The Caste Pod, Episode 14: Enclosing Caste with Rupa Viswanath and Joel Lee

Transcript (lightly edited for readability)

Ajantha Subramanian
Welcome to The Caste Pod, where we assemble scholars, activists, community organizers, artists, and others to make sense of what caste is, how it works, how it's experienced, and how it has traveled and taken root both inside and outside of South Asia. What have people done to perpetuate, transform, and even attempt to abolish cast? I'm your host, Ajantha Subramanian, a professor of anthropology at the City University of New York, and joining me today are Rupa Viswanath and Joel Lee. Rupa is Professor at the Center for Modern Indian Studies at the University of Göttingen and a fellow of Lucy Cavendish College at the University of Cambridge. Her research interests include histories of slavery in South Asia and the politics of its historiography, the political economy of caste, and comparative racialization. Joel is Associate Professor of Anthropology at Williams College. His research focuses on caste and its entanglement with religion, labor, environment, secrecy, and the sensorium in South Asia. You can find their full bios in the show notes for this episode. So welcome to the podcast, Rupa and Joel. 

Rupa Viswanath
Thank you very much.

Joel Lee
It's really great to be here.
Ajantha Subramanian
All right. We've got a lot of ground to cover, so I'm going to jump right in. So I want to frame our conversation by sort of pointing to two prevailing conceptions of caste that your work addresses. The first is of caste as a religious phenomenon that is internal to Hinduism. And so this is an assumption that prevails despite ample evidence of caste practices among Christians, Muslims, Sikhs, et cetera, and despite caste thriving in putatively secular spaces, whether this is the IT company or the political party or the government office, right?
The second prevailing conception is of untouchable castes that is those groups who now self-identify as Dalits, as being part of the Hindu fold. So even when it comes to Dalits who have converted to other religions, we hear this sort of commonplace assumption that they were once Hindus who converted from Hinduism.
Both of you track a set of profound transformations in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, as a result of which these assumptions about caste as religious and untouchable castes as Hindus took hold. This is an incredibly complicated story. It's a story about changing material conditions, changing practices of governance, shifts in discourse, and also shifts in Dalit self-conceptions and maneuvers. So let's piece this together bit by bit. So what I'd like to do is start with material conditions. the material conditions that have allowed untouchability as a social practice to thrive.
Both of you in your work highlight the relationship between untouchability and particular forms of labor. So Rupa, in your book, The Pariah Problem, you look at the agrarian economy in what is now the state of Tamil Nadu. Maybe we can start with you saying something about why you chose to focus on land and labor as your point of entry into the problem of untouchability. This is not where everyone starts, right? Some people start with the scripture. You don't start there. You start with land and labor. So why start there?
Rupa Viswanath
I think I got really interested as many – you know, students of history do in the very complicated new regimes of land control created by the colonial state. And I was suddenly struck by the fact that there's so much work on land tenure, but actually what is decisive for the productivity of the land is whether or not labor is attached to the land, especially when you have conditions of land surplus. So what actually becomes more decisive is how you get your labor on the land.
It’s not that no one had worked on these things before. People had done it, but it wasn't central to the way Indian history was taught at the time that I was taught it, which is that I would say India is a slave society. It's not usually conceived of that way, but the most important forms of agrarian production depended on slavery.
And that's when I came to discover that so much of the transfer of land, the sale-ability of land, was linked to having Dalit people attached to that land and sold along with it. Of course, historians have many disagreements about exactly what counts as slavery, but we can certainly say that these people were unfree labor tied to the land in particular ways.
And then what's the interesting thing about India is that these people are in addition defined as untouchable. So this is Dharma Kumar, quite a sort of liberal economic historian, but this was her point, that the names for the Dalit castes were interchangeable with words for slave in many of these pre-colonial documents. So that's kind of what sparked my interest. And as you yourself said, it was not how I had come to understand caste from the way it's usually taught. 

Ajantha Subramanian
So why do you think it is that these forms of bondage, agrarian bondage, were not conceptualized as slavery? 
Rupa Viswanath
I mean, this was a real shocker to me as a young student of history. It seems so obvious empirically that we're talking about the same thing, but everyone who was, who had a voice in those days, elite Indians and of course colonial officials rushed to isolate Indian slavery from all other kinds of slavery. So I talk about this thing, the trope of gentle slavery, that Indian slavery was really more like kinship. It was a form of protection and patronage, which for listeners who are in North America would be very familiar from Southern plantation owners. This was exactly the language of paternalism and the same kind of language was used in India.
And so when England actually... when the British empire abolished slavery in 1833, they actually exempted India from this rule for 10 years. And even after that, when they finally did target slavery, it was only the most sort of visible kinds of slavery, of selling of slaves from Africa and other places in urban India, as opposed to agrarian slavery, which was of course the most common type. So they just excluded by sort of definitional fiat the vast majority of slaves in India from abolition.
Ajantha Subramanian
And you have this very trenchant phrase, the caste-state nexus, which you use to characterize this overlap of interests between landholders on the one hand and state officials on the other. Do you want to say more about why that's so important?
Rupa Viswanath
Again, this goes back to my own intellectual formation where I had always imagined the most important antagonism to be between colonizers and Indians. But what I came to see was really that there was a very tight connection between Indian landowners and colonial state officials and that they shared many common interests in terms of extraction, extraction of the surplus from the agrarian produce. And that was really such a strong shared interest that it, you know, the proverbial anthropologist from Mars would come down and not see the real antagonism in political and social power to be between Indians and colonizers, but between Indian landowners, the colonial state, and the people who labored for them.
I guess something which in anthropology, as you would know, Ajantha, became a big issue in the 80s, this whole idea of the anthropology of the state and its blurred boundaries. But really, here it was very clear that the state was not just a group of colonizers, that state-controlled political power and economic extraction were dividing the society in a different way than what a political scientist would see as state personnel.
Ajantha Subramanian
OK, Joel, your work also focuses on a set of social groups who are quite spatially dispersed, but who share a designation as sanitation labor castes. So in your analysis as well, labor is a really important basis for organizing caste difference. So why was it important for you to look at this particular form of labor, sanitation labor, to get at the operations of caste?

Joel Lee
Yeah, thanks. There's a certain amount of just chance. The community with which I had the deepest relations at the time of taking up field work happened to be the Balmiki community in Lucknow and in U.P. And so the kinds of questions that I was interested in pursuing about Dalit religion and so on, it made sense to pursue them with people I was already learning from and living with. 
The question of labor, and sanitation labor in particular, was impossible to avoid, even though I didn't come in with questions of labor at the forefront, but it so profoundly impinges on people's lives, insofar as it remains the major employer. Of course, people are in all kinds of other industries, but a large majority of people are either in or have close relatives who are in sanitation labor. So, whereas for other castes and other sections of society, the tight correlation from the past of caste and occupation has totally unraveled, for this community, it's arguably been the reverse since the 19th century, especially when certain other occupations, quote unquote traditional occupations like weaving baskets and ritual musicianship have become less available. So there's actually a concentration in sanitation labor that wasn't there in the past. 
So it was partly just sort of inescapable because it shapes people's lives in such profound ways, but also in terms of representations of the entire question of untouchability, the way that, you know, Gandhi and others, and a whole set of kind of representational practices in the mid 20th century, made the quote-unquote sweeper kind of the synecdoche for all Dalit communities. I mean, how many books have you seen where the caste question is, the book cover has a picture of a sweeper, someone holding a broom, right? That sort of history of representation also burdens this community with serving as a symbol of a broader set of questions that…arguably nobody asked to be put in that position, but that is kind of the state of affairs that we've inherited.

Ajantha Subramanian
You also have this lovely article, “Odor and Order,” where you also take up the caste-state nexus in some sense, right? You talk about the role of the colonial state in enforcing that connection between caste and occupation by funneling these groups into urban sanitation labor. One often thinks about Dalits escaping caste labor by moving from countryside to city but in that piece, you show that the labor follows them because of how they get conscripted into the infrastructures of urban governance.
Joel Lee
Yes, totally. The colonial state had a de facto policy of housing sanitation workers next to sanitation infrastructure, which it was constructing at the very same time, and that has profound, you know, sensory and, uh, chemical, you know, kind of impacts on people's lives. What we call environmental racism in the U.S., it's a kind of variant on that, that shapes so many things. So, yeah, the colonial state was, of course, as we, I'm sure many people we've talked with have talked about this, but, you know, was very interested in making use of existing traditions of exploiting Dalit labor. 
Also the colonial state ran municipalities as a profit-making enterprise, which is quite strange, really. But that means that the resources are even scarcer than they are usually for municipalities. And so that entirely depends on the exploitation of Dalit labor and the municipal authorities in the colonial period were, as Rupa was saying in the agrarian context, the same words for certain municipal titles, descriptions of tasks were also caste terms. So, you know, the sweeper colony would be called the Dom colony in parts of Bihar, or it would be called the Halalkhor colony in parts of U.P. and so on.

Ajantha Subramanian
Joel, you had said that you didn't intend to think about labor. You were, you know, you went in with questions about religion and you were sort of forced to contend with labor.
One of the things that is so remarkable in your book, Deceptive Majority is, is this question of religion and, and, what you refer to as the religious alterity of sanitation labor castes. This is a quote, and I'm going to read it out and then ask you to say a little bit more about this tradition that you delve into. So you say, “the idea of the trans-historically Hindu untouchable emerged scarcely a century ago, and it ran athwart the collective self-perception of the sanitation labor castes. Drawing on a range of sources from the 1870s to the 1920s, I contend that the sanitation labor castes of North India understood themselves as neither Hindu nor Muslim, but as members of a qaum or ummat, a cohesive, autonomous, socio-religious community centered on Lal Beg, an antinomian prophet who moved in a largely Islamicate narrative world. Hindus and Muslims, moreover, acknowledged the religious alterity of the Lal Begis, as they were called.” So what was this Lal Begi tradition? And why was it important for you to understand sanitation labor castes, not just in terms of labor, but in terms of their religious practices?

Joel Lee
Bhagwan Das, as I'm sure you know, was a writer and thinker who worked with Ambedkar in Ambedkar's last years and really was responsible more than perhaps anyone else for bringing Ambedkar's message to the sanitation labor castes. First he wrote in Urdu, then he wrote in Hindi on the history of the community. And before he passed, he was working on a kind of big social, political, and religious history of the community that’s now called the Balmiki or Valmiki community. And it's in some of his essays that I first came across this term, Lal Beg and the term Lal Begi, follower of Lal Beg. And Bhagwan Das cited various colonial sources on a kind of prophet from the Mughal period that was the focus of devotion for the sanitation labor castes.
And he wrote about followers of Lal Beg being a community that's neither Hindu nor Muslim. So that, that very much intrigued me. And then I followed his footnotes into the colonial archive and, uh, There's enormous amounts of material, actually, in the 19th century.
Lal Beg shows up in Rudyard Kipling's Kim, shows up in all kinds of places you might not expect. And so there's a rich archive on this tradition, which includes, you know, missionaries and folklorists, local and foreign civil administrators in 1880s Benares who are out there recording folk tales and songs of the community to be out of curiosity and so on.
So in this, it emerges that there's a whole set of liturgical hymns that talk about, that give a sense of the kind of self-conception, collective self-conception of this community. And these Lal Begi songs and stories and hymns are quite explicit. You know, sometimes we talk about how the subaltern traditions, you have to tease out the inchoate, all that stuff from Subaltern Studies essays of the 1980s. But this stuff is very clear that, you know, there's like the Muslims over there and the Hindus over there, and then we have our own thing. But the big surprise in the course of research was that these traditions are not dead. They didn't disappear with the colonial archive but are hiding in plain sight today.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. We will get to that, them hiding in plain sight.
But I wanted to shift a little bit and get to these remarkable transformations of the early 20th century. And I wanted to turn back to Rupa. So Rupa, you don't really look at like the religious life worlds of Dalits in the way that Joel does, but religion is still an incredibly important category of analysis for you. Both of you look at the pivotal role of missionaries in making this novel socio-religious order, producing new social and governmental classifications of religion and of Dalit life.
Rupa, you look at the work of Protestant missions in particular and how their entry into the agrarian world reshaped the social relations of land and labor. And you put it very starkly. You say, “The Pariah could not have become a problem in the manner and at the moment he did without the careful promulgation of his condition by missionaries.” 
And you don't just look at how consequential missionizing was, you also challenge representations of missionaries as staunch opponents of caste. So can you say more about what happened? How did Protestant missionaries perceive Pariah slavery and caste more generally, and how did it become so consequential?

Rupa Viswanath
Yeah. Yeah, I'm just still processing everything Joel said, which I found so interesting. So, I mean, the thing is, because it connects to what Joel said, so he has this amazing example of the Lal Begi religion, and people's self-conception. But the fascinating thing is there are these parallels all across India where it was not normal for caste people to imagine themselves as part of the same religion. And when the term Hindu started to be used, it was usually used to refer only to caste people.
So the process by which it came to refer to Dalits is also a sort of pan-Indian process. And it's very interesting. So basically the kind of narrative that I follow is that missionaries came to India hoping to convert people and having a very, basically elitist view of social transformation, imagining that they would have to start at the top. But they found Hindu people to be really impervious to salvation. So... And at the same time, this is one of the other things that I thought it was really important for me to challenge because it showed up in the evidence so much is that there's this extremely paternalistic language, which is reflected in modern Indian legal in law about the way Dalits were converted, as if they were seduced into Christianity.
But in fact, Dalits sought these people out as potential allies. And I think that's very, very important. And in the process of that happening, missionaries became, at least Protestant missionaries, became a bit anxious about what they were doing in the sense that they felt that they were maybe interfering in things. You know, they were from a range of different backgrounds, but essentially more or less socially conservative. Nobody was a radical and they didn't want to step on anyone's toes or upset the state too much.
And so they came to kind of explain to themselves what they were doing as directing their attention to the spirit as opposed to the body or to matter or to social relations.
And this was part of a discursive process that, in a sense, Hinduized the untouchables. Because it was about seeing their deprivation, their oppression as rooted in a false religious ideology, as opposed to slavery, for instance. Which is not to say, you know, different missionaries were certainly very involved in different kinds of uplift missions. But you know the one, one of the ones that was the most famous in the 19th century, and you'll find statues of him in different parts of Northern Tamil Nadu. William Gaudi, I mean, he said something which I will never forget: “We want to raise the Pariah in his social state, not out of it.” So in that sense, I think they were very critical of what they saw as the irrationality of caste, but less critical of social difference. And I think that's what's hard for people sometimes to understand because you can certainly see that they were very opposed to refusal to interdine or endogamy or things which they saw as irrational.
But that's the whole thing about caste. It shades into practices of social difference that are universal. And those practices were not seen as particularly troubling.

Ajantha Subramanian
Right, right. So they distinguished the religious aspects of caste as legitimate targets of intervention and separated those out from the non-religious, the civil aspects of caste, which were outside of their purview. So they create this distinction between the religious and the civil and in the process, caste becomes, or the condition of the Pariah is equated with religious persecution and nothing else.
Rupa Viswanath
Right. Exactly. Exactly.
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. And you also had this really interesting argument -- and this goes to what you said, that “You want to uplift the Pariah in his state, not out of it,” which had to do with their opposition to caste as irrational religion and their investment in class. Can you say something about that?

Rupa Viswanath
Yeah. So, I mean, and this, Joel has talked about this too in his work, that there were times when new Dalit converts would feel emboldened to challenge landlords, to challenge their employers, and missionaries would come in and try to ensure that they behaved, that they fell in line. You know, they were quite literally analyzing caste into distinct components and, you know, fitting it in different columns and then deciding that these were the things that people had to continue adhering to, namely social privilege, labor relations, respect, respectability, all these sorts of things, whereas the things that upper caste people were doing, that ritual untouchability, keeping separate cups or refusing to eat, these were seen as, you know, irrational aspects of Hinduism that could be eradicated and, you know, would give rise to a more rational society. So it's quite a kind of... convoluted intellectual exercise. 

Joel Lee
One of the things I think that Rupa so brilliantly illustrates in her book about the way that, you know, you can missionary archives are actually the best source for a history of labor, labor, you know, agrarian exploitation and labor arrangements and land tenure. And what you find in the missionary archive read against various levels of the colonial state archive reveals all kinds of things. It's amazing. And it's totally borne out in the north too. 
So for the sanitation labor castes who are particularly populous in Punjab and are very much part of the agrarian labor economy as well as the urban one, one of the first things that people in that community wanted to do upon conversion that was very much tied up in the question of conversion for them was cease doing the forms of labor that were most seen by themselves and others as most degrading, namely, cleaning latrines.
But there are some very specific examples in the missionary archive of missionaries saying, oh, well, that's, you know, we're very happy to have you, but let's not go too far and sort of intervening to break what was effectively a labor strike. The, I mean, not to get ahead of ourselves, but the Harijan Sevak Sangh does the same thing later on, you know, intervening to kind of, you know, yeah, preserve kind of caste reform from anything related to labor because God forbid we intervene in the process of labor exploitation.
Ajantha Subramanian
Rupa, so you don't just look at how, you know, missionaries engaged in these very sort of complex forms of discursive production -- caste is this and not that, religion is here and the civic is there, et cetera. -- but these actually shaped governance. So these ideas didn't circulate just within the mission field. It circulated out of them. And they intersected in really important ways with this notion of religious neutrality, which the colonial state had committed to.

Rupa Viswanath
Basically what I found was that, you know, as we were saying, there was no conception of a sharing of religious community among caste people and Dalits. But over time, when land conflicts started to occur in more and more places, due to some of the sort of rationalizing new land reforms that the colonial state was introducing, landlords started re-describing their labor relations with these people they had called slaves or debt bondsmen or man mortgagees and so on as co-religionists, our relationship with them as one that ought to be protected under our rights as British subjects enjoying the queen's protection of freedom of religion.
So what I was saying when we started about sort of land tenure, land revenue, I mean, the whole idea of revenue itself, the fact that land and labor relations are administrated under revenue, right? This is like what Joel was saying. The municipality being a profit-making enterprise, right? Land and land relations, it was not about agriculture or improvement or anything. It was revenue. And so maintaining extraction at a particular rate was really crucial. And it was very clear to the colonial officials that...In a sense, it was convenient that Indian landlords gave them this language of religion to use.

Ajantha Subramanian
Right. Which they got from the missionaries. So they're all participating in circumscribing the Pariah problem in a particular way to prevent changes to the material conditions of labor.
Rupa Viswanath
Yeah. And I think it's not, you know, one strand. This is the interesting thing about history, right? Things converge and prove to be useful in unexpected ways. And, you know, you don't always know necessarily the true origin of some concept. Because obviously upper caste landlords just couldn't stand the missionaries most of the time. So they were really antagonists, but they shared this conception.
Ajantha Subramanian
Towards the end of the period that you study, the state is newly embracing welfare as a duty. And alongside that, you get this new category of the social that is used in similar ways to circumscribe a problem. So can you say something about that?

Rupa Viswanath
Yeah. I mean, I think in some ways that's the most – you were mentioning at the beginning, sort of legacies, right? And it also, again, goes back to Joel's work on Gandhi and the idea of the social as a protected nationalist space that is sacred in a specific way, but that also, quote unquote, has a life of its own. Right. So it can't be pushed. You can't force society. You know, this is something that people often say, which I know it's well-intentioned often. But, you know, the idea that caste can't be eradicated by law alone. Well, I mean, actually, if you enforce the law, it could be eradicated quite a bit more. So it's really about seeing the social as a distinct, organic, autonomous entity, that that is inherently conservative, that revolts if it is pushed too hard, that is worth preserving in some way, right? We have to be solicitous of it, and I think this is the language of all social reformers in India at this time, that, you know, we don't want to upset traditional people too much. We have to introduce change to them in small increments.
And this has been very important, at least to the post-colonial states, certainly in Tamil Nadu, I can say, but probably all over India, right, to sort of explain continued caste domination and anti-Dalit violence as a form of a sort of intransigent society that the state can't fully control.

Ajantha Subramanian
Okay, so Joel, your work sort of picks up, well, you cover a long period, but in terms of social reform, the two main projects that you're looking at in your book pick up where Rupa leaves off. Rupa, your story ends in the early 1920s. Joel, you're looking at the Arya Samaj and at Gandhi, Gandhi and Gandhianism. So Arya Samaj in the 1920s, Gandhi and Gandhianism in the 1930s and 40s. And these projects go even further in transforming sanitation labor castes in particular.
I mean, this is a more general phenomenon, but you're looking at how these groups go from being seen, as you put it, as “the despised antipode of the Hindu to being the Hindu's own.” 
So how did these projects build on these processes that Rupa covers in this earlier period? And you also talk about important differences between the Arya Samaj and Gandhi, right? So yeah, what is important about the 20s and 30s that make for a kind of different sort of political landscape?

Joel Lee
Yeah, great. And I really appreciate what Rupa was saying about the kind of multiple strands that bring about something like this really dramatic transformation that we see in common sense, ordinary, everyday sociological common sense about who is Hindu and who is not. It transforms so dramatically from the late 19th century to about 1950. The Arya Samaj really gets into it in the 1910s and picks up in a major way with the Shuddhi campaign in the 1920s. And then the nationalist movement is slower to take up the question. It's sort of, you know, here and there until the Poona Pact, until the threat of actual political, some degree of political autonomy for Dalits in the form of double constituencies. And then in response to that, then there's this spate of activity, in the early 1930s, the birth of the Harijan Sevak Sangh, which becomes the major vehicle for Gandhian nationalist approach to the untouchability question. So the missionaries and the colonial state both played really important roles in laying out certain discursive frameworks for thinking about what is religious, what is social, and so on.
The colonial state also, as it starts implementing the census and establishing the categorical schema, the classificatory schema by which the census will be conducted, it's a crucial move to categorize, broadly speaking, Dalit populations as Hindu by default. The instructions to enumerators are to, unless they specify they're Muslim or Christian, go ahead and put them down as Hindu. So that plays a major role in this kind of discursive confinement of caste oppressed communities within the category of the Hindu. Uh, but then the stakes of that transformed pretty significantly in the first decade of the 20th century and the second decade of the 20th century with a kind of rise of enumerative politics and the stakes of constituting the majority and minority and the newly formed electoral bodies and the first partition of Bengal in 1905. Suddenly, it becomes very clear that the numbers that one can amass are going to matter politically in a way that they hadn't before.
And so it's really in that first decade that you have Muslim organizations and Hindu organizations beginning to take an interest in the questions of Dalit religion that were really not of any way, that nobody cared about before. Suddenly, the stakes rise significantly and, and that's when the Arya Samaj gets really involved in this. Their heartland is the Punjab in this time. And it's so hard to look back into history and not project our present-day common sense, right? But the question of who would constitute a majority in Punjab was totally open, right? It could have been Sikhs, it could have been Muslims, Hindus.
So the kind of, you know, fear of small numbers, to use Arjun Appadurai’s phrase, that sets in this kind of numerical paranoia that's really at the heart of the Arya Samaj's project. Um, it's in every one of the documents. I mean, to read the Arya Samaj archive is to be pervaded by the sense of paranoia about small numbers. They're also in Punjab where all these Protestant missionaries are having enormous kind of success largely because the Dalits themselves came to them as Rupa has demonstrated so beautifully and it's happening in Punjab as well.
So the Arya Samaj, you know, styles themselves in some ways after the Protestants. Some of it's quite explicit. Their upjaraks, they translate as missionary and so on. And they see themselves and write about themselves as in open competition with Protestant missionaries.
So their effort in terms of style, in terms of what they're up to, I mean, it really is, it takes a lot of those same forms. They get involved in material projects, projects of social reform with material consequences. The Arya Samaj becomes a place that Dalits can come to other than Christian missionaries to get their kids admission to school, to get certain kinds of buildings constructed for housing projects. And some of the earlier Arya Samajists who interdine with Dalits in this effort to give some ritual and material substance to the claim that now we're co-religionists, some of them get excommunicated briefly from their own community. So the early Arya Samajists are radical in a fashion in taking up these material questions that their ostensible new co-religionists are interested in. But they're also very clear and frank about the majoritarian impulse that is driving it, right? Because if we don't do this, then these numbers are going to go to Muslims. That's pretty much the refrain. 
I mean, since you were asking a question about the different styles or approaches, if the Arya Samaj has a kind of missionary majoritarianism that's really in the villages and, and in the bastis and talking with people and trying to persuade people, there's a whole pamphlet effort to, you know, persuade people to identify themselves as Hindu in the census.
But the approach that follows with the Harijan Sevak Sangh is distinct in some ways. I mean, it shares with the Arya Samaj. The Harijan Sevak Sangh does do a certain amount of effort to improve the conditions of sanitation labor, to introduce better technology and things like that, that matter but it's, but it's very conflict averse. I mean, definitely, the Harijan Sevak Sangh squashes any efforts to, to unionize or to have labor strikes, sanitation labor strikes. But Gandhi himself, you know, sort of models for the Harijan Sevak Sangh how to go about things. And that is a way of speaking about what he calls the Harijan population without that kind of effort to persuade, but more to kind of just talk over and represent.

Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. I mean, you talk about it as mono, it's a mouthful, but monologic nomination, and part of that seems to be to utterly disregard Dalits’ own self-definition and also reinforcing caste labor becomes really important. You say, “Gandhi's embrace of night soil removal as the grounds of his own legitimacy in representing the sanitation labor castes binds the Bhangi in a Brahminical universe in which castes are constituted by their labor, in which night soil is a matter of Bhangi being.” So it's really about this kind of Brahminical social ontology, right?

Joel Lee
Gandhi's very complex and I certainly don't want to reduce him to this aspect of his very, you know, multifaceted politics. But on the question of untouchability, I mean, clearly, and Eleanor Zelliot pointed this out long ago, at various points he gave speeches about this boy who worked in his house as a scavenger in his childhood home named Uka.
And so often when journalists and others would ask Gandhi questions over decades about the question of untouchability, he would immediately turn to the Uka story and sort of frame things in that way, which is quite interesting because, you know, Uka never speaks in this story, but there's a kind of internal debate between Gandhi and his parents over whether he should be touched and whether he should be interacted with and that sort of thing. And so in that, Gandhi comes out as the liberal who's willing to touch and interact with and have a relationship with Uka, but we never know what Uka thinks of the whole arrangement. But that really does reflect then in subsequent engagements that Gandhi has with an increasing number of Dalit interlocutors, people who are correspondents who are writing into his mouthpiece, Harijan. 
And he really does seem to have a hard time sort of dialoguing with, as it were, sort of just treating people writing to him from that perspective as responsible, coherent dialogue partners. And there is a surprising insistence on speaking for, speaking on behalf of, and yes, and the kind of Brahminical social ontology, which one doesn't exactly expect, but I mean, it comes out very clearly in this kind of infamous article he wrote called “The Ideal Bhangi” from 1936. And then it comes out in the letters he wrote in response to two different sanitation strikes in the 30s and the 40s where he's very clear that, I mean, he's always clear that, you know, these people have been mistreated, they've been abused, they deserve much better. Society needs to do this, that, and the other for them. But he's also categorical that these people should not strike, that they should not, uh, like sanitation, labor strikes, he's categorically opposed to, and it's in this context that the talk of, well, a sacred duty, I mean, he does use that term, a sacred duty is what he calls the Bhangi. Also the nomenclature, right? I mean, even in that time, people were objecting to the term Bhangi but Gandhi would just kind of ignore that and say, well, the name doesn't matter, so I'm going to stick with it. 
And so, yeah, that is a peculiar and kind of disturbing feature of the Gandhian approach to the question, but which wouldn't necessarily matter if it were just idiosyncratic, but it's not because he, you know, is a rather important figure and the Harijan Sevak Sangh institutionalizes this. And then the Harijan Sevak Sangh basically becomes upon independence, the, you know, the Social Welfare ministry. I mean, it's the same people.
So, you know, it gets baked into the state, this, this approach to things. And one of the things I argue is that the, this kind of monological approach is one of the strands behind the 1950 Presidential Order that says no person shall be deemed to be a member of a Scheduled Caste unless that person professes to be Hindu.
Ajantha Subramanian
We've mainly been talking about projects directed at Dalits.  I mean, Rupa, you talk about sort of shifting forms of maneuver from the 1890s through the 1920s. So, in this early period when missionizing first begins, they're really leveraging their connections to missionaries in order to challenge the caste-state nexus. But then things change along the way, right? So what are some of these maneuvers that they take on?

Rupa Viswanath
Yeah. So, just as the missionaries were surprised by the enthusiasm of Dalits and the sort of initiative that they show in trying to make new alliances, the colonial state was equally surprised when they offered certain kinds of reforms, which wouldn't make any sense unless... So it was mostly about, which continues to be a problem even today, this whole idea of the ownership by landlords of Dalit house sites, which has never actually been solved. Because it's obviously a feature of bonded labor. I mean, it's a form of extra-economic coercion.
And so likewise, when the colonial state tried to provide this ownership to Dalits themselves to rationalize agrarian labor and the labor market, Dalits were so eager to have this bit of freedom that they were willing to even forego employment just for that tiny bit of ownership.
And I think that's really important. But the real, at least in the historical archive, the real voices begin to come out when the colonial state starts to nominate Dalit representatives for, into the legislative councils. And what's fascinating for me, because now I'm working on the post-colonial state and the post-colonial archive, is how much freer, in a certain way, Dalits of that period were because they weren't constrained by parties. And so they... they were able to represent in very different ways and they had very different kinds of connections to Dalits in the villages that were not mediated by party mechanisms, essentially, and party structures and party platforms.
In more recent research, this is something I'm really interested in, that it's the post-colonial state, it's new mechanisms of governance which continue to reproduce spatial segregation So you have concrete reasons for people to continue to want to segregate themselves because actually resources are distributed differently to different spaces, even today.
Ajantha Subramanian
One thing that I thought was really interesting is in this earlier period, you talk about how it's not just that the land and labor question become circumscribed within the sphere of the religious. The very notion of the public becomes equated with caste communities, right? The Dalits are written out of the very category of the public so when they make claims on resources, those are seen as the expression of private interests, and as a violation of the common good, or the public interest. And you have these really interesting examples of people like M.C. Rajah writing in to expose the lie and show how what has sort of stood in for the public is actually a set of private caste interests. And he's also very much using the language of citizenship to demand forms of equality and using the notion of rights against custom. These are people who are fully inhabiting the language of political modernity, the languages of political modernity, right?

Rupa Viswanath
If anything, they are sort of pioneering it because they refuse that recourse to the protected realm of the social. Actually say that no, there is no public unless it's genuinely public. There is nothing to be protected in an Indian social. As you say, they expose the lie that so much of what Indian elites at the time are talking about as public space, public demonstrations, public goods, all these things are in fact caste specific.
And what I also find interesting is, going back to how history is studied, there's this sense in which all the obfuscation comes from the colonial state, but we have all the same kinds of obfuscation in Indian languages. So, you know, like the term for, if you look in a Tamil dictionary or you ask a person in Tamil Nadu, what is puramboke? They will say, well, it's for samudaya nanmai. It is for the common good. But if you scratch the surface, there is no common good. There is no common good. There are no common resources. You know, even today, this whole Panchayati Raj is a fascinating example of the reproduction of this idea of the common as genuinely common when in fact it's, you know, completely exclusive and a form of, you know decentralizing domination. Administrative language, the language of village administration is if, you know, someone could do a whole dissertation just on that. It's really interesting how much even today resource distribution still depends on calling things common, public, general, all these things which are very much essential to the modern state, the modern post-colonial state, public PDS shops, you know, where all these things are located. They're all about hoarding resources for castes. It sort of gives the lie to liberalism in general, because there's always a point at which it's ultimately the prerogative of the state to determine what is, and is not, as you said, a private or a public interest. I mean, the last archival records I've looked at date back to the 80s, but these claims were being made that state resources going to a Dalit colony is a diversion of public to private.
Ajantha Subramanian
So, Joel, we've been talking about these forms of Dalit pushback, claims to political modernity, claims to forms of universal rights, the most public forms of self-definition and claims-making. And you say, you know, this is all at variance with the politics of sanitation labor castes. And this is a quote. You say that “This is a politics not of emancipation but of upliftment, not of Ambedkarite confrontation but of Gandhian conciliation, not Dalit politics but Harijan politics.” So, you're drawing this contrast between Dalit and Harijan politics, and arguing that the politics of sanitation labor castes in some ways stand in contrast to more oppositional or militant forms of anti-caste politics.
But throughout the book, you're teasing out the contradictions within this category of Harijan politics, that worked against the successful and stable incorporation of these groups into a Hindu majority. And I think the most sort of glaring contradiction is the persistence of the Lal Begi tradition. This is something that persists despite their public avowal of Hinduness. There's all this stuff that's happening behind the scenes, away from the public eye that you're pointing to. 
And there are these two terms that you use. One term is pechan, which you call a strategy of signification, and the second is taqiyya, which you describe as a subaltern mode of ethical reasoning. And for you, both of these things come together to disrupt what on the surface appears to be majoritarian inclusion and the accession of sanitation labor castes to this category of the Hindu. So can you say more about these things? Because these are very different from like M.C. Rajah storming the ramparts, right? These are different forms forms of self-definition, assertion, what have you. So yeah, talk us through that.

Joel Lee
Yeah, well, I mean, you know, the Congress and other political parties since have been very strategic in, where there is a large, relatively organized Dalit caste that is embracing Ambedkar or otherwise, you know, similar kinds of oppositional politics, there will then be, you know, other adjacent Dalit castes that have local level resentments against that comparatively well-organized caste, right? So in North India, it's, you know, it's Valmikis compared to Chamars.
So if the Chamar community has been the backbone of the BSP and of an Ambedkarite politics, Valmikis have been susceptible to, I mean, from the very beginning, the Congress was approaching this community as a counterweight to Chamars politically. So there's always been an effort by political parties to divide and conquer, to exploit the already existing regional frictions between distinct Dalit jatis. So there was that coming from organized outside interests, Hindu nationalists and Gandhians.
There's a person I called Manu Balmiki, or Munnu Balmiki in the book, that's not his actual name, a union leader in in the community in Lucknow, he and his uncles and a whole generation were part of the Valmiki movement that encouraged all of his caste fellows who used to be called Lal Begis to adopt the title of Valmiki and to kind of accept and work with, to accept the majoritarian bargain, basically. To say, yes, okay, we will, you know, call us Hindus, we will call ourselves Hindus, and worked with the Arya Samaj and with the Harijan Sevak Sangh and with the Congress leadership in the early decades of the independent state to do what was possible for the community in terms of improved housing and in terms of getting regular jobs in the municipality and in terms of trying to eradicate or mitigating some of the overt public forms of untouchability like discrimination at chai stalls, and succeeded in several of those ways, but in other ways… so, so Munnu Balmiki, he said to me at one point, and he's fully with, he's never left the party, he's always gone with that kind of Gandhi approach. And then he calls it late in his life. He calls it slow poison. This is slow poison. It's done some things for us, but, uh, but not others. The trade-offs of accepting this role. Sanitation labor gets re-inscribed in this, right? I mean, it's, it is, it's Gandhian in that way too, right? It's like, yes, we will, we will do this and we'll be a kind of voting block for you. But we'll remain seen as, and our politics will remain anchored in the municipality and in sanitation work.
But then a great number of people within the community never really bought into it and never relinquished the older traditions. And even some of that leadership, even Munnu Balmiki himself had a hidden Lal Beg shrine inside of his house that he only showed me after we'd known each other for a year. 
So there's a way in which the preservation of, the preservation and nurturance of this older tradition of Dalit religious autonomy, which is also importantly about neighborly relations with Muslims because it's just the common residential pattern in, in North India, Dalits and Muslims basically live together and the Lal Begi tradition has Muslims as its ritual officiants. So to nurture the Lal Begi tradition is also to nurture amicable relations with Muslim neighbors in a way that, of course, the Arya Samaj and subsequently RSS and so on are interested in shattering and breaking up.
So this nurturing of this tradition I related to taqiyya, which you mentioned, this concept that comes from the Shia tradition of situational dissimulation when political circumstances demand it, right?
The reputation that Balmikis have in the public sphere in North India is that, of the Dalit communities in North India, this is the one that's kind of gone for Hindutva more than others. But I'm saying that reputation is misleading, at least, because this tradition is thriving, this tradition of religious autonomy and amicable relations with Muslims is thriving in the back, in the peechwada, as you say in Hindi, the kind of the back part of the basti that the journalist never goes to see.
If the slow poison, what Munnu Balmiki was calling the slow poison, the acceptance of the majoritarian bargain, if that is Harijan politics, that's kind of like acquiescing to that whole discourse and practice, Then the kind of taqiyya approach is, which apparently eschews politics, is kind of staying out of the political limelight and making no overt political assertions. I don't think it's in any way incompatible with, Ambedkarite and other kinds of politics. 
Rupa was mentioning, you know, what things that people should do dissertations on. There's so many different…so I'd urge any listener to your podcast who's a researcher looking for a topic, there's so many traditions of caste oppressed religion that, that are hiding in the vernaculars,  what kind of self-conception, collective self-conception those traditions involve. And, but I would not say that they're sort of necessarily incompatible with, or, you know, the kind of Ambedkarite politics. 

Ajantha Subramanian
When you asked people how they self-identify, they would say “We are Hindu” when referring to national scales of religious identity. And then they would say “They are Hindu” when referring to everyday geography and the embodied knowledge of place. And that these two coexist, these two statements about collective selfhood coexist. And that there is something kind of subterranean about the “They are Hindu” formulation that is hard to get at.

Joel Lee
Deliberately non-obvious. It's the opposite of declamatory.
Ajantha Subramanian
And in fact, you say that a lot of these, like Gandhianism or all of these forms of identity politics partake in a kind of Protestant semiotic ideology, which is about, which is about the declamatory, right?

Joel Lee
Announcing that I am Christian. The Protestant missionaries would often insist that their Dalit converts announce their, they had a lot of, especially in Punjab, a lot of Dalits from these communities approach them and say, look, I'm interested, I'm fully on board, but if I announce it, the landlord's going to do something to me. And the missionaries were like, well, I'm sorry, you have to announce it because that's the tradition. But it's clear even in that missionary archive that there are traditions of not declaiming but practicing religion in a way that would just minimize the harm coming from the dominant forces, it was, was a way to, to endure in terrible conditions. Rupa, you were about to say something.

Rupa Viswanath
Yeah. I didn't really answer your question very well, Ajantha, but I was also thinking about, you know, Iyothee Thass and his whole circle of people, and the fact that when you read Tamizhan, you can see how many people are writing letters to it. I mean, there's this huge community of people talking about identity, religious identity, the history of Dalit religion, all these things that Joel is talking about. And, you know, other people who were involved in the legislative council like Rettamalai Srinivasan were, of course, actually related to Iyothee Thass. So there was a very close and vibrant, fascinating circle of people in Tamil Nadu right around the turn of the 20th century who were probably doing some combination of what you're talking about, you know, storming the ramparts in the legislative council, but also probably engaged in the sorts of things that Joel has studied as well. 
Joel's point about making…in some ways there's another overlap there, because making a sort of political compromise in order to make the best of a terrible situation. I mean, this is also exactly, I think, what we see in Tamil Nadu around the 1930s, that all of this kind of autonomous politics becomes more submerged with the rise of Dravidian nationalism. There are even people, though, that we don't remember today, you know, from the 40s and 50s that I've uncovered in my more recent research who were definitely storming the ramparts. They're just not memorialized in the same way. And that's really the issue. And they were very much part of mainstream politics but giving voice to very radical positions.

Ajantha Subramanian
We've already touched on a lot of this, so I'm not going to, I don't think we need to say that much more about the sort of legacies of all of this. I mean, we've talked about Hindu majoritarianism and the ambivalent conscription of Dalits into the Hindu Right, how in some ways it's been successful, but in other ways, from other angles of approach, not quite so. We've talked about the bracketing of the question of labor in addressing the Dalit question. About limiting affirmative action…we haven't talked about that, but you know, the consequence of that 1950 Act equating Schedule Castes with Hindus is that the forms of compensatory discrimination, the effort to address certain disabilities was limited to Hindu Dalits, and I'm putting that in quotes. And then of course, there's the laws against conversion.

Rupa Viswanath
I mean, with that specific thing, apart from scholars, I don't know how many ordinary people are really aware that there is this disincentive to conversion built into our secular state.
But the bigger thing to me is the fact that it was, at least until the 90s, part of the Anti-Atrocity law as well…

Ajantha Subramanian
That the equation between Hindus and... 

Rupa Viswanath
That you couldn't count, yes, so that violence done to you would not count as an atrocity, which is just so hard to imagine that this could have been going on for so long post-independence when there's been so much violence, you know, so much.

Joel Lee
And violence of so many kinds, right? There's spectacular violence, there's land and agrarian violence. And then there's the kind of slow violence of, I mean, one legacy that stands out to me and draws us back to our initial topic of labor is basically the situation of sanitation laborers has changed very little. In some ways it's gotten worse in terms of, you know, in the first generation after independence, it was the norm to hire people as regular permanent sanitation workers. And in that initial period, there was actually a living wage. So, you know, in some ways people did better then than post-90s where, you know, the permanent sanitation worker positions are getting fewer and fewer. They're not being replaced. Contract labor is the norm now and that is not a living wage. And so people are earning less and less and having fewer benefits and so on. 
The currency in which the business, the kind of majoritarian contract business is transacted is in Valmiki statues and funding for it. Like in the municipality, people are constantly, sanitation workers’ unions are always asking for regularization of labor, for better pay, and for also life-saving equipment that, you know, the killing of people in manholes, the sewer cleaning work, which is done in this monstrously...

Ajantha Subramanian 
Archaic…

Joel Lee
Yes, right? When the resources are there, right? The resources are there to update that and to actually save lives, and that is a constant demand of the sanitation workers' unions, right? But, you know, those kinds of requests fall on deaf ears, but you can always get municipal funding, you want the municipality to install a statue. If it's construable as Hindu, it can be given a Hindu pedigree, then that will be funded and generously. 
And I think the 2019 Kumbh Mela really captures this. You'll recall the the sanitation workers who were servicing the enormous swath of humanity who was at the Kumbh Mela had very clear demands for decent wages and various things, concrete material demands, which were not met, but they were then treated, or five of them were then treated to a foot washing by the Prime Minister, the Prime Minister who has called such work adhyatmic or spiritual. So in some ways, I mean, it feels like...

Ajantha Subramanian
It's just the echo of Gandhi. There's also current weaponizing of Hindu religious sentiments, not just in India, but in the diaspora as a counterweight to anti-caste politics. And again, trying to circumscribe caste within the sphere of religion and render it outside the purview of state intervention, legal adjudication, et cetera, et cetera. I mean, that also seems like a fairly clear through line from the early 20th century. 
Rupa Viswanath
And dovetailing with, you know, unfortunate developments in Western academia, which can be about essentialized identity so that people can come forward and say, I represent Hindus and you can't argue with that. I mean, that's the birth of the Hindu American Foundation story, right? 
Ajantha Subramanian
Yeah. Yeah, I mean, in this case, it's the claim to minority representation as opposed to the majoritarian variant in South Asia. But it's partaking of some of the very same tactics. Of enclosure, of monopolizing representation, of parochializing critique, all of that but here in the name of the minority. 
This was great. I wanted us to talk about South Asian Studies, but I feel like it's just a whole other can of worms that we don't necessarily want to open because it'll just take us in too many different directions. And I feel like so much of what we've talked about has clear implications for how we do caste studies or South Asian Studies so I'm just going to trust that our listenership will take the lessons without having to spell them out in point form. Any last thoughts on the conversation?

Joel Lee
I'm such a big fan of both of you and the work that you do that this has just been a delight. This is really a treat.
Rupa Viswanath
I loved listening to both of you. It's been, and I know Joel's work really well, and yet I still love to hear. I've learned new things.
