The Khairlanji Murders & India’s Hidden Apartheid

ANAND TELTUMBDE

This book exposes the
gangrenous heart of
Indian society.
AxrunpHATI Roy
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Anand Teltumbde’s analysis of the public, ritualistic massacre of a
dalit family in 21st century India exposes the gangrenous heart of
our society. It contextualizes the massacre and describes the manner
in which the social, political and state machinery, the police, the
mass media and the judiciary all collude to first create the climate
for such bestiality, and then cover it up. This is not a book about the
last days of relict feudalism, but a book about what modernity means
in India. It discusses one of the most important issues in
contemporary India.

—ARUNDHATI Roy, author of The God of Small Things

This book is finally the perfect demonstration that the caste system
of India is the best tool to perpetuate divisions among the popular
classes to the benefit of the rulers, thus annihilating in fact the
efficiency of their struggles against exploitation and oppression.
Capitalist modernization is not gradually reducing that reality but
on the opposite aggravating its violence. This pattern of
modernization permits segments of the peasant shudras to accede
to better conditions through the over-exploitation of the dalits.
The Indian Left must face this major challenge. It must have the
courage to move into struggles for the complete abolition of caste
system, no less. This is the prerequisite for the eventual emerging of
a united front of the exploited classes, the very first condition for
the coming to reality of any authentic popular democratic
alternative for social progress. This book provides a wonderful
analysis towards this understanding. I would hope to see it read by
every Indian activist and also foreigners who do not see how odious

the caste system is.
—Samir AmiN, Director of Third World Forum, Dakar, Senegal

Teltumbde has created a solid corpus of work that bears witness to

the degradation of Indian democracy, and to the capacity of Indian

socialism. India’s revolution... is sharpened on the anvil of
Teltumbde’s thoughts.

—VyAyY PrasHAD, author of The Darker Nations:

A People’s History of the Third World




Anand Teltumbde is a human rights activist, writer and analyst of
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Introduction
Caste: A HistoricaL QuTLINE

Turn in any direction you like, caste is the monster that crosses your
path. You cannot have political reform, you cannot have economic reform,

unless you kill this monster.
B.R. Ambedkar

India’s caste system has always bewildered the world. Much has
been written about it; more still awaits the writing. Many scholars
have tried to fathom its origins but have ultimately contributed
only further conjecture. Many have tried to define it but have failed
to capture its complexity. For most, it was a relic of Indian feudalism
which, it was thought, would disappear once capitalism was
established. Writing in 1853, the year the railways were introduced
in India, Karl Marx prophesied that the new mechanized
transportation system would catalyse the collapse of caste. Today,
India has the world’s second largest railway network and has
created, since Independence, a sizeable infrastructure for capitalist
industry. But all that could not kill caste, which proved more than
capable of adjusting to the new reality. After Independence in 1947,
rural India was transformed through a modernizing project that
included, among other things, land reforms and the capital-
intensive technologies of the Green Revolution in agriculture.
Capitalist production relations came to the villages and seemed to
shake the caste structure to its roots — but caste survived nonetheless.
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Since the mid-1980s, a now neoliberal India has taken remarkable
strides towards globalizing its economy and, with an impressive
recent growth record, has increasingly been projecting itself as an
emerging superpower. The world is dazzled by its success. Caste was
expected to fall away under pressure of the global order. That has
not happened. On the contrary, it appears to have grown far more
vicious, if caste atrocities are taken as a proxy measure.

Indeed, caste has showed an amazing resilience. It has survived
feudalism, capitalist industrialization, a republican Constitution,
and today, despite all denial, is well alive under neoliberal
globalization.

Caste and the Indian Diaspora

In the globalized, transnational world of the twenty-first century,
the need for an accurate understanding of this vicious institution
can never be over-emphasized. A call for international recognition
of caste as a racist violation of human rights has been addressed to
the world community, not once but twice in the last decade — it
went ignored in both the resolution adopted by the 2001 World
Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and
Related Intolerance held in Durban and in the outcome document
of the Review Conference held in 2009. The United Nations High
Commissioner for Human Rights, Navi Pillay, declared in 2009 that
‘the time has come to eradicate the shameful concept of caste,” and
that ‘the international community should come together to support
these efforts as it did when it helped put an end to apartheid.’!

It is such international pressure that led to the introduction of
the Equality Bill in the UK parliament in March 2010, a bill that
outlaws discrimination based on caste and is likely to become the
first piece of legislation in the world to treat caste as an aspect of
race. In 2009, the UK’s Anti Caste Discrimination Alliance (ACDA)
conducted a study that showed how 58 percent of the 300 people
surveyed had been discriminated against because of their caste, while
79 percent said they did not think the police would understand if
they tried to report a caste-related ‘hate crime’.2 However, the

F

INTRODUCTION 11

Indian government has always managed to successfully oppose the
terming of caste-based discrimination as racism — this would perhaps
have been different had there been a more widespread
comprehension of the issues at stake.

Caste is neither so ‘country-specific’ nor, from a Western
perspective, so distant an issue as may be thought. It has been carried
far beyond the borders of the subcontinent with the spread of the
Indian diaspora.’ Wherever Indians have gone, it has followed them;
wherever they have settled, caste has also established itself. Some
scholars hold that it is Hinduism — an ‘ethnic religion’, unlike other
major faiths — that is a key element in defining the Indian (1.1aspora.4
Arguably, this ‘key element’ can be discerned as caste, which other
scholars unequivocally name as providing a more enduring marker
of diaspora identity than religion.® The important thing to note. is
that caste in the diaspora is not confined to intra-community
relations alone; it notionally extends, in the minds of its practi-
tioners, beyond their boundaries to incorporate the population
native to their adoptive place of domicile.

The manifestation of caste within the diaspora depends upon the
position occupied by the dispersed groups within the hierarchic
caste continuum. Where dispersion happened at its lowest band, as
in South Africa, Malaysia and other countries where those of Indian
origin are largely descended from colonial indentured labour: caste
manifests least as compared to places that received dispersion at
higher strata. In South Africa or Malaysia, for example, cast.e
identities are not dominant — among other reasons because their
maintenance was of little value to the migrants to these places, drawn
as they were from the lower ranks of the caste hierarchy.(f That,
however, did not prevent the small segment of higher caste migrants
from keeping their distance from the ‘lowly’ labouring class.es,

diasporic as well as black. In East and West Africa, Indian trading
castes, settled in these parts for over a century, have fastidiously
preserved their caste existence, even to the extent of recreating the
abominable practice of so-called untouchability — in the absence of
actual ‘untouchables’ (or ‘dalits’ as they are prevalently called in
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India),” this degraded status has been accorded to the native black
population. A similar development is observable in Europe, where,
during the post-World War II reconstruction effort, many dalits
migrated and settled as workers. In America and Canada, South
Asian immigrants from both dalit and nondalit backgrounds mostly
arrived in pursuit of higher education and settled later in modern
professions; these segments are, by and large, more sophisticated
than those in Africa and Europe, yet the problem of caste continues
to manifest itself among them, even if in subtler terms.

Caste, Varna and Jati

The word ‘caste’ (from the Latin castus) was loosely applied to the
Hindu system of social stratification by the sixteenth-century
Portuguese, India’s first modern European colonizers. Since casta
in Portuguese means ‘pure’ or ‘chaste’, the word connoted the
Portuguese understanding of the phenomenon as being akin to race,
species or lineage, as they thought the system was intended to preserve
purity of blood. A more particularized view emerged with later
European observers® who became aware that, while systems of social
division have existed throughout history across the world, the form
prevalent in India was not to be found anywhere else.’

Caste, as such, is a form of social stratification involving a mode
of hierarchically arranged, closed endogamous strata, membership
to which is ascribed by descent and between which contact is
restricted and mobility impossible.!® The Indian word for caste is
jati. When we refer to ‘caste’, we really speak of jati, although many
tend to confuse it with varna, which refers to the basic ‘classes’, four
in number, established in Hindu scripture.!! The chaturvarna or
four-varna system enshrined a hierarchical segmentation of society
into the following primarily professional orders: brahmins (the
priestly castes), kshatriyas (the warrior/fighting castes), vaishyas (the
business/trading castes) and, at the lowest rung, shudras (the
working classes: artisans, agriculturists, food gatherers, hunters,
fisherfolk and the like).!> While there are only four varnas as given
in Hinduism, there are thousands of jatis. These may have evolved

INTRODUCTION 13

as subdivisions of particular varnas, but by the present day, they
have developed characteristics very distinct from their originals.

Varna represents Hinduism’s hierarchical framework, but it is
jati which really dictates the rules and regulations of hfe. for .the
average Hindu. Each jati has its own special norms dictating
ermissible food, occupation, marriage, social interaction and so
forth, and from each jati/caste come numbers of subcastes, making
the whole system highly complicated. While Ehe caste cluster within
a varna easily admits the varna hierarchy, the castes within it
contend among themselves for superiority, the more vigorously
with those in their hierarchical vicinity. Perennial internal tensions
paired with the jatis’ acceptance of their inferiority/superiority
within the broad varna framework have lent the system its dynamism
as well as its longevity.

The beginnings of the caste system are obscure and so is its
evolution. There is a broad consensus, however, that it evolved
through the varna system and reached its maturity between 600
and 200 Before Common Era.!? Its laws were codified between 200
BCE and the second century CE in the Manusmriti, or the Laws of
Manu, ascribed to the mythological ancient lawgiver, Manu, who
is credited with the creation of the Hindu social code.!* Of the
varnas, the brahmins occupied the highest place, being said to have
materialized from the mouth of Brahman, the divine being. The
origin of the kshatriyas and vaishyas was ascribed respectively to
Brahman’s arms and thighs; shudras, the lowest of the order, were
deemed to have sprung from his feet. Testifying to education’s
primacy in ancient India (and to the system’s exploitative ingenuity),
the three upper varnas were also given the name dwija, the twice-
born, denoting the ‘second birth’ they were said to undergo at the
upanayana ceremony, performed in childhood and marking their
transition into the world of formal learning. This initiation, again,
was the prerogative of only men. The ceremony and with it
education were and are proscribed for shudras. Also debarred were
the large numbers of people caste society excluded from its confines:
its ‘outcastes’, those today called dalits.
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An often-overlooked feature of caste society is that it did not
actually include every member of a given population. No matter
the despised position of those at the lowest end of the varna spectrum,
to not find even such ‘inclusion’ was no blessing. Caste society did
not cover India’s geographically isolated adivasis (its indigenous
tribespeople, who lived in forests and in inaccessible mountain
regions), and those who, though part of the economic system in
terms of labour relationships, were excluded from all other
interaction because they were ‘untouchable’ and even ‘unseeable’.
Any contact with members of this group, even their sight, sometimes
even their shadow, was held to be ritually polluting and abhorrent;
elaborate purifications would be undertaken if such occurred.

To this group were assigned tasks such as the removal of waste
(including human excrement from dry latrines), butchery, the
flaying of animal carcasses for their hides, the making of footwear
and the tending of funeral pyres — everything, in other words, that
had to do with decay, death and the ‘unclean’. They lived segregated
from the main population, on the fringes of villages and towns, and
could not enter ‘pure’ environments such as schools or temples or
go near public drinking water. These people were technically called
the avarnas, i.e., those beyond the pale of the varna system (as
contrasted with the savarnas, those within its fold), although more
derogatory epithets abounded. Later, as the various castes evolved,
the avarnas remained ‘outcaste’. Their lives were, and in many places
remain, wretched beyond description.

Classically, the system’s structure rested on a balance between
the acquiescence of the non-privileged in the belief that they were
fated to be oppressed and the conviction of the privileged that they
had the right to be oppressive. The ideological power for this
balancing is sourced from the Hindu religious and philosophical
system through the twin doctrines of karma and dharma. These
provided the justification for a person’s caste-assigned status by
basing it on his or her karma (previous deeds, not only in this life,

but, according to the doctrine of reincarnation, in previous ones as
well), and held out the promise that if people observed their dharma
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(religious duty) by faithfully discharging th‘eir caste. obligations,
they would be born into a higher caste in their next b1r.t}?. Another
of the structure’s characteristics was its internal elasticity. It was
not concerned with particular castes so long as they Canormed to
its own core logic. It could easily absorb a new group w1t}‘11n a ce.lsjce,
create new castes and collapse or rearrange old ones.' Th1§ ela§t1c1ty
made it possible for caste society to survive upheavals in its history
and effectively manage internal strain. .

The commonplace understanding of the caste system as havm'g
held Indian society in fossilized form for over two millennia is
therefore not quite correct. While it is accurate so far as the broad
varna framework is concerned, the castes within this framework
have been fluid. Many new castes were formed and many h.ave
disappeared; many split up and many merged with others over tllme
in response to local political and economic demands. If caste society
had not changed over the centuries, we would have found at lea§t
traces of today’s social structure in history. However, the fact is
that it is so difficult from today’s perspective to comprehend Fhe
society of even a couple of centuries ago that to speak of there being
no change in history is impossible.

Untouchability and the Constitution

The Indian Constitution abolished untouchability when it came
into effect in 1950 and provided a fairly comprehensive scheme of
positive discrimination in favour of adivasis and dalits. Unde}r it,
these groups are recognized respectively as Scheduled Tribes
(generally referred to by the acronym, STs) and Scheduled Ca'sFes
(SCs). The terms derive from the enumeration of their communities
in schedules prepared under the colonial India Act of 1935,'¢ efnd
were constitutionally adopted for the purpose of instituting
protective and developmental measures in their favour. These
included the policy of reservation, i.e., of keeping open a ‘ﬁxed
percentage of openings in government-funded educational
institutions and state employment only to disadvantaged groups.
Reservation has had far-reaching impact, though not entirely or
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exclusively in the way envisioned (as we shall see in Chapter 2).

Caste in India is far from restricted solely to the Hindu population
— it has infiltrated the country’s practice of Islam, Christianity,
Buddhism and Sikhism as well. Contravening the egalitarian tenets
of these faiths, their adherents maintain varying levels of Hindu
caste discrimination against low-caste and outcaste converts;
conversion did not erase caste status. The Constitution, while making
no sectarian stipulation for an adivasi group’s obtaining Scheduled
Tribe status, originally limited its list of Scheduled Castes to ‘Hindu
dalits” alone. The law was amended in 1950 and in 1990 to include
Sikhs and Buddhists descended from erstwhile untouchable groups.
A persistent demand still remains from formerly untouchable
converts to other religions, notably Christianity and Islam, for
obtaining SC status to enable them to avail of the associated positive
discrimination, i.e., affirmative action, benefits.!”

The persistence of the social isolation of outcaste converts has
been acknowledged by many people and institutions. Recently, the
government-instituted Sachar Committee report!® on the social and
economic indices of India’s Muslims revealed that caste oppression
is not solely a Hindu preserve. While the Sachar Committee noted
that 22.2 percent and 9.1 percent of the Hindu population belonged
to the SC and ST categories respectively, it identified SCs and STs
among other religious communities too. Thus, it gives the SC and
ST percentage among Muslims as 0.8 and 0.5; among Christians as
9 and 32.8; among Sikhs as 3.7 and 0.9; among Jains as nil and 2.6;
among Buddhists as 89.5 and 7.4; among Zoroastrians as nil and
15.9, and among other religious communities as 2.6 and 82.5 percent
respectively. India has not included caste as a census parameter since
1931 (though there is talk of including caste in the 2011 census);
nonetheless, working from the Sachar Committee data, the SC and
ST components of India’s population can be estimated at 19.7 and
8.5 percent respectively.!

The number of these outcastes works out to over 222 million
people in India alone. If one adds to this the outcaste population in
the rest of South Asia — across Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka,
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Nepal and Myanmar — it would easily exceed 300 million, which en
bloc makes them the fifth largest population in the world, even when
compared to a country-wise ranking. This huge section of humanity
has faced the worst kinds of social exclusion and oppression
throughout the subcontinent’s history. In India, even after six
decades of constitutionally mandated protective policies, their
oppression has continued. Rather, its viciousness appears to have
increased in recent years, notably during the post-1990s neoliberal
phase. .

Various official data and the findings of an all-India ActionAid
survey conducted in 2001-02 testify to the existence of an extreme
form of untouchability still practised in rural India.?’ The ActionAid
report revealed that in 73 percent of the villages surveyed, dalits
could not enter nondalit homes; in 70 percent, they could not eat
with nondalits; in 64 percent, they could not enter places of worship;
in 53 percent, dalit women suffered ill-treatment from nondalit
women; in 38 percent, dalit children had to eat separately at school;
in 33 percent, nondalit health workers did not visit dalit homes,
and in 32 percent, dalits could not enter police stations. The survey
included a wide range of parameters and observed on all of them
variable but alarming degrees of untouchability and discrimination.

More recently, a 2010 survey by the Navsarjan Trust and the
Robert F. Kennedy Centre for Justice and Human Rights conducted
over three years in randomly selected 1,589 villages in the state of
Gujarat revealed that ninety-eight forms of untouchability were
practised against dalits.?! According to the study, in 90.8 percent
cases dalits were not allowed into temples; 98 percent of the
respondents said that nondalits keep separate utensils at home to
serve food or tea to dalits; in 98.1 percent of the villages surveyed, a
dalit cannot rent a house in a nondalit neighbourhood.

Opposition to Caste

Pervasive though caste oppression is, it has not gone unquestioned,
despite the opposition having still to achieve enduring effect.
Resistance to caste can be traced to the shraman tradition in India,
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dating perhaps even to the emergence of the Vedic brahmins, the
inventors and guardians of caste and the composers, c. 1500-1000
BCE, of Hinduism’s oldest scriptures, the Vedas. Peripatetic
anchorites, the shramans had a radical view of life and society, nearly
opposite to that of brahminism, that they preached as they
wandered the land. Their practice was typically of three kinds:
austerities, meditation and the production and dissemination of
knowledge, spiritual and temporal. Several shraman movements
are known to have existed before the sixth century BCE, but we
know little about them and their beliefs. They reached the zenith of
their success during the times of Mahavira and the Buddha, the
founders respectively of Jainism and Buddhism, who propounded
the best-known shraman ideologies, which the two religions later
institutionalized. Both creeds were against caste; Buddhism is
particularly well known as its first major challenger. However, given
its renunciate mode, its objections remained largely passive and
hence, despite its sway across the subcontinent for nearly eight
centuries, it could not eradicate the caste system.

Parallel to movements branching off from Hinduism were the
arrivals of the foreign traders and invasions that India’s natural
abundance attracted throughout its history. The earliest known
invaders were the Aryans from Central Asia,?> who settled and
intermixed with the local population of present-day Punjab and
influenced the social organization of the entire subcontinent. It is
they who are said to have conceived the varnashrama dharma, the
doctrine of varna-dictated righteous living, paving the way, in
course of time, for the caste system. Later foreign aggressors, the
Greeks, the Parthians and tribes such as the Sakas and the Kushans,
also merged into the local population. Most of them embraced
Buddhism, which became an ascendant ideology after the reign of
Ashoka, the third-century BCE emperor and Buddhist convert. By
the medieval period, however, Buddhism had begun losing ground
— with its increasingly abstract philosophical preoccupations, both
state patronage and its mass base waned, making place for a
brahminic counterrevolution. The appearance on the scene of the
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philosopher, Adi Sankara (788-820 CE), with his regenerative
(though seen by some as crypto-Buddhist) reinterpretations of
Hindu scripture, nearly completed this trend. The final blow to
Buddhism was dealt by the Islamic invaders who considered
Buddhist establishments opposed to Islam and completed the
destruction resurgent Hinduism had already wreaked upon them.

The Islamic conquests in the subcontinent took place mainly
between the eleventh and seventeenth centuries. Though they had
begun in the seventh century, they did not at first make many
inroads. Islam, as such, had entered India much earlier, almost
during the Prophet’s lifetime, through the Arab traders.” With
them, and with the later conquerors, came the Sufis, Islam’s mystics,
who in India were highly instrumental in the spread of the new
faith.24 With their liberal spirituality and their preference for the
company of the poor, they attracted a multitude of shudras and
avarnas to Islam. In concrete terms, Islam stood for an escape from
caste tyranny, for it opened to the oppressed the realms of learning
and metaphysics, from which brahminism excluded them, and
offered an alternative framework with which to confront caste. A
virtual exodus to Islam resulted with Hinduism losing almost a
fifth of its followers.?”> While Islam in India had no reformist intent
vis-a-vis Hinduism, its spread in the subcontinent was reflective of a
surge of caste resistance, evidenced by the success of its epoch-
altering civilizational model. Later, however, as India came under
Muslim rule, the privileged-caste elite, enticed perhaps by the
prospect of power and pelf, began converting to Islam; they brought
with them their notions of hierarchy and, inextricably, caste as well.

Caste structures in medieval India became inflexible and even
more oppressive than before, and they entirely governed everyday
life. They created extremes of inequality, privilege and disprivilege,
but little could be done or said against them as the system was
supported by the all-pervasive Hindu religious ideology. It is in this
background that the Bhakti (literally, devotion to god) movement
arose in South India between the seventh and twelfth centuries.
Essentially a protest against caste oppression and the excessive




|
{
|
|
|
i

20 THE PERSISTENCE OF CASTE

ritualism of the brahmin priesthood, the Bhakti movement
preached universal equality in the eyes of god. If a person expressed
genuine love for god, it would manifest in love for his or her
fellowmen/women.? Bhakti reflected traces of the earlier Buddhist
way of life but also held much in common with Sufism, whose
teachings were on similar themes.?” These two streams together
created a medieval mysticism that was independent of sectarian or
orthodox practice and particularly disavowed caste customs and
their tyranny.

Like the earlier shraman tradition, Sufism and the Bhakti
movement also remained inwardly oriented and could not much
influence caste Hindu society. Even conversion to Islam meant an
escape only for the converts, but for those who stayed behind, there
was no change. They perhaps faced even more hardship because of
Hindu rigidification in response to the challenge from Islam.
Although Sufism and the Bhakti movement clearly preached
equality on a spiritual plane, and gave rise to a number of both
untouchable and brahmin poet-mystics who condemned caste, no

specific movement for an egalitarian society arose from their
message.?8

The Impact of British Colonialism

The Indian societal milieu, shaped primarily by family and kinship
institutions that conditioned the mind to a religious and caste
identity, was greatly impacted by the establishment of British
colonialism in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and by
its colonial culture and Western liberal ideology. The drastic and
rapid changes in polity and administration that came with the
integration of India into a single politico-administrative entity, and
the consequent consolidation of government through a unified civil
service, army, judiciary and so forth, affected the country’s entire
precolonial social and economic structure. The various judicial and
administrative practices the British introduced, being premised on
equality before the law, directly undermined the importance of caste.
The introduction of a uniform criminal code removed from the
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urview of the panchayats—village-level caste bodies that fu‘nilt.ionej
as local governments — many matters that.used to be‘ adju 11c;te
them. (The gram panchayat, or council of five village elders,
l:Z),ntinues to remain India’s smallest unit of 10;;11 gov‘irnlmetnhté
operating at the village and small-town lev'el.) Snnfllags); ¢
enactment of laws such as the Widow Remarriage Act o 15 ;r;n
the Castes Disabilities Removal Act of 1850 ‘also contribute
varying degrees to the erosion of caste auth'orlty. y
Colonialism facilitated India’s contaft with the Western Fwo };
itself in a period of momentous flux in the wa1'<e of the : rzr‘lcn
Revolution and the opening of the .Induﬁtrlal Age. India
intellectuals’ exposure to the radical and %1beral ideals of democr:if));;
popular sovereignty and rationalism se't in procefs)amor'lg a TC-OUS
of them a time of intense critical appraisal of India’s socio-re igi t
practices. This inspired them to launch reform. movement§ again.s
Indian culture’s repressive elements; caste belng' predominant in
the culture, it invariably became their target. Social reform move-
ments like the Brahmo Samaj in Bengal and thf ?rar.thana Samz;]1 in
western India advocated the removal of caste dlstln?nons a}llto%et e:_.
Religious reform movements like the Arya Samfi) anq the ar:
krishna Mission also sought to undermine caste in v.arlous ways.
While these movements were certain%y e%pologe‘tlc about casfter,
they did not take any stand on its annihilation. Wlﬂ"l (rilo gpacci ucl)d
participation from the victims of the system they flecr‘le , th e};3 <
not transcend their elitist agendas in confronting 1.t. The dezg
social reformers challenged the basis of caste oppression l?ut dl t}slce>
primarily to promote national unity. The Arya Sama) aF e
Ramakrishna Mission sought to modify the c‘a.ste syst.em but 1Ln
this to the notional removal of untouchability. It is only w ;n :
section from among caste’s victims r‘ose up to challl)enge thei
subjection that the real movements against caste were born.

The Beginning of Anticaste Activism .
. . ‘

In addition to creating an enabling environment .throught;is

institutional regime, British colonialism made two direct con
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butions to the emerging anticaste ethos. It opened opportunities
for economic betterment, particularly to the untouchables, and it
allowed both untouchables and shudras access to modern education.
At the beginning of colonial rule, the untouchables, who had the
weakest bond with village life, entered the British army in large
numbers and took domestic posts in British households. Later, when
port cities and other urban centres were established, many of them
migrated to these to avail of the employment opportunities there
available. The building of colonial infrastructure — railways, ports,
roads, warehouses, irrigation canals and factories — created further
work prospects, which they additionally leveraged by setting up
petty businesses. Thus a section among them could lift itself out of
economic hardship and aspire for further upward mobility.>* Most
significantly, modern education, imparted mainly through military
and mission schools, resulted in a primarily urban layer of untouch-
ables and shudras that came to realize and resent their continuing
exploitation under the caste order and its embargo on their
advancement.

The most uncompromising stand against caste is first seen in the
later 1800s among the shudras, who had traditionally faced dwija
oppression. Their resistance came to be known as the nonbrahmin
movement, launched by Jotirao Phule (1827-1890) in the former
Bombay province®! and, in the next century, by Periyar E.V.
Ramasamy (1879-1973) in Madras (today, their areas of operation
come respectively under the state of Maharashtra in western India
and the southern state of Tamil Nadu).

Both Phule and Periyar belonged to shudra castes and organized
their communities to launch an assault against caste domination in
all spheres of social life. While in the beginning their campaigns
effectively assimilated the shudras and the untouchables (Phule’s
ati-shudras, indicating those even lower than the lowest), they could
not sustain this unity for long in the face of the caste contradiction
between these groups. Unable to accommodate the untouchables’
yearning for emancipation, these organizations ultimately
splintered into various factions. Phule’s Satyashodhak Samaj, a
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religious movement emphasizing hun.qanist ifleals,.disi;llte;gr?ed
after his death in 1890 with one coterie merging with t e E 1;n
National Congress (INC) and the other ultlm'ately with t (;
communists. Ramasamy’s Dravidar Kazhagan? thlch grew out4(;
his 1920s Self-Respect Movement) similarly dlsmtegratf:d by 119 X ,
having been transformed into a ruling-class lobby that ignored the
i T.
CasItrel ?I\lleeiiuw(x):lakitﬁiitefer, the untouchables also articulated their
rebellion, not only against brahmins, but against caste iI.l its entlre‘;y.
The earliest form of the dalit anticaste mc‘wemer.lt was in terms of a
rejection of the theory of the so-called sx}perlorlty f)f the {Xr‘yanl
race’.?2 This was expressed by the assertion of dalit abc‘)rlgm‘a
identity as a highly civilized and peaceful people, once domln:nt in
the country but later subjugated and enslaved through ryaln
conquest. This movement took root in several pa'rts of Ind‘la, 'rr}ostl }),
independently. There was the Adi Hindu (adi means orlglcxllah
movement in the region now known as the state of pttar Pra esdz
the Ad Dharm movement in Punjab and the Ad% é;ldhra, A i
Karnataka and Adi Dravida movements in South India,> all mal:;ng
ideological claim to being heir to a non- or even pre—Arytan In dian
equalitarian tradition.’* The reverberations were felt even in .reglo?s
where a movement with an explicit adi prefix had-not arisen. n
Bombay province, for instance, a pre—A.mbedka.r dalit lead‘er,.lealr(:
Fagoji Bansode (1870-1946), emphasized points very similar
those made by the anti-Aryan movement.

The Emergence of Ambedkar

The most remarkable personage to emerge from this’ process was
Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar (1891-1956), knO\:vn widely amor;g
dalits as Babasaheb, meaning ‘respected father'. He led the dalit
rebellion into a formidable movement, st.eermg it through thi
dominant political contentions between Hmdus an4 Mushir.ls‘ a1
the close of the colonial period and securing for dalits a po 1tlca:i
space and several socio-economic rights both under. t}i British an:
in the Constitution he shaped for independent India.
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Born in 1891 into a military family from the untouchable mahar
community, he was among the first dalits to receive a university
education, after which he left for further study abroad on a
scholarship from the progressive Maharaja Sayajirao Gaekwad of
Baroda. With doctoral degrees from both Columbia University
and the London School of Economics, he also qualified as a barrister
from Gray’s Inn. Following his return to India, he launched, in
1927, a civil rights agitation in the town of Mahad (in what is now
Maharashtra), targeting the caste prohibition against untouchables
accessing drinking water resources and entering temples. He hoped
through this to sensitize Hindu society into initiating long overdue
social reform, but the belligerent privileged-caste response
disillusioned him, and he soon shifted focus to the political sphere.
He was invited, because of his prominence as a dalit leader, to the
three Round Table Conferences the British held between 1930 and
1932 on devolving power to Indians. In the course of the 1931
conference, he had an epic confrontation with ‘Mahatma’ Mohandas
Gandhi over the issue of separate electorates for untouchables.
When Ambedkar eventually won, Gandhi opposed him by
threatening to end his life with a fast unto death. A compromise was
struck which replaced the plan for separate electorates for
untouchables under the Poona Pact of 1932 with a grant of more
reserved seats to untouchables in joint electorates, along with a
promise of other measures in their favour.3
While focusing on the caste problem, Ambedkar rightly realized
that the emancipation of the untouchables was entwined with that
of the entire class to which they belonged. As such, he tried to build
a broad class unity of workers, peasants and untouchables by
founding, in 1936, the Independent Labour Party (ILP) to fight the
brahmin-bourgeois INC, prominent at that time in the freedom
struggle. However, rising sectarian conflict vitiated the political
atmosphere in the wake of the British decision to relinquish India.
The Cripps Mission formula of March 1942, which completely
ignored dalit demands (as no party represented them) but granted
most of the demands made by communal parties, Hindu and
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Muslim, forced Ambedkar to dissolve the class-based ILP and found

* the caste-based Scheduled Caste Federation. It, however, did not

meet with much success.
After the transfer of power in 1947, Ambedkar became law

minister in the all-party government led by the IN)C and was ?.ISO
elected chairman of the drafting committee for India’s Const.lt}moil.
The Constitution, as it stands after all amendment, a@bltlmll)si‘y
declares India a sovereign, socialist, secu?af, dem'ocr‘atlc republic
with liberty, equality and justice as its guiding principles. It b:iears
the distinct imprint of Ambedkar’s ideology, yet many matte‘rs e?r
to his heart could not survive the oppositim.l of jche pre.domlnant y
orthodox Hindu drafting committee. His chief dlsappm'ntment was
over the ultimately rejected Hindu Code Bill, whose rad'lcal reforms
in favour of Hindu women he vigorously supported: A bitter dl‘spute
with the orthodoxy over the Bill’s progressive Provmons led him to
resign from the cabinet in 1951, and he was in later years to <f3v§'n
disown the Constitution he architected. He de.voted much o 11s
time thereafter to writing a ‘gospel’ of Buddhism, posthumously
published as The Buddha and His Dhamma. In 1956, shortly befo‘re
his death in the December of that year, he fulfilled a vow mad§ in
1935 to renounce Hinduism, which he did by er'nbracmg Buddh1'5m
along with nearly four hundred thousand of ‘h1s followers,.makmtg
it the largest conversion in history. The anniversary of this ever'l s
the Deeksha as it is called, draws hundreds of thousands to 1ts.
commemoration in the city of Nagpur in Maharashtra every yea;;
the crowds that gather annually to commemorate his dgat
i run into millions. ‘ ‘
amlezseig(’ar became the dalits’ greatest icon,‘ symbolizing thﬁ'lr
identity and aspirations. Innumerable statues‘ ofhim an memor‘abhl'a
in the form of Buddhist monuments testify t(? this fact. It is },:S
example that inspired dalits to take to edu'catlon. Thanks tc(1> tl s
Constitution, with its pioneering provisions in favour of Schedule
Castes and Scheduled Tribes, dalits today are represented almc;lst
everywhere in Indian public life. Ambedkar always operat;(il 03 thz
representational logic that a few advanced elements would lea
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entire community forward, and he expected to transform society
gradually but steadily. But while it is true that caste in India has
indeed changed, the hardships of the dalit multitude are far from
over. While the forces of modernity have rendered difficult the open
practice of untouchability, it is nonetheless still prevalent in rural
India. If notions of superiority/inferiority and discrimination are
taken as the essence of caste, it could still be seen as pervading all of
Indian society in relation to dalits, even among its most modern sections.

The Decline of the Dalit Movement

Ambedkar envisioned being able to unify untouchables with the
altered socio-cultural and religious identity Buddhism offered,
which he hoped would seed social transformation along the ideals
of liberty, equality and fraternity (which, the French Revolution
apart, are the core of Buddhist ethics). In supplementing this
transformational project with political struggle, he sought the
inclusion of the downtrodden of both caste and class — his Scheduled
Castes Federation subsequently evolved into the Republican Party
of India (RPI), which aimed at bringing all those of a socialist
persuasion under its banner. However, he passed away before he
could fully articulate the scale of his vision. Conversions to
Buddhism continued after his death but remained confined largely
to his own mahar community. The RPI came into existence soon
after his death but was also monopolized by the mahars.
Post-Ambedkar dalit leaders proved incapable of a dialectical
handling of the contradictions in his legacy and soon fell apart,
catching at one or the other strand of his ideology in support of
narrow self-interest. In due course, they made an art of feigning to
follow Ambedkar while pursuing their own petty concerns. Where
Ambedkar had desired to see an emergence of a politics of class, this
did not turn out to be as easy as the politics of identity, and it did
not attract the average dalit politician, aiming to make a quick
buck. The result was that dalit polity and politicians became
subsumed as adjuncts of the ruling class parties for which symbols
and identities mattered more than the material interests of the

!
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people. Nonetheless, the dalit movement did demonstrate its
potential strength when, in 1964, it launched a countrywide struggle
demanding land for the landless. Sensing danger, the Congress (as
the INC was more generally known, especially after Independence)
soon operationalized the age-old ruling-class strategy of co-optation,
and paved the way for the perpetual fragmentation of the dalit
movement. Today, the movement is characterized by all-round
weakening through hopeless fragmentation in every sphere.

The first graduating classes of young dalits faced bleak prospects
when they began emerging from the country’s universities in the
latter half of the 1960s. By then, the dalit movement was already in
degeneration, a circumstance reflected in the increasing atrocities
on dalits in rural areas. Internationally, the first major crisis of
post-World War II capitalism had broken out, unleashing
movements for social revolution all over the world. Inspired by the
Black Power movement in the United States, dalit youth in
Maharashtra gave dalit literature a modern impetus with an
outpouring of anger in their writings. This catalysed, in 1972, into
the formation of a militant outfit called the Dalit Panthers in the
city of Bombay (now known as Mumbai), emulating the Black
Panthers in America. Their radical rhetoric caused panic among
their adversaries and admiration amongst dalit youth; their appeal
quickly extended to other parts of the country. The group ultimately
accomplished little materially, but it held a promise for pro-people
dalit politics in future. Sadly, it too proved a flash in the pan and
soon went the way of the RPI. Both the RPI and the Dalit Panthers
still exist today but in innumerable factions, most of them engaged
in a competitive pursuit of favours from the ruling class.

Around the same time, in 1973, under the leadership of Kanshi
Ram (1934-2006), a movement seeking to consolidate all dalits,
shudras and religious minorities, who together constituted about
85 percent of the population, began organizing the employees
belonging to these communities into the Backward and Minority
Employees Federation, or BAMCEEF. This later changed into the
Dalit Shoshit Samaj Sangharsh Samiti (DS4), the Dalit Oppressed
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Classes’ Resistance Committee, for agitational politics, which then
launched itself as a full-fledged political entity, the Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP; the word bahujan means ‘those in the majority’),?
Cultivating a constituency in the North Indian state of Uttar
Pradesh (which has the unique demographic advantage of a high
percentage of dalits of relatively uniform caste), it achieved
spectacular electoral success over the years and, through dexterous
negotiation, catapulted itself into the state leadership.

The BSP in its early days instilled in dalits a notion of political
power and hence a new confidence, but it failed to leverage this to
bring about material change. No doubt it played the electoral game
more astutely than anyone ever had before, but this Very success
deflected it from the ‘dalit’ agenda. After a decade of wangling for
dominance in Uttar Pradesh through successive and often short-
lived coalition arrangements, the BSP came to power in the state on
its own strength in 2007, riding a cross-caste/class sarvajan
(everyman) plank. Emerging as India’s third largest political party,
its establishment as a ruling contender should have been assured,
and its grand state assembly victory did indeed briefly dazzle.
But the shine appears quickly to have worn off, if its sub-par
performance in the 2009 parliamentary election is any indicator. In
any case, the BSP in setting dalits to chase after a mirage of political

power has effectively decimated the movement in the pockets of its
influence.

One more phenomenon has, somewhat paradoxically, also
contributed to the weakening of the dalit movement. Over the years,
a thin class-like layer of an economically better-off interest group
has formed over the dalit population. Those in this layer, influential
as they are, have contrived to colour the dalit agenda with identity
obsessions and a discourse centred on ‘reservation’ in government
jobs and educational institutions. The vast majority of dalits,
estimated at over 90 percent, lives in villages and urban slums, and
does not figure even remotely in this agenda. They have been
excluded in practically every conceivable way from any possibility
of progress. Conscious of their human rights but bereft of either
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tional backing or material wherewithal, this mass of dalits
o ly vulnerable to upper caste attack.
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at which the crime can be ‘managed’ and justice subverted. The
poor rate of conviction in cases of atrocities testifies to this
assurance.*

Dalits, as the privileged castes” habitual target of insult,
humiliation, injury and sexual abuse, have been the structural
victims of gross violence since the inception of the caste system.
Since these acts were an integral feature of dalit life, and moreover
were in keeping with the moral code of caste society, neither dalits
nor anyone else took any note of them. When dalits were not held
to be worth treating as human, there was no question of ‘human
rights’ or their violation. Barbarity is also relative to the norms of
society. If one looks at the prescriptions governing shudras as laid
down in the Manusmriti, dating possibly as far back as the second
century BCE,* one gets an idea of the societal norms under which
what is today considered cruel or inhuman was merely commonplace
two thousand years ago. As such, although dalits were cruelly dealt
with throughout history, their maltreatment was not yet an atrocity.

This changed only after colonial times as dalits became able to
advance themselves materially, mainly through government jobs
secured under reservation. Although this progress was possible only
for a few, in popular, nondalit perception it was attributed to all
dalits and became projected as an illegitimate favour made to them
at the cost of the rest of society. This generalization is construed
despite the fact that the state’s modernizing efforts have not
translated well in their consequences for the majority of dalits, a
deficit only amplified by the processes of globalization (discussed in

greater detail in Chapter 2). Yet, in a country where most live in
abject poverty, without education or modern employment, even
small concessions to dalits were bound to create hostility, at the
least. A political class that thrives on division accentuated the
animus. Caste atrocities can be seen as products of this process.

As observed, such crimes were committed in earlier times as a
matter of routine, with an assumption of absolute right in
mistreating their victims and with no sense of wrongdoing.
Atrocities are now committed with a sense of the loss of that right,
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with a sense of being wronged. Earlier, atrocities were committed in
the arrogance of impunity, for untouchables had no means (?f
resistance; now they are committed in vengeance against dalit
assertion. Earlier, atrocities were a manifestation of contefnp‘t;'toda):
they are a manifestation of the deep resentmen? of the PerllegeS
Scheduled Castes get from the state. Notw1thsta?nd1%1g these
differences, what lies at the root of atrocities in any t_1me is a gross
asymmetry of power which precipitates either as routl‘ne, \«.Ih'en it is
legitimated as in earlier times, or in the event of social crisis, as it
does now. N '
There is also a difference between the nature of atrocities earlier
and now. Previously they were committed as an integrated part of
the interaction between savarnas and avarnas, and hence tended to
be casual, more humiliating than injurious. Today, they are far
more violent, more physically destructive and more brut.al‘ than
before. Earlier caste violence was mostly committed by individuals
in a fit of rage. Now it is carried out collectively, ina loose?y planr?ed
manner, as a spectacle of demonstrative justice. The increasing
number of atrocities against dalits in recent years has been alarming
enough, but this change in their intensity also needs to be noted.

Caste in Globalizing India

As the triumph of modernization theory, with its homogenizati(?n
of values around the principles of capitalism and democracy and its
integration of the world into the ‘global village’ (connoted a:ISO by
the Sanskrit adage, vasudhaiva kutumabkam, the world is one
family), globalization was expected to create economic as well as
cultural convergence, promote neoliberal values and thereby
weaken caste. This attribution of modernization, cultural
homogenization and convergence to globalization is, however,
seriously disputed by scholars and has also been observed as
invalidated in practice.! The claims of globalization hold but only
for the elite and the upwardly mobile middle classes; they engender
exactly the opposite outcome for the vast majority. o
The survival-of-the-fittest ideology of neoliberal globalization
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contains no apologia for the sufferings of the weak and poor — these,
it holds, are the outcome of an individual’s own action. Social

inequality it regards as natural and indeed the prime mover of

progress, which individuals are free to strive for and achieve as best
they may. In essence, it reiterates in modern idiom the Hindu
metaphysical doctrine that, as earlier summarized, consoled the
oppressed castes with the dictum that their current plight was due
to their own karma which they could overcome in future births by
following their caste dharma in the present one. The direct
implication of the laissez faire, noninterventionist propositions of
globalization for the caste system is its preservation.
Globalization, as a process of ‘accumulation by dispossession’®
enriches the elite but impoverishes the poor. In order to contain
mass discontent, it needs an effective ideological state apparatus to
hold the masses in conformity. The ideology of caste, with its proven
prowess in benumbing entire populations into acquiescence with
their own exploitation, can only be seen as complementary to it.
Colonialism and its ruling liberal ethos rendered the Hindu
establishment defensive about its ritual practices and traditions.
Further embarrassment arrived with the emergence of the dalit
movement and the towering figure of Ambedkar, the republican
Constitution he gave the country, the democratic system it imposed
and the first-past-the-post election system it instituted, all of which
variously undermined caste custom. The embarrassment continued
through until the early 1990s with India’s laggard economy and its
‘Hindu’, read ‘immobile’, rate of growth. This turned with
neoliberal reforms, which brought India unprecedented economic
progress, international recognition as one of the world’s fastest-
growing economies, a name in frontier sectors like information
technology and biotech, fame to Indians as heads of transnational
corporations and generally established the Indian diaspora as the
most prosperous migrant community in the West, specifically in
the United States, the El Dorado of the Indian middle classes,
These developments have healed four decades of sagging national
morale and boosted the middle classes’ confidence in their oft-
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.-voked ‘culture, custom and tradition’, which are ultimately
- thing but euphemisms for the caste system. The new syndromes
o ‘India Shining’, an ill-advised election slogan coined by the
O_f htwing Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party in 2003—04:
rlgd the excitement over a prospective ‘India as superpower
:1: dream reflect this newfound confidence. The new genera‘tlon
mi{ldle and upper classes, whether in India or abroad, are devoid <1)f
a sense of shame about India’s past and appear, rather, to vehemently
justify it in all aspects, including the caste system. ‘ f
In relation to the lower classes, an almost opposite set o
globalization processes has worked to strengthen caste. These clz;sses,
irrespective of location, are rooted in a rural bac‘kgroun.c(ii anh are
predominantly comprised of shudras and d.allt‘s, besides uie
numbers from the religious minorities. Globalization has broullc-;1 t
them a crisis of livelihood and an erosion of confidence. ":[’here as
been a massive loss of jobs due to the closure of small.-scale 1ndus:,tr‘165
and thereby a direct loss of income. IndirecFly, various down51z.1ng
strategies, such as business process reenglne.erlr‘lg, outs.OErcmg(i
contractization, etc., entailed an informalization of jobs al;l
therefore huge reductions in income. For the rural masses, t e
withdrawal of state subsidies and protections created an agrarian
crisis best manifested in the shocking numl?er of farmer suicides in
the years since India’s economic liberalization. Moreover, due to af
contraction of welfare services, these classe§ have suffer‘ed a loss cl)
security. This all-round crisis of life and livelihood has. d‘rlven people
to cling to primal identities such as caste and rehgTon. Amor‘xg
Hindus, their communal identity has tended to n}anlfest .1tself in
nationalist stridency, while in caste terms, it easily manifests in
idalit prejudice and behaviour. '
angcizllitaﬁza]tion, as a market-centric ideology, e.ntails varying
uncertainty for all classes. It has turned the worl(.i into a veritable
casino where all familiar correlations between ac.tlon and outcome
have collapsed. Such a situation psychologically impels a perscl))n.to
seek support from the supernatural, from g?ds and godmen..d rlo;
to globalization, such beliefs and practices were considere
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characteristic of the irrational and the weak-minded. People kept
their faith to their private selves lest they be ridiculed in public. This
is no longer so. There is a renewed fervour in temple building, with
new gods to propitiate discovered almost daily. A huge market for
divinity has developed all over the world and particularly in India,
long stereotyped as spiritualism’s ancient source.*’ The implication
of this trend is grave for caste for insofar as it is rooted in Hindu
scripture and is believed to be of divine origin, any revival of faith
concurrently reinforces caste as well.

Globalization has thus variously strengthened caste, though this
has not happened necessarily in terms of classical identities.
Globalization dehistoricizes identities but cannot erase them, except
by creating hybrid ones. In the context of caste, its impact can be
seen in the growth of a non-ritualistic caste identity that has erased
certain caste divisions and grossly aggravated others. It is these that
underlie the phenomenon of caste atrocities, the concentrated
expression of contemporary casteism. The process of the formation
of this identity and its effects form the subject of the next chapter.

Conclusion

Atrocities can be taken as the best proxy measure of the present-day
.manifestation of caste, for they mirror the lived reality of what caste
in modern India means. A major antidalit atrocity invariably
involves the state, the media and civil society. The dynamics
unleashed in its wake bring forth the true character of its agents
while exposing the causal matrix behind the act. Indeed, there is no
better way of comprehending the complex reality of living caste
than examining the various aspects of atrocity dynamics.

The present volume seeks to do this in the wake of a lynching that
killed four members of a family in Khairlanji, a village in
Maharashtra, in September 2006. Analysing context and crime, it
seeks to locate this event in the political economy of the development
process India has followed after Independence. It then documents
and examines the circumstances of the event’s occurrence, the
reactions it created, the way it was packaged and unpackaged, the

]
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roles played by the agents above named, and its aftermath in court
in a verdict that refused it its essence as a caste atrocity. The outcome
of the discussion variously contradicts prevailing notions about
caste, the state and civil society in India and dalits themselves. By
interrogating these many myths and posing new questions, it hopes
to contribute to an understanding of caste’s contemporary reality.
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Beyond Varna
CASTE IN THE 2 1sT CENTURY

Khairlanji. An obscure village in Mohadi taluk, a little-known
subdivision of Bhandara district in Maharashtra, western India.
Suddenly, in 2006, it became another addition to a series of place
names that have become Synonymous with caste crimes of great
violence in post-Independence Indja — Keezhvenmani (in Tamil
Nadu state; forty-four dalits burnt alive in 1968), Belchi (in the
state of Bihar; fourteen dalits burnt alive in 1977), Morichjhanpi
(an island in the Sundarban mangrove forest of West Bengal where
hundreds of dalit refugees from Bangladesh were massacred during
a government eviction drive in 1978), Karamchedu {(Andhra
Pradesh; six dalits murdered, three dalit women raped and many
more wounded in 1984), Chundury (also Andhra Pradesh; nine
dalits slaughtered and their bodies dumped in a canal in 1991),
Melavalavu (Tamil Nadu; an elected dalit panchayat leader and
five dalits murdered in 1997), Kambalapalli (in the state of
Karnataka; six dalits burnt alive in 2000) and Jhajjar (in Haryana
state, adjoining the capital, New Delhi, where five dalits were
lynched outside a police station in 2002). The incidents listed here
will never figure in any history of contemporary India. Most Indians
may never even have heard of thege places. Four years later,
Khairlanji, too, has been almost forgotten, just like the scores of

such abominations that take place every year, each slipping out of
memory in turn,
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Khairlanji ignited dalit anger and spawned protest across
Maharashtra and beyond the state’s borders — spontaneous 'Str:{'e;
demonstrations started by ordinary people, sans leader}sl. But 1tth1 )
not catapult to the national stage all at once. .The (;lrror a
devastated the world of a dalit farmer named Bhaiyalal ﬁ otmang’e
on 29 September 2006 came to light only a fnonth later. B otrznla)nge ;
entire family — his wife, Surekha (40), his sons, Ros_haz é anb
Sudhir (19), and his daughter, Priyank:il (17) - vtlere kille ' Y a mo
of caste Hindus, neighbours from their own vﬂlz.ige. This vs(/ia.s Ithc';
simple murder; it was the worst display of collective, premeditate
sadism that could shame humanity anywhere. - g.ang-‘rapfe, tor;ure
and unspeakable public humiliati?n, culmmatmg in four lives
extinguished in the village square with utm.os‘t ferqcxty. N ;

Yet all this was camouflaged by the administration an 1g'nlore“
by the media for over a month. When the facts around the Khal.r fn;x
murders began to emerge, they were at first portrayed as the vio enc11:
end to an illicit relationship between Surekha and a man ;zilgle
Siddharth Gajbhiye, for which not only the .mother but her chi r;n
had had to pay with their lives. The lync%nng was madez ofu‘t .to 1e
not a criminal act but an expression of th.e moral ‘ou’tr.age o 51@53 te
villagers’ who could not tolerate such ‘unmora'th‘ in thlelr 11;111 t; e.:
The atrocity was projected by the locals, anc? 1n1t12}lly a sfo y o
media, in such a manner as to elicit a certain lemenc'y .1’01.1] h (re
majority of Indians towards the perpetrators. T?e logic Is sn.ml’ és
to the orchestration of public sympathy when %nstant ];%sﬁce 1t
meted out in police ‘encounters’, the name ‘th‘e Indlla.n estabfls 1 1mend
informally gives the countless extrajudicial killings o all egeh

criminals, usually said to be attempting to flee. In almo;t all lsluc \
cases, the police are commended and tl%e targets cor.lde.mlie , Wlli o:d
anyone caring to know the facts. Khal‘rlafl}l was similar Y pac agl;l "
as an act of public-spirited ‘moral justice’, and the real crlm; cothe
well have been buried and eventually forgotten. But otr. e
indignant interventions of a few citizens and independent ;C It\)’(l) ”
— who foregrounded the facts against all odds ~ the truth a
Khairlanji would perhaps never have been exposed.

S Ty —

T ——




42 THE PERSISTENCE OF CASTE

An Ancient Imperative

At one level, Khairlanji is not unique. It could even be termed an
unconscious reenactment of the primordial punishment of the
shudras, and, by implication, of the untouchables, ordained in
scripture two millennia ago.! The crime of the Bhotmanges was
simple — they were dalits who dared to assert their dignity. In so
doing, they breached a code that ideologizes and rigidifies inequality
by divine sanction, with divine wrath following all transgression.
Contrary to the image of India as a nonviolent society, violence has
always been intrinsic to the Hindu societal structure — it is not for
nothing that Hindu gods are depicted in temple sculptures and in
popular calendar art bearing deadly weapons and engaged in
macabre acts of destruction.

Hinduism’s adherents would argue that this violence is against
evil and is hence reassuring to those who are virtuous. The definition
of what constitutes ‘virtue’ and ‘vice’, however, rests on caste
ideology. Those who abide by caste are virtuous and those who defy
it, evil. So long as its victims internalize the logic of karma-
determined inferiority (one of the most effective frameworks of social
control) and become the system’s willing slaves (and preservers), it
does them no harm; indeed, they find it supportive. It is those who
rebel who are not spared.

Representing the quintessence of caste, Khairlanji lays bare the
arrogance of caste society, and its assumptions about and demands
from the subordinated. Khairlanji additionally demonstrates that
caste, however oppressive, is essentially a self-regulatory system
designed to elicit compliance with its laws (seemingly of people’s
own accord). But Khairlanji, paradoxically, also reveals caste
society’s vulnerability. Though oppression can be said to be endemic
to caste, a caste crime is invariably the result of its victims’ defiance,

a disjuncture both despised and feared. In this sense, a moment like
Khairlanji represents the breakdown of the wicked equilibrium that
has held the subcontinent historically frozen for thousands of years
—and that has carried India through centuries of utterly undeserved
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iti ‘ 7, iolent’, and
Jf-attribution with qualities such as ‘tolerant’, ‘nonviol
s€L- ,
¢ -loving. N
pe;;e irlanji was no one-off, an unfortunate aberration lltl' 1
i i i ia i tentia
lobalizing, ‘shining’ India. Every village in In<.111-a is a plzbrated
gO ill r of tranquility, as ce
irlanji s wear a venee ‘
airlanji. If most village : : pratec
Kh ffeeJ—table books and tourist brochures, this owes t(? 2 tact
e and reconciliation — that dalits have made wit

e aning Ci Khairlanjis confined to rural

demeaning circumstances. Nor are B e wars
India alone. Their manifestations in towns and cities may
n .

Jeave behind brutalized, naked corpses to tease ntlslc(l)(fﬂri;tli::
sensibilities into transient commiserat‘lon. But momﬁn uptare
sent. The surface calm persists solongast e comp e

areez::spr\f\’henever it has collapsed, the inherent violence of this
(s)gciety has reared up in anni'hilatlve .respor.llsl‘e. + throughout Indi

History underscores this blt'ter reality. Millio oo
are crushed and killed in spirit every day; faver)I' sz o ‘,mWieldy’
killed in physical fact as well. ‘Whlle ndia e
ate sector, where dalits are accommodate ‘ theigr
to statutory reservation, has become a v1rtuil gra\i;):;doc; el
aspirations, the corporate sector‘ stubbo‘rnly lfezpserit’ mout e
reason given is worn but unvarying: daht‘s lac min.ustice o
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cumulative terms is no less grave than wha? happene o Ko,
No dead bodies. No post-mortems for living corpses. Only

deeper into vapidity and asphyxiation.
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much revision in its composition and character, especially since
colonialism. This has come through its adjustment to the pressures
of modernism, which arrived with the British and was adopted to
varying effect by the post-Independence Indian state,

Caste, in its essence, is infinitely divisive, It i not confined to a

ethnographies of jatis/castes, treating them as complete, rounded
categories. However, castes and Caste-like identities are sti]] being
formed,? evolving by amoeba-like auto-division. Whijle they tend
to contract inward in forming a new caste, they also seek to establish
their relative superiority in relation to other castes. Once this
external pressure for asserting superiority is released, the castes look
inward once again to locate or invent hierarchies within.3

In the nineteenth century, however, during the onset of
capitalism, subcastes among the dwijas, the ‘twice-born’ higher
castes, tended to collapse amongst each other, perhaps out of
solidarity against the new regime, resulting in the formation of a

though this collapse has not happened in the same degree when it
comes to dalits. Rather, the cleavage between the savarnas (the caste
Hindus) and the avarnas (dalits and all other excluded groups) is
today caste’s most overt manifestation,

This divide is where the continuum of social osmosis breaks, Even
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ical scriptures and mythologies talk only of varna'-bas‘ed castes
e to treat the shudra as the lowest in their hxer‘archy.
and aPP;ard no mention, being outside this system.* Both sides of
A‘fem?a'sd lnsavarnas and avarnas, have managed to blur the contours
. ong themselves to a large extent and have a fair am‘ount
% 'CaSte aulnsocigal osmosis. Yet even today the few intercaste marriages
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a . . . . . nera

i ondalits are rare. Antidalit pre)ud‘lce is the ge
if:;tisfei?:tign of this reinforced di\'Iide; in' the villages, ;lr:edens of
caste, it is seen easily precipitating into heinous caste crime.
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The ascending groups, the traditional labouring castes, on the
other hand, are still entrenched in their traditional sectors, not yet
divorced from the conventional Indian social structure.
Developmental policies such as land reform, howsoever half-baked
in implementation, made landowners of these castes — the shudras,
classified in state parlance into Backward Classes (BCs), Other
Backward Classes (OBCs) and even Most Backward Classes. It is
these groups that are predominantly associated with and implicated
in caste discrimination and atrocity. There were no privileged castes,
brahmins or kshatriyas, in the conventional sense in Khairlanji.
The aggressors belonged to shudra castes — kunabis and kalars —
listed as Other Backward Classes (OBCs). Here lies another
significant shift from the ritualistic caste system, under which only
the brahminical castes were the oppressors and the huge mass of
shudra labouring castes were the oppressed. Right from the carnage
at Keezhvenmani (1968) to the Khairlanji lynchings (2006), through
four decades of caste carnage, there has in fact been no direct
involvement of the brahminical castes at all. Rather, it can be said
that the manifestation of caste violence as atrocity is a post-1960s
phenomenon, connected with the rise of the Backward Classes.

For dalits, modernization’s foremost significance has been in the
spread of education, helping them avail of employment
opportunities in public services through job reservation. Although
in direct terms it helped only a small fraction of the dalit population,
indirectly it has helped many in elevating their aspirations. A decline
in their traditional occupations — partly owing to technological
changes, sometimes because of their moving away from the ritually
‘polluting’, ‘menial’ professions forced upon them, but largely
because of the spread of education — made dalits swell the ranks of
agricultural labourers or migrate to informal sectors in urban areas.
This led to a marginal increase in their occupational diversity in
modern economic activities. However, in the main, says sociologist
K. Srinivasulu:

modernization had virtually no impact on dalits in the countryside and it
would not be an exaggeration to say that the impact of the developmental
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process on the life of an average dalit was extremely marginal and superficial.
As far as the dalits’ economic conditions are cor.lc.erned., lfind reform
Jegislations, developmental programmes. anc% pohaes,smlmmum wage
Jegislation and social welfare policies had little influence.

The pervasive contradiction between dalits anfl nOfldalits th.a';
surfaces so violently in rural areas mostly de‘r’lves its I’Iilat:li'la
sustenance from the opposition betwe.ren the daht' s role as dan ess
Jabourer and the shudra’s new position fiS do‘mlnant lan‘ owner.
This dynamic may not be defined exclusively in economic terrtnsci
however. The most overriding factor here remains the deeP—roo ‘eh
socio-cultural contradiction between‘ dalits and nondalits, wit
shudras having assumed the brahminical bat'on. . )
The difference in this changed caste equation is marked, on the
one hand, by the sheer numbers of the new Oppressors (the shu?ra}?)
and by the relative progress and associated assertiveness fo tst:
oppressed (the dalits) on the other. Tbe phenomen(?n (;1 ca y
violence in rural India is directly attrlbutabl‘e.to th1§ change :
equation. If its increase is symptomatic (.)f the rising asplratlons‘o
the dalits and their challenge to established structures .of socio-
economic, cultural and political dominan.ce,'then the Vlolen‘ce is
also an expression of resistance to these aspirations by the dominant

castes.

Stated Aims and their Failure

Modernization in India was validated by the c'olo.nial‘int.ellectual
tradition, which considered caste a precapitalist institution tbat
would lose its basis, potency and relevance wijth the consumr‘natlon
of the modernist project. Most people visualized such a trajectory
of transformation as an answer to the problem of ca‘ste ‘(and even
communalism) in Indian society. After all, m.odermzatlon mealtlt
displacing tradition, removing fetters and pushlflg the cou.ntrEy on (;
the path of progress. As a model of development, its success in Europ
was there for all to see. There was therefore a unamrr‘nty of sorts‘ in
endorsing the Nehruvian project. Even t‘he Arr.lbefikante Perspe:tl\:;
~ though differing from the majority viewpoint in holding caste
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an institution specific and central to India — had laid emphasis on
state intervention towards reducing caste oppression. Moderp
secular education, state institutions and rapid industrialization thug
came to be seen as important in post-Independence India.

Contrary to expectations, however, the relevance and significance
of caste in society continued unaffected. Castes placed at different
levels of the social hierarchy have not responded uniformly to the
processes of modernization and democratic politics at the local,
regional and national levels.® Caste remains a key factor in the
functioning of the democratic institutions of the modern Indian
state, especially in its local arm of governance, represented by the
panchayat raj (rule of the panchayats) system in the post-
Independence period.” Caste’s cruelty still stands revealed in the
unofficial but patent segregation of children in rural schools; in the
unseen but hermetic lines that divide caste localities in villages, in
the separate eating utensils reserved for the disprivileged in roadside
eateries; in the unspeakable conditions municipal sanitation staff
work under as they clear sewers, open drains and rubbish dumps; in
the raucous, derogatory melodrama of brahminical demonstra-
tions against affirmative action, and in the primeval hate that occa-
sionally precipitates in media headlines and the public consciousness
as an atrocity.

The Indian state has had a central role in shaping caste and caste
contradiction as they prevail in the country today, for it is its
modernist policies which have reinforced caste and accentuated its
viciousness as never before. These policies brought the landed castes
— the BCs and the OBCs — unprecedented wealth but failed to
empower dalits to a comparable degree, thereby accentuating
between the two groups the power asymmetry that is the prime
mover behind atrocities. Modernism was embarked upon with
neither adequate planning for the containment of its consequences
nor serious intent to dismantle both caste thinking and the basic
source of differential power in the rural context — the unequal
distribution of land.8
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Throughout India’s post-Independence history, we see the state
" eaving an intricate web of protective and developmental policies
i‘:favour of the marginalized but not touching the economic base

e ;,fthe village system. Instead, the ruling classes deliberately conceived

of ‘land reforms’ that dealt with land in superficial, qu'ant'itative
terms but stopping far short of the unconditional ra.ldlcahsr.n of
taking away the basic resource of land fr‘om the domain of private
property- If instead of implementing dubious land‘ refqrms the state
had nationalized land, as Ambedkar proposed in his States and
Minorities,” one can reasonably argue that the base of the caste system
would have been broken. Of course, it can be equally ’rea‘sonably
argued that the state is intrinsically incapable of accomplishing such
revolutionary tasks.

Some scholars fault state-driven modernization because of t}.le
state’s intrinsic incapacity to bring about socio—econf)m{c
transformation. Given the nature of Indian society and polity, it
must have been a veritable feat that the euphoria of ‘independence’
was effectively used to adopt an egalitarian Constitution th:f\t
directly or indirectly facilitated the creation of democratic
institutions. If the ruling elite had sincerely nurtured these
institutions, many of the problems associated with identities that
afflict Indians today would have not surfaced. But that was not to
be. The Indian state never really had the urgency to usher in genuine
transformation. As Srinivasulu perceptively puts it:

In belated capitalist societies such as India, it is the state rather than class
that has assumed a preeminent role in the process of economic
transformation. Weak civil society, inadequate channels of communication
on matters of social significance and the inability to provide society with
ideological and intellectual leadership all demonstrate the capitalist class.’s
historical and structural limitations. The question of socio-economic
transformation was left inadequately addressed. The state cannot, due to
its historical limitations and bureaucratic logic, undertake such an enterprise
—and even if it does, it cannot fully succeed.'
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Beyond Obsolete Varna

Any discussion of caste typically begins with or bases itself on the
classical fourfold varna system. As we just saw, the present-day caste
situation does not have much to do with the varna system except
for deriving from it a broad ideological framework. Since the 1960s,
the shudra castes have emerged into a dominant position in the
production process and have successfully translated this into the
economic and political domains. This has given rise to a series of
significant contestations. In the earlier period, these lay between
the brahmins and the shudra peasant castes. Now, they are
increasingly seen between the peasant castes as landowners and dalits
as landless labourers.

Yet intellectual approaches to the caste question have persisted
with the rhetoric of the classical, ritualistic caste system
(‘brahminism’ being used as shorthand to explain and understand
every caste-related problem), and have refused to take note of these
transformations. Anticaste activism has also reflected and reinforced
the worst stereotypes, identifying foes and friends in obsolete varna

, terms. While mouthing the Ambedkarite dictum that they are

against brahminism and not brahmins, and that brahminism is not
confined to brahmins alone and could well afflict dalits, in reality,
anticaste activists have failed to differentiate between brahmins and
brahminism and have continued to associate people with their caste
identities.

Electoral compulsions prompted the imagining of an amorphous
identity called bahujan (the oppressed majority, discussed in the
Introduction under the Bahujan Samaj Party) — amalgamating
dalits with the so-called OBCs, sweeping under the carpet many a
contradiction between them in the village context. Several
landowning castes are part of this conglomeration. Even if they
were excluded, and even if some shudra castes were in no better
state than the dalits, their traditional social and economic ties with
the landowning castes gave them a certain social edge, and they
cannot be bracketed with the socially stigmatized dalits. There
cannot be any dispute about the desirability of dalit and shudra
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! ity, but it must be realized that caste cannot be the basis of such
: unl >

unity; only 2 class approach that impels them to ider.ltify .with each
ther on the basis of their worldly placement can achieve it. Ir%dfeed,
:he caste situation today has become so complex t'hat the cast.e idiom
is proving increasingly futile, and the earlier one thinks of
substituting it the better. . .

To think, however, of discarding cas.te as an ana‘dytlcal category
altogether would be counterproductlve..What is needed s tOf
sharpen the understanding of caste dynamics as they now excllst.hl
this most brutal manifestation of caste power could be curbed, the
expression of caste in terms of atrocitie'ts could bfe arrested. There
may be several strategies to accomplish it, dependl‘ng on where and
how one decides to block the process. It may b? at 1t§ source — aF the
Jevel of caste ideology. If one could strip it of its rehglo‘u§ mystique
with a counter-ideology, or by any other means, at.rocxtles may be
prevented by impacting the mindsets of their potential perpetrators.
This is akin to the strategy of the classical anti'caste movement that
diagnosed the roots of caste as lying in the scriptures and set out to
confront them.

One can also tackle atrocity in its physical form. The root reason
for atrocities against dalits is simply their relative weakness —
numerical, physical and social. How is this weakness t.o be re‘moved?
The strategic options could be in terms of streng‘.themng dahts: from
within or supplementing their strength from without. If dalits are
perceived as being strong enough to retaliate, no one, hows?ever
determined, would be able to inflict an atrocity on them. This h.as
been seen, for instance, in areas where there is a strong naxah.te
presence — ‘naxalite’ being the name given in India to communist
groups belonging to various trends of Maoism.!! In Karamch?du,
Andhra Pradesh, where kamma, Backward Class, landlords killed
six dalits in 1984, the case headed absolutely nowhere for five years.
The main accused, Chenchu Ramaiah, was the father of
Venkateswara Rao, the then state health minister and son-in-law of
the chief minister, N.T. Rama Rao. Then, in 1989, a People’s War
Group squad shot Ramaiah at his home. The killing had such a

SR
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pronounced effect that there has not been a major atrocity in the
area ever since. In other places, however, such tactics have led tq
reprisals and counter-reprisals, as has been seen in Bihar.

There may also be a statist strategy to handle atrocities — to dea]
sternly with the crime after it has taken place. If a sure way could be
devised of arresting perpetrators and ensuring their exemplary
punishment, it could be assumed that it would act as a deterrent,
These could be the strategic ways of dealing with the increasing
incidence of atrocities.

NOTES AND REFERENCES

! For instance, verse 281 in Chapter 8 of Manusmriti, the second century CE law-
book, says ‘A low-caste man who tries to place himself on the same seat with a
man of a high caste shall be branded on his hip and be banished, or the king shall
cause his buttock to be gashed’; verse 129 of Chapter 10 says, ‘A shudra should
not amass wealth, even if he has the ability, for a shudra who had amassed wealth
annoys the brahmin priests’; verse 123 of Chapter 10 says, ‘The service of Brahmins
alone is declared to be an excellent occupation for a shudra.’ See George Buhler’s
translation, The Laws of Manu (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1886; reprint edition:
New York: Dover Books, 1969).

In recent years, rightwing Hindu groups have been active in attempts to co-opt
the adivasis (albeit delusively) into the Hindu fold. Their inroads into tribal areas
have essentially casteised them. The agari in Maharashtra were a tribe and not a
caste. They are now a caste, and are staunch supporters of hindutva, the Hindu
rightwing ideology. Tribal communities in Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan,
Madhya Pradesh and Orissa are being mobilized into the Hindu fold. You cannot
be a Hindu without a caste (but what is left unsaid is, you cannot have a caste
without being born into one).

This was picked up also by the dalits, whose identity had been founded with
motley untouchable groups coming together to fight brahminism under
Ambedkar’s leadership. But after his death, once this imperative was gone —both
of fighting brahminism and of a commanding leadership — even Ambedkar’s
core mahar community tended to discover subcastes and claim hierarchical
superiority for their own. Quite a few undesirable developments in the dalit
movement can be traced to this dynamic.

Ambedkar consistently argued that the untouchables were not Hindus because
they were outside the varna pale. Their exclusion itself was symptomatic of their
oppression — an integral part of their existence. In contemporary times, OBC
activist Kancha llaiah (in Why I am Not a Hindu [Kolkata: Samya, 1996])
extends this logic to argue that shudras too are not Hindus. But it must be
remembered that irrespective of the colonialist-nationalist label ‘Hindu’, the
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hudras are very much part of the varna/caste system whereas the dalits never
shu

Srinivasulu, “Caste, Class and Social Articulation in Andhra Pradesh:

Differential Regional Trajectories” (London: Overseas De.velopment

September 2002), http://www.odi.org.uk/publications/ working_papers/

wp179.pdf(accessed 13 March 2010), 33.
ini , ibid., 33. N
: 2?:11.‘1’2;31;1. Rudolph and Susanne Hoeber Rl?dolp'h, The Modernity of Tradition:
political Development in India (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1967).

8 Almost all of India’s arable land is owned .by 7 percent of the landholders,

leaving about 43 percent of the rural population absolu'fely or near!y landless.ft

9 In States and Minorities (1947), which Ambedk.ar envisaged as his own dra

constitution for Independent India, in whose writing he was not hafnstrung by
caste Hindus as he was in the Constituent Assembly, he. proposes tl?at. agr{cultu're
shall be State Industry’, and that the ‘State shall acquire the .sul?s%stmg rights in
such industries, insurance and agricultural land held by private individuals, whther
as owners, tenants or mortgagees. . . . The State shall dl\{lde.the land flcquxred
into farms of standard size and let out the farms for cultivation to re51d.ents of
the village as tenants. Most crucially, ‘the land shall be let out to Ylllagers
without distinction of caste or creed and in such manner.that the.re.w,lll be no
landlord, no tenant and no landless labourer’. Such a radlc'al socialist’ agenda
was not, of course, acceptable to the bourgeoisie-landlord oriented stat‘e‘and was
jettisoned by the establishment. See Dr Babasaheb Ambedkar: Writings and
Speeches, Vol. 1 (Bombay: Government of Maharashtra, 1979), 408-09.

10 Srinivasulu, op.cit. .

n %lllcmrllzsme ‘nfxalite’ derives from a village named Naxalbari in West Bengal
where a peasants’ uprising took place in 1967, led by a breakaway group of. the
Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) [CPI(ML).]. The' naxalites believe
in armed struggle along the lines of the Maoist revolution in China. The strongest
and most famous of these groups today is the CPI (Maoist), fo.rmed after the
merger of the once-prominent People’s War Group and the Mamst Cf)mmunlst
Centre in 2004. For an analysis of naxalism, Maoism and its relation to the

question of caste, see Chapter 8 of this book.

Mapping



http://www.odi.org.uk/publications/

The Political Economy
THE SHAPING OF THE MIACABRE SPECTACLE

After the transfer of power from the British to the Indian nationalist
elite in 1947, the bourgeois—landlord state that came into being
represented a compromise between the interests both of the
bourgeoisie in undertaking modernization and of the landlords in
preserving their control over rural India. Although under the
stewardship of India’s first prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, the
state gained an overridingly modernist character, it could not
disturb this balance beyond a point. A modernist constitution
provided it a distinct vision for establishing an egalitarian order
but was restrained in implementation by the imperatives of power
dynamics. Capitalism, which elsewhere catalysed the fading of
feudalism, had in India adjusted itself with precapitalist institutions
such as caste, religious bodies and tribal custom — rather than
confront them, it put them skillfully to use. While it made significant
inroads into the countryside — piggybacking on state policies like
big dams, farm subsidies and the Green Revolution — it left
precapitalist institutions untouched. The state’s emphasis on the
spread of modern education, urbanization and industrialization
had its impact but only in modifying feudal structures, not in
dismantling them. These institutions, particularly caste, could thus
comfortably coexist with modernization. And caste did.

Sectors less accommodative of the processes of modernization
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/ have been the traditionally subaltern caste occupations, such as

weaving, pottery, leatherwork, rope-making and. toddy-tapping.
These were undermined and marginalized, rendering the': sul.)altern
castes vulnerable, even as capitalist development strategies like the
Green Revolution empowered landowning castes, both shudra and
the traditionally elite. Not only did development generate huge
surpluses for these groups, it also commoditized t.h'e rural economy
and, by facilitating the migration of the modernizing rural ehtc? to
urban areas, left the villages in the control of the shudra neo—rlcl,l.
In the absence of any provision for protectionism in the state’s
development policies, these nonbrahmin, nondalit groups tenc.led
to take advantage of old and already-eroded village production
relations, without meeting any of the obligations required by the
mutuality on which these were based. '
The ancient ideological framework of caste had been materially
supported by the organization of production in the form of an
interlinked two-tier structure of land relations — a framework that
survived through history in all its variations. Its economic content
lay in the institution of serfdom, where peasants were attflched to
the soil held by landed intermediaries placed between. tlller.and
king. Of the two tiers, the upper was composed in mfecheval times
(the earliest these relations are found detailed) of various ranks of
landowning nobility — deshmukhs, mansabdars, jagirdars, etc-. -
going up to the Mughal emperor or regional ruler, and a'll stafldmg
above the village system. The lower tier, which determlne‘d.lntra.—
village relationships, lay in the balutedari (also known as the jajmani)
client—patron system,! under which labouring groups were assur'ed
a steady supply of work with payment in kind, usuall'y grain,
rendered in return for the produce/fixed hereditary service each
caste was expected to provide to those higher in the cast‘e order.
This system was structurally threatened by the change 1ntrodl‘1c.ed
by the British colonial regime in land administration. "I‘h? British
knocked off the top half of the two-tier structure and in its place
either institutionalized the zamindari system of revenue-collection
through landlords,? or, as in the Deccan south, inaugurated the
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ryotwari system, wherein the cultivator paid revenue directly to the
state.” Land was no longer owned by the village as a whole but by
individual landlords. Firmly tied to their piece of property with no
obligation to the village community, the new landlords were bound
to develop a worldview that saw the previous jajmanj
interdependence as parasitical upon agricultural produce.*

This structaral change coupled with the absorption of surplus
rural labour (mostly of the lower shudras and untouchables) into
capitalist production in urban centres shook the traditional caste
system to its roots in colonial times, affecting both caste relations
and conflicts. The nineteenth-century rise (discussed in the
Introduction) of the shudra-led antibrahmin movement and the
anticaste movement of the dalits can be traced to these developments.
In postcolonial times, the zamindari system was abolished, but caste
antagonism was left intact by the developmental paradigm operated
by the bourgeois-landlord combine running the state. Srinivasulu
captures this post-Green Revolution moment well:

The political economy of development in the post-Independence period
. . . brought about a perceptible change in the physiognomy of social
class—caste structures, giving rise to a new class of rich landlord and peasant
landowners, who replaced the old zamindar class. A new generation of
market-oriented upper caste and backward caste landed peasant
proprietors thus emerged in place of the old upper caste landed gentry. ...
This broad generalization, with slight variations, captures the picture of
socio-economic change in different parts of the country.’

Since the 1960s, prominent cases of atrocities have involved
organized attacks on dalits by caste Hindus mostly of the shudra
category, mobilized on caste lines to attack specific dalit groups.
These atrocities were overwhelmingly committed by neo-rich,
landowning, Backward Class (BC) castes, their mainly agricultural
wealth directly traceable to state land reform policies, the Green
Revolution and the concomitant processes leading to
commodification and a money economy in the countryside. In many
places, the occurrence of atrocities appears to contradict normal
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sociological expectation that the countryside underg.oing capitalist
ansformation of its production base corresPondxngly displays
:;pitalist relations — and certainly does not manifest as the.e?(emplar
of intense feudal expression. In Andhra P'rad.esh., atrocities have
occurred in the relatively prosperous deltaic (.IllStI'ICtS of PrakasaIm
and Guntur, not in the poorer, dry-land region of Telanganak n
Haryana, likewise, the Ihajjar-—Panipat—S(?nepat'be'lt, wh.erel ive
dalits were lynched in 2002, is notable ff)r its capitalist a.grlcltl tzre
and upcoming industry. Even Khairlanji ha}?pened not in 'El e fry
land belt of the districts of the Vidarbl.na region, f:amous today for
crop failure and farmer suicides, but in .the 'rel.atnfely prospe;(oL;i
Bhandara district, known for its ﬂourlshlngllrrlgatlon networ :d
appears therefore that it is the prosperous sec'tlons of the country51f e
— which had witnessed agrarian transformatlor.l over.the-cou.rse ofa
century — that have become the site of barbaric antidalit crime.

In order to understand this phenomenon, one 'has tq under§tfmd
the dynamics of the specific processes at work during Fhls tran51t}110n%
As analysis clearly shows, there has been a massive growth o
commercial agriculture (very visible in the case 9f coastal Andhra
Pradesh and Haryana, and to a lesser extent in B}?andara fmd
elsewhere), leading to an increased marketable surpl.u's in t}.xe region.
This found its way into a variety of economic activities in near.by
urban centres, creating a surplus-seeking class of the rural neo—rth
who have also acquired a new urban face as entrepfeneurs. Wl}lle
the processes of agrarian development have .thus enrlch.ed a section
of the landowning rich, the benefits of agrarian prosperity have n(?t
percolated to the landless agrarian poor. Indeed, the' economic
conditions of most labourers worsened, with wages remaining lower
than those legally prescribed and the terms and co‘ndmons o‘f tenanf:y
and large-scale indebtedness to landowners playing a crucial role in
keeping lower agrarian labour in a state of bondage.

Identity Politics and the New Oppressors

The afterglow of the Congress party’s promin.ence in the Ind;an
freedom movement carried it through three uninterrupted decades
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in power at the centre, although the aura had begun wearing off

much earlier, in the mid-1960s. The rhetoric of building a new Indiy
had initjally enabled the party to maintain political hegemony ovye,
all oppressed groups. This however was threatened as the party’s
insufficiently sincere, half-heartedly implemented policies in favoyy
of the underprivileged rendered hollow such slogans as Garibi Hatqgo
(Eradicate Poverty) and its promises of an egalitarian India,
Unrealized aspiration and increasing crises created general
resentment, which gave rise on the one hand to new, regional
political parties composed of emergent classes from within the
shudra groups, and, on the other, to movements such as naxalism$
and the Dalit Panthers, These developments brought the state under
increasing pressure, to which it responded with totalitarian
suppression whose culmination was in the Emergency of June 1975
to March 1977.7 This backfired for the Congress, for resistance
widened the political sphere, and politics became more competitive.
Given caste’s centrality to Indian society, however, politicians began
to rely for votes on identities more than on ideology or proposals
for development alternatives. An entirely new use was found for
caste, now imparted an infinite manipulability. In the first-past-
the-post system, even small caste groups could have a dispropor-
tionate impact on electoral results — especially if they vote as a bloc,
as it often happens in India, whether freely or by force.

The process of shudra consolidation occurred over two decades
until the 1970s as the economic empowerment of the landowning
shudra castes slowly raised their political aspirations. These castes
did not have as much of a ritualistic hierarchy among themselves as

the higher groups did and, propelled by economic empowerment,

were able to consolidate themselves into a peasant-proprietor

constituency, bracketing together all BC communities across the
country. These groups saw that the ruling Congress was dominated
by the pre-Independence—era privileged castes (brahmins, trader
banias, land-owning thakurs). They thus shifted allegiance to anti-
Congress, regional political formations and became their support
base. In the north, the newly empowered and numerically dominant

force
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change provides a clue to the incidents of atrocities against dalits and the

violent suppression of their aspirations and mobilization, 19

The emergence of the Dalit Panthers in Maharashtra in 1972,
representing the frustration and anger of dalit youth, was ostensibly
in response to the increasing incidence of atrocities in post-
Independence rural India.'! One of the earliest of these was the
massacre at Keezhvenmani, a village in Tamil Nadu. On 25 December
1968, middle-caste landlords and their henchmen locked forty-four
dalit agricultural workers into a hut and burned them alive, women
and children included. The background to this act of mass murder
lay in the landlords’ rage at the growing strength of the leftwing
agricultural workers’ movement in the region; it was followed by a
spate of atrocities nationwide.
Among the hundreds and thousands of such atrocities every year,
a few would catch the limelight and evoke public uproar every so
often: Karamchedu in Andhra Pradesh, where six dalits were killed,
three women raped and many wounded in 1985; Neerukonda, also
in Andhra Pradesh, where four dalits were killed in 1987; Chunduru,
in Andhra Pradesh once more, where eight dalits were killed and
many injured in 1991 over an altercation in a cinema hall;
Lakshmanpur-Bathe in Bihar in1997, where the slaughter of fifty-
eight dalits was only a further installment in a chronicle of
bloodbaths going back to 1969; Jhajjar in Haryana, where five dalits
were lynched in the precincts of the local police station in 2002;
Gohana in Haryana, where about sixty dalit houses were burnt
down with full support of the local police in 2005.

Initially, as in Keezhvenmani, the atrocities came as a consequence
of communist class struggle. Class struggle, however, is
homomorphous here with caste struggle — even though it was
modeled and conducted along lines of class, it manifested itself in
terms of caste. Economic polarization in the agrarian scenario
corresponded with traditional caste divisions, The market-oriented,
surplus-accumulating class of peasantry almost uniformly belongs
to a single caste or caste group in the village microcosm, (i.e., either
to groups such as the kammas, reddys, rajus or kapus in Andhra
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the jats in Haryana, the maratha kuna‘bi in Maha;aslhktr(a;/;f
or kurmis in Uttar Pradesh ‘and Bihar). The urou
labour equally belongs to a smgle c.aste or hcas';)e gdeS }f)
rywhere (such as the malas/ madigas in Andhra Pra ‘ ir;
hamars/balmikis in Haryana and the mahars/mang :
the © ). Thus, the contradiction between these economic
IVhlhamShtcliad' to arti’culate itself in terms of familiar caste cl.eavages
B el ne class lines. Even though dalits read the situation
i (;sii;n Keezhvenmani and indeed in many othcf,r places,
I e r accepted sans caste howsoever they tried to rise abov‘e
g nev;ow siIr)lcerely they waged fierce class strugglef all tl'leur
b e 1d never escape their dalithood, their caste 1dent1Fy.
"5 tl“eY Clcl)u eriod of the early caste atrocities, a comprehension
Durmgdt' ? g oliticians of the manipulative prowess of cas.te ha%d
et In' dlal S Errived. Nor had the dalit belief in emancipation t'111
o Wl1 ec}; It still showed up either through the commul'ns;
e o lner .through their own movement. Its.mo‘s.t.radlca,
Platfor‘m ) anifested in 1964 through a countrywide ‘ail bharo
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the Bahujan Samaj Party, which has seemingly succeeded in
consolidating the dalit and a section of the shudra vote, and has
now extended its appeal to even the privileged castes (making it a
dalit party merely notionally), dalit politics has only been
characterized by hopeless disunity. The sole platform for their
political empowerment, political reservation — the fact that 22.5
percent of legislators have to be from the dalit and adivasi
communities — has been effectively manipulated by ruling class co-
optation to render them defunct as an independent political force.

The Post-1991 Rural Crisis

While these processes built up through the post-Independence
decades, they have been exacerbated after 1991 due to the neoliberal
reforms the state adopted. This exacerbation came about owing to
an intensified rural crisis and the establishment of a market ethos in
place of a welfare state. There is a large body of literature on how
neoliberal reforms, or globalization in popular parlance, created
and accentuated the rural crisis.'? Agricultural growth slowed from
4.69 percent in 1991 to 2.6 percent in 1997-1998 and to 1.1 percent
in 2002-2003." Significant factors that contributed to the rural
crisis include decline in public investment in agriculture, falling rural
employment, trade liberalization in many agricultural products,
cutbacks in agricultural subsidies, rising costs of agricultural inputs,
falling prices of produce and a sharp increase in the prices of food
items. Compounding the crisis are the lack of easy and low-cost
institutional credit to agriculture leading to a debt trap, the
restructuring of the public distribution system and the policy thrust
towards contract farming and special economic zones

Even as the rural masses faced an escalating crisis of livelihood,
there was an increasing erosion of democratic spaces from where
they could voice demands for mitigation. The neoliberal state became
increasingly authoritarian. People could not organize themselves,
express grievances and hope for even a hearing from the government.
The terror-security syndrome further choked the space for
democratic dissent. This led to a desperate situation, characterized
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by a tragic trend of suicides among destitute, debt-ridden farmers'*

that inevitably resulted in either frustration or aggression.

with the all-round crisis the liberalization period brought r}l.ral
India, dalits were hit particularly hard. The statistics on atroc1t}es
during this period clearly show a marked increas'e in all major
categories of crime.!> As the numbers of farmer suicides cllml?ed
higher, rural dalits suffered aloss of income on account of depression
in farm wages and the unavailability of non-farm emploment. A
virtual closure of the public distribution system had a severe impact
on the cost of living, compounded by the increasing prices of food
jtems and other essential services. Urban dalits also suffered because
of ‘downsizing’ and the closure of industries. Under the competitive
pressure of the market ethos, public sector units also resorted to
massive personnel reduction and outsourcing, resulting in large-
scale loss of employment.'® The increasing informalization and
casualization of jobs led to shrinking wages, lack of job security,
worsening work conditions and consequent health hazards'. Rural
employment growth fell to an alarming 0.67 percent during the
period 1993-94 to 1999-2000; urban employment growth fell
equally sharply to 1.34 percent over the same time. .

These were far below the annual increase of the job-seeking
population, causing massive unemployment year after year.
Expectedly, the cumulative impact of these processes reﬂected. in
declining consumption patterns among the poor dur'lng
globalization. Data shows that the share in consumption
expenditure of the poorest section of the population (about 30
percent of the whole), which had been growing consistently from
198788 up to 199091 in both rural and urban areas, had a sudden
reversal soon after the reforms were launched. The share of the
middle-income section (approximately 40 percent of the total
population) also dwindled in the same manner in both rural a.lnd
urban areas. The losses suffered by this 70 percent population
aggregate appear to have benefited the top 30 percent.!’ Apa.rt fr.om
the economic crisis, the market ethos accentuated the marginaliza-

tion of dalits in every field.
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The cumulative impact of all these processes was reflected in the
increasing gap between the incomes of dalits and nondalits. A stud
of poverty by Thorat and Venkatesan during the pre-globalization
and post-globalization periods has used the disparity ratio (poverty
among dalits/poverty among nondalits) and the disparity index
(difference between poverty among dalits and nondalits/poverty
among dalits), to measure the gap between the poverty of two social
groups. It indicates that between 1983 and 1993, the disparity ratio
and the disparity index between dalits and nondalits had declined
by 1.96 percent and 6.95 percent respectively.'8 However, during
1993-2000, both the disparity ratio and the disparity index had
increased by 8.67 percent and 1.01 percent respectively. Thus,
although absolute poverty may have decreased according to the
state’s claim, the disparity in rural poverty between dalits and
nondalits increased during the 1990s, in terms of both the disparity
ratio and the disparity index.

Unlike the disparity in rural poverty — which showed a decline
during the overall period 1983-2000, and during the 1980s but an
increase during the 1990s — the disparity in urban poverty rose
during the overall period by about 26 percent, the same figure during
the 1980s and the 1990s as well. The increase in urban disparity was
also higher during the 1980s as compared to the 1990s. The data
also shows that the decline in rural poverty among dalits was
accompanied by a decline in disparity in the 1980s, whereas during
the 1990s, it was associated with an increase in disparity. In the case
of urban poverty, however, the decline in urban poverty was
associated with an increase in disparity during both the 1980s and
the 1990s as well as during the overall period 1983-2000. Thus,
while for urban areas the impact of globalization on the relative
poverty of dalits could be termed inconclusive, it is clearly
detrimental to dalits in rural areas. The implications of this study
for dalit vulnerability to atrocities comes from their relative
weakness in relation to the nondalit populations, which has been
intensified during the globalization period.
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| Castes and Vocations

Besides this developmental dynamic that lea}ds .to conflicts l.)t'?tween
dalits and nondalits resulting in the precipitation of atroc1t1t.?s, we
see the persistence of the classical structural asp.ects of caste in the
division of people in terms of vocations an.d in the consequent
association of professions with castes, sgstammg a g?nel'fal caste
consciousness. Sixty years of anticaste policy e%nd n?oblhzatlon bgve
made little difference to the caste—profession 11.nkage. Positive
discrimination in favour of dalits has resulted in a tiny class.of well-
to-do dalits who are striving in the next. generatlon for
opportunities beyond the domain of th?se policies. Thanks toha
large demand for engineers and technical personne.l from the
information technology sector, many youngstefs, typlcally fr9m
the poorer dalit sections, have also found jobs with private Inc.han
companies and multinationals. These, howeve‘r, are the exceRtl?ns
to the broad pattern that characterizes the social structure existing
in India today.

Even now, those engaged in scavenging and sanitation work are
preponderantly dalits. Similarly, there is a pr?ponderance_ o.f dalits
in poorly paid unskilled manual jobs wh}le the tfadmona.lly
privileged castes dominate highly paid professions. Wl}lle brahmins
still dominate policy formulation, the baniya (vaishya) castes
dominate business and industry. The warrior kshatriya castes are
still significantly found in the armed forces, and th? shudra castes,
whose traditional vocation was agriculture, still dominate the 'sector.
This vocational segregation has enabled caste-based associations to
survive and thrive. Even in trade unions and staff association.s, whfere
class interests should be the ground for solidarity, we see d?hts being
forced to form caste-based associations (most times cutting across
categories of jobs) because they would not be accommodated in the
regular unions. .

It is true that, unlike in the classical period, there is no ban .on
any caste pursuing any vocation, which has led to an ianeasmg
number of people from different castes being found in all kinds of
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professions. This has mainly happened among upwardly mobile
nondalit castes, particularly the shudras, which have successfully
switched to modern industry and have established themselves iy,
businesses. However, we do not see the conventional privileged
castes, even when poor, shifting to occupations such as janitoria]
jobs, once meant for dalits alone.

Insofar as the broad social structure still reflects the varna
division, it is natural that social consciousness correspondingly
reflects caste consciousness and its view of dalits as an intrinsically
inferior people. This manifests variously in practice. When the
brahminical castes encounter a competent dalit person, they first
doubt whether he or she is indeed a dalit, and they then treat him or
her as an exception and continue with their belief. It is not
uncommon to see persons belonging to brahminical castes
complimenting an educated, well-dressed and well-positioned dalit
by telling him he does not look like a dalit’. Unconsciously, nondalits
continue to reveal that they are not beyond caste. Even Ambedkar
was not spared such speculation and comment. In fact, Gandhi, as
noted by his secretary Pyarelal, famously mistook Ambedkar for a
self-hating brahmin.!®

Howsoever forward-looking a dalit may be and howsoever he
may seek to transcend his ascribed identity — not to hide it but to
annihilate caste — he cannot escape being reminded by others that
he is a dalit and will remain one. Dalit writers or thinkers are
invariably described by prefixing ‘dalit’ to their names in
newspapers, whereas ‘progressive’ nondalit writers are never
introduced in this sectarian way, as representing their community.
Most Indians, when they meet strangers, voluntarily disclose their
caste, particularly if they are not dalit, and either obliquely or openly
ask the other person’s caste. In matrimonial advertisements, people
mostly seek subcaste-specific matches; those who open-mindedly
indicate ‘caste no bar’ helpfully reveal their own caste status. Even
Indians who have settled abroad for generations are not rid of their
caste consciousness.

Religious conversion does not seriously alter this consciousness.
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Converts to Islam or Christianity proudly trace and flaunt their
caste ancestry, even after several generations. Such entrenched caste
consciousness reinforces the caste consciousness of dalits, who would

' otherwise be rid of it. Dalits either sheepishly mask their identity or

assert it vehemently — neither has proved good for them.

Caste as Social Capital

Caste has been the most valuable asset for the traditi.onally
Privileged in feudal India. It has served, even under capitalism, as
valuable social capital. It is by leveraging it that the vaishyfa castes
have produced virtually the entire capitalist class of India. (The
seeming exception of the Zoroastrian Parsis may not actually be
one as they have been treated as a quasi-dwija caste.) Many examples
of shudra capitalists are also to be found after the mid—19605., as
these castes’ agricultural surpluses began flowing as investment ll.ltO
peripheral businesses. They too grew because of social capital
leveraging. The World Development Report 2001 presented th.e case
of the gounders (belonging to a shudra caste traditionally linked
with land-based activities in Tamil Nadu), who set up a global
knitwear hub in the textile city of Tirupur, using their caste networks’
long-established informal credit institutions and rotating savings-
and-credit associations. The same is true of Tamil Nadu’s nadar
community, which runs over three-fourths of the state’s retail trade,
match-works, fireworks and printing industries, supplying their
produce to a nationwide market. The entrepreneurship. generated
by the patel caste in Gujarat today dominates two-thirds of jche
global diamond trade. It is a well-known fact that most en.terprlses
in India do not take credit from banks. The 1998 economic census
confirmed that 80 percent of all the enterprises in the country (24.39
million) were self-financing, meaning they were financed by their
kinship, in other words, caste networks.

These examples have been used by writers such as Gurcharan
Das, Swaminathan Anklesaria Aiyar, R. Vaidyanathan and S.
Gurumurthy to offer a subtle argument in favour of the caste system
— that castes are valuable ‘social capital’ that can promote
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entrepreneurial development. They argue in unison that whegl
the caste element in politics is undesirable, caste in economics,§
positive driver of development. According to them, while caste
in economics and entrepreneurship, it divides in politics.20 Ty
arguments are correct insofar as they attribute capitaj
development in the country to the social capital of castes, but th,g
are misleading if they mean that castes can achieve prosperity#
they take up entrepreneurial activity and shun politics. They o
correct if they are limited to the traditionally privileged castes a5
the new upwardly mobile shudra castes. But when they extend theg
argument to dalits, it indicates a poor understanding of the cagg
system. The very fact that their examples (prosperity among
gounders and the nadars) did not exist before the 1960s indicategt

that it is investible surplus that creates enterprises, not necessar
community cohesiveness.
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The jatavs, a Scheduled Caste community in Uttar Pradesh, have
fairly successful entrepreneurs because the community has some
investible surplus. But they constitute an exception at most. A dalit
medical graduate cannot think of going into medical practice *
because he lacks the requisite social capital, whereas his nondalit
classmates easily start in the profession. They have social capital in
the form of a network of doctors and well-off communities to supply
them patients and lend them money to invest, none of which would
be available to a dalit doctor.

The above-cited 1998 economic census revealed further that the
share of dalits in total enterprises was just 3.2 percent in both urban
and rural areas in 1980~90 and also that it had plummeted to 0.4
percent in 1990-98, the globalization decade. It clearly shows that
even the little investible surplus that dalits may have had has also

incidence of
evaporated under the elitist onslaught of globalization.

shudra castes,
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Reservation, Assertion and Atrocity
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invariably brings about some amount of economic as well as cultura]
advancement for the families left behind in the village home. This
often serves as an inspiration for dalit youth because it means their
families do not have to depend upon the village’s caste Hindus and
hence are not constrained to endure their offensiveness.

The benefits accrued from the policy of reservation, however
negligible, have caused rancour. In the job sector, the system of
mandatory reservation was applicable only within the domain of
public sector where a fixed share (quota) in employment
opportunities was allocated in proportion to the population of dalits
in each state. However, even in the public sector, key posts were
usually kept out of bounds for dalits. Considering the employment
structure in the country, where the organized sector employment
hovered around just 6 to 8 percent of the total workforce, just about
62 percent was in the public sector. Only an estimated 9 percent of
dalits even manage to reach a level of higher education which
qualifies them for reserved jobs. Of this lot, only 30 percent manage
to land some reserved post or the other. The rest of the dalits are left
to suffer prejudices ordained by the caste system and straitjacketed
into menial, undervalued occupations. What this means is that the
much publicized quota system has ensured some form of
employment merely to about 3 to 4 percent of dalits.2

While the general brahminical lament is that the public sector in
India underperforms owing to the policy of reservation that
apparently compromises ‘merit’, the participation of dalits in
decision-making jobs has been so negligible that the quota system
can hardly be blamed. On the contrary, it is a reflection of the
incapacities of the brahminical classes who disproportionately
dominate decision-making. Even within the minuscule dalit elite
that benefits from scarcely available public sector employment, very
few people manage to land white-collar jobs; it is usually the blue-
collar and janitorial services — officially and derogatorily referred
to as Class IV jobs in India - that remain the prerogative of the
dalits.

After the adoption of neoliberal economic reforms since 1991,
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there has been a systematic contraction of the domain over which
the reservations were applicable. With the g‘rowth rate. of
employment in the public sector remaining negative, reservatl.on
for dalits has been effectively neutralized without the statutes being
tinkered with.?> Moreover, even this limited means of ernpowerment
was undermined by the extension of quotas to other new claimants
_ the Backward Classes. The extension of reservation to erstwhile
shudra communities as part of the implementation of the Mandal
Commission report starting in 1990 coincided with the inauguration
of the policy of World Bank-dictated liberalization of the economy
and the weakening of the already moribund public sector. Given
that the privileged castes, abetted by the media, protested
vehemently against the extension of provision of reservation, the
antireservation sentiments of the elite segments affected not just the
BCs but also dalits — it brought the very issue of reservation under
question. The ensuing competition between the Backward Classes
(shudras) and dalits for the meager spoils of the reservation system
further sharpened the antagonism between the two blocs.

The resentment, amplified by the rise of a tiny class of dalits and
its assertion in the cultural-symbolic realm, easily transforms into
hostility because of the relative weakness of the community. While
the existence of caste consciousness and animosity are the essential
ingredients of any caste crime they may not manifest themselves as
violence. For the precipitation of a caste crime, there needs to be an
immediate cause, a provocation, natural or fabricated, that acts as
the spark, a sufficient excuse. Invariably, caste prejudices and
resentment create conditions that may provoke defiant behaviour
from dalits, which then could be used as ‘justification’ for a violent
reaction.

The 1927 Mahad satyagraha is a classic example. Led by
Ambedkar, dalits marched to a public tank in the Maharashtrian
town of Mahad to exercise their civil right to draw water. Though
the orthodox elements were opposed to their doing so, they made
no move to stop them until the protestors arrived at the tank. This
they then claimed was an affront enough for them to spring a brutal




| |
[

72 THE PERSISTENCE OF CASTE

attack on the demonstrators. In the case of Khairlanji, the caste
Hindus of the village were always hostile to the Bhotmanges for not
conforming to the behavioural code expected of them and fo,
asserting their independence and dignity, as we shall see in Chapter 5,

Shifting trends in electoral politics have also added a new
dimension to caste dynamics in rural India. Where dalits were
Previously supposed to follow the diktat of the traditional village
hegemon when casting their vote, with the post-1970s rise of
competitive identitarian politics, the dalit vote could no longer be
taken for granted. Fundamentals of democratic franchise could and
many times did become a trigger to violence: voting for a candidate
or a party of choice, contesting against a caste Hindu, unacceptable
independent-mindedness in a dalit candidate or complaints against
electoral irregularities and malpractices — any such could be used
to punish dalits collectively.

The panchayat raj system has in many areas aggravated caste
equations to the detriment of dalits, Many atrocities have taken
Place around the issue of the panchayat election or its operation.
One of the most violent atrocities over panchayat elections was
witnessed in Tamil Nadu’s Melavalavu in Madurai district in June
1997, when K. Murugesan, the dalit panchayat president of
Melavalavu, and his five dalit associates were hacked to death. The
cause for the multiple murders can be traced to the 1996 elections to
local bodies, when the panchayat was designated as a constituency
reserved for the Schedule Castes. Dalits who had filed nominations
had to withdraw following caste-Hindu terror; the election was
thus rendered infructuous. When elections were held some time
later with fresh nominations, booth-capturing necessitated a re-
poll. Murugesan was elected in the re-poll, but he was prevented
from functioning as panchayat president by some caste Hindus,2¢

Many instances have been reported of an elected dalit sarpanch
(head of panchayat) found sitting sidelined on the floor while a
caste Hindu conducts the panchyat proceedings seated on a chair.
(The seating arrangement underscores in body metaphor the elected
representative’s low status; dalits in any case are not supposed to
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: sse chairs in the presence of a caste Hindu, though they may squat

- &f so required.) Any resistance to this could lead to an atrocity.

| afs}(—)l w then do we prevent atrocities? One strategy could be to
rev:nt three factors — caste consciousness, caste antagonism anld
provocation — from coming together. Tl‘lat would mean that people
could have caste consciousness but without developing grud‘gej
against each other, a situation analogous ‘to the one that prevaile
in classical caste society. A second strategy is preven’.(lon —even whelg
people have caste consciousness and caste.: antagonism, 1fb onle coul
avert provocative incidents, caste crime too may be darg; y
obstructed. This may be achievable t.h.r01‘1gh the law and or eé
machinery. However, if asserting one’s Cl'Vll rights could be .construeld
by caste Hindus as a provocation, curbing such an assertion wou
amount to curbing civil rights — a most retrogressive measure, w;))'rse
than the potential atrocity. The solution, thF:refore, lies in cur ing
either caste consciousness or caste antagonlsfn. Caste antagonlsrg
can be viewed as a corollary of the anticaste str‘uggle an
preventable, therefore, only at the cost of democratically valid
assertion. It hence follows that the only viable strategy to curb caste
crimes is to eliminate caste consciousness. ‘

This strategy holds good in the case of spontaneous caste crimes.
But spontaneous is not what caste criITles always are. A mo.rnex'ltar.y
provocation may lead to a crime, but in most cases, th‘e ob)ec‘flv.e is
to show the community its place. Murder, then, not a flmple killing,
becomes a display of ghastly violence — Melavalaw'i s Murugesan

| was beheaded and his head thrown into a well. Rape is not a pnT/e.lte
affair — in Khairlanji, it was a celebratory public spectacle. Atr.ocmes
involve intricate and devious planning so that t}'ley constitute a
‘lesson’ for the entire dalit community. The wor‘st crimes are plannej
meticulously to inflict maximum damage. In‘ this sense, the so-callfe

provocation is just an excuse. The crime' is commltted. wherT its
perpetrator is reasonably sure of several tiers of protection. First,
as Khairlanji demonstrates, the crime could b‘e suppressed as alnorll-
atrocity. If it cannot be fully suppressed, it could be‘ care esszll
registered, and attempts could be made to destroy the evidence an
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weaken the investigation; in court, the prosecution can be paid off
or frustrated. If, after all this, the criminals are convicteq
(particularly under pressure of public outcry), the case could be
taken on appeal to higher courts. This would take years, and by
then, the public clamour would have subsided, and the case itself
would have been forgotten by all, except the survivors.
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is
nat times some smaller peasant castes, such as kunabis,
rece

maratha.

inivasulu, op. cit., 34. . ' N
](: fn’lll‘;mil Nadﬁ where the consolidation of nonbrahmin, landowning
UIn »

history owing to the (nonbrahmin) Dravidian m.ovem.ent, on; uv«lr:trll:tslii(i
o 2’ r of dalits from the 1950s onwards, starting with Mudukul .
e e H;:'lrhe Iminated in the murder of dalit leader Imman.uell Sekaran) an
i[? 19151\71<e(r‘:,m;cnic(lvlvhere forty-four dalit labourers were burnt alive in 1968 over a
eez
domen f'or hignhce; V\éalg(eS)I\./iishra and Purusottam Nayak, “So.cio-Economi}i
’ Se'e, for' lrlStaf Gl;)b:;liz-ation in India”, 22 April 2006, Social Scnence' Resea;;9
R ecwork New York http'//papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?aps.tract_.ld.:899 1
Network,NeWM c’h 20.10); Surinder Jodhka, “Crisis, Crisis, C.r151s: R}lri
SR da;armers’ Suicides in the Post-Green Revolution Punjab (Indlaili,
Indebted'nessla]r;urnal of Punjab Studies, Vol. 8 (1), 2001, 1'17—26; K.XK. Izagc i,
p i Crisis, Farmers’ Suicides, and Livelihood Security ofRural.La our in
ed-).Agm’"l‘“I" 2 r(Ne,w Delhi: Abhijeet, 2008); Vibha Dhawan, ed., Agriculture fo.r
I"d‘“’SVO ; 't_ and Rural Growth (New Delhi: TERI Press, 2008); S. Dha;?ar;);
Food feCur} y d Rural Development (New Delbi: Abhijeet., 2097); S.S.P. arlh.‘
Gl"bal‘mf‘."””g mar, Growing Rural-Urban Disparity in Bihar (New Delhi:
arld. T. Vﬂ;;y, Sl; P S’harma, Nilabja Ghosh, Sabyasachi Kar a.nd S\.nesh Sharr‘nz,
i;err;ii?;lzolguz;l—.l}rl;an Disparity in Uttarakhand (New ll)eDlhlz lS;r::l:tZiiOISr)l;ﬁa..
inayak Reddy and M. Yadagira Qharyulu, eds., Rural Develo
\;olicz’es and Initiatives (New Delhi: New Cent\'n'/y(i 2(:1()e8t)r.lic injeands/agStatds-
13 Agricultural Statistics at a Glan(;:)e, 2006, http://dacnet.nic.
accessed 16 March 2010). ’ N
14 (I)Z;i};zt;rsl{gnion Minister for Agriculture Shafad Paw.ar. concedesthe E;e(l)r‘llxl:litry ntin
2004 that over 100,000 farmers had committed su1c1‘de acro;1 e dobled
the initiation of economic reforms. Fogr yeirs latf)rf, 3111: t;;g;gce) n:l nearly o
Barea gover}rigl)en]t()lsltr;ﬁ:l::isi’.u;‘;lilrli?}llig\:rh(z)silas tracked farmer suicides, cites
I}il‘g;{a; g:tg to ;ay that between 2006 and 2008 over 50,000 farmers have

“India’s Farm Suicides: A 12-Year Saga”, 4 Feb 2010,

committed suicide. See his o oOhtmL

Counterpunch. (Also on http://www.counterpunch.org/sainat
5 May 2010). y o y
15 eSlcceés}el: 1ter 4 (z,f this book and also Anand Teltumbde, Anti 8I;nperlallsm a
Aerfnihilzgion of Castes (Dombivili: Ramai Prakashan, 290§),I;di;‘ o rend
16 The closure of over 250,000 sick or closed small-scale uints in e eine
three to four million workers jobless. See Teltumbde, Globalization:

Impact on the Dalits in India”, op. cit.

Su ]ladeo I]lo]at a]ld . Vellkate an Caste ()111 C Pover y an Human
k S S " t C ll t, t d

> i onre € i W()rk,
DeVel()pment in India paper presented mn the C nf rence, Makmg Peace

ered

PRSP



http://www.odi.org.uk/publications/
http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfinFabstract_id=899709
http://dacnet.nic.in/eands/agStat06-
http://www.counterpunch.org/sainath02042010.html

76 THE PERSISTENCE OF CASTE

4-5 June 2004, Helsinki, http: i
, > http://www.wider.unu.ed
o pne 2004, I ; ‘ . -unu.edu (accessed 20 March
garding the d i i .
o data g isparity ratio and inde 0.
19 ;
> IS{e; ii};;;l]a:;hThe Epic cI;ast (Ahmedabad: Mohanlal Maganlal Bhatt 1932)
. an provides an example in su : , ;
. pport: As caste gro
5 ups, th
tgh :Jlders of Tam.ll Nadu have prospered while the politicall)% higlf— rofeilIl s ang
. .dars and dalits of the state have been consumed by interp Wiy
al “« . n
Ve rxz?iz:tl;;ré, i;tci?ﬂ]e) as Soglal Capital: Why Have the Gounders, Nadars th
s Done So Well”, http://www insi ’ iy
N gl]_columI?ZZ.htm (accessed 20 March 20 IPO) -neWSIHSIght-net/COIUmns/
Gz;r::rada wrlgrr Aravind Malagatti captures this attitud
nm i i
oner Sirll)tra:::ar)za izno;v e;:raﬂable in Dharani Devi Malagatti, Janet Vucip; h
4 N. ya’s English t i it b
) Orient Lo e & g ranslation, under the same title (Hyderabag.
The total public sector e |
: mployment in central
: government, st:
?hu:?ilgtqvle rnment_élnd lqcal bodies in 1991 was 19.06 millions’:)‘lies g"l(zl\;'emment,
therealﬁ ia heuphorlfl of liberalization, went up to 19.56 mil])ion .in 115> e
e Gov:r as consmter.xtly declined and has came down to 18 millio, 9'97’ b
o én:t)el?t (?f India’s Economic Survey, 200910, p. A-52; availablrl :tl §007'
s e ig . .'nllc.m/eSZ(.)09-1(?/chapt2010/tab3l.pdf. Accessedon 15 M o
wih b mtlaf euphorla. of liberalization, the total public sector em 1ay e
phodest sygsl;ce)ls]eﬂ r(:jm 1 9 million in 1991 to 19.5 million in 1997. But thf:)r::fril efft
s consiste y declined a.nd reached a low of 18 million in 2007, indi inga
P 1n jobs. See Economic Survey, 200910 (New Delhi: G ’ lcatmg :
Yooy i i: Government of India
2% See S. Viswanath its ’
e S. an, Dalits in Dravidi :
Violence in Tamil Nadu, 0t (Penre 17

x used in this section follg
W

al differenc“

ontline Reports on Anti-Dali
1995-2004 (Pondicherry: Navayana, 2005), 83—87aht

ein his 1994 autobiography :

Anti-Atrocity Law
MITIGATION AND ITS MALCONTENTS

The Constitution of India, besides guaranteeing to all citizens basic
civil and political rights and fundamental freedoms, has special
provisions directed at the practice of caste discrimination over a
range of situations, from access to public places to state employment
to admission at all educational institutions. All forms of
untouchability and forced labour stand abolished. There are also
positive duties imposed on the state to redress imbalances due to
past injustices against untouchables: reservations and ‘beneficial
discrimination’, or simply affirmative action, come under these.
Indeed, in its governance, the state is enjoined to ‘promote with
special care the educational and economic interests of the weaker
sections of the people, and in particular of the Scheduled Castes
(SCs) and the Scheduled Tribes (STs), and to protect them from
social injustice and all forms of exploitation.” All this is however
limited by Article 355, which states that the efficiency of the
administration is not to be sacrificed in the implementation of these

provisions.
To bolster these constitutional measures, India has passed several

laws:
« The Protection of Civil Rights (Anti-Untouchability) Act, 1955,

punishes offences that amount to the observance of untouchability.
« The Bonded Labour (Abolition) Act, 1976, aims at the release of
bonded labourers (invariably dalits and adivasis, working in
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slave-like conditions in order to pay off a debt to a privilegeq.
caste employer) by cancelling any outstanding debt anq
prohibiting the creation of new bondage agreements.

* The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Preventiop of
Atrocities) Act, 1989, known also as the PoA Act, recognizeg
eighteen crimes as atrocities if committed against a dalit or an
adivasi; among these are: violence against women, dispossessiop,
ofland, mischief by fire and destruction of property. Indian Peng)
Code (IPC) offences carrying a punishment of ten years
imprisonment are punishable with imprisonment for life if
committed against those the Act provides for. In 1995, Rules were
framed under the Act to strengthen the investigation process and
make provision for the payment of compensation.

* The Employment of Manual Scavengers and Construction of Dry
Latrines (Prohibition) Act, 1993. A special law was considered
necessary to deal with the most distressing discrimination based
on work and descent. Officially, there are an estimated 800,000
people, mainly women, who are engaged in cleaning dry latrines
using the most primitive methods. The law itself describes this as
a ‘dehumanizing practice’ and is intended to make it obligatory
to convert dry latrines into water-seal latrines. For the
implementation of the Act, the National Commission for Safai
Karamcharis, instituted in 1997 to review the implementation of
the Act, found in its report of that year that manual scavengers

are ‘totally cut off from the mainstream of progress and are still v

subjected to the worst kind of oppression and indignities’. What

is more pathetic is the fact that manual scavenging is still largely

a hereditary occupation. Safai Karamcharis are no doubt the

most oppressed and disadvantaged section of the population.!

There is unfortunate evidence that manual scavengers are

considered untouchable by other untouchables.?

On paper, this is certainly an impressive list of state measures,
some of which have definitely impacted the practice of
untouchability. However, this falls far short of what is required to
deal with the magnitude of the problem. Caste-based discrimination

ANTI-ATROCITY LAW 79

ptinues to be pervasive and frequently manifests as an ugly
ocity. A recent study undertaken in this regard notes:

Like other institutions, caste and untouchability-based discrimination in

' the Indian society has undergone change. The practice of untouchability
&

b and resultant discrimination has reduced in the public sphere, like pan-
~) chayat offices, schools, use of public roads, public transport, health and

y medical services, services of shops (for buying goods) and services rendered
»

by the tailor, barber, eating places and tea shops in large villages and
.. . o3
urban areas. But even here discrimination in various subtle forms prevail.

Coming nearly four decades after the Constitution was established,
the PoA Act has been the most important measure w1th' r.egalrd to
atrocities on dalits. Unlike its predecessor, t%xe 1955. ?1\./11 Rights
Act, which only concerned itself with superficial humiliations such
as verbal abuse, the PoA Act is a tacit acknowledgem'ent.by the state
that caste relations are defined by violence, both 1nc1der.1tal and
systemic.4 The Act was promulgated with extremely radical and

noble objectives:

Despite various measures to improve the socio-economic conditions of
the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes, they remained vulnera‘ble.
They are denied a number of civil rights. They are subjected t? various
offences — indignities, humiliation and harassment. They have, in seYeral
brutal incidents, been deprived of their life and property. Serious crimes
are committed against them for various historical, social and economic
reasons. . . . When they assert their rights and resist practices of
untouchability against them or demand statutory minimum wages or
refuse to do any bonded and forced labour, the vested interests try to cow
them down and terrorize them . . . Of late, there has been an increase in the
disturbing trend of commission of certain atrocities like making the
Scheduled Caste person eat inedible substances like human excreta and
attacks on and mass killings of helpless Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes and rape of women belonging to the Scheduled Castes and Sche.duled
Tribes. Under the circumstances, the existing laws like the Protection of
Civil Rights Act, 1955, and the normal provisions of the Indian Pene?l C('>de
have been found to be inadequate to check these crimes. A special legislation
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to check and deter crimes against them committed by non-Scheduled Casteg

and non-Scheduled Tribes has, therefore, become necessary.”

The PoA Act proved to be a pioneer in many ways, Providing severe

punitive action not only to the perpetrators of atrocities but also ¢,
persons in the bureaucracy guilty of errors of omission apg
commission in abetting them, it gave dalits vital ammunition in the
form of legal redress to violence. But, although it gained a quick
reputation as an Act with teeth because of its stringent provisions,
and appeared to be a powerful and precise weapon, in practice the
Act has suffered from a near-complete failure in implementation,
The essential obstacles to implementation come at the level of
the lowest rungs of the police and the bureaucracy that form the
primary node of interaction between the state and society in rural
areas. Policemen have displayed a consistent unwillingness to register
offences under the Act, a reluctance that stems from prejudice. There
is also gross ignorance in the enforcement machinery as revealed by
a 1999 study, which found nearly a quarter of government officials
responsible for enforcing the Act unaware of its very existence.b
Even after overcoming these initial hurdles, the complainant faces
much bigger obstacles during investigation at the lower tiers of the
judicial system. As such, the results, right from the beginning, have
been poor. In 1998, out of 147,000 PoA cases pending in the courts,
only 31,011 had been brought to trial.”
Even if cases do make it to trial, the Act suffers from abysmal
rates of conviction. In 2010, a report prepared by the ‘National
Coalition for Strengthening PoA Act’, taking stock of twenty years
of this law, cited NCRB’s ‘Crime in India’ data to prove that not
much had changed. According to this report, of the 457,983 cases
registered between 1997 and 2007 trial was completed on 317,492
cases, of which convictions were handed in 140,491 cases. The average
conviction rate was a poor 30.3 percent. In the same period, the
conviction rate for cases registered under the Indian Penal Code
was over 42 percent.?
This is a marked improvement on the data provided by the

Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment (MSJE) report, where,
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There is also no monitorin
effective implementation. The
annual reports that do not e

g system in place to ensure the A
ministry concerned produces sket
ven appear to check the veracj

Designed to be powerless,
under their powers as civil
because they are not e
commissions,

courts but cannot enforce theijr findip

1t may be said to their credit, have been documentiy,
lacunae and making recommendation
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the blame to the states,

Much of the failure of the Actin meeting its objectives is attributed
to prejudice in the implementing machinery, viz., the police, the
prosecution and the judiciary. What is missed is the state’s
fundamental lapse in not creating the structures stipulated in the
Act which could curb many of these prejudices. The PoA Act Rules
of 1995 mandate each state government to constitute a panel of
senior advocates from which a victim could choose his pleader, to
nominate nodal PoA Act officers for each district at the leve] of
Secretary to the State Government and to constitute special courts
to deal with PoA cases exclusively. These broad components of the

implementation structure are not in place in most states even today.
Although the Act mandated the creation of special courts
precisely to circumvent the problem of judicial delay, very few states
have actually complied.!” Existing sessions or district courts have
been notified as special courts, while still being asked to process
their usual case loads. Since many other Acts also require the
creation of special courts, the sessions courts are often overloaded
with a number of different kinds of ‘priority’ cases, ensuring that
none of these receives the attention they are mandated to recejve,
The provision of special courts was also meant to make the
judicial process easily accessible to dalits and adivasis. Instead, with
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The PoA Act also does not reveal a full understandin
most atrocities are committed. It is never the entire dalit commupj;
that is subjected to an atrocity, although striking dalits with mq
fear is invariably an atrocity’s intention. Even in Khairlanji, only
the Bhotmanges were targeted and the two other dalit families wepe
spared. These families, even though they were related to the
Bhotmanges, would not speak out against the villagers from fear of
subsequent reprisals.

The usual shield the perpetrators of atrocities create for
themselves is the co-optation of a few dalits. Co-optation has been
an effective tool used across sectors, including, as mentioned in the
previous chapter, electoral politics. It has sapped the dalit movement
of its vitality and divided it. The Strategy in the atrocity calculus is
to mastermind a crime and get it executed by dalits so it does not
qualify for trial under the PoA Act, but is tried as a simple crime,
carrying a much lower term of sentence. The Act does not take into
account such complexities.

To add to this, states, the implementing agencies,
displayed hostility and contempt for the Act. Political parties, in
order to appease the majority Hindu community, have in fact
openly campaigned against it and have sought its annulment, In
this context, the pertinent observations of K.B. Saxena, the author

of a 2004 report for the National Human Rights Commission
(NHRC), are worth citing in some detail:

have only

Ever since the Act has come to be enforced, the Hindu political leadership
has launched a vilification campaign against its use. This is particularly
significant because all available information shows that nowhere in the
country the Act has been vigorously enforced and given the biases at various
levels it has virtually little impact on the level of atrocities against SCs. In
Maharashtra the Shiv Sena, which represents the Brahminical ethos par
excellence, made it an election issue in 1995 to recommend to the Central
Government to repeal the Act. True to its promise, after coming into
power, it began withdrawing over 1100 cases registered under the Act
alleging that these cases were false and were registered out of personal bias.
State Government also declared that it would ask the Central Government

g of hoW -
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are to append the certificate to the complaint and produce jt in

court as supportive evidence. There is no doubt that this

requirement is basic in establishing that a complainant belongs to ,

Scheduled Caste or Tribe and the accused does not. By definitiop,

only then does the offence qualify as an atrocity. However, to grant
acquittal to an accused in a serious crime (such as murder or rape)
just because the caste certificate is not produced in court is a fallacy,
But this has happened in case after case. The CSJ study revealed
several judgements where the accused, though liable for conviction,
was acquitted merely because of deliberate and willful police
negligence in not producing a caste certificate in court.

The antidalit bias in the state machinery is so entrenched that
policemen often resort to giving false evidence to protect the accused
while prosecutors attempt to mislead the courts by arguing that the
provisions of the Act are not mandatory. All these lapses by state
functionaries are punishable under the PoA Act. According to the
CSJ report on Gujarat, stringent punishments for dereliction of
duty were handed out in 95 percent of the judgements studied. But
the government of Gujarat, instead of taking action against the
officers, honoured them with promotions. It is perhaps
unsurprising, given that the chief minister of Gujarat, Narendra
Modi, is a champion of hindutva.

In June 2004, when the dalit MLA from Jamnagar Rural, Dinesh
Parmar, pointed to the provisions of the Act and raised questions
around the rule on the appointment of an investigating officer not
below the rank of DSP, flouted in several investigations, Modi
countered him by stating the very opposite — that the investigating
officer should not be above the rank of a DSP. It was not just a
blunder; it was a deliberate display of callousness. Parmar had also
asked the home ministry, a portfolio held by Modi, about cases
registered in the Junagadh and Veraval regions under the PoA Act
between 10 October 2003 and 11 August 2005. The query was
specifically about whether any persons accused in the cases were
acquitted because of negligence in investigation. On the floor of the

Assembly, the chief minister replied: ‘Not a single case.” Modi was

grossly wrong becau
:'in the given period,

, poh
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Scheduled Tribes according to the NCRB. .
Taking into consideration the fact that an average
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area is often a landless labourer dependent for his/her livelihood
the t'ra?ditional landowning castes — the typical perpetrator. o
f:ltrocmes — these figures can be seen to be a gross understatemenst o
is only under exceptional circumstances that a dalit musters enou' ;
courage .to complain against his caste-Hindu tormentors. It alrnogh
means risking the livelihood of the entire family — sometimes ths ,
en.tlre community — and incurring the wrath of all the local ca te
Hindus. It often takes a political agitation or resolute activizt(/e
n‘ongovernment organization interventions to get a First Inform
thn Report registered. It requires further persistence, and anotha-
agitation, to ensure that this leads to a chargesheet’The ratio e;
actual c.rime to registered crime, according to some a.ctivists coulod
be as high as over a hundred. Yet the NCRB infers that a c;im i
repprted against dalits every eighteen minutes. Even with a moc;e .
ra'tlo (of actual crime to registered crime), the actual incidenceec?;
crime would be much higher than what these tables reveal — perha
a crime every minute. PS’
Cl(e.afly, all government measures to arrest the incidence of
atroc‘ltles against dalits have proved utterly ineffective
Notwithstanding their limitations, agencies such as the NCSC the.
NCST and the NHRC, as demonstrated above, have occasio;lall
produced well-meaning analyses and made recommendations tZ
the statc?. Yet, since chief ministers themselves are in denial mod
and Pohtical leaders publicly speak against the PoA Act, little seeme ,
possible on the ground. The Constitution of India’s th;ee-pron eci
strategy — protective laws, compensatory discrimination fnd
fievelopmental policies — to end the servitude of dalits, is indeed
unparalleled in the world’, as Saxena sees it. However ‘t’he are :l]
frustrated by the apathy of politicians, the und):ing )t,)ias of
bureaucrats and total hostility of civil society. As a result
untouchability continues even here in Delhi.’'6 o
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The Khairlan?l Murders
GENEALOGY AND AFTERMATH

The village that was the scene of one of the most barbaric attacks on
dalits in post-Ambedkar Maharashtra (the region Ambedkar
belonged to, now a state) is not one that can be termed particularly
backward. Bhandara, the administrative district that Khairlanji
comes under, is known as the ‘rice bowl’ of the state, owing to the
numerous scented varieties grown there. It is a predominantly rural
district with about 85 percent of its population living in villages, as
against the state average of 58 percent and the national average of
72 percent. Given its proximity to the city of Nagpur — one of
Maharashtra’s largest, after Mumbai — Bhandara’s villages are
exposed to an urban lifestyle and are aware of the world beyond
their boundaries. The district has an average literacy rate of 80
percent, significantly higher than the national average of 59.5
percent and even higher than the state average of 77.27 percent.
This, theoretically then, is no sink pit of regression, as certain other
parts of India grievously are. Dalits here constitute 25.26 percent of
the population, a far higher figure than the state average of 10.2
percent, exceeding also the national average of 16.48 percent.

The district has been one of the fortresses of the Ambedkarite
movement, which is why Ambedkar chose it as his constituency
when he ran in the 1954 by-election to parliament.! While dalits in
the district are Ambedkarites culturally, and call themselves
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Buddhists, in politics, they have ceased to have an independent voice.
As a result, many of them are found openly working for one or the
other of the ruling class parties. Bhandara is currently dominated
by the rightwing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the Natlonayst
Congress Party (NCP), a breakaway faction of the Congress, which
it now partners in the coalition currently in power in the state.
Bordering the state of Chhattisgarh to the north and adjoining the
Maharashtrian districts of Nagpur, Chandrapur and Gadchiroli —
all noted for a substantial naxalite presence — Bhandara has also
come, in recent years, to be known for such activity. Industriali-
zation here is minimal, limited largely to the traditional brassware
industry from which Bhandara town, the district headquarters, gets
the name, ‘Brass City’. Among modern industries, Ashok Leyland
automobile manufacturers, belonging to the Hinduja group, and
two iron and steel companies are the major undertakings in the
district.

Bhandara owes its agricultural success to its location within the
Wainganga river catchment area. It also has an extensive tank
irrigation network that came into existence in response to the
frequent failure of the rice crop due to unpredictable rains.
Embankments, medium-sized tanks and small water bodies were
constructed practically everywhere. These tanks constitute a vital
resource within Bhandara. With its irrigated agriculture, Bhandara
is better off than most districts in the otherwise drought-parched
Vidarbha region where agriculture has been marked by the alarming
incidence of farmers’ suicides in recent years. Again, these details
are provided to demonstrate the region’s relative prosperity of
which Khairlanji, 125 kilometres from Nagpur, is representative. It
is neatly organized and clean, and its orderly houses have painted
walls and tiled roofs, indicative of a level of economic advancement
by no means typical of Indian villages. At its centre is the gram
panchayat office along with a primary school and an open-air stage
for cultural events.

At the time of the atrocity, Khairlanji had a population of 787
distributed among 181 Other Backward Class (OBC), dalit and
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adivasi (termed Scheduled Tribes by the state) families. The OBy
(belonging to the kunabi, teli, kalar, lodhi, dhivar and vadhaj Casteg)
constituted an overwhelming majority of about 720 persons; thy !
adivasi families numbered ten. Of dalit families, the village had only

three, apart from the Bhotmanges — two belonged to the Mahay
and one to the mang (matang) castes.2 The mahar families, includip,
the Bhotmanges, were Buddhist,? as are most Vidarbha maharg,

having followed Ambedkar’s lead in 1956 to convert to Buddhisny, -
Bhaiyalal Bhotmange has relatives among Khairlanji’s Buddhist _

a cousin of his, Vinod Meshram, heads one household; a man nameq
Durwas Khobragade heads the other. The three dalit families of the
village have always lived in fear of the dominant Hindus.* Just nine

months before the attack on the Bhotmanges, the Khobragades

mourned in solitude the mysterious loss of Durwas Khobragade’s
twenty-year-old son, Ashish, found dead on 28 February 2006 near
a canal some twenty-five kilometres from Khairlanji. Ashish was a
second-year B.A. student studying in Nagpur.® The Bhandara police
are yet to solve his murder.

Farming is the village’s predominant occupation. It has 373
hectares of arable land, owned by 178 families. These holdings are
mostly not very large, but irrigation ensures they harvest multiple
crops: rice, wheat, pulses. Economically, the village is of satisfactory
status, reflected by the fact that it has as few as ten farm labourers,
Khairlanji’s gram panchayat is dominated by the OBCs while, in
politics, it almost universally favours the Hindu nationalist BJP.
Both the local Member of Parliament and the Member of the
Legislative Assembly (MLA) belong to that party.

The Bhotmanges

The Bhotmange family, comprising Bhaiyalal Bhotmange (55, at
the time of the carnage), his wife Surekha Bhotmange (40), their
sons Sudhir (21) and Roshan (19), and daughter Priyanka (17),
originally belonged to Ambagad village, twenty-five kilometres from
Khairlanji. Economic hardship caused the family to move in 1989
to Khairlanji, Surekha’s home before her marriage and the place

¢ GO
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ohere her father had owned a plot of land that he sold some years

jously to her father-in-law.® The land, some 4.79 acres, had
fallow for several years, but Bhaiyalal and Surekha gradually
ought it back under cultivation, acre by acre. ’
' Khairlanji is just four kilometres from Deulgaon whe.re Su)rekha. $
ents lived. The Bhotmange land, being close to the village’s main
igation canal, was on the water network. However, caste
4 crimination ensured that it was never easy for the Bhotmanges

e g access the canal. To avoid problems with their neighbours, they
would draw their water either during the night or at daybreak. The

Bhotmanges lived in a thatched hut built on panchayat (or
mmonly held) land at the edge of the village. When they had
accumulated enough money to be able to afford to build a house,

 the village panchayat did not sanction it. Defying the pancha}rat
yeto being out of the question, the bricks bought for the constructlc')n
~, were loosely stacked into walls; cement was never applied. Despite

its material advancement, the village was evidently still regressive
enough to hold dalits unworthy of modern livi?g‘ arrang'ements.
Since the gram panchayat had refused them permission, their home
did not have an electricity connection. The family also reportedly
faced traditional discrimination in accessing drinking water at the
village well. ' 7
Surekha Bhotmange was an archetypal Ambedkarite woman’ —
socially conscious, intolerant of injustice, courageous and
outspoken. She was educated up to Class 9, more than her husband,
who was schooled only up to Class 4. She therefore tended to take
the lead in most matters concerning her family. Herself extremely
hardworking, she raised her children to work with diligence afld
live with dignity. After the day’s labours on the farm, the entire
household would roll bidis — leaf-wrapped, poor man’s smoke — tc:
earn extra money. Hence, for a rural setting, the Bhotmanges
financial condition was stable, even satisfactory. Notwithstandlr}g
their poverty, the family possessed all that symbolizes Progrf:sssln
the Indian village context: education, Ambedkarite ra'tl'onahty, a
bicycle, even a mobile phone. With her Ambedkarite spirit, Surekha
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had internalized the value of education and was determineq
educate her children to the highest extent possible. Sudhir, her elq,

son, was partially vision-impaired and, with Khairlanji’s ne arl)g'*
nonexistent resources for the disabled, was unable to continue hjg

education beyond Class 3. He helped his parents at the farm. Roshan,
however, was in his first year of college and was doing a course j
computers in Mohadi village (the headquarters of the distrigt
subdivision, or taluka, one of the many tiers of the multi-layereq
Indian administrative system). Priyanka, the youngest, was in her
last year of school at Andhalgaon, the district circle headquarters,
She was a good student, having stood first in her school in Class 19,
She was outgoing and took part in most extracurricular activities,
including the National Cadet Corps, the voluntary military training
service for school and college students. Priyanka and Roshan
commuted every day out of Khairlanji for their education. In 2005,
Surekha bought Priyanka a bicycle. All these features, coupled with
the family’s fierce refusal to conform to the expectations of their
caste-Hindu neighbours, generated envy and resentment. As most
fact-finding reports have revealed, the villagers often gossiped about
the need to ‘straighten out’, i.e., punish, ‘these mahars’.

The land the Bhotmanges owned was bounded on all sides by
lands belonging to OBC landowners. These people accused Bhaiyalal
of denying them the right of way to their farms and demanded a
part of the Bhotmanges’ land to build an access road for their use.
This demand had persisted ever since the Bhotmanges moved to
Khairlanji and occasionally led to verbal altercations. On several
occasions, the resentful caste Hindus drove their tractors and bullock
carts through the Bhotmanges’ field and often damaged the standing
crop; others would set their livestock to graze on the property.
Bhaiyalal Bhotmange was a mild-mannered person and would take
the harassment lying down —~ but not Surekha. More often than not
it was she who stood up to their tormentors and tried to pay them
back in their own coin.

In 2001, one of them, a man named Shivshankar Atilkar, set his
cattle loose in the Bhotmange farm and caused damage to their
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When Surekha raised the issue with him, Atilkar insulted her
.vulgaf and casteist language, equivalent to racist a-buse els.ewhere.
. salal reported the matter to the police,‘ who registered it }lnder
ctions 448 (house trespass), 294 (causing annoyance with an
hscene act in any public place) and 506 (threat to cause death or
vous hurt) of the Indian Penal Code (IPC). No action was taken.
et the registration of the case enraged Atilkar, who gathered a few
other villagers to march to the Bhotmanges’ home. Although there

: was 1o physical assault, they abused the family and thréat'ene(‘i to
il them. When the Bhotmanges went to report the intimidation,

they found the police had forwarded the earlier complaint to court

" put, in the absence of any witness, the accused were discharged.
td

In 2002, another dispute arose with two farmers — Ambilal Khurpe
and Ishwar Atilkar — who used the Bhotmange property as a passage
1o their own farms during the period when the land was not under,
cultivation. Clashes over the property went back to.the. Bhotmanges
arrival in Khairlanji, but the issue reached flashpoint in 2004, wben
both Shivshankar Atilkar and Surekha Bhotmange ﬁled complaints
against each other in the subdivisional court. Atilkar contended
that a road had previously existed through the Bhotmange property,
whereas Surekha charged him with trespass. The matter went .to the
Jocal revenue court, which, on 30 June 2004, ordered .the c'reatmn of
a road through the family’s land. The order made it f‘:v¥dent that
the revenue maps and other official documents pertat.mmg to the
land had not even been examined before it was issued. The
measurement of Bhaiyalal’s land the court quoted was less tha‘n the
area in his name in the land revenue record extract:9 Bhaiyalal
applied to the Land Records Surveyor, at Mohadl, for a re-
measurement of the land. The surveyor complied 'f\r‘ld ordered the
necessary correction, On 23 July 2004, the sub-divisional officer at
Bhandara also confirmed the surveyor’s order. N -

All through this time, Siddharth Mahadeo Ga}bhn.fe — a cousin
of Surekha and a police patil (an honorary post without n‘luch
authority) in the neighouring village of Dusa}a — had actively
supported the Bhotmanges in their cause. Despite the favourable

4
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outcome from the surveyor, he mediated a compromise with the
Atilkars and other villagers by conceding a ten-foot-wide passage
through the Bhotmange field as an access road, to end the family’g
enmity with and harassment by the caste Hindus.

The OBC’s Wounded Caste Pride

No attempts at reconciliation, however, could heal the OBCs’ senge
of caste affront. The villagers nursed a deep grudge against the defiant
Bhotmanges, and also against Siddharth Gajbhiye, targeted for
having been instrumental in the Bhotmanges’ court victory and for
giving them his support. His mediation over the access road they
had wanted was interpreted as an act of humiliation, not a gesture
of goodwill. Not only did the harassment continue unabated, it
became more vicious. This further alienated the Bhotmanges, who
began increasingly to look to Siddharth Gajbhiye for more support,
At this, the villagers began spreading canards about an illicit
relationship between Gajbhiye and Surekha. Priyanka was subjected
to lewd remarks and casteist taunts while she cycled to school and
back. She withstood it until about May 2006, when she finally
complained to her uncle, Siddharth Gajbhiye. That evening, a village
youth, one Yogesh Purushottam Titarmare, tried to sexually assault
her. Siddharth Gajbhiye visited Titarmare’s house, reprimanded
Yogesh and expressed his annoyance to Yogesh’s father. That night,
Yogesh, accompanied by twenty to twenty-five friends, went to the
Bhotmanges and made threats to the family. Since Gajbhiye was
still there, they could not muster the courage to commit any real
violence. Gajbhiye, however, advised the Bhotmanges not to
escalate tensions by going to the police.!?

This conciliatory gesture did nothing to improve the tormentors’
behaviour. Their vicious invective increased, with threats being often
made to the Bhotmanges that they would be “finished off’. On 1
September 2006, after yet another round of verbal assault, Surekha
went to the Andhalgaon police station and complained against some
persons of the OBC kunabi and kalar castes. The police did not take
any action.

¢ som
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siddharth Gajbhiye was a prominent person in the area. A well-

. to-do man owning fifty acres of land and a kerosene agency, he was
" inﬂuential and nursed small-time political ambitions. Many caste
Hindus from the dominant kunabi and kalar castes — including

e from Khairlanji — worked for him as farm labourers. From
the beginning of the Bhotmanges’ conflict, he had advised them n(?t
to wrangle with the villagers and to concentrate instead on their
farming and the children’s education. Both Bhaiyalal a1.1d Surekha
tried to abide by his advice in the early years, but it did not help
matters. When the destruction of their crops began, Surekh;? could
bear it no more. At this point, Gajbhiye stepped in to help; in fact,
he and his younger brother, Rajendra, gave the Bhotm'flnges
enduring support. Unsurprisingly, the Khairlanji caste Hindus
identified Gajbhiye as their prime irritant, and they decided to
eliminate him. Sometime in June or July of 2006, there were rumours
of robber gangs operating in the area. The Khairlanji OBCs planned
to take advantage of this situation to kill Gajbhiye. Roshan
Bhotmange, however, alerted his uncle about the plot, and he took
precautions that foiled it. . ‘

But the Khairlanji caste Hindus were not to give up so easily.
They devised another plan, this time for 3 September. That. day,
Gajbhiye had come to Khairlanji to visit the Bhotmanges. While he
was there, one Sakru Mahagu Binjewar, whose wife worked on
Gajbhiye’s farm, arrived and demanded wages he clai‘rned hefd r?ot
been paid her. An altercation ensued, and at one point, Ga]b}}1ye
slapped Binjewar. He then left the house at around six that evening.
About half a kilometre from Khairlanji, his motorcycle got stuck
in a stretch of mud; as he tried to drag it out, ten or fifteen OBCs
from Khairlanji ambushed him and beat him until he fell
unconscious.

From a distance, Surekha and Priyanka saw this happening. They
ran to his defenice; Binjewar was among the attackers they identified.
Seeing them, the men fled the scene and the Bhotmanges b.rou‘ght
Gajbhiye home. They immediately informed Rajendra Gajbhiye,
who came and took his brother back home to Dusala. The next day,
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his wounds proved serious enough to require him to be hospitalized,
Later that day, Rajendra Gajbhiye went to lodge a complaint at the
Andhalgaon police station, but the police turned him away and
refused to register it. The complaint was finally lodged at the police
station in the town of Kamptee, where Siddharth Gajbhiye had
been hospitalized — doctors at the hospital had insisted on a police
complaint in view of the gravity of his injuries. Since the incident
had taken place under the Andhalgaon police stations’s jurisdiction,
the Kamptee police proactively transferred the case to Andhalgaon.

Eleven days later, on 14 September, the Andhalgaon police visited
both Dusala and Khairlanji to record Surekha and Priyanka’s
statements. The area jamadar (senior constable), Baban Meshram,
and one Constable Kawale were part of the police team. At the
village teashop, the team is said to have heard Khairlanji’s sarpanch
(panchayat head), Upasrao Khandate, and his deputies, Ambilal
Khurpe and Bhaskar Kadav, (who is also the president of the local
BJP unit), make threats to eliminate the Bhotmange family. Yet,
the police did nothing.

Eventually, on 16 September, thirteen days after the assault, the
Andhalgaon police station in-charge (PSI), Someshwar Bharane,
completed the formality of registering a criminal case against the
assailants identified by Surekha and Priyanka Bhotmange. However,
he did not arrest the accused. The fact-finding reports have noted
that he appeared to show more interest in the opportunity to extract
bribes from the accused than in performing his professional duty.!!
Bharane did not invoke the Scheduled Castes/ Scheduled Tribes
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act (also known as the PoA Act),
although it perfectly fitted the case. The assistant public prosecutor,
Leena Gajbhiye, was asked to give her opinion on whether or not

the PoA Act could be invoked. She gave her views in ambiguous -

terms on 25 September.

Palpable tension had prevailed in Khairlanji since 3 September
because of the impending police action against the attackers. The
air was thick with rumours of a plan to attack Rajendra Gajbhiye
and the Bhotmanges should any police action be initiated. To
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legitimize the plot, the villagers spread the fabrication that Rajendra
Gajbhiye, who had been instrumental in following the case up with
the police, was planning retaliation for the assault on his brother.
The Andhalgaon police had a fair idea of the imminent danger to
the Bhotmanges and the Gajbhiyes. However, the administration
took no preventive steps to curb the communal tension in the village,
or to provide the Gajbhiyes and the Bhotmanges protection. On 21
September, an unsuccessful attack was made on Rajendra Gajbhiye.
The incident, as usual, went unnoticed.

The Trigger and the Crime

At last, on 29 September, the Andhalgaon police charged twelve of
the fifteen accused!? in the case of the attack on Siddharth Gajbhiye
under IPC Sections 324 (voluntarily causing hurt by dangerous
weapons or means), 147 (rioting), 148 (rioting with deadly weapons)
and 149 (unlawful assembly), and advised them to seek bail from
the court at Mohadi. It was a farce. Not only the accused, but
everyone in the village, including the Bhotmanges, knew that the
accused would be bailed without difficulty.

Without the enactment of this performance, there would perhaps
not have been a trigger for the attack that ensued. All the twelve
accused, along with their supporters from the village, reached
Mohadi by tractor after 2 p.m.; bail was granted before 5 p.m. In a
celebratory mood, the accused and their supporters headed out
first to attempt an attack on Rajendra Gajbhiye, but he managed to
escape and get home.

It is said that a meeting was held that day in the village panchayat
office, where a plan was chalked out to give the Bhotmanges a
comeuppance. The caste Hindus of Khairlanji found it intolerable
that their men had been arrested, albeit just on paper, for their
action against a dalit. To get the accused released — as they did
within hours — was for them no major achievement. They had taken
that for granted. It in no way slaked their thirst for revenge.

The subsequent movements of the residents of the village were so
conspiratorial that the Bhotmange family knew something
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unpleasant was in store for them. Priyanka was drawing water from
the community well when she overheard the village women talking
about showing the dheds (a derogatory term for dalits ip
Maharashtra) their place. When she reported this to Surekha, her
mother then called a nephew, Rashtrapal Narnaware, who lived
some distance away, at around 5 p.m. and expressed her
apprehension. Narnaware told Surekha to leave Khairlanji at once
and come to his home with all her family. However, Surekha wanted
to wait awhile before deciding. Narnaware then advised her to at
least inform the police. But Surekha had had enough experience of
the police and told Narnaware that it was futile, as they would never
act without a bribe.!®

Priyanka also apprehended an attack on her uncles, Siddharth
and Rajendra Gajbhiye, and went to Dusala to alert them. She was
home by evening. Bhaiyalal was then working in his field.'* At about
6 p.m., the tractors carrying the accused and their supporters, all of
them drunk, returned to Khairlanji. They were joined by others
from the village, including women, before they headed to the
Bhotmanges. According to Bhaiyalal, he heard shouts while he was
in his field: ‘Maro salon ko . ..’ (Beat the bastards). He ran towards
his house and was stunned to find the attack was indeed on his home.
A mob of about sixty to seventy people armed with sticks, bicycle
chains and other improvised weapons was attacking his family. He
watched for a while, hidden behind a bush. He could identify a
tractor that belonged to Bhaskar Kadav, the local BJP leader, and
some of the men and women in the mob. He was scared to death at
their ferocity. After a while, he took a byway and ran to Dusala,
where he told Siddharth Gajbhiye what he had seen. Siddharth called
the Andhalgaon police station and informed them that caste-Hindu
villagers were attacking the Bhotmange family and requested them
to rush a force in to stop them. Gajbhiye has identified the policeman
who took his call at around 7.30 p.m. as Constable Rajkumar
Dongare."> The police did not take the matter seriously.

At around 6.20 p.m. Rajendra called Surekha — she reportedly
screamed for help before the phone went dead. It may be construed
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that the mob had reached the hut and the attack had begun.
Rajendra’s worst fears were confirmed, and he rushed to Khairlanji.
As he reached the village, he heard loud shrieks and shouts and saw
from a distance that a large mob had collected at the Bhotmange
house and were thrashing someone. He understood what was
happening. He too could not muster the courage to go and defend
the victims but ran instead to Dusala, to his elder brother, Siddharth.

Between 6.00 and 6.30 p.m., mania raged at the Bhotmange
house. Women were active participants, say such witnesses as were
willing to speak. Everybody was armed — with sticks, axes, cycle
chains, iron rods, knives. Surekha and Priyanka had feared some
harm the entire day, but nothing of this scale. Rushing into the hut,
the women in the mob first dragged Priyanka and Surekha out by
their hair, beat them and tore off their clothes. Priyanka was then
taken to a nearby cattle shed where she was raped, possibly by many
people. It is likely that Surekha also met with the same fate.'® Sudhir
and Roshan were, meanwhile, beaten mercilessly. It is said they were
ordered to rape their sister and mother. When they did not comply,
their genitals were crushed and mutilated. All four lay helpless as
anyone and everyone did whatever they wanted to them. It is said
the rapes continued even after the women had died. The horror
continued for about two hours. When it finally ended, everything
suddenly returned to normal, as though nothing had happened.
Some people brought a bullock cart, loaded the bodies into it and
dumped them about four kilometres away in the irrigation canal —
the same that fed the Bhotmange field as also those of other
Khairlanji farmers.

It is said that the villagers had a brief meeting after the savagery
came to an end and decided that no one would ever say anything
about the incident. They have remained faithful to this decision till
date.

Informants report that while most villagers remained passive
spectators throughout the slaughter, a few did try to intervene but
were overpowered by the mob. A magazine published in Marathi,
the state’s language, carried a special issue on Khairlanji with
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important details gathered through interviews with people who
had witnessed the villagers” crime.!” Bhagwan Dakhane, a dalit of
the matang community, lived just in front of the Khairlanjj
panchayat meeting house, and claimed to have witnessed the entire
incident. According to him, about fifty to sixty people arrived at
the Bhotmanges’ in tractor trolleys on the evening of 29 September.
Seeing the women of the mob ~ all of whom he could later identify
— pull Surekha and Priyanka out into the open and beat them, he
went to the house of Bhaiyalal’s cousin, Vinod Meshram. Dakhane
says he pressed Meshram to take up weapons and go with him to
defend the Bhotmanges, but Meshram stayed quiet. As Dakhane
had no support, he too could do nothing.

An Indifferent, Complicit Police

It is said that during the carnage, the area jamadar, Baban Meshram,
came to Khairlanji with Constable Kavale and a homeguard. They
saw what was going on and returned to the police station to inform
PSI Someshwar Bharane. At around 9 p.m., Bharane sent all three
to Siddharth Gajbhiye in Dusala, where they asked him whether
Surekha and her children had come to him. When he said no,
Meshram told him they had just been to the Bhotmanges’ house in
Khairlanji and had found no one there. Gajbhiye then asked
Meshram to find out whether the missing were with Surekha’s
brother, Yadnapal Khobragade, in his village, Deulgaon; he also
paid Meshram the Rs 500 he demanded for doing so.!®

Earlier that evening, Gajbhiye, having met with a lukewarm
response from the Andhalgaon police station over the phone, had
sent his son, Rahul Gajbhiye, with Bhaiyalal to register a complaint
in person. But Bhaiyalal remembered that when he had refused PSI
Bharane’s demand for money on a previous occasion, Bharane had
threatened him and said he would not entertain any of his complaints
in future. He did not expect Bharane to have forgotten this, and so,
after reaching the police station, he hung around the compound
for a time but could not bring himself to face Bharane. After a while,
he called Gajbhiye from a telephone booth; Gajbhiye scolded him
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for not having talked to the police and told him to come back to
Dusala. As Meshram had by then told him that the Bhotmange
family was not at home in Khairlanji, he assumed they must have
escaped and were by now somewhere safe. Gajbhiye and .Bhaiyalal
~ spent the rest of the night waiting for Meshram to bring them
% information, but he never did.

The next morning, at about 5 a.m., Gajbhiye sent Bhaiyalal out
on a bicycle to look for his family. Bhaiyalal returned to his home
to find no one there. Everything they owned lay smashed and strewn.
He was too scared to speak to anyone. He left soon for his in-laws’
in Deulgaon, hoping to find his family there. He feared the worst
when he found his in-laws had no idea about what had happened
the previous night. Bhaiyalal took his brother-in-law, Yadnapal
Khobragade, with him and returned to Dusala. Gajbhiye then sent
him to Andhalgaon to lodge a complaint with the police. Bhaiyalal
reached the police station at around 7 a.m., but instead of taking
down his complaint, the police kept him waiting at the station for a
couple of hours and treated him, generally, as though he were a
criminal. After a while, they received a phone call from PSI Bharane,
who told them he had information that the naked corpse of an
unidentified girl with the name ‘Priyanka’ tattooed on her hand
had been spotted in the canal near Wadegaon village. Bhaiyalal
realized it was his own daughter.

It was about 10 a.m. when the First Information Report (FIR),
recording the crime, was finally lodged. The FIR (number 56/2006)
invoked the following sections of the Code of Criminal Procedure
(CrPC) — 147 (dispute concerning the right of use of land or water),
148 (local inquiry), 149 (police to prevent cognizable offences), 302
(permission to conduct prosecution), 201 (procedure by magistrate
not competent to take cognizance of the case). Clearly, none of
these had any bearing on the crime committed. The PoA Act was
also invoked, but only in its mildest clause: Section 3(1) (intentional
insult or intimidation with intent to humiliate a member of a
Scheduled Caste or a Scheduled Tribe in any place within public
view). Crucially, the Indian Penal Code’s Sections 376 (for rape)
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and 354 (assault or criminal force on a woman with intent to Outrage
her modesty) were not invoked in the FIR.

In the meantime, Surekha’s brother, Yadnapal Khobragade, hag
called their nephew, Rashtrapal Narnaware, to tell him of the attack
and ask him to go to the Andhalgaon police station. Narnaware
lost no time and reached the station by about eleven. PSI Bharane
also arrived there by then. Bharane told Narnaware and his uncle
about the corpse found by the canal and asked them to go to the
Mohadi Rural Hospital to identify it. The body, they found, was
indeed Priyanka’s, completely naked and covered with wounds,
After the identification, the body was sent for postmortem, which
concluded with remarkable speed by about 3.30 that afternoon. It
was then released to the family in the presence of PSI Bharane, deputy
superintendent of police V. Susatkar and other police staff. They
pressured Bhaiyalal and his relatives to hold the burial immediately,
which the family did that night, in Deulgaon.

The next morning, on 1 October, Rashtrapal Narnaware went
back to the Andhalgaon police station to learn more about the
search for the remaining Bhotmanges. There he was told that three
more bodies had been found in the same canal. These he later
identified as Surekha, Sudhir and Roshan. Surekha’s sari had been
removed and her head smashed. Roshan was wearing only a vest
and his scrotum was swollen. Sudhir was in his underwear. All the
bodies bore marks of injuries caused by cycle chains, sticks and sharp
weapons. That night, after the postmortem at the Mohadi Rural
Hospital, the bodies were also buried at Deulgaon.

The postmortems on all four bodies were carried out by Dr
Avinash John Shende, a junior medical officer on a one-year contract
at the Mohadi Rural Hospital. When Priyanka’s body was brought
in, Shende was in the outpatient department with Dr Manisha
Banthe, the officiating medical superintendent and a niece of the
Bhandara MLA, Nana Panchbuddhe of the NCP. Banthe received a
call at just this point and left the hospital saying she was required to
depart then and there for Nagpur and passing the responsibility for
the postmortem to Shende. In the meantime, Bhaiyalal and his
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relatives had reached the hospital. As Shende started preparations
for the postmortem, he discovered, he says, there were no laFex
gloves to be found. He requested the police to fetch a pair, at which
an argument broke out over the delay. At' around this time, Shende
received a call from Dr K.D. Ramteke, civil surgeon at the.Bhandara
Civil Hospital. When informed of the situation, Ramteke instructed
Shende not to wait for Banthe and to conduct the postmortem on
ot.
thesff::nde also ended up conducting the postmortems on the bodi'es
of Surekha, Sudhir and Roshan, even though Banthe was present'ln
the hospital. According to a letter from the superintendent ?f pol.lce
(SP) at Bhandara town, Banthe had even examined Surek}‘m s g'enltal
area on 1 October, but she did not include her observatmgs in the
postmortem report. The perfunctory manner in wthh ‘the
postmortems were conducted on Surekha and Priyanka later invited
strong criticism. While dealing with a physically abused ferr'lale
corpse, it is standard postmortem procedure to preserve vaginal
swabs, pubic hair, the uterus, the viscera and other internal organs
for forensic examination. Shende did none of this and thereby let go
of crucial evidence. He claimed later that he did not do so as the
police inquest report did not suspect rape. Priyanka’s battered body
was recovered without a shred of clothing; this, surely, should have
created reasonable suspicion of rape. Shende also told a pane.l of
doctors!? that he had found no injuries on Priyanka’s inner thighs
as would have justified the suspicion of rape although, }‘1e conc'ed.ed,
there were many wounds on the outer thighs. Forensic specialists
interviewed by the same panel termed this explanation preposte.rous
since if someone tried to cause injury to the inner thigbs dur'lng a
rape, the victim would tend to resist by c.lrawing. the thighs tightly
together, thereby avoiding injury on the inner side. '

It is said there was considerable pressure exerted on Shende ‘dur.mg
the postmortems. A few political bigwigs related to the Prmqpal
killers of Khairlanji were reportedly present at the Moha.dl hospital
at the time. It would also appear that Banthe’s absenting herself
from the hospital was a deliberate move to have the postmortems
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delegated to a novice like Shende, who had completed his degree
barely a couple of years ago. Had Banthe been associated with the
postmortem, it would not have been possible to ignore the
established procedure. Moreover, since Shende was a dalit (albeit 3
Christian convert), crucial lapses could then be conveniently shown
as ‘incompetence’ rather than criminal conspiracy — and this is easy
in a society deeply prejudiced about dalits and their achieving
placement in highly skilled jobs through reservation. Clearly, there
was no reason for Banthe not to have conducted the postmortems
herself, if not that day then the next. It is baffling how such a grave
crime could be handled so casually at such a critical stage in the
investigation. In fact, the case was serious enough to have warranted
the presence of a forensic expert during the examination.

On the same day, based on Bhaiyalal Bhotmange’s FIR, twenty-
eight persons from Khairlanji were arrested. Though the incident
was clearly a case of caste atrocity, calling, therefore, for the
application of the PoA Act, the Bhandara SP, Suresh Sagar, visited
the village only on 1 October — two days after the carnage.?’ Sagar
was himself dalit, his actual surname being Khobragade.

The Jubilee of the Deeksha

From the very beginning, an attempt was made to present the
Khairlanji massacre as a crime committed by morally outraged
villagers, infuriated at a woman’s insolent acts of adultery with an
‘outsider’. The incident was first reported in the press on 1 October
by a Nagpur-based newspaper, Deshonnati, not a widely circulated
publication. The next day, Lokmat, Maharashtra’s largest-selling
Marathi daily, picked it up in some detail, but its report was coloured
with the ‘illicit relationship> approach. The same day, the paper’s
English edition, published from Nagpur, carried a six-column news
item written on similar lines. The report also carried the names of
the victims and photographs of Priyanka and Roshan, the names of
those arrested and of the alleged paramour.
[t appears that this report went unnoticed by the Nagpur dalits.
Most dalit activists there were apparently engaged with the golden
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-ubilee of the Deeksha ceremony, a commemoration of Ambedkar’s
)

version to Buddhism, observed that year on 2 Octo.ber.21 Dalit
i ts had been readying for months for this extraordinary event,
athllwsn the day, most were engaged in facilitating the festivities and
anter(;ng to the ;mndreds of thousands who had poured into ‘Nagpur
;ar the celebration. Most dalit activists from Nagpur have justified
tﬁeir ignorance of the Khairlanji news for Fhese reasonsilSOme ad;ielci
that ‘Bhotmange’ was not a familiar dalit Dame an.d e?(ceh pe If)or
did not, at first, identify the victims as dfz\llts but ml'stoo t. ;mbh
OBCs. The name ‘Gajbhiye’, a typical dalit surname in the Vi arouérl
region, did feature in news reports, but.he was named as 3 pagartnﬁrst
of the dead woman. Therefore, the entire incident passed o afl e
as the unfortunate culmination of the case of an OBC wpme; ; ' tltegr
in love with a dalit man. Sadly, this expla‘natlon carries t :1 i «
truth that caste identity becom:us( n”forf1 111.1:p0rtant than hum
i ity i ia, even for Ambedkarite dalits. ‘
1de’?}t11<teytrllr11t}11n§)0ut the incident did, however, slowly begin to creelp
out. After all, Khairlanji was just a few hours f‘rom Nagpur. P(eloi)oet:
gradually began to realize the gravity of the crime, perpet:atf[:hat !
only by the Khairlanji villagers but also by the very ;ta e par e
meant to be driven by the Constitution, a doa‘lment w. osebve;2 o
enhanced by the fact that Ambedkar, their Babasaheb, ! 2111
overseen its drafting. Soon, unease b.egan to spread. So}r}ne sc;cflzct)_r
conscious groups began visiting the Ylllage. Some brc;ug th(?u o
finding reports, although there was little hope here of reac 1ngm tc;
The fiat of the crime lords — the oath of silence the villagers see )
have collectively taken — was hard to overcome, Almost nofo'ne eg
Khairlanji would say a word about the incident. Everybody elg?ew
ignorance or absence from the scene. There we‘re, honevzr, ahel
overwhelmed by the call of conscience. They tacitly decide };co - E
the cause of truth by confiding in various peopile about \21/' ;:t h:d
happened that evening. Bhaiyalal Bhotmange h1m‘seli1 salG ';:) o
seen the mob attacking his house anj fﬁmﬂt): lla]en ra Gajbhiy
tedly partially witnessed the attack. ‘ ‘
hai: lzgnriioirmag?nid, facz in such a case gets easily mixed with
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fiction. After the initial few days, the social organizations’ tea
found themselves handicapped by the overwhelming presencem:
the police who had fortified the entire village. They were now unab(l)
to visit Khairlanji freely, and there was no question of their beine
allowed to speak to anyone there. Despite these impediments thg
broad facts about the sequence of events leading to the car;la X
could not be suppressed. The history of the Bhotmangegse’
harassment; the village attitude to them as evinced by the conditio
of .their hut; the attack on Siddharth Gajbhiye that Surekha ang
Priyanka gave witness to; the drama of the arrest of the caste Hindus
and their walking free on bail hours later; their attacking the famil
as a mob to avenge their ‘humiliation’, and, as testified to by ch
victims’ bodies, the torture unleashed on the Bhotmanges — all thes
were beyond dispute. )

Political Visits and Fact-Finding Efforts

On 3 October, Upendra Shende, a prominent dalit leader from
Nagpur, visited Khairlanji. Another dalit leader, Nitin Raut
(Congress MLA from Nagpur North and now a minister in the
state), visited two days later. The corpses of Priyanka and Surekha
Bhotmange were exhumed on 5 October in his presence, and a
second postmortem carried out at the spot without taking the bodies
to th.e hospital. This second postmortem was carried out by a team
consisting of Dr B.K. Meshram, Dr Nisha Bhavsar and Dr Girish
Wan‘khede — none of them a medico-legal expert.?> Taking into
consideration the sensitive nature of the case, where the involvement
of a forensic expert was essential even at the first instance, the second
postmortem without such an expert did not serve any purpose
Expecteflly, this team of doctors could not but make vaguc.;
o'b'servatlons — that the injuries on the genitals were not clearl
visible due to decomposition, the injuries on the rest of the bodie}s,
were visible and all internal organs were normal.

It is a mystery who asked for and who decided to proceed with
the second postmortem on bodies that had been buried five days
for which there had been no demand either from the Victini,s:
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relatives or from any collective of dalits. Bhaiyalal Bhotmange and
the Gajbhiyes issued public statements to assert that the second
ostmortem had been carried out without their knowledge. As for
caims of public outcry necessitating the second postmortem, there
was nothing, at that point, for anyone to suspect in the first
ostmortem for its report had not then been released. It came out
on 6 October, together with the report of the second postmortem.**
Many activists in the protest movement that built up against this
atrocity therefore suspect that the second postmortem was part of a
well-planned plot to fully cover up the incident. It did not serve any
conceivable purpose other than perhaps to demonstrate that the
junior doctor’s findings in the first postmortem were duly validated
by a team of senior doctors. Given that a postmortem investigation
is essentially of a forensic nature, it is surprising that the
administration consistently avoided either commissioning such an
expert or preserving evidence for forensic investigation.
Meanwhile, what the dalit leaders did at Khairlanji is not known.
Shende, a dalit politician of long standing, belongs to the
Khobragade faction (one of five) of the Republican Party of India.
He has been an MLA and therefore commands some influence with
the establishment. As an unmarried person, Shende enjoyed the
image of being a man of simple habits and was fondly addressed by
local dalits as mama (uncle). However, some activists of the
Khairlanji Action Committee (KAC)?® accused him of playing a
dubious role in protecting the Bhandara SP, Suresh Sagar
‘Khobragade’,26 and PSI Bharane. They even suspected his role in
the removal of their nominee as public prosecutor for the case,
advocate Shashibhushan Wahane. They contended that Upendra
Shende had played into the hands of those in the government who
did not want too many uncomfortable facts made public about the
incident. Whatever the truth, Shende was not seen in relation to the
Khairlanji episode thereafter.
Nitin Raut, the other dalit leader who paid an early visit to
Khairlanji, is credited with issuing the first press statement on
Khairlanji, a copy of which he sent to the National Human Rights
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Commission (NHRC). Raut had been in the limelight just before
the Khairlanji incident for becoming a shramner, a Buddhist student
monk,?” on 2 October at the Deeksha ceremony.
On 6 October, a fact-finding team from the Vidarbha Jan Andolan

Samiti (VJAS) visited Khairlanji and released a detailed report to
the media. The report said: ‘Surekha and her daughter Priyanka
were humiliated, bitten, beaten black and blue and then gang-raped
in full public view for an hour before they fell dead.” A policeman
who asked for anonymity is quoted in the report saying, ‘The
marauders had pushed sticks into their private parts.” Surekha
Bhotmange’s sons were reported to have been repeatedly kicked
and stabbed, after which the assaulters mutilated their private parts,
distigured their faces and tossed them in the air to fall to the ground
until they lay dead upon it. ‘At dusk, the four bodies of this dalit
family lay strewn at the village choupal (square), with the killers
pumping their fists and still kicking the bodies. The rage had not

subsided. Some angry men even raped the badly mutilated corpses

of the two women.” The VJAS sent this report to the NHRC, seeking

an independent probe into the massacre since all political parties

and the local administration were trying to cover it up. It
highlighted the fact that until that date, more than a week after the
killing, none of Bhandara’s elected representatives had visited the
village.

It said the visits of the two politicians were sponsored by Congress
party authorities, and lamented that they had not moved the issue
any further. The police were not taking any action, the report said,
and the only two prime witnesses were under threat. Not a single
villager’s statement had been recorded. Dalits in neighbouring
villages were living in fear of their lives. Apart from the media, the
VJAS also circulated its report widely through their social network
and through list emails, creating awareness far and wide.28

Another fact-finding report also came out on 6 October. The
Pune-based Manuski Advocacy Centre produced a detailed report
with photographs and published it on their much-visited blog.?
On 29 October, the blog provided the background to the incident
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and the sequence of events. Manuski highlighted tl}g official apat.hy
surrounding the case, as well as the possible complicity ?f the police
and the political pressure acting upon therr?. It wrote, ‘In the case,
Mr Bhaskar Kadav (associated with Bharatly'a Ie.lnata’Party of that
area) is also one of the main accused. So P(.)hce is acting under the
pressure of political party and misleading the whole case ‘by
portraying the case of illicit relationsh.ip and one of t1‘1e major
newspapers (Lokmat Times) is backing this false theory. Thirty more
accused are yet to be arrested and eyewitnesses h‘ave 1.10t l?een given
police protection. The women who participated in this crime are let
Joose.”>® Manuski’s report called upon people to organize eve‘znts' to
condemn the barbaric crime in every village, ‘tole and district,
organize processions and protests to express sohdanty, and. spreaj
its report via email to national and international agencies an
human rights organizations. At a time when the res.t’ of ‘the ‘Indlan
media has hardly followed up on the case, Manuski’s §1te till date
commands a large following on Khairlanji, since it provides regular
updates along with scans of the FIRs and other'case docur'nents,f
pictures of the accused and the victims, and df:talled transcripts 0
the proceedings of the case in the Bhandara trial court and now in
the higher court.” ‘

A Mumbai-based English newspaper DNA carried a report on
Khairlanji on 7 October — the first such outside the Vldarbilla
region.?? It generally endorsed the V]AS‘ report and aler'ted.t 1e
national print media to take note of Khairlanji. Some periodicals
came out with cover stories and special reports®’ that fuft'her
exposed the complicity of the administra‘tion and the political
intrigue around the case, stirring the dalits into rage. ‘ ‘

None of the police officials from Nagpur or Mumbai ha‘lcl‘ till
then considered the case serious enough to warrant even a v151t. to
Khairlanji. When they did, they merely added fuel tO' a spreading
fire. Pankaj Gupta, special inspector-general 'of police, Nagpur,
visited Khairlanji fourteen days after the inc1de‘nt. He'mad‘e an
irresponsible public statement — without any basis to his claﬁnd—
about rape not having been part of the lynchings. Later, the Yashada
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report, commissioned in November 2006 by Ratnakar Gaikwad,
the nodal officer, PoA Act,** indicted Gupta for having ‘accepted a
bribe from the interested elements to make such a statement’ and
recommended that ‘a discrete confidential enquiry should be
initiated against Shri Pankaj Gupta in order to investigate the above
matters.’>

Both the Khairlanji incident and the state complicity that a series
of fact-finding efforts uncovered infuriated dalits across the state,
That such an atrocity could take place in Vidarbha, particularly
the Nagpur—Bhandara belt with a dalit movement whose history
predated even Ambedkar, galvanized dalits. After their conversion
to Buddhism, the Vidarbha dalits became known for their fierceness,
and even hardened casteist elements would think twice before
harming or even humiliating dalits in the remotest village. Over the
decades, the movement had shown signs of disintegration; the caste-
Hindu fear of dalits had also started waning. Khairlanji offered
conclusive proof of this changed reality; it portended that more
was to come.

Khairlanji also exposed the vacuity and moral bankruptcy of the
dalit leaders. First, they were conspicuous by their absence and,
when they did present themselves, by their inaction. All this made
dalits — ordinary dalits — pour out into the streets of Bhandara,
Nagpur, Vidarbha and soon all of Maharashtra with a not
unjustifiable anger. The state’s repression was, however, both
unreasonable and unprecedented. We shall see how in the next
chapter.

NOTES AND REFERENCES

! Ambedkar’s defeat in this election by an ordinary Congress candidate was an
early marker of the fate of future caste politics.

% Conventionally called mangs, this caste has of late adopted the sanskritized
name, ‘matang’, after a mythological sage of the same name.
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8. Kanhayya Ganesh Mandlekar 9. Prakash Gulabrao Kadav 10. Pankaj Shivshankar

Atilkar 11. Mahipal Antu Dhande 12. Shatrughn Isaram Dhande 13. Chandrabhan
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Khandate 14. Premlal Salikram Khurpe 15. Dharampal Vishwanath Dhande. Aj]
these names also figure in the list of the accused in the 29 September rape ang
lynching, all except accused number 13, Chandrabhan Khandate.

13 Buddhist Communicator, op. cit., 4.

14 There are varying versions of the sequence of events at this point in various fact-
finding reports, some reporting about both Bhaiyalal and Priyanka going to
Dusala and, on the way back, Bhaiyalal going to the farm and Priyanka returning
home.

' Constable Dongare in an unpublished interview with retired professor of sociology
S.M. Dahiwale said that when he got the phone call informing him about the
attack at Khairlanji, he immediately informed Head Constable Shahare in the
presence of the entire police station staff. He also stated that a jeep was sent to
Khairlanji at about 8 p.m. Personal communication from Dahiwale.

16 Buddhist Communicator, op. cit., 4.

17 Parag Patil, “Khairlanji: Khar Kay ni Khot Kay” (Khairlanji: The Truth and the
Lies), Lok Prabha 1 (December 2006), 12.

18 Buddhist Communicator, op. cit.

19 Atrocity News, a blog launched by the Pune-based Manuski Advocacy Centre,
had constituted a panel of doctors from Nagpur and Bhandara to study the
clinical details of the case and report their findings objectively for the benefit of
social groups. The transcript of the panel’s interview with Shende and the forensic
experts is available at http://atrocitynews.wordpress.com/manuski-centre-
khairlanje-report (accessed 8 September 2008).

20 Clause 6 of the PoA Act Rules (1995) says: ‘Whenever the District Magistrate or
the Sub-Divisional Magistrate or any other executive Magistrate or any police
officer not below the rank of Deputy Superintendent of Police receives an
information from any person or upon his own knowledge that an atrocity has
been committed on the members of the Scheduled Castes or the Scheduled
Tribes within his jurisdiction, he shall immediately himself visit the place of
occurrence to assess the extent of atrocity, loss of life, loss and damage to the
property and submit a report forthwith to the State Government.’

2! The Deeksha day is annually observed on Asoka Vijaydasami (a date set by the
lunar calendar and celebrated by Hindus as the festival of Dussehra, symbolic of
the victory of good over evil). For a detailed description of the conversion
ceremony, see Eleanor Zelliot’s “Religion and the Legitimation in the Mahar
Movement” in Religion and the Legitimation of Power in South Asia, ed. Bardwell
L. Smith (Leiden: E.). Brill, 1978), 88~106.

22 Literally ‘respected father’, an honorific for Ambedkar.

2 According to a report in The Hindu, 19 November 2006, ‘The sub-divisional
magistrate ordered the bodies of the two women to be exhumed on October 4
and the next day three medical officers conducted a second postmortem. Here
the procedures were followed properly but the bodies were too badly decomposed
by then.

%% Personal communication from sociologist $.M. Dahiwale based on his field
interviews:
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Regarding the rapes, based on both the initial and re-postmortem reports, the

following are the findings. The initial postmortem was performed by Dr

Avinash J. Shende. He states in his reports that ‘the bodies are not decomposed

and the visceras both of Ms Priyanka and Mrs Surekha have not been preserved.’

Since rape was alleged, the re-postmortem (exhumation) was done at Deulgaon

village by three doctors, viz. B.K. Meshram, Nisha Bhawsar and Girish

Wankhede, in the evening of 5 October 2006. The condition of both the

bodies was described as heavily decomposed. However, vaginal swabs and

uterns of both the bodies were taken and sent to Nagpur for histopathological
and chemical analysis to detect dead sperm. As per the chemical analyser’s
report, the doctors in the memorandum of the re-postmortem examination
state on 26 October that the private parts could not be identified, and no
sperm were detected over the vaginal swab or uterus. In the interview, Dr

Nisha Bhawsar also told me that sperm was not found in the analysis, but she

added that she did not know what had happened while doing the analysis.

Thus, these reports show that rape was not committed. But, my friend, a

lecturer living in Bhandara, told me that he was told about the rapes by his girl

student, who had got the information from her elder sister in Khairlanji
whose relative is one of the accused of the killings. As the accused are the

relatives of local MLAs, some people in the area speak of manipulating a

negative report.

25 The Khairlanji Action Committee (KAC) was formed by a few Ambedkarite
social activists of Nagpur to extend medical and legal help to the victims of the
Khairlanji case — Siddharth Gajbhiye and Bhaiyalal Bhotmange — in October
2006. When, later, various people with vested interests sought to hijack the issue,
the KAC decided to pursue the case with the single-minded aim of ensuring
justice.

26 Suresh Sagar ‘Khobragade’ happens to be a nephew of the late barrister and RPI
leader, Rajubhau Khobragade from whom one of the factions of the RP] takes its
name, the RPI(K). Since the surname ‘Khobragade’ can be easily identified as
mahar, the Bhandara superintendent of police seems to have changed it to
‘Sagar’.

27 The shrammner initiation is a Buddhist ritual after which a person lives in a
monastery for a week.

28 The VJAS fact-finding report is available at http://www.sabrang.com/kherlanji/
reports.pdf (accessed 23 March 2010).

29 http://atrocitynews.wordpress.com.

30 See hitp://atrocitynews.files.wordpress.com/2006/10/khairlanji.pdf (accessed 23
March 2010).

31 For updates on the case, visit http://wordpress.com/tag/khairlanji-developments.

32 Jaideep Hardikar, “Killed for Speaking Up”, DNA, 7 October 2006. Subsequently,
exactly a month after the incident, a comprehensive report by Sabrina Buckwalter
appeared in the special Sunday edition of Times of India. “Just Another Rape
Story”, 29 October 2009 (available at http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/
articleshow/msid-222682,curpg-1.cms, accessed 15 May 2010).
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% Vidrohi (Mumbai), op. cit., and Buddhist Communicator (Nagpur), op. cit., came
out with special issues, both in Marathi. Detailed reports were published by Lok
Prabha (Mumbai), op. cit., Tehelka, 4 November 2006, and Frontline, 1 December
2006.

* Ratnakar Gaikwad was an exceptional officer, and a dalit. When he found that
the government was trying to suppress the findings of the Yashada report, he
posted it on the internet, though the government withdrew it from the official
Yashada site subsequently. The report, however, had circulated widely among
dalits by then.

35 The Yashada report, op. cit.
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Post-Khairlanji
A CHRONICLE OF REPRESSION

If the Khairlanji lynchings and their botched investigation exposed
the culpability of the state machinery, the brutality with which the
police targeted protests across Maharashtra was an equally grave
indictment of the antidalit attitude of the state. Large sections of
the dalit community were appalled at the murders as information
about them began to spread. Led primarily and initially by women
and joined by large numbers of youth, dalits took to the streets in
protest. After the first such demonstration, in Bhandara on 1 Nov-
ember 2006, the entire Vidarbha region reverberated with condem-
nation of the killings and the state’s antidalit stance. It is notable that
almost everywhere, dalit women took the lead. These were genuine
protesters who did not have the usual support system that established
political parties have. The police response was as heavy-handed as
though they were worse criminals than the perpetrators at Khairlanji.

This chapter dwells upon the delay in reaction to the Khairlanji
killings, the roles played by various civil society organizations and
political parties, and finally documents the democratic protests that
ensued and the police ruthlessness that was unleashed to crush both
the protests and the spirit that impelled them.

The Deeksha Celebration Theory

[t remains a mystery how the news of such a major caste atrocity at
a place just 125 kilometres from Nagpur city, the nerve centre of the
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Ambedkarite movement, went unnoticed for weeks. That the dalits
of Nagpur were in the thick of preparations for the Deekshg,
celebration is not entirely implausible — at the individual level.! Byt
considering Khairlanji’s location and the historical association
between the people of Bhandara and Nagpur city, it is not entirely
believable that, at the collective level, such an incident could have
been unknown for as long as is claimed it was.

How is it that on 2 October, three days after the butchery, when
hundreds of thousands of dalits congregated at Nagpur from all
over the country and the world to commemorate the fiftieth
anniversary of Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism, no one in this
crowd knew of what had happened at Khairlanji? There was not a
ripple felt, not a whisper heard anywhere in this sea of dalits, charged
that day with Ambedkarite spirit. It could still be argued that the
lay crowd would have been immersed in the festivities of the
occasion, but what about the leaders? No one, even inadvertently,
uttered the word ‘Khairlanji’ among the hundreds of speeches
delivered that day.

On 14 October, the solar calendar anniversary of Ambedkar’s
conversion, Mayawati, the supreme leader of the most significant
national party of dalits, Bahujan Samaj Party,? addressed a major
meeting in Indora, Nagpur’s Ambedkarite hub. The crowds of
14 October are not comparable to those on 2 October, but they
certainly run into the thousands. It was a full fortnight after the
Khairlanji slaughter, the victims had by this time been clearly
identified as dalit, and the murders had been established beyond
doubt as a caste atrocity. Yet there was no sign of unease among the
gathering or at the many functions and assemblages of the day. The
Nagpur dalits seemed unaware of any cause for agitation.

This was followed by another large convention in Chandrapur
on 16 October to commemorate a mass conversion that had taken
place there in Ambedkar’s presence in 1956. Again, no one spoke
about Khairlanji or showed any discomfort over the issue. Is it
believable that the dalits of Nagpur and Chandrapur were still
unaware that the Bhotmanges were dalit seventeen days after their

R
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murder? And if they were not, how did they remain unshaken by
such an atrocity for so long?

It is possible that news of the attack was blocked because of the
Deeksha programme, as some claim. According to them, senior
dalit leader R.S. Gavai — then governor of Bihar, president of one of
the factions of the Republican Party of India (RPI), and chairman
of the Deeksha Bhoomi Smarak Samiti, the committee in charge of
the Deeksha celebrations — and other local leaders had asked the
administration to suppress the news. If this was true, how could the
Lokmat Times, a paper run by the Darda family, which belongs to
the ruling Congress party,” escape these instructions not once but
twice?

Considering the sequence of events, the earliest the newspapers
could have reported the incident was on 1 October, since it was only
on 30 September that the First Information Report was lodged,
confirming that three persons of the Bhotmange family were missing
and a fourth, Priyanka, had been discovered murdered. The Lokmat
Times reported this and also carried the news the next day that the
other three bodies had been recovered, with details of the arrests
made. What appears possible is that the media was fed the story of
an illicit relationship without revealing the dalit identities of the
victims; it might also have been instructed not to conduct the follow-
up customary in such sensational crimes. This may presumably have
been done to camouflage the incident and stave off dalit attention
during and after the golden jubilee celebrations. Looking at the way
events unfolded, this apparent ruse, if at all, worked, albeit halfway.

After the euphoria of the Deeksha anniversary began to recede,
the Nagpur dalits slowly started taking note of Khairlanji. Its
appalling details began to trickle in through friends and relatives.
The visits of local dalit politicians to Khairlanji confirm this. People
began talking about the Iynchings in small groups in Nagpur.
However, until a 28 October meeting convened by members of the
Bharatiya Republican Party-Bahujan Mahasangh (known as the
Bharipa—BMS), an RPI splinter group, no concrete decision on any

action materialized. The meeting resolved to march from Nagpur

e
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to Khairlanji on 12 November under the banner of the Khairlap;
Dalit Hatyakand Sangharsh Samiti (Committee for Struggle OJI
the Khairlanji Dalit Massacre). It had taken almost a month for thn
socially conscious dalits of Nagpur to react to one of the worsft3
atrocities against dalits in post-Independence India.

It is notable in this context that none of the state’s established
dalit leaders* had decided to go to Khairlanji until it assumed
.magnitude in the public eye and rendered a visit unavoidable. Even
if they did visit, as Prakash Ambedkar of the Bharipa-BMS did on
13 October, they appeared keener to score political points than to
take steps to address the public demand for justice. The last time
Maharashtra had seen antidalit violence provoke state-wide
?gitations — when ten dalits were killed in police firing in Mumbaj
in 1997° — dalits showed their indignation at the apparent
indifference of their politicians by manhandling RPI Member of
Parliament (MP) Ramdas Athavale, and chasing others away from
the scene. This, it seems, the politicians had forgotten by the time
the Khairlanji atrocity happened, nine years later.

Dalit Women Take the Lead

The focus of the public protests thereafter was not so much against
the Khairlanji criminals as against the criminality of the state
machinery in protecting them as well as the apathy and ineptitude
of the established dalit leadership. The first public protest happened
with a rally organized in Bhandara by a local dalit women’s
organization on 1 November, when over a thousand women
marched through the streets of Bhandara town shouting slogans
against the state and demanding justice.® They submitted a
memorandum to the government calling for immediate action
against the Khairlanji perpetrators. Quite a few nondalit women
activists associated with leftist movements also lent active support
and participation.

The next major initiative was also women-led — on 8 November,
a group of dalit women writers and activists in Mumbai fought
through security protocol to storm their way into the chief
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minister’s fifth-floor office during a cabinet meeting and demand
justice for the Khairlanji victims. They were promptly arrested and
detained in custody overnight before being released the next day on
bail. The news, while it sent shockwaves through the establishment,
inspired ordinary dalits to follow suit by taking to the streets and
condemning the administration for its antidalit attitude. In most
places where such demonstrations took place, fact-finding teams

" jnvariably found women seeding temporary organizations for the

purpose of protest. It has been an inspiring feature of the dalit
movement, right from its inception, that it is women who have
taken vanguard positions whenever the struggle has demanded
militancy, without waiting for the acceptance, approval or
acknowledgement of men.

In the days that followed, socially conscious women from dalit
localities all over Vidarbha came forward to lead the protests. They
found natural support in young men and women, already embittered
and angry at the blatant state injustice and the inaction of their
own leadership. Others joined them, and impromptu ‘Nished
Samitis’ (protest committees) took shape. Established political
figures were deliberately kept away from these. The entire process
was spontaneous, wherever such protests took place, whether as
rallies or sit-ins; the Nished Samitis formed only later and were
usually only temporary in intent, meant solely for the purpose of
communicating with the authorities and securing mandatory
permissions for demonstrations. They had no wider political
agenda. Given their scanty resources, they could not afford the usual
propaganda material of posters and pampbhlets. Volunteers went
door-to-door to enlist support; they took with them photocopies
of articles in the press on the killings and photographs of the victims’
mutilated bodies. In one town, Amravati, they made these
photographs into a small poster with the simple caption: ‘How
long are you going to tolerate this?’

As these efforts unfolded across the state, the demonstrations
received large-scale public support — and a uniform reaction from
the police: a deliberately and disproportionately harsh response.

[
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Nagpur and the Bogey of Naxalism naming specific organizations. This was later confirmed to the All

India Fact-Finding Committee® by the pamphlet’s author,

]

One of the first clashes with the police broke out in Nagpur, soon

after the Bhandara rally. A call was given for a dharna (sit-in) on
6 November at a public place named Indora Chowk through an
anonymous pamphlet written in Hindi and distributed all over the
city in predominantly dalit areas. It lamented the dalits’ pathetic
condition, highlighted the government’s antidalit attitude and
called upon people to join the protest. The administration labeled
this ‘naxal parcha’, a piece of naxalite (i.e., Maoist) propaganda,
because it was written in Hindi not Marathi, Maharashtra’s primary
language, and did not carry the details of either its printer or
publisher. The Nagpur police then went on to claim that a large
number of Maoist activists had infiltrated the area to instigate
violence against the state; the police also planted stories in the local
press that naxalites were behind the Khairlanji protests.”

A closer look at the ‘naxal parcha’ reveals a different story. It is
true it was in Hindi, but the use of Hindi is far from uncommon in
Nagpur. The city had been the capital of the Hindi-speaking British-
era Central Provinces until 1956, when it was subsumed under
Bombay State, part of which later formed Maharashtra. Most
Nagpur residents, and dalits in particular, still tend to use Hindi
more than Marathi, which is why many media houses publish their
Hindi editions here. The distribution of anonymous pamphlets was
also not at all unusual. More often than not, they are the means
through which spontaneous public protests are organized; it is the
people who judge the worth of these calls and respond accordingly.
The police need get alarmed only if the call is illegal.

In this case, there was nothing illegal for the police knew perfectly
well who the organizers were. Various organizations working in
the area had given their unanimous support to a decision to come
together as a larger public front over Khairlanji. They had sought
specific permission from the police for a day-long (10 a.m. to
5 p.m.) peaceful demonstration at Indora Chowk, permission the
police had granted. The essential character of the protest, therefore,
was apolitical, which is why the call to assemble was given without

Chitrasen Chandekar, a local activist.

The police’s ‘naxalite conspiracy’ version was later publicly
voiced by Maharashtra’s deputy chief minister and state home
minister, Raosaheb Ramchandra Patil, in a statement to the media.
The word ‘naxalite’ can serve as a convenient label for the Indian
state to assume full authority to do whatever it pleases with ordinary
people seeking space for dissent in their ‘democratic republic’. The
view received official sanction from the highest level in 2006, when
prime minister Manmohan Singh declared naxalism the biggest
threat to the Indian internal security.” As a journalist wrote in this
context: ‘Accusing someone of being a naxalite gives the police a
carte blanche to carry out arrests. In a state that sanctions the misuse
of power, it appears the police use this to crack down on moderate
left-leaning social activists. The obsession with naxalism is so great
that the net of arrests is spread wide.'!

The deputy chief minister’s public pronouncement of naxalite
involvement in the protests was a summary approval to every kind
of repressive tactic the police were to unleash thereafter. Under the
naxalite intervention theory, many activists suffered incessant police
harassment. Ashu Saxena, a noted activist with the Communist Party
of India (Marxist) (CPI[M]), working among the marginalized in
Nagpur, and a founding member of the Khairlanji Hatyakand Kruti
Samiti (the Khairlanji Atrocity Action Group), was arrested and
re-arrested, taken from one police station to another and charged
with several criminal actions. Anil Borkar and Sanjay Fulzele of the
People’s Democratic Front of India (PDFI) suffered the same
sequence of arrests, releases and re-arrests. Scores of dalits were
detained for no reason at all; some were beaten and released quickly,
some not so quickly — all with the sole aim of terrifying people into
submission and silence.

Not to be daunted, nearly three thousand people assembled on
6 November at Indora Chowk. They demanded an enquiry by the
Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) and legal action against those
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guilty of the murder of Bhaiyalal Bhotmange’s family. The police
presence was overwhelming. There was palpable anger in the
gathering, particularly among the young, and the police presence
was a provocation. But the demonstration stayed restrained — a
feat indeed for a crowd gathered without a leader or politica]
organization to express their outrage and disgust.

At around 2.30 p.m., two-and-a-half hours before the protest
was scheduled to end, Nagpur Deputy Commissioner of Police
(DCP) Amitesh Kumar asked the organizers to submit to him a
memorandum of the protest’s proceedings. The organizers refused
as the demonstration was still in progress; besides, it is not to the
police that such memoranda are to be submitted. Arguments
followed, a scuffle broke out and the police resorted to a baton-
charge and teargas shells.

This provoked the protesters to block traffic on the Nagpur-
Kamptee road and burn tyres. Here too, the police burst teargas
shells; the protesters retaliated by throwing burning tyres at a police
jeep parked in the vicinity. Meanwhile, local news channels were
airing live broadcasts of the clash at Indora Chowk. Soon dalits in
other parts of Nagpur also came out into the streets and began
stopping traffic by burning tyres and breaking windowpanes. What
followed was sheer police terror. In the evening, by which time the
outburst had dissipated, the police made a raid on a slum named
Indora Zopadpatti, rounded up thirty-two youths, thrashed them,
and made many of them ask the ‘forgiveness’ of the DCP by

prostrating themselves at his feet, a gesture laden with casteist
undertones. In the days that followed, the Indora Zopadpatti area
was transformed into a virtual cantonment, picketed by armed police.

On 8 November, alocal newspaper published a letter purportedly
released by the North Gadchiroli-Gondia Divisional Committee
of the naxalite Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist)
[CPI(ML)], asking dalits to join its armed struggle. The same day,
an angry mob attacked the house of a Congress Member of the
Legislative Assembly (MLA) Nitin Raut, who was then away in
Switzerland. This was reason enough for the police to arrest three
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ore persons, label them naxalites and detain them for several days.
" The events of 6 November triggered a series of protests in nearby

; towns. A call was made for a Nagpur bandh, a one-day general

strike, on 10 November. The response to the call was positive —
shops, markets and other workplaces refnalned c?osed. Howevzr,
police clashes broke out across the city with sweeping arrests made
in several areas, scores of agitating dalit youth beaten and 354 rounds
of teargas shells burst in crowd dispersal. N

Undeterred, the Khairlanji Dalit Hatyakand San’gharsh Samiti
announced they would proceed with a ‘long march” from Nagpur
to Khairlanji they had scheduled for 12 Nf)vember. Th.e march wil;
refused permission. The organizers remalped determln.e'd to ho
the march regardless; two of them, Samiti convener Milind Mane
and Arun Humane, were arrested from the press conference
announcing the decision on 11 November. According to newspape}r1
reports, at least 214 persons were detained on the eve of the mar;1
as a preventive measure.'! On the day of the marc}}, a'lll routc;s tolF e
city were sealed, and according to the joint commissioner o po Cllce;
S.M. Sayed, ninety-six men and fifty-three women were detained a
different places. In addition to the existing manpower at the Nagpl;r
police commissionerate, four State Reserve Police Force (SRP 11
companies, 350 homeguards, 200 police and t?vo ofﬁcer?‘. of t};e ;an
of superintendent were deployed in th? c1ty.'In spite of t lc;se
preventive measures, a number of people, including a large number
of women, assembled for the long march and courted arrest.

Doctor as ‘Slumlord, Bootlegger, Rioter’

Milind Mane and Arun Humane were not only ar‘restefd bu:c a.150
humiliated in police custody. The two were 1o ordinary’ (i.e.
illiterate or only semi-literate) blue-collar dalits. They were ‘doc.to‘rs,
well-known in the Nagpur medical fraternity. M.ane, a paediatrician
active on health issues such as sickle cell anaemia (highly prevalent
among the dalits of the Vidarbha region), a social worker odf lo-Itlﬁ
standing in the city and a Bharipa-BMS le'ader, was slapped wi

cases in nineteen of Nagpur’s twenty police stations on charges
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‘rarllging from rioting to wrongful confinement to crimj
intimidation to causing damage to public property by arson (w;:'lal
under the Prevention of Damage to Public Property Act )1984lc'h
punishable with rigorous imprisonment for a term that m;y ext gy
to ten years and in which bail may not be granted without ?llld
prosecution’s permission). In addition, he was arrested under the
Maharashtra Prevention of Dangerous Activities of Slumlord :
Bootleggers and Drug Offenders and Dangerous Persons Act of 198 f ’
under which the detention period is one year. It was a fortni h’
before Mane was released from custody; since then, he has hadgtt
expend much, if not most, of his time and money on the legal tang] .
woven around him. N
Another arrest illustrative of the entrenched police antagonis
tow'ards dalits was that of Raju Lokhande — businessman prominerr:i
social worker, sitting municipal corporator and an)other well-
knowx.l leader. On the day of the general strike, he had, as one of its
organizers, been attempting to soothe the increasingly volatile
situation that followed the police response. The police, however
swept him up in the general crackdown, beat him and jail,ed him for’
fo;(lr days.before releasing him on bail. The photographs he got
:l c;rllr:g .}gmself a week later bear ample testimony to the sadism he
If such was the treatment of persons of reputed public standin
Whé.lt befell ordinary dalits can only be imagined. Not only did thge:
pol}ce attack the protesters, they went in a premeditated manner to
various dalit localities and systematically attacked people on the
streets as well as inside homes, shattering the victims’ meagre
possessions and showering them with casteist abuse as they thrashed
them. In effect, the whole operation was designed to demoralize
?md demean dalits. Most of the victims had not actually participated
in .the protests; they were targeted simply because they were dalits
hv.mg in dalit localities. A new kind of baton was used which split;
skin open and causes deep injuries.!? People severely injured in these
att'acks were taken into custody, charged and sent to the central
prison without any medical attention. The few who did receive
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ireatment were not given their medical case papers. Most of those
arrested were charged with serious offences like attempt to murder
and sedition. The entire operation was aimed at suppressing every
voice of dissent in the dalit community and to send out a message of
fear to those who might dare to assert their democratic right to
protest against injustice.

If one looks back at the post-Khairlanji dalit agitations, each one
of these was articulated by ordinary people seeking to peacefully
record their protest. If they turned violent at some places, it was
invariably because of police provocation. With the tens of thousands
involved in the protests, the actual damage to public property was
minimal: a police jeep in Nagpur, a water tanker in Amravati and a
few buses, cars and motorcycles. Destruction of public property is
undesirable, but it is also commonplace during mass protest — what
was unprecedented was the police vehemence that followed it. The
dalits of Nagpur could not help but note the contrast with the
spectacle a few months before of the police playing mere spectator
while irate mobs of the Hindu fundamentalist party, the Shiv Sena,
ran amok in central Mumbai over alleged disrespect to a statue of
the late wife of the party’s founder leader, Bal Thackeray.'*

Kamptee, Amravati, Yavatmal

The Nagpur stir soon spread to a nearby town named Kamptee,
twenty-five kilometres away. The agitation took place in the old
township where a mixed population of Hindus, Muslims and dalits
reside. In the vicious state response that followed, many people,
ranging from children under fourteen years to the elderly of over
sixty, were beaten up and numerous arrests were made. The police
entered dalit localities and broke into homes, shouting, ‘Where are
the jaibhimwalas (a reference to the dalit veneration of Ambedkar),
saala (bastards), come out.” There was an attempt made to pitch
local nondalits against their dalit neighbours. On 6 November, a
crowd of Hindu fundamentalist toughs, armed with sticks, gathered
in Kamptee, shouting slogans such as ‘Har Har Mahadeo! (Hail to
Lord Mahadeo — a Hindu war cry, particularly used by the army of

G
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the seventeenth-century Maratha king, Shivaji and now favoureq
by hindutva, or rightwing Hindu, forces) and ‘Jai Bhavani, Jg;
Shivaji (Victory to the goddess Bhavani, victory to Shivaji — more
hindutva slogans). Civilian caste Hindus were spotted
accompanying the police on raids. Attempts were also made to
create communal conflict between dalits and Muslims but these did
not succeed.

The repression did not spare even a dalit woman constable,
Vishakha Bhaisane, who had been with the police department for
eighteen years and was severely beaten by an assistant police
inspector, despite her telling him that she was herself a policewoman.
While many persons were randomly detained, the police made it a
point to ask the caste of each person; all those who said they were
mahar or Buddhist were formally arrested. In all, 170 arrests were
made: 106 men and sixty-four women. Charges typically ranged
from rioting to arson and damage to public property; eight people,
however, were placed under the grave charge of sedition, for
‘waging, or attempting to wage war, or abetting waging of war,
against the Government of India.’

The Nagpur—Kamptee incidents were immediately followed by a
series of incidents related to protests in Amravati, Yavatmal and
across Vidarbha, extending as far as Sholapur in western
Maharashtra. Demonstrations were also held in urban areas across
other states. These protests were not coordinated but were the
spontaneous initiatives of ordinary dalits with no specific political
affiliation. At Amravati, a number of dalit intellectuals and activists
came together to form the Khairlanji Hatyakand Virodhi Kruti
Samiti (the Khairlanji Atrocity Condemnation Action Group).
They were granted permission to hold a protest rally on
14 November, which, as it turned out, came a day after the R.S.
Gavai-led faction of the RPI held a similar demonstration, attended
by about a thousand people. This passed peacefully. The police and
the district administration were supportive of this rally because of
its association with Gavai, who had just become governor of Bihar.

In contrast, the action group’s rally the next day did not have
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any big name to flaunt and yet attracted over 20,000 people.
Although the protesters” anger was palpable, they maintained a
fair amount of discipline during their march to the collector’s office,
where the organizers handed over their memorandum. It was on
the return home after the conclusion of the rally that some stone-
pelting and slogan-shouting against the police allegedly took place.
According to a video recording made available to the Fact-Finding
Committee, the police reacted with a baton-charge and also took to
stone-pelting, after which they began making arrests. The protesters
responded by setting fire to some two-wheelers and a water tanker;
at this, the police burst tear-gas shells. Beating whoever they could
lay hands on and chasing after people retreating through nearby
alleys, the police suddenly opened fire — four people were injured
and a young man, Dinesh Wankhede, 22, was killed.

There’s enough evidence to indicate that the firing was
unprovoked and was committed with murderous intent. The
casualties were hit at quite a distance from the place where the
disturbance reportedly broke out. The body parts targeted also
betrayed the police’s motives — the veins in the ankles of two teenagers
were shattered, three bullets scratched the back of a sixteen-year
old, and Dinesh Wankhede was shot in the head. This is supported
by video recordings (showing people with their backs to the
direction of the firing, of which they appear quite unaware) that
clearly establish that the boys were either returning home or were
just passers-by.

As though maiming and killing were not enough, the police
embarked upon a programme of malign persecution through
random arrests and detentions. While some participants were picked
up on the day of the protest, arrests followed for days on end. In
fact, the police First Information Report announced 12,000
unknown persons as accused, which meant they could arrest anyone
any time. Ultimately, fifty-two people were arrested, including all
the prominent persons among the organizers. No policemen had
received any significant injury though some were hospitalized and
bandaged to create the impression for home minister R.R. Patil
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(who visited Amravati the next day) that the police had been forced
tq resort to firing in self-defence. The arrested dalits were chargeq
with attempt to murder, while the police, who had actually killeq
and injured people, were not even subjected to a simple inquiry.

Jagan Nath, commissioner of police, Amravati, had various
excuses to offer the Fact-Finding Committee. He said the crowd
had turned so unruly that the police were under threat and had to
open fire in self-defence. When the committee reminded him that
the entire episode had been filmed on video and did not corroborate
the police version at all, he said they too had enough material to
justify their point of view. Then he came out with the claim that a
serious communal clash would have erupted if the police had not
taken stern action. He said the Shiv Sena had warned him the
previous day of retaliation if the dalits committed any excesses, and
had, in fact, surrounded the protesters gathering at the collectorate.
This was an unheard-of story till then, and it begged the question: if
the commissioner knew of such a sinister plan, why had he not acted
against the conspirators and made prohibitory arrests? After all, he
was duty-bound to ensure the entirely legal protest took place
peacefully. Instead, he chose to attack innocent dalits protesting
against an abominable atrocity.

The town remained terrorized for days after the rally. School-
teacher Bhaurao Sarkate was arrested because the police recovered
some posters and ‘inflammatory’ literature from his residence. The
poster, showing photographs of the corpses of the Bhotmange
family, had been put up publicly in Nagpur and other places and
was available on the internet for several days. The ‘inflammatory’
literature was nothing but the Khairlanji fact-finding report of the
Sal?qata Sainik Dal (Corps for Equality, one of the many organi-
zations Ambedkar established in the 1930s), which was available
everywhere in open sale. The teacher, a serious academic with some
notable distinctions to his credit, was so shocked that he suffered a
stroke. His letter of suspension from his job was handed to him
while he was still in hospital.

Dalits in Yavatmal district also had a taste of state despotism.

5
®

POST-KHAIRLANJI 131

Unlike in Amravati, permissions for protest rallies were refused
under the pretext of the election code of conduct in place because of
the civic polls being held there. Nonetheless, Pramodini Ramteke, a
woman activist noted in the district, along with a few others decided
to submit a memorandum to the district collector on 7 November.
On their way there, they were joined by a few youth, and the group
soon transformed into a small rally. At one point on their route,
stones were pelted at them. Some in the impromptu rally retaliated
in kind. On their way back, they were intercepted by the henchmen
of local politician Subhash Rai; the hooligans pelted stones and
footwear at a portrait of Ambedkar installed near Patipura, a dalit
citadel in Yavatmal city. The police intervened and lodged
complaints of rioting and attempt to murder against both sides. It
appeared the worst was over.

However, what befell the dalits of Patipura and Talao Faila
(another Yavatmal dalit colony) that night will be remembered by
its victims for years to come. A posse of over a hundred policemen
descended on these localities in the middle of the night and rounded
up several young people. Most of those arrested from Patipura were
educated dalit youth.!® Here, too, women suffered: they were beaten
and, in contravention of arrest guidelines, were taken into custody
in the middle of the night by policemen, with no policewomen
present. While in police custody, they were again subjected to
random beatings and harassment. Pramodini Ramteke was picked
up at 3.30 a.m. from her home by policemen who abused her in the
filthiest casteist language. She was tortured, humiliated and harassed
in police custody. Later, she was suspended from her peon’s job
with the Zilla Parishad (a district-level administrative body).

As protests flared all over Vidarbha, the hindutva forces made
another attempt to suppress them by staging a counter-agitation.
The agitation was held under the banner of the ‘OBC Bachav Action
Samiti’ (Action Committee to Save OBCs [Other Backward
Classes]), formed under the guidance and advice of the same
Bhartiya Janata Party (BJP) MLA, Madhukar Kukade, whom the
report brought out by Yashada claimed was responsible for the
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Khairlanji cover-up. Then, on 13 November, the group brought
Bhandara city to a standstill over a case of the alleged rape and
murder of a ten-year-old OBC girl by a Scheduled Caste suspect
who had not then been apprehended. The bandh, which did not
have the collector’s permission, was a success, with activists of the
rightwing militant Bajrang Dal, Shiv Sena, Vishwa Hindu Parishad,
and the BJP taking out a procession. Unlike the Khairlanji massacre,
this story was carried prominently by most newspapers, even as far
as Mumbai. As a Bhandara police official commented to a DNA
correspondent, the crime was heinous but could not be compared
with the horror at Khairlanji. DNA reported, ‘Significantly, though
the Congress and NCP [Nationalist Congress Party] leaders in
Bhandara did not come out in the open, they did support the bandh,
sources in the police revealed.’!®

There were a few further such attempts by the hindutva forces to
communalize the atmosphere, the fact-finding team says in its
report. From 17 November, Maharashtra’s Sholapur district — far
away from the Vidarbha region — witnessed several protests, police
clashes and curfews. Brawls broke out between the Bajrang Dal-
Shiv Sena combine and dalits, against whom the police took a
completely partisan stand. They took no action against those from
the hindutva groups, but they entered dalit localities and battered
people irrespective of gender and age. They smashed pictures of
Ambedkar and the Buddha, and made free use of vicious casteist
insult (banned under the Scheduled Castes/Scheduled Tribes
[Prevention of Atrocities] Act).

An agitation followed for the withdrawal of the indiscriminate
cases against dalits involved in the Khairlanji protests. The demand
was first put up by CPI(M) politburo member Brinda Karat who,
after visiting Khairlanji,!” headed a party delegation to meet prime
minister Manmohan Singh. One of the five demands they put up
was for the ‘release of dalits who have been arrested and withdrawal
of cases against them’. Later, after the agitation had cooled off, the
demand for the withdrawal of cases continued through various
political leaders, but nothing was done for over a year. On
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29 September 2007, the first anniversary of the atrocity, Bhaiyalal
Bhotmange himself presented a memorandum of demands to the
district collector, Sambhajirao Sarkunde, to be forwarded to chief
minister Vilasrao Deshmukh, in which a demand for the withdrawal
of cases against the dalit protesters was reiterated.

In fact, since the government failed to act within fifteen days,
according to the ultimatum given in the memorandum, Bhaiyalal
undertook an indefinite fast from 16 October 2007. He was joined
by Congress MLA Nitin Raut on 17 October. They ended their fast
on 18 October, after the state government issued a resolution on
the withdrawal of the post-Khairlanji agitation cases. This, however,
proved to be another bureaucratic ploy that sought to pacify the
dalits without actually conceding much. A rider was attached to
the case withdrawal: it would be granted only in such places where
the damage to property was below Rs 500,000. The dalits, to their
dismay, given the manner in which the charges against them had
been framed, found that only a negligible number of cases would
qualify for withdrawal. According to Milind Mane, none of the
cases against him has been withdrawn.

The Ambedkar Statue Desecration

At the height of the state suppression of the Khairlanji protests,
news of the desecration of a statue of Ambedkar in Kanpur, Uttar
Pradesh, on 29 November triggered the suppressed collective anger
of Maharashtra’s dalits. A peaceful march scheduled for that day in
Mumbai to protest against Khairlanji did not even get to start
because of the heavy police deployment around it and the lack of
public support. It was completely overtaken by the public protest
against the Kanpur incident. The protests continued and intensified
on 30 November across the state. Ambedkar — as a symbol of dalit
aspirations, of all that is lofty in the dalit universe — always evokes
strong sentiments among dalits. Any disrespect to this icon,
therefore, has always caused outrage in the locality where it
happened. The 29 November disfigurement — the statue was
reportedly beheaded — created tensions in Kanpur and pockets of
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out a witch-hunt against people living in the slums adjacent to the

Uttar Pradesh.! But the kind of violent reactions it evoked in distant
Ulhasnagar railway tracks. In the Bhim Nagar slum, around two

Maharashtra surprised many. Even in Maharashtra, where dalj

| 134 THE PERSISTENCE OF CASTE
/|
il

;
f
i
|

always confined to the localities where desecrations occurred The

raids. Women and children were attacked, and the police arrested

sentiment around Ambedkar is most i
st Intense, i 3 ‘ ' '
such reactions were ' hundred and fifty persons were rounded up by the police during night

199? Ramabai Nagar police killing of ten dalits during prot
against an Ambedkar statue desecration had provoked a o
protests, but they remained localized.!® e
The unusual outburst of dalit anger at many places i
Maharashtra over the Kanpur incident could, therefore, onl tl)n
understood in the immediate context of what had transpiréd du}r" .
the p?st—Khairlanji agitation. Dalits were aghast at the stu:g
br‘utahty unleashed against their legitimate protest at a hein(':l .
crime. Bereft of any political support, their spontaneous agitaticl)1 S
was 50 ruthlessly suppressed that they felt utterly hopeless anz
alienated. A surge of anger hence spilled forth across the state with
the‘statue desecration. It claimed the lives of four dalits but once
ajzlzoc.lemonstrated to the world what the wrath of the wretched
Da%its took to the streets at many places on 30 November. In
Nashik, one person, Ranganath Dhale (23), was killed. In
U‘smar.labad, two teenagers — Ravi Shingade and Dipak Mane — v;/ere
kllled in police firing at a roadblock. Police firing also claimed a life
in Nanded. Mumbai’s trains were thrown out of gear by the burnin
of coaches in two trains near Uthasnagar railway station; commutersg
hoYvever, were evacuated before the coaches were set on fire Thei
incident shocked the entire country. Respondents told a fact—ﬁr;din
team frc;(r)n the Committee for Protection of Democratic Rightf
(CI?I?I.{) that it was not the protesters but some agents of a local
p911t1c1an who set the coaches afire to create divides for political
gain.?! The team found ground for such a suspicion confideri ;
the facts of the case. Notwithstanding who actually lit, the coachng
manyldalits tacitly rejoiced, congratulating themselves es,
Ultimately, though, while the destruction of public p;opert wa
lame.ntable, it did not count for much before the destructizn 0;
public spirit perpetrated by the state. Predictably, the police carried

dalit youth at random, charging them with arson and looting. As
the CPDR reported, seventy-four persons were arrested over the
next two weeks in connection with the burning of the trains. Most
were students under the age of eighteen, and none was granted bail.*
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Mass Media
Massive PREJUDICE

The Untouchables have no Press.
B.R. Ambedkar

e - and
The media is a critical institution 10 2 democra.cy. Yet dalits i <
adivasis, who according to the 2001 census constitute 24 percenTh

’ . 3 3 e
the Indian population, have almost no presence in this sector

issue was formally first raised by Kenneth J. Cooper(,1 the f&;:::l
i hief of The Washington Post and ah All}
e D o i pie s Majority Lower Castes Are Minor

erican, in his piece “India’ : .
I\S;r(:;ce in Newspapers’, 5 September 1996. B.N. Uniyal followed this

up in The Pioneer on 16 November 1996 with his “In Sear.c};'of ;11
Dalit Journalist”. Next, Chandra Bhan Prasad a}rlld.dSl;eora)I 1dni§rl
in’ dum, “End Apartheid from In
‘Bechain’ drafted a memoran , “En ' .
Media, Democratize Nation’s Opinion , Whlclf.l was sull)‘rmtéed ite(:
the Press Council of India and the Editors G\?ﬂd of India. OP "
were sent to all New Delhi’s editors, journalists and columnists.

Nothing came of it.
In 2006, the Centre for the :
conducted a survey on the socia
i ons. Of the 315 key decision-m ‘ ir
IsZ\e/(el;lapS:elshi-based Hindi and English .pll,lblicatlons a}nd htel}e;;:s;izﬁ
hannels, almost 90 percent of the dec1510n-‘m.akers in the Eng
language d 79 percent in television were found to be

Study of Developing Societies (CSD'S))
1 profile of New Delhi’s
akers surveyed from thirty-
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‘upper caste’. Brahmins alone constituted 49 percent of this segm,
and 71 percent of the total were ‘upper caste’ men. Not onegof e
315 was a dalit or an adivasi; only 4 percent are OBC, and 3 pe e
are Muslims (who constitute 13.4 percent of the populatiorll)) o
Some within the journalistic fraternity did take note of the éSDs
survey, but editors and newspaper managements have done litt]
?ddress thelack of diversity in India’s newsrooms. The dalit presee .
in the media is relegated to what in India is known as Class I\r;ce
ﬂoor workers in musty warehouses where newsprint is stacked .
in the press rooms where a few dalits may operate the machir’leosr
They may even have a dominant presence in the distribution network.
as van drivers and delivery boys, but they will scarcely be found
among those who decide and create news content, the journalist,
and the editorial staff. Small wonder, then, that the media has littlS
}mderstanding or empathy for the dalit cause. Khairlanji b X
illustrates the media’s indifference. e
' We. have already seen, in Chapter 5, the initial coverage of the
issue in the Nagpur papers — Deshonnati, Lokmat Samachar and
‘Lok.mat Times—which plied the sensationalist, police story of ‘moral
]ustlce", hyping the adultery angle without investigating it. Such
reporting masked caste realities and ensured that readers h.ad no
sympathy for the victims. As the atrocity’s repulsive details began
to emerge, owing not to reporters but to activists and nongovern-
mental organizations, a few dalit-owned newspapers soon picked
up the news. Stories appeared, albeit late, in Ambedkarite dailies
that have circulation between 2,000 and 10,000 copies — Vruttaratna
Samrat, Shashan Samrat, Loknayak and Mahanayak. As noted earlier
DNA was the first mainstream English paper to carry the news’
doing so on 7 October 2006 — eight days after the crime. ’
) The next notable report in a national newspaper was a piece titled
Just another Rape Story” by American journalist Sabrina
Buckwalter in The Times of India on 29 October 2006 by far the
most objective reporting anywhere till then. Being a fo;eigner she
could objectively see caste and corruption for the viruses the )are'
caste kills and humiliates dalits, and corruption aggravates the i’larm.
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by hiding it from civil society. She paid the price for her frankness
when her employment visa expired in July 2007, and the authorities

refused to renew it.!
Among the weeklies, Tehelka published a prominent story on
4 November 2006. Apart from these and a few others, the
mainstream media did not think Khairlanji was newsworthy.? Even
when dalit ire began building up over the administration’s blatant
attempts to protect the culprits, reports on Khairlanji barely moved
beyond the biased reports and commentary first presented in the
Jocal media. When dalit protests eventually took the shape of
statewide rallies, and the police launched on their harsh repression,
the media once again failed to present a truthful picture, confining
itself to merely highlighting the ‘nuisance’ the agitating dalits
caused. When Maharashtra’s deputy chief minister and home
minister, R.R. Patil, claimed that the agitations were of naxalite
instigation, the media, instead of doing its homework, approvingly
purveyed the irresponsible statement and diligently sought to
establish connections between naxalites and dalits. Even after Patil
retracted his statement, the media continued writing about the
naxalite ‘hand’ behind the post-Khairlanji agitation. This strategy
further diverted public attention from the horror of the atrocity itself.
Even after the broad facts about Khairlanji had been established
by various fact-finding committees, some sections of the media
persisted with their blinkered versions. A few leading newspapers
even had the temerity to print antidalit commentaries during the
height of the dalit agitation. Then, on 30 November 2006, dalit
anger surged onto the streets of Maharashtra at the news of the
desecration of a statue of Ambedkar in Kanpur. The media, which
has no understanding of Ambedkar’s significance in dalit lives,
wondered, as usual, at who could be behind this outburst. Many
journalists could not comprehend why dalits in Maharashtra,
hundreds of kilometres from Kanpur, reacted so angrily. There was
no attempt to understand it in the light of the Maharashtra
government’s mishandling of Khairlanji and the subsequent
statewide dalit unrest. In the new round of protests, four dalits died,
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more than a hundred were injured and hundreds were arrested

harassed. The media meanwhile bemoaned the damage to abn-d
property, the inconvenience to ‘citizens’, the loss to the publfc
exchequer and the savagery of the agitators — without ap\:l,olrl;

mentioned about Khairlanji or the misdoings of the Maharag},
government. B

‘Run, the Dalits are Coming to Town’

Finally, taken aback and alarmed at the burning of emptied coach
of two trains — one an intra-city ‘local’, the other an important lineli
on the central Indian line — the national media decided to turp it
attention to the annual Chaitya Bhoomi commemorations thl X
take place on Ambedkar’s death anniversary, 6 December, at h?t
memorial in Mumbai. Attendance at this event has grow1’1 fron?
year to year over the last five decades; yet, until this point of time
Fhe mec?ia had steadfastly ignored it. Now, suddenly aware of the’
fmpendmg congregation of two million dalits that annually gathers
}n Mumbai, the media began to call attention to the dreadful
nu'xsance’ to the ‘citizens’ of Mumbai this would entail. These often
lL.md claims were entirely contrary to the facts — despite their
dls§nchantment with the ‘sovereign, secular, democratic republic’
designed, so ironically, by their Babasaheb, the dalits have never let
any Public disturbance blemish the solemnity of Ambedkar’s death
anniversary observances. The entire crowd is facilitated (not
controlled) by a small band of volunteers of the Samata Sainik Dal,3
the Mumbai police being confined to the periphery. But in 200(%
thanks to the fear the media had orchestrated, sufficient ground;
were 'created for the police to deem it necessary to take centre-stage
Despite dalit political pulverization, the December 6 Chaitya ma%n:
events held hope for dalit solidarity, showcasing what a formidable
pow.er dalits could be if only they came together. In the year of both
Kha{rlanji and the fiftieth anniversary of Ambedkar’s death, the
media managed to ensure that one of the few events that symboiiZed

what was left of dalit unity was brought under the overwhelmin
surveillance of the state.* ’
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Meanwhile, the Delhi-based electronic media, which had recently

b carried out tenacious campaigns on two high-profile murder cases®
: and had catalysed a powerful protest against a corrupt police, did

little for Surekha and Priyanka Bhotmange of Khairlanji. Some news
channels belatedly used the news on their headline ticker — that too
only when the dalit agitations made it impossible for the media to
continue to ignore the atrocity. Bollywood actor Shah Rukh Khan’s
fortieth birthday was more important for them than a dalit lynching.
Even when they reported the story, the coverage was shoddy, lacking
the passion dedicated to other instances.

The Indian media is not averse to crime stories. Since they are
based on violence, they hold a special appeal for them and are
presented with relish. Most news channels have a special slot for
crime, with violence against women being the preferred staple. The
media sexualizes violence by highlighting the erotic payoffs for the
perpetrators of sexual crimes. With no critique of the power
relationships underlying such acts, the media often reinforces their
unequal aggressor—victim relationship. This caricature of a complex
reality — broadcast on television and reinforced by popular cinema
— tends, in the absence of any alternative source of information, to
reshape reality itself.

However, despite this penchant for violence and crime, the media
avoids covering crimes and atrocities related to caste. Why? The
immediate and easy answers perhaps lie in the media’s market
orientation (to catch more eyeballs) and the social prejudice among
media personnel. A crime story has intrinsic sensation and, as
detailed above, an appeal to suppressed instinct; it provides both a
simplification of reality as well as intrigue and thrill. All this has
huge entertainment value. However, when a crime is associated with
caste, these attributes stand overwhelmed. Discussing caste crimes
and the everyday murders of dalits does not offer the consumers of

television any pleasure. On the contrary, it reduces the pleasure
factor by inducing guilt. Viewers could not feel entertained if the
media were to remind them of their own fundamental consciousness
— caste. Caste violence complicates reality even if presented in the
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most simplistic terms — nondalits attacking, raping, brutalizin

murdering dalits. Reporters and viewers cannot easily dftand
themselves from caste atrocities, for a majority of them share o
value system that causes such violence in the first place. Since th'th'e
disturbing, it lacks amusement value.5 o

Banality and Television Crime

Television content is determined by the need to attract the lar e
possible audience in order to sell advertising time. Because televi§OSt
content is determined by viewership ratings, in one sense it can bn
argued that viewers get what they want. Programmes with socialle
controversial material are therefore often avoided. A caste atrocj ,
for§es the acknowledgment of a certain reality, and it is not one t}Z
rpa)ority of Indians are prepared to recognize. Indeed, it is most
ll‘kely that the majority does not see anything outrageous in a dalit
girl being raped or murdered by caste Hindus. Such violence is
nefturalized. Caste atrocities are part of the Indian ecology. If a
crime is committed against a dalit at such frequency as one every
eighteen minutes — as per government records of reported crimes —
what novelty does it hold? The banality of caste violence seems to
have inured both dalits and nondalits. The print and electronic
media do cover some serious caste crimes in a value-neutral manner
but this does not evoke a major reaction even from dalits. There’
have been serious atrocities in Maharashtra after Khairlanji, but all
f)f them passed unnoticed.” It is only when a caste atrocit)y flares
into public outcry, assuring larger public interest, that the media
covers it, and then in a distorted way.

That the media has a social obligation becomes notional when
.the media today is primarily a corporate enterprise with profit as
its sole motive. The issue of social responsibility applies to it only as
much as it does to any business enterprise. Although corporate social
responsibility is much celebrated today — owing to its gross lack in
relation to the environment and communities at large ~ the concept
cannf)t override the existential logic of a corporate entity. The same
applies to the corporate media. The neoliberal paradigm has
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 transformed the media into big business. It no longer cares for its

obligations towards society or the democratic polity. News, then,
becomes a product to be packaged with the market in view. This
may at times appear people-oriented, even antiestablishment, and
may appear to take up cudgels for the downtrodden — but the
underlining factor remains market appeal. Khairlanji by itself is
not newsworthy until people take to the streets. Once spiced with
such views as Patil’s invoking naxalite involvement, it becomes
worthy of productizing.

‘Market censorship’ is what John Keane has termed the way public
issues invariably elude media coverage. Keane says that in an era of
media corporations, the doctrine of the freedom of the press is
reduced to the unchecked freedom of the market — with drastic
results. ‘Friends of the “liberty of the press” must recognize that
communication markets restrict freedom of communication by
generating barriers to entry, monopoly and restrictions upon
choice, and by shifting the prevailing definition of information from
that of a public good to that of a privately appropriatable
commodity.’8 The free market paradigm has only removed the
veneer of public concern that the press used to wear.

If media content is driven by the market, and the real market
comprises people with disposable incomes, most of the dalit
population, being excluded from the market, would be discarded
by the media as well. Even if it is argued that India now has a sizeable
dalit middle class, media planners and managers talk in terms of
‘socio-economic class’ (SEC) and classify their readership in terms
of lifestyle and buying potential (not just old-fashioned income).
In fact, the National Readership Survey data uses categories SEC-A,
SEC-B and so forth, extending up to SEC-E. SEC-A refers to the
‘creamy class’ that owns cars and other luxury products. Social
groups like dalits and adivasis, known to be at the bottom of the
economic ladder, hardly figure among the sought-after categories.
Even middle class dalits are unlikely to be the desired consumers of

media products. In fact, claiming that some dalits read a newspaper
or view a channel might drive prejudiced advertisers away.’
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The Indian media’s record vis-a-vis dalits and adivasis was dj
enough, long before the market-driven neoliberal para(lis'ma]
cemented its antidalit and antidemocratic character. As as lg.m
group constituting nearly one-fourth of the country’s popula?iCIal
(dahts and adiviasis did not (and do not) exist for the conventi o
nationalist’ media. When the late Kanshi Ram, activist—politioflal
and founder of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP), organized the ncllan
Pnh’ke]y section of salaried dalits, minorities and backward cla .
into the Backward and Minority Community Employees FederatsiSes
(BAMCEF) in 1978 and began holding massive conferences t(}:n
media systematically ignored his efforts. This blackout contil;ueg
through his organizational transition to the Dalit-Soshit Sama:
Sangharsh Samiti and then to the BSP in 1984. Tt is only when tl:
BSI" managed a string of political successes and posed a threat to
mainstream political parties that the media took note. There was
no neoliberalism or blatant marketization at the time to explain
their disregard of Kanshi Ram’s movement. At work was siil le
castfi ’prejudice. Now that the BSP has become the ruling partypin
India’s most populous state, and also the one with the largest
number of seats, the same media is forced to carry news about it on
the front pages and on prime time. This, however, does not mean it
has overcome its biases.
Ambedkar also suffered similar prejudice from the ‘nationalist’
media of his time. As he said in 1945:

The Untouchables have no Press. The Congress Press is closed to them
and is determined not to give them the slightest publicity. They cannot
have their own Press and for obvious reasons. . .. The staff of the Associated
Pre.ss in India, which is the main news distributing agency in India, is
entirely drawn from Madras Brahmins — indeed the whole of the Press’ in
Indiais in their hands and they, for well-known reasons, are entirely pro-
Congress and will not allow any news hostile to the Congress to get
publicity. These are reasons beyond the control of the Untouchables.1°

The me.dla Persists in exhibiting the same caste prejudice towards
the dalit universe. The annual congregations at Deeksha Bhoomi
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and Chaitya Bhoomi would rate as some of the most massive yearly
gatherings of humanity in the world. One does not know of any
other person in history whose ideology brings such a huge number
of followers as Babasaheb Ambedkar’s does to his memorial. The
dalit masses throng Chaitya Bhoomi without any state support.
Yet this event has meant nothing to the Indian media for half a
century. Even ‘secular’ market considerations might indicate the
unwisdom of ignoring such a massive congregation. But caste
prejudice can be stronger than market logic. Even if we set aside
Khairlanji, an estimated two million dalits gathered at the Deeksha
Bhoomi in Nagpur on 2 October 2006 to commemorate what they
see as their deliverance day — the day they threw off the yoke of caste
by rejecting Hinduism and embracing Buddhism. Buddhist scholars
along with followers of Buddhism from Japan, South Asia, Southeast
Asia and Europe had congregated at Nagpur for the jubilee of the
unique Dhammakranti (dhama revolution) of October 1956. As
civil servant and writer Raja Sekhar Vundru lamented in The Times
of India, ‘Sadly enough, Indian television, which scours for stories
to pack each minute of air time, lost the golden opportunity to
bring this unique event into the public domain. It did not report a
minute of it. Is it a case of marked indifference?!!

On 31 October 2006, a young dalit professional, Ravikiran Shinde,
was provoked to issue an open letter to Rajdeep Sardesai, editor-in-
chief of the CNN-IBN news channel, as a representative of the Indian
electronic media.'? He questioned the media apathy towards two
significant incidents that took place that month in Maharashtra:
the jubilee of the mass conversion at Nagpur and the Khairlanji
killings. Shinde charged the media with boycotting dalit events just
as caste Hindus socially boycott dalits in villages. He pointed out
that while the media gleefully covers Hindu festivals like the Ganesh
festival, Durga Puja and the Kumbh melas with live commentary,
discussions and special features running for hours, they totally
ignore events such as the one in Nagpur because they belong to
dalits. Shinde asks: ‘Why no [sic] news channel ever holds any
discussions on ‘How to stop atrocities on Dalits’? If this is not media’s
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dISC{lmin?tion based on caste, what else is it?” He adds: ‘Th
medium is as responsible for inhuman crimes as the' Kh it
oppressors are.” Accusing Sardesai of being a ‘Manu alr%?
subscriber to the caste-enshrining codes said to have been | chli o
Ey dthe ancient lawgiver, Manu), Shinde concludes that ifa;ardcl0
1: a;my remozls.e, his channel must cover the Khairlanji case and it
g prqcee ings, and he must awaken people to Indig’
gelgehenzlble fiaste realities by broadcasting a half-hour programl:;S
edicated to dalit iti .
et oy b t2;ltirnogc.1tles every week. Of course, CNN-IBN

Shamefully, what Ambedkar said in 1945 remains true ti] date
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Jocks.” Quotes like ‘There is loud music at night, people barge into buildings and
dirty them, bathe in the open on the footpaths, throw food around and make life
miserable for us. We cannot go out or take our cars out for fear of hitting
someone. We are under house arrest all day,’ could not have been allowed by the
editorial desk unless they were meant to insult dalits. Mark Manuel, editor of
Afternoon Despatch & Courier, paraded his prejudices equally candidly (“Day of
the Downtrodden”, 5 December 2006):
Dr Ambedkar’s followers come from towns and villages ... The sheer volume
of them discourages our authorities from noticing the nuisances they get up
to in the city. And defecating and urinating in public is not ail. There’s eve-
teasing, and bullying of hawkers, too. And travelling by public transport —
without ticket, naturally. I suppose all of this cannot be helped. And Mumbai,
which has a proud and fierce people itself, has learnt to be tolerant. My idea
of ‘downtrodden’ is to be oppressed by those in power. I don’t see this
happening to the dalits anymore. They are contesting elections, fighting to be
part of the government and entering society. Which is welcome. If only they
did not mess Mumbai up.
While the reflection on the Indian media’s knowledge of and sensitivity to social
issues is shameful, the same media is never so bothered about the marauding
crowds political parties pay to assemble at Shivaji Park several times a year or the
nuisance caused round the calendar by religious get-togethers.

5 In 1999, model Jessica Lall was shot dead while appearing as a celebrity barmaid
at a party in New Delhi. When the politically connected murder accused, Manu
Sharma, was acquitted by a lower court in February 2006, the media and Delhi’s
elite mounted a ‘Justice for Jessica’ campaign, pressuring the prosecution to
appeal against the verdict. The Delhi High Court found the judgement faulty,
held Sharma guilty, and sentenced him to life in prison in December 2006. The
Indian national media’s other much-vaunted civil society campaign revolved
around the rape and murder of 25-year-old law student Priyadarshini Mattoo at
her New Delhi home in 1996. Accused Santosh Kumar Singh, the son of a police
inspector-general, was acquitted by a trial court in 1999. Under public pressure,
the Central Bureau of Investigation, India’s chief investigating agency, went on
appeal to the Delhi High Courtin 2000; the case then dragged on. Following the

successful campaign in Lall’s case, the media mounted another campaign for
hastening the Mattoo trial. In October 2006, the Delhi High Court found Singh
guilty on both counts of rape and murder and sentenced him to death. That very
month, the same media refused to ‘champion’ the case of Surekha, Priyanka,
Sudhir and Roshan Bhotmange.

6 In December 2006, India was shocked at the discovery of the bodies of 17
children in an open drain behind a house in Delhi’s Noida suburb, not far from
a slum called Nithari. This swiftly became a crime story that both the electronic
and print media reported with competitive fervour. However, it was again left to
the fact-finding team put together by the National Campaign on Dalit Human
Rights to uncover the fact that ‘as many as fifteen out of the seventeen murdered
children belonged to dalit communities’, http:// groups.google.co.in/ group/ncdhr/
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msg/17d10784362f4d2e (accessed 3 September 2008.) Writing about this in
Seminar, Annie Namala, one of the fact-finders, says:
Would these serial killings have been possible had a majority of the victims
been from any community other than dalits, the untouchables? Would the
police refuse to register the complaints of about thirty-eight families from the
same locality if they were not dalits? Would not the higher level authorities of
different institutions have enquired into the case if they were from any other
community? Would the politicians consider these happenings as normal and
bound to happen if the victims were anyone other than dalits? Most certainly
not. Yet when one points out that a disproportionate majority of victims
were dalits, most reasonable people argue that the matter is not relevant to
the incident, to the investigation and to the judgment! (“Killing by Default -
Nithari”, Seminar, June 2007)
Namala also argues that the perpetrators ‘presumed that by choosing victims
from the socially excluded and marginalized communities, they would escape
the consequences’. Had the media known the fact that most of the children
murdered were dalit, it would perhaps not have discussed Nithari at such length.
As matters stand, however, no one in the mainstream media, without exception,
followed up on the dalit angle that the fact-finding report exposed as early as
20 January 2007.

7 In the heat of the Khairlanji agitation, a dalit farm labourer in Maharashtra’s
Marathwada region was stoned to death by caste-Hindu villagers who then packed
his body in a jute sack and threw it into a stream. Even the major newspapers
reported the incident, but it failed to register among even the agitating dalits.
Indeed, there was a series of such incidents across Maharashtra that dalits made
no public response to. In April 2007, Madhukar Ghadge (48) a dalit Buddhist,
was killed by a gang of fifteen caste-Hindu villagers for digging a well near a tank
in Kulakjai village, Satara district. The year 2008 opened with the case of Sushilabai
Pawar in Mungi village, Latur district, killed while trying to save her daughter-in-
law from maratha assailants attempting to kidnap and rape her. In July 2008,
32-year-old Baba Sitaram Misal, a Buddhist convert who used to canvass for
conversion among his community, was done to death by caste Hindus in
Ahmednagar district. These cases are only representative of a long list of incidents,
reported and unreported. The saga of atrocities — social boycotts, assaults, rapes,
murders — continues unabated, notwithstanding the unprecedented dalit protests
over Khairlanji.

& John Keane, The Media and Democracy (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1991), 88—89.

% In such a context, a liberal English newsmagazine such as Outlook, despite a
meagre circulation of about 250,000 copies a week (according to OQutlook’s
publishers, the Hathway Group, http://www.hathway.com/corp/group.htm), can
claim that most of its readers belong to the SEC-A bracket and thus rake in good
advertising revenue. Outlook chose to justify its not covering the Khairlanji
atrocity by claiming its core readership was not interested in such an issue. But
when the agitation over the atrocity charred two bogies of the air-conditioned
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Mumbai—Pune train, the Deccan Queen — an issue that affected its claimed
readership — the magazine decided to take notice. Its 18 December 2.006 piece,
“Beat the Drum”, invokes in its derogatory headline one of the ritual tasks

traditionally imposed on ‘untouchables’. It then proceeds at a shrill, pontificating

itch: o ‘ '
’ When Dr Bhimrao Ambedkar’s followers chant Jai Bhim [Victory to Bhim]

and speak of Bhimshakti [the power of Bhim], did they ever mean to refer to
brute physical strength or capacity for violence? As Mumbai and .other parts

of Maharashtra woke up, singed from the violence of last fortr.nght, a new
topic made its debut on the talk circuit: the phenorr}enon of Dalit rage. How

does a socially lopsided democratic set-up deal with fur}‘l that torches the
Mumbai-Pune Deccan Queen, besides a few suburban trains and about 100
buses? Surely, Dr Ambedkar did not mean this when he asked the condemned

i ciety to fight for their space. o

10 Citgct; Il?;i ISa.nisr(ian;y in “Cgover'mg Caste: Visible Da.lit, Invisible. Brahman ,in
Practising Journalism: Values, Constraints, Implications, ed. Nalini Rajan (New

Delhi: Sage, 2005), 172. . '
11 Raja Sekhar Vundru, «Buddha as Untouchable”, The Times of India, 14 October

2006.
12 “Ap Open Letter to Rajdeep Sardesai”, 31 October 2006, http:// www.counter

currents.org/dalit-shinde31 1006.htm (accessed 3 September 2008).
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Artocities by the State
NEoLBERALISM, NAXALISM AND DALITS

Khalrlapji is not unique in its occurrence, but it illustrates the man
dimensions of a caste atrocity far more clearly perhaps than a ,
other such case before. While it triggered a month of massi\?ey
unprecedented protest, the state’s disproportionately violen;
response was as grave an indication of ruthless prejudice as the
atrocity itself. Unique to this was the naxalism angle, invoked b
none other than the state home minister, and how this’ worked !
licence for police terror. ot
In this chapter, we look at how the state apparatus responsible
for protecting dalits from societal prejudice itself becomes a major
perpe.trator of caste crime. We also explore why the state is so acutjel
alle‘rglc to naxalism and how it uses this label in the repression o};
dalits and adivasis. The concomitant issue is the character of th
state administration — which, in the context of Khairlanji, ha enej
to be. sFaffed with dalits. While there is no doubt thz;t tlfepstate
administration has an antidalit attitude, to restrict the
und'erstanding of its antidalit character to this factor alone would
be I'nfidequate. Indeed, it does not matter whether the
admlm'stration is dominated by the brahminical or OBC castes or
not — its caste-biased character does not change, as the f
Khairlanji amply illustrates. ’ e
Whenever dalits come into conflict with the dominant castes, the
police not only do not act, but they collude with the latter. It,is a
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truism that society perpetrates atrocities against dalits. But when
dalits approach the police with grievances against such a society,
they invariably encounter an equally repugnant and hostile force.

The Character of the State
The contemporary state — with its apparatuses of police, judiciary,
armed forces, schools — is essentially a coercive machine that seeks
to conserve the monopoly of the dominating class. In the Indian
context, the large majority of dalits comprise the most exploited
class and bear the brunt of the neoliberal character of the state. In
caste society, the dominant classes tend to be the privileged ‘upper’
castes. In India, the state that replaced the colonial state after transfer
of power from the British was dominated by an alliance of landlords
and capitalists. Initially, this alliance was acutely aware of the need
to accommodate the interests of various other castes, classes and
regions for the preservation of the new state. Propelled by this need,
it created an ultra-liberal egalitarian Constitution and embellished
it with a surfeit of pro-people intentions. However, in actual terms,
since the interests of this alliance were similar to those of the
colonialists, the new state incorporated many policies evolved by
the colonial state and made such additions as would reinforce its
republican fagade. The colonial state already had in place a few
positive discrimination policies in favour of dalits. They were
significantly expanded in the new Constitution, creating a
comprehensive framework for their protection, representation and
development. Adivasis (tribals), given their isolation from
mainstream society, were also marked for similar benefits as dalits.
Thus the new constitutional state structurally co-opted dalits and
adivasis — the organic proletariat of India.

The Constitution, owing to its draftsmanship by Ambedkar,
envisaged a pro-people state through its Directive Principles of State
Policy — not enforceable in any court, but principles that are
considered fundamental to ensure a just society. However, the state’s
operative framework has remained colonial and hence essentially
antipeople. Most laws enacted by the colonial state have continued
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in India without change. For instance, the famine commissj
appointed in 1878 resulted in the first Famine Code and ti]] len
variations of this have been adopted across India; the Indiate
Telegraph Act of 1885 has remained intact. Crucially, a relic like t;n
Land Acquisition Act of 1894 has been put to use ever so often be
the Indian state in recent times to usurp land from dalits and adiVas'y
and create tax havens for multinational corporations in the namls
of Special Economic Zones. The few new laws that were added were
couched in great concern for the people but meant little in effect az
Gunnar Myrdal observes in reference to South Asia:

South Asian planners remain in their paradoxical position: on a general
and non-committal level they freely and almost passionately proclaim the
need for radical social and economic change, whereas in planning their
policies they tread most warily in order to not disrupt the traditional
social order. And when they do legislate radical institutional reforms

. . they permit laws to contain loopholes of all sorts and even let them
unenforced.!

With this basic contradiction the Indian state began its journey
and took no time to reveal its true colours, to the extent that it
disillusioned Ambedkar himself, the chief architect of the Constitu-
tion. Within three years of the adoption of the Constitution
Ambedkar lamented in the Rajya Sabha (upper house of parliament),
on 2 September 1953:

I'am quite prepared to say that I shall be the first person to burn it [the
Constitution]. I do not want it. It does not suit anybody. If our people want
to carry on, they must remember that the majorities just cannot ignore the
minorities by saying: ‘Oh no, to recognize you is to harm democracy.’

However, despite such an outburst, the Constitution overseen
by Ambedkar gained the status of a quasi-holy book for dalits
Initially, Ambedkar too had genuinely believed that a democraticg
state would benefit the oppressed and exhorted dalits to adopt
constitutional methods of struggle to secure their rights. Dalits
therefore continued to swear by the Constitution even after
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Ambedkar had expressed his disillusionment with it. The mechanism
for political representation of dalits in a first-past-the-post
parliamentary democracy made it structurally difficult for the
election of autonomous, independent-minded dalits. Since a dalit
candidate cannot get elected without the majority support from
nondalit voters, only such candidates who would be subservient to
ruling class parties have come to represent dalits. Under no threat
from dalits, ruling class parties gladly adopted a ‘co-opt or decimate’
strategy. Thus, while dalits and adivasis can claim to have close to
one-fourth representation in any legislative body, none of them
can be truly effective in terms of voicing the genuine aspirations of
the community.

A variation of this script plays out in other sectors where dalits
get represented owing to the policy of reservation. On account,
perhaps, of their relative lack of security, dalit incumbents in the
administration can sometimes appear overzealous in trying to
demonstrate that they are ‘above considerations of caste and
identity’. This translates to conforming to the caste Hindu viewpoint
and thereby acting against the legitimate interests of their fellow
oppressed. The brahminical castes, of course, are under no pressure
to be as zealous; they are in a position to choose between ingrained
prejudice and cultivated progressiveness, with each sometimes
alternating with the other.

It is naive for dalits to imagine that the character of the state
would undergo a change merely by the induction of some of their
people into its apparatus. Despite persistent experiences to the
contrary, most middle class dalits are yet to understand the axiom
that the character of an institution is not the same as the sum total
of the characters of the individuals within it. Institutions are infinite
entities whereas individuals have a limited lifespan; hence
institutions tend to reflect a trans-individual, dominant-class
character. Those out of step with the institutional character come
under immense pressure to fall in line. Dalits, due to their class
position, are necessarily subject to this pressure and in due course
strike a conscious or unconscious compromise in order to survive,
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even while defensively claiming that they have done much for dalit
advancement. Actually, anything that appears to confirm this claim
largely falls within the logic of statecraft. This representationg)
argument is mistakenly associated with reservation and therefore
becomes problematic.

The accommodation of a limited number of dalits in the state
apparatus creates and sustains an illusion about the state and thwarts
the logic that real change in its character can be brought about only
through persistent popular and political pressure against the ruling
st.ructure. Until such time, the state shall continue to display a
discriminatory, malignant attitude towards dalits, just as society
does to begin with.

It is commonplace dalit experience that state/police intervention
does not help them combat the perpetrators of caste violence; on
the contrary, the state emboldens nondalits both by what it does
and what it does not. Scores of atrocity enquiries by civil liberties
activists, human rights groups and nongovernmental organizations
have highlighted the criminal role played by the state machinery,
particularly the police, in caste atrocities.

Atrocities, as defined under the Scheduled Castes/Scheduled
Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities [PoA]) Act, 1989, are considered
the violent manifestation of societal prejudice against dalits. The
state is intended as an agency that arbitrates to protect dalits and
punish those who commit offences against them. Experience,
however, belies this expectation. The state machinery, as exemplified
in Khairlanji, actively contributes to the denial of justice to the
victims of an atrocity. This, in turn, leads to the increasing incidence
of atrocities. Not just that, the state itself commits atrocities against
dalits in numerous ways — as an accomplice and as the most brutal
perpetrator. It is not uncommon in India to see the police detaining
dalits and adivasis at random and at the instance of the powerful,
thrashing them in custody and releasing them without any record
of their detention. As journalist Kuldip Nayar has observed, ‘An
ordinary person’s introduction to a police station begins with the
beating.’?
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In 2002, there was a spate of atrocities against dalits in and around
the Varanasi area in Uttar Pradesh. A tribunal, headed by Justice
K. Sukumaran, a retired judge of both the Kerala and the Bombay
High Courts, investigated the issue. It found a universal pattern in
relations between dalits, privileged castes and the state, with the
privileged castes everywhere denying dalits their rights and receiving
partisan preference from the police. The tribunal repeatedly
observed privileged castes obstructing the provision of basic facilities
such as schools, drinking water and health services, provided under
numerous government schemes — they feared having their writ
challenged if dalits made progress. Calling the police ‘the mafia in
uniform’, the tribunal noted: ‘The only association [of people] with
the state is in the form of the police . . . the state does not mean a post
office, a hospital or even a ration shop. The state represents itself to
them in the form of police who invade their homes, rob their poultry
and cattle, and destroy their resources.”

In the popular imagination, the police, who are supposed to curb
violence, are instead identified with it. As Nayar observes, “Third
degree methods are really an extension of police atrocities. The poor,
the minorities, the dalits and the tribal people are the main target.’
In most cases of atrocities, dalits have felt that they could have dealt
with their lot far more effectively were the police not around.

While this is largely true, there has been a different kind of
reinforcement of these traditional processes in recent times. It is not
merely caste prejudice that is to be blamed for caste atrocities. In
globalizing India, these terrible crimes also owe their occurrence to
the structural imperatives of the neoliberal state that needs to curb
dissent against its intrinsically antipeople policies.

Violence that Neoliberalism Breeds

Neoliberalism, pivoted as it is on the principle of open competition
in the global marketplace, essentially entails a social Darwinist order
that is antithetical to the conception of social justice. Since 1991,
with India formally embracing the World Bank-IMF-mandated
economic policies, even the lip service paid to social welfare has
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been abandoned in favour of hoping for a ‘trickle-down effect’ f
the poor. In actuality, India has become home to dollar billionair(;r
at an unprecedented pace, boasting of fifty-two billionaires
collectively owning assets equivalent to almost one-fourth of ths
country’s GDP.* At the same time, 77 percent of people, and 0;
these 88 percent of the Scheduled Tribes and the Scheduled Castes
earn less than twenty rupees a day (less than half a US dollar);
While the media gleefully glorifies the billionaires, it plays dow;l
the government’s own findings of such grinding poverty.
Understanding the governing neoliberal ethos that has given the
world a global terror syndrome is vital for understanding the
contemporary character of the Indian state. Internationally, the
neoliberal regime has had to invent pseudo theories of a
‘civilizational clash’ and create the phantom of Islamic extremism
‘to justify its ‘war on terror’, which is nothing but the naked
1m.perialism of the United States, the chief sponsor and protector of
'th1s regime, aggressing against ‘rogue nations’ that dare differ with
it. Internally, neoliberalism has seen its practitioners create their
own phantoms to unleash mini wars-on-terror on their own people.
In India, Maoism or naxalism, which could be seen as a concentrated
extremist expression of dissent against the state’s antipeople policies,
comes to be projected as the ideal phantom. While the US-led
imperialist ‘war on terror’ has, in India, justified demonizing every
other Muslim as a potential terrorist, India’s Hinduistic state has
taken the US model even further, invoking the label ‘naxalite’ for
dalits and adivasis to violently suppress any kind of dissent on their
part. The naxalite rhetoric of ‘armed struggle’, ‘people’s war’,
‘guerrilla zone’, ‘liberated area’ and so on fits the profile of an ‘enemy’
that the state wishes to have.

Being the worst sufferers of neoliberal policy, dalits and adivasis
have been attracted in large numbers to the naxalite movement
and, by and large, constitute its combat force. The state, coming
d9wn with all its might in its professed enmity against naxalites,
directly precipitates antidalit and antiadviasi atrocities, all of which
conform to their very definition in the PoA Act. Their span is not
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confined to actual naxalites, who in any case — being mostly
underground ~ are not easy to identify.

In recent years, under the alibi of combating naxalism, the police
have turned lives into nightmare in the so-called ‘naxal-affected’
areas. Even as the state admits it does not have definite data on
naxalite operations, it insists on reeling off bombastic numbers to
amplify the naxalite threat. If one goes by these, of India’s twenty-
eight states, fourteen to twenty-two are already affected by naxalite
activity while 165 districts of the total 602 are under naxalite
control.6 On the face of it, the statistics appear beyond credibility.
But if they are true, they should stir the government into questioning
why, despite all the repression organized by the modern state
machinery, the poor have been swelling the naxalites’ ranks. Unlike
parliamentary politics, which promises power to its adherents, the
advocates of Marxist-Leninist politics (the naxalites’ known
ideology) obviously do not have anything to offer other than self-
sacrifice.

Instead of rethinking its pro-corporate policies, the state chooses
to flex its muscles against the naxalites, branding them variously as
‘terrorists,’ a ‘virus,” a ‘menace’. At the Chief Ministers’ Conference
on Internal Security on 20 December 2007, prime minister
Manmohan Singh described ‘left-wing extremism’ as the country’s
‘single biggest security challenge’ and effectively asked state
governments to ‘choke’ naxalite infrastructure and ‘cripple’ their
activities.”

The expansion of this inflated threat has certain associated pay-
offs. To the government, it serves to project its pet phantom into
the public mind and effectively divert attention away from livelihood
issues and towards so-called ‘matters of internal security’. Everyone
in the state structure benefits. The political class benefits by creating
a fear psychosis that enables them to unleash totalitarian measures
in the name of ‘security’ and pursue the neoliberal agenda with
impunity. Those in the administration and the police benefit: there
is money, promotions, power, prestige, medals (for the police, for
killing so-called naxals in ‘encounters’) and so on to be had, with
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huge funds allocated to states for Security Related Expenditure,

It is an interesting paradox that while globalization i
euphorically spoken of as rendering nation-states increasingly
irrelevant as they compress the world into a global village, security
considerations about the same nation-states have created the
paranoia of the war on terror and numerous smaller wars withip
nations across the globe. In India, while the crisis unleashed by
neoliberal economic policies drives the poor to naxalism, it is used
by the state to become increasingly repressive and to intensify the
crisis. This vicious cycle underscores the paradigm of contra-
development amidst the galloping economic growth attributed to
neoliberalism.

Naxalism, the Dalit Connection

Naxalism, born in the armed conflict between the peasants and
landlords in a village called Naxalbari in Darjeeling district of
Northern West Bengal, from which it gained its name, is an offshoot
of the communist movement in India. It is led by a breakaway group
of the Communist Party of India (Marxist-Leninist) (CPI[ML]).
Inspired by the philosophy of Mao Zedong, naxalites believe in
armed struggle along the lines of the Maoist revolution in China.
The strongest and most famous of these groups today is the CPI
(Maoist), formed after the merger of the once-prominent People’s
War Group and the Maoist Communist Centre in 2004.

The origins of this movement are usually traced to an incident
when a tribal youth from Naxalbari, named Bimal Kissan, having
obtained a judicial order to cultivate his plot of land, went to plough
it on 2 March 1967. The local landlords attacked him with the help
of their goons. The tribal people of the area retaliated and started
forcefully recapturing their lands. What followed was a rebellion,
which left one police sub-inspector and nine tribals dead. Within a
short span of about two months, this incident acquired great
visibility and tremendous support from a wide cross-section of
communist revolutionaries belonging to the state units of the
mainstream Communist Party of India (Marxist) — in West Bengal,
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Bihar, Orissa, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Uttar Pradesh
and Jammu and Kashmir.

Although ostensibly this is said to be the beginning of the naxalite
movement, its roots go back to the Telangana Movement (1946—
51) in the southern state of Andhra Pradesh, which marks the first
serious effort by sections of the communist party leadership to learn
from the experiences of the Chinese revolution and to develop a
comprehensive line for India’s democratic revolution. It also marks,
somewhat expectedly, the emergence and growth of three distinct
lines within the Indian communist movement and consequently its
fragmentation. The first line identified with trade union leader B.T.
Ranadive rejected the significance of the Chinese revolution, and
advocated the simultaneous accomplishment of the democratic and
the socialist revolutions, based on city-based working-class
insurrections. The second line mainly professed and propagated by
the ‘Andhra Secretariat’, drew heavily on the Chinese experiences
and the teachings of Mao in building up the struggle in Telangana,
an underdeveloped region of Andhra Pradesh. The third — centrist
— line was put forward by Ajoy Ghosh and S.A. Dange, pushing the
party along the road to parliamentary democracy.

Although the dalit movement had carved out its independent
identity under the leadership of Ambedkar, dalits participated in
Jarge numbers in many pockets where communists had launched
peasant struggles. In the early Telangana movement — a precursor
to the naxalite movement — dalits were at the centre of the
insurrection. Scholars Mendelsohn and Vicziany, who studied this

movement, write:

In Andhra, the violent activity is centered in the same Telangana region
that produced a major insurrection at the time of Independence.
Untouchable labourers were at the centre of that insurrection. During the
1980s and 1990s the Madigas and also the Mangs have been a key
constituent of the new agrarian resistance, though the movement has
tended to be laid by high-caste figures. While the Naxalite activities of
Andhra and Bihar cannot be portrayed as the likely future of Untouchable
politics in India as a whole, nor can these movements be dismissed as
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phenomena relevant only to the most backward regions of India. Like the
more widespread and articulate Dalit movement, the insurrectioz;ary
labourers of Bihar and Andhra reflect a deep Untouchable resistance 8

The naxalite ideology appealed to dalits in a significant measyre
because by then the Ambedkarite movement had already splintereq
into many factions and many of its leaders had begun to join the
Congress. The constitutional dreams they fondly nurtured haq
begun to wither. Frustration was building up among dalit youth,
The attraction to the naxalite movement may not have resulted in
their joining the movement everywhere; its influence on them
however could not be ignored. Within a few years, in 1972, when
dalit youth in Maharashtra formed a militant organization called
the Dalit Panthers, the naxalite influence underscored its manifesto.
Gail Omvedt writes:

Their rhetoric and most of their theory were borrowed from the Naxalites
and were in any case ignored by most of the slum youth who said, “We
didn’t read the manifesto, we only knew — if someone puts his hand on
your sister, cut it offl” Beyond militancy, the Panthers failed to elaborate a
vision for the socio-economic programme of a new society and a strategy
for moving forward.?

The contradictions between naxalites with their borrowed
ideology and Ambedkarite dalits with their obsession with socio-
cultural issues soon surfaced and eventually led to a split in the Dalit
Panthers. While this ideological distance was difficult to be bridged
at the organizational level, many dalit individuals carried this
influence and worked for naxalite organizations at various levels.

In states other than Maharashtra, dalits did not have any such
strong ideological anchors and hence freely joined the naxalite
movement. In Bihar the naxalite movement, for instance, was
started from Ekwari village in Bhojpur district by a dalit teacher,
‘Master’ Jagdish Mahto, who had read Ambedkar before he
encountered Marx. Till 1968, he called himself an Ambedkarite of
sorts and published a short-lived newspaper, bearing the obsolete
name Harijanistan. Other leaders such as Ram Naresh Ram, Bhutan
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Musahar, Rameshwar Ahir and Dr Nirmal Mahto, who struggled
£ to ignite the spark of naxalism along with Jagdish Mahta in Bihar,
& were all dalits. With Bhojpur as the hub, by 1975, the movement
" had spread to four other districts of central Bihar — Gaya, Nalanda,

Rohtas and Aurangabad. The intensity and magnitude of the
movement’s struggle took many people by surprise, but soon the
whole of Central Bihar became known as the ‘Flaming Fields of
Bibar’. Unlike Naxalbari in West Bengal, where naxalism has died
down, the fact that the naxalite struggle in Bihar has been able to
endure all odds and grow till the very present is largely due to its
social base among dalits.

Feudal Bihar of course reacted strongly to this uprising. Since
the early 1980s the big landlords, with the connivance of the local
government, organized themselves into private armies (known as
senas) with names such as Ranvir Sena, Kunwar Sena, Sunlight Sena,
Brahmrishi Sena, Lorik Sena and Bhumi Sena to strike terror among
the rural poor. They unleashed violence and massacred the poor,
mostly dalits, in Belchi (1977), Parasbigha—Dohiya (1980), Pipra
(1986), Kansara (1986), Arwal (1986), Khagri-Damuhan (1988),
Tishkhora (1991), Bathanitola (1996) Ekwari (1996) and Habaspur
(1997) among others. These incidents have been deeply etched in
the memories and bodies of Bihar’s poor and landless peasants.
Most of these private armies have been liquidated by the organized
struggle launched by different wings of the Marxist—Leninist
(Maoist) parties operating in Bihar.

The presence of dalits in the naxalite movement in Bihar has
been so strong that Mendelsohn and Vicziany, cited earlier, were
led to observe this ‘radical political activity of Untouchables is really
only Bihari caste politics in a different guise.”'® Writing about Arwal
(1986), where the police fired upon the crowd ‘lagely composed of
Untouchables’, they observe: ‘It is really a story of the repression of
poor people, mainly Untouchables, by the forces of the state. It is
only the somewhat hysterical identification of ordinary villagers as
Naxalite extremists that allows such a massacre to take place.’!!

Using the label of naxalism, the police assumes summary powers
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to harass and torture not only individuals but the entire dalit
community. In the naxal areas, scores of dalit boys are rounded off
and incarcerated in jails for years by police. In the districts of
Vidarbha region in Maharashtra — a stronghold of the Ambedkarite
movement not so well disposed ideologically towards the naxalite
movement — a majority of the boys persecuted as ‘naxalites’ are
dalits. Invariably, none of the cases against them is sustained in
courts of law, but owing to the permanent devastation caused to
their lives many indeed become ‘real’ naxalites.

This needs to be understood in the context of dalits not being
historically oriented to any militant rebellion. This is in clear
contrast to the adivasi-tribals who have had along history of battling
outsiders. In fact, adivasi resistance to British colonial presence
began as early as in the mid-nineteenth century with the Halba
rebellion of 1774-79 in central India. The less-regarded 1855 Santhal
rebellion preceded the more famous 1857 revolt by Indian soldiers
of the East India Company.!? Given such a history, it is therefore
relatively easier for the adivasis to become naxalites. However, the
same is not true of dalits. They have lived on the fringes of Hindu
society in total subservience for centuries and this has almost killed
their revolutionary spirit. Mendelsohn and Vicziany capture this
point succinctly when they see dalits fighting as naxalites:

What stands out again and again is the surprising boldness of the
Untouchables. The tribals had reputation for physical resistance to their
diku or outsider oppressors, but the Untouchables had seemingly been
more downtrodden and fearful in their landlessness. This has now changed
once and for all, at least in the naxalite affected belt.!?

The State’s Doublespeak

Whereas the government has been resorting on the ground to
blatantly illegal suppression of various people’s movements in the
name of security, it projects an enlightened face on paper by
admitting that these movements, and naxalism in particular, are
intimately connected with social oppression and endemic
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deprivation. The Common Minimum Programme (CMP) adopted
in May 2004 by the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government
(returned for a second term in power in 2009) had an important
perspective statement on the naxalite challenge. The relevant
paragraph was listed under the section, ‘Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes’. It said: “The UPA is concerned with the growth of extremist
violence and other forms of terrorist activity in different states. This
is not merely a law and order problem, but a deeper socio-economic
issue which will be addressed more meaningfully than has been the
case so far. Fake encounters will not be permitted.’**

While the government has always professed to the ‘correct’
understanding of naxalism, in practice, it has never gone beyond
treating it with the mere ‘law and order problem’ approach it made
such show of distancing itself from. Despite the CMP’s righteous
rejection of ‘fake encounters’, extrajudicial killings have continued
unabated, under the guise of eliminating naxalites. Paradoxically,
the louder a government pronounces such enlightened views, the
more it sees naxalism as its greatest enemy, to be crushed with all its
might.

There is little doubt that dalits and adivasis number significantly
among those murdered in ‘encounter’ deaths. Once a person is
stamped a naxalite, his or her other identities — religious, ethnic or
caste-based — are suppressed or, rather, overridden. This in itself is
objectionable. The naxalite identity, being based purely on
individual ideology, is notional and without objective characteristic.
Unless a person admits to being a naxalite, it is meaningless to term
him or her as one. However, in the state’s war on the naxalites, this
is now the preferred way of labeling individuals, even over caste,
Indian society’s most basic marker of identity. When a naxalite is
killed or arrested and tortured, it is forgotten that he or she is a
dalit or an adivasi, an identity the state cannot ignore whether the
victim wishes it or not. A crime against a dalit or an adivasi by an
individual, a private agency or the state does not cease to be an
atrocity under the PoA Act just because the person is a naxalite.

The government’s ‘menace’ theory has been effectively rubbished
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by a committee' set up by its own Planning Commission (the
country’s apex planning board, whose primary task is to assess the
national resource base and formulate time-bound policy proposals)
against the background of the increasing naxalite presence in
Andhra Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Bihar, Jharkhand and Orissa. The
committee’s objective was to identify the causes of unrest and
discontent in areas affected by ‘widespread displacement, forest
issues, insecure tenancies and other forms of exploitation like usury,
land alienation and imperfect market conditions.” Unlike earlier
such bodies, this one did a thorough job of collecting, collating and
analyzing facts and data and came out with radical conclusions:
that the naxalite movement was a legitimate response of the poor
and oppressed to the persistent failure and violence of the state;
that it should be ‘recognized as a political movement with a strong
base among the landless and poor peasantry and adivasis’; that the
government should seek a ‘negotiated settlement’ with it.

The committee starkly exposed the culpability of the state in
denying the poor their basic rights through the treachery of a
corrupt bureaucracy and the complicity of a trigger-happy police.
Identifying adivasis and dalits as the main victims of state crime, the
committee observed that both groups have suffered extreme poverty
and various types of disadvantages and are fast losing their
command over resources. It also held the administration severely
to account for its failure to implement protective regulations in
scheduled areas, which has resulted in land alienation, forced
eviction and dependence on moneylenders. Abetting all this is
‘violence by the state functionaries’.

Situating the naxalite movement in a historical context, the
committee unambiguously faulted the ‘development paradigm
pursued since independence’ that has ‘aggravated the prevailing
discontent among marginalized sections of society.” While
explaining the current surge in naxalite activities, it slammed the
neoliberal shift in government policy as ‘an important factor in
hurting the poor in several ways.’ In a significant departure from
the prevalent official attitude, the committee highlighted the
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‘structural violence which is implicit in the social and economic
system’ that incites naxalite violence. While expectedly distancing
itself from the naxalite political programme of overthrowing the
state, the committee admits that they have indeed carried out certain
socio-economic reforms within their areas of influence.'® It noted
how the ruling classes, irrespective of party affiliation, are
Jackadaisical and sloppy in implementing pro-poor legal measures.
However, when the naxalites try to enforce the same, the ruling
classes show extreme efficiency in using the draconian laws that have
been enacted over the years to suppress them — the Unlawful Activities
(Prevention) Act, the Chhattisgarh Public Security Act.and the
Andhra Pradesh (Suppression of Disturbances) Act, for instance.
The committee rightly observes that naxalite attempts to
redistribute land have been ‘defeated by the state’s determined
opposition’. Noting this paradox, where the }aw: enforcement
agencies breach the laws while the lawless ‘extremists enforce them,
the committee suggested modifications in certain laws.

Where the state not only fails in its duty to maintain law and
order and alleviate the sufferings of its people but, worse, supports
and protects the criminals not inadvertently but by dfelibe‘rate poli'cy
and prejudice, people are, in many instances, left with little c-home
but to talk of overthrowing the state. In such extraordinary
situations, violence is inevitable. This moral ground lends support
to ideologies that subscribe to violent means — in the context of
naxalism, the Marxist—Leninist ideology. Ideologies themselves‘are
not a crime; even their propagation is not unless it leads to a crimme‘d
act. However, people are being picked up with impunity for their
ideological persuasion. ‘

On 16 October 2006, Sunita Narayan, Delhi-based publisher of
Daanish Books, which stocks literature on India’s freedom struggle
and post-Independence progressive movements, was arrested at
Chandrapur in Maharashtra while selling books at a Deeksha
Bhoomi congregation, commemorating the Ambedkar-led mass
conversion to Buddhism. The police had seized forty-one books
from the stall the previous day. None of the books was banned or
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declared offensive by state agencies. Also detained with Narayan
were Vijay Vairagade, alocal social activist, and his son, aged sixteen
They were subjected to three days of intense questioning by the.
Anti-Naxalite Special Task Force; today, Narayan stands accused
under Section 18 of the Unlawful Activities (Prevention)
Amendment Ordinance, 2004, for committing the ‘offence’ of sellin

legally available literature.!” °

On 11 October 2007, four dalit youth — Anil Mhamane

Babasaheb Saimote, Dinkar Kamble and Bapu Patil — of the newl):
formed Republican Panthers, a social movement for the
annihilation of caste, were arrested at Nagpur railway station on
Fheir way to that year’s Deeksha commemoration. They were taken
into custody as ‘dreaded naxalites with deadly arms’ and charged
under several sections of the Unlawful Activities (Prevention)
Am-endment Ordinance, 2004, and under other sections of the
Indian Penal Code including those relating to: being a member of
an unlawful assembly, concealing a design to commit an offence
and assaulting those in constitutional posts, such as the president
and the governor, with the intent to compel or restrain the exercise
of any lawful power.

In 2005, poet Shantanu Kamble of Mumbai was labeled a
naxalite, arrested in Nagpur and incarcerated for over three
months. In 2004, many dalit students were picked up by the police
as naxalites and harassed with fake cases at various police stations
in Vidarbha. Such a list could be endless. The police usually raid the
VlCt'imS) houses, take away all they can, issue statements to the media
saying they found a huge amount of incriminating literature,
documents, a hard disk, a pen drive, a telephone diary and so on
and the media peddles this with relish as news. ’

Anybody coming out in support of such victims can also be held
a naxalite. In May 2007, when some friends of Arun Fereira, an
alleged naxalite from Mumbai, came forward to vouch for his
characjcer and express doubt over the police claims, Nagpur’s police
commissioner publicly threatened them into silence.!®
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The Ubiquity of Caste
Looking at the vehemence with which the state deals with people’s
movements, one cannot but deduce that the enmity of the state
towards naxalism is merely an expression of its age-old caste hatred
for the subordinated, oppressed groups who are naxalism’s
adherents. Similarly, the problem of religious communalism that
raised its head with the hindutva upsurge is essentially a problem of
caste.!® The Hindu hatred for Muslims can be seen essentially as an
expression of the historical disgust for the denigrated, oppressed
castes who converted to Islam to escape torture and humiliation
within the Hindu fold. The naxalite movement, which has attracted
adivasis and dalits in large numbers because of its promise of
revolutionary change, is similarly denigrated. Caste and class at the
lowest rung of Indian society are indistinguishable and hence could
be easily conflated into class alone, as is done by several self-
proclaimed progressive writers and thinkers. While the interaction
and influence of both caste and class vis-a-vis state behaviour cannot
be denied, the fact that the fundamental consciousness of Indians is
a caste consciousness explains the extra hatred for these movements.
There is no denying the fact that most of India’s problems,
howsoever they may appear to be unrelated to caste, can be traced
back to this, the mother of all problems.
While the naxalite movement is superficially seen as the result of
a lack of development — and development projects are therefore
projected as an antidote — the manner in which the latter are
undertaken and implemented makes the cure worse than the disease.
The saga of atrocities against dalits can be seen as homologous with
many of these undertakings. Most of them zero in on resource-rich
lands that are largely occupied by adivasis and dalits (who, despite
their historic landlessness, have come to hold a significant share of
land as marginal and small farmers). Such lands are preferred for
the relative ease with which these marginalized communities can be
evicted. India’s giant dams, such as the Bhakra Nangal, the Hirakud
and others, and steel plants, such as those at Bhilai, Rourkela and
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Bokaro, are all sited on such lands. A large majority of the evictees
comprised dalits and adivasis who needed rehabilitation, unlike
the rich farmer who could pocket the compensation he was given
for his land and invest the money in other assets. The Indian state’s
record in rehabilitating those it displaces in the name of development
has been dismal. All these projects, Jawaharhal Nehru’s ‘temples of
modern India’, proved catastrophic for hundreds and thousands
of adivasis and dalits, who not only lost their homes but also their
only source of living.

The contemporary struggles against the state’s land-grab
operations on behalf of big capital are also leading to many atrocities
against dalits and adivasis. Whether it is Nandigram and Singur in
West Bengal; Jagdishpur, Kalingnagar and Kashipur in Orissa;
Polavarm and Vishakha Agency Area in Andhra Pradesh; Navi
Mumbai in Maharashtra; Gurgaon and Jhajjar in Haryana — they
have all become battlefields in which vulnerable people are pitted
against the state. Instead of responding to these struggles with
sensitivity, the state resorts to inhumane repression. With its
propaganda deliberately exaggerating the naxalite sphere of
influence, the state can willfully link any and every struggle by
ordinary people with the naxalites and then have licence to crush
them. Wherever people have expressed their anger at state inaction,
the state has termed them as militant and linked them with naxalites.

Nandigram in West Bengal is a case in point. Nandigram, a village
mostly populated by Muslims and dalits, was chosen by the West
Bengal government for the development of a chemical hub by the
Salim group of Indonesia. The proposed project would have been
the largest of its kind in the state, needing at least 250 square
kilometres of land. Since the events in Nandigram that led to clashes
between ordinary people and the police-backed Communist Party
of India (Marxist) cadres have been well chronicled,? let us turn
here to aspects of the struggle that have been swept under the carpet.

Between 9 and 12 March 2008, more than 4,000 armed police
attacked protesters against the project in Nandigram; according to
locals, 100 to 150 people were killed; the police maintain that only
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fourteen died. There were many reports of rapes and other
brutalities. The state government justified the police action with
the ruse of ‘naxalite involvement’, as though this legitimized killing
people.

No report, however, brought out the caste dimension of the
Nandigram incident until a fact-finding team from the National
Campaign on Dalit Human Rights (NCDHR) reported that most
people killed in the police violence belonged to the Scheduled
Castes.?! This finding was corroborated even by the police records.
Among the fourteen persons officially dead, only one was
unidentified. Of the remaining thirteen, nine persons were Scheduled
Caste, two were OBCs and two belonged to privileged castes. The
three women who were gang-raped, according to the police records,
were all Scheduled Castes. Until the NCDHR brought these facts to
light, one could not believe that there could be such a glaring caste
dimension to the Nandigram incident. Even after this, many anti-
SEZ (Special Economic Zones) activists were reluctant to accept
that the issue had anything to do with caste. Even Khairlanji, as we
saw, was characterized as a non-caste issue, rooted in the land
question. Those who wear ideological blinkers never see caste
contradictions anywhere. Indeed, the Nandigram issue did not have
anything ostensibly connected with caste, but the large number of
dalits among the victims must make one ponder.

If India’s Constitution takes special cognizance of dalits and
adivasis and especially provides them with safeguards and protective
measures, if minor harm to them even by an individual is considered
a punishable atrocity, why should wrongs that threaten to drive
entire communities out of existence — committed by institutions
charged with their protection — not be reckoned as atrocities under
the Prevention of Atrocities Act?

Those who tend to don a progressive garb are generally allergic
to caste and would certainly detest such a perspective. But caste is
ubiquitous and influences all processes and events in Indian society.
If Indians truly mean to annihilate caste, they have to look it in the

eye.
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Exploding Myths
GrosatizatioNn, Civit SOCIETY AND THE BAHUJAN

India’s caste question is shrouded in myths. Khairlanji effectively
demolishes many of them. First, there is the neoliberal myth that
globalization will eradicate caste. Although the experience of the
majority of dalits is to the contrary, this myth is still upheld by a
section of intellectuals, including some dalits, and continues to
resonate occasionally in the print media and in academia.! Then,
we have the myth propagated by economists that the caste-based
exploitation of dalits will wither away with their economic and
associated cultural development. The doctrinaire Left, which loves
to see caste as just an aspect of class, believes in its own myth that all
caste conflicts are rooted in the land question. Notwithstanding the
complexities of the case, it emphasizes the centrality of the land
dispute between the Bhotmanges and other villagers as the sole
reason for the Khairlanji atrocity.

There is another myth that six decades of development has created
a ‘civil’ society, comprising a significant section of progressive
nondalits who are opposed to caste. They tend to see the caste
problem as antiquated and celebrate the fact that many of them do
not practise caste in the ritualistic sense. Then there is the
representational myth created by reservation-fixated dalits who
believe that if dalits are placed in the bureaucracy, and indeed in
every sphere, they will de-caste the system and orient it into doing
justice for them. And finally, there is the myth of bahujanwad — the
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theory of the oppressed majority (bahujan) becoming the ruling

clas's, developed by the late Kanshi Ram (1934-2006), which ha
various advocates today. In this final chapter, we shall see how ali

these myths have been demolish S
its aftermath. olished by Khairlanji and the events in

The Myth of Globalization’s Corrective Effects

Slnc.e globalization is projected as an extension of the modernj
pro;ect., and as leading to a veritable melting pot of local nlSdt
parochial identities, it was assumed that caste would disappe o
the heat of the free market. Ironically, the Khairlanji Efrsr'in
happe‘ned when India was bursting with euphoria at ihe if‘f 1 )1;
globalization — a 9.2 percent growth rate, the highest ever fi;)r t}?
quart'er. India was emerging as the proud exempla ;
globalization’s benefits. Naturally, it was expected that neeIl)rl rt .
decades of liberalization would have led to the weakenil}; W(;
caste — an anachronistic vestige of the precapitalist social orz(c;i \
Sadly, there are no signs of this happening. On the contra e
contradictions in Indian society have been ing Can
unprecedented rate. proving aten
Aj[ its most basic level, globalization is a phase of capitali
seeking to extend capitalist relations across the world ec};no -
When these relations entered the country during British colorl?iyl.
r\'ﬂe, many people expected it would decimate the caste system, as a't
did feudalism in Europe. But not only did caste (albeit in mociiﬁ ii
form) survive the spread of capitalism, it infested capitalism it El:f
Even the Nehruvian modernization project implemented asff .
Independence, which transformed production relations across t1:r
countryside into capitalist ones, could not displace caste. On the
contrary, it catalysed a change in the socio-economic stn;ctur ?
rural I.ndia that has aggravated casteism. Instead of comb te' N
feuda‘hsm, capitalism in India struck an alliance with it a iil{lg
assc'muilted institutions. This long experience of the faliltil lt;
capltahsr'n to substantively weaken caste over the last centu shrcf ?d
automatically demolish the myth of globalization, the inrtyensif;led
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extension of the capitalist project, as having the wherewithal to
impact caste. It inherently does not.
Classical liberalism, which lent capitalism its ideological support,
is reclaimed by globalists in the form of neoliberalism, its
individualist extremist concoction that advocates extreme
individualism, social Darwinist competition and free market
fundamentalism.? It makes globalization intrinsically elitist,
creating extreme forms of inequality, economic as well as social. By
pitching an individual against all others in the global marketplace,
it essentially creates a ‘casino syndrome’, breaking down all familiar
correlations and rendering everyone psychologically vulnerable,
the more so the more resourceless they are. It leads people to seek
support through familiar occult systems such as religion, custom
and tradition. The increase during the last three decades in
religiosity, marketed mysticism and hyper-orthodoxy worldwide
is the result of these processes. In India, belief in the caste system is
fostered by this trend. Besides, globalization creates a crisis of living
for the majority because of the reversal of state welfarist policies
which pushes people into the market to fend for themselves.
Exposure to global lifestyles accentuates the experience of resource
deficit. The crises these experiences cumulatively produce manifest
through the existing fault lines in society — such as casteism and
communalism in India, tribalism in Africa and racism or neo-
Nazism elsewhere.

A simple analysis of statistics on caste atrocities over the decade
before and after India embraced neoliberal economic policies reveals
a significant increase in almost all categories of atrocity.” Table 8.1
provides the average all-India annual incidence of atrocities against
dalits against a certain category of crime as recorded by the police.
The average incidence of category-wise crime against Scheduled
Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) during the three decades
1981-1990, 1991-2000 and 2001-2008 (up to which data is available)
shows a consistent and substantial rise under various crime heads
except for arson, those under the outdated Protection of Civil Rights

(PCR) Act and others.
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Table 8.1: Average (annual) incidence of crime against SCs and STs
over three decades under select categories

Category of crime Average annual crime incidence

1981-1990 1991-2000 2001-2008

Murder 535 546 672
Rape 714 929 1261
Arson 866 424 249
Hurt 1478 2978 4059
SC/ST (Prevention

of Atrocities) Act 8585 9915
Others 11896 13463 12552
All Crimes 21877 28041 29254

Source: Data for 1981-90 from Anand Teltumbde, Anti-Imperialism and
Annihilation of Castes, 271. Data for 1990-2000 and 200108 from National Crime
Records Bureau’s annual Crime in India reports available at http://ncrb.nic.in/
(accessed 17 May 2010). The PoA Act came into effect only in 1989 and hence is
applicable only to statistics from 1991.

While there is a significant rise in all major categories of crime during
the liberalization-globalization decades (1990-2008), these
statistics do not tell the entire story. Atrocities, as we have seen,
reflect in recent times a qualitative change in the mode of their
perpetration as well as in their intensity. Unlike in the past, when
atrocities were mostly committed by individuals or a small group
of people in a clandestine manner, in recent years they tend to be
performed as a public spectacle by collectives in a celebratory mode,
with a certain degree of glee and defiance. The barbarity displayed
in these atrocities defies imagination — the torture the Bhotmanges
were subjected to in Khairlanji is ample and sobering evidence of
this.

Take also the 2002 incident in Jhajjar district of Haryana, where
five dalits were lynched by a mob led by Vishwa Hindu Parishad
activists in the precincts of a police station and in the presence of
‘the City Magistrate, the Deputy Superintendent of Police of Jhajjar
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and Bahadurgarh, the Municipal Corporator’s husband, the Block
Development Officer and at least fifty policemen.’® There is a
dreadful self-assurance among the perpetrators of recent caste
crimes. The Jhajjar incident was publicly justified as a punishment
the victims deserved. Such was also the case in Bhutegaon in the
Marathwada region of Maharashtra, where a youth was burnt alive
by a crowd of caste Hindus in May 2003,” and in the Sonnakhota
incident in Beed district, around the same time, where caste Hindus
chased a dalit and stoned him to death.®

The enthusiasm exhibited in the perpetration of atrocities may
to some extent be explained by their being committed by a collective,
yet caste is, in essence, an individualistic attitude that constantly
seeks to assert superiority. Its divisive ideology does not even stop
at the family; it narrows down to the level of the individual. Even
within a family, discrete members can discover, without any external
pressure, notional hierarchy and assert imagined caste superiority.

The corollary of this formulation has far-reaching implications.
Individualism is a credo innately favoured by the elite in India. It
suits the privileged castes since they believe that their pelf, power
and prestige are well-deserved; that they are a result of their intrinsic
merit. Individualism, a complement of social Darwinism, would
deny weaker individuals or any community the right to survival. It
is the privileged castes who favour the free market because it assures
them, as a class, their domination without any moral baggage. It is
they who are the ardent votaries of globalization, for it gives them
unhindered freedom to maximize profits globally. Such
individualism, grounded in caste, explains their insensitivity to their
fellow beings. Celebrations over India becoming a superpower in
the face of an epidemic of farmer suicides or the unashamed display
of hedonism in the face of Jhajjars and Khairlanjs, therefore, become

commonplace.

The Myth of Economic Empowerment

In the relatively prosperous Khairlanji, the Bhotmanges, with about
five acres of irrigated land, were economically independent, even if
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they lived in a hovel and were under constant caste Hindu pressure,
There is a belief that economic development will eradicate caste. By
correlating economic development with educational and cultural
advancement, it is believed that the irrationality of caste itself would
be dissipated. Indeed, it is believed that with economic power all
other resources can be acquired. Whether this power is potent
enough to thwart the incidence of caste atrocities is questionable.
As far as dalits are concerned, it appears to produce contrary results
in the rural setting; it disturbs the psychological equilibrium of the
village community, it hurts caste pride and can end in a punishment
of the sort that befell the Bhotmanges. One needs to go beyond an
economic threshold to have the means and power to thwart casteist
oppression or an atrocity.

The economic power of individual dalits is largely inconsequential
in dismantling caste. This experience of dalits was the cause behind
their lukewarm response to the Indian communist emphasis on class
contradiction to the exclusion of caste. Caste is basically
communitarian and hence warrants communitarian affront to
challenge it. A dalit individual’s economic power may be feared by
discrete nondalit individuals, but eventually it can always be brought
to confront the power of the nondalit community, which is the real
custodian of caste.

The correlation between economic development and the
incidence of atrocities is certainly negative. As in the 2002 communal
conflagration in Gujarat, when economically and politically
powerful Muslims suffered in large numbers at the hands of Hindu
rioters (Ehsan Jaffri, a former Congress parliamentarian, was hacked
and burnt to death at the gates of his home), economically better-
off dalits also suffer a similar fate in caste clashes. In the post-
Khairlanji agitations, we saw how doctors like Milind Mane or a
sitting municipal corporator like Raju Lokhande and other
middleclass professionals were hounded and subjected to state
terror. The most notable element in the Bhotmange family that
perhaps invited this calamity was their cultural advancement —
Surekha Bhotmange’s staunch Ambedkarism, the education she and
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her husband had ensured her children achieved — and it was this
progress that the Khairlanji Hindus resented. The same could be
said of Siddharth Gajbhiye, their other target. Gajbhiye was wealthy
enough to employ some caste Hindus on his farm. That, however,
instead of liberating him, seems to have marked him down.

That economic empowerment does not mean everything was
reinforced in the August 2005 Gohana clashes in Punjab as well,
where seventy dalit houses were burned down by a mob of 2,000
jats, a dominant OBC-shudra community. The provocation was
their economic prosperity: in this case, the victims had educated
their children, procured jobs outside their traditional role and defied
the efforts of the jats to extract unpaid forced labour from them.
The same script was enacted in Punjab’s Talhan in 2003, where riots
broke out between ad-dharmi dalits (Ad Dharm, mentioned in the
Introduction, translates as ‘the original religion’) and OBC jats
over the former’s seeking a rightful share in administering the local
gurudwara (the Sikh place of worship) and reaching, in other words,
for a share in the religious economy. Surinder Jodhka and Prakash
Louis describe the context as follows:

In Talhan, for example, not even a single ad-dharmi worked on a farm as
a servant with the landowning jats, something that they regularly did in
the past. Migrants from Uttar Pradesh and Bihar do virtually all the
agricultural labour work. The ad-dharmis have also acquired a sense of
autonomy as regards their cultural resources and employment . ... [D]espite
their overall empowerment and near complete absence of a brahminical
social set-up, rural Punjab has not forgotten caste and the fact that it
means inequality. In other words, while pollution has nearly disappeared,

the upper caste prejudice vis-a-vis dalits remains.’

The myth that every caste conflict is predicated on the land questiqn
is primarily constructed in support of Marxist economic
determinism. Land is certainly one of the major causes of atrocities
as highlighted by many studies.® Land in the rural economy, as a
coveted resource, naturally leads to conflicts. With respect to dalits
these conflicts mainly arise in relation to land transfers under land
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reforms, allotment of house sites and agriculture-worthy lands, use
of common pastures and community land, irrigation rights and
land alienation. Conflicts mainly take the form of interference with
dalit ownership, possession, cultivation and enjoyment of land. It
is true that many of these conflicts lead to violence against dalits.
Yet the critical question here remains: why do land disputes among
nondalits not result in ghastly crimes as they overwhelmingly do
otherwise?

Economic or land disputes — seemingly reflective of secular
contradictions — only serve to build up resentment against dalits. It
is caste prejudice — a non-secular factor — that becomes the
influential factor in translating a dispute into an atrocity. Khairlanji,
at first glance, appears to buttress the myth insofar as there was a
seventeen-year-old simmering land dispute between the
Bhotmanges and the caste-Hindu villagers. As we saw, after a
protracted legal battle, just to buy peace, the Bhotmanges had even
offered a passage through their land to the villagers, and the land
dispute was resolved. Besides, the disputants were a couple of families,
not the entire village caste Hindu community that eventually
committed the gruesome crime. Thus, the land dispute cannot be
seen as the precipitating cause behind this atrocity.

As a matter of fact, none of the infamous atrocity cases have land
disputes as their demonstrable reason. Disputes over farm wages
have resulted in atrocities, as in Keezhvenmani in Tamil Nadu in
1968. However, to say that the dispute over wages caused the atrocity
would be misleading. It is deep-seated caste prejudice that aggravates
a dispute into untrammeled bloodshed. Caste constitutes a layer
underneath seemingly capitalist transactions, which become subtly
shaped by it. Its influence may not be uniform everywhere, now
that caste presents a class-like divide between dalits and nondalits.
But it is clearly discernible. Those who delude themselves into not
seeing this reality and refusing to acknowledge caste are everywhere,
although recently the doctrinaire communists have realized their
error.’ In relation to the Prevention of Atrocities Act, one likewise
comes across verdicts adamant in their rejection of caste as motive
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and hence refusing to apply the Act’s stringent clauses to atrocity
cases. Khairlanji was no exception. The Bhandara sessions court
claimed it could not find evidence of any caste angle behind the
lynchings, and hence none of the eleven accused ultimately charged
were booked under the Prevention of Atrocities Act. In one of the
speediest trials in a case involving the murder of dalits, the district
sessions court judge in September 2008 slammed death penalty for
six persons and life term for two (acquitting three persons).
However, he held: ‘Khairlanji was a case of murder spurred by
revenge for an earlier case of assault involving the police patil of a
nearby village.” The judge ruled out both the ‘caste angle’ and the
rapes. Given the political pressure the dalit movement mounted on
the issue, the death sentence seemed ‘overdetermined, almost in
compensation for not invoking the PoA Act or rape laws.’!
Predictably, in July 2010, the High Court commuted the death
sentence to life and maintained that there was no ‘caste angle’.

The Myth of Civil Society

There is a large section of people in India who bear the progressive
mantle on social issues such as communalism, gender
discrimination, developmental and environmental issues and the
general exploitation of labour and the peasantry. However, when
it comes to caste, they leave the matter to dalits exclusively, and
have little or nothing to say on the subject.

When the Khairlanji protests broke out, the secular, enlightened
nondalit intelligentsia should have come forward to express their
support. They could even have taken the lead. After all, the popular
protests were apolitical and were organized by people who in many
ways shared their progressivism. Why then were they not there?
Why are people who passionately take up the cause of the communal
oppression of Muslims not moved by the issue of caste violence?
Why are people who are genuinely and rightly concerned with justice
for the numbers of Muslims incarcerated or murdered on false
charges of terrorist involvement incapable of similar sensitivity to
the pervasive injustice done to dalits? Why are anti-communalism
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and anti-imperialism considered progressive stances, whereas
anticaste activism becomes casteist and regressive? It appears
progressivism does not necessarily include an anticaste position in
India. Even the communist parties, who claim to have changed their
stand on caste, do not think that they ought to go beyond tokenism.
Why did they not mobilize their cadres to protest against Khairlanji?
In the wake of the anti-Muslim pogrom in Gujarat in 2002, several
progressive organizations, NGOs and individuals from civil society
came forward in condemnation of the state-contrived carnage.
According to one estimate, there were more than a hundred fact-
finding reports on Gujarat. Many people from far-flung areas spent
time in Gujarat and actively worked among the victims of the
violence. Indeed, this presented a proud picture of civil society. What
happens to the same civil society when a similar catastrophe befalls
dalits? Why are they not seen with dalits? While nondalit initiatives
such as the Kishore Tiwari-led Vidarbha Jan Andolan Samiti, which
undertook one of the first fact-finding efforts in Khairlanji, or the
important role the Brinda Karat-led CPI(M) team played at the
level of national politics,!! or the active participation of nondalit
women in the post-Khairlaji protests are doubtless laudable, it is
often seen that their participation does not go beyond a point.
When the mass demonstrations spread across the state, the
progressive nondalits were hardly to be seen. There were no
seminars, discussions, demonstrations, media campaigns, online
petitions or suchlike on Khairlanji beyond dalit circles (barring a
few exceptions). Nondalit individuals taking up a dalit cause remain
anomalous from the norm. Where do these progressive elements
hide in the face of a caste atrocity? Where are they not seen with
dalits after Jhajjhar, Gohana or Khairlanji? Why are dalits left to
their own resources when it comes to dealing with caste? Why does
civil society turn uncivil towards dalits? These indeed are disturbing
questions. There are no plausible explanations for this differential
behaviour. Is it because dalits are so sectarian that they would not
accept others? Is it because the caste consciousness still thwarts others
from joining dalits? Or is it that there is no such thing as civil society
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in India because it simply cannot exist within the ‘uncivil’ caste

society?

The Myth of Representation

Khairlanji blasts another myth deeply rooted among dalits, which
is the belief that if their own people are placed in the bureaucratic
structure, the latter becomes dalit-friendly, so to speak. This myth
sustains a large part of the argument for reservation. As discussed,
Khairlanji best exemplifies the complicity of the state machir'lery m
the perpetration of a caste atrocity. In the context of Khairlanji,
this machinery was largely in the hands of persons who were
themselves dalit. The Bhandara superintendent of police, Suresh
Sagar (‘Khobragade’) and deputy superintendent of police,
V. Susatkar; the Andhalgaon police station inspector, Siddheshwar
Bharne, and area constable, Baban Meshram; the doctor who
performed the first postmortem, Avinash John Shende; the district
civil surgeon who instructed Shende, a junior doctor, to proceed
with the postmortem, K.D. Ramteke; the public prosecut.or yho
advised against invoking the PoA Act in the case, Leena Gajbhiye —
they were all dalits, most of them belonging to the same rr‘la‘har
community as the Bhotmanges. Nobody can fault ‘brahmlm?al
people’ or ‘shudra mindset’ here for antidalit prejudice. The entire
chain of the bureaucracy, staffed with dalits, failed to deliver at
every possible step. Executing their assigned, constitutionally
determined jobs would not have been a matter of any favour to the
Bhotmanges. But this they did not choose to do.

Their derelictions did not go unnoticed. In an article titled
“Hamen Padhe Likhe Logon ne Dhoka Diya” (The Educated Have
Deceived Us), a dalit newspaper was quick to invoke Ambedkar’s
famous lament.!2 However, the article was devoid of analysis. It
named and blamed individuals but did not find fault with the system
or the logic of representation devised by Ambedkar. While one can
understand that in Ambedkar’s time, there was, arguably, no better
alternative, it is still quite strange to find dalits reposing unshakeable
faith in it, even after persistent negative experience. They still think
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that if some individuals from their caste are included in the
governance structures, the latter could be relied upon to take care
of their interests. It is unfortunate that dalit discourse is still mired
in this kind of individualism and has refused to learn that what
matters is system; individuals are secondary at best. An individual’s
rise within the system is logically a reward for upholding the values
of the system. It is the system that they represent to the larger public
rather than vice versa. Insofar as the system is considered naturally
inimical to dalit interests, it follows that the dalit individuals who
rise within it tend to act against the dalit interests as well. The
dynamic of the system easily isolates dalits who do otherwise. They
are easily marginalized.

Dalits do not often appreciate that dalit individuals are more
prone to zeal in upholding the system than others. Because a dalit
employee, unlike his nondalit counterpart, experiences more
pressure from caste prejudice of ancient standing to ‘prove” himself,
he can do so better by upholding the system, even in its most unjust
aspects, vis-a-vis other dalits. In Khairlanji, many dalits in the
administration reflected precisely this pressure in their insensitivity
to their own people (let alone to victims of a horrific crime). The
system thus transforms the individual into its faithful prop. Even
from a class point of view, the dalit rising up the administrative
ladder remains no more a dalit ally and rather undergoes class
transformation. It is the dalits’ clinging to this representational
logic that has reduced them to political inactivity. They have not
yet realized that it is their own political participation, their struggle,
that can influence the behaviour of institutions and structures, not
individuals, howsoever highly placed they may be.

The Myth of the Bahujan

Khairlanji demolishes the powerful myth of the bahujan discourse,
pioneered to a reasonable level of success by the late Kanshi Ram.
While the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) has moved on to sarva samaj
(society for all), the concept of bahujan — a grand alliance between
shudras, dalits and other social minorities — has been followed by
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many dalit politicians, such as Prakash Ambe‘dkar, Udit Raj and
others, with or without acknowledging Kanshi Ram. B.ahu]anwad
is essentially an expedient strategy for dalits to succeed 1n.elect.o'ral
politics, not very dissimilar to the creation of middle-caste 1dent.1tles
engineered by Sharad Pawar in Maharashtra and Mulayam Singh
Yadav in Uttar Pradesh. It assumes that all the lower shudr:.a castes
and dalits can come together and create a formidable co.nstxtuen'cy
in their bid for power. Purely from the standpoint of tl}exr material
status, these groups are similarly placed, and tl.my must indeed come
together. But when bahujanwad aspires to umte: people on the basis
of caste identity, it misses the fact that it essentially mobilizes them
with their respective caste consciousness. There may.no.t be much to
differentiate the caste consciousness of the vast ma)on.ty of‘shudra
castes on the one side and of dalits on the other, but to imagine that
these two social groups, placed at contradictory positions in the
traditional and rural production system, would come togetl}er as
‘bahujan’ is grossly erroneous. It betrays ignorance of the primor-
dial divide between dalits and nondalits, repeat‘e('ily der.nonstrated
through history, which, as corroborated by empirical ev1der.1ce, has
been caste’s dominant existential feature. The caste conjunuum,
classically depicted with brahmins at the upper end a.nd daht§ a‘t 'the
lowest, is hopelessly and visibly kinked at the Pomt of d1v151.0n
between the two segments: avarna and savarna, dalits and nonqallts,
outcastes and castes. Bahujanwad, therefore, is théoreuca.lly
infeasible, although it is still pursued by politicians, with varying
degree of electoral success. . N
Bahujanwad may work to some extent in e?ectoral politics, as
seen in the BSP’s success in Uttar Pradesh, but this does n'ot translate
into the social level. The ground reality often surfaces in terms of
clashes between dalits and the backward castes. In fact, every castff
atrocity, including the most infamous ones, such as Keezhvenmani
(1968) in Tamil Nadu, Karamchedu (1985) and Chunduru (1991)
in Andhra Pradesh, and Jhajjar (2002) in Haryana, ShOV\.IS that t.he
middle shudra castes are the perpetrators of violence against dalits.
Khairlanji illustrates this as well. There were no members of any
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much larger import, relating to the destiny of India as a nation.
They are not the misdeeds of some uncultured, barbaric monsters,
aberrations to a benevolent norm; they illustrate the state of an
entire country. Khairlanji transcends the context of time and space,
and interrogates Indians’ claims of being worthy world citizens. It

caste above the shudra category in Khairlanji, and all the
p}frpetr'ators‘ of the crime were shudra. In class terms, indisputabl

the entire village might fall within a single class, but they do ¢
have that consciousness. ree

It may sound impracticable to many, but it is only the building

of true class consciousness that can really prevent Khairlanjis in th

futl%re. Khairlanji, and for that matter every caste atroci) cross
India, has been a shrill refutation of bahujanwad as a transfct)};ricr(')ss
strate.gy. Bhaujanwad can be meaningful as a transformative a atlc‘lle
onl?f if it is based on the trans-caste unity of all the lower clasgen E;
society. .The caste idiom is basically incapable of being the basiisfo

such unity, since transcending the existential contradictions betw. o
caste groups is not possible. -

Caste is hierarchy-seeking; it is antithetical to the concept of unit

Caste may be useful as a descriptive category, but it is usfless in ihy-
field of struggle. Bahujanwad, based on caste identities, ma seen(:
to w‘ork ~ as in the case of the BSP - in strategising ele;tora}l, win
but it cannot effect the slightest change for the better in the s 'Si
contradictions of castes on the ground. There is no evidenceot;la
BSI.’ rl.lle has brought down the incidence of caste crime agai a:
dflht's in Uttar Pradesh. The state continues to enjoy the duflgjimS
dlst}nct'lon of outdoing all of India’s other states and umf)us
terrlto%rles in terms of atrocities on dalits despite the deafen'on
rhetoric 'of dalit raj (the rule of the dalits). On the contralng
Mayawati, Uttar Pradesh chief minister and BSP supremo unc;Z ’
pressure from her bahujan allies, had to issue orders not to ,re ist ;
atro?mes under the PoA Act without the permission of the diitr'ei
magistrate. Once a pioneering implementor of the Act, makin 1(i:t
(far‘nou.s a)s_the Dalit Act, she now repeatedly talks ’about Iglot
misusing’ 1t.

Khairlanji demands of Indians that they scrutinize these and oth
c9@monplace thinking on caste. These are myths, and myths bli e(i
vision and block reason. Indians should not vie\:v Khairlanji md
oth'er crimes of its nature, as mere ‘caste issues’, to be dealt “JH;}?E
dalits alone. Underlying these appalling tragedies are matters o);

s a mirror that shows them for what they are: a people cursed with

caste.
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