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Chapter- 1

The Emergence of Politics of Dalit Identity in Tamil Nadu

Dalits are men and women, who are socially and culturally outcaste. economically
impoverished, politically powerless and marginalized. and as a corollary to these, are
injected with fear, inferiority complexes, trepidation, servility. subservience. despair

and abasement.

Marathi word ‘Dalit” means ‘oppressed”™ and ‘broken’. The present usage of the term
‘Dalit” goes back to the nineteenth century, when Mahatma Phule used it to describe
the outcastes and untouchables as oppressed and broken victims of our caste-ridden
society. The first usage in a political context could be attributed to Dr. Ambedkar to
refer to the original ancestors of untouchables. But it was during 1970s, the Dalit
Panthers movement of Maharashtra revived and expanded its referents n its 1973
manifesto and included the scheduled tribes, neo-Buddhists the people of working
class, the landless and poor peasants. women, and all those who are being exploited
politically, economically in the name of religion (Massey, 1994 Omvedt. 1995). The
Dalit identity is basically a political identity. 1t is not merely a social category that
denotes the colonial and post-colonial classification of particular caste groups and
communities. It is not social positioning in a given ‘structure’ but it is basically a
political construction based on the liberative consciousness of untouchables against
the oppressive caste system and dominant social order. Though the term *Dalit™ was
expanded by the Dalit panthers to include various oppressed and subaltern groups,
untouchables constitute a leading class and political force in the whole Dalit identity

politics. The formation of Dalit identity is the process by which the “untouchables™



establish separate and autonomous identities in the spheres of politics and culre.
However, in this process of identity formation, the demarcation between these two
domains vanishes and they are fused into one. The present assertion of Dalit identity
has a long history of struggles, resistance and protests against the oppressive caste
system behind it. Before we enter the historical background of Dalit protests against
caste oppression, it is important to know certain socio-economic details of Tamil

Nadu.

Tamil Nadu: A Brief Note on Socio-economic Life

According to the 1991 census, 19.18 per cent of the total population of Tamil Nadu
belongs to the Scheduled Castes (SC) Category. They form 22.9 per cent of the rural
population, and 11.9 per cent of the urban population. By the same report the literacy
percentage is 46.7 —58.36 per cent for males, and 34.89 per cent for females.
Proportionately, the percentage of SC urban population is far below their share of the
total population, which means that the large majority of Dalits in Tamil Nadu are
concentrated in the rural areas. More than 85 per cent of the total SC population in
Tamil Nadu is engaged in agriculture, fisheries, leather tanning, scavenging and other

traditional demeaning service roles and occupations.

The concentration of Dalit population varies in the 21 districts (1996), and this
variation has been determined by historical factors. In the rice growing districts like
Thanjavur, Chingleput and South Arcot, Dalits are the majority among the
agricultural workers; while in the dry millet growing areas they comprise about one-
third of the agrarian workforce. Under the previous mirasdar system, the inequity in
landholdings was the most acute in the wetlands. and agrestic serfdom was widely

prevalent. In Tamil Nadu the -amindari system existed in the rice growing wet
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districts, while the rvonvari system was more prevalent in the dry districts. Under the
zamindari system in the wet districts, the principal agrarian workforce were the
Pannaivals or permanent farm servants who could be sold and mortgaged at will.
while the Padivals who were theoretically casual workers were bonded by debts tor

generation after generation (Kumar, 1965).

After the colonial administration abolished slavery and declared it an otfence under
the Indian Penal Code of 1862 though a few new occupations opened up. the slaves
did not really become free but continued to be bonded by debt and the strength of
the caste system. They continued to be trapped in the straitjacket village society

through economic and extra economic factors.

On the all-India map, Tamil Nadu has the sixth biggest concentration of SCs.
Compared to the State average of 19.18 per cent (Census, 1991), the districts
which have greater than the State average are Nilgiris (30.22%), South Arcot
(inclusive of Vilupuram and Cuddalore districts. 27.1%), Chingleput (inclusive of
Thiruvallur  and Kanchipuram districts.  25.97%), Thanjavur  (inclusive
ofThanjavur. Tiruvarur and Nagappattinam, 24.17%), Thiruvannamalai (21.46%),

North Arcot (20.70%) and Dindigul (19.4 %).

This demographic picture clearly shows that Dalits constitute a significant part of
the total population of Tamil Nadu. When one couples this crucial demographic
aspect with the fact that at least 80 per cent of the total Dalit population is
concentrated in the rural areas and that the vast majority of them are lundless
agricultural workers, the situation of Dalits as the bottom-most layer of society

becomes all too clear.



The land-owning pattern in Tamil Nadu makes the picture more complete. Land
has often been one of the reasons for caste clashes in the State: hardly 11 per cent
of Dalits own any land at all. Moreover, 45 per cent of the 11 per cent Dalit fand-
owners own uneconomic and unviable small plots. seldom of good quality. Also.
out of all those who own large farms of 10 acres and above. hardly 1.5 per cent are
Dalits. Such data proves that the share of Dalits in total landownership is far below
their due share according to their percentage in the total population. and also more
particularly when we take into account their percentage in the rural population. The
land ownership pattern is highly skewed against the Dalits, and no conscious
measures have been taken by any of the governments to ameliorate the situation

(Kurian, 1982).

The question of Panchami lands' is a case in point. Almost all political parties
have at one time or the other promised to distribute Punchami lands to the landless
Dalits, but to date no attempt has been made to even identify these lands. Of late
this particular aspect of the land question has become a serious issue in Tamil
Nadu. Individual researchers have estimated the extent of panchami land to be to
the tune of more than 5 lakh acres. Additionally 5 lakh acres of land arc under the
purview of the Hindu Religious Endowment Department. Most of this land s
currently under illegal occupation, and this has also been a point underlying caste-

based conflicts in many areas. When the Dalits in Chennagarampatti demanded the

' They are referred 1o as panchami lands because the receivers of the lands were Panchamas (the
fifth class of people who are outside the Varna order of four). The colonial government had
identificd them as a "Depressed Class™. In order 1o uplift the Panchamas from their social and
cconomic backwardness, between 1892 and 1933 the colonial government had donated agncultural
lands. These lands are called as *DC lands™ in Tamil Nadu. According to the DC land ordinance. the
land rights of these lands are non-transferable. [t means the Panchamas have no rights 1o sell or
transfer these lands to the non-Panchamas. But most of the Dalits lost their DC lands to other upper
and dominam caste people. Large parts of these lands were taken away from the Dalits by
upper/dominant caste through illegal means (Kannaihyan and Moses. 1995).
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right to auction temple lands in 1992 they were brutally attacked. This is another
issue that is snowballing as far as the Dalits and their land and civil nights are

concerned.

Every village has certain common resources. whether they are trees. ponds and
lakes, or pasture lands, and these are auctioned by departments concerned.
Theoretically, these auctions are open auctions and everyone whether a Dalit, or a
caste Hindu”, can participate in them. Yet experience shows that this provision is
on paper only. The caste Hindus. in league with their compatriots in the
bureaucracy and political parties, have over a long period of time monopolized
these auctions, depriving the Dalits of their rightful share in the common resources
of the village. The situation is the same as that existing in relation to temple lands.

Thus, This auctioning has become another issue of conflict in the countryside.

Questioning monopoly “rights™ of the caste Hindu to common resources has led to
several caste conflicts in recent years. In Tamil Nadu a highly organized auctioning
system has been established, and presently the situation is such that the Dalits -
those who dare to participate — can be physically prevented from participating. It
had been observed that those oppressor caste members who auction do not often
exploit the resources themselves, but thrive on a highly lucrative racket of re-
auctioning, which gets them handsome returns without effort. It is a multifaceted
system of corruption, and every effort is made to prevent any sort of

democratization of this process.

“ This category is used throughout the dissertation to denote both upper and non-Untoucable
dominant castes.
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The same situation exists in relation to the auctioning of forest land that yields
valuable products like cashew and timber. Similar is case with the public works
department contracts and the revenue department auctions. In all these spheres of
economic surplus generation the Dalits are excluded, often using force. In fact any
forward-looking policy should actually be making every effort to channelise more
and more of these common resources to the Dalits, because of their utmost state of
social and economic deprivation. But here they are not just denied their
proportionate share of common resources; rather they get nothing at all. Hence the
demand from some Dalit quarters that, similar to the quota system in appointments
and education, there should be a quota reserved for them in the case of common

resources t0o0.

The precipitating causes of these caste clashes can be categorized mainly into
economic, social, political and sexual. Police actions constitute a cause themselves.
But it should be noted that all these broad causes are intermixed with the caste
angle, i.e., the caste question is a common thread in all these various causes.

The social causes involve problems arising from the practice of segregation and
untouchability. Though untouchability is decreed as a crime 1t is stll being
practiced on a wide scale in large parts of Tamil Nadu. The separate settiements of
Dalits in the outskirts of the village institutionalizes segregation of the worst kind
and the mindset of the oppressor castes (though many of them may be
economically in the same condition as the Dalits), that touching or being touched

by a Dalit is polluting, is a social humiliation for the Dalits.

Dalits not being allowed to worship at certain temples, not being allowed to walk

through certain streets inhabited by the caste Hindus, not being allowed to wash
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clothes and bathe using public ponds. provision of separate glasses in public tea
shops, denial of certain services like that of washermen and barbers. a whole set of
don'ts, including not being allowed to sit in public places like bus stops.
resentment against wearing sandals and clean clothes, and are among practices that
distinguish untouchability in the Tamil Nadu villages. Attempts by the Dalits to
assert their self-respect and break the taboos imposed by the oppressor castes are
viewed with hostile suspicion and met with violent enforcement of the caste
system. Dalits being compelled to do demeaning jobs like removing carcasses,
scavenging, being forced to worship in the temples that arc located within the
Cheri: Dalit elders being treated with contempt even by the children of the caste
Hindus, restricted social interaction; Dalit students being discriminated against on
caste grounds and forced to sit separately from other students, and disallowing the
public display of their traditional art and culture are some of the other
manifestations of untouchability. Any of these causes or all of them together is a

constant source of tension between Dalits and caste Hindus.

The economic causes behind the caste clashes include ruthless labour exploitation
through the system of bondage through Padival (literally means one who works for
daily wage or food). giving wages lower than the stipulated minimum wages,
extraction of compulsory labour, forced labour for the village headmen and other
officials, denial of opportunities to acquire wealth, non-fulfillment of the
reservation and welfare schemes, diveniing of whatever resources are allotted to the
economic welfare of Dalits to other accounts, denial of common resources,
Panchami land and temple land, denial of occupations other than unclean

traditional occupations earmarked for Dalits by the caste structure. demal of their



legitimate share of the productive assets etc. are the prominent causes for economic

conflicts (Kannaiahyan and Moses, 1995 Kurtan,.1982).

At the heart of these segregationist and discriminatory practices is also the dread of
inter-caste marriage. “Today you ask for the same glass. tomorrow you will ask my
daughter for your son.” “Today you ask for entry into the temple. tomorrow it will

be my daughter in marriage™, are commonly quoted responses.

Sexual humiliation and rape of Dalit women are another important cause for the
caste flare-ups. In any caste conflict, the women are special targets, and this is
apart from the routine humiliation that is meted out to them. Though untouchability
is being assiduously practiced on other counts. the oppressor caste men do not find
it demeaning to molest and rape the “untouchable™ women. In fact. sexual
atrocities practiced with impunity on Dalit girls and women are considered
humiliating to the whole community, to show where the Dalits as a community
stand, and is thus a direct political tool of oppression. At the same time. if any
Dalit young man falls in love with a non-Dalit girl and elopes with her. retribution
is swift and terrible. The whole Dalit colony (called Cheri) can be attacked. the

residents indiscriminately tortured and the huts looted and razed to the ground.

Of late there has been an increasing tendency in Tamil Nadu to promote caste
politics. The superior economic and social power of the dominant castes often enables
them to force Dalits to vote for caste Hindu candidates in elections, and one of the
commonly adopted methods is to withhold employment in cases of recalcitrance.
With the institution of the Panchayati Raj system and the statutory quotas for the

Dalits, politics related to caste violence has taken a turn for the worse in Tamil Nadu.



It is not uncommon that Dalits are prevented from contesting elections. or even
voting, and few reserved Panchyats (Papapati. Keeripatti. Nattarmangalam and
Kottakatchiyendal) in the last few vears even saw the boycott of elections by the caste
Hindus to pressurise the Government to de-reserve the constituencies. Often. the
reservation— anti-reservation question has resulted in severe violence. Political
parties, which survive on maintaining and developing caste-based vote banks. play a

complementary role in fanning such caste politics.

A Skeletel History of Protests against Caste Oppression

The initial protest movements of India, starting with the Buddhist revolt of the
sixth century B.C., were all geared to question the central ideology of the concept
of purity and pollution of Brahmanism. Then came the protests of more recent
times, which are essentially of three types: (1) Bhakti movements which attempted
to purify Hinduism (in the twelfth to eighteenth centuries) of all its evils and
fought against the tyranny of the caste system but subsequently crystallized as
essentially Hindu sects (i1)) movements oricnted to a reinterpretation of the
doctrines of Hinduism so as to cleanse it of its evil practices and render it back to
the original purity—notably the neo-vedantic movements: (ii1) movements which
rejected Hinduism and led to the adoption of other faiths i.e.. conversion

movements.

The rise of the Bhakti movements was based on the charisma of the saints who
initiated them like Kabir, Ramanand and Raidas in the North, Chaitanya in the
East, Tukaram in the West and Ramanuja and Basava in the South. They had
initiated certain changes and reforms in the cultural sphere, but the internal

contradictions render them incapable of sustaining those changes and reforms like
9



aclusion of all caste groups into their fold and the deliberate move of discouraging
ne ritualistic and as well as scriptural Brahmanical tradition of Hinduism. When
he years passed, they became agents of system stability. Apart from this. all the

3hakti movements shared the following characteristics.

‘irst, they were ‘reformist’ in that they only attempted to correct some of the evils
n Hinduism, particularly the practice of untouchability without questiomng the
aste system. Second, they were all initiated by caste Hindus and/or “admitted’
lean caste Hindus into the movement. This eventually led to the inevitable
lominance of the priestly class, the Brahmins, against whose orthodoxy the pro-
ests were initiated. And third, once castes with differing ritual rank came to be
issociated with the movements, the participants developed a dual identity: a trans-
:aste religious identity as a follower of Bhakti movements and a caste identity as a

nember of the hierarchical caste society (Gokhale, 1993).

3y the middle of the nineteenth century Dayananda Saraswathi and Swami
Vivekananda began a new trend of religious reformism. Their reformism may be
lesignated as neo-Vedantic movements. The central theme of this movement was
he disassociation and recovery of Hinduism from social evils like the practices of
mtouchabilty and sati—the argument being that there are no scriptural sanctions

or these abominable practices.

Jowever, the neo-Vedantins upheld the Vurna scheme as an occupational division
f society and Varnasharma-Dharma as an essential prerequisite for the
yreservation of harmony in society and purity of the soul. The reformism was

sought to be extended to social life by campaigning for temple entry for Dalits and
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intermarriage with them. Secular sources of social change. such as legislation, and
education, were pressed into service for the welfare of the Dalits. However. both
the Bhakti and Neo-vedantic movements were protests from within initiated by
caste Hindus. At best they brought about minor changes. helping the untouchables
to get some concessions from caste Hindus and Hindu religious institutions (Malik.

1977).

Against these Hindu reformist movements came the movement of religtous conver-
sion, which promoted the idea that religious conversion can liberate lower caste
people from the oppressive caste system. With the Christian missionary notion of
conversion, religious conversion became a social act. The pre-Christian religious
conversions in India were of two types: forced conversion of subject populations to
the faiths of kings and individual voluntary conversion. Although a handful of
twice-born Hindus did convert to these religions, a vast majority of the converts
were from lower castes particularly Dalits. Later the Dalits also converted to

Sikhism and Buddhism.

Although the new religions embraced by the Dalits professed equality and
brotherhood of men and women, the variations in the antecedents of converts
persisted in so far as they were drawn from castes with different status. The
converted Dalits came to be known as neo-Christians. neo-Buddhists etc.. Thus the
omnipresent caste system penetrated into new religions, whether they were
indigenous religions (e.g. Sikhism, Buddhism) or alien religions of conguerors or
colonial rulers such as Islam and Christianity. However, conversion to Buddhism
was qualitatively different in that it was more or less a conscious choice by the
Dalits.
11



Radical Reformism of Ambedkar

Ambedkar was from the Mahar community, the largest untouchable caste in
Maharashtra where this group still constitutes about ten per cent of the population.
According to Ambedkar, untouchability originated in the discriminatory practices
of Hinduism. From 1927 to 1935, Ambedkar helped organise people to force the
opening of Hindu temples to untouchables. Since this proved to be incflective, in
1935 Ambedkar decided to reject all claims to Hinduism by converting to another
religion. His final solution to the religious dilemma of the untouchable was
adopted in 1956 when he converted himself and converted a large number of Dalits
to Buddhism. This was an attempt to link the untouchables to the greatness of

India’s Buddhist past (Paradkar, 1972).

Ambedkar’s programmes were intended to integrate the Untouchable into Indian
society in a modern way. This goal stood in marked contrast to Gandhi's “Ideal
Bhangi™ who would continue to do sanitation work even though his status would
equal that of a Brahmin. Ambedkar’s ideal for the depressed class was “to raise
their education standard so that they may know their own conditions, have
aspiration to rise to the level of the highest Hindu and be in a position to use
political power as a means to that end.” Both reformers had a viston of cquality,
but for Ambedkar equality meant not equal status of Varnas, but equal social,
political and economic opportunity for all. Ambedkar planncd his programmes to
recover the untouchable from a state of dehumanization and Slavery into one of
equality through the use of modern resources like education and the exercise of
legal and political rights. Ambedkar’s commitment to education as a major means

for Untouchable advancement led him to initiate in the 1920s a programme for the
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creation of hostels for Untouchable students. This etfort resulted in the
development of a system of colleges organized by the People’s Education Society.

founded by Ambedkar in 1945.

Ambedkar’s political policies were developed in the light of India’s democratizing
political reforms. During his lifetime Ambedkar saw the representation of
Untouchables in the Bombay Provincial Legislative Council grow from one
appointed member (granted in 1921 by the Montagu-Chelmstord Reform) to full-
fledged elected representation based on the system of reserved seats. Achievements
of this kind were founded on the “positive discrimination™ and western notions of
governance. Ambedkar insisted that political power must be given to the
Untouchables. This view, coupled with Ambedkar’s firm belief in the power of
representative democracy to correct social and economic injustice distinguished
him from Gandhi. Ambedkar’s adaptation of western concepts to the Indian scene
had reflected in his writings and in Marathi speeches. Ambedkar had formulated

legal rights and safeguards for the untouchable in the Constitution.

Ambedkar founded the Republican Party of India (RPI). After his death, the
Republican Party of India gradually weakened and a large number of its followers
joined the Congress Party. In 1970, it formally split into two factions. One openly
supported the Congress policy and was co-opted into it while the other maintained

its distinct identity, although without much political clout (Gokhale, 1993).

The visible indicators of the Republican Party’s existence at the national level are

the periodic charter of demands it submits to the government, and the very



infrequent and often ineffective collective actions it launches. focusing on the

problems of the Dalits.

Through its persistent demand, it was successful in getting the Government to pass
the Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1976, which prescribes more stringent
punishment for those who practice untouchability. than its earlier version of the
Untouchability Offences Act, 1955. Forever the RPI fails to make an impact at the

national level for the following reasons:

(1) The party is too weak and localized, and even in those pockets where it

exists, its ranks are not united.

(2) The party in power commands the resources to extend patronage to the
aspiring Dalit leadership through the policy of protective discrimination.

These leaders emerge as serious challengers to the RPI leaders.

(3) Like any other mainstream political party, RPI does not have an ideology

or an action programme.

(4) The RPI leaders are often co-opted into the ruling parties at the state and
central levels, thereby eroding the potentiality of the party for any serious

and sustained mobilization of the Dalits.

The Politics of Dalit Panthers in Maharastra

The decline of RPI was started affecting the political consciousness of the Dalit
youths. They gradually became restive. The visible expression of their unrest had
manifested first in finding a “voice™ for themselves. The Dalit literary movement

gradually emerged. By 1972 the Dalit Panthers came into being as a distinct
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cultural-political group from the Dalit literary movement anchored in urban

Maharashtra, particularly in Bombay and Poona.

The Dalit Panthers were disillusioned with conversion to other religions (most of
them are neo-Buddhists) and with participating in  parliamentary  politics.
Notwithstanding their continued allegiance to Ambedkar. at least part of the
ideological elements were drawn from Marxism: they consciously opted the
revolutionary path. At the same time they did not accept the Marxist understanding
of the Indian reality in its entirety because they thought its overemphasis of the
economic factor ignores other dimensions of social realitv. According to the Dalit
Panthers the problems facing the Dalits are multiple: bare economic needs, social
discrimination, political oppression and physical torture. These problems cannot be
tackled through the mechanisms of appeasement, ‘tokenism’. in the form of
economic concessions or political reservations. The way out is to capture political

power and the State.

It 1s significant to note here that the Dalit panthers could count not only Scheduled
Castes and Tribes and neo-Buddhists as Dalits, but also all the toiling masses—
industrial workers, agricultural labourers, landless tenants. poor peasants—not all
of whom are drawn from scheduled castes. The Panthers are also clear about who
are their ‘friends’— all true leftists who are dedicated to the task of destroying the
caste and class system--and ‘enemies’--landlords, capitalists, money-lenders and
communalists. The Dalit Panthers should be credited with an appropriate diagnosis
of the problems confronting the Dalits. Similarly. their including the poor and

oppressed from the non-scheduled Castes in the Dalit category provides an



adequate base for collective mobilization and action of the deprived (Omvedt.

1996).

The Emergence of Dalit Consciousness and Caste Violence in Tamil Nadu

The eniergence of ‘Dalit’ consciousness in Tamil Nadu dates back to the last quarter
of the nineteenth century. but it was confined to the intelligentsia who had managed
to negotiate with the political structures of the colonial government. Dalit leaders like
Rettaimalai Srinivasan and M. C. Raja were the harbingers of later Dalit politics and
were part of the Justice Party. Immediately after the disintegration of the Justice
party, the Dravidian movement took up the non-Brahmin cause very seriously with a
different agenda of abolishing the practices of untouchability. At its peak, Periyar
E. V. Ramasamy’s Self-respect Movement had opened up a new way of looking at
and opposing the Brahmanismy/ Hinduism and patnarchy. which make the
“untouchables” inhuman and women slaves and dependent beings (Chandrababu,
1993). The caste hierarchy came under powerful attacks, and there was cvery hope
during the heyday of this movement that the caste system would be buried once and
for all. The Dravida Kazhagam (DK) emerged as a spearhead of all Dravidians, and
the Dalits gave enthusiastic support. It was mainly a movement of the Adi Dravidas
along with the other backward castes who were being oppressed under the
Brahminical caste hierarchy. The supremacy of one of the most ancient languages of
the world, Tamil. was upheld and the imposition of Sanskrit and the values associated
with it were relentlessly opposed. Actually, the Tamil-self-respect movement
preceded the emergence of the DK. In other words the ground was fertile for radical
changes. It was from DK that Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) emerged, and the

DMK later split to form a new Dravidian political party, the AIADMK (All India
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Anna DMK). Ever since the DMK under the leadership of Annadurai came to power.
Tamil Nadu has been ruled by one or the other Dravidian party. This was certainly

the historical contribution of Periyar and DK.

Periyar’'s DK movement and the anti-Hindi agitation of the 1930s were great
unifying factors cutting across narrow caste divisions. But once the DMK was put
in power and especially after the spht in the party, the situation changed
drastically. Political parties started vying with each other to cultivate caste-based
vote banks. Electoral politicking gained over saner social values, which could have
built up a civil society free of divisive caste politics. As mentioned carlier, the land
reforms did not reaily benefit the Dalits, while they enriched sections of the middle
castes. The vast majority of the landless agricultural workers and Dalits remained
landless while, the castes above them in the traditional social hierarchy became
landowners. Once this social schism became institutionalized through property
ownership, the ugly face of casteism once again reared up. We can see the

consequences clearly in present-day Tamil Nadu.

Once the Dravidian parties consolidated political power at the State level, the
Dalits and Scheduled Tribes (who are less than 1.5 per cent of the population) had
every reason to feel betrayed. The Justice Party. self respect movement, the
emergence of DK and subsequently the DMK and AIADMK did not make any
serious difference to the social and political position of the Dalits, though the
constitutional guarantees of reservations did make a difference to their economic
position. Overall, as a social block, their situation remained that of the most

oppressed and depressed.
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Apart from this, the DMK, AIADMK and MDMK have moved away from the legacy
of Periyar, both by softening their anti-Brahminism stand and by entering national
parliamentary politics. Apart from this. the governments of these political parties in
Tamil Nadu have been carrying out paradoxical or contradictory politics: on the one
hand by announcing various welfare measures to the Dalits and on the other, by
repressing Dalit assertion. This has led to the feeling of discontent among Dalits and
against these political parties (Pandian, 1997; Widlund. 1993: Suresh, 1992). Even
after this. the DMK and AIADMK are the major political parties that have
continually been supported by Dalit voters. Local socto-economic and cultural
realities have always tended to marginalize the Dalits and, in case of any assertive
behaviour on their part, have led to massive repression. But appeasement of Dalits in
terms of concessions and welfare measures has gone side by side. In fact. repression
and appeasement constitute the two-pronged strategy of the elites and of the state to

cope with Dalit assertion.

The movement of Dalits against caste oppression and discrimination started in
Tamil Nadu years ago. The modern history of this resistance and self-assertion can
be traced to 1810, when a meeting was held in Paramakudi, which enunciated a
human rights agenda. In 1858, the Dalits started a non-co-operation movement 1o
protest against their utter dehumanization at the hands of the Oppressor castes. In
1930. the movement to wear shirts was launched. and in the 1950s the struggle tor
land rights was launched. In 1953, Dalits wearing shirts were brutally attacked by
the caste Hindus. In 1957, Immanuel. a pioneering militant leader for the self-
respect »f Dalits, was murdered. Then came the Keezhavennmani incident of 1968.

In 1968 a prominent Dalit leader, Siluvainanthan of Pudukottai district was
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murdered. In 1979, when Dalits tried to enter the temple at Unjanai. they were
brutally attacked resulting in the Killing of five and the maiming of almost three

dozen (Elankumaran, 1996).

One of the first and major atrocities against Dalits, which left a lasting impression
on the psyche of Dalits all over Tamil Nadu, was the Killing of Immanuel Sckheran
at Mudukulathur in 1957. Immanuel was a staunch and dedicated fighter for Dalit
Rights, equality, and non-discrimination. Through his relentless activities for
equality he had become a serious threat to the caste hierarchy and that was why the
oppressor castes killed him. The Dalits lost a valiant fighter, and even now his
name evokes tremendous feelings in the minds of Dalits. His death became a
potent symbol of caste oppression and the fight against it, and the descecration of
Immanuel’s statue or portrait automatically results in militant reaction from the of
Dalits (Tamizhavel, 2003). As late as 1997, a group of caste Hindu people
destroyed a statue of Immanuel in Amichiyarpatti villages and this caused extreme
provocation. Dalit resistance resulted in the oppressor castes ransacking the whole
village and serious injuries to many Dalits. There is a militant Dalit outfit in his
name. Immanuel was killed because he was fighting for equality and for ending

caste oppression.

The Keezhavennmani massacre on 25th December 1968 was of a different kind,
though caste was again an important precipitating factor. Here it was a question of
the Dalit agricultural workers getting organized into a fighting trade union
demanding just compensation for their labour. The Leftist political parties [CPI
and CPI (M)]. were actively involved in this struggle, which was mainly economic

in nature. The agricultural workers threatened to bring to a stop the agricultural
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yperations. The big landowners of Thanjavur, who had witnessed spectacular
ncreases in irrigation and productivity, and who had come to depend more and
nore on hired labour decided to strike before the workers did. In a well-planned
attack. 47 Dalit workers were burned to death. Although the carnage was of such a
big dimension the State authorities adopted a non-committal attitude and the
culprits were not booked. It was a struggle for the economic rights of the workers.
The majority of the landless agricultural workers in Thanjavur are destitute Dalits
subjected to centuries of ruthless feudal. upper/dominant caste suppression. The
fact that the workers demanding a just compensation were Dalits added to the
ferociousness of the attack. Here, it was a question of class struggle merging into
resistance against caste oppression. On both counts the oppressor castes and
landowners found it intolerable to allow such “highhandedness™ and “audacity.™
Moreover, they were scared that if the efforts to attain stronger bargaining power
by the Dalit agricultural workers were not nipped in the bud with utmost
ferociousness, things might escalate and ultimately go out of control (EPW report.

1973).

During the late 1980s a series of caste clashes occurred in north Tamil Nadu. The
Dalits in the southern districts are mainly the sub-caste known as
Pallars/Devendrakula Vellalars, while the dominant Dalit sub caste in the northern
districts are Pariars/Adi-Dravidas who are educationally and economically in a
better position than those in the southern districts. The proximity to Chennai and
the early educational activities of the missionaries has made them better integrated

with the rest of the society. This is probably one important reason why the clashes
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1at broke out during 1987-88 did not escalate to the dimensions of what happened.

nd is happening in the southern districts during the 1990s.

~aste conflicts in South Tamil Nadu

n 1989, the Tamil Nadu Government enacted the SC/ST (Prevention of Atrocitics)
\ct, and to enforce this Act. Protection of Civil Rights Cells were established in all
he districts with the declared objective of preventing of atrocities. But the very
‘act that more than 1,500 cases were registered between 1991 and 1997, and only
‘our convictions were secured, proves that the Protection of Civil Rights Cells are
1 miserable failure. It was after the establishment of PCR cells that several districts
of South Tamil Nadu faced a civil war type situation due to the Kallars (Thevar)-
Dalit clashes. Villages and towns like Rajapalayam. Madurai. Sivakasi.
Mangapuram. Thuraiyur, Mamasapuram, Edayankulam in prosperous districts like
Virudunagar, Thuthukudi, and Tirunelveli witnessed intense clashes during 1996,
1997 and 1998. The sitvation is still grim with even a small spark capable of

provoking big outbursts.

During the nineteenth century when the Brahmin Mirasdars were the feudal
landlords they used the middle caste Kallars to act as their henchmen and this
historical role of Kallars as middlemen tyrants over the Dalits created the historical
conditions for recurring caste conflicts. The recent spate of caste conflicts in South
Tamil Nadu is nothing new. Ever since the Ramanathapuram riots in 1948 clashes
occured in most of these districts and reached a flash point in the mid-90s. The
present situation is different in many ways from the late 1940s and 1950s. For one
thing. the Dalits seem to have lost faith in the capability of the state machinery and

established political parties to prevent atrocities against them. The fact that the
21



Peace Committee formed in Rajapalayam on June 13 1997, after three days of
unprecedented violence by the Maravars. was boycotted by the Devendrakula
Vellalars, who also refused all official intervention to offer relief. is an indicator of
this loss of faith in the administrative machinery. This is despite the tact that the
Dalits were reduced to utter destitution with no root over their heads, no drinking

water and no food.

The outbreak of caste violence has also resulted in the emergence of several
militant Dalit organisations that are successfully able to mobilize the Dalits, not
only to protect themselves but also to retaliate in the same manner as their
oppressors. The Devendra Vellalar Federation (now called Puthiva Thamizhakam)
led by Dr. Krishnaswamy, the Thiyagi Immanuel Peravai (named after Immanuel
Sekaran who was killed by Thevars in 1957) led by R. Chandra Bose, and the Dalit
Panthers of India under Thol. Thirumaavalavan are the more prominent among
these militant organizations. Apart from these three organizations, there are
numerous localized Ambedkar Manrams. which are also militant outfits. Out of all
these organizations Puthiya Thamizhakam and its leader has emerged as the most
popular and vocal. and this organization is a direct fallout of the infamous police
atrocity and Thevar brutality on Dalits in 1996 at Kodiyankulam in Thuthukudi

district.

It can rightly be said that Kodiyankulam. a Dalit village in southern Thuthukudi
district, became a turning point in Dalit politics. The clashes were not confined to
this village but engulfed the three districts of Tirunelveli, Madurai and Thuthukudi

and left at least 17 people dead. Kodiyankulam was totally ravaged and the police

9
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played the role of destroyers. The people allege that the district collector himself

was directly guiding the dastardly attack (Mahalingam, 1996).

The flare-up was sparked by desecration of the statues of Babasaheb Ambedkar
and Muthuramalinga Thevar, revered leaders of the Kallars and Dalits. The police
raid on Kodiyankulam, a part of a state-wide operation, code-named operation
Venus, was launched to trace bombs and explosives in the wake of the Thevar-
Dalit clash. A one thousand strong force attacked Kodiyankulam in September
1995, and the force included not only rifle wielding police but also unidentifiable
men wielding choppers and iron rods. No house or individual in the village was
spared, all the household assets were looted or smashed and at the end of the raid.
which lasted five hours, they dumped the smashed property into the community
well and poured in pesticides to make the water poisonous. Women, children and

old men were mercilessly attacked.

Kodiyankulam is not a typical Dalit village. Thanks to a large number of Gulf
migrants and their remittances, it is what can be called a prosperous village.
Educational levels are higher than in an ordinary Daht village and people are
relatively independent economically. The villagers believe that 1t was precisely this
prosperity that angered the Thevars. and the attack was planned as 4 lesson to all
the Dalits. Kodiyankulam was an island of self-reliance surrounded on all sides by

Thevar villages.

It was on June 30 1997 that the Meclavalavu killings took place. In 1996 the
Panchayat of Melavalavu in Madurai district was declared a reserved one for SCs.
On two occasions the dominant Thevar community successfully disrupted the
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elections. but on the third, a Dalit panel assumed office with the protection of the
district administration. Even then the panel was not allowed to take control of the
office and the team that went on representation to the district administration to
request the change of office in their locality was waylaid while returning and
butchered. Those killed included the panchayat president. vice-president and five
other Dalits. The president was beheaded. On July2 1997 a mecting called to
protest against the killings was attacked and another Dalit was killed. The killers

were easily identified but they were released on bail.

Here the issue was political empowerment of the Dalits, and it is not an isolated
incident. In several Panchayats reserved for Dalits the elections were disrupted and
often the Dalits refuse to tile nominations for fear of reprisals by the oppressor
castes. But in Melavalavu things took a truly macabre turn. A panchayat headed by
Dalits is unthinkable for the dominant castes, and their mindset that Dalits are not
supposed to rule but to serve is exemplified by this incident. In Melavalavu not
only the victims were denied justice but also their relatives were compelled to flee
the village out of fear. It is a reminder that Panchayat Raj or no political
empowerment of the oppressed remains a far cry. Even in panchayats where the
Dalits are allowed to assume office they remain nominal because of the landed
non-Dalit political and economic pressures. There are reported incidents of them

not being allowed to occupy chairs meant for them.

It was on July 23 1999 that the Manjolai estate incident happened in Tirunelveli
district. Two thousand six hundred workers were employed in this privately owned
estate. of which more than 90 per cent were Dalits. For quite some time an

agitation had been going on to redress many serious grievances of the workers.
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And it had the support of prominent trade unions including Centre for Indian Trade
Jnions (CITU). On July 23 1999 a workers™ meeting was lathi charged by the
solice, and 17 workers drowned in the Thamrabaram River. The workers had been
Jemanding the release of earlier arrested fellow workers when the vicious attack
was conducted. It is alleged that many of the workers bore serious injuries. but the
cover up was that they all drowned. It is another fact that those who tried to swim
to safety were chased back into the river with heavy lathi blows and stones.
Women were molested and disrobed, and the tact that the workers are Dalits gives
it an explicitly caste dimension. Of course, it was not an inter-caste clash in the
strict sense of the term, but the viciousness of the attack clearly shows the caste

bias of the police.

More recently, in the 13th Lok Sabha elections. tens of thousands of Dalits were
forcibly prevented from voting by the oppressor caste in the Chidambaram
constituency. The resultant tension and violence hit many villages in the
constituency. People’s Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL), Tamil Nadu in a fact-
finding mission found that there was large-scale booth-capturing, rigging and
bogus voting by the oppressor castes to ensure that the Dalit Panthers of India’s
candidate Thirumaavalavan did not win. This was an instance of Dalit-Vannivar
Conflict, which had the potential to escalate but did not because of the subsequent
self- restraint of all parties involved. The point is that the Dalits were denied their
fundamental right to vote for the candidate of their choice. One must keep in mind
that the Dalit organizations were very much part of the broader united front led by
the Tamil Maanila Congress led by G K Moopanar. a politician of all-India stature

(Swamy and Hari. 1999).
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The incidents sketched above show that the Dalits are oppressed on various counts,
often overlapping. The fundamental undercurrent is that they are denied their due
rights because they are Dalits. Assertions of equality and self-respect and attempts
at political empowerment are met with stift resistance from the oppressor castes.
Whether they are landless agricultural laborers, or plantation workers, or
comparatively better off people, they face similar and oppressive conditions. This
is the ground reality, and it is in this context that there is increased Dalit militancy,
often exploding in violence. This violence cannot be covered up or overcome
easily because it is rooted in concrete realities that are structured and ideological in

content.

The political assertion for socio-cultural identities by the Dalits has become
increasingly discernible in Tamil Nadu in the past two decades. The signs of a
massive process of identity formation in all spheres of social life have already been
felt. From art and culture to parliamentary politics, this has opened up new ways of
perceiving and organizing social reality. Dalit literature and Dalit theology are some

of the significant indicators of these new ways of organizing Dalit consciousness.

A host of voluntary organizations, caste associations. radical left movements, political
parties (of Dalits), such as Dalit cultural groups and Dalit youth forums have emerged
in the recent past. They have contributed to the politicisation of Dalits in Tamil Nadu.
As a result of this politicisation, established mainstream pohitical parties (mostly of
non-Dalits), both national and regional (Congress-1, DMK and AIADMK) are trying
to cope with the situation, as they feel threatened that their political base is being

eroded.



Parallel to these processes of political mobilisation of Non-Brahman caste groups and
Dalit identity formation, Tamil Nadu has been experiencing two important social
processes. Sanskritisation is the first one by which the Dalits sought to elevate their
social status in the caste hierarchy (often towards the status of a locally dominant
caste, by imitation of its ritual and ideological character). Religious conversion is the
second process by which Dalits asserted themselves to acquire a new identity.
Sansknitisation and religious conversion are essentially two forms of political action.
Sanskritisation is a political action in the sense of imitating a dominant culture and at
the same time ridding oneself of some of the older social practices (Srinivas, 1952).
The act of religious conversion is political to the extent of abandoning of certain

religious identities that are oppressive.

While both Sansknitisation and religious conversions have led to Dalit social mobility,
they have their own limitations. These have prodded the Dalit masses to articulate
their identity in a secular political line. The major hmitation of these social processes
is that they reinforce Dalit dependency on the dominant caste ideology. The recent
assertion of Dalit identity is highly critical of ‘Brahmanical’ Hinduism, but
Sanskritisation talks of social mobility within the Hindu fold. In the case of religious
conversion, converted Dalits are not allowed to mix with others of their new religion
(e.g Marriage). As a result of this exclusion they are forced to form an endogamous
group within the new religion (Sivasubramanian, 2001). In this case, conversion to a
new religion has not removed the caste system. Due to these limitations, Dalits are
forced to form their own political identity that is more secular and not merely
restrictive of status mobility. In the process of transforming and redefining their

political identities, Dalit movements are forced to reckon with two different political
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realities: first, the urgent politico-legal intervention to protect the Dalit masses from
increasing violence of dominant caste groups and the police; and second. the political
paradox of growing caste-based fragmentation of political identities within on the one
hand and the constant political initiatives to come together and form a single bloc, on

the other.

Caste Violence and the Protection of Human rights

As we have already discussed, most Dalit political organizations came into existence
and a few Dalit leaders emerged at the time of caste riots or from major incidents of
violence against the Dalits. It became inevitable for Dalit movement to protect first
the Dalit masses from the violence of dominant caste and the police and then engage
in other political and ideological struggles againt caste oppression. Except for a tew
incidents of violence wherein Dalits were forced to retaliate, they by and large. use
the human rights laws of the State to protect themselves from violence. This tendency
is slowly extended to resist the everyday practices of untouchability and other subtle
forms of caste violence like taking caste names of Dalits with the deliberate intention
of insulting them in public places. Since untouchability is stll practiced in many
villages of Tamil Nadu despite the legal abolition, most protests against the practices
of untouchability at the village level have started using human rights laws like the
Protection of Civil Rights Act, 1976 and the Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes
(Prevention of Atrocities) Act, 1989 to register dissent. The increasing use of human
rights laws at the village level to register their protests has forced the organised Dalit
movements to take up the village level issues of caste violence within the legal
paradigm of the State. This forced the present study to understand the importance of

human nights articulation of the Dalit movement in terms of how human rights
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became the main element of ideological struggle. There are writings (Jogdand. 2000
Thorat, 2000 Choudhary, 2000) on Dalit human rights that largely discuss the
empirical details of the incidents of violations of human rights of the Dalits and
analyse the statistics of atrocities against the Dalits. But none of them try to address
why human rights articulations became the main element of ideological struggle of

Dalit movements.

The Dalit Identity: Unified and Fragmented Identities in Tamil Nadu

The political mobilization of ethnic groups on the question of identity has moved,
over the last two to three decades, to the extent of questioning and threatening the
legitimacy of existing political arrangements of governance like nation-states,
constructing sub-national identities against the all-encompassing larger national
identities and reorganizing and reasserting of local community identities like caste-
based political identity of Dalits (Subramanian 1999; Chandra 2000: Geetha and
Rajadurai 1998). The political mobilization of this sort has been witnessing two
different and contradictory processes or formations of political identities. On the one
hand, ethnic groups are coming together and forming an unified identity. On the other
hand, ethnic identities are increasingly becoming fragmentary and multiple. The
attempts to construct a monolithic Dalit identity by Dalit movements, and the
increasing fragmentation of a unified Dalit identity into caste and sub-caste affinities
can be taken as examples of the above mentioned contradictory processes of identity
formations. However, it does not mean that there is no effort on the part of the
oppressed ‘untouchable’ communities to form a unified Dalit identity. Both the
processes of unification and fragmentation exist simultaneously in the process of the

making of the political identity of “untouchable™ caste groups. The presence of
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fragmentary political identities does not indicate the absence of the politics of unified

identity.

Broadly speaking, the first moment of the construction of a homogencous identity
can be identified as one in which socio-political demands are organized around an
essence, that is, a fixed, ahistorical ‘blackness’, ‘woman-ness™ Dalit essence. The
demands at this moment center on a liberation and restoration of these essences,
which have been suppressed and oppressed by the diverse forces of domination.
The strategies emerging from this moment are conceptualized in terms of
readdressing discriminatory exclusions: demands are made for full and equal
inclusion in social and political (such as the extension of democratic rights and
freedoms) domains; proportional representation in public and official discourses:
and affirmative action in employment and educational practices. Demands are also
made for the construction of exclusive spaces, within which the work of these
essences can progress. The claims for unified Dalit identity derive the ‘Dalitness’
by posing it as an opposite of Brahmanical essence and essentialism (Hlmah Z001).
The statuses of ‘impurity’ and “untouchability™ are taken as basic criteria to define
the ‘Dalitness’. While ‘purity’ is taken by the Brahmins to define Brahmanical

essence, the experience of ‘impurity’ is taken to define Dalitness.

It cannot however be interpreted that Dalits accept their Dalitness in some trans-
contextual abstraction of Brahmanical notions of ‘purity’ and ‘impurity’. Dalits
accept certain Brahmanical categories as a part of their counter-cultural politics.
The counter-cultural politics takes the form of a subversion of the Brahmanical
order. employing the idiom of the very order that it attempts to subvert. Dalits use

the same Brahmanical ideological categories of purity and pollution to subvert the
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ystem of dominance. For instance. the Paraivars, one of the major untouchable
astes in Tamil Nadu openly call themselves as Paraivars (they are considered as
Jowest” caste in the Brahmanical social order) to indicate their newly- obtained
nilitant political identity which delinks itself from any notion of purity and. thus,
imounts to an act of political conversion, in which the polluted identities are

ransformed into political identities (Gowthaman 1993).

The second moment is one, wherein essences such as ‘woman-ness’, “blackness’
and ‘Dalit-ness’ are reconsidered. The singularity of cach essence is shown to
mask an actual plurality of positions. For instance, the unified Dalit identity
conceals the existence of pluralities of various social and economic positioning of
Dalit communities like Paraivars and Chakklivars are landless whereas Pallars are
landed community. Pallars and Paraivars are Tamil-speaking communities
whereas Chakkilivars are a predominantly Telugu-speaking community. The
experience of social discrimination of Dalit Christians is totally different from
‘Hindu’ Dalits. The politics behind the reconsideration of singularity of identity
brings out the importance of articulation of multiple identities of the Dalit

communities.

Some scholars and writers of the post-modern feminist school disagree completely
with the construction of homogeneous identities by interpreting them as
‘repressive’ because it reduces heterogeneity to homogeneity (Brah 1996; Hall
1990; Rattansi 1994). However, some of the post-modern feminists reject the
politics of ‘difference’ and its insistence on “decentering” of the subject by
stressing the positive connotation of ‘identity’ because it involves a forging of

political identity from one’s historical and cultural background (Distefano 1990;
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Hartsock 1990; Frazer and Nicholson 1990). The construction of a Dalit identity in
its formative period was more concerned with the politics of “identity’ rather than
with the politics of “difference’. The politics of Dalit identity is realised here not in
the Hegelian sense of reduction of heterogeneity to homogeneity. but rather as a
formation of political community based on historical and cultural experiences.
Thus, the claims to ‘identity’ and ‘essence’ should always be placed in terms of
their particular context of particular strategies. such as the struggle against

domination, rather than be considered in abstraction.

Neither the discourse of ‘identity’ nor the theorization of ‘difference’ is able to
explain sufficiently the parallel and the simultaneous existence of both the
constructed unified identity of ‘Dalit” and the political mobilization based on
ascribed caste identities, which reveals the muluplicity of political identities. Daht
Panthers of India® (DPY) is a Dalit movement predominantly working in northern
Tamil Nadu and mobilizing largely the Paraivars who continue to identify
themselves as ‘Dalits’, whereas the political parties and organizations of Pailars
have never identified themselves with the unified Dalit identity. They engage in the
same politics as other Dalit movements do, but they confine their activities to
locales where the Pallars are concentrated. The political organizations of
Chakkilivars, Paraivars and Pallars articulate the political aspirations and interests
of their individual communities independently and separately. However. they come
together on certain common issues such as violence of the State and dominant
castes against Dalits. But this unified Dalit formation is only a temporary

phenomenon and increasingly it is interpreted as a strategy to fight the hegemony

* DPI is known in Tamil Nadu as Viduthalai Chiruthaikal Though it got its inspiration from Dalit
Panthers of Maharastra. it is an independent movement and has a large following of Paraivars of
Tamil Nadu.
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" the upper/dominant caste. Most often this strategy goes without the mass

ipport of the communities concerned.

he divisions and hierarchies among Pallurs, Paraivars and Chakkilivars are
ironger and deep-rooted in the villages than in the politics of organized Dalit
aovements. Most of the recent studies and writings (Murugkar 1991: Suresh 1996
‘ernandes 1996) on Dalit communities and their politics do not address the
mportant political reality of simultancous and parallel existence of both unified
ind fragmented Dalit identities and relationships between the Dalit mass in the
villages and political organisations that represent them. Gopal Guru (2001) tries to
address the question of homogeneous and multiple Dalit identities in his writings,
but often takes an inconsistent theorctical position on the politics of Dalit identity.
In one of his earlier papers entitled Dalit movement in mainstream sociology
(1993) while he critically engages with the sociological concepts like “relative
deprivation” and ‘social mobility’ in explaining Dalit consciousness, he gives
paramount importance to the need for a homogencous Dalit identity or unity. He
takes a different position in his later writing by stressing the need to understand the
difference, multiplicity and fragmentations in understanding the category of Dalit

identity politics (Guru, 2001).

In an attempt to address the contradictory processes of fragmentation and
unification of Dalit identities, we realize the importance of understanding the
ideological formations of Dalit political communities. The process of building up
protest in the cultural sphere in the sense of waging struggles against the caste
oppression and dominant ideologies and leading a democratic revolution by

broadening the political alliance with other democratic forces makes the Dalit
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truggle an ideological struggle. The ideological struggles of Dalits in terms of
;ubverting the dominant ideological practices of “Purity” and “Pollution™ in the
:ultural sphere shows clearly that they are based on non-class contradictions.
Though Gramsci advocated the popular democratic revolution, he emphasised the
igency of class, in other words he wanted a fundamental class to lead the
Jemocratic revolution. Whereas the discourse-analytic approach of Laclau and
Mouffe (1989) stresses the struggle for ideological hegemony without privileging
:lass actors and particular class positions arguing that even working class struggles
will not be revolutionary or progressive unless they are articulated in a context of
general emancipation. Laclau and Mouffe see the emancipatory project as
connected to the spread of a broad democratic ideology with the values of freedom,
equality and autonomy; these are inherently subversive of all forms of
subordination and inequality. From this perspective. the Dalit movement 1s a
crucial expression of the democratic revolution. It is important that the politics of
making a Dalit identity needs should be studied at the ideological level as the
struggle for an ideological hegemony of the subalterns. Except for Gail Omvedt
(1994) there has been no other attempt to study the Dalit movement in the above-
mentioned neo-Garmscian perspective of Laclau and Mouffe. But she has not
made any attempt to use the framework of radical democracy of Laclau and
Mouffe to address the contemporary Dalit movements and their politics of
democratic revolution, as well as how the process of democratic revolution is
affecting the political assertions of Dalits at the village level. The democratic
content of the counter-hegemonic politics of the Dalits tend to connect the
‘emotional symbolic™ protests of the Dalits at the village level with the ‘rationally

organized’ struggles of the Dalit movements by mobilizing a political base through
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he articulation of certain liberal notions of rights. The articulation of human rights
igainst oppressive caste practices, and other forms of violence takes the whole
olitics of resistance to ‘the public realm of reason’. In one of his recent papers.,
jorringe  (2005) argues that socio-political mobilization around identities
particularly Dalit identities) ends up by essentialising social categories because
here is nothing ideological in identity politics. He sees the possibilities tor Dalit
novements to transcend the essentialised identities in the ideological pohitics of
wman rights. He says,

‘Caste-based mobilization. in other words, pigeornholes Dalit movements and
ainimizes their impact. The question then is. how can Dalit movements combat
aste oppression without reinforcing discriminatory structures or prompting a rise
1 counter-movements? A second path out of the morass of caste-based appeals is
1e recourse to human rights discourses. The internationalization of human rights
as enabled the Dalit community to appeal to a higher authority than the State, and
> draw parallels with other struggles.”(Gorringe. 2005: 669).

‘here are some problems in his conclusion. The entire politics of Dalit identity 1s
ased on certain ideological battles with the dominant ideological notions of
israhmanism and the violence of law of the State. The politics of Dalit identity that
as the characteristic of ‘subaltern culture” is the two-fold meeting or contradictory
ommon sense of traditional ways of perception, social rules, morals and customs
1ith the new reality of liberal politics of rights. This subalternity of contradictory
ommon sense of the Dalits makes the politics of Dalit identity very dialectical of
onstant contestation of traditional world-views by the modern liberal notions of
ghts and forces the Universalist paradigm of human rights to address the cultural-

secific local political consciousness. The dialectics of Dalit politics prevents the

lentities from becoming an essentialist category.
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The Problem

In this context, the present study poses the following questions:

(1) Are the village-level Dalit protests and political articulations of organised
Dalit movement ideological struggles?

(2) Is there any relationship between the village-level Dalit protests and the
politics of the organized Dalit movements in the formation of Dalit identity?

(3) Why do Dalit movements and intellectuals tend to embrace the notions and
language of human nghts increasingly to articulate the concerns of social and
political exclusions and increasing atrocities’

(4) What reproduces the caste violence and the violence of the law and order
machineries of the State against the Dalits and assertions of Dalit identity?

(5) How does the political paradox of articulation of a unified Dalit identity on
the one hand and fragmented political identities on the other coexist in the

political struggles against the dominant social and political orders?

By taking into account these complex questions about the formation of Dalit identity,

the study has the following objectives:

Objectives of the Study

L.

To study the process of formation of Dalit identity both at the micro-level
(village-level protests) and macro-level (the politics of the organized Dalit
movements) with the aim to understand whether these two levels of political
articulations are connected or not. The attempts of the present study might
contribute to the existing debates on the political character of the resistance of

the subalterns in India.
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Che Problem

n this context, the present study poses the following questions:

(1) Are the village-level Dalit protests and political articulations of orgamised
Dalit movement ideological struggles?

(2) Is there any relationship between the village-level Dalit protests and the
politics of the organized Dalit movements in the formation of Dalit identity?

(3) Why do Dalit movements and intellectuals tend to embrace the notions and
language of human rights increasingly to articulate the concerns of social and
political exclusions and increasing atrocities?

(4) What reproduces the caste violence and the violence of the law and order
machineries of the State against the Dalits and assertions of Dalit identity?

(5) How does the political paradox of articulation of a unified Dalit identity on
the one hand and fragmented political identities on the other coexist in the

political struggles against the dominant social and political orders?

By taking into account these complex questions about the formation of Dalit identity,

the study has the following objectives:

Objectives of the Study

1.

To study the process of formation of Dalit identity both at the micro-level
(village-level protests) and macro-level (the politics of the organized Dalit
movements) with the aim to understand whether these two levels of political
articulations are connected or not. The attempts of the present study might
contribute to the existing debates on the political character of the resistance of

the subalterns in India.
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To examine the prominence of human rights discourse in Dalit politics with a
view to provide certain critical theoretical categories from neo-Marxist and
post-Marxist theories in order to understand the changing nature of human
rights articulation from ‘the human rights of Dalits™ to “the Dalit human rights’
on the one hand, and trying to develop a critique of Dalit human rights on the
other hand to show the limitations of using the notions of human rights for
human emancipation.

Analyse the major incidents of violence against the Dalits in the recent past in
Tamil Nadu mainly to arrive at certain possibie explanations for the
reproduction of violence. It can throw some new light on how Dalits
understand caste dominance and state violence as well as on how the
experience of violence constitutes Dalit identities.

To interpret the contradictory processes of Dalit identity formation of
increasing assertions of individual caste identities in the construction of
political identity on the one hand and the political moves to transcend the caste
divisions within and form a unified Dalit identity on the other hand as
discursive processes of Dalit identity formation can help us understand the non-
fixity and ambiguities of Dalit identity, which avoids the « priori and

preconstituted Dalit agency.



Chapter-11

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

lhe process of Dalit identity formation, in its move to address some of the practical
1s well as theoretical problems of political mobilisation of the “Untouchables™ and
sther democratic forces towards a liberative politics. takes a series of paradoxical
ideological tums: 1. The increasing assertions on the fragmentation of identities on
caste lines on the one hand and a stress on the importance of unification of identities
on the other hand. 2. The decision to engage seriously in mainstream parliamentary
politics on one side and increasing realisation of the importance of continuing with
the politics of the militant movements on the other side. 3. Living in the political
crisis of balancing ‘emotions’ and ‘rationality” in the political articulation of human
rights, are some of the major paradoxes of the politics of Dalit identity. These
paradoxes in the ideological positions of Dalits also explain in a significant way the
political nature of Dalit struggles against the oppression of the caste system and the
violence of the law and order machineries of the State in Tamil Nadu. The Dalit
struggles in Tamil Nadu are primarily politico-ideological struggles towards the
establishment of popular democratic revolution that holds a position that all struggles
against dominance need not always be class struggles and in the same way all forms

of social contradiction need not always be based on class contradictions.

The present study tries to explain the politics of Dalit identity within the broader
theoretical framework of ideological struggle of popular democratic revolution. It
stresses the struggle for ideological hegemony, without privileging class actors or
particular class positions, arguing that even working-class struggles will not be

revolutionary or progressive unless they are articulated in a context of general
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emancipation. The Dalit struggles for autonomous political identity and liberation in
Tamil Nadu have already shown the elements of ideological struggle of popular
democratic revolution in terms of constructing a broad political alliance with other
democratic forces like various human rights movements and organisations, political
organisations of religious minorities, and radical left political forces. The political
alliance with backward class caste political parties to share power of the state
government can also be seen as a move towards building up a broad pohincal front.
The constant and consistent political resistance against the ideology and political
practice of Brahminism and Hindutva not only sharpens the antagonism between
Dalits and Brahmins and Brahminical forces but also prepares them to become a
counter ideological force. Mahatma Phule and Babasaheb Ambedkar had already
articulated in their writings that the Dalit struggles against the oppressive caste are an
ideological struggle that aims at popular democratic revolution. It becomes very clear
in Gail Omvedt’s reading (1994) of Phule and Ambedkar. According to Omvedt.
Phule was the first historical materialist theorist of caste. For Phule. economic. social
and political domination, and exploitation had been interwoven factors. In contrast to
a class theory, communities become the basis for contradiction (the Shudra-atishudra
peasantry versus the Brahman bureaucracy and religious order); in contrast to
changing property relations, conquest, force, state power and ideology are seen as
driving factors. Omvedt also says Phule sought to unite the shudras (non-brahmans)
and atishudras (Dalits). Phule argued that the latter were not only more oppressed but
had been downgraded because of their earlier heroism in fighting Brahman
domination. More importantly, he argued that shudras and atishudras together
represented an oppressed and exploited mass. Phule's reformism had clearly

articulated two things: first, not every contradiction in India is a class contradiction
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ut every other contradiction (including caste contradictions) 1s overdetermined® by
lass contradiction. Second, the need for a political unity between shudras and
itishudras. Ambedkar’s theory ot Dalit hberation was to some extent influenced by
ome of the thoughts of Phule, particularly his position that holds Hinduism
esponsible for caste oppression and exploitation. Omvedt (1994) has identified some
mportant themes from the voluminous writings of Ambedkar, which can be used as
in outline to understand his attempts to theorize the relationships that exist between

;aste and class, caste and religion and caste and politics. The themes are:

First, the total annihilation of the caste system and the Brahmanic superiority it

embodied.

Second, a conviction that the eradication of caste required a repudiation of Hinduism

as a religion. and adoption of an alternative religion, which he found in Buddhism.

Third, a broad economic radicalism interpreted as a socitalism mixed with, and

growing out of, his democratic liberalism and liberal dedication to individual rights.

And finally, a political orientation which linked a firmly autonomous Dalit movement
with a constantly attempted alliance of the socially and economically exploited
(Dalits and Shudras, workers and peasants in class terms), projected as an alternative
political front to the Congress party, which he saw as the unique platform of

Brahmanism and capitalism.

‘ It is an Althusserian usage. Freud used this term to describe (among other things) the
representation of the dream-thoughts in images privileged by their condensation of a number of
thoughts in a single image. Althusser uses the same to describe the effects of the contradictions in
each practice constituting the social formation on the social formation as a whole.
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All these four themes from Ambedkar’s writings can be used o some cxtent 10
explain the political mobilization of Dalits particularly to explain ideological
struggles of Dalits and Dalit movements in Tamil Nadu. Most Dalit protests at the
village level are against the ideological dominance in the cultural domain and very
few are struggles are for land rights and against economic exploitation. It shows that
the basic contradictions lie in the cultural refations of caste dominance than in the
economic relations of class dominance. Ambedkar was acutely aware of the
importance of waging a war first against the relations of dominance in the cultural
domain before any movement towards organising class struggle. He argued that the
removal of untouchability and caste discrimination is the first in the struggle for the
Indian revolution. The article entitled The Illusion of the Communists and the Duty of
the Untouchable Class published in a 1936 issue of Junata reflects Ambedkar’s

views" in the following way,

“But the base is not the building. On the basis of the economic relations a building is
erected of religious, social and political institutions. This building has just as much
truth (reality) as the base. If we want to change the base, then first the building that
has been constructed on it has to be knocked down. In the same way. if we want to
change the economic relations of society, then first the existing social, political and
other institutions will have to be destroyed™.

According to Omvedt, this article went on to make other important reversals about
the Marxian interpretation of base and superstructure. To build the strength of the
working class. the mental hold of religious slavery would have to be destroyed: the
pre-condition of a united working class struggle was the eradication of caste and
untouchubility. Similarly, a destruction of casteism could be taken as the main task of

the democratic revolution. The other important contribution of Ambedkar to

3 According to Gail Omvedt (1994). this may have been written by Ambedkar himself or by A V.
Chitre; at any rate it can be taken as representing Ambedkar's view.
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nderstanding the politics of Dalit identity in Tamil Nadu is his conceptualisation of
he Dalit movement as a broad political front of untouchables. shudras. tribals and
seasants. But the political reality of the failure of shudra castes to become a part of
he political force that fights the caste system was a major disappointment for

Ambedkar. He wrote in one of his unpublished manuscripts,

“It is obvious that these three classes [untouchables, Shudras and tribals] are natural
allies. There is every ground for them to combine for the destruction of the Hindu
social order. But they have not...the result is that there is nobody to join the
untouchable in his struggle. He is completely isolated. Not only he is isolated. he is
opposed by the very classes who ought to be his natural allies™.

It reflects exactly the political reality of Tamil Nadu where one can see the dilemmas
of political alliance of Dalit movements and political parties in Tamil Nadu where
there is a serious effort to broaden political alliance with the democratic forces like
human rights movements, tribal movements, political organisations of religious
minorities and radical left political forces on the one hand and forming clectoral
alliance with the backward class caste-dominated Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam
(DMK) and All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) on the other.
The Dalit Political parties like Dalit Panthers of India (DPI) try to form electoral
alliance with these mainstream Dravidian political parties despite knowing the
indirect involvement of these political parties in the violence of backward class castes

against the Dalits.

By interpreting the Dalit struggles for liberation as an ideological struggle. Ambedkar
not only helps us to see the contradictions in cultural relations but also redefines the
class relations by widening their meaning in terms of antagonistic relations between

the dominant and the subordinated, the powerful and the powerless, the oppressor and

® I have taken this quotation of Ambedkar from Gail Omvedt (1994).
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the oppressed. Therefore the antagonism between the Brahmans/dominant castes and
the Dalits in our context becomes inevitable to understand Dalit identity. The
limitations of Ambedkar’s theory of Dalit liberation, however. can be realised the
moment we ask a questions such as how does antagonism between the
Brahmans/dominant castes and the Dalits consolidate itself into a hegemonic relation
of hegemony of caste Hindus and counter-hegemony of the Dalits? How do the
antagonistic forces reproduce their own hegemony ideologically? How do Dalits fight
against the hegemony of the dominant forces in civil society when the law and order
machineries of the State support it? The answers to these questions will throw some
light on the contemporary politics of Dalit identity. This forced the study to look for
answers in a different theoretical tradition that has space for articulation of non-class
contradictions and ideological struggle towards the formation of popular democratic
revolution. The neo-Marxist theoretical positions of Gramsci and the theoretical
interpretations of Emesto Laclau and Chantal Moufte of the Gramscian notion of
hegemony help to a greater extent to analyse and understand the political articulation
of Dalit identities in Tamil Nadu. Within the Gramscian theoretical scheme, the
establishment of hegemony is an ideological struggle to create a higher synthesis of
ideologies of fundamental classes as well as various other classes of non-class
subordinated people. According to Gramsci, in the formation of higher synthesis
various ideologies fuse in a ‘collective will’, which becomes the new protagonist of
political action. Therefore for Gramsci, hegemony and ideology are inseparable
political elements but operate at two different levels of political mobilization. Before
we enter into an analysis of the conception of ideology operating in the Gramscian
problematic of hegemony, it is better to understand the difference between Marx's

notion of ideology and neo-Marxist notions of ideology.
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Ideology is a multivocal and ambiguous word: on the one hand it means “science” or
‘scientific ideology’. On the other, it is identified with *false consciousness™. It could
be said that the word ideology is janus-faced. Moreover, what matters is that whether
ideology is confined to consciousness or not. For Marx and Engels, the concepts
‘ideology” und ‘ideological” are two different things. In the Marxian usage. it i1s not
proper to reduce the adjective ‘ideological’ to the system of ‘ideas’ and “views™. For
Engels “ideological” is ideological power over people in the state. Marx and Engels
used the word ‘ideological’ in a wider sense than ideology as the system of ideas.
Nevertheless ‘ideology’ is the system of false ideas or views of a definite social class
and group. Though the concept of ‘ideology” was developed by Marx. who also lnd
the foundation of the theory of ideology, his usage of the term ‘ideology’ is not

always clear and simple.

Young Marx asserted in his “Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right™; all laws
(Rechte) and states (staaten) had their origin not in the general development of human
mind but in the process of material life. Here he did not yet use the expression
‘ideology’ but sowed the seeds of his theory of ideology. Shortly after that, however,
Marx and Engles elaborated the concept in their first collaborative work “German

Ideology™. Marx and Engels argued as follows

“Consciousness (das Bewusstsein) can never be anything else than conscious being
(das bewusste sein) and the being of men in their actual life process. If in all ideology
men and their relations appear upside down as in a camera obscura, this phenomena
arises just as much from their historical life process as the inversion of objects on the
retina doe from their physical life process™ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 36).

“The phantoms formed in the brains of men are also, necessarily, sublimates of their
mental life process which is empirically verifiable and bound to material premises.
Morality, religion. meta-physics and are the rest of ideology as well as forms of
consciousness corresponding to these, thus no longer retain the semblance of
independence™ (Marx and Engels, 1976: 36-37).
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According to Marx and Engels, the characteristic of ideology is “inversion™ and
‘semblance of independence™. They pointed out that man’s actual life-process and its
deological reflexes and echoes were reversed just like the metaphor of the camera

obscura and exposed that the independence of all sorts of ideology were apparent.

From these, we might interpret the Marxian concept of ideology as false
consciousness seeming independent. But we cannot deny that this Kind of
interpretation of ideology corresponds only to one case, even if one of the important,
of many different usages. The Marxian concept of ideology is too comprehensive to

be confined within one meaning only.

A more elaborate definition of ideology is found in Marx’s famous “A contribution to
Cnitique of political Economy™ where Marx calls all things belonging to
superstructure as ‘ideology’. This is the typical usage of the term “ideology™ i its
broadest sense in which not only the forms of consciousness but also that of non-
consciousness such as state, jurisprudence and various kinds of political institutions is

included.

But neo-Marxist thinkers like Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser (1969: 1970
1971) have distanced themselves from the above-mentioned conceptualisation of
‘ideology’ as “false consciousness” and “an element of superstructure™ by
interpreting it as a practice-producing subject. The subject is not the originating
source of consciousness, the expression of the eruption of a subjective principle into
objective historical processes, but the product of a specific practice operating through
the mechanism of interpellation. However the study uses the Gramscian theory of

ideological formations to discuss Dalit ideological formations because Althusser's
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onception sounds ‘structural reductionistic’. For him. social agents are not the
onstitutive principle of their acts, but support of the structures: their subjective
minciples of identity constitute an additional structural element resulting from

pecific historical practices (Mouffe, 1979).

Althusser’s opposition to humanist interpretation of Marx made him both ant-
wmanist and structuralist. Althusser opposed the humanist interpretation of Marx,
which focuses on the central role of human beings as the subjects of history. In order
to arrive at a scientific understanding of ideology, Marxist theory has to focus not on
conscious activities of the human subject but on the unconscious structures. which
these activities presuppose. He developed the anti humanism mainly because
humanism is bourgeois ideology for him. Bourgeois ideology centers on an appeal to
the isolated individual as the subject of action. The individual is seen as the subject of
economic needs and economic activity, legal contracts and of political action as the
voter. In all needs of life the subject of action depends on individual efforts. All

bourgeois talk of freedom and equality presupposes these individual subjects.

According to Althusser, Marx breaks with this humanism that makes the individual
the subject of history in his scientific analysis of society. He gives a structural
analysis in which the relations of production and not human subjects play the
fundamental role. The human subjects appear no longer— as in bourgeois theory—
as the creators of wealth and of history, but as the bearers of structural relations, for
example as representatives of capital and labour. Marx discovered the crucial role of
the material and technological conditions of production. He presented the mode of
production rather than ‘man” as the key to scientific analysis of society. In that sense

Marxism is “‘theoretical anti-humanism”. This structuralist interpretation of Althusser
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removes the human agency from the central stage of society replacing it with a

complex set of structures.

For Gramsci, the subjects are not originally given but are always produced by
ideology through a socially determined ideological field, but he recognized the
importance of human agency in bringing social changes. For Gramsci. ideology is the
terrain ‘on which men move, acquire consciousness of their position. struggle’
(Gramsci, 1978: 377). Ideology, he declares must be seen as a battlefield. as a
continuous struggle, since men’s acquisition of consciousness through idcology will
not come individually but always through the intermediary of the ideological terrain
where two hegemonic principles confront each other. Another very important role of
ideological formation in building up of “hegemony’ is its material and institutional
practices. In effect Gramsci insists on the fact that these material and institutional
practices of hegemony have their own agents, that is to say the intellectual. They are
the ones in charge of elaborating and spreading ‘organic ideologies’ and they are the

ones who will have 1o realize moral and intellectual reform’.

The politico- ideological struggles of the Dalits can be explained and interpreted
within a Gramscian inspired theory of ‘constitutive character of identity”. In the
constitutive character of identity, the political struggles and historical construction
determine and define the identity of the agents that is not predetermined. The
theoretical problem that we are presenting avoids the concentration of social conflicts

on a priori privileged agents. Then the central problem of the study is to understand

" In the process of building up of hegemony. the working class intends to build up a broad alliance
with other political forces of similar political commitments. Ideology acts as the cement or the
cohesive force that binds together a bloc of diverse social classes. Gramsci calls this process of
ideological struggle as “intellectual and moral reform’.
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the conditions and processes that make the Dalits to come out of the subordination

and constitute themselves into the site of antagonism.

The transformation from the relation of subordination to relation of antagonism
through relations of oppression makes the whole process of the formation of Dalit
identity as a constitutive one rather than as a preconstituted agency. To explain why
only certain aspects and stages in the transformation of Dalit consciousness and
politics in Tamil Nadu have resulted in the conflictual social relations at village level,
the study tried to use initially Laclau and Mouffe’s (1985) conceptual scheme of
‘Relation of Subordination®, ‘Relation of Oppression™ and *Relation of Antagonism’.
They insist on the need to differentiate ‘subordination” from ‘oppression’. For them ‘a
relation of subordination” is a social condition in which an agent is subjected to the
decisions of another. They call ‘relations of oppression’. those relations of
subordination, which have transformed themselves into sites of antagonism. For
Laclau and Mouffe, a relation of subordination does not automatically become a
relation of oppression because it is merely a set of differential positions between
social agents. It becomes a relation of oppression only when the positive differential
character of the subordinated subject position is subverted. This subversion in turn
leads to the development of antagonism. This means there is no relation of oppression
without the presence of a discursive ‘exterior’ element. It is only from the moment
when the democratic discourse becomes available to articulate the different forms of
resistance to subordination that the conditions will exist to make possible the struggle
against different types of inequality. The conception of the relation of subordination
as a set of differential positions rules out the possibilities of the realisation of unequal

power relations in it. The problematic assumption in Laclau and Mouffe is that the
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;ubordination in itself does not contain the elements of resistance against the relation
>f oppression. This theoretical assumption becomes very weak and untenable the
moment you encounter a real life situation wherein the decp dissent of the
subordinated slowly evolves into open resistance without the presence of any
‘exterior’ element. We can retain the insights and ideas of Laclau and Moutfe with
minor changes in their explanatory logic by employing certain theoretical notions of
Gramsci. The insights of the presence of an exterior element in the constitutive
character of the political agency making it more discursive and transformative can be
used to explain how the articulation of human rights by Dalits is increasingly helping
them to articulate their democratic politics of broadening political alliance with the
democratic forces in civil society. This democratic discourse prevents the formation
of any predetermined identity of Dalits. This is the most important post-Marxist
attempt to confront the problem of identity to conceive the centrality of the working
class as a process of historical and political construction. and not as immutable datum
of the base structure. If the relationship between various social agents were
constituted by an immanent and necessary logic of history, then any struggle against
hegemonies these agents wage would be superfluous; but on the contrary, a

hegemonic struggle is possible if such social agency is not predetermined.

The conventional explanations about the politics of social movements, within the
frameworks of class struggle and relative deprivation-induced changes, are ill
equipped to give any clear explanations about the complexities involved in the
construction of Dalit identity. On the one hand, advocates of the class view
subscribe, in most cases, to economic determinist frameworks that place culture in

the superstructure. Dalits are consequently viewed as proletarians and aspects of
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Dalit consciousness that are strikingly distinct from and, in certain cases, opposed
to working class consciousness, are completely left out of this kind of analyses. On
the other hand, status deprivation or deprivation in the cultural sphere and
prioritising cultural action posit an irrelevant dichotomy between the cultural and
economic. The dominant theoretical paradigms interpret the emergence of Dalit
movements within the functionalist framework in terms of “relative deprivation’,
and “social mobility’. The liberal perceptions of these concepts are inadequate,
because they view the Dalit movement as a mere reaction to the rigid caste
hierarchy of the dominant Hindu social order and also have reduced the whole
Dalit consciousness to an attempt to achieve some advance 1n the socio-economic
and political sphere, which is hitherto denied to Dalits instead of fighting against

the dominance in the socio-economic and political spheres.

Thus, the relative deprivation paradigm conceives of social change within a non-
conflict model of social relations. It does not have any theoretical explanation for
the atrocities committed against Dalits by the dominant castes and oppressive state
machineries. Instead of feeling deprived, Dalits are completely alienated from the

social set up in which they are living.

“Given the happenings in the rural areas where the upper caste/class forces are
committing brutal atrocities on the Dalits and when the state’s response is either
callous or repressive, Dalits do not feel the sense of relative deprivation but of total
alienation and exclusion and feel the threat of physical liquidation™. (Guru: 1993:
571).

The present study. in its attempts to overcome the theoretical shortcomings of both
the economist and the culturalist orientations evolved a comprehensive account of
Dalit identity formation by using the insights from Gramscian theoretical notions

LI

of “Hegemony™”, “War of Manoeuvre™ and “War of Position™.
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