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Review Article 

Writing 'History from Below': Challenges and Pitfalls 

Debrahmanising History: Dominance 
and Resistance in Indian Society by Braj 
Ranjan Mani, New Delhi: Manohar, 
2005,pp.456,Rs.895 

At a time when the thrust is on 
rieconstruction of history and debunking 
of conventional theories, it was only a 
matter of time when someone would 
come up with a book Debrahmanising 
History. The book is an attempt to 
portray Indian history in subaltern 
framework, an attempt in which the 
author seems to have been fairly 
successful. 

I 
In the first chapter the author writes that 
the Vedic people came from outside and 
subjugated the original inhabitants of 
this land, who were described as dasas 
in their texts. The van:ta system was 
devised so as to maintain the 
brahmanical superiority and that the 
Vedic literatures and other ancient 
scriptures preached hatred for the people 
down in the ladder. It was marked by 
excessive sacrifices and rituals. The 
concept of matsnyaya-devouring of 
smaller fishes by the bigger ones-and 
dandanlti-rule by force-were the 
bases of the Vedic religion and 
Hinduism. Thus, tQ.e Brahmins were all 
powerful and subj\)gated the weak, i.e. 
the diisas, who became the Siidras. 
Gradually, a section of S iidras became 
the ati-Siidras-the untouchables. In a 
nutshell, the whole philosophy of 
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Hinduism was devised in the manner so 
as to keep some people-Brahmins
powerful and the larger masses 
subjugated. However, to counter this, 
the sramana sects emerged, which 
rejected the Vedic or brahmanical 
philosophy. 

In the second chapter, the author 
opines that Buddhism and Jainism were 
the most powerful of the various 
sramana sects and emerged as major 
religions. But it was Buddhism which 
presented a viable and coherent socio
religious alternative to the Vedic
Brahmanism. He counters the view that 
Buddhism was originally 'a system of 
morality or ethics than a religion'. For 
him, Buddhism was a full-fledged 
religion from the very beginning as it 
was basically 'about our understanding 
of what life is about'. He tries to show 
how Buddha opposed the caste system 
and how the Buddhist dialectics were 
the anti-thesis of Upani~adic 

absolutism. 
The third chapter deals with the 

medieval bhakti saints, whom the author 
prefers to term 'subaltern saint-poets'. 
The movement which started from 
about AD 500 peaked by the lS'h and 
16'h century AD. It caught the imagin
ation of the masses due to its simplicity 
and egalitarianism. The author tries to 
sketch a broad overview of this move
ment by discussing Kabir, Ravidas, 
Dadu Dayal, Nanak, Basava, Akka 
Mahadevi, Namdev, Chokhamela 
Tukaram, Savata Mali, Mirabai, Gora' 
Sena, Tirumalar, Sivavakkiyar, Pamvati 
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Sittar and others. For the author, the 
movement was an extension of the 
earlier sramanic heterodoxies. 

In the fourth chapter, the author 
depicts how colonialism and spread of 
modern education contributed to the 
emergence of 'Vedic Brahma~ic 
nationalism'. Several social reformers 
emerged like Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Ramkrishna Paramhansa, Dayanand 
Saraswati, Vivekanand and others but 
for the author, they were all brahmanical 
agents. 

The fifth chapter is devoted com
pletely to Jyotirao Phule, 'the first man 
in modem India to launch movement for 
the liberation of caste-oppressed, toilers, 
men and women'. He dreamt of re
placing 'Rama Rajya with Bali Rajya'. 
Although he had to face great hardships 
due to his chosen goal, he did not stray 
from his objective and laid the 
foundation for a strong Dalit movement 
in the years to come. He is often 
portrayed as British loyalist but he was 
a severe critic of the British, the author 
says. 

In the sixth chapter, the author 
portrays how the work started by Phule 
was taken up in other parts of 
the country-Shahu Maharaj and 
Ambedkar in Maharastra, Iyothee Thass 
and Periyar in Tamil Nadu, Narayan 
Guru, Kumara Asan and others in 
Kerala, Bhagyareddy Varma in Andhra, 
Mangoo Ram and Chotu Ram in Punjab, 
Acchutanand and Ram Charan in UP, 
Hari Chandra Thakur and others in 
Bengal, Sonadhar Senapati in Assam, 



besides several others. The strategies 
adopted by these lower caste leaders 
were different but they had a common · 
aim-to fight caste oppressions. 

Chapter seven deals with Gandhi's 
efforts to eradicate untouchability and 
his differences with Bhim Rao 
Ambedkar. For the author, Gandhi was 
the main brahmanical agent who 
snatched away the movement from the 
Dalit leaders through his Machiavelli 
practices. All his love for the Dalits was 
an eye-wash. His chief concern was to 
ensure that the Dalits stay within the 
Hindu fold. He virtually coerced 
Ambedkar to sign the Poona Pact, which 
finished all chances of the emergence 
of a genuine Dalit leadership. Ambedkar 
was systematically isolated by Gandhi 
and his team, the author says. 

The author finally concludes with the 
comment that even after so many years 
of independence, not much has really 
changed for the depressed. The benefits 
of India being a welfare state, is being 
cornered by a few. There are in fact two 
India-one of the 'haves' and the other 
of the 'have nots'. 

II 

Every civilization has evolved in a 
particular way, by following a particular 
culture, i.e. a way of life. Indian 
civilization, being one of the oldegt, too 
has evolved in a particular manner, 
which has given it a distinct identity and 
greatness. But in spite of all greatness 
there are some lacunae-atrocities 
committed on a large section of the 
society on the basis of caste being one 
of the prime ones. 

It is now by and large an accepted 
fact that there has been continuity in the 
Indian culture and tradition all through 
the ages. This kind of continuity is 
probably matched only by the Chinese 
civilization. But within this continuity 
there have always been notes of dissent 
at regular intervals. The first note of 
dissent came in the sixth century AD 
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by the heterodox sects, Buddhism and 
Jainism being the major ones. 

These notes of dissent were not 
necessarily from the lower section. 
Many of the founders of the heterodox 
sects were men from the upper castes. 
Both Mabavira and Gautama Buddha 
were Kshatriya. In medieval period, 
Basava, who started the Lingayat move
ment, was a Brahmin, while Guru 
Nanak was a Khatri, an upper caste. 
They vehemently came out against the 
rigidities of caste system and mono
polizing of religion by the Brahmins. 
This has provided the Indian civilization 
with the much needed flexibility and the 
capacity to accommodate divergent 
viewpoints and manifesting and re
manifesting itself as per the requirement 
of a particular age. It is still manifesting 
itself -with the commitment of giving. 
power to the deprived and subjugated. 
And all sections of the Indian society 
are contributing in this endeavour. 

Institutionalization of religious sect 
is a natural process. The prophet, 
messiah or the one who is seen to be 
the founder of a religion gives the 
message of moral precepts to the people 
during his lifetime. Most of them 
including Buddha did not want to start 
a new religion 1 (mentioned by the 
author, p. 104). In Angutara Nikaya it 
is mentioned: 'Buddha neither claimed 
himself to be a divine incarnation nor a 
prophet; but claimed himself to be an 
awakened person, who by his own effort 
and insight, attained the state of 
purification of which human kind is 
capable.' 2 The messiah develops a 
following and some of his ardent 
followers become his disciples. After 
the messiah departs, the followers give 
his thoughts a shape. His sayings and 
teachings are compiled in the form of a 
scripture. Some buildings are con
structed where they meet and pray, 
which eventually becomes their place 
of worship. To maintain the place of 
worship and to conduct prayers, priests 
come into existence. Besides, some kind 
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of trust or mechanism is formulated 
with office bearers to run these places. 
The priests and the followers of a 
religion start worshipping in a particular 
manner, which becomes the style 
particular to that sect and thus the 
process of ritualization starts. This has 
been the pattern for almost all religions. 
Ritualization is thus inevitable in the 
course of evolution and growth of a 
religion. However, the problem comes 
when those who manage the religious 
activities start giving more emphasis to 
rituals and stray from the essence of 
religion. It is then that voices of dissent 
are raised by those who oppose this 
excessive ritualization. This leads to 
division in religion and emergence of 
new sects. 

Although' Hindu religion is an 
evolved one, it too has gone through 
these phases. It is an established fact that 
during the V~dic times the people 
worshipped natural forces and there was 
no concept of idol worship. The caste 
rigidities too emerged slowly. There are 
several examples to 'prove this point. 
One of the verses of Kathak Sizmhita of 
Yajurveda says, 'kim brahmaT}sye 
pitram, kim pracasi miztram, srutam 
chet asmin vedyam, sapitizha sapitii
maha', which means: Why do you ask 
who is the father or mother of the 
Brahmin? If he has learning then that is 
the father and grandfather. The story of 
Satyakama in Chandogya Upani~ad 
may also be cited here. 3 Even during the 
Buddha's time, only by karma could one 
become a Brahmin. In fact the author 
writes, 'While the Brahmins had started 
asserting ... had not yet accepted birth 
based status group' (p. 104). The 
rigidities occurred in the caste system 
mainly from the Gupta period. But even 
in the late ancient and early medieval 
period, several religious scriptures were 
composed by men from the lower castes 
or 'lowered' caste, as the author terms 
them. Valmiki who composed 
Riimiiya1Ja was a dasyu and was surely 
not from the upper caste. The 



Miihiibharata in Oriya was written by 
Sudramuni Sarla Das during the reign 
of Kapilendra Deva (AD 1435-1466)4• 

Sridhara Swami, whom Caitanya has 
referred to as his guru had said, 
'janmana jiiyate sudra sanskiirayi 
dwija ucchate' meaning that a Siidra by 
birth can be changed into adwija (twice 
born) with his meritorious work. Thus, 
even if the caste system had become 
rigid by the Gupta period, there was 
scope of some kind of accommodation 
for the lower castes to climb up the 
ladder of caste hierarchy. However, this 
was not that easy practically and the 
lower castes did have to face consi
derable hardships. 

The author interestingly emphasizes 
on the concept of 'lowered' caste. He 
refuses to term the castes in the lower 
rung of the caste hierarchy as lower 
castes and instead calls them 'lowered' 
castes. He contends that some of the 
castes were lowered over a period of 
time and hence they should be termed 
as 'lowered' castes. This is an 
interesting and logical contention. 
However, instead of saying that some 
castes were lowered over a period of 
time, we may also say that few castes 
were 'raised' and caste distinction 
emerged in the Indian society. 

There seems to be an opposition from 
the author for the reformers who quoted 
ancient scriptures for advocating 
reforms instead of pleading for the same 
on moral ground. He sees all such 
reformers to be brahmanical agents. 
However, the point is that when these 
social evils were not prevalent in the 
ancient times and none of the scriptures 
advocate them, why demand for 
abolition of social evils should not be 
made by citing these scriptures. It is 
more effective as these scriptures are 
revered by the people at large. The 
author's terming of reformers like 
Dayanand Saraswati, Raja Ram Mohan 
Roy, Vi vekanand, Gandhi, etc. as 
brahmanical agents is just like Anil 
Seal's branding of Gandhi as a 'dalal' 
or 'broker'. 5 
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There is a fundamental difference 
between the lower caste movements of 
northern and eastern India and that of 
the southern and western India. In 
northern and eastern India, there were 
powerful castes between the Brahmins 
and the lower castes. For example, 
Raj puts and Kayasthas in Uttar Pradesh 
and Bihar and Kayasthas and Baidyas 
in Bengal were powerful and influential 
and served as the buffers. Hence, 
mobilization along caste lines was a 
later phenomenon here and it was not 
Brahmin versus rest of the castes affair. 
The situation in southern India was 
completely different. Here the Brahmin 
domination was complete and although 
the Brahmins were less in number, they 
occupied 90 per cent of government 
jobs. Hence all castes other than 
Brahmins came together and demanded 
corrective measures. It is in this way that 
reservations in jobs were first 
introduced in the Madras presidency. 
This helped several of the castes
which otherwise owned land and were 
economically powerful-to emerge as 
the dominant caste. Even Gail Omvedt 
accepts that the early non-Brahmin 
movement in Tamil Nadu was elitist.6 

Several of the men from the lower 
castes who took up the cudgels of 
refom1 movement were from what is 
today termed as the Other Backward 
Caste. In fact, it were the OBCs who 
demanded reservations in the jobs. 
Although these castes were backward 
socially and culturally, they owned 
lands and were economically powerful. 
Once they got the benefits of reser
vations, it did not take time for them to 
emerge as dominant castes. Sociologist 
MN Srinivas commented after his path
breaking fieldwork of Rampura village, 
'The dominant castes, who are generally 
non-Brahmins and owners of the land, 
are among the worst practitioners of 
inequality and exploitation, their 
victims being the local poor, particularly 
the landless members of the Scheduled 
Castes. '7 He also found that 'the 
dominant caste of peasants in Rampura 
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is plainly opposed to the emancipation 
of untouchables. Government efforts to 
improve the position of untouchables 
are often frustrated by the leaders of the 
locally dominant caste. ' 8 Besides, he 
also found that even the SCs who moved 
up the ladder of caste hierarchy started 
practicing the same kind of dis
crimination against those of the 
fellowmen below them. To quote him, 
' ... the dominant castes are not the only 
practitioners of inequality. It occurs at 
lower levels inclusive of the Scheduled 
Castes who form a hierarchy among 
themselves. One of the commonest
and rather cynical features of the present 
movement towards equality is that each 
caste regards itself as the equal of castes 
superior to it while simultaneously 
denying similar claims from those 
inferior to it. The rhetoric that is used 
by the new egalitarians frequently hides 
this unpleasant truth.' 9 In the present 
times, it is the dominant OBCs who are 
the main exploiters of the Dalits. To cite 
a recent example, last year the Dalits of 
Kandadevi, a southern hamlet in 
Shiv ganga district of Tamil Nadu were 
finally allowed to pull a 300-year-old 
ornate chariot having an idol of Lord 
Shiva-that too symbolically-after 
court intervened in the matter. They 
were being opposed by Thevars, one of 
the OBCs and the dominant caste of that 
area. 10 

The debate on the question of 
including social reforms on the 
Congress agenda had started soon after 
its formation. But its leaders did not 
want to take it up as they thought that it 
would dilute their struggle against the 
British. The Congress, however, 
changed its stance in 1917 and even 
Balgangadhar Tilak denounced caste 
system. In 1923, the Congress finally 
decided to take active steps for removal 
of untouchabality. This was mainly due 
to the initiative of Gandhi, who by now 
was the unquestionable leader of the 
Congress. Temple entry movements 
were launched, which, even the upper 
castes supported. 11 Besides, Gandhi also 



started calling them 'Harijan' meaning 
the children of god and took other. 
ameliorative measures. But he was not 
ready to go beyond and did not condemn 
the van:1a system. This was the 
difference between him and Dalit 
leaders like Ambedkar. 

Gandhi's stand on caste system 
cannot be seen in isolation. A leader is 
a product of his age. He should have the 
vision of looking beyond his times but 
he should also have the understanding 
to know as to how far he should look 
and how much is practically achievable. 
Gandhi had mastered this art. For him, 
India's independence was the most 
important goal. Pragmatic that he was, 
he could not afford to take up issues that 
would prove to be divisive. He was, 
however, convinced that untouchability 
was the greatest bane of the Hindu 
society and it had to go. But he knew 
that the time was not ripe to talk of its 
complete eradication immediately. The 
upper caste Hindus had to be prepared 
mentally for the inevitable. :11e, how
ever, also understood the role of the 
masses in the freedom movement. For 
the movement to gain teeth, it was 
essential that the masses were involved 
and so the depressed classes, the 
minorities and the women had to be 
included in the freedom movement. To 
attract them, it was essential to improve 
their lot and thus, inclusion of social 
reforms in the Congress agenda was a 
must. But he knew how much the upper 
caste Hindu was ready to accept and 
stopped right there. After all he was 
Mahatma, the undisputed leader of the 
country and had to carry all sections of 
the people with him. 

Egalitarian society is a utopia, an 
ideal. There has never been a society in 
the world which has been ideally 
egalitarian. There were differences 
among people on the bases of race, 
wealth, sex, colour, etc. Even in the 
modem times, the African Americans 
were discriminated in a liberal society 
like the United States, which claims to 
be the champion of civil liberties. It took 
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quite a struggle for the African 
Americans to force the white rulers to 
treat them at par. However, the fact 
remains that they are still discriminated 
upon in the US. Similarly, casteless 
society is a utopia. But this does not 
mean that we should not strive for such 
a society. The ideal should always be 
to work for a society which does not 
discriminate one from the other on the 
bases of caste, creed, religion. It would, 
in some way or the other, definitely 
reduce discrimination and exploitation 
from our society. But are we working 
for such a society? Will there be a non
discriminatory society in near future? 
The answer is an obvious 'no'. 

With the advent of British and spread 
of English education, while the spirit of 
liberty, equality and fraternity spread on 
the one hand, the consciousness about 
one's identity, clan and community also 
grew stronger, on the other. Thus, the 
educated Indians started forming caste 
associations. Yogendra Singh writes, 
'Horizontal mobilization of caste on 
vertical lines into caste association 
used to take place long before 
independence.' 12 The caste association 
and mutual aid organizations on caste 
basis also acted as an impediment in the 
process of dissolution of the caste. 13 

After independence, the policy of 
positive discrimination for the weaker 
sections-although essential-is 
coming in the way of dissolution of the 
caste. Some scholars opine that this has 
increased caste consciousness. It is thus 
a challenge for all of us to devise ways 
to reduce caste consciousness without 
in anyway reducing our commitment to 
social justice. 

III 

The production of the book is good. 
There are, however, some typographical 
errors. A glaring factual error occurs on 
page 252 where the year of publication 
of Communist Manifesto is mentioned 
as 1948 instead of 1848. The language 
of the book is very smooth and free-
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flowing. It has been presented in a very 
lucid manner, making the book a very 
easy and interesting reading. The author 
has written the book from the heart and 
it shows his concern about the bane of 
the caste system that has so completely 
engulfed the Indian society. Of course, 
he has made his intentions clear in the 
preface itself-it is with a point of view 
that he is writing the book. However, 
while writing a book of academic 
nature, one should try to be balanced 
even while contending one's own view
point. The author has not fully 
succeeded on this front. He has not 
taken a complete view and has used 
material selectively. This makes the 
work polemical which dilutes the 
strength of the arguments that the author 
wants to make. Besides, even a 
polemical work requires that we analyze 
the counter arguments seriously and 
effectively, lest the academic work 
suffers from a new form of 'proselyt
ization'. Moreover, in his bid to be extra 
critical, the author's choices of words 
seem to be out of place in a serious text 
(eg. ransacking the brahmanical text, 
p. 204). 

On the whole it is a good work. 
Unconventional work of this kind 
provides the much needed 'cutting 
edge' which leads to debates of a new 
kind that may give an entirely new twist 
to the direction of research. The book 
is a welcome step as an alternate 
historical viewpoint and writing 'history 
from below'. 
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