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1 | The recalcitrance of caste

The “backward castes” in power

The period since the mid- to late 1980s has seen a dramatic col-

lapse of old political formations and parties, which had dominated 

politics in the Nehruvian era.1 Even the movements of that period, 

right up to the mid-1970s, were largely movements around economic 

issues and questions of corruption, black-marketeering, hoarding, 

and food shortages. Through the decade of the 1980s, there was a 

gradual erosion of the Nehruvian secular-nationalist imagination, 

and one of the factors responsible for it was the “re-emergence” of 

caste in public discourse. 

The watershed, in this respect, was the implementation of the 

famous Mandal Commission Report and the agitation against it. 

“Mandal” has since become something of a metaphor in contempo-

rary Indian politics. The commission, which was instituted in 1978, 

during the Janata Party government, under the stewardship of B. P. 

Mandal, a socialist leader from a “backward caste,” was given the 

task of looking into the question of “backwardness” of certain castes 

and suggesting remedies for its redressal. For about a decade after 

the commission submitted its recommendations in 1980, the report 

lay in cold storage after the Congress, under the leadership of Indira 

Gandhi (and subsequently of her son Rajiv), returned to power. It 

was implemented under extremely contentious circumstances in 

1990 by V. P. Singh as prime minister. Its main recommendations 

included 27 percent reservations in educational institutions and 

public employment for these “Other Backward Classes” or OBCs. 

The alternative political formations that took power, first in the 

form of the Janata Party in 1978 and in 1989 as the National Front, 

were primarily formations of the lower-caste peasantry. This was a 

revolt that had been brewing over the past decades. The implemen-

tation of the Mandal Commission Report was thus not a simple 
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governmental intervention; it was an intervention of this new for-

mation in power seeking to make a claim to representation in the 

bureaucracy and other public institutions.

As soon as the government announced its decision to implement 

the commission’s recommendations, all hell broke loose. There were 

widespread violent agitations all over north India, with the sons and 

daughters of “respectable families” taking to the streets. It was an 

unprecedented sight to see these young people, generally cynical 

about all political activity, taking to road blockades, demonstrations, 

picketing, and other such activities. Many of them even committed 

public self-immolation. Equally interesting was the sight of the usu-

ally cynical media backing the agitators to the hilt. New terms such 

as “mandalization of politics” entered public political discourse, 

generally referring, strangely, to a reprehensible division of Indian 

society along caste lines – as though caste oppression was a matter 

belonging to some very distant past. The tone and tenor of the public 

debate in the media seemed to suggest that but for the political 

opportunism of V. P. Singh, who wanted to cash in on retrograde 

sentiments of caste for purely pragmatic electoral purposes, India 

was well on the way to secular modernity. The debate was illuminat-

ing for a whole generation of people who had been brought up in the 

modern secular values of the Nehruvian era, who also had thought 

of caste as an injustice of the past.

What became clear in the wake of the Mandal Commission 

Report, however, was that this large group of OBCs, who constituted 

close to 60 percent of the population, had a negligible presence in 

government employment: about 4 percent. Also worth bearing in 

mind is the fact that even this small representation in employment 

was restricted to the lower rungs of government jobs. In other words, 

the overwhelming majority of public services were monopolized by 

the small crust of upper castes. In one estimate made by sociologist 

Satish Deshpande, about 20 percent of the population controlled 

about 95 percent of all jobs. Deshpande has also recently calculated 

the poverty–caste relationship on the basis of the National Sample 

Survey Organization consumption data, which confirm the strong 

relationship between low-caste status and poverty (Deshpande 

2002). 
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What is relevant here, however, is not merely the incidence of 

poverty among different “backward” caste groups but, more impor-

tantly, the fact that even among the relatively better-off and educated 

sections of Dalits (the Untouchable castes) and OBCs, access to pub-

lic employment, especially at the higher levels, is severely restricted. 

In other words, as Ram Naresh Kushwaha, an OBC parliamentarian, 

had put it in a parliamentary debate in 1978, the upper castes have 

always had informal reservations operating for them in employment; 

jobs were reserved for them. Manusmriti itself, he had claimed, was 

nothing other than a reservation of certain jobs for a certain category 

of people.2

What was interesting about the agitation, and the highly charged 

public debate that followed, was that it was entirely conducted, 

on the part of the opponents of the Mandal Commission, in the 

most immaculately secular and modern language of “merit” and 

“efficiency.” The question was posed as one of dilution, if not the 

elimination, of merit at the cost of getting in “unworthy” and “unde-

serving” people simply because they happened to belong to certain 

castes. “Would you like to be operated upon by a doctor who had 

become one through reservations?” “Would you like to fly in an 

aircraft that was piloted by a reservation pilot?” These were the kinds 

of questions posed by anti-Mandalites in these discussions. Not 

once was the question of upper-caste and brahminical privilege ever 

articulated as a question of caste privilege. Even more interesting was 

the fact that the more sophisticated among the anti-Mandalites were 

prepared to accept that there was a question of privilege involved 

here but that it should be addressed in terms of the secular category 

of “class”: that “economic” rather than caste criteria should be the 

basis of reservations. The question was really one of poverty, they 

argued, rather than of caste. 

Now, this is an argument that actually erupted in public discourse 

in the 1990s but has a fairly long and hallowed history. Evidence 

shows that it was an argument that had been rehearsed over the 

decades by the modernist upper-caste leadership. Right from the 

days of the Kaka Kalelkar Commission, set up in the mid-1950s for 

the purpose of addressing the same questions later taken up by the 

Mandal Commission, to parliamentary debates and more localized 
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public discussions (at, say, the provincial levels), this was invariably 

the argument deployed by the opponents of positive discrimination. 

As Christophe Jaffrelot shows, many members of the Kaka Kalelkar 

Commission dissented from the commission’s recommendations 

and, what is more, the Gandhian Kaka Kalelkar himself started de-

veloping serious doubts even as he submitted his report. Nehru, the 

immaculate modernist, legitimized this position thus: “If we go in 

for reservations on communal and caste basis, we swamp the bright 

and able people and remain second-rate or third-rate” (Jaffrelot 

2003: 222–8). On this one question then, the Nehruvian elite and 

the Hindu Right were always in complete agreement. This agree-

ment, one might venture to say, was fundamental to the post-1947 

Nehruvian consensus.

Was Nehru a casteist, then? Were all those who opposed the 

Mandal Commission in the 1990s, who included respected scholars, 

also casteist? This is a question being asked today by the Dalitbahu-

jans.3 The reality is that, by and large, such people were not casteists 

– at least in the conventional sense of the term. They were opposing 

the “bringing in” of caste into public discourse on very modernist 

and secular grounds. They sincerely believed that talking in terms of 

caste would be a regression into the past that they were so desper-

ately seeking to annihilate. The point that needs to be stressed here 

is that this time round, caste was the banner of those who had been 

oppressed by it. The recalcitrance of caste is not a mere repetition 

of the older story. For in that story, it was the upper castes that held 

the banner of caste aloft in order to put people “in their place.” Now 

things had decisively changed; it was the upper castes who were in 

constant and vehement denial of caste. Somewhere in this denial 

lies hidden the story of Indian modernity, a discussion of which is 

not, of course, within the scope of this book. For the present, we will 

simply sketch the broad outlines of that story and underline some 

of the complexities of present-day caste politics.

Let us return to where we began this chapter. Is there really a 

“resurgence” of caste? Is it the case that the question of caste has 

“suddenly” become important? Is the general middle-class percep-

tion that caste was dead, until resurrected by V. P. Singh, a correct 

perception? The answer is both yes and no. Yes, because there was 
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a sense in which caste had been banished from public discourse 

and, to that extent, its reappearance is a new phenomenon. No, 

because this unspeakability of caste in public discourse was limited 

to civil society, that is to the domain of the secular modern institu-

tions of society. It had not disappeared from society at large. In 

another realm, away from the watchful gaze of the modern elite, in 

the domain of what Partha Chatterjee calls political society, caste 

was a central category that framed the common ways of seeing and 

being in the world. The secret story of our modernity is, of course, 

lodged in the first realm, that of civil society, for it is here that we 

see the mutated upper-caste modern Indian Self, in perpetual denial 

of caste (and, to some extent, religion). There is no denying that this 

modern Self is really and genuinely modern; it wants to excise that 

shameful thing called caste from society’s collective memory. The 

upper-caste-turned-modern-Self does not ever want to be reminded 

of this one aspect of its inheritance. It can deal with religion, for 

that is something that “we all have” – whether we are from the West 

or from the East. But caste is a blot that has affected the psyche of 

the mutated modern, the Unconscious, as it were, of the modern 

moral Self. Yet caste is the hidden principle that gives it access 

to all kinds of modern privileges precisely because it functions as 

cultural/symbolic capital.

The Dalit upsurge

To the oppressed castes, especially the lowest among them – the 

Dalits or the Untouchables, this repression of caste appears to be a 

conspiracy of the Brahminical castes to deprive them of their voice. 

It appears to them to displace what is their bitter lived experience to 

another domain – that of class, for instance. The story that the Dalits 

want to narrate can be told only with reference to the history of caste 

oppression. It is there that the secret of their exclusion and cultural 

mutilation lies. One of the critical elements of the recalcitrance of 

caste in contemporary Indian politics is, therefore, the search for a 

past, a cultural legacy, a history and a sense of Self. The oppressive 

structure of caste functioned, in relation to the Dalits in particular, 

through their almost complete exclusion from “society” such as it 

was. Despite a plethora of laws, the situation on the ground has not 



20 | One

changed significantly and even at the level of secular modern institu-

tions discrimination continues. This has also led, in the recent past, 

to a major conflict as many Dalit groups sought to take the struggle to 

the United Nations. The conflict surfaced around the United Nations 

Conference on Racism and Related Forms of Discrimination held in 

Durban, South Africa, in 2001. A large number of Dalit organizations 

and NGOs took this opportunity to launch a vigorous campaign to 

raise the question of caste discrimination in that forum. This pro-

voked outraged reaction from the government and other nationalist 

circles, leading in turn to a vigorous public debate. The argument 

put forth by the nationalists was primarily that this was an “internal 

matter” of the nation and could be redressed within the forums pro-

vided by the law of the land (Thorat and Umakant 2004: xxiii). This 

did not cut much ice with the Dalit leadership, which had witnessed 

the operation of the law and governmental machinery at (bitter) first 

hand during the five decades since Independence. Others – among 

them academics and journalists of some standing – also joined the 

debate with the argument that “caste” after all is not “race” and un-

like race, is not a biological matter (Beteille 2004.).

Contemporary theoretical developments have assuredly shown 

how thin this dividing line is, and how race, too, is a matter of social 

construction rather than a simple biological phenomenon. More-

over, the fact is that both caste and race share a common feature, 

along with the Burakumin of Japan: that of being discriminations 

based on descent (and to that extent, caste is a “related form” of 

racism). Eventually the Dalit leadership did succeed, in the teeth 

of major opposition, in raising the issue at Durban, though they 

remained dissatisfied with the outcome (Thorat and Umakant 2004: 

xxii–iii).

Here, we need not detail the stories of daily humiliation and 

degradation that continue to be part of Dalit life, as these are by 

now fairly well documented and discussed (Valmiki 2003; Moon 

2002). Suffice it to note that even today, Dalit settlements in villages 

– and often even in cities such as Delhi – are spatially segregated. 

Untouchability and hate-speech with regard to them are rampant. 

Even today, they are not allowed to draw water from the same well 

from which upper castes get their drinking water. The brutality of 
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this exclusion/oppression is quite unparalleled. And here, the irony 

is that in large parts of the country, it is the resurgent backward 

castes who are the most brutal oppressors of the Dalits. This gives 

a peculiar twist to the phenomenon of the revolt of the lower castes, 

to which we shall return below.

For the present, let us simply refer, briefly, to one aspect of their 

exclusion: from any kind of access to learning – of whatever kind, in-

cluding elementary skills of reading and writing. This was an age-old 

practice of the caste system. It was, therefore, only with the arrival of 

colonialism and the opening up of public spaces and institutions to 

the Dalits, if in a limited fashion (because of upper-caste opposition), 

that these became accessible to them (Geetha and Rajadurai 1998; 

Nigam 2006b). It is, therefore, only in the early twentieth century, 

strictly speaking, that the Dalits really found their voice – in the 

sense of being able to record their experience of oppression and 

talk about it publicly. And it was at this precise moment that the 

mutated upper-caste modern began to legislate a certain modern 

universalist language, decrying all attempts to talk of caste oppres-

sion as “casteism,” a sign of “backward consciousness.” 

There is therefore a peculiar ambivalence that marks Dalit politics 

and discourse today. On the one hand, it invests tremendous faith in 

modernity because it is really with modern institutions inaugurated 

by colonial rule that possibilities of Dalit emancipation opened up 

in significant ways; on the other, it exhibits a strong aversion to 

the dominant, secular-nationalist discourse of modernity in India, 

which it sees as irrevocably “upper-caste” and as the root of the 

reinstitution of upper-caste power over modern institutions.

Dalits, OBCs and secularism/communalism

This ambivalence is visible not only in the field of cultural politics 

but equally in the field of electoral politics. While the dynamic in 

electoral politics is somewhat different, the explanation for Dalit 

political formations such as the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) chart-

ing out a course that radically questions the common sense of the 

secular modern must be understood in the context of its deep dis-

trust of the old nationalist and secular elite. A case in point is the 

relationship of the BSP and much of the Dalit intelligentsia with the 
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emerging secular political formations, especially in north India. In 

the state of Uttar Pradesh (UP), the BSP has repeatedly gone into 

alliance with the main party of the Hindu Right, the Bharatiya Janata 

Party. It has formed governments with the BJP, not only in 1993 and 

1997, but also in 2002, in the year of the massacre of Muslims in 

Gujarat. In this period, when the BJP and its partner organizations 

of the Hindu Right had left no doubt about their intentions, the 

BSP entered into an alliance and formed a government with the BJP 

in UP, and its top leaders even campaigned for the BJP in Gujarat 

during the subsequent elections.

There are two levels of problems involved here. First, the relations 

between different “lower”-caste groups – non-Brahmin or OBC on 

the one hand and outcaste (or “Untouchable”) on the other. Second, 

the logic of electoral politics. On the face of it, it only seems logical 

that in order to break upper-caste hegemony there should be a larger 

alliance of the OBCs/non-Brahmins and Dalits. This had seemed a 

promising line of action to many leaders of the late nineteenth to 

the early twentieth century, such as Jyotiba Phule of Maharashtra 

and Periyar E. V. R. Ramasamy Naicker of what is today Tamil Nadu. 

Hence they had advocated the idea of a “non-Brahmin” unity (Periyar) 

or a unity of the Shudraatishudras (Phule)4 in order to challenge the 

hegemony of the Brahminical elite. And up to a point this did have 

an impact in the first half of the twentieth century, insofar as the 

Brahminical stranglehold over society in these two regions was seri-

ously challenged. Kanshi Ram, too, the chief architect of the present 

Dalit upsurge in north India, believed that his party should not simply 

be a Dalit party but a party of “bahujans” (literally, majority). Hence 

the name, Bahujan Samaj Party. The Bahujan Samaj, in Kanshi Ram’s 

rendering, was to be forged through a broad alliance of the Dalits, 

the backwards and the minorities – particularly the Muslims. Kanshi 

Ram also saw clearly that the Dalits alone, comprising no more than 

about 20 percent of the electorate in any constituency, could not 

possibly challenge upper-caste dominance. Hence the aggressive 

slogan of the period of the rise of the BSP: Tilak, tarazu aur talwar/ 

inko maro joote chaar (the Brahmin, the Bania and the Rajput/thrash 

them roundly with shoes). That was the astute strategy that managed 

to make the BSP an important force in its early days. 
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The problem, however, began after the experience of first electoral 

alliance of the BSP (representing Dalits) and the Samajwadi Party 

(representing the OBCs) led by Mulayam Singh Yadav, which formed 

the government in UP in 1993. Within a short time it became appar-

ent that as soon as the political pact that was forged between the 

parties moved toward the countryside, sharp conflicts between the 

two groups began playing themselves out. It was during the village 

panchayat elections that the conflicts took a serious and often violent 

form. Many Dalit leaders and intellectuals began to recognize the 

implications of the fact that in many states the immediate oppres-

sors of Dalits in the villages were not Brahmins, but the dominant 

backward castes who had consolidated their hold following the post-

independence land reforms. And it seemed that they were not willing 

to change their attitude toward Dalits in everyday matters, even in the 

face of the political alliance at the state level. In many areas it was 

these castes that forcibly prevented Dalits from casting their votes.

More importantly, this was the period of the sharp rise of the 

Hindu Right. Very soon, this threat was to become the most im-

portant reference point for all future electoral-political alliances. 

The parties of the OBCs, represented by Mulayam Singh and Laloo 

Yadav in the two most important northern states of UP and Bihar, 

positioned themselves firmly against the BJP and its allies. During 

the period of the build-up to the demolition of the Babri Masjid, 

discussed in the next chapter, it was these two leaders who had 

displayed the most determined opposition to the BJP. During his 

chief ministership, Mulayam Singh used the entire force of the state 

machinery to prevent the activists of the Hindu Right from demol-

ishing the structure of the mosque in November 1990. When L. K. 

Advani’s notorious Rath Yatra entered Bihar, en route to Ayodhya, 

Laloo Yadav displayed exemplary courage in arresting Advani, lead-

ing to the eventual downfall of the V. P. Singh government of which 

Laloo was a part. It was in this context that the anti-communal, 

secular front came into existence, and the OBC parties naturally 

acquired a crucial position within it, given their stance. 

This is where the problems began, as far as the BSP and the 

newly assertive Dalits were concerned. To throw in their lot with 

the secular front unconditionally was to tie their own hands. For 
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the conflict with the OBCs in the countryside was now playing itself 

out in its most aggressive form. The choice was a difficult one and it 

was aggravated by another circumstance: the BJP with its upper-caste 

(Brahmin–Bania–Rajput) support base, with the self-confidence of 

classes who have traditionally wielded power, showed a prepared-

ness to play second fiddle to the BSP in a joint government. This was 

something that the OBC parties and Mulayam Singh Yadav just could 

not do – they were as much novices in the game of political power as 

were the Dalit groups; they were also unprepared to give up any of 

their social power in order to facilitate a broader alliance. It is quite 

possible that if Mulayam had made the magnanimous gesture that 

the BJP repeatedly made, the BSP might still have opted to remain 

in the secular alliance. But for Mulayam Singh to do this would have 

meant alienating his primary support base, the backward-caste peas-

antry. Advocates of secularist unity did not want to upset the apple 

cart and therefore fell in line with the position of the backward-caste 

parties – that is to say, they demanded unconditional support in the 

struggle against the Hindu Right, even at the cost of repudiating the 

newly emerging political power of the Dalit movement.

This is where the deep distrust of the secular-nationalist com-

mon sense, so ingrained in Dalit politics, comes into play. For the 

BSP did not have a moment’s hesitation in joining forces with the 

BJP in forming a government and there was a whole array of Dalit 

intellectuals who developed a fairly powerful argument to justify it. 

The point here is not simply that the BSP went into a power-sharing 

alliance with the Hindu Right, for many other parties and groups 

have done the same in different ways, at different times. Even the 

Left is not entirely free of that taint, as we saw in the Introduction. 

In that sense, such pressures have always worked in the sphere of 

political alliance-making in electoral politics in India. The point 

here is that the BSP entered into this alliance with a clear argument 

against the dichotomized mode of politics where the “communal-

ism versus secularism” conflict was presented by advocates of the 

secular front as something self-evident, as though it subsumed all 

other conflicts and exhausted all other problems. This manner of 

privileging the “secular versus communal” conflict presented the 

secular front as a non-negotiable: you had to enter the front only 
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on the terms already set by the dominant partners in it. There was 

no possibility of any negotiation here, especially with regard to the 

backward-caste parties. 

On the other hand, the BSP, despite its history of attempting to 

build an anti-upper-caste–Hindu alliance, and despite the fact that it 

sees its project as irreconcilable with the Hindutva project, refused to 

take any proposition as given and non-negotiable. The sole concern 

that guided it was whether its move would help its own project of 

Dalit liberation. As mentioned earlier, on this occasion, the BJP 

displayed considerable sagacity by agreeing to play a subordinate 

role in the alliance.

Even after the collapse of the BSP–BJP alliance for the third time 

in August 2003, reports from UP indicate that as far as the Dalit 

masses of UP are concerned, the experiments are seen by them as 

having been fruitful in restoring a sense of dignity among them. On 

the other hand, the upper-caste supporters of the BJP, the Rajputs 

in particular, feel threatened by the growing insubordination of 

the lower castes during these successive tenures of the alliance. 

The experiment, whatever its long-term implications for the secular 

front, has revealed the immense complexity that marks the new era 

of “caste politics” in India.

This is not a scenario simply restricted to Uttar Pradesh or north-

ern India. Recent years have seen heightened conflicts between the 

Dalits and the OBCs, one of the most recent being the incident in 

Khairlanji village in Maharashtra, where four members of a Dalit fam-

ily were killed and the women were most probably raped before being 

killed. This is a village with a population of about 800, 750 of whom 

are OBCs – a mere twenty being Dalits. Some of the OBC villagers 

had been raising a dispute concerning the small piece of cultivable 

land owned by the Bhotmange family (the family killed) alleging that 

they were denying others right of way. In 2004 the dispute went to 

the Revenue Court, which ordered that a road be built through the 

family’s land. It was this that eventually led to the gruesome murders 

and the rape of the daughter, whose body was found badly bruised 

and naked. This incident sparked off a series of major and often 

violent protests. Such incidents of oppression and violence by the 

OBCs against Dalits have now become commonplace.5
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At this point it is necessary to note that the particular logic of 

conflict between Dalit and OBC interests, discussed above, does 

not work in the same way everywhere in the country, even though 

everyday conflicts are pretty much in evidence in most places. In the 

context of Tamil Nadu, for instance, the OBC identity is the Dravidian 

one. The term “Dravidian” refers to the politicized racial identity 

counterposed to the “Aryan” one in southern India, particularly in 

what is now the state of Tamil Nadu. In this narrative, c. 1500 bce, 

fair-skinned Aryan invaders from the north of the subcontinent des-

troyed a pre-existing Dravidian civilization, imposing a Brahminical 

caste order on the defeated, in which the Aryans became Brahmins, 

and Dravidians the “lower”-caste non-Brahmins.6 The Dalit iden-

tity is comparatively new in Tamil Nadu (compared to western or 

northern India), because the anti-Brahmin movement was successful 

in positing the Dravidian (OBC) identity as the universal non/anti-

Brahmin one, subsuming Dalits within it. Over the 1990s, though, 

a strong Dalit critique of the Dravidian movement has emerged, 

with sharply polemical exchanges between Dalits and non-Brahmins 

(Dravidians) becoming “endemic” in Tamil politics (Pandian 2007: 

233–44). Today Dalits are a visible political constituency, and there is 

growing Dalit assertion against assimilation into Dravidian politics 

(Lakshmanan 2004).

The electoral logic, too, in Tamil Nadu is somewhat different, 

because with the state’s long history of anti-Brahmin politics, rivalry 

between its two powerful anti-Brahmin (Dravidian) parties – the 

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) and the All India Anna Dravida 

Munnetra Kazhagam (AIADMK) – is the decisive factor in decid-

ing political alliances. Despite their core ideological similarities, 

alliances of the two parties with the party in power at the center, 

whether Congress or BJP, are determined by the dynamics of their 

rivalry in local politics in the state, rather than in terms of OBC–Dalit 

or secular–communal conflict. For instance in 1999, the AIADMK 

withdrew support to the Vajpayee-led BJP, leading to the collapse of 

the government, while the DMK, by no means a communal party, 

supported the BJP in the vote of confidence which it lost (Subra-

manian 1999).
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Backward castes and the Women’s Reservation Bill

In 1996, the 81st Constitutional Amendment Bill, called the 

Women’s Reservation Bill (WRB), was first announced, proposing a 

reservation of 33 percent of seats in parliament for women. A decade 

later, at the end of 2006, the fate of this bill remained uncertain, the 

opposition to it seeming insurmountable. This, despite wide-ranging 

support for it across the political spectrum, from the BJP on the 

Right, to the veering-right-of-center Congress, to all the shades of 

parties on the Left and all women’s organizations in the country. 

The opposition to the measure, termed as patriarchal and anti-

women, emanates largely from the parties representing backward 

castes and Dalits. What is becoming increasingly clear is that the 

questions thrown up by the timing of the bill and the responses 

to it reveal “caste” to be the key to understanding what is at stake. 

It is misleading to frame the story of the WRB solely within the 

framework of women’s rights.

The question of reservations for women in representative in-

stitutions has long been debated in India. It had come up in the 

Constituent Assembly (1946–49), but had been rejected by women 

representatives as it was felt that the working of democracy in the 

normal course would ensure the representation of all sections of 

Indian society. The suggestion was also seen to underestimate the 

strength of women to compete as equals. Over twenty-five years later, 

in 1974, the Committee on the Status of Women in India (CSWI) 

considered the same question and came to more or less the same 

conclusion.

The latest phase of the debate began with the National Perspective 

Plan (NPP) 1988–2000, recommending a 30 percent reservation of 

seats for women in panchayats and zila parishads (village and district 

councils). Subsequently states such as Karnataka and Gujarat imple-

mented some form of reservation for women in these institutions, 

known as Panchayati Raj Institutions (PRI). In 1993, the 73rd and 

74th Constitution Amendments provided for one-third reservation 

for women nationwide in these bodies. By the general elections 

of 1996, women’s organizations put forward a joint demand to all 

political parties for reservations for women in state assemblies and 

parliament (Mazumdar, V. 1997: 16). The major parties supported 
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the demand although they themselves gave less than 15 percent of 

their total number of tickets to women, and the 81st Amendment Bill 

was introduced in 1996. It could not be passed and was referred to a 

joint select committee. In 1998 the bill (by now the 84th Amendment 

Bill) was introduced again by the BJP government to strong opposi-

tion, and was once again derailed; and so it went on until its latest 

incarnation in December 2006, when it could not be introduced in 

parliament for lack of a consensus.

What were the developments between 1974 when women’s move-

ment activists in the CSWI rejected reservations for women in par-

liament, and 1996, when almost the same representatives of the 

women’s movement as well as every non-OBC/Dalit party had come 

to demand such reservations? In the years that passed, there were 

two significant developments in Indian politics. By the mid-1980s, as 

we have seen, backward-caste assertion had begun to transform the 

nature of the political arena and the composition of the Lok Sabha. 

Yogendra Yadav points out: “The influx of lower orders into the field 

of democratic contestation has … [made] it respectable to talk of 

caste in the public-political domain. The emergence of social justice 

as a rubric to talk about caste equity [and] political representation of 

castes and communities … is a distinct achievement of this period” 

(Yadav 1999: 2393). Not unexpectedly, upper-caste anxiety at this 

phenomenon was correspondingly on the rise.

The other development was that women had emerged as a 

significant force in politics. Women had been at the forefront of 

the movements against corruption and price rises that preceded 

the imposition of Emergency. The “second wave” of the women’s 

movement in the 1980s saw the emergence of vocal and visible 

autonomous women’s groups, which placed feminist issues firmly 

on the public agenda – dowry, rape, violence against women. The 

term “autonomous” refers to their autonomy from political parties, 

most of them having emerged out of left-wing parties, frustrated by 

their inability to engage with questions raised by feminist critique 

(Gandhi and Shah 1992). Even as the political terrain was trans-

formed by the presence of these groups, it was also becoming evi-

dent that women were under-represented on representative bodies. 

Already in 1988, by the time of the NPP 1988–2000, therefore, there 
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was both an acknowledgment of women’s militant participation 

in politics as well as of their absence in decision-making bodies. 

Vina Mazumdar, who was Member Secretary of the CSWI, points 

out how as “daughters of independence” her generation had been 

critical of special representation, but gradually “we have found our 

understanding of nation-building changing radically” (Mazumdar, 

V. 1997: 15). By 1996, then, the “daughters of independence” had 

come to acknowledge that abstract citizenship was only a cover for 

privilege, and that difference had to be acknowledged.

Thus two very different (even opposed) sets of concerns – feminist 

and upper-caste – tie in at this particular conjuncture to produce 

the sudden general acceptability of women’s reservations. While 

the protagonists make their arguments in terms of gender justice, 

it may be noticed that the arguments against the bill come from two 

opposed positions – a less influential voice that stems from opposi-

tion to reservations in general, and the powerful voice of the OBC 

and Dalit parties, who charge that a blanket reservation of seats for 

“women” is in effect an upper-caste ploy to stem the rising tide of 

lower castes in politics. In this context, we must take into account the 

experience of women’s reservations in Panchayati Raj Institutions 

since 1993. Studies in Gujarat and Karnataka have confirmed that the 

entrenched power of the dominant castes has been strengthened by 

women’s reservations (Nair 1997). It is not surprising, then, that OBC 

and Dalit leaders are highly suspicious of the WRB. In an interview, 

Mayawati, the Bahujan Samaj Party leader, while demanding a 50 

percent reservation for women in parliament, insisted that, within 

this, there should be separate reservations for Dalits, backward 

castes and minorities.7 Mulayam Singh Yadav of the Samajwadi Party 

has consistently opposed the bill, saying that in its present form it 

is anti-minority and anti-Dalit.8 

The alternative proposed is called the “quotas-within-quotas” 

position, demanding a reservation for OBC and Muslim women 

within the 33 percent. The arguments against the WRB, in other 

words, are not simply patriarchal.

Most interestingly, prominent BJP leader Uma Bharati, herself 

from a backward caste, argued for quotas-within-quotas, a position 

opposed to that of her party. Unlike Sushma Swaraj, the upper-caste 
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BJP woman leader most vocal in support of the bill, Uma Bharati’s 

feminist argument for reservations asserts also that a backward-caste 

or Dalit woman is doubly oppressed, and so should have a place 

within the quota. Characteristically, Uma Bharati does not grant a 

quota for Muslim women, even while conceding that they are among 

the most oppressed, but she does not reject the idea of reservations 

for Muslims altogether. Her solution is, instead, to give reserva-

tions to Muslim caste groups included in the Mandal OBCs, for 

example, julahe, bunkar, ansari. Thus, in a move that challenges 

the BJP’s nationalist Hindutva perspective, she decisively privileges 

caste identity.9 It is this difference of opinion within the party that 

kept the BJP from pushing through the measure even during the 

years it was in power.

The real question is: why are “women” acceptable to the rul-

ing elites as a counter-measure to deal with rising backward-caste 

presence in parliament? Why are women and the women’s move-

ment not only not perceived as a threat to social order, but even 

as a force that can restore the control of upper castes and classes? 

One possible explanation could have to do with the cooptation and 

domestication of gender issues by the state and NGOs through the 

1990s. The emergence of “autonomous” women’s groups (autono-

mous, that is, from political parties) during the 1980s marked a new, 

and militant, highly visible phase of the women’s movement, but by 

the end of the 1990s, almost all of these groups were running on 

funding from government and international bodies. That is, these 

groups, which began as an attempt to create spaces outside the 

orthodoxies of party women’s wings, are now far from autonomous, 

given their need to get and retain funding. 

Further, while the “empowerment of women” is a slogan much 

in use by government agencies, it has been argued that this kind 

of government program aims at empowering women only to the 

extent of harnessing women’s contribution to “growth,” to attain 

which there is considerable external pressure on the government. 

Writing on the increasing circulation of the term “empowerment” 

in the context of World Bank-directed new economic policies in 

India in the 1990s, Manoranjan Mohanty argues that empowerment, 

particularly of women, is understood in international documents not 
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as a goal but a prerequisite for productive investment. Terms such as 

empowerment, civil society, and democratization, which form part 

of the new liberalization discourse, therefore, are not a response to 

the struggles that have marked Indian politics, but have been given 

a restricted meaning and oriented in order to “serve the present 

global drive of western capitalism.” Since market development is 

a key feature defining the stage of development of “civil society” 

in this understanding, those who are weak or unorganized, or who 

reject the prevailing system, are excluded from “civil society.” Thus, 

he concludes, “the agenda of globalisation promotes democracy 

for those who can participate in the bargaining process” (Mohanty 

1995: 1434–6). The growing statism and NGO-ization of the women’s 

movement are a cause for concern in this sense. 

This is a feature of which the movement is very aware. A re-

port (1991) by six women’s organizations from Delhi and Bombay, 

investigating the dismissal of some employees of the Rajasthan 

government’s Women’s Development Programme (WDP), came to 

the conclusion that the WDP, designed with the active cooperation of 

feminist activists, had been successful in reducing people’s distrust 

of the state by appropriating the legitimacy garnered by the women’s 

movement. The report urged a serious consideration of the implica-

tions of this.10 So a harsh conclusion that we seem to be forced to 

confront is that as far as the ruling elites are concerned, “women” 

are something they can deal with.

A more complicated reason for “women” being acceptable while 

“OBCs” are not, has to do with the way in which identities emerge 

in politics. Indian politics has shown often enough that class, reli-

gious, caste (or any other) identity has tended to prevail over gender 

identification. In Hindu right-wing mobilization or issues such as 

the Uniform Civil Code (UCC),11 or the anti-Mandal upper-caste 

agitations, “women” have tended to rally as upper/lower-caste or 

Muslim/Hindu (Dietrich 1994). The women’s movement has been 

as much attacked by Dalit women for being upper-caste as the Dalit 

movement has been attacked for being patriarchal, and feminists 

of minority communities have challenged the women’s movement 

for being Hindu by default, in its claim to being secular (Agnes 

1994a: 1123; Omvedt 1990: 31). Thus, by the late 1980s, the women’s 
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movement had to accept that “women” as the subject of feminist 

politics, and gender justice as an issue, would have to be inflected 

through the lens of other identities. 

What this means in the context of the WRB is that when con-

fronted with upper-caste concerns that seem to tie in with feminist 

concerns at this conjuncture, the women’s movement must make 

the moves necessary to undercut the upper-caste project – and 

quotas-within-quotas seems to offer that possibility. 

Within the broad feminist camp, the suggestion of “quotas-within-

quotas” has received mixed responses. Most women’s groups accept 

it in principle, but while some groups are prepared for a redrafting 

of the present bill to include such quotas, others, such as the Left 

groups, continue to insist that the bill must be passed first, and fur-

ther quotas can be worked out later.12

“Mandal II” and the electoral calculus

We have seen that the first round of implementation of OBC 

reservations had emerged from the long-drawn-out struggle of the 

backward castes spanning close to four decades. The implemen-

tation of the Mandal Commission recommendations in 1990 was, 

however, eventually restricted to the arena of employment. Education 

was left out. In early April 2006, the UPA government announced 

that it would implement the Mandal Commission recommendations 

in all central educational institutions (Mandal II, as it has come to 

be known), including the elite IITs and IIMs (Indian Institutes of 

Technology and Indian Institutes of Management, respectively). In 

itself this would be a long overdue and welcome step, were it not for 

the fact that it was done without the necessary groundwork, with an 

eye on elections that were due in some states. 

As S. S. Gill, who was the secretary of the Mandal Commission, 

recently emphasized, “27 percent reservations were only a palliative” 

and only one of the many recommendations made by it. According 

to him, “the other important recommendations were: the radical 

alteration in production relations through progressive land reforms; 

special educational facilities to upgrade the cultural environment of 

the students, with special emphasis on vocational training; separate 

coaching facilities for students aspiring to enter technical and pro-
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fessional institutions; creation of adequate facilities for improving 

the skills of village artisans; subsidised loans for setting up small-

scale industries; the setting up of a separate chain of financial and 

technical bodies to assist OBC entrepreneurs” (Gill 2006). 

In the sixteen years since the first implementation of the Mandal 

recommendations, no government took up any of these measures. 

The UPA government, too, restricted its intervention to extending 

reservations to educational institutions, and even in this measure, 

took the easy way out. Anticipating hostile reactions from various 

quarters, it announced an increased intake of students by about 50 

percent in order to accommodate the quotas without reducing the 

“general” seats. What should, ideally, have preceded this decision 

was then done after the fact: a committee to prepare the roadmap 

for the implementation of these recommendations was set up. This 

committee suggested a 54 percent expansion to accommodate the 

quotas and suggested that this plane be executed in a phased man-

ner, over a three-year period.

It needs to be remembered here that over the years, the banner 

of “reservations” has become a potent symbolic weapon of electoral 

mobilization used by most mainstream parties. Once the Mandal 

Commission Report was implemented and there was a veritable 

clamor for inclusion in reservations by all kinds of groups claiming 

historical disadvantage, this became a kind of self-fulfilling game. 

The more substantive issues that needed to be dealt with, if the 

Mandal recommendations were to be implemented, gave way to 

this logic of the electoral calculations. The recent move is one such 

instance where an opportunist gamble was played. The extreme 

and near hysterical reactions from the privileged upper-caste sec-

tions to such demands has prevented any reasonable debate and a 

dispassionate engagement with the demands of social justice in the 

public arena. A reassessment of the entire logic of reservations has 

been made impossible by the prevailing atmosphere. It is possible 

to argue, after all, that in all circumstances reservations may not be 

the best form of affirmative action. Indeed, it may be problematic 

to institute a mechanism that ends up freezing identities through 

the logic of governmentality. 

Expectedly, as battle lines were drawn, upper-caste youth rose in 
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defence of their privileges in the name of merit. The aggression of 

the upper-caste youth was played out at an everyday level against 

fellow students from Dalit and OBC backgrounds. There were vicious 

incidents of targeting and humiliation of Dalit students in premier 

institutions such as the medical students’ hostel at the All India In-

stitute of Medical Sciences in Delhi, often directly aided and abetted 

by the authorities, who became openly partisan in such games.

Even one year after the announcement of the government’s deci-

sion, protests continue in different and  less spectacular forms, such 

as localized strikes, sit-ins, and signature campaigns. A case is also 

pending with the Supreme Court where the legality of the decision 

has been challenged on the grounds that the economically well-off 

“creamy layer” among the OBCs – and indeed among the Dalits and 

tribals, with retrospective effect – be excluded from availing of the 

benefits of the reservations. Indeed, this argument has now acquired 

the status of common sense and further questions regarding it are 

seldom asked. It should be abundantly clear to anybody even re-

motely familiar with trends in primary education that it is only the 

so-called “creamy layer” that manages to cross school level. Any idea 

of reservations would be meaningless if the only sections of a group 

that can avail of reservations were to be excluded from them.

In the past few years, however, there have been many more people, 

at least among the intelligentsia, who seem to have applied their 

minds to thinking through the logic of reservations, as a result of 

which the public debate this time yielded some interesting new 

policy alternatives. These proposals built on other ways of thinking 

about affirmative action, some of which have been in operation in 

universities such as Jawaharlal Nehru University in Delhi for some 

decades now. These models do not simply reduce the question of 

affirmative action to a single dimension, that is, caste. Since the 

question of OBC reservations is quite different from that of reserva-

tions for Dalits and tribals (for which India’s Constitution-makers 

had compelling reasons), such alternative models could have been 

considered by the government. These models can in principle give 

weightages for different kinds of historical disadvantage apart from 

caste (gender, regional backwardness, religious minority identity, 

and so on), rather than simply reserving seats for specific fixed 
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groups. One such model was put forward by two Delhi-based social 

scientists, Satish Deshpande and Yogendra Yadav, which advocates 

such a policy design, based largely on information already available 

in admission forms in their present form (Deshpande and Yadav 

2006). 

Mandal II is also problematic in that it plans to go ahead with-

out going into any of the other recommendations of the Mandal 

Commission mentioned earlier. Not enough thought was given to 

expanding or improving existing infrastructure or “special educa-

tional facilities to upgrade the cultural environment.” Educational 

institutions in most parts of the country have been running at sub-

optimal levels for decades – except for the elite and highly gov-

ernment-subsidized IITs and IIMs. Most other institutions neither 

have adequate faculty and facilities, nor the capacity for the kind of 

expansion that this move requires. A more well-thought-out policy 

initiative should have considered a proper plan of upgradation of 

these institutions alongside. 

In conclusion, we might note that the recent upsurge of lower-

caste struggles is an extremely complex affair that has a dynamic that 

is specific to the lived experience of the different caste groups, espe-

cially Dalits. Among the OBCs, too, there are caste groups who share 

a status somewhat similar to that of the Dalits – except that they are 

not “Untouchables” in the ritual sense – who can be mobilized on 

either side of the divide. Further, OBCs themselves, when mobilized 

by the BJP as in Gujarat, have played a directly communal role acting 

as foot-soldiers of Hindutva, unlike when they have emerged as an 

independent political force, as in UP and Bihar. Much thus depends 

on the exact nature of political equations in any local situation and 

the nature of political mobilization.
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