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Preface

Contemporary India Area Studies (INDAS) aims to understand the complex dynamism of 
contemporary India, which is experiencing a rapid economic growth and globalization on the one 
hand, and on the other facing problems such as the expanding income gap and environmental 
pollution. It attempts to establish a holistic understanding of India while paying attention to its 
diversity, and to locate contemporary dynamics in a long-term perspective.　

The theme “In Search of Well-being: Genealogies of Religion and Politics in India” focuses on 
how we are to understand the complex dynamism of contemporary India through the scope of 
religion and politics. We will do this by analyzing certain aspects of contemporary India. 

Firstly, there is a growing necessity to redefine the meaning of Dharma.  That is to say, the 
meaning of ‘Dharma’ is not a static term and it plays an important role for the Indian people in the 
search of well-being. Therefore, the term Dharma can be viewed from a broader context, which 
necessitates a discussion of the term Dharma in the context of its use throughout history. Next we 
will focus on the relationship between religion and politics by looking at a specific movement that 
seeks to promote the well-being of a marginalized group of people. In this session we will discuss 
the Dalit Buddhist Movement and how amid social discrimination, we are to understand the 
importance of equality and how to move towards it. The third is ‘rethinking.’  Here we will rethink 
the issues of secularism and democracy by distinguishing the various dimensions to these issues.  
Secularism and democracy is multi-dimensional, involving social, political and religious diversities 
that cannot be overlooked.

Through these three sessions of redefining the Dharma, understanding the relationship 
between religion and politics, and rethinking secularism and democracy, I believe we can show how 
our understanding of the Dharma can reveal that the dynamism of contemporary India is multi-
dimensional.

Lastly, I would like to express my deep gratitude to all the persons and organizations that 
helped to make this a successful symposium, particularly for the sponsorship from National 
Institute for the Humanities (NIHU). I would also like to say thank you to the people who were 
involved in the publishing of this volume.

 Mitsuya Dake
 Director, RINDAS 
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Definitions and Epistemologies of dharma in Classical Brahmanism1

Patrick Olivelle

The term dharma was a contested term during the entire history of India at least 
from about the fourth century BCE, when several ascetic groups, especially the 
Buddhist, appropriated the term to identify their core teachings and way of life. As I 
have shown in several of my writings,2 during the Vedic period dharma was not the 
central concept that it was to become within Brahmanism or Hinduism; within the Vedic 
theological vocabulary it remained a somewhat marginal term. Its adoption by early 
Buddhism and its popularization within an imperial ideology promulgated by Emperor 
Aśoka in the 3rd century BCE radically redefined the concept, taking it firmly into the 
realm of morality, right living, piety, and ultimately an ascetic mode of life.3 It is the 
Vedic concept of dharma mediated by Buddhism and Aśoka, I believe, that becomes re-
appropriated by the scholastic Brahmanical tradition represented by the early 
Dharmasūtras first composed around the 3rd century BCE. Given the constraints of 
space, I will not go into this early history and refer the reader to my previous studies 
noted above.

The distinguished 9th century jurist Medhātithi, in his commentary on the law code 
of Manu, provides us a tantalizing glimpse into the complex notion of dharma:

We see that the term “dharma” is used with reference to what should be done 
(kartavya) and what should not be done (akartavya), that is, injunctions and prohibitions 
that have an unperceived purpose, as well as with reference to an action (kriyā) falling 
within their scope. . . . Thus, with respect to the result there is no difference whether 
dharma is the rite (karma) called 'Eighth-day' or the obligatory nature of performance 
(kartavyatā) relating to it. (on MDh 1.2, p. 4)

The main point here is whether dharma refers to the obligation to perform an act 
(which would be law) or the act that one is obliged to perform (karma). I think this 
distinction is at the heart of the prevalent confusion with regard to the meaning of 
dharma. Unfortunately, Medhātithi does not explain this distinction further, simply 
1 An expanded version of this paper with a somewhat different focus was given at the 6th International Vedic Workshop held in 

Kozhikode, India, January 7-10, 2014, and is being published in its proceedings.
2 See Olivelle 2004; 2005b; 2005c.
3 See Olivelle 2012.
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referring his reader to his other work, which from elsewhere we know to be the 
Smṛtiviveka, but which has not survived.

The first meaning dominates the legal discourse within the Dharmaśāstras. There 
rules and prohibitions are spelled out with respect to various aspects of human life, 
including family law such as inheritance, criminal law, and legal procedure. The 
wonderful Sanskrit term kartavyatā (the “should-be-done-ness”) comprehends this 
meaning of dharma. This meaning is foregrounded in such common compounds as 
rājadharma (dharma of kings), āśramadharma (dharma of the orders of life), and 
deśadharma (dharma of a region).

The second meaning takes dharma into the realm of actual good and bad actions, 
that is, into the semantic area normally covered by karma. This is the reason that quite 
often dharma and karma are used as synonyms, and why good conduct or ācāra is 
equated with dharma. From this meaning of dharma we also get derivative forms, such 
as dhārmika, virtuous or pious, and its opposite adhārmika, impious or sinful. The 
multiple references of this kind of dharma are encapsulated in this passage of Manu:

Good conduct (ācāra) is the highest dharma, both what is declared in the Veda and 
what is given in texts of recollection (smṛti). . . When a Brāhmaṇa has fallen away from 
good conduct, he does not reap the fruit of the Veda; but when he holds fast to good 
conduct, texts of recollection say, he enjoys its full reward. Seeing thus that dharma 
proceeds from good conduct, the sages understood good conduct to be the ultimate root 
of all ascetic toil (tapas).“ MDh 1.108-110.

Dharma here refers to all kinds of religious, pious, and ascetic activities; it means 
doing good and being good. We are reminded of Aśoka's definitions of dharma given in 
several of his rock inscriptions: “Obedience to mother and father is good. Giving to 
friends, acquaintances, and relatives, to Brāhmaṇas and Śramaṇas is good. Abstention 
from killing living beings is good. Spending little and storing little are good” (Rock 
Edict 3: Girṇar).

Related to the latter is the extended meaning referring to the result, the fruit or 
phala, of an action. Often dharma in this context is translated as merit, coinciding with 
the meaning of the Sanskrit term puṇya. We have statements, therefore, that talk about 
accumulating or growing dharma, as if it were a bank account; about dharma being a 
friend and accompanying a person even after death. Here is a passage from Manu:

Gradually and without hurting any creature, he should pile up dharma like termites 
an anthill, so as to secure an escort in the next world; for in the next world, neither father 
nor mother stands by him as his escort; nor does son, wife, or relative. Only dharma 
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stands by him. Alone a creature is born, and alone it dies. Alone it enjoys its good deeds 
(sukṛta), alone also its evil deeds (duṣkṛta). While his relatives discard the dead body on 
earth as if it were a piece of wood or a clod of earth and depart with averted faces, 
dharma accompanies him. To secure a companion (sahāya), therefore, let him gradually 
pile up dharma every day; for with dharma as his companion, he will cross over the 
darkness that is difficult to cross. He quickly leads that man, who is devoted to dharma 
and whose sins have been erased by ascetic toil (tapas), to the next world, glittering with 
an ethereal body. MDh 4.238-243

Note how Manu seamlessly connects dharma with good deeds, with ascetic toil 
(tapas), and with the entire doctrine of karma and karmic fruits.

Here, however, I want to focus on the first of the two meanings of dharma 
identified by Medhātithi: dharma as law, as injunctions and prohibitions that govern the 
lives of individuals. This aspect of dharma was the prime focus of the Vedic exegetical 
tradition known as Mīmāṃsā. The very first substantive aphorism or sūtra of the 
Mīmāṃsā Sūtras (1.1.2) defines dharma: “Dharma is something beneficial disclosed by 
a Vedic injunction” — codanālakṣaṇo 'rtho dharmaḥ. Thus, the essence of dharma is 
contained in the injunctive power of a rule or law, what Medhātithi called kartavyatā.

The central question facing ancient Indian jurists was an epistemological one: 
where does one find dharma? H.L.A. Hart, Professor of Jurisprudence at Oxford, 
published in1961 his magisterial and justly famous book on the philosophy of law called 
The Concept of Law. In it, Hart makes a significant classification of law into primary 
and secondary rules. Primary rules are the norms that govern individual and group 
activities of the “Thou shalt not steal” variety. This is easy to understand, and it is to this 
variety that most people would apply the term law, as when someone says “That is 
illegal.” More significant for the philosophy of law, however, is Hart's concept of 
secondary rules, especially what he calls the rule of recognition. Rule of recognition, 
simply put, provides both ordinary citizens and state officials, especially judges, the 
criteria for identifying what is a valid law and what is not. In other words, it deals with 
the epistemology of law. This is the same issue addressed with respect to dharma by 
Indian jurists as dharmapramāṇa, the epistemic sources of dharma.

This issue loomed large, I think, because dharma was appropriated by different 
groups in competition for authority and patronage. Buddhists, for example, had their 
own epistemology encapsulated in the concept of buddhavacana: authentic dharma 
contains the very words of the Buddha. It is not surprising, therefore, that the early 
Dharmaśāstras address the issue of dharmapramāṇa at the very outset. This is something 
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novel, because parallel treatises, such as the Śrautasūtras and the Gṛhyasūtras do not 
address this issue at all. Let us look at some of the early formulations of the sources of 
dharma.

Now, then, we shall explain the dharmas derived from agreed-upon normative 
practice (sāmayācārikān dharmān). The authority is the agreement of those who know 
dharma; and the Vedas. ĀpDh 1.1.1-3.

Veda is the root of dharma, as also the recollection and conduct of those who know 
it (vedo dharmamūlaṃ tadvidāṃ ca smṛtiśīle). GDh 1.1-2.

Dharma is taught in each Veda. In accordance with that, we will explain it. What is 
given in texts of recollection is the second (smārto dvitīyaḥ). The traditions of the 
cultured elite are the third. BDh 1.1.1-4

The entire Veda is the root of dharma, as also the recollection and conduct of those 
who know it; likewise the practice of good people, and satisfaction of oneself. MDh 2.6

The upshot is that in these early sources, even though the Veda figures prominently 
in the discussions of dharmapramāṇa, we do not find an unambiguous statement that 
the Veda is the only source of dharma, or even that dharma has a single epistemic 
source. Several sources are presented without a concerted effort to reduce them all to a 
single source.

The impetus to view the Veda as the single and only true source, the singular mūla, 
of dharma probably came from the Mīmāṃsā tradition of Vedic exegesis. As I have 
noted, its root text, Jaimini's Mīmāṃsāsūtra, at the very outset says: codanālakṣaṇo 
'rtho dharmaḥ, “Dharma is something beneficial disclosed by a Vedic injunction” (MS 
1.1.2), which, at least in the interpretations of its major commentators, asserts that the 
Veda is the sole source of dharma. The inconvenient fact, however, is that not even a 
tiny portion of the rules that constitute Brahmanical dharma is found in the Vedic texts 
preserved in the various Vedic schools or śākhās. Most of these rules are found only in 
the treatises on dharma collectively known as Dharmaśāstra. So, how can these two 
theses be reconciled: all dharma must be found in the Veda, but most dharma is actually 
found only in Dharmaśāstras?

Two theories are put forward. The first says that even though all of dharma is 
found in the Vedas, some of the Vedas containing those dharmas have been lost 
(utsanna). The memory of these lost dharmas are recalled and presented in the 
Dharmaśāstras, which are thus called smṛti or texts based on recollection. The second 
maintains that all of dharma is actually found in extant Vedic texts, but unfortunately 
these texts are scattered far and wide across the vast Indian subcontinent and are not 
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available to any given individual at any given time. To overcome this problem, texts of 
recollection, which do not reproduce verbatim the Vedic texts but present their content, 
were created. According to both theories, we must infer the existence of a corresponding 
Vedic text, appropriately called anumitaśruti (inferred Vedic text) on the basis of a rule 
found in a Dharmaśāstra. The authority of the Dharmaśāstric prescriptions, therefore, is 
not independent but derivative; they are authoritative only because the Dharmaśāstras 
are founded on the Veda and reflects the memory of Vedic injunctions.

Śabara, the 5th century commentator of the Mīmāṃsā Sūtras, supports the idea of a 
lost Veda based on the human propensity to forget:

We must infer a cause for the stability of this very recollection. But it is not 
experience (anubhavana), because that is impossible, for human beings are unable to 
experience this kind of act in this very birth, and they do not remember what they 
experienced in previous births. A text, however, could be inferred, “because of the 
identity of the authors” of the acts enjoined in the Vedas and in texts of recollection. 
Therefore, the connection to the Veda made by people of the three social classes is quite 
appropriate.  Śabara on MS 1.3.2

The same idea was already proposed by Āpastamba in the 3rd century BCE: 
“Injunctions are given in the Brāhmaṇas. Of these, the lost readings are inferred from 
usage” —  brāhmaṇoktā vidhayas teṣām utsannāḥ pāṭhāḥ prayogād anumīyante (ĀpDh 
1.12.10)

Kumārila, the 7th century scholar who wrote a sub-commentary on Śabara and is 
probably one of the intellectual giants of the period, rejects the view that some Vedic 
texts are now lost.4 Strategically, he thinks that this view may encourage Buddhists and 
others to claim a Vedic foundation for their own texts, which would then be similar to 
smṛtis. Buddhists could also claim that their texts are based on some lost Vedic text:

Now, with regard to those who acknowledge that smṛtis also, such as that of Manu, 
have as their foundation lost Vedic branches, the Buddhists and others can easily tell 
them that their own texts are founded precisely on such Vedic branches. For, who is able 
to limit the scope of statements in lost Vedic branches to just those texts. And, therefore, 
so long as some people have adhered to something for a certain length of time and it has 
gained renown, it may appear to have the same authority when one perceives5 it as 
having a foundation in lost Vedic branches even when it may conflict with perceptible 
Vedic branches. Kumārila (Vol 2, p. 113)

4 For a detailed discussion of Kumārila's and Medhātithi's positions on the sources of dharma and the authority of smṛtis, see 
Yoshimizu 2012.

5 I follow here the reading of Harikai (2008) anubhavattulyakakṣayā; the printed editions read: anubhavatulyakakṣayā.
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Kumārila thinks that it is better to base the Dharmaśāstras on actually existing 
Vedic texts that are scattered across the vast Indian subcontinent.

Given that the Vedic foundation of smṛtis has been firmly established above, even 
when they are in conflict with a Vedic text how is it possible to recognize a different 
foundation for them? For Vedic statements are scattered across different Vedic branches 
and are only directly perceived by different individuals; they are not recited according to 
the order in which the dharmas of individuals are performed. So, fearing the loss of the 
fulsome Vedic tradition, smṛtis were composed without quoting the Vedic texts in their 
original form, the Vedic texts being identified by means of writing down their content. 
These smṛtis collect in one place the Vedic texts that are not directly perceived but are 
being disclosed by that very writing down of their content, which takes the place of the 
specific sounds of the original. Kumārila (Vol. 2, p. 104)

That this attempt to make the Dharmaśāstras to be based on the Vedas was not 
universally accepted is evidenced by strong objections recorded in these very texts by 
opponents known in Sanskrit as pūrvapakṣa. Viśvarūpa, the 9th century commentator on 
the Yājñavalkya Dharmaśāstra, notes a strong and persuasive objection:

Of all four Vedas there are some branches that are actually being recited, and in not 
even one of them do we find anything similar to the dharma prescribed in the texts of 
recollection. And the fact that they are different Vedic branches cannot be accounted for 
by assuming that they are radically different from each other. For, the Maitrāyaṇī branch 
is not radically dissimilar to the Kāṭhaka. (p. 18)

The argument here is this: it is strange indeed that precisely those Vedic texts in 
which all the rules given in the Dharmaśāstras were found happened to be lost! Further, 
the various Vedic branches are not radically different. Therefore, the extant Vedic texts 
must have most of these dharmas, if they were actually found in the Veda.

What we have seen thus far is a theological discussion about the epistemology of 
dharma. This theology had to reconcile two things: the reality that most of what passes 
for dharma is not found in the Veda, and the theological principle that dharma, by 
definition, must be founded on the Veda. Once we move beyond this rigid theological 
position, we see other ways in which the epistemology of dharma was presented. We 
see this realistic view presented most clearly by the 9th century scholar Medhātithi, 
perhaps the greatest jurist India has ever known, who wrote a great and unrivaled 
commentary on the law book of Manu. He opens the discussion of the dharma of kings 
with this bold statement:

For, the dharmas explained here have their roots in various epistemic sources; not 
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all of them have the Veda as their root. Even though they may have their roots in other 
epistemic sources, moreover, the ones explained here are only those that are not in 
conflict with the dharma-treatises. (on MDh 7.1)

Medhātithi, like Kumārila, has problems with the notion of a lost Veda, saying that 
it requires making many implausible assumptions:

We must make numerous implausible assumptions, such as these: there was an 
improbable disregard of the very Vedic branch which was most useful and in which all 
the dharmas given both in texts of recollection and in texts on the domestic ritual 
pertaining to all the social classes and orders of life were set forth, and all its reciters 
became extinct.

Medhātithi also gives a refreshingly honest appraisal of what Manu actually 
accomplished, not buying into the story that Manu was the son of god. Medhātithi thinks 
that Manu was simply an entrepreneurial scholar who assembled a group of people with 
expertise in various Vedic traditions, gathered material from them, and composed his 
work:

Manu gathered around him a large number of students who studied many different 
Vedic branches, as well as other Vedic scholars, and, having learnt from them the 
various Vedic branches, he composed his treatise. By presenting those Vedic branches as 
its root, he has established the authoritative character of his treatise. In this manner, 
others became zealous in performing activities relying upon that treatise and did not 
strive to discover those roots. This is also our inference. Medhātithi on Manu 2.6

As I come to the end of my paper, let me follow Medhātithi in moving from 
theology to history: what were the historical sources from which the provisions given in 
the Dharmaśāstras were derived? The works of Albrecht Wezler (2004) and Richard 
Lariviere (2004) have thrown considerable light on this historical reality. The entire 
record of dharma, as Lariviere notes, can be viewed as a record of practices (ācāra), 
customary practices actually existing in various regions and communities. Āpastamba 
was aware of this when he characterized dharma as sāmayācārika, that is, “derived from 
agreed-upon normative practice.” This is also indicated by the revealing statements of 
the great 2nd century BCE grammarian Patañjali, who called dharma of the 
Dharmaśāstras laukika, that is worldly or belonging to worldly discourse, as opposed to 
vaidika, or Vedic discourse.

A corollary of this is the fact that Dharmaśāstric literature, if properly evaluated 
and used, can be significant sources of historical information about customs and legal 
processes for which we have little or no other historical data.
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ABBREVIATIONS

ĀpDh Āpastamba Dharmasūtra. Ed. in Olivelle 2000.
BDh Baudhāyana Dharmasūtra. Ed. in Olivelle 2000.
GDh Gautama Dharmasūtra. Ed. in Olivelle 2000.
MDh Mānava Dharmaśāstra. Ed. in Olivelle 2005a.
MS   Mīmāṃsā Sūtra, with the commentaries of Śabara and Kumārila. 

Ānandāśrama Sanskrit Series, 97. Reprint. Poona: 1981.
VaDh Vasiṣṭha Dharmasūtra. Ed. in Olivelle 2000.
YDh   Yājñavalkya Dharmaśāstra. Ed. U. C. Pandey with Vijñāneśvara's 

Mitākṣarā. Kashi Sanskrit Series, 178. Varanasi: Chowkhamba Sanskrit 
Series, 1967.
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Lost in translation: 
The monist management of colonial Hindu law

Werner Menski

ABSTRACT 

  When the British began to be involved in the local management of Hindu law 
issues in India, they lacked linguistic knowledge as well as awareness of the 
internal complexities of Hindu law. Efforts to grapple with this legal system, which 
simply could not be ignored, led to some insights, but these were first of all based 
on quite misguided presumptions about the nature of this legal system and its key 
concepts. Focusing on dharma and processes of ascertaining people’s obligations, 
the paper shows how conceptual translations just did not match with lived reality. 
The emerging official legal position resulted in Anglo-Hindu law, called by J.D.M. 
Derrett a ‘bogus legal system’, which drove much of Hindu law underground and 
turned it into an unofficial legal realm. At the official level, the emergence of 
precedent-focused case law led to further confusions which have serious 
reverberations until today and have made it very difficult, if not impossible, for 
post-Independence Indian lawyers to understand their own legal system.

Introduction

As the Abstract indicates, there is strong and well-known evidence that something 
important got lost in translation when the British became involved with the management 
of Hindu law and other laws in India, constructed that ‘bogus’ entity of Anglo-Hindu 
law,1 and also created Anglo-Muhammadan law,2 a unique hybrid entity that never 
ceases to intrigue legal historians and many others. 3

My approach and methodology here is less that of a Sanskritist and more that of a 

1 See Derrett (1968), and references therein, especially chapters 8 and 9. The earliest phase is covered by Fawcett (1979) and also 
Jain (1990). More recently, see Williams (2006) and Denault (2009).

2 On this see e.g. Wilson (1921).
3 See Anderson (1993) and references therein.
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comparative lawyer and legal philosopher. The key problems in this debate are primarily 
the theoretical and practical implications of dealing with ‘law’ on the one hand, and with 
dharma (or shari’a for Muslims) on the other, within the wider context of globally 
contested definitions of the concept of ‘law’ (Menski, 2006b; Twining, 2010). The 
British were indeed told early on, after 1600, about dharma and shari’a, but they were 
not legally trained specialists and did not fully comprehend what kind of law this was. 
Misunderstanding dharma as positive ‘religious’ law, they overlooked or underrated the 
natural law dimensions and socio-cultural elements inherent in such holistic concepts. 
Oddly, scholars fall into similar traps today when dharma is just perceived as something 
‘religious’. In earlier times, this reductionist oversight can be linked to the colonialists’ 
focus on account books agenda (Anderson, 1993), their desire for reliable information to 
achieve more effective administration and control, and a notable preference for textual 
sources. Dharma as a lived entity and thus a form of ‘living law’ was simply not 
appreciated in all its complexity at that early time. Today, since use of the term dharma 
is virtually banned in India’s secular dispensation and in official Indian legal discourse, 
current debates lack recognition of its continuing importance as a conceptual element 
within the wider context of a highly dynamic process of constant norm-making and re-
making.4 Today, too, we are losing important elements in translation.

The wider theoretical context of legal pluralism

Much of my recent work identifies the significant negative implications of such 
deficient cross-cultural legal communications, particularly pinpointing the major 
differences between applying monist methodology (MM) and a more plurality-conscious 
approach that acknowledges a plurality of pluralities (POP) in legal theorising and in 
practice.5 The present paper identifies ultimately how this tortuous process of losing 
culture-specific essences in intercultural translation worked out specifically for Hindu 
law in interaction with British colonisers. However, it goes much wider in laying out the 
highly contested field within which various Indic concepts of well-being developed over 
thousands of years. This straying into the territory of other contributors and panels was 
found necessary in the context of this Symposium to demonstrate first of all how deep 
the misunderstandings during the colonial period became, and how terribly damaging 
they still are today with reference to numerous current debates about legal issues in the 

4 Chiba (1986: 6-7) theorised such an entity as a ‘legal postulate’ and rightly insisted that both ‘official law’ and ‘unofficial law’ are 
at all times connected to such postulates. In other words, no law is ever value-neutral.

5 See further below for details, and also Menski (2014).
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Indian subcontinent.
Hence, a common misunderstanding (shared oddly by many supposedly educated 

Indians) continues to be that Indian law today is just a revised (and somewhat inferior) 
version of English law, when in fact the well-being of a whole nation of more than 1.2 
billion people depends today critically on how to manage the highly contested and 
deeply politicised realities of legal pluralism in the specific time-space contexts of the 
Indian subcontinent. India is neither America nor a part of Europe. It may be trivial to 
state it like that, but many Indians are deeply confused about their legal and cultural 
identity and also suffer personally in efforts to make sense of the complex realities 
around them. These realities include today not only numerous cultural, socio-economic, 
climatic and geostrategic indicators, but above all the powerfully worded Indian 
Constitution of 1950, with many subsequent amendments. This document, partly a 
reaction to the abuses and injustices of the colonial period, is now the central part of a 
rich array of general laws that claim to apply to all Indians and needs to be seen in 
constant dialectic interaction with a historically grown set of personal status laws. These 
include the Hindu personal law as the majority personal law system, also applied to 
Buddhists, Jainas and Sikhs.6

In the graphic representation below, this overall picture shows three types of legal 
system in the world:

6 Recent useful studies on this now increasingly globalising plurality include Solanki (2011) and Sezgin (2013).

Type 1

Claims to be a uniform law, but makes 
exceptions

Type 2

Special place granted for indigenous 
people
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Generally speaking, there appear to be today just three paradigmatic types of legal 
systems in the world. All three are internally plural, though type 1 seeks to suppress or 
hide this fact by applying convenient fictions of legal uniformity, indeed through using 
MM methodology. The encounter of traditional Indic laws (which were always a variant 
of type 3 law) with early colonial interveners (who came from type 1 law contexts) 
made it necessary to re-figurate and harmonise key elements of state-centric, 
modernising and basically uniformising European legal orders and more plurality-
focused non-European patterns of legal regulation. In the latter, above all, states were 
not the only ‘official’ law makers, and the huge sphere of private law was not perceived 
as completely subsumable under state-centric regulation.

While the incoming colonial administrators and also later law-makers like 
Macaulay proceeded on the assumption that a proper ‘civilised’ legal system should 
basically follow type 1 law, the various traditional South Asian legal systems had mainly 
operated type 3 structures, with a very thin top layer of general law, which would be that 
of the power of the day. In seventeenth century South Asia, when British colonial 
intervention began, this was mainly Muslim general law (focused on criminal law and 
tax regulation), to be replaced only after 1858 with a new colonial British-made layer of 
general laws until much later further changes were made following independence of 
India and Pakistan in 1947.

The current reverberations of earlier misunderstandings

Such patterns of dynamic and volatile pluralist co-existence always left enormous 
room for local normative systems of religious and customary laws to guide people’s 
lives. It is an ongoing reflection of what went wrong – and got lost in translation - in the 
earlier colonial legal encounters that India today still officially indicates that it wants to 

Type 3

Combination of general law and personal 
laws
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be a type 1 legal system.7 However, in reality the country has been operating a type 3 
legal system, in which the various personal laws have been experiencing an increasingly 
evident trend of more and more intense harmonisation (Menski, 2012a and 2012b). This 
could be seen as a mirror image of the desired ideal type of legal uniformity (see earlier 
Menski, 2006a). Such highly significant developments, as a result of systemic internal 
contradictions, which many legal and other scholars just do not wish to acknowledge as 
legal conflicts and as a lived reality for the Indian masses, have given rise to highly 
politicised scholarly and wider public debates which are often deeply confused and full 
of self-contradictory arguments. The convoluted discourses reflect confusions among 
and between outside observers (both lawyers and non-legal commentators) and more 
direct participants like the citizens of India themselves. It appears that such massive 
problems in communication continue today as a consequence of what was lost in 
translation several centuries ago. It is thus unsurprising that the resulting deep tensions 
and conflicts should today negatively affect many people’s well-being, regrettably also 
when the flames of ‘communal riots’ appear to be fanned by fears that one’s personal 
law is in danger (see Wilkinson, 2005). That personal laws are closely connected with 
identity is beyond question. That one cannot therefore simply abolish them overnight 
should be a little clearer by now to the various kinds of reformist activists that wish to 
use law simply as a top-down  tool of social reform.

I myself stand accused of being an irresponsible scholar, not only because I dared 
to write a book on Hindu law (Menski, 2003), which many scholars are desperately 
trying to ignore, but because my research on current Indian laws presents a strong case 
for continued recognition of the Hindu personal law (and the other personal laws) as an 
integral element of India’s legal system in the twenty-first century. This tension, seen 
most recently in the Special Issue on Legal Pluralism and Governance in South Asia 
and in the Diasporas of The Journal of Legal Pluralism and Unofficial Law, Vol. 45(1) 
(March 2013), edited by Livia Holden, surfaces when Archana Parashar (2013) critiques 
my arguments in favour of legal pluralism (Menski, 2013a) as ideologically 
unacceptable in this day and age (i.e. the human rights age). She suggests basically that 
type 3 legal systems are now intolerable manifestations of backwardness and patriarchal 
despotism. No acknowledgement is made of the known fact that state-centricity per se 
also cannot be completely trusted to produce sustainable gender balances in people’s 
lived experience. While my key argument now is that no sub-type of law on its own can 
be completely successful in sustaining the right balance, and thus ‘the right law’, 

7 The relevant constitutional provision is Article 44 of the Indian Constitution of 1950, which provides that ‘[t]he State shall 
endeavour to secure for the citizens a uniform civil code throughout the territory of India’.
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Parashar’s approach simply urges more state-centric control of Indian family laws, 
including the formal abolition of Hindu law. This prescription totally ignores the fact 
that law and culture cannot be neatly separated by statutory intervention and that 
‘religion’ cannot be simply abolished by ‘law’, because these are different categories. 
Such civilising mission scholarship still feeds on earlier colonial misunderstandings 
about Hindu law of the eighteenth and nineteenth century, but presents them today in 
trendy human rights language.

Readers will need to draw their own conclusions about whether arguing for the 
separation of law and culture in any legal system (and thereby also for the possibility of 
erecting a firm wall between law and religion) can really be conducive to common 
people’s well-being and good legal management. Highlighting the excesses of religious 
nationalism and local patriarchal power abuses is one thing, imposing supposedly 
‘secular’ concepts on other people in the name of purported value neutrality quite 
another. Automatic presumptions that activist intervention will result in ‘good law’ is 
often rather self-righteous. It is increasingly evident that the heated debates about such 
issues, conducted among scholarly individuals as members of various types of elites, 
tend to studiously ignore the basic – and often extremely troublesome - life conditions 
of common people virtually everywhere in South Asia. In my view, this is totally 
unrealistic and above all too elitist, oblivious of common Indians’ well-being (see 
Menski 2010b on ‘slumdog law’).

Ascertaining and promoting competing concepts of well-being

In early colonial India, something else went on at the same time than merely 
conversations between British colonial officers and pandits and other experts. When I 
saw the Abstracts of other papers to be presented at this Conference the penny dropped, 
so to say, telling me that I would need to cast the net of analysis still wider to make my 
key points about something critical getting lost in translation. In a nutshell, the British 
interventions in Indian laws were possibly trying to get it right in terms of ascertaining 
what Indian laws were. However, as we began to see, that was certainly not the main 
agenda. The translation difficulties were massively influenced by economic and social 
policy concerns as well, not just legal policy making or socially responsible drafting of 
some new laws. The results turned out, in many instances, as a mangled mess centred on 
the individualistic principle of freedom of contract, based on bogus assumptions about 
the nature of Indic laws that still stalk the courtrooms of the world, currently in a high-
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profile case about joint Hindu family property in London.
As other contributors suggest, too, in this process of the ongoing search for well-

being, India’s legal cultures have tested and experienced over time and space a plurality 
of approaches. These complex competing patterns make it impossible to simply pretend 
that dharma was never contested.8 Indeed, as some of the speakers at this Symposium 
confirmed, the notion of dharma, but also the concept of ‘Hindu’ itself, remain heavily 
contested today and are misused for various political purposes. Both terms are employed 
in the evidently partial theorising that academics are such masters in, and get paid for, 
all over the world. This scenario of paid-for thinking time raises questions about whether 
modern academics are maybe not so dissimilar from ancient Brahmins and other learned 
experts who engaged in elaborate manipulations of language and ritual to stipulate 
promises, or at least the possibility, of an increase in well-being through sophisticated 
management of vocabulary, images and fluid concepts with multiple meanings. That is, 
if we presume good intentions. If the underlying rationale, as was and is often the case, 
turns out to be selfish filling of pockets or acquisition of other tangible benefits, we are 
in deep trouble, also today.

In this evidently highly contested arena, dharma is by many accounts a fairly late 
entrant, as there were other notions of ordering and of well-being that were once more 
dominant, but receded into the background. The powerful evidence of earlier 
macrocosmic Indic concepts such as rita and satya is, however, often silenced. Is this 
because of ignorance, also among common Indians, who do know the underlying 
concept, but may not have heard the technical term itself, or rather because scholars 
wish to hide something? And if the desire is to hide something, is the key bone of 
contention actually the Vedic presence of Hindu law, while many scholars still argue that 
‘Hinduism’ is just a colonial invention? While this will continue to be debated, I have 
adopted the view that Vedic antecedents of later Hindu law can be clearly identified and 
traced through even into our day and age.

Arguing as a Sanskritist from within the German, allegedly ‘romantic’ tradition of 
Indology, my textual evidence comes for example from Rigveda 10.85.1, dating from c. 
1500-1000 BC, originally part of an ancient sophisticated oral literature, a floating mass 
of texts, with no fixed authors. This verse appears at the start of the most ancient Hindu 
marriage hymns, at an absolutely critical point of life, a moment of crisis in the human 
life cycle, at which the ideal ritual pattern of establishing supportive connections 
between the macrocosmic and microcosmic spheres should be perfectly executed 

8 If my own work on Hindu law (Menski, 2003) has been understood to suggest that, I can only advise re-reading of what I actually 
wrote, for I never claimed that dharma was uncontested, in fact I show quite the opposite. See also Menski (2010a).
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through performance of solemn marriage rituals. The first brushstrokes of the scene, 
which turns into a ritual drama on a public stage, the later so-called samskara of 
marriage, are painted by reference to a pre-existing pattern of visible and invisible Truth 
or Order, into which the newly married couple (Soma, the moon, and Sūryā, the sun-
god’s daughter) is expected to fit. This first verse of Rigveda 10.85 may still be used 
today in Hindu marriage rituals that explicitly seek to ensure that the couple getting 
married does so through an ordered microcosmic ritual that establishes harmony with 
ancient Vedic notions and expectations of Order. It is clearly designed to be conducive 
to well-being, of the couple as well as society around it, and maybe first of all, or 
ultimately, the cosmos itself. The relevant verses in Sanskrit and my English translation 
are:

satyena uttabhitā bhūmih/
sūryena uttabhitā dyauh//
ritena ādityas tishthanti/
divi somo adhi śritah//
Through visible Order (satya) is the earth maintained,
By the sun (Sūrya) are the heavens sustained.
Through invisible Order (rita) do the Ādityas stand secure,
and Soma (the moon) holds his place in heaven.

While dharma as the microcosmic equivalent of macrocosmic rita/satya is not yet 
visible here, nor explicitly expressed, the notion that correct individual action (originally 
ritual, later at all points of one’s life) is the ideal appears to be in the process of 
formation here. Another perspective of this same process would be to argue that rita and 
satya have later become subsumed or submerged into the eventually dominant concept 
of dharma. They have thus been rendered invisible, but are by no means absent.

I shall not discuss the potential for Buddhist interventions in all of this, as many 
participants in the Symposium know this field much better than me. But it should strike 
us that Buddhist reasoning of course rejected and objected to the Vedic rita 
conceptualisations, which are predominantly invisible and hence ‘religious’. Instead the 
focus shifted to the visible and more ‘secular’ dimensions of Truth as satya, a processs 
subsequently reflected in much-debated Pali terms like saccakiriya (see Kong, 2012).

By the late Vedic times, if not before, the co-existence of the religious and the 
secular within early Hindu law was pretty evident. Then, it did not yet expressly exist as 
‘Hindu law’, of course, but was something Vedic, a Hindu prototype perhaps. Early 
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Buddhist theorising of well-being as a reaction to Vedic natural law theory becomes, 
then, potentially visible as an early form of lex humana. This is a well-known socio-
legal approach that puts the individual and his/her action at the centre of concerns (see 
Menski, 2006b: 142-4 on the theorising of St. Thomas Aquinas), demanding that good 
human action should follow a higher sense of Order/order. To that extent, indeed, 
Buddhist dhamma is a more explicitly secular, anthropocentric conceptualisation of the 
potential for human agency in promoting well-being, one’s own as well as that of others 
and the world as a whole. It also relies less on the lottery of ritual, as it is based on one’s 
own, preferably conscious, deliberate action. Thus I fully agree with Professor Olivelle 
that relying on the Veda itself was in due course acknowledged as just not good enough 
to secure human well-being. Apparently, the ancient Vedic Hindus realised that over 
time. Hence they began to develop their ritual skills and expertise and expanded and 
extended them into the wider socio-cultural realm to develop the later forms of dharma-
centric rationale. Sanskritists know that this generated new forms of literature, too.

In light of such pluri-legal evidence I do not quite understand why so many 
scholars today still simply presume that everything Hindu (and Islamic, too, these days) 
is just religious. The converse, assuming that everything is just legal because it is divine, 
seems even more obnoxious MM mismanagement of scientific methodology. The 
phenomenon that an originally partly religious and partly secular entity becomes 
perceived as purely religious or purely legal, reflects thus nothing but the early perils of 
a serious conceptual error of the MM type. It sets up a reductionist trap for gullible 
minds, using deficient monist methodology for analysing the ancient internal 
complexities of legal systems anywhere in the world. Hindu law is therefore not just 
about religion, nor is it merely found in codified texts.

Few Sanskritists, however, not to speak of lawyers, seem to realise that the 
complex ancient concepts and notions discussed here immediately also involved global 
expectations. They are not merely some local idiosyncratic concepts that existed in 
isolation, or nested in the fertile minds of some highly learned people somewhere in the 
Indian subcontinent earlier, or anywhere in the global South Asian diaspora these days. 
Indeed, there is excellent insightful analysis and evidence from earlier research that told 
us quite clearly about the cosmic/global dimensions of Vedic law (Miller, 1986), at a 
time when ‘globalisation’ was not yet fashionable. We see, thus, that his rita/satya/
dharma complex represents an ancient global vision of cosmic order, with a historically 
identifiable shift from earlier macrocosmic concepts of Order towards more 
individualised expectations of maintaining and strengthening microcosmic order through 
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correct or appropriate action. 9 Since all of this seems to be just forgotten, ignored or 
sidelined in more recent research efforts today, further questions need to be asked, but 
elsewhere, about why this is so.

The colonial scenario and the effects of state centricity

I have raised the above still preliminary points here to stress that when the British 
got involved in the management and administration of laws in the subcontinent, they 
had evidently no clue of the existence (and complexity) of all these earlier concepts and 
images, nor did they know anything about the various layers of Sanskrit and Pali 
literature that indologists came to study later. By the time we reach the British period in 
Indian legal history, we look at the Indian elephant predominantly and first of all from 
an outsider perspective, a Christian viewpoint that is tempted to see allegedly holy 
books as either plain hocus pocus or as bible equivalents, albeit misguided and ‘heathen’ 
(Balagangadhara, 2013). In the minds of those foreign interveners, the focus in respect 
of well-being was not on religion, however, as the acquisition of India had little to do 
with efforts to bring Christianity to those heathen shores, as was apparently a strong part 
of the Catholic mission in Latin America. The focus in the Indian scenario appears to 
have been on self-interested, mainly economic concerns of the colonising power and its 
personnel – it was and became an external one in several ways. Something rather 
crucial, I would imagine, namely the internal Indic perspective, became thus sidelined 
and was indeed lost in translation. It simply moved into the shadow of the emerging 
colonial structures, a kind of conceptual cul-de-sac from which there was no easy escape 
by copious making of new laws, let alone simply the imposition of English law. It is 
thus completely unsurprising that multiple strategic silences hide and in fact reinforce 
the manifest loss of such mis-translated conceptualisations. Sooner rather than later, this 
would be opening doors to a new paradise for scholarly investigations today.10

The emerging bureaucratic structures in early colonial South Asia, as we know, 
measured well-being primarily in terms of balance sheets and profit (Anderson, 1993), 
also bare physical survival of the self and one’s families in an often harsh and 
treacherous climate. All of this was set within a dominant Western and Christian 
ontological and epistemological framework. Largely without realising this, the various 

9 Whether or not one calls that a ‘religion’, or reserves that label for Western constructs, as the team of researchers around S.N. 
Balagangadhara (2012) would have it, is quite a different topic. See on this, and also the present topic, Bloch, Keppens and Hegde 
(2010).

10 This may also explain why the research efforts of Professor Balangangadhara and his team on religion in India seem to be so 
deeply contested and so difficult to understand.
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actors in this highly contested field ‘an-othered’, as Prakash Shah (2005) has called this, 
the respective ‘other’, without paying full attention to what this ‘other’ might say or 
mean. This, then, is where we can prominently locate the processes of losing so much in 
translation. It is not just a matter of language and verbal communication, more critical is 
the inability (and to some extent unwillingness) to understand each other’s ways of 
thinking and handling key concepts. Most evidently in this process, while the incoming 
Europeans were thinking and talking about ‘law’ and ‘religion’, the various Indic 
peoples and their spokespersons were using concepts like dharma/dhamma (and many 
other words, such as artha or ācāra) as hybrid terms that were themselves reflections of 
long-existing and highly contested and dynamic Indian pluri-legalities.

Most Indians, also today, seem to be latently aware of such hidden pluralities, and 
seem to carry this fuzzy awareness of conceptual pluri-legality in their bone marrow 
wherever they go in the world today. However, most Europeans who encountered India 
at the start of the involvement of the East India Company and later the British Raj 
lacked this consciousness of the potential for fluidity and constant amoebic re-
organisation.11 They were more or less staunch believers in a particular kind of Christian 
approach, men (mostly) of a time in which the power of law as a tool of the state was 
beginning to be more formally implemented and was vividly debated. Sir Henry Maine 
was yet to propound his - misguided, as we know today - theory of law’s evolution, but 
it is that kind of mental framework, expecting to find ‘proper law’ in books and written 
statements, which became the flavour of the day.

At the same time this was also an increasingly secularising and reformation-
oriented age, though one would grant Indians the concession of being ‘religious’, albeit 
not without disparaging misgivings. After all, the end of the traditional natural law 
period in Western legal theorising had by that time already relegated religion to the 
periphery of the legal arena. It might even exile it altogether into the ‘extra-legal’ 
sphere, which has become such a powerful term confirming the strength of the resulting 
misunderstandings also in Western legal theorising (see in detail Menski, 2006b: 146-
50).

The result in the Indian subcontinent had to be serious failures to appreciate the 
interactions between the often newly arrived British colonial officials and Indian pandits 
and other learned people as presumed keepers of traditional knowledge in South Asia. 
While the Indian experts continued to think holistically, as we call it today, while they 
talked and thought about dharma/dhamma and related concepts, their European 

11 Chiba-sensei (1986; 1989; 2002) in Japan observed and used this particular image of the amoeba, which I have found highly 
instructive.
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counterparts envisioned ‘law’ increasingly at this time as a state-centric tool of 
development. This also introduced, we need to be aware, an entirely different concept of 
how well-being was to be conceived and achieved.

In Vedic times, according to my understanding, the focus had been on the assumed 
powers of various macrocosmic entities and the constant need for humans to support 
them through sophisticated rituals – indeed Vedic lex humana appears here as a 
ritualised construct. The resulting elaborate kind of cosmic lottery was later, quite 
evidently, abandoned in favour of an revised approach that now suggested to every 
individual that it was the duty of humans to contribute to global as well as individual 
well-being by engaging in right action. Not just correct ritual action, but appropriate 
action at any one point of one’s life.12 What that would be in practice is a totally different 
question, of course.

This rationalising of human obligations underpins and generates the classic dharma 
concept, which has such remarkable conceptual parallels to the Chinese li, the Japanese 
giri, the Islamic key notion of shari’a as following the right path, and of course in the 
European context reflects the genesis of Greek nomos, similar Roman concepts, and 
much later the lex humana of St. Thomas Aquinas (see Menski, 2006b). What all those 
conceptualisations have in common is that the respective individual believer or adherent 
to a particular tradition or ‘religion’ is now put under a rather onerous, constant 
obligation to contribute to global well-being through ‘right action’ of whatever kind. 
Here is, for all to see, in full cross-cultural force, the typical focus on ‘duties’ rather than 
‘rights’.

The colonial European approach, however, seems to have missed this crucial link 
in global human conceptualisation of primary duties to the universe. The reasons for this 
are not the main subject of the present article, but one major explanation is probably the 
simple denial that Indians had proper ‘religion’, as they were just seen as heathen 
savages that lived their lives, unthinking and more or less happy – so these outsiders 
thought! One possible reason for this lack of appreciation of Indic sophistication may be 
that European legal philosophy had by then, as noted earlier, moved on to challenge 
natural law theorising through the new fashions of legal positivism and various socio-
legal approaches. Religion and religious law, in other words, located in corner 1 of the 
kite of law (see p.38 below) was no longer a central concern among lawyers, they 
moved on to more secular dimensions and perspectives. Of these there are two, one 
12 As indicated earlier, I am not interested here in ascertaining or claiming whether such notions are more Buddhist, Jaina or Hindu. 

The undeniable fact is that these notions existed (as they did in the West and elsewhere in the world) and in their competitive 
interconnectedness, from early times (Menski, 2010a), they had a powerful influence on the development of India’s hybrid 
cultural landscapes.
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more socio-legal (corner 2 of the kite of law below), the other more focused on politics 
and thus the state and its tasks and structures, as located in kite corner 3.

This kind of anthropo-centric theorising has, typically, focused more on politics 
and administration than social normativities, zooming in on what Max Weber and others, 
prominently later also Jűrgen Habermas, came to highlight as rational inputs into human 
interactions. This blue-eyed and rather elitist approach among political and social 
theorists led during the past two centuries almost inevitably to the construction of 
secular images of a public sphere, including also the coffee house culture that Rudolph 
and Rudolph have written about, and the now fashionable literature about ‘civil society’. 
State-centricity and nationalistic orientations dominated the legal arena in due course by 
privileging allegedly secular states and their bureaucratic agenda. That all of this was, as 
we may see today from a late modern or post-modern perspective, a kind of elaborate 
academic fiction, prominently designed to neuter and cut out ‘religion’, does not 
surprise. It seems that this turn of monist focus in disregard of and opposition to 
‘religion’ has meanwhile become increasingly clear, also to a leading thinker like 
Habermas (who interestingly revised his earlier views) and many others, and especially 
so after 9/11.

What has remained widely unnoticed, however, is that in these highly significant 
and clearly important processes of changing perceptions, the critical agency of the 
individual was gradually defined away as well. It was basically handed over to state 
power. The division of the academic coverage of what humans do in their lives into 
separate academic disciplines probably helped to erect further barriers to a holistic 
understanding of how well-being may be achieved and how ‘living law’ operates. 
Individual ritual activity became defined as private and thus largely irrelevant, more or 
less totally ignoring the inbuilt cosmic dimensions of Hindu dharma, Islamic shari’a, 
and so on.

While the modern welfare state in due course took over (or at least was expected to 
accept) key functions of protecting well-being, secularism and state-centricity went hand 
in hand to dominate people’s lives, until the Big Brother state became not only a 
symbolic terror figure, but a gruesome reality. The foundations for this were, it appears, 
partly laid in early colonial times, with their inquisitive focus on demanding to know all 
sorts of things about citizens’ lives. Specifically in the legal arena, thus, the socio-legal 
dimension of legal analysis suffered a setback, a kind of deprivation of oxygen, from 
which it is only now recovering in the age of post-modern legal theorising that allows 
again a more pluri-focal perspective on how legal systems – and thus concepts of well-
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being – are actually operating. While we currently re-discover that ‘relative authority’ is 
a powerful omnipresent global reality and absolute truth claims are a nice fiction 
wherever we look, the input of human agency receives new attention. It seems about 
time that this should be so.

In the early stages of the British Raj in India, though, the hurdles to meaningful 
cross-cultural communication were insurmountable.13 When early British colonial 
officers asked natives about evidence and clarifications of ‘law’, they received situation-
specific answers focused on ascertaining dharma. Later judges, who tried to work with 
court-based pandits as ‘native assessors’ until 1864, really fared no better. The pandits 
were even accused of misguiding the British, which they may well have done in many 
cases, but the rot went deeper. All the time, something rather critical was lost in 
translation, with deeply momentous consequences for further legal and political 
developments throughout South Asia, which clearly reverberate till today.

The parallel struggles over conceptualising ‘law’

Not only was dharma a contested term in ancient India, what I have written so far 
already explained that the very notion of ‘law’ itself as an internally plural entity has 
remained contested, too. Quite evidently, earlier Brahmanical efforts to push for a Veda-
centric conceptualisation (vedamūlatva), to the effect that the Vedas alone were the root 
of all law, had to fail. This was a brazenly monist approach that was doomed to lead 
nowhere, and I fully agree with Professor Olivelle on that aspect. Vedic fundamentalists, 
as one might call them, were bound to face particularly turbulent opposition from early 
Indian socio-legal realists, who stressed the need to link concepts of macrocosmic Order 
(rita/satya) and microcosmic action (dharma) to actual practices. This robust socio-legal 
approach is not driven by state intervention, it is at best supervised by emerging state 
structures.

If the initial focus in Vedic times was on ritual action (corner 1 of the kite below), 
this soon expanded to include all kinds of human action in the later parts of the extended 
formative period of Sanskritic cultures (corner 2). To reiterate, some kind of plurality-
conscious ‘living law’ theory seems to have won an early battle over myopic claims of 
religio-centric monism. As happened in other cultures and religious traditions, exclusive 
reliance on ‘religious sources’ or an alleged or purported or believed-in revelatory 
pattern thus collapsed under the scrutiny of how real people experienced life and 
managed their decision-making processes. People’s active participation in seeking to 
13 Derrett (1968, ch. 8) explores specifically the aborted role of the British as patrons of the shastra.
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maintain macrocosmic and microcosmic Order/order was an undeniable fact, while 
passive fatalism was not seen as a good option, maybe an advisable route only for the 
weak and powerless, who formed their own ways of devotional trust, known in the 
shape of various bhakti movements and sufi orientations within Islam.

As a comparative legal scholar, I am not surprised about this at all. The fact that 
earlier notions and concepts of rita and satya had now been subsumed within the 
internally plural and highly dynamic concept of dharma seems just a matter of 
commonsense in a living religion. The prominence of dharma as a humanly constructed 
and managed form of law, thus a socio-legal entity, created however significant 
problems of understanding for the early British when they engaged with Indian laws. 
They did not realise the intrinsic polycentric power of dharma and also, therefore, could 
not anticipate to what extent this would later raise problems for emerging state 
structures.14 The increasingly prominent conceptualisation of law as a product and a tool 
of the state, whether through case law (the common law method) or through statutory 
regulation (the civil law approach) implied that dharma, whatever it meant, was 
perceived to be in need of state intervention. Any form of increased involvement of state 
law (Verstaatlichung) of dharma, however, ran into further severe translation problems. 
Moreover, it also needed to be based on presumptions that dharma itself could be a legal 
and state-related category, found in later concepts such as rājadharma, the ruler’s 
obligations.

The rest, I think, is known history (see e.g. Derrett, 1968). The tempting 
presumption among the British that Hindu law as a religious law could be found in texts, 
which one could simply translate and turn into tools of governance, had to fail because 
neither were these texts ‘law books’, nor were their structures useful as a basis for state-
centric legal regulation. A few bits and pieces of this authoritative guidance could be 
used, here and there, to determine or suggest a particular point of law or an appropriate 
solution. However, the nature of these texts as idiosyncratic guidebooks rather than 
codes of law militated against any efforts at formalisation. Ultimately, one could prove 
anything from the shastras if one searched long enough and had the right tools. This 
troublesome process and troubling realisation is well-known. Intriguingly, this is also 
reflected in abundance in the numerous old District Gazetteers that British colonial 
officers wrote during the latter part of the nineteenth century. They found rich, ‘thick’ 
empirical evidence that whether a person or family was Hindu, Sikh or Muslim, 
specifically in the Punjab, their daily legal actions were to a large extent determined by 

14 Gandhi, of course, was not yet around, and we can be sure that we know far too little about early forms of rebellion against 
colonial local interventions.
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the laws of the soil, and thus customary normative patterns, rather than textual dictate. 
In other words, the main source of law, certainly among rural people in this part of the 
world, was ‘custom’, however defined.

Of course, the story of how later British colonial intervention dealt with and 
manipulated custom and customary law is another complex topic, far beyond the present 
brief. As in the earliest phases of colonial intervention, when much was lost in 
translation, here now the tortuous process of losing a whole legal system in translation 
continued. Remarkably, that saga goes on today when one attempts to study the various 
family law subjects in Indian law and faces not only a largely inadequate and 
ideologically confused body of literature and commentary, but even confused and 
befuddled judges, who sometimes now resort to moralising speeches rather than making 
decisions in the cases before them, which still contain rich evidence of customary 
patterns of family arrangements, which might be quite opposed to what the formal law 
suggests and presumes.15

Conclusions about learning from the mistakes of the past

Despite these losses through translation, Hindu personal law did not sink into 
oblivion. Rather, it carries on today as an integral part of the Indian legal system and is 
now also found in many other countries of the world. It appears primarily in the form of 
the Hindu personal law, which also migrates with Hindus to other parts of the world. In 
addition, however, quite imperceptibly, it also underpins the conceptual core of much of 
the general laws of India, to the irritation of many of my academic colleagues. For 
example, the Constitution of India of 1950, with its various amendments, can be read as 
a secular rephrasing of key principles of dharma – provided you have the right 
conceptual tools, which perhaps only Sanskritist training can offer. Many examples 
could be given of this, most evidently Article 51-A(j), which is part of the Fundamental 
Duties. It lays down that ‘[i]t shall be the duty of every citizen of India….to strive 
towards excellence in all spheres of individual and collective activity so that the nation 
constantly rises to higher levels of endeavour and achievement’. Refusal to see this 
well-chosen form of words as a coined phrase for dharma in modern secular language 
would constitute, in my diagnosis, a severe case of myopia.

I shall refrain from critical comments to the effect that most Indian politicians have 
conveniently chosen to ignore such basic duties, but the choice of constitutional words 

15 An excellent example of this is D. Velusamy v. D. Patchaiammal, AIR 2011 SC 479 and 2010 (10) SCC 469, [see http://
indiankanoon.org/doc/1521881/].
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is certainly not accidental. It may even be an attempt to redress the potentially pernicious 
effects of individualisation during colonial times. It could be read as a remedy for the 
lost translation of the basic principle that at the root of all human activity lies a basic 
obligation to realise one’s connectivity with everything else. It is this element, most 
probably, that marks out Asian legal cultures most strongly from their Western 
counterparts and lies at the root of numerous recent efforts to strengthen individual 
involvement with state-sponsored institutions, not so much as an act of loyalty to the 
state, but as a reflection of a deeper commitment to macrocosmic energies that are 
everywhere in culture-specific terms defined as different types of philosophies, religions 
and values.

It is thus evident that key concepts like rita/satya and dharma, underpinning 
ancient Sanskrit textual guidance, still inspire both the personal law and even the 
overarching general laws of India today, both in efforts to increase well-being of the 
nation and its diverse citizens. The Indian Constitution (see especially Article 38) admits 
in so many words that the modern state by itself can only strive to provide the coveted 
justice that it has itself ambitiously posited as the main challenge (on this see now Sen, 
2009). As before, the individual citizen or subject is expected to contribute towards this 
ambitious overarching goal, while the Indian state can still (how familiar!) only be a 
servant of that coveted higher order, to the extent that it can try and lay down guidance, 
even moral guidance. We see here that Hindu law may have changed shape from a text-
based collection of points of guidance to a rich bran-tub (as Patrick Glenn would call 
this) of conceptual tools for decision-making and legal management that gives enormous 
powers to legislators today, and to Indian judges, in particular. Reading Indian cases 
today, especially concerning matters of the family and related moral issues, one learns 
very fast that it is the Indian judges, typical for a hybridised common law jurisdiction, 
who have to handle such deeply contested issues, not only in the sphere of family laws.

Such wider consideration, however, fall almost entirely outside the radar of the 
early colonial administrators and their agenda. They were, as we saw, self-interested 
interveners who had their eyes on profits and balance figures, taxes and sales, not on the 
well-being of local people. Of necessity, one would hope, the Indian state bureaucracy 
today sees this differently. While doubts are in order, hope is most evidently present, 
particularly in family law where Hindu principles and the concept of dharma, silenced 
and rendered unspeakable because of the contested secular domination of the prevailing 
discourses of Indian law, show a strong continued presence. This is admittedly not easily 
visible to outside observers. However, the moment we put on plurality-conscious lenses 
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and re-examine the whole field of law, we realise that dharma is in fact present 
everywhere and that the Hindu structure of law is deeply plural, and thus of course 
deeply contested, if only because different kinds of law are also today in permanent 
tension and competition.

Conclusions about the wider context of pluralist legal theorising

I owe readers of this piece some final, somewhat bleated explanations about the 
kite model of law (see p.38 below) and the beneficial effects of POP methodology in the 
legal analysis that I propose as conducive to human well-being. If law is not only about 
the state and its control, but about life as a whole, and the intricate balance of various 
competing expectations, then all law is intrinsically hybrid and plural. This then also 
means that academic agonising over the messy analysis of global legal pluralisms is 
productive in confirming that law can be all kinds of things, even if we sidestep the 
issue by calling these observed phenomena ‘norms’ rather than ‘laws’ (Twining, 2010).

The kite of law that I have devised to express this hybridity, thus, presents the four 
major interconnected types of law that are of necessity in constant tension and 
competition (Menski, 2013b; 2014). This kite model explicitly recognises the four key 
types of law that lawyers have been studying anywhere in the world. The reader simply 
needs to imagine a four-cornered kite structure floating in the air, as this is a highly 
dynamic scenario involving constant legal navigation. In corner 1 at the top we find 
natural law/ethics/morality, which of course today is much less prominent than positivist 
legal theorising. This type of law is importantly concerned also with psychology and 
this is also the primary realm of individual agency. Next, social norms (including 
economic considerations) are placed in corner 2 at the right side. This includes the 
myriad types of customs and local traditions that people may choose to practise or are 
expected to follow to please or impress those around them. It is evident that this is the 
realm of sociology and anthropology, as well as economics, covering a huge normative 
arena with many internal conflicts.

Thirdly, state laws and politics are found in corner 3 at the left. It is, however, 
important to realise that many types of state law are not in fact made by the state, but 
were adopted from other corners and co-opted into the legal system (Chiba, 1986). The 
various personal laws are, to a large extent, made up of such types of hybrid laws. 
Finally, human rights and international norms/laws, and thus also international relations, 
are found at the bottom of the kite in corner 4.16

16 For further details and illustrations of the kite model, see Menski (2012a: 81 and 2013b: 26).
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That these four corners represent different perceptions and incorporate quite varied 
academic disciplines in law-related discourses should be clear by now. Corner 1 focuses 
on interconnected individuals and their handling of philosophy, ethics and psychology. 
This also highlights law-related conflicts over the scope for autonomous, individualised 
perceptions and perspectives and allows us to measure the extent of individual agency. 
Corner 2, focused on the societal level of such perceptions and perspectives, includes a 
rich variety of internally diverse normative systems based on socio-legal processes, 
economic arrangements and cultural influences. Corner 3 deals with everything related 
to politics and the state and its various actors and agents; it is evidently much more than 
classic positivist law. Corner 4, highly visible and prominent today, comprises 
everything related to global and international dimensions. It also concerns international 
relations, and underpins the ‘new natural law’ (Menski, 2006: 168-73), which today so 
fiercely clashes with the more ‘traditional’ perceptions coming from corner 1.

Readers should appreciate one further highly relevant dimension of this kite image, 
namely that all these four corners inextricable co-exist, otherwise the kite would just 
crash. This then also means that any attempt to cut out any of these corners, denying it 
the right to a voice in the cacophony of what Twining (2010: 474) calls ‘social fact legal 
pluralism’, will be perceived as violence, not to say terrorism. So when anyone makes a 
decision, which is of necessity law-related, that decision-making process will need to 
start from a particular point of the kite of law and will then move around and across the 
various elements of the kite, depending on the actor’s initial positioning within a 
particular angle of the kite and his/her preferences. We may realise that in this decision-
making process what one likes least does come last, but the most disliked element 
cannot simply be cut off completely, it has at least got to be considered and engaged 
with, even if one is opposed to it and may hate it. To reiterate, cutting out any one corner 
would make the whole kite structure crash, which leads to intriguing mental gymnastics 
over how to avoid tolerating the intolerable (Twining, 2009: 218).

A British decision-maker at the early time of such intercultural interactions in 
India, as this paper has discussed, would most probably have made decisions as an 
individual, hence starting from corners 1 or 2, not immediately as an agent of the state, 
which meant beginning the process from corner 3. However, to the extent that the 
British personnel became gradually more formally involved as agents of the colonial 
state, corner 3 became in due course more and more dominant, though it could never be 
the only perspective to form a solid decision.
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Finally: Multiple losses of translation?

To an extent, then, the observations that something important was lost in translation 
when the British began to get involved with Hindu law in India should and could first of 
all be read at a very private individualised level. However, to the extent that the early 
British decision-makers took on public functions, the whole system became potentially 
a tool of suppression of ‘the colonial other’. This indicates a finding of structural 
violence that would have many long-term consequences for how Indian laws as a whole 
developed and have been studied later, including today.

The present focus on Hindu concepts of law and their precarious position after 
colonial intervention can, thus, also serve as a case study in how human well-being can 
be negatively influenced by partial decision-making. In other words, the negative impact 
of MM methodology as a result of cultural ignorance or deliberate exclusion of ‘the 
other’ and his/her perspectives and concerns could easily generate opposition and 
potentially serious violence. However, more often it would result in avoidance reactions 
like deliberate silences, things not said or expressed. This, I feel, may help explain the 
main predicament that we seem to face in South Asian legal studies today, as we are 
manifestly not openly discussing the various competing perspectives and trends within 
the vast field of Indian legal scholarship. The reason is not that things are getting lost in 
intercultural translation, but that entrenched positions and perspectives clash and 
deliberately undermine the urgently needed plurality-conscious debates on developments 
of Indian laws and policies. In a climate of political correctness, this stressful activity 
risks losing still more in translation, when we find, again and again, that important 
points are deliberately not made and key issues are not debated as fully enough as would 
appear to be in the public interest of a nation of 1.2 billion people.

Intriguingly, though, while the modern Indian state is evidently not translating the 
values of dharma into a ritic vision of global harmony and well-being, because the 
constitution officially prohibits that, it is facing increasing pressure to comply with 
supposedly global standards of human rights benchmarking and the expectations of 
international law regulation. The resulting politics, including scholarly politics, as 
several of the other papers for this Symposium so strongly confirmed, keep everyone 
busy these days in trying to make sense of the confusions created, to some extent, during 
the colonial period and its losses of meaning through deficient translation processes.

As a result, the odd mix of disgust about Hindu traditions and fascination with its 
sophisticated textual roots as evidence of some kind of ‘law’ lives on in our minds today, 
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and this often tortures our brains. In the present age of human rights and international 
norms, we manifestly continue to struggle with what was lost in translation centuries 
ago. A wider discussion of what lessons for our own well-being as individual scholars 
need to be drawn from this troubled scenario is obviously far beyond the scope of the 
present paper, but a major concern for future work should also and primarily be the 
health and well-being of the Indian nation, and of the other countries in South Asia that 
struggle with similar losses of the deeper meanings of their inherited legal traditions.
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Buddhist Perspective of dharma – Towards a Universal Law

Shoryu Katsura

Abstract: 

Rupert Gethin1 lists six basic meanings of the word dhamma/dharma in the early 
Buddhist tradition: (1) the ‘teaching’ of the Buddha; (2) ‘good conduct’ or ‘good 
behaviour’; (3) the ‘truth’; (4) any particular ‘nature’ or ‘quality’; (5) the underlying and 
objective ‘natural law or order’ of things; and (6) a basic mental or physical ‘state’ or 
‘thing’. He does not endorse the fifth meaning due to the lack of textual evidence. 
However, what the Buddha realized and taught to his pupils is believed to be a sort of 
natural law or order of things, which is traditionally called ‘dependent origination’ and 
which we may call ‘the law of causation’. 　According to this law every phenomena in 
this world is a result of some cause and conditions. The Buddha explains ‘suffering’ and 
‘the final emancipation from suffering’ in terms of law of causation. Although he 
himself might not have called it dhamma, those who followed him regarded it as the 
dhamma/dharma of Buddhism. Due to this essentially ‘scientific’ or ‘rationalistic’ nature 
of Buddhism, I believe that Dr. Ambedkar could adopt Buddhism as his Dhamma in the 
twentieth century.

0. 

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar (1891-1956), who started the Dalit Buddhist movement in 
modern India, left The Buddha and his Dhamma (1957), which he intended to become 
the Bible of contemporary Indian Buddhists. In its Preface he stated that “the Buddha’s 
Religion [is] the only religion which a society awakened by science could accept, and 
without which it would perish” and that “for the modern world Buddhism [is] the only 
religion which it must have to save itself”.2  I shall come back to this point later.

Although he uses the term ‘religion’ with regard to the Buddha, he emphasizes the 

1 “He who sees dhamma sees dhammas: dhamma in Early Buddhism,” Journal of Indian Philosophy, 32: 513-542, 2004.
2 A Critical Edition edited, introduced, and annotated by Aakash Singh Rathor and Ajay Verma, Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 

xxvii.
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fundamental difference between what is called religion and what the Buddha called 
Dhamma.3 He states that religion is personal and one must keep it to oneself, while 
Dhamma is social, for Dhamma means righteousness or right relations between people 
in all spheres of life. He tries to define Dhamma in the following manner:

  Now what is Dhamma, and why is Dhamma necessary? According to the Buddha, 
Dhamma consists of Prajna and Karuna. What is Prajna? And why Prajna? 
Prajna is understanding. The Buddha made Prajna one of the two corner-stones of 
His Dhamma because he did not wish to leave any room for superstition. What is 
Karuna? And why Karuna? Karuna is love. Because without it Society can neither 
live nor grow, that is why the Buddha made it the second corner-stone of His 
Dhamma. Such is the definition of the Buddha’s Dhamma.

Ambedkar defines Dhamma in terms of prajñā (understanding or wisdom) and 
karuṇā (love or compassion). In The Buddha and his Dhamma he uses other terms like 
śīla (moral conduct) and maitrī (love) to define Dhamma or what he calls Saddhamma 
(true Dhamma). Now it is interesting that Ambedkar introduces the concepts of Wisdom 
(prajñā) and Love or Compassion (maitrī & karuṇā) in his discussion of the Buddha’s 
Dhamma because those two terms represent the essential characters of a bodhisattva, the 
ideal practitioner of Mahāyāna Buddhism. This suggests that Ambedkar’s understanding 
of the Buddha’s Dhamma was derived not only from the early Buddhist scriptures such 
as Pāli Nikāya that he used extensively when he prepared The Buddha and his Dhamma 
but also from Mahāyāna literature. In any case, for Ambedkar the Buddha’s Dhamma, 
viz. Wisdom and Compassion, is the guideline or principle of the proper way of life for 
people who want to create a society free from discrimination and oppression.

1. 

Let us now turn to the Buddha himself in order to discover his Dhamma. At the 
outset it is to be noted that we do not really know what the Buddha actually taught. We 
can only have access to what the Buddha is traditionally believed to have taught. From 
my scant reading of the early Buddhist scriptures I have an impression that the term 
sacca/satya (truth or rather ‘reality’) played a role as important as dhamma/dharma. It is 
indeed the Four Realities (sacca) that the Buddha is believed to have realized and 

3 “Religion and Dhamma” in The Essential Writings of B.R. Ambedkar , edited by Valerian Rodrigues, Oxford University Press, 
2002, pp. 57-59.
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meditated upon at the time of his Enlightenment and to have subsequently taught to his 
first five disciples at the Deer Park in Varanasi.

Both Pāli Nikāya and Chinese Āgama preserve the scripture called “Turning the 
Wheel of Dhamma/Dharma” (Dhammacakkappavattana-sutta / Dharmacakra 
-pravartana-sūtra). I quote the relevant passage from Peter Harvey’s English translation 
of the Saṃyutta-nikāya 56, 11.4

  Now this, bhikkhus, for the spiritually ennobled ones, is the true reality which is 
pain: birth is painful, aging is painful, illness is painful, death is painful; sorrow, 
lamentation, physical pain, unhappiness and distress are painful; union with what is 
disliked is painful; separation from what is liked is painful; not to get what one 
wants is painful; in brief, the five bundles of grasping-fuel are painful.
  Now this, bhikkhus, for the spiritually ennobled ones, is the pain-originating true 
reality. It is this craving which leads to renewed existence, accompanied by delight 
and attachment, seeking delight now here now there; that is, craving for sense-
pleasures, craving for existence, craving for extermination (of what is not liked).
  Now this, bhikkhus, for the spiritually ennobled ones, is the pain-ceasing true 
reality. It is the remainderless fading away and cessation of that same craving, the 
giving up and relinquishing of it, freedom from it, non-reliance on it.
  Now this, bhikkhus, for the spiritually ennobled ones, is the true reality which is 
the way leading to the cessation of pain. It is this Noble Eight-factored Path, that is 
to say, right view, right resolve, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right 
effort, right mindfulness, right mental unification.

The Four Realities (sacca) consist of (1) the reality of pain or suffering (duḥkha), 
(2) the reality of the origination (samudaya) of pain, (3) the reality of the cessation 
(nirodha) of pain and (4) the reality of the path (magga) that leads to the cessation of 
pain. This set of the Four Realities is often compared with the process of a medical 
doctor’s curing the diseased. First good doctors discovers the disease and identifies its 
cause; then they cure the disease by applying a proper medical method. 5 Kenneth Zysk 

4 The Discourse on the Setting in Motion of the Wheel (of Vision) of the Basic Pattern: the Four True Realities for the Spiritually 
Ennobled Ones, available on line: http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/sn/sn56/sn56.011.harv.html.

5 The fifth century Buddhist scholar Vasubandhu refers to a sūtra called ‘Good Doctor’ where the Four Realities are compared with 
medical practice. Abhidharmakośabhāṣya Chap. 6.2 (http://www.mldc.cn/sanskritweb/resour/etext/abhk6.html): vyādhiṃ dṛṣṭvā 
tannidāna-kṣaya-bheṣajānveṣaṇa-vat | sūtre’py eṣa eva satyānāṃ dṛṣṭānto darśitaḥ | katamasmin sūtre? “caturbhir aṅgaiḥ 
samanvāgato bhiṣak śalyāpahartā” ity atra| yathā ca vyavacāraṇāvasthāyāṃ satya-parīkṣā tathābhisamayāvasthāyāṃ 
satyābhisamayaḥ |  

 Cf. 雜阿含經 (No. 0099 求那跋陀羅譯 ) in Taisho Vol. 02
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once argued that the rationalistic tradition of Indian medicine, which was completely 
different from the ritualistic and magical treatment of the diseased found in the 
Brahmanical tradition, was developed in the Buddhist Saṃgha, by referring to the rich 
information of medicines and medical treatments preserved in Vinaya-piṭaka.6 The 
resemblance between the Buddha’s teaching of the Four Realities and the process of 
rationalistic medical treatment in India certainly supports Zysk’s argument.

2. 

Now the fundamental principle that goes through the Buddha’s teaching of the Four 
Realities is the law of causation; namely, ‘pain’ is the result of ‘craving’ and ‘cessation 
of pain’ is the result of cultivation of the Eightfold path. A Buddhist equivalent for the 
law of causation may be the doctrine of ‘Dependent Origination’ (paṭiccasamppāda / 
pratītyasamutpāda).

In the first section of the Mahāvagga of Pāli Vinaya-piṭaka, where the Buddha 
explains what happened to him at the time of Enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, he 
refers to the doctrine of Dependent Origination of Twelve Factors, viz. (1) Ignorance, (2) 
Dispositions (saṃkhāra/saṃskāra), (3) Consciousness, (4) Names & Forms, (5) Six 
Senses, (6) Contact, (7) Sensation, (8) Desire, (9) Attachment, (10) Existence, (11) Birth 
and (12) Old age & Death. English translation by Rhys-Davids and Oldenberg runs as 
follows:7

1. At that time the blessed Buddha dwelt at Uruvelâ, on the bank of the river 
Nerañgarâ at the foot of the Bodhi tree (tree of wisdom), just after he had become 
Sambuddha.

And the blessed Buddha sat cross-legged at the foot of the Bodhi tree 
uninterruptedly during seven days, enjoying the bliss of emancipation.

2. Then the Blessed One (at the end of these seven days) during the first watch 
of the night fixed his mind upon the Chain of Causation, in direct and in reverse 
order:
From Ignorance spring the samkhâras, from the samkhâras springs Consciousness, 
from Consciousness spring Name-and-Form, from Name-and-Form spring the six 
Provinces (of the six senses), from the six Provinces springs Contact, from Contact 

6 Asceticism and healing in ancient India: Medicine in the Buddhist monastery, Oxford University Press, 1991.
7 Vinaya Texts, Vol. I, the Sacred Books of the East, Oxford 1881, now available on line: http://www.sacred-texts.com/bud/sbe13/

sbe1312.htm
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springs Sensation, from Sensation springs Thirst (or Desire), from Thirst springs 
Attachment, from Attachment springs Existence, from Existence springs Birth, 
from Birth spring Old Age and Death, grief, lamentation, suffering, dejection, and 
despair. Such is the origination of this whole mass of suffering.

Again, by the destruction of Ignorance, which consists in the complete absence 
of lust, the samkhâras are destroyed, by the destruction of the samkhâras 
Consciousness is destroyed, by the destruction of Consciousness Name-and-Form 
are destroyed, by the destruction of Name-and-Form the six Provinces are 
destroyed, by the destruction of the six Provinces Contact is destroyed, by the 
destruction of Contact Sensation is destroyed, by the destruction of Sensation 
Thirst is destroyed, by the destruction of Thirst Attachment is destroyed, by the 
destruction of Attachment Existence is destroyed, by the destruction of Existence 
Birth is destroyed, by the destruction of Birth Old Age and Death, grief, 
lamentation, suffering, dejection, and despair are destroyed. Such is the cessation 
of this whole mass of suffering.'

3. Knowing this the Blessed One then on that occasion pronounced this solemn 
utterance: 'When the real nature of things (dhammā) becomes clear to the ardent, 
meditating Brâhmana, then all his doubts fade away, since he realises what is that 
nature and what its cause.'

In this way the Buddha repeatedly ponders upon how the whole mass of suffering 
or pain arises and how it ceases to exist. The process of arising of the twelve factors 
corresponds to the process of saṃsāra, and the process of cessation of the same factors 
corresponds to the road to nirvāṇa, i.e., the final emancipation from saṃsāra. Thus, it is 
clear that the teaching of Four Realities in the Turning the Wheel of Dhamma is a 
compact representation of the doctrine of Dependent Origination of Twelve Factors. 
Together they teach the law of causation.

3. 

Let us focus upon the fixed formulae repeated in the passage quoted above, namely, 
“From X springs Y” (in other words, “Depending upon X, there arises Y”) and “By the 
destruction of X, Y is destroyed” (or “By the cessation of X, Y ceases to exist”). In other 
Nikāya texts where the doctrine of Dependent Origination of Twelve Factors is 
presented we often come across the following formulae:
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(1) When this is present, that comes to be;
(2) From the arising of this that arises;
(3) When this is absent, that does not come to be;
(4) From the cessation of this that ceases to exist. 8

The above formulae may be simplified as follows: “[I] When X is present, Y is 
present; [II] when X is absent, Y is absent.” The two formulae are respectively called 
‘continued presence’ (anvaya) and ‘continued absence’ (vyatireka) by later Indian 
philosophers including Buddhists. They held that regarding two items X and Y, if Y is 
present whenever X is present and if Y is absent whenever X is absent, then there is a 
certain relationship between X and Y, namely a causal relationship: Y is caused by X. 
For example, when we observe that smoke is present whenever a fire is present and 
smoke is absent whenever a fire is absent, we can conclude that a fire causes smoke.

George Cardona called such a method of discovering a relationship between two 
items ‘the Indian Principle of Induction’. 9 The same principle or methodology was 
adopted by Indian grammarians when they explained the relationship between a 
linguistic item (śabda) and its meaning (artha), while Indian logicians utilized it in 
order to establish the relationship between a proper logical reason (hetu/liṅga) and its 
target (sādhya/liṅgin), i.e., what is to be proven by the reason. I consider that ‘inductive 
reasoning’ most suitably characterizes the Indian way of thinking in contrast to 
‘deductive reasoning’, such as the Aristotelian syllogism, of the Western way of thinking 
started by ancient Greeks. Furthermore, I consider that, if not the Buddha himself, 
Buddhists who compiled Nikāya or Āgama were well aware of the principle of inductive 
reasoning embedded in the text of the doctrine of Dependent Origination.

I regard the law of causation as the essence of what the Buddha realized at the time 
of Enlightenment and that inductive reasoning is the method cultivated by him or his 
followers in order to establish a causal relationship between two items that are called 
dhammas such as ignorance and dispositions. Now, inductive reasoning based on 
empirical observations is one of the chief characteristics of modern science. Therefore, 
as far as the fundamental teaching of the Buddha is concerned, I do not see any conflict 
with modern scientific thinking. In this sense, we can support Ambedkar’s statement 
quoted at the beginning of this paper, namely, “the Buddha’s Religion [is] the only 
religion which a society awakened by science could accept.”
8 imasmiṃ sati idaṃ hoti. imassuppādā idaṃ uppajjati. imasmiṃ asati idaṃ na hoti. imassa nirodhā idhaṃ nirujjhati. (Majjhima-

nikāya 28)
9 “On Reasoning from Anvaya and Vyatireka in Early Advaita,” in Studies in Indian Philosophy, A Memorial Volume in Honour of 

Pundit Sukhalji Sanghavi, eds. D. Malvania and N. J. Shah, Ahmedabad: 1980.
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4. 

As the final remark I would like to point out that not only those twelve factors or 
items of Dependent Origination but also the set of those four formulae that represents 
the inductive reasoning to establish the causal relationship among those factors is called 
dhamma in some Nikāya texts10. The latter is also called ‘Nature of being conditioned by 
such and such item’ (idappaccayatā/idaṃpratyayatā) or ‘Nature of dhammas’ 
(dhammatā/dharmatā), which is nothing but the law of causation.

Thus, dhamma or dharma in Buddhist tradition means, apart from those meanings 
common to the Brahmanical tradition such as ‘good conduct’, what Gethin called ‘a 
basic mental or physical state’ and the inductive method to establish a causal relationship 
among those mental or physical states. What Gethin called ‘the underlying and objective 
natural law or order of things, i.e. the law of causation, is called dhammatā but it may 
also be called dhamma in the sense of the ‘teaching’ of the Buddha.

It may be noted in passing that the concept of dhammatā/dharmatā (Nature of 
dhammas/dharmas) played a key role in the development of Buddhist scriptures because 
after the Parinirvāṇa of the Buddha generation after generation of Buddhists continued 
to produce ‘new’ scriptures under the name of the ‘words of the Buddha’ 
(buddhavacana), claiming that only the Buddha could state what is in accordance with 
dhammatā/dharmatā, i.e., the true nature of things. As a result, whatever scripture it 
may be, as long as it does not conflict with dhammatā/dharmatā, it can be safely 
regarded as the ‘words of the Buddha’ and consequently, even Mahāyāna scriptures that 
contain many new ideas distinct from Nikāya and Āgama can be presented as the words 
of the Buddha.11

The Buddhists analyzed the human being and the world in terms of mental and 
physical states (dhammas) and identified the causal relationships among those dhammas. 
Furthermore, they reached the concept of Nature of dhammas (dhammatā), i.e., the law 
of causation among those dhammas, the universal law that can be and must be applied 
to all worldly phenomena as well as to all people in the world.

10 For example, Majjhima-nikāya, Cūḷasakuludāyi-sutta (twice).
11 See, for example, FUJITA Yoshimichi, “One aspect of the doctrine of Mahāyāna scriptures being the words of the Buddha – from 

the viewpoint of the Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra”, Series Mahāyāna Vol. 1 What is Mahāyāna Buddhism?, Shunjyusha, 2011.
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Dharma as a Search for Well-being:
On the Process of Norm-Remaking

Akio Tanabe

Introduction

In the 1980s and early 1990s, the term dharma was often associated with Hindu 
nationalism. After the mid-1990s till today, however, the concept of “dharma/dhamma” 
and related terms are frequently employed to discuss and assert particular socio-political 
positionalities. In my reckoning, this shift is related to the increasing importance of the 
“politics of relations,” which focuses on the question of what kind of “relations” human 
beings can and should have with each other and non-human beings.1 The politics of 
relations plays an important role in the newly emerging “vernacular public arenas” 
[Neyazi, Tanabe, and Ishizaka forthcoming]  in contemporary India, where people with 
diverse positions, interests, and values have begun to raise their voices and participate in 
multiple public negotiation processes to critically assess and attempt to improve their 
relations – and therefore their own standings—vis-à-vis other human and non-human 
beings.

I would like to suggest that such discussion and negotiation over socio-ecological 
relations in contemporary India derive from the long history of search for well-being 
that has centered on the idea of dharma. In this presentation, I will argue that dharma/
dhamma is the concept around which the dynamic process of norm-remaking has taken 
place in Indian history. The process is enabled by the existence of multiple viewpoints 
which are raised and discussed in search for actualization of the universal well-being. In 
the deepening of democracy in contemporary India, a dynamic process of mediation 
exists between the multiplicity of the vernacular and the universality of the public. It is 
here that the diverse character of Indian society has once again begun to manifest its 
ethico-political potentiality in the collective search for well-being, one that involves new 
dialogues, frictions, and confrontations.

1 The politics of relations differs from the politics of emancipation, which aims to achieve political freedom for all citizens, and 
from the politics of demand, which calls for the redistribution of state resources by communities [Chatterjee 2011; Tanabe 2007].
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1. Contemporary Discussions on Dharma and the Ethico-political in India

Let me cite some examples from my fieldwork where the concept of dharma and 
related terms are employed in today’s India. In a speech made by Rahul Gandhi on 26 
August 2010 in Odisha, two days after the Congress government withdrew permission 
for bauxite mining in the Niyamgiri Hills by the multinational corporation Vedanta 
Resources, he referred to his prior visit to this area in 2008, when a tribal youth told him 
that his people worshipped the Niyamgiri Hills. Rahul said, “That is your dharma. My 
dharma is that every voice, including that of the poor and adivasis, should be heard.” 
After the speech, various repercussions emerged: the BJD-led state government of 
Odisha criticized Congress for denying development to the adivasis; and the Dongria 
Khonds, the residents of Niyamgiri, expressed their opposition to the mining and 
support for development in education, medicine, and employment. It is interesting that 
nobody criticized Rahul for using the term dharma in a public speech. In the early 
1990s, this would have been seen as a serious offence against secularism by a Congress 
leader. The employment of the term dharma by Rahul interestingly indicates how 
politics today must respect both secular concerns and the religious values: the secular in 
terms of the equal and inclusive treatment of all communities and the religious in terms 
of respect for faith not only in private sphere but also as a relevant viewpoint for public 
decision-making.

I will take another example from a village in Odisha. The local government 
(panchayat) reforms in 1992 prescribed reservation measures for Scheduled Castes 
(S.C.), Scheduled Tribes (S.T.), and women. This action had a profound effect on local 
politics. From the mid-1990s, I began to note that low caste people and women, whose 
voices have previously been suppressed by dominant caste men, were beginning to 
speak out and connect traditionally accepted ethical idioms with democracy. Notably, 
the lower castes draw on the sacrificial idioms of “duty” (kartabya), “service” (sebā), 
and “share” (bhāga) to legitimize and insist on their equal participation and entitlement 
in the public sphere. For example, Sethi (a young man of the Washerman caste) said to 
me in 2000, “You know there used to be so much factional politics in the village. . . . 
Everyone was acting only for personal interests. . . . That is not right. I do what I have to 
do as service. It is for the village that I do my duty. Everyone should do their work 
correctly without self-interest (niskāma).” Besides “service” and “duty,” the idiom 
“share” (bhāga) has been emphasized. Underprivileged people often say that the 
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distribution of funds and the allocation of projects must be done “according to share” 
(bhāga anusāre). One Saora man (the S.C. husband of a female ward member) explained 
the mechanism of distribution of state resources in Gram Panchayat in an interview in 
2005: “(The government budget) is given to the wards. Work comes to the wards one by 
one. . . . Everything is distributed according to a “quota” (English word is used here). 
The large wards gain more, according to their shares. Everything is like that.” The 
“dharma-related” idioms such as “duty,” “service,” and “share” are not used by low 
caste people as signs of their acceptance of the hierarchy and power structure of former 
times. We should note the existence of “a functional change in sign-systems” [Spivak 
1985: 330]. They use these same “caste” idioms to criticize earlier factional politics, 
which was controlled by the dominant caste, and to assert their legitimate roles and 
shares. In doing so, low caste people attempt to connect the reinterpreted ontology of 
caste—as a social mechanism for  diversity rather than  hierarchy—to the spirit of 
democracy of equal participation.

These example show that dharma and other related ‘religio-worldly’ concepts, that 
is, religious concepts with both otherworldly and ethico-socio-political worldly 
concerns, serve to criticize the existing framework and enunciate socio-ecological norms 
that are suitable to “place, time and subjects” (deśa kāla pātra). I contend that the idea 
of dharma has functioned as a conceptual vehicle for norm-remaking in India. Although, 
it is true that the idea of dharma has often been connected with power and authority in 
Indian society, as in Brahmanism and Hindutva, it cannot remain in a static and fixed 
form for long, if it were to retain its vitality. There is bound to be critical deconstruction 
and remaking of its manifest form. Idea of dharma also functions as a foundation for 
criticism from alternative perspectives.

2. Dharma/Dhamma as a Dynamic Concept:

A consideration of the potentiality of the concept of dharma in contemporary India 
will lead us to consider the potentiality of “the religious” in the public arena. By “the 
religious,” I mean the sensibility and commitment to the “universal truth” that supports 
the meanings and values in this world and aspiration towards actions and relations based 
on this sensibility and commitment. This responsiveness is in contrast to 
institutionalized “religion,” with its fixed apparatus--church/temple, sacred text, and 
clerical personnel–that together represent the transcendental foundation of meanings and 
value. The commitment in “religion” is towards the institution, whereas in “the 
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religious,” it is towards the “universal truth” itself.
Dharma, in my understanding, is a concept that points to the working of the “virtual 

whole” [Mihara 2013] that actualizes itself in accordance with the universal norm, and 
also to the “ways” in which each living being can aspire to connect oneself to that 
virtual whole. In other words, dharma is a function of Reality and the Ways to reach that 
Reality. Though dharma actualizes itself in specific forms in accordance with “time, 
place, and subject,” it does not limit itself to a single form. It is difficult to describe 
dharma, precisely because it does not have a particular privileged apparatus by which 
“religion” is usually explained.

One may argue that the Brahmins and dharmaśāstras have a privileged position in 
dharma. I agree that the Brahmins have held such a position in the parlance of dharma 
throughout Indian history. It is undeniable that the ideas of dharma have been enunciated 
as an ideology of a Brahminic ruling order. This Brahman-centered perspective on 
norms has been codified in the form of dharmaśāstras during the classical period and 
has also been given a privileged position during colonial times. It is, so to speak, a 
specific representation of the order of dharma and the authorization of social order in the 
manner of a “religion.” However, this does not mean that dharma is a mere “religion,” 
serving as a fixed representation of specific norms. We cannot and should not reduce 
dharma/dhamma to Brahmanism and dharmaśāstraas alone. What makes dharma/
dhamma dynamic is the very structure through which the actualized forms of dharma 
have become subject to criticism and have provided arenas for remaking the norm.

It is interesting to note that in the dharma of India, apart from the accepted position 
of the Brahmins as authoritative intermediaries, other social groups also have had ways 
that connected themselves to “truth” or “divine power,” without Brahmin intermediaries. 
These ways take several distinct forms: spirit channeling (possession), incantation, and 
trances in dance and music. Yoga, tantra, and meditation as well as bhakti are also good 
examples. Each of these are ways for individuals to connect with the “truth,” “divine 
power,” or the “virtual whole” without the need for intermediaries and serve as 
alternatives to the privileged authority of the Brahmins.

We may observe “inner conflicts of tradition” within dharma between “religion” 
(belief in the set order) and the “religious” (search for Reality beyond the existing order) 
[Heesterman 1985]. Buddhism, of course, represents one of most important and acute 
criticisms of the Brahamanic orthodoxy. However, we can also find many examples of 
inner conflicts within the parameter of what are now considered “orthodox” texts. Let 
me restrict myself to just two examples. Perhaps the most famous and popular verse in 
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the Bhagad Gita is the following: “Discard all your dharma and surrender to me alone, 
Arjuna” (18-66). This verse has long been a subject of intense discussion as to what 
dharma is. In the terminology used in this paper, Krishna advises Arjuna to discard 
concerns for “religion” and seek the “the religious” alone, the Reality embodied in 
Krishna. In Bhagavatam (X-29-33), the same Krishna also tells the Gopis, who have 
snuck out of their home and come to him, “Don’t you know that dharma of women 
consists in attending to their husbands or their parents and in looking after the children?” 
This talk of dharma is followed, however, by Rasa Lisa, the dance of divine love that 
celebrates love for the all-pervading Being beyond good or evil. Here, the idea of 
dharma as religion or a fixed norm is again relativized.

In the history of India, those with these “religious” perspectives—based on the 
premise that all are ontologically equal and have legitimate access to Reality—
sometimes organized themselves into “heterodox” movements to criticize, bypass, and/
or reformulate the existing order of power and authority. We can cite Buddhism, tantra, 
bhakti, theosophy and the Ambedkarite movement as examples of these movements, all 
of which attempted to redefine dharma, invited reactions and reformations by the 
“orthodox,” and initiated discussions and debates.

I would like to suggest that the dharma/dhamma of Indian society has had a dual 
aspect. It has had the structuring aspect of a “religion” with the orthodox Brahmins and 
certain texts and the deconstructive aspect of “the religious,” which has involved 
criticisms of the existing order. The dual aspect of making and unmaking of the current 
order supported the dynamics of dharma as the process of remaking the norm.

3. The Modern Search for “the Universal”: Beyond the Secular/Religion Binary

The dynamic structure of dharma/dhamma thus contains the process of both norm-
making and norm-unmaking. The latter process, in alliance with resistant rationality, 
critiques existing authority and contains the aspiration to the universal truth that 
underlies the search for collective well-being in the remaking of the norm. In other 
words, the “religious” search contains both rational criticism and ontological 
commitment. To think of the potentiality of “the religious” in this way leads us to 
reassess the binary division between “religion” and “secular.” What is required is a 
questioning of the privileged apparatus of representing a priori truth, be it the secular 
state or religious church. We must ask in what way is it possible for the various living 
beings to seek creatively a way of life in relation to truth. In order to make this quest for 
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a creative life possible, each living being must secure the freedom to seek truth beyond 
established authority. Here, rational criticism and ontological commitment to remake the 
norm complimentarily work.

It is understandable in the modern context that secular rationality, in its desire to 
secure freedom from traditional religious authority, denied the privileged public role of 
religion. Institutional secularism, by which I mean the separation of the state and 
religious institutions and the equal treatment of religions by the state, is also a necessary 
socio-political condition for free thinking and discussion. However, I am of the opinion 
that secular rationalism when defined in contradistinction to religious faith has its own 
limitations. The secular rationality that derives from Cartesian doubt of the truth of one’s 
beliefs has provided a powerful methodology for criticizing existing authority. That 
much is good. However, relying on ego as the basis of scientific cognition (cogito) tends 
towards solipsism and does not provide an ethical foundation for social relationships 
other than the recognition of individual rights. Where can we seek the foundation for 
social ethics or, in broader terms, our commonality? Humanism would, of course, be 
one secular answer to this question, but the question of the foundation of Humanism 
remains unanswered. Whatever “ism” one may choose, one must seek an ontological 
commitment--be it secular or religious--to universal truth beyond methodological 
skepticism to provide the foundation for social relationships. Modernity, in terms of 
wider contacts with different views and relative freedom from the traditional order, has 
provided ample space for critical rationality to reexamine one’s socio-religious norm 
and to seek ontological commitment in scientific and religious pursuits. We may note 
here much actual affinity between secular endeavor and religious (heterodox) search 
than usually assumed [Viswanathan 2008].

The worldwide modern movement, especially from the nineteenth to the early 
twenties century, to review religious tradition and to seek “universal” value can be 
understood in this light. In nineteenth century Europe, Buddhism was discovered as a 
universal world religion [Masuzawa 2005: Ch. 4], thus relativizing the position of 
Christianity as the only universal religion. From the late nineteenth century, Buddhist 
revival movements arose in transnational arena, including Sri Lanka, India, and Japan. 
This movement involved Dharmapala from Sri Lanka and Colonel Olcott and Mrs. 
Blavatsky of the Theosophical Society. Several Buddhist sects in Japan were also 
involved in the movements, including Nichirenshu and Jodoshinshu. Various socio-
religious reform movements arose among Hindus in India, such as Brahmo Samaj, Arya 
Samaj, and the Ramakrishna Mission. These movements can be seen as various attempts 
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at redefining dharma/dhamma in search of “the universal.”
With this history in mind, it may perhaps be useful to understand Ambedkar’s 

conversion to Buddhism as a way of combining rational criticism and ontological 
(religio-ethical) commitment. Ambedkar says, in The Buddha and His Dhamma, 
“Religion, it is said, is personal. . . . Contrary to this, Dhamma is social. Dhamma is 
righteousness, which means right relations between man and man in all spheres of life” 
(Book Four, Part I, §2, 7-9). He is here paying attention to the norm-remaking function 
of dhamma. After criticizing and deconstructing the righteousness of the existing caste 
order, Ambedkar required an ethical basis upon which to create a new social order. 
Buddhist dhamma was his answer. He proposes “Prajna” (understanding) and “Karuna” 
(love) as the two corner-stones of Dhamma: Prajna to be free from “superstition” 
(existing order) and Karuna to establish a new order of social relations (Book Four, Part 
I, §2, 21-23). He clearly states that “(t)he purpose of Dhamma is to reconstruct the 
world” (Book Four, Part I, §2, 21-23). Ambedkarite Buddhist movements in 
contemporary India add an important viewpoint to the current “politics of relations,” 
where restructuring human relations is one of most important agenda. Dharma/dhamma 
here functions as the central concept that promotes both rational criticism of the 
hierarchical order and ontological commitment to the equality of existence, thus 
supporting Dalit agency for norm-remaking.

Concluding Remarks

The concept of dharma/dhamma has played an important role in Indian history. 
However, its public relevance was hitherto somewhat restricted under the colonial and 
postcolonial framework of the “modern secular state versus traditional religious 
society.” With the deepening of democracy in today’s India, where there is a close 
interaction of state and society, nevertheless, the a priori legitimacy of both the secular 
state and traditional religion is being questioned. Diverse vernacular viewpoints and 
discourses have entered the public arena, where a collective endeavor to remake the 
socio-political norm is under process.

In today’s India, various public viewpoints and assertions exist on what constitutes 
dharma/dhamma in the “politics of relations.” The concept of dharma is no longer 
monopolized by religious nationalists. Dharma, dhamma, and other related terms are 
used as frameworks for rethinking socio-ecological relations from different perspectives. 
The vernacular public arenas where dharma/dhamma is discussed are social spaces 
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where “the religious” (fundamental questioning of the relation of the self/other to 
universal truth) and “the political” (confrontation, negotiation, and decision of the self/
other relations in this world) are linked and negotiated. Here, we note the potentiality of 
going beyond the limitations of both teleological rationality and institutional religions.

In the contemporary world, the dichotomous framework of nature/culture is 
blurred. There is also no longer a clear distinction between the public and private 
spheres. In this context, the concept of dharma that covers the whole sphere of life 
beyond the nature/culture and public/private binaries is employed to reconsider the all 
socio-ecological relationships. This dynamic churning is accelerated, as increasingly 
diverse perspectives become part of the debates in the vernacular public arenas. The 
debates are not only about individual human rights; they are also about the relationship 
of diverse human beings and between human beings and their environments. The central 
question is how to remake the existing order in a way that reflects the multiplicity of 
viewpoints and positionalities, while meeting the criteria of universal righteousness. 
Here, it is perhaps natural that dharma/dhamma, which has functioned as a conceptual 
vehicle for connecting the search for universal truth with the remaking of the existing 
order, plays a key role in contemporary India.
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The Heir of Dhamma
(Comments on Session 1)

Yusho Wakahara

I. Who Knows Dharma?

As is shown in Prof. Olivelle's edited work Dharma: Studies in its Semantic, 
Cultural and Religious History, the semantic compass of the term dharma is quite broad. 
Concerning the theme, various crucial questions could be raised: Who knows dharma? 
What is dharma? Why dharma can be dharma? etc. These epistemological issues are of 
course closely interrelated. The third one was dealt with by Prof. Olivelle just now as 
dharma-pramANa , the epistemic sources of dharma. It reminds me instantly of a 
similar topic, prAmANya , the authority of scriptures (esp. that of the Vedas) and hence 
the validity of knowledge in general, which was discussed again and again by various 
authors in great zeal throughout the history of classical Indian philosophy. In view of the 
concept and purport of this symposium, I will not dwell on the subject any more. The 
first and second issues, however, need to be introduced here.

To take a single example which Prof. Olivelle also refers to in his paper, for 
MImAMsA school, a champion of the orthodox Brahmanism, dharma is 'something 
beneficial characterized by a Vedic injunction (codanA)', an imperceptible (adRSTa) and 
unprecedented (apUrva ) eternal entity, which is manifested as a result of sacrificial 
activity or ritual (yajJa ). Only Vedic injunctions make us know the past, the present 
and the future, and very subtle, hidden or remote things. Thus dharma is revealed 
exclusively through Vedic scriptures which are supposed to be of non-human origin 
(apauruSeya) and therefore infallible. Any human, even the Buddha or the Jina who is 
postulated as the Omniscient One (sarvajJa) by his followers, cannot perceive dharma.

Against this, DharmakIrti, a celebrated Buddhist philosopher in the 7th century, 
replies with humorous cynicism:

  "The Authority (pramANa ) is not the one who knows and teaches everything 
(sarvasya vedakaH). What is the use of thorough knowledge of the number of all 
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worms and insects in the world?"
  "If someone were to be claimed to be the Authority with his superb sight which 
discerns quite minute and remote things, come now, let us pay homage to a vulture 
(ghRdra)!"

(PramANa-vArttika  I.31-33)

For him, the omniscient does not mean the one who literally knows everything, but the 
one who knows and teaches the matter of importance (pradhAna), namely the dharma 
of the Four Noble Truths (Aryasatya ), which could be, and should be, realized or 
experienced by everyone through rational intellectual analyses and appropriate practices.

This sort of stance toward theological dogmatism is a salient feature of Buddhism 
since its earliest days. A typical example is the well-known ten (or fourteen) 
'unexpounded' (PAli avyAkata/Skt. avyAkRta ) questions that the Buddha refused to 
answer: "Is the world (loka) eternal, or not (, or both, or neither)?" "Is the world finite, 
or not (, or both, or neither)?" "Is the Self identical with the body or is it different from 
the body?" "Does the One-like-that (TathAgata, the Buddha) exist after death, or not, or 
both, or neither?"

Likewise the Buddha declined to explain about the origin or beginning (agga/agra, 
and aggaJJa /*agraNya,  what is primaeval or original) of the world or universe:

  (Sunakkhatta, the Buddha's disciple who has been dissatisfied because the Buddha 
would not reveal to him the origin of the world is now leaving the Order (saGgha), 
and complains)
"Ah, Blessed One, why don't you teach me the origin of the world (aggaJJa)."
  "Well, Sunakkhatta, did I ever say to you 'Come under my rule, and I will teach 
you the origin of the world'?"
"No, sir."
  "Then it appears, Sunakkhatta, that I made no such promises, and you made no 
such conditions. Such being the case, you fool, who are you and whom are you 
leaving? . . . So, Sunakkhatta, whether the origin of the world is explained or not, 
the purpose of my teaching dhamma is to lead whoever practices it to the total 
cessation of suffering. Then what purpose would the exposition of the origin of the 
world serve?
  "I do know the origin of the world, and I know not only that, but what surpasses it. 
But I do not adhere to what I know, and not adhering to it I have come to realize 
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the cessation (of suffering) for myself. Realizing the cessation, the TathAgata never 
suffers grief."

(The Discourse on a Mendicant PATika  (PATika  Sutta , DIgha NikAya 24))

This dialogue is noteworthy considering the fact that the speculation about the origin of 
the universe was a major concern of the Brahmanical thinkers of the time, and that they 
did argue with each other on the topic: 

  "In origin (agra), my son, this world was nothing but existence (sat), one only, 
without a second. On this point, however, some asssert: 'In origin this world was 
nothing but nonexistence (asat), one only, without a second. And from this 
nonexistence was born existence." (Chāndogya UpaniSad 6.2.1)
Interestingly enough, however, the Buddha explains in length about the origin of 

the world in another text titled The Discourse on the Origin (AggaJJa Sutta , DN27).  
The text is very informative and meaningful in conveying to us an important aspect of 
Buddhist concept of dhamma/dharma. By introducing it, I wish to supplement prof. 
Katsura's paper by approaching the subject, the universality of dhamma as conceived by 
early Buddhists, more from a socio-historical angle.

II. Dhamma in Context

The Sutta has been fairly well-known and popular since the publication of its first 
(complete) translation by T.W. Rhys Davids under the title The Buddha’s Book of 
Genesis which apparently was given to attract the attention and interest of the Western 
readers by suggesting an ancient parallel to the Bible in quite another tradition.

The Sutta describes the Buddha's discourse to two novices, VAseTTha and 
BhAradvAja, both of whom were born and brought up in Brahmin families of pedigree.  
They were reviled and abused by their Brahmin members for having gone forth from 
their families into homelessness:

  "The brahmin is the best class (vaNNa/varNa), other class is inferior. The brahmin 
is the fair class, other class is dark. Brahmins are pure, not non-brahmins. Brahmins 
are BrahmA's own sons, born from his mouth, born of BrahmA (brahma-ja), 
produced by BrahmA (brahma-nimmita), the heirs of BrahmA (brahma-dAyAda). 
You two have left the best class and gone over to an inferior class, since you have 
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followed those wretched baldheaded pseudo-ascetics, dark and of low birth, born 
from the feet of our Kinsman (i.e. BrahmA)!"

Soothing the two ex-brahmin youths, the Buddha explains that the social classes 
and lineage cannot be compared to the achievement of moralistic practice and dhamma, 
as anyone from the four classes can become an ascetic (samaNa /CramaNa) and reach 
the state of primacy (agga). The Buddha emphasizes the message of universality in 
dhamma and how dhamma is the best of all things:

  "Now, VAseTTha, since both these dark qualities (unwholesome things like murder, 
theft, etc.) and bright qualities (wholesome things like refraining from murder, 
theft, etc.) which are blamed and praised respectively by the wise are found mixed 
up amongst all these four classes, the wise do not accept the claim by the brahmins 
that ‘The brahmin is the best class, . . .' Why is that? Because, VAseTTha, of these 
four classes, he who is a mendicant (bhikkhu) becomes an Arahat, with the 
corruption destroyed, who has lived the holy life, done what was to be done, laid 
down the burden, attained the true goal, destroyed the fetters of existence, liberated 
by right wisdom—he is proclaimed to be prime (agga), and it is by dhamma (i.e. 
properly), not by adhamma (i.e. improperly, as are Brahmins). For, VAseTTha, 
dhamma is the best (seTTha/ CreSTha ) in this world, both in this life and in the 
future life."
  ''O VAseTTha, and all you monks, you are from various births (jA ti), names, clans 
and families, and yet you have gone forth from the household into homelessness. If 
you are asked who you are, you should reply: 'We are ascetics, sons of the Sakya.'  
He whose faith in the TathAgata is firm, rooted, well-established, unshakeable by 
any ascetic, brahmin, god (deva), evil one (mAra ), BrahmA, or anyone in the 
world, can fittingly say: 'I am the Blessed One's own son, born from his mouth, 
born of dhamma, produced by dhamma, the heir of dhamma.' Why is that? 
Because, VAseTTha, these are epithets of the TathAgata: 'He who has dhamma for a 
body' (dhamma-kAya ),' He who has the supreme body' (brahma-kAya ), 'He 
who is dhamma' (dhamma-bhUta), 'He who is the supreme' (brahma-bhUta).''

The last paragraph echoes word for word the brahminical formula I quoted just before, 
substituting for BrahmA first the Buddha and then dhamma.

Then, the Buddha proceeds to explain to VAseTTha the origin of human beings in 



－60－

order to show that all of them had a common ancestry. The cosmogonical and 
aetiological myth narrated here by the Buddha occupies more than half of this long Sutta 
and its title 'Discourse on the Origin' derives mainly from this portion. The story begins 
with the total destruction and consequent restoration of the universe eons ago. Under 
such circumstances it contains only beings who consist of mind, feed on joy, are 
luminous and live in the air. Nothing but water in complete darkness, and the first beings 
there are described as sexless, vaguely shaped creatures whose bodies lacked solidity in 
the beginning, they fed on a savory earth which first appeared as a scum on the ocean 
surface. Then their bodies increased in solidity and diversity began to appear in their 
shapes. With the disappearance of the savory earth, lichens similar to mushrooms 
appeared in the soil and the beings fed upon these. After these vanished, creeping plants 
became the source of nourishment and finally rice. Eventually sexual characteristics 
developed and men and women made their first appearance.

In time these beings learnt to store up rice instead of obtaining daily rice supplies. 
Eventually the supply of this food also became scarce. At this point they divided the 
land among themselves so that each had his own property. But with the establishment of 
property, theft arose followed by punishment and the eventual choosing of a ruler, rAjA 
MahA sammata (lit. elected by many). In this way, the Khattiya (KSatriya) classs 
emerged first and then followed three other classes, namely BrAhmaNa, Vessa (VaiCya), 
and Sudda (ŚUdra).

The myth summarized above intends to explain the origins of many features of the 
universe, of kingship, and of the four classes. Prof. Gombrich suggests that we should 
not take the myth literally or straightforwardly and that we should rather read it as an 
extended satire, full of parody and puns, on brahmanical ideas. His view is the more 
convincing when we take into account the fact that, as shown above, the Buddha is 
depicted as not being concerned to explain about the origin of the world. Nevertheless, 
the sermon is very serious in bringing about that the class system is nothing but a human 
invention. Such is also the case when, toward the end of the long story, just after the 
exposition of the origin of the four classes, how from all these four classes came out the 
ascetics (samaNa) is related in a quite impressive way:

 "And then, VAseTTha, came a time when a Khattiya disapproved of his own 
dhamma (saka-dhamma/*svaka-dharma), and left home to homelessness, thinking: 
'I will become an ascetic.' And a Brahmin also disapproved of his own dhamma, 
left home to homelessness in order to become an ascetic. So too did a Vessa . . . and 
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so did a Sudda . . . This was the birth of the ascetic group (samaNa-maNDala ), 
VAseTTha, from these four groups consisting of  just these beings, no others, of 
similar beings, not dissimilar, and it is by dhamma, not by adhamma. For, VAseTTha, 
dhamma is the best in this world, both in this life and in the future life."

In connection with the Sutta, I would like to draw your attention to a well-known 
Brahmanical treatise, The Laws of Manu (Manu-smR ti). At the beginning of the text, a 
host of anonymous sages ask Manu, the primaeval sage, to instruct them in dharma. 
After Manu tells them about the creation of the world up to the emergence of humans 
and their organization into four classes, he enjoins his disciple, the sage BhRgu, to 
continue on his behalf and to present Manu's teachings, which then proceed from the 
sources of dharma to all variety of implementations. It should be noted that the earlier 
Dharma SU tras lack the portion of creation myth which comprises the first chapter of 
Manu.

Both similarities and dissimilarities between these two texts, AggaJJa  Sutta and 
Manu-smR ti, are striking. The former is a combination of the discourse on the equality 
of the classes and the exposition of evolutionary cosmogony which includes a sort of 
'social contract' theory. The latter consists of Brahmanical creation myth as an 
introductory chapter and of the detailed prescriptions of the duty of the four classes 
(varN a-s) with those for the four stages of life (AC rama-s). Either text could be 
characterized as a unique cosmologico-soteriological compound, which looks like the 
negative and positive of the same frame of film.

III. Who Inherits Dharma?

In his last book and 'final testament,' The Buddha and His Dhamma, Ambedkar 
refers to AggaJJa  Sutta in passing, but he cites only its introductory paragraph (A.S. 
Rathore & A. Verma ed., p. 163; footnote 61 mistakenly identifies the citation as from 
SuttanipA ta). He quotes from the above-mentioned PATika  Sutta, too, and asserts with 
emphasis that the Buddha does not refer to the origin of the world:

  "This illustrates that Religion is concerned with revealing the beginning of things 
and Dhamma is not." (Critical edition, pp. 169 -170)

He also cites from PoTThapAda Sutta (DN 9) the aforesaid passage concerning the ten 
questions 'unexpounded' by the Buddha, and gives the following remark:
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  "In this dialogue it is clearly put forth what is the subject matter of Religion, and 
what is not the subject matter of Dhamma. The two are poles apart. The purpose of 
Religion is to explain the origin of the world.  The purpose of Dhamma is to 
reconstruct the world."

(ibid. pp.170-171)

Probably this is the reason he ignored the portion of the creation myth in AggaJJa  
Sutta. It is pointed out that his way of quotation from the scriptures is often arbitrary. He 
also misses some important Sutta-s which contain essential criticism of the class system 
and untouchability. For instance, he refers to and cites from Tevijja Sutta (DIgha NikAya 
13), AssalAyana Sutta (Majjhima NikAya 93) and VAseTTha Sutta (MN 98 = SuttanipA ta 
III.9 vv. 594-656), while MadhurA  Sutta (MN 84), BrAhmaNadhammika  Sutta (Sn 
II.7, vv. 284-315) and Vasala Sutta (Sn I.7, vv. 116-142) seem to have escaped his 
notice. These are no less important and helpful for his argument, and would have 
provided him with what he required from Buddhism. It may be due to the fact that he 
gave his mind mainly to the life story of the Buddha and its (re-) interpretation when he 
wrote the book.

As is well-known, for Ambedkar dhamma was almost always the equivalent of 
Buddhism as the system of ideas, and first and foremost the social norm. This might 
explain his interest in, and appreciation of, MahAyAna Buddhism and Bodhisattva path 
in connection with his discontent with contemporary TheravAda and its alleged self-
righteous bigotry. In his brief essay titled "Religion and Dhamma," after stating that 
religion is an indefinite and polysemic word and that it has developed through many 
stages, he winds up his outlook on religion: "This is what Religion has come to be and 
this is what it connotes―belief in God, belief in soul, worship of God, curing of the 
erring soul, propitiating God by prayers, ceremonies, sacrifices, etc." Then he itemizes 
his remarks on Dhamma as follows:

1.   What the Buddha calls Dhamma differs fundamentally from what is called 
religion.

7.   Religion, it is said, is personal and one must keep it to oneself.  One must not 
let it play its part in public life.

8.   Contrary to this, Dhamma is social.  It is fundamentally and essentially so.
9.   Dhamma is righteousness, which means right relations between man and man 

in all spheres of life.
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10.   From this it is evident that one man if he is alone does not need Dhamma.
21.   Now what is Dhamma, and why is Dhamma necessary?  According to the 

Buddha, Dhamma consists of Prajna (sic) and Karuna (sic).
22.   What is Prajna? And why Prajna? Prajna is understanding.  The Buddha made 

Prajna one of the two corner-stones of His Dhamma because he did not wish to 
leave any room for superstition.

23.   What is Karuna? And why Karuna? Karuna is love.  Because, without it Society 
can neither live nor grow, that is why the Buddha made it the second corner-
stone of His Dhamma.

24.   Such is the definition of the Buddha's Dhamma.  (Rodrigues ed., pp. 58-9.)
In another short essay, "Does the Buddha have a Social Message?", he enumerates 

the following questions which "are hardly ever raised in discussing the Buddha's 
Dhamma":

  'Did the Buddha teach justice?' 'Did the Buddha teach love?' 'Did the Buddha teach 
liberty?' 'Did the Buddha teach equality?' 'Did the Buddha teach fraternity?' 'Could 
the Buddha answer Karl Marx?'

Then he concludes:

  "My answer is that the Buddha has a social message. He answers all these 
questions. But they have been buried by modern authors." (ibid. pp. 217-8)

Have they, I mean we, buried them? This is something we have to face bona fide with 
scholarly integrity.
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AMBEDKAR ON CULTURE, RELIGION, AND 
DEMOCRACY

Gauri Viswanathan

Throughout his life B.R. Ambedkar spoke passionately about the punitive 
discriminations imposed by caste society as reason enough for Dalits to move out of 
Hinduism via conversion to another religion. Yet for all the reams he wrote about his 
impending decision to convert, he never directly addressed the question of why he chose 
conversion as his preferred method of mobilizing Dalits. For twenty years, he kept 
people guessing as to which religion he, along with his Dalit supporters, was going to 
convert. In 1956, just a few weeks before he died, Ambedkar led one of the largest mass 
conversions witnessed in modern history and, by formally adopting Buddhism, fulfilled 
his promise that, although he had no choice in being born a Hindu, he had it in his power 
not to die as one.

Ambedkar’s momentous conversion took place on October 16, 1956, at Nagpur. 
Like almost everything else that he did, his choice of venue was not arbitrary, for 
Nagpur had symbolic meanings as the land of the Nagas, who are described in the 
literature as ancient converts to Buddhism. Even the date was significant: the emperor 
Ashoka purportedly converted to Buddhism on October 16 in the third century BCE, 
and by choosing this date and place Ambedkar circled back to ancient Buddhism as the 
historical framework within which Dalits could discover an empowering past for 
themselves. Ambedkar’s pervasive use of symbolism, myth, and allegory remained a 
distinguishing feature of his thought, sometimes even appearing to contradict the 
rational, analytical cast of his mind. Why, after all, would a trained political scientist 
turn to recasting Dalit experience through a form of historical analysis that deliberately 
resembled mythological narration of epic struggle? But that is exactly what Ambedkar 
did in his retelling of the origins of untouchability, in which Dalits are recast as “Broken 
Men” who converted to Buddhism in 400CE and were ostracized by caste Hindus 
following a struggle in which Brahmanism triumphed over Buddhism. As Buddhists 
who showed no interest in venerating Brahmins or employing them as priests, the 
Broken Men were alienated from Hindus and further made to feel impure because they 
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continued to eat beef after the practice had been abolished in Hinduism. The stigma of 
untouchability was imposed on the Broken Men as punishment for their determined 
refusal to adopt the ritual practices of Brahamanism.1

Ambedkar’s uncanny sense of the symbolic had the effect of enlarging the scope of 
Dalits’ existence so that it encompassed a much more self-determining past than was 
available in the present. He transformed symbolism from being a “hermeneutic” practice 
emptied of ideological content, as was the case in later incarnations of Ambedkarism 
deployed by the Indian state, into an active instrument of Dalit history-making. 2 His 
insistence on seeking out symbol and allegory served him well when he was on the 
constitution-drafting committee, during which time he pressed for the incorporation of 
the Buddhist wheel of law (the dharma chakra) in the national flag, as well as the 
adoption by the Constituent Assembly of the lions from an Ashokan pillar at Sarnath as 
the national emblem. Almost as an echo of his own use of symbolism, Ambedkar 
inspired metaphorical descriptions that labeled him the “Ashoka of modern India” 
because of his rejection of militant solutions to caste oppression in favor of a nonviolent 
religious ethic.

But unlike the anti-casteist leader of south India, E.V.Ramasamy Periyar, whose 
attraction to Buddhism was “largely symbolic”3 in that Buddhism’s rationalism appealed 
to Periyar without compelling him to embrace its theology, Ambedkar steeped himself 
in the doctrinal content of Buddhism. Far from undergoing a passive religious 
conversion, Ambedkar substantially rewrote Buddhist precepts to achieve the goals of 
Dalit emancipation. In The Buddha and His Dhamma (published in 1957 after his death) 
he not only provided an elaborate exposition of an older tradition but also updated it to 
suit the complex requirements of a modern, secular India, which had to confront the 
challenge of caste hierarchies that inhibited the growth of the nation. When we compare 
Ambedkar’s compilation of The Buddha and His Dhamma with his work on the Indian 
Constitution, we can see how both documents were carefully reassembled to express the 

1 As we are reminded by a publication of Human Rights Watch, ‘Dalit’ literally means broken people and the term has come to be 
used by rights activists to refer to “untouchables,” almost as a rebuke to Gandhi’s more condescending term harijan, or children 
of God. See Broken People: Caste Violence against India’s “Untouchables” (New York: Human Rights Watch, 1999).

2 Valerian Rodrigues, “Introduction,” The Essential Writings of B.R. Ambedkar (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 37. 
Rodrigues situates Ambedkar’s appropriation by different groups in the rapidly changing structure of postcolonial India. Both the 
secular Indian state, which adopts preferential reservations as a tool of achieving “electoral dividends” (p. 38), and the lower strata 
of society, which seek to organize themselves around a towering figurehead, have found in Ambedkar a convenient reference-
point for their aspirations and ambitions. To a large extent, this use of Ambedkar as symbol has resulted in a reduction of the scale 
of his thought, with the proliferation of kitschy statues having replaced his more penetrating deployment of symbols from the 
Buddhist past to reconstruct an empowering identity for Dalits.

3 V. Geetha and S.V. Rajadurai, Towards a Non-Brahmin Millennium: From Jyothee Thass to Periyar (Calcutta: Samya, 1998), p. 
308.
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religious and political life of the community: the first, from selectively highlighted 
Buddhist precepts; and the other, from aspects of American, British, and Indian law. 
Although conversion to Buddhism is an important trajectory of the traditional text, 
Ambedkar makes it central to the reworked structure he gives the Buddha’s teachings. 
Parts 6, 7, and 8 of Book II of The Buddha and His Dhamma are carefully reorganized 
to fall into symmetrical parts covering the conversions not only of “sinful” people like 
Brahmins, criminals, and other fallen beings, but also those of women and oppressed 
social classes.

Ambedkar’s reinvented Buddhism has long troubled traditional Buddhists, who 
find missing in his commentary some of the fundamental precepts of Buddhism, such as 
the Four Noble Truths; karma and reincarnation; the emphasis on monasticism; the 
otherworldly dimensions of time and space; and the notion of suffering as the product of 
ego attachments. But Ambedkar’s omissions were deliberate, calculated to draw 
attention to Indian Buddhism’s co-optation by Hinduism. In his introduction to The 
Buddha and His Dhamma he submitted the Four Noble Truths to particularly strong 
attack, describing their passive attitude to sorrow as a product of Aryanism which 
offered nothing more than a “gospel of pessimism,” a resigned philosophy that exhorted 
followers to endure the gross injustices of their present existence. Ambedkar eliminated 
the Four Noble Truths altogether, arguing that of all the obstacles to the acceptance of 
Buddhism by non-Brahmins, none was a greater stumbling block than these precepts. 
Indeed Ambedkar maintained that Indian Buddhism was already tainted by its historical 
associations with Aryanism and espoused doctrines of suffering and passive acceptance 
that were more in line with Hindu precepts, whereas he sought to disentangle Buddhism 
from Hindu associations and retrieve Buddhism’s heterodox elements. His ultimate aim 
in The Buddha and His Dhamma was to recover the socially progressivist impulses that 
drove Buddhism’s formation from its inception—impulses that had been flattened by 
Hinduism’s structural influence over Buddhism and the latter’s inability to fulfill its 
heterodox promise of an autonomous identity.

Out of the Buddhism of the classical texts Ambedkar reconstructed a pragmatic 
code book of social morality that overlapped with the goals of classical Marxism, but 
with one notable addition that Ambedkar believed was glaringly absent in Marxism: a 
stable structure of identity that only a social ethic was able to provide.  For example, in 
an essay called “Buddha or Karl Marx” Ambedkar defended Buddhism as a precursor to 
Marxism in a number of respects, notably its emphasis on the abolition of private 
property, the linking of suffering with social exploitation and poverty, and the antipathy 
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toward an otherworldiness that sanctions the endurance of poverty. But having laid out 
the comparisons, Ambedkar then proceeded to argue that Buddhism diverged from 
Marxism in the latter’s failure to change the moral disposition, even though it might 
succeed in altering the economic relations within society. Ambedkar claimed that the 
Buddha’s way was to “convert a man by changing his moral disposition to follow the 
path voluntarily.”4 But despite his tendency to describe Buddhism as an ideology rather 
than a religious system, Ambedkar saw little kinship between a Buddhist hermeneutic 
practice and Marxist critique. His increasing antipathy to Marxist rhetoric manifests 
itself even in his refusal to refer to Marxism by its own name; instead, he calls Marxism 
“the Permanent Dictatorship,” revealing his penchant for allegorical labels, such as the 
Broken Men, that assign a newly illuminated social or historical context for 
reexamination of the concepts they embody.

For Ambedkar, the idea of moral disposition was closely intertwined with notions 
of rational choice, cultural identity, and self-renewal. His overriding concern was that a 
secular and materialist response to conditions of class and caste prevented Dalits from 
being aware of their own pasts, with the result that they were beset by a cultural 
paralysis that prevented them from actively claiming an identity for themselves. The 
appeal of Buddha’s dhamma for Ambedkar was its emphasis on the element of rational 
choice. The Buddha’s mode of instruction was not to compel people to act in ways not 
of their own choosing but to alter their disposition so that they would be mentally 
prepared, through a combination of rationality, morality, and social consciousness, to 
take action out of reasoned volition.

Instead of falling back on a theory of caste oppression as determined by economic 
disparities, Ambedkar interpreted religious difference as having an equally material 
effect on the perpetuation of social oppression. He accentuated this point by allegorical 
elaboration, a rhetorical choice that freed him from the tyranny of empiricist 
methodology and gave him greater access to the narration of suppressed histories than 
economic analysis allowed. Ironically, through allegory and symbolism Ambedkar 
evoked Buddhism as a mode of thought that preserved empiricist epistemologies eroded 
by Hindu superstitions and ritualism. His distinctive technique of dismantling and 
reassembling—seen both in his writing of The Buddha and the Dhamma and the Indian 
Constitution—is brilliantly on display in his 1948 publication, The Untouchables. 
Ambedkar’s monograph on the origins of untouchability deliberately shows little 
inclination to demonstrate the skills associated with his academic training as a political 

4 B. R. Ambedkar, “Buddha or Karl Marx,” in The Essential Writings of B. R. Ambedkar, ed. Valerian Rodrigues (Delhi: Oxford 
University Press, 2002), p. 183.
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scientist (after all, he had advanced degrees from Columbia University and the London 
School of Economics). Rather, drawing on a typology that recalls mythological 
description, The Untouchables retells the story of untouchability as a product of 
historical conflict between competing religions. Even though Ambedkar repeatedly 
acknowledged that “[w]e have no direct evidence that the Broken Men were Buddhists,” 
it did not prevent him from insisting that “[n]o evidence is as a matter of fact necessary 
when the majority of Hindus were Buddhists. We may take it that they were.”5 What 
gives him the confidence to assert that no evidence is necessary to support his claims? 
Does he deliberately spurn historiographical methods in order to revive a conception of 
archaic memory, in which remnants of a more cohesive past are buried and need only to 
be reassembled by acts of retrieval?

A great part of Buddhism’s attraction for him lay in the link it allowed him to draw 
between the rise of untouchability and the spread of Buddhism, a relationship that he 
was careful not to depict as causal but rather marked by simultaneous developments. For 
untouchability became, in Ambedkar’s retelling, a punishment imposed on the Broken 
Men because they refused to return to Brahmanism when it triumphed over Buddhism. 
Untouchability as a product of religious conflict created for Dalits a history in which 
they were agents and not merely victims buffeted by the forces of economic change. In 
believing that conversion to Buddhism would restore to Dalits an agency that 
untouchability had eroded, Ambedkar brilliantly provided a religious framework for a 
politics of Dalit renewal. Indeed, one of his main objections to Gandhi’s offer to purify 
Hinduism of its discriminatory practices, in exchange for Ambedkar’s commitment to 
stay within the Hindu fold, was that such an offer assumed untouchability was a problem 
internal to Hinduism and confined active agency to caste Hindus. Ambedkar’s 
conversion to Buddhism aimed at challenging precisely this assumption. On no other 
issue did Ambedkar and Gandhi clash so vehemently as on that of religious conversion.

By reinserting the central chapter of the struggle for supremacy between Buddhism 
and Brahmanism into the narrative history of India, in which both caste Hindus and 
those known henceforth as untouchables were key players, Ambedkar fundamentally 
challenged the Indian National Congress’s representation of the Dalit political demands 
as separatist, antinational, and therefore undermining of the struggle against British 
colonialism. On the contrary, as Ambedkar maintained in a 1944 speech delivered at the 
Madras Rationalist Society, the return of a triumphant Brahmanism held back—indeed, 
even reversed—the empiricist and epistemological advances made by Buddhism toward 
laying the foundation for a new and modern India. Just as certainly, Brahmanism 
5 B. R. Ambedkar, The Untouchables (1948; 2d ed., Balrampur: Jetavan Mahavihar, 1969), p. 96.
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returned India to a more benighted scripturalism from which a truly moral, political 
community could not be forged. Ambedkar’s explanation for why India had been 
subjugated to British colonial rule for nearly two hundred years was that the closed 
system of Brahamanism prevented the consolidation of organic communities based on 
principles of justice and equality, which alone would have been able to resist colonial 
aggressiveness. Indeed, the crowning achievement of Ambedkar’s writings was his 
identification of Buddhism with enlightened nationhood, which was a historical 
possibility that clearly existed in ancient India but had since then been vitiated by caste 
Hinduism. He wrote, “In the Buddhist age, which was the most enlightened and the 
most rationalistic age India has known, dogmas resting on such silly, arbitrary, 
unrationalistic and fragile foundations could hardly stand.”6 The theory that the nation 
had failed to come into its own as a result of the tenacious hold of Brahmanism enabled 
Ambedkar to turn to ancient Buddhism as the prototype of a rational, modern democratic 
nation-state and to the Broken Men as exemplars of rational state actors—in other 
words, precisely those people who would have been able to resist British colonialism, 
just as their forebears had resisted Hinduism in ancient India. The fact that the Broken 
Men were Buddhists also accounted for the difference between their status and that of 
Shudras, who as former Kshatriyas could still recover their past status by movement in 
the varna system. The logic of sanskritization could be applied to Shudras, whereas 
Broken Men fell outside the varna system and remained untouched by its logic.7

Buddhism’s iconic historical status as dissent from Hinduism attracted Ambedkar 
more than to any other religion. Neither Islam nor Christianity had quite the same 
historical significance for him, though significantly the only other religion to which he 
paid serious attention was Sikhism for exactly the same reasons that attracted him to 
Buddhism—its dissent from Hinduism in rejecting caste hierarchy. If Hinduism’s 
orthodoxy laid down the lines of purity and pollution, Buddhism’s heterodox resistance 
to received doctrine bolstered the values of skepticism and individual conscience that so 
crucially appealed to Ambedkar’s rational temperament. He wrote, “In [the Buddha’s] 
opinion nothing was infallible and nothing could be final. Everything must be open to 
re-examination and reconsideration, whenever grounds for re-examination and 

6 B.R. Ambedkar, “Krishna and His Gita,” in Essential Writings, p. 196.
7 Christophe Jaffrelot, Dr. Ambedkar and Untouchability: Fighting the Indian Caste System (New York: Columbia University Press, 

2005), p. 41. Jaffrelot emphasizes the racial aspects of Ambedkar’s reading of the Broken Men, noting that they were “the 
original, pre-Aryan, inhabitants of India.” Also suggestively evoking the exilic lives of Dalits’ ancestors, Jaffrelot quotes 
Ambedkar on the tribalistic organization of society in which “a defeated tribe became broken into bits. As a consequence of this, 
there always existed in Primitive times a floating population consisting of groups of Broken tribesmen roaming in all directions” 
(p. 40).
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reconsideration arise.”8 Buddhism’s embrace of non-finite questioning and an anti-
absolutist ethic bolstered Ambedkar’s conviction that if the borders of thought are 
porous, so too must be the barriers between communities and castes, all of which are 
nothing more than socially constructed.

Ambedkar described religion as a means of universalizing social values that “brings 
them to the mind of the individual who is required to recognize them in all his acts in 
order that he may function as an approved member of the society.”9 The potential of a 
Buddhist ethic for Dalit praxis captured Ambedkar’s imagination like no other social 
philosophy. His most subversive statement at Yeola, where he first announced his 
decision to leave Hinduism, consisted of exhorting his Dalit followers to regard their 
religious identity as something they had the right to choose, and not a fate to which they 
were irretrievably doomed. No other single statement of his roused Gandhi to anger in 
the same way; he dismissed Ambedkar’s claim that one may choose one’s religious 
identity identity by retorting, “Religion is not like a house or a cloak, which can be 
changed at will. It is a more integral part of one’s self than one’s own body. . . . A change 
of faith. . . will not serve the cause which they have at their heart, . . . especially when it 
is remembered that their lives for good or for evil are intervolved with those of caste 
Hindus.”10

By converting to Buddhism, Ambedkar simultaneously sought to disentangle Dalits 
from Hindu casteism and create the basis for alternative nationalist politics, which 
addressed the double deracination that non-elite Indians endured as victims of both caste 
and colonialism. His search for a religious conception that also actively shapes the moral 
contours of government prompted him to issue a call for reordered religious values with 
a new infusion of democratic principles, a process that he described as a “conversion”: 
“You must give a new doctrinal basis to your religion—a basis that will be in 
consonance with Liberty, Equality, and Fraternity, in short, with Democracy. It means a 
complete change in outlook and in attitude towards men and things. It means 
conversion.”11 In short, democracy is constituted as a form of conversion to an outlook 
that promotes right relations between individuals and communities.

All the while that he was working out an idea of democracy that would be 

8 B. R. Ambedkar, The Buddha and His Dhamma, vol. 11 of Writings and Speeches (Bombay: Education Department, Government 
of Maharashtra, 1992), p. 89.

9 B. R. Ambedkar, “Away from the Hindus,” in Writings and Speeches, vol. 5 (Bombay: Education Department, Government of 
Maharashtra, 1989), p. 409.

10 Quoted in Dhanajay Keer, B. R. Ambedkar: Life and Mission (Bombay: Popular Prakashan, 1962), p. 255. See also Mohandas K. 
Gandhi, The Removal of Untouchability (Ahmedabad: Navajivan Publishing House, 1954), pp. 135-64.

11 B. R. Ambedkar, “Castes in India,” in Writings and Speeches, vol. 1 (Bombay: Education Department, Government of 
Maharashtra, 1979), p. 78.
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capacious enough to produce real change in social attitudes—not the superficial ones 
that Gandhi mistakenly believed could be achieved by nomenclature, such as renaming 
untouchables harijans, or children of God—Ambedkar also carefully staged the 
announcement of his conversion to Buddhism. His conversion can be characterized as a 
dismantling of inherited forms of Buddhism and a reassembling of it for his own 
rationalist, ethical purposes. Given his antagonism to religion as received dogma, it is 
not surprising that he preferred to refer to Buddhism not as a religion but as dhamma—
as right relations between people in social and political life. Ambedkar’s dhamma 
occupies a space between politics and religion that perhaps may have served his 
purposes of detaching religion from dogma, but a nagging problem in his thought is that 
the precise means by which the norms of one sphere (religion) influenced the other 
(politics) remained unclear. This lacuna challenged him for much of his life, as did the 
potential of religion’s influence to produce pernicious religious nationalism rather than 
the ethical state.12

Culture was the term that appeared most often in Ambedkar’s search for resolution 
of the above problem. Notions of culture and cultural identity continued to preoccupy 
him throughout his life, and his sharpest differences from Gandhi were expressed in his 
determined efforts to wrest culture from religious traditions and redefine it as the 
capacity for thought, rational action, and dissent. Implicitly, Ambedkar espoused a statist 
position, in accord with a theory of the state that views the state’s role as one of 
introducing Indian society to the modern world. As Ashis Nandy observes, traditional 
Indian culture and modernity are often viewed in oppositional terms, with tradition 
digging in its heels to resist state efforts to “create a modern Indian culture in order to 
sustain a modern polity.”13 Buddhism’s relevance for modern democracy lay in its 
iconoclastic stance towards scriptural traditions that preserved ideas of culture as 
unchanging and fixed and in its inculcation of the values of rationality and skepticism, 
which acted as a direct challenge to static notions of culture.

The modernism of Buddhism is reiterated in many Dalit writings, but as the 
following passage by Dalit intellectual and literary figure Baburao Bagul illustrates, the 
relation between Buddhism and democracy, and between democracy and culture, is 
predicated on Buddhism’s claims to rationality:

12 See Gauri Viswanathan, Outside the Fold: Conversion, Modernity, and Belief (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), pp. 
234-39, for a discussion of Ambedkar’s difficulties in negotiating the split between religious and national identity and his 
ambivalence towards state authority.

13 Ashis Nandy, “Democratic Culture and Images of the State,” The State in India: Past and Present, eds. Masaaki Kimura and Akio 
Tanabe (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 286.
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  Buddhism is dynamic, progressive, revolutionary and atheistic. Unlike theism and 
spiritualism, it cannot be the protagonist of a static absolutism. Buddhism’s 
philosophy could have led society to democracy with the help of its basic 
principles. And when democracy is internalized to form a part of consciousness, the 
common man cannot remain untouchable, neglected, or contemptible even if there 
is economic inequality and even though power is in the hands of the rich. The 
ordinary human being can be an object of thought. This had happened in Buddhism. 
That is the reason why the neglected sections of society have found a place in Ther 
and Therigatha. The point is that mythical values orient consciousness and also art 
and literature.14

In this passage Bagul speaks of consciousness as the building block of culture and the 
means by which democracy is made a personal ethic. But ironically Bagul ends up 
explaining the impeded progress of Buddhism in ancient India more successfully than 
he does its sustaining power. However, there are insistent reminders that Buddhism’s 
dynamism is not merely confined to its adaptability to the demanding requirements of a 
complex modernity. Rather, its appeal lies in the active transfer of ideas of justice and 
equality, drawn from an ethical system of moral laws, to the political infrastructure of 
democracy. But Bagul’s use of consciousness as the means by which democracy is made 
a personal ethic begs the question of why values of social justice can only be transmitted 
through the political system and not through the originating system of Buddhism itself, 
since it is through consciousness, after all, that he believes secular, egalitarian principles 
are internalized. Why are political forms at all necessary if “mythical values orient 
consciousness”? Is this a concession to the asymmetry between Buddhism and the state, 
such that Buddhism’s role is dispensed with once it transmits its principles to the 
political system? Surely this explains not so much Buddhism’s relation to democracy as 
its decline and subsequent defeat by Brahmanism. Bagul notes almost wistfully that 
Buddhism “could have led society to democracy” (my emphasis), with the implication 
that it remained only a possibility. As is obvious, the intersection between Buddhism 
and democracy remains more abstract than operational.

Ambedkar took a different route in addressing these questions and instead raised 
the issue of culture as deadweight in the lives of Dalits, consigning them to inferior 
roles. He despairingly noted in some of his writings that Shudras were often ignorant 
about their own debasement, which they accepted as a naturalized condition. If the 

14 Baburao Bagul, “Dalit Literature is But Human Literature,” in Arjun Dangle, ed., Poisoned Bread: Translations from Modern 
Marathi Dalit Literature (Bombay: Orient Longman, 1992), p. 28.



－74－

acquisition of culture is to mean anything, he maintained, it should be to illuminate 
Dalits about the source of their debasement, in language as much as in history. Culture’s 
value was its transformation of consciousness, which Ambedkar increasingly saw as the 
site of cultural formation. In this respect culture held an epistemological significance 
that nullified its conventional associations with heritage or tradition.

Ambedkar located the origins of Dalit disenfranchisement in the manual labor 
forced upon them, leaving no room for the emergence of the thinking subject. The 
technologies of labor manifest the deep fault lines between Gandhi and Ambedkar. 
Whereas Gandhi saw machinery as a weapon of colonialism, displacing organic ties 
among communities and alienating individuals from themselves and the call of mutual 
obligations, Ambedkar praised mechanization as essential for releasing man from the 
life of a beast of burden. If Ambedkar went in search of symbolism to locate an 
empowered past for Dalits,  he also saw how Gandhi’s use of symbolism 
transcendentalized the physical reality of Dalit lives. He cites the following passage 
from Gandhi’s presidential address at the Kathiawad Political Conference held on 8 
January, 1925 as a particularly egregious example of Gandhi’s tendency to ritualize 
manual labor and make it serve both religious and national interests: “‘It is a law of God 
that the body must be fully worked and utilized. . . The spinning wheel is the auspicious 
symbol of Sharir Yajna—body labour. He who eats his food without offering this 
sacrifice steals it. By giving up this sacrifice we become traitors to the country and 
banged the door in the face of the Goddess of Fortune.’”15 Spurning Gandhi’s idealized 
village community as nothing more than a cover for maintaining caste inequalities, 
Ambedkar linked culture directly to the leisure-producing advances of modernity—and 
to the thought made available by culture—and thereby delinked culture from the 
oppressive weight of past traditions.

Ambedkar’s emphasis on culture led some Dalit critics to believe that he was 
insufficiently concerned with the conditions of material oppression and focused too 
much on reclaiming culture for Dalits. The best response to this criticism came from 
Ambedkar himself, particularly in his essay “Gandhism,” where he approached material 
oppression as the imposition of manual labor, preventing the cultivation of thought and 
the thinking subject:

  In order that one may live worthily one must first live. The time and energy spent 
upon mere life, upon gaining of subsistence detracts from that available for 
activities of a distinctively human nature and which go to make up a life of culture. 

15 B.R. Ambedkar, “Gandhism,” in Essential Writings, p. 154.
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How then can a life of culture be made possible? It is not possible unless there is 
sufficient leisure. . . . Leisure means the lessening of the toil and effort necessary 
for satisfying the physical wants of life. What can lessen such toil? Only when 
machine takes the place of man. . . . Machinery and modern civilization are thus 
indispensable for emancipating man from leading the life of a brute, and for 
providing him with leisure and making a life of culture possible .16

Only when labor is mechanized, Ambedkar insisted, can there ever be release into an 
active mental life. But he went one step further, not willing to stop at the point of merely 
linking culture to the leisure made available by machinery. Without culture, he insisted, 
there can be no democracy:

  Gandhism may be well suited to a society which does not accept democracy as its 
ideal. A society which does not believe in democracy may be indifferent to 
machinery and the civilization based upon it. But a democratic society cannot. The 
former may well content itself with life of leisure and culture for the few and a life 
of toil and drudgery for the many. But a democratic society must assure a life of 
leisure and culture to each one of its citizens.17

Ambedkar adapted the views of his Columbia professor John Dewey on democracy and 
education, in which the incipient principles of democratic participation are inculcated in 
a child’s mental formation, and applied them to the analysis of modern industrial society 
which, by introducing concepts like factory time, reshaped the structures of human labor 
and the relation of human beings to information and culture.18  While it may be the case 
that Ambedkar ignored the dehumanization and alienation of labor associated with mass 
mechanization, it is also true that he remained convinced that mechanized labor was the 
starting point for both the amelioration of Dalits’ physical lives and their access to 
culture and knowledge.

In conclusion, even as Ambedkar retrieved the symbols of the Buddhist past to 
locate sources of empowerment for Dalits, his vision was forward-looking and he 
maintained a much more positive outlook on modernity and industrial society than 

16 Ambedkar, “Gandhism,” pp. 158-59.
17 Ambedkar, “Gandhism,” p. 159.
18 See Garrett Stewart, Dear Reader: The Conscripted Audience in Nineteenth-Century British Fiction (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

Press, 1996), for an illuminating account of how reading practices correlated with the routines of the business day, with “the 
subordination of reading to ‘free’ time and of free time in turn to ‘use’ time” helping to consolidate “the whole concept of mental 
developmentalism” (p. 78).
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Gandhi ever did. The fact that Ambedkar yoked democracy to machinery speaks 
volumes about the importance he placed on the creation of an expanded time-space in 
which the thinking subject takes shape and through which the rational exercise of choice 
activates the reception of democratic principles. Ambedkar was keenly attuned to a 
modernist discourse that related changes in subjectivity to modern industrial time, and 
in adapting symbolism and mythology to the enlarged perceptual world-views of Dalits, 
he updated Buddhism for postcolonial India as the religion best suited to meet the 
complex requirements of modernity.
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Indian Buddhism and Dalit liberation movement

Ghanshyam Shah1

Dr. B.R. Ambedkar continues to remain an icon of the socio-culturally oppressed 
people – particularly formerly2 called  ‘Untouchables’ and now dalits  -  irrespective of 
their region and religion. In the government parlance they are called Scheduled castes 
(SC). Though he himself discarded Hinduism and embraced Buddhism with a few 
hundred followers, largely from Maharashtra and of Mahar caste in 1956, most of his 
followers have not yet followed his footsteps. Among the Indian Buddhists Ambedkar is 
regarded as a ‘bodhisattva’ – a compassionate being on the path to Enlightenment and 
revered second only to the Buddha.  He authored giving his vision of Buddhism, 
published posthumously in 1957. It is called ‘religion of the oppressed’. Those who 
have converted from Hinduism to Buddhism are known as ‘neo-Buddhists’. According 
to the 2001 census around eight million, less than one per cent of the country’s 
population and 4.7 percent of SCs are Buddhist in India. The objective of this paper is to 
examine nature of Ambedkarites’ Buddhism in practice, its role in liberation of Dalits in 
the Hindu dominated India in general and Gujarat a laboratory of Hindutva in particular. 
It is an effort to understand sociological dimensions of religion as understood and 
practiced by people.

I

Ambedkar’s Buddhism

Dr. Babsaheb  Ambedkar was primarily a man of praxis with a mission to construct 
egalitarian social order based on reason. He was not an armchair philosopher. His 
philosophy and his strategies and tactics for social transformation have emerged from 
his personal experiences and struggles as a person belonging to an (ex)Untouchable 
caste. He himself lead several mass movements for civil rights and also assertion for  
rights of industrial and agriculture labour. He formed Independent Labour Party and 

1 National Fellow (ICSSR), centre for Social Studies, Surat
2 Legally no one is ‘untouchable’ in modern India.
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then the Scheduled Caste Federation.
He has written extensively on Hinduism, caste system, ‘untouchables’, Buddhism, 

Hindu code-bill, number of economic and political issues and host of other subjects. The 
central feature of the Hindu caste system, according to him, is graded inequality, in 
which each sub-caste measures itself above some castes and below others, creating an 
almost infinite factionalism, dividing each exploited community against another, making 
unity of social or political purpose almost impossible. He championed a cause to 
annihilate caste system which could only be achieved by destroying Hinduism. While 
critically analysing Hinduism and practices, he asserted that “what is called Religion by 
the Hindus is nothing but a multitude of commands and prohibitions.” Hindu sacred 
books like the Vedas and Smirits do not offer ‘truly’ universal principles applicable to all 
human beings. They are “nothing but a mass of sacrificial, social, political and sanitary 
rules and regulations, all mixed up (Vol.1:75).” These commands consecrate Caste 
system.  Caste oppression was not an artefact of Brahmanism but its essence. The 
religion “compels Hindus to treat isolation and segregation of castes as a virtue 
(Vo.1:65)”. The Hindus hold to the sacredness of the social order. For them, caste has a 
divine basis. Such principles facilitate as well as legitimize perpetuation of inequality. 
Therefore, Ambedkar called upon the Dalits to “destroy the sacredness and divinity with 
which Caste has become invested. In the last analysis, this means you must destroy the 
authority of the Shastras and the Vedas (Vo.1: 69)”.

Following acrimony with Gandhi on the issue of separate electorate for the 
depressed classes like other minorities, he was pressurised to accept a compromise 
formula called the Poona Pact. By this time he made up his mind to leave Hindu 
religion. In 1935 he declared in the public meeting:

 “Because we have the misfortune of calling ourselves Hindus, we are treated 
thus. If we were members  of another Faith, none would have treated us so. Choose 
any religion which gives you equality of status and treatment. We shall repair our 
mistakes now. I had the misfortune of being born with the stigma of an 
Untouchable. However, it is not my fault; but I will not die a Hindu, for this is in 
my power (Cited in Zelliot 1992: 206)”.

He asked his followers “Why do you want to remain bound to a religion which 
does not  even treat you as a human being? Why do you remain in that religion which 
insults you every step?” He called upon them “if you want equality change your 
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religion; if you want to make the world in which you live happy, change your religion” 
(ibid:192). Popular folk Hindu culture and saint tradition, asserting for equality and 
dignity shaped his early socialization. Later in his schooling he got exposed to 
institutionalised evangelical notion of religion articulated around gospels and Divine 
power. Gradually as he grew intellectually he began to interrogate principles and 
institutions of various religions such as Islam, Christianity, Sikhism and 
Buddhism. Among all these institutionalised religions he was first exposed to Buddhism 
in the 1920s. In fact when he passed his matriculation in 1908, his teacher gave him a 
copy of a book on Buddha. During his post-graduate students’ days in the USA he was 
influenced by John Dewey’s ideas on rationalist humanism, scientific inquiry and 
temper (Nanda 2004    ,Queen 1996). In the 1930s he read  Lakshmi Narsu’s  Essence of 
Buddhism  published in 1907. The book offered him his “rationalist –liberative 
interpretation of Buddhism as the template for resisting all forms of obscurantism and 
religious bigotry (Aloysius 2002: xix)”.    In the late 1940s Ambedkar decided that 
Buddhism was the logical home for his people.

Essence of Ambedkar’s Buddhism

For Ambedkar rationality and not divine teaching is the core spirit of Buddhism. It 
is not infallible, and has ‘an element of flexibility’, which is not found in any other 
religion. He   clarifies that “What the Buddha calls Dhamma differs fundamentally from 
what is called Religion (1992: 316)”.  Following this, Ambedkar did not subscribe 
Eurocentric definition of religion which tells, “(the) belief in a superhuman controlling 
power, esp. in a personal God or Gods entitled to obedience and worship”. Religion is 
considered to be personal, relation between human being and God. Contrary to this, 
“Dhamma is social. It is fundamentally and essentially so. Dhamma is righteousness 
which means right relations between man and man in all spheres of life.”  Like Gandhi, 
he  emphasised ‘Righteous conduct’ for an individual,  prescribing ‘Do’s’ and ‘Don’ts 
for a layman and Bhikkhu. Similarly, like Gandhi, for Ambedkar’s Buddha enunciated 
Ahimsa (non-violence) as matter of principle or way of life.    Ethical principles are the 
same for individual, civil society and the State. They guide and govern relationships 
among individuals and also between individual and society. Dhamma is ‘an instrument 
of Government (317)’. Without that there would be anarchy and coercion. “In anarchy 
and dictatorship liberty is lost. Those who want liberty must therefore have Dhamma 
(317).” The purpose of Dhamma is not to explain the origin of the world, as other 
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religions do.  Its purpose is to ‘reconstruct the world’ so that equality, liberty and 
fraternity blossom. Buddhism has social mission in which morality is both ends and 
means for reconstruction of social relationship (Rodrigues 1993).  For Ambedkar, “the 
path of liberation is liberation from suffering, including discrimination by caste that is 
coming from external factors that call upon us to change the political and economic 
situations, by organizing, agitating, and educating (Emphasis added).”  He strongly 
rejected a religious “truth” that the victims of the suffering are responsible for 
themselves (Queen 1996:59). He rejected metaphysical notion of karma and rebirth. 
Relationship between karma (action/deed) and its consequences is that of between cause 
and effect in personal life in materialistic as well moral sense during one’s life span. 
According to Buddha suffering of an individual is not only because of individual’s 
behaviour and action including passions  and greediness but also because of social and 
economic structure. He asserted that conflict in society ‘between classes is constant and 
perpetual. It is this which is the root of all sorrow and suffering in the world (1992: 57-
58; Queen: 57)”. Buddha was not for devotion to attain heaven. His concern was to 
probe the ills of life on earth and to find solution. (192:62).

Ambedkar opted Buddhism not just for personal salvation alone. For him it was a 
journey essentially toward removing suffering of all and make the mankind happy.  He 
looked Buddha and his teaching as ‘political philosopher’ (Ilaiah 2001) than God. He 
reinterpreted traditional Buddhist texts and transformed Buddha into “a humanist and a 
kind of social reformer. The main reason behind his conversion was the supposedly 
egalitarian message of Buddhism. He took up de-spiritualization and depsychologization 
of Buddhism, while giving little importance to the concept of transcendence and 
individual spirituality. He gave it a moral and pragmatic reading and made it into a 
doctrine of moral and social emancipation... he considered Buddhism is less of 
soteriology in sense of spiritual liberation than a social liberation (Beltz 2005: 73-74). 
Ambedkar argued that in addition to ahimsa, the Buddha taught:

“social freedom, intellectual freedom, economic freedom, and political 
freedom. He taught equality, equality not between man and man only but between 
man and woman. It would be difficult to find a religious teacher to compare with 
Buddha, whose teachings embrace so many aspects of the social life of a people, 
whose doctrine are so modern, and whose main concern was to give salvation to 
man in his life on earth, and not to promise it to him in heaven after he is dead 
(Cited in Queen 1994: 47).”
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Besides centrality of rational-humanism and social message, the choice for 
Buddhism was also for its cultural rootedness which was originated on this land to 
counter Brahminism.  Dr. Ambedkar said: 

“Positively, my social philosophy may be said to be enshrined in three words: 
liberty, equality and fraternity. Let no one however say that I have borrowed my 
philosophy from the French Revolution. I have not. My philosophy has its roots in 
religion and not in political science. I have derived them from the teachings of my 
master, the Buddha”.

While reconstructing history of Untouchables he argued that they were Buddhists 
and did not succumb to Brahminism. It is his hypothesis that the contempt for Buddhists 
was a root of untouchability. “It is born out of the struggle for supremacy between 
Buddhism and Brahminism  (Vol. 7 1990: 379)”. Ambedkar wanted to revive Buddhism 
to defeat Brahminism and its caste social order. As his followers come from Hindu 
system and ethos, he specifically emphasised for the rejection of Hindu Gods, belief in 
superstitions and caste social order. Such concern reflects in his Twenty-two Buddhist 
oaths that he gave to his followers while initiation of Buddhism in 1956. Number 
Nineteen is its  key which reads:

“I embrace today the Buddha Dhamma, discarding the Hindu Religion, which 
is detrimental to the emancipation of human beings and which believes in 
inequality and regards human beings other than the Brahmins as low born.”

As a Chairperson of the  drafting Committee of the Indian Constitution, Dr. 
Ambedkar   along with other liberals succeeded to place centrality to these moral 
principles in the document. He successfully influenced the Constituent Assembly for the 
incorporation of the Buddhist wheel of law (the dharma chakra) in the national flag and 
also the lions from an Ashokan pillar at Sarnath as the national emblem (Viswanthan 
1998: 226-227). However, with such ideal a moot question remains how to translate 
these principles in reality to reconstruct society. During the debate on the Preamble of 
the Constitution in the Constituent Assembly Dr. Ambedkar asserted, “I do not 
understand how it could be possible for any future government which believes in doing 
justice socially, economically and politically, unless its economy is a socialist economy 
(100)”.
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II

Dalit movement and Buddhism in colonial period in Gujarat

Oppressed people in every society have always asserted for equality. They resist 
and struggle against economic, socio-cultural and religious discrimination. Forms of 
protests and struggles vary. In India alternative mode of faith, worship and cultural 
system have been invented by them from time to time to resist the hegemony. 
Reinvention of Buddhism under the leadership of Dr. Ambedkar is one of them. Bhakti 
movement was another during the pre-colonial period in Gujarat and elsewhere. And, 
sanskrtization involving imitation as well as competition with upper castes has been 
another way to challenge the dominant groups. In the colonial period with the beginning 
of industrialisation and change in agrarian mode of production, a small section of Dalits 
migrated to urban areas and joined industrial work. The process of economic change 
was accompanied with introduction of ‘modern’ administrative system and education. 
And, efforts of the enlightened native rulers like Sayaji Rao Gaikwad and religious 
reform organisations like Arya Samaj  providing  elementary education to the children 
of the deprived communities boosted up the moral of the beneficiaries to become like 
upper castes. A few Vankars and Chamars/Rohits of SCs reconstructed their history, 
inventing legends followed the customs and rituals like that of upper castes in their 
vicinity.  As early as in 1908 elite of these communities made presentation to the 
government demanding removing derogatory category identifying certain cases as  
“Dhed’, Bhangi’, ‘Khalpa’ etc. for the census enumeration. Vankars of South Gujarat 
launched a movement for asserting their identity   as “Mayavat Rajput”, and demanded 
that they should be recognised as Mahyavanshi (Parmar 2006). Vankars of north Gujarat 
and Kutch known as Meghaval also invented their genealogy as ancestors of Rajput 
kings (Perez 2004, Kothari 2013).

During this period Gandhi settled in Ahmedabad.  He also took interest in 
ameliorating socio-economic condition of the Untouchables. He adopted a Valmiki  (a 
caste engaged in scavenging work and treated as an Untouchable even by the other 
‘untouchable’  castes)  girl against the opposition of the city elite. He also renamed 
Untouchable as ‘Harijan’ (Children of God). Both Arya Samaj and Gandhi considered 
the practice of Untouchability as a blot to Hinduism. With compassion and humanitarian 
approach, they initiated social welfare programmes to ‘uplift’ socio-economic condition 
of the Untouchables. They were concern for social harmony and had patronising rather 
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than egalitarian approach towards the deprived. Gandhi asked his followers not to 
observe untouchability; and work for its removal. But his appeal had little impact (Shah 
1987). On the other hand, he asked the Untouchables to restrain and improve their social 
customs and behaviour to avoid conflict. To counter Ambedkar’s Bahishkrit Hitkarina 
Sabha,  Gandhians   formed the  Harijan Samaj in 1925 for their welfare.

Though majority of Dalits were under the influence of welfare programmes of 
Gandhi and Arya Samaj, a few were attracted by Ambedkar’s ideology and militancy. 
They invited him in Ahmedabad in 1932 and organised his public meeting. Ignoring 
differences, Gandhian Dalits also participated in the function. But they also registered 
their protest against Ambedkar’s approach. They went further in 1933 when Dr. 
Ambedkar was invited by the British government to attend the First Round Table 
Conference in London in 1933. The Maha Gujarat Dalit Sangh cabled the British 
Government that Mahatma Gandhi and not Dr. Ambedkar was the leader of the Atyanj  
(Untouchables) of India (Shah 1975).

All the Dalit activists however were not split between Gandhi and Ambedkar 
camps. Many liked the former’s welfare programmes such as Co-operative societies for 
weavers and leather workers, education facilities as well as moral sermons like 
teetotalism, vegetarianism, clearness etc. At the same time they were attracted by 
militancy of Ambedkar. For instance the monthly journal Atyanj Patrika  in its first issue 
in 1937 used the word Atyanj Dalit and also wrote  Harijan in parenthesis.  It published 
pictures both of Gandhi and Ambedkar on the first page. The journal  also printed a 
photograph of Dr. P.G. Solanki who lead Sanskritization movement among the 
Mahyavanshi (Vankar) caste. They like their counterpart in Maharashtra opposed Dr. 
Ambedkar’s proposal for conversion. One of them appealed to his caste brethren:

“You are Hindus. Your ancestors were Hindus. You should understand clearly 
that even by converting to some other religion, you will remain a Hindu. You 
should remember that all Hindus are not fanatical. Maharshi Dayanand, Raja Ram 
Mohan Roy, Ramakrishna Parama Hansa, Srimant Maharaj sayji Rao, Mahatma 
Gandhi, Lala Lajapat Rai,...have taken interest in ameliorating conditions of 
Atayanjas...Nevertheless, your opposition to Hindus is understandable, but should 
you for this reason leave the religion? Should we let go our right of our ancestors 
of holding Hindu religion? You have as much right on Hindu religion as much as 
savarnas have...It would be cowardly act if you leave the heritage of your ancestors 
which maintained during the crisis. Where is happiness and peace for cowardly 
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people on earth? Therefore you should give up the idea of leaving the religion. You 
should understand the substance of your religion. By remaining Hindu you would 
be useful to your caste, your future generation and your nation (Shah 1975)”.

Such position however did not mean that they reconciled with their lower position 
in Hindu social order. Ignoring Gandhi’s advice, their struggles against discrimination 
continued unabated. Ambedkar’s followers formed a Gujarat unit of  Bahishkrut 
Hitkaraini Sangh, published “samata” (equality)  monthly and also “Samata seenik Dal’  
of youths. Following the government law in 1938 considering an offence for not 
allowing Untouchables to enter public hotels, both Ambedkarite and Gandhian Dalits, 
specially Vankars and Chamars made collective efforts to enter hotels. That resulted into 
confrontation with Hotel owners. Gandhian labour union, Majur Mahajan advised Dalits 
to enter the hotels after becoming  ‘pure’  ( presumably after bath) and be  in ‘good 
dress’, behave well and do not quarrel if the hotel owners prevent them. Later, the union 
asked their members ‘do not enter hotels’ without their order (Mehta 1995: 151)’. Only 
some heeded the directive. Ambedkarites retorted, “Why are you giving such advice? 
Are we not clean?”

However, the Valmikis also known as Bhangis treated as Untouchables by 
Vankarars and Chamars followed Gandhians directive. They went further and directed 
their caste members that ‘if any one from their community is found entering the hotels, 
he would be fined Rs. 50 (Mehta 1995:152)’. It may be noted that earlier  Sansktised 
Vanakars and Chamars, including Christians irrespective of their political identity as 
Gandhian or Amedakarite disobeyed directive of Gandhians to allow Bhangis to take 
water from their well. They replied “We have suffered for centuries by the ill treatment 
of the Savarnas, we shall continue that but will not allow Bhangis to take water from our 
well”. Moreover, they also withdrew their children from schools when the children of 
the Bhangi caste got enrolled (Prajbandu 1933, cited in Mehta 1995: 192; and see also 
Franco et al. 2004).     Thus, both Ambedkarites and Gandhian advocated equality, the 
former were louder and militant in their tone, their difference disappeared when they 
were asked to practice equality with those who were treated lower to them in social 
hierarchy.
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III

Dalit movement and Buddhism In Post-Independent period

Ambedkarite Dalits in Gujarat joined the Scheduled Caste Federation (SCF) in 
1945. Under Ambedkar’s leadership they participated in the struggle for common access 
in the public transport,  Satyagrah  for land  to the landless and launched agitation for 
the implementation of land reform legislations. They also formed a co-operative bank, a 
ration shop etc to assist the Dalits in developing their enterprise. The SCF also fielded 
candidates for Ahmedabad Municipal Corporation and also the state Assembly and 
parliament elections on reserved seats in 1952.  Simultaneously, the message for 
equality was disseminated through Buddhist ideology, symbols and rituals. In 1951, for 
the first time Ambedkarities celebrated Buddha Purnima (Buddha’s birthday).

After Ambedkar’s death, SCF became the Republican Party of India in 1957. The 
party declared its objective to translate the principles of equality, liberty and fraternity, 
and remove all forms of exploitation.  In 1957,  Ambedkarite L. G. Parmar launched a 
monthly “Jyoti”  which claimed “The only Gujarati monthly in India devoted to the 
views of Lord Buddha and Dr, Babasaheb Ambedkar” (Jyotikar 1991: 440). In Gujarat, 
the party contested municipal elections and succeeded in winning reserved seats in 
Siddhpur and Kalol municipalities in north Gujarat. It also prepared a charter of 
demands from the government including land distribution to landless, more progressive 
taxes on the rich, and reducing gap in remuneration between the employees in the ratio 
of 1:10. In 1960 five young dalits –all Vankars - took diksha (initiation, ceremony of 
embracing Budhism)  in Ahmedabd.

On the eve of the formation of the new state in 1961 the party submitted a charter 
of demands to the Chief Minister. The demands included to fill up reserved positions in 
the government, increase amount for scholarship to SC students, provide all benefits to 
the neo-Buddhist at par with SCs, declare holidays on birth day of Buddha and 
Ambedkar. The party also organised land Satyagrah and also demonstration at All India 
Congress session held in  Bhavnagar in 1961 reiterating their demands.  In collaboration 
with socialist and communist party, the RPI organised nationwide Satyagrah on 
Ambedkar’s death anniversary in 1965 demanding distribution of government waste 
land to Landless Dalits, stopping demolition of slums without providing alternative 
accommodation etc. They also demanded to place Dr. Ambedkar’s picture in the Central 
Hall of the Parliament. Such political enthusiasm did not sustain, thanks to internal 
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faction fight as well as  the Congress party’s strategy to woo over Dalits in the late 
‘sixties.  The RPI began to lose its clout. Several RPI members in Gujarat like elsewhere 
joined the Congress and also Swatantra party whoever offered positions.

Besides political activities some Ambedkarite Buddhists started work in socio-
economic and religious spheres. In 1958  “Mahaboddhi Ambedkar mission” was formed.  
Its objective was to undertake comparative study on Buddhist religion and culture, 
publish Buddha and Ambedkar literature in Gujarati and spread Buddhism in India. 
Weekly meeting for discourse and prayer were conducted by a few in Karol and 
Ahmedabad. Buddhists of Karol succeeded in placing Buddha statue on the top floor in 
the three story building, Ramdev Pir on the ground,  Krishna on the first and Ram was 
on the second. The temple has a Priest who plays arati (waving of lights) to all the idols. 
Some local level Dalit organisations such as Dr. Ambedkar Vihar Prachar Sangh, Dalit 
Samaj Udharak Mandal etc. came into existence with a plan to undertake socio-
economic and education programmes for the community.  In 1965 RPI workers as well 
as other Dalit activists organised  “Dalit Samaj Uddharak Mahotsva” (Dalit upliftment 
festival) in Junagadh to launch activities related to education.

Dalit Middle class’ Radicalism and upper castes’ counter agitation 
(1970s - 1980s)

In the early seventies, as bubble of garibi hatao (removal of poverty) was on the 
process of busting, upper and middle caste/class youths were up in arms raising moral 
issue of ‘corruption’. They lead Navnirman agitation. (Shah 1976). On the other hand, 
urban educated Dalits, though small in size began to assert their identity and rights. In 
Bombay they formed Dalit Panther and Gujarat Dalits followed. They raised the issues 
of injustice and perpetual discrimination of dalits in everyday life. The leaders of the 
Panther interrogated Gandhi’s philosophy, and questioned the legitimacy of the caste 
system and dominant Brahminical culture. Polemics on Gandhi-Ambedkar differences 
of the 1930s were brought in to public discourse. Dalit literature first in the form of 
poetry expressing protest against subjugation and injustice, assertion for equality and 
rights emerged. Panthar organised a demonstration that denounced Manusmiriti and 
symbolically burned its copy. In this milieu of militancy, for the first time in Gujarat 
collectively 42 families took diksha in 1975 under the auspices of Gujarat Buddhist 
Society. In the same year 11more families followed. The pattern of conversion changed 
form an individual to family conversion (Harsh 2003, 2012).
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At the same time, as more and more scheduled caste and Scheduled Tribe students 
were taking advantage of reservation of seats in education, disgruntled upper caste 
students and their parents launched an agitation  against the reservation system. Upper 
caste government employees and other sections of its middle class supported the 
agitation. The upsurge was not confined to college campuses and government premises 
but also targeted all Dalits both of urban and rural areas. Dalit students organised 
counter agitation, and efforts were made to forge unity with other oppressed sections of 
society –Adivasis (tribes) and Muslims. But not all sections of Dalits, not to speak of 
other communities, got united. A majority of the SCs who are very poor and whose 
children have often not even had a high school education could not relate themselves to 
the problems of the reservation in higher education and jobs. Once again upper caste 
launched anti-reservation in 1985, which the Hindutva forces skilfully diverted against 
Muslims (Sahani   ). And to win over Dalit RSS formed Samrash manch to hijack 
Ambedkar. More above it later.

Gujarat public life changed in the post 1985 anti-reservation agitation. Hindutva 
forces began to rise and gained the firm grip on civil society and politics. Dalits could 
not remain away from this. Gradually the middle class Dalits have remained pre-
occupied with reservation debate and advocacy.  Dalit literature developed expressing 
protests, identity and dignity. But it has not become a vehicle for articulating 
consciousness and mobilization of Dalits to a new social order. Even articulation on 
resistance to oppression is also ‘rare, and if at all, it becomes in some cases from women 
protagonists’ (Kothari 2001). The principles of equality and freedom, Buddhist symbols 
and philosophy have not appeared, not to speak of their centrality, in the Dalit literature. 
On the contrary,   in order to fulfil the established measurement of creative writings; and 
to gain legitimacy and respectability from the mainstream litterateurs many of them 
have gradually toned down militancy and revolt. In this scenario, as BSP could not grow 
in Gujarat and almost non-existence of Left parties, Dalit aspirants for political power 
are split between the BJP and Congress. Nonetheless, a few who preferred to keep 
themselves away from party politics started working through NGOs and continue protest 
against atrocities, rising inequality and increasing vulnerability of the poor Dalits.
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IV

Formation of Buddhist community

In the mist of politically polarised situation, nearly five thousand families took 
diksha and embraced Buddhism in the 1980s. In the 1990s around 3000 Dalits in 
Ahmedabad and more than 125 persons in rural Saurashtra joined them.  Recently,  saint 
Jaydev Baba, a leader of Nirantar (formless God) sect organised a function "Chalo 
Buddh Ki Aur" (move towards Buddha) on 13th October 2013. Around six thousand 
Dalits from Saurashtra converted to Buddhism in the presence of Bikhhu Sanghasena, 
the founder of the Mahabodhi International Medication Centre (MIMC), and leaders of 
Mahabodhi Society from Sri Lanka. On this occasion RPI leader from Maharashtra 
Ramdas Athawale who supports Shiv Sena, Hindu nationalist and pro-Maharastrain 
party was also invited on the stage. This was a search for new identity. One of the 
leaders who organised the event for conversion said, “This will change our identity as 
individuals. If someone asks us who we are, from now on we shall say we are Buddhists, 
forsaking the term 'Harijan' coined by Mahatma Gandhi for us and uncomfortable 
feelings associated with it. (I.E. Oct. 14, 2013)". While reiterating the similar expression, 
another activist said, "This is a matter of self-respect. Being a Dalit is like living in a 
constant state of humiliation. The change will give people self-respect and self-pride."

With this recent conversion my guess is that number of Buddhists in Gujarat 
reaches around eighty thousand. It is not more than one per cent of SCs in the state. 
Their demographic profile such as size and type of family is no different than Hindu and 
Christian middle class SCs. But in on one parameter, particularly sex ratio, they seem to 
be distinctly different than their counter part not only Hindu Dalits but also upper caste 
middle class. This is because of conscious persuasion of rationalist thinking and 
practice. They do not discriminate between male and female child in their upbringing. 
Daughters are not treated as liability. They are given education at par with sons. My 
respondents were proud of this in Gujarat where female sex ratio is significantly low. 
They do not follow superstitions –common among Caste Hindus irrespective of caste 
status. And they say this with pride. Franco, Macwan and Ramanathan rightly observe, 
“(the) discarding of superstitious observances has given the adherents to the new 
religion a strong faith in the power of reason and rational thinking, a freedom from 
cowering fear (40)”. A young woman from Junagadh reports her transformation with the 
change in religion:
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“At first we would go and worship at the temple regularly, even if we could 
not enter the temple. We now fast once a month on any day we like, and do nothing 
according to the Hindu religion. Our entire family is Buddhist. We are free of all 
kinds of tension and fear about Mataji (mother goddess) getting angry if we didn’t 
offer her rice or pleasing God and Goddess. We have thrown all the Gods and 
Goddess into the ditch and don’t consult anyone for an auspicious hour to start a 
new venture...My younger daughter was ridding home on a bicycle when she was 
knocked down by a Maruti car. We took her to the hospital. People there told us 
that this had happened because we didn’t have faith in deities any more. I told them 
that in the entire ward we were only ones who didn’t believe in the deities; what 
about the occupants of all other beds? Why were they there in spite of their 
devotion? They could not answer ( cited in Franco et al. 2006: 40)”.

Notwithstanding such consciousness, certain situation demands them to adhere to 
traditional belief and faith. Instances can be found that they were required to 
compromise their rational conviction with mysterious practices to maintain peace in 
family. One respondent said that his daughter-in-law is from Hindu SC and his son is 
Buddhist. Before their marriage there was no photograph of Hindu God in their house. 
But the daughter –in-law other day purchased an idol of Krishna and his son could not 
prevent. “So in our house we have both Buddha as well as Krishna’s statue.” Another 
Buddhist woman who claims to be a rationalist, expressed her compulsion to follow 
certain practice irrespective of her willingness. She said, “My father-in-law was an 
Ambedkarite and very sensible, but his brother and other relatives worshipped the 
memorial stone of their ancestor because he was the family deity. When we passed by 
the memorial stone, we had to cover our faces and remove our chappals (footwear) and 
put them on only after we had passed it (Cited in Franco et al. :41). Worship to kuldevi 
(goddess of the clan) on marriage and other social occasions have been continued by 
several Buddhists. “We do it, though we do not believe, because of women/elderly 
members of the family. We have to respect their sentiments,” middle aged educated 
Buddhist, self-styled ‘rationalist’ said.  Notwithstanding such tensions in their behaviour, 
Gujarat Buddhists like their counterpart in Maharashtra and elsewhere in the country 
have achieved new identity. Many of them prefer to be known as Buddhist rather than 
‘neo-Buddhist’ and/or Dalit. In fact I found that some of them consider ‘Dalit’ as 
pejorative, another identity of ‘untouchable’. Like the Maharashtrain Buddhists, they 
have achieved “a new identity, symbolized by their change of name. The new optimism 
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is strongly connected to ideas about self-reliance, rejection of old Hindu subservience 
and a rational approach to their own self-development (Thimothy Fitzerald, 1994:20, 
Paik: 2011).” Such new identity has also accompanied with a sense of superiority over 
their non-convert Dalit brethren. They look them down as ignorant and superstitious.

Social customs and rites

In the seventies, unlike in the past more and more individuals embrace Buddhism 
along with their families. The process of formation of new community with distinct 
collective identity began. A need was felt to evolve customs and rituals required to be 
observed uniformly during various social occasions. In fact Ambedkar himself felt such 
a need, and therefore he edited a manual of rites (1998) as well as wrote Buddhist 
‘Bible’ which ends with a prayer to the Tathagatha3 (1992). Following this, Gujarat 
Buddhist society compiled the customs. They are in tune with the prevailing local 
customs, replacing the names and hymns of Hindu Gods and Goddess with Buddha. 
Since majority of the converted Buddhists are from the mainland Vanka  jati, prescribed 
customs and rituals are coloured with their caste’s customs. Gujarat Buddhist Society 
has codified them and circulated in published form. Ideologues acknowledge that the 
rituals prescribed for social functions are adopted from the local culture and customs, 
the rites   have ‘definitive spiritual meaning and importance’. At the same time they 
have a fear that notwithstanding their care, “anything which has created with good 
intensions” likely to get translate into ‘rituals and superstitions.”    Hymans chanted 
during the rites on various occasions are in Pali language with Gujarati script. A casual 
observer as well as a lay Buddhist hardly finds marked difference in rites between 
Hindus and Buddhists.

Among all rituals a strikingly distinct ceremony of the Buddhist than Hindu 
scheduled caste is Namakarana rite, to name the child. It is performed at the age of 
fourth or fifth month. Such custom is relatively of recent origin among most of the non-
Brahmin castes. In the past it was confined to some of the upper castes only. It has been 
re-invented in the process of sanskritization. Gujarat Buddhist society has published a 
list of suggested names. The followers are prohibited for giving names which indicate 
caste or clan. The convert is asked to change his/her prefix/suffix which indicates Hindu 
identity with an appropriate new.

The second social custom is Vijjarambh-mangal, performed at the age between the 

3 The term Tathagatha (The one who thus came) is a title generally employed in Sanskrit and Pali texts to refer to the Buddha. (Beltz 
2005:80 n.48)
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fifth and sixth years. It is somewhat similar to the custom performed by Dwij-caste, 
Brahmin to don janoi when a child adopts Brahminism and enter school for learning. 
Similarly, the ceremony marks the commencement of a child’s education and also the 
formal  diksha to Buddhism. It is performed in Vihar or in the home itself. In a presence 
of some close relatives and neighbours the parents are directed to perform the ceremony 
by holding child’s hand to write Three Refuges in slate or paper. Puja (prayer) of 
Buddha with flowers is performed. Thereafter the child is enrolled in a school. This 
ceremony reinforces importance of education. There is no such ceremony among the 
non-Brahmin Hindus.

Marriage Vivah-Mangal is an important social occasion.  Unlike Hindus where 
presence of a priest to perform rites is needed, for Buddhist presence of a Bhikkhu is not 
required to perform marriage rituals. During this ceremony arrangement of a stage is 
prescribed on which Buddha  as well as Dr, Ambedkar’s statues or photographs are 
placed. Verses are recited. Both bride and bridegroom exchange garland and others 
shower with flowers to the couple. Important is that marriage ceremony look like a 
contract than sacrament. An elderly Buddhist performs the ceremony and recites five 
vows prescribed duties for husband and wife towards each other. These duties reinforce 
patriarchy and separate role of male and female, the former a bread earner and the later 
home-keeper.4

The followers are instructed to find out suitable match, to see that both are educated 
and well behaved. Though caste consideration discouraged in the selection of the match, 
they are advised to see the marriage relationship take place among themselves, albeit 
among Buddhists who largely belong to the same caste. Moreover, thanks to a very 
small number of Buddhists, they have no choice but to find suitable match among 
Hindus. More often than not in both the cases marriages are preferred within traditional 
caste circle. Urban educated families both Buddhist as well SC Hindus increasingly find 
difficult to get suitable match for educated boys and girls in their known circle. Public 
matrimonial advertisement, internet, and also help of professional marriage bureau are 
increasingly sought to find match. Like other castes the Buddhist society is organising  
gathering of the prospective young persons and their parents to select the match. This is 
largely for graduate and post-graduate boys and girls. In such mela (congregation), 
applications are invited from the prospective boys and girls belong to Buddhist and 

4 Five duties of husband are: show respect to wife, do not insult her, do not commit adultery,  satisfy your wife with wealth, and 
satisfy her food, garments and shower with jewellery. The five duties of the wife are: perform all household duties well, keep 
happy all the members of the family –parents, aged people and the servants –and keep control , abstain from adultery and will 
earn your trust; protect wealth earned by your husband and   carry out all your household duties with care and efficiency. After 
taking such oaths both husband and wife exchange garlands.
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Ambedkarite (Hindu) families.

Festivals

Buddhists celebrate almost all Hindu festivals though with different meanings 
based on Buddha’s life or historical events of the Buddhist period. There is no distinct 
method for the celebration than that of the caste Hindus. However, three festivals are 
distinctively confined to the Buddhists. The two are Buddha’s and Ambedkar’s birth 
days. Buddha’s birth day falls in May. On that day Buddhists perform collective punja 
in Vihar.  Despite a demand from Buddhists to the government to declare Buddha’s birth 
day as public holiday, it has not yet materialised. Non-Buddhist Dalit activists are 
indifferent to the demand. On the other hand, Dr. Ambedkar’s birth day is celebrated by 
all Dalits. It is public holiday and treated as  national festival. All political parties and 
leaders pay tribute to Ambedkar in public function. Buddhists celebrate the day with 
puja and the non-Buddhists celebrate with public functions like procession, lectures etc. 
The third festival is the day Dr. Ambedkar’s conversion to Buddhism. This was the day 
of Vaijyadashami. Hindus celebrate the day as Dashrea victory of Ram over Ravan, God 
over devil.    Ambedkar interpreted that day also of victory, the day on which King 
Ashok  renounced violence and converted to Buddhism, having conquered Kalinga after 
terrible war, and regretted the carnage. On that day Buddhists organise conversion 
function for the new.

Buddhist Organisations

There are number of Buddhist organisations carrying different activities. More 
often than not they are individual centric. Most of the office bearers are government and 
public sector employees.  They have limited resources and time. It is alleged that “they 
have been lost themselves in their individual selfish interests, ego, personal jealousy and 
squabbles. As a result they have ignored the mission to spread message and teaching of 
Buddhism. They give prominence to themselves. (Bodhiparna Nov. 1 2012)”.

In 1965, following the footstep of Buddhist Society of India, Buddhist Society of 
Gujarat was formed in Ahmedabad. Later, it has been renamed as Gujarat Buddhist 
society. It publishes literature for Buddhists for social and religious rituals and rites, 
Buddhist poems and Buddha’s life stories, teachings and instructions for everyday life. 
It has also published couple of writings of Dr. Ambedkar.  Another organization is 
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Gujarat Dhamma Society, set up in 1979. It looks after Vihar. By now  there are five 
Vihars in Ahmedabad, where local Buddhist worship. It has  built a Vihar in 
Gandhinagar in 1982.  Visitors to the Vihar every day are a few and far between. On 
festivals the average number is around twenty.

Gujarat Buddhist Academy was founded in 1985. Its objective is to publish 
Buddhist-Ambedkarite literature for the orientation of members.  Its major regular 
publication is monthly Bodhiparna since 2009. Unlike  Buddhyan of TBMSG, it  
publishes Dr. Ambedkar’s speeches not only on Buddhism but also his other lectures 
related to mobilisation of Dalits for education and struggles. It also gives news about 
social activities –marriage, death etc. – of  Buddhists. Occasionally it also publishes an 
article on contemporary issues faced by Dalit society. The centrality of these two 
journals and other  literature  published by these organizations is devotion, individual 
morality and behaviour. Discourse on equality and justice as societal and government’s 
moral principles and role of an individual therein for their realisation are absent. 
Generally this literature avoids the term Dalit.

Office bearers and other leading members of these organisations are indifferent to 
the issues such as practice of untouchability among the SCs, and also by upper castes 
with  SCs, land distribution, minimum wages, atrocities against Dalits including rape on 
Dalit women etc. More often than not they blame the victims (see Guru 1991 for similar 
observation in Maharashtra). One of them in his sixties told me that, “Dr. Ambedkar 
asked Dalits to leave villages and settle in urban areas. See, I live in Ahmedabad since 
my birth and I have not experienced such violence. Why should they not come to the 
cities and settle here?” Another middle–aged Buddhist asserted that the village and other 
Dalit experience untouchability because they continue to remain Hindus. He added 
“Why they do not become Buddhist, the path shown by Dr. Ambedkar for our 
emancipation?” Some others explained that Buddha taught us ‘to love others, and do not 
confront with them. Confrontation leads to violence’. And, another respondent expressed 
optimism almost in Gandhian faith that the caste Hindus “will realise their attitude and 
wrong beliefs and will repent one day. They will eventually change. We have to persuade 
them with love rather than confront them.” In a question how to annihilate caste and 
when would that possible, Bhante Dipankar replied, “It would be possible when people 
follow moral values (Mevani 2013:5)”. Like idealists they also do not relate individual 
behaviour with external material and political structure and forces.
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V
Alternative Rationalities

On the other hand, many politically active Dalits who take up the issues affecting 
their community have kept themselves away from these organisations. In fact, most of 
them have not converted to Buddhism. An editor of Bodhiparna, asks a sharp questions 
to Dalit activists who claim to be Ambedkarites but not follow the path of religious 
conversion:  what prevents them to become Buddhist? There is no debate on this 
question either among the Buddhists, and/or between Buddhists and not-converted 
Buddhists. I posed this question to a few Dalit activists who are in forefront in raising 
issues of discrimination and injustice and launched struggles against dominant caste 
Hindus and the state. They are not practising Hindus or Christians. Notwithstanding 
their Ambedkarite position, they believe that in the given socio-economic situation 
conversion of religion is not the answer. They give primacy to political activities over 
social reforms and religious conversion.  One common explanation is that theoretically 
Hinduism subscribes Chaturvarna system, the situation has changed in democracy 
though dominance of upper castes has not been eroded. According to them one cannot 
fight caste system by merely changing religion. One political leader belonging to 
Buddhist family decided to join politics after retirement from government job. He joined 
politics because according to him ‘political power’ is a key for their emancipation as Dr. 
Ambedkar believed. In the given political space, he felt that he could not join BJP as it 
is Hindutva party. He joined the Congress. He said, “As a member of the Parliament I 
have raised voices in the Parliament and also on public platforms raising issues affecting 
Dalits in Gujarat and the country...I work for the principles laid down by Dr. Ambedkar 
in the Indian Constitution. I do not feel a need to change the religion. It will not help the 
Dalit cause”.

Another Dalit activist is a founder of a leading Dalit NGO and has lead several 
struggles for human rights. He has often confronted the State and upper caste elite. He 
has raised issue of caste based discrimination at international level. From his experiences 
he concludes that ‘the conversion has not helped to fight the influence of caste on the 
minds in its fullest (2013: 92).’ He gave me examples of caste divisions, hierarchy and 
discriminatory practices among the Buddhists themselves in Maharashtra. For him 
‘equality’ is the central value that required to be practiced. “When we talk about the 
change of religion, what do we want to change? Can we show any religion where 
precept and practice are the same? In America Blacks follow Christianity, but their 
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churches are separate than that of the Whites. Almost everyone in Japan is Buddhist, but 
like our country the condition of Burakumin has not changed...I do not believe in 
changing religion, I believe in the change in our beliefs from false to true (2006: 25-
26).”  He does not subscribe usual definition of Dalit which confined to birth. According 
to him one believes and adheres in practice ‘equality’ is ‘Dalit’.  He strongly asserts that 
narrowing the identity of ‘Dalit’ with membership of ‘scheduled caste’ would be 
disastrous especially if the objective is to achieve the ‘social inclusion’ as a way out of 
‘social exclusion’ (2013: 215)”.

VI

Buddhists and Hindu Dalits, Hindutva and liberation

Ambedkar never subscribed the prevalent cultural dichotomy of East and West or 
‘Orientalism’ and ‘Occidentalism’. He was Universalist, modern in his political 
ideology. He did not subscribe ‘religion’ as a base of nation. ‘Nation’ for Ambedkar “is 
form of social and societal relationship built on the principles of equality, liberty and 
fraternity (Aloysius 1998: 154)”. According to him India was not a nation. India lacks 
“feeling of a corporate sentiment of oneness” essential requirement for Nationality (Vol 
8, 1990:31).   He opposed the Hindu Maha  Sabha and its notion of Hindu culture and 
Hindu Nationalism based on the birth-land of the ‘founder’ of the religion5. Ambedkar 
observed that Hindu Maha Sabha’s assertion that ‘Hindus are nation by themselves’ and 
its idea of ‘Hindu Raj’ was ‘most dangerous’ and disturbing plan for the safety and 
security of India (132-143). He repeatedly argued that Hindus do not constitute a 
monolithic community and do not form a nation. He also emphasised that the ‘the 
Muslims cannot be deprived of the benefit of the principle of self-determination (10)’ 
(Guru 1991). However, the mainstream media and public discourse at that time often 
questioned his ‘patriotism’ because of his notion of Swaraj (Independence) that sharply 
opposed the Congress’ and Gandhi’s notion. In nationalist surcharged politics, his 
opposition to the Congress labelled him as pro-British. Some called him ‘traitor’. Such 
accusation irritated him (Keer 1981). Political development in the 1930s and 1940s – 
particularly separate representation, rise of Muslim league during the freedom 
movement and the partisan of the country seem to have influenced his opinion on 

5 According to Savarkar, though for Indian Christians and Muslims Hindusthan may be their fatherland ‘as to any other Hindu yet it 
is not to them a Holyland too. Their holyland is far off in Arabia or Plaestine. Their mythology and Godmen, ideas and heroes are 
not the children of this soil. Consequently their names and their outlook smack of foreign origin. Their love is divided. (70)”.
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Muslims. His preference for cultural ‘roots’ and  argument  regarding ‘Indian-ness’ of 
Buddhism as against Christianity and Islam for preferring Buddhism over other religions 
has been handy tool for the dominant majoritarin ideology6. This has been tacitly 
validated by mythological construction of the Hindu nationalist scholars and political 
ideologues that Buddha has been ‘a Hindu amongst Hindu’ and he was the ninth avatar 
of Vishnu. Such belief system has facilitated   the Indian State and Hindutva political 
parties to hijack Buddha as a Hindu social reformer and not the founder of the 
alternative religious ideology confronting Brahminism.  (Lad 1995, Anand 2005). 
Gujarat Buddhist writers who have constructed history on Buddhism in Gujarat have 
fallen in the trap of Hindutva view treating Muslims as ‘others’ i.e. foreigners, 
questioning their patriotism. Following Ambedkar’s narrative on decline and fall of 
Buddhism in India attributing Arab invaders in the 12th century for the destruction of 
Buddhists universities and monasteries, these writers treated Islam as adversary of 
Buddhism. They conveniently ignored Ambedkar’s criticism related to the deterioration 
of the Sanghas for the decline of Buddhism in India. Moreover, they also ignored 
Ambedkar’s criticism of Buddhism as constructed and practised in Buddhist countries. 
Buddhist activist writers in Gujarat, emphasise more on patriotism than moral principles, 
science and rationality of Buddhism for Ambedkar’s preference. They (mis) quote 
Ambedkar:

“We are native of this land. We cannot embrace such religion which deprives 
us from our love to the nation. We cannot adopt such religion which takes away our 
loyalty to foreign land. If we accept Islam, population of Muslim will increase. 
Consequently that will lead to interference of foreign power (interests). If we 
become Christian that will increase the crowd of those who love Britishers and 
their devotees. Consequently British rule will be strong (cited in Jyotikar 1991; 
371)

To counter rising militancy among Dalits in the form of Dalit Panther and protest 
literature and to divert attention from anti-reservation agitation of the upper caste 
Hindus, RSS has floated the organization Samajik Sam-Rasata Manch (SSM) i.e. Social 
Assimilation Platform, to woo them and to build Hindu unity. The organization was 
launched on the 14th April, 1983, coinciding birthday of Dr. Ambedkar and Dr. 
Hedgewar (the founder of RSS). “We are one” Dr. Hedgewar emphasizes: “ We all are 
Hindus, where is untouchability? All of us are Hindus and nothing else...There is no 
6 In 1936 Ambedkar said, “ Conversion to Islam and Christianity will denationalize the Depressed Classes” Cited in Keer: 279).
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varna of the Chaturvarna or of caste. Today we have only one varna and jat –that is 
Hindu.” He stressed the inculcation of brotherhood among all Hindus. A strategy to 
expropriate Ambedkar was floated. According to the proponent of the SSM, the central 
thrust of Ambedkar’s ideology was dharma (religion, note not Dhamma). Ambedkar 
was strong critic of the Brahmin caste who exploited lower castes in the name of 
religion. According to RSS leader Dattopant Dhengadi, however, it was the fault of 
Brahmins and not of religion. Giving twist to Ambedkar’s decision to embrace 
Buddhism, it was asserted that Dr. Ambedkar did not accept Islam or Christianity 
because he feared those religions would make them anti-national. With such assertion, 
RSS endorses its ideological position that Indian nationalist is one whose punya bhumi 
(holy land) is India. And, to reinforce its position further, the RSS after twenty five years 
of Ambedkar’s death concocted a story citing Ambedkar that he supported “a movement 
for the saffron (symbolising Hindutva) flag.” Ambedkar’s thought on Pakistan were 
highlighted to show that he believed that as long as a Muslim believed he was a Muslim, 
he could not become an integral part of Hindustan. Aggressiveness was part and parcel 
of Muslims who misused the weakness of Hindu samaj i.e. society (Dhangadi 1993). It 
is an objective of the SSM to assimilate Dalit with the mainstream and strengthen Hindu 
society and the nation. RSS also published a book translated from Marathi by a 
Maharashtrian Dalit volunteer entitled Hau, Manu and Sangh (I, Manu -the author of 
the Manusmurati- and RSS) narrating his experience within RSS to show that he had 
never experienced discrimination in the organization. It was asserted that the 
organisation never talked about Manusmriti, hence there was no question of subscribing 
discrimination.

With expansion of Dalit middle class thanks to increased opportunities albeit  
limited for white collar jobs and education number of political aspirants among Dalits 
have increased since the late ’sixties.  In the fifties and sixties they were divided 
between the Congress and RPI as well as socialist parties. The situation changed in the 
seventies with the emergence of Dalit Panther which attracted RPI as well as socialist 
Dalits; and also Indira Gandhi’s pro-poor and pro-Dalit rhetoric that also attracted young 
political aspirant Dalits.   But influence of the Panthar and other radical organisations 
dissipated within a decade. The RPI Gujarat reduced to a paper organisation. During this 
period, in order to diffuse upper caste anti-reservation agitation in the early 1980s, the 
Sangh Parivar successfully converted conflict between upper caste and Dalit to Hindu 
and Muslim in which the Dalits were entrapped to join hands with the upper castes 
(Shani 2007, Shah 1994).
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In the process, politically aspirant Dalits in Gujarat have been divided mainly 
between the Congress and BJP. Though all of them call themselves as Ambedkarites, 
there was almost no difference among them as far as their Hindu mindset is concerned. 
Congress Dalits since the 1930s  argue that the differences between Gandhi and 
Ambedkar were unnecessary. They are with the Congress because of their traditional 
association with the party as pro-Dalit; and some are/were holding political positions. 
Along with ideological propaganda, BJP and the various outfits of the Sangh Parivar co-
opted Dalit political aspirants including the former RPI members and also Buddhists by 
offering political positions within their organizations. One of the dalit leaders told me in 
1987 that “the BJP subscribes to Brahminical ideology but the Congress in practice is no 
way different. Moreover, I worked in the Congress for ten years but I did not get a 
position whereas the BJP has given me a position in the party”.  In 1990s one Dalit was 
made the editor of the mouth-organ of the RSS Sadhana. The party and VHP mobilised 
some Dalits during the Advani’s Rath yatra from Somanath to Ayodhya in the late 
1980s. They were taken to Ayodhya in 1992 to participate as kar sevaks  (volunteers) in 
the demonstration. In the 2002 communal carnage Dalits were used as footloose 
Hindutva soldiers against Muslims (Shah 2004, Berenschot 2011:139-160). This 
includes some Buddhists also. Number of Dalit political leaders holds various political 
positions in the party and the government. The Gujarat government uses the ministers 
belonging to the Schedule castes as its spokes-persons to deny the existence of manual 
scavenging in the state and deny the prevalence of untouchability in rural Gujarat 
ignoring their own observations and systematically collected empirical evidences by 
Dalit human rights activists.  Not only that they endorse the government’s programme 
providing training to  manual scavengers to become priests to perform Vedic rituals7 (see 
also Nanda 2011).  They (including  Buddhists who hold positions in VHP and other 
parivar organisations) did not question the  chief minister’s public statement  that the  
job of manual scavenging being carried out by Valmiki caste has been “bestowed upon 
them by Gods; and that this job of cleaning up should continue as an internal spiritual 
activity for centuries. This should have continued generation after generation. It is 
impossible to believe that their ancestors did not have the choice of adopting any other 
work or business."8

There are of course a few radical Dalits who protest against the state government’s 
callus approach towards the practice of untouchability, discrimination and atrocities 

7 The times of India (Ahmedabad)February 13, 2013
8 http://blogs.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/true-lies/entry/modi-s-spiritual-potion-to-woo-karmayogis
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faced by dalits. They also repeatedly warn the Dalits  against danger of Hindutva agenda 
to thwart their struggle for emancipation. One of the Dalit NGOs celebrated Ambedkar’s 
birthday the 14th April 2013 as Samata (equality) day as against government and BJP’s 
celebration as Samras day. It successfully mobilised a large number of Dalits and 
organised procession highlighting Dr. Ambedkar’s plea for equality, liberty and 
fraternity the principles enshrined in the Indian Contribution and core of Buddhism. 
Surprising Buddhist Dalits kept way from such function treating it as political beyond 
their purview. They had their celebration with puja and chanting Buddhagan (religious 
verses).

VI

Overview

Buddha, in the course of Dalit movement under Ambedkar’s leadership, has gained 
a place among pantheon of the upward mobile Dalits in India. But he is not as popular 
in Gujarat even among the self-styled Ambedkarites, as one finds among the Scheduled 
castes of Maharashtra and UP.  In several middle class Dalit homes Buddha picture is 
found on the walls of the drawing room along with Ambedkar as well with Gandhi and 
Hindu gods and Goddesses. Buddhism however has attracted a very tiny section of 
Scheduled Castes in Gujarat. A majority, not all, of the converted Buddhists are from 
urban areas and of the Vankar caste. In terms of their economic status they belong to 
middle class, second generation of school-going families. They claim to have more 
rational approach towards socio-cultural and economic issues of everyday life than non-
Buddhists. Because of their education and ‘rational’ way of thinking they look down 
none-converted Dalits as superstitious and ignorant and responsible for their plight by 
continuing to remain in the Hindu-fold. Contrary to Ambedkar’s approach, like all 
religious fundamentalists they blame victims for their suffering. In practice they have 
taken Buddhism as ‘religion’ and not as Dhamma as defined by Ambedkar.  Individual’s 
righteousness and salvation -happiness, as a part of the Buddhist way of life pre-occupy 
their everyday activities. Such orientation goes hand in hand with neo-liberal economy. 
Though they are concern how to spread Buddhism in India, they have no strategies and 
resources to move in that direction.

Social transformation is not on their agenda. Most of the Buddhists in Gujarat are 
apolitical.  Like none-converted middle class Dalits, a few of them are sensitive to the 
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plight of their poor subjugated brethren. But on the whole many are uprooted from a 
larger Dalit milieu of traditional oppression.  In a day-to-day life they hardly experience 
open form of physical untouchability, though occasionally they do experience overt and 
covert discrimination in public spheres. Like Buddhists, upward mobile Hindu Dalits 
also change their surnames and names. The former adopt names from Buddhist literature 
and the latter imitate upper castes. One of the objectives for changing names is to hide 
traditional caste identity that hinders their opportunities. But at the same time few others 
have gained a confidence that they do not find a need to hide their traditional caste 
nomenclature. They assert that their caste does not come in their way if they are able 
and qualified ( Makwana 2003a).  Some of them do feel that in a resurgent India caste 
identity was not important. One can attain any position if one has ability (Jadhav 2003). 
They have confidence that higher education, higher employment, and better ways of 
earning a living provide them respectable position in society irrespective of their 
religion. Aspiration of an average urban middle class Dalit is to have equity to access 
opportunities and get ‘equal’ status with upper caste Hindus. For them ‘equality’ means 
an assertion that “we can also do” like you (Patel 2003). A few Hindu Dalits express 
their outrage in form of revenge – tit for tat. That if upper caste people insult and 
humiliate or commit atrocities against Dalits, nothing wrong if the Dalits retaliate in the 
same manner (Rathod 2000). Buddhists however do not subscribe this view.

A large number of middle class Dalits in Gujarat irrespective of their party 
affiliation  have imbibed Right wing notion of religion based nationalism (Shrimali 
1999). Dr. Ambedkar’s ideology for social transformation has faded away in the new 
educated generation of Buddhist and Hindu Dalits. It is often bogged down to 
symbolism and rhetoric. Several youths feel that if they want to succeed they have no 
other way but to follow the mainstream- ideology of the dominant castes/classes. A size 
of such Dalit middle class –Hindus, Christians and Buddhists – is relatively small, less 
than one fifth of the SCs. In social and public life they are not only divided but also 
compete with each other on caste as well as on religion lines. Each one of them perceive 
‘superior’ over others.

On the other hand, vast majority of Dalits are poor - either lives below poverty line 
or on its margin. In rural India and Gujarat they continue to have experiences of 
untouchability in different spheres.  And, the practice of untouchability between the 
scheduled castes also persists (Navsarjan 2010, Shah 2013). Valmikis i.e. scavengers are 
treated as untouchables not only by caste Hindus but also by other SCs. They continue 
to live in very wretched condition (Shinoda 2005).   Nearly 20 percent of the manual 
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scavengers in prosperous state like Gujarat still carry human excreta in basket/ bucket 
(Daroker and Beck 2006). And in urban Gujarat, on an average more than 15 scavengers 
die every year of carbon monoxide poisoning while clearing sewage blockages. The 
incidents of atrocities (including rape) against Dalit females and males are unabatedly 
increasing. The State is callus in implementing Atrocities Act 1989 to protect the Dalits.  
But vocal middle class Dalits irrespective of their political party affiliation and religion 
are indifferent to the plight of the marginalised people. A young Buddhist woman 
complains that “we have to accept that those who received benefits of the reservation 
and other government measures keep silence after getting benefits... What have they 
done for those exploited and illiterate? Political leaders who get elected on the reserved 
seats with our votes they do not work to bring laws which promote equality, and also 
implement such laws which are in existence. Similarly those who are educated and are 
well placed are not willing to do for their own brethren”9.  A none-Buddhist Valjibhai 
Patel, once a leader of the Dalit Panther who led several Dalit struggles and fought 
against Hinduism, feels lonely and deserted. He laments, “With this new generation it 
seems everything has changed. They have forgotten resistance against injustice and 
atrocities. ...In order to increase the capacity for assertion Babasaheb taught us to get 
educated. But now its outcome is opposite. Education has come and it has created huge 
battalions of armed-chair intellectuals. Their capacity for retaliation and assertion has 
declined. Sensitivity is replaced by thick skin. Careerist approach, selfishness and 
mindset for compromise and adjustment have destroyed the dalit movement. So-called 
Dalit leaders and organizations have almost become captive of political leaders (1999).” 
Buddhism is not able to make dent in changing structural forces responsible for their 
plight as Buddhists prefer to be apolitical.
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Identifying with Buddhism:
A Buddhist Movement and Buddhist Practices in 

Contemporary Uttar Pradesh

Kenta Funahashi

1. Introduction

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar (1891-1956)1 embraced Buddhism on 14 October 1956, and he 
passed away about two months after his great conversion. Although he left behind his 
‘Sutra’, or guidance, Buddha and His Dhamma, on an ideological level, he did not 
demonstrate how his hundreds of thousands of followers should live on a practical level. 
As such, Buddhists (‘Converted Buddhists’) living in contemporary India struggle, 
negotiate, and constitute their own Buddhism based on the ‘Sutra’.

In this paper, I will examine how Buddhists in contemporary Uttar Pradesh are 
spreading Buddhism and fostering Buddhist movements and how they conduct 
religious-ritual practices by adhering to the ideology of Ambedkar. Though they 
endeavour to follow the ideology of their prominent leader idealistically, in reality, they 
negotiate their Buddhist practices when they face relatives and members of their 
community who follow Hindu practices. The Buddhist-Dalits in Uttar Pradesh are a 
small minority, and most of their kin and affines are Hindus. This situation is worth 
bearing in mind, especially compared with that in Maharashtra. The Buddhist-Dalits 
conduct religious practices in a selective and syncretic manner depending on contexts 
and situations.

2. Background and Theoretical Issues

Here I will explain some terms that are used in this paper. Firstly, ‘Buddhist-Dalits’ 

1 Ambedkar was born into the Mahar family, which comprised one of the largest sections of the Dalit caste in Maharashtra in 1891. 
He studied and earned PhDs at both Columbia University in the United States and the London School of Economics in the United 
Kingdom. After returning from abroad, Ambedkar devoted himself to movements for the liberation of the Untouchables -- 
politically, socially, and religiously.
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are ‘ex-untouchables’ and are converts from Hinduism. In western Uttar Pradesh, they 
mostly originate from the Jatav or the Chamar communities. Chamar is a large Dalit 
community in North India. The Chamars have traditionally worked as tanners, leather 
workers, shoemakers, village servants, tenants, and so on (Briggs 1999; Cohn 2004; 
Khare 1984; Singh 2002). In my research area, Village V, presented in section 3, they 
mostly worked as factory workers, agricultural labourers, and daily-wage labourers. The 
Jatav, even though they are considered a Chamar sub-caste in, for example, census 
statistics, insist that they have another origin and are a distinct caste from the Chamar.

There have been many struggles over the years beginning with those led by 
Ambedkar, to ensure that Dalits have politico-economic rights, social security, and 
cultural and religious autonomy. Consequently, the political, economic, and social 
conditions of Dalits have gradually been improving; for example, ‘untouchability’ has 
been abolished, and the reservation system has been established. I shall discuss one of 
these struggles, or rather movements, which was centred on conversion to Buddhism. 
Since Ambedkar’s great conversion, numerous Dalits have converted to Buddhism to 
liberate themselves from the ‘unequal Hindu society’ and joined the more ‘equal 
Buddhist society’. This tendency has been gradually increasing, especially since the 
1990s.

Ambedkar was, and still is, considered a prominent leader of the Dalits. He 
renounced Hinduism in 1935 and embraced Buddhism on 14 October 1956. Because he 
passed away two months later, on 6 December 1956, he was unable to establish a firm 
basis for Buddhism in Indian society or to popularize the religion among Dalits. The 
Dalits have been attempting to practice Ambedkar’s ideas on Buddhism by following a 
process of trial and error.

One of the active Buddhism conversion movements in western Uttar Pradesh was 
led by the Buddhist Society of India. This organization was founded by Dr Ambedkar in 
1955, and it has a strong claim to legitimacy. The purpose of the Society is to spread 
Buddhism and conduct Buddhist rituals. This means that they only conduct ‘religious’ 
activities. Some leaders of the Society have been active in spreading Buddhism in towns 
and villages in this region.

We can consider two types of successors to Ambedkar in Buddhist movements. 
One is the leaders, the elites of the movements, and the other is their followers. The 
former are conceptually or ideologically ‘authentic’ successors and most of them have 
Jatav origins in Uttar Pradesh. The latter sometimes conduct conceptually and 
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ideologically ‘inauthentic’ religous practices, and they are mostly Chamars by ‘caste’. 
The successors of the latter type practice selectively or syncretically religious rituals.

I will now discuss how this paper relates theoretically to previous studies. There 
are two main research topics: Dalit studies and Buddhist-Dalit studies. With respect to 
Dalit studies, most recent studies have focused on the identity of the Dalits. They 
discuss the self-reflection, reinterpretation, and assertion of Dalit identity (Khare 1984; 
Deliège 1993; Dube 2001; Lamb 2002; Ciotti 2006; Arun 2007; Narayan 2008).

For example, Arun analyses how the Paraiyars in Tamil Nadu insist on their own 
identity by using, applying, reinterpreting, and converting the images and symbols that 
have been negatively imposed on them historically (2007). In his study, the Paraiyars 
have changed the meaning of drumming from servitude to an art form, insist that beef 
eating is not a symbol of pollution but a social custom, and have transformed the 
significance of land from a symbol of marginalization to a symbol of empowerment. 
With these acts, the Paraiyars have formed and asserted a new identity.

Most previous studies about Buddhist-Dalits have focused on the ‘discontinuity’ 
with Hinduism (Beltz 2004, 2005; Burra 1996; Fitzgerald 1997). In these studies, 
scholars have discussed how and the extent to which people could change their rituals 
and everyday practices from Hinduism to Buddhism after conversion. However, I think 
it is better to think of conversion not as discontinuity but as ‘continuity’, and one must 
focus on the practical level of conversion rather than the ideological level. G. 
Viswanathan argues that it is important ‘to see conversion less as an endpoint than a 

Fig. 1  A statue of Ambedkar in Village V, Uttar Pradesh
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starting point, a method of knowledge and communication’ (Viswanathan 2001: xix). 
Rudolf C. Heredia discusses conversion not as an event but as a process (Heredia 2007: 
296-303). By adopting the perspective of ‘continuity’ and concentrating on the practices 
of converts, we can then see more clearly how the Buddhist-Dalits live with others, that 
is, other minorities and the majority.

In this paper, I will focus on the way the Buddhist-Dalits reinterpret the past to 
negotiate identity. They assert themselves as descendants of both Buddha and Ravidas, 
and they see both as standing for egalitarianism. I will observe some practices that are 
conducted as either Buddhist or Chamar and also observe some practices essentially 
related to Hinduism that are conducted selectively or syncretically. As R. Robinson and 
S. Clarke mention, ‘the ritualized and practice-based dimensions of religions become, in 
many instances, prime movers and principal sustainers of the momentum of religious 
conversion’ (Robinson and Clarke 2003: 4).

The Buddhist-Dalits practice certain religious rituals that relate to Hinduism 
selectively and syncretically in order to maintain relationships with their kin, who are 
mostly Hindus, while asserting themselves as Buddhists. At the same time, the Buddhist-
Dalits attempt to negate the concept of ‘caste’, which relates to Hinduism, and insist on 
‘equality’, which is the basis of Buddhism.

3. Case study

3-1. About the research
I conducted the first phase of my fieldwork from February to May 2003 and from 

June to October 2004 (a total of nine months) in Meerut, a city in western Uttar Pradesh. 
I conducted research on Dalit movements, especially Buddhist movements led by the 
Buddhist Society of India, including the organization itself and the leaders of these 
movements. During the second phase of my fieldwork, which lasted from April 2005 to 
February 2006 and included a brief visit in March 2009, I lived in Village V, 
Muzaffarnagar district, western Uttar Pradesh, and studied the everyday practices as 
well as the rituals of the Buddhist-Dalits.

Map 3 is a map of Village V. Chamar residential areas are shown in red and are 
situated on the borders of the village. According to the 2001 census, the population of 
Village V was 3,982, and of the scheduled castes containing 847 people, almost all were 
Chamars – they accounted for roughly 21% of the population (Registrar General and 
Census Commissioner, India, 2001). In March 2009, there were 237 Buddhists, 120 
males and 117 females, and 37 households.
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Fig. 2 is a graph of the composition of the population of Village V by ‘caste’. The 
most populous caste was the Jinwars, who are Other Backward Classes (OBCs), 
followed by the Chamars.

Map 3  Village V

  [Bn: Baniyā, Ch: Chamar, Chu: Chūrā (Bangī), Ja: Jāt, Ji: Jinwar, Jo: Joggy, K: Kumahar, 
M-S: Muslim (Shiah), P: Brahman (Pandit)
  Am.P: Ambedkar Park, H. M.: Hindu Temple, M. D.: Village Goddess Temple, R. M.: 
Ravidas Temple]

Map 1  India Map 2  Uttar Pradesh
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Most Buddhist-Dalits living in Village V had had a Dīkṣā (conversion) ceremony, 
which was led by leaders of the Meerut branch of the Buddhist Society of India in 1996. 
The Buddhist-Dalits adhere strongly to egalitarianism and regard Buddhism as their 
ancestral, original religion. They also have great respect for Dr Ambedkar.

3-2. Practices as a Buddhist
Here, I will describe some Buddhist practices that are followed by Buddhist-Dalits. 

The first example is the ‘Name-Giving Ceremony’. This is the ritual of giving a new-
born baby a name related to Buddhism. The family of the new-born baby organizes this 
function. They invite villagers to their house and make an altar with a portrait of 
Buddha, flowers, candles, incense, and so on. They ask the leaders of the Buddhist 
Society of India and the village to conduct the Name-Giving Ceremony. They chant the 
Triśaraṇ and the Pancśīla and give the baby a name chosen from a list of names in a 
book. The family then gives the guests some fruit and sweets.

The second example is the Dhamma Vijayā. This ritual is held on the same day as 
Daśahrā. The day is very important because in B.C. 3, King Ashoka embraced 
Buddhism on this day, and in 1956, Ambedkar embraced Buddhism on this day as well 
(Ahir 2000: 30). On this day, Hindus and some Buddhists celebrate Daśahrā by setting 
off firecrackers, but some Buddhists pray to the Buddha. The observance of this ritual 

Fig.2  The population composition of Village V by ‘Caste’
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highlights the identity of the latter ‘as Buddhists’.

3-3. Practices as a Chamar
I will now give an example of the Buddhist-Dalit practices ‘as Chamars’: the 

celebration of Ravidas Jayantī, observed on 13 February 2006. Here, we can see that 
Ravidas is the individual who connects Hindu-Chamars and Buddhist-Chamars. Ravidas 
lived in Varanasi in approximately the fifteenth century. He was a sant (saint-poet) of 
the Bhakti movement and was born into a Chamar family. It is said that he was 
egalitarian and objected to the caste system and discrimination based on this system.

Fig. 3  A statue of Ravidas in Ravidas Mandir in Colony A

Map 4  A rough map of Village V
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Map 4 is a rough map of Village V. There are two Ravidas Mandirs (temples) in 
this village: one near Colony A, and the other near Colony B. The Ravidas Mandir near 
Colony A has only a statue of Ravidas. The Śiva-Ravidas Mandir near Colony B has 
statues of Ravidas and Śiva.

To prepare for Ravidas Jayantī, the villagers organized committees. In Colony A, 
the committee members consisted mostly of Buddhists, but in Colony B they were 
mostly Hindus. They planned separate events for the Jayantī. On the day of the Jayantī, 
Colony A had special guests from Muzaffarnagar. They were members of the Lord 
Buddha Club, although there was no direct link between Ravidas and Buddha. In Colony 
B, there were pujas dedicated to Ravidas, Ganesh, and Śiva. These were the major 
differences between the two committees’ plans. However, in the afternoon, Colony B 
marched through the village with a music band, and people from Colony A gradually 
joined this march. In the end, members of both colonies were dancing enthusiastically.

We know that Ravidas is a very important figure for Chamars. Buddhists believe in 
Ravidas because he was egalitarian and was born into a Chamar family. The Buddhist-
Dalits do not sever themselves from their own ‘past’, that is, their caste, ‘Chamar-ness’. 
For both Buddhists and Hindus, Ravidas is a great entity who functions as the point of 
connection that ties them together.

3-4. Selective and Syncretic Observation of Religious Rituals

I will now describe some religious practices that are selectively observed. Prior to 
that, however, I must discuss the genealogy of Mr. Aman (see Fig. 4). He is a Buddhist-
Dalit, but it is evident that not all of his relatives are Buddhists. Some people who live 
in Village V are Buddhists, but others are not.

The photographs below show the marriage ritual of Aman’s second daughter (Fig. 
5, 6). One can see that the marriage rites were conducted in the Hindu way. The bride’s 
family members offered the following explanations:

  This ritual is not Bauddh Dharm but Hindū Dharm. For our elder sister’s wedding, 
we conducted a marriage ceremony according to Bauddh Dharm, but this time, we 
could not.

(Sisters of the bride, 8 March 2007)

  There is no problem with being married to a Hindu. The bridegroom’s father does 
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not have superstition (andhvishvās). He is a Hindu but has much knowledge. He 
knows Dr Ambedkar, Bhagvān Bauddh, and also Ravidās jī.

(Father of the bride, 6 March 2009)

  The bridegroom’s family members requested Hindu rituals. If we had not agreed, 
the engagement would have been dissolved. So we agreed reluctantly.

(Mother of the bride, 9 March 2009)

The difference between the mother’s and the father’s explanations here is very 
interesting, highlighting whether they focused on the points of difference or the 
commonalities between the two families. In any case, we know that there were some 

Fig. 5, 6  The rituals during Aman’s second daughter’s wedding ceremony

Fig. 4  The genealogy of Aman’s family
(Bold: Living in Village V; Red: Buddhist)
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negotiations between the bride’s side and the bridegroom’s side.

I will now discuss the festivals Karvā Chauth and Dīwālī. Figs. 7–9 show 
photographs of the Karvā Chauth cerebrations as observed by the Buddhist-Dalits. 
Karvā Chauth is a Hindu custom, but Buddhist-Dalits observe it as well. We can assume 
that they observe it because Karvā Chauth celebrates the marital relationship. A husband 
described it by saying, ‘There is a Pūjā dedicated to God, but we do not do it. We only 
follow the rituals relating to the husband and wife’s bond’.

The next example is that of the Bhāī Dūj. During the Dīwālī festival, the third day 
is the main Dīwālī day, the fourth day is Govardhan Pūjā, and the fifth day is Bhāī Dūj. 
In the case of the Aman family, the only part of Dīwālī that they observed was Bhāī Dūj. 
Bhāī Dūj functioned as a link between family and relatives, whether they were Hindus 
or Buddhists. The Aman family said, ‘This is a festival about brothers and sisters’.

The following is a funeral ritual that will help us examine the syncretic observance 
of rituals. Figs. 10 and 11 show photographs of the funeral of a Buddhist in Village V. In 
Fig. 10, you can see that the flag of Buddhism was presented on top of many clothes, 
that the body was swaddled with several layers of cloth, as in Hindu cremation rituals. 
Two portraits of Buddha and Dr Ambedkar are also to be seen. First, the mourners 
chanted the Triśaraṇ and the Pancśīla in front of the house of the deceased. Following 
that, as can be seen in Fig. 11, they marched to the riverside for the cremation while 
continuously chanting the Triśaraṇ and the Pancśīla.

Fig. 7, 8, 9  Karvā Chauth day
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Here, I would like to comment on the rituals I observed. First, in the case of 
marriage rituals, the style of ritual depended on the interpersonal negotiations. In the 
case of the Aman family, therefore, with the first daughter, they were able to conduct the 
ceremony in the Buddhist way, but for the second daughter, they could not. This 
stemmed from the need to maintain good relations with their affined relatives. In the 
case of the Dīwālī festival, decisions on which aspects to participate in depended on the 
meanings and functions of the rituals—those that strengthened family ties. In the case of 
the funeral rituals, elements of Hinduism and Buddhism were syncretically mixed for 
the family to assert their identity ‘as Buddhist’.

Therefore, we can say that it is better to consider conversion not as discontinuity 
but as continuity. The concept of discontinuity relates to the question of whether 
Buddhist-Dalits can distance themselves from Hindu beliefs and practices, as many 
previous studies have asked. The concept of continuity, however, produces a situation 
requiring negotiation for Buddhist-Dalits, that is, negotiation in order to gain ‘social 
recognition’, especially from their relatives and kin. I believe that this perspective of 
‘continuity’ is worth considering to understand the situation of Buddhist-Dalits more 
precisely.

Figs. 10, 11  The funeral of a Buddhist in Village V
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4. Concluding remarks

In this paper, I have attempted to examine how Buddhist-Dalits in contemporary 
Uttar Pradesh are spreading Buddhism and how they conduct religious-ritual practices 
by adhering to the ideology of Ambedkar. For that purpose, I have analysed their 
religious practices and narratives. The Buddhist-Dalits conduct religious practices in a 
selective and syncretic manner depending on contexts and situations.

Buddhist-Dalits follow some practices as Buddhists and some as Chamars, and 
they sometimes continue to observe Hindu religious customs selectively. They are 
aiming to be aslī Buddhists, as Ambedkar advocated, but the conditions under which 
they live require them to adopt other types of practices. Whereas as Buddhists, they seek 
to negate the concepts of ‘caste’ and Hinduism, they must also follow some Hindu 
practices to maintain relationships with Hindus.

As we saw in the case of the Ravidas Jayantī, the Buddhist-Dalits believe in both 
Buddha and Ravidas because they see both as egalitarians. The Buddhist-Dalits can 
negotiate with the Hindu-Chamars because they follow the tenets of Ravidas as well as 
those of Buddha. Here, we can consider Ravidas a point of connection between Hindu-
Chamars and Buddhist-Chamars. A central message for Buddhist-Dalits from Buddha 
and Ravidas is egalitarianism or samān meaning ‘equality with respect’.

Buddhist-Dalits are eager to gain equality, and this aspiration is one of the main 
reasons for their conversion to Buddhism. Here are some of their statements on the 
‘egalitarianism’ of Buddhism 2.

  We gained respect (sammān) from Buddhism. Buddhism is the religion of our 
ancestors. We wanted to receive respect (sammān) and equality (samān), and we 
got them from Buddhism. Buddhism is our ritual (saṃskār).

(Male, sixties, rickshaw wallah)

  There is inferiority (hīntā) in Hinduism. There is equality (barābarī) in Buddhism.
(Male, thirties, truck driver)

  I think Buddhism is good, because your name and your religion have no meaning 
attached to them, and there is no status in Buddhism. We can sit together regardless of our 
status. Me, a prime minister, a president, or anyone – we can all sit together as Buddhists.

(Male, forties, manual labourer)
2 2-9 March 2009.
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The concept of equality is very attractive to Buddhist-Dalits, and it makes them eager to 
receive social recognition from others.

We can now consider the perspectives of discontinuity and continuity in relation to 
social relationships. From the concept of discontinuity, the practice of conducting a 
medley of religious practices is an unsatisfactory outcome of conversion. This 
perspective regards religion as an exclusive concept, but this is a modern and western 
idea of ‘religion’. Another attitude from the perspective of discontinuity is that Dalits 
who embrace Buddhism exclude themselves from mainstream Hindu society.

However, I feel that it leads us to a better understanding of the situation of 
Buddhist-Dalits if we consider conversion not from the viewpoint of ‘discontinuity’, but 
from that of ‘continuity’. It is not unusual for people to follow religious practices from 
more than one religion at the same time in a ‘poly-religious’ society.

Here, Robinson and Clarke discuss ‘conversion’ and ‘exclusivity’ as they pertain 
especially to Christianity and Islam.

...it seems that we will then be able to think about the distinction between the 
theory and practice of conversion within particular religious traditions. The theory 
about religious conversion emanates from the theological elite or specialists of 
specific religious communities not from the people, who probably have very 
different understandings of the term. The hyper-distinctiveness, if one may so coin 
a phrase, of conversion to Islam or Christianity (‘conversion’) seems to revolve 
around the notion of ‘exclusivity’... Christianity, like Islam, demands of its 
neophytes that they take on the new religion and, in the same moment, abandon 
and renounce completely all elements of the old.

A closer reading of historical materials, however, would no doubt reveal that in 
practice the extent to which ‘exclusivity’ has been either insisted on or achieved 
has varied enormously under different conditions.

(Robinson and Clarke 2003: 6, italics added)

In the case which I treated above, on the one hand, Buddhist-Dalits try to follow 
‘pure and authentic’ Buddhist practices ideologically or theoretically, whereas on the 
other hand, they selectively or syncretically continue to follow certain Hindu practices.

Mr. Gautam, the leader of the Buddhist Society of India, who is of Jatav origin, 
insisted to me:



－117－

You can know Buddhism in India by reading the book Buddha and His Dhamma. 
Buddhism in India is a social system, so you can see the same types of practices of 
Buddhism everywhere in India.

(2 March 2009, italics added by the author)

In reality, however, the Buddhist-Dalits conduct many types of practices, as mentioned 
above. Some practices relate to Hinduism because the Buddhist-Dalits need to negotiate 
with relatives and affines, who are mostly Hindus, in order to maintain their status and 
position in society.

Mr. Gautam also mentioned Ravidas, saying, ‘We don’t celebrate Ravidas Jayantī 
because Ravidas is a Hindu’ (3 February 2012). This statement is completely different 
from the practices of the Chamars living in Village V. They assert that they believe in 
three figures: Buddha, Ambedkar, and Ravidas. This gap between the Jatav and the 
Chamar, or between the leaders and the followers, is worth considering when examining 
the situation of Buddhism in India. We may be able to see the new types of practices of 
Buddhism, Nav-Buddhism, conducted by Buddhist-Dalits through well observing their 
practices in contemporary India.
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Scheduled Castes and Drinking Water:
A Statistical Analysis for Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and West Bengal

Norio Kondo

Abstract

  Although Indian economy has been growing rapidly, the benefit emanating 
from the growth has not reached the socially and economically vulnerable 
groups like Scheduled Castes or Scheduled Tribes sufficiently. In such a 
situation, whether such vulnerable groups are in a position to gain easy access 
to basic socio-economic infrastructure, such as safe drinking water, electricity, 
primary education, and so on, is important because the accessibility to basic 
infrastructure is a precondition for vulnerable groups to participate in the 
process of rapid economic growth. But the supply of these facilities, which are 
generally provided by government, seem to be biased against backward 
groups. In the paper, the relation between such vulnerable groups, namely, 
Scheduled Castes, and the supply of safe drinking water is statistically 
examined. The accessibility to the clean drinking water is important social 
problem for the Scheduled Castes people because of the social stigma of 
untouchability of these people. Although untouchability or discrimination is 
prohibited by law, still there are instances of discrimination against these 
people. The statistical analysis is conducted for the three Gangetic states, 
namely, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal on the basis of the 2001 census 
data, which shows a clear and negative correlation between the accessibility to 
the clean drinking water and Scheduled Castes population.

Introduction

Although the Indian economy has been growing rapidly since the 2000s, benefits 
emanating from the growth have not sufficiently reached socially and economically 
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vulnerable groups such as Scheduled Castes (SCs)1 or Scheduled Tribes (STs). In such a 
situation, whether such vulnerable groups are in a position to gain easy access to basic 
socio-economic infrastructure, such as safe drinking water, electricity, primary 
education, and so on, is important because the accessibility to basic infrastructure is a 
precondition for vulnerable groups to participate in the process of rapid economic 
growth. In actuality, however, the supplies of these facilities, which are generally to be 
provided by government, seem to be biased against vulnerable groups.

In this paper I would like to take up the important issue of the supply of safe 
drinking water to socially vulnerable groups, especially SCs. The accessibility of clean 
drinking water has a special social meaning for SC people because of their past social 
stigma of untouchability. Although untouchability or discrimination is prohibited by law, 
still there are instances of discrimination against these people.

It is, therefore, important to know whether SC people are still in a socially inferior 
position with regard to access to safe drinking water, and if so, the reasons for this. In 
this paper, I would like to approach the issue by a statistical examination of the 
accessibility of SC people to safe drinking water. The statistical analysis is conducted 
for the three Gangetic states, namely, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal on the basis 
of 2001 census data, which shows a clear and negative correlation between the 
accessibility to safe drinking water and SC population. Before entering into the 
statistical analysis, the evolution of the policy regarding drinking water provision should 
be mentioned.

Section 1: Evolution of Drinking Water Policy and Vulnerable Groups

In India, it is still difficult to establish a system supplying safe drinking water of 
sufficient quantity to the whole the population. In India, the role of government is 
indispensable in the supply of safe drinking water, which can be considered to be a 
“merit goods” for the society. This is because it is difficult for socio-economically 
vulnerable groups to gain access to stable sources of safe drinking water unless the 
government, or public utilities on behalf of the government, set up the proper 
infrastructure for its provision. This is especially so, in rural areas. In this context, the 
role of both central and state governments is important in investments in the drinking 
water sector, as well as in the sanitation sector, which is a complementary part of the 
water supply system. The combination of safe drinking water and sanitation has a great 
impact on the improvement of public hygiene. Figure 1 shows the plan outlay for water 
1 SCs are also recently referred to as “dalit.”
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supply and sanitation of both central and state governments as a percentage of total plan 
outlay in each five-year plan period. The graph shows that the plan allocation for water 
supply and sanitation in rural areas has improved since the end of the 1970s.

According to the Constitution of India, the state government is primarily 
responsible for providing the basic social amenities including clean drinking water. 
Since the 1970s, however, the role of the Government of India has been increasing due 
to the unsatisfactory performance of state governments. The Government of India set 40 
litres per capita per day as the minimum standard of clean water supply 2 in the 1970s 
(Cullet [2011:60]). In order to attain this target, the Government of India launched a 
centrally sponsored scheme, namely, the “Accelerated Rural Water Supply Programme” 
(ARWSP) in 1972-73 on a 50% fund-matching basis between the government of India 
and the state governments. The guidelines specified that the source of water had to be 

2 The quantity of 40 litres is considered to consist of three litres for drinking, five litres for cooking, 15 litres for bathing, seven 
litres for washing utensils and the house and 10 litres for ablutions (Cullet [2011:57]).

Figure 1   Five-Year Plan Outlay for Water supply and Sanitation 
(% of Total Plan Outlay of both Central and State Governments)

Source: Created by author from: GOI (Planning Commission) [2002: 52].
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within 1.6 km of habitation or a 100 metre elevation in mountain areas. ARWSP aided 
the efforts of the state governments to expand the drinking water system to hitherto-
uncovered rural areas.

A further major initiative on the part of Government of India was the organisation 
of the “National Drinking Water Mission” under the Ministry of Rural Development in 
1986. This was renamed the “Rajiv Gandhi National Drinking Water Mission” in 1991. 
The main objective of the mission is to provide safe drinking water to all villages in a 
cost-effective and time-bound manner (Pant and Pandey [2004: 53]). In order to achieve 
this, the Mission is to draw up guidelines for ARWSP from time to time to help 
formulate National Water Policies, which were prepared in 1987 and 2002, and to 
introduce reforms in the drinking water schemes. For instance, the “Sector Reform 
Project” was initiated in several districts in 1999, introducing the concept of “community 
participation” in the implementation of rural drinking water supply schemes in the 
context of the reinvigoration of Panchayati Raj Institutions after the 73rd Constitutional 
Amendment in 1993. The Sector Reform Project changed the policy orientation from the 
traditional “government-oriented supply-driven approach” to the “people-oriented 
demand-responsive approach” (GOI (Planning Commission) [2002: 1-3]).

In the National Water Policy of 2002, which announced that the first priority in the 
water allocation should be on the drinking water, higher priority was placed on the 
universal coverage of safe drinking water.3 Accordingly, a new scheme, namely, the 
“Swajaldhara Programme” was launched in 2002-03 in order to give further impetus to 
the water sector reform under the Bharatiya Janata Party led the National Democratic 
Alliance Government. Under the programme, the beneficiary community contributes 
10% toward the project construction costs and the Government of India provides the 
residual 90% of the project costs as a grant. After construction, the community takes 
over the operation and maintenance of the schemes in order to instil a sense of 
ownership, and hence responsibility, among the people (GOI (Planning Commission) 
[2007: 163]). Such a demand-driven and community-oriented programme in the context 
of the decentralisation of the Panchayati Raj system was expected to be financially 
viable and sustainable. However, according to a study by Cullet, the experience with the 
programme shows mixed results. The decentralised demand-led schemes can easily lead 
to the dominance of the richer and more powerful people in the village, who understand 
the benefits they can derive from such schemes (Cullet [2009: 50]). The poor and 
weaker sections of the people, such as SCs, are likely to be excluded from the 

3 The order of priorities is as follows. Drinking water, Irrigation, Hydro-power, Ecology, Agro-industries and non-agricultural 
industries, Navigation and other uses (GOI (Ministry of Water Resources) [2002: paragraph 5].
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opportunities made available by such programmes.
In spite of such lacunae in government programmes, there has been an 

improvement in the spread of coverage of drinking water, at least ostensibly. According 
to a report published by the Planning Commission in 2002, it was estimated that 
between 69 to 74% of people in rural areas had access to protected sources of drinking 
water, while in urban areas the proportion was between 91 to 93% (GOI (Planning 
Commission) [2002: 30]). In view of these figures, the problem of the access to safe 
drinking water seems, on the face of it, to be in the process of being solved. However, if 
other aspects, such as quality of water, distance or difficulty in accessing water, and so 
on, are taken into account, there are still serious problems in the supply of safe drinking 
water.

The survey conducted by Paul et al. in 2001, for example, revealed several serious 
problems. The authors surveyed people’s assessment of the state of public services, 
including drinking water, on the basis of 36,542 sample households in both rural and 
urban areas. According to the survey, only about 55% of households had “easy access” 
to a public water supply source, where “easy access” means the availability of a public 
water source within 100 metres of the household (rural/urban). In addition, only 25% of 
public tap users thought the water supply was reliable, while it was 24% in the case of 
hand pumps. In addition, only 27% of households using a public piped supply were fully 
satisfied with the quality of water (Paul et al. [2004: 924-926]). It is obvious that there 

Figure 2 Cases of Diarrhoea (Million)

Source: Indiastat (http://www.indiastat.com, Accessed on March 6, 2012)
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are serious lacunae in the public water supply system, which is contrary to the insistence 
of the Planning Commission in 2002. One fact indicating such lacunae is the increasing 
trend of diarrhoea cases shown in Figure 2. The graph even shows an increasing trend in 
the 2000s.4 Demand for safe drinking water is more serious among the socially 
vulnerable groups. According to a study by Katrina Jessoe on the basis of a data-set 
from a 1998 survey in rural India and her field work in 2007, the demand for improved 
drinking water sources is clearly stronger among historically disadvantaged social 
groups, such as SCs, STs, and other backward classes (Jessoe [2010: 35]).

Obviously, many problems still remain for a large number people in the securing of 
safe drinking water in sufficient quantities. There are various causes for such problems. 
The above study by Paul et al. shows the very large gap that exists between states in the 
performance of providing a safe drinking water supply, which suggests a large gap in the 
capacity, both administrative and political, between state governments.

In addition, we cannot ignore the influence of social stratum, such as class and 
caste, in the accessibility of safe drinking water. In this connection, SC accessibility to 
safe drinking water is still an important issue in India due to the social stigma of their 
past untouchability. Although cases of straightforward discrimination against SCs may 
be on the decline, it is hard to say that such social discrimination has been completely 
wiped away, especially in rural areas. According to a study conducted by Ghanshyam 
Shah et al., for example, discrimination can be still found in many rural areas. The study 
was based on a survey conducted in 565 selected villages across 11 states in 2001-2002. 
They found cases of “denied access to water facilities” in 255 villages (48.4%) out of 
527 villages (Shah et al. [2006: 76]). If such social discrimination is strong enough to 
influence the public provision of basic amenities, the supply of the amenities might be 
skewed in favour of upper castes or communities. In villages, the residential areas are, 
by and large, separated between SCs and other upper castes or communities. Thus it can 
be assumed that important social infrastructure, such as drinking water pipes, first reach 
the residential areas of upper castes or communities due to their socio-economic and 
political influence. If the government had been completely impartial in the construction 
of basic infrastructure for public amenities, there should have been no large-scale 
difference in accessibility to public safe drinking water between SC residential area and 
other areas. However, the reality is different. We would like to look at the situation 
regarding the accessibility to water supplies by SCs/STs from the 1970s, when the 
Government of India came onto the scene.
4 The trend in the 1990s is, by and large, the same. See, GOI (Planning Commission) [2002: 46].
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In 1978, the Planning Commission surveyed the achievements of the government’s 
Minimum Needs Programme and ARWSP in successfully providing safe drinking water 
to those who were the most vulnerable groups in rural society, namely, SCs/STs 
agricultural labourers. “Safe drinking water” meant drinking water provided mainly 
through piped water and bored/tube/drilled wells. The survey covered 34 districts in 17 
major states and included a total of 1,174 ‘poor’ households in 99 villages. The results 
are shown in Table 1.

Table 1   Drinking Water Points Provided for Poor SCs/STs under the Minimum 
Needs Programme or Accelerated Rural Water Supply Programme

Localities Number
Drinking water points Drinking water points per Locality

Public 
points

Private 
points

Total
Public 
points

Private 
points

Total

Poor (SCs/STs Agricultural 
Labourers) (a)

158 101 22 123 0.639 0.139 0.778

Non-poor (b) 77 86 61 147 1.117 0.792 1.909
(b) / (a) - - - - 1.75 5.68 2.45
Mixed 230 434 70 504 1.887 0.304 2.191
Total 465 621 153 774 1.335 0.329 1.665

Source:   Calculated by author from GOI (Planning Commission (Programme Evaluation Organisation)) 
[1980: 11-12].

Note.:   “Poor” means SCs/STs who are agricultural labourers.

There is a clear difference between the localities of poor SCs/STs habitation and 
those of non-poor in terms of “drinking water points per locality.” Especially, there is a 
large difference of 5.7 times in the density of private points, which includes those 
constructed with governmental assistance, between the two localities, while it is 1.8 
times in the case of public points. The results of the survey place in doubt the process of 
implementation of the Minimum Needs Programme and ARWSP, since these 
programmes were intended to elevate the situation of the poor. The survey also lists the 
reasons why the “poor” did not receive benefits from the “public” points in the cases 
when the poor did not actually benefit. The main reasons in the 52 villages surveyed 
were as follows (The figure in parenthesis indicates the number of villages). “Point at a 
distance / alternative source at hand” (32); “Frequent breakdown / out of order” (19); 
“Inadequate duration of water supply” (19); “Meant for higher caste groups” (8); “Water 
not potable” (9) (GOI (Planning Commission (Programme Evaluation Organisation)) 
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[1980: 15]). We must make special mention of “Meant for higher caste groups,” which 
shows discrimination between castes in spite of the water supply point being “public.” It 
must be mentioned that drinking water points supplied by piped water were less (9.8%) 
in the localities of the “poor” as compared to those of the “non-poor” (16.7%) (GOI 
(Planning Commission (Programme Evaluation Organisation)) [1980: 13]).

These facts show how the “public” domain was eroded by “private” influences in 
the local societies. These facts prompted new policy action. The Government of India 
under Prime Minister Indira Gandhi constituted the “Working Group on the 
Development of Scheduled Castes” in 1980. The report of the working group 
recommended:

  “If drinking water is available in the village but the Scheduled Castes are not being 
allowed in fact to draw water from this source, action should be taken to ensure 
that the Scheduled Castes are actually enabled to do so, without any discrimination 
or disability.” (GOI (Ministry of Home Affairs) [1981: 323])

and,

  “In the case of piped water supply, a fair proportion of the water-stands and hand-
pumps should be located in the Scheduled Caste habitations. In such senses the 
ratio of water-stands and hand-pumps per unit population should not be less for the 
Scheduled Castes than for the others.” (GOI (Ministry of Home Affairs) [1981: 
324])

In addition to the above report, there are numerous documents issued by the 
Government of India, such as five-year plans, which have referred to the inferior 
position of SC and ST populations, especially in rural areas, and have made 
recommendations to improve the situation. In spite of these recommendations, the real 
situation has not been improving as fast as these recommendations have intended. This 
is clear from the data shown in Table 2, which reveals the percentage of different social 
groups that have easy access to drinking water in rural areas. It is based on the survey 
conducted in the NSS 58th round. SCs/STs people are still in an inferior position with 
regard to the accessibility of drinking water. Tiwary and Phansalkar pointed out the 
multiple disabilities of SCs regarding water, for example in public places, mainly based 
on their own survey and the NSS 58th round. Discrimination in the public water points 
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is a serious problem for SC households since they depend largely on public sources. 
Although it is said that such discrimination has declined in some states, such as Uttar 
Pradesh and Bihar, it is still prevalent in many places (Tiwary and Phansalkar [2007]). 
This burden of discrimination is more serious for SCs/STs’ women, because it is women 
who are usually engaged in water-related tasks such as carrying water (Joshi [2011]).

Table 2   Rural Households by Distance to the Source of Drinking Water in Rural 
Areas: 2002 (All India)

Within dwelling
Outside dwelling 

but within premises
 No. of sample 

household
(a) (%) (b) (%) (c) = (a) + (b) (%) (d)

Scheduled Tribe 6.1 14.5 20.6 8286
Scheduled Caste 13.9 15.1 29.0 11596
OBC 18.5 20.6 39.1 20565
Others 25.3 22.5 47.8 15459

Source:   Calculated by author on the basis of following data source: GOI (Ministry of Statistics and 
Programme Implementation (National Sample Survey Organisation)) [2004: A-180]

Note: NSS 58th round conducted from July 2002 to December 2002.

Table 3   Tap Drinking Water within or Near Premises (both treated and untreated): 
2001 and 2011 (%)

2001 2011
Total Population SCs Total Population SCs

India 33.8 28.6 40.1 36.9
Uttar Pradesh 22.8 16.1 25.7 20.0
Bihar 3.5 2.2 4.0 3.5
West Bengal 19.0 11.4 20.6 13.9

Source: 1) GOI (Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner) [2003a, 2003b, 2003c]
 2)   The 2001 census data other than the three States in the table are from Indiastat (http://www.

indiastat.com, Accessed on November 30, 2013)
 3)   GOI (Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner) [2012:295]

Note:   Definitions: ‘Near the Premises’ indicates that the source availed is within a radius of 100 meters in 
urban areas and 500 meters in rural areas.

Data based on the population census, which is a comprehensive survey, shows the 
same trends. According to the household amenities survey of the 2001 census, those 
who have access to drinking water within or near their premises is 33.8% as a whole, 
while it is 28.6% in the case of SCs, as shown in Table 3. Here, “near premises” is 
defined in the census as the available source being within a radius of 100 meters in 
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urban areas and 500 meters in rural areas. In the 2011 census, these figures are 40.1% 
for the whole population and 36.9% in the case of SCs. Although accessibility has 
improved over the decade for the whole population as well as for SCs, the pace of 
improvement is slow. In addition, there is still a substantial gap between the two. The 
figures for accessibility are much lower in the case of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West 
Bengal, which are to be analysed in the next section.

It must be mentioned that there are wide differences in the accessibility to safe 
drinking water between states. Figure 3, for example, shows accessibility by SCs to tap 
water within or near premises in 2001. We can see that wide differences exist between 
states. It is clear that among major states, relatively developed states such as Gujarat, 
Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu have better tap water facilities even for SCs. In contrast, 
the situation is much worse in the backward states such as Bihar, Orissa, Jharkhand, 
Uttar Pradesh, and West Bengal.

Section 2: Relation between Scheduled Castes and Drinking Water in three States

The discussion thus far shows insufficient policy formation as well as lukewarm 
implementation of the programmes by governments in providing safe drinking water to 
vulnerable sections of people, the existence of a wide gap between SCs and general 
castes or communities in terms of the accessibility to safe drinking water, especially tap 

Figure 3 Accessibility of SCs to Tap Water within or Near Premises: 2001 (%)

Source: 1) GOI (Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner) [2003a, 2003b, 2003c]
Source: 2)   The 2001 census data other than Bihar, Uttar Pradesh and West Bengal in the table are from 

Indiastat (http://www.indiastat.com, Accessed on November 30, 2013)
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water, and discrimination against SCs in terms of their access to “public” water sources 
or the provision of water supply facilities. Although we know the existence of 
discrimination against SCs can partly explain the gap between SCs and general castes or 
communities, there might be other factors explaining the inferior accessibility to water 
supplies by SCs.

The economic backwardness of SCs compared to other castes or communities 
might be another important factor. As explained above, for example, the richer and more 
powerful people in the village are more positive toward the “people-oriented demand-
responsive approach,” namely, the Swajaldhara Programme. It is because these people 
can pay for the installation of the facilities, which is 10% of total project costs. SCs also 
have to pay a portion of project costs, though there is a concession compared to other 
castes or communities. In addition, residents have to bear the cost of bringing pipes 
from the main line to their houses (Cullet [2009: 49-52]). If the expenses for tap water 
are too costly in relation to the economic condition of the residents, poor SCs are not 
likely to opt for the tap water and are more likely to be satisfied with dependence on a 
well, surface water, shallow tube well, and so on. Taking these points into consideration, 
the economic condition of SCs might be an important factor.

Another probable reason might be the weak political power of SCs. Although the 
Government of India or state governments have well-specified guidelines for decreasing 
the gap between SCs/STs and others, in many cases the programmes or schemes 
intended for the more vulnerable groups do not function according to the guidelines due 
to interference by more powerful local upper castes or communities, as well as 
bureaucratic inertia in the local administrative organisation. Political influence is 
generally an important factor in expediting the receipt of public service or merit goods 
from governments or public entities. On the rural scene, the political influence of SCs is, 
in general and for various reasons, not strong enough to influence the local public 
administration. The lack of solidarity among SCs, the lack of awareness of the 
importance of unity, their economic dependency on higher castes, and so on, are a few 
of these reasons. Several studies show that political influence is an important factor in 
bringing the facilities for drinking water to particular localities (Kumar [2006], Sijbesma 
[2006]).

The basic source of political influence is the number of castes or communities, 
which is very important in electoral politics. However, if the castes or communities in 
the locality are divided, they cannot wield sufficiently effective political influence to get 
things done. There is an argument based on the experiences of several countries that a 
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mixture or heterogeneity of various ethnic groups weakens the provision of public 
goods. There are a number of hypotheses that are considered to explain the weak 
provision of public goods in this situation. First, in an ethnically heterogeneous society, 
there will be a smaller provision of public goods, because the preferences of 
communities concerning public goods differ from each other, which impedes collective 
action of heterogeneous communities as a whole to obtain more public goods from the 
government (Alesina, Baqir, Easterly [1999]). Secondly, divisions or cleavages in social 
networks in heterogeneous societies might result in the smaller provision of public 
goods, because the segmentation and division of social networks and communication 
impede collective action (Miguel and Gugerty [2005]) and sometimes lead to conflictual 
situations (Banerjee, Iyer, Somanathan [2005]).

In addition, the local socio-economic situation might be an important factor. 
Urbanisation, for example, is likely to raise the demand of urban residents for a well-
regulated system of drinking water provision, most probably in the form of tap water, as 
well as a drainage and sanitation system. Reddy and Dev pointed out that there is a clear 
pro-urban bias in the provision of tap water. In addition, within the urban areas, the bias 
towards the rich is of serious concern (Reddy and Dev [2006: 74]).

In order to identify the significance of these factors in the provision of safe 
drinking water to SCs, I will conduct a statistical analysis on the basis of the data 
provided by the population census of 2001. There are a few merits in using census data. 
Census data is complete data, which, if analysed properly, could give a better and more 
comprehensive picture.5 In fact, it is pointed out that there is lack of segregated data for 
SCs, STs, and Muslims, although such data are necessary to implement policies for such 
vulnerable groups. It is said that the sectoral department/ministry in the state 
governments or the Government of India which deal with the programmes for SCs/STs, 
for example, do not maintain sufficiently comprehensive data to determine the nature of 
attainment and deprivation among SCs and STs vis-à-vis the general population (GOI 
(Planning Commission) [2005: 21]).

The 2001 census provides detailed data down to the sub-district level, namely, 
“Block” or “Tehsil” level, in terms of “household amenities” such as drinking water, and 
characteristics of the population, which facilitates statistical analysis due to the sample 
size being much larger at the sub-district level. Although the data for household 
amenities and characteristics of the population are not separated for SCs, STs and others 

5 Several sampled data-sets are available, such as the data collected by the National Sample Survey, National Family Health Survey, 
and so on.
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at the sub-district level, the percentages of SCs, STs and Muslim population are 
available at sub-district level. Separate data for SCs and STs are available only at the 
district level and above. We can examine the hypotheses by correlating the accessibility 
to safe drinking water with the SC population ratio, and other variables.

In this paper, I would like to adopt the indicator “tap water within or near premises” 
as a variable representing the concept of “reasonably accessible safe drinking water.” 
“Tap water” includes as its sources, ground water, surface water, and so on, and both 
“treated” and “untreated” water. Thus “tap water” might not perfectly fit the concept of 
“safe drinking water,” but it can be used as a proxy variable. As mentioned already, in 
the 2001 census, the “near premises” is defined as an available source being within a 
radius of 100 meters in urban areas and 500 meters in rural areas, which would, by and 
large, assure “reasonable accessibility.”

I chose three states on the Gangetic plain, namely, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and West 
Bengal to examine the hypotheses. This is because, for one thing, the condition of SCs 
in gaining access to safe drinking water is clearly worse in these states, as shown in 
Figure 3. These three states are also topographically continuous on the Gangetic plain, 
which means that it is not necessary to input additional variables controlling 
topographical differences in the regression analysis. The installation or construction of 
water pipes is considered to be greatly influenced by topographical features in the 
different regions. It seems to be difficult, for example, to compare hilly or desert states 
with states on the Gangetic plain without introducing control variables representing the 
topographical differences. However, finding appropriate control variables is also a very 
difficult matter. Table 4 shows the distribution of the population of vulnerable sections 
in the three states. The percentages of SC population are 16.37% in Bihar, 22.17 in Uttar 
Pradesh, and 25.83% in West Bengal, while those of Muslims are also substantial in the 
three states. The percentages of ST population are, however, very low in Bihar and Uttar 
Pradesh, while it is slightly higher in West Bengal.
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Table 4 Distribution of Population of Vulnerable Sections in three States: 2001 (%)
Bihar
Administrative Unit Hindu Muslim SCs STs
Block 84.89 14.91 (12.90) 16.37 (6.07) 0.97 (3.13)
Town 80.80 18.65 (12.48) 11.50 (4.62) 0.45 (0.81)

Uttar Pradesh
Administrative Unit Hindu Muslim SCs STs
Tehsil 82.31 16.88 (11.89) 22.17 (6.88) 0.06 (0.03)
Town 65.61 33.26 (23.26) 14.28 (8.16) 0.03 (0.43)

West Bengal
Administrative Unit Hindu Muslim SCs STs
Block 70.26 26.25 (21.99) 25.83 (13.80) 7.92 (10.30)
Town 80.12 18.64 (23.63) 19.61 (12.64) 2.03 (3.57)

Source: Calculated by author from Census 2001 data.
Notes: 1) “Block”= “Community Development Block”. Both “Block” and “Tehsil” include “Town”.

2) Figures in parentheses are the standard deviations.

3) “Block” or “Tehsil” includes “Town”.

Table 5 lists the variables to be used in the regression analysis. “tap_wtr” is the 
dependent variable representing “reasonably accessible safe drinking water.” “urban” is 
a variable of urbanisation. “roof” is used to represent the economic prosperity of the 
area, namely, Block or Tehsil. The percentage of households whose roofs are made of 
higher quality materials, such as brick, stone, or concrete, is considered to be higher in 
the economically more prosperous areas. “sc”, “st”, and “muslim” are variables showing 
the population ratios of these vulnerable groups. “hetr” is a variable created to represent 
the heterogeneity of population on the basis of “sc,” “st,” and “muslim” in accordance 
with the formula in the table. “bihar,” “up,” and “wb” are dummies representing each 
state.

Additionally, I introduced the exogenous variables of Electric Light (“el_lg”) and 
High-quality wall (“wall”) in order to conduct Instrumental Variables regression (IV) in 
addition to Ordinary Least Squares regression (OLS). “el_lg” is the percentage of 
households whose main source of lighting is electricity, while “wall” is the percentage 
households whose wall is made of burnt brick, stone, or concrete. The Instrumental 
Variables regression is conducted because the two independent variables “urban” and 
“roof” are suspected to be endogenous variables in the system because, for one thing, 
the dependent variable “tap_wtr” is partly explaining the urbanisation and prosperity of 
the area. The IV method is to be conducted in order to check the probable ill-effect of 
endogeneity.
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Table 5 Variables
Variables Name of the 

variable
Explanation Source Means (Standard deviations)

Bihar
(n=533)

Uttar 
Pradesh
(n=300)

West 
Bengal *
(n=341)

Dependent Variable
Tap Water (%) tap_wtr Percentage of those households 

which have tap in the premises 
or access to tap water within a 
radius of 100 meters in urban 
areas and 500 meters in rural 
areas.

Housing 
Census 
2001

2.16
(4.30)

19.47
(12.09)

6.98
(9.35)

Independent Variables
Urbanisation 
(%)

urban Urban population ratio (%) Census 
2001

5.79
(13.47)

14.76
(15.49)

4.75
(12.91)

High-quality 
roof (%)

roof Percentage households whose 
roof is made of Brick, Stone, or 
Concrete.

Housing 
Census 
2001

26.45
(15.15)

47.09
(16.70)

13.64
(9.42)

SCs (%) sc Percentage of Scheduled Castes 
population. (%)

Census 
2001

16.37
(6.07)

22.17
(6.88)

25.83
(13.80)

STs (%) st Percentage of Scheduled Tribes 
population. (%)

Census 
2001

0.971
(3.13)

0.063
(0.434)

7.92
(10.30)

Muslim (%) muslim Percentage of Muslim population. 
(%)

Census 
2001

14.91
(12.90)

16.88
(11.89)

26.25
(21.99)

Heterogeneity 
of population

hetr Variable showing the 
heterogeneity of Weaker 
Section

 
and other.

hetr = 1 - (Muslim/100)2 - 
(SCs/100)2 - (STs/100)2 - [1 - 
(Muslim + SCs + STs)/100]2

- 0.456
(0.089)

0.521
(0.076)

0.580
(0.116)

Bihar bihar dummy - 1 0 0
Uttar Pradesh up dummy - 0 1 0
West Bengal wb dummy - 0 0 1
Instrumental Variables
Electric Light 
(%)

el_lg Percentage of households whose 
main  source  of  l ight ing is 
electricity. (%)

Housing 
Census 
2001

7.30
(10.35)

26.45
(15.88)

22.63
(16.47)

High-quality 
wall (%)

wall Percentage households whose 
wall is made of Burnt brick, 
Stone, or Concrete.

Housing 
Census 
2001

41.70
(18.63)

59.89
(19.50)

28.40
(18.02)

Note:   * Kolkata Municipal corporation area is excluded from the analysis because there is an 
inconsistency between the area code of “Primary Census Abstract” and the area code of “Houses, 
Household Amenities, and Assets”. In addition, Kolkata is too large to be included in the analysis 
compared to other units.
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Three scatter diagrams have been created to show visually the relation between the 
percentage of “SCs population” and the percentage of “tap water within premises or 
near premises” in the three states. Figure 4 shows clearly the features of the three states. 
The figure for Uttar Pradesh shows that tap water accessibility is in inverse relation to 
the SC population ratio. The figure for West Bengal also appears to show a weak inverse 
relation between the two variables. The figure for Bihar, however, shows no clear 
relation. The very low percentage of tap water accessibility is the reason for this. It was 
only 2.16% in 2001 with the standard deviation being only 4.3% (Table 5), which 
prevents a clear regression analysis. This point should be taken into account while 
interpreting the regression results.

Bihar

West Bengal

Uttar Pradesh

Figure 4   Scatter Diagrams Showing the Relation between SCs (%) and Tap Water 
within Premises or Near Premises (%): 2001

Source: Created by author from Census 2001 data.
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First, regression analyses are made on the basis of the data for the three states 
combined, which is shown in Table 6. All the values for the variance inflation factor 
(VIF) in OLS are small, which assure us that there is no severe problem regarding 
multicollinearity. The results of OLS and IV should be interpreted comprehensively. It is 
clear that, as expected, urbanisation contributes to the spread of the availability of tap 
water in an area. Among the three disadvantaged groups, the SCs are clearly a negative 
factor for the availability of tap water. In addition, two state dummies are also 
significant, showing the relative backwardness in the availability of tap water in Bihar 
and West Bengal vis-à-vis Uttar Pradesh, especially Bihar. The results of both OLS and 
IV are consistent in these variables.

On the other hand, the effect of “heterogeneity of population” (hetr) is not clear. It 
is positive and statistically significant at the 1 percent level in OLS but not in IV. The 
positive sign is against the hypothesis that ethnic heterogeneity weakens the influence of 
the area for the introduction of tap water facilities. The variable, which consists of the 
SC, ST and Muslim population ratio, might not be a proper proxy for ethnic 
heterogeneity. This is because there are already numerous caste, community, and class 
divisions and there is no persuasive reason for a division of SCs, STs and Muslims to be 
adopted. Alternatively, the hypothesis of heterogeneity might be meaningless. In any 
case, it would be problematic to include this variable in the regression. It is removed in 
the regression analysis for the three states.

Concerning “roof” and “muslim,” statistically significant relations are shown in 
OLS, but not in IV, though the signs are as expected. STs are not significant in either 
OLS or IV, which is expected because of the small percentage of the ST population.

In the next step of the analysis, we will perform the regression analysis for each 
individual state with the variables of heterogeneity and state dummies removed. Table 7 
gives the results.
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Table 6 Explanatory Variables for Tap Water in Three States Combined
Three States combined (Number of obs = 1174)

Ordinary Least Squares regression (OLS) Instrumental Variables regression (IV)
Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t| VIF
Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t|

urban 0.2696 0.0313 8.62 0.000 1.44 <urban> 0.4539 0.0515 8.82 0.000
roof 0.0918 0.0182 5.06 0.000 2.46 <roof> 0.0329 0.0318 1.03 0.302
muslim -0.0379 0.0171 -2.22 0.027 1.97 muslim -0.0362 0.0186 -1.95 0.052
sc -0.1600 0.0318 -5.03 0.000 2.15 sc -0.1222 0.0299 -4.09 0.000
st 0.0369 0.0506 0.73 0.466 2.09 st 0.0629 0.0512 1.23 0.220
hetr 7.886 2.935 2.69 0.007 2.37 hetr 3.8965 3.3668 1.16 0.247
bihar -13.524 0.793 -17.05 0.000 2.38 bihar -13.149 0.851 -15.44 0.000
wb -6.534 1.004 -6.51 0.000 3.19 wb -6.785 1.064 -6.38 0.000
constant 11.244 2.133 5.27 0.000  - constant 12.509 2.620 4.77 0.000
F(8, 1165) = 145.92, Prob > F = 0.0000 Instrumented: <urban>, <roof>

R-squared = 0.6042
Instruments: muslim, sc, st, diversity, bihar, wb, el_
lg, wall
F(8, 1165) = 153.41, Prob > F = 0.0000

Source: Created by author from Census 2001 data.
Note: “VIF” = variance inflation factor.

According to Table 7, the effect of urbanisation is clear in the three states and in 
both OLS and IV. Urbanisation contributes to the spread of tap water facilities in an 
area. The case of “roof,” representing the prosperity of an area, is not clear. The OLS in 
Bihar and Uttar Pradesh shows a positive and statistically significant relation, but not in 
other cases. There is no consistent result in the case of West Bengal. It might be that 
there are conditions that link economic prosperity to the spread of tap water facilities, 
which are lacking especially in West Bengal.

Among the three vulnerable groups, the cases of SCs and STs are clear in both OLS 
and IV. The higher SC population is likely to lead to inadequate facilities for tap water. 
In this interpretation, the case of Bihar is excluded because, as mentioned above, the 
very low percentage of tap water facilities in Bihar makes the regression analysis 
difficult. The ST population ratio is clearly not significant because, most probably, it is 
too small. The case of Muslims is difficult to interpret. The IV in Bihar and OLS in West 
Bengal show statistically significant negative relations, revealing that the concentration 
of another vulnerable group, namely, Muslims also leads to a lower provision of tap 
water facilities. In Uttar Pradesh, however, both the OLS and IV show statistically 
significant positive relations. This may be due to the characteristics of the distribution of 
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the Muslim population in Uttar Pradesh. As shown in Table 4, in Uttar Pradesh, the 
Muslim population is highly concentrated in “town”, namely, in urban areas compared 
to other states. Thus what is represented in the variable of the Muslim population might 
be urbanisation, which clearly increases the supply of tap water.

The separate regression analyses of three states clearly supports the two hypotheses 
that urbanisation leads to higher provision of accessible tap water facilities and that 
areas in which SCs are concentrated are disadvantaged with respect to obtaining 
accessible tap water. The effects of economic prosperity and the Muslim population 
appear to be mixed. The effect of the ST population is difficult to discern, most probably 
because of its very low percentage.

Table 7   Explanatory Variables for Tap Water in Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, and West 
Bengal

Bihar (Number of obs = 533)
Ordinary Least Squares regression (OLS) Instrumental Variables regression (IV)

Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t| VIF
Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t|

urban 0.1921 0.0432 4.44 0 1.31 <urban> 0.3186 0.0622 5.12 0
roof 0.05698 0.00929 6.14 0 1.54 <roof> 0.000168 0.01679 0.01 0.992
muslim -0.00863 0.00973 -0.89 0.376 1.53 muslim -0.03469 0.01611 -2.15 0.032
sc -0.0008 0.01688 -0.05 0.962 1.32 sc 0.02092 0.01992 1.05 0.294
st 0.0117 0.0226 0.52 0.604 1.07 st -0.0012 0.0287 -0.04 0.967
constant -0.3323 0.4657 -0.71 0.476 - constant 0.4826 0.6503 0.74 0.458
F(5, 527) = 13.38, Prob > F = 0.0000 Instrumented: <urban>, <roof>

R-squared = 0.5069
Instruments: muslim, sc, st, el_lg, wall
F(5, 527) = 13.8, Prob > F = 0.0000

Uttar Pradesh (Number of obs = 300)
Ordinary Least Squares regression (OLS) Instrumental Variables regression (IV)

Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t| VIF
Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t|

urban 0.3101 0.0512 6.06 0 1.42 <urban> 0.3448 0.0741 4.65 0
roof 0.1117 0.0336 3.32 0.001 1.52 <roof> 0.0886 0.0486 1.83 0.069
muslim 0.266 0.0551 4.82 0 1.35 muslim 0.2541 0.0621 4.09 0
sc -0.2793 0.0771 -3.63 0 1.49 sc -0.2899 0.0792 -3.66 0
st 1.6946 2.145 0.79 0.43 1.01 st 1.7069 2.0969 0.81 0.416
constant 11.228 3.009 3.73 0 - constant 12.238 3.481 3.52 0.001
F(5, 294) = 51.5, Prob > F = 0.0000 Instrumented: <urban>, <roof>

R-squared = 0.5043
Instruments: muslim, sc, st, el_lg, wall
F(5, 294) = 52.52, Prob > F = 0.0000
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West Bengal (Number of obs = 341)
Ordinary Least Squares regression (OLS) Instrumental Variables regression (IV)

Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t| VIF
Dependent 
variable = 
tap_wtr

Coef. 
Robust 
Std. Err. 

t P>|t|

urban 0.2782 0.0728 3.82 0 1.56 <urban> 1.3006 0.4421 2.94 0.003
roof 0.077 0.097 0.79 0.428 1.68 <roof> -0.8566 0.4357 -1.97 0.05
muslim -0.111 0.0255 -4.36 0 1.41 muslim -0.0475 0.0355 -1.34 0.182
sc -0.1064 0.0422 -2.52 0.012 1.17 sc -0.157 0.0592 -2.65 0.008
st 0.0104 0.0644 0.16 0.871 1.42 st -0.0421 0.0811 -0.52 0.605
constant 10.187 2.813 3.62 0 - constant 18.127 5.705 3.18 0.002
F(5, 335) =8.37, Prob > F = 0.0000 Instrumented: <urban>, <roof>

R-squared = 0.2839
Instruments: muslim, sc, st, el_lg, wall
F(5, 335) = 5.07, Prob > F = 0.0002

Source: Created by author from Census 2001 data.
Note: “VIF” = variance inflation factor.

Conclusion

On the basis of the statistical analyses in this paper, the significance of 
“urbanisation” and “SCs” are confirmed. It is not necessary to emphasise the importance 
of urbanisation. Governments, whether central, state, or local, cannot ignore the vital 
demand of urban residents for safe drinking water as well as sanitation or sewage. This 
is because the voice of urban residents is much more politically salient and, hence, 
influential in policy making.

On the contrary, the SC population is in inverse relation to the extension of safe 
drinking water. In the regression where the effects of urbanisation and prosperity are 
controlled, the clearly discernible significance of SCs means that the bargaining power 
based on the political influence of SCs is still weak relative to the general population, or 
that social disregard against SCs still exists in the programme implementation, or both. 
This is a serious problem if we take into account the fact that the roles of governments 
of various levels are crucial in the provision of drinking water. It suggests that the 
provision of vital merit goods, namely, safe drinking water is influenced by unevenness 
in local socio-political structures, which the Government of India has been trying to 
rectify.

In order to remove such structural disregard against SCs, which has still not 
improved notably even in 2011, as indicated in Table 3, affirmative action or positive 
discrimination for socially disadvantageous sections of society are still necessitated on 
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the part of governments, especially in state or local governments.
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Why has India remained secular and democratic, and 
will it stay that way?

Steven Wilkinson

This paper compares the choices that India has made with those made in Pakistan. I 
will argue that India's better inheritances in terms of a strong institutionalized party, 
combined with some key choices made from 1948-1953, set India on a much better path 
than its neighbor. I will also address whether a number of recent developments signal a 
threat to the country’s secular consensus, including the governing Congress party’s 
increasing willingness to make appeals to groups of a religious basis (e.g. on reservation 
policy) and the rise and BJP nomination of Mr. Narendra Modi.

Steven Wilkinson
Yale University

Unclear to many in 1947 whether India or Pakistan was in 
the best position to handle the issue of religious diversity 
and democracy. 

• Jinnah’s promise to guarantee religious rights and that 
whether one a minority ‘no business of state’.

• Appointment of Zafarullah Khan and other minorities to 
high office.

• In India Congress right wing/Hindu Mahasabha strong.
• In India Muslims forced out of some positions, e.g. Kidwai.
• Congress majoritarianism with respect to Urdu, cow 

slaughter, separate electorates and reservations 
(Wilkinson 2004).
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• Congress an internally democratic party since 1920s with a 
powerful set of regional leaders, and broad support in 
provinces that formed India.

• In India stronger party meant INC capable of mediating 
important societal conflicts in the 1950s and 1960s, as well as 
taking action against those who sought to inflame conflict.

• ML very centralized, only 2 important leaders, and without 
deep roots in the areas that became part of Pakistan (Weiner, 
1989)

• So when disagreements broke out between center and 
provincial political leaders, ML employed government 
emergency powers because it could not resolve differences 
within the party. Army & Bureaucracy stepped in…

• In weak party system challengers & weak incumbents tempted 
to play religious card (e.g. 1953,73, 77)

• Sometimes said (e.g. Brass) that India’s religious, 
caste and regional diversity is the answer.

• That confuses effect with cause.
• In fact India and Pakistan are broadly similar on 

diversity indices such as ELF at Independence.

• 1950 Constitution has been stable and successful. versus 
military rule in Pakistan (1958-71, 1977-88, 1999-08).

• Pakistan’s Constitutions have progressively deepened the 
state’s mono-religious character (1962, 1973).

• India has dealt successfully with most serious regional and 
linguistic demands (states reorganization 1952-72, 1999-), J&K 
excepted, versus MQM, FATA, Baluchistan and Sind…

• India’s relative success at integrating religious minorities, 
though much work still to do: in Dec 2013 Prime Minister, 
Head of Planning Commission, COAS, Defence Minister, MEA 
are all minorities.

Won in 1945/46 (except 
NWFP).

1936-37 elections: Muslim 
League won only 109/482 
Muslim seats (Brown, 303) 
and performed best in 
Bombay (51% M seats) and 
UP (43% M seats). 

NWFP: 0 seats; Punjab 1%; 
Sind 0%, Bengal 31%. 
[Jalal, 32]

Source: Jha and Wilkinson (2012)

1. Key role of party institutionalization: Congress 
institutionalized compared to that of Muslim League in 
Pakistan.

2. Initial leadership.
3. Pakistan inherited more imbalanced state.
4. India created institutions that magnified conflict-moderating 

role of cross-cutting cleavages and undercut role of religion.
5. Once these are created, electoral competitiveness does the 

rest.

India Pakistan

Are minorities ‘very’ or 
‘somewhat’ satisfied 
with democracy

55% 36%

Do Indians 
agree/strongly agree 
that everyone enjoys 
equal rights

62% 23%

Ratio of strong 
secularist/majoritarian 
views

3.56 0.6

Election turnout 45%-65% (2009: 60%) 35%-45% (2008: 44%)

Source: State of Democracy in South Asia (CSDS/OUP 2008)
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1. 1950 Indian Constitution  de-emphasizes religion while 
Pakistan kept religious electorates…and 1962 and 1973 
constitutions entrench status of Islam.

2. India allows BC caste reservations in 1950-51. Not in 
Pakistan.

3. Linguistic states 1952: 28 states from initial 9 provinces.

These 3 measures have brought out cross-cutting cleavages 
(Coser, 1956; Lipset, 1960) among members of all India’s 
religious communities, most importantly the majority Hindu-
community.

Nehru
• Willing to bow to broader party resistance on caste reservations and 

linguistic states.
• Great instincts on Army (Guha 2009) and need to insulate it from 

politics, partly by building up what are now 800,000-strong 
paramilitary forces.

• Commitment to constitutionalism, party democracy, secularism (1936 
UP as key event).

• And lived until 1964
Jinnah
• No obvious successors. Jinnah died 1948, Liaquat Ali Khan 1951
• Unwilling to compromise. Went to Dacca in 1948 : “let me make it very 

clear to you that the State Language of Pakistan is going to be Urdu 
and no other language. Any one who tries to mislead you is really the 
enemy of Pakistan. Without one State language, no nation can remain 
tied up solidly together and function…”

• Pakistan’s initial problem: 
Punjab too dominant in 
West, E. Bengal too big 
overall.

• Pakistan tried to resolve 
this conflict in 1954 by 
creating two big units to 
balance each other: big 
mistake.

• Since then no states 
reorganization that would 
have brought out cross-
cutting cleavages or other 
identities: Punjab still too 
big.

Province Population %

Balochistan 4.8

KP 12.9

Punjab 53.7

Sindh 22.2

Islamabad 0.6

POK 2.2

FATA 2.3

Gilgit 1.3

• In Pakistan, only 
155/100,000 troops 
were from East Bengal 
(54% of pop).

• Punjab (25%) had 75% 
share of army, NWFP 
with 20%.

• And Punjabis regarded 
Bengalis as ‘unsuitable’ 
for leadership 
positions in politics 
and army.

Source: Jha and Wilkinson (2012)



－146－

UK, CH, JH not included in shape files or sample.

1. Levels of political competition in states are key (more 
parties competing makes Muslims a more pivotal vote-
bloc and gives politicians an electoral incentive to 
protect them).

2. Parties have an incentive to protect minorities and 
prevent communal violence where: a) party 
competition is multi-polar (3 or more ‘effective 
parties’); or b) governing party or coalition relies on 
minorities directly.

• India has done very well, but danger signs for future, and not 
just in 2014 elections.

• Sachar reveals Muslim literacy and other social indicators 
declining relative to SCs.

• Thorat & Attewell’s excellent 2011 study of continuing 
discrimination against highly educated SCs/Muslims.

• No real government plan to address these issues: we know 
from SL experience that rises in these numbers mean trouble 
in store.

• Government itself has over past decades entrenched religious 
identity in policy in a way that would have been rejected by 
Nehru, and raises majoritarian fears.
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Secularism and Federal Space:
The Study of Religious Conflicts in India

Kazuya Nakamizo

1. Question

Can the federal system provide effective protection for secularism? Federalism, 
which devolves a part of the power to lower units of administration in some form, is a 
political device that is used in an attempt to balance the autonomy of ethnic groups and 
promote national integration in a multi-ethnic society. In other words, federalism is 
considered to be a device that solves the dilemma between the “majority tyranny” [Dahl 
1963] and minority rights in a democracy. However, in practice, federalism has not 
always succeeded in solving this dilemma.

To consider this question, I examine the case of religious conflicts in India. 
According to Adeney, India is a rare case in that it has been one country among the 
developing countries that has maintained democratic federalism [Adeney 2007: 183-
184, Appendix 1]. Well known for the slogan “unity in diversity,” India is a multi-ethnic 
society in terms of race, language, religion, caste, and so on. Although India faced many 
difficult agendas at the time of independence, national integration became the first 
priority for top leaders after experiencing the horrible communal violence during 
partition. To unite the Indian nation, India introduced parliamentary democracy, which 
enables every citizen to participate in the political process, and federalism, which 
respects the diversity of India and attempts to include all its diverse components. 
Concretely, almost 10 years after independence, the Nehru Congress government 
reorganized the states along major linguistic lines, which admitted a certain level of 
autonomy to major linguistic groups.

65 years have passed since independence. India has not disintegrated, contrary to 
the anxiety of the founding leaders. However, India is not still free from religious 
violence. As discussed below, the Indian state made a promise to its people that no one 
would any longer be killed due to differences in religion. However, this promise was 
broken, especially after the late 1980s. The worst riots since independence occurred in 
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Bhagalpur district, in the eastern state of Bihar in 1989, and following the demolition of 
Babri Masjid at Ayodhya in 1992, religious riots spread throughout India. Recently, we 
have witnessed gruesome carnage in the western state of Gujarat in 2002, in which more 
than 2000 Muslims lost their lives. Does this mean that democracy and federalism have 
not functioned in the way they were expected to?

This paper examines this question by focusing on the federal space which 
federalism creates between the center and the state, spatially, temporally and politically, 
as will be discussed in the next section. By using the framework of federal space, the 
cases of two major outbreaks of religious violence will be examined, namely, the 1989 
Bhagalpur riots and the 2002 Gujarat carnage. Both riots, which killed more than a 
thousand people according to the official count, were seriously affected by the federal 
space. At the same time, political developments in both states after the riots are in sharp 
contrast; the Laloo Prasad Yadav-led Janata Dal (JD) and the Rashtrya Janata Dal (RJD) 
governments prevented riots and secured the lives of Muslims in Bihar. In Gujarat, to 
the contrary, Muslims were suppressed by the Narendra Modi-led Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP) government, which precipitated the 2002 carnage. By comparing these two cases, 
this paper will consider the function of federalism in securing secularism.

2. Argument

India has been a focal case for the study of the democratic federalism in a multi-
ethnic society in the comparative politics field. Arend Lijphart, proponent of 
consociational theory, once treated India as the one major deviant case. Later, however, 
he claims that the experience of India is a case that gives strong support for 
consociational theory [Lijphart 1996].

According to Lijphart, consociational democracy is characterised by the following 
four points; (1) a grand coalition government that includes representatives of all major 
linguistic and religious groups, (2) cultural autonomy for these groups, (3) 
proportionality in political representation and civil service appointments, and (4) a 
minority veto with regard to vital minority rights and autonomy [Lijphart 1996:258]. By 
examining these four points, he gave the analysis that India fulfilled these conditions 
during the Nehru period, but after Indira Gandhi took over power, the consociational 
character of Indian democracy was eroded due to the concentration of power in herself, 
which finally led to an intensification of communal conflict. In this context, the case of 
India is not an exception, but strongly supports consociational theory.
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Lijphart’s argument is criticized by scholars of Indian studies. For example, Steven 
I. Wilkinson points out that communal conflict intensified after Indian democracy 
became more consociational, and thus consociational theory is not applicable to India 
[Wilkinson 2000]. According to Wilkinson, the Indira regime was more consociational 
than Nehru’s regime in terms of increasing the political participation of the lower strata 
of Indian society, that is, the backward classes, which caused social tensions. Her 
authoritarian tendency was a reaction to this consociational drive in Indian democracy. 
Adding to this, he also points out that pre-independence periods which were equipped 
with better consociational institutions experienced more communal conflict even if we 
exclude the tremendous religious riots of partition.

It is doubtful that we can regard the pre-independence period as consociational, 
because universal franchise was not realized under British rule. However, his criticism 
of consociational theory is persuasive. It is certain that previously less active voters (by 
exclusion or by their own will) increasingly participated in the political process during 
the Indira regime, as with the JP movement in the mid-1970s for example, in which 
backward classes demanded a greater share of political power. In this process, 
communal conflict between Hindus and Muslims intensified as Lijphart and Wilkinson 
rightly recognize. One of the important and interesting topics of Indian politics is to 
analyse the relationship between an increasing consociational tendency and an 
intensification of communal conflict.

Recently, Stepan, Linz and Yadav have proposed the new analytical framework of 
the state-nation approach for solving the dilemma between “majority tyranny” and 
minority’s right in a multi-ethnic society. They analyze the case of India as being a 
success case of overcoming this dilemma, claiming that the Indian experience is a 
typical case of the state-nation approach. According to Stepan et al., the state-nation 
approach consists of seven nested policy grammar such as (1) An asymmetrical federal 
state but not a symmetrical federal state or a unitary state, (2) Individual rights and 
collective recognition, (3) A parliamentary instead of a presidential or semi-presidential 
system, (4) Polity-wide and “centric-regional” parties and careers, (5) Politically 
integrated but not culturally assimilated populations, (6) Cultural nationalists versus 
secessionist nationalists, and (7) A pattern of multiple but complementary identities 
[Stepan et al. 2011:17-18].  In their analysis, India has been implementing these policies 
and has succeeded in maintaining both largely peaceful relationships among various 
social groups and national integration.

Their state-nation framework has some merit in solving the above dilemma in a 
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multi-ethnic society. However, their approach does not solve the question of ethnic 
groups that do not have a territorial base. A typical case is the Indian Muslims. They try 
to answer this question by analysing the case of the 2002 Gujarat carnage, but they do 
not succeed in providing a satisfactory answer as they admit that “The anti-Muslim 
pogrom of 2002 in Gujarat reminds us that the success of a state-nation is contingent on 
continuous political practices” [Stepan et al. 2011:88]. How, then, can Indian federalism 
protect secularism? For considering this question, this paper focuses the federal space as 
mentioned above, which has not been studied intensively so far.

The federal space exists between the central government and the state government 
spatially, temporary, and politically as Figure 1 shows.

Let us take up the case of religious riots. If riots occur in a certain state, the state 
government has the responsibility to contain the violence according to the jurisdiction 
which has been assigned to it by federalism. If the state and central governments are 
determined to contain the riots and succeed in suppressing the riots immediately, then 

Figure 1 Federal Space

Source: Author
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there is no problem. However, if the state government is not determined to do so, or fails 
to contain the riots, it is then the central government that must suppress and prevent the 
riots by dispatching the central army or by dismissing the state government, which 
usually takes some time due to transport over long distances or for taking the necessary 
procedures. Or even if the state government makes serious efforts to contain the riots, 
the central government may take the opposite action, conversely precipitating riots. In 
case of major riots, as mentioned above, this spatial space, delayed response (temporal 
space) and political differences (political space) have previously caused the spread of 
riots resulting in numerous victims.

At the same time, it is probable that this federal space works effectively in 
suppressing riots. As will be explained later, if the state government has a strong 
determination and power to prevent and contain riots, the lives of Muslims can be 
secured irrespective of the communal attitude of the central government. As a result, we 
can observe remarkable differences in the protection of secularism among states, such as 
between secular Bihar and communal Gujarat. Federal space is the key to examine the 
possibility of federalism in protecting secularism in India.

3. Muslims in India

Before examining the function of federal space, let’s take a brief overlook of the 
general situation of Muslims in India. The Muslim question in India has its origins in the 
pre-Independence period. India and Pakistan separately declared independence in 
August 1947, despite desperate efforts by M. K. Gandhi to prevent the Partition. The 
core issue that led to the Partition was the status of the minority Muslim community, as 
the Jinnah-led Muslim League forcefully demanded parity with Congress, its rival. In 
1940, the Muslim League adopted the Lahore resolution, also known as the Pakistan 
resolution, which claimed that areas with Muslim majorities “should be grouped to 
constitute Independent States in which the constituent units shall be autonomous and 
sovereign,” although the Muslim League never explicitly mentioned partition or 
Pakistan in that resolution [Jalal 1985:58].

According to Jalal, the adoption of this resolution was a well-considered tactic 
employed by Jinnah in its negotiations with the British government and Congress to 
ensure the protection of Muslim rights, and Jinnah did not truly intend to create the 
independent nation-state of Pakistan during the initial stage of negotiations [Jalal 
1985:57]. However, Pakistan became a reality. Pakistan was born as a Muslim-
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dominated country; by contrast, India was formed as a Hindu-dominated country. The 
logic of creating Pakistan came to be known as the ‘two-nations theory,’ in which 
Hindus and Muslims have separate nations.

Before and after the Partition, massive migration occurred between the two 
countries. Muslims who lived in present-day India moved to East and West Pakistan, 
and Hindus and Sikhs who lived in present-day Pakistan and Bangladesh moved to 
India. This migration, which was of an unprecedented magnitude in world history, was 
accompanied by tremendous religious riots [Sarkar 1983:432-439]. It is estimated that 
over one million deaths resulted from these riots, although precise figures have never 
been determined. This tragedy was an extremely traumatic experience for both nations, 
and its effects have lingered to the present [Butalia 1998:3-6].

Reflecting on these tragic experiences, India was founded as a secular state in 
which the government made a firm promise that there would be no more killings caused 
by religious differences. Under the banner of secularism, the Congress government 
emphasised the necessity of protecting minority rights in a Hindu-dominated nation. 
Immediately after independence, Nehru wrote to the Chief Ministers, “Whatever the 
provocation from Pakistan and whatever the indignities and horrors inflicted on non-
Muslims there, we have to deal with minority in a civilised manner. We must give them 
security and the rights of citizens in a democratic state” [Hasan 1997:151]. As one of 
these measures, the Nehru government established separate personal laws based on 
religion.

What is the situation of Indian Muslims after 65 years of independence? Put 
simply, they are in trouble. Their socio-economic status is nearly as low as those of the 
Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs), and they suffer humiliation in daily 
life, in addition to the occurrence of riots. According to the report of the Sachar 
Commission, “They (Muslims) carry a double burden of being labelled as ‘anti-national’ 
and as being ‘appeased’ at the same time. While Muslims need to prove on a daily basis 
that they are not ‘anti-national’ and ‘terrorists’, it is not recognised that the alleged 
‘appeasement’ has not resulted in the desired level of socio-economic development of 
the Community” [Sachar 2007:11].

Let me provide a few select and important socio-economic indicators: poverty, 
education and employment. First, regarding the Poverty Index, the condition of Muslims 
on the whole is slightly better than those of SCs and STs. The Head Count Ratio (HCR, 
percentage below the poverty line) of Muslims was the second worst, 31%, after the of 
35% rate of the SC/ST, in 2004-05 [Sachar 2007:157-162]. The average percentage for 
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India as a whole was 22.7%. In urban areas, where 35.7% of Muslims lived,1 the Muslim 
HCR was the highest at 38.4%, followed closely by SCs and STs at 36.4%.

Second, regarding education, the condition of Muslims is also only slightly higher 
than that of SCs and STs. In 2001, the Muslim literacy rate was 59.1%, below the 
national average (65.1%) [Sachar 2007:52]. The worst record was 52.2%, for SCs and 
STs, and the rate for the ‘All other’ category was 70.8%. Regarding the level of 
educational attainment, Muslims are close to or only slightly higher than that of SCs and 
STs and much lower than other Socio Religious Categories (SRCs) [Sachar 2007:59-
64].

Lastly, regarding employment, a relatively high share of Muslim workers (61%) 
were engaged in self-employed activities, compared to approximately 55% of Hindu 
workers. Additionally, the percentage of Muslim workers employed in salaried jobs was 
quite low (13%), as is that for SCs/STs, in contrast to Hindu upper caste workers (25%) 
[Sachar 2007:91-93]. Regarding the civil service, for example, Muslims only accounted 
for 3% in the IAS, 1.8% in IFS and 4% in IPS [Sachar 2007:165].

Apart from these socio-economic difficulties, the most serious threat to Muslims is 
from religious riots. Although Nehru, early in the country’s post-independence history, 
promised that religious riots would never happen in India, the number of riots has 
increased since the mid-1980s as shown below (Figure 1).

In India, most of the victims of the riots were Muslims, which is the main cause for 
Muslim anxiety. Religious violence deepened the social cleavages between Hindus and 
Muslims, which was indirectly responsible for the low socio-economic status of 
Muslims.

The political processes that led to the ‘season of riots’ are complicated. Briefly, 
there are three interacting factors. The first factor is the Punjab problem during the 
1980s, the second is renewed religious mobilisation by the BJP, especially from the mid-
1980s onward, and the last is a change in the policy of the Congress Party, which 
responded to the vigorous mobilization by BJP [Manor 1990, Brass 1991, Jafrrelot 1996, 
Nakamizo 2012]. The 1989 Bhagalpur riots and the 2002 Gujarat carnage were the 
outcome of dynamic interactivity between these three factors.

Congress was defeated in the 1989 Lok Sabha election due to the change of its own 
secular policy, which was typically exemplified by the failure to contain the religious 
riots caused by the Ram Shila processions. The 1989 Bhagalpur riots is most serious 
case in this period [Nakamizo 2013]. In replacing Congress, the BJP first became the 
largest party in the 1996 election, and then went on to win the 1998 and 1999 elections. 
1 27.8% of the total population lived urban areas in 2001. See Sachar [2007:35].
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Their coalition, the National Democratic Alliance (NDA), succeeded in controlling the 
central government from 1998 to 2004. The horrific 2002 carnage in Gujarat took place 
under this government. Let’s now turn to the process of both cases.

4. Religious violence

4.1 The 1989 Bhagalpur riots

The first case is that of the Bhagalpur riots, which were triggered by the VHP’s 
Ram Shila Procession in October 1989, just a month before the 1989 parliamentary 

Figure 2. Hindu-Muslim Riots in India (1950-1995)

Source: Varshney-Wilkinson Dataset on Hindu-Muslim Violence in India, Version 2
Note:   In instances where the column ‘killed’ is blank in the original data, I counted that case as not having 

created fatalities. The data are based on reports in the Times of India, so the number of fatalities is 
likely to be below the actual number. For example, although more than 1,000 people were killed in 
the Bhagalpur riots in 1989, the paper reported only 396 fatalities. In spite of these problems, I use 
this data because of the long time span, from 1950 to 1995, using the same source, which is very 
useful for understanding the overall trend of Hindu-Muslim riots in India.
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election 2. It is important to note here that these riots were the combined product of the 
Congress’s appeasement policy and the BJP’s Ayodhya mobilization, which was created 
by federal space. It is not intended here to delve into the details of the process of the 
riots, but to point out three factors which show the effect of federal space.

The first point relates to spatial and temporal space. In the Bhagalpur riots, the 
local police were totally ineffective in coping with the riots. The Bihar Congress 
government thus decided to call in the army, which is under the jurisdiction of the 
central government, immediately after the outbreak of the riots. However, it took two 
days for the army to reach the spot. In Bhagalpur town, rioters were almost totally free 
to take to the streets for three days, which enabled them to indulge in vandalism to the 
utmost extent.

The second and third points are related to political space. Secondly, the Rajiv 
Gandhi-led central Congress government hesitated to ban the Ram Shila Procession, 
fearing the loss of the “Hindu vote” in the upcoming 1989 election. Even after the 
outbreak of the Bhagalpur riots, Rajiv Gandhi refused to prohibit the procession. It was 
not until one week after Rajiv’s decision that the Bihar Congress government, forced by 
the deteriorating situation, finally decided that the procession should be prohibited. If 
Rajiv had not refused to ban the procession, it would be expected that the Bihar 
Congress government would have prohibited it earlier. The central Congress 
government’s hesitant response clearly accelerated the riots.

Lastly, Rajiv Gandhi’s “Himalayan blunder” intervention had a decisive impact on 
the development of the riots. The S. N. Sinha-led Bihar Congress government had 
replaced the SP, who was held responsible for the outbreak of the riots. However, the SP 
and his men were strongly offended by this decision. When Rajiv visited Bhagalpur to 
take stock of the situation two days after the outbreak of the riots, they made a strong 
demand to repeal the state government’s decision, masquerading as an ordinary citizen’s 
petition. Surprisingly, Rajiv accepted their demand and cancelled the replacement of the 
SP who had not given sufficient attention to the serious need to contain the riot. It is said 
that this decision by the Prime Minister had the effect of instigating vandalism by the 
police. The Logain massacre, which had the largest number of victims, and the Chanderi 
massacre, which had the second largest number of victims, both occurred after the Rajiv 
visit, with the active involvement of the local police force. One local Muslim said that, 

2 The author conducted fieldwork in Bhagalpur district from August to September, 2004. Adding to information from interviewees, 
I consult with People’s Union for Democratic Rights [1990], People’s Union for Civil Unity, State Unit, Bihar, The Statement of 
fact, opinion, suggestions, Bhagalpur Riot Inquiry Commission, Bharti [1989], Dogra [1990], Engineer [1990, 1995], Jha, A. K. 
[1991] and reports of India Today, Frontline, The Hindustan Times, and The Hindu. The author described the detail of Bhagalpur 
riots in Nakamizo [2012: 159-203].
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“Rajiv Gandhi gave the order to kill Muslims.” 3At least in the perception of the 
Muslims, Rajiv’s decision to cancel the transfer of the problematic SP was directly led 
to these huge massacres.

Here we confirm the effect of federal space. Spatial, temporal and political space 
between the central government and state government invited the worst riots seen in 
India since independence.

4.2 The 2002 Gujarat carnage

The second case is the 2002 Gujarat carnage, which was also caused by the VHP’s 
Ayodhya mobilization. This carnage was and still is shocking in three senses. Firstly, it 
occurred almost 10 years after the demolition of Babri Masjid. At that time, no major 
riots had occurred since the demolition, and the BJP central government appeared to 
restrain itself in pushing its Hindutva agenda in consideration for the alliance partners. 
In this sense, this carnage erupted suddenly and resulted in a horrible massacre of 
Muslims while the “season of riots” was becoming a thing of the past. The shock was 
and still is extremely grave.

Secondly, the Narendra Modi-led BJP state government not only fully supported 
violence, but also precipitated it. After the breakout of carnage on 28th February, Modi 
defended the carnage using the justification that “Every action has an equal and opposite 
reaction” [Chenoy et al. 2002:262, Basu and Srirupa 2004:339], and made no attempt to 
contain the riots.4 As a result, the riots spread extensively, and Muslim-inhabited areas 
were attacked as “mini Pakistan.” More than 2,000 Muslims were killed in the process.5

Lastly, the central BJP government did not intervene in Modi’s decision, but simply 
acquiesced to his actions. Immediately after the report on the Godhra incident on 27th 
February, without any concrete evidence, Modi denounced Muslims and Pakistanis for 
conspiring to cause the incident. The Union Home Minister and Deputy Prime Minister, 
L. K. Advani quickly defended the Modi BJP state government. Prime Minister A. B. 
Vajpayee initially denounced the carnage by saying “This is a blot on nation’s forehead 
and has grievously harmed India’s image in the eyes of the world.” However, at the 

3 Interview with victims in Barhari village near Logain village on 20th September, 2004
4 According to a Frontline report, a Hindu testified to Modi’s inaction: “For three days after Godhra, he (Modi) let us react. He said 

‘do what you want, you won’t be caught. The police won’t do anything’”. See Dionne Bunsha, “Riding the hate wave”, Frontline, 
2002/12/21-2003/1/03, (website:

 http://www.frontlineonnet.com/fl1926/stories/20030103007812600.htm; accessed on June 17, 2012).
5 See Chatterjee [2009:144] and Jaffrelot [2012:77].The official death toll is 1,169, however, some unofficial estimates claim that 

5,000 people were killed. It is very difficult to confirm an exact figure because many killings were not recorded properly. Most 
non-governmental reports put the number of deaths between 2,000 and 2,500.
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party conference in April 2002, he also defended Modi’s action by criticizing the Godhra 
incident [CCTG Ⅰ : 299-302]. Two months later, L. K. Advani praised Modi as “the 
best Chief Minister in the last half century” [CCTG Ⅰ : 285]. This carnage fully 
deserved the application of Constitution Article 356 as “a breakdown of the 
constitutional machinery,” but the central government took no action except to send in 
the army to control the situation. This was totally in contrast to the action of the 
Narashimha Rao-led Congress central government, which dismissed the BJP Uttar 
Pradesh state government immediately after the demolition of Babri Masjid in 1992. In 
this sense, the Gujarat carnage was a joint action involving BJP state and central 
governments.

Under the framework of federal space, two points can be mentioned. Firstly, spatial 
and temporal space caused the acceleration of violence. The army was called in on the 
next day following the outbreak of violence, but the actual arrival was delayed. Adding 
to this, the work of the army was hindered by the situation where state government 
including the police failed to be cooperative.

Secondly, the political space was excessively restricted, as mentioned. Unlike the 
1989 Bhagalpur riots, in which the central Congress government overturned the decision 
of the state Congress government, this carnage was initially started by the state BJP 
government and later approved of by the central BJP-led NDA government. In this 
sense, virtually no political difference existed between state and central government.

We have analysed two major religious outbreaks of violence under the framework 
of federal space. In these two cases, federal space worked in the direction of the spread 
of religious violence. However, when we look into political developments after the 
violence, we can observe that federal space works to prevent religious violence and vice 
versa. Let us consider the cases of Bihar and Gujarat.

5. Political developments after the violence

5.1 Bihar

After the Bhagalpur riots, Congress lost the 1989 parliamentary election and the 
1990 Bihar state assembly election. The failure to contain the riots caused the alienation 
of Muslims, an important traditional vote bank, from Congress and led to devastating 
defeats [Nakamizo 2013: 81-91]. At national level, the V. P. Singh-led National Front 
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government was formed, and in Bihar, the Laloo Prasad Yadav-led Janata Dal 
government took power.

In contrast to the previous Congress state government, the Laloo government took 
firm action against religious riots. In concrete terms, just after the formation of his 
government, Laloo rushed to the sites of the riots and took stern action in order to 
contain them at their source. He made it clear that the DM and SP were responsible for 
the riots, and when the riots occurred, he immediately transferred the DM and SP of that 
district. Laloo never allowed religious processions in an area where riots were likely to 
happen, contrary to the former decision of the Rajiv-led Congress government. As a 
result, the spread of riots was prevented, a clear contrast to the response of the Congress 
government, which had hesitated to prohibit the procession, ultimately leading to large-
scale rioting [Bharti 1990: 1373].

It was the arrest of the BJP chief L. K. Advani in 1990 that made Laloo famous 
nationwide as the guardian of secularism. Although riots occurred in many other states 
after the arrest of Advani, Laloo succeeded in containing the riots in Bihar. A remarkable 
case is the response to the 1992 Sitamarhi riots, which posed the most serious threat to 
Laloo’s credentials as a custodian of secularism during his 15-year rule from 1990 to 
2005. Let me explain briefly.

The Sitamarhi riot was triggered by a traditional Hindu festival in October 1992, 
just two months before the demolition of the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya [People’s Union 
for Civil Liberties 1992, Engineer 1992]. There are two important points to note with 
regard to this riot. Firstly, the Hindus perceived that the government had a bias against 
Hindus, not Muslims. In the clash between Hindus and Muslims before the outbreak of 
the riot, more Hindus were arrested than Muslims, which contributed to this perception. 
Additionally, the Laloo government’s firm commitment to secularism may also have 
affected this perception. This is contrary to the case of the Bhagalpur riot, in which local 
police, especially the SP, was considered to be anti-Muslim.

Secondly, the Laloo government tried its best to contain the riot. Although the 
number of victims in this riot was around 50, which was the worst case during the 15 
years of the Laloo regime, Laloo succeeded in containing the loss of confidence this 
brought to a minimum level. When Laloo rushed to Sitamarhi to contain the riot, he 
slapped a police officer who appeared to be non-committal and he himself took the lead 
in suppressing the riot [Wilkinson 2004:202]. This act was in serious contrast with that 
of Rajiv Gandhi, who failed to question the responsibility of the problematic SP.

In this Sitamarhi riot, Laloo’s stern action contributed to maintaining the Muslim 
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vote intact for his party. Furthermore, two months after the Sitamarhi riots, when the 
Sang Parivar demolished the Babri Masjid in December 1992, the Laloo government 
also succeeded in containing religious riots in the wake of the nationwide riots that 
occurred, and thus further consolidated the firm Muslim support for his government by 
combining it with the support base of his own caste, Yadav.

During his 15-year rule, his government served under six central governments, 
namely, the V. P. Singh-led National Front government, the Chandrashekar-led Janata 
Dal  (Secular) government, the N. Rao-led Congress government, the D. Gowda and I. 
K. Gujral-led United Front government, the A. B. Vajpayee-led National Democratic 
Alliance government (NDA) and the M. Singh-led United Progressive Alliance (UPA) 
government. Among these central governments, the Laloo government clashed seriously 
with the BJP-led NDA government. The NDA government attempted to dismiss the 
Laloo government but failed to do so in 1999, and again after the 2000 state assembly 
election the NDA posted its leader Nitish Kumar as Chief Minister irrespective of the 
fact that there was no possibility he would win a vote of confidence. At the time of the 
2002 Gujarat carnage, Laloo severely criticised Modi and the NDA government for 
vandalism and government inaction. He never allowed the VHP leader Togadia to enter 
Bihar. Laloo kept his promise to securing secularism, which has been followed by his 
rival Nitish Kumar government after 2005 [Nakamizo 2013: 69-71].

The Bihar case shows that political federal space creates a space for the survival of 
secularism. Bihar was able to maintain secularism even under a central government 
which condoned the Gujarat carnage. In Bihar, federal space has functioned as a 
vanguard of secularism.

5.2 Gujarat

Gujarat is the contrasting case to Bihar. The Modi government was endorsed by the 
NDA central government, but after the defeat of the NDA in the 2004 parliamentary 
election, relations with the central UPA government became tense. For instance, Laloo, 
who was harshly critical of the Gujarat carnage and Modi in the 2004 election campaign, 
became the Union Railway Minister in the UPA government and appointed a new 
commission (the U. G. Banerjee Commission) to investigate the Godhra incident 
[Jaffrelot 2012:80]. Although the Banerjee Commission report was rejected by the 
Gujarat High Court, it proposed an alternative explanation to the conclusions of the 
Modi-sponsored Nanavati-Shah Commission Report.
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However, the Modi state government enjoys robust power which is conferred by 
federal jurisdiction. Regarding religious matters, Muslims are generally excluded by the 
Modi government, but the central government has limitations on their capacity to 
improve their position. Let us take the field of education as an example.

Education is one of the most important methods for social uplifting. We briefly 
reviewed the general conditions of Indian Muslims in section 3. In Gujarat, the Muslim 
literacy level (73.5%) was higher than that for Hindus (68.3%) in 2001 [Sachar 2007: 
287, Appendix Table 4.1]. However, this was not necessarily the result of efforts by the 
state government. On the contrary, this literacy rate was achieved through the efforts of 
the Muslim community itself. The 2002 riots accelerated this tendency towards self-
help. Recognising the inferior position of Muslims due to the 2002 riots, the Muslim 
community has set up additional Muslim educational institutions to improve their 
overall condition, the number of such institutions increasing roughly from 200 in 2002 
to 800 in 2010.6 Gujarati Muslims are now eager to attain higher education.

Their efforts to help themselves are the result of government negligence. Moreover, 
the Modi government is actively disturbing their efforts. For example, the central 
Congress-led UPA government initiated the new Pre-matric Scholarship Scheme for 
Minorities following the Prime Minister’s New 15 Point Programme for the Welfare of 
Minorities from 2008.7 This scheme planned to provide scholarships for 107,955 
Gujarati Minorities (including 100,177 Muslims) from 2008-09 to 2010-11. The Modi 
government, however, refused to implement the scheme and deprived minorities of these 
precious opportunities.8 Gujarat is the only state among the major states that does not 
implement this scheme.

Another important change in education is the communalization after the 2002 riots. 
Separating the living areas of Hindus and Muslims, the so called ‘ghettoization of 
Muslims,’ gradually began after the 1985 riots and has now been almost completed since 
the 2002 riots. On the western bank of the Sabarmati River, the so-called ‘Hindu posh 
area,’ Muslims are excluded. There are few Muslims living there, except in Paldi and 

6 Interviews with Mr. Achyut Yaginic (March 15, 2012) and Dr. Hanif Lakhdawala (March 16, 2012).
7 See Ministry of Minority Affairs website (accessed June 24, 2012) (http://www.minorityaffairs.gov.in/prematric).
8 According to Hanif Lakdawala, the number of deprived students rose to 192,000. See his article, “Gujarat has not been fair to its 

Muslims”. For government statistics, see, State/UT-wise & Community-wise Pre-matric scholarship allocation and sanction for 
2008-09, 2009-10,2010-11(accessed on June 24, 2012).

 2008-2009:http://www.minorityaffairs.gov.in/sites/upload_files/moma/files/Allocation_Sanction2008-09_0.pdf
 2009-2010: http://www.minorityaffairs.gov.in/sites/upload_files/moma/files/pdfs/PreMatric0910.pdf
 2010-2011:http://www.minorityaffairs.gov.in/sites/upload_files/moma/files/PreMatric1011_1.pdf
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Navrangpura.9 This segregation affects the communalisation of education. It is natural 
that the public schools in Hindu areas are becoming dominated by Hindus, and vice 
versa. According to Congress leader J. V. Momin, “Some so-called elite schools do not 
admit Muslim children, unless parents give a major donation or use some influence.”10 

This type of communal segregation at the school level will undoubtedly have a 
substantial impact on future relationships between the communities. Importantly, under 
federalism, the central government cannot function effectively to improve this situation.

Even worse for the survivors of the 2002 carnage is the painful situation that has 
continued since that time. The riots went on for three months, and approximately 
140,000 people had to escape to refugee camps [Yagnik and Sheth 2005:282]. Ten years 
after the riots, 16,087 people still live in 83 colonies built by voluntary agencies, mainly 
Muslim organisations, spread across eight districts in Gujarat.11 These “Internally 
Displaced Persons (IDPs)” have been generally neglected by the Modi government. 
According to a survey conducted and published in 2012 by the Ahmedabad-based NGO 
Janvikas, they are denied basic facilities; 86% of colonies do not have roads linking 
them to the outside world, 47% do not have health centres in the vicinity, 33% do not 
have access to a proper water supply, and 81% do not have proper drainage.12

One of the most well-known colonies is Citizen Nagar, which is located near a 
huge garbage dump.13 There are 116 families living there, victims of the Naroda Patiya 
and Naroda Gaon massacres, two of the worst scenes of carnage. The colony is 
permeated with the smell of rot. Residents lack access to good roads, a health care 
system and safe water.14 In the rainy season, the situation becomes even worse because 
of the flooding due to the lack of a proper drainage system. According to one resident, 
“We don’t have any government support. We don’t have BPL cards, though the 
government issued cards to SCs and STs. We Muslims are excluded.”15

9 Interviews with Mr. Achyut Yagnik (February 14, 2011, March 15, 2012), Dr. Hanif Lakdawala (February 11, 2011, March 16, 
2012), Ms. Sophia Khan (February 17, 2011; March 21, 2011), Professor Abid Shamsi (March 18, 2012), and Mr. Adil Bhagadia 
(March 16, 2012).

10 See Jumana Shah, “Ghettos: The painful legacy of 2002 violence”, DNA, February 26, 2012.
11 Please see, “Activists lament gov apathy toward riots-affected”, Indian Express, March 1, 2012. According to Dr. Hanif 

Lakdawala, the refugee number is between 35,000 to 50,000 in 86 colonies. Interview with him (March 16, 2012) and please see 
his newspaper article, “Gujarat has not been fair to its Muslims”, Daily News & Analysis (hereafter, DNA), February 15, 2011.

12 Please see, Roxy Gagdekar, “Muslims are Gujarat’s new outcastes: Survey”, DNA, March 1, 2012.
13 The author visited this colony for fieldwork on March 19, 2012. Please also see Bharat Yagnik, “Citizens’ Hell!”, The Times of 

India, Ahmedabad, February 11, 2012., Gopal Kateshiya & Mandar Chitre, “Relocated survivors living by the garbage dump”, 
Indian Express, Ahmedabad, February 28,2012. Other newspaper articles also mentioned this colony.

14 According to a survey by the Indian Institute of Management-Ahmedabad, the bore well water in Citizen Nagar is not potable 
because of contamination. See, Ujjawala Nayudu, “Borewell water of Citizen Nagar not potable: Study”, Indian Express, 
Ahmedabad, June 12, 2009, (website: accessed on June 24, 2012. http://www.indianexpress.com/news/borewell-water-in-citizen-
nagar-not-potable-study/475098/)

15 Interview with a resident of Citizen Nagar on March 19, 2012.
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In the case of Gujarat, federal space works for communalism, as we have observed. 
Does this mean that federalism has become an impediment to the securing of 
secularism? Or as Stephan, Linz and Yadav state, is “the success of a state-nation 
contingent on continuous political practices”? Let us consider this question in the final 
section.

6. Secularism and Federal Space

Indian federalism was devised for the nurturing of a harmonious relationship 
between various ethnic groups in a multi-ethnic society. It is expected to perform the 
role of solving the dilemma between majority and minority rights. Linguistic 
reorganization of the states in 1956 succeeded in uniting various linguistic groups into 
India despite the apprehension of national leaders including Nehru.

However, regarding religion, another important dividing line in communities, 
federalism has been working in two directions: secularism and communalism. In this 　
paper, I have analysed the effect of federal space by taking the instances of two major 
outbreaks of religious violence and the political process after the violence. Both riots are 
examples of the failure of federalism to secure secularism. On the other hand, political 
developments after the violence show the contrasting possibilities of federalism as either 
the vanguard of secularism or as an impediment to secularism. In this sense, actual 
political practices are the key for the protection of secularism, as Stepan, Linz and 
Yadav emphasize.

At the same time, this is now the juncture at which we should consider a more 
viable new institutional mechanism. For example, the UPA government promised to 
introduce the Prevention of Communal Violence (Access to Justice and Reparations) 
Bill 2013 which would be designed to prevent religious riots. Under a situation of the 
declining popularity of the UPA government at this point when a general election looms, 
it is a bit difficult to imagine that this bill will be realized, because the BJP is vigorously 
opposed to it16. A part of their logic for opposing the bill is that the Communal Violence 
Bill will violate the “federal polity.” We need to invent a new institutional device that 
goes beyond federalism and which will realize the coexistence of ethnic groups that do 
not have territorial bases. If we can do this, it is likely to have impacts on the world 
beyond India in the new age of the democratic revolution.

16 Irfan Engineer, “Will Communal Violence Bill be tabled in Parliament?”, Secular Perspective, December 16-31, 2013
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Elections as Communitas1

Mukulika Banerjee

India presents an interesting puzzle for the story of democracy in the contemporary 
world. It has maintained a consistent record of being governed by democratically elected 
governments; the voter turnout at elections has remained stable, with turnout averaging 
60 percent; and elections have become fairer and freer over a 60-year period. It has done 
this despite widespread international misgivings about its future at the time of its 
inception, which―in tune with intellectual orthodoxies―held that a largely illiterate 
electorate and an economically weak country could not be trusted with the responsibility 
of democracy. Further, the size of India’s electorate is vast, exceeding the combined 
number of all voters in North America, Australia, and Europe. To conduct a national 
election at this scale would challenge any country, not only a poor and infrastructurally 
weak one such as India. And indeed, on other indicators, India’s record has been 
wanting. Despite internationally celebrated economic growth rates, its illiteracy and 
infant mortality rates, food insecurity, and the gap between rich and poor continue to 
remain at unhealthily high levels. Yet, when it comes to elections, the country seems to 
pull it off every time, holding them according to impeccable standards, and with an 
electorate that seems to participate with energy and enthusiasm. So far, ethnographic 
and survey research in India has shown that of those who did not vote in an election, 
only a quarter chose to do so out of lack of interest or apathy (NES Survey 2009). For 
people who know that the material conditions of life are unlikely to improve much from 
one election to the next, and for whom voting is not compulsory, it seems inexplicable 
that they continue to participate in an electoral process whose essential function it is to 
bring seemingly ineffectual political parties to power.

So the puzzle is: Why are Indian voters enthusiastic about elections? If they knew 
better would they prefer to stay at home and turn their backs on the process as their 

 I wish to thank Geert de Neve, Grace Carsten, Mekhala Krishnamurthy, Badri Narayan, Satendra Kumar, Roseena Nasir, 
Priyadarshini Singh, Mahshweta Jani, Dolonchampa Chakrabarty, Goldy George, Deepu Sebastian, Vanita Falcao, and Abhay 
Darar for their collaboration on the Comparative Electoral Ethnographies project during the 2009 elections, on which data for 
this paper is based. I wish to thank the UK Economic and Social Research Council for funding this research project and Arjun 
Appadurai, John Dunn, Chris Fuller, Jonathan Spencer, and Yogendra Yadav for inspiration and comments.

1 This article was first published in 'Social Research' Vol.78, No.1 Spring 2011, pp.75-98.
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counterparts in other democracies increasingly do? Are Indian voters naive and gullible, 
or have they simply run out of options? Do they turn out to vote because they are forced 
to do through coercion and incentives, or because, as a largely illiterate population, they 
do not know any better? Do Indian voters not share any of the cynicism and apathy of 
the electorates of other democracies? Or is their understanding of the electoral process a 
wholly different one? In this essay, on the basis of ethnographic data from the 2009 
national elections, I shall provide some answers to solve this puzzle posed by Indian 
democracy.2

As we know, most electoral analysts tend to concentrate on who people vote for 
and what will make parties win. Indeed, which party people vote for and answering the 
“Who will win?” question provides the drama on election nights. It is no different in 
India, and given the various political parties and agendas, voters have a wide range to 
choose from. Such analyses have shown the role of vote banks, electoral corruption, and 
caste politics in determining electoral results. By comparison, the “Why people vote?” 
question is asked less often in analysis of elections, and the relationship between the two 
questions is rarely probed―that is to say, the question of whether why people vote has 
anything to do with who they vote for. Instead, the powerful and corrupt electoral forces 
are seen to achieve their purpose without according agency to the subjects of their 
coercion. The question of why people vote has agitated the study of politics generally 
for the latter half of the twentieth century onward. It is a question that political scientists 
and economists alike have asked of political behavior, looking to rational choice and 
game theories, among others, to provide the answers. In the Indian case, it gains even 
more importance than usual due to the contradictions that it brings to light.

RATIONALITY

In the discussion of why (should) people vote, one dominant aspect is the question 
of the rationality of participation in a mass activity in which a single action would go 
unnoticed. Given that national election results are rarely decided by a single vote, why 
2 The argument in this essay is drawn from the findings of ethnographic research on Indian elections, conducted over a period of 

several years. The characteristics of campaigns or election day described in this paper are applicable to any or all  elections in 
India. I use the findings from my personal long-term village-level study in the state of West Bengal that were then tested on a 
national scale during the 2009 elections though a comparative ethnographic project conducted in villages, small towns, and 
metropolitan cities in the states of Bihar, West Bengal, Chattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Maharashtra, Gujarat, 
Rajasthan, Delhi, and two sites in East and West Uttar Pradesh, Typically, ethnographic data does not rely only on what people say 
when asked questions, but also on the observations of what people do, how they behave―in this case, both on election day as well 
as at other times, whether politically or not. In this, it differs from other field methods, including surveys and questionnaires. In 
this paper the data and the quotes are drawn from research conducted during the 2009 elections and my own research in West 
Bengal over several elections.
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do people bother to cast an individual vote that is highly unlikely to make a difference? 
This question has been posed, for instance, in exploring the idea of “free riding,” 
according to which in a large cooperative activity it is more rational for people to simply 
take a free ride on the actions of others rather than act themselves. Those who support 
the free-riding theory would claim that, given the outlay of effort and time―say, the 
effort of going to cast your vote or to support trade union activity―in return for an 
indeterminate result, it makes more rational sense to stay home than go to the polling 
station. This person might assume that because everyone else will make the effort, his or 
her own single abstention would go unnoticed. Of course, despite a decision to abstain, 
one would still benefit from the results of the collective activity, such as a stable 
government or better wages negotiated by the union, but that is precisely the point of 
free riding.

Critics of such a theory point out that in cases of cooperative activity having 
thresholds―that is, the point at which the balance can tip in favor of one side or the 
other (for example, election results, but perhaps not trade union activity), there is 
nothing rational about free riding. In fact, they would argue, it is entirely rational for one 
to cast an individual vote because that vote could be the one to tip the balance beyond 
the 50-50 mark in support of one candidate over the other, or could be one of the votes 
that makes up the winning margin. To consider irrational those individuals cooperating 
in a collective activity, as the free-riding theorists would argue, is therefore incorrect. 
And because such participation is rational, the argument goes, it is unnecessary to add 
moral strictures about duty or citizenship to the impulse for cooperation (Tuck 2008). If 
people vote, it is not because they feel any moral pressure but because it is entirely 
rational to do so. Voters who do not vote could therefore be said to be acting in an 
irrational manner.

Clearly, Indian voters are on the side of the critics of free riding because they vote. 
What is less obvious is whether their motivations stem from the rational impulse or an 
alternative perspective. One possible answer is provided by a well-known story in India.

Once upon a time a king suggested holding a feast for his people. He said he would 
provide the main courses, but asked everyone to help with the dessert. It was to be a rice 
pudding, for which he would supply the rice and sugar, but he requested that everyone 
contribute one cup of milk each. This was agreed and, accordingly, on the appointed 
day, a large copper vessel was suspended over a fire in the center of the village. There 
was one man, known for his miserliness, who told himself that he could not be bothered 
to share his own milk and instead took along a cup of water. As he emptied the cup into 
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the boiling vat he told himself, “No one will notice that the milk is slightly thinner as a 
result. It is only one cup of water after all!” At the end of the evening, when everyone 
had filled their bellies with the delicacies that the royal kitchen had provided and it was 
time for dessert, the vat was uncovered in eager anticipation of this rarely enjoyed 
luxury. But as the cover came off, lo and behold! The vat was full of boiling. . . water! 
Everyone had the same idea as the miser and had contributed water instead of milk into 
the vat.

Like all stories, the details vary slightly in each telling, but the basic message is the 
same: the importance of not cheating in a collective activity because, ultimately. The 
people would themselves be the losers. The parallels with politics and democracy are of 
course immediately plain: our individual vote is like our cup of milk, which on its own 
could never make pudding. But by adding it to several other cups of milk, we could 
collect a lot of milk and create something rare and luxurious, which we can than enjoy 
together. To ask us why we vote is to ask why we contribute milk rather than water in 
our cups. After all, it is a small contribution: one cup of milk, one day of our lives when 
we have to rearrange things a bit and make arrangements to visit the polling station. 
Don’t we do this in order to get something special? The story of the rice pudding, like 
all moral fables, is an example of how people come to understand the importance of 
ethical behavior and why cheating leads to anomie. That is why all over the world, most 
people do not steal; they do their bit and make the world work. It also provides an 
obvious critique of free riding and is based on a nuanced notion of rationality. It points 
out implicitly that the free-riding theory is premised on the assumption that only a small 
section of the population can afford to be free riders.

As with any example of a collective effort, such as applause after a concert or 
saying “amen” during a church service―actions that are premised on each individual 
doing her bit to make up the final result―one or a few people abstaining from 
participating dose not alter the overall effect. Even with a few abstentions, there would 
still be an audible applause or the hum of “amen” being spoken. But on the other hand, 
if every individual decided to abstain, the overall effect would be radically altered and 
would result in total silence, the equivalent of the vat of boiling water. The story of the 
rice pudding therefore demonstrates the limits of free riding. It also raises the question 
that if free riding works only when a few decide to abstain, on what basis would an 
individual make the decision to free ride? How would she know that others do not have 
the same intention? For free riding assumes the participation of others. But this is 
impossible to ascertain for any single individual, just as it was impossible for the miser 
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to know that everyone else in the village would have the same thought as him.
But in India, a simple system makes it possible to ascertain just that. In an Indian 

polling booth, when a voter has or name ticked off the electoral register and just before 
he or she casts a vote on the voting machine, machine, the base of the nail and cuticle on 
the left index finger is marked with a short vertical line in indelible black ink. While this 
is done to avoid fraud, it also makes it easy to identity a person who has voted on 
Election Day and for several days afterward. It has therefore become customary for 
people to “check out” others to see if they have voted or not. There is no scope for lying, 
because if have voted the proof is for all to see; there are no exceptions.

The free-riding theorists might argue that this makes the job of the free rider easier. 
Unlike the pudding pot, where people could not life the lid to check if there was any 
milk in it, on an Indian election day one can quite easily estimate whether enough 
people have voted to make the election viable and for them to free ride.

In practice, however, it dose not seem to work this way. Instead, the mark on 
someone else’s finger seems to make to the potential free rider do the exact opposite: it 
compels her to vote. The black line does more than avoid fraud; it also creates peer 
pressure and civic pride. On election day not to have a black line on your finger leads to 
endless questions from others about why you have not voted, when you intend to go to 
the booth, solicitous offers of help to make it possible, and so on. Not to have the black 
line on your finger the following day can lead to criticism, more questioning, isolation, 
avoidance, and stigma, for a marked finger has come to symbolize good citizenship, 

Polling officials depart on election duty.
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responsibility, and commitment.3 There is thus no quiet way to hide one’s abstention in 
an Indian election: not to have voted become a visible statement vulnerable to scrutiny 
by all. The black mark thus metaphorically renders the cup in the story transparent―
everyone can tell if you have contributed milk or water. The social censure that Indian 
citizens face for not having voted is therefore simply not worth the free ride. In such 
contexts free riding becomes too costly, and it is simply more rational to make the effort 
to vote rather than face the knock-on effects afterward.4

CYNICISM

Another frequently cited reason for the rise of voter apathy in democracies is 
increasing cynicism with politics. It is argued that this is so because people are skeptical 
about politicians. Moreover, because of the narrowing ideological distance between 
political parties and the greater role of corporations and international markets 
determining governance agendas at the expense of the opinions of voters, they do not 
bother to vote anymore. But avid Indian voters also shared this skepticism about 
politicians, and their verdict is unequivocally damning. Not only are politicians seen as 
venal and corrupt, their politics itself is seen to be corrupting. A common saying to 
describe this is jey jayey Lonka shey hoye rabon: one who goes to hell becomes the 
devil. In contemporary democratic India, the word rajniti is used in common parlance to 
refer to the corrupt, violent, and immoral world of the powerful, who try to buy votes to 
fill their own bellies. And yet, despite this popular understanding of rajniti as demonic, 
rather than voter apathy we find voting alacrity. Clearly, something different is going on 
among Indian voters who continue to vote despite their cynical views about politicians.

One reason for this commitment to electoral participation is that the Indian 
electorate chooses not to throw the baby out with the bath water; that is to say, the 
corrupt world of rajniti is not allowed to exhaust all meaning of the political. Instead, 
people recognize another vast domain of politics that is distinct and complementary to 

3 This is not dissimilar to the symbolic meanings of other ritual markings that Indians frequently carry on their bodies, such as the 
henna designs on a bride’s palms, threads around wrists during Hindu rituals, foreheads marked with sacred ash, or the 
discoloration on the forehead of a pious Muslim who frequently touches his head to the ground in prayer. They all convey a 
specific meaning and indicate a coveted membership, and are therefore not erased or removed by the participant.

4 It should therefore come as no surprise that voter turnout rates tend to be lower in the larger metropolitan cities of India than in 
small towns and villages. And it is to perhaps create peer pressure in other urban democratic contexts that during the 2010 
midterm elections in the United States, the virtual game of “Four Square” introduced the “I have voted” badges that players could 
acquire and display on their web-based profile after they had voted. In Switzerland, a study by Patricia Funk revealed that turnout 
dropped when postal ballots were introduced, as people valued “being seen” to have voted (Dubner and Levitt 2005).
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it: the activity called politics.5 Politics is an umbrella term to describe a range of popular 
activities such as agitation, mobilization, and struggle, including student politics, 
ecological movements, land rights agitations, the women’s movement, and so on. When 
people say something is political they mean it might be tricky, it involves negotiation 
with power or powerful actors, and requires careful balancing of interests.

While rajniti is what remote, privileged, and powerful people in immaculate 
clothes do, the leaders of politics tend to be a bit more weatherbeaten, darker skinned, 
and drawn from among the less privileged sections of society. It is this domain of 
politics that has led to the democratic upsurge since the 1990s that witnessed the entry 
of unlikely actors drawn from among the most underprivileged castes of India into 
electoral competition.6 No wonder some scholars have dubbed this democratic upsurge 
of popular politics “a silent revolution” (Jaffrelot 2003). While Indian voters are cynical 
about politicians in power, they also recognize that an electoral system allows for the 
entry of new players into the democratic arena.

Further, there exists a third realm of politics that available to everyone: the politics 
of participation and citizenship. The very act of voting, for a large proportion of the 
electorate, is performative of uber democratic ideals: political equality (when each 
person is genuinely equal to another), popular sovereignty (a moment when each 
individual matters―ek din ka sultan is how people put it in Hindi), and citizenship 
(when people have a chance to perform their rights and duties). By turning up to vote, 
queuing patiently polling stations, exercising their choice, and wearing their blackened 
fingers as a badge of honor, they demonstrate their belief and participation in the most 
demotic acts of democracy, which continues to flourish despite the demonic politicians.

It is important to recognize that the clarity of such a vision of democratic politics 
focused on ordinary people and their citizenship dose not suddenly dawn in people’s 
minds on Election Day. Rather, it is instilled over a period of several weeks through 
people’s experience of the election campaign, the performance of the Election 
Commission of India, and the track record of India’s past elections. It is during this 
period that the virtues and vices of politicians, the diabolical nature of high politics, the 
excesses of electoral corruption, and the ultimate sameness of what is on offer are 
discussed. But these discussions are held alongside those of the importance of casting 
one’s vote and of resisting political pressure by utilizing the secret ballot to fulfil an 
important duty. These reflections make the contradictions between the demonic and 
5 This loan world from English has now been thoroughly assimilated into the Indian lexicon and is used alongside other such 

appropriations: party, leader, public, vote, and so on.
6 The most starling example of this was the widespread public discussion in April 2009 (months before the United States elected its 

first black president) about the possibilities of a Dalit woman becoming India’s prime minister.



－173－

demotic apparent and lead people to reflect and debate rather than merely resign 
themselves to the situation.

ELECTION CAMPAIGNS: THE GREAT LEVELLER

Elections bring a special temporality to the country. Institutionally, the Election 
Commission of India introduces what is known as the “Model Code of Conduct” on all 
political parties from the time that an election is announced. Thus, in the weeks when 
nominations are filed, names of the contesting candidates are confirmed, and the 
election campaign is conducted, behavior is governed by the conventions of the Model 
Code of Conduct. Under this code, all parties are expected to behave in moderation and 
are open to constant scrutiny by the millions of officials who are drafted in to work for 
the Election Commission across the country. These officials, who are drafted for election 
duty, are usually on the payroll of the government of India as schoolteachers, 
administrative officers, and so on. Once elections are declared, incumbent governments 
are forbidden from offering schemes and loans that might act as electoral incentives; the 
administration is expected to perform efficiently; and the power of the Election 
Commission supersedes the powers of all institutions of government.7

The constitutional backing of the Election Commission’s sphere of jurisdiction 
implies that it can function above political or state interference. All political parties, 
including those that from the incumbent government, have to defer to its authority, as do 
all levels of the state’s administration. As a result, candidates can be disqualified, 
partisan bureaucrats and police officers transferred away from their domains of 
influence, and parties fined for violating the norms of the Model Code of Conduct. 
Elections thus witness the unusual sight of nervous and vigilant political parties, an 
efficient administration and ordinary people empowered in their role as Election 
Commission officials. This extraordinary “election time” thus forms a period of 
liminality during which the ordinary rules of national life are suspended and replaced by 
a more orderly, albeit upside-down, world. Unlike other carnivalesque festivals, such as 
Holi, when anti-structure prevails (see Marriott 1971 for an example), elections bring 
with them a reversal that can be characterized as “hyper-structure”―when things were 
far more structured and efficient than otherwise. The country is suspended in a high 
pitch of excitement as campaigns gather momentum and every inch of public space is 

7 Article 324 of the constitution of India vests in the commission the powers of superintendence, direction, and control of the 
elections to both houses of Parliament. Detailed provisions are made under the Representation of the People Act (1951) and the 
rules made thereunder. 
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taken over by a visual and aural display. Posters, pamphlets, banners, and bunting 
displaying the symbols of political parties and their colors line streets and building; loud 
hailers roam the streets exhorting people to vote for a particular candidate, and new 
businesses spring up to cater to the needs of the new publics that are created during the 
campaign. A large proportion of the Indian electorate attends large public rallies and 
street corner meetings and political parties see the influx of a young energetic task force 
that aspires to get noticed for its hard work during a campaign. During an election in 
India, the country is therefore transformed into a large fairground and it is impossible to 
miss the occurrence of what is clearly the largest public festival in the country.

During this time, the privileged world of rajniti intersects with those of ordinary 
voters and the politics of vote banks, caste politics, clientism, and electoral corruption 
that are an inextricable part of power politics come into play. But the need to woo voters 
also causes a strange levelling effect. Laundered clothes of elite politicians are sullied 
by dusty campaign journeys; their well-groomed and arrogant heads are bent low to 
enter the humble dwellings of voters; and their hands seem perpetually folded in their 
plea for votes. People were of course aware of the hypocrisy of such gestures, but 
nevertheless delighted in the sheer visual effect of the reversal. Just as the classic 
anthropological studies of ritual reveal, this time of communitas lies betwixt and 
between periods of social time, and thereby heightens the contrast between the everyday 
and the extraordinary.

Such reversals are therefore also inherently unstable and so bring with them the 
threat of danger, of radical possibilities, and violence. This increased criminalization of 

The coveted black mark.
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politics has been noted by all observers of Indian politics and indicates the limits to 
India’s electoral record. And, in an effort to counter this trend in rajniti, there was also a 
sort of popular Model Code of Conduct, a basic decorum in how ordinary people 
conducted themselves during an election. On the whole, people were polite to 
campaigners who appeared on their door step even when they did not support the 
campaigner’s candidate. Workers from different parties shared space when required to 
and supporters of different parties attended each other’s political meetings and election 
officials were polite to voters. In the state of Uttar Pradesh, for instance, in a village full 
of diverse political alliances, Bharatiya Janata Party supporters in May 2009 were seen 
to be attending Samajwadi Party meetings even though it was unlikely that they would 
vote for them. Similarly, in the southern state Tamil Nadu, where the two local rivals, 
the All India Anna Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) and the Dravida Munnetra 
Kazagham (DMK), were in electoral alliances with the national rivals, the Communist 
Party of India (Marxist) (CPI[M]) and the Congress, people did not allow the rivalry of 
the bigger parties to furthers intensify the local rivalry. This accommodation was fairly 
extraordinary given the otherwise high levels of adrenalin and excitement and vast 
amounts of money involved in the elections.

A number of factors might help explain this ethos of civility in a climate of fierce 
competition. First, as we have noted above, there are several institutional restraints that 
are placed on conduct in public life through the implementation of the Model Code of 
Conduct by the Election Commission of India, whose powers are over and above the 
world of demonic political interference. This forced the players who had the most at 
stake in the electoral game―politicians and political parties―to conduct their 
campaigns according to established rules. The threat of fines and, worse still, 
disqualification, that take place routinely are severe restraints.

Second, the capillary nature of the Election Commission’s organization and its 2 
million strong workforce means that observers acting on its behalf are present 
everywhere. As these officials are drawn from local populations of schoolteachers and 
clerks, it is difficult to identify their presence, and this causes further nervous self-
regulation on the part of political actors. That these officials report directly to the 
Election Commission of India (ECI) rather than the local administration gives their 
authority the teeth that most other regulatory bodies lack. Further, 24-hour media 
channels that no incident, especially those that invite the attention of the ECI, goes 
unreported, not least because controversies always sell, and politicians are keen to avoid 
any adverse publicity.
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At the local level, the importance of politeness stems perhaps from an instinctive 
desire for survival as much as from norms of civility. Elections, after all temporary 
affairs, and when all said and done, people still need to live together. While people may 
be divided by political loyalties during elections, they nevertheless need to live with 
these political differences. Thus, there is respect alongside the recognition of political 
difference. Further, when it comes to political meetings held in the village, everyone 
attends regardless of political allegiance because the norms of village sociality override 
political divisions. This dose not mean for one moment that political loyalties are weak 
or meaningless; if anything, it is their unshakable allegiances that allow people to be 
accommodating in order to put up a united front in the presence of outsiders.

Alongside politics, other allegiances based on religion or kinship also continue to 
exist. This fact was made starkly visible in a village in eastern Uttar Pradesh, where one 
could see each household flying the colors of the party they supported, whether the blue 
of the BSP, the saffron of the BJP, or another party’s colors. To a certain extent these 
party divisions coincided with caste membership, so it was possible to guess the caste 
membership of the household by looking at the color of the flags they were flying. But 
each household also displayed a second set of identical flags: that of the religious 
Nirankari sect of Guru Jaigurudev, who had a wide and diverse following in that area. 
The cross-cutting ties of religion clearly put political divisions in perspective.

In the Tamil Nadu village there was another factor at work. Every election brought 
with it a new configuration of alliances between national and local parties, which led 
parties that had been in opposite camps in one election to ally with each other in the 
next. While party leaders made these calculations with abstract electoral arithmetic in 
mind, at the ground level it meant that real people were either pitted against each other 
or thrown together in alliance. As a result, friendships were tested, neighbors alienated 
from each other, and families divided, people learned to treat these alliances with 
pragmatism, not allowing them to intrude into personal relationships.

The communitas of election time thus brought with it an effervescence that marked 
it as a special time. The various materials of the campaign transformed the physical 
landscape of the country from its drab everyday character into a festive one, and the 
social landscape too was transformed as the codes of exaggerated civility among 
ordinary people sought to challenge the depravity of the political classes. Election time 
therefore ushered at least the possibility of the demotic, providing a challenge to the 
demonic in politics, a possibility that was otherwise absent in everyday time.
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ELECTION DAY

During the national elections in 2009, as in all other elections, the momentum and 
extraordinariness of the campaign finally sublimated on election day when the spirit of 
communitas suffused through all aspects of the day’s events. As we shall see in this 
section, voters reported how each detail contributed to their decision of whether or not 
to vote. The journey to the polling station, the way in which queues were managed, how 
polling officials treated the voters, the accessibility of the voting process, the simplicity 
of the procedure―all were important factors in determining individual participation. 
The overwhelming responsibility for this process is of course that of the Election 
Commission of India, which has to pull off the largest human exercise imaginable every 
time it conducts national elections in India. The electorate has nearly 715 million voters, 
1 million voting machines, nearly 7 million polling stations, and 543 constituencies in a 
country of enormous linguistic, cultural, and physical variety. Two million people serve 
as officials to conduct the elections and the results are declared within less than 12 hours 
of the final vote being cast, and with negligible instances of recounts. In a country where 
much smaller events have been tainted with scandal and inefficiency, it is indeed 
extraordinary that the Election Commission delivers such an exceptional performance 
every time. Is should therefore come as no surprise that Indian citizens rank the Election 
Commission of India highest among all public institutions (NES Survey).

At least part of this credibility might lie in the technology of voting in Indian 
elections as it has evolved into the twenty-first century. In particular, a number of 
measures, such as the introduction of electronic voting machines (EVM), the use of 
party symbols against the name of each party, and the location of the ballot box away 
from the gaze of polling officials, have all made voting attractive for illiterate and 
literate voters alike. And the Election Commission attempts to make adjustments to its 
arrangements from one election to the next, addressing the lessons learnt from 
experience. In a world which election results are often compromised because of faulty 
technology, the importance of these innovations should not be underestimated.8

Research among people who serve as election officials shows that they are fully 
aware of the responsibility vested in the them and, as a result, they anticipate their duties 
with a mixture of excitement and dread. As government of India officials, their careers 
are governed by the grade on their Annual Confidential Report. A mistake committed 
while on election duty can lead to a black mark in that year’s report. It is no wonder that 

8 See the introduction to Bertrad, Briquet, and Pels (2006) for a comparative account of the technology of voting across different 
countries.
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one of these officials said. “Yeh pariksha bhi hai or shaadi bhi!” (It [elections] feels 
simultaneously like an exam and a wedding!)

In order to serve as officials, they are requires to undergo training in three stages to 
learn their way around the electoral procedures and the enormous paperwork entailed. 
Much of the training also anticipates what needs to be done when things go wrong or 
when the unexpected happens, such as the case of a visually impaired voter who requires 
help with an EVM. The day before the election, each polling team of four officials is 
required to be present at a gathering of all officials in a particular district at which 
election materials are distributed. Each package contains about 60 different items, 
including multiple forms, stationery, tags, seals, wax, and the all-important EVMs. 
Auxiliary needs of officers who are expected to spend the night the at the polling booth 
after preparing it for the next day are also covered, with medicines and mosquito 
repellent provided for. All these are packed into a white jhola (cloth bag) that each of 
polling officials is issued, although the senior presiding officer carries the small vial of 
indelible black ink on his person for utmost security. From here, the officials are 
transported under armed guard to their respective polling stations―a trip that, given 
India’s immense physical diversity, can be sometimes extremely arduous. Election 
officials routinely trek through snow, ford rivers, and walk through forests to set up their 
polling booths. In some cases, the number of officials outnumbers the electorate, but the 
effort made for even a single voter is the same as for a thousand.

In the last 24 hours before election day, all remain poised for the finale. 
Campaigning has stopped, families are tense as last-minute material inducements by 
political parties have left their menfolk in an alcoholic stupor, and officials wait 
nervously to discharge this most crucial of all duties. Party workers try to continue the 
campaign unobtrusively, going from door to door distributing voter slips―small pieces 
of paper on which the party’s symbol and the candidate’s name are printed alongside the 
voter’s name, role number, and other details―as last minute coercion. Meanwhile, the 
local school building has undergone its metamorphosis into a polling station. This 
involves cleaning rearranging furniture, designating separate entry and exits to the 
booth, removing all campaign materials from the vicinity of the building, and making 
provisions of drinking water for the voters. The walls are covered with posters detailing 
various aspects of the voting process, including the design of the EVM, instructions in 
the local language on how to cast a vote, and information about the observers and the 
importance of free fair elections. Further, the area outside the building must be 
demarcated as a special zone in which all talk of “politics” is to be avoided. A 100-meter 
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line is drawn on the road to indicate this area, as well as a 200-meter line further down 
the road, to indicate the wider area within which fill law and order must be maintained; 
not even raised voices are tolerated within that zone.

When election day dawns the nest day, the weeks of preparation and hard work are 
finally put to the test. In India, unlike in most other countries, election day is declared a 
public holiday, so the day already feels special for everyone. It begins early for the 
officials, who need to complete the formalities of the mock poll before opening the 
doors of the polling booth. They do this in the presence of the party agents to satisfy 
them that the machine is “clean,” after which the EVMs are attested and sealed. The 
sealing process is an elaborate one. The party agent signs the first sealing strip, followed 
by the presiding officer. With the consent of the polling agents, a tag bearing the details 
of the particular EVM and polling booth is attached to the flap of the EVM, which is 
then shut and finally sealed with wax. The doors are opened at 7 a.m. and the wait for 
the voters begins. Outside the polling station, armed guards take up their posts.

The voters, too, go through their own rituals of preparation. Party workers start 
early, often offering prayers after a bath, before making their way toward the polling 
booth. Voters rearrange their chores to enable them to go and vote before it gets too hot 
or inconvenient. Men tend to go earlier than women, who tend to children and urgent 
domestic chores. For women, the trip to the polling station provides a rare outing, a 
legitimate reason to travel beyond the confines of their dwellings with their friends. For 
young brides who were married outside their villages, election day provides an excuse 
to visit their natal villages and see old friends and relatives. They therefore make a 
special effort to look presentable. Women often wear their best sari that they have saved 
for special occasions, such as weddings and festival and festival days.

Rambati (46), a Gujjar woman in western Uttar Pradesh, summarized it all: “It was 
a hectic day for me since I had to finish all the household work in addition to bathing, 
wearing make-up, and making sure that I had a new sari. It took me the entire morning 
to wind up the household chores, including taking care of the cattle.” Others had taken 
even greater pains to make the journey. One man in Kolkata had arranged for his mother 
to be present at the polling center by transporting her from a hospital in an ambulance. 
Examples such as these are by no means isolated events; on the contrary, they abound 
across the country.

At the polling booth, the atmosphere was solemn, as people formed separate and 
orderly queues for men and women, waiting patiently even when they were long, and 
keeping conversation to a minimum, at most discussing the weather or similarly 
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innocuous subjects. The sobriety of the occasion was particularly noticeable given that 
social gathering anywhere in India tend to be noisy affairs.

Many people commented after election day on the radical social mixing at the 
polls―the unexpected sight of people from different social strata rubbing shoulders. 
One low―caste Chamar women explained how, in her experience, intercaste proximity 
is rare, if it happens at all. At Panchayat meetings or religious gatherings it is customary 
for castes to sit in groups of their own. In urban centers, too, class usually divides 
people. Even though untouchability is illegal in contemporary India, its social effect 
continues in traditional and unexpected ways. Upper-caste people, too, commented on 
this forced social mingling with a mixture of disbelief and grudging admiration at what 
a radical alteration a simple election queue could achieve, forcing even supporters from 
rival parties to stand cheek by jowl.

The polling booth thus provides a space for the social drama of the election to be 
played out. Its rules and etiquette facilitates the suppression of everyday social 
discrimination and the assertion of a more egalitarian vision of society. This temporary 
assemblage of an undifferentiated group of people could generate an awareness of the 
virtues of political equality. As one former Untouchable Chamar woman put it, “I am 
realizing my vote has the same value as anybody else’s, having stood in the same line as 
people of different castes.”

Further, many felt the actual process of casting their vote was itself deeply 
transformative as they reemerged blinking into the bright sunshine. One women said, 
“Once I stood in front of the EVM, no one, not my husband, or father or mother-in-law 
could dictate which button I pressed. It was my choice and my choice alone.” Another 
young women, who, despite an early marriage and motherhood, felt that the act of 
voting was the real rite of initiation into adulthood: “Now that I have voted for the first 
time, I feel truly grown up,” she said shyly. The solemnity of the queues, the polite 
officials who kept conversation to a minimum, and the privacy of the EVM heightened 
the importance of the occasion. All the various aspects―the silence, the darkness, the 
officials, the unhurried pace, marking the body as a sign of participation, the importance 
of individual faith―resonated with the experience of other sacred spaces that people 
were familiar with. As one man said, “The polling station is like a garba griha [sanctum 
sanctorum] where we perform this important rite.” And perhaps in recognition of this 
sentiment, it was reported in Gujarat that women removed their shoes before entering 
the polling station, as they would do as a mark of respect for any important and sacred 
space.
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It was noteworthy how immensely relieved and happy voters looked as they 
emerged out of the gates of the polling station, clutching their precious voter ID cards 
with newly inked fingers. Each voter who emerged from the booth could testify to 
having been treated with fairness and dignity, regardless of their caste or social station. 
The excitement and relief rendered the erstwhile somber voters into loquacious 
informants, and it was thus s good moment to ask them directly: “Why do you vote?” 
Respondents used imaginative metaphors such as comparing their single vote to an atom 
that is small but powerful, comparing their votes to weapons that could be wielded 
against the powerful, and describing how their voter identity cards were the proof that 
they even existed. For poor voters and those who live in remote parts of the country, 
their act of voting was a clarion call to the nation that they still existed and were not to 
be forgotten. People were keen to exercise this most basic of constitutional rights, since 
it took minimal effort but enabled future agitations. As an illiterate Dalit activist put it, 
“If I don’t vote, how can I ask for better roads, or schools, or health services? Voting is 
free, easy and no one can stop me. So I should start by doing that.”

People also saw voting as a duty that was borne out of reciprocity. A number of 
people felt that, given the effort the Election Commission expended in holding elections, 
an effort that was most visible to them for the last 24 hours or so, least they could do in 
return was to turn up to vote. It would be almost churlish not to do so; it was a feeling of 
noblesse oblige.

But most of all, people remarked on how the culture of the polling station 
facilitated the radical experience of social levelling, otherwise to tolerated mostly only 
in temple queues or Friday prayers, as an indication of a possible future egalitarianism 
in society at large. The queue’s liminality facilitates direct unmediated communication 
between individuals free of social structure and generates rare egalitarianism among the 
participants, overturning the hierarchies of the normal social order. As one voter joked, 
but only partly in jest: “After this mark [on our fingers], we are all one, and have 
become the same after voting. One vote has one value. That makes us all equal today.”9

CONCLUSION

As we have seen, the reasons people continue to vote in large numbers and with 
enthusiasm in India lie mainly in the importance that they themselves place on the 

9 The value of political equality is obviously felt most by those who are among the most deprived in society, and it challenges the 
orthodoxy of the view that “poor people make poor democrats.” For a crass-country analysis that challenges this view, see Krishna 
(2008).
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electoral process in itself. The weeks of campaigning that culminate in election day are 
a communitas that suspends the rules of normal social order and brings instead a rare 
flowering of egalitarianism. This experience in turn heightens people’s awareness of 
their most fundamental and universal attributes as citizens of India. Political scientists 
and philosophers call this the “expressive” aspect of voting, the “theatre of politics” so 
to speak, when people are able to present themselves as good citizens who discharge 
their duty as voters regardless of a specific electoral result (Tuck 2008).

In conventional discussions of politics, this expressiveness is not considered a 
serious enough reason for voting because in a democratic system, it is argued, elections 
are mainly a means to am end. The assumption here is that people ultimately vote to 
make their candidate with and any other reason for voting is therefore ancillary to this. 
Thus, the expressive or performative aspects of voting are considered valuable but not 
essential to the meaning of the electoral process as democracy’s arithmetic. However, on 
the basis of the material from India presented here, this approach seems to limit the 
meaning of voting quite severely since this reading of elections, when combined with a 
cynicism that views all politicians to be ultimately the same, unsurprisingly leads to 
voter apathy. That is to say, the instrumental aspects of voting are futile because 
whomever one votes for will be corrupt and ineffectual. The expressive aspects of 
voting are mere window dressing, so one may as well stay home.

Instead, Indian voters, while voting for their favored candidates and political 
parties and even while under the pressures of coercion and patronage, believe that the 
electoral process was a worthwhile end in itself. This is so because the electoral process 
alone allows for the flowering of democratic values that are otherwise hidden in the 
inequities of everyday life, the increasing criminalization of politics, and the election 
result. Elections alone allow for the performative expression of the fundamental values 
of democracy―citizenship, duty and rights, equality, cooperation, the ability to imagine 
a common good―values that are otherwise wholly missing from the polity. Like the 
collective rice pudding, elections demonstrate how cooperation can result in creating 
something much larger than the sum of the parts.

It was precisely because of the absence of these values in daily life that people felt 
the urge to embrace and celebrate these values when they were available during 
elections. Elections therefore emerge as aesthetic and ritual moments that allow for the 
inversion of the rules of normal social life. The resulting communitas created a 
heightened awareness of what was missing in everyday hierarchical life, while 
simultaneously providing a glimpse of democracy’s ideals of egalitarianism and 
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cooperation. People participate in elections in the hope that the extraordinary awareness 
and visceral experience of egalitarianism will in turn infuse into everyday time and 
eventually bring genuine social change. It is for this reason that elections have become 
sacrosanct in India and continue to keep India’s democracy alive.
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Exercising Post-secular Citizenship:
a Guru’s court, the state, and development in contemporary 

rural Karnataka

Aya Ikegame

Abstract:

The Nyaya Peetha [the seat of justice] is an informal arbitration court established 
by an influential Lingayat guru in central Karnataka. Most disputes brought to this court 
are concerned with family matters, such as inheritance, land division, and marital 
problems amongst the Sadar Lingayats, who constitute a majority of the devotees. 
However, the number of new types of disputes involving non-Lingayats is increasing. 
This paper looks at one such dispute, between residents of four villages and local mining 
companies, which has now grown to involve mining workers, lorry owners, and drivers 
as well. The guru’s court and this particular case have become a platform to which 
anyone can bring his/her grievances against the disruptive activities of the mining 
companies. Through the intercession of the guru’s court, residents received 
compensation of several kinds, including funding for local development and certain 
controls over mining activities. It seems that the guru acts on behalf of the state, but 
close examination of the case reveals a more complex relationship. The ways in which 
villagers use this informal legal body shows the working of a post-secular form of 
citizenship that lies beyond conventional liberal definitions, but which is not irrationally 
anti-democratic.

Introduction

On the day he was pronounced that he was suffering from pancreatic cancer, which 
eventually took his life a year later, Jacques Derrida had a public conversation in Paris 
with Mustapha Chérif. It was 2003, Chérif, as an Algerian Muslim intellectual, was 
concerned with the relationship between Islam and the West, particularly Europe –or the 
northern shores of the Mediterranean as he calls it - which was becoming increasingly 
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hostile in the political background post 9/11. Chérif asked Derrida, who also shared 
Algerian heritage with him as a French-Arab Jew, if there is any hope for a new way of 
thinking by which the world could embrace the universalism of democracy without 
losing the mythical dimension of religions. While he strongly supported the dissociation 
of the theocratic and the political, he invites us to think beyond the framework of nation-
state and citizenship:

  Today, we must take into account the fact that sovereignty is to be shared, that it is 
divisible. There is no longer any pure sovereignty; there is no longer a pure 
sovereign nation-state (Derrida, Borradori et al. 2008: 27).

The concept of sovereignty has its own long theoretical and theological genealogy 
within European philosophical traditions (Prokhovnik 2008). From Bodin and Hobbes, 
the idea that sovereignty is indivisible has become a norm. Whether it is of the monarch, 
the nation-state, the people, or the individual, sovereignty needs to be indivisible and 
autonomous. This idea of sovereignty has been deeply entrenched both in the 
constitution of the secular and our ways of thinking about the relationship between 
religions and democracy. It is a concept that needs to be questioned and re-examined.

From feudalism to Gandhi’s Oceanic Circle and Stein’s segmentary state, the 
characteristics of local powers, semi-independent of the centralising force of the state, 
have been one of major concerns amongst historians of pre-British India as well as 
political scientists and political visionaries in the twentieth century. Each of these ideas, 
however, has different and often opposing assumptions and trajectories, which have 
sometimes culminated in heated controversies. The segmentary state model is 
undoubtedly one such idea. This paper attempts to draw an analogical link between the 
working of the ‘localised sovereign’ (Humphrey 2004, Hansen and Stepputat 2005) in 
contemporary rural society and the segmentary state formation of pre-British India. The 
aim of this exercise is not to suggest that the segmentary nature of political culture 
persisted as an essential and unchanging structure of Indian society. Rather it endeavours 
to show how a re-reading of historical and theoretical discussion concerning pre-colonial 
political formations enables us to analyse contemporary social issues without failing 
into the trap of employing a fixed set of analytical terms, such as the state-sovereignty, 
democracy and citizenship, without questioning the historical and political trails they 
inevitably carry.
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The Segmentary state controversy revisited

The segmentary state model, which Burton Stein borrowed from African 
anthropologist Aidan Southall to explain medieval South India, caused heated debates 
especially in the 1980s and early 1990s, but seems subsequently to have lost its spark 
(Southall 1988, Stein 1991, Kulke 1995). In the 1980s, Stein began applying the 
segmentary state model, developed in Southall’s anthropological study of the Alur 
society in eastern Africa (Southall 1953), in a new interpretation of the ninth to 
thirteenth century Chola state (Stein 1980). He then expanded this model more generally 
to the pre-modern state in South. Stein summarised the political order of the segmentary 
state as follows (Stein 1991, Stein and Arnold 2010: 20, 219):

●    There are numerous centres or political domains.
●    Political power [in Indian Classical reference, kshatra], and sovereignty [or 

rajadharma] are differentiated in such a way as to permit appropriate power to 
be wielded by many, but full royal sovereignty only by an anointed king.

●    All the numerous centres, or domains, have autonomous administrative 
capabilities and coercive means.

●    There is a recognition by lesser political centres, often through ritual forms, or a 
single ritual centre and an anointed king.

Stein was determined to develop a new model to account for non-European pre-modern 
societies because, in his words, ‘owning to the impoverished condition of political 
theory pertaining to the state if we reject the unitary conception of states, we are 
automatically understood to be speaking about something presumed to be “feudal”’ 
(Stein 1985: 388). The unitary state, which has a single authoritative centre, a centralised 
administrative body, and a monopoly of coercive means, has become the universal 
model for modern, and primarily western, state formations. Stein objected that non-
European state formations were simply bundled up in a category of the ‘feudal’ or worse 
‘Asiatic despotism’. He also argued that the label of feudalism inevitably denies non-
European societies ‘the developmental potential of pre-modern European states’ that 
managed to break the ties and affiliations of patrimonial states and ‘opened the way for 
the modern state’ (Stein and Arnold 2010: 20). The application of theories concerning 
the social evolution of European states thus kept non-European societies in the ‘waiting-
room’ of political modernity (Chakrabarty 2000: 9). What Stein wished to reject was not 
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the label of feudalism itself, but a stagist theory of history, or ‘historicism’, to use 
Chakrabarty’s term, which assumes European development not only as a homogenous 
narrative for Europe as a whole, but as the single and universal path that non-European 
societies must eventually follow with the passage of time. The Orientalist configuration 
of this historicism imposed a stagist and developmental time narrative of history onto a 
geographical and assumed cultural distance between the West and the non-West to 
provide a theoretical base for the colonial civilising mission (Chakrabarty 2000).

Although Stein did not acknowledge it sufficiently, in fact his deep suspicion for 
and refusal of the Orientalist tendency of Euro-centric historical narratives was shared 
amongst many of his contemporary Indian historians [Habib 1974, Jha 1979, Sharma, 
Mukhia 1995, Kulke 1995]. Many of them, however, including Stein himself, seemed to 
agree that the variety of social formations existing in pre-modern India were eventually 
all subjected to the universal force of capitalism (a point this paper will argue later. 
Nonetheless, they all acknowledged the difficulties their uneasiness in adapting 
universalising and indeed Eurocentric analytical frameworks to suit Indian state 
formations.

The clear distinction Stein makes between the political power enjoyed by numerous 
local centres such as n du and the royal sovereignty or authority that only the anointed 
king could claim makes his model both irresistibly attractive and hugely problematic. It 
is attractive because it resonated with newly emerging anthropological perspectives at 
that time, notably Clifford Geertz’s ‘theatre state’ (Geertz 1980) and Stanley Tambiah’s 
‘galactic polity’ (Tambiah 1976), which proposed state formations in non-European 
societies that are clearly different from Euro-centric models. The clear separation of 
power and authority was also used in Louis Dumont’s influential theory of the caste 
system to explain the secondary position of Kshatriya castes of kings and warriors to 
priestly class of Brahmins who sit at the top of caste hierarchy (Dumont 1980). Here, 
the secondary position of economic and political power to ritual authority was explained 
in terms of the binary opposition of purity and pollution which constituted a core logic 
of the structuralist understanding of caste system.

One of the problems of the power and authority division in the segmentary state 
model is that the tendency to mislead readers into thinking that in medieval south India, 
a centralising force was merely superficial and not actually effective. Most of the 
opponents of his model, therefore, criticised the manner in which Stein overstated 
fragmentation and local autonomy, and paid less attention to the military and fiscal 
control of expansionist and quasi-imperial polities that lasted for several centuries in the 
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region (Arnold 2010: xix). Although this criticism points to an important weakness in 
Stein’s model, as Stein himself later clarifies, the fragmentation of political power does 
not necessarily mean the denial of central authority or that increased central authority 
should always come at the expense of lesser lordship, in the manner of the absolute state 
described by historians in 16th to 18th Century Europe (Stein 1991: 211).

The controversy was, unfortunately, directed more towards the question of which 
social agents were more important in medieval state formations. Earlier historians 
emphasised central bureaucratic power, supporters of theories of feudalism stressed the 
role of intermediate political offices, whilst segmentary modellers upheld the importance 
of local power-holders (Heitzman 1995: 163). Hence, the question of whether the 
medieval Indian polity was fragmented or integrated became a central concern amongst 
medieval historians (Kulke 1982). This certainly encouraged more detailed and nuanced 
studies to appear, but it also obscured another important aspect of medieval political 
culture, of which both proponents and opponents of the segmentary state model were 
initially aware. This aspect, which I would like to call ‘shared sovereignty’, is significant 
in the segmentary state model and also for our understanding of contemporary Indian 
political culture.

Historians agree that the practice of land grants in the form of tax deferment or 
agrahara (Brahmin settlements) was widely adopted during medieval times. The 
establishment of strong religious institutions, temples and monasteries, also escalated 
the tendency towards the fragmentation or segmentation of polities. This did not mean 
that local power centres were cut off from the centre. It was precisely the reverse: local 
small power holders could claim sovereignty within their territory precisely because it 
was connected to a greater one:

  For, ranked and ruling hereditary chiefs claimed to be kings (raaja or swami), and 
while they differentiated themselves from other, greater kings who held an exalted 
status through vedic anointment, these lesser, or “little” kings were deemed to share 
sovereignty with these greater ones (Stein 1991: 223).

Both historians and anthropologists have shown that participation in the rituals of 
temples and royal courts by lesser chiefs and the distribution of marks of honour by the 
king were essential for the integration of the state in pre-colonial times (Appadurai 
1977, Stein 1977, Dirks 1979, Appadurai 1981). Shared sovereignty does not confine 
itself to the realm of rituals and honour alone, but was also crucial to understanding the 
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idea of ‘property rights’ in pre-colonial India. A prominent Indian historian R.S. Sharma, 
who expressed strong objections to Stein’s segmentary model, pointed to the multiple 
rights and entitlements over land to be found in early medieval India. He demonstrated 
the degree to which medieval jurists had to recognise the multiplicity of rights over the 
same piece of land by quoting the historian of Indian classical law J.D.M. Derrett:

  The Indian jurists took it for granted that the incidents of particular manifestations 
of ownership might differ, while the svatva [rights] of the king, the svatra of the 
landowner, the svatra of the tenant-farmer, and in an extreme case, even the svatva 
of the mortgage in possession [as against a trespasser] were all comprehensible 
under the single term of property (Derrett quoted in Sharma 1995: 60).

The notion of private property existed [therefore this is not the Asiatic mode of 
production], but property rights were not always attributed to the single and identifiable 
owner. Instead there were both legal and actual practices of ‘the varying degree of 
control over land and not of exclusive rights of either the landlord or the peasant’ 
(Sharma 1995: 60).

The characteristics of pre-modern Indian state formation might be useful for our 
understanding of contemporary Indian political culture, if we rethink the working of 
shared sovereignty. Here sovereignty was not indivisible, and not territorially bounded. 
Multiple loci of power and authority were constantly in competition and negotiation 
with each other. There was a hierarchy of power, but this did not mean that the centre 
imposed its cohesive rule over the segments. Rather there was a mutual dependency of 
the centre and its segments: there was a recognition of the central authority by local 
segments and a distribution of land, resources and honours by the anointed king. In the 
later part of this paper, I will argue that despite the penetration of ideas of modern 
secular universal law and unitary state administration, and even of the rights of 
individual citizens, that the modern European formation of the sovereign-state that is the 
totality of individual sovereign-subjects, has not quite changed the shareability of 
sovereignty in Indian state formation.

Mathas as a local power centre

The matha is a Hindu religious institution often headed by a single guru who is 
mostly a celibate renouncer. Mathas have been an important local political institution in 
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the state of Karnataka in southern India. While Hindu temples have been extensively 
studied as a space where power, resources, and honour were contested and re-distributed 
in pre-colonial times (Appadurai 1981), mathas have received less scholarly attention. 
Like temples, mathas have enjoyed patronage from royal centres and were given land 
grants (in ms) and other forms of privileges. In Karnataka, the popularity of 
Veerashaivism or Lingayatism amongst peasantry castes, mathas maintained their 
influence within the local communities by providing a variety of social services and 
solving local disputes. Lingayat mathas were indeed a centre of politics, as Burton Stein 
described, which ‘continued to have means of resistance’ (Stein and Arnold 2010: 28) 
and protested against unjust demands from the state. Stein argues that by the eighteenth 
century, the ability of rural communities to mobilise the peasantry against the state was 
weakened by their further division and stratification. Some individuals and households 
could buy the formally hereditary offices of headman or accountant and this disturbed 
traditional entitlements and status hierarchies (ibid. 28). There is no doubt that the power 
structure of communities went through many changes. Mathas, however, seemed to have 
continued to be a significant political actor whenever local communities received unjust 
treatment from the state or felt the need to compete against each other.

Mathas, and especially Lingayat mathas, have emerged at important historical 
political moments in the region as a game changer. In 1831, when peasants in the Nagar 
region suffered from a heavy burden of taxation and rebelled against the Mysore 
princely state, it was Lingayat gurus who mobilised a large number of the peasants. 
They left their land, refused to pay taxes and instituted an armed revolt. Because of this, 
the Mysore Maharaja had to give up his administrative powers and hand them over to 
the British (Stein 1993, Lind 2004) . In 1919, at the height of the backward class or non-
Brahmin movement in Mysore, the Lingayat community, who were the major 
protagonists of positive discrimination at that time, organised a large rally of 60,000 to 
celebrate the arrival in Bangalore of the guru of Murgha matha from Chitradurga. This 
marked a significant power shift at the centre from Brahmins to landed dominant castes 
(Ikegame 2012a). In the 1960s, the guru of Sirigere matha, for one reason or another, 
began campaigning against the then Congress President S. Nijalingappa, undoubtedly 
one of the most powerful politicians at that time. Nijalingappa, despite his seniority 
within the Congress, lost his seat (Nijalingappa 2000: 67-77). It is widely believed that 
the success of the BJP in the 2008 assembly election was due to the fact that many 
powerful Lingayat gurus supported the party, which did not previously have any 
electoral base within the state. Karnataka then became the first southern state to be ruled 
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by the BJP.
In contemporary Karnataka, politicians cannot ignore the influence of mathas, 

especially those of Lingayats. Lingayat mathas do not always act as a single coherent 
pressure group. It is extremely difficult to create a state-wide alliance of Lingayat 
mathas, and many Lingayat mathas maintain age-old rivalries and internal caste 
hierarchies. But in each rural constituency, one powerful matha usually exerts authority. 
Especially since the 1980s, many powerful Lingayat mathas run schools, colleges, and 
hospitals in small towns and rural areas, so their influence now extends beyond their 
religious adherants. Several mathas have grown into welfare enterprises and are able to 
generate their own funding without relaying solely on donations from their devotees.

An informal arbitration court that we will discuss in this paper highlights how the 
gurus, as the head of mathas, and localised sovereigns exercise their power and authority 
within rural society. The working of a contemporary localised sovereign is obviously 
different from the local power centres of the segmentary state in medieval south India. 
Representative democracy, the administrative apparatus of the modern ‘unitary state’, a 
more effective police force and the market economy have all contributed to the 
transformation of local power centres. And yet the powerful role of mathas, deeply 
rooted in rural society, shows that local communities have not yet become ‘decorticated 
shells of ideology’, nor can the modern state do without communities (as claimed by 
Stein and Arnold 2010: 28-31) even in the early twenty-first century.

Mining dispute at the guru’s court

The Nyaaya Peetha, or ‘seat of justice’ is an informal court run by Taralabalu 
Jagadguru Brihanmath, a Hindu matha in the village called Sirigere in the Chitradurga 
district of central Karnataka. Dispute settlement has been carried out for many years in 
the matha in an ad hoc fashion. In 2002, Dr Shivamurthy Shivacharya Maha Swamiji, I 
shall call him Sirigere guru, radically modernised this informal settlement. Now each 
dispute is given a case number, and at the end of each hearing the Sirigere guru dictates 
the summary of the dispute. His assistant then transcribes it and keeps a record in the 
computer database. All the petitions, counter petitions and related documents are also 
carefully filed. By late August 2013, the total number of disputes amounted to 3,016 
cases. Not all of the cases are solved. Some of them went on for several years before 
they were resolved; some were simply discontinued because the accused parties did not 
turn up. The material for this paper comes from recorded court hearings, interviews with 
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the guru and people involved, and petition and counter petition letters that they 
submitted to the Nyaaya Peetha. In this informal court, the guru acts as the sole judge. 
He listens to the claims of both sides and tries to settle the disputes. The nature of the 
disputes varies: from failed marriages to industrial disputes in which villagers bring 
lawsuits against mining or other companies. Most cases are family disputes about 
marriage and inheritance within the Sadaru Lingayats – a relatively low status sub-caste 
of the dominant landed Lingayat caste – who are also the devotees of the Sirigere 
Taralabalu matha.

The fact that this kind of informal arbitration court is becoming more and more 
popular, indicates that the Nyaaya peetha that we can see today is something more than 
a modern incarnation of the caste panchayat [assembly] for the Sadaru Lingayat. What 
is particularly interesting is that other castes are also attracted to the Nyaaya peetha and 
are seeking the judgement of the Sirigiere guru. The reality is that guru courts of this 
kind are becoming an alternative to the formal regular courts which have been a central 
part of the everyday life of ordinary Indians since the colonial period. So why is this 
happening? What can these informal courts offer that formal courts and formal legal 
systems cannot?

The system of the Nyaaya Peetha is extremely well organised. Anyone can bring 
their problems in the form of a petition letter and the court will give them on the same 
day a date for the first hearing and a case number. The court then informs the other party 
(or “defendant”) and asks them to come and receive the blessing of the guru on that 
specific date. Since many cases concern family disputes amongst the Sadar Lingayat 
community, who constitute a majority of devotees of the Sirigere matha, most accused 
parties would not refuse this order from the matha. Even in the case of a non-Lingayat, 
most of them live in nearby villages so they cannot ignore the guru’s order.

The case that this paper mainly analyses is a dispute between local mining 
companies and four villages near Sirigere. The case originally started in 2003, when 
three local mining companies brought a complaint against Muttugaduru village, 
claiming that the villagers had been blocking the road that led to the railway station for 
15 days - preventing lorries carrying ore to pass through. The leaders of four villages 
affected by the transport of manganese ore from the mining site to Saasalu railway 
station were then summoned and they were asked to submit a written complaint against 
mining companies explaining their actions.

From the summaries of the court hearings, we can see that the blocking of the road 
was sometimes carried out in an organised fashion under the order of village leaders, as 
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in the case of Muttugaduuru village. However sometimes a group of youths simply set 
up an ad hoc ‘toll booth’ by putting up a large picture of the previous Swamiji or local 
goddesses and demanded donation-cum-fees from each lorry driver who passed through. 
The mining companies wanted to stop all obstructions on the road and in exchange for 
this were willing to accept most of the villagers’ demands. The villagers, on the other 
hand, demanded compensation for crops - mostly for bananas, areca nuts, and maize - 
which were damaged by pollution from the manganese ore, as well as money for 
repairing the road. They also demanded strict regulations concerning the safe driving of 
lorries, and funding for local developmental projects.

In his judgment, the guru ordered the villagers to stop any blocking of the road. He 
also ordered the mining companies to deposit a certain sum of money for the purpose of 
new road construction and rural development. Since many of their mining activities 
were illegal, the mining companies were only too eager to accept this judgment of the 
guru’s court. The money was originally deposited in the matha’s bank account and later 
transferred to committees of villagers. Since 2003, two mining companies have 
deposited the astonishing sum of 22 Crore rupees (220 million rupees, equivalent of 2 
million GBP or 3.2 million USD in 2013). This particular court case is still going on 
today (at the time of writing) and has become a platform for anyone who wishes to 
negotiate with the mining companies. There have been lorry owners, drivers, and even 
mining workers appearing in the court, pressing their claims for higher rental fees for 
their lorries, wage hikes, and so on. So far, it might seem as if the guru’s court is 
functioning as a parallel state that is able to solve local disputes successfully. It can even 
extract large sums of money from the mining companies and use them for rural 
development. However, for the actual execution of these development projects, the guru 
cannot act alone.

During my visit to the Nyaaya Peetha in late August 2013, people were discussing 
the construction of a 2 km of reinforced concrete road from Sasalu railway station. The 
mining company was ready to pay for the entre cost of construction, which was 2 Crore 
rupees (300,000 USD). The tender was given to a local well-reputed construction 
company and they were willing to start the construction as soon as possible. But they 
still needed a sanction from the state government. The request for the sanction was sent 
sometime in May, but they did not hear anything in late August. The villagers and 
mining company’s representatives were asking the guru to intervene. During the course 
of the meeting, held in a village school hall, the guru made a phone call to a current state 
minister and made him promise there and then that he would provide the necessary 
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sanction within a week. The sanction indeed came within 3 days.
The act of calling a politician and fixing things in front of the public is a 

compelling demonstration of the guru’s power. In this game of power, politicians always 
behave like humble servants. The guru himself, however, is very cynical about the 
attitude of politicians as he told me that there is no real piety on their part. They are 
simply afraid of him because if they go against him, they may lose the next election.

Electoral concerns may be a tool that a guru with a large devotional constituency 
can employ. But it was also fascinating to see how swiftly, only a few months after the 
former ruling party BJP suffered a spectacular electoral defeat and the Congress gained 
a majority within the state assembly, the guru managed to establish a completely 
different network of politicians who would follow his orders. A Kannada tabloid 
newspaper Gauri Lankesh has reported how effectively the Sirigere guru establishes his 
alliance with political parties by using a political broker or intermediary1. The newspaper 
claims that a former government engineer turned developer called Shanmukappa joined 
the BJP in 2008 in order to forge a tie between the matha and the newly elected member 
of the Legislative Assembly, MLA Chendrappa from the local Holalkere constituency, 
who belonged to a backward caste Bhovi. For this, Shanmukappa was given lucrative 
construction projects and then named as a chairman of the Bengaluru International 
Airport (BIA). After the Lingayat political giant B.S. Yeddyurappa fell out with the BJP 
and launched his own party Karnataka Janata Paksha (KJP) in late 2012, Shanmukappa 
resigned the chairman of the BIA and joined the KJP along with MLA Chendrappa. By 
early 2013, it was clear that Chendrappa was going to lose his constituency, the matha 
started supporting the Congress. Immediately after the election was announced 
Shanmukappa joined the Congress. Allegedly Shanmukappa gave financial support to H. 
Anjaneya, the Congress candidate of Holalkere constituency, and the matha also stood 
behind him. After his victory in May 2013, many state officers belonging to Sadaru 
Lingayat community were transferred to Chitradurga district. The state minister whom 
the Sirigere guru then called on the day of the meeting with the villagers and mining 
company representatives was this same H. Anjaneya.

Shared sovereignty

Despite the fact that powerful matha like Sirigere can successfully generate and 
divert money for local development, without going through formal administrative 
procedures, they nonetheless still need to infiltrate the state apparatus using personal 
1 The Gauri Lankesh on 28 August 2013 by T.N. Shanukha.
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and often devious connections. A journalist based in Bangalore confirmed this point. 
During an interview in March 2012, he stated that powerful mathas do not require any 
financial support from the state any more but they are still compelled to maintain good 
relations with the state. To obtain  government approval for a newly opened school, for 
example, it was certainly always helpful to have sympathetic officers or politicians 
within the government.

The relationship between the state and the guru’s informal court is a complex one. 
On the one hand, the variety of social activities of mathas and their effectiveness invite 
us to think that some mathas in the state are now acquiring state-like characteristics or 
even have become a parallel-state (Sood 2006). Indeed gurus and devotees often 
compare the state government (sarak ra] and their mathas: for example a devotee called 
the very impressive office building of his matha in Mysore city ‘like Vidhana Soudha 
[the seat of the state legislature of Karnataka]’ and another explained their regular 
donations to the matha by saying ‘[we pay this as] more like a tax’.

Apart from actual and analogical ‘stateness’ (Hansen and Stepputat 2001) of the 
matha, the nature of typical cases brought to the guru’s court at Sirigere also indicate 
that his court stands outside of the formal legal system. Both during the guru’s court 
hearings and the interviews with the villagers, the contrast between formal law (k n nu) 
and morality (dharma) was often emphasised (Ikegame forthcoming). The reason why 
the villagers sought the help of the guru was often that they could not obtain justice 
within the formal law. The ‘first wife’ who wants to obtain a share of her husband’s 
property after he has committed himself to a, so-called, ‘second marriage’, cannot 
possibly go to a formal court to achieve the arrangement she seeks. The share of the 
property she might achieve through the guru’s court would be much more valuable than 
the small monthly maintenance for a divorcee that current Indian law specifies. 
Moreover both sides do not want to bear the shame of a divorce. In the several cases 
concerning former temple lands, which I have analysed in detail elsewhere (Ikegame 
forthcoming), villagers who wish to recover their ‘common property’ could not appeal 
to a formal court, because it was they who had deviously nominated different individuals 
as legal cultivators-cum-owners of the land in order to evade the land reform of the 
1970s2. The guru himself once told me in a private conversation that the reason why his 
2 The successive land reforms in Karnataka in the 1970s were believed to be relatively successful in terms of enforcement although 

it did not bring the more fundamental social transformation that some other states managed to achieve. One of the problems was 
that they did not exempt common properties, such as land donated for the maintenance of village temples. Many villages, in order 
to save their temple lands, gave the names of village heads or the names of people directly giving services to the temples as 
cultivators of the land and they became legal owners of the temple lands. In recent years, these legal owners have begun selling 
the supposed common temple lands and villagers are facing difficulty in maintaining temple worships and other activities 
(Ikegame forthcoming).
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court at his matha works is because he ‘has the moral authority’. Morality (dharma) is 
the domain of his sovereignty. He can make the law within this domain. Moreover, the 
very limitations of the state law creates his domain, where justice is waiting to be 
recovered. This is not a domain where the state has yet penetrated, but the domain where 
the state is, as Talal Asad has argued, ‘continually both experienced and undone through 
the illegibility of its own practices, documents and words’ (Asad 2004: 279, emphasis 
was original).

The fact that the guru’s sovereignty works precisely because he stands outside of 
the state does not mean that he could operate without the state. As we have seen in the 
mining dispute case, the reality is quite the opposite. The nature of many cases brought 
into his court indicates that the guru's court is popular precisely because the causes of 
these problems are not quite legal to begin with (eg. cases of second marriage, the 
illegality of mining activities, etc). On the other hand, the guru's court tries to operate 
within the state legal system and even seeks to obtain official legal backing for his 
decisions by using the recently revised Arbitration Act within the state. Voluntary 
mediators at the guru's court, who are retired state officers or former Panchayat leaders, 
often make reference to legal processes and regulations regarding the division of the 
land amongst family members and the legal registration of land rights. The guru 
sometimes advises people to go to a local civil court and even helps them to find a 
lawyer who would be sympathetic to their problems. In this sense, the guru's court acts 
like an extension or an agent of the state.

Many activities of the matha do require support, or indeed authorisation from the 
state. The state is not at all monolithic nor coherent, but a penetrable and to some extent 
manipulatable entity. Nonetheless, the illegibility of the state does occasionally declare 
the moral activities of the guru to be illegal. In 2009, Sirigere Talarabalu matha was 
raided by the income tax officers. Allegedly, the large sum of money deposited by 
mining companies was suspeted to be a form of tax evasion. Now the money is 
transferred instead directly to a local development trust. A tabloid newspaper also called 
the Sirigere matha a secret banker of the then chief minister B.S. Yeddyurappa (Ikegame 
2012b: 60), and this was proposed as another reason for the raid by income tax officers. 
Such accusations may not be baseless, but they miss the point. The sovereign domain of 
the guru is a space where the distinction between morality and immorality, legality and 
illegality, and the personal and impersonal, is blurred and one penetrates the other. Only 
the guru and the state have the authority to draw the line as sovereigns. Sovereignty in 
contemporary Karnataka is thus shared. As in medieval south India, the ways in which 
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this sovereignty is to be shared are constantly contested and negotiated.

Beyond a secular understanding of informal laws

How do we think about the relationship between democracy and non-state legal 
authorities, like the Nyaaya Peetha of Karnataka? Does the idea and practices of ‘shared 
sovereignty’ in any way help us to think differently about democracy and citizenship?

In recent years, the absurd brutality of self-proclaimed informal legal bodies in 
South Asia has been widely reported in the media. The Khap panchayats of Haryana in 
India, and Sharia courts run by Taliban in Afghanistan are probably the most notorious. 
At the same time, many innovative non-state legal practices have sprung up in many 
parts of India. Muslim resolution services under the All India Muslim Personal Law 
Board, or the alternative legal service, or ‘special ‘women’s courts’ run by Muslim 
women activists in the UP and Tamil Nadu are proving to be a vital support for citizens 
who do not have the means to employ the state legal system. These non-state legal 
activities are often challenged and labelled something that undermines liberal 
constitutional values of secularism and the rule of law (Redding 2013). At the same 
time, the recent demand of Muslim ‘feminists’ for gender equality within Muslim 
Personal Law through alternative readings of the Qur’an cannot be easily accommodated 
within the discourse of secular feminism in India that have long campaigned for a 
religion-neutral uniform civil code (UCC) of personal law (Vatuk 2008).

It may seem difficult to accommodate non-state religious authorities within secular 
constitutional democracy. Yet it is not always fruitful to point to minority rights and 
religious freedoms, which constitutional democracy upholds, in order to defend these 
alternative, and possibly liberating, legal practices. The Khap panchayats, for example, 
claim that they existed for several hundreds years as autonomous and independent legal 
body in north India amongst the Jat community. They even defend frequent ‘honour 
killings’ of couples who did not follow their marriage regulations and insist upon the 
strict surveillance of women within the region as community rights. Contradicting their 
claim to have an autonomous legal bodies for centuries, a recent study by Bharadwaj 
shows that village life in pre-modern Haryana and surrounding regions was regulated by 
multiple layers of legal authorities and that the Khap panchayats are actually a quite 
recent phenomena, practically unknown until the 1960s (Bharadwaj 2012). There is thus 
a danger within liberal and secular constitutionalism that in its support for minority 
rights it may unwittingly conceal patriarchal and oppressive forces and give legitimacy 



－198－

to violence against weaker sections of a community.
The ways in which the gurus in Karnataka exercise their sovereign-authority may 

not appeal to the defenders of secular and liberal principles of democracy. Nonetheless, 
we should not lose sight of the possibly more liberating and democratic aspects of such 
activities. While attending a festival of Lambadi village near Sirigere, the guru 
enthusiastically talked about realising a drinking water project in the village and a new 
bus service from the village to Sirigere. Many villagers did not seem particularly 
enthusiastic. The guru then gave a moral story in which a teacher placed pieces of 
chocolate, a ten rupee note, and a hundred rupee note in front of children and asked 
them to choose whichever they want. All the children chose the chocolate. He then told 
that villagers were like the children in this story, they are citizens of India but do not 
know what rights they have. Another revealing tale of the guru comes from a 
conversation I had with an elderly devotee of the matha. To answer my question about 
what he thinks of the guru’s court, he said: ‘it is all good. But you should not forget 
about the previous guru. Who thought sending a girl to a school was a good thing in 
those days? He bullied us to do so. We did not know anything’. Gurus are leaders who 
can see what their followers do not, or not yet, see. Yet this is not an entirely 
paternalistic imposition of the guru’s authority. It is always the role of the devotees to 
choose the next successor, and the gurus of Sirigere do not forget that one of their 
predecessors, who gave consistently poor leadership, was poisoned to death by his 
followers.

As I have argued elsewhere (Ikegame, forthcoming) citizens constitute localised 
sovereign-guru by foregoing a certain degree of their formal democratic rights. This 
surrendering of their rights is interpreted as an act of devotion (dharma) or trust 
(nambike). They do so in order to bring about better governance and to recover a sense 
of justice which neither the formal state legal system nor representative democracy have 
provided. The constitution of the sovereign is like a social contract in the original 
sovereign theology of Hobbes, but at the same time this sovereign is, as we have seen, 
capable of sharing it with other authorities. This capability of sharing sovereignty makes 
this informal legal space more open and inclusive. A possibility of thinking about what 
Derrida calls the ‘democracy to come’ might lie in such alternative non-state legal 
activities.
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Conclusion

Guru governance seems to function like an alternative state in many areas of 
people’s lives. Villagers, both devotees and non-devotees of the matha, constitute the 
authority of the guru as a locus of power. And yet the state is not completely absent in 
this picture. The relationship between the state and the informal localised sovereign is, 
as we have seen, a very complex one. On the one hand, the guru emphasises that his 
court operates outside of the state law, contrasting the morality that his court upholds 
and the state law, which cannot always address moral issues. One the other hand, he 
sometimes needs support from the state.

The state does not always actively intervene into the sovereign space of the guru - 
nonetheless it does so occasionally. The existence of the state is often felt by rural 
citizens not as an effective governmental apparatus, but as a massive entity of 
remoteness, incomprehensiveness, inefficiency and indeed illegibility. The Sirigere guru 
aptly called the state as ‘a slow moving elephant’ and mocked local state officials for 
providing a mere postal service, passing paper from one government department to 
another. The power of the guru 'to get things done' attracts people to his court, precisely 
because he has an ability to make the state, at least partially, work for their benefit. He 
achieves this by apparently being a selfless individual, or ideal renouncer (Ikegame 
2012b), who can be a repository of trust for all parties within a dispute. This includes 
local politicians, who rely upon him to act in the best interests of all concerned. The role 
of the guru as a familiar local level developmental and judicial broker, who also acts as 
a gatekeeper in dealings with the local state, is thus pivotal in the state of Karnataka.

 The capacity of the guru to share sovereignty with the state is precisely what 
makes his domain sovereign-like. This is a wildly different picture from the European 
canonical understanding of sovereignty. The everyday working of a localised sovereign 
goes beyond the definition of sovereign being indivisible and territorially bounded. We 
cannot see much direct continuity arising from the state formations of medieval India, 
but it may give us the vocabulary, perspectives, and most of all, sensitivity to analyse 
contemporary political cultures which demand a rethinking of our familiar language.
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Kodai Konishi（Tokyo University of Foreign Studies/NIHU）
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 “Identifying with Buddhism: A Buddhist Movement and Buddhist Practices in Contemporary Uttar Pradesh”
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INDAS International Conference 2013
“In Search of Well-being: 

Genealogies of Religion and Politics in India”

Date: December 14 (Sat.) – 15 (Sun.), 2013
Venue: 3rd Floor Hall, Seiwa-kan, Omiya Campus, Ryukoku University

 [Day 1: Dec. 14 (Sat.)]
13:00 ~   Registration
13:30 ~ 13:50  Opening Address

Akihiro Kinda (National Institute for the Humanities) 
Ken Motoyama (Ryukoku University) 
Akio Tanabe (Kyoto University) 

13:50 - 17:30  Session 1: Redefining Dharma and Well-being
Chair: Mitsuya Dake (Ryukoku University)

13:50 - 14:15  Patrick Olivelle (University of Texas at Austin)
“Definitions and Epistemologies of Dharma in the Classical Brahmanism”

14:15 – 14:40    Werner F. Menski (School of Oriental and African Studies [SOAS], 
University of London)

“Lost in Translation: The Monist Management of Colonial Hindu Law”
14:40 – 14:50  Break
14:50 – 15:15  Shoryu Katsura (Ryukoku University)

“The Buddhist Perspective of Dharma: Towards a Universal Law”
15:15 – 15:40  Akio Tanabe (Kyoto University)

“Dharma as a Search for Well-being: On the Process of Norm-Remaking”
15:40 – 15:50  Break
15:50 – 17:30  Discussion
<Discussants>

Yasuke Ikari (Kyoto University)
Yusho Wakahara (Ryukoku University)
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18:30 ~  Reception
greenhouse CoLLabo [ in Umekouji Park]

[Day 2: Dec. 15 (Sun.)]
9:30 ~ 12:40  Session 2: Understanding Dalit Buddhist Movement
Chair: Miwako Shiga (Senshu University)

09:30 – 09:40  Nobuko Nagasaki (Ryukoku University)
“Introduction”

09:40 – 10:05  Gauri Viswanathan (Columbia University)
“Ambedkar on Culture, Religion and Democracy”

10:05 – 10:30  Ghansyam Shah (Indian Council of Social Science Research)
“Indian Buddhism and Dalit Liberation Movement”

10:30 – 10:40  Break
10:40 – 11:05  Kenta Funahashi (Kyoto University)

” Identifying with Buddhism: A Buddhist Movement and Buddhist Practices in 
Contemporary Uttar Pradesh”

11:05 – 11:30  Norio Kondo (Institute of Developing Economies [IDE-JETRO])
“  Scheduled Castes and Drinking Water: A Statistical Analysis for Uttar Pradesh, 
Bihar and West Bengal”

11:30 – 11:40  Break
11:40 – 12:40  Discussion
< Discussants>

Takashi Shinoda (Daito Bunka University)
Toshie Awaya (Tokyo University of Foreign Studies)

12:40 ~ 14:00  Lunch Break

14:00 ~ 17:00  Session 3: Rethinking Secularism and Democracy
Chair: Takenori Horimoto (Kyoto University)

14:00 – 14:25  Steven Wilkinson (Yale University)
“Why Has India Remained Secular and Democratic, and Will It Stay That Way?”

14:25 - 14:50  Kazuya Nakamizo (Kyoto University)
“Secularism and Federal Space: the study of religious conflicts in India”
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14:50 - 15:00  Break
15:00 – 15:25    Mukulika Banerjee (London School of Economics and Political Science 

[LSE])
“Exploring the Idea of the Sacrosanct in Indian Democracy”

15:25 - 15:50  Aya Ikegame (Open University)
“  Exercising Post-secular Citizenship: A Guru’s Court, the State, and Development 
in Contemporary Rural Karnataka”

15:50 – 16:00  Break
16:00 – 17:00  Discussion
<Discussants>

Sanjay Seth (Goldsmiths, University of London)
Kodai Konishi (  Tokyo University of Foreign Studies/ National Institutes for the 

Humanities [NIHU])

17:10 - 17:50  General Discussion
Chairs: Shoryu Katsura (Ryukoku University)

Kazuya Nakamizo (Kyoto University)

17:50 – 18:00  Closing Address
Tesshin Akamatsu (Ryukoku University)

Proposal of Session 1: Redefining Dharma and Well-being

Whenever India faced a crisis, cultural, social or political, Indians always defined 
and redefined dharma in order to establish their own authority and authenticity. It was 
probably Buddhists, heretics and dissidents from the viewpoint of orthodox Brahmanical 
establishment, who started using the term dhamma (Pali equivalent of dharma) to 
explain the heart of their new religious thoughts. Brahmins strongly reacted against the 
Buddhist challenge, which resulted in the production of a number of Dharma literature 
such as Dharmasūtras and Dharmaśāstras that defined dharma (the proper way of life) of 
each social class (varṇa) in order to establish the law and order of classical Indian 
society. The battle between Hindus and Buddhists lasted until the time of Muslim 
invasion of Indian subcontinent with a result of the total death of Buddhism in India. 
When British colonialists started controlling the judicial procedure in India, they 
discovered the law books of both Hindu and Muslim traditions. They tried to use them 
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in actual practice but without success; consequently, they introduced the modern law 
system in order to govern the subcontinent. Does it mean the death of dharma in India? 
NO! At the moment of independence many Indians must have searched for the most 
suitable dharma for a new country. Even in the contemporary India dharma/dhamma, 
whatever it means, plays an important role in guiding Indian people to well-being. This 
session aims to clarify the significance of dharma in the contemporary India by tracing 
the development of the concept of dharma back to the colonial and classical periods.

Proposal of Session 2: Understanding Dalit Buddhism Movement

The most natural way of discussing the relationship between religion and politics 
in contemporary India has been to focus on Hinduism and Islam. Buddhism, however, is 
also one of the several religions relevant to politics in modern India, especially in the 
context of Dalit movements. While only parts of the Dalit movements are explicitly led 
by Buddhists, the historical links between Dalit awakening and their conversion to 
Buddhism, led by B. D. Ambedkar, are important. The growing influence of Dalit 
movements has become a significant feature of Indian politics in recent years. While 
harsh social discrimination persists, Dalits today actively engage in the development of 
“vernacular democracy”, as well as in the politics of reservation.

Why did Buddhism play a critical role in the history of the thought and deed of 
Dalit politics? In the period of nationalist movement, led by M. K. Gandhi, the concept 
of satyagraha, or insistence on truth, played a key role in asserting that there is truth in 
India, and in advocating independence or an internationally equal status between Britain 
and India. Dharma, discussed in Session 1, was not deployed in the negotiations with 
Britain.

The ancient concept of dharma or dhamma was invoked by Ambedkar to highlight 
the persistence of domestic inequality, discrimination by caste. For him Hinduism was 
no less than the active defender of injustice. In The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957), 
Ambedkar described the ways in which Buddha formulated the non-violent methods of 
eliminating conflicts and discrimination. It was dhamma, not satya, that was deployed 
for this purpose.

This session discusses the role of Buddhism in the evolution of Dalit movements 
from the early twentieth century to the present, and assesses its importance for the 
progress towards equality.
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Proposal of Session 3: Rethinking Secularism and Democracy

In the process of deepening of democracy in India, there is emergence of 
heterogeneous public sphere where diverse social groups interact. The penetration of 
governance and capital into the everyday has brought about the concomitant politico-
economic subjectification of diverse  non-elite populations including those hitherto 
marginalized. This has meant that the various identities, ideas, positions and needs, 
including “religious” ones, which used to be more or less contained in the non-public 
“community” or “family” spheres have come to acquire public significance. Party 
politics in the 1980s and 1990s, which attempted to gain support by raising identity 
issues, spurred politicization of religion. In 21st century India, though the Hindutva 
movement seems less conspicuous than before, there seems to be even more thorough, 
diverse and regionalized infiltration of religious discourses in the public sphere. Here 
the simplistic secularization thesis as an analytical framework based on the overlapping 
dichotomies of public/private and secular/religious seems no longer tenable. In this 
situation, there are new kinds of overt and covert oppression and violence against 
minorities by majoritarian forces. At the same time, however, there are also new 
attempts to reconcile the presence of the religious with democratic ideas and institutions 
in the public sphere. The presence of the religious in the public sphere has brought about 
not only identity politics but also questioning and rethinking of the ontological premises 
of democracy. How can we create democratic grounds for co-existence of heterogeneous 
groups, values and practices in the public sphere?  Is the religious a positive resource or 
impediment for such an endeavor? What does secularism mean in Indian context? These 
questions force us to reconsider the categories of and relationships between religion and 
politics in India. This session attempts to rethink the issues of secularism and democracy 
in contemporary India from multidisciplinary perspectives.
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