan foothills, from the agitations and 
organisations of farmers in Punjab and Tamil Nadu, to the rise of 
tribal-based movements for autonomy in the central Indian region 
of Jharkhand. These movements though not as directly as the 
dalit movement, came to contest the way in which the Hindu­
nationalist forces sought to depict and hegemonise Indian culture. 
They often linked a cultural critique to a broader critique of socio­
economic development and an opposition to the over-centralised 
political system. By the late 19BOs, an intermixing and dialogue of 
all these themes could be seen. The events of 1989-1991 ended 
with a setback resulting in the renewed aggressiveness of the forces 
of Hindu nationalism-but we continue to hope that the setback 
has been temporary. 
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One 

Two GreatTraditions oflndia 
and the Construction of Hinduism 

Is 'Hinduism' only a construction, and a recent one at that? In a 
sense all nationalisms and identities are constructions. It also seems 
accurate to say that the identification of the Indian subcontinent 
with a single people whose religion is Hinduism was only made in 
recent history, and only in recent decades has it been projected as a 
national religion centring on Rama. 

The term Hi11d11 is ancient, deriving from Sindhu, the river Indus. 
The Hindu religion as it is described today is said to have its roots 
in the Vedas, the poems of the Indo-Europeans whose incursions 
into the subcontinent took place many centuries after the earliest 
urban civilisation in India, the Indus civilisation. With the script-if 
it is that-still undeciphered, little is known about the heart of this 
civilisation; it was widespread, impressive, relatively equalitarian, 
lacking weapons of war, and has left us only a few statuary relics, 
including a beautiful fragile dancing girl and an authoritative, 
bearded male, possibly a priest. 

Most archaeologists today doubt that the 'Aryans' were the main 
force responsible for the destruction of this civilisation, but it seems 
fairly clear that many of their early poems celebrated its downfall, 
with the rain god Indra claiming to be the 'destroyer of cities' and 
the 'releaser of waters'. In any case, whatever we call the religion of 
these nomadic clans, it was not the religion that is today known as 



2 

Hinduism. This began to be formulated only in the period of the 
founding of the Magadha-Mauryan_ state, in th~ period ranging 
from the Upanishads and the formation ofVedant1c thought to the 
consolidation of the social order represented by the AJan11s111 riti. 
But it was then known as brahmanism, and Buddhism and Jain ism 
(as well as the materialist Carvak tradition) arc equally old. Both 
Buddhism and Jainism claim that they can trace their heritage back 
to Mohenjo-daro; with the· Buddha and Mahavir being only the 
last in a long line of teachers. Brahmanic Hinduism, as we know 
it, in other words, arose out of only one of many consolidations 
within a diverse subcontinental cultural tradition. ln its form of 
brahmanism, reworked and absorbing many indigenous traditions, 
it attained social and political hegemony only during the sixth to 
tenth century, often after violent confrontations with Buddhism 
and Jainism. 

lt was in this period that the subcontinent as a territory came 
to be known throughout the world as 'Hindustan' or 'Al-Hind' in 
Arabic. But this did not refer to religion and the Muslim rulers of 
the land were also known as Hindustanis. The major strands within 
what was later to be called Hinduism wen.· known separately in 
the south as Shaivism and Vaishnavism, and their influence spread 
throughout south-east Asia as separate traditions. 

The main themes ofbrahmanic Hinduism wne the identification 
of orthodm.:y with acceptance of the authority of the Vedas and the 
Brahmans and the idea of !lamashrama dharma-the fourfold system 
of castes and stages oflife-as the ideal social structure. Adl'aita, the 
identification of a 'self' or atlll£111 within each individual with the 
universal 'brahman' was the favoured philosophy. As it developed, 
brahmanism had a tremendous absorptive and co-optive power 
as long as dissident elements accepted their place within a caste 
hierarchy. The material base of this social order lay in the village 
productive system of caste,jajma11i and untouchability . 

. Nevertheless it is doubtful whether the masses of the people at 
tlus time identified themselves as Hindus. There were numerous 
lo~al. gods and goddesses who remain the centre of popular 
rehg10us life even today; and the period gave birth to bhakti or 
devotional cults (sometimes centred on non-Vedic gods such as 

UNDERSTANDING CASTE 



Vithala in Maharashtra) which rebelled against caste hierarchy 
and brahman domination. Many of these in turn developed into 
religious traditions that consider themselves explicitly non-Hindu 
(Sikhism, Vcerasaivism, etc.). 

It was, in fact, only the colonial period which saw a consolidation 
of the identification of India or Hindustan (the land) and the 
people who inhabited it, with a particular religion known as 
Hinduism, interpreted as being the primal and ancient religion 
of the subcontinent. This was the construction of Hinduism. The 
Europeans, with their racism, romanticism, fascination with the 
Vedas and Oricntalism, played an important role in this. But the 
major work of constructing Hinduism was done by the Indian elites. 
In the nineteenth century, people like Lokmanya Tilak adopted the 
'Aryan theory of race', claimed a white racial stock for upper-caste 
Indians and accepted the Vedas as their core literature. Tilak was 
also the first to try and unite a large section of the masses around 
brahmanical leadership, with the public celebration of the Ganesh 
festival. Anti::MusliJ~l~ themes ~mderlay the con_strL!C:_tion_~ ~hj~ljj __ 
as the founder of a 'Hindu raj', a process, which was incidentally 
ideologically contested even in the nineteenth century (sec 
O'Hanlon 1988). By the end of the century, Hindu conservative~ 
were mounting a full-scale attack on their upper-caste reformist 
rivals with charges that the latter were ·anti-national', and succeeded 
in excluding the Social Reform Conference from any coordinated 
meetings with the National Congress. 

Significant developments took place in the 1920s with the 
founding of the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) by Hegdewar 
and the Hindu Mahasabha by Savarkar. Savarkar was the first to 
proclaim a full-scale Hindu nationalism or Hindutva, linking race, 
blood and territory. He proclaimed himself an atheist and his theory 
laid less emphasis on religion as such; yet his Sanskritic, Aryan 
interpretation was clear: he disliked any idea of mixing Hindi and 
Urdu, refused to admit the linguistic/ cultural diversity oflndia, and 
was consistently anti-Muslim in his politics. 

Tilak and Savarkar were Maharashtrian Chitpavan brahmans, 
the caste which comprised rulers displaced from power in western 
India by the British. The Chitpavans were already under pressure 
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from a strong non-brahman and dalit movement by the 1920s. 
Significantly, the claim to an Aryan racial heritage was given a 
major reinterpretation in the 1930s, clearly under pressure from the 
non-brahman movement's reversal of it: Aryanism and the notion 
of a Vedic, Sanskritic core to Hinduism was not given up, but it 
began to be argued by ideologues like Golwalkar, that the Aryans 
themselves had had their original home in the Indian subcontinent 
(see Pandey 1991;Yechury 1993). 

Nevertheless, Hindu nationalism found its strongest base in north 
India, the place where the emotive slogan 'Hindi-Hindu-Hindustan' 
made the most sense. Here, the previous empire had been controlled 
by Muslims and there were still a large number of Muslims from 
all social sections. Thus, beneath the ideological formulation of 
'Hinduism as nationalism'was a growing identification with religious 
community. Peasants, artisans and others identitied themselves in 
religious terms, with 'Hindu' and 'Muslim' communities emerging 
as independent entities out of what had been a fairly deep linguistic­
cultural synthesis, in a process which Gyan Pandey has described 
as "the construction of communalism in north India." Both groups 
not only formulated their identities in religious terms but called for 
political power to protect them. As Pandey describes the process, 
"the idea of a Hindu raj which would reflect the glories of the 
ancient Hindu civilization and keep Muslims in their place" was 
"matched in due course by the notion of a Muslim Raj which 
would protect the place of the Muslims" (Pandey 1 990, 235). These 
tensions gradually led to efforts at organising an identity at the 
national level. 

Once it was accepted that two separate communities, Hindus and 
Muslims, existed at an all-India level, there were only two possible 
courses for creating an overriding national identity. One was taken 
by Gandhi, the other by Nehru and the leftists. The Gandhian 
solution involved taking India as a coalition of communities, 
each maintaining its identity but uniting by unfolding the wealth 
of toler~nce and love which lay in each religious tradition; the 
Ne?ruvlan solution consisted of forging a secular identity on the 
ba.sls of modernity and socialism that transcended, and in the process 
rejected separate 1. . 1 .d .. ' re 1g10us communa 1 ent1t1es. 
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Gandhi's solution rested on a deep recognition of the importance 
of popular traditions; indeed throughout most of his political life 
his ability to draw upon such traditions helped make him the most 
important mass leader of his time and in formulating an ideal of 
development that was different from the centralised industrial path 
later followed. Gandhi identified himself as a Hindu, but gave his 
own, sometimes breathtaking, interpretations of what it meant to 

be a Hindu. "The Vedas, Upa11ishads, Smritis and P11ra11as including 
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata are Hindu scriptures," 
he notes, but then insists on his right to interpret. He rejects 
anything that does not fit his idea of spirituality: "Nothing can be 
accepted as the word of God which cannot be tested by reason 
or be capable of being spontaneously experienced" (Gandhi's 
reply to Ambedkar's 'Annihilation of Caste' in Tf1e Harij"a11-in 
Ambedkar 1979, 82). But inevitably this very acceptance of the 
Hindu identity meant an absorbing of the caste element of this 
identity: 

Caste has nothing to do with religion ... it is harmful to both spiritual 
and natural growth. Vama and Aslzra111a are institutions which have 
nothing to do with castes. The law of Vama teaches us that we 
have each one of us to earn our bread by following the ancestral 
calling ... The calling of a Brahman-a spiritual teacher-and of a 
scavenger are equal and their due performance carries equal merit 
before God and at one time seems to have carried identical reward 
before: man. (Quoted in Ambedkar 1979, 83) 

This was a formulation that accepted a hereditary place or calling 
for a human being and would obviously be rejected by militant low 
castes. 

Gandhi's social reformism as well as his proposed developmental 
path, a kind of 'green' projection of a sustainable, decentralised 
society that grew out of a powerful critique of industrial society, 
were in the end tied to a Hinduism that accepted a brahmanic core: 
the limitations of needs in which both technology and sexuality 
were seen as tying humans down to desire (maya), and in which the 
guiding role of intellectuals was accepted. 'Ram raj' made Gandhi 
ultimately not simply a Hindu but also an indirect spokesman for 
upper-caste interests. 
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Not surprisingly, Gandhi had his biggest aspirations, confronta­
tions, and failures on the issue of caste. His clash with Ambedkar 
at the time of the Second Round Table Conference (the second of 
the two conferences called by the British at the beginnings of the 
1930s to have a negotiated settlement regarding the political shape 
of India) showed that he put his identity as a Hindu before that as 
a national leader (see Omvedt 1994, chapter 5). Many of the lower 
castes were in the end alienated from Gandhi's version of anti­
communal Hinduism, notwithstanding his courage. or his murder 
at the hands of militant Hinduism itself. Ambedkar's judgement­
"this Gandhi age is the dark age of Indian politics. It is an age in 
which people instead of looking for their ideals in the future are 
returning to antiquity"-was harsh, but expressed the dalit choice 
of modernity over the Hindu version of tradition. 

But the other alternative, Nehruvian secularism, had its own 
problems. Like Gandhi, Nehru took the existence of a Hindu 
identity for granted. In contrast to Gandhi, his idea of building 
a modern India was to ignore religious identity. seeing it as 
ultimately irrelevant or of secondary importance in the modern 
world. Leftists and Nehruvian socialists alike took class as the 
ultimate reality at the social level, and sought to transcend this 
with an abstract nationalism, seeing all communal/religious 
identities as feudal.They believed that economic and technological 
development would make such identities redundant. Nehru's (and 
the left's) secularism thus seems indissoluble from a naive faith in 
industrial/scientific progress: 

In my opinion, a real solution will only come when economic 
issues, affecting all religious groups and cutting across communal 
boundaries, arise .... I am afraid I cannot get excited over this 
communal issue, important as it is temporarily. It is after all a side 
issue, and it can have no real importance in the larger scheme of 
things. (Nehru 1941, 410-11) 

Nehru's secularism, as much as Gandhi's self-professed Hinduism, 
was underpinned by Hinduist assumptions about Indian society 
and history, although he expressed, throughout his writings, a full 
appreciation of plurality and diversity. He says again and again that 
India is not to be identified with Hinduism, that Buddhism is a 
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separate religion, that caste is to be condemned. And yet the broad 
framework ofhis thinking saw brahmanic Hinduism as the 'national' 

religion, setting the framework within which other traditions could 

be absorbed: 

Previously, in tht.' ages since the Aryans had come down to what 
they called Aryavarta or Bharatvarsha, the problem that f.1ced India 
was to produce a synthesis bt.'tween this new race and culture and 
the old race and civilization of the land. To that the mind of India 
devoted itself and it produced an enduring solution built on the 
strong foundations of a joint Indo-Aryan culture. Other foreign 
dements came and were absorbed ... That mixture of religion and 
philosophy, history and tradition, custom :md social structure, which 
in its wide fold included almost every aspect of India and which 
might be calk·d Brahmanism or {to use a later word) Hinduism, 
became the symbol of n:ttion:tlism. It was indeed a n:ttional religion, 
with its :tppe:tl to all those deep instincts, racial and cultural, which 
form the b:tsis ewrywhere of nationalism today. (Nehru 1982. 138) 

This had disturbing elements in common with the Hindutva 
discourse. Along with this, while Nehru condemned caste 
wholeheartedly, he disliked any intrusion of it into politics; 
he thought th:tt demands (such as reservations) raised by non­

brahman and dalit groups were divisive, and tried to ignore them. 

His historical discussion of caste sees it as essentially functionalist 
and integrative; it is clear that whatever the superficial influence of 
Marxism, his view of Indian society did not genuinely encompass a 

sense of exploitation and contradiction: 

Thus caste was a group system based on services and functions. It 
was meant to be an all-inclusive order without any common dogn1a 
and allowing the fullest latitude to each group .... The organization 
of society being, generally speaking, competitive and nonacquisitive, 
these divisions into castes did not make as much difference as they 
might otherwise have done. The Brahmin at the top, proud of his 
intellect and learning and n:spected by others, seldom had much in 
the way of worldly possessions .... 

Merchants, he argues, had no high standing, the vast majority 

of the population were agriculturalists with rights to the land who 

gave only a sixth share to the king or state: "Thus in a sense, every 
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group from the state to the scavenger was a shareholder in the 
produce" (Ibid., 252-53). 

Nehru's secularism then, shows the degree to which the 
'construction of Hinduism' in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century had succeeded in making a brahmanical 
interpretation of Indian social history hegemonic, not only for 
those who militantly identified as Hindus but for those who 
prided themselves on avoiding such an identification. In ignoring 
the challenge of the anti-caste radicals, in failing to deconstruct 
the actual meaning of such constructions as 'Hindu culture', the 
Indian left and progressive elites allowed the maintenance of 
brahmanic assumptions of superiority and authority. the right of 
the elites to rule, and to assume the role of guardians. Nchruvian 
assumptions which saw communal harmony or 'secularism • as 
achieved from above by a powerful state ftt in easily with the 
statism that was to mark India's version of industrial de'v ,1 

. · ' e opment. 
As Pandey puts tt, 

By the 1930s and 1940s, the importance of an' enlight. d'l d I · . . ' , enc ea crs 11p 
was thus bemg stressed on all stdes as the cr1·t1· 1 · d. I . . . ' ca mgrc tent t 1at 
was reqmred m the btd to advance the 'backward' peoples .... It had 
taken great leaders, a Chandragupta Maurya a11 A 1 k Akb · , , , s 10 a, an · ar to 
actualize the dreams of Indian unirv in the past .1 d tl 1 d d ' . ., . . , n 1ey 1a one 
so m the great states and empires that they had established. It would 
ta~e great le~ders like Nehru and Patel to realize the newly created 
umty of Ind1a, and the state would again be their major instrument. 
The twentieth century liberal ... could do no better than to turn to 
statism. (Pandey 1990, 253-54) 

What the 'construction of Hinduism' successfully accomplished 
was to establish Hinduism as a taken-for-granted religion of the 
'majority' linked to the backward peasant core of a pre-industrial 
society. In this context Gandhi identified with it, and with the 
peasantry as he understood it; Nehru saw both as backward and 
inferior. Both accepted the brahmanic core of Hinduism and the 
need for a paternalistic enlightened leadership. Both responses 
ultimately failed-in overcoming a 'Hindu' identity, in reforming it 
sufficiently to allow a full participation in its religious centre by the 
low castes and in preventing the growth of a virulent and aggressive 
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form of the religion, interpreting it as the national identity oflndia. 
By the 1990s both Gandhism and Nehruism were reeling under the 
blows of popular disillusionment and the rise of the most hostile 
forms of'Hindu nationalism'. 

Right from the outset, though, a more fundamental challenge 
to Hinduism was taking shape. It took shape during the colonial 
period pioneered by the theories and polemics of a shudra (peasant) 
caste social radical from western India, Jotiba Phule. But it had its 
roots long before that, in the long traditions of dalit-bahujan based 
equalitarian traditions beginning with Buddha and the shramauas. 
Let us then begin with a historical look, at the other 'Great Tradition' 
of India that had its origin 'before Hinduism'. 
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Two 

Before Hinduism 

The Buddhist Vision 

Monks, All is aflame. What All is aflame? Thl' eyt' is aflaml'. Forms 
are aflame. Consciousness at the eye is aflame. Contact at the eye is 
aflame. And whatever there is that arises in dependl·nce on contact 
at the eye--experienced in pleasure, pain, or neither-pleasure-nor­
pain-that too is aflame. Aflame with what? Aflame with the fire 
of passion, the fire of aversion, the fin: of delusion. Aflame, I tell 
you, with birth, aging and death, with sorrows, lamentations, pains, 
distresses, and despairs .... 

Translation by Thanissaro Bhikku 
(See Upreti 1997, 112) 

So went the famous 'fire sermon • of Buddha. His emphasis of 
course was on the spiritual condition of human beings; it was 
psychological-the enemy was desire and grasping. But i~ was _also 
a metaphor for his times. In the middle of the first nullenmum 
l3CE, society was caught in the fires of profound chang~. Iron and 
other inventions had increased agricultural production. Trade 
and commerce were on the rise. Cities were growing, and new 
ki_ngdoms-particularly Magadha and Kosala in what _is now 
Blhar-were appearing as new political forms challengmg t~e 
older, semi-tribal oligarchic republics. People were c~ught m 
the throes of change, commercialisation and the growmg class 



society. Dasa-kammakaras (slaves/workers) provided the surplus, 
with artisan guilds also flourishing and many rich merchants and 
landowners. And the two major streams of thought-brahmanic 
and shramanic-were contending. 

The brahmanic stream had its philosophical side, based largely 
among forest recluses, and its ritual side, found among the intellectual 
advisors of the rising kings. Buddhists and other shramana trends 
also had their spiritual foundation among those who had renounced 
all worldly desires but not all of these lived in the forests. Some, as 
the Buddhist themselves, settled for at least much of the year in 
monasteries located near the cities. The support for their thinking 
came from the rising merchant classes and many of the working 
peasantry. This was true of both Buddhism and Jainism; Jainism. 
which survived in enclaves much longer became very largely a 
merchant religion. 

Caste was only in an incipient phase at this time, a projection of 
the brahmanic ideas. Upon being questioned by the young brahman 
Vasettha, about who is a brahman, one who is born for seven births 
in a brahman family, or someone who behaves nobly, by birth (jati) 
or by action (kamma)-Buddha had replied denying all biological 
Gati) differences among human beings, and defining a person by 
what he or she did. 

One of the Buddhist }a takas (tales) described the contention of 
the time: the Buddha, born in a Naga (that is probably a trope for 
a tribal oligarchy) family, is arguing against the theme of a cousin 
praising brahmanism: 

71iese Vedic studies arc the ll'ise ma11:~ toils, 
Tire lure which tempts the l'ictims whom lie spoils ... 
'Bralrma11s lie made for study, for C(JIII//Ialld 
he made the Khattiyas; Vcssas plough tire la11d; 
Suddas the sen,auts made to obey the rest; 
thus from tire first went forth Iris lrigh behest ... ' 
MtC see these mles e1iforccd before our eyes, 
11011e but tire Bralmra11s offer sacrifice, 
11011e but the Klwttiya exercises sway. 
The Vcssas plough, the Suddas 11111st obey. 
71rese greedy liars propa.~ate deceit, 
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and fools believe tile fictiolls they repeat; 
lze wllo lias eyes can see the sickc11i11g s(~llt; 
why docs 11ot Bral1111a set lzis creatures r(~llt? 
At first tlzcrc were 110 womc11 a11d 110 men; 
'twas mi11d first brought ma11ki11d to l(~lrt-alld tlze11, 
though they all started equal i11 tire race, 
their various jailures made them soon cha11gc place 
it was 110 lack if merit in tlze past, 
but prese11t faults wlriclz made them _first or last. 
Tize Brahman's Veda, Klzattiya's policy, 
both arbitrary a11d delusive be, 
tlzey blindly .~rope their way a/011.~ a road 
by some huge immdatio11 overflowed. 
(Cowell 1907 ,Jataka no. 543) 

The Buddhist vision of society and the state-as well as its vision 
of enlightenment-differed profoundly from the brahmanic, as 
this shows. The ruler was expected to be a righteous 'cakkavati' 
king, following the wheel of the dha111111a-providing salaries to 
bureaucrats, capital to merchants, seed to farmers and help to the 
poor. This was in contrast to the brahmanic ruler, one of whose main 
duties was to enforce the law against uama-sa111kara, the mixture of 
castes. The Sangha was privileged over the lay community, since it 
was the realm where meditation was practiced and enlightenment 
:'as sought; it was not until later, with Mahayana Buddhism, that 
It was really conceived that a lay person could attain 1tirua11a. But 
rather than ritualism, what was encouraged was righteous human 
relationships. 

In the important Sigolauada S11tta11ta in the D(!!ha Nikaya 1, the 
young merchant Sigala is instructed that rather than follow the 
various rituals, he should practice, as part of the 'four quarters', right 
relationships with teachers, friends, wives, and dasa-kammakaras 
or employees. Then the relations are defined, each one reciprocal. 
~mployees, or dasa-kanm1akaras, are to be given a fair wage, leisure 
time, a share of luxuries. In return, they would serve their master 

~·--

' D~t:ha Nikaya or 'Collection of Long Discourses' is a Buddhist scripture, 
the first of the ftve nikayas, or collections, in the Sutta Pi taka, which is one of 
the 'three baskets' that compose the Pali Tipitaka ofThcravada Buddhism. 
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joyfully, waking before him, sleeping after, telling his praises. 
Enterprise was encouraged; gathering wealth without destroying 
the sources of wealth, as a "honeybee goes from flower to flower". 
Two parts of the profit were to be re-invested-one saved, one for 
consumption. 

Buddhism was of course unalterably opposed to caste. Not only 
did he deny it; in many ways the Buddhist texts show a leading 
role for the 'untouchables' of the time, known as Chandalas. The 
opposite of the Vclsettha sr1tta in the Sutta Nipatta is the J/clselasutta, 
which describes the ancient hero Matanga, a glorious spiritual 
hero before whom nobles and brahmans bowed down. In a jataka 
his story is elaborated fi.trther. The Chandalas are always shown as 
enemies of brahmans; for instance in one of the stories Sariputta, 
the Buddha's most esteemed follower, takes birth as a Chandala, 
and gives true spiritual teaching to a brahman student, forcing him 
"bet\veen his feet" for his inability to answer questions (Cowell 
1895,Jataka no. 377). All in all, Buddhism played a leading role in 
contesting the field of defining social order with brahmanism, and 
within this gave an important role to untouchables, who are often 
depicted as spiritual if not quite Buddhist followers. 

And the spiritual goal? This was passionlessness, equanimity, 
freedom from the 'fires' of desire and greed. As verse 251 of the 
Dlrammapad/ put it, "There is no fire like passion, no chains like 
guilt, no snare like infatuation, no torrent like craving."The ideal is 
pictured in thousands of Buddha images, peaceful, removed from 
anguish and pain as well as from great joy. It is not an 'indifferent 
god', it is not a god of any kind, but a depiction of a goal for 
every human being. It was a missionary religion; as one of the last 
instructions ofBuddha put it, 

I shall not die, 0 Evil one! Until the brethren and sisters of the 
order, and until the lay-disciples of either sex shall have become 
true hearers, wise and well-trained, ready and learned, versed in 
the scriptures, fulfilling all the greater and lesser duties, correct in 
life, walking according to the precepts-until they, having thus 

2 A Buddhist scripture containing 423 verses covering essential teachings 
of the Buddha, spoken by him on various occasions. 
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themselves learned th d . I . · e octnne, s 1all be able to tdl others of it, 
preach It make it kno'" .. bl' 1 · · · . . • ""n, t:sta 1s 1 It, open It, mmutdy explam 1t 
and make it clear-u t'l tl · 1 . 1 · · n I 1t:y, w 1t: 11 ot ltTs start vam doctrme, shall 
be able by the truth to vanquish and refute it. ;md so to spread the 
wonder-working truth abroad! (Mahaparinibanna Sutu, II, Jy' 

Bal111jmz sukaya, balzuja11 lzitaya. was the memorable phrase that 
was used to characterise the social goal of the Uuddha: a universal 
com · passiOn, seeking the welfare of all. And the last words of the 
Buddha, atta dccpa blra!l, be your own lamp. be your own refuge, 
characterised the heart of his teachings. 

The civilisation that Buddhism helped to create can be seen 
even today in its stone monuments-caves, sometimes with delicate 
and sensual paintings, ,,i!zaras, almost all built on trade routes. It 
Was a civilisation of commerce, one in which India was linked to 
Greece and Rome on the one hand, and China on the other, with 
Buddhism and luxury goods flowing along the same routes. The 
kind of empire that was made possible was shown by the work of 
Ashoka, his earnest effort to bring morality to the land, his pillars 
dotting the landscape. 

Buddhism was by no means the only 'religion' or teaching; 
Jainism, Lokayat materialism, the other shramana sects such as the 
Ajivikas and Shaivism were also prominent. But in many ways it 
Was hegemonic, and shaped the civilisation of early India. 

Yet one of the main messages of Buddhism is transience, 
anica. Buddhism proved to be transient in India. Even while the 
si_~ple morality of the dhamma seemed to underlay a flourishing 
Civllisation, brahmanism was continuing to develop, and in the 
turmoil of invasions an alliance with kings was formed. Buddhism, 
even at its height, had never been a 'state religion'; kings may 
~ave sponsored it, but pluralism was encouraged. The Sangha held 
Itself aloof from politics, and this was perhaps part of its downf.11l. 
By the middle of the first millennium, brahmanism was on the 
ascendance. Projected first a thousand years before, its own black -­.1 

Mahaparinibanna Sutta, II, 33-translated from the Pali by Sister Vajira 
:n~ :rancis Story; at http:/ /www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/ dn/ dn.l6.1-6. 

Jji. tnu, accessed 29 July 2010. 
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vision of a varnashrama-based society began to triumph, broken 
only in part by Muslim invasions. Between about the eighth and 
twelfth century, with the support of brahmanism, a new village 
society began to form, with the distribution of the surplus based 
uponjajmani relations, each caste group performing its own 'duty' 
and able to claim part of the surplus from that. Untouchables 
began to be condemned to live in special quarters. 'Hinduism' 
began to take shape. though the name itself was not known. 

Resistance however, did not stop. Islam itself bore a message of 
equality, and though this was muted in the medieval period and its 
sultans and emperors made conm1on cause with the elite of Indian 
society, even helped them enforce caste rules, at the lower level the 
energies of Sufism began to spread, bearing themes of equality and 
love of god. This and other undercurrents of religious trends among 
the dalit-bahuj:m masses began to lay the foundations for a new 
revolt, with a new vision-that of radical bhakti. 
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Three 

Before Hinduism 

The Devotional Visions of Bhakti 

Tizey've organized a game 011 the river sands 
Tize Ulislmavas are dancin~, ho! 
Pride and wrat/1 tl1ey trample zmdemeat/1 tlu·i r ft.'Ct. 
at one another's feet tl1ey're Jallin~, ho! 

TI1ey dance in thunderous joyoumess 
singing sacred songs and names, lw! 
To the dark ages clzallengill~, 
One is stronger than the otlzer, lw! (Rc;{mill) 

Sandal paste 011 foreheads, rosaries a11d garla11ds, 
tlzey parade tlzemselves witl1 pride, lw! 
Cymbals and tabors, a showering ofjlowers, 
an unparalleled festival of joy, ho! 

Engrossed in music and entra11ced 
are simple sisters and my brothers, lw! 
Pandits, meditators, yogis, Mahanu/JI1m,as, 
all have 111011 rmequalled powers, ho! 

Forgotten is the pride of vama and £!{caste, 
each humblin~ himself bifore tl1e 11ext, lw! 
Minds l1ave become as pure as melted lmtter, 
TI1e stones themselves will melt at last, lw! 



Cries of 11ictory reac/1 up to the sky 
Tile U!islmar'a l~eroes feel their power, /10! 
Trtka says, you '11e made au easy road, 
To cross the oceaus of our life, llo! 
(Tukaram 1973, # 189) 

From the twelfth century onwards new movements expressing 
the ancient tradition of equality arose in society. The first most 
clearly datable of these is the Lingayat movement, founded by 
Basavanna in northern Karnataka. Though he was himself a 
brahman and a minister in the kingdom ofKalyana, Basava rejected 
all of this-be it the sacred thread or priestly rituals. Instead he 
taught a purified form of Saivism, centred around the linga, worn 
as a personal meditational focus by every person. There were no 
temples-instead there were areas for free discussion, wandering 
was emphasised, and both men and women could, as wearers 
of the linga, perform priestly functions. Basava mocked at the 
'idolatry' of those affected by brahmanism and practised a firm 
monotheism. In fact this was to be true of every radical devotional 
movement. 

The pot is a god. The winnowing fan is a god. The stone in the 
street is a god. The comb is a god. The bowstring is also a god. The 
bushel is a god and the spouted cup is a god. Gods, gods, there are 
so many there's no place left for a foot. There is only one god. He is 
our Lord of the Meeting Rivers. (Ramanuja 1973, 84) 

Finally, the movement clearly rejected caste and other distinc­
tions, 

What does it mean which background you have? 
He who wears the linga of Siva is well-born! 
Should we inquire about background among the devotees, 
after the castes have been mi.xed? 
This is the saying: 
Who is born in the caste of Siva's lore, free from rebirth is he; 
Uma his mother, Rudra his sire, and verily the Siva fold his tribe, 
so I will take the leftovers at their place 
and I shall give my daughter to them, 
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for I believe in your devotees, 
0 Lord of the Meeting Rivers. 
(Shouten 1995, 55) 

How strong this was in practice: was shown when I3asava 
sponsored a marriage between the: son of a dalit member and the 
daughter of a brahman. But, even though he: was a minister in the 
kingdom, this was too much. The parents were brutally executed; 
the result was a near civil war in the kingdom and the Lingayats were 
driven out. When the movement revived in the fifteenth century, it 
was much more compromising. Few bhakti movements after that 
openly-at least-broke the firm caste law of the prohibition of 
varna-samkara. 

The Tamil radical Siddha movement is less easily datable; its 
leading figures appear to be lost in a haze of uncertainty. But there 
were strong expressions of resistance to caste: and convention: 
"Dance, snake, dance!" sang bhaktas (devotees. followers) such as 
Pambatti Cittar, saying, 

1#'11 set .fire to divisimzs 4 caste 
We'll debate plzilosoplzical questio11s ill the 111t1rkct p/,zrc, 
vfle'lllzaiJe dealirzgs ll'itlz despised lzousehtl/ds, 
l#'ll.s:to arourzd irz d!fferellf patlzs. 
(Kailasapathy 1987, 391) 

And they challenged even widely accepted notions such as 
rebirth: 

Milk does rzot retum to tlze udder, 
Likewise butter carz rze11er bcco111c buttcr-111ilk; 
T7ze sozmd of tlze wrzclz docs rwt exist t>rzcc it is /Jrokcll; 
Tlze blowrzjfower, tlze.fallerzfruit do rztlt ,\!O back to tlzc tree; 
Tlze dead are 11ever bom liJ?llill, rze11er. 
(Ibid., 401) 

Around the twelfth-thirteenth centuries, the Varkari movement 
in Maharashtra also began. It centred around pilgrimages in which 
thousands, and later hundreds of thousands, of people walked (made 
the vari) to Pandharpur to view the deity Vitthala. As a relatively 
more documented movement, with hundreds of smlts (holy men), 
an analysis here gives us a full description of the radical bhakti 
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movement, as opposed to conservatives like Ramdas in Maharashtra 
and Vallabhacharya in north India. 

The main difference perhaps was that the sants of the medieval 
and early modern period-twelfth to seventeenth centuries-were 
householders, living off their labour, working as f.1.rmers, artisans. 
even common labourers. This was in contrast to the more orthodox, 
who had maths and other institutions behind them. Tukaram. the 
great seventeenth century Marathi sant, stressed this in one of his 
songs: 

I've IW_f(,llowcrs to dispcusc 
st!ll"ics <if my holiucss. 
1'111 1111 lord 4 a hcrmita.s!c, 
1111 habit <!( Ju,fdill,(? m1 to laud. 
I c/,,,1 't keep a shop 

_tin idolworsllippcrs to stop. 
(Tukaram 1973, #272) 

This meant that they also had f.1.milies: they were householder­
saints, which was something new for the lower castes in Indian 
history. They lived with their wives and children, supporting 
them with their labour. Even with Buddhism, the main ideal was 
renunciation; it was the bhikkus of the Sangha who were the role 
models for the society. Now, spirituality was brought into the world 
m a new way. 

However, this was not to the liking of brahmanism. The 
hagiographers who later wrote the 'lives' of the sants-especially 
Priyadas, in eighteenth century north India, and Mahipati in 
eighteenth century Maharashtra-invariably depicted them as 
ineffective artisans and merchants, and their wives as shrews. Sants, 
especially shudra sants, were not supposed to be householders. 
The brahman hagiographers also refused to admit the 'dalit' and 
'Muslim' identity of sants like Kabir, arguing in the case of Kabir 
that he was born of a brahman family but adopted by Muslims, and 
in the case of Ravidas that he had been a brahman in a previous 
birth born into an untouchable f.1.mily for the 'sin' of accidentally 
feeding meat to his guru; according to Priyadas, he even refused to 
drink his mother's milk until commanded to be God! 
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The Varlsari movement arose in the twelfth century, led by the 
tailor Namdev and the outcaste brahman Dnandev. There was 
undoubtedly some influence from the Lingayat movement. In 
fact, Basava had himself served for decades in Mangavedha, now 
a town in Maharashtra that was part of the Kalyana kingdom at 
the time; it is the home of the untouchable sant of that period, 
Cokhamela. But there is no historical record of this influence. 
Though Vitthala himself (herself? The deity is frequently spoken 
of as feminine-Vitthai or Vitthu Mawali, and the image too, 
looks quite feminine) is of Kannada origin, this connection is 
lost. The Varkaris identified as 'Vishnudas' (not as 'Hindu'!), and 
perhaps the 'Saivite' identification of the Lingayats was an obstacle 
to admitting a connection. 

As a brahman, Dnandev is given the credit of being 'founder' 
and theorist, but it was Nama who wandered through north India, 
Nama whose writings are collected in the Guru Grantl1 Sahib of 
the Sikhs, Nama who is known to the later north Indian sants such 
as Kabir and Ravidas and to Nanak, the founder of Sikhism. The 
links thus run from Maharashtra to north and west India, while the 
southern bhakti movements remained separate. 

On the thematic plane, the defining features of the radical bhakti 
movements were their rejection of caste and priestly ritualism. As 
one song attributed to Nama put it, 

No need of doing I'Oli'S, austerities, or pilgrimages­
Be contellt witlr lrym11s to Hari at /rome. 
You don't /rave to exclude anyt/1i11g cif l[{e or food, 
Place your every mood at Hari's feet, 
You don't frar,e to sacrifice, meditate or gi11e up sex; 
Your devotio11 will s1@ce, laid at Hari's feet. 
Nama says, froid t/IC 11ame.Jirmly 011 your to11gue, 
It will give you a meeting witlr Pandumn.~. 
(Namdev 1999, #1371) 

The theme was "11a lage"-you don't have to do this or that. The 
radical sants and their followers expressed their devotion in singing 
and dancing, and if there were no open intermarriages, at least they 
insisted on dining together and rejection of hierarchy. 
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In North India the tradition was exemplified most thoroughly 
with Kabir and Ravidas. Kabir, though born in a Muslim family, 
attacked . mullahs as well as prmdits, was against ritualism and 
questioned caste. 

Hlt1rslrip, libatio11s, six sacred rites, 
this dharma:~ full rf ritual /Jl(~hts. 
F1111r ~~~cs tcadri11~~ Gayatri, I ask y1lll, who 111011 li11crty? 
You rmsh your body if you toudr a11othcr, 
tel/me who could be lower tha11 you? 
Proud 4 your merit, P'!ffed up with your r(~lrts, 
1111 .~ood wmcs 11111 '?f :.ucll .~rear pride 
Holl' flluld Ire whose l'cry mmrc 
is pride-destroyer e11durc tlu· same? 
Drop tire limits 4 caste mrd cla11, 
sf.'t'k for freedom:~ space, 
destroy tire shoM, destroy tire seed, 
seek the 1111embodicd place. 
(Kabir 1997, 35; translation mine) 

Kabir could put things very fiercely. Ravidas' general poetry 
was not so fierce, but it has given us one of the most beautiful 
exp!'cssions of a vision of utopia from a very early period. The 
poem is 'Begumpura' (The City without Sorrow): 

Tire regal realm with tire sorrowlcss 11ame, 
tlrcy call it Bc_~umpura, a place with 110 pai11, 
1\Jo taxes or cares, 11or ow11 property there, 
1111 wro11~doi11,1?, worry, terror or torture. 
Oil my brother, I've come to take it as my ow11, 
my dista11t lwmc, wlrere e11erytlri11,~ is r(t;tht. 
71rat imperial kill,t;tdom is ridr a11d semre, 
ll'lrere 11011e arc third or scco11d-all are o11e; 
Its food a11d dri11k are famous, a11d those "'"" live there 
dr11ell ill sati.ifactioll a11d i11 wealtlr. 
They do tlris or tlrat, tlrey walk where tlrey wish, 
tlrcy stroll tlrrou.~h fabled palaces rmdrallcll.f!ed. 
Oil, says Rar•idas, a tmmer 11ow set free, 
those u•ho walk beside me arc my_{rie11ds. 
(Hawley and Juergensmeier 1988, 32) 
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The bhakti version of'dalit visions' did not give an analysis of 
the aspects ofbrahmanic Hinduism which it rejected; how and why 
caste and priestly ritualism arose and what their function was in 
society was not its concern. Its expression was in a vision of ecstasy 
of another possible world. By the eighteenth century also this was 
recuperated by a resurgent brahmanism, finding a base in the newly 
arising independent and regionally based kingdoms. The Peshwa 
in Maharashtra was highly orthodox; Ranjit Singh's Sikh empire 
~ve a base of power to aspiringjat peasants, but left untouchability 
ahve within Sikhism itself. 



Four 

Hinduism as Brahman Exploitation 

J otiba Phule 

The extreme fertility of the soil of India, its rich productions, the 
proverbial wealth of the people, and the other innumerable gifts 
which this f.wourable land enjoys, and which have more recently 
tempted the cupidity oftheWestern Nations, attracted the Aryans .... 
The original inhabitants with whom these earth-born gods, the 
Brahmans, fought, were not inappropriately termed Rakshasas, that 
is the protectors of the land. The incredible and foolish legends 
regarding their form and shape are no doubt mere chimeras, the 
fact being that these people were of superior stature and hardy 
make .... The cruelties which the European settlers practised on 
the American Indians on their first settlement in the new world 
had certainly their parallel in India in the advent of the Aryans and 
their subjugation of the aborigines .... This, in short, is the history 
of Brahman domination in India. They originally settled on the 
banks of the Ganges whence they spread gradually over the whole 
oflndia. In order, however, to keep a better hold on the people they 
devised that weird system of mythology, the ordination of caste, 
and the code of crude and inhuman laws to which we can find no 
parallel among the other nations. (Phule 1990, 118-20) 

Plmle's Grtla111giri, written in Marathi but with an English 

introduction, was published in 1885, the year of the founding of 
the Indian National Congress, but before the full-scale upsurge 

of Hindu nationalism and also before the principal proponent of 
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ra?ical nationalism, Bal Gangadhar Tibk, had become identified 

With social orthodoxy. The brahmans whom Plllile attacked 

~0 strongly were not only the orthodox. They also included the 
moderates', liberals and reformers. grouped in org;misations such 

as the Prarthana Samaj, l3rahma Sam;~, Sarv;~anik Sabha and the 

Congress. All of these were seen by him as dite efforts, designed 
to deceive the masses and establish upper-caste hegemony. Caste, 
to him, was sla!lcry, as vicious and brutal as the enslavement of the 

Africans in the United States, but based in India not only on open 
conquest and subordination but also on deception and religious 
illusion. This deception was the essence of what the high castes 
called 'Hinduism'. 

Jotiba Pl1tde (1826-11-NO) was not a dalit himsel( but a man 
of what would today be described as an 'affluent OBC' caste, the 
Malis, gardeners by traditional occupation and classed with the 
Maratha-Kunbis as people of middle status. While he developed 
a strong dalit following, his main organisational work \Vas in f.1ct 
among the middle-to-low non-brahman castes of Maharashtra, 
traditionally classed as shudras and known till today as the bal111jan 
sm11cy. He began as a social reformer establishing schools for both 
girls and untouchable boys, and founded the Satyashodhak Samaj in 
1875, which organised the non-brahmans to propound rationality, 
the giving up of brahman priests for rituals and the education of 
children (both boys and girls). His major writinbTS include plays, 
Poems and polemical works-poems attacking brahmanism, a 
ballad on Shivaji, and three books: Gulall(!!iri which mainly focuses 
on caste; Slzetkaryaca Asrtd, describing the oppression of the peasants; 
and Samajanik Satya Dlzamr, an effort to outline ;l!1e\V, thl'istic and 
egalitarian religion. 

At the theoretical level too, Plude sought to unite the shudras 
(non-brahmans) and ati-shudras (dalits). He argued that the latter 
Were not only more oppressed but had been downgraded because 
~f their earlier heroism in fighting brahman domination. More 
1111P0 rtantly, he argued that shudras and ati-shudras together 
represented an oppressed and exploited mass, and compared their 
subordination with that of the native Indians in the Americas 
and the Blacks. Phule's broadsides are, in f.1ct, an expression of a 
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theory not simply of religious domination and conquest, but of 
exploitation. 

The Aryan race theory, the dominant explanation of caste and 
Indian society in his time, provided the framework for his theory. 
This had been made the centre of discourse by the European 
'Orientalists' who saw the Vedas as an ancient spiritual link 
between Europeans and Indians, by the British administrators and 
census takers who classified the society they ruled, and by the 
Indian elite-people like Tilak-who used it to justify brahman 
superiority. Phule turned it on its head, in a way somewhat akin 
to Marx turning Hegelian dialectics on its head, to formulate a 
theory of contradiction and exploitation: brahmans were indeed 
descended from conquering Indo-Europeans, but far from being 
superior, they were cruel and violent invaders who had overturned 
an originally prosperous and egalitarian society, using every kind of 
deceit and violence to do so, forging a mythology which was worse 
than all others since it was in principle based on inequality and 
forbade the conquered masses from even studying its texts. 

By inverting the traditional Aryan theory, Phule took his critique 
of brahmanism and caste to a mass leveL He used it to radically 
reinterpret puranic mythology, seeing the various avatar.> ofVishnu 
as stages in the conquest of India, while taking the raksllasas as 
heroes of the people. Central to this interpretation was the figure 
of Bali Raja. In Phule's re-figuration of the myth, Bali Raja was 
the original king of Maharashtra, reigning over an ideal state of 
beneficence, castelessness and prosperity, with the popular gods of 
the regions (Khandoba,Jotiba, Naikba, etc.) depicted as his officials. 
The puranic myth in which the brahman boy Waman asks three 
boons of Bali and then steps on his chest to send him down to 
hell is taken by Phule as a story of deception and conquest by the 
invading Aryans. This reinterpretation had a strong resonance with 
popular culture, for in Maharashtra (as in other parts of south India, 
particularly Kerala) Bali is indeed seen as a popular and 'peasant' 
king, and is remembered with the Marathi saying, "ida pida )avo, 
Balica rajya ycvo" (let troubles and sorrows go and the kingdom 
of Bali come). Similarly, the popular religious festivals of the rural 
areas are fairs centring around non-Vedic gods, all of whom (except 
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the most widely known, Vithoba) continue to have non-brahman 
priests. Phule's alternative mythology woven around Bali Raja, 
could evoke an image of a peasant community, and his anti-Vedic, 
anti-Aryan and anti-caste equalitarian message with its use of 
poetry, dialogue, and drama, could reach beyond the literate elite to 
a wider audience of non-brahmans. 

Phule's was not simply a focus on ideology and culture; he 
stressed equally the factors of violenCL' and conquest in history 
(those which Marx had relegated to the: realm of "primitive 
accumulation of capital") and took the peasant community as 
his centre. Violence and force were: owrriding realities in all 
historical processes; the 'Aryan conquc:st' was simply the first of a 
series of invasions and conquests of the subcontinent, the Muslim 
and the British being the other major onL·s. It was, if anything, 
worse than the others not for racial reasons but for the f.1ct that 
the 'Irani Aryabhats' solidified their power using a hierarchical and 
inequalitarian religious ideolob'Y. Brahman rule, or blwtsllalli, was a 
regime that used state power and religious hegemony to maintain 
exploitation. The key exploited class/group was the peasantry, the 
key exploiters the bureaucracy which the brahmans dominated even 
under colonial rule. Taxes, cesses and state takeover of peasant lands 
were the crucial mechanisms of extracting surplus, supplemented 
by moneylending and extortion for religious programmes. Phule's 
graphic descriptions of peasant poverty, his sensitivity to issues of 
drought and land use and to what would today be called watershed 
development, and his condemnation of the forest bureaucracy make 
him strikingly modern in many ways. 

Plutle's theory can be looked at as a kind of incipient historical 
materialism in which economic exploitation and cultural dominance 
are interwoven. In contrast to a class theory, communities become the 
basis for contradiction (the shudra-ati-shudra peasantry versus the 
brahman bureaucracy and religious order); in contrast to changing 
property relations, conquest, force, state power and ideology are 
seen as driving factors. 

Pintle is today taken as a founding figure in Maharashtra not 
simply by the anti-caste but also by the fanners', women's and rural­
based environmental movements. Apropos women, his personal life 
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stands in contrast to the compromises made by almost every other 
social reformer and radical: he not only educated his wife, Savitribai 
and encouraged her to become a teacher in a school for girls, but 
also resolutely withstood all conmmnity pressures to take a second 
wife in spite of their childlessness. His writings assimilated women 
into his general theories of conquest and violence (seeing them 
as the primary victims of force and violence, emphasising the 
miserable life of peasant women). However, in his later years and 
under the influence of the great feminist radicals of his day such as 
Pandita Ramabai and Tarabai Shinde, he took a stronger position 
describing male patriarchal power as a specific form of exploitation. 
The 'double standard' which oppressed women was prevalent, he 
argued, not only as seen in the pitiable conditions of brahman 
widows, but also in the patriarchy of shudra households in which 
the woman was expected to remain a loyal pati11rata (a woman who 
is loyal to her husband) while the man was free to have as many 
women as he wanted. 

Like all major dalits and spokesmen for the low-castes, Phule 
felt the need to establish a religious alternative, and his last major 
book, Sarf!aja11ik Satya Dharma, details a noble-minded equalitarian 
theism, which also projects a strong male-female equality. In contrast 
to a secularism which assumes a Hindu majority and ignores all 
the problems associated with it, Phule attacked Hinduism at every 
point, challenging its legitimacy and questioning its existence.What 
is striking in his works is his refusal to even recognise 'Hinduism' 
as such: to him it is not a legitimate religion but superstition, a bag 
of tricks, a weapon of domination. Thus he can refer in Sarr,aja11ik 
Satya Dharma to the ideal family in which the father becomes a 
Buddhist, the mother a Christian, the daughter a Muslim, and the 
son a Satyadharmist-where there is no scope for a 'Hindu' (see 
Collected H'tJrks 1991, 39-40). He never treats brahmans as simply a 
racial category, a group which is unalterably evil; but to be accepted 
they would have to give up their claim to a religion which makes 
them 'earth-gods': 

When all the Aryabhat Brahmans throw away their bogus scriptures 
and begin to behave towards all human beings in the way ofTruth, 
then there is no doubt that all women and men will bow down 
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reverently before the Creator of all and pray for the we)f.1re of the 
Aryas. (Ibid., 32) 

. An appreciation ofPhule's thought is only at the beginning stage 
In ~o~t of India. OBCs (ex-shudras) have been slow to organise, 
a~d It Is only in the last couple of decades that he is becoming more 
Widely known. He wrote almost entirely in Marathi and in his time 
was little known outside Maharashtra. For a long time the lack 
of a conununication network among low castes and the revulsion 
for his writings felt by most of the brahman elitt· made his work 
inaccessible. Even dalits often ignored him ("the problem with 
Phule is that he has no caste behind him," as one non-brahman 
radical activist commented) and although. Ambedkar acknowledged 
him as one ofhis 'gurus', very little ofPhules's influence is actually 
seen in Ambedkar's writings. The Phule-Ambedkar centenary year 
(November 1990 marked Phule's death centenary and April 1991 
Ambedkar's birth centenary), however, saw an upsurge of interest 
throughout India. Kanshiram's BSP did much to popularise Phule 
along with Periyar and Shahu Maharaj in northern India. Recently, 
the feminist scholar Uma Chakravarti has described Plmle as a 
forerunner elaborating the theory of "brahmanical patriarchy" 
(see Chakravarti 1998; 1983; 1993; 1981), while in a centenary 
year seminar organised by the Centre for Social Studies at Surat, 
G. P.. Deshpande argued "that Phule was the first Indian system 
builder" providing a "logic of history", as Hegel did in Europe: 

Phule's thought proved that socio-political struggles of the Indian 
people could generate universal criterion. Phule also talked about 
knowledge and power much before Foucault did. In f.1ct, Foucault's 
postmodernist analysis comes at a time when Europe has literally 
seen the 'end of history' whereas Phule's efforts were to change the 
World/society with the weapon ofknowledge. (Phule 1991, i.x-x) 

Phule's argument that knowledge, education and science were 
Weapons of advance for the exploited masses, was in contrast to 
all r . . 

e ltlst theories that sought to link western science and eastern 
morals and argue that Indians could maintain their {brahmanical) 
traditions while adopting science and technology from the west 
for n · 1 latena development. For Phule, rather, vidya or knowledge 
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was in direct contrast with the brahmanic, ritualistic slwstra and was 
a weapon for equality and human freedom as well as economic 
advance. He constantly stressed the need for shudras and ati-shudras 
to sta:1d forth and think on their own, and his response to the 
ideological confusions of his day sounds strikingly 'postmodern': 

All idcolo.!!ics ilavc decayed, 
llll OIIC lliCII'S comprc/ICIISillc/y. 
H1~at is trirlia/, wlrat is .!!rcat 
W1111ot be 1111dcrstood. 
Pili/osopilics fill tire market, 
.!!ods I ~aile become a cacoplro11y; 
Ill t/rc CllticcmciiiS cif desire 
people fall prey. 
All, cJJcrywlrcrc it lras decayed; 
tmtil a11d 1111tmtil cm11rot be assayed; 
tlris is /rou~ people l~a11c become o11c 
Cllcrywilcrc. 
Tilcrc is a cacopilo11y of opi11io11s, 
llll o11c ilccds a11otlrcr; 
cacil o11c tlrinks tile opi11io11 
Ire lias found is great. 
Pride i11 r111tmtil 
dooms tilcm to dcstmction­
so tire wise people say, 
seck trutil. 
(Phule 1990, 440; translated by Gail Omvedt and Bharat Patankar) 
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Five 

Hinduism as Patriarchy 

Ramabai, Tarabai and the early Feminists 

Due to the efforts of Pandita Ramabai tiH:n: was a beginning of 
education for girls and many great lt·arm:d Arya Brahmans began 
to educate their helpless ignorant \VonH:n to redress the errors of 
their rishi ancestors, but there may lx· many negative results of our 
critical writing about the tyrannical statements of tlll' merciless 
Aryan bookwriters on women. Mainly this: tC.:aring that when the 
crud wickedness of the Aryan books come to thl· attl·ntion of the 
daughters of bhat-bralunans thl'Y will make mincemeat of all the 
legends of the temples and gods and mockingly rejl•ct them, and 
that besides, in most Brahman f.1milics a continual quarrel between 
mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law will arise and cause numerous 
tensions, many bhat-bhikshuks will stop Sl·nding their daughters and 
daughters-in-law to school and naturally will not give them even so 
much a glimpse of our Satsar book. (Phuk 1990, 372) 

Phule wrote this in a pamphlet in 1885 in response to attacks 
on two women, Tarabai Shinde and Pandita Ramabai. In 1882, 
Ramabai had come to Pune, founded the Arya Mahila Samaj and 
then, shortly after, departed for England when: she converted to 
Christianity. For this, she was condemned by even the moderate 
brahmans who had originally sponsored her efforts. Tarabai, the 
daughter of one ofPhule's Maratha colleagues in the Satyashodhak 
Samaj, had written a bitter and hard-hitting attack on Hindu 



patriarchy, Stri-Pumslr Tilina ('Comparison ofWomen and Men') 
in 1882. Both women evoked waves of reaction-Ramabai in the 
wider world of the English-educated brahman intellectuals, Tarabai 
in Phule's own Satyashodhak circles; and Phule defended both (on 
Ramabai, see Chakravarti 1998; Kosambi 1992). 

Of course, Phule's 'feminist' leanings had expressed themselves 
earlier; in his educating his own wife and refusing to divorce her 
even though they had no children. Savitribai was the first, in many 
ways, of the nineteenth century Maharashtrian feminists, taking up 
with enthusiasm the teaching of dalit boys and girls in the schools 
that Phule had founded, enduring the abuse and dung-throwing 
of brahman women as she \vent to her work. After his death also, 
she carried on, dying fmally of the plague which she had caught 
because of her nursing activity. She thus remains one of the earliest 
role models of happily married feminist women. 

Neither Ramabai nor Tarabai, however, were happily married. 
Their story was of a more familiar feminist kind, having to fight 
patriarchy both in the society and in the f:1mily. 

Pandita Ramabai was by far the better known of the two women 
and, in spite of her conversion to Christianity, accepted much of 
the framework of the brahman intellectuals of the time. She called 
her organisation (undoubtedly the first autonomous women's 
organisation in India) the Arya Malzila Sa111aj and focused her main 
English book on 'the high-caste Hindu woman'. She also continued 
to retain many brahmanic habits, in particular vegetarianism, as a 
symbol of her Indian identity-perhaps a necessary symbol for 
her in the face of often racist church pressure-and accepted 
the identification of 'India' with 'Hindu' and the Aryan model 
justification for caste hierarchy, arguing that the complete 
dependence and ignorance of women had been the cause of"the 
present degradation of the Hindu nation" (Ramabai 1887, 48). 

Without doubt, 'caste' originated in the economic division of 
labour. The talented and most intelligent portion of the Aryan 
Hindus became, as was natural, the governing body of the entire 
race. (Ibid., 3) 

In spite of this and for all the frequent mildness of her language, 
it was Pandita Ramabai who was the first to proclaim, with great 
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clarity, backed by her personal refusal to remain a Hindu, that the 
Sanskritic core of Hinduism was irrevocably and essentially anti­
woman: 

Those who diligently and impartially read Sanskrit literature in the 
original, cannot f.1il to recognize the law-giver Manu as one of those 
hundreds who have done their best to make woml·n hateful beings 
in the world's eye .... I can say honestly and truthfully, that I have 
never read any sacred book in Sanskrit literatun: without meeting 
this kind ofhateful sentiment about women. (Ibid .. 29) 

Thus her conversion testimony stressed that there were 

... only two things on which all those books, the Dharma Shastras, 
the sacred epics, the Puranas and the: motk•rn poc:ts. the: popular 
preachers of the present day and orthodox high-caste men, were 
agreed: that women of high and low castl' as a class, were bad, very 
bad, worse than demons, as unholy as untruth. and that they could 
not get Moksha as men [could]. (Cited in Kosambi 1992, 63) 

In other words, in spite of her initial acceptance of most of 
the assumptions of Hindu nationalism, when it came to her own 
experience, this daughter of a wandering and reformist brahman, 
the only woman of her time to have been educated in the sacred 
language, who had fought her way forward to be recognised by 
the intellectuals of her time, had come to condemn the core of 
Hinduism as fundamentally patriarchal. And, though she started 
with a focus on upper-caste widows, this changed when she 
confronted the plague of the late 1990s. She made a bold decision, 
went to the worst areas in Madhya Pradesh, and brought back 
hundreds of girls, helpless and starving. Here she began to abandon 
the caste-related prejudices, and when it became impossible to house 
the girls in her Sl~arda Sadan in Pune, she bought land in a nearby 
village, Kedgaon, setting up a feminist community, with women 
learning all kinds of artisanal, agricultural and industrial skills-a 
self-reliant utopia. Pandita Ramabai was thus one of the first to 
actually embody a vision of a casteless-classless and patriarchy-free 
society in a functioning community. 

Harsher than Ramabai's writings were those ofTarabai Shinde. 
We know little of her life and virtually nothing of what happened 
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to her after she wrote her book. It is clear that she did not go on 
to achieve the autonomy she so clearly strove for, and whether 
she ever managed to carve out even a small space for herself in 
the confined world of the nineteenth century Maratha landholding 
elite is something we shall perhaps never know. (Such spaces did 
exist, but were available to very few). Stri-Pumslz Trtl11a is her sole 
known testament, and the sound of a voice not-so-far-heard is its 
beginning: 

Since this is my first effort at writing, being helpless, bound and 
without a voice in the prison house of the endless Maratha customs, 
this essay has extremely harsh language. But seeing that the new 
terrible examples of men's arrogance and one-sided morality that 
appear every day are ignored and all blame is put on women, my 
mind has been filled with the pride of women's position and gone 
into utmost turmoil. (Shinde 1992; translation mine) 

Tarabai was referring to the debate on widows who were 
blamed for trying to dispose their babies, the implications of sexual 
assaults on them being ignored. She was concerned about more 
than just atrocities; she attacked the whole pattern of life laid out 
for wmnen. 

What is stri dllarma? Endless devotion to a single husband, behaving 
according to his whims. Even if he beats her, curses her, keeps a 
prostitute, drinks, robs the treasury, takes bribes, when he returns 
home she should worship him as a god, as if Krishna Maharaj 
himself had come from stealing the milk of the Gavalis ... There are 
a million reasons for breaking patit•rata. 

And she went on from this to a scornful, satirical attack on the 
gods and rishis of the puranas themselves: 

Now, even with five husbands didn't Draupadi have to worry about 
Kama Maharaj's intentions? ... [What about Satyavati and Kunti?] 
One agreed to the whims of a rishi in order to remove the bad 
odour from her body, the other obeyed a mantra! What wonderful 
gods! What wonderful rishis! (Ibid., 6) 

Stri-Pumslz Trtl11a takes the form of a diffuse and bitter polemic. It 
is not a reasoned, direct critique of the Hindu scriptures based on 
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conceptual analysis, but a satirical attack on them in a language of 
familiarity. This was in fact the way in which many working class 
and peasant women talked about the stories they were so familiar 
with. The Ramayana and the Mahabharata were a part of the lives 
of the majority but this did not necessarily make them part of a 
religion, as was made out by spokesmen of the emerging Hinduism. 
When Brahmanic theorists began to turn such texts into 'scriptures', 
women like Tarabai and Ramabai had to attack and reject them. 
Ramabai tried to create a different institutional framework with 
different human relations, and spent a lifetime in the service of high 
(and low) caste widows, whose position represented the most dire 
fate of women at the time. Tarabai, who was not in a position to do 
as much, expressed her rebellion in a bitter rhetorical attack on the 
structures of patriarchy: 

It was a woman, Savitri, who went to the court ofYama in order to 
save the life of her husband. But leave aside Yama's court, have you 
heard of any men who have gone even a step on the path towards it? 
Just as a woman loses her auspiciousness and so has to bury her f.1ce 
like a convict and live all her life in darkness, do you have to shave 
your beard and live like a hermit the rest of your life if your wife 
dies? If any smart alec god gave you a certificate to take another 
woman on the tenth day after your wife has died, then show it to 
me! (Ibid., 8) 

In their different ways, women like Tarabai and Ramabai were 
already, in the nineteenth century, raising their voices against what 
Partha Chatterjee has described as the "nationalist resolution of 
the women's question."This rested on separating the material and 
cultural spheres and making women the guardians of the home, its 
moral and spiritual essence: 

What was necessary was to cultivate the material techniques of 
modern western civilization while retaining and strengthening the 
distinctive spiritual essence of the national culture. (Chatterjee 1989, 
238) 

In looking to this solution of 'eastern morals and western 
science', there seems to have been no qualitative distinction between 
reformist Hindus and Hindu nationalists. This was insufficient for 
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women who wanted to be considered complete human beings, 
since it was the 'eastern morals' which oppressed them. (Whether 
'western morals' also did so is another issue; in fact Ramabai, to 
take the most obvious example, found herself in many conflicts 
with her Christian guides regarding attitudes towards women after 
her conversion.) 

Unlike the Arya Samajists, for instance, Ramabai could not see 
the present state of women simply as 'degeneration'. Unlike the 
Brahmo Samajists and men like Gandhi, she could not turn to 
idealised versions of the Vedas and Upanishads to convince herself 
that the 'essence' of Hindu spiritualism could be saved from its 
casteist and patriarchal excrescences. Ramabai, like Phule and 
the later militant dalits, had to reject Hinduism. Similarly, Tarabai 
could not see rishis and gods as symbols of divinity without 
accepting her own position as an inferior. Yet how is it that so 
many of the later and more highly placed wome~ activists came 
to compromise on these issues? The answer is partly, of course, 
that they were forced to: compromise was a way to make some 
small gains. 

After the upsurge of Hindu nationalism in the late nineteenth 
century had forced even the moderate social reformism of the 
upper castes to retreat, the women's movement slowly took on 
an organised form. It emerged with some autonomy in the 1920s 
with the founding of the All-India Women's Congress and similar 
organisations. These upper-caste and elite women's organisations 
worked within the Hindu framework and spoke ofSita and Savitri 
as ideals for women, not as symbols of male oppression. They 
praised the freedom of the Vedic period, and depicted purdah and 
other evils as resulting from the social conditions of the Muslim 
invasion, if not from the Muslims themselves. They fought for (and 
eventually got implemented in some form) a new Hindu code 
giving substantial, though hardly equal, rights to women in such 
sensitive areas as property and divorce. But they were embarrassed 
by the f:1ct that a dalit, Ambedkar, was the chairman of its drafting 
committee; and they had no organisation to combat the street 
demonstrations organised by the fundamentalists. Further, by 
leaving Muslim women out of the bill, they left a dangerous legacy 
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for the fomentation of communal feelings in later years (see Ever tt 

1981). e 

Peasant women seem to have had their own forms of action that 
reinterpreted tradition more actively but very often also remained 
withi~ t~e framework of the Hindu discourse while building an 
orgamsat10nal space for women. Kapil Kumar describes the role of 
women led by Jaggi (a Kurmi) in the Oudh Kisan Sabha, supported 
by Baba Ramchandra (a Maharashtrian brahman). This led to the 
founding of a women's front, the Kisanin Sabha, which focused 
both on giving women land rights, and attacking male polygamy 
and reforming family relations. Like Phule, the Kis:lnin Sabha 
argued for monogamy. Its rules stated that all relationships should 
be treated as legitimate and that women should be respected even 
if they did not produce children (Kumar 1989, 351 ). In addition, 
while using local religious traditions (like celebrating a success with 
a yagya to a village goddess), there was also a reinterpretation of 
tradition. Thus Kaikeyi was praised for sending Ram a to the jungle, 
and Sita was viewed as a woman who acted on her own: "Did not 
Rama tell Sita not to accompany him to the forest but Sita on her 
own decided to go?" (Ibid., 363; quote from an interview with 

Jaggi) 
There is very little historical evidence, and even less effort to 

uncover what may exist, of the actual discourse and actions of 
working class and peasant women throughout this period while 
their elite sisters were yielding to the male formulations of Hindu 
nationalist themes, whether those ofHindu raj or Ram raj. Sumanta 
Banerjee offers a clue to what could be done in his depiction of 
lower class women's culture in nineteenth-century Calcutta. He 
writes of the klleur, a popular form of songs on the Radha-Krishna 
theme which evolved into a kind of drama of repartee. He cites one 
exam~le in which Ambalika protests when her mother Satyavati 
urges her to have union with Vyasa to beget a child: 

People say 
as a girl yo11 11sed to row a boat in the ri11er. 
Seeirzg yo11r bea11ty, tempted by your lotus-bud, 
the <{treat Parashar stung you, and 
there was a I we and cry: 
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Yllll 'I'(' dOIIC i ( OIICC, 

Yllll do11 't luwc anytl!ing to fear. 
]\./<lll' )'<'II Ctlll do <IS I/IIIC/1 <IS )'<'II ll'tlllt to, 

ll<J OIIC ll'il/ Stl)' <lll)'tilillg. 

!fit lias to !11· do11c, 
1171)' dtlll't )'011 do it, IIIMilcr? 

(Baneljee 1981, 138-39) 

Such forms of expression were used by many lower class 
women. Similar biting dialogues were apparently also used in the 
Satyashodhak ta111ashas of the 1920s in Maharashtra and seem to 
have been common to tamasha culture in most parts of India. The 
logical style of the Ambalika song (if you think it's so great, do it 
yoursc:lf) was a theme natural to lower caste men and women. It 
was used in a very ditTerent context a century later at the time 
of the founding of the Dalit Panthers and provoked an uproar in 
the intellectual circles of Bombay. The occasion was a reading of 
Namdev Dhasal's poetry Golpitlta, focused on the 'redlight' district 
of Mumbai. Speaking at the time. a prominent Marathi writer said 
that. "prostitutes do work necessary to society and so should be 
given respect", and the reply was given by one of the Panther poets, 
R:1_ja Dhale, who said, "If Durgabai thinks the work deserves so 
much respect, why doesn't she do it herself?'' 

The powerful critiques of the early feminists. women like 
Ramabai and Tarabai and their male supporters, focused on crucial 
issues of patriarchy and sexuality, attacking the double standard 
of pativrata. Many women upheld the value of monogamy and 
others used legends and mythology to mock all impositions of 
sexual standards, though no explicit claims to sexual fi·eedom 
were raised among reformers and radicals. Later, leaders of the 
women's movement during the colonial period, identified with the 
dominant Hindu reformist cultural trend underlying the Congress 
organisations and in so doing, accepted the basic framework of 
brahmanical patriarchy. But it was early feminists like Ramabai and 
Tarabai who were closer to the general attitude of lower class and 
peasant women in taking the puranas as stories and not scriptures, 
and seeing them as representing the many f.1cets of male oppression 
rather than as divinely-ordained ideals of human relationships. 
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What of Phule's confidence, though, that education would lead 
even brahman women to throw away the shastras? For some it has 
undoubtedly happened. Yet education has not proved to be the 
great dissolver of patriarchy that it was expected to be, perhaps 
because education in independent India has been limited, focused 
on rote memory only, and fashioned within the framework of the 
successfully constructed brahmanic Hinduism. 

lANDiNG CASiE 
uNDERS 



Six 

Hinduism as Aryan Conquest 

The Dalit Radicals of the 1920s 

The mobilisation of the oppressed and exploited sections of society­
the peasants, dalits, women and low castes that Phule had spoken of 
as shudras and ati-shudras-occurred on a large scale in the 1920s 
and 1930s, under varying leaderships and with varying ideologies. 
They took part in nationalist campaigns, some of them hailing 
Gandhi as a kind of messianic figure; they organised unions and 
kisan sabhas; they staged strikes, anti-rent campaigns and revenue/ 
tax boycotts; they fought for forest and village commons. It was 
an era, following the first World War and the Russian Revolution, 
when the masses were coming on to the stage ofhistory. 

Inevitably, the specificities of caste exploitation could not be 
ignored in India. Many low-caste activists of the 1920s, organising 
as non-brahmans and dalits, were drawn to an anti-caste, anti­
brahman, even anti-Hindu ideology of the kind that Phule had 
formulated. Since few outside Maharashtra had heard of Plude, 
most likely it was the Tamil non-brahman movement which had 
the most influence as the strongest initiator of'non-Aryan' themes. 
Yet so pervasive were these that it is clear the themes struck a deep 
mass resonance everywhere. The very use of'Aryan' discourse by 
the elite was evoking a common response which, in its turn, was 
to force the elite to revise this discourse significantly. The non­
brahman movements in Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu, as well as 



the dalit movements arising in places as distant as the Punjab and 
Karnataka, aJI began to argue in terms of the Ary;m conquest and 
brahman exploitation through religion. 

The new identities that most of the dalits adopted in the 
1920s-Ad-Dharm in Punjab, Adi-Hindu in UP and Hyderabad, 
Adi-Dravida, Adi-Andhra and Adi-Karnataka in south India­
indicated a common claim to being original inhabitants. This was 
exemplified early in Maharashtra, where a pre-Ambedkar dalit 
leader, Kisan Faguji Bansode (1870-1 <J46), warned his caste Hindu 

friends in 1909 that: 

The Aryans-your ancestors-conquered us and gave us unbeara11le 
harassment. At that time we were your conquest. you treated us even 
worse than slaves and subjected us to any torture you wanted. But 
now wt: are no longer your subjects, we have no service relationship 
with you we are not vour slaves or serf~ .... We have had enough of 

' ' the harassment and torture of the Hindus. (Bhagwat 19XO, 297) 

Bansode, an educator and journalist, represented a generation 
of educated Mahar leaders that arose in Naf.,rpur, where Mahars 
often had 'some land and formed forty per cent of the workers in 
an emerging textile industry. He, like many other of tl~c re~io_nal 
Mahar leadership, later turned away from such ther:nes, rdcntJfymg 
with H. d . tl1rough devotion to the Mahar samt ~hokamela, 

m msn1 · to ··stablr I h. . 1 d to frght thrs group ~. ' s 1, Is own 
and Ambedkar m fact 1a ~ d 1994 chapter 3) Howe 
1 ( • On1ve t • · Vcr bv 
eadership in Vidarbha see · 1 ·d 1 ' J · d 1. or 'adi' movements, Wit 1 an 1 eo ogic·l] 

the 1920s, the new a rt • . • · · 1 · · , · ' . ' . . . . f 'non-Aryan 01 ongma Indian equaiitanan 
clarm to bemg hens 0 a · f · ke off in many rcgwns o India. 
tradition began to ta a: d ' h ·re the process was auecte by the militant 

In Andhra. w e: .d I . . . . . f tllc Madras presi ency, t 1e commcrnalrsed coastal 
Dravrdranrsn1 o . . . . . 

d _ d both a mobile daht agncultural labourer class 
areas pro uce . . , . 

d . 11 ·ducated section. A pwposed conference of dalits in 
an a sn1a e 
Vijayawada in 1917.' s~on~ored by reforn~ist Hindus, was to be 
called the First Provrncral I anchama Maha_]ana Sabha ·but changed 
its name, in a mood of revolt, to the Adi-Andhra Mahajan;~ Sabha 
on the grounds that "the so-called Panchamas were the original 
sons of the soil and they were the rulers of the country" (cited in 
Gautam 1976, 67). The dalits were in a militant mood; the major 
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temple in the city closed down for the three days of their conference. 
For over a decade and a half after that, until they became absorbed 
as 'harijans' into the Congress and Communist movements, coastal 
Andhra dalits held conferences as Adi-Andhras. By the 1931 census, 
nearly a third of the Malas and Madigas of the Madras presidency 
had given their identity as Adi-Andhra. 

The Vijayawada conference was presided over by Bhagyareddy 
Varma (1888-1939), a Hyderabad dalit originally named Madari 
Bhagaiah, who had been organising Adi-Hindu conferences since 
1912. Hyderabad had a vigorous, though factionalised, petty 
bourgeois dalit group, which began to pick up the Adi-Hindu 
identity in the 1920s. By 1930 the state census indicated a rather 
vigorous cultural debate: 

The Adi-Dr:.wida Educational League arguc:d that, judged by the 
history, philosophy and civilization of the Adi-Dravidas, the real 
aborigines of the Deccan, the depressed classes are, as a community, 
entirely separate and distinct from the followers ofVedic religion, 
calk·d Hindus. The League's contention was that Hinduism is not 
the ancestral religion of the aborigines of Hindustan; that the non­
Vedic communities of India object to being called Hindu because 
of their inherited abhorrence of the doctrines of the Manusmruti 
and like scriptures, who have distinguished themselves from caste 
Hindus for centuries past, that the Vedic religion which the Aryans 
brought in the wake: of their invasion was actively practiced upon 
the: non-Vedic aborigines, and that the aborigines, coming under 
tht• influence of the Hindus, gradually and half-consciously adopted 
Hindu ideas and prejudices. (Cmsus ~~f ludia 1933, 258) 

In Hyderabad, thus, Tamil dalits identified themselves as Adi­
Dravidas. Tdugu-speaking dalits called themselves Adi-Hindus 
but a large section of them gave this a militant, anti-brahman 
interpretation. BhagyareddyVarma was a major figure in this group, 
later identifying with Buddhism and giving tacit support to a 
younger generation of radicals who became followers of Ambedkar. 
In faraway UP too; where Varma travelled for conferences, a new 
radical identity arose. Its leading ideologue was an untouchable 
ascetic ti·mn Mainpuri district who had briefly been a member of 
the Arya Samaj. He left it out of disgust and began to organise the 
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dalits on the basis of an Adi-Hindu identity. Calling himself, rather 
defiantly, Acchutananda, he argued: 

The untouchables, the so-called harijans, arc in f.1ct adi-Hindu, i.e., 
the original or autochthonous Nagas or Dasas of tht• north and 
the Dravidas of the south of the subcontinent, and they arc the 
undisputed, heavenly owners of Bharat. All others arc immigrants 
to the land, including the Aryans, who cOill)lll:Tcd the original 
populations not by valour but by deceit and m;mipulation ... by 
usurping others' rights, subjugating the peace-loving and rendering 
the self-sufficient people indigents and slaves. Those \Vho ardently 
believed in equality were ranked, and ranked lowest. The Hindus 
and untouchables have since always remained poles apart. (Quoted 
in Khare 1984, 85; see also Lynch 1lJ69) 

In Punjab, a dalit named Mangoo Ram. also originally a part of 
the Arya Samaj, began an Ad-D harm movement in which the dalits 
by 1926, had proclaimed themselves a separate ljlltllllll (community) 
in a conference in a village of Hoshiarpur district. As the report of 
the Ad-Dharm Mandai described the Aryan conquest: 

During this time of great achievements, the Aryans heard about 
the original land's civilization and came there. They learned the 
art of fighting from the local inhabitants, and then turned against 
them. There were many wars-six hundred years of fighting-and 
then the Aryans finally defeated our ancestors, the local inhabitants. 
Our forefathers . . . were pushed back into the jungles and the 
mountains .... from that time to this time the Hindu Aryans have 

suppressed the original people. Ueurgensmeier 1982, 296) 

Again there was a concern for official record of identity. By the 
1931 census nearly 500 000 Ad-Dharmis were reported. , , d ~ 

Mangoo Ram, Acchutananda, I3hagyareddy Vanna an san 
Bansode were all of a generation slightly older than Ambedkar. 
They represented a new movement. They were able to ~uild 
movements because untouchables, even in the villages, had gamed 
some mobility, some access to education. Some went into th.e 1~ew 
factories and industries that were springing up as part of the hnu~ed 
industrialisation going on under British rule. Some were gomg 
overseas to plantations in Sri Lanka, Burma, Malaysia or as (lr as 
the west Indies; some went as soldiers in the Indian army, gaining 
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both new status and physical as well as social mobility. All of this 
encouraged a new consciousness and awareness of rights. Others 
built a limited prosperity on the small holdings ofland deriving from 
traditional village service-claims or even acquired from factory or 
other earnings. Spearheading the dalit organisations was a growing, 
though still small, educated or semi-educated leadership. 

Various activities were taken up in this period. On the one 
hand, social reform included efforts to abolish dc11adasi traditions 
and sub-caste differences, to encourage cleanliness and the wearing 
of clothes indicating a solid social status and not village low-caste 
poverty. Many social reformeL<; fought for giving up drinking or 
meat-eating; some were part of traditional iJ!wjmi groups in the 
radical bhakti tradition. But organising also occurred on economic 
issues; these involved fighting as factory and mill workers and 
new efforts to acquire land. Often a share of 'common' land was 
demanded from the Government. 

While much of this involved linkages with reformist Hindus 
and acceptance of a basic Hinduist discourse, it was the 'adi' 
ideologies, based on non-Aryan racial theories, that provided the 
framework for the most militant expressions. It was not that all 
dalits, let alone all militant non-brahmans, accepted this; there were 
in every region those who chose instead to identify themselves 
as Hindus, fighting for temple entry, for instance. One set of dalit 
leaders, including some rivals of Ambedkar, even went over to the 
Hindu Mahasabha (this was fuelled by the ability of the brahman 
ideological leadership to define the bhakti movement as 'Hindu'). 
13ut the adi ideologies were pervasive ideas that won a popular 
base, as census reports show, and expressed the powerful emotional 
resistance to brahmanism and caste hierarchy that was embodied 
in dalit organisations everywhere in the colonial period. These also 
provided ideological links with the themes of the non-brahman 
movements of the Madras and Bombay presidencies, and most of 
the militant dalits also had some kind of alliance policy with the 
non-brahmans. 

However, while these expressions bore similarities to the ideology 
of Pl1tde, there were crucial differences from Phule's period that 
were reflected in the 1920s' non-brahman-dalit versions of the 
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non-Aryan themes. First, a whole period of the construction of 
Hinduism had intervened, with the formulation of an increasingly 
sophisticated ideology of Hindu nationalism and its spread. The 
founding of major organisations such as the Hindu Mahasabha and 
the RSS occurred in this period.\Vhile the RSS remained an aloo( 
indrawn cadre organisation, organisations like the Mahasabha and 
the Arya Samaj undertook campaigns to win over low castes. The 
slwddl1i campaign (designed to 'purify' dalits or convert them back 
from Islam) was centred primarily in the Punjab and north India. 
but the ideological appeals that went along with this had a much 
wider spread. 

These identified dalits as part of the 'Hindu fold'. and began 
to emphasise the low-caste origin of figures such as Valmiki and 
Vyasa to show that dalits too had a part in the 'creation of its 
great literature'. Thus for example the Chuhras, the other major 
north Indian caste were traditional rivals to the Chamars, and 
which provided the Bhangis or sweepers and latrine cleaners. were 
renamed as 'Balmikis' or 'Valmikis', given in effect a new identity. 
Along with this, the Hindu nationalist upper castes were revising 
and reinterpreting the racial aspect of their identity to stress a 
Hindu unity encompassing the caste hierarchy. By the 1930s, it was 
clear that this reinterpretation had an appeal: not only were large 
s~ctions of non-brahmans identifying themselves as Hindus and 
claiming kshatriya status through the medium of caste conferences, 
but many important dalit leaders were also won over, with some 
like M.S. Rajah ofTamil Nadu and G. A. Gavai of Nagpur,joining 
the Hindu Mahasabha. This had to do with riv:1lries for leadership 
within the movement, but clearly the success of brahmanic 
Hinduism lay in creating scope to make use of such rivalries. 

On the other hand, the dalit activists, peasants and workers of 
the time confronted the formulation of a radical class ideology by 
a new left intelligentsia. Young Indian socialists and communists 
led militant struggles that attracted large sections of the exploited 
and gave them a vision of an equalitarian society, but they avoided 
the recognition of caste and stressed a mechanical class framework 
that sought to override traditional identities rather than reinterpret 
them.lt is striking that in the painful confrontation between Gandhi 

44 UNDERSTANDING CASTE 



and Ambedkar after the Second Round Table Conference, when 
both Gandhians and Hindu Mahasabhaites tried to mobilise forces 
against the followers of Ambedkar and promote their solution to 
the issue, there was no prominent leftist even concerned about caste. 
Nehru in his autobiography remarks again and again that he saw 
Gandhi's harijan campaign as diversionary. 'It led to the diversion 
of the people's attention fi·om the objective of full independence to 
the mundane cause of the upliftment of harijans' (Namboodiripad 
19H6, 492). 

There were many aspects of this resistance to dealing with caste. 
There was an inability to even recognise identities such as the Adi­
Andhra; the communists universally adopted the Gandhian term 
'harijan' without much concern for whether it would appeal to the 
people concerned. It was an identity that to them was subordinate 
to and defined by the idt·ntity of untouchables as workers or (usually 
landless) peasants. They also saw themselves, without much trouble. 
as Hindu (perhaps as' Hindu atheists'). Communists strikingly t1iled 
to win their own families away from traditional brahmanic Hindu 
rituals and practices, however much they may have ignored these 
personally. At the same time, communist class ideology defined the 
industrially-employed working class as advanced, while peasants (so 
crucial to Phule) were seen as backward, either feudal or 'petty 
bourgeois'. State exploitation (such as the exploitation of the 
peasantry by means of taxes and land revenue) was ignored, while 
only private property owners (moneylenders, zamindars, etc.) were 
the appropriate objects of class, as opposed to 'national' struggle. 

As G. P. Deshpande has argued, Phule was making an effort to 
formulate a kind of uniwrsalistic ideology. He did not identify 
the oppressed and exploited shudras and ati-shudras as a set of 
castes so much as a peasant community, nor was the community 
strictly identified in racial terms. Non-Aryan was. after all, a 
negative category. In the 1920s, in contrast, the communists vvere 
putting forward another universalistic ideology. This one did not 
recognise community I caste as a node of exploit:1tion; it threw all 
non-class categories into the realm of the superstructure, relegated 
to secondary consequence since they were only cultural/ideological 
constructs. The fomwtioll of a class ideoh~l!}' <?f this type created a caste 
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ideology of a specific type in reaction, one which set up caste in opposition 
to class as a cultural/social factor, a non-economic factor. 

In this context, with the strong ideological winds of Hindu 
nationalism (even in the modified form of Gandhism) and class 
struggle blowing all around them, the alternative 'adi' identity 
theories put forward by dalit radicals became racial ones. This can 
be seen in the above quotations. The Aryans as a people with one 
religion (Hinduism) were seen as basically confronting (conquering 
and enslaving) the non-Aryans as a people with a different religion. 
Sometimes the conquering Aryan caste/ community was seen in 
larger terms (as 'all-caste Hinduism'), sometimes in smaller terms 
(only as the 'upper-castes'), but, more often, it was increasingly seen 
as a racially and religiously solidified group, 'the Hindus'. Phule 
had refused to legitimise Hinduism even as the religion of the 
supposed upper castes, seeing it only as a tool of exploitation. The 
later radicals also condemned Hinduism but began to see it more 
and more as a reality. 

The conmmnists saw the national movement as basically the 
only valid non-class struggle of the period, progressive because 
imperialism had to be fought in order to achieve a democratic 
revolution that would advance the development of the productive 
forces (i.e., industrialisation). This resulted in the dalit and non­
brahman movements being stigmatised as pro-British, the 
communists refusing to recognise the legitimacy of taking the fight 

against the Indian elite (or 'Indian feudalism') as central. 
Thus, two opposing ideologies prevailed among the toiling 

~asses-one arguing from the standpoint of being original 
mhabitants or non-Aryans, and the other basing itself on the theory 
of class struggle. With the failure, in particular, of the more all­
encompassing Marxist theory to incorporate the problems of caste 
in India, the broad movement of the oppressed was split into a 
class movement and a caste movement. There was no synthesis, no 
development of an integrated ideology and, as a result, those lower 
castes/ classes who did get drawn into the national struggle or the 
left-led working class movement, gave up the sharpness of their anti­
caste fight. Beneath the folds of the Congress and its hegemonic 
claun over almost all other political movements, a large number 
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of forces and identities simmered but remained unconnected and 
ineffective. 

The most significant attempt to transcend this fragmentation in 
the 1930s and 1940s was made by Dr B. R. Ambedkar, one of the 
great democratic leaders of the twentieth century. 
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Hindui C . sm as ounter-Revolut1on 

B. R. Ambedkar 
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Ambedkar's emergence into politics was cautious.Very gradually 
he gathered a team around him, of educated and semi-educated 
Mahar boys, as well as a few upper-caste sympathisers, forming 
the Bahishkrut Hitakarni Sabha, which began to hold conferences 
around the province. In 1926, an explosive movement resulted 
when a conference at Mahad in the Konkan ended with a struggle 
to drink water fi·om the town tank. The Mahad satyagraha, the first 
'untouchable liberation movement', did not succeed in getting 
·water but did end with the public burning of the Manusmruti. 
The campaign was partly spontaneous and partly planned; Mahad 
had been chosen as a place where Ambedkar had significant caste 
Hindu support, where a tenant movement uniting Mahar and 
Kunbi peasants was beginning (which developed into the biggest 
anti-landlord movement in Maharashtra in the 1930s), and where 
the municipality had already passed a resolution to open public 
places to untouchables. 

By the time of the Simon Commission Ambedkar had dearly 
l.'merged as the most articulate dalit leader in the country with a 
significant mass base. and it was natural that he should be invited 
to the Round Table Conference. This led to the clash with Gandhi 
over thL· issue of an award of separate electorates to untouchables. 
For Gandhi, the integrity of Hindu society with the untouchables 
as its indissoluble part was a central and emotional question. 
The confi·omation over Gandhi's fast and the Poona Pact (1932) 
disillusioned Ambedkar once and for all about Hindu reformism 
(when Gandhi undertook a fast in 1932 in protest against giving 
separate electorates to untouchables, Ambedkar finally gave into 
him; the result was the Pune pact); it inaugurated his radical period 
which led to an announcement in 1935 that he was "born a Hindu 
but would not die a Hindu" and the founding of the Independent 
Labour Party (ILP), a worker-peasant party with a red flag in 1936. 
The 'conversion announcement' set off ferment throughout the 
country, while the ILP went on to become the biggest opposition 
party in the Bombay legislative council. 

With growing nationalist agitations and workers' and peasants' 
struggles, the 1930s was a decade of ferment. The ILP grew and 
bec,unc the only party in India which led struggles against capitalists 
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and landlords along with agitations against caste oppression, calling 
for a radical opposition to the 'brahman-bourgeois Congress' and 
seeking to pull in non-brahmans as well as dali,ts. While Ambedkar 
himself did not support a non-Aryan theory of dalit-shudra identity, 
poems and songs published in his weekly_l.mattl show how pervasive 
these ideas were, and how they linked anti-caste radicalism with 
calls for class struggle: 

Bl1ils, Go11ds, Dravids, their Blwrat ll'as bc.wti/itl. 
I11cy were tl1e people, tl1e wlture ll'as theirs, tl;c mlc ll'cl.( theirs; 
I11e Aryas ilifiltrated all this, they brOI~f!llt their l',,,cr fll Bl111rat 
and Dravida11s were suppressed ... 
Brahmans, Kslwtriyas, vaisllyas, all became OII'IICTS 

Drinkiltf! the blood ~f sla11es, maki1~1! tl1c Sluulms i11t11 llltlcllillcs. 
I11e Brahmans, Kshatriyas a11d Ba11ias ,f!ol 11/1 the oll'llcrship r~l!,bts. . . 
All these tl1ree call themselves brothers, they Cll/111' t!~l!,ctbcr i11 times d msls 
And work to split the Slwdras ll'lw bal'e ll('Cil/111' ,,,rkcrs. 
"Co tigress", "Hi11d11 Mal1asabha ", ''i'vluslim Lca.l!,lll'" 11rc all•~l!.cllfs d the rich, 
I11e "l11dependent lAbour Party" is,,,, true bouse ... 
Take up the weapon tif ja11ata 
71~row off the bloody ma,gic ~f the ow11crs' atrocities, 
Rise workers! Rise peasants! Hi11dusta11 is ours, 
Humanity will be built 011 labour, 
11ris is our birth r(f!ht! 
(Ramteke t 94 t) 

The ILP led some major combined struggles in this P_eriod. 
The most notable of these was the anti-landlord agitation 1~ th~ 
Konkan region of Maharashtra which brought together Kunbl an 
M b 1 . upper-caste 

ahar tenants against mainly brahman ( ut a so some 
M I f • "5 000 peasants aratha) landlords, climaxing in a marc 1 o soml: - •. d 
to Bombay in 1938. This was followed by a mamve one- ay 
united textile workers' strike against the 'black bill' of th~ Cong;~ss 
government which outlawed strikes. Communists were mvol~e m 
both of these, and at the massive peasant rally Ambedkar proclauned, 
though very ambiguously, an admiration for Marxism: 

I have definitely read studiously more books on the Communist 
philosophy than all the Communist leaders here. However beautiful 
the Communist philosophy is in these books . . . the test of it has 
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to be given in practice. And if work is done from that perspective, 
I feel that the labour and length of time needed to win success in 
Russia will not be so much needed in India .... in regard to the 
toilers class struggle, I feel the Communist philosophy to be closer 
to us. (Ramteke 1938) 

The 1930s was thus the period in which Ambedkar expressed 
most strongly his major themes of unity and militancy: unity of 
workers and peasants, of dalits and non-brahmans (shudras), and 
unity with opposition parties against the Congress. It is striking 
that throughout this period (as later) it was the dominant caste 
peasants who were the main perpetrators of atrocities against dalits 
in villages, and the latter under Ambedkar fought this vigorously. 
Nevertheless at a broader level he called for and tried to build 
a unity of dalits with the Kunbi-Marathas, associated with the 
non-brahman party and praised Shahu Maharaj as well as Phule. 
Ambedkar's position here was that at the caste level, brahmanism 
was the main enemy, just as capitalism and landlordism were 
the main enemies in class terms. He consistently argued for the 
left and non-brahman/ dalit forces to come together to form a 
political alternative that would fight both the Indian ruling 
classes and imperialism. Thus, for example, following the 1938 
peasant and workers' struggles, he met with Periyar and Swami 
Sahajanand, the peasant leader of Bihar, in an attempt to form 
a broad front. Similarly, he tried to dissuade the non-brahman 
leaders of Maharashtra from merging their movement with the 
Congress, arguing that it would only make them the 'hamals' or 
coolies of a brahman leadership. 

Yet the 1930s failed to consolidate a radical alternative to the 
Congress. Apart from the ability of the Congress under Gandhi 
to win mass support, the main barrier was the argument of the 
left that the main contradiction was with imperialism and that 
the Congress represented an 'anti-imperialist united front'. The 
movements dissolved, the Communists supported the British 
Government during the 'anti-fascist' war, and Ambedkar retreated 
from his radicalism to turn the ILP, which had been limited only to 
Maharashtra, into a much narrower but more all-India Scheduled 
Caste Federation (founded 1942). His goal now was to get whatever 
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concessions he could from the British out of an independence he 
no_w_ saw _as inevitable. He rapidly acceptl'd a position as Labour 
Mmrster m the British govl.'rnment, thl'n as Law Minister in the 
independent regime of Nd1ru. Ambl.'dkar still saw the Congress as 
a 'brahman-bourgeois' party, but sincl' there was littll' he could do 
about it he turned .to reformist intL'rL'st-group politics. 

Ambedkar had always seen thl' nL'Cl'Ssity of both L"conomic and 
social measures for the liberation of thl' dalits. But the acceptance 
of a mechanical Marxist. fi·aml'work led him to see these as separate 
entities and not interwoven in the way that J>lniiL' had. On the 
economic front, he mostly began to follow a Nehruvian-left line. 
While he had written two major books in thL' L"arly I ~20s on fi~cal 
and monetary policy which by and largL' rdkctL'd a neod_assrcal 
P • · ) I · 1 · · t- u · · I· r·tile m the erspecttve t 10ug 1 wrt 1 a severL' cntl<.]lll' o nns • · 
1930s and 1940s he switchl'd to a socialistic ti·amework that took 
for granted the necessity of state-guidl'd industrial devl.'!opment bm 
d.d · · over the 

1 not confront the problem of high-caste donunanon .. 
Stat I · Tl · i · · 1 · b k Sr rr · · 11111 HinMmcs, e mac unery. us was expressel m us oo · · ' 1 ~ ' • _ 

"' ·t b · · 1 · · 1 , •11 tion on behalf "n ten as a su nussron to t 1e consutunona con\ t.: 
of the Scheduled Caste Federation. Economics. though. was not by 
tl · . . . t"J1i. intellectual us tunc Ius major concern. He was puttmg most 0 s 
. . . . . I . t- th . C'lSte system energy mto the questiOn of the lusronca roots o t.: • • 

and India's cultural identity. _ . . -I 
A I t M .11-x1st c ass 

mbedkar began with a rejection not on Y 0 • · · I 
theory' bur also of the kind of 'caste theory' reprl.'sente_d byTtll_e 

A . . d 1- d.- )· of his rune. us non- ryan rdentity clarms of other a It ra rca s 
. . . 1 . 1. fc· · e H!/u1 r11cre Was seen m two books published dunng us I t.:tllll ' . 

tl Sl . 1 is unpubhshcd ze lltdras? and Tile Untouchables. However, It was 1 · . 

I . . /l '·j 'Ill [/11/ta and manuscripts, Rer,olution and Couutcr-Rcl'o 1111011 Ill 1 1 1 

..,.7 1 · 1 1 rhe breadth 
liiC Umoucllables: Children cif India~ Gl~etto w uc 1 s lOW 
fh · 1 · 1 Cmmtcr-

0 Is attempt to articulate a historical theory. Rcl'o 11/Hlll a/11 . " . 
Rer' I . h" . I . I I ·s ·Jnd begtns With o lltloll represents ts ma.Jor t 1eoret1ca ana ys1. . · ~ 

a finn rejection of the Aryan theory of caste: "The Aryans were not 
a race. The Aryans were a collection of people. The cement that 
held these together was their interest in the maintenance of a type 
of culture called Aryan culture" (Ambedkar 1987, ..J.l <J). As he had 
made clear earlier: 
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As a matter of fact the caste system came into being long after the 
different races of India had commingled in blood and culture. To 
hold that distinctions of caste are really distinctions of race and to 
treat different castes as though they were so many different races is 
a gross perversion of the facts. What affinity is there between the 
Brahman of the Punjab and the Brahman of Madras? What affinity 
is there between the Untouchable of Bengal ;md the Untouchable 
of Madras? ... The Brahman of the Punjab is racially the same stock 
as the Chamar of the Punjab and the Brahman of Madras is the 
same race as the Pariah of Madras. Castt' system does not demarcate 
racial division. (Ambcdkar 1979, 49) 

It was not that Ambedkar denied 'racial' elements completely; 
for example, he referred to the early Magadha-Mauryan empires 
as being the work of'Nagas'. He simply argued they should not be 
given causal priority in explaining caste. In his view, all the varnas 
included some kind of racial mixture; for instance the original 
shudras were a tribe of kshatriya Aryans who had been degraded 
due to conflicts with brahmans, only later being assimilated with 
the conquered darker-skinned non-Aryans. Similarly he rejected 
an analysis in terms of economic factors. In his f.1mous phrase, 
somewhat similar to the way he discussed race, "caste is not a 
division oflabour; it is a division oflabourers." 

Caste was thus neither racial nor economic. What then were 
the main explanatory factors, the motive of historical change that 
produced the caste system, this 'social division of the people'? 
With class and race rejected, and violence ignored, the emphasis is 
on ideological and religious factors. In Ambedkar's analysis these 
arc interwoven as civilisational forces that produced the conflicts 
and changes in Indian society. Without a knowledge of the 
Indus valley civilisation, he differentiated three major phases, as 
noted above, with the central element in them being the conflict 
between Hinduism as representing inequalitarian and oppressive 
dements, and Buddhism as the advanced, egalitarian and rational 
mode: ( 1) brahman ism (the Vedic period, basically tribal in nature 
and characterised by varna among the Vedic Aryans, though 
this was not based on birth); (2) the 'revolutionary' period of 
Buddhism, marked by the rise of the Magadha and Mauryan states 
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and bringing about a great advance in the status of women and 
shudras w~ose position had become degraded in the last stages 
of the Vedtc period; and (3) the 'counter-revolutionary' period 
of Hinduism marked by the Manusmruti, the transformation of 
varna into caste, and the complete downgrading of shudras and 
women (Ambcdkar 19R7, 316-17). 

The triumphant Brahmanism began an onslaught on both the 
Shudras and the women in pursuit of the old idea, namely servility, 
and Brahmanism did succeed in making the Shudras and the 
women the servile classes: Shudras the serfS to the three higher 
classes and the women the serf~ to tht·ir husbands. Of the black 
deeds committed by Brahmanism after its triumph over Buddhism 
this one is the blackest. There is no parallel in history tor so foul 
deeds of degradation committed by a class of usurpers in the name 
of class domination. (Ibid., 336) 

It has to be noted here that in using the term 'shudra' Ambedkar 
was clearly not referring to the untouchabks, whom he saW as 
'broken men' settled outside the villages; he was referring to the 
non-brahman masses whom he saw, along with untouchables a1n_d 
t "b I f( I ·ver us n as, as victims of the caste system. By the 19-t ls, 10wt: ' 
ho h . I I w ebb and pe t at there would be a umfied strugg c was at a 0 . ' . , 
he w · h" 1· · 1 · · · "H. 1 ·" ·1s ·1 "maTOI"Ity as m 1s po Itlca wntmgs treatmg me us · · · :.1 •• 

th · 1 • 1 · . ·I minonnes at me uded non-brahmans and was posec agamst sue 1 

as Muslims and dalits. 
N , · t break up evertheless, Ambedkar s longer-term stratq,,ry was 0 . . a 

th~t majority, to dissolve Hinduism itself, and do so ~y butldi~gb: 
lllllty of dalits and middle castes (non-brahmans) wluch woul I 
both . f d ·k ·rs a<ninst t 1e a caste and a class umty o peasants an wo1 t: ·' '::::>' 
brah fl . )"fc· . v "l return man-bourgeois Congress. The last years o us I t: s,l\ ' 
to th" k" d h fl ·. s ·heduled 15 In of united front, expressed in the c angc o us c 
Caste Federation into the (hopefully non-caste) Republican Party. 
It p · · · · ised to art1c1pated in the Samyukta Maharashtra San11t1, organ · 
fight fc M . k. . I . . 11 tlw first fi or a arath1-spea mg state and wh1c 1 was actua Y 
I ull left-democratic front of opposition parties. Ambedkar, in f.1Ct, 
1~d argued that the united front should continue even after the 
~~n~ing of a Marathi-spe~king state, and fight for th~ i~tercsts_ of 

ural poor; and a mass1ve land satyagraha led by Ius hcuten.mt 
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Dadasaheb Gaikwad and communist peasant leaders followed in 
both 1956 and 1965. 

Yet, the end of Ambedkar's life is remembered by the 
innumerable number of dalit followers neither for the class unity 
of peasants and workers, nor for the renewed effort at forming 
the Republican Party as a broad-based organisation, but for his 
conversion to Buddhism along with nearly a million dalits in 
Nagpur. For Ambedkar, and for the militant dalits who followed 
him, Hinduism, in the final analysis, remained a religion of caste 
that had to be renounced and destroyed if the masses oflndia were 
to win liberation. He had written in 1936, in confrontation with 
Gandhi and Punjab anti-caste radicals, that it was necessary to deal 
with religion. Indian socialists, he noted: 

will be compelled to take account of caste after the revolution 
if (they) do not take account of it before revolution. This is only 
another way of saying that, turn in any direction you like, caste is 
the monster that crosses your path.You cannot have political reform, 
you cannot have cconmnic reform, unless you kill this monster. 
(Ambedkar 1979, 47) 

But this, he went on to argue, required that "you must destroy 
the Religion of the Shrutis and the Shastras. Nothing else will 
succeed (Ibid., 75-77)." ''You will succeed in saving Hinduism if 
you kill brahmanism," he argued, softening his blow with suggested 
reforms for Hinduism. It is perhaps this kind of language that has 
provided a thin wedge for the BJP to try to co-opt even Ambedkar 
as a 'Hindu reformer'. But such Hindu reformism would have 
required the rejection of all the sacred books of the Hindus, of 
Ram a and Krishna as ideals, and in the end Ambedkar was unwilling 
to bdiew this was possible. His unpublished writings are harsh in 
their overall critique: 

Is thcrt· then no principk in Hinduism [to) which all Hindus, no 
matter what their other differt'IKes are, feel bound to render willing 
obediencl·? It seems to me tht·rc: is, and that principle is the principle 
of caste. (Ambedkar 1987, 336) 

The way to liberation, then, involved economic and ideological 
struggle. and Ambcdkar never gave up the former. His stress, 
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however, was on ideological/ cultural struggle, and though he could 
not succeed in fully integrating it with an economic alternative, 
he gave it a sharpness that would remain the challenge before 
socialists-to deal with the "monster that would always cross their 
path", the issue of caste and its religious justifications. 
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Hinduism as Delhi Rule 

Periyar and the National O!Iestion 

As the coloni:d period drew to :m end the surf.1ce waves of 
Indian politics were dominated by the issue of Muslim separatism 
and Hindu identity. Hinduism came to be a taken-for-granted 
identity, whether it was the moderate and liberal version most 
Congressmen subscribed to, or the increasingly virulent form 
of Hindu nationalism. The latter, growing throughout the 1920s 
and 1 930s, began to increasingly emphasise not only blood and 
territory (race, religion and nation) but also language, projecting 
Sanskrit/Hindi as the quintessentially 'Indian' languages. This had 
a significant north Indian bias. Hilldi-Hilldii-Hilldllsta/1, the emotive 
slogan of north Indian fundamentalism, had a powerful negative 
side: the equation of language, religion and nation encouraged 
not only those with a diftl.·1-ent religious identity but also those 
with a separate linguistic identity to see themselves as a difterent 
'nation'. Thus, the other side of the powerful centralising tendency 
of Hindu fundamentalism was that many anti-caste movements 
turned to a regional and anti-northern, as well as anti-brahman 
identification. 

Ca~te is not ethnicity, and Ambedkar above all was to insist on 
this distinction and take a resolutely all-Indian, even centralist 
attitude. But caste, community and ethnicity have common features, 
also seen in the vernacular meanings of jati and quaum, which 
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The first anti-caste movement in Tamil Nadu was neither 
particularly ethnic-oriented; it was rather religious in orientation 
and it was led by a dalit, a Pariyar Siddha physician, Pandit 
Iyothee Thass. He had formed, at the turn of the century, the 
Sakya Buddhist Society or South Indian Buddhist League, based 
mainly on dalits but drawing in many intellectuals from other 
caste groups. In many ways this movement was a forerunner of 
Ambedkar's Buddhism. Iyothee Thass interpreted ancient India 
as Buddhist India; like Phule, he saw an original, peaceful and 
prosperous society overwhelmed and conquered by Aryans 
imposing their brahmanic ideology and caste social system. 
lyothee Thass developed his perspective independently, and more 
than Plude he saw the process as pioneered by deception rather 
than violence. To him the dalits ofTamil Nadu were 'casteless 
Indians' or 'casteless Tamilians', descendents of Buddha's clan, the 
Sakyas. 

The non-brahman movement which arose in the 1920s in 
Tamil Nadu, however, ignored these contributions of Iyothee 
Thass and was more elite-based than in Maharashtra with the 
relatively high-caste Vellalas and other non-brahman landlords 
and professionals from the Telugu and Malayalam speaking regions 
able to confront the brahmans on their own footing, increasingly 
without having to build much of a mass movement (see Irshick 
1060; also see Geetha and Rajadurai 1993). Their political party, 
the South Indian Liberal Association, was the most successful of 
the non-brahman parties in India in the Legislative Council in 
the l90s. 

But, by the 1920s a new, militant, mass-oriented movement 
arose. Its leader was E.V Ramaswami, 'Periyar' (1879-1973), from a 
merchant family ofErode. He had joined the Congress in 1919, then 
gradually became disillusioned with what he saw as its brahmanic 
leadership. In the early 1920s he took part in the Vaikom temple 
satyagraha, reportedly clashing with Gandhi while taking a militant 
position. He later argued that Gandhi had pushed him out of the 
satyagraha when he ;ngineered a compromise. Nonetheless, Periyar 
returned to Tamil Nadu as the 'hero ofVaikom'. He subsequently 
clashed with Congress leaders over a proposed resolution for 
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reservations in legislatures for non-brahmans and untouchables. In 
1925, Periyar left the Congress. In 1 CJ27, during a tour of south 
India, Gandhi defended varnashrama dharma and Periyar contested 
this hotly, in personal meetings and in articles in his journal Kudi 

Arasu. He now claimed that three conditions were necessary for the 
country to gain its freedom: destruction of the Congress, of the so­
called Hindu religion, and of brahman domination (see Murugesan 
and Subramanyam 1975, 64). 

Periyar formed the Self-Respect League in 1 CJ26 and its first 
conference was held in 1929. This movement spread across Tamil 
Nadu. Its focus was similar to that of Plllile 's Satyashodhak Samaj, 
opposing brahman priesthood, calling for tht: abolition of caste, and 
supporting the liberation of women. He attacked all religions more 
than Phule did, taking an atheistic stance that contrasted with the 
modified Saivaism of the non-brahman elite: 

There is 110 ,l?_od, 
there is llO god, 
there is 110 god at all. 
He tl'lw i1wellted .(!Od is a fool. 
He who propagates .l!od is a sww1drcl. 
He who tl'orslzips .l?.od is a /Jar/Jarim1. 

The dialectic between Phule's theism and Periyar's atheism was in 
a sense duplicated in the small state ofKerala where NarayanasV\'an~i 
Guru's 'one religion, one caste, one god' was opposed by hts 
atheistic disciple Ayyapan with the slogan 'no religion, no caste and 

, no god for mankind'. The radical nationalism of the Self-Respect 
Movement inspired many at the time, among them the ~oct Bharati 
Dasan who published his first collection in 1 93H wluch t~wo_k~d 
'original' Tamil values not as in the sense of seeking a revtvahsttc 
return to a golden age but as an inspiration for an autonomous 

modernity: 

6u 

Is it .l!rcatllcss to refuse the right of ti'OIIICII 
Or is it ,\?.TC<ll to f,c happy with the progress <~f wo111e11? 
Is it r(~?.llt tlrat rl'omw marry out of hwc, 
Or is it r(~?_ht that rrrc kill them a_jicr pe~{<mllillg a child marria,l!e? 
Is it r(~?.lrt to bclicl'c ill the Vedas, ill God, ill all this dewy? 
Or is it r(~?.lll to csta/Jlis/1 socialism 011 earth? 
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Wiiiii'L' lit'L' n>lltitruill,l! tl1c di11isim1s ll'lticlt surr(lulld us? 
Or ll'illwe lit'e risi11.1! up tltrou.l!ll self-respect? 
(Quoted in Irschick 1986, 224-25) 

Bharati Dasan 's socialism reflected a new radicalism and a 
temporary coming together of anti-caste and class themes in the 
early 1930s. On the one hand, Periyar's equalitarianism, anti-caste 
radicalism and atheism, all expressed in powerfi.tl Tamil speeches, 
were attracting a group of militant lower-caste youth, giving a new 
invigoration to the old non-brahman movement and radicalising 
it. On the other hand, a sparking role was played by Singaravelu, a 
union leader from a fish workers' caste who is considered the 'first 
Communist of south India'. He had been another of the associates 
of Iyothee Thass' Sakya Buddhism, and was also the first Indian to 
independently form a labour party, considered a forerunner of the 
Communist Party (sec Murugesan and Subrammanyam 1975). 

In 1932, Pcriyar toured the Soviet Union and was im.,ressed 
by the concrete accomplishments of atheistic socialism- while 
Singaravclu wrote a series of articles in Kudi Arasu expounding 
socialism and a materialistic interpretation of history. On Periyar's 
return, he and Singaravclu placed a new programme before Self­
Respect activists in December 1932 and it was suggested that a 
political party be formed, using the name Samadharma party as 
the closest Tamil equivalent to 'socialism'. Socialism now began to 
be propagated from Self-Respect platforms, while anti-landlord 
and anti-moneylender conferences were held by non-brahman 
activists. 

l3ut this coming together of the left and anti-caste movements 
seemed doomed from the beginning. On the one hand conserva­
tives in the non-brahman movement opposed it, and when in 1933 
Periyar was arrested and jailed, it was clear that British pressure was 
on. On the other hand, Communist leaders, centred in Bombay, 
regarded any dilution of a class line with suspicion. Singaravelu's 
type of indigenous socialism, identified with dangerous non-class 
forces such as the anti-caste movement and regional-national 
identities, had to be kept under a tight rein. By 1934, Singaravelu, 
then in his seventies, began to argue that the term Samadharma 
should be dropped and the movement openly identify itself as 
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socialist. The real split thot 1 · - 1· · a1 . . . • tg 1, was on a stratghttorward po me 
Issue. whether, m the 1934 dectiom, with no socialist party around, 
the Self-Respect movement should support thl' Justice Party 
or the Congress. Periyar saw his political ti.tture in a revival and 
radicalisation of the Justice Party. The left could sec it only in the 
~o~~ress, which by 1935 they were identifying explicitly as the 
anti-Imperialist united front'. In 1 <J36, the Communist leadership 
~rdered Singaravelu and others to dissolve their organisation and 
mst~ad join the Congress Socialist Party, a part of the solidly all­
Indian National Congress within which the Communists were 
working. Dange's speech at the conference which dissolved the 
movement stressed the dangers of linguistic nationalism: "He 
reminded the conference that not only Tamil Nadu but the whole 
of India is under British imperialist domination. and that unless 
the bondage of India under British imperialism is destroye~ 0~ 
an all-India scale it is impossible even to dream of sociabsm 
(Ibid., 83). 

The result of young radical communist cadres leaving th_e 
movement was to deprive it of a class thrust. As Periyar an~i Jus 
co-workers clashed with the 'brahmanic' left, they increasmgly 
identified with a linguistic nationalism. In the south it was easy 
to give a specific ethnic and national identity to non-Aryan:. t~e 
people obviously had a language with a non-European ongtn 
and the original inhabitants were Dravidian or Tamil. Phulc had 
attacked the story of Vishnu's avatars as representing. an e~ternal. 
Aryan conquest of the subcontinent; Periyar descnb~d 1 ~ as a 
conquest of the south by the north. Phule had taken Bah Raja, the 
mythological 'peasant king', as a hero; the Tamils took Ravana as 
the symbol of the south. In this they were only following popu~a~ 
Ramayana traditions. Ravana is seen as hero in many non-Valnuki 
Versions of the epic in south and west India, south east Asia ~nd 
even Kashmir. The versions emphasise love and war, the herotsll1 
and tragic fate of Ravana, in contrast to the feudal, patriarchal and 
hierarchical values emphasised by the Chinese and north Indian 
versions centred around Rama. 

By the 1940s,Tamil!Dravidian nationalistic themes were coming 
to dominate opposition politics. In 1936 a Congress government 
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(headed by Rajagopalacharya) came to power in Madras Province 
as in most parts of India. As Congress began what Sumit Sarkar has 
described as "a steady shift to the Right, occasionally veiled by 'Left' 
rhetoric" (Sarkar 1983, 351 ), organisations of peasants and workers 
went on the offensive in many parts of the country. In Madras as 
well, strikes and campaigns took place, but the split between Periyar 
and the communists meant that there was no coordination of the 
class-caste struggle, not even a search for a common ground. Periyar 
himself was hardly an ideologue, and took only passing interest in 
economic issues. Without socialist cadres to push him on, he began 
to organise constant campaigns against the imposition of Hindi, 
stressing the theme of Dravidian/Tamil nationality. With the rise 
of the demand tor Pakistan the movement gained strength, and in 
1939 the Dravida Nadu Conference for the Advocacy of a Separate 
and Independent Dravidastan, demanded a separate country along 
the lines of Pakistan (Diehl 1977, 62). 

Regional nationalism \vas beginning to grow in various parts 
of India. The demand tor Pakistan itself was from the beginning 
conceived not simply in religious terms but in religious-territorial 
terms identified with the north-west: the earliest version spoke of 
'Pakistan, Hindu stan and lkngal', and the one proposed in 1938-
39 included Hyderabad to make up four independent states. By the 
1940s Jinnah was willing to include Dravidastan as one of the four 
regions (Moon: 1 990). The 1938-39 proposal reflected a vigorous 
campaign in Hyderabad sponsored by the Nizam to promote a 
composite Hindu-Muslim 'Deccani' culture as a basis for identity. 
This could win over a few prominent dalit leaders, though it was 
ultimately compromised by its association with a feudal regime and 
could withstand neither Hindu nor Muslim fundamentalism. 

Similarly, Sikh/Punjabi identity was expressing itself both in 
regional and religious terms, by sharing with the non-brahmans 
an antagonism towards brahmans and banias. In Kashmir, Muslim 
Kashmiris were beginning to conceptualise their identity not 
simply in religious but in regional! ethnic terms, as 'Kashmiriat' 
Even in the far north-cast, the educated Assamese stressed an anti­
Bengali identity while identifying with Hinduism (Vaishnavism); 
the tribals of the plains were questioning both Assamese high-caste 
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identification and . • . 
.d . asserting a sp. ··r. . 
I entity carried th. ' ' · l u It nonh-L·astern identity. Tim 
A . e sense ofbeing M 1 . . . .L 

ryan Identities of! · l • ongo o1d 111 contrast with we 
Th · 11g 1-caste Ass H · 

e first convent· '· · · amese mdm as well as Muslims. 
· Ion of the All-A -r .1 . 
In 1945 una · ssam 1 n 1l's and Races FederatiOn 

nmlOusly resolved that: 

In view of the fact th~t h. . . . 
never a part . ' lstorllally, A~sam proper. \\"ith its l11lls, was 
'T' • or provmce of I l. J I . . I 
1 flbes and R . nc Ia an t J.Jt Its people. parw:ularly t 1e 

fi aces lllhabitin , · t · .• 1 · 11 ·tr rom the pe I g 1 .Jrt: t: t llliCI y and culturally d1uerent 
ope of the re·t fi 1·· I · · · I · 11 opposed t A s 0 IJ( 1.1. t 11s con\·eiJtlon 1s emp utlc:J y 

o ssam proper '.tl . I .II I . . I J . proposed d" . . \\I I Its 11 s )e1ng 111du( cu mto any 
· !VIsion oflnd· P k. · I It should b . Ia, a 1stan or Hllldustan. and dem:Jnds t J:Jt 
Hill Di . e constitUted imo a separate Free St.1te into which the 

stncts bord . . . . 
1986) cnng Assam be mcorporated. (Cited m Phukon 

'Subnational' .d .. 
of politi . ' 1 entitles were thus bccoming a m;0or undercurrent 
. cs In the 1 94( Tl , J I s I111ply a . Js. 1ey did not. it should be norco, a way 

scparati · · · · d · 
areas. Such .d st. ~atwnalism; this was more likely Ill the bor t:r 

coupled . 1 entities could also lead to demands tor autonomY 
With a 1 fc d . I 1· d ·r of the U . . oose e era! centre. Thus. f<)r Instance. t H.' ca t 

p k" I1Ionist p · 1 · . . 1 ·• t ·d a Istan arty In t 1e Punpb, S1kandar H;Jyat K 1an. rey.:c t 

a thr"e t~s the equivalent of a 'Muslim rai' and suggested instead '"" - Ier "J < ~ • 

seven rc . structure with autonomous provinces grouped ]llto 

c gions-th · · · · · 1 · ·I the entre had esc jomed m a loose confederation 111 w ll( 1 
custon1s (S c~arge only over defence, external afi:1irs, currency and 

dellland wt~ ar 1_ 983, 3 78-80). This type of autonomy was to be the 
to I<ashh... t. which Sheikh Abdullah's National Conference agreed 
. "llr .. 
Independ JOinmg the Indian Union; and it was to be revived after 
01 ence in b . 1 "th ovenlents f( . oth Pur0ab and Kashmir-intenmttent y WI 

I lvleanwh .1°r Independent states. 
lldi • 1 e Pe · 1 · of 
I as fUtt nyar lad decided to focus on the questiOn 

t lat Ire and . . . . . . . 
r., . Would b, succeeded m bmJdmg a polmcaJ orgamsanon 

(-eDvived thej ec?me the major party in Tamil Nadu. In 1944, he 
l<) llstJce p 1 . . J K I 1 I D and d, arty, c 1anged 1ts name to I )ravwa az ug 1a11 

ravid· ecJared · 1 b • · · 1 d · t I Ian D Its goa to e a sovereign, muepen Ul 
Ode 1'-epub]" ' ' · · 

th Pendenc Ic ·The flag adopted was black with a red cm:le. 
e enslaven e \Vas declared a 'day of mourning' for representing 

6 lent of h 1 
4 llNDE t e southerners (Diehl 1977, 62-63). Sewra 
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strands were brought togl·ther by the I )I{ \Vith their focal point 
beingTamil nationalism: 

1·1-'t- ll'tl/11 tliiT (til 111fT)'; 

Cii<IIIJ!t' tilc 11•11111' ,,, ·J;m,'/ .\.·,,du; 

A/1-[,di,, l •,;,,, ( ;,,,.('1'1/1/11'11/ IIII'•IIIS ,, .I!•'I'IT//1111'11/ 

prtllcctil~(! Hiwlu rd~(!i<•ll; 

ll·i• IIIIlS/ /!'<11'1' lilt' ffi11tf11 J)l'fili. 
(Ibid .. h.'\) 

Tamil nationalism. linked with thl· anti-castl' movl·ment. thus 
becaml· a pownful tC.H-ce in thl· south. Howe\'er it could win none of 
its m;~or lkmands. Thl· post-independetKl' Congrl·ss governml·nt 
succeelkd in diluting the radicalism of the Dravidian fi.>rces. Thl· 
DK gave birth to the I )ravida Munnetra Kazhagham (DMK) which 
gavl· up tlw separatist demand. and then to thl· All-India Anna 
Dravida Mutml·tra Kazhagham (AIADMK) which capitalised on 
the charisma of its superstar il'ader and asserted an all-India identity. 
allied with ( ~ongress and l'\'l'ntually proppl·d up its dl·ad hero's tllm 
star companion as a temperaml·ntal dictatorial leader. The major 
problem of the I )ravidian movement remained thl· ditliculty of 
winning dalit support-something Plmk had put at the centre of 
his stratq.,')'. In Tamil Nadu. it was not the radical Ambedkar but the 
Hindu Mah:-tsabhaite M. C. Rajah who was the most well-known 
d:-tlit le:-tder, and his alil·nation ti·mn the Dravidian movement was 
the other side of the distancin~ of the movement itself trom dalits. 
The south thus witnl·ssed a powerful non-brahman movement 
and :1 strong opposition to 'Hinduism' but more than in any other 
region was plagued by splits between communists and Dravidians, 
and dalits and non-brahmans. 

The currents of regional or subnational (linguistic national) 
identity were thus significant during the colonial period. They 
overlapped in complicated ways with claims to a non-Hindu 
religious identity, but thl·y nearly always shared a framework of 
opposition to a brahman-bania, Delhi-based centralised rule. The 
logical outcome of these movements \vas not necessarily towards 
the establishment of an independent nation-state; demands tor 
independl·nce were oth·n raised, but the thrust was just as much 
on a dccentraliscd. federal structure with much more autonomous 

HINDUISM AS DELHI RULE 65 



regions than in the Indian union which came into existence. The 
~ri~mph of the Congress finally repre-;cntcd both a triumph o.f 3 

Hmdu' identity and of a centralised. I )clhi-bast:d state in the Indian 
subcontinent. 



Nine 

Independent India 

Brahmanic Socialism, 
Brahmanic Globalisation 

During the colonial period the overwhelmingly brahman Indian 
dite fashioned an upgraded 'Hinduism' which reinterpreted Indian 
identity and Indian history in a way that could draw low castes, 
wmnen, adivasis and others into a 'national conununity' whose 
core was conceived to be the Vedic, Aryan, brahmanic tradition. 
Whether it was Tilak and the Ganapati festival, Vivekananda and 
Ramakrishna, or Dayananda and the Arya Samaj, largely high­
caste symbols were used to defim: the heart of this tradition. Even 
after Hindutva theorists began to argue that the Aryans actually 
originated in the subcontinent, the notion of Aryans as a core 
!!;roup was kept. And, while the militant 'Hindu nationalists' of the 
~~SS and Hindu Mahasabha gave this a more virulent anti-Muslim 
character by making Hinduism the centre of the Indian state, there 
were disturbing six_nilarities between their imaging oflndian history 
and that of pro~lax~ned secularists such as Nehru or even Dange. 

While contmumg to usc such emotive Hindu terminology 

as Ram Raj and identifying himself fully with this tradition, 
Gandhi nevertheless sought to give it a m~~or reinterpretation by 
proclaiming _n~n-violcncc and truth as its core. He also offered the 
basis for a Lhtkrcnt path of development with his notion of gra 111 



swaraj and a decentralised, village-centred economy. But this was 
so inextricably linked with Ram Raj and the anti-technological 
and anti-sexual ideas of limiting wants, as to discredit it among 
those--like Ambedkar-concerned with rationality and a need to 
lift Indians out of their current, colonially-induced poverty. 

In the end Gandhi fell a victim to the Hindu nationalists 
themselves who were furious at what they saw as his responsibility 
for Partition. Yet, ironically. contemporary 'revisionist' historical 
scholarship is stressing the role of the Congress leadership in 
choosing Partition, since a united India would inevitably have been 
a decentralised and federated one giving too many conn:ssions to 
the Muslim-majority areas and only a truncated India could offer 
the centralised state structure they demanded (Roy I9<J I). 

Forces countering the Hindu majority interpretation of Indian 
society and history existed throughout the colonial period. pre­
dating the overriding preoccupation with the 'Muslim problem'. 
This is clearly shown in the work of Jotiba Pintle. But these forces 
were fragmented and remained subordinated. The Communists 
themselves who claimed to be the main 'class' opposition to the 
'bourgeois' Congress could not offer a serious challenge at the level 
of mass mobilisation, despite their considerable working class base 
and such sporadic tempests as the Tclengana revolt. Worse, they 
never even tried to counter its Hinduist interpretation of history, 
with the most well known Communist excursion into historical 
interpretation, Dange's Iudia: From Primitil'c Co1111111111ism to Slcll'l'r)', 

also beginning with the Aryans. The non-brahman/Satyashodhak 
movement in Maharashtra was absorbed in the 1930s; that in Tamil 
Nadu evolved into a more long-lasting 1 )ravidian movement but 
one which was even more split from left and dalit trends. The 
radical voices of early feminists were buried under the wt·ight of a 
more compromising and upper-class pre-independenn· women's 
movement. The peripheries, such as the north-east, remained 
remote, without influence on 'all India' developments. In this 
context, the dalit movement from the 1 Y20s sought to carry on 
a cultural and economic challenge to the dominant elite, but the 
efforts of leaders like Ambedkar and numerous others throughout 
the country had no hopes of achieving hcgcmory on their own, 
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without the basic shudra-ati-shudra unity which Plmle had 
projected and which Ambedkar also wished to build. 

It was the Congress which triumphed. The usual categorisation 
of the Congress by the left, as representing some form of'bourgeois' 
(national, monopoly, comprador) or 'bourgeois-landlord' force, 
simply misses much reality. Ambedkar's 'bourgeois-brahman' or 
more aptly bourgeois (bania)-bureaucratic (brahman) would be 
more accurate.With the assassination of Gandhi marking the end of 
an era of struggle. the suave and sophisticated Nehru was the natural 
leader of the party. With the Second Five-Year Plan, a 'socialist 
pattern of development'-a focus on heavy industrialisation and 
the state sector-was chosen. This was influenced by the powerful 
successes claimed by the Soviet Union, by the overwhelming 
swing of all newly independent countries towards state-controlled 
development, and by a consensus even among "development 
economists' on such issues. But the 'Nehru model' had its spt•cific 
Hindu character from the beginning. As Nehru himself described 
the choice of socialism over capitalism: 

The old culture man.1ged to live through many a fierce storm and 
tempest, but, though it kept its outer form. it lost its real contl:'nt. 
Today it is fighting silently and desperately against a new and all­
pmVl·rful opponent-thl· bauia civilization of the capitalist West. It 
will succumb to this newcomer, for the West brings science and 
science brings food for the hungry millions. But the West also brings 
an antidote to the l'vils of this cut-throat civilization-the principles 
of socialism for cooperation, and service to the community for 
the common good. This is not so unlike the old Brahman ideal 
of service, but it means the brahmanization (not in the religious 
senSl\ of course) of all classes and groups and the abolition of class 
distinctions. It may be that when India puts on her new garment, as 
she must, for the old is torn and tattered, she will have it cut in this 
fashion, so as to make it conform both to present conditions and her 
old thought. (Nehru 1941, 274-75) 

The left's critique of Congress socialism has been that it was 
capitalist reformism because it did not admit of working class 
leadership. This is insufficient. It was worse than that. It was 
brahmanism, of course idealised by Nehru in terms of 'service' 
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and 'coopcr.ltHm·. hut with a clear implication that these meant 
lll;IJJ.tgcrnL·rn; .,ou.dr.,m w.1 ... 1dentiticd with planning and the public 
'L'ctor. wnh .,tati.,m. Th.tt rt could mean something very different, 
thL' nrk of thL' .,)llldra ... (thL· workin~ dasses). never seems to have 
ocuu-rL·d to Nehru. ThL· only thin~· he had against the Gandhian 
notion of'tnr ... tL'L'\hip ·. app.1re;nly. \\.:1, that it co~IId be that of private 
capita)i.,t.,. the h.1tcd h.mi.t .... Brahmanic trusteeship in the hands of a 
pu hlic '>ector w,1., .IJJothL·r m.Hter. 

C ;,1ndhi h.1d oppoo;L·d .1 hL·.n.:y indu-.;trially-powered development, 
.1rgu11Jg th.n "by u ... ing M.tncheo;tlT cloth we only waste our money; 
hut by reproduung M.1nd1nter in India we save our money at the 
pncL' of our blood hL'Clll'>l' our verY moral being will be sapped" 
(rn Iyer J<JH(>. 2:')7). "Reproducing M.mchester". only understate 
owner.,) up. \\'a" preL·i.,cJy what India's new ruling dire set out to do. 
NeithL-r (;and hi nor ;Ill\" of the \veil-known Gandhian economists 
could otli.:r ;1 ration.tl h,t-.;i·, ti.>r a decentralised devdopmcnt;Gandhism 
remained at tilL' moral level. and etli.>rts to promote khadi and village 
rndu ... tr·ie-.; rl'lnained a matter of government patronage which had 
lrttk to do with real -.;elf rdi.mce. Industrialisation was a goal no 
thir-d world country n:jened; and the overwhelming consensus of 
devdop1nem theory .lt the time of Indian independence made the 
Nd1ru-Mahalanohis type of planning and the focus on the public 
'ector practically inevitable. Uut the costs of the path not taken 
WLTL' horne by a major 'iL'ction of the toiling people whose poverty 
I'L'Jnained a-, <>ppre-.;sive as l'Vl'r. 

The hrahmanic socialism of the Nehruvian model of develop­
rn~·nt en.· a ted a powLTful superstructure-a heavy industrial base, a 
'CIL'ntitic and technological l'stahlishment, an extensive university 
'Ysten 1 ·1 gii.tt . I I Tl I . . I d tl . · · • enng cu tura scene. 1e growt 1 rate It mvo ve ,ap y 
lllCki1'llllL'd tl 'H" i f . . R . Kr' h • 1e lflL u rate o growth by economist aJ IS na 
was. at 3.5 per cent. quite respectable by the previous history of 
econornic g 1 l l 1 · all . _ • rowt 1 Jut was nrc y 1 .5 per cent per capita annu y 
lt1 the hrst three decadL·s after independence: it rose slightly in the 
llJHOs s ) tl . 1 . · · ( 1.tt t 1e per capita growth rate was 1.9 per cent from 
: LJ6 S-lLJLJO. Uut this was significantly lower than the 2.9 per cent 
tor all other 1 · · i c Ch' · ow mcon1e countnes anl 5.8 per cent lOr ma m 
the sanlL' pcrio i A h S h C . . . l - s t e out ,ommisswn put It, 
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Growth was not high enough to trickle down .... in India, growth 
in the tirst three post-war decades was much slower than the average 
for the developing countries. The rise in India's per capita income, 
of the order of about 1.5 per cent per year, was too small to secure 
a significant improvement in the living standards of the masses of 
the people. (The ChallCHgc to the South 1992, 84-85; also see IBRD 
1992. Table I, 218-19) 

Because of the stress on import-substitution using capital­
intensive measures, insufficient industrial employment was 
generated, and most of the burden was borne by agriculture. 
The primary sector, mainly agriculture, which had employed an 
estimated 75 per cent of the population producing 54 per cent of 
national income at the end ofBritish rule (Lal1988, 221), was still, 
by 1991, employing 6 7 per cent of the workforce, but its share of 
G D P had come down to 31 per cent meaning in effect that nearly 
as many in agriculture were getting a much smaller proportion of 
the total income (CeliS liS 4 l11dia 1991; H{n/d DcPcloplllcl/t Report 
1Y92, Table 2). This immiserated primary sector threw off its surplus 
labour, the large majority of them not getting well-protected jobs 
in C1ctories but becoming the growing 'unorganised sector' living 
in slums in cities and small towns. 

In terms of human welfare this meant that the islands of growth 
in industry and agriculture did not result in significant welfare gains 
tor the majority. The average lifespan rose to 58 for women and 
60 for men by 1990, a significant gain from 44 and 46 respectively 
in 1965 and from the drastic situation of the colonial period when 
life expectancy did not reach 30 until 1941. But it was a stunted 
and undernourished population surviving on an average of only 
2229 calories per day (World DcPcloplllcllt Report 1992, Table 28, 
273-74; Table 22, 280-81) and India remains the only major 
country in the world where women continue to live shorter lives 
than men. Between 1980 and 1990, as an international survey on 
hunger showed, 41 per cent of children below four years of age 
were classified as underweight and 30 per cent ofbabies were born 
with low birth weights. Twenty per cent of the population even in 
the 1980s were without access to health facilities; 24 per cent of 
the urban and 50 per cent of the rural population were without 
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access to safe water; and 28 per cent of urban ;:md .. HJ per cent of the 

rural population were classified as below an absolute poverty level 
(H111z~cr 1992, Tables 2 and 3, 1 HO-HJ).By the World Bank's figures, 
in absolute numbers, there were 42! J million poor and 250 million 
'extremely poor'; of the poor, 77 per cent were estimated to be rural 
( VVcJrld Dcr,clopmcllt Report, 1990; Pmwty. 31). This was. according to 

the World Bank, a decline since 1 <J72. but sheer numbers still made 
India the poorest country in the world, housing over one-third of 
the world's poor. 

This was a far cry from the dreams, of both India's freedom 
fighters, who had fought not only for independence but also_ ~or 
prosperity and equality, and of the dalit and non-brahman crmcs 
who had insisted above all on equality. As the crisis of the ~ate 
1960s deepened, pressures for change grew. Tentative liberalisatJ~n 
moves in the 1980s were followed by a full-fledged 'new economiC 

I. , . . of 
po Icy of the 1990s. The country moved mto a new era 
'liberalization, privatization and globalization'. LPG. the mantra of 
the bourgeoisie. 

Trade was liberalised; foreign capital was given greater scope; 
th ' · J rket· e rupee was made to float freely on the internatwna ma ' 
huge, inefficient public sector companies began to be sold off. 
?r~dually the license-permit raj was, in part, dismantled. Tl~e 
Hmdu rate of growth' began to give way to a new thrust for rap~d 

economic growth. India began to be seen as a world econonuc 
power, one of the 'new tigers' roaming in the globalised jungles 
of the world. 

Partly this can be seen as a struggle between two sections of the 
ruling class-a mainly bania set of industrial capitalists (along with 
some very brahmanic firms in the IT sector) and the brahman­
dominated bureaucracy. The 'Hindu rate of growth' began to 
change·· • d Even . • lt rose to 9 and 10 per cent. The stock market zoome · 
With a World recession developing from late 2008, it continued to 

zoom. Pan of the reason was that 'black money' from the world 
~ve~ Was getting parked in India as the world economic leaders 
, ec~ded to close off the small island 'tax havens' where it had been 
earher k b · I 

ept; ut India's own home market seemed quite sohd. n 
some Ways l.t ' I . . I d" ' • was a s unmg n 1a . 
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But the same inequ::llities remained which had been part of the 
earlier, more stagnant, statist era. In contrast to the earlier South 
Commission assessment, growth was high enough to trickle down. 
but it was barely a trickle. India remained ,·cry low on all human 
rights indicators, even in contrast to other developing countries. 
Poverty declined, but rather minimally. Millions still t:Ked hunger; 
farmers committed suicide as auriculture remained backward and .,., 
discriminated against under a liberal trade re"ime as n1uch as under ' .,., 
a statist one. 

If anything, caste tensions increased with growth. The earlier 
'brahmanic socialism' phase had led to an argument by some that 
the 'Hindu rate of growth' was necessarily low because higher 
growth would cause turmoil in the society. Higher growth with 
increasing inequality did indeed lead to turmoil. The tlrst crisis in 
the mid I I)()Os had led to an upsurge of radicalism in the seventies. 
including naxalism and anti-caste organising. By the I 990s, dalits 
and Ol3Cs-'othcr back\vard castes', the new name t()r the ex­
shudras, deriving trom the Mandai Commission-were organising 
in new ways, representing a challenge to Hindutva, brahmanic 
globalisation and social-economic inequalities. It is to this, that we 
now turn. 
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Hinduism as Feudal Backwardness 

The Dalit Panthers 

The p 
H· d resent Congress rule is essentially a continuation of the old 
a '~ u feudalism which kept the da/its deprived of power, wealth 
isndo~~tus for thousands of years .... the entire state machinery 
Und lnated by the feudal interests, who for thousands of years, 

er rer . d Wh 1g1ous sanctions, controlled all the wealth an power, 
reso today own most of the agricultural land industry, economic 

ource 
Vv s and all other instruments of power .... 

Bu;doh_is a da!it1 Members of scheduled castes and tribes, neo-
•sts h . w0111e • t e workmg people, the landless and poor peasants, 

and . n and all those who are being exploited politically. economically 
•n the 

'Who narne of religion. 

the c are our friends? Revolutionary parties set to break down 
sense~~ system and class rule. Left parties that are left in a true 
and Po(· ~ other sections of society that are suffering due to economic 

•t•cal 'VV oppression. 
ho ar 

~apitalists e our enemies? Power, wealth, price. Landlords, 
•n re(igio ' moneylenders and their lackeys. Those parties who indulge 
th us or c . 

em... aste1st politics and the government which depends on 

Vve do 
rule of th not Want a little place in Brahman Alley We want the 
Ch e Whol I d · . 

ange of h e an ·We are not lookrng at persons but a system. 
exptoitatio earc, liberal education, etc., will not end our state of 

n. Whe 
n we gather a revolutionary mass, rouse the 



people, out of the struggle of this giant mass will come the tidal 
wave of revolution. (Joshi 1984, 141--46) 

So ran the manifesto of th1.· Dalit Panthers, a militant organisation 
of dalit youth. Born in Bombay in 197'2, with its leadership drawn 
from a new generation of young poets and writers, and founded 
against the backdrop of incr1.·asing rural and urban t1.·nsions. It was 
a period in which atrocities against dalits in the villages, oftt~n of 
brutal and horrifYing forms, s1.·emed on the increase. 

• In Maharashtra, the Dalit Panthers sparked a whole new political 
wave, fighting the Shiv Sena, energising dalits, attemptinn to 
organiseL dlorts throughout the cat;ntry.L ~ 

• In Karnataka, a dispute ov~.·r a cultural issue (a dalit minister 
was forced to resign after describing conventional Kannada 
literature as "cattle feed") led to widespread clashes throughout 
the state between dalits and caste Hindus. The dalits raised the 
slogan, "Throw the brahmans into the guttn along with the 
Gita" and ewntually tormed the Dalit Sangharsh Samiti with 
branches all over the state. 

• In Bihar, a revived Naxalite movement sprang up among the 
dalits, with issues of honour or izzar (mainly the protection 
of dalit women against landlord molestation) and agricultural 
wages being central. 

• In Tamil Nadu,Ambedkarite organisations began to be founded 
in many villages. 

Other areas were slower to pick up the cue: a Dalit Panther 
unit was formed in Gujarat in 1980 after widespread upper-caste 
rioting in protest against reservations; an Andhra Dalit Mahasabha 
was formed in 1984 after a brutal massacre of dalits in the village of 
Karamchedu. Whatever its form in each region, a new movement 
was enveloping most of the country, and the question 'will the 
caste war turn into a class war?' almost began to replace the more 
conventional, 'will the Green Revolution turn into a red one?' 

Efforts were also underway to give a new theoretical articulation 
to the class-caste struggle. This question was taken up by 
V. T. Rajshekar of Ban galore, the founder-editor of Dalit Voice and 
though he swung f:1 irly quickly to an emphasis almost solely on 
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won 11m readers throu 1 1 
I . . . · g lout t 1e country and among dalits abroad 

Da It VOice survived as a small near-weekly publintion "'nd r. • d d · ' , " was tor 
cca ~s a maJor English outlet for expression of views and themes 

by dahts and Ol3Cs thr~ughout India. It provided vigorous polemics, 
sought to woo Mushms, attacked imperialism and . · ' • SOnletlnles 
showed execrably bad taste. 

f • • ._,_.;~t attempt at integration was made by Sharad p .1 
'- -r.v:>rt• LVl,u........ . •• , . l "b I b I f • . att ' 

. ·.., t 1e tn a e t o M h 
a district organ1ser or L"J.• .... .r..::IJIINIJ ,.. . ' ~ . a arashtra. 

. k """ l-t-Tt 
He took time off from h1s party wor · ru .• t .... dy :'>au.,... as a basis 
for a theoretical interpretation of Indian history, produced a nc.:>-w 
approach, 'Marxism-Phule-Ambedkarism' and then a IlL'W party, 
the Satyashodhak Communist Party. The party attracted a wave of 
young cadre, and though after some time they split ti-om Sharad 
Patil, whose authoritarianism was sometimes hard to take, they 
continued to follow his thematic vie-.vs. Patil wrote several books, 
beginning with Das-Simdra Slar,cry, published in both Marathi and 
English, attempting to outline a history of India from his' Maphuaa • 

perspective. 
In Andhra, Kancha Ilaiah began to theorise the role of both 

patriarchy and caste. Ilaiah, a scholar from a low-caste herding 
community, had experienced discrimination in his own life; 
including in the Naxalite-leaning civil liberties movement. His first 
book, vVIIy I am not a Hiudu, proclaimed proudly that the dalits and 
ex-shudra communities had different deities, different ways of life, 
different production systems from the upper castes. He described 
them as the "productive castes" in contrast to the parasitical"tv.:icc­
born" communities. He went on to write of Buddhism, proclaimed 
"buffalo nationalism" (why was the cow sacred? It was white, 
found in Europe-in contrast to the common buff.1lo, much more 
productive in milk, an Asiatic and black animal), and talked of a 
"post-Hindu" India. 

Theory almost inevitably led to political action. Though 
tl~~ Pa~thers themselves were born in the context of a great 
d1S11lus10nment with the traditional Ambedkarite Republican 
Party, and even leaped to fame with an electoral boycott in 1974 
that significantly benefited the communist candidate in the heart 
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of Bombay's working class an:a, the thrust of the movement took 
them into electoral as well as revolutionary politics. OnL' of the 
most important of the new parties was founded by a Punjabi dalit. 
Kanshi Ram, who had been turned into an Ambedkarite afi:cr his 
experiences in Maharashtra; a theme \\"L' will take up in the next 
chapter. Kanshi Ram avoided the Panthers and the more flashy 
dalit agitations of the time, and began with an organisation of 
dalit, backward caste and minority government employees. He 
developed this by llJ80 into the lhhujan Sam;~ Party. with its 
base mainly in north and north-west India and an ability to cut 
drastically into the taken-tor-granted 'vote banks, of the c:on~ress. 
AnmhLT w:1~ the Bharatiya Republican Party. tounded at almo~t the 
same time by PI<~kash Ambi:dL!r. the grandson of Dr Ambedkar. 
With the Buddhist revival. and a wave ot cm 1\"i.'i~inns to Islam 
that was overplayed by the Hindutva forces to stress a ·d.mger to 
Hinduism', the new ferment \vas ckarly covering all aspL:cts of 
social life. 

The Panthers had been the starting point of this ferment and 
their thrust was to universalise the daiit identity as proletarian 
experience. This difli:rentiated it from the dalit movement of 
Ambedkar's time, which had accepted the separation of economic 
and cultural spheres, of class and caste. sometimes ignoring the 
economic sphere substantially. It also contrasted with the first 
new left upsurge in India. the Naxalite revolt, with its rural 
orientation and Maoist fervour for agrarian revolution. Now, after 
the Naxalites had been c~;ushed (at least temporarily) in Bombay, 
the bastion of Indian capitalism itself, economic exploitation and 
cultural oppression intertwined to define a new dalit revolt­
linked in imagery if not in terms of a concrete socio-economic 
analysis. 

Many factors brought about the Dalit Panther phenomenon: the 
economic crisis which had been untolding since the middle ltJ6!ls, 
the disillusionment with the history of corruption and co-opting 
of the party founded by Ambedkar; the spread of education; and the 
nature of the capitalist city as a communications centre. It is true. 
of course to say that the poets and activists of the dalit movement 
were 'petty bourgeois' or 'middk class'; but what was striking was 
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the changing nature of this middle class and its increased spread. 
In Ambedkar's time this consisted of only a very small section 
of educated dalits who could provide the core of activists for a 
movement; by the 1970s education and the gains from reservations 
had produced a widespread section. It ranged upwards to a few high­
level government employees and political leaders and downwards 
to the villages, where in most areas some minimal education of the 
boys of the most conscious dalit castes (Mahars, Chambhars, etc.) 
was practically universal and was slowly beginning to include the 
girls as well. The nature of the Indian education system made them 
vulnerable to the modernistic upgradinbrs of Hindu ideologies 
found in school books; but simultaneously the ability to read and 

write proved a powerful weapon for the movement. . . . 
Both edt!cat· h . 1. 1·tations and the commumcattons Ion; w. atevents 1111 , ·' . . 

'"'c~~Lwor.k of th · d . of ··ontemnorarv and lustonca] •• e t1111e tna e a range ~ r- _ ' 
ld · b ·r ot the poor them-

war events a reality for an increastng num c . • • 
selves. The Vietnam revolution the Chinese revolunon. the Black 
movement and Black poetry, Marxism, the women's movement, 
the new left, were all part of the cultural mix that repn:~entcd 
a world-wide ph 1 d··sc-ribing Uombay fi·om tts red . enomenon. n .... ~ . 
hght districts to its mixed culture and language, the mt~gcs of 
Namdev Dh 1 f I ·I dalit poets and a I anther 
fi asa , greatest o t 1c cat Y ' . 
ounder show . . ti the crystalised tmages of 

I d. , ' a stretch 111 tm1e, rant . 
n las past to th . Tl ·y show the consciOusness 

b e age of revolutwns. 1e · d · h 1 
~rn _out of a classic industrialised world juxtapose wt~ dt ~e 

rmsenes of village i . h ·gnorance was symbohse 111 
the m h mm1grants w ose 1 ' 

ot er: 

In tire eigflt I d ·d · d(llt'll 
bllt cent I century tile w/wle /urmall race was tumc• upsr £ ' 

even toda 
Motller. y y YO II lraven't l1eard of it ... 

, our son . 
He is tire rs not a clri/d. 
1 son of tlris • 
re can see clear/ ~~~ s r~bellion, . . 

govemmem 1 Y tire lll)ustrce, lrimseif as I'ICIIIII, 

warelrous ar. lllac!rinery, means of living, power t?f toil, mines c?f coal a lid steel, 
tl es,Jactorres 

rere: protection ' 
my face 1 · . 'guarantee rif food and money, 

, yurg Ill tl d 
(Dhasa} 1992 re ust, separated from all of tlris. 

'60-61) 
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The early dalit upsurge had a strong Naxalite flavour; dalits 
identified themselves as modern and proletarian and saw . their 
enemy-Hinduism-as feudal backwardness. Militancy was 
a crucial aspect of this. As a dalit activist of the Bombay slums 
recalled the period. "We knew nothing of what was written in 
the Maniti:sto. All we knew was that if someone put his hand 
on your sister-cut it otl1" This ncar nihilist mood and fierce 
anger distinguishl·d it from early twentieth century movements 
and made tl1l· I )alit Panthers specitically and the whole ne\v dalit 
movement generally. an aspect of a worldwide 'new left' upsurge. 
Indeed. it was at this time: that the term 'dalit' or downtrodden, 
the 1930s' and llJ-1-0s' Marathi/Hindi translation of this British 
category of 'DepR·sscd Classes', became widespread: a militant 
alternative to the Gandhian term 'Harijan' and the colourless 
governmental 'Sclll'dulcd Castes·. 

The combining of economic and cultural radicalism was also 
common to many lll'W left movl'nH::nts of the p·~riGd. 'whereas 
the traditional Indian left, inch.diilg the Naxalites, during almost 
this entire: p-=riod scarcdy spoke of cultural issues or critiqued 
Hinduism as such, for the young dalit poets, economic and cultural 
exploitation were interwoven fi·om the beginning. The Manifesto 
(written under a pronounced Naxalite ideological influence), after 
condemning Hinduism as feudalism, had really nothing to say 
about caste issues; the poetry however spoke of caste, of Buddha, 
of brahmans, of Shambuk and Ekalavya just as it spoke of poverty 
and the meaninglessness of parliamentary democracy. It ranged 
over all of Indian history and mythology, claiming a new past as 
well as laying claim to the future. For the poets it was as important 
to curse both god and the modern university as it was to expose 
capitalism-

Q,c day I wrsed that 1/l!lt/zer:fuckcr .f!od 
He just lau.f!lrccl slzmllclessly. 
My IIC(f!hbow; a /Jt~rll-to-the-pCII Bm/mrmz, was s/rocked. 
He look£·d at me with his castor-oil face ... 
I wrsed mwtlzer :~ood lwt crme 
Tire· rmiversity buildi11gs slwddered cmd sa11k waste-deep. 
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~II at Ollce scholars /)(;{?all doil~l? research 
11110 what lllakcs people at~(!ry. .. ? 
(Mcshram 1992, 117) 

_Their modernism was turned against the caste systen1 .1 I 
as It w d . ~ · · , · s n1uc 1 ' as turne agamst economic exploitation: 

l1·tmdt I 
• 1 0~ ay at t!tc l'cry clld 

q{ t/ze fll'ellticfft CC!ll/11"}( 

A II arormd lllc is ill f/alllc . .. 

Takil~t;t in one lwnit!tc sun, in tlzc otltcr t!tc 111oon, 
1 am Wllsrious c?f Ill}' rcsol11c, 

tlte tl'ortlz c?f t!tc blood of Ekalat')'cl :, brokcnjil~l?l'f. 
(Nunbalkar 1 !J76) · 

Marxism, as known in India, had separated class and caste 
op~ressions; now the two were sought to be joined. This new 

;!"~Jeer laid the ground for the upsurges of the 1970s and 1980s. 
~ .. c Panthers, in fact, rose and fell like a flash. Their first split 
came Wit' · • · 11 d 1 1· Inn -:.n1y ····n v••ars rhetonca y structure on t le Illes of'B d . l'"- .~· ., 
c . u dh1sm versus Marxisnt'. R<>-.i·• i)l;;1h', kadcr of the Buddhist 
taction I . d 1 . I . 1 . 
th ' c aimed that his opponent Nam cv J/1.1~.. w"' a LOO In 

. e hands of the Marxists. Much of the intense daht debate at this 
time took 1 . ' l . . c 1 
A Pace at a seemmgly crude level ( W 10 IS yolll 1at 1er: 

mbcdk c f b · ar or Marx?') but behind it lay a great 1ear 0 emg 
~~~trolled by articulate sophisticated brahma~1 radicals. And th~ 
ettists to a 1 ' . ·k b l . 
i arge degree la1d themselves open to attac Y t 1e1r gnorance of h 1 
app t e rules of the anti-caste discourse (for examp e, the arent1y t . . . - . 
Phu1e' fiVJa1 but symbolically important mistakes ot spcllmg 

s nan1e a 'T .b . b h . 1 c 1 . .. t1 • . I 'Jotib ' r. 5 JYOtJ a' m the ra mamca 1as uon 1.1 lll t 1an 
a aiter th "II d . d . 

by l , e VI age deity continued to be ma c aga1n an agam 1PPer-cast 
1'1.' e comn1unists) t'jeVerth 1 . 

episode in e ess, the fragmentation of the Panthers was only an 
and fight b1 long upsurge. Not only did dalits continue to organise 
other ne ack b_ur they also provided m;Uor themes of revolt to 
identity w assertions of the time. If the prolctarianisation of dalit 

Was a ne . 1' 
vanb'l.lard . w umversa Ism, a new claim to being a kind of 
· It Was al ffc d fi 
Jn ter111s f 1 so an e ort to e me the entire Indian revolution 

. o t 1e ups f I 
urge o t 1e low castes, the theme of'we arc the 
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proletariat' being expressed in numerous poems and constantly in 
speeches. It was typical. for instance, that the then Panther leader 
Arun Kamble, speaking of the Mandai Commission and the need 
for unity between dalits and non-brahmans at a Visham Nirmulan 
conference in the early 1980s, could argue for a "kunbi-isation" 
of Marathas (i.e., accepting their identity as toiling peasants rather 
than as 'village rulers'), and end with the assertion: "We want 
dalitistan but not dalitistan as a separate country; we are 98.5%, we 
are the majority, ludia shall become dc~litistau!" Dalits were, on such 
platforms, beginning to define identities and ideologies for other 
sections of the exploited. 

The 1 970s saw not only the rise of a new low-caste upsurge, 
but also thL· spread of a kind of 'dalit consciousness' to many 
other movements. This came to signify the uniting of social and 
economic issues. It was taken up for instance by A. K. Roy, an 
independent Marxist leader of mine workers and the Jharkhand 
movement. In a pamphlet called 'The New Dalit Revolution' 
published in 1 980, Roy attacked the entire upper-caste leadership 
of left movements, attempted to theorise the geographical/ 
social basis of Indian hierarchy in terms of the interaction 
betweL·n a hilly tribal area, a river bank-centred feudal civilisation, 
and a port city-centred colonial civilisation. Roy called for a fresh 
"discovery of India" through the p::rticipation of intellectuals in 
moven1ents. 

Whether the Indian bourgeoisie is black or white, big or small has 
very little bearing on the politics of the country. What really matters 
are two basic features: caste system with uneven development of 
history and its interaction with the belated capitalism percolating 
from the top .... The communists have prepared various blueprint~ 
of revolution like National Democratic Revolution, Peoples' 
Democratic Revolution, New Democratic Revolution, and many 
othl·r forms using mysterious terms hardly understood or even 
remembered by their own followers, not to speak of the toiling 
millions at large, while India needs a simple New Dalit Revolution, 
a policy of red and green flag combining the struggles for social 
emancipation with that against economic exploitation to storm the 
citadel of colonialism in the country. 
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Roy went on to assert the need for a cultural revolution within 
the Indian left, insisting that the symbols of the people should not 
be Rama or Krishna but those of the low-caste masses-often local, 
tribal and peasant leaders such as Birsa M unda (leader of an adivasi 
revolt in the nineteenth century), or Veer Narayan Singh (the adivasi 
chieftain who fought Aurangzeb): 

The culture of the people, struggle of the oppressed like that ofl3irsa 
Munda of Chot:magpur and Veer Narayan Singh of Chattisgarh 
would be highlighted which is now obscured :md would be restored 
to its rightful place above the wars and conspiracies of the feudal 
kings and colonial rukrs which nmv crowd the pages of history. 
From Buddha to Lenin it would be a unique journey, a new search 
for a spirit of emancipating millions, a new religion not only_ a ~ew 
party, out to make a new history fix mankind without explmtatwn, 

subjugation and with justice. (Roy ll.JHO, -L I 0, I H) 

Thus, by the late 1970s, as new social movenH:nts began ~o ~ise 
th I . 1 · . . t- -~ste the explmtanon roug 1out the country, takmg up t 1e 1ssw.:s 0 c... · · .. 

f c . d · 1 · t · ·fleets on the tmhng 
0 tanners, environmental degra anon anc 1 s c · . . 
P 1 d . . . ' . · · also be,,.mmng to 

eop e, ahts and other 'productive castes WL 1 c ' · t> 

assert themselves. The political thrust was next. 
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Eleven 

The Logic of Dalit Politics 

The 'unique journey' that A. K. Roy had called for seemed to be 
beginning in the 1970s. Numerous youth went to the villages, new 
activists rose fi·om the maSSl'S, social turmoil increased as economic 
and social pressures mounted. and new voices rose as other low­
caste and oppressed sections joined dalits in organising. 

Dalit themes were expressed also by tribals, for instance Waharu 
Sonavane. an adivasi pol't-activist coming out of a Marxist­
led movement of l3hil agricultural labourers and poor peasants 
of northern Maharashtra. He was an activist sensitive from the 
beginning to cultural issues but by the late 1980s these were 
becoming dominant themes, as he challenged the control of 
non-tribals in adivasi-bascd movements. He began to argue that 
the adivasis who had been fi-agmented by religious identity and 
political parties should come together. But while he was willing 
to include UJP adivasi politicians in this coming together, Waharu 
clearly identified with the heritage of rakshasas, dismissing Rama as 
an exploiter and giving a unique adivasi perspective on the entire 
non-Aryan theme. 

A strong alliance between minority of brahmans and a handful 
of rajas took one after the other adivasi tribes under their control 
through violence and aggression. They made them into slaves and 
disarmed toiling peasants paying taxes to rajas, and settled them 
in villages to enlarge their kingdoms through settled agriculture. 
Betwel'n thl' sixth century nc, that is the period of Buddha, and 



the fifth centu . . . nes .A.Il :~ defined cast . I . . .. . . . . was established M ti . . L lll I.trc hy and pJ!113111 system 
· ost ree :~divas! t ·1 • 1 . . .. .. surplus to raia d l · n 1L' 1LL.tllle todul!.!; castes <TJVIIlg 

I 
·~· 5 an )rahm:m 1 · - • ""' • 1:1d the cap .· ' ' -L om mated tcudal societ\'~ This society 

. , acity to slowlv tnn (; . ,. . . . Ill the hierarch ' ' s orm ,tL Ivasi tnbes and absorb them 

b 
, y. but at lower lev ·I· wr I - . ut rcma

1
·
11 

·d fi L s. wL' \\'ere t 1ose \\'ho faced tlus 
' c rce WI I . the atro · · . . . · · · · ll'll t le ad1vasis of that time bn!;:lll to resist 
Cities agamst th . I . A .. . . Acyam w . '"' · ' " '}·"" become en"'"'·d. Then che 

cnt to the rul. f I . . . . with the d. d, t:r 0 t lat tune. their rap Shri ICunachandra. 

cman prot· ti I k fidd> • R "' "' mm ' "" " ·sl"'"'· om hcnh uc·s·d open 
. ama gave a . . . U I . .. adiv,.is of I · . · P"'"''"· "'enhe kadmhop ofRanoch,uodr.oJ• 

· t lat tune were slaughtered as rakshasas and crushed. 
(Speech to Dalit-C;ramin S.thitva S:unmdan)

1 

~~r . h , Mahar ,htn t e 1 990s, Waharu joined with other adivasis of 
as tra G . . .. Adiva · Ek ' LIJarat, RaJasthan and Madhya Pradesh in orgamsmg 

Sl ta . 
Th 1 

• a strongly autonomous organisation of tnbals. 
c 980 • . othedo ' wece nmked not only by doe '"sercion of dahts and 

of f w ''""'·but aim by the cise of otha new ,oeial noovements, 
state f 1g ltlng agamst their exploitation by the market and armers fi I . . 

, 0 WOI11 f . - . . envicon en, 0 tnbal and caste Hindu pe""'" toghnng a~mst 
began ;::en~al demuction and disphocement. The>e noovements 

ccitique o/H~~~ty at least in part-at the beginning-with a 
began t msm and to put focwacd new nolnocal themes that 

S 
o conver . 1 . . • • onlet

1
·
1 

gc Wit 1 those of the dal1t and :~nn-caste movemt:nt. 
nes the d . . , ' , . 

In the new Y rcw conscwusly on this tradition-
was initial! po"-197 5 women's movement, foe eX'unpk. there 
th y a stron . . . I . I e unded · g e<Jecc.on by femini>ts of ,-ehgoon """ '· wot' 
w ymg the 1 ~ d omen' ce 

1 
. me nat 'all cdigions ""' patci"rrhal "" oppre» 

and s . p acmg th. . k > s· avuci . c pce-mdepcndence tendencY to " ' '" 
cuh u~e~ f · ]' · uca! ccit ' 0 womanhood. Foe some time. thOS ce ogwu>-
pactly unde;;~e remained at an ab>t.-act level; then in the late 1980s, 

actlV. e lmpa t f h . tsts began t 
1 

c o t e me offundamentali""· noany women 
0 ook for aspects of their own tradition that they 

;---
) Waharu S I alghar . onavane. Prcs'd . Omv d. Mahrashtra ?

3 
1 cntwl Spcccll, 5th Adivasi Sahitya Sanunelan. 

e t a d • - Dccen b t99f · · Sahity S n Bharat Pat k 1 er J (translated from Maratlu by c~ul 
a an an ·ar) 0 · · 11 . · · uuelan by S . · ngma Y pubhshcd in Marathi for the Ad1vasi 

anJay Pethe 
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could identify with. For some this meant a clear identification with 
Hinduism. Madhu Kishwar of the well-known women's magazine 
1\1mmshi attacked only the militaristic and aggressive depiction of 
Rama by fundamentalists but upheld an ideal Ram. Other feminists 
looked for what some called 'even more fundamental' religious 
traditions: at the role played by dc11is or goddesses in Indian tradition, 
the co-opting of that role, and ways it might be recovered. In the 
words of a song by Kamla Bhasin, 

E11cry ll'<llllall i11 this (<llllltry is dish<'ll<'llrcd, ch:l!radcd, 
!Vith }'<'llr htuul ,,, yo11r hcmt, Stl)', holl' C<lll s11rl1 11 ro1111try be free? 
/11 this ro1111try. they Stl)', there arc goddesses rl'itlwllt 1111111bcr, 
Tr:ll 111e, htii'C they loMcllcd CI'CII a lir1k <~f o11r rhai11s? 
Ha11e II'C .\!tlillcd tlll}'thillg ,~f h<'ll<lllrfrom the l'eil? 
Bc11eath the Fcilll'e htu•e rcllltlilled smothered, bc11eath the l'ci/ll'C bHmcd. · · 

make the 11eil illl<' tl_/ltl_l!, "'!fitrl it <'I'£T}'Iflhcrc, 

I H· ll'illl,rillg hllmtlllity :, ntle to this !tmd. 
)~''' ll'il111ot be able t •• .-ltallcii,\!C the power ,~f ti'OIIICII 11011'! 
IH· tire n·s,,h•cd t,, ttlkc ''" CI'CII thc_t;m11 ,~f Kali ,Halt!. 

l3y late llJH! Js dalit and other low-caste women, and feminists 
from south India were also making themselves heard. They tried 
to recover non-Aryan and anti-brahman traditions, took Sita as 
a symbol of oppression rather than an ideal, and argued that the 
Ramayana represented the triumph of patriarchy over matriarchy. 
Ruth Manorama, a dalit Christian from Bangalore involved in 
organising slum dwellers, began to speak of the "triply oppressed", 
focusing on brahmanism as a major factor in women's oppression 
but not sparing dalit men either. She and others eventually 
organised the National Federation of Dalit Women. At the 1991 
National Women's Studies Conference in Calcutta two minority 
feminists, Flavia Agnes and Razia Patel, were openly attacking 
'Hindu hegemony' in the women's movement. 

The environmental movement also saw a similar development, 
the emergence of culturally radical themes contesting a dominant 
trend that identified, though more ambiguously than in the colonial 
period, with a reformist Hinduism. Middle-class environmentalism 
had been Gandhian in inspiration, mounting a strong ideological 
attack on industrial civilisation and 'western science and technology' 
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that i~cluded a tendenc to i . . . 
even Involved so . . Y_ dcahsc Ind1an traditional culture. This 
w · j h · me mdlfferen · . . 

1t 1 t e most · c c to or even Idealisation of caste, 
of I d' , . Important acadcm· . . J • f . . . n Ia giv· Ic stuuy o the ecological history 

mg what was · ·ffi· . - . . . . ' . 
caste as a syst. · 111 c.: c.:ct a funcrwnal1st JUStlticatwn of 
91 em of ecolo r· • J d · 

-11 0). Ecofc.· . . _ glca a aptwn (GadgiJ and Guha 1992, 
d cmm1sts hke \1; d· SJ · . go dess th • . an ana 11va emphas1.sed the mother-.d cn1e m wom . , .. 

I entified · . en 5 wntmg as the protector of nature and 
1t wnh 'Pr k .. , (Sl . 

mass mo , a ntJ 11va I <JH<J). However environmental 
vcments bas ·d . 

Used more . · c on pc.:asants and other 10\v castes very often 
. antl-brahn d .. 

nghts on 1 . lan tra Itions. Thus a movement for water 
t 1e nv. G . 

fishing c er anga used the symbol of Ek.Jbvya, With the 
h . 0 ll1muniti · th. · · ·- - · 1 t Is trib 1 l c.:s cy org.uused nicnntvuw themselves Wit 1 

a lero f 1 . ' o 
f.1rmers' 0 t le ep1c. In southern M.dl,Jr.Jshtr.J, .1 strong local 

· struggle fc. · ·fi d · If With th . . or a peasant-built small dam ident1 1e 1tse 
c tradlt!on f I)l 1 . . . . 1 Dam 0 1u e and named It the Uah Rap Memona 

Bali Ra·a b. . 
I11ents - U ccame an Important symbol tor other mass move-

. In Mal 1 
backw d laras ltra as well. A group working among other 

ar cast. · . ~ -
Yearly ,1 es lll the V1darbha region took it as a m;vor theme of 

cc ebrat' . h 
Powerful Ions, and It became also a central symbol fort e most 
leader Shmass movement in the state the Shetkari Sanghatana. Its 

' arad J 1 - ' b 1 of the 05 11, though himself a brahman, used the sym o s 
· People t · . · · - · d.- · 10 society bet 0 explicate h1s 'Uharat verms India cont_Ia Ic~wn 
the (maini Ween the (mainly urban) cxplowng sectiOns .md 
~tress that ~illrural) exploited. Gandhian models were evoked to 
allowed r h age and agriculture-centred development had to be 

Wa at er tl · h · 
• s no Ion lan one based on state-controlled mdustry-t IS 

conf( ger Ran R . . , . 0(9 N d ·d erence f 1 ~ but Bah s kmgdom, and the l9o an "' 
sayin b o the Sh k . 1 g lit t et an Sanghatana took the popu ar peasant 
go, th llrned it . 'II 

e kingd Into an affirmative 'troubles and sorrows 1111 
anoth om of B 1· h fi er str00 . a I will come.' The Kan1ataka Rayat Sang , 
ronl l g region 1 c. ' . h a ohiait a tarmcrs moven1ent used ann-caste t emes 

move · e tradit' . ' - · 
n ll1ent in Lr Ion and tned to make alliances with the dal!t 
loven ~arnatak 0 - ' 

r·k . lent in th LJ· a. n the other hand leaders of the tanners 
1 Jit e c11nd· b 1 ' 

mo ' spoke an . 1 e t, such as the Jat leader Mahendra Singh 
re orth antl-br h . 

Odox Ve . a mamc language but identified with the 
rsions ofH· d . 

u In lllsm popular there. 
NDER.sl'ANDI!•olc; 

C'\STE 



There was thus an extreme unevenness in the culture of popular 
movements of the 1980s: a spread of the challenge to orthodox 
Hindu traditions, but marked at points with what was from the 
dalit point of view, a compromise with brahmanism on the part of 
some sections, and at others with a readiness to identify with other 
religious and cultural fundamentalisms as a counter to brahmanic 
Hinduism. These counter-fundamentalisms were perhaps strongest 
in the complex movements arising in the peripheral nationalities. 
In Punjab, opposition to brahman-bania Delhi rule involved an 
identification with Sikh religious traditions that at points turned 
into a strong fundamentalism, including efforts to regulate women's 
attire and suppression of intellectual inquiry. In Kashmir, Islamic 
and socialist tendencies wert' mixed in a guerrilla armed struggle 
against the centre, and fundamentalist Islamist trends took over 
when the more secular forces were crushed by the Indian state after 
1981. In Assam.much of the movement from 1980 onwards seemed 
to be dominated by high-caste Hindu students. The more militant 
armed struggk· group, the United Liberation Front of Assam, the 
ULFA, on the other hand, picked up the theme of north-eastern 
uniqueness: their Assam. never conquered by Hindus or Muslims, 
was very largely 'Mongoloid, Tibeto-Mongoloid, and Austric' in 
contrast to the Aryan-Dravidian mainland, as their petition before 
the General Assembly of the United Nations put it. 

Thus, in many ways the 1980s saw, below the surface of the 
growth of Hindutva and Congress corruption, complex processes 
of cultural dialogue. Compared to the -:olonial period, there was 
intense interaction between the various forms of opposition to the 
Indian state, with the left forces also involved in various ways. Yet 
the period was still marked by ongoing contradictions and a failure 
to evolve a total liberatory theory. 

The logic of dalit politics, it may be argued, involved three major 
emerging themes: 

1. A challenge to the very definition of Hinduism as the 
majority religion and the core of Indian tradition; an 
insistence that it was rather a brahmanic Hinduism that 
represented the hegemony of an elite over that tradition, 
and that this hegemony had to be overthrown. 
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2. Aspre d' 
a tng of this theme b . , J I· 1. . 

all the s •. · c..} <>nu l ·' Its themsdws to mvolvc 
. ectJons of the oppr .... I 1 . 

by the csstt · exp <>Jtcd and marginalised 
processes of C"lstc ·:xr 1 . . . . . . 

and otl . b . · · · l. ~") Oltat1on, mdudmg ad1vas1s 
lcr ackward ·· t . · ( J t-

Women ' t.ls c..~ t lc ormer shudras), peasants, 
3. A syntl • a_nd oppressed natiOnalities. 

. lesJs of a n•·\v "t"OilC)Jill. . I ]' . 1 J· . • h the ' '" '" t ant po ltlca uJn•ctwn w1t 
cultural chaHengt·. 

For dalit p 1" · 
necessary. Tl 0 ltJcs to succt·ed. it may be ;u·gued, all of these were 

. . le story f 1 • 1 1 I 
spJrallin ° t lc ast t 1ree l ccades has seen an uneven 
h g, a turmo .1 f . 1. . . 

ave b. . 1 o assertiOn. I )a Jts and other explOJted scctwns een tnc . 1 
Purpose fi reasmg Y asserting themselves-but often at cross s, o ten • · 
much of tl . even lll antagonism to one anotht·,·. At the centre of 
first as a .~ has been the rise of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), 
based pa~ e Ort to b_ring all the exploited togethn. then as a dalit-

The 1 ~ chaUengmg for control in I klhi itsdf 
domin Os and 1990s saw the fading of the Congress as the 

ant heg. · ·1 
renewed cmomc party in India, in spite of a temporan y 
in spite sympathy vote after the assassination o{lndira Gandhi and 

ofthe'J • · · J···11·b 1· · rcprcs c can teclmologJCally onenteu mltla 1 era Jsatwn 
en ted b I . . . . • . 

the air. l3 Y ler son Ra.JlV GandhJ. Instead, alternatJVl'S were m 
force co~dthe _late 1980s it looked for a titw: a~ if a new political 
conle as anse from a base in the new soctal movements to 
Bovernn1;n al_ternative. This was the V. l~ Singh-lcd National Front 
the new nt, Its core the newly formed socialist Janata Dal. All of 
b k l11ovcm . · • 1· . ac ed it· ents, from daltts to f.1rmcrs to cnvtronmenta ISt'>, 
le d • Datta S k · 1 a er, and S amant, the militant unorthodox wor ·mg c ass 
lead . harad J 1 · · f 1 t:: • ' er,Joined . os 11, the most arttculatc o t lC new 1<11 mers 

Yet tho 10 the campaign. 
goy Ugh V p s· . . . J • 

ernlllcntl · · tngh came to power as Pnme Mmtstcr, llS 
of th . asted 0 1 h . 

e 1n1p1 n Y as ort eleven months. H1s announcement rese . elllentat' . · 
h rvatlons t:' Ion of the Mandai Commtsswn report-caste 

5 Ud tor 'oth 
ou ra castes- er backward classes', that is, the former 
but ~nlong th Provoked a strong reaction. Agitations broke 
of rn1ng by a e upper castes, with the attempt at suicide by 
'rat~holll sue~:~:~ stu~ent provoking numerous others, many 

Yatra' ca . · Thts was followed in October 1 990 by a 
llNoE"s-.. lllpatgn of Hindutva forces, now organised under 
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the Uharatiya Janata Party (llJP), led by Lal Krishna Advani, 
aimed at constructing a Hindu temple in Ayodhya. This time, 
on 6 December, the: mosque at Ayodhya, the 'Babri Masjid'' 
named after Babur the: ori<Tinal Mtwhal conqueror of India, was , ~ b 

demolished, and in the: rioting that followed hundreds ofpeople 
died. Anti-Muslim sentinH .. ·nt· surged. Fanatical pro-leaders like 
Bal Thackeray of Maharashtra 's Shiv Sena said openly to Time 
magazine: that, ''have: (Indian Muslims) behaved like the Jews in 
Nazi Germany? If so. there: is nothing wrong if they are treated 
as Jews were in Nazi Gnmany ... In politics we follO\V Shivaji. 
In religion it's Shiva.The third ey~· is now opening" (Time 1993). 
No one: dared arrest him at the time:. The: V. P. Singh government 
fell, to be replacL·d briefly by a caretaker government led by 
Chandrasekhar, and then the Congress returned to power, 
following the horrifying assassination of Rajiv Gandhi, on a 
sympathy vote under the kadnship of the old Congress politician, 
Narasimha Rao. 

The: UJP thus appeared tor a time as a real alternative, a 'different' 
party. I 11 2! H 1-t and .1ti:n it made: serious challenges for power, it even 
rukd at the centre ttH a time, aftn the 1998 and 2004 clections.Yet 
by 200H the appeal of Hindutva seemed to be f.1ding, and after its 
disastrous defeat in the 200l) elections, the party almost fell apart, 
with senior kadc:rs such as Jaswant Singh expelled, others resigning 
or openly defYing the party leadership. 

Dalits had always mistrusted both parties, and seen Gandhism as 
only a more seemingly progressive version of Hindurva: after all, 
massive and horrifYing anti-Muslim riots in Gujarat, the centre of 
Gandhi's influence, seemed to prove that the Hindu tva Ram Raj 
was only a step removed from Gandhi's Ram Raj. 

Baburao llagul, an award-winning writer and one-time 
Communist party member, had written condemning the hegemo~y 
of Hindu themes in the national movement. He argued that 111 

Europe, nationalism and the bourgeois revolution had a progressive 
content and people had fought religious authority, but in India, 
nationalism "was turned into a form of ancestor worship". Bagul 
went on to argue that, since "Hindus are the majority", there was 
little to hope for from the Indian tradition: 
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Democratic socialism which is basc.:d on liberty, equality and 
fraternity is the philosophy of the: modc.:m age:. And this philosophy 
~as no mots in the Indian psyche: :md mystical value-structure. The 
literature of the saints has not provided any valuable: alternative in 
the forms of ideals. On the: other hand, f.1scism, yarns-domination, 
hero-worship, pride, scorn, malice.: and hatred-all these have solid 
literary and intellectual support. (lhgul 19t;2, 183.188) 

A young poet, Vilas R.ashinikar. put it equally strongly: 

From pitch black t111mcls 
they gather ashes 

fioatillg 011 jet-hlack 111atcr 
alld reco11str11[( the skcfctOIIS 
cif their a11ceston ., 
sillgillg hy~tms 
of their tlwrwhts 
wom to shreds. 
Tizere is llo elltry here 

for the llew Sllll. 
Tiris is the empire 
of atzcestor-worship 
of blackelled cast cdJs 
of dark11css. ' 
(Ibid., 284-85) 

D ·d n the 1980s and alit 1" . . nt stn es 1 
1990 Fpo ltlcs, thus, made Importa . 1 • ·n·Itive to the rise of 

s. or m . d 1a,or a tel , 
l-Iind ost lt was indec a n "J • • resulting from the 

Utva In l 1. . I alternative . 
'new .' t le 1980s the po Itica B by the end of the 

social rn d failure ut 
decade a ovements' prove a ' d .1 . Bahuian Samaj Party. 

new £ . fj rwar t 1c "J 
This wa h orce was conung o '1. . 1 force but its career 
Was t bs t e latest expression of dalit po ItlC3 , 

o e a t s range one. 



Twelve 

The Rise of the Bahujan Samaj Party 

In the late 1 970s a riot took place spreading throughout Marathwada 
after the proposal to rename the university after Dr Ambedkar 
was put forward; the caste Hindus of Marathwada claimed it 
denigrated their regional pride and went on a rampage against 
the dalit Buddhists. In response, the dalits and their progressive 
friends organised a 'long march' to demand the renaming. This only 
happen~d though, years later, as a 'name-expanding' proposal to 
make it Dr. Ambedkar Marathwada University. 

Watching all of this, and scornful of the lack of organising 
capacity of dalits, was a then-young Chamar from the Punjab 
employed in the Defense Department in Pune, Kanshi Ram. 
Kanshi Ram had become interested in 'Ambedkarite' politics 
following experiences of discrimination at work. He began 
reading about the movement. He joined the Republican party for 
some time, but became disgusted with its factionalism and failure 
to move beyond its dalit Buddhist base. It had become, contrary to 
Ambedkar's intentions, not simply a 'dalit' party but a party linked 
to only one dalit caste, the former Mahars. Kanshi Ram was later 
to say: "I learned much about politics from Maharashtra. From 
Ambedkar I learned how to do politics. From the Republican 
Party I learned how not to do politics." The magazine that he 
had begun to publish described the Long March as "leaderless". 
To Kanshi Ram, there was no dalit leadership worth the name 
left in India. 



He began 1 · 
B , Hs O\Vn org·In... . 1 

ackward .1 • . •' l'ilng Wit J the founding of the 
ano Mmontv C · , . 

(BAMCEF) B 1 .onmHJnny Employees Federation 
d . · ased on mainlv SC es1gned t . ' 1 • governmem employees, this was 
fi 0 provJ<.ie n:sour · · · . · . · . . llture P ]" . · cc s ·11lt1 son1e ;It·nnst lcaderslllp for a 
1 o ltJcal movem . t H . . 
1e!d l11e t. t:n · e wooed l!Hdkctuals hdd ralhes, 

e II1gs of var · ·· . . . . . · ' . 
that tl ' IOUS C.lStt: communities. tor he also believed 

Jough the fin I , 1 .. . · · . . . . 
lay in mob· . . a goa was annJ11lbtwn ot caste. the begmmng 
I lhsmg through ··1 ·t S · 1 1· 1 f t 1is· wh ' , c. s es .. ocJ.I en I" HcnJnent \vas part o 

, en BAMC . . . . _::-- .. 
and !at. h EF, Da!Jt Shoslllt S;un;lJ Sangarsh SanutJ (DS-4) 

er t e B 1 · . . . . > . •. . 
dsewh, a ll!Jan S.ull,lJ I arty org.u11scd m north Ind1a and 

eretheyp bl .. l 1 . ' of 50 · 1 ' u ICJscc w 1at Kanshi R;IJll called the 'four p11lars 
Cia dem . . . . f 

Ko!ha ocracy 111 IndJa-Ambedkar. J>hulc. Shahu Mahar~ o 
pur, and Periyar. 

Then he fc d . . . . . 
early 1 c oun cd DS-4 and 1t fought the hr~t elccnons 111 the 

S>8os Th · 1 • · 1 · Sama· p · · Js was ater to be transformed ulto the Ba HIJ~n 
po!ic~ arty, founded in 1984. Its gains at first \VLTC modest; Jts 
lose h '":as to put up candidates everywhere. even if they were to 

t Cir d. . T . 1 . at tl , eposn. he Jdca was also to accumulate cnoug 1 votes 
le nati 1 1 I · happ ona eve! to claim to be a 'national' party. When t liS 
ened t1 B . . · 1 the ' le SP clauned as Jts symbol tht: elephant, prevwus Y 

5Y111boi f h · 1 · Mah 0 t e Republican Party whose base was mam Y 111 
arashtra- . ' ·I . . • f the n a symbol wluch had followed Ambt:dkar s c 101ce o 

the p ame, from the US based Republican party considered to be 
arty ofL· 

Nat· Incoln and hence of the ending of slavery. 
tona]] f( ' . . 

13 pa 1. Y ew scats were won, but by the 1999 electwns It won 
r lament f . 2009 1 ary seats and in 2009 it won 17. Its share o votes 111 

' a most 7 · d · rcplac· · per cent, made it the third largest party m In Ja, 
tng the d. ~ 

Uttar p Isaster-caught Left parties. 
?rought i radesh remained its strongest base. Here Kanshi Ram 
In effect g~ ~ young dalit woman, Mayawati, as his ch. ief lieutenant, 
b ~ngh 1 ase in the C er control of th~ party. Here the BSP had a natura 
Castes Wh hamar commumty, the largest of the Scheduled 
th 0 111ad 1 ' e l3Sp w e up a most 20 per cent of the population. In 1993 
With the S 0~ t~e assembly elections in Uttar Pradesh in allianct: 
M °Ciahst p 1 ayawati, wh · . arty. t was around this point, apparently, that 
Party.J3y now ohbecame the Chief Minister, grabbed control of the 

t e l3SP w bl ... as pu ICJsmg not only the 'four pillars' but 
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also women leaders such as Zhalkaribai, a fighter from the OBCs 
during the I H57 war. 

Kanshi Ram went south, moving into Andhra, Goa, Maharashtra, 
winning new recruits ti·om the Left in the flush of enthusiasm of 
the UP victory. In Mah:~rashtra. he s:~id he was looking for the 
"Mulayam"-a b,lfn~jan leader to t:~ke charge of the party. With 
Naganath N:~ikaudi, a M:~ratha and an old freedom fighter, he 
seemed to have t()lmd his man. The issue they took up was also very 
'Maratha'-oriented: renaming Pune University after Shahu Maharaj, 
the former Maharaja of Kolhapur. beloved among dalits as well as 
non-Brahmans generally tor (among other things) initiating the 
reservation policy-but anathema to the brahmans who took Pune 
as their cultural centre. Kanshi Ram was, in other words, making 
the BSP truly 'bahujan" but with dalit leadership. One result was 
to provoke Prakash Ambedkar, leading one of the f.1ctions of the 
Republican party, to form a 'l3ahujan Mahasangh' as an alliance; this 
had some success in parts ofVidarbha. 

Progress of BSP in National Parliamentary Elections 

Year Cong BJP BSP 
-------- ·- -·- ----· 

952 45.00 03.10 
957 47.80 05.90 
962 44.70 06.40 
967 40.80 09.40 
971 43.70 07.40 
977 34.50 
980 42.70 
984 48.10 07.40 
989 39.50 11.50 
991 36.50 20.10 
996 28.80 20.29 3.64 
998 25.72 25.38 4.66 

1999 28.3 23.75 4.16 
2004 26.44 22.16 
2009 29.02 19.12 6.98 

1 'Bahupn' literally means ·maJority people' and was used by the party to 
stress the unity of dalits. tormn shudras. adivasis and religious minorities. 
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But the p . 
b ronllsed expan . d. 

etween Mayawati' 13SP swn Id not take place. Tensions grew 
(SP), and event 11 s and M ulayam Singh's Samajwadi Party 

· · ua Y suppon , . · 1 .J . 
resigning and fi . \\as Wit lurawn. Imtead of poSSJbly 

. Ightmg for l3Sl> 1. . . . 
remam as Ch· ·fM· . po ltics, Mayawati dee1ded to 
b Ie Inister · 1 1 

e consistent . h wn 1 t 1e support of the l3)P. This was to 
h Wit her p ]" . · 1 

t e party, h . 0 Itics li1 t 1e next tl.·\v years. In control of 
fl . · ' s e consisten t1 ·fi .J · 

Irtmg inst d . Y n: uscu an alliance with the Congress,· 
~~.,. d. . · ea wuh the l3Tl> . • . · · d 
"vlo I In Gu· '.J , evt:n campaignmg once for Naren ra 
disgraced hi;:arat after the pogrom agaimt M us1ims in 2002 had 

T 1. 
hen w· h 

' It the ?007 b . . 
l11ade a n . - assem 1y elections coming in UP, Mayawatl 1a.Jor shift · 1 · 
of oppos· b In t 1e party policy. She changed the policy 

. Ing rahma d · • 1 · sarna.J' w . ns an Instead began to woo them. Ba WJan 
S · as In the P'"oc · f b · · · • 1 1 ole ociety. p ' ess o econung sarva sanla!J -t 1e w l 

· an of th · . . • · 
of lfp_1? Is was a resultant of the umque electoral anthmc.::tJc 
20 Per c - pe~ cent brahmans, 12 per cent other 'upper' castes, 

ent dallt w· 1 d 
Under M 1 s. It 1 the largest section of Ol3Cs-the Ya avas 

11 . u a yam S · h · · b 1 
a Iance se Ing -resolutely aligned agamst her, the ra unan 
h emed t k 

c ange-i 0 ma e sense. But she was not asking brahmans to 

demand d n the way that the Black movement earlier in tl1e US had 
She wa e that whites give up their racism to join the movement. 
h s not ask· . . . 

t en1 for 1 · mg them to JOin a movement, but was woomg 
naahi, Ga~:~ora! support.A new slogan began to be heard:"Haathi 

Many d 5
1. ha1-Brahma, Vishnu Mahesh hai." 

su a lts b ., 
· Ccess-rc · egan to feel a sense of betrayal. But Mayawatl s 
en or she h d > . 

0 Ugh s a a major win at the elections, the BSl gettmg sup eats so th . 1 
Port fro at she could form the government Wit wut 

Was sidelin·m any other party-silenced most of them. Though she colll Ing ma · 
S. n1and of ?Y of the old, loyal BSP cadre, she was dearly m Inc t.r a wm · . 

e ~anshi R lUng party-and that made all the dlfference. 
Mayawati w am had died, she had no rivals for hegemony. 

contra as fast b · · 1· · · 
f st to s . econung the 'bad girl' of Indian po It1Cs-In o th onia G dh· . 

h e Congr an I, the 'good girl' now firmly m control erse}f ess act" 
li.A and Prep . Ing the perfect widow, renouncing power 'VIanO] h armg th 
wo 0 an Sin h r e way for her son Rahul as she supported re sa · g tor th · · · · 

rts, UsualJ d e POSitiOn of Prime Minister. Where Soma 
UND£f{s y raped over her head, speaking better and better 

l"A.NorNG 
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Hindi as she learned her way, Mayawati, kept her hair short, wore 
white Punjabi-style dresses, celebrated her birthdays throwing huge 
parties where she flashed her diamonds; in a sense, she was breaking 
all the rules. For her dalit followers however, it hardly mattered: she 
was winning for them. 

Then came the .2009 parliamentary elections. As the parties 
geared up, there appeared to be no 'winning wave'. Congress was 
discredited and BJP f.1.ctionalised between its hard-core Hindutva 
group and the more sophisticated leaders who wanted to fashion an 
ideology mainly of development because it appeared that Hindutva 
was no longer a winning strategy for them. There were dozens 
of regional parties, and more were getting formed all the time, 
often based on OUCs proclaiming a regional identity. In Bihar, 
Nitish Kumar had sidelined Lalu Prasad Yadav and was promoting 
a developmental agenda. In Maharashtra, Sharad Pawar's National 
Congress Party was renewing its hopes for a drive for the prime 
m.inistership. Fronts were getting formed right and left, but none­
outside of Congress, which continued to push for Manmohan 
Singh-could agree on leadership. Mayawati announced her own 
aspirations, joined a 'third fi·ont' with the Left but refused to take 
part in any 'Common Minimum Programme' or promote a leader. 
She was aiming on her own, and trying to take her brahman alliance 
agenda to the national lc:vel. 

She ran a flashy campaign, dashing around the country, 
nearly singlehandedly representing the BSP, talking of "social 
transformation". BSP cadres throughout the country geared up, 
dalits excitedly began to talk of political power. She began to get 
national and international publicity being one of the only non­
Congress, non-BJP leaders to have done so. Mayawati was too 
colourful to be ignored. Some of the publicity was very cynical, 
such as Nclt'Sit'ccl/s 'India's Anti-Obama' which strikingly argued in 
American-style against what they saw as hard-class politics. But it 
was publicity, and partly because of the elections, that the issue of 
caste in India began to get worldwide publicity. 

Yet when the votes were counted, it was clear that the BSP had 
failed. Among other things, dalits in UP itself were frustrated with 
Mayawati: according to reporter Shivam Vij, they were unhappy 
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that she h d · a taken th • fc 
her, stayed fi tm or granted and. nor ready to vote against 

away rom the polls. 
This 111. . c 

tans 'or sun: that I . I . 
her/his r. . · l.lt the I hln \"<Her not decided to make 

. cscntment ·lp I . 
seats, and . h · parent, t I<.' BSP could well h;Ivc got 35+ 

per aps halted t1 . (' . 1 • .. 
P~·rtner. H: .ongrc~' .!Ill become .1 key coahtwn 

But UP's Dalits k, . . . . . . , 
Want to 1 • h · lnv shl was flymg too t.1r and bst. They d1dn t 

osc er to Delhi. 2 • 

The elections end . . 
an outco · cd wnh Congress seemingly solidly in power, 

me celebra d b . • • . 
the Words of P. te Y most Intellectuals and journalists, who Ill 
defeat of 0 Iatap Uhanu Mehta in /udi1111 E\prcss, "celebrate the 
Votcbank P~~:tunism, obfuscation and obscurantism ... the era of 
I po ltics as \V • 1 k · · " u 1 · f · le meant 1. . · • · <.: lave ·nown It IS over. y t liS, o courst, 
· Po Itics fc · . - · . · · ·. 
Identities. Th . . · ocusmg on Issues of caste and regwnal-hngmsnc 
have been d ·fct caste-based parties, and the local p;lrtics seemed to 

Yc e cared 
et the C . -

percentage ongress victory was not nearly so solid in t .. :rms of 
s~· d 

castes' renlai m_ terms of scats; and dalits and aspiring 'backwar 
Bsp had c~ ned In turmoil. Mayawati had disappointed them; the 
it seenled a~; close to power at the centre itself. though very often 
the loss oft~~ da~it empowerment was taking place ;t the cost of 

daht visions. 

~ 
- Shiva111 y .. 
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Conclusion 

Sita's Curse, Shambuk's Silence 

There IS an overwhelming consensus among scholars and 
journalists (not to speak of a large section of common people) 
that India is a nation of Hindus (or a Hindu majority nation). 
and that the main tight is between communalists and secularists 

over its ddinition.Yet. this consensus is based on surprisingly thin 
logic. Take, tor inst.mce. this passage ti-om an Ecol/olllist article on 
'The Hindu Upsurge': 

What is a Hindu' The answer is surprisingly complex. Thousands 
of years ago, Aryans trom Central Asia migrated to the Indian 
subcontinent, conquering the local tribes. The holy books of the 
Aryans, the Vedas. were .1 mixture of philosophy, prayers and stories 
about their m.my gods. As the Aryans mingled with the original 
inhabitants, many local bdids and further gods joined the Vedic 
ones. This loose conglomeration of deities and beliefs came to be 
called Hinduism. The word originally referred to people living 
around the Indus river. It has always denoted a society rather than a 
f.1ith, let alone a church .... (E(Oih'lllist 1993. 21) 

This is an apparently objective account; but it does not mention 

that the subcontinent contained not simply 'tribes' but also a 
civilisation, and takes ·Aryan' as the foundation dement to which 

other religious themes arc added. Yet, in repeating tor us the theme 
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that 'Hind ' 
it pi . Us represent both J • 1 • 
. np0 Jnts a very .1 . . • pt op t and a .~et of beliefs (religion), 
It cann c car ddemrn 1 f H. l . . .. 

Ot denot. · .!. 1llt ursm Js a relJgwn, then a reli · . c sun ply thos . ]" . · · . 
gion Omkcd .t l\Jng Jn the subcomment, and as 

Vedas to brahnun· 1 1· - · 
' and caste) · . · ISIJJ, a 1 l' ld 111 the authority of the 

subc · It Is not th · . · 1 · . . 
ontlnent M <. 011glll;J or nanona1 rcl!gwn of the 

be old · any other· (ll 111 · · · 
. er and st"lJ s lit t llsm. Jumsm) can well claim to 

tnbaJ t d. 1 other rdigJ.<)LJ · t t- · · (S ·kl · · · 
ra Itions) c . .' s t e lllltlons . 1 · 11sm, VecrasaJvlsm, 

co~sensus. Hind . an IcgJ_tun;Jtdy claim to be outside the Hindu 
01a1or· liJsm dct1r t 1· · ·1 J · 

:J 1ty status ' let as a re 1g1on. cannot so eas1 y c a1m 
On the 1 .. 

liv· · ot ler hand "fH · · · 
Jng In a P . • 1 1ndu1sn1 denote.~ a society-or a people trad· · artJcuJ . 

Itlons re 1 . ar tcrntory-thcn it can well claim cultural 
as • ac llng b k · 

cnconlpas l ac · to MohcnJo-daro and beyond, as well Par · s t le d. . · . 
tJcuiariti . IVcrsJty of races, ethn1c groups and cultural 

east e.~ rang fi . . 
· to the R . Jng rom Kashrmr to Kany;1kuman. the north-

Which Would ~asthan desert and bcvond. But by this definition, 
OUtside the blncJudc in the pc:opl,e all those incursions from 
Dra . . su co . . . . . d 

VIdJans h lltJnent as well (beg1nn1n<r w1th the Aryans an Mu · · t em . , ~ . 
sl1n1s and s~lves), there is no ground to exclude Indian 

Upon h lnd . . d. . 1 . . 
t eir Ian Chnstlans, to make any con Jtwna ltles 

Part· accept f h 
JcuJar lo 1. ance, or to take Rama, Krishna or any o t e 

conse ca !Sed d · · d · 1 
. nsus. Th Cities as dcfinator·y of a suppose nat1ona Prior· · ere · . . . · d 

Itise a v, . Is Ccrtamly no h 1stoncai or logJcal groun to 
liJOl{{d edic t d" . . . . , . I . I 

. . caf[ s; d ra ItJon. TI!L1· ty'j'JC of H111du ulc11ttty (11'1IIC11 some 
ong'llaf 11 lzli-I[· · · · · ' I I ' b 1 Pronu . IIJdtt 011 the orou11ds that S111dlm ts q/tu a I t 1£ ra zt11 . llcratio ) ..., . . 

I an,c co11 n (Patankar 1993) has dear cqua!itanan a11d al/tl-
l.>· n Other notations. 
"lindu_ . Words th . . 
secu] . nattona]· ' e construction of Hindwsm as aclueved by tl1e 

arlst Jsts and . d 
defin· . s as \Ve]j accepted in vanous forms by many suppose 

ltion ' rest . . . d. 
a re]j . sofa b · son a tnck: conflatmg the two conn a 1ctory 
', gious road t · · · · 1 "d · · I vedic;s cultu ' erntorial pluralistic Justonca 1 entity WJt 1 a . re th . ' ' ' . 

"th. nsk:rltic;b at contmues to give d01nmance to an Aryan/ 
e artj rah · 

nor a t.t. cle in h OlanJc core. 
"lind t e .€ 

col11n1u U-fv1usj· cono111ist goes on to say that the problem is d·cr- naJ t.t- In-t o b 
lt<erent "lindus ne ut "an argt.mJent bet\veen secular and 

and f: over the t f 1. " ll h . . ar dee reatnJent o Mus 1n1s. ut t e 1ssue 1s 
Perth h. 

CONqlls ant 1s. The argument-the great cultural 
~N ' 



debate, the class/caste struggle-is over'what is Hindu' and 'what is 
Indian', and it is, in the end, between the upholders of a brahmanic, 
patriarchal tradition and the exploited low-caste masses. 

This is where the Aryan issue becomes significant. Phule 
had propounded the theory of the Aryan invasion as the source 
of oppression: dalit radicals of the 1910s took it to its extreme; 
Ambedkar denied it. The crude version of this dalit anti-Aryanism, 
as scholars arc quick to point out. is f.1llacious as well as a form 
of inverted racism: there is no real evidence that the Aryans were 
responsible for destroying the Indus valley civilisation, and tracing 
the caste system solely to events of conquest is inadequate. Yet the 
imagery survives and tor good reasons. The continual privileging 
of an Aryan identity and a Vedic-Upanishadic-Sanskritic core by 
almost all upper-caste definers of Indian tradition, the pride in 
being 'white' in opposition to 'black', the continual assumptions of 
northern superiority, the continual if always veiled forms of upper­
caste arrogance: all of these make it almost inevitable that the angry 
dalit-shudra masses will throw back the weapon of racial and ethnic 
identity and ask again, "Who was the first invader? Who was the 
first outsider?'' 

The issue of brahmanism is as central as that of Aryanism. The 
attack on brahmanism can be theoretically differentiated from a 
rejection of the brahmans, yet one slides easily into another form 
of discourse on caste, feeding the already powe1ful fears of losing 
caste-linked privileges and power in a way that can become 
cxplosivL~as the wave of rioting and suicide following the 
announced implementation of the Mandai Commission report 
indicated. It is easy enough to point out that casteist prejudices and 
exclusiveness arc pervasive at all levels of the hierarchy, that anti­
brahmanism itself often takes racist forms, that merely attacking one 
section will not by itself provide an alternative for a humane society. 
Yet brahman ism seems clearly implicated. Militant anti-caste leaders 
such as Phule and Ambedkar, both of who had brahman colleagues, 
were quite rigorous about the conditions of their acceptance: for 
Phule, the Arya-bhats could be welcomed as long as they 'threw 
away their bogus scriptures'; for Ambedkar, Hinduism could be 
saved if all the 'Smrutis and Shastras' were given up. 
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Th· Is has been rl . . 1 -
against th ~ d . lc stmp c demand ot the anti-caste movement 

. e onllnant ·J"r. H . . . . I 
the issue h b c 1 l. owc H: r. It las not happened; rather 

as een ev· d , i .. 1 • . . 
that aft~ 11 .1 t:<. ·<.:It l<. r on secular grounds wlllch cla1m 
. er a the s 1 · r. · · · 
It is t} , . . · 0 litton must ne poiJt1cd or economiC (because 

· le pohtlca1 us · f ·I· · 1 · I · . . 
it is . . · c 0 rc 1g1on w lie 1 1s producm<r the v1rus, or . ccononuc . . . . ~ . 
so}uf . cnsJs wh1ch makes people turn 1n desperatiOn to 

tons of Identity). - · · . · 
that t} , • or on rdorn11st Hmdu grounds wlllch cla1m 

le texts · b . · . . 
cl · can <.: remterpreted sufhnenth· to challenge the 

aims of th b ' 
De . e rahmans and shankaracharvas to represent them. 

spne the · . . .- ·. . . . . 
chall continual sunmermg or the da1It. n11nontv. ann-cast<.: 

, enge fr b. , . . 
Hi d orn c!ow, the face of India remains a (brahmamc) 

n l! one. 
Th· 

dali Is leads many to despair and nihilism. For several militant 
ts, as Bagu1, 1 1 . . r . I , 

Hi d . s essay s 1ows, t ll'JT 1s no hope 1n trJuJtJon; t lt: 
n u ma . . . . ,. 

the . ~onty (defined by brahmamsm and Ra1na) Js a soltd one, 
entJre J" . . · 

Sh d lteraturc and mythologv 1s ptTvadcd w1th brahmamsm. 
u ra '· 

I" 5 and ati-shudras had bt:"en complctelv excluded ti·om the 
lterature . . . : . 

evl· , whether of the hJgh or low tradltwn. and where they 
""- sted th · · - d 

its abil. ey Illustrated only the rcpress1vcness ot the system an 
Ity to prevent or co-opt revolts against it. Uagul argues: T , , 

he en~ I . . . . . 
tr d" . 11Y lad, of course, pervaded Inthanness m Its entm:cy; 111 

a Itions d . I . I b k. 
\V d · an customs, 111 the structure ant system, Ill t 1e oo s, 

or s and · · I · 
soc· ' lllinds .... The caste system pervaded the life ot t 1c en tin.· 

\Vrj~:;· The intelligentsia were committed to religion .... Hin~iu 
h s, therefore, find it difficult to cope w1th the Ambedkantc 

era \Vh . . . . . 
th 0 Is a rebel with a scientific and rJtJOnahst attitude; on 

e Other h d . .·. . 1 th. an , heroes hke Kama and Ekabvya arc consistent wit 1 
e cultu I . . d 

(Th • ra and mythical valuc-structun: they have mtcrnahsc ... 
ey) are r ·1 1 b bee econc1 ed to the varna system; t 1cy an.· courageous, ut 
ausc tl I . 

they . ley 1ave been denied the place they deserve 111 the system, 
Vtew l'fc 

sin1pl 1 e only in terms of suffering; these heroes ... bccomc 
Y to · 

1' ys In the hands of f.He. (Uagul 1992, 123-26) 
hus I<. 

Purana )' I ~Ola, Vidura, Ekalavya (the low-caste heroes in the 
s a I tn tl . d. rr . 1 and feud I letr tucrent ways actually served the brahmamca 

the shuda system despite their victimisation by it, and Shambuk, 
brahrna . ra boy killed for the 'sin' of attempting to follow 

nicaJ yo . .I . , 
ga, ts st ent m the face of the forces ranged against 



him, n1uch as in a film on atrocities against tribals (Aakroslz), the 
tribal male hero is silent except for a cry of protest. Against this, 
the dalits could only protest: while Ekalavya for example, was 
to be important for them as an illustration of what varnashrama 
dharma meant, they wanted him to do what the myths did not 
reveal him doing-revolt: 

if yo11 had kept Yllllr th11mh 
History li'OII!d lllll'e happened 
someholl' d[f]crCIIt!y. 
B11t ... yo11 J!<ll'l' yc1rrr tlrrrmb 
and history also 
became theirs. 
Ekalal'ya, 
since that day they 
hm/e /lot Clll'll ,(!ii'CII yo11 <I ,(!fall(l'. 
Fo~l?ivc me, L;"/.:,1/m•y,l, 1111011 't bcji1o/cd 11011' 
by their SII'CC( II'OfdS. 
My tlumrb 
will IICI'l'r be brokc11. 
(Hingonckar 1 989) 

In the f.1ce of this apparently over .. whdming oppressiveness of 
tradition, dalit radicals could only respond with a total negation: 

Yo11 11•ho lwue III<Uie tire mistake c~{ hci11g bom in this Celli II try 
nrrrst 11011' rcct!f}• it: either leal'e the rorr11try, or make !l'ar! 
(Bagul 1992. 70) 

But is Indian tradition totally oppressive? Is it necessary tor 
either dalit or upper caste progressives who aspire to equality and 
liberation to rL:ject Indian culture and identity totally? The wJ.10le 
point of the cultural critique fi·om Jotiba Phule ,md Tarabai Shinde 
through Ambedkar, Periyar and others was to the contrary: their 
interpretations of Indian history and tradition rested not only on 
the negative exposure of caste hierarchy and domination but also on 
attempts to explore the rebellions and occasional triumphs of the 
low castes. And conversely, the problem with Nehruvian secularism 
in fighting a Hindu fundamentalism was not that it was secular and 
equalitarian, not that it asserted universal values of freedom and 
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equality, but that in order to justify these it simply adopted without 
criticism the hegemonic, brahmanic interpretation of the tradition. 
Freedom and equality can in fact find their roots in tradition if that 
tradition is critically understood. 

This requires a process of reinterpretation. because the voice 
of low castes, women, tribals, non-Aryans. etc. in myths was 
from the beginning filtered through the intnpretations of their 
masters and conquerors. Shambuk was not silent, he was silenced; 
his voice was not recorded. Ekalavya may \\"ell have fought, but 
his fight has been erased from myths. In m.llly cases though, 
the resistance was at least partially recorded. sometimes in the 
written versions of the legends and sometilllL'S in folk versions 
that had to be recovered, searched out. and brought to a position 
of hegemony. These may seem obvious points. somL·thing that 
any social scientist and historian interpreting popular mythology 
knows: the document itself has been produced in a social process. 
It should not be necessary in these days of deconstructionism and 
post-modernism to point this out. But it has become necessary 
to repeat such points because even the academic interpretations 
of Indian culture, the ones most influenced by supposedly 
sophisticated methodologies, have very often taken the high-caste 
versions of the myths for granted, as texts which are taken to be 
the unexamined basis for theorising. 

Here the feminists attempting to unravel the complexities of 
Hindu patriarchal co-option have major contributions to offer the 
dalit contestation of Hinduism. The most intnesting example of 
a suppressed, partly voiceless, seemingly co-opted heroine is Sita, 
the apparent paradigm of self-sacrificial devotion to a husband. 
In recent years she has been taken more often as the symbol of 
women's victimisation. l3ut there is much more to Sita than this, 
as even a reading ofValmiki 's version of the Ramayana makes clear. 
Thus, we find her, for example, rebuking Rama in the name of the 
rakshasas: 

You are alarmingly close to that sinful state to which the ignorant 
are prone ... that is, killing a creature who has not committed any 
offence .... 0 hero, my prayer is that when armed with the bow, 
you are engaged in waging war against the rakshasas, who have 
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this forest for their home, you may never allow yourself to slay 
indiscriminately those who are not to blame. (Kishwar 1993) 

But in reply, Rama makes it clear that his killing of the rakshasas, 
including the rakshasa queen Tataka, is out of a vow made to 
the brahmans of the Dandakaranya forest, and thus as part of a 
protection of caste hierarchy. 

Even more important, beyond the Valmiki Ramayana, and its 
even more patriarchal successors (such as the Tulsidas Ramayana. 
\Vhich brought in the theme of the /aksiiiiW/1 rcklw) we find in Sita 
inclinations to rebel. Some traditions depict her love for Ravana 
(indicating perhaps that this may be a subterranean theme of even 
the orthodox version in which she :s only suspected). There is a 
strong peasant-based tradition of Sita that emphasises her rejection 
of Rama after she has been sent away, her anger at the injustices 
done to her. In a 1olk poem of Uttar Pradesh tor instance, Sita refuses 
to go back even when La.xman has been sent to bring her. and 
instead raises her sons on her own and gives them her father's name. 
in a half-way return to matriliny. The Thai version of the Ramayana. 
similarly. ends with Sita rdi.1sing to go back until the gods themselves 
intervene to restore t:unily propriety (see Cadet 1 Sl70, 242). 

One of the most interesting variations of the image of Sita 
come~ ti-om Maharashtra, the Sita of Raveri, and has been picked 
up by the Shetkari Sanghatana. Raveri is a small village in Yeotmal 
district where Sanghatna activists, in the process of a campaign to 
get peasants to put land in the names of the women of their family 
had come across an old, nearly abandoned Sita temple. "Rakshasas 
built it," say the villagers, and in fact the image is that of the typical 
village dcl'i. In the story of Raveri, Sita after being forced to leave 
Ayodhya, wanders and settles in Raveri and because she has two 
small babies and cannot work, goes from house to house begging 
for flour. When the villagers refuse to give it (on the grounds that 
sue h an abandoned women must be a 'bad woman') she curses 
that the village will not be able to grow wheat. Sure enough, say 
the villagers, they could not, until a few years back when hybrid 
varieties came in. Now, however, they are putting land in the name 
of women as a way of redressing the sins of their ancestors! There is 
also a Hanuman temple in the village with a more recently found 
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'fallen Hanuman'--shot down by Sita's sons, people say, when he 

came to fetch her back. 
Such versions where Sita is not simply a symbol of oppression 

but linked with rakshasas and identified with agriculture (but not 
'green revolution' agriculture), illustrates the real depth of all the 
counter depictions of the Ramayana: not as the story of Rama's 
triumph and the ideal family, but a story of his conquest over 
Dravidian and tribal native inhabitants, of the triumph of patriarchy 
over matriarchy, of the suppression of women connected with 
the establishment of a stable agricultural society (Sita is after all 
blrumikarzya Sita, found below a furrow). It is ultimately a story which 
has many renditions in a long era of class/ caste I gender struggle, of 
a conquest over a long time span, but also of the resistance and 
uniting of the conquered, a reversal, a forecasting of the liberation 
of peasants, dalits, women, and tribals. 

The themes of caste domination, exploitation, and patriarchy 
come together, and Shambuk, Sita, Tataka, and Ravana are united 
in their victimisation by the brahmanic Hindu system, and their 
rebellion against it. It is no longer possible to raise the image of 
Rama without confronting the totality of the story, and the debate is 
no longer being carried on simply by an upper-caste educated elite. 
The themes of victimisation and rebellion are themes that remain 
linked with the material life of the people, of peasants, women, 
dalits and tribals, and for that reason, threaten to burst forward 
even when the Hindutva attempt to hegemonise and crystallise 
the Ramayana as a symbol of Hindu orthodoxy seems closest to 
success. Reinterpretations and debates concerning the traditions of 
Gandhi and Nehru, as well as those of Ambedkar, Phule and Periyar 
will go on, but so different is the situation from the colonial period 
that Ram raj is no longer a viable ideal in India today any more 
than Nehruvian socialism. 

Desperate beatings on the drums of an imagined upper-caste past 
will produce no longlasting victories. The evocation of the people's 
past will continue to have a role in the formulation of a new society, 
in which the major dalit theme remains that of confidence and 
aspiration, symbolised by numerous poems evoking a new sun, by 
the powerful call of the dalit balladeer Waman Kardak: 
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Chase away the army if darklless 
search the sky, the mooll, the stars 

the light is ill you 

the l(~ht is ill you 
be tomorrow's Sllll. 

(Kaidak 1992. 95) 

"Sun" is rar1i in Indian languages; and the ancient dream of 
'Begumpura', the city without sorrow, imagined by the bhakti poet 
Ravidas. imagined again under different names by Tukaram, Kabir, 
Pl1tde in his "kingdom of Bali" and even in Ambedkar's dream of 
an "enlightened" India or prabuddlza Blzarat remains as an essence 
of the 'dalit vision'. The vision remains still far away, but, like the 
theme of empowerment represented in somewhat distorted form 
by today's Bahujan Samaj Party, it is very much on the agenda of 
the new Indian uprising. 
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Millenrrium: From Iyotlree Tllass to Peri}'ar. Calcutta: Samya. 
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beginning with the first reviver of Buddhism in India. the dalit 
lyothee Thass. Geetha and Rajadurai also include the issues of how 
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Hawley, John Straughton and Mark Juergensmeier. 1988. 
Sorrgs of tire Saints of India. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 
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sm~ts (includes Ravidas. Kabir, Tulsidas. Surdas). by two American 
scholars. It also gives descriptions of thL· current state of the 
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Hess, Linda and Shukhdev Singh. trans. 1986. Tire Bijak of 
Kabir. Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass. 
Perhaps the best published set of translations of the most well­
known and powerful bhakti poet. It also includes notes and useful 
short biographical and interpretative information by Linda Hess. 

Daiah, Kancha. 1996. Wiry I am not a Hi11d11. Kolkata: 
Samya. 
A provocative declaration by a leading intellectual of the 'Dalit­
Bahujan' movement, emphasing the difference in cultural, religious 
and productive life between the brahman and other 'upper' castes 
and the masses who are now classified as OI3Cs and dalits. Ilaiah 
stresses that the latter are the "productive" and scientific communities 

of India. 
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Mani, Braj Ranjan. 2009. DeBralrmar~isir~g History. New Delhi: 
Manohar. 
A useful survey of four thousand years of Indian history, from the 
perspective of the subaltern anti-caste movement. Braj Ranjan Mani 
is a well-known journalist, activist and intellectual whose writings 
concern themselves with the goal of annihilation of caste. 

Omvedt, Gail. 2003. B11ddlrism irr Irrdia:•Cirallerrgirrg Bralmrarrism 
arrd Caste. New Delhi: Sage. 
A survey of 25! HI years of Buddhism from an Ambedkarite point 
of vi~..·w. It includes .1 discussion of its background, philosophy, the 
type of society it fostered; a brief look at the changing forms from 
Thnavada to Mahayana and V;~rayana. and developments in the 
motkrn period with Ambedkar's ·navayana Buddhism'. 

Phule, Jotirao. 2007. Slar'e'T· New Delhi: Critical Quest 
Publications. 
'Slavery· is a translation of Plmk 's tirst major tract, G11lamgiri. It 
is a hard-hitting satirical account of how the 'avatars' of orthodox 
Hinduism can be intnpreted as stages of the Aryan invasion of 
India. The Introduction is in Plmk 's own English and sho\VS that 
he could, when necessary. write powetfully in this language also. 
It gives the basis of his thinking. This is taken fi-om the Leftward 
edition of Pintle's work edited by G. E Deshpande, which also 
contains Shetkaryaca Asud ('Whipcord of the Cultivator'), where 
he gives a full analysis of human development up to and including 
British rule in India. 

Zelliot, Eleanor. 2002. Dr. Ambedkar arrd tire Urrtouclrable 
Mor,emetlt. New Delhi: Bluemoon Books. 
This is a long-awaited publication of the PhD. dissertation of the 
most well-known and knowledgeable scholar on Ambedkar. It was 
probably the most read unpublished dissertation until Bluemoon 
finally did it. It provides a usdi.ll survey of Ambedkar and his 
movement. 
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